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Chapter One
Peace. It felt amazing and unreal to Lieutenant Simone Daniels as she sat down for a leisurely family breakfast with her husband and daughters. When had she last done that? She couldn’t remember.
Tess, who was home from college, had made pancakes, eggs, and bacon to the delight of the rest of the family who had nothing to do but sit down and enjoy it.
“You really don’t have to go in today?” Maggie asked, excited.
“That’s right. We have the whole day.” She could hardly believe it. If she didn’t work a shift or check in with her unit at the station on weekends, she usually spent an obscene amount of time in her office at home. Not today.
She loved her job, and she was passionate about serving the community to the very best of her abilities, but the past few years had all of them exhausted. She was overdue for some family time, and so were her loved ones.
She knew that everyone on her team was capable, able to handle every crisis, and they had proved it over and over again.
“So, what do you want to do?”
“Can we go to the zoo?” Maggie asked, while Tess spoke at the same time, “How about some shopping?”
Simone shared a smile with her husband. “How about both?”
“Somebody’s ambitious,” he commented. “Okay, let’s do it.”
She took a sip of her coffee. It tasted like heaven, or maybe it was because she had rarely taken the time to taste it at all lately. With global crises that had affected them here at home, and a threat from within, none of them had any choice but to react all the time.
They couldn’t lose sight of what mattered most. The reason for which they were in it.
“So, what’s first?”
She watched the two of them argue lovingly, content to know that whatever they chose, it would be a long, likely tiring, and satisfying day. After this weekend, she’d returned to work refreshed, even more determined to make a difference in the face of the odds she was facing. It would be a tiny bit easier. But first she’d continue to enjoy this fabulous breakfast in their sunlit kitchen.
The sound of the phone felt unusually jarring, seeming to startle everyone.
“Come on, Mom,” Tess mumbled.
Of course, it was Simone’s.
“I’ll just check quickly,” she promised. “I’m sure no one needs me in person today.”
“Sure” was a big promise. She had taken every precaution she could. The rest was up to fate, coincidence, or whatever politicians and criminals in this city decided. She could answer a few quick questions, Simone thought when she picked up the phone. She frowned when she saw the caller and got up from her chair to walk a few feet away, aware of the sudden tension in the room.
The chief was calling her at home, on a Saturday morning, her day off.
“Simone Daniels,” she answered, holding her breath. As she listened to what he had to say, she didn’t remember to exhale until she was feeling lightheaded. Keeping in the expletive for his sake, and her family’s, she said, “I understand. I’ll be right there.”
Something in her expression must have given her away, because Scott got up before she could ask him to come over. No choice but to react. She gave him a quick summary before heading out.
***
A slow Saturday morning with her husband and granddaughter was one of Pauline Carpenter’s favorite things. Even though they served breakfast at the SEVEN these days, thanks to a dedicated and loyal staff, they could allow themselves these moments on a regular basis. The place didn’t yield riches, but it held an important place in the community, and they were happy to be able to keep it going.
She watched Meri enjoying the waffles she had made—she still loved them most with strawberry jam. Part of her granddaughter’s attention was on the drawing she had made while Pauline and Jack prepared the food together. Bailey, the poodle mix, sat curled up in the chair next to her.
“Are you excited about tomorrow?”
“Yes! We’re going to go in a wave pool!”
“That’s going to be so much fun,” Pauline promised her, smiling at Jack who had refilled her coffee cup. She loved seeing Meri this happy and thrilled for the upcoming short trip with her mothers. Pauline was happy for Jordan and Ellie too, who had been able to carve out some time to spend with Meri for a few uninterrupted days.
“They’ll be here in the afternoon?” Jack asked.
“Earlier than that, I imagine. Ellie’s off at noon, and Jordan said she just has one quick errand,” Pauline told him. Between the two of them, they didn’t need to elaborate further. A half day, a quick errand, those things could entail many things, many of which she didn’t want to think about too hard. But they would spend the day together before Jordan, Ellie and Meri would go on their road trip.
They had mastered all the challenges so far, escaped all the latest COVID variants, and were overall safe, financially, and otherwise. There was nothing more she could ask for, though she worried, more often lately, about the world that would be left behind for her granddaughter. No matter how many resources they tried to provide her with.
There was no doubt Meri was a happy child, confident, and resourceful. She was growing up around adults who loved her and wanted the best for her. She would persevere.
Meri had gone back to her breakfast, though Pauline could tell she was eager to finish the drawing.
Pauline had loved watching her from the moment she’d been born. Meri’s hair color was as close to Ellie’s as it could possibly get, and she showed much of her optimistic outlook, while many of her mannerisms were so clearly Jordan’s.
To Pauline, she was perfect, and she had to admit she was grateful that her mothers’ careers allowed her to spend this much time with her.
Her gaze fell on Jack who had looked at his phone. His expression filled her with instant alarm. Jack wasn’t prone to histrionics and exaggeration.
“Is something wrong?” she asked, keeping her tone quiet. Nonetheless, Meri looked up.
“I’m not sure. Let’s go to the office. Meri, we’ll be right back.”
“Sure.” Meri nodded. “I’ll watch Bailey.”
“That’s great. Thank you.”
Pauline followed him out of the room, resisting the urge to grab the cell phone from him, an icy shudder skittering down her spine as she was bracing herself.
This day wasn’t going to go as planned.
***
“Sir? I’m sorry to interrupt, but it’s important.”
Truth be told, Miles Clairmont didn’t mind so much being called out of a meeting that had been boring him to distraction. He wasn’t taking his circumstances for granted…the sometimes lonely but satisfying place at the top, his homophobic father out of power, competitors kept at check. Today, he had little patience for the pointless back and forth.
“Don’t you see I’m in a meeting here?”
Giving them some importance was always helpful. They’d remember the next time he asked them for a favor.
“Yes. My apologies, but it can’t wait.”
He finally went to join Ian Thomas, the number two of his security team. If he was here, it had to be important indeed.
He couldn’t have imagined what Thomas showed him on the tablet.
“This is happening right now?” he asked in disbelief.
“Yes. You told me you’d want to know if—”
“Yes, of course. Thanks, Ian. Let me make a quick call, and I’ll get back to you.”
He wasn’t surprised when his first attempt went to voicemail. So did the second. The third one finally got through.
“Thank God. How are you?”
The answer was close to what he’d expected.
“Look, I have an idea, but you’ll have to work with me.”
He waved to Ian who had stepped aside to give him privacy. Time to consider a plan they had put together not long ago—for a different reason, but he was confident it would work here too. He wanted to be helpful. If it meant someone else owed him, Miles wouldn’t mind either.



Chapter Two
3 hours ago
“I can’t believe the day is finally here.”
Jordan didn’t comment, but her smile told Ellie that she felt the same. Standing at the counter, sipping her coffee, she, too, looked ready for the small time-out they had planned. After a couple of harrowing years, they had finally reached a point where they could fit in a small family getaway. This afternoon, they would drive up to the resort, a cluster of cabins surrounded by parks with beautiful views and easy hiking paths. The resort, not far from where Derek’s uncle owned the property they had once visited, offered child-appropriate entertainment including a water park with a wave pool Meri couldn’t stop talking about. It also provided a much-needed relaxing environment for adults. The perfect combination—and they were almost there.
After Pauline picked up Meri, Ellie would go in to work for a few hours while Jordan planned to check on a witness. They would have lunch at Jack and Pauline’s and then be on their way. That was the plan, and Ellie was determined to see it through. Someone else could save the world for a couple of days.
Ellie believed in the job they were doing. Even confronted with the darkest elements of humanity, she could find the reward in bringing closure to a victim’s loved ones. It was what had kept her going. It was time to take a moment. She’d been working with Maria on a murder case, but so far, they had no witnesses and no leads, and she knew that likely nothing would have changed by the time she returned to her desk on Wednesday. Maria was primary, and she had urged Ellie not to change their plans, which was a relief.
“I should go,” Jordan said, hesitation in her tone.
“You’re ahead of me,” Ellie remarked. “At least you have a witness.”
“Yeah. If she sticks to her statement. I have a feeling…but I’ll try my best to reassure her.”
She bent to kiss the top of Meri’s head and turned to Ellie.
“I’ll come find you when I’m done. If you’re not ready, there’s always paperwork.”
“Oh, I’ll be so ready. I’ve been dreaming about this for weeks.”
Jordan laughed. “The pictures did look good. Meri, you’re as excited as Mama?”
“More!” Meri claimed as the doorbell rang. “There are waves in the pool!”
“There sure are. And that’s Pauline. Wow, I really have to go. I don’t want to miss Kylie.”
Another round of kisses, and she left. Ellie could hear her talk briefly with Pauline in the doorway, then her mother-in-law walked into the kitchen.
“Good morning! I take it your bags are all packed?”
“They have a really big slide too,” Meri told her. It was heartening to see how much she was looking forward to this trip. They had done their best to make her feel safe in an ever-changing world, but Ellie wasn’t fooling herself. She had seen the parents of friends from pre-school get sick, some peddling misinformation. There weren’t many in their environment, but a few were already too many in Ellie’s opinion. She and Jordan had tried best they could to counter the darkness, but she knew that Meri, too, had been scared.
“We’re all packed and ready to go. Jordan and I should be able to leave around noon. Thank you for having us for lunch.”
“Of course. It’s a long drive. We’ll find something to occupy ourselves until your moms arrive, right?”
Ellie cleared the table and loaded the dishwasher while Pauline was talking to Meri, wishing they had made the decision a little less spontaneously, so they could have left earlier. It was a miracle that they had even managed to take the time. Things had improved in the workplace. They weren’t perfect.
“Again, thank you so much,” she said after dumping the coffee grounds into the trash. “I’ll take this out quick, and then I have to go too. I’ll see you two for lunch.”
A few minutes later, she was on her way to the station, pondering the case she was helping Maria with.
A woman had been found dead in her apartment by her boyfriend, stabbed to death according to the ME’s report. So far, the boyfriend’s alibi held, and his grief seemed genuine. Unfortunately, neither he nor anyone in the woman’s circle had any idea who might have wanted her harm. Her car was missing, and so were her laptop and cell phone.
Jordan was making better progress. As sergeant, she didn’t need to check on her witness herself, but it wouldn’t be the first time that she was stretching the boundaries of her job description. Ellie wondered if Lieutenant Daniels would comment on that, though she wouldn’t be in today, spending the Saturday at home with her family.
They were all overdue for a break.
When she arrived at the station, Ellie was relieved to see that the place looked reasonably quiet for the weekend. Typing away at her own desk, Detective Maria Doss gave her a quick wave when she walked in. Derek wasn’t behind his, but the papers and keys next to them indicated that he, too, had come in, probably to coordinate with Jordan later.
Ellie started by going over the ME’s report again. The murder weapon, a serrated knife from the set in Carolyn’s kitchen, was missing too. Whoever had murdered her, had taken their time to clean up and remove everything compromising from the scene.
It told her that this wasn’t a spontaneous act, but one planned from long hand.
And it was entirely possible that the perpetrator had been in her apartment before, knew his way around well enough to choose a weapon, and where she kept items like her computer and car keys.
Yet, no leads, unless she counted the boyfriend. While Ellie tended to believe him, she was also aware that some murderers were brilliant actors and liars. She had interviewed neighbors but had a few names still on her list.
“Hey! What are you doing here on a Saturday morning?”
She looked up to see the person who had uttered the cheery greeting, her best friend Kate.
“She’s not here for long,” Derek mumbled, though he, too, seemed in an excellent mood. “Lucky her.”
“But she deserves a break,” Kate returned. “I promise I won’t keep you for long since I can see you’re hard at work,” she said to Ellie. “Do you have a few minutes though?”
“Since my boss isn’t here, and I guess your husband’s not going to tell on me, yes, of course.”
Derek shook his head, but he seemed thrilled for some reason. Ellie assumed she’d learn the reason eventually.
Between their busy careers, she and Kate didn’t see each other often enough. Ellie didn’t think anyone would object to her taking a few minutes.
In the break room, she got a coffee she offered to Kate who shook her head.
“No thanks, you take it. I’ll go with this.” Kate chose a chocolate bar instead. “I hear you’re going on a mini-vacation. I just wanted to wish you lots of fun, and of course the boat trip is still on, whenever you have the time.”
“That’s great. We look forward to it.” Ellie sipped her coffee, pondering whether she had room for a little snack before lunch, and decided the answer was yes. “Although,” she continued, turning to Kate, “I’m trying to be in the moment. It’s not always easy. We found this deal on fairly short notice, and then I started working on a new case with Maria, but she assured me she could handle things for a few days.”
“It will do you some good.”
“I think so. Meri is beyond thrilled. And the moms might be able to fit in a massage.”
“Fingers crossed. That sounds awesome. Derek and I have news too.”
“Good news, from the looks of it.” Ellie took a sip of her coffee, not quite catching on. “You look great, by the way.”
“Thanks. So the cliché is true, then.”
The realization came to her before Kate had finished her sentence, and Ellie could feel her jaw drop.
“No? I mean, really? That’s amazing! Congratulations,” she said when Kate nodded, and she pulled her into a hug, nearly spilling her coffee. “I didn’t even know…I hope I’m not overstepping when I say it’s a surprise. But I can tell it’s a good one.”
“Well, not so much a surprise for us,” Kate admitted. “We’ve been talking about it for a while. And yes, I know what I said, but that’s the whole point, right? As long as we’re here, we can change our minds. It’s the right time. It feels right.”
It had taken Kate and Derek a long path to get to this point, and they had chosen each step along the way carefully. Ellie had no doubts that Kate was certain about this decision, and there was something else she knew without a doubt, “You’ll be great parents if your Godparenting is any indication. Kate! I’m so happy for you!” This time, she managed to put her cup down before hugging her again. “For me, too, I have to admit. You’ll raise a good human. Lately I’ve been wondering if we’re close to being outnumbered.”
Kate patted her shoulder. “You really do need that time-out.”
“I do. We all do,” Ellie sighed. “There’s just too much ignorance, and too many people who ‘agree to disagree’ with it.” She made quotation marks with her fingers. “Nonetheless, by noon Jordan and I will be out of here, and we won’t be back until Wednesday morning. You and Derek should come over one of the next weekends, so we can properly celebrate.”
“We will, and we’ll also plan a dinner with everyone soon.”
“Sounds perfect. I’m afraid I have to get back to my desk, but I’m so glad you came by.”
“Me too. I wanted to—”
Kate’s words were drowned out by a loud bang that seemed to make the floor vibrate.
“What the hell was that?” she asked, color draining from her face.
“I don’t know, but let’s find Derek, so we can get you out of here and see if anyone needs help. That sounded like an explosion.”
She tried to keep her voice calm, and stay focused on the necessary next steps, though her heart was beating fast. Whatever happened, Ellie imagined it wasn’t big enough to bring substantial damage to the structure of the building, but there could be a fire. Someone might be hurt.
“It could be an accident, right?” Kate sounded hopeful as she followed her out of the breakroom.
She wouldn’t want anything like it to happen on any day. The timing was especially bad today, with Kate here, after the announcement she had made.
Ellie wanted to know she was safe before anything else, but the moment they rounded the corner to head back to her workplace, she heard loud voices and footsteps.
What she saw told her without a doubt that an accident was out of the question. Five men, some of them dressed completely in black, the others in fatigues, were coming their way. They were heavily armed, a picture eerily reminiscent. For a few heartbeats, she could barely convince herself that this was real, but then she grasped Kate’s hand.
“Quick. They’re coming this way. We have to get to the stairwell and figure out what’s going on.”
Was it just the five of them? More? What the hell did they want in a police station on a Saturday morning?
“Derek is in there. I can’t just run!”
“Derek can take care of himself, and he would want me to make sure you’re okay. Let’s go.”
Kate’s expression was stormy, but with the footsteps coming closer, she didn’t argue. They hurried back the way they had come and in the direction of the stairwell, only to nearly run into another heavily armed intruder. Fortunately, he had his back turned to them as he was communicating with another member of the group on his mic. At this point, Ellie was fairly certain that whatever they were witnessing had to be a planned, concerted effort.
“What is going on?” Kate whispered.
“I have no idea, but I promise you, we’re going to find out,” Ellie said as she opened the door to an office and pulled Kate inside.
“Get behind the desk. Now.”
Ellie joined her when outside, the footsteps came closer, stopped, and the door was opened.
“Clear,” the man announced. “Let’s see if they need help on the floor below.”
Her heart sank. He sounded too cocky, too confident. There was a reduced number of staff on the weekend, but many of them would be civilians, technicians and such. Of course, this was where they had gone first. Taken hostages for leverage.
But to leverage what, exactly?
“I have Derek here,” Kate told her, holding out her phone. “He wants to talk to you.”
“Derek. Do we know what this is about?”
“Not enough,” he said grimly. “Are you two okay?”
“For the time being, yes. We’re in an office. They declared it clear already.”
“I think it’s safest to stay where you are, wait for backup.”
“We can get to the stairwell,” she disagreed. “Get Kate out.”
“Hey, I’m here. I used to be cop, remember?”
Ellie didn’t think it was time to argue with either of them.
“Where are you?”
“I had to get something from Evidence,” he said. “They are going floor by floor, but it seems like they are most interested in taking civilian hostages first.”
He didn’t have to spell out why.
“Any idea how many there are, or what they want?”
“Not a clue. What are you seeing? Any casualties?”
“No. You?”
“Me neither. Let’s keep in touch as long as we can. I’ll call you back.”
Ellie allowed herself a moment of relief knowing Jordan wasn’t anywhere near the danger.



Chapter Three
Everything about the small two-story house at the end of the dirt road looked depressing, Jordan reflected. The shutters were about to fall off, small pieces of brick had already come off, and the grass hadn’t been mowed in ages. Kylie Patterson had held on to the home she had grown up in as long as she could, but she wouldn’t be able to pay the property taxes much longer.
It might be for the best if she got out of this remote, crumbling place.
Unfortunately, Jordan couldn’t promise her anything other than the certainty that she’d done the right thing. She hoped it would help.
Kylie identifying a man who had shot his victim over a drug deal gone bad had helped her case. They now had a name, Alex Coney, a friend of Kylie’s brother’s. She had given them names of places where they would hang out, though no one had turned up so far.
Jordan wanted to make sure Kylie had all the resources she needed should her brother come by for a visit. She had left all the necessary information with the detectives on shift this weekend, Maria Doss and Paul Wu.
Just one more check, and she could head back to the station and find Ellie. She knocked on the door and saw movement behind one of the windows, but no one answered. Jordan knocked again, having little patience with any detours on this day.
“Kylie! It’s Sergeant Carpenter. Can I come in for a moment?”
Almost a full minute passed before Kylie opened the door to her with a suspicious expression. “Why are you here? I told you I’d call you if I see either of them.”
“I just wanted to talk for a few minutes. Everything okay?”
“Well, apparently my little brother has drug dealers and murderers for friends, but other than that, peachy. I’m kind of busy.”
When Jordan didn’t move, she stepped back reluctantly.
“All right, come on in. You want a coffee? I just made some.”
“No thanks. I won’t be long.”
“That would be a first,” the woman grumbled.
“We’re still good on your statement, right?”
Jordan followed her into a closed off, claustrophobic kitchen. Every room inside looked as dreary as the outside.
“I saw what I saw. I told you. Alex took out the gun and shot the guy point blank. He never had a chance.”
“And you are sure he didn’t see you?”
“Geez, if he had, I wouldn’t be here, I can promise you that. That one, Alex, he has murder in his eyes. You sure you don’t want a coffee?”
Jordan found neither her words nor her surroundings reassuring. At least a squad car would be in the neighborhood. She hoped it would be enough.
“I’d prefer it if you could stay with a friend for a few days,” she said as they went back into the small living room.
Kylie rolled her eyes at her. “Take a look around. Do I look like I have friends? I’ll stay right here. Is there anything else?”
“No. We’re still looking for Alex, but I’ll let you know when we find him.”
“That’s great. I can’t wait.”
Something about her tone was off, Jordan thought. Behind the unmistakable sarcasm, she could sense fear. She could feel the change in air, the presence of another person before he spoke,
“Looks like you found him already.”
Jordan wasn’t fooled by the jovial tone as she turned around to face the man Kylie had identified as the killer. Alex Coney, training a gun on them.
“You ratted me out to the cops, bitch?” he spat at the woman who shrank back from the venom in his tone, but not before he had slapped her.
“I didn’t! Why are you even still here?”
Much to Jordan’s chagrin, he wasn’t distracted but kept an eye on her. “You. Give me your gun now.”
Her Saturday was going to hell in a matter of seconds. Jordan calculated her chances, deciding she didn’t have much room to argue when he pulled Kylie in front of him.
“Now, or I put a bullet in her brain!”
“Alex, no!”
“Relax. I’ll do what you say, okay? No one needs to get hurt.” She kept her voice calm and warm. It had worked many times before, and Jordan had to believe it would again. She could feel the heat rise to her neck, anger and a hint of nausea. All of it justified, but perhaps an early sign of perimenopause.
“Put it down!” he yelled.
She obliged, making slow movements not to set him off any more than he already was. She could tell from Kylie’s gaze that she was terrified, wriggling in Coney’s grip. She couldn’t get a clear shot, damn it, and Coney’s finger twitched on the trigger.
She was stunned at the sharp pain at the base of her neck, for a split-second thinking this was an odd sensation for being shot. Jordan heard Kylie shriek as the ground came towards her, and the gun slid from her grasp. She held on to consciousness though, scrambling to her feet, but she was too late to go for her gun. Alex had used the moment to release Kylie and retrieve it.
“What have you done!” the latter shouted at the newcomer, her brother Jeremy.
“You are both pathetic,” Alex sneered at the siblings.
“Hey! I just saved your ass!”
“Fuck you,” Alex returned. “Fuck the both of you. We have to do something about her. Why is she here again?”
Good question. Jordan considered it wise to hold back the retort. She touched the back of her head, relieved not to find any blood. A gigantic headache was in her future though. She couldn’t afford to be distracted.
“Kylie didn’t know I was coming,” she said. “We figured out that she knew you and Jeremy.”
“I didn’t ask you!” He pointed the gun at her again, and she raised her hands. “What did you tell her?”
“Nothing! I swear! I don’t know anything.”
“Bitch. Lying, stealing bitch.”
“Hey! Don’t talk like that to my sister!”
“I’ll talk to that bitch any way I please. You. Sit.”
With the gun in her face, and Jeremy still brandishing the umbrella he had hit her with, she had no choice. Jordan winced when she sank deep into the old couch. Small favors. Jeremy clearly didn’t come prepared, or she’d hurt much worse. On the other hand, that might still happen.
“Who else knows you’re here?”
“Don’t make a mistake, Alex,” she warned. “They will send back-up if I don’t report in.”
Just an errand, a quick check, in and out in a few minutes. Perhaps Daniels had been right to suggest she should follow her job description more closely, but then someone else would have walked into this volatile situation.
“Yes, but how long will it take them?” He grinned, then cast a look outside. “You came in your private car on a Saturday morning. There won’t be anyone here in a while. We’ll have some time to chat, find out what you know.”
Fuck. Anger still outweighed fear, though Jordan was aware she had to come up with a solution, and do it quickly. She cast a glance at Kylie who looked shell-shocked, and her brother who seemed nervous, more scared than anything. Neither of them was a hardened criminal like Alex, and if she was lucky, they could be reasoned with. Not as long as Alex was in the room though. They clearly resented him, but they feared him more.
“Jeremy, put that down.” Alex looked around, then reached for the cord of the curtains and tore it down.
Jordan nearly rolled her eyes, a part of her wondering how she could be so detached. For all she knew, he might want to strangle her with it. Her vision greyed out for a heartbeat until he tossed the cord over to Jeremy who swiftly tied her hands behind her back.
“You watch her,” he told Kylie as he handed her Jordan’s service weapon. “Don’t disappoint me, or you and your brother will feel the consequences.”
Kylie remained in the same place, out of Jordan’s reach, her expression now sullen. She held on to the gun but pointed it at the floor.
The two men disappeared into the kitchen.
This was her chance to turn things around.



Chapter Four
Derek checked in with them again, but Ellie and Kate didn’t have any additional information. Stuck in this room, they didn’t know any more about how many attackers were in the building, or how many injuries their actions had caused. They didn’t even know what they wanted.
“I think I can make it to the stairwell,” he said. “Just to check it out and see if they are guarding all the entrances.”
“You tell me to stay put, and then you go off on your own?” Kate’s critical tone belied the fear.
“I’ll be careful. I promise. Talk to you later.”
He was gone again. Kate was on her feet the next moment. Ellie followed her quickly.
“What are you doing?”
“It’s quiet out there. We should go too, meet Derek in the stairwell.”
“It’s too dangerous.”
If there was any chance to get Kate out, Ellie would take it, but she wanted to hear from Derek first. He was trusting her with his wife’s life, and she wasn’t going to let him down.
“What if they come back here? We are sitting ducks!”
Kate’s voice rose a couple of notches.
“We don’t know what’s out there!”
“Exactly. I’m not going to stay here and wait until they bring the whole building down.”
Ellie shuddered. She had to admit she couldn’t assume that wasn’t the plan.
“Just a few more minutes. He’ll call again.”
“Or he’ll be walking into a trap and—” Kate broke off when the phone rang again.
“Derek?”
“Hi Ellie. It’s me.”
Ellie had the inappropriate urge to start laughing. The timing was too absurd, like the turn of this day.
“Not now,” she snapped and hung up.
It rang again.
“Miles, stop! I don’t have time for this.”
“I know. Ellie, are you okay? Are you hurt?”
“No, but it might happen if you keep calling me.”
“Please, don’t hang up. It’s on the news right now. I can help.”
“You are delusional. I need to go.”
“I’m serious,” he insisted. “I have people who are trained for this kind of situation, and they can help you.”
Ellie realized she needed to change gears, and she might even get something helpful out of him.
“You have to stay out of this. Just tell me what you are seeing at the moment.”
To her relief, he obliged.
“They say that there are at least a dozen men in there, likely more. Some civilians who managed to get out say that they are heavily armed, and they took hostages.”
“Did they say which floor?”
“I’m not sure, but if I was one of them, I’d go for yours first.”
“Thanks, that’s reassuring.”
She thought that they had probably picked the Saturday on purpose, fewer people in the building to overpower, but still enough so they could make whatever point it was they wanted to make.
“Ellie, seriously, let me help.”
“Any idea so far what they want?”
“If anyone knows they aren’t telling yet. Reporters said that your lieutenant and the chief are on the scene.”
Ellie had expected that. “Thank you. And I repeat, don’t do anything. Don’t call me again.”
“If you need anything at all, let me know.”
She ended the call, still perplexed.
“What was that?”
Kate had turned away from the door, as baffled as Ellie. She knew of course about Ellie’s history with Miles, them dating as teenagers, and Miles taking over his criminal father’s business empire.
“I can’t believe this. He keeps insisting his business is all legal, and he wants to send his private militia?”
There was another bang, though not as loud as the first one, and they heard someone scream.
“Maybe it wouldn’t be the worst idea,” Kate said dryly. Another emotion shone through in the words that followed. “Try Derek again?”
Ellie did, to no avail. She didn’t want to risk giving him away either.
She wanted Kate out of the building more than anything. They had rules to follow, but this was their house, and while Miles wasn’t the best source of information, she had no doubt that he was paying close attention.
If those men wanted to control multiple floors, they had to split up. They might have an easy time overpowering unarmed civilians, but things looked different up here. She shook her head at the idea that she’d engage Miles and his private security staff to deal with a volatile developing hostage situation.
“Can’t you try again?” Kate pleaded.
Ellie did, stalling for a few more moments. Derek didn’t pick up. She didn’t want to imagine all the reasons why. Kate was right, they couldn’t just stay here. For a second or so, she wondered what had been on Jordan’s mind when she decided not to walk out of Darby’s house. Then she pushed all the worst-case scenarios from her mind.
“I can’t reach him.” She approached the door and opened it carefully. The hallway looked empty.
If she was making the biggest mistake of her life, neither Jordan nor Derek would ever forgive her. Ellie wasn’t going to let that happen.
***
“Kylie, listen to me. You don’t have to pay for their mistakes.” Jordan winced at her own words, and again when a minute movement made pain shoot up her neck. Damn Kylie’s brother for wanting to impress the bigger criminal.
Kylie stared back at her, unimpressed, a bruise forming on the side of her face. Infuriating that she seemed to be unsurprised by this treatment, but Jordan couldn’t afford those emotions at the moment. After she had gotten both of them to safety…maybe. That massage and trip to the resort’s spa she had dreamed of seemed far out of reach, absurd even.
But this, she was good at it.
“What else should I do?”
“You have to be quick. Untie me. Give me the gun.” Alex Coney seemed very sure of his control over the siblings, because he had handed it to her. “I can get you out of here.”
“You?” Kylie laughed. “Look at you. You’re as screwed as I am. You shouldn’t have come in. I told you I was busy.”
In all fairness, she had. Jordan hoped she hadn’t been mistaken about Kylie from the start.
“You did the right thing before. You can do it again. You’re not the killer.”
“Stop…talking,” she hissed, raising the gun in a shaking hand.
No. No more. She was so tired of those seeing her life-flashing-before-her-eyes kind of situation, and there had been too many in the last few years. For her, for Ellie, for their friends. When, not if, she walked out of here, it might be time for a break longer than a few days. The thought had come out of nowhere, and now it was so compelling Jordan found it hard to ignore.
She had to. She wasn’t free yet, and neither was Kylie.
“Don’t do this. You still have a chance to get out of this.”
She fell silent when Coney returned to the room, regarding both of them with a speculative grin she didn’t like.
Jeremy followed close behind. He started pacing, jittery movements revealing his nervousness.
“Look, you said that we’d get this over with, and then you’d leave me alone. I did everything you asked. I want you to leave my sister out of it.”
At least he seemed to care about Kylie. If only she could get him alone, Jordan knew she could use that to her advantage. If.
“You’re not calling the shots here, buddy. And that was before the bitch ran to the cops. Listen.” He had turned his attention to Jordan. “Tell me one good reason why I shouldn’t get rid of you right here and now.”
“Alex, stop,” Jeremy near screeched. “You can’t kill her here.”
Blood on the carpet was the only thing he was worried about?
“The house will be surrounded soon, and there will be nowhere to go for any of you.”
Coney started laughing, as if Jordan had said something funny.
“Honey, there won’t be anyone surrounding this house anytime soon.”
He said this with an absolute certainty that sent a chill down her spine. She had enough problems at this moment without reading anything else into his words. If Ellie tried to reach her and she didn’t pick up, she’d worry at some point. She knew where Jordan was, and she would send someone. Until then…
“What makes you so sure?”
He went back to ignoring her.
“So, Jer, you think I shouldn’t ruin this already disgusting couch? Where would you prefer? Upstairs in that ugly bedroom? Or in the backyard? If you have a better idea, I’d like to hear it now.”
“Guys.” Kylie sounded uneasy. “She doesn’t really know anything. Maybe you could…”
“Let her go?” Coney sneered, close to her face, and she flinched.
“I don’t know! You came to my home. Jeremy, why the hell did you think this was a good idea?”
“Kylie, stop! You know I had no choice.”
“You two are pathetic.”
Jeremy halted his pacing abruptly. “Why don’t you go?” he suggested. “We’re done here anyway. You could get a head start.”
“Okay.”
Something about Coney’s tone told Jordan that it was anything but. Jeremy seemed fooled. He waited. When Coney didn’t continue, he spoke, “It’s a good idea, right? I can take care of her. I swear. The longer we wait, the more difficult it will be for you.”
“You’re right about that.”
“So, we’re good? You take the money and go?”
“I could do that.” Coney nodded.
Jordan tensed, cursing the fact that her hands were still tied behind her back, and that Kylie didn’t use the moment she’d had.
“Don’t. We can talk about this. I can testify to your—”
The sound of the gunshot was deafening in the claustrophobic room. She heard Kylie scream.



Chapter Five
Ellie felt more confident about her decision when they carefully made their way along the corridor, avoiding the elevators. There was no sign that anyone was still up here, which told her that the attackers were trying to focus on a space they could control.
She had no illusions either: They knew they were in a police station, and they would try to disarm as many as they could. Still, for the moment, things seemed quiet, and she intended to use the time she had.
“This is surreal.”
When they spoke, it was only in whispers. A quick look out of the window hadn’t revealed much, except that the area must have been evacuated. The streets looked eerily empty.
Ellie had to agree with Kate. She didn’t want to get into a deeper discussion either before her friends were safe. She could only imagine what was going through Kate’s mind. She had lost her first fiancé, another cop, in an ambush at a safehouse.
They were supposed to be in one of the safest places in the city. How was this even possible? The answers would have to wait. They had made it to the stairwell, both checking carefully behind them, though it was impossible that someone could have followed them unseen. They were still alone in this area.
Ellie had her hand on the door when she saw movement out of the corner of her eye and spun around.
“Put your hands up!” She didn’t keep her voice quiet this time.
“Ellie Harding?” She could hear Kate gasp.
Confusion was tugging at her mind more than fear. How did he know her?
“I’m here to help,” the man said. “What’s your situation?”
“What?” Ellie didn’t want to believe it. This was more than surreal.
“Quick. We might have a window to get you out, but you’ll have to come with me. I’m Maddox Shane. Miles sent me.”
“Oh God.”
“Don’t worry, Ma’am. We’ll get this under control soon.”
“Mr. Shane, this is a serious situation.” And now, thanks to Miles, she had another civilian to worry about. What was he thinking?
“We’re aware. That’s why we are here to assist you.”
“Assist?” Her mind was spinning. Even Miles had to know that it was potentially suicidal to send his security force into a hostage situation, making the job of every law enforcement officer infinitely more difficult and dangerous. She would have a word with him, soon.
“Ellie!” Kate exclaimed.
Ellie spun around, her weapon still in hand, but Shane was first, firing at the black-clad man coming their way.
Twice, with deadly precision. The man dropped to the ground and lay there unmoving, despite the Kevlar vest he was wearing.
She caught Kate’s terrified gaze, her own mind a chaos of disbelief and rising awareness of nausea.
“He was going to…” Kate started. “He would have shot you.”
“I’m sorry, Detective Harding. I didn’t have the time to explain earlier,” Shane said as if he had done something completely normal. “Mr. Clairmont isn’t naïve. We are all trained for this kind of situation, and he sent us to help with the evacuation. We have to get this man out of the way and keep moving before they find him.”
“No. You can’t barge in here and act like this. You can’t move him. This is a crime scene.”
“We don’t have a choice. Please, let me help you.”
Ellie wasn’t sure at all that she could trust Miles. She was fairly certain that he hadn’t staged the attack on the station, but what was his endgame? She had no illusions that he felt nostalgic for the relationship they’d had as teenagers. She hadn’t even been involved in the latest investigation that touched on his business, but what if he did see this as an opportunity? Maddox Shane had taken out a man about to shoot at them.
“You stay with me, Mr. Shane,” she said curtly. “Come on.”
“What about him?”
She knelt beside the fallen man. Nothing about his face was familiar, though when she pushed up the sleeve of his black sweater, Ellie recoiled. The tattoos on his arm revealed without a doubt where he saw himself on the political spectrum, and it made her think that they hadn’t chosen this station randomly. If that was the case, they were all in more danger, from people who still believed that Waters, Atwood, and Chief Bronson had been good cops, that their actions had been justifiable.
She knew that some, even among their own, resented Lieutenant Daniels for being in a position she had earned, and everyone in her unit for its successes.
“You still don’t want my help?” Shane’s tone was mild, holding little reproach.
“We don’t execute people.”
She knew she had to let it go. Now was not the time.
Ellie laid an arm around Kate’s waist and ushered her forward. When she took out her cell phone, Shane spoke again.
“You won’t reach anything with it. They have disabled the network, including 911. Jammed the signal, too.”
This time, Ellie didn’t stop.
“How do you know this?”
“If you’re ready to listen to me now…”
If Ellie had to choose, she was certainly more disturbed by the white supremacist who had been about to shoot her than the man who had stopped him, a member of a businessman’s private militia. That didn’t mean she trusted Shane. Not that she had much of a choice.
“Tell me everything you know.”
***
Jeremy showing loyalty to Coney hadn’t helped him—seeing too much opposition coming from him, Alex Coney had shot him point blank.
Kylie, who had seemed to waver between uncomfortable and inconvenienced at times, now truly understood the danger he represented. She was shell-shocked. Jordan’s hope that she might be able to get through to her was fleeting quickly.
She hadn’t even gone to her brother, just sat, staring at his lifeless form in disbelief.
“Why did you do that?”
Coney didn’t give her an answer. Unfortunately, he didn’t leave the room either. Jordan tried to get Kylie to look at her, but the woman’s gaze was turning unfocused. Time was running out for the two of them, and given Coney’s knack for cruelty…No. She couldn’t go down that road. This situation was like none in the past. None.
And she had different options, even if they were getting fewer by the minute.
“Alex, listen to me. You can still improve your situation. Let Kylie go.”
“So she can call that backup you keep talking about? No way.”
At least he was still talking, but his actions showed that the wrong word was likely to set him off.
“So we can talk.”
“There’s nothing to talk about,” he said. “Just shut up. Mind your own business.”
Kylie was quietly crying, still sitting in the same spot.
Alex Coney turned abruptly, shouting “Fuck!” before he returned to the kitchen. Jordan could hear him rummage around in drawers.
“Kylie. Listen to me. Help me with that rope before he comes back. Together we have a chance.”
He had taken Jordan’s service weapon from Kylie before shooting her brother but left it on a rackety table in the corner. Kylie didn’t seem to have noticed it.
“I can’t,” she said, with audible regret. “He’s going to kill me too. I can’t let that happen. I have a little boy who’s waiting for me.”
“Kylie, please. I have a child, too.” This was not how she had planned to bond with the woman today, but so be it. “Her name is Meri. We’re going on a trip to a water park today. She’s so excited.”
Kylie cast an uncertain look towards the closed kitchen door. Judging from the sounds and smells, Coney was heating up something.
It had to be close to lunch hour. How much time had she spent here? Ellie had likely tried to reach her by now.
“Untie me, and then you can leave.”
Finally, Kylie moved, so slowly Jordan had to resist the urge to snap at her. With her gun in reach, she could turn things around, if they acted quickly.
***
The more Ellie learned, the more bizarre their situation felt—the more dangerous. She knew they couldn’t stay out here and wait, and they had to do something about the dead man in the middle of the hallway. If any of the other intruders came this way, they’d know right away something was up. At this moment, the police station was a huge crime scene, and they were about to mess with it. It went against everything she knew she should do.
Given what Shane had told her, she didn’t think she had a choice.
“There’s an office over there. Let’s get him in there.”
Kate swallowed hard, but she nodded.
“Not you.”
He was here to help, so he should. There was nothing she could do about the bloodstains right now, but at least they would have him out of sight.
Ellie had decided: She would accompany Kate as long as she could, see to it that she got out of this mess. If they could help anyone else along the way, it would be even better.
She picked up the intruder’s revolver.
“Give it to me,” Kate demanded.
“Kate, I think we—”
“You’re not going to argue with me now? I promise you I haven’t forgotten.”
She was right. Ellie could not argue about anything. She just prayed that it had been too late already for Jordan to join them. She was certainly on the outside. If the worst-case scenario happened, Meri wouldn’t end up an orphan…
“All right. But you do what I say. And you, tell me again how you know we can make it to the stairwell?”
“We were able to listen to their communications at first, I told you. Now they shut the channel down. Clever bastards,” Shane commented as they carefully made their way to the door that would lead them to the staircase. “As I’m sure you’ve realized, they’ve locked down the building, but we can help with that too.”
We? How many? There was something else she needed to know first.
“Did you learn anything about who they are? Any specific group?”
“Everything you’d expect. I hear Stephen Plummer and some of his boys are in here somewhere.”
“What?” Ellie wanted to slap her hand against her mouth, but they were still alone. No one had heard her. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Plummer had emerged as a national figure in recent times, involved in anti-government, anti-liberal-women-in-government and anti-vaccine protests. The man who had assassinated candidate for Congress Debra Connelly had named him as an inspiration. Plummer and members of his group traveled the country to cause disruption wherever they went. They often infiltrated peaceful protests to make proponents of legitimate causes look bad. “Why would they come here and take over a police station? That doesn’t make sense. And why didn’t the FBI pick up on that? After Connelly?”
She had met Debra only once, but she’d admired the woman, who had been engaged to Jordan’s ex Bethany. It was chilling to think about the ideology that drove the attackers.
He shrugged. “Busy cleaning house? Like you did? I’m not an expert but I’d say if you have Plummer and his sympathizers, plus some active-duty police and military in the mix, you must have done something to catch their attention. My first guess is, they don’t like your boss.”
“No.” Her reaction was more instinctive denial than certainty that he could be wrong. Likely, he wasn’t. There had been a lot of attention on her unit, some of it national, but it still seemed unreal that this was the result, that someone had made a coordinated effort to attack her workplace over what? Far right politics?
“You’re saying there are cops involved? Are you guessing or do you know for sure?”
“I don’t know names, but how do you think they got in here so quickly?”
Ellie didn’t answer but put a finger to her lips. They were close to the stairs now. She could see Kate gripping the revolver tighter. Ellie had no doubt she could handle herself if necessary. She just hoped they could make it out before the need arose.
***
Jordan flinched when the door fell into the lock. She had hoped Kylie would be a little more subtle, buy them more time. Coney came running back into the room, a bottle of vodka in hand.
“Stupid bitch,” he said. “Where is she?”
The sound of an engine made him spin around and run to the window. He nearly tripped over the body of Kylie’s brother still sprawled on the floor.
“Fuck her. You lying, stupid—”
“Put your gun down!” The timing wasn’t that bad. She had enough of him, his posturing.
“I don’t think so.”
She could hear the grin in his voice as he slowly turned around. It slipped from his face, replaced by a mask of anger when he saw she had her own weapon trained on him.
“Put it on the floor now. Slowly.”
“Or what?” He came closer, unconcerned.
Whether it was the alcohol, or if he was really that cocky, she didn’t care. Jordan stood her ground, holding the gun in steady hands.
“Now, or I’ll shoot you.”
“You wouldn’t dare with all the bad press that would follow.” Coney laughed.
For a split-second, she thought he was going for his gun, but then he simply lunged at her, putting his entire body weight into the movement, toppling them both to the floor. She gasped as her back connected painfully with the hard surface but was able to keep her grip on her weapon.
Coney wrapped his fingers around her wrist and slammed it down, and again. When she let go, he put both hands around her neck and pressed hard.
Oh no. Not today, she vowed even as spots started dancing in her vision.



Chapter Six
Valerie Esposito leaned back against the wall, her arm around the young woman shaking and crying quietly while Stephen Plummer explained his mission to the non-believers.
Again.
She was scared. She was furious, and she wondered what fucked up twist of fate had to happen for them to be trapped in this room with about two dozen civilian employees of the police department, and a handful of uniformed cops. They had dragged the officers into the room tied up.
Plummer and his gang hadn’t bothered tying all the civilians—they were certain to keep them under control with guns and threats, and it had worked, mostly. One of the men had tried to fight, and they’d knocked him out.
Now he was droning on and on about how he wouldn’t stand by and watch good men be erased by the tyranny of a leftist government and law enforcement. Too many women, too many queer women and women of color taking over, along with men too weak and lazy to stand up to them—thus leaving no room for “good men” trying to make a living, provide for and protect their families.
Those weren’t the exact words he was using, but Valerie refused to poison her mind with his rhetoric. Plummer was a criminal and had been even before he decided to voice his views by creating a hostage situation. Domestic violence incidents, extremist groups in person and online, that was all par for the course in his circles. Yet too many people claimed he had a point one way or another.
Valerie wished that nobody felt entitled to hate but after having tried a few hate crimes herself, she knew how hard they were to prove. She wanted to throw up, from fear and anger, but she didn’t want to draw any more attention to her, or the young woman next to her who was barely holding on. Since both of them belonged to the groups Plummer and his ilk were so afraid of.
Valerie had only planned to drop off Maria this morning, but instead walked her all the way to her desk and then got drawn into a conversation with one of the clerks she knew on the way out. Timing.
She hoped that all her friends were safe. Daniels had the day off, but she had to be on the scene right now.
Asshole was ruining everyone’s weekend.
She had dinner reservations with Maria. Valerie blinked back tears. They would make it out. No point in imagining anything else.
***
Maria was on the way to the evidence room when she heard the explosion. Her first thought was that they needed to assess the situation and evacuate the building. She started opening doors when the text message came in.
Valerie had written, Hide! Hostages taken near entrance. Now briefing room, locked, several armed.
She was supposed to be gone already! Frantically, Maria typed and sent,
Are you all right?
She saw the three points that signaled typing, but the other message never came. The possibilities felt overwhelming, though Maria knew she didn’t have the luxury of thinking about just the two of them.
She made it to the evidence room, when the door opened slowly. She retreated back against the corner, letting out a relieved sigh when she saw Derek come out, a couple of civilian workers in tow. The man and woman looked terrified. Maria couldn’t blame them. She was too.
“Hey,” she quietly called to the small group. “What the hell is going on?”
Maria headed over to them, and he laid a hand on her shoulder, a quick reassuring gesture.
“They used the explosion as distraction,” he said. “Gathered as many as they could in different rooms.”
“Shots fired?” she asked, feeling the blood drain from her face.
“Not that many, surprisingly. It seems like they were quick, knew exactly where to go. They’re guarding the elevators, but regardless, the building is locked down.”
“Wasn’t Kate here earlier?” Maria asked, then bit her lip.
He nodded.
“Valerie came with me this morning.” Her throat felt unbearably tight for a moment. Val would be all right. She had to be. A couple of years ago, when an armed man made it into her office, she had handled herself like a pro. Now, they were facing multiple, disciplined attackers.
“I’m sorry. Kate’s with Ellie. They couldn’t get out of the building, but they’re still in hiding as far as I know.”
She remembered that Daniels wasn’t supposed to come in today. Her plans had certainly been derailed by now. Jordan had talked about a quick visit to a witness before she’d pick up Ellie to go on a family trip.
Maria and Valerie had dinner reservations. She straightened. They would all make it out. Alive. Well.
She was aware of the civilian workers exchanging glances. She stepped to the window and quickly returned back to where they were huddled against the wall. They were up far too high, and there was no way to climb out and down. This wasn’t TV.
Her hand went to her service weapon. She would use it if necessary.
“Yours?” she asked curtly.
“At my desk. I only came here for paperwork today.” Derek laughed bitterly. “Fucking paperwork, can you imagine?”
“Yeah.” Her mind was swimming. They needed a plan. For the civilians, to barricade themselves somewhere until back-up arrived. For herself and Derek…How ironic was it that she was caught up in this mess with her ex, him worried sick about his wife, her about Valerie?
“It’s best if you stay in the evidence room for now,” he told the civilians. “Back-up will soon arrive.”
Would it? Maria gave him a dubious look. Then they heard the sounds, someone moaning. Derek ushered the woman and man back into the room. Maria turned around to see the woman all but stumbling towards them, clutching her side. She wasn’t one of the hostage takers. Obviously injured, she looked ghostly pale, her eyes wide with shock.
“Sam!” Maria cried out, hurrying to catch her. The young officer leaned on her heavily.
“I saw them lock people in a conference room,” she gasped.  “I was nearby, I couldn’t do anything. There were too many of them, too much firepower. I couldn’t…One of them saw me. He fired.”
“I know. That’s all right. Don’t try to speak, it’s going to be all right.”
Did she really believe that?
“Derek,” she said and opened the door to the evidence room. “Sam’s here.”
Derek let them in, and he helped her steer Sam towards the back of the room. They all but carried her. The two civilians watched in shock, though the woman sprang into action and removed her scarf, handing it to Maria.
“I don’t know, it’s not sterile…” she said anxiously.
“It’s better than nothing.”
She pressed it against the gunshot wound, trying not to wonder if there were similar scenes playing out somewhere in this building. And why this particular officer?
Sam had a stellar record. A few years ago, she had reported Maria’s former partner for sexual harassment, which resulted in his firing, all of it before Daniels came on board. She shook her head. She was more than grateful not to work with Cliff Waters any longer, but this had to be a coincidence.
Sam bit her lip but she couldn’t keep the sound from escaping.
“I’m so sorry,” Maria whispered, struggling to keep her mind from wandering.
After being taken by the henchmen of a vengeful major drug dealer, she had had therapy. She had gone back to work, back to finding a sense of normalcy among colleagues and friends who understood more than anyone what she was going through.
Then 2020 happened, and everyone had to deal with a traumatic, drastically changed reality. One of her cousins almost died and was still dealing with the long-term aftereffects of the virus. Maria had lived in constant fear for her family, her friends, for Valerie and herself, but they were still doing the job, still trying to do their best so something in the world made sense.
All of a sudden, she couldn’t seem to stop shaking, pressing her fingernails into her palm hard enough to not go back there, to that basement where she had imagined she was going to die when the man pulled the trigger as a distraction.
Except, right here and now wasn’t a good place either.
What had possessed them all to come in on a Saturday? She felt instantly guilty for that thought, knowing she would feel trapped all the same if she were outside. Maybe a little less.
Maybe not.
Valerie was in another room somewhere with the attackers. Ellie and Kate were still in the building.
They couldn’t communicate. Confronting the intruders was impossible given that they were hopelessly outnumbered until back-up arrived. They couldn’t leave Sam anyway.
“You’ll be all right,” Derek spoke gently to Sam. “Did you see anyone else injured?”
Sam shook her head. “They were so quick, as if they knew exactly where to go.”
Maria caught his gaze, but she wasn’t sure what he was really thinking.
There were a few spots of uncertain safety, which told her that the attackers hadn’t been able to take over the whole building. An oversight in their plan? They had planned well enough to do significant damage, an explosion, shutting down elevators and communications so no one could get out.
And what the fuck did they want?
She pressed the scarf harder against the wound, grateful that it wasn’t soaked
As far as Maria could tell, she would live, but she needed medical attention, and soon. She brushed her hand over the younger woman’s hair and spoke softly.
“Try to relax. We’ll be out of here in no time.”
Sam nodded, but there was doubt in her expression.
This was supposed to be a safe workplace.
Not anymore.
There was no safe space left.
***
The nightmare had no end. Before the last corner leading them to the stairs, they could see a figure dressed in black lying on the ground. His gun lay at a distance, but Ellie approached carefully anyway. Understanding more of who was involved in this, she assumed it could be a trap. She suppressed a shiver, overly aware of her shirt clinging to her skin in cold sweat, even though it wasn’t that hot. A few more steps. The figure didn’t move, and when they got closer, she could hear him moan.
He was still wearing a ski mask, hand weakly clutching his arm. Kate quickly went for the gun while Shane covered them, and Ellie pulled back the mask. She couldn’t hold back the gasp, while Kate had a more verbal reaction to this new development:
“Are you fucking kidding me? Are you insane?”
“Stop! Don’t,” he cried when she was poking his side with the gun. “I got shot!” He coughed. “They shot me,” he repeated in disbelief.
“Surprise,” she scoffed.
Shane looked mildly interested.
“Stop it. Both of you.” Ellie could see he was bleeding from a wound in his arm where the Kevlar hadn’t covered his body. “Tell me what the plan is,” she demanded.
For a moment, she saw the familiar condescension in his expression.
“We have to keep moving,” Shane reminded her. “Maybe we can do this later?”
“I can’t walk!”
No one said we were taking you with us. Ellie didn’t say the words out loud, too disturbed by it all. He’d been shot twice. Someone wanted to make sure he didn’t talk, which told her he had known all along, and probably had been privy to a lot of specifics of the plan.
After everything…She shouldn’t even be surprised. She was struggling with a dizzying mix of anger and disbelief.
But she couldn’t leave him here to die either.
“No,” Kate said angrily. “You’re not going to risk your life any more than you already have. Not for him.”
It was a testimony to his state of mind that Chris Atwood didn’t even protest.
Ellie cursed whatever fate had put her into a situation where she had no choice to trust one criminal to save another—and save the woman who had been her best friend for many years, a woman who had lost so much already.
She wasn’t fooling herself into thinking that her former colleague would ever change his mind about her. She would do what she could to save his life and get as much information about this horrific event as possible.
Do her job.
“Shane, you get her out. Do whatever you have to do.”
She couldn’t believe herself, but it was all true, she meant it, and Shane certainly understood it the way she had intended it.
“No,” Kate protested. “If you stay, so do I. I want to hear this too.”
“Please. Don’t make this harder than it is. Go.” Ellie drew her in a brief hug, the gravity of the situation pressing down on her. This could be the last time they’d see each other.
“Kate…” She lowered her voice so Shane, who stood nearby with an impassive expression, and Atwood couldn’t overhear. “Tell Jordan I love her. And Meri. Give her a big hug from me, okay?” Ellie wiped a hand over her face, as Kate protested.
“Come on. You’ll do all of that yourself.”
“Just in case this doesn’t work out. Promise me.”
Kate held her gaze for a moment. They both had been in tough situations, some of them together, and they both knew the stakes.
“I promise,” she said. “Are you sure—”
“Yes. Chris and I need to talk.”
“Okay. I’ll see you on the other side.”
Ellie hoped they hadn’t jinxed their chances. On the other side of those walls. That was all Kate meant.
***
Coney might be angry and brutal, but he had also drunk half of the bottle while he had been brooding in the other room, his movements less coordinated. Her aim was a bit off when she brought up her knee, but close enough to make him loosen his grip. Another kick, and she was free, her punch landing square in his face.
Blood was spurting from his noise, and before he could get his bearings, she was on her feet, retrieving the gun and aiming it at him.
“Let’s try this again. On the ground, hands behind your back.”
Coney wasn’t laughing now, but he stared at her with a hate-filled expression instead. Jordan had reached the end of her patience. She fired a shot in the floor, inches from his feet, and he dropped down, showing his hands. Jordan quickly cuffed him, thankful for the turn of events. She could still trust her instincts and training. A bit of luck too. The important thing was that Kylie had made it out, and Coney was on his way to a long prison sentence.
She felt a bit lightheaded, but mostly okay as she picked up her cell phone. As far as Jordan was concerned, the trip was still on. She might have to cover some bruises with make-up. It was too early for Meri to learn this reality of their jobs. Waiting for someone to pick up, Jordan thought that while they had always dealt with violent criminals, the recent years had brought out something even more callous and cruel in some of them. Almost, as if they felt they had been given permission, unlike the lone serial killer operating in the dark.
Why was she even thinking about this?
And why was it taking so long? Jordan realized she’d been listening to the phone ring for almost two minutes. No response, not even voicemail. Could the line be overwhelmed? On a Saturday? This wasn’t good.
Coney was back to his unnerving laugh, as if he knew something she didn’t. It was pretty cocky for someone who was face down on the floor, with his hands behind his back. Most likely, he just wanted her off balance.
Good luck with that.
“Back-up isn’t coming, huh?”
Jordan cursed the fact that Kylie lived in the middle of nowhere. But she had managed to get away in her own car and hopefully alerted the police by now.
She called Ellie on her cell, but the call went to voicemail.
Derek was next. The same thing happened. Jordan cast a look at her cell phone, realizing that she couldn’t get online either. Something wasn’t right.
She ignored Coney’s cackling, made sure that he wasn’t going anywhere for the time being, and stepped outside the house.
Jordan couldn’t believe her luck when she saw a squad car at the end of the road. She started running towards them, ignoring the pain from multiple sources. The sooner she could get rid of him, the better.



Chapter Seven
Ellie was past being surprised, or bitter, or mad where Atwood was concerned. Yet, it troubled her that he had managed to get himself out of a prison sentence only to become involved with the likes of Plummer.
She didn’t need to know why. He wasn’t that important to her. If he knew anything that could help, she had to find out. She had used her cardigan to stem the flow of blood best she could, hoping the corner would be enough to shield them for a while. She was armed. She could only hope that ammunition would last her until help arrived.
For the second time today, she had to listen to and analyze the actions of a self-aggrandizing, entitled man. The difference was that Miles, even given all his flaws, probably did mean well. Atwoods’ antics had always been far from good intentions—he was in it only for himself. He might pay the ultimate price, something she had never wished on him.
“So, who shot you? One of Plummer’s guys?”
He nodded, grimacing at the small movement.
“They promised me. Assholes.”
What did he think they’d do once they didn’t need him anymore?
“I won’t argue that point. So, you helped them get in? What do they want?”
The second question seemed to surprise him.
“To show you all up? To show the world what happens when you put people in place not qualif—” He started coughing. Ellie felt a bizarre mix of fear, anger and grief. From the moment they met, they hadn’t seen eye to eye. She hadn’t recognized the danger until he failed to respond to her call for backup on purpose, leaving her vulnerable. She had nearly gotten shot that day. Today, people did get hurt, likely including those she worked with every day and cared about. She wanted to slap him.
“How could you!”
“Do you actually want to know? Anyway, Plummer came to see me, and we talked, about all those bullshit laws that make sure anyone gets hired if they just check certain boxes. Because of diversity,” he spat.
God help me, I should just leave him here. Ellie had seen Atwood align with bad cops and other criminals before. It was depressing to think how close this kind of delusional and dangerous thinking was. Then again, she knew some people like him would seek out professions that put them in positions of power. But Plummer…That was another long fall down a particular rabbit hole.
Atwood had worked with the same people. Some who had been friendly with him still worked here.
“You’re going around killing people because the department didn’t hire enough straight white men?” she asked in disbelief.
“No one was supposed to kill anyone.” He coughed again, and this time, there was a red smear on his hand when he wiped his mouth. “Just show the incompetence. The delusion.”
“Well, you’re the ones that are delusional. Daniels runs a tight ship, even more so than Carroll did. You know why Waters was fired. This is just…Don’t speak,” she held up a hand when he was about to argue. “Let me tell you something. I’ll do the best I can, so you get out of here alive. I want you to explain to your former colleagues, and your own family, why you chose this. I’m not so sure your dad will want to speak on your behalf again.”
When Atwood’s actions got him fired from the force, his father had pled with the lieutenant and everyone who would listen, to take his son back. Of course that didn’t happen.
Once he recovered, he wouldn’t be able to avoid prison this time. It was probably best if he didn’t talk at all, but she needed to know one thing.
“What’s the endgame then? They have already proved they can get in with the help of a few corrupt cops. How far will they go with this? Plummer?”
“You’re not going to like…the answer.”
Ellie was afraid he was right.
***
“I take it Kylie Patterson found you. Sergeant Jordan Carpenter. Alex Coney is in the house over there. Kylie’s brother is dead.”
Jordan was aware that she was out of breath and rambling, but she didn’t think her words warranted the odd, careful gaze the officers shared.
“Ma’am,” one of them said. His female partner nudged his side with her elbow, and he corrected herself. “Sergeant. We can come with you, but we can’t go to the station right now. Another precinct will have to take him.”
“What are you talking about?”
The way their jaws dropped would have been comical if she didn’t have that nagging feeling of foreboding. “Will one of you tell me what’s going on?”
Again, that look.
“There has been an incident,” the female officer finally said. “Armed suspects…took over the precinct. They are holding hostages.”
Seconds ticked by, in which the words at first didn’t make sense at all, then felt like another, terrible blow. She nearly staggered with the impact.
“What?”
“It happened earlier this morning,” the woman’s partner supplied. “Do you need medical attention?”
It wasn’t until now that Jordan realized they were distracted. She wasn’t sure what she looked like, but she didn’t think she had gotten anything but some light bruises out of the struggle.
“No. No, I just need you to get Coney to the nearest cell, and we have to call in the ME.”
“We will transport him. As for everything else…People are kind of busy.”
“Okay. Come with me.”
She was surprised that the words did come out after all when her head was swimming. An ambush at the station. The reality of it was starting to sink in. Ellie wasn’t answering her phone, and neither was Derek, or anyone else. By now, everyone in the city had to have heard the news.
Completely overwhelmed for a few heartbeats, she kept walking nonetheless. Everything that had happened in that house still needed addressing. They had to take care of Coney, Kylie’s brother, and talk to Kylie herself, but first…
“He’s in there,” she said. She went with them to assure herself that Coney hadn’t moved. “Excuse me. I need to make a phone call.”
“Of course,” they answered in perfect unison, and Jordan walked back outside, ignoring Coney’s angry shouts. He had come here and killed a person, nearly three, and he was the one whining? She had no patience for that.
Her next call went to her parents. When Pauline picked up, she was glad that the uniformed officers brought out Coney at that moment, so she had no choice but to keep her emotions at bay. Pauline didn’t have to do the same. She cried the moment she heard her voice, or maybe she had been crying before. For a few terrifying moments, Jordan wondered if she had more information already.
“Mom, do you know what happened? Did you hear from Ellie?”
Pauline didn’t answer right away. Jordan was about to go out of her skin until she spoke,
“No. I’m sorry. All we know is what they said on the news, that there are armed men. There was a bomb, but they don’t know how many injured, or—” She didn’t finish the sentence, likely understanding that neither of them could bear to think of the possibilities right now. “Where are you? Can you come home?”
The temptation was near unbearable. She longed to be with her child, her parents, but Jordan knew she couldn’t allow herself to go there, not yet.
She had a job to do. But most importantly, Ellie wouldn’t be there, and she had to find her.
“Not yet. If I can help…I need to be there. I’ll call you back as soon as I can, but Mom…can you put Meri on the phone?”
“Of course.” Pauline, knowing her better than most people, didn’t even try to convince her otherwise. “We can’t wait until you’re both home.”
Jordan walked back to her car and opened the door when Meri’s voice came over the line. She was happy and cheerful on most days, but there was a hint of caution to her tone that told Jordan she had picked up on the adults’ anxiety.
“Mommy! When will you come home?”
“Soon, baby,” she promised, hoping she had kept her voice under control enough. It was much too early for her daughter, anyone’s child, to be confronted with the realities of this world, the fact that some people were pure selfish evil. That wasn’t even metaphorical or supernatural.
“We will see you soon. I love you.”
She got into her car and used the Bluetooth for her next call.
***
The more Ellie listened, the more nauseated she felt. She had worked with Chris Atwood for years, had needed to trust him to have her back. He showed little remorse for what he had done, regardless of the fact that his actions could end up leaving them both dead.
Atwood had always been aligned with a small group within the department always complaining about any sort of progress. She had no illusions about some of her colleagues leaning more to the right than she and Jordan, and their friends did. But Plummer?
This went far beyond his usual hate speech. His group and their sympathizers had veered far into domestic terrorism.
“Come on,” he said, sounding impatient. “Everyone knew you got the job so fast because of Carpenter. And once Daniels became the lieutenant, she got her promotion too. How is that fair?”
Ellie had another terrifying theory: If someone in Plummer’s group had shot Atwood, then they were looking for him, wanting to make sure that he couldn’t tell anybody what he had just told her. They might have told their supporters that this was a largely symbolic act, but people had been hurt already. And they had planned right away not to leave any witnesses behind, which, if they came this way, would include her.
They were too out in the open. She had no way of knowing if the attackers were willing to negotiate. If instead the building was breached by the tactical unit, and they were forced to move…It was only a matter of time until one of the intruders got to them. Likely with more firepower.
She cast a look at Atwood whose breathing was now strained. Moving him might make the injuries worse.
Staying here might end up fatal for both of them.
***
All Jordan wanted was to find out about Ellie and get to her as soon as possible. She managed to get through to dispatch with the officer’s radio.
“This is Sergeant Carpenter.” She rattled off her badge number. “This is an emergency. I need you to put me through to Lieutenant Daniels, now!”
“The lieutenant is at the command center at this moment.”
“I assumed.” She would have been called in when the news first broke and coordinated the response from there. Jordan would have been called in too, if she hadn’t been stuck in Kylie Patterson’s house. Coney’s smug remarks about back-up not arriving in time made a lot more sense now. “I need to speak to her right away.”
She didn’t have the sliver of a guilty conscience. Daniels needed to know about the active crime scene out here, just as much as she needed the latest information on the situation downtown.
Daniels came on a few moments later, and Jordan could ask the question that was burning on her mind.
“Lieutenant. I heard. Do you know anything about Ellie’s status?”
“I’m afraid I don’t,” the lieutenant replied, and Jordan exhaled. No news meant good news in this case, even if she was only telling herself that to hold on to hope.
“We still know next to nothing about what’s going on. The negotiator is here, but they haven’t yet managed to make contact.”
“I’ll be there soon. I’m at Kylie Patterson’s house. It’s an active crime scene—”
“Are you all right?” The sharp tone belied the concern.
“I am. I’ll tell you everything—”
“I am sorry, I have to go. I got word they let out a hostage. I’ll talk to you later.”
Checking in on Kylie had seemed like a good idea what seemed like an eternity ago, now Jordan cursed herself for being this far away. On the bright side, Daniels had voiced no opposition to her coming to the command center.
The female officer stayed behind to wait for a medical examiner.
When Jordan could finally leave and head to the precinct, her imagination was running wild for a few moments, fed with images she’d seen on TV not so long ago, and another story that had happened at a State Capitol the previous year. Then, Debra Connelly being shot by a right-wing extremist.
There seemed to be little information about the attack, but shutting off communications wasn’t a good sign. Neither was the lack of a ransom demand.
When she arrived, Jordan wasn’t surprised to find that the area was taped off in a wide radius. She forced every thought of what might be going on inside, from her mind. She’d be no good to anyone imagining worst-case-scenarios.
Jordan parked her car on the curb and went to find her supervisor, ignoring the questioning looks she got from the officer signing her in.
“The lieutenant is over there,” he said.
“Thanks. Lieutenant!” she called and jogged over to her.
Daniels turned around, doing a doubletake when she saw Jordan. It wasn’t like she had forgotten about various pains making themselves known, but she couldn’t bring herself to care.
“I found Coney earlier,” she explained. More like he had found her, but those were semantics at the moment. “There was a squad car nearby. The officer had to take him to another precinct, but we got him. We also got an APB out on Kylie’s car.” She didn’t give her boss time to reply. “Who was the hostage they let go? Do you have any more information about who is still inside? What do we know about the attackers?”
“Sergeant.” Daniels’ voice was suspiciously soft, and for the second time today, Jordan feared she might not sound entirely professional. She was tired, hungry, and still in shocked disbelief.
“What happened out there?”
“A lot,” she admitted. “Coney shot Kylie Patterson’s brother. I tried to call it in, but…”
Daniels nodded, acknowledging Jordan’s lack of options at that point.
“Officer Grimes stayed behind to wait for a crime scene unit. I came here as soon as I could.”
“Shouldn’t you be at the hospital?” Daniels asked. “I need you to tell me the truth. We are dealing with enough here.”
Jordan didn’t blame her for her stern words.
“I’m fine,” she said curtly. “Let me know what I can do.”
“Okay then. Detective Wu is over there.” She pointed in the direction behind her. “He’ll bring you up to speed. They’re running checks on Plummer, and his associates in the area.”
Jordan could feel her stomach plummet. This man and his group were bad news on any given day.
“Thank you. About the hostage?”
She could see a man waving for Daniels. The chief. “I’m sorry,” Daniels told her and left to join him.
Jordan went over to her colleague who was focused on his computer screen.
“Hey,” he said. “One hell of a day.”
“You could say that.”
He turned around, his reaction one Jordan had gotten used to by now.
“I’m okay,” she said. “What do we have? Do you know the identity of the hostage they let out?”
She prayed that Ellie was in a place where she was safe from the attackers. Her name had been in the papers quite often. She had testified against Waters and Bronson. If it wasn’t about that, Plummer and his ilk hated women in general, the entire LGBTQ community and many more.
“She’s on her way to the hospital already,” he said. “I take it you’re going to help me with this?”



Chapter Eight
Kate couldn’t believe they had made it this far, that Maddox Shane had shot a man earlier, or that Ellie had chosen to stay with the weasel.
She had never forgiven Atwood for denying Ellie backup when she had needed it. That night, she could have lost her best friend—not just because of a criminal act, but because a fellow cop was holding a grudge.
“What are you doing?” No point in going down memory lane. They weren’t safe yet, and he was about to lay down his guns?
“What’s necessary. Now let’s open the door slowly and walk out with our hands up. Let them know we’re the good guys.”
Kate assumed it made sense not to greet law enforcement personnel carrying weapons, the ones Shane had brought, and the ones they had taken from the dead intruder. She couldn’t shake the fear that Plummer’s people would catch up to them any second now and shoot both of them in the back.
“Thank you,” she said, putting the revolver on the ground. She straightened, shaking so hard her teeth were clicking together.
“It’s my job,” he returned, carefully opening the door. How was this even possible when the building was in lockdown? “Go. I’ll be right behind you. Good luck.”
She wasn’t going to argue. And just like that, she walked out, one step after the other, her hands up high.
It was probably only seconds until an officer rushed her to safety, though to Kate, it felt like an eternity. They brought her further away to an ambulance. She could barely hear the words spoken to her as reality was starting to sink in. She had made it out. Kate looked down on her hands, startled to find that there was blood on them, and on her shirt. Did it come from the man Shane had shot? Atwood? Had she really been that close?
“Ma’am, are you hurt?”
“I don’t think so,” she told the paramedic. All of a sudden, she was so tired. The world was starting to tilt.
“Kate!”
She flinched at the sound of her former colleague’s voice. Casey Lyons folded her into an embrace. Kate disengaged herself after a few moments. “Derek and Ellie are still inside.”
“Ms. McCarthy. Can you tell us what you saw inside? How did you get out?”
Lieutenant Daniels had joined them.
“I was with Ellie.” She cleared her throat and straightened. “Detective Harding. We just came from the breakroom. She and Derek were able to communicate via phone for a bit until the network went down, I don’t know exactly. There was this guy, Shane, who told us about it, and he came out with me. Where is he?”
Daniels frowned, and Kate feared he hadn’t made it out after all.
“Did they get to him?”
“There was no one else.”
“That’s not possible! He was right behind me. He said that—” Something stopped her from going further. Kate knew that Ellie had dealt with Miles Clairmont’s interferences before. Even if he had been helpful this time, that kind of intervention was far from protocol, and she didn’t want Ellie to get into trouble. “Anyway, I hope he’s okay.”
“Why didn’t Detective Harding come with you?”
“She stayed with Atwood. Chris.” Kate had a hard time keeping the disgust out of her voice, even as it mingled with the fear for her friends, and Derek. It had taken her a long time to even consider starting a family after Jensen’s death. She couldn’t go through that again. “Atwood helped them! I’m not sure how exactly, but he helped them get in. I think Plummer realized that he had a lot of information on his group. When we found Atwood, they had shot him and left him for dead.”
“Thank you. That’s important to know. I’d like you to go to the hospital to get you checked out, and we’ll be in touch.”
Daniels remained calm and professional, a whole lot more than Kate, who was torn between rage and panic. She almost asked if she could stay, do anything, but she already knew her request would be denied. And the two people who mattered most to her were still unaccounted for.
***
At this point, multiple agencies had personnel on the scene. Nina Torres had come by and introduced Jordan to the agent accompanying her, Alicia Gael. Their expressions and tone were stern. Without a doubt, this attack brought up memories of headlines from not that long ago.
“I’m sorry about Ellie,” Nina said, and then nothing else, which made for an awkward pause. Agent Gael gave her an apologetic gaze.
“Thanks. I guess we should get back to it…” She gestured to the workstation where screens showed multiple members of Plummer’s militia.”
“Yes. Good luck. I’ll see you later.”
Jordan assumed they would see a lot more of them, once the siege was over.
“Of course. Good to meet you, Agent Gael.”
Even knowing how important it was to put the pieces together, to find everything that might get them an in with Plummer and his lot, Jordan felt anxious and defeated. The lack of progress as well as her less than perfect physical condition made it almost impossible to focus.
They were racists, sexists, homophobes buying into the lie that they had a right and a reason to hate. Jordan had always assumed that some of them even knew they were taken for fools, but they didn’t mind as long as they could make someone suffer.
Her phone had been blowing up since before she had gotten out of Kylie Patterson’s house, messages and voicemails from Kathryn and Jim, Ariel and her family, Bethany and even Darla. Cell phone reception wasn’t completely restored yet. Even if she could have gotten back to them, what would she have told them?
She looked up to see Detective Wu with two coffees in hand, one of which he handed to her.
“I thought you could use it.”
“Thank you.”
“They want to make a point,” he said. “It’s a stupid, dangerous way to do it, but perhaps they are aware that killing people won’t help them if they want someone to listen.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“She’ll be okay.”
She nodded, and they both went back to their work. The coffee was hot enough to nearly burn her tongue, but she welcomed the distraction.
Daniels came by to check on their progress.
“I got word that Ms. McCarthy will be staying with your parents,” she told Jordan.
“Thank you.”
At least Meri’s Godmother was far away from the chaos.
***
“Thank you,” he said, now gasping.
They hadn’t spoken in some time, so Ellie was startled by the words directed at her, for more than one reason.
“For what?”
“For staying. You didn’t have to.”
“Stop it. You know I’m staying so you can get help and then be held accountable for what you did. That is my job.”
“Not everyone would have. I’m sure…Some got out the moment they could.”
Ellie didn’t have anything else to tell him. All she knew was that she couldn’t let her personal feelings get in the way. She had never wished him harm anyway but had been angered and frustrated by his short-sighted, bordering on extremist, views. Scratch that. The reasoning that had brought him here was nothing if not extremist.
“You will testify against Plummer. No lawyer can spin this as legitimate freedom of speech. Setting off a bomb in a police station, holding people hostage? You got in bed with terrorists.”
He shook his head, still trying to deny the obvious.
A door opened behind them, and Ellie spun around, pointing her gun at the black-clad man coming their way.
“Stop where you are and drop your weapon!” Predictably, he didn’t even slow down his step but ignored her completely. Ellie realized that his attention was on the man on the ground, and that was where he pointed his gun.
“Found you,” he sneered. Atwood’s eyes widened.
***
It was starting to get dark when Jill Allen stared in disbelief at her phone on the ground, the man who had trampled on it while his friends, two other men and a woman, cheered him on. Like every other civilian, she had been cautioned to stay outside the vast perimeter around the precinct. This put her in the company of curious onlookers and a handful of unpleasant folks like him who were downright celebrating the dangerous events unfolding not far from them.
“You are part of the problem,” he had sneered at her before he yanked the phone from her hands. “Liar!”
Prior to the incident, she had scoured the Internet for any hint at the perpetrators’ motivations, but being confronted with their supporters on the outside, she was getting a clearer picture by the minute.
They didn’t have a problem with the police per se, but they did have a major problem with this particular precinct that had made an effort to gain and keep the trust of the public by cleaning house. The people who had gathered here had a problem with women in position of power, especially women of color and queer women. That in itself was nothing new or original.
Jill was used to the occasional slurs and threats every time she published an article, but it had gotten out of hand.
She had never felt this threatened on the job before. She should have found an officer and report…but she assumed they were all busy.
She wondered if the lieutenant would let her anywhere near the command center.
Jill wandered away from the crowd and closer to the tape guarded by severe-looking officers. Unfortunately, she didn’t know any of them, but far behind them, she could see a familiar figure. If she could check on a friend and learn that she was okay, it would be the best possible achievement for the day.
“Jordan! Hi!”
***
The last thing Jordan wanted to deal with at this moment was a reporter. They couldn’t have the whole story. She didn’t have the whole story. All they could do was wait until someone gave the okay. She didn’t feel like small talk either, but Jill was an exception to a sensible rule, and she considered her a friend.
“I can’t talk for long, and we prefer you don’t publish anything until we have a clearer picture.”
“I assumed.” Jill seemed shaken. “This is terrible. Were you inside?”
“No.” Her run-in with Coney seemed far away, unreal, yet it had happened only a few hours ago. She had cleaned herself up before coming here, but she kept forgetting that some of the bruises were clearly visible.
“Have you talked to Ellie?”
“Not yet. So please, wait until someone can actually tell you anything?”
“Of course. I will have to get a new phone anyway, because some of those fine people over there,” her voice quivered on the words, “Took mine and destroyed it. Enemy of the people and all.”
It was one piece of the puzzle, conveying the extent of what was happening with sickening clarity.
“Okay.” Jordan laid a hand on her shoulder. “Stay in the vicinity of this officer. If and when we can tell you more, someone will come find you. I promise.”
“Thanks.”
She saw Wu waving for her and headed back in his direction.
“Come on,” he said. “There’s movement. Techs got most of the security cameras back on. They are ready to go in.”
They joined a terse-looking Daniels and the captain of the tactical team.
“What changed?” Jordan asked, aware of her heart hammering. “If Plummer doesn’t want to communicate, the risk is still too high.”
The afternoon had passed excruciatingly slow, with IT personnel working hard on restoring communications. Jordan and Paul Wu had a pretty clear notion of Plummer’s group now. They were surprised that he had come down here himself. On the bright side, while they had caused chaos at events throughout the county, none of them had a murder charge on their record. Yet.
Chaos, along with their trademark racist, sexist and homophobic antics might be the point, but as long as the hostages weren’t safe, there was no saying how far this would go. How far they would go. This was their most extreme operation to date.
She couldn’t forget though that Debra’s assassin, while not officially a member of the group, had claimed he was inspired by Plummer.
“We have a view of the lobby and some stairwells,” Daniels explained. “Together with the information Ms. McCarthy was able to give us…”
“They’re all upstairs now, conferring. Only one guard left by the elevators,” the captain added. “Now’s the time.”
“Lieutenant, are you sure…?”
Instead of answering her, Daniels addressed the captain.
“I tend to agree with Sergeant Carpenter. We still don’t know what they want aside from attention. There are too many unknowns.”
The captain, who had bristled at Jordan’s uninvited assessment, shook his head.
“Waiting much longer bears more risk. It’s been cleared with the chief. This is no longer your call. My people know how to do this.”
Jordan raised her hands slightly. “I wasn’t going to question it.”
“Lieutenant?” he addressed Daniels who nodded. Jordan could tell that she was still worried. The captain, however, was right to point out that this was a chance to get inside and surprise Plummer and his gang.
She hurried to follow him, but Daniels called after her.
“Carpenter, hang on a second.”
Jordan turned around slowly. She stiffened, hoping she didn’t need to get into an argument with her boss. Especially when it was clear to Jordan what she was going to say.
“Easy. We will need everyone on this, but I want you to stay back. When all is said and done, you will be one of the people interviewing Plummer and working with the FBI to get to the bottom of how this could happen. Just remember that.”
“I will. Right now, I only want to help where I can.”
And I need to find Ellie.
“I understand. Go,” she said, and Jordan caught up with Wu on the way. The atmosphere was as tense as it could be.
It could all be over within the next few minutes.



Chapter Nine
The tactical team was first, Jordan, Wu and officers from neighboring precincts following behind them. The lobby was eerily quiet, but then they heard the sound of hasty footsteps. Bracing themselves, they breathed a collective sigh of relief when the people hurrying their way were all civilians. Jordan winced realizing that some of the women had left their shoes behind. On the bright side, no one seemed to be physically hurt.
They guided each of them to the entrance where more officers got them to safety.
“Jordan! Oh my God.”  Valerie Esposito wrapped her into a brief, crushing embrace.
“Ms. You need to keep moving,” one of them reminded her sternly.
“I know. I’m going. I’m sure Colin here has a concussion, and Lucy is in shock.”
“There are paramedics outside,” Jordan assured her. “Let’s get you there.”
“I haven’t heard from Maria,” Valerie said, her eyes welling up as they reached the door. “Please, find her.”
“We will. I promise.”
They continued the search until the floor was clear, then made their way up. Jordan was baffled when she entered a room where handguns and rifles were haphazardly piled in the middle of it.
It seemed odd that Plummer and his gang would do that, even if they were trying to back out…She shuddered at the thought of what the team might find on the upper floors. Their floor.
“What’s the point of this?” she wondered out loud.
“Beats me.” Detective Wu shrugged. “After going to these lengths, they just gave up? It’s strange.”
“Strange, but better for us. Come on.”
One by one, they managed to evacuate the next floor. Voices crackled over the microphones, more shouts, and when she heard someone call for medical assistance, she ran into the direction where the sounds had come from.
“How bad is it?” was her first question, her concern for the young officer, their friend Sam Potts, outweighing the relief.
Sam winced. “I’ll live. I hope,” she returned. “I’m so glad to see you.”
“Same here. The paramedics are waiting for the all-clear, but they should be here any minute. Maria, Val is outside. I saw her just a few minutes ago. She’s okay.” Turning to Derek, she added, “Kate got out too. She’s fine, and she went to stay with Jack and Pauline.”
“Thank God,” was all he said. For a few seconds, neither of them spoke, his relief as palpable as her fear.
Where was Ellie?
Maria cleared her throat.
“We can help,” she said.
Jordan noticed that she was ghostly pale.
“I don’t think that’s necessary,” she returned, but Maria hesitated.
“They brought in back-up. Other precincts, State Police, FBI, you name it. You should go with Sam to the hospital,” Derek told her gently.
“Yes, you do that,” Jordan agreed. “You’ll be all right. I’m sorry, but I have to find—I’ll see you all later.”
“Wait.” Derek hurried after her. “I’m coming with you.”
After the years they had known each other, and everything they had been through together as partners and friends, they didn’t need any more words. Jordan nodded.
“Let’s go.”
On the way, they encountered more civilians, and the welcome sight of some attackers who had been arrested and led out by members of the tactical team. Ellie wasn’t with them. A pair of paramedics passed them by as the building had now been cleared, and, trusting her instinct, Jordan hurried after them.
Her vision blurred for a few seconds, adrenaline, relief, on top of a still surreal scene.
Ellie was performing CPR on a man on the floor, while a few feet away, another lay dead. Of course, Ellie would do whatever she could to save a life.
“Damn.” Derek’s one word summed up her reaction when she recognized the man Ellie was trying to help. He was wearing the insignia representing Plummer’s group like most of them. Chris Atwood was one of them.
The paramedics took over, and Ellie got to her feet, her eyes widening when she saw Jordan. Five, six steps, and she stumbled right into her arms.
“It’s really over?”
“Yes. Communications are back on. The building is clear.”
Jordan held on tightly, watching over Ellie’s shoulder as the paramedics worked hard to save their former colleague’s life. She had many questions, but they could all wait.
“Are you okay?”
“Yes. Fine.” Ellie didn’t sound or look fine, blood all over her clothes, but Jordan couldn’t detect any physical injuries.
“Let’s get you out of here and checked out.”
Before they could do that, an officer brought Stephen Plummer with him.
“This isn’t over,” he seethed. “You didn’t have to murder them.” His eyes were blazing with hate, and his words didn’t make much sense, but Jordan decided that, too, could wait. She had noticed Ellie flinch at them, though.
“Do they need any more help on this floor?” she asked Wu who had joined them.
“We’re good for now. Thanks.”
“What happened here?” Daniels had come up behind them. This time, Ellie nearly jumped.
“I had no choice,” she all but whispered. “Atwood gave me names, information. They didn’t want word to get out. He said cops were in on this.”
“Okay.” Daniels’ tone was reassuringly calm, and Jordan was grateful for it.
Exhaustion fell over her in waves, and she felt devasted, for Ellie, because Jordan already knew Ellie would take this hard.
“You’ll come to my office and give me a quick rundown, then you get checked out and go home. Take notes while things are still fresh. We’ll take care of everything else after you’ve had some rest.”
“My purse is on my desk,” Ellie stated, shaking her head as if in reaction to her words. “Fuck it. It’s not important.”
“You can go get your things first, and then join me, but don’t forget to see the paramedics before you leave. That goes for you too, Sergeant.”
Ellie cast her a quick, surprised look. Jordan didn’t want to explain anything, especially as it dawned on her what was coming. She, too, wanted to get Ellie checked out and get her somewhere she could clean up. The blood on her hands and clothes bothered her.
“I thought you weren’t…How did you get hurt!”
“Later,” she said. “Let’s get your purse and get out of here, okay?”
Daniels had gone ahead, and they walked after her through the double doors, in time to hear her shocked gasp.
They walked into chaos. The men had vandalized the place, turned over desks, smeared paint on the walls, and papers littered the floor. Someone had broken the glass surrounding Daniels’ office, and written slurs on the wall.
“I’m sorry, Lieutenant.”
Ellie’s quiet statement seemed loud in the quiet.
“I appreciate it. We can’t let this distract us though. What Mr. Atwood told you…”
“Yes.” Ellie gave her a quick summary while Jordan hovered nearby, worried about her, at the same time, furious at the disgusting handiwork of Plummer and his men. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to carry on like Daniels was, but for now, her focus was on Ellie whose voice nearly gave out when she described the circumstances leading up to the shot that she had fired. “I had no choice,” she repeated. “I swear.”
“I don’t doubt it. We’ll figure it out.” Daniels’ tone was unusually soft for a moment, before she returned to the matter at hand. “Cleaning this up will take a while. I’ll confer with the other agencies on site, make some calls. I’ll keep you in the loop, but for now, I want you to go home once you’ve been cleared by a health professional. Take some time, but the sooner you can get me your statements next week, the better.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant.” Ellie had found her purse under an overturned chair.
Jordan finally found her words too. “If we can do anything, let us know.”
Everyone in the room understood that she wasn’t just talking about the job. This was beyond personal. But the job was part of it.
“Thanks. Once Agent Torres and her people get an assessment of the situation, we’ll get together and work out the next steps. Until then, I mean it. Go home, spend some time with your loved ones. You’ll be all back here before you know it. Not here, necessarily,” she added. “I’ll make sure you’ll have a clean workspace when you come back.”
That moment, her phone rang.
“It’s the mayor. I have to take this,” Daniels said.
“Of course.”
Jordan hesitated, but she understood that there was nothing she could do at the moment. A CSU would be all over the place before cleaners could move in. She had already told Nina Torres she’d be available as needed.
Taking in the destruction, she felt a dizzying mix of anger and frustration, and she couldn’t imagine what it was like for Daniels who had been more of a target than anyone else in this building.
When the chief walked in, doing a doubletake before he addressed the lieutenant, she finally obliged, put her arm around Ellie and led her outside. Derek and Paul Wu came with them, and they silently walked down the stairs.
***
Ellie couldn’t wait until she could wash off the day in a long scolding shower. Her mind was in such overdrive she didn’t know what to address first. She hoped that cleaning herself up would help with that too. For now, she had done a quick job in one of the restrooms. Her cardigan was ruined, and blood had gotten on her blouse as well. She discarded both and zipped up her jacket over her bra.
As expected, the paramedic confirmed that she was fine to go home, while Jordan called her parents and Kate to update them.
She might be fine, but she couldn’t bring herself to calm down.
Where was Jordan when the takeover happened, and where did those bruises come from?
Before they headed home, they found Maria and Valerie who stood next to Valerie’s car, shocked disbelief still written all over their faces. Ellie assumed her own expression wasn’t different. Her mind was a dizzying kaleidoscope of disturbing images that wouldn’t stop. The day she had hoped would never come was here. Her report would include deadly use of force, there would be an investigation and…
She took a deep breath when Jordan gently touched her back, and Ellie realized she’d missed most of the conversation.
“I’m glad you’re all okay,” Maria said, “but we have to go now. Get this, we might still make our reservation.”
“Fingers crossed. I can’t wait to see my child…who will be disappointed, because there’s no way we’ll make it to our vacation. But yes. We were lucky.”
Sam Potts and two other officers had been hurt in the ambush. Two of the attackers had been killed, and Ellie realized with dread that she knew how it happened. Shane had shot one of them. The other one…The scene was still vivid on her mind. He wouldn’t have stopped. It had been his goal to make sure Atwood wouldn’t talk.
Ellie was drifting again. What if all her efforts had been in vain and Atwood died? On top of feeling guilty, she felt selfish for worrying about whether or not he’d be able to give a statement. Along with that hot shower, she needed to sleep for a few hours and wake up to learn none of this had happened.
“Yeah, though I’d say in your case, it’s relative. Only you can be fortunate enough to be away from this mess and end up looking like that,” Maria commented.
“Please, don’t remind me,” Jordan returned, making a grimace at her words. “Even if it’s true. And once Daniels is over the shock, she’ll remind me that I didn’t need to go there on a Saturday morning. Whatever. Coney is in a holding cell, that’s the important outcome here.”
“It is,” Valerie agreed.
After a round of hugs, Jordan and Ellie went back to where Ellie’s car was parked on the lot.
“It feels weird to leave,” she said. “But I can’t wait to be out of here.”
“They called in backup from other precincts,” Jordan reminded her. “We’ll all have to give our statements, the FBI is involved, likely I.A.—there’s nothing we can do here at the moment.”
Ellie flinched at the mention of I.A., even knowing that everyone in the unit they had worked with intended nothing but to do their jobs. Of course, there had to be an in-depth investigation about how a group of armed men was able to take over a precinct. If Atwood was to be believed, other police officers were involved in the planning and executing of the attack. Unbelievable. But given what she’d learned in the past few years, was it really? She felt sick and depressed with the implications.
Jordan, clearly sensing her state of mind, hadn’t hesitated to get into the driver’s seat, even though she, too, looked exhausted.
“I wish…” Ellie started and stopped again.
“I know. Daniels, and everyone else, understands that.”
“What if Atwood dies?”
Jordan’s expression hardened at the mention of their former colleague.
“You want my honest opinion? I don’t wish that on anyone, but I’m not even thinking about him right now. He gets off, the first thing he does is help plan a crime. I think we have a lot on our plates right now, and there are many other people who come first when it comes to sympathy.”
“I go over it again and again and wonder if there’s anything I could have done differently. Someone had already shot him twice. I’m probably not going to get fired, because this isn’t like…and I feel horrible for thinking about my job in the first place.”
“It’s human. No decent person can put something like that behind them just like that.”
Ellie turned to her, both grateful for the words of support, and alarmed, because she still hadn’t asked the question.
“What happened this morning?”
Jordan laid her hand over Ellie’s. They still hadn’t left the parking lot.
“We will talk about it later, but don’t worry. I’m fine, just a little worse for wear. I didn’t expect Coney to show up, but in the end, it worked out.”
Jordan’s tone was apologetic now. Ellie could read easily between the lines: Worse for wear meant it could have been much worse, but it wasn’t. Let’s leave it at that.
She needed to trust Jordan, because she was painfully aware that she didn’t have the energy for this conversation at the moment. Ellie was simply grateful that they were alive, going home to their family, and so were their friends and colleagues. At the end of this day, that was all she could ask for. This subject and others would come up again soon enough.
She knew she would have to keep it together for a little while longer. When they arrived at Jack and Pauline’s, and Meri all but flew in their arms like she had been waiting at the door, it became a lot harder. She could feel Jordan’s arms come around her, and for a few seconds, all she could do was breathe and be grateful their family was still intact.
She had been clinging to the hope that Jordan was safe on the outside…but she hadn’t been safe at all.
“Sorry it took so long,” she whispered. “I hope you had a nice day.”
“I missed you,” Meri whispered back.
“Look who’s home!”
Jack and Pauline had joined them for another round of tight hugs. Over Pauline’s shoulder, Ellie could see Kate who waved at her. Derek sat next to her on the couch.
“You are just in time,” Jack commented. “You are all staying for dinner.”
It wasn’t a question, though Ellie still didn’t feel much like eating.
“Actually, could I take a shower first?”
“Of course. Everything is set up in the guest room.”
“Thank you.”
Jordan followed her to the bottom of the stairs. “Will you be okay?”
“Yes. I’ll be quick,” she promised and all but fled.
She wasn’t surprised when she stepped into the shower and the water turned pink, nor at her eyes welling up. She had gone to work expecting a fairly quiet shift, just a few hours until lunch…Reality had been far from that. She had taken a life. Jordan, supposedly safe during a quick errand, had been attacked by a criminal known for his cruelty. They would have to postpone the vacation Meri had been looking forward to so much. The latter wasn’t really the worst that had happened today, but it did break the dam.
Ellie hastily turned off the water and wrapped herself in a towel when she heard the knock on the door.
“Come in!” If here eyes were still red, a hot shower certainly explained it? To her surprise, it wasn’t Jordan, but Kate on the other side of the door.
“Hey. I just wanted to check how you’re doing.”
Wearing nothing but a towel, and dripping, she accepted her friend’s embrace, nonetheless.
“I’m okay,” Ellie said. “You?”
“Much better now that I know all of you are safe.”
“What did the doctor say?”
“No change. Everything looks good, but…Ellie, I wasn’t sure what to say about this Shane guy. Or Clairmont.”
Ellie stepped back, looking for another towel for her hair.
“What did you say?”
“Just that this guy helped me out, but it was pretty chaotic soon after that, and no one asked me about him.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll handle all of that. I’ll have to give my own statement, probably Monday.”
“I hope no one will give you any trouble. You didn’t ask for him to send his guys.”
“No. I’m sure it will be fine,” Ellie said even though she had no idea. This was territory she never thought she’d find herself in. She would have to find a way to talk to Miles and make him understand that he couldn’t interfere with a police operation any time and any way he pleased.
“Okay. I’ll let you get dressed. I can’t believe I’m actually hungry.”
Ellie still wasn’t sure if she’d be able to eat.



Chapter Ten
Everyone in the room had reached the end of their line, Jordan reflected as she took in the smiling, but tired faced around the coffee table. Meri sat on her lap, and she wasn’t going to let go anytime soon. Their daughter hadn’t mentioned the vacation at all, testimony to how upset she’d been even if Jack and Pauline had done their best to hide their own fears from her.
In her entire career, she had never been confronted with a situation like this. For a moment she wondered if they could simply postpone the getaway for one day, but then reconsidered. Daniels would need all of them for statements and reports, even if the actual cleaning up would take a while. They still had cases to follow up on.
“Hey, I’m so sorry we couldn’t go today,” she echoed Ellie’s earlier words.
“That’s okay,” Meri responded quickly. “You were busy. Does it hurt?” Her tone had become more serious as she reached out a small hand.
“Not so much. Remember when you fell out of the swing? About the same. Hey, what do you say we go next week instead?”
“We can?”
Ellie had come down from the guest room, her hair still damp, wearing the clothes Pauline had laid out for her. She smiled at Jordan’s suggestion.
“Let’s do that. They might accommodate is if they heard the news today.”
They set the table together while Meri sat with Bailey, and soon dinner was on the table. Jordan wondered if Jack and Pauline had used cooking to distract themselves, or if they’d had all that food at the ready. Given that they were running a bar/restaurant, it might be both.
She noticed that Ellie was picking at her plate, which was worrisome. Stress usually helped her appetite, but none of them had fully processed what had happened today.
“Thank you for having us,” Kate spoke. “I hadn’t expected these circumstances—in fact I had hoped for entirely different circumstances, but Derek and I have great news. Ellie knows already, because I managed to explain to her why I wasn’t having a coffee before…Of course now I’d love to have a drink, but that all can wait. Well, it will have to wait nine months and then some.”
To Jordan’s relief, Ellie’s face lit up. She shared a smile with Derek who looked happy and proud.
“Congratulations,” she said, raising her glass. “As someone who’s been there, I can tell you it all goes way too fast. Except for the actual day. That doesn’t seem fast at all.”
Kate laughed. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear the last part but thank you.”
It seemed like she was about to say more, but then didn’t. Jordan could only imagine. Today had to have brought up horrific memories for her, ironically on a day she came to visit to share the good news.
The conversation started winding down after that, and Kate and Derek left to go home. Jordan and Ellie helped clean up before they retreated to the guest room after Meri was asleep in her own, Baily settling down at her feet.
Jordan took a quick shower herself, and when she returned to the bedroom, Ellie’s eyes were closed. She lay next to her with a sigh, thinking of the endless paperwork and interviews that would follow in the wake of this incident.
Remembering Plummer’s antics during his arrest, she was certain he would try to spin this in his usual, disgusting ways, though it would be hard to argue with the destruction and slurs in Daniels’ office. Some people had to be moved by that? She realized that tonight, she didn’t want to even think about how many would simply shrug, and Jordan knew that that in itself meant privilege.
She fell asleep only to be awakened by the sound of tears. She sat up, seeing a distraught looking Meri in the doorway.
“What’s up, sweetie?”
“I had a nightmare. Can I stay with you?”
“Of course. Come on up here.”
Visibly relieved, Meri closed the door and made herself comfortable between them. Ellie was starting to stir.
“It’s all right, we just have a visitor. Nightmare,” Jordan whispered to her. “Do you know what it was about?”
“It was dark. I was all alone.”
She shared a look with Ellie who was now wide awake, her expression troubled. It wasn’t hard to read her thoughts. It had been too damn close.
“It was just a dream. Let’s go back to sleep, okay?”
Meri was breathing deeply, back in dreamland within minutes. Ellie sat up against the headboard.
“We need to talk,” she said, and with an apologetic smile, “I’m kind of hungry.”
***
Neither of them wanted to leave Meri alone, so they decided that Jordan would go down to the kitchen. She returned a few minutes later with a tray holding two glasses of whiskey, some mixed snacks and candy, and a generous piece of cheesecake.
“I love you so much,” Ellie exclaimed, then put her hand in front of her mouth, but Meri hadn’t stirred.
“I know. I love you too.” Jordan smiled gently as she put down the tray. “I believe these come from Meri’s stash for when she’s here. We might have to have a talk with Grandma and Grandpa.”
“Not sure we have a leg to stand on, but we can try. Midnight cheesecake? We haven’t done that in a while.”
“I hoped the Golden Girls vibe would make you smile, and…I was right. This,” she said, putting the whiskey in front of Ellie, “is because we damn well earned it.”
“We certainly did.” Ellie took a sip, welcoming the burn of the alcohol. “So, this is nothing official, everything off the record, right?”
She didn’t mean to put the alarm on Jordan’s face, but even as they were here, safe, with their daughter, it was hard to deny that the situation was alarming. Maybe not in the sense Jordan was worried about.
“I feel horrible, and I never wanted to be in this situation, but I’m fairly sure I’ll be cleared. The other guy who was killed…I know who did it. He said his name was Shane, and he was the one who helped Kate get out.”
She helped herself to a handful of the candy. It was an odd yet perfect combination.
“Okay. Shane, doesn’t ring a bell, but he’s a cop? He had his gun with him?”
“He’s not a cop,” Ellie admitted. She couldn’t hold back the sigh. This sounded more and more bizarre, like an action novel rather than real life. “He works for Miles. I know you probably thought nothing could surprise you today, but I can tell from your face you were wrong.”
“Jesus. How did that happen?”
She couldn’t quite tell if Jordan was mad, curious, or perhaps a bit amused.
Ellie decided that it might be all three, and that tonight, they had the right to every possible emotion.
“Yeah, I know. I find it hard to believe, and I wouldn’t put anything past him. He managed to get a call through during those first few minutes. I hung up on him, he called me back and ask if I needed anything…Of course I told him to stay out of it! Next thing I know, this guy arrives and offers to get us out.”
“Wow. Daniels needs to know about this.”
“I know. I’ll talk to her on Monday.”
She didn’t like the doubts in Jordan’s gaze.
“She’ll have her hands full, but if it’s possible, I’d prefer you talk to her tomorrow. Just to get ahead of…Everything. Anything.”
“I guess I should.” In fact, the idea of going back tomorrow felt disheartening, and she didn’t think Daniels would be pleased if she showed up at her home. “I’ll see if she has time.”
“This is important, Ellie! He’s messed with you and your career before. This needs to end.”
She was definitely mad. Justifiably so, and Ellie wasn’t about to defend Miles’ actions. Yet…
“I know all of that, but he got Kate out. The other guy…I don’t know that there was any other solution. I know it was wrong to begin with, but it was the only way I could stay with Atwood.”
Jordan nodded. “I get it. But don’t repeat that to him or to Daniels. We want to make sure everyone knows you didn’t encourage him.”
“Of course.” Ellie took another sip of her whiskey. Maybe it was the alcohol, or the junk food, but she was a little more convinced that she wouldn’t face any drastic consequences. She knew—Shane had shot the other guy point blank, without much of a warning. It wasn’t how she had conducted herself. She had done everything by the book. Kate was alive, and Atwood…She hoped he’d survive too.



Chapter Eleven
Monday morning, they went to work—as if nothing had ever happened, Jordan thought, except everything had changed.
Earlier, they had hugged Meri and Pauline a little tighter before leaving for the station that was still in chaos, if more organized than when they had left it.
As per Daniels’ request, they came together in a conference room on another floor of the building for a briefing. At the last minute, Nina Torres slipped into the room, giving everyone an apologetic smile.
Despite the fact that they’d had differences and some heated conversations during the last case they had worked together, Jordan appreciated her presence. A familiar face would make the process easier. She was happy for Bethany who was enjoying her sabbatical on the other side of the ocean. Given that Plummer was linked to the individual who had assassinated her girlfriend, she would appreciate being far from this case.
“As you’ve noticed, we are far from being back to normal,” Daniels began. “Regardless, our work continues, and there’s some space on this floor that we’ll be able to use until the investigation is finished and the place is cleaned up. Last news on Mr. Atwood is that he made it through surgery but hasn’t been able to give a statement yet.”
At the mention of his name, there was a hint of emotion in her voice, a bit of anger that Jordan could understand well.
Her own feelings were still all over the place, and at times beyond rage since she had realized that Atwood had been in on it, a man who had risked Ellie’s life before. She had saved his for the second time, and he had better be around to back up her story.
“I’m afraid I can’t give you a timeline yet, but you’ll be able to get back to your cases and work from the adjacent rooms. As I’ve said, I’m going to need a report from each of you. Meanwhile, Sergeant Carpenter will assist Agents Torres and Gael with everything they need.”
Torres nodded in appreciation.
“Thank you. Plummer is talking a lot, and no surprise there, most of it doesn’t make a lot of sense, but Jordan and I will do our best to unravel those strands. I want to say, my colleagues and I stand with you, whatever you need. What happened, was outrageous.”
“Thanks.” As much as Jordan valued the sentiment, she wasn’t looking forward to answering some of the questions Nina would likely have regarding Plummer’s ramblings. What was Clairmont thinking? He wasn’t going to get a medal for sending his private militia into a pressure cooker type of situation. “On the matter of Coney, Detectives Henderson and Wu will keep track of him, and also find Kylie Patterson. We will still need her statement,” Jordan concluded.
“Let me know when you have finished up on this,” Daniels addressed the detectives in question, before she turned to Ellie.
Jordan braced herself. There was protocol to follow, but she wasn’t sure how the lieutenant would handle it given the extraordinary circumstances.
“Detective Harding, how familiar are you with the Silvia Henry case?”
Ellie’s expression signaled deer-in-the-headlights. She cast a quick look at the door as if hoping Maria would still materialize.
“Somewhat, but I’m afraid we don’t have much to go on yet. Maria wanted to go over the files again, interview the neighbors once more and see if anyone remembers anything else.”
“You do that but handle those interviews by phone if possible. Have a couple of officers assist you.”
Jordan exchanged a look with Derek. They had both caught the subtext, and so had Ellie, obviously, a bit of the tension vanishing from her shoulders. Just a few years ago, the Major Crimes unit had merged with theirs, when Daniels took over from her predecessor. Meanwhile, one or their detectives had transferred back to his hometown, and Jordan didn’t know if Maria would return soon enough to work the case. They were short-staffed. The lieutenant would have to make a few hard calls while under a lot of scrutiny.
Daniels looked around the small group, her expression still terse. “In the next few days, we’ll also have a few colleagues from I.A. and the FBI in the house. Please make yourselves available for any interviews, Sergeant Carpenter and Agent Torres will handle the rest.” Finally, a smile graced her tired features. “I’m happy to see you all here, even though I’m sure you’d like to be somewhere else. Let’s get this done.”
“You got it,” Derek said.
Everyone headed out for their assignments. Walking past Ellie’s chair, Jordan touched her shoulder gently, and Ellie turned to give her a grateful smile. It was all she could do for now. In the group, Daniels had only asked for an update on the case, but she would want to get ahead of all eventualities.
Nina pushed herself off of the wall.
“Are you ready?”
“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Jordan confirmed. “Let’s try to make sense of this.”
***
The desk chair was too high, making her feet dangle. Ellie knew she should have just corrected it, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it, or anything, before she had finished the damn report.
She had drawn her gun before. She had been forced to shoot at someone before, but never with this result. And there was so much more to consider that she hadn’t been able to take a lot of time to process the fact. Today would be no difference.
Daniels had assured her that she had been right to refuse Miles’ help. The phone records would tell the story too, how she had interrupted the first call quickly, then spoken for a few minutes trying to convince him to stay out of it.
Silly of her, to think, only forty-eight-something hours ago, scheduling had been her biggest problem.
Maria Doss hadn’t come in today, and Ellie had no information as to when she’d return. Sam was in the hospital, so was an officer she knew from another precinct who had been here for a statement, and a third one had been released from the hospital. She had their child to think about. Meri had clearly been disturbed by Saturday’s event even though she didn’t know much about it. They would have to find a way to explain what happened to her.
Meanwhile, Ellie would have to work a case under heightened scrutiny, and mostly from her desk until after her I.A. interview.
The scent of vanilla made her look up, and sure enough Derek had done his magic and produced a vanilla latte from God knew where.
“This is perfect. Thank you so much.”
“You know I’ll get you lattes for the rest of your career,” he said. “I owe you.”
“I wish I could have done more.” She wondered how much Kate had told him, and her stomach was churning as she remembered the judgment call she had made. Was it hypocritical to want to hold Miles accountable while Shane’s presence had been more than convenient? She couldn’t have left Atwood to die, but what if Kate had been forced to stay with them?
“You did as much as anyone could have done,” he reasoned. “I’m just glad Kate wasn’t alone.”
She wanted to cry. Ellie forced back the emotion.
“Yeah,” she simply said. “And as much as I appreciate this, I think Daniels needs it more. She has a lot on her shoulders now.”
“No kidding. But I already brought her one,” he said with a wink. “Got to get back to work. See you later.”
“You found Kylie?” she called after him.
“She answered her phone and agreed to come in to make a full statement,” he said over his shoulder. “Jordan will be pleased. We can wrap this up soon.”
Yes, Jordan would appreciate some good news.
Ellie took out her phone and stared at it for a moment. Instead of calling Miles, she found the number of the resort. Might as well take advantage of the impromptu break and see what their options were.
***
On the way, to the allocated office, Jordan related her side of Saturday’s story.
“You had one hell of a day,” Nina commented as she opened the door.
“That about covers it.”
Agent Gael was waiting for them inside, sitting behind her laptop. She rose to greet Jordan and Nina when they entered the room. “Sergeant. Thank you for making room for us here.”
“Of course. The sooner we can get this done, the better.”
“Yeah. We want to get a head start with Plummer,” Nina agreed. To Jordan’s relief, she didn’t try to make this any more personal. “Of course, he lawyered up, but this guy wants to talk. He wants everyone to know how they intended to expose the laziness and corruption of the police, especially this precinct, especially this unit, for not going after the right people and punishing good men instead.”
“This again? Who are the ‘right’ people?”
“Queers and commies to start with,” Nina said dryly. “Yeah, I know, he’s completely out of his mind, but he has a sizable number of followers online, and been networking with other groups that want to give people like him more freedom.”
“Mr. Atwood used to work for this precinct,” Agent Gael remarked.
There was mild curiosity, but no judgment to her tone.
Jordan could work with that.
“He went to the academy with Ellie. He became a nuisance, then a danger on the job, and we were all happy to see him go, but this…” Jordan shook her head. “It’s insane. I assume you already have your hands on communications.”
“In the process. We’re the FBI, not Santa Claus.” The hint of amusement was gone quickly from Nina’s tone. “We’ll know more when we can interview Atwood. Daniels and I agree that it’s a good thing to have you in the room. You’re familiar with him, and you weren’t inside the building when the attack happened.”
“A good idea, really? I’m so mad at him I can’t promise you anything. No. Forget I said that. I’ll do my job.”
“I know you will. As for Plummer. That’s a bit trickier. He made some accusations about executions. Not that I believe him, but Ellie did fire a fatal shot.”
Here we go.
“That is unbelievable. I mean, yes, Ellie defended herself and Atwood who was lying bleeding on the floor at that moment.” She made sure she kept her voice calm, devoid of the anger she felt. “She had no choice. That’s not an execution.”
She forced herself to take a breath. Gael was obviously trying to read the dynamics in the room. Jordan understood that Torres and her colleagues had to consider all angles. The reality of what had happened was complex. And complicated.
“We’re on the same page here,” Nina assured her, “but in order to disprove his wild allegations, we need to know without a doubt what happened. By the time security cameras were back online, it was already over, so we have to rely on statements.”
“I hope you’ll take the word of civilians and cops in the room over those who set off a bomb.”
“That goes without saying. We have started on the interviews, and I want to do a lot more today before we go to Plummer and his gang. I want no surprises. Atwood’s doctor will let me know when we can interview him.”
“Sounds good.”
Jordan was still worried that Atwood was the only one who’d back up Ellie. She doubted that Clairmont’s guy would ever make himself available for questioning.
Even more disconcerting, this whole scenario raised a different kind of question? Clairmont hadn’t done this out of the goodness of his heart or sentimental feelings for the woman who used to be his high school girlfriend. What did he expect in return?
“Okay. I appreciate you giving us a heads-up, but you know we’ll have to hear from Ellie herself.”
Jordan knew they couldn’t avoid it, though she still wished they could.
“I’ll let her know.”
***
Extraordinary circumstances, Ellie reminded herself as she sat across from Agent Gael. In order to prevent similar incidents from happening, they needed to get to the bottom of why and how it had happened here, which meant everyone who had been inside the building at the time of the siege would be interviewed.
Yet, her circumstances were even more particular.
“I understand that this is difficult. Take all the time you need.” The agent who had come with Torres to cover the FBI’s part of the investigation, was friendly and compassionate, yet Ellie wasn’t fooling herself. She, too, had a job to do.
“How much time do you have?” The agent gave her a mild smile, indicating she understood the situation, but needed some answers from Ellie now.
As she began to describe Saturday’s events, trying not to veer off too much, Ellie was aware of the urge to do just the opposite, lay it all out on the table—the harrowing challenges of the past few years, during the height of the pandemic, struggling with the aftermath, and the never-ending caseload. From hunting serial killers and cult leaders to addressing the growing threat of right-wing extremism, and the somber reality of sympathizers in their own ranks.
She didn’t go down that road, though the temptation remained.
“I asked Mr. Clairmont not to intervene. I made myself very clear.”
“Yet, he didn’t listen.”
“No. I understand this could have gone worse, but Kate…” She took a sharp breath. “She also used to be a cop. But she had only dropped by the tell me she was pregnant. I had to make sure she got out, and that Chris…Mr. Atwood would live to tell his story. To hold them all accountable.”
Agent Gael nodded, though Ellie could tell that she was still pondering the information Ellie had revealed to her, maybe questioning some of it.
Truth be told, in her position, Ellie would have too.
“What made you think Mr. Shane would bring Ms. McCarthy to safety? Better yet, what made you trust Mr. Clairmont’s word?”
The million-dollar question.
“We’ve investigated him before. It’s not a lie that he has highly trained security personnel working for him, and I—” I was desperate? “It was a small window, and I took it.”
Her tone must have been somewhat defensive.
“You have to remember this is not an I.A. interview, Detective,” Agent Gael told her. “All we want is to piece together a timeline as exact as possible. To, as you said, hold them all accountable.”
“I understand. I swear, I do. I just haven’t slept much in the past couple of days.”
Not that it was an excuse. She blinked, forcing herself not to start crying.
“You’ve been through a lot. Would you like to take a break?”
“No, thank you. I’d prefer to get it over with.”
“As you wish.”
Ellie continued to describe the events that led up to the shot she had fired, feeling like she had told the story a dozen times. She appreciated Agent Gael’s professionalism as well as her kindness.
And then it was finally over. They shook hands and went their separate ways. Ellie nearly stumbled into the break room on the other end of the corridor. Jordan was waiting for her, folding her into a warm embrace. Ellie allowed a few silent few tears before she straightened.
“How did it go?”
“As well as it possibly could go, I think.”
“Let’s get a coffee, and I’ll walk you back to your desk.” Jordan gave her an encouraging smile. “It’s a lot right now, but this will be over soon.”
Ellie managed a smile of her own, though she wasn’t so sure. She still had to deal with Internal Affairs.



Chapter Twelve
“Are you going to be all right?” Jordan lingered, obviously not quite sure about the answer to her question.
“Yes, I have to go over those files. To be honest, I’m glad about the distraction.”
Not like they could forget about what had happened, given that they were all assigned different workspaces for the time being. “I promise. You can go back to whatever you need to do.”
“Okay. I see you later.”
Jordan drew her close once more, and then she left while Ellie settled behind her desk. First, she went over the list of potential witnesses, and their statements, again. She had accompanied Maria for some of the interviews with Silvia Henry’s neighbors on the same floor.
Marise Drummond, an elderly woman whose apartment was across Silvia’s, hadn’t heard anything, because she had already taken her hearing aids out for the night.
Harlan James hadn’t been home when they knocked on his door, and Chet Granger had taken his family out to dinner that night. Conveniently, no one had much to say about Silvia. She didn’t socialize other than the occasional hello.
Ellie frowned at Granger calling her uptight during the interview. Talking to him again might shake something loose. With a little luck, James would be home and hopefully more observant than the other neighbors. They still didn’t have a lead on the car, and after the attack and the necessity to relocate, everything was delayed.
Marise Drummond, was the only one who agreed to a new interview. Granger didn’t pick up his phone, and she got James’ voicemail again.
Silvia Henry’s boyfriend’s alibi came from several co-workers, and his boss.
“I might not be employee of the month, but they all saw me and will say so. No one hates me that much.” Ellie remembered his words.
The elusive Harlan James was a chef while Chet Granger worked for a car repair service. Ellie wondered if there could be some kind of connection with the still missing car. More likely, she was grasping at straws. In any case, doing her regular job was a welcome distraction from everything else weighing on her mind.
Before she contacted any of those witnesses again, she had more reports to go over. She wrote check CG alibi one more time on her list of things to do.
***
Chris Atwood was miserable, and predictably unhappy with their visit. Jordan wouldn’t have wished anything like this on him, but her anger hadn’t dissipated a bit. He had brought a lot of unnecessary pain on himself.
“Look, we don’t have to make this any harder than it needs to be. We know what you told Ellie. Agent Torres and I just need you to confirm and answer a few questions.”
And he’d have to do it quick. The doctor had warned them that he would kick them out any time he saw fit.
“What I said is true. The guy who shot me, twice—Pat Quinn. He was one of Stephen’s closest allies. They needed my help to get in, and afterwards they wanted to get rid of me.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.” Nina kept her voice soft and calm, more than Jordan would have managed. “Unfortunately, some things still don’t add up. You’re on probation. I assume you hadn’t been near the precinct in some time, so how did you know to give them this much information? I assume you weren’t the only one who was mad at Daniels for getting the lieutenant’s job.”
“So what? I told Harding everything already.”
“Sure, but we think you might remember a few more names,” Jordan returned. “Plummer’s people, a few sympathizers organizing online, that’s a given. But those guys knew the place inside out.”
She took a breath, give time for her words to sink in.
“You know how this works. It would help if you gave up who else helped plan this. You weren’t their man on the inside, you were just a messenger.”
Atwood stared back at her defiantly.
“You’re saying I wasn’t all that important? Why do you think they wanted me dead?”
“You tell us. Look, you’re already in violation of your probation. Don’t make it worse.”
She could swear, even backed against the wall like this and in a hospital after life-saving surgery, he wanted to roll his eyes at her.
“Do you know how many followers Stephen has? Some people might even say he has a point.”
“Committing a terrorist attack?”
“It wasn’t all that hard to get in. And for the record, I’m not fond of their attempt to kill me. Quinn came after me twice, and then Harding—Ellie shot him. Tell her thanks, I guess.” He winced, maybe in pain, or the reality of his situation was finally starting to sink in.
“I will.” At least he wasn’t arguing that point. “So, did Plummer approach you, or did you volunteer to be part of his group?”
At least he had the good grace to look embarrassed.
“A couple of friends online talked about them. I was out of a job, pissed, and I researched them, started talking to a few people. Turns out Stephen had followed my case, and one of his associates came to see me. Then they invited me to a bar, and we talked.”
“Stephen Plummer was present?” Nina asked.
“Not at first. I met with them a few times, and eventually, he joined us. I know what happened was fucked up, okay? But at the time…They made me feel like I mattered.”
Nina halted for a few seconds, and when Jordan searched her gaze, she found her own emotions mirrored. There was no point in expressing them here and now.
“We’ll need all the communications you’ve had with them. Emails, texts, etc.”
“Like you don’t already have them. So much for my constitutional rights.”
“It’s almost like you’ve forgotten, taking hostages and destroying property isn’t one of them.”
Jordan couldn’t help herself. Nina sent her a quizzical look, shaking her head.
Jordan shrugged. It wasn’t news to Atwood that she didn’t like him. It didn’t matter.
“You’re still thinking about helping them after the way they treated you. What makes you think that another one of Plummer’s true believers won’t finish the job?”
For a few seconds, the silence hung heavy in the room.
“Okay,” he finally said, and Jordan suppressed a sigh of relief.
She only hoped they would get everything before the doctor returned.
***
Before they headed out, Jordan went to see Sam Potts. She had a few visitors, but no immediate family. Jordan didn’t think Daniels would mind if she took a moment.
Casey Lyons had stepped out to get a coffee, and Jordan sat in the visitor’s chair while Nina stayed outside to give them privacy.
“Hey. How are you doing?”
Sam gave her a pained smile. “Been better, but they say I can go home soon. Well…It’s not the same arm I broke that other time. Small favors.”
“I’m really sorry.”
“Yeah, I am feeling a little sorry for myself too, but I’m glad that almost everyone is okay. I’ll be too.”
“That’s good news. We can use it.”
“We certainly can, Sergeant. And I hear you’re having trouble staying behind a desk.”
She managed a small smile.
Jordan shook her head. Gossip traveled fast in her workplace, even under circumstances like these. If nothing else, it was a form of coping.
“I can’t imagine where you heard that.  I’m sorry, but we have to get back. Ellie and I will come visit you again, I promise.”
“Thank you.”
When they walked out, Nina asked, “Anything I should know about?”
“I don’t think so,” was all Jordan could say.
***
Nina had left for her hotel, and Jordan knocked on the door of Lieutenant Daniels’ temporary office to bring her up to speed.
“Come in.”
When she did, however, Daniels’ gaze was hefted on the tablet in front of her. While they were trying to piece together a timeline, pictures of the incident were all over the internet already. Plummer’s gang and the people who supported them hadn’t hesitated, and Jordan assumed the bots were out in full force on social media.
She cleared her throat.
“At least they make it easy for the FBI to identify them. Ransacking a government building doesn’t look good on anyone’s resumé.”
“It shouldn’t,” Daniels agreed, her tone unusually laden with resignation. “All right, what do you have?”
“Atwood confirmed Ellie’s story, regarding the planning of the attack and the shot she fired.”
Daniels listened, her expression neutral now, though Jordan thought it might be a good idea to get ahead of any kind of criticism. “I didn’t press him on the latter, but I didn’t have to. He was willing to admit it right away. He claims he doesn’t know any other cop who was in on it though, realistically…That’s almost impossible.”
“You think someone’s threatening him?”
“I’m not sure. It’s possible.”
She might have imagined it, but for a second or so, Daniels’ expression seemed haunted, and Jordan could easily understand why.
It still boggled the mind, even though she knew that some would choose the profession to advance goals contrary to protecting and serving. She knew there was talk of looking into their hiring practices in an attempt to keep those candidates out. Too late for Atwood.
“Anyway, the picture is getting clearer. They set off the bomb as a distraction and then very quickly positioned their men at crucial points, disabled communication and locked down the building. Except…”
“The door where Kate McCarthy was able to get out with the help of Mr. Shane,” Daniels finished. “Has Detective Harding spoken to Mr. Clairmont yet?”
“Um…not that I know of. But she’s still here. I could get her.”
“No, give me a minute. I’ll call her myself. This is important.”
Jordan tried to keep her expression impassive as she studied her hands during the short phone call.
“Please, continue.”
***
Ellie wished she could have put off the inevitable a little while longer, but with a direct order from her boss, there was nothing she could do. She might as well get it over with.
Miles’ secretary told her he had asked not to be disturbed, and she nearly scoffed.
“Please tell him it’s Detective Harding calling, and it can’t wait. He’ll make time.”
Sure enough, he was on the line a minute later.
“Ellie, it’s good to hear from you. I hope you’re okay. I’ve seen photos on the Internet…These people are insane. Should you be back at work so soon?”
“I’m good, thank you. And I’ll need you to come in to discuss some of the actions you took during that time.”
“Me?” he asked, sounding genuinely surprised.
Ellie shook her head as he continued, “I was in meetings most of the day. On a Saturday, not fun, I can tell you. One of my employees also alerted me to what was going on at your precinct, so I tried to keep myself up to date during the day. I called you, you were understandably busy, and I was worried about you. That’s all.”
“That’s all?” she echoed in disbelief.
“Yes. Is there anything else? I’m afraid I have to—”
“Damn it, Miles, you can’t do this, send your own people in there and have them execute someone!”
“Execute. That’s a strong word,” he said calmly. “I can understand this has been a traumatic experience, but I can assure you, I don’t have the time or inclination to deal with those animals. My father might have had them at the table, but I prefer decent people like Anton, and Andrea, if you remember.”
Ellie did remember. One of them was dead, the other one missing.
“The FBI will have some questions for you.”
“Is that so? They will be disappointed, then. But if you all want to waste your time, be my guest. I thought your priority would be to put as many of them behind bars. Ellie, I’m sorry, but I have to go.”
“Yeah, right. Thanks for nothing,” she added after he had ended the call and got up to find Lieutenant Daniels, and then Jordan. She was ready to call it a day.



Chapter Thirteen
“Thank you, Sergeant. We’ll all try to put this behind us as quickly as possible, so we can all continue to do our jobs.”
Jordan heard everything Daniels was saying between the lines. It wasn’t going to be quick or easy for any of them, but especially her. She wished she could do or say anything encouraging, but it was hard to see a silver lining in the pile of garbage the intruders had left behind.
“As far as I know everyone who actively took part in the attack was arrested.”
“Yes. That still leaves some of the planners, and we can’t arrest anyone for thinking this was a brilliant idea.”
“Unfortunately.”
They shared a wry smile knowing this would never leave the room. Between the two of them, it was understood that while unrealistic, it was a heartfelt sentiment. In reality, the people who were joking in memes about what could have cost many more lives, would never be held accountable.
Well, at least those who agreed it was horrible had their own memes, but regardless, the damage was done. Jordan had caught some reporting from their friend Jill Allen who described being threatened by some of Plummer’s supporters, but a number of publications placed the blame on the department.
And maybe there was some to share for letting people like Atwood in, but the colleagues that came in every day certainly didn’t deserve this treatment from a segment of the public that thought they were too soft, leaving too little room for bullies.
“I’m sorry,” she said, thinking she could give her supervisor that at least. “You were right to point out I forgot about my job description, but I would have never gone without backup if I had expected Coney to be there.”
Should she have? And if she failed, what conclusions should she draw from that?
“I know. I don’t blame you, or anyone, for that.”
“Thank you. We will get to the bottom of this, and everyone involved will be held accountable. The rest of it will blow over, but meanwhile, the offer still stands. If you need anything…”
“I know who to ask. Thank you.”
A knock on the door interrupted their conversation, and a moment later, Ellie walked in.
“Oh. Hey. Lieutenant, do you have a minute?”
Daniels actually smiled at that as Jordan got to her feet.
“Not much longer. It’s been a day.”
“I’ll wait for you,” Jordan promised before she left.
***
“Do you really think we can make it to the resort?” Ellie realized her tone held longing and doubt in equal parts, and sure enough Jordan had picked up on it as they sat outside after dinner. Meri was busy with their guest Bailey. Even raising the question felt…strange. Like she shouldn’t be thinking about any of it while the city was still breathless with the implications of the events, everyone still caught up in this shitstorm Plummer and his “boys” as he called them, had unleashed.
She had written a report and given a statement. I.A. would still want to talk to her, but other than that she couldn’t do anything but wait. And hopefully find who had killed Silvia Henry, though her confidence in her abilities wasn’t high at the moment.
And Miles…She was blazing mad at him. The irony that Atwood had backed her up while Miles lied.
“I don’t see why not. It will be just for a few days, and we won’t be far in case anyone needs something from us.” Jordan lowered her voice. “I think Meri needs it. She’s picking up things between the lines.”
“Yeah, I know.” Ellie pulled her cardigan around her. It had been warm while they had dinner outside, but the wind had picked up. “I just wish I could close this case. I keep running after those neighbors, and I’m not even sure it will amount to anything.”
“You don’t know until you talked to them,” Jordan supplied reasonably. “Eventually, you will catch up with them, and if they keep avoiding you…I’d say that’s suspicious in itself.”
“True. I’ll go by tomorrow. Mrs. Drummond is expecting me anyway. What’s on your agenda?”
“Shadowing Torres and Gael some more.” Jordan shook her head, amused. “Strange that with those latest cases, I feel more like a rookie than ever, even though I got a promotion. I know, it’s a weird coincidence that they happen to fall under the FBI’s jurisdiction, but it’s still…”
“Like everything is slipping away?”
She could feel Jordan’s surprised gaze on her, even as she looked away.
“That’s not what I was saying. Ellie.”
“It’s okay. I’m okay. It’s just been a lot.”
“True. But it will get better. Plummer doesn’t have the sympathy of the entire public. He has some sick and twisted ideas, and a lot of people understand that.”
“Miles is denying everything now. That’s what I told the lieutenant.” Ellie finally dared to look up, anger and frustration winning over the urge to cry.
“What did he say exactly?”
“He can’t deny the phone calls, but he insists he never sent any of his own people.”
“Wow. I can’t say I’m surprised. But you did everything you could to get ahead of it. No one will blame you for this.”
Ellie wasn’t so sure. She imagined that in some darker corners of the Internet, the man she had killed would be celebrated as a martyr.
“Let’s clean up,” she said. “I’m really tired.”
***
They spent another workday barely seeing each other. While Derek and Paul were wrapping up the Coney case, Ellie saw Marise Drummond who told her that she still hadn’t seen James, but Chet Granger would be back later that evening, as he and his family had visited his mother a couple of hundred miles away.
Ellie decided to come back for him before the end of her shift. The sooner she could rule out the two men, the better. Silvia Henry deserved better.
Maria Doss still hadn’t returned, so Ellie sent her a text message to check on her. She was grateful that Jordan had dealt with returning most messages and calls on Saturday. Only a few more days until they could give the much-anticipated time-out another go…She might be able to believe that things could get better.
Lieutenant Daniels had already left for the day, though she probably still had meetings to attend and calls to make. As long as investigators were still going over every square inch of the affected parts of the building, cleaning up would have to wait, and so would returning to their normal workplaces.
She saw Jordan with Nina Torres and Alicia Gael at the end of the hallway, looking like they were about to wrap things up. Good. After swinging by Silvia Henry’s apartment building again, she could call it a night.
“Hey. You’re ready to go home?”
Ellie had turned off her computer and slipped into her jacket by the time Jordan knocked on the doorframe. Her presence was a welcome distraction from the radical changes around them. She couldn’t help smiling at the sight.
“Okay. You’re ready to go home and…?” Jordan’s voice turned to a husky whisper, making her regret her plans for the evening. It had to be done though.
“I wish, but I still have to go knock on some doors. I won’t be long though. There might still be time.”
“This is still about the neighbors?” Jordan asked, now all business.
“It is. Neither of them has called me back, one is never home, the other one is supposed to be there later tonight. Called the victim uptight, so that will be fun. I’ll go find Wes or Libby.”
“I can come with you,” Jordan offered. And, because Ellie couldn’t quite hide her hesitation, she added, “If that’s okay with you.”
“Of course. I think the question is more, is it okay with Daniels?”
“It’s the most practical thing,” Jordan said with a shrug. “Honestly, it makes more sense than taking them away from whatever they are doing. When you have to go back, that’ll be another story.”
“Okay. Let’s do it. It’ll just be some follow-up questions. I don’t expect anything dangerous to happen.” It occurred to Ellie that this was exactly what Jordan had thought about her Saturday morning errand. She wasn’t afraid, just pre-emptively tired as she anticipated talking to Granger.
“That wasn’t exactly my point,” Jordan reminded her softly. “We can’t get paranoid every time we talk to witnesses.”
For a heartbeat Ellie wondered if there was a contradiction in that, but she decided not to argue.
“I’ll talk to Daniels tomorrow if you like.”
“No, it’s fine. Let’s go.”
She had resigned to the fact that Jordan might pick up something she hadn’t, and while it wouldn’t help her confidence, she would get past that if she could bring about justice for Silvia Henry.
***
To Ellie’s surprise, Chet Granger opened the door to them right away. Less surprising was the fact that on the other side of the hallway, Harlan James still didn’t answer the door, or the fact that Granger was looking them both up and down.
“I’m Detective Harding, this is my colleague, Sergeant Carpenter.” And my wife, so stop ogling. Her polite tone never wavered though. “We are investigating the death of Silvia Henry. Could we come in?”
With a shrug, he stepped aside.
“Can’t imagine what else you want. I already talked to the cops.”
“I’m aware, but sometimes details come back to us later. We’ve been checking with everyone on Ms. Henry’s floor.”
A girl of about seven or eight stood in the doorway, curious, until a woman ushered her away.
“Mrs. Granger, good evening.”
“She doesn’t know anything,” he said quickly. “You asked me for my alibi, I told you we went to dinner. We showed the receipts.”
“Mr. Henry, I’m not here for your alibi. I’d like to go with you over the day Silvia was killed one more time. If I could talk to you both, please? This won’t be long.”
She heard Mrs. Granger say, “You can read a bit longer. I’ll be back soon,” before she closed the door and joined them. “This is horrible. I can’t believe it happened in our building.”
“Well, I can,” he muttered.
“What do you mean by that?”
“We’ve been trying to get another place. The rent has gone up like crazy, and now with those neighbors?”
“Chet,” his wife said, sounding embarrassed.
“What? You know I’m right. I’m not saying it’s okay that she was killed, but she sure wasn’t careful with the men she brought home.”
Ellie’s patience with men like him had been wearing thin for a long time, but given recent events, she had to be extra cautious. She also reminded herself of all the hassle that followed when Jordan had given a homophobic parent a piece of her mind. Not worth it.
“Were there loud arguments? Fights? Anyone in particular you remember?”
“None of those, no.” He shook his head while Mrs. Granger stayed silent.
“Is there anything else you remember about that day? You said you came home from dinner around nine.”
“That’s right. Ellen put the kids to bed, and we watched TV for a bit. We went to bed, we never heard anything.”
As much as Ellie found his attitude irritating, she believed he was telling the truth.
“Are we done here?”
“Just one more thing. When did you last see your neighbor, Mr. James?” Marise Drummond couldn’t even remember when he had been home last. Ellie made a mental note to check with his employer, an upscale restaurant in the city center.
“Couldn’t tell you. A couple of weeks ago? You should talk to him. There’s something going on with that one, for sure.”
“Really?”
“Chet, maybe you shouldn’t…”
“Hush, they asked for it, right? Now that I think of it, he and Silvia did yell at each other one time, something about loud music. It wouldn’t surprise me if he had killed her. Must have a few sharp knives in his collection.
“You remember that just now?” It took Ellie all the self-restraint she had left not to let the sarcasm creep into her tone. She had asked him about loud arguments a minute ago.
“Well, yeah, you were asking about her boyfriends, and he sure wasn’t one of them. He probably did it.”
“That’s a severe accusation.”
“He’s one of those groomers, what do you expect?” He gave an exaggerated sigh.
“Excuse me, sir?” There was no mistaking Jordan’s sharp tone.
“You know what I mean. Right?”
“I’d like you to know that falsely accusing someone of a crime can be charged as a felony, depending on the seriousness of the crime. Do you stand by your statement?”
Granger’s face reddened.
“You know, in my time the police protected citizens. They didn’t go for what’s politically correct. I have children, and there might be a killer in my building. If you don’t do something about it, don’t be surprised when people defend themselves.”
In that instant, Ellie understood why Daniels preferred for them not to work together too closely. Not just because it was incredibly hot when Jordan got all icy with a jerk like that. Ellie did notice, and it could be distracting, but she knew herself around these situations pretty well. It was escalation she was worried about, something people like him always sought. And it was easier to handle if neither one of them was scared for the other. In theory.
“Well, thank you for your help anyway,” she said. “Have a good evening. Sir.”
On their way out, she tried Harlan James’ doorbell again, to no avail. As hard as Granger had tried not to be helpful, he had revealed something about his neighbor.
Ellie had seen the body, and she couldn’t believe that this crime was the result of a dispute over loud music.
When they were back in the car, she leaned back in her seat with a sigh.
“Is it just me, or is the world getting uglier by the minute?”
“Hard to argue when you have to listen to that kind of crap.”
Not just prejudice, but something that could turn into violence and hate crimes at any moment. Ellie thought of Joy Anne Deane who would have eaten this up, while the cult she belonged to actually did groom teenage girls and married them to older men in some screwed up kind of marriage ceremony.
Back in those days, she still had hopes that those kinds of stereotypes could be contained. Not everyone proudly peddling them these days belonged to a cult. They were someone’s father, cousin, brother. Daughter.
“That being said,” Jordan continued, “I refuse to let them ruin my day. I have the life I love, one I couldn’t even imagine a decade ago. So, no, not everything is ugly. In fact, someone very sexy is sitting right next to me.”
“Stop.” Ellie laughed.
“Do you mean that?”
“Yes. I’d like to hear your impression. Other than he’s a homophobic asshole, obviously.”
“Yeah. I think he’s telling the truth about not knowing anything. He’s a loudmouth. I don’t think he’s a killer.”
“I can’t see why James would kill her either, but I have to follow up on that. Okay. Thank you for coming.”
“No problem. And speaking of better neighbors. Laura Dennison called to ask if she could bring us dinner tomorrow. Also, Kathryn would like to have us over on Friday, so that’s another day of no cooking or ordering in, and she said we could bring Bailey.”
“Sounds good to me.”
Deep down she was feeling overwhelmed at the thought of socializing with more people who would have questions and concerns.
Without a doubt, it would be more pleasant than the high tension between the residents of Silvia Henry’s floor.



Chapter Fourteen
In the following days, they each continued their respective work, Jordan helping Nina and Agent Gael to compile and sort through the information they had gotten regarding the timeline while trying not to step on anyone else’s toes, Ellie chasing after her witness/potential suspect.
Like her, Jordan doubted that Harlan James was the killer, but she had to follow up on the report of the dispute anyway.
She ran into Rob Garcia from the Internal Affairs Bureau in the break room shortly after he had completed his interview with Ellie. The two of them had already worked on a task force together, and he had often hinted that there would be a job for her at I.A. if she wanted it. But all things considered, Jordan still didn’t plan to go anywhere.
“Wild times,” he remarked. “When you have a minute, there’s something I’d like to run by you.”
“Agent Torres is in the middle of an interview, so it’s now or never.”
He shrugged and went to get himself a coffee. “This is an unusual situation, to put it mildly. It’s nothing official, yet, but there’s this curious story about Miles Clairmont sending in reinforcements.”
“I wouldn’t call it that. You know the background. He and Ellie dated in high school, and he feels entitled. Of course she told him no.”
“Yeah, she mentioned that. I understand everyone dealt with the chaos best they could, but this is particular. Did you know that he denied any involvement?”
“Yes. Come on, what are you saying?” She had promised Ellie it would be okay. Jordan’s patience with anyone misreading the non-relationship Ellie had with Miles Clairmont was coming to an end quickly.
“Nothing. I wanted your impression, that’s all. This was a high stress situation that could have gone many ways, and I believe anyone would be tempted, but I know Harding is a lot more by the book than you are.”
He laughed at the irritation that was undoubtedly visible on her face.
“Don’t you deny it. You know I’m not here to pin anything on anyone. We all just want the whole picture, and I have an ex-cop turned terrorist still whining in his hospital bed, two dead attackers and a whole lot of questions.”
“I understand that part, but I’m sorry, I can’t help you. I wasn’t there.”
Her tone might be a bit too harsh to be appropriate, but before she could acknowledge that, the door opened, and Derek walked in, stopping cold when he saw the two of them.
“I can come back another time. Torres told me I could find you here.”
“Oh, she’s done, then. Thanks. Like I said, that’s my impression. Mr. Clairmont will do and say anything if he thinks it benefits him somehow. It would be interesting to see if he had something to gain from those deaths, but you can see how that would present a conflict of interest for me.”
“I see,” Garcia acknowledged with a wry smile. “I’ll run it by your lieutenant. See you around, Jordan.”
“Yeah, I’m afraid so,” she muttered. “Hey, hang on a second. Ellie is in the clear, right?”
Garcia cast a quick glance at Derek, then turned back to Jordan.
“She’ll talk to you, but I don’t see a reason to keep her stuck behind a desk any longer.”
He had left the room. Leaning against the vending machine, she took a deep breath, and then a sip of her coffee. Better, but only marginally. Jordan meant it—she knew she had to stay away from Clairmont, or she would really get herself in trouble. At the same time, she was frustrated beyond measure about how he kept inserting himself into their lives.
“Could you move, please?”
“Of course. Sorry.”
“Don’t be. I came to bring you good news actually. Save for a few signatures, Coney is done for.” His tone went a bit grim on the last part. Jordan hadn’t bothered covering up those fading bruises.
“That is good news. Thanks.”
“So, how’s it going? Torres seems to be satisfied with the progress.”
“She is. I’m on the periphery for most of those interviews, but it’s not that complicated. They want to talk. They want their BS out there, multiplied on social media by the people who eat it up. So, on the bright side, we get confessions. Less bright side, considering what is out there, this could be the tip of an ugly iceberg. Funny how they claim to be all about law and order as long as they think it serves them.” She shrugged, acknowledging that Derek was the last person she had to explain these dynamics to. “It sucks, but there’s nothing we can do about their mindset. We clean up. We move on.”
“Let’s hope. Would you be free for a drink later?”
Jordan had reasons to say no even if she and Nina wrapped up the day early enough, but she could understand wanting some normalcy.
“I think so. Let me check with Ellie, okay?”
His hesitation didn’t go unnoticed with her.
“Sure,” he said anyway.
***
Ellie couldn’t believe it when she tried the number again, and Harlan James answered the phone.
“Mr. James, I’m Detective Harding. I have some questions regarding your neighbor, Silvia Henry. Would it be possible for you to meet me at the station?”
“Of course. What a terrible situation. I don’t know if I can help you, but I can come over now if that’s good for you. Wait. Do you even have the space for this at the moment?”
Ellie cast a glance at the desk Maria would occupy if she returned before the clean-up was finished and suppressed a sigh. It wasn’t the first time she heard that sympathetic tone from a witness regarding recent events. She wasn’t going to question her luck today.
“It would be very helpful, and yes, there is space.”
“Detective Harding, was it?”
“Yes, and thank you.”
***
He appeared eager, even more so when he walked through the door only fifteen minutes later, accompanied by Officer Wes Martin. Ellie pointed to the chair opposite to her desk, and he sat.
“First of all, I want to say, what a terrible loss. Silvia was the nicest person in that building. I can’t imagine what kind of monster would do something like that to her.”
“That’s what we’re trying to find out. You’ve been out of town?”
“Oh yes, I was filming a competition. Sadly, I didn’t win, or I’d be out of that place already. Wait. You don’t think…?”
“We are following up with everyone who knew Silvia. I’ve been trying to reach you for some time.”
“Yeah. I apologize. I didn’t find the messages until after your recent call, something was wrong with my voicemail.”
Fair enough…or was it? In any case he was here. But she could remember a couple of other perps who had walked right into the department and put on a show. Not that it had to be the case. She still thought Granger’s accusations were fueled by homophobia.
“Okay. Now that you’re here, can you tell me where you were on July 3rd?”
“The entire day? I was getting ready for my trip. They sent someone to pick me up early the following morning, and once we got started, none of us stopped to watch the news or messages. It was wild. If you like that kind of show, it will be on this fall, in the next season of High Steaks.”
“Let’s get back to the matter at hand,” Ellie suggested, trying hard not to smile. He was quite charming and funny, but he might have something to hide.
“Yes, sorry about that. So, I was studying my materials one last time, and I went to bed early. In fact, I never left my apartment. I ordered in.”
“You have the receipts?”
“On my credit card, sure.”
“Did you hear anything from your floor, or see anyone?”
“Like I said, I never left. And I was wearing headphones.” He shuddered. “I would have called the police right away if I had known. It’s horrible to imagine.”
Ellie mentally repeated what she knew: Mrs. Drummond, not wearing her hearing aids, sleeping. Granger, his wife and kids on an outing. And Harlan James…wearing headphones. In his apartment.
“I can show you the receipt right now,” he offered, taking out his phone.
“Yes, please do.”
He opened the bill on his phone and showed her the screen.
That only proved he had been next door around the time Silvia Henry was murdered. It wasn’t an alibi, but that fact didn’t seem to catch up to him yet.
“So, I take it you and Silvia got along.”
“Pretty well, yes. We didn’t hang out together, but we talked in the hallway every once in a while. She, too, was planning to move out.”
Mrs. Drummond had mentioned that as well. Ellie wondered if Henry had felt threatened by Granger…or if more than one person was lying through their teeth.
“I’ve been told you had a loud argument one time.”
She noticed how he sat up a straighter, his expression more guarded.
“Ah, here we go. I can only imagine who told you.”
“Is it true?”
“Listen, Detective, I don’t know what Granger said to you. I imagine it was repulsive and untrue as pretty much everything that comes out of the man’s mouth. I didn’t murder Silvia, nor did I ever wish her harm. We once raised our voices at each other because she had turned on the music so loud everyone on the floor was getting a concert.”
“Just that one time?” Ellie asked, not taking the bait, even though she agreed about Granger. She still had a job to do…fortunately.
“I swear. I had a raging headache that night, and she was a bit drunk, laughing at me. I’m not proud of it, but I didn’t call her names or anything. We both apologized the next day. I bet Chet didn’t mention that.”
Indeed, he hadn’t.
“Did you make any phone calls that night, or maybe social media posts?”
He shook his head. “No. I told you. I spent all day inside. I opened the door once for the delivery guy. That was around 8:15. I ate, I watched some videos, and I went to bed. The next morning, a driver picked me up. I’m sorry, but I told you I wouldn’t be able to help you much.”
Ellie was afraid that that was the truth too. She had to switch gears.
“Perhaps you could help me with something after all. This was recovered at the scene.”
She could see the color drain from his face when she showed him the photograph of the bloody knife.
“It might be a reach, but maybe you could tell me something about this particular knife, what it’s usually used for, or where you would find one like that?”
“It’s a carving knife,” he said, in between shallow breaths. “Nothing unusual about that, they sell it in sets and separately.”
“So, you own one like that?” She kept her tone warm and calm, as he raised his troubled gaze at her.
“I used to, but it got lost. A few weeks ago. I had friends over and thought it might have landed in the garbage by mistake.”
For a moment, Ellie was unsure whether she could still trust her instincts. If he had anything to do with Silvia Henry’s death, his behavior was bold, but a bold murderer was nothing new, not even one dancing with the possibility of getting caught. He had no motive though. Granger had called her uptight, but also insinuated that she had lots of partners. Why would Harlan James care?
“Did you ever interact with one of Silvia’s boyfriends?”
“A bit of a non-sequitur, but no, unless you count saying good evening and such. Chet again, I assume? He had opinions on everyone in the building, including poor Mrs. Drummond. Did he tell you he called her a drain on society? Anyway, Silvia was a grown woman. As long as it was consensual, I didn’t care how many men went in and out of that department. And no, I don’t think any of them stole the knife.”
“Thank you for your time, Mr. James. We might be in touch for more questions.”
Ellie walked him out and returned to her desk.
She wished she could have gotten a warrant for his apartment, but with what she had so far, Valerie would laugh her out of her office. Come to think of it, she should talk to her anyway, and at the same time try to figure out if Maria was okay. She had only answered Ellie’s text in a short reply, not mentioning when she would be back.



Chapter Fifteen
Ellie had let her know she would be home with Meri. It made Jordan feel a little guilty that she was taking the time to go for a drink without her. Regardless, she had to make sure they and their friends were on the same page. In the beginning, there had been some jokes about Ellie’s former boyfriend showing up, but what Clairmont had done was far from funny.
It was disconcerting enough that he had a private army at the ready. He’d once told her he wanted to protect Ellie. This wasn’t the way, not that it was his job in the first place.
When they walked into the SEVEN, Jordan was relieved that neither of her parents were present. Even after all those years in law enforcement, she still did her best to make sure they wouldn’t worry—about her or Ellie, but recent developments were certainly beyond worrisome.
Since Derek was driving, she could also allow herself a temporary, small slip into old habits.
He gave her a strange look when she ordered a Long Island Iced Tea.
“Whoa. You used to have those when you were still with Bethany. That bad?”
“You were in there. You know how bad it was.”
Derek didn’t argue. They sat in companiable silence until the server brought her cocktail, and a beer for him.
“We got all those civilians out. I heard Sam is home now. It shouldn’t have happened in the first place, but I think all things considered, we were lucky,” he started.
She had known that wasn’t all.
“Something doesn’t quite add up. I know that Ellie would never leave Kate alone, and vice versa. So why didn’t we find them together? How did she get out, not that I’m complaining?”
And this is why I needed something stronger than beer.
“The short version? Clairmont sent in ‘reinforcements’ and now he denies he ever did such a thing.”
“Reinforcements?” He frowned.
“Militia-style trained guys who took out one of the intruders. He also made sure Kate got out safely when Ellie stayed with Atwood, and then vanished.”
“Wow. I’m not crazy about the idea that she sent Kate with this guy. Kate never mentioned those details…”
“She didn’t send her,” Jordan said, hoping a hint of warning to her tone was enough. “She wanted to make sure that when Atwood’s friends came around to finish the job, Kate wouldn’t be there. And she was armed too. If you remember, she was once a cop.”
“I do remember.” He sighed. “It’s just insane, this whole set-up, even without Clairmont adding to the mix.”
“That I understand. It’s one hell of a job for Daniels to sort out, while everyone is still reeling.”
Ellie was, she knew. She hadn’t talked much about the man she shot in self-defense, but Jordan knew it was weighing on her.
“I know Ellie would never do anything to endanger her.”
“She wouldn’t. Clairmont is a douchebag, but he’s not joking around. We never found Andrea Cortez. He protects the people he thinks are worth protecting…and no, I don’t approve of him inserting himself in an already out of control situation. She and Kate did what they thought was best, and I think they were right. Quinn would have shot them.”
The images her words evoked made her stomach churn.
“They really didn’t want Atwood to talk. He’s implicating every one of them, and with his statement and what they left behind, it will be hard for Plummer to play the martyr.”
“Yet he will try. To think that all we had planned that weekend was to celebrate the news.”
“It’s still excellent news. I’m happy for you two. Hey! You’re going to be a Dad.”
She didn’t know whether Kate had raised the subject with him of Ellie, but Jordan could imagine that it was easy to draw parallels with the day Jensen Baker, Kate’s fiancé at the time, had died in an ambush. In the aftermath, Kate had sworn off marriage and family but had gradually changed her mind. She was pursuing a new career as well.
Being trapped had brought up bad memories for all of them, one way or another.
“Thanks. And yes.” He couldn’t keep the smile off his face. “It’s pretty amazing. We try to focus on the happy.”
They both drank in silence for a few minutes before she asked, “Have you heard from Maria?”
Though exes, they had remained close friends. Jordan thought guiltily that she, too, should check in with her again. They’d only had a brief phone call, but Maria didn’t know at the time when she’d be back. She had also answered Ellie’s text rather vaguely.
“Briefly. She’s been having a hard time, but she will be back at work soon.”
“That’s good. It will help.”
“How is this going to end?” he asked. “One way or another this might come back to haunt Ellie. Whatever she did in there, it got Kate out safely. I just want to know if we should be prepared for more questions.”
In that instant, she understood where his concerns came from.
“I hope this will blow over, but someone, not us, will investigate this further. And hopefully hold Clairmont accountable for his part.”
Derek raised his glass to hers.
***
Jordan had come home in time to say goodnight to Meri, and they’d spent a quiet rest of the evening watching the news and an episode of a baking show.
The atmosphere was relaxed enough given the past few days. Ellie knew it would take more than beautiful cakes and the absence of more drama for a while to right her world, but she would take the momentary peace.
She also hadn’t missed that Jordan was nodding off. Ellie trusted her to come out and tell her if anything was about to shatter that peace. Fortunately, that didn’t happen, and Ellie was simply content to be curled up on the couch next to her.
Bit by bit, she felt like she could breathe again. The events would linger, without a doubt, for all of them, and they would have to take more time to process them.
But they were lucky to have a strong leader who was more than capable to guide them through the chaos. And she knew everyone had her back.
Comforted by those thoughts, Ellie didn’t even mind so much when they overslept the next day and barely got ready in time to take Meri to preschool, and drive to the precinct afterwards.
Their luck continued when, a few minutes later, they joined their colleagues in the briefing room where coffee and hot water was available in thermos bottles, as well as pastries and fruit. Nina Torres stood in a corner by the window with Agent Gael, and Jordan went to join them.
Ellie looked around to see Derek and Paul already sitting at the table. Maria likely wouldn’t come in before next week.
Lieutenant Daniels strode in, closing the door soundly. All eyes went to her until she spoke, wearing a smile that had been rare in the past few days.
“Good morning, everyone. Before we talk about your cases, I’d like to share that we have good news.”
Her smiled widened at the enthusiastic response.
“I agree. We’ve been overdue. First of all, I want to say thank you. Each of you has gone above and beyond what is expected. Thanks to the help we got from the county, the crime scene investigators could finish up their tasks, which means the cleanup can start. If all goes well, we should be able to move back sometime next week.”
“That is excellent news,” Jordan commented. “I haven’t been able to take advantage of my real office that much.”
“I’m glad you look forward to going back. That means you will actually spend some time there.”
Jordan laughed, as did everyone else at the good-natured jibe.
“I promise,” she said.
“You will like this too,” Agent Torres continued when the group had sobered up again. “I’ll be out of your hair by the end of the week. The AUSA will confer with your D.A., but we’re confident that a lot of charges are coming, and not just for the ones who held hostages and smeared slurs inside the building.”
Ellie remembered the smashed glass pane of Daniels’ office. Much as she had been disturbed by various elements of the ambush—the violence, Atwood’s involvement and his cohorts’ plan to get rid of him, nearly everyone she cared about caught up in it—that image had somehow stayed with her. She didn’t have any illusions about the motivation some had to set her up. It had always been racist and sexist. The particular damage to her workspace simply drove the message home in a more intense and vile way.
She could, however, appreciate the progress. None of them would forget about any of it, even once the new paint was dry and furniture replaced.
Gael added, “And thanks to Detective Harding saving the witnesses’ life, we’ll have important insights into the planning and execution. Mr. Atwood is motivated to let the whole truth be known. Plummer is still talking about suing the department, but with people filming themselves smearing the walls and thrashing furniture, that will be hard to do.”
“He’s welcome to try,” Daniels said sarcastically. “Thank you, Agent Gael. We appreciate it. Let’s move on to current cases. Detectives Wu, Henderson?”
“Alex Coney didn’t make bail,” Wu explained, “So he remains in jail until his trial. Kylie Patterson will testify.”
Ellie stole a glance at Jordan whose stance became almost imperceptibly more relaxed.
“Detective Harding?”
“Yes. I interviewed the neighbors again, and I finally got to speak to the last one, Harlan James. He confirms that he had an argument with Silvia Henry but denies having harmed her. He did tell me that a carving knife like the one used in the murder disappeared from his house.”
“What about his alibi?”
Ellie had a hard time not cringing. She was still irritated with James for deliberately evading her for so long, but she didn’t think he was the perp. Yet…
“He spent the night of the murder home, right next door. He claims he didn’t hear or see anything, and the only time he opened the door was for a food delivery. I could confirm that.”
It wasn’t hard to imagine what was on her colleagues’ mind. She would hate if homophobic Chet Granger turned out to be right, but of course nothing was impossible in this scenario, and her emotions didn’t count here.
“I’ll have to look into him some more, but also, if he’s telling the truth about the knife. He thinks it ended up in trash by mistake. If someone framed him, that person was probably someone they both knew, someone they would open the door to.”
“You work on that. Detective Henderson could give you a hand, and you two coordinate with your sergeant. In her office.”
“Where I will be for the next few days finishing up a mountain of paperwork,” Jordan confirmed.
“That’s good to hear. I have to go, but by all means, take a moment and don’t let those go to waste,” Daniels said, pointing at the tray. She chose a croissant and picked up her coffee cup before she left the room.
Almost normal, Ellie thought, still feeling the relief that had come with the slow evening and a good night’s sleep. Now she had to eat something before the rumblings of her stomach would get too loud and embarrassing.
She sighed in bliss at the first sip of coffee, jumping at the knock on the door.
Everyone turned as Maria Doss walked inside.
“Oh, but you didn’t have to do that,” she joked, referring to the spread as well.
Hunger aside, Ellie got to her feet and gave her a quick hug. “It’s good to see you.”
“You too.” As she stepped back, Maria’s expression was more serious. “I’m glad you’re all here. I came here to talk to the lieutenant, but she told me I could find you here. So…I’ll be taking a couple of weeks. Thank you all for checking in with me.”
“Take good care of yourself,” Jordan said.
“Yes. And while you’re here, take one of those, or a couple. The lieutenant sprung for them.”
Derek hugged her, too.
“Thank you. I just might. This looks delicious. And Ellie, I’m sorry for leaving you hanging with the case.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.” At least Ellie hoped that would be the truth, but if she couldn’t crack the case it would hardly be Maria’s fault.
Maria gave her a grateful smile.
The mistake that people like Plummer, and the politicians that created individuals like him, made was to assume their divide-and-conquer BS worked on everyone. Sadly, it did on too many, including an ex-cop and even worse, a few that were still on the force. But here in their circle they knew who they could trust. And they would continue to conduct themselves in a way that showed the public they could trust them too.



Chapter Sixteen
Jordan hadn’t been exaggerating about the paperwork that came with finalizing her part of the tedious cleaning-up. She didn’t mind it this morning as she worked on her final report, knowing that things were moving in the right direction. She had no doubt that Ellie was capable of solving the case. She and Derek were both skilled and she expected them to show results soon.
They had all needed a moment to come to terms.
They would continue to do their jobs to the best of their abilities.
She hadn’t heard anything else from Garcia, so she assumed all formalities were taken care of. Despite the open questions regarding the man named Shane, Ellie would be fine. Miles Clairmont was no stranger to the city’s law enforcement, and his father’s arrest in the death of one of his closest advisors had made headlines. Given his record, and Ellie’s, it wasn’t hard to determine who was telling the truth.
There might be consequences for him in the future, but both she and Ellie wouldn’t be in the middle of the action, for obvious reasons. She took another sip of coffee as she read over a paragraph, thinking that a little less action, for a few days, would be nice.
Maria was doing the right thing, taking care of herself.
Bit by bit, everyone was returning to normal, a dinner with Kathryn and Jim, and one with the Dennisons, their neighbors at the end of the street.
The world wasn’t going to stop if they took a moment.
Jordan couldn’t help smiling at the thought. It had taken her long enough to come to that realization, but she was finally here.
Going back to the task at hand was less pleasant, though she appreciated the way different agencies had come together to help and do it quickly. The work she had done with the FBI agents had been seamless, and going back to the familiar spaces would help boost morale as well.
In the end, she hadn’t spoken to Plummer herself, but watched his interrogation, struck but not surprised by the coldness and cruelty in his eyes.
He wouldn’t have minded if more people had gotten hurt or even died, hostages, his own men, he didn’t care. It was all about pushing the ideology, the message. And between the lines…It had nothing to do with finding the department capable or not, and everything with what he felt he had been promised but had not received.
People like Plummer were manipulators in their own right, drawing followers. Had he been manipulated too? Perhaps, but he wasn’t gullible enough not to know that he was spreading dangerous lies, engaging in and facilitating hate crimes.
Remembering those eyes, the hard stare opposite of an unimpressed Agent Torres, she couldn’t help thinking how their objective had shifted. They all had to adapt to a sad truth, one that previous leadership hadn’t paid enough attention to: The motives for murders remained the same, but the deep hate fueling these crimes was far more common than the rare serial killer. There went her hopeful mood…They would have to deal with them a whole lot more in the future.
***
“So, what do you think?” Ellie asked after she had brought Derek up to speed on her progress.
“It sounds like he does have something to hide, even if it’s not the murder. But then, the same could be true for good old Chet. I’d look into both of them some more.”
“That’s what I thought. Chet might have connections, but the story about the missing knife…I’m glad I have help now.”
“What you’re saying between the lines is that I’ll have the pleasure of handling Granger.”
“If you don’t mind? It’s not because he’s a jackass. It will just be faster.”
“No, you’re right. That’s a good idea.”
Ellie thought he would say something else, but he simply settled behind what would have been Maria’s desk, opening the relevant documents on the computer.
Again, she wondered about the details of his conversation with Jordan. She cursed Miles for doing little but make her life more complicated ever since he had emerged on the scene, and especially now that he was a player in his own right. The shy boy desperate to escape his father’s long shadow was gone. And yet, Shane had done the job he was supposed to do, get Kate to safety.
She didn’t want to raise the subject with Derek, but instead went back to her own files.
The picture of a smiling Silvia Henry was haunting her. Who had hated her this much? The stabbing suggested a personal motive, then again, the man who had killed Bethany’s fiancée didn’t even know her. He did so because of a hate against women, and those in power in particular.
Henry’s car was still missing. Mrs. Drummond had confirmed that she had seen Silvia come home in it the night of the murder. According to Chet Baker, it still sat in its spot when he and his family left for dinner.
Following a hunch, Ellie searched for body shops and used car dealerships in Silvia Henry’s neighborhood. If the perp had stolen the woman’s car and abandoned it, it would have turned up somewhere. He could have tried to sell it, either to a used car dealership, or a body shop for the parts. Given that there was an APB out on the vehicle, he couldn’t have gone through official channels. He might know someone in one of the places who could help him.
Or the car had been stolen by someone unrelated to the murder, who might be a witness.
After sharing her theory with Derek, who agreed it was worth pursuing, Ellie started making calls to the businesses on her list, one dealership and a couple of body shops.
At the former, she spoke to a woman who informed her that, after much research, she couldn’t find a car matching the description Ellie had given her.
The next few calls were equally as sobering. She was about to hang up with the receptionist of the last body shop, when he said all of a sudden, “Hang on, Henry, you say? A red Honda? I see a note here that someone with a last name Henry called our emergency service to replace a broken windshield.”
“Can you tell me the date?”
“Of course. It’s July 3rd.”
Neither Drummond, nor Granger had said anything about a broken windshield, so she must have had it done before? What did that mean?
“So, she brought the car in and you fixed it on site?”
“No, Ma’am. Our service includes meeting our clients right where they are, and unless the damage is too big to repair right away, our employees will do it. When you call, we provide you with the name of the person who will come to see you, and their ETA.”
Interesting.
The silence had turned awkward even before Ellie asked, “Who went to see Silvia Henry?”
“Um, they’re not in trouble, are they?”
It could be to their advantage sometimes that most people didn’t follow the news this closely.
“No,” she assured him. “We just want to ask a few questions.”
Trace Henry’s steps before she died. Find the people who saw her alive last. Find the killer.
“I can see it’s Garvin, but he’s not here today.”
“Could you give me his address? It’s really urgent.”
She thought she might have overplayed her hand, but after a long pause, the receptionist sighed. “Okay then, if you think it helps. But don’t tell him I gave it to you.”
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“Nothing. You’ll see. If that’s all, I need to get back to work. I have another call.”
He was gone before Ellie could react, but she did have an address. She got up and was about to walk over to Derek when Daniels walked through the open door.
“Harding, Henderson, uniforms called in a dead body found in a car near the highway. They’re waiting for you.”
Ellie, who had stopped in mid-motion, nodded.
“We’re on our way.” As they headed to the parking lot, she said, “I think I found something.”
“That’s great. You can tell me on the way.”
“I’ll drive if that’s okay,” she said, getting out her keys.
“No problem,” Derek replied as he followed her to her vehicle. “I trust you.”
Taking a deep breath, Ellie acknowledged that this likely encompassed more than her driving skills, relief flooding her.
The fact that they were off to a crime scene, and might have a lead in Silvia Henry’s case, notwithstanding.
“So, what did you find?”
“Silvia Henry called an emergency car repair service on the day she died. Broken windshield according to the employee. None of the neighbors mentioned it. I’ll check just in case, but it seems like Henry had it fixed before she came home.”
“Could be coincidence,” he reminded her.
“Her car is still missing. That is relevant.”
“No kidding.”
Fifteen minutes later, Ellie parked near the crime scene that uniformed officers had secured. After an exit off the highway leading to a rest stop, the car in question stood at the beginning of a dirt road. They walked up to an officer and introduced themselves, then ducked under the crime scene tape looped around a tree.
The victim inside the car was a man in his mid-to-late thirties, slumped back in his seat, the front of his shirt stained with blood that wasn’t completely dry in places.
Ellie stepped back, remembering the other scene, a bloodstained blouse on a dead woman.
She distantly listened to the uniform telling Derek about an anonymous 911 call.
“Hey, you two,” ME Melissa Adams greeted them. “I just got here, so there’s nothing much I can tell you, except he must have been killed a few hours ago. Some of the blood had time to dry, it’s still wet in other places. No sign of a weapon so far.”
Ellie had an idea what that weapon might be, but she kept it to herself for now. She walked a few steps away, careful not to interrupt the work of the crime scene technicians. She noticed a marker where tires had left tracks in the fresh mud near a puddle, and waved Derek over.
“He met someone here, or they caught up with him.”
“Maybe.”
For all her relief over things going back to normal, she was starting to feel slightly irritated with him questioning everything. Of course it was early in the investigation, too early to know anything for sure, but from the looks of it, some evidence had been left behind.
The autopsy would tell a story, and so would the tire tracks.
She went back to the car to take another look at the interior. Reaching inside with a gloved hand, she opened the glove compartment and took out the papers inside.
“Let’s start with this. ID.”
Along with the registration, there was a credit card bill, each with the name Michael Ayers on them. The man’s pockets were empty, no phone or wallet. The perpetrator had likely taken them, though he didn’t seem to have any problem with them getting a quick ID.
She saw something glinting between the passenger seat and the console and leaned further inside.
“Harding?” Dr. Adams sounded amused and irritated alike.
“Just a second. I almost got it…”
Straightening, Ellie had to admit she wasn’t sure her hunch would carry her that far at first. But it had, and she might have to grapple with her doubts about Harlan James some more: This time, the murderer had left the weapon, a carving knife, behind.
“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Derek remarked, handing her an evidence bag.
“I think we are. I think this is the same knife that was used in Silva Henry’s murder.”
The thought had crossed Ellie’s mind the moment they learned about the body in the car. Something told her that there was a connection, even though the woman had been found in her home. Maybe the murderer meant to display Michael Ayers’ body elsewhere and got interrupted. If he used the same weapon, that was obviously important to him…Ellie didn’t want to get ahead of herself, but now there were some possibilities they couldn’t rule out. That person might kill again.
“I still want to see this Garvin guy from the car repair service later,” she said. “We keep our eyes on James, but we’ll wait for the analysis on the knife.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Derek finally agreed.
She took another look into the glove compartment, producing a book of matches with a colorful rainbow design. That gave her pause.
Instead of asking the neighbors about Silvia Henry’s windshield by phone, they might just as well see them in person. Ellie hated having to deal with Granger again, even more so finding any hint that he might be right about something, but she’d have to get over it.
She had seen the logo on the book of matches before. The D&T was a well-known bistro/bar in town, run by a gay couple. Ellie and Jordan had frequented it, more so before Jordan’s parents restored the SEVEN, and, of course, before Meri was born. Like all restaurants, they had struggled in the past two years but managed to stay open.
She didn’t want to fall for any stereotypes, but together with the knife, there might be a connection to James. Ellie felt torn between the hope that she could be wrong, and the dread of having to start all over while a killer might plan their next crime.



Chapter Seventeen
In her office, Jordan picked up her phone when the caller ID showed Ellie’s name.
“Hey. How are you doing?”
“We’re almost done here,” Ellie informed her. “I’m not sure I’ll make it on time for dinner though, but you don’t need to wait for me, since I have my car.”
“Okay. Sounds good. And don’t worry, that was the reason we scheduled it for a little later.”
“The Dennisons will be all right with that?” Ellie asked.
“I’m sure. We’ll have to deal with an over-excited preschool kid later, but we’re experienced, “Jordan told her, and they both laughed.
“Look, I gave you everything we have so far, but we’ll have to follow a few more leads. If there’s anything pressing, I can tell you later, but I think most of it will go to tomorrow.”
“All right. Good luck.”
“Thanks. I love you.”
“I love you too. And having a dinner with neighbors in the middle of the week, that’s different…and nice, right?”
“It is. Of course it took a hostage situation, and then waiting out lockdowns and social distancing requirements for us to get there, but it seems the time is here. You’re right, it is nice. See you soon.”
“Bye.”
Looking at the neat pile of papers on her desk she was about to hand over to the lieutenant, Jordan realized that she could actually leave without feeling guilty. For many years, she had been driven, feeling like she was failing if she didn’t stay behind for those extra hours. Past experiences had created a shift. She was still as motivated as she’d been when she started out on the job, but she had learned that there was more to her life—including her family. And neighbors who cared enough to bring dinner after a harrowing incident.
She turned off her computer and picked up her keys together with the report, stopping at Daniels’ door to knock.
“Come in.”
“I just wanted to leave this with you before I go.”
“Some more reading material. Lucky me.”
“Sorry to add to the pile, but I guess the FBI leaving is a milestone.”  Jordan could only imagine the weight on the woman’s shoulders, though today, she had seemed more relaxed than she had ever seen her, even cracking a joke earlier.
Maybe, she, too had come to conclusions about the limits of what she had to prove to the world.
“It is. Thank you.”
“If you don’t need me anymore, I’ll call it a day. Ellie and Derek are still on the scene, but it looks like they’re making good progress.”
That elicited a smile from her supervisor.
“I have no doubts. I’ll see you tomorrow. Good night, Seargeant.”
“Good night, Lieutenant.”
On her way to the elevators, she turned and walked past the rooms where she had worked for the past decade, heartened by the progress. Soon, they would go back, proving to Plummer and his ilk who was the inefficient one. Thank God the ego of these people was all too often bigger than their intellect.
Jordan left the building and drove to her parents’ home after turning the radio station to music rather than the news.
Meri was still immersed in her play with Bailey.
“We are all ready,” Pauline said, watching her with a smile.
“That sounds great. Our neighbors insisted on bringing dinner, but we want to prepare a few things anyway. Hey, sweetie.”
“Mommy! You’re early.”
There was only a minute hesitation before Meri went into her hug rather than stay where she was, the realization making Jordan wince. She could relate though. The affection for the sweet, well-behaved dog was certainly less complex these days than for her constantly busy mothers.
“Yes. We’re having Mr. and Mrs. Dennison and Zoe over tonight, remember?”
“Yes! I like Zoe. She’s nice,” Meri declared. She cast a pensive look at Bailey whose expression seemed expectant.
Why not?
“Can I show him to Zoe?” she asked. It was hard to resist the hopeful tone, especially when she knew Meri was still processing the bizarre turn of events. Even if she didn’t know about the violence that had occurred, she had not missed the tension in the adults’ interactions, or their exhaustion. Whatever helped her would be good for all of them.
“Sure.”
“Thank you!” Meri beamed. “Can he stay with us forever?”
“Don’t push your luck, young lady,” Jordan warned, though she joined in the laughter. “Also, I don’t think Grandma and Grandpa are ready to let go of him yet.”
“I think the issue here is that he would hate to be alone during the day,” Pauline reminded them. “But we don’t mind if he has a sleepover every once in a while. You have enough dog food?”
“Oh yes, we’re all set. Thank you.” She hugged Pauline, and Jack who had joined them.
After making sure her daughter, and Bailey, were safely seated in the back, she got into the driver’s seat and drove home.
She felt ridiculously excited for the evening.
***
Ellie wasn’t home yet when they arrived. While Meri chatted about her day, she had her change, and then dressed into something more suitable for a host. Downstairs, they set the table in the dining area. Everything felt beautifully normal, even if she couldn’t help thinking about Atwood, Plummer, and people like them who couldn’t seem to stand joy, for themselves or anyone else. The way to beat them, aside from holding them accountable for their crimes, was to never take any of the good moments for granted.
And she needed to cherish those moments rather than work harder, which had always been her go-to solution.
Before finishing the table, she went to put the drawing Meri had made on the fridge. In front of the house, she had drawn her mothers and her two sets of grandparents, plus a rendering of Bailey.
They were lucky that their village was even bigger than that.
“You like it?”
“I love it,” she told Meri and kissed her cheek. The doorbell rang and both Meri and Bailey were off to welcome the guests.
Perfect timing.
***
Ellie knew that Granger wouldn’t be happy to see her again. Derek’s presence didn’t make much of a difference. Fortunately, this wouldn’t take long. She had no intention of getting into any confrontation this close to the end of her shift.
“I don’t know about any broken windshield. I didn’t pay attention, but there didn’t seem to be anything wrong with the car. Is that all?”
It was his lucky day.
“Yes, Mr. Granger. Thank you for your time. We appreciate it.”
“Sure you do,” he scoffed. “You couldn’t do it over the phone?”
“As I said. Thank you.”
Derek kept his expression neutral though she sensed he was suppressing a smile.
Their visit to Mrs. Drummond was equally short though she offered them cookies and tea. Ellie wished they did have the time as the woman seemed lonely, but she had two murders to solve and a dinner to attend. Punctuality regarding the latter seemed less and less likely.
“You know what, I changed my mind,” she said in the hallway. “I don’t want to mention the knife yet, but let’s ask him about Michael Ayers.”
They had notified Ayers’ next of kin, his widowed mother, earlier. It was not an experience Ellie cared to repeat, ever.
To her surprise, they found Harlan James at home. He opened the door to them wearing an apron over jeans and a white t-shirt, the alarm written all over his face.
“I didn’t expect you to be back…”
Nobody ever does, Ellie thought, suppressing a sigh.
“I hope you don’t have bad news…?”
“We have a few more questions,” she explained. “This is my colleague, Detective Henderson.”
While he was giving Derek a quick onceover, his alarm intensified, for the fact that she brought another detective this time, Ellie assumed. Derek remained unfazed by all of it.
James stepped aside to let them in.
Delicious smells wafted over from the kitchen, making her stomach react with an interested sound.
“If you don’t mind, let’s go inside so I won’t burn my dinner?”
“I just need to check something with you,” Ellie said, following him into a kitchen that looked fairly modest.
“It’s not my dream,” James said as if reading her thoughts. “I keep applying to those competitions. If I had the prize money, I’d get out of here right away. Silvia…” He swallowed hard. “She didn’t know me all that well, but she told me I’d make it someday. I miss her.”
“Did you have anyone else who encouraged you to follow your dreams?” Before he could voice his obvious confusion over the question, she added, “Michael Ayers?”
“Did he say that? No, that arrogant prick never encouraged me. On the contrary, it seemed to amuse him that I had ambitions beyond this place and working in a pub.”
Ellie shared a look with Derek, not having expected this reaction.
“Mr. James, I’m sorry to inform you that Michael was murdered.”
“What?” His voice went up a notch, probably as he realized what he’d said a moment ago. “Oh, no, you don’t think…I didn’t particularly like him, but I didn’t wish him any harm. This is unreal! How did he die?”
“How did you know Mr. Ayers?” Derek asked.
“Overlapping circle of friends? I saw him at the D&T sometimes. A friend of mine used to date him, and they’re still friendly.” He shrugged, then paled as if reality was once more catching up to him. “You don’t really think I had anything to do with it?”
“It would help if you could tell us where you were today.”
“I was shooting all day.” A bit of relief showed in his terse expression. “There are plenty of people who will confirm that. It’s about another show, and I might be going back if I’m lucky…” He shuddered. “Show or not, I might just pack my bags and leave. I have to get out of here.”
Ellie didn’t blame him, though she wasn’t willing to scratch his name off the list before they had confirmed an airtight alibi.
“You were at the TV studio downtown?” she asked.
“Yes. It’s the Chefs in your Neighborhood competition. I’m sure the producers and crew will confirm my presence.”
“Thank you.” She took in the surroundings.
“Did Mr. Ayers ever come here?”
“Once. The time he told me I shouldn’t have such high expectations.”
“And you weren’t angry with him?” Like he had been with Silvia when she had played her music too loudly?
“Not I’m-going-to-kill-the-guy kind of angry, I told you. Check for that alibi.”
“We will. Thank you, Mr. James.”
Ellie hoped that once they had all the necessary results from the lab, they could either rule him out or build on what was still a thin case against him. Even if his alibi panned out, they still had only his word when it came to his whereabouts at the time of Silvia’s death.
“What do you think?” she asked when she and Derek were walking back to the car. “I know some things point at him, but I doubt he’s the one. I don’t want to make a mistake either.”
“He’s definitely nervous, but that is not surprising, given that the police have knocked on his door twice for two different murders within a few days. And he knew both victims. So far, motive seems thin.”
“That’s what I’m thinking. Do we still drop by Garvin Summers’ place?”
“It’s getting late. Tomorrow?”
“All right. Give Kate a hug from me.”
“I will. And Ellie…Thank you.”
He didn’t elaborate, and she didn’t need him to.
“Of course.”
“And once this case is closed, let’s take out the boat. I think we’ve all earned it.”
“That sounds great. I’ll drop you off at the station then and we resume tomorrow.”
A few days ago, she hadn’t dared hope that things could be this close to normal again.
They were luckier than most.



Chapter Eighteen
A few years ago, the Dennisons had been taken hostage on Halloween by a group of men dressed as clowns who had enjoyed terrorizing the city. Jordan and Ellie had become friends with their neighbors after the incident. They’d had a couple of dinners together, but then lockdowns started, and everyone had been busy adapting to the new situation.
Jordan had always valued her privacy and her space. Over the years, she had come to appreciate this neighborhood where she could have both, and still form new friendships.
“Hi. Come on in.” By the time she had gotten the words out, Meri had already laid claim to Zoe.
“Hello! Do you want to play with Bailey? He’s staying overnight!”
“That’s cool,” Zoe told her. “Yes, of course. Hi, Mrs. Carpenter.”
“Hi Zoe. And it’s Jordan.”
Their daughters were already off to the living room, and she turned to the parents, Luke and Phoebe Dennison.
“I’m so glad you’re here. Ellie got caught up at work, but she’s on her way now. I think those two will be busy for a bit. Can I offer you something first? Wine?”
“That sounds great.” Phoebe smiled. “If you could show me where to put these? One in the oven, and the other one in the fridge.”
She and Luke had brought two big casserole dishes, one with lasagna, and the other one probably containing dessert.
Jordan was glad that she had remembered to buy some good red wine, bread, and salad.
“Thank you so much for this,” she said as she led them into the kitchen where she turned on the oven. We have some sides and Chianti.”
“You didn’t need to do anything. I can’t even imagine what this week has been like for you.” Phoebe’s expression was pained for a few seconds before she managed to smile again.
“A lot of cleaning up. Not something I want to see ever again, but we are managing. It must be difficult for you too with the footage airing constantly.”
She didn’t want to go there, not when tonight was supposed to be a time-out for all of them.
“It is,” Luke admitted, “but we’ve tried not to consume too much of it.”
“We’re just glad you’re doing okay,” Phoebe added as she accepted the glass Jordan handed her. “You saved the day, as usual.”
That felt a bit awkward, but Jordan didn’t want to explain that she hadn’t been on the inside, that she didn’t feel like she had saved anything or anyone that day. Kylie Patterson might disagree, but she was still going over her decisions in her head, wondering if she could have prevented a death.
She was saved by the sound of the key in the door.
“Hi.” Ellie sounded tired, but in good spirits. “I see everyone’s here, including Bailey.”
“Yeah, someone had trouble letting go today.”
“I think someone had trouble saying no,” she joked, and everyone laughed.
“That too,” Jordan admitted, admiring Ellie’s sixth sense. Even though she hadn’t been here a moment ago, she knew exactly what to say to lighten the atmosphere.
“You’re right on time for appetizers and a glass of red. And I’m being a terrible host. Phoebe, Luke, please take a seat.”
She followed them with a bowl of chips and vegetables with dip, careful to avoid an excited canine getting lots of attention from the two girls sitting and chatting on the floor. Then she went back to fill Ellie’s glass.
“Actually, if you could hold off on that for a second? I’d like a quick shower to get the whiff of crime scene off of me.”
“Sure. Was it bad?”
“I’ve seen worse, but yeah, not pleasant. It’s coming together though. We talk later?”
“Of course.”
They shared a quick kiss before Ellie headed upstairs. Jordan picked up her own glass and went to join their neighbors.
To her relief, the conversation didn’t resolve around the trauma that connected them, but various subjects concerning their everyday lives. Schools, homework, pets.
“Can we have a dog?” Zoe asked when she and Meri, hands washed, sat at the table with them.
“I’m not so sure if that’s a good idea. You’re pretty busy,” Phoebe reminded her.
“But then Bailey could be here all the time, and we walk them together.” Meri was clearly excited with the idea, making Jordan wince. Their neighbors would have some tough negotiations on their hands.
“We could totally do that,” Zoe agreed.
“Maybe we talk about it another time,” Luke suggested.
“Maybe it will be safer if we have a dog.”
There was an edge to Zoe’s tone that had everyone silent for a moment. Jordan caught Meri’s imploring look.
“We certainly love to have Bailey around, but dogs really need someone to be home for a big part of the day. It’s something to think about before you go there.”
Like magic, Ellie appeared, wearing capris and a brightly colored blouse, her hair still a bit damp.
“I’m so sorry, but I promise I won’t run away again. What did I miss?”
***
Despite the tense moment, the rest of the evening was exactly what they had hoped for, a low-key, relaxed event, resuming what they and their neighbors had planned a while ago. It still resonated with Ellie when she sat in the car with Derek the next morning, inhaling the coffee she had bought on the way.
“Someone’s been partying on a school night,” he observed, amused.
“If you call that partying. Dinner with neighbors, a few glasses of wine. I’m getting old.”
“You’re getting silly. I won’t even deign to give you any more of a response,” he said, and she laughed.
“All right then. Let’s see what Garvin has to tell us.”
The forty-something year-old man greeted them at the door, coughing. In his elbow, at least.
“Don’t worry, it’s not that,” he said. “I tested negative, but I still feel like crap.”
“We won’t be long,” Ellie assured him. “We just wanted to ask you about a job you did a couple of weeks ago. We’ve been told you fixed a broken windshield for Silvia Henry on July 3rd.”
“Silvia Henry? No, doesn’t ring a bell.”
“We’ve been told that every customer gets an ETA with the name and a picture of the mechanic who’s going to see them. That’s you.”
“See, that’s not possible. I had already called in sick the day before, and I haven’t left the house except one trip to my doctor and the pharmacy. Pneumonia, if you need to know. I can give you the doctor’s note.”
“Thank you, that won’t be necessary,” Ellie assured him.
“Anyway, if Ms. Henry called the company that day and a job was done, someone must have gone to see her.”
“Are you saying that one of your colleagues sent your information?”
“I have no idea how that would have happened, but this is the only thing I can think of.”
Ellie thought it was ironic that this measure had likely been implemented to protect customers. It sure hadn’t done anything for Silvia Henry.
“Sorry I can’t help you. Can I go back to bed now?”
“One more question. Do you know a Michael Ayers?”
“No, never heard of him either.” The answer came swiftly, without hesitation or doubt. Ellie believed him. Was this another dead end?
“Thank you, and get well soon.”
Back in the car, she voiced her frustration. “How the hell will we find out if someone else there used his information?”
“Good question. There was no mention of the car service on her credit card. So, she paid cash? That’s unusual, but it looks like someone wanted to stay off the record.”
“I don’t want to go back without checking every possibility. Let’s head over to the company and ask about their system. Garvin isn’t faking.”
“Didn’t sound like it. All right, let’s go.”
***
Ellie really didn’t want to return empty-handed. Unfortunately, it was getting more likely by the minute as a patient employee walked them through the process.
“See, it’s all digitalized. We receive the calls and check who is available, then send them the information, and forward their name and photo to the client. There is little room for mistakes.”
“But they can occur?”
“Technically yes, but in the time that I’ve been here, not really. You might click on the wrong name, but the person in question will let you know if he or she is already on another call, or busy in the shop. No, I don’t think I’ve seen that.”
“Do people sometimes pay you cash?”
The woman looked at Ellie like she had suggested something completely ridiculous.
“It’s very rare. Credit or debit card, mostly.”
“Could you please check if you sent a bill to Silvia Henry?”
After clicking a few keys, she shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. I have her name on the list, and Garvin’s photo and name was sent to her, but there’s no record of the work done, and if and how she paid. How could we miss this?”
Ellie was asking herself the same thing.
“When did Garvin call in sick?”
The receptionist gave her a puzzled look. “You’ll have to excuse me for a moment. I’ll ask my supervisor and get back to you.”
Ellie couldn’t help tapping her fingers on the counter until Derek gave her a stern look.
“That’s not going to make it go faster.”
“I know.” She sighed. “Lately, it’s just…I feel like we’re moving too slow. They’re always a step ahead.”
She wasn’t quite sure where that had come from, but seeing the way his features softened, Ellie knew he understood more than she had intended to reveal.
“Let’s see what she has to say and then head back.”
The woman returned with her supervisor whose expression was somber.
“I hear you have questions about Garvin. His work has been beyond reproach, but unfortunately, he’s been sick a lot lately. He’s been off since July 3rd.”
“And he never came to work that day?”
“Of course not. He called me in the morning.”
“How is it possible then that his information was given to Silvia Henry?” Derek asked.
“All I know is that it shouldn’t have happened.”
“Can you give us the names of the employees who worked that day?”
She hesitated. “If I don’t, you’re just going to come back with a warrant, right?”
Ellie silently thanked every cop drama and mystery in which the investigator had used that line. There was some truth to it too, but the sooner they got that list, the better.
“All right. It’s horrific what happened to that woman, but I can’t imagine there’s any connection to one of our employees. The sooner we clear this up, the better. Please, Mia, print this out for them?”
Mia did what was asked of her.
Twelve names.
It wasn’t much, but at least they wouldn’t go back empty-handed.



Chapter Nineteen
Jordan refrained from leaning forward and covering her face with her hands. She wanted to, just have her head in the sand for a few hours, pretend that she had never learned this information. It was too late.
Lieutenant Daniels had to deal with this disgrace, so did she.
“How many?” she asked, keeping the fury and disappointment out of her voice.
“Two,” Daniels answered, her tone equally void of any emotion she might feel. “We believe that will be the end of it.”
For now, rang unspoken. There would be a trial where all of these details would come to light, including Atwood’s involvement, and his continued lies. Two other cops had been caught interacting with members of Plummer’s group. Two men who were supposed to serve and protect the public, who spent their spare time on social media peddling conspiracy theories and other dangerous ideology and harassing anyone who dared to object. Jordan winced remembering some of the slurs mentioned in the report.
What do we do now?
As if sensing her question, Daniels continued, “We’ll move back in next week as planned, and hold a press conference from the renovated offices on Thursday. I want you to be there.”
“Of course.” Jordan wasn’t sure if she had anything to add, or if anyone had questions for her, but she’d show her support, nonetheless. Once more, she was reminded that their challenges were not exactly the same, and that the woman across from her had had to deal with far more obstacles on her way up.
Plummer and his ilk had clearly developed a hate specifically for this unit, but Daniels was the face of it, and she was taking the brunt of their ignorance. Her office had suffered the most damage, the intruders sending a clear signal.
“This is fucked up,” she couldn’t hold back the words, eliciting a wry grin from the lieutenant.
“That’s an apt summary, but I’m afraid it won’t suffice as a statement. We will meet with the commission and listen to their preliminary recommendations. If this could happen here, it could happen anywhere, and we must avoid that. We’ll have some work to do in the months, maybe years to come.”
Jordan understood she wasn’t just talking about better building security.
“I’ll be here,” she said.
***
Truth be told, she had almost forgotten about the other date in their social calendar, the dinner with Kathryn.
Pauline had stayed to watch Meri, but Ellie wasn’t home when Jordan arrived. She rushed in almost an hour later.
“I’m so sorry.”
Jordan could tell from the dejected set of her shoulders that her day hadn’t gone much better either.
“Don’t worry. We can still make it. I don’t think Kathryn minds if we are ten minutes late,” Jordan told her the two of them walked into the kitchen where Ellie poured herself a glass of water in the kitchen. With Pauline and Meri still in sight, but out of earshot in the living room area, she asked, “Are you okay?”
“Just a headache.” Ellie drew a hand over her temple. “From frustration. I have two perfectly good suspects, and now we’re running background checks on another dozen. My hunch seemed like a good idea at the time, but I’m afraid we’re getting scattered.”
“You need some rest and a fresh perspective,” Jordan suggested. “How about we talk it over at breakfast?”
“Maybe. Thanks. I was just wondering if I could stay with Meri? Tell Kathryn I’m sorry, but I really don’t feel like leaving the house tonight.”
“Are you coming down with something?” Jordan reached out to touch Ellie’s forehead, which was cool.
“No.” Ellie shook her head. “I’ll just take something for the headache, and I’ll be fine. Please, go. Kathryn has been looking forward to seeing you.”
“Okay. I won’t be too long.”
They shared a quick kiss which might have been longer if they didn’t have any witnesses.
“Maybe we can find something else to do about that headache later,” Jordan mumbled, satisfied when the intended insinuation brought a smile to Ellie’s face, chasing some of the tiredness from her features.
“I like that idea,” she said, linking their fingers for a brief moment, before they went to inform Pauline and Meri about the change of plans.
“That’s fine, I can ask Jack to pick me up right away and bring you some chicken soup.”
Ellie gave her a grateful smile.
“That would be wonderful.”
Jordan left with some regret but satisfied that her loved ones would be fine without her for a few hours.
***
“Come on in. I’m glad you’re here.”
The first few seconds would never cease to be a tad nerve-wracking, mostly for Kathryn, but Jordan had to admit she felt the same. Still. Then the spell would break, and they would leave the most complicated aspects of their shared past aside to make room for the relationship they had achieved in the present.
“Ellie didn’t come with you?”
“I’m afraid not. She’s sorry, but she came home with a headache, and…It’s been a lot lately.”
If that was awfully vague, Kathryn didn’t seem to mind.
“I can only imagine. This must have been horrible. Give her my best later.”
“I will. And it was, but we are getting past it.” Were they? With the new revelations, how long would the shadow of this incident fall? A former cop and two who had been employed by the department at the time of the ambush helping the attackers, plotting against a senior law enforcement officer. The call was coming from inside the house.
Judging from those social media posts, it was a blessing that she hadn’t been inside the building at the time.
Jordan realized that they were still standing in the living room, Kathryn patiently waiting for her to continue.
“But let’s talk about something more uplifting. How are you and Jim?”
“Pretty good.” A genuine smile lit up Kathryn’s face. “He won’t be here either, though. He’s helping out a friend with some renovations. Looks like it’s just the two of us. Is that okay with you?”
“Of course. You could always come over another time.”
A few years ago, it would have been much harder to say those words, and she might not have meant them. But Meri was comfortable around her two sets of grandparents. As a therapist had reminded her a few years ago, her story didn’t change, but Jordan could appreciate the ways both Kathryn and Jim had worked on changing their lives in the present.
“I’d love that. Would you like a beer? Dinner is almost ready. I thought we could sit on the balcony for a bit.”
“Yes, please.”
In the kitchen, Kathryn took a bottle out of the fridge, opened it, and handed it to Jordan. She poured herself a glass of water.
Drastic changes had taken place, Jordan reflected as she brushed her thumb over the condensation on the chilled bottle. Beer for a guest, or maybe Jim, was the strongest alcohol they had in their home these days. Kathryn had been clean for a couple of decades, and she and her husband had stayed together through turbulent times.
A memory sprang to mind, graduation day at the academy. She wasn’t in touch with her fellow graduates, but she remembered being thrilled with the feeling of belonging, camaraderie, achievement. Regardless of the fact that she had known little about the everyday job, but she’d been eager to learn, happy to know she had escaped the life of her biological parents.
For a long time, it had been her only goal.
Now Kathryn and Jim had an apartment with a small balcony and a flowerbox, Kathryn had been helping young women in desperate situations, taking cooking classes, and Jim did renovations for a friend.
Two of Jordan’s colleagues had been arrested for their part in a plot to take hostages at a police station—to make the lieutenant and her team look bad.
She shuddered remembering Plummer’s cold gaze.
“We can go inside if it’s too cold.”
“No.” She forced a smile. “I’m glad I came too. It’s nice out here.”
It was almost eerie how Kathryn could read her, placing a hand on her back, the gesture surprisingly calming. Kathryn had also learned about her boundaries.
“I understand,” she said, and perhaps she really did.
“It’s bad, Mom.”
It was rare, still, for her to use the term for Kathryn, rarer even to be vulnerable in her presence, but this was how far they had come. This was how a lot of what she had believed in was about to crumble.
***
The next morning, Ellie’s headache was gone, thanks to medication and a good night’s sleep. Too bad she’d been too tired for a more pleasant type of intervention by the time Jordan returned from dinner with her biological mother. Still, she felt a lot more optimistic regarding her case. Something had to give. Her instincts still told her that Silvia’s death, and the disappearance of her car, had to do with the repair service and the call she’d made that day.
But who had seen it? Who had sent the wrong information to implicate Garvin?
Her phone rang just as she poured coffee for the two of them, eager to have a productive breakfast brainstorming session.
Ellie didn’t get to either of them, but for a good reason.
“I’m so sorry,” she said, getting to her feet again. She placed a quick kiss on Meri’s cheek. Their daughter had just walked in, still looking half asleep. “I have to go. I swear I’ll make it up to you. See you.”
At least something was moving: They had the autopsy results on Michael Ayers. He had been stabbed, like Silvia Henry, but he most likely had been drugged with a substance they hadn’t found in Henry’s blood.
On the way to the station, Ellie called Dr. Adams.
“You couldn’t wait for me to tell you the rest in person?”
“I was calling about the drug in Ayers’ system. Is it possible it impacted his driving?”
“Ellie, if I had to take an educated guess…”
“Please do.”
“With what he had in his system, he wouldn’t have made it far.”
“That means he wasn’t driving the car,” Ellie said, perplexed.
“I didn’t say that…but it’s likely.”
“Okay, good. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”
She made it in less, eager to integrate the new information with what they knew about Henry’s case.
On her way to the morgue, Derek joined her.
“We’re getting closer,” he said. “We might have to go back to Mr. James after all. We got DNA on the knife, and prints. It’s a match.”
“What?” Ellie stopped so abruptly he had to turn and come back a few steps.
“We always knew that was a possibility.”
“He had an alibi for Ayers. Besides, it was his knife. Of course his prints are on it. If he used it regularly, DNA is not a surprise.” Even as she said it, doubts were starting to creep in. James had known both of the victims. He had plenty of opportunity in Silvia Henry’s murder, and could the studio employees really account for his entire day? What if someone had lied? If he had lied to them?
“Come with me to see Dr. Adams. There’s somewhere I’d like to go afterwards.”
The questions she had to ask might be uncomfortable, but worth it if they could rule James out as a suspect.
“And I want to finish those background checks.”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
***
After having breakfast with her still sleepy daughter, Jordan drove to the station and began her own workday, still lost in thought over the enormity of recent revelations. She hadn’t even had the time to talk it through with Ellie who had been asleep on the couch when she returned, and barely woken up long enough to make it to bed.
On the bright side: Her relationship with Kathryn was better than ever. For a long time, she didn’t know that it was something she wanted, but now that they had achieved it, Jordan was grateful.
She wasn’t conflicted. She knew the truth and on which side of it she stood. Strange to think that some of the same people who were whispering words of support for Plummer had talked behind her back about her connection to one TJ Pratt.
Fortunately, the hours passed fairly quietly, and mid-morning, she went to get herself a coffee. On the way back to her desk, she nearly ran into someone, the woman stepping aside at the last moment before she would have spilled her coffee on both of them. Jill Allen, a local reporter, was with Officer Marshall whose expression bordered on lightly irritated. Jordan suppressed a smile as she imagined Jill was here to chase some leads.
“Just the woman I wanted to see,” she exclaimed.
Libby Marshall shrugged as if to say, she’s all yours.
“Do you have a moment, Jordan?”
“I might, depending on your intention.”
Jill laughed. “You still think the worst of me. I was here to follow up on my statement about that day, but if you have something to share, I’m all ears.”
“We’ll see. It’s okay,” she said to Libby who seemed relieved.
“Thanks. See you, Jordan.”
“She’s not in the best mood,” Jill observed.
“Her workplace was invaded by a bunch of whackos. Organized, determined whackos but still,” Jordan reminded her.
“Oh, I remember. I was with the crowd outside of the tape, but it became a bit unpleasant when they started shouting at me and accusing me of telling lies about St. Plummer.”
“Really?” Jordan had read about an altercation which included a journalist, but she hadn’t realized it was Jill. “I’m sorry. How about we go back to the place where you got that coffee from, and you tell me everything?”
“I thought you already had a coffee.”
“Yes, but yours is smelling so good it’s distracting me.”
“Okay then, Sergeant. Let me lead the way.”
Despite the banter, Jordan felt a chill run down her spine. She had the feeling that they’d be dealing with the fallout of the ambush for a long time to come. They could arrest the planners, and the ones that executed the crime.
It was harder to reach those who thought whatever happened inside the station was perfectly fine.



Chapter Twenty
When she parked in front of the D&T, Ellie sat still for a moment. She would hate to leave even the sliver of a doubt, so she would have to choose her approach carefully. She and Jordan had been to this place many times, years ago, then for takeout to support the owners through lockdowns, and then again when it felt safe enough to spend some time in person.
Sure, they were more often home with Meri, or they all had dinner at the SEVEN, but this place, too, had meaning for them.
So, when she walked over the threshold and to the counter, Dan’s friendly greeting nearly made her wince.
“Hi, Ellie! It’s a bit early for a drink, but I can’t say I blame you. How’s the family?”
“We’re fine, thank you.”
“And Detective…Henderson it is, right?”
“You have a great memory,” Derek complimented him, and Dan flashed him a bright smile.
“You guys are obviously not here for Happy Hour, so what can I do for you?”
Ellie weighed her options. What had happened to Michael Ayers could happen in any kind of establishment. It was her job to find out how and why his death had occurred, and she couldn’t be too sensitive should she offend someone along the way.
“You’re right,” she said. “We found a book of matches from the D&T in a victim’s car and would like to check if you have seen either one of these men lately.”
“Sure.”
He glanced down at the pictures she laid out in front of him. Michael Ayers’ showed him alive, smiling into the camera.
“Yes, I’ve seen them both here,” Dan said without hesitation. “I don’t know his name, but Michael comes often. He hasn’t been in a few days though.”
Now she did flinch.
“This part is a bit more complicated. Do you have reason to suspect that a guest’s drink might have been spiked in the last couple of weeks? Are you aware of any complaints?”
He furrowed his brow. “If I was, you guys would be the people to talk to, right? But no, I haven’t seen or heard anything, and if I had…Come on, Ellie. We would have come straight to you.”
It was ironic, she reflected, that he said this without hesitation. She found pride in the fact that he considered her trustworthy, while Plummer was complaining that the system didn’t work for his demographic, the most privileged of all, anymore.
“We don’t mean to insinuate anything,” Derek added, “but this is important. Michael Ayers was drugged and murdered.”
“What?” His eyes widened. “And you think this happened here? You can’t be serious. This isn’t that kind of place.”
“You know we have to ask those questions,” Ellie kept her tone soft though she could see it didn’t have much of an impact.
“Teddy! Could you come over here a second?” Dan called his partner who appeared from a door behind the bar. “The police are here.”
“Is that so? Hi, Detective Harding.”
“They want to know about Michael, and this guy. You think he killed him?” he directed at Ellie.
“We can’t share anything about the investigation. You know that.”
“Killed,” Teddy repeated. “The two of them left together last Tuesday. I would have never thought…”
“Teddy. They think someone’s going around here spiking drinks.”
“That’s not what I said. Michael Ayers was drugged before he died. Are you sure they left together?”
So much for Harlan James’ claims that he couldn’t stand Ayers.
“Yes, absolutely certain. They were flirting all night.”
“Did he come back after that?” Ellie pressed on, pointing to James’ picture.
“I haven’t seen him.”
Dan shook his head as well.
“I’m really sorry about Michael, but you won’t find any murderer here. Ellie! Get real.”
“It’s okay,” Teddy said. “I think she knows.”
“Thank you both,” Derek told them. “We’ll be in touch.”
“I bet you will,” Dan scoffed.
On the way out, Ellie’s gaze fell on a painting that hadn’t always been on the wall to the left. She knew that Dan and Teddy showed works from local artists on occasion, though she wanted to shake her head in frustration when she recognized the signature:
M. Clairmont. The man was haunting her. She and Derek returned to the car in silence. When they were back on the road, he asked, “Are you okay?”
“It’s not fun, but it doesn’t matter. We have to get answers, right? And I guess we should invite Mr. James for a chat.”
“You’re still not convinced?”
“I want to finish those background checks, then we pick him up?”
“Fine with me.”
***
“Can you get me an interview with the lieutenant?” Jill asked.
The scent of her coffee had not been deceiving. Having one of the same in front of her, Jordan still couldn’t help frowning at the request, especially when she wasn’t the right person to grant or refuse it.
“Contact the communications department, and they’ll see what they can do.”
Jill stirred her speciality coffee with her straw.
Distantly, Jordan remembered that she’d heard Plummer rant about paper straws one time. She suppressed a sigh.
“I was kind of hoping you could put in a good word for me…”
“Jill. You can imagine she has other things on her mind now.”
“Well, I think many of them are the same things that everyone else in the city has on their minds,” Jill argued.
She wasn’t wrong. Jordan could see a woman reading an online newspaper article. The headlines weren’t yet done with the recent events.
“I know. But I can promise you, everyone is hard at work cleaning up the mess, literally and figuratively. I’m really sorry you got harassed out there.”
“Thanks. About those two cops who were involved, other than Atwood…”
Jordan had a hard time keeping a poker face. As far as she knew, Jill usually went through the proper channels, and she had received—and given—a heads-up to her and Ellie sometimes.
“You can write that we’re moving back into our offices next week, and that we take the event and everything in this context very seriously. Including what you have told us.”
“Could you give me their names?” Jill prodded, making her laugh wryly.
“You don’t ever give up, do you?”
“I’ll buy you another one of those. As many as you want. Come on, Jordan. We both know that’s how you control the narrative, and that matters now more than ever.”
“I can pay for my own coffee, and no, I can’t give you names.” Jill shrugged, but Jordan continued. “Two, okay, and Atwood. That’s already too many, but sadly, those are the facts. They will be dealt with. IA and the FBI has eyes on them, so you can be sure they won’t get away with it.”
“What about Plummer?”
“What about him?”
“I’d like to hear your impression. They took hostages, there were some injuries, but what was their point? I talked to a few people who weren’t throwing slurs at me with every breath, and I got to visit one of the perpetrators, but all of them are annoyingly vague. Yes, they want to make the department look bad, inefficient, but that’s a strange way to go about it. People saw cops and civilians getting hurt, and the group throwing themselves a frat party in there. What is the point?”
“Honestly? There isn’t much more of a point. Yes, they are organized and dangerous, but their endgame…” Jordan shook her head. “It’s immature. Having permission to be an asshole on a larger scale. I assume they want Daniels out of a job, and everyone who doesn’t fit their narrow little mindset. This was all staged to show they can, just waltz in and take whatever they want.”
The disbelief and anger, though not surprise, still resonated, lingering in her tone. And Jill knew exactly what she was talking about. As a female journalist, she certainly had her share of stories before the incident near the police tape.
“Business as usual then?”
“No. There will be consequences. Speaking of Daniels, I assume you’ll be at the press conference next week? The commission will make some preliminary recommendations, but we will need to do more than just beef up security while they continue their inquiry. I wasn’t kidding when I said we are cleaning up.”
As she said the words, Jordan realized that this would have to include much more than interviews and guidelines from the commission. She remembered how everyone had breathed a collective sigh of relief once Cliff Waters was gone. It had taken longer for Chris Atwood to stumble over his own incompetence and greed. They had to do a better job at keeping the likes of them out in the first place, keep them from being sheltered by misguided loyalty and their pedigree.
She had to do her part.
Jordan couldn’t care less about what Plummer or any of his supporters thought—they were consumed by their hate. She was and had always been proud of her own achievements, of what they had created in this unit. The institution that housed it, needed work, and they had always known it. Now was the time.
***
Ellie couldn’t wait to get home and wash off the day in a long, scalding shower, but it wasn’t time yet. It seemed like all the employees of the repair service were squeaky clean, and no one remembered switching the information concerning Garvin. No one knew who had gone to meet Silvia Henry instead.
How difficult could it be?
She brought her case to A.D.A. Esposito anyway, expecting her chances to be slim.
“I’m really sorry, Ellie, but it’s all…Well, circumstantial is a stretch, I’m afraid. Anyone could have taken the car. It’s odd, but not enough.”
“I was afraid you’d say that. But if it was James, why would he take the car?”
“That’s your job to figure out. Once you have, come back to me?” Valerie sounded sympathetic. Something was tugging at the back of Ellie’s mind, but she couldn’t have any distractions now.
“I will. Thank you anyway. How is Maria doing?”
They had exchanged a few emails, but the content remained vague.
“Better,” Valerie said with a smile. “I think it’s okay to say that there was no big revelation. Between her cousin getting sick two years ago, and everything that happened before…She just needs a break. She has no intention of giving up the job. You’re lucky to have a great boss.”
“We are,” Ellie agreed. She was amazed that almost a week later, her instinctive reaction was still the same. Why? This wasn’t the first time she had been confronted with petty and greedy people. She understood well where Maria was coming from. She and Jordan had had their share of trauma, life-threatening events.
This, it had been awfully close to home. There was one other difference, for her personally, but she preferred not to dwell on it. She had been cleared. End of story.
It had to be.



Chapter Twenty-One
Even though she didn’t have the chance to talk to Ellie at home, Jordan knew that she was troubled by the possible outcome of the case and feeling the pressure.
When Derek informed her that he and Ellie had brought in Harlan James for an interview, she went to the observation area to watch. Not just to check on her, though she admitted to herself it was part of her motivation.
She wanted to get her own impression of the person of interest, assist them if she could.
“I was honest with you, and how do you pay me back? You show up at my home and give a show for my neighbors!”
His demeanor revealed worry with the anger. Ellie, too, looked worried for a moment, making Jordan wonder what had happened when they picked him up. She learned details a few moments later.
“You agreed to come with us, Mr. James,” Derek reminded him. “We have a few more questions, that’s all at this point.”
“Yeah, and Granger is having a field day,” James muttered. “It will be all over his social media, dressed up with some ugly lies.”
Ellie sat across from him, her expression now calm and interested. “Speaking of which,” she began. “Let’s just go over this again. You told me that you thought you or someone else had thrown the knife out accidentally.”
“That is still true.”
“And that happened before Silvia Henry was murdered.”
“God, you are annoying. I don’t know what else to tell you. I didn’t kill her.”
“Michael Ayers, you described him as an acquaintance, nothing more. He came to your apartment once or twice, but you didn’t engage much after he was rude to you.”
“Correct. You really brought me here to ask me that again? You have nothing better to do?”
Jordan saw the glance that Ellie and Derek shared, amused. Part of her missed the easy exchange, the thrill of knowing they had an ace up their sleeves the third party wasn’t yet privy to. Then she remembered other interactions in the interrogation room, and she didn’t mind so much being on the other side of the glass.
She proudly acknowledged how Ellie had honed her skills over the years, giving nothing away.
“I’m sorry for the inconvenience, Mr. James, but we just have to make sure. You never met with Mr. Ayers outside these occasions, or sought him out?”
“No, never, why would I do that? I’m not a masochist.”
“So, you didn’t meet him last Thursday?”
“No, how many times—”
“Please, save it. We know you spent a few hours at the D&T, sitting at the same table, according to a witness, flirting all night.” Ellie had slightly raised her voice at the end of the sentence. “What else aren’t you telling us?”
“Okay. I ran into him, and he apologized for being such a prick the other time. He also wasn’t seeing my friend anymore and we sat down and talked. He was pretty down after getting dumped and having car trouble, and we had a few drinks…What? What did I say?”
He had noticed, as had Jordan, the gaze Ellie and Derek exchanged. They might have found the element to connect both victims.
“Car trouble,” Ellie repeated. “Did he mention any details?”
“Actually, yes,” James confirmed, sounding perplexed about the sudden turn. “Someone cracked the window on the passenger’s side. He was going to get it repaired first thing in the morning.”
“What was the service he used?”
“I’m not sure he mentioned it… but they sent him a confirmation for the time and the guy who was going to meet him and fix it. He said at least he was cute. He even showed me the picture they sent.”
“Would you recognize that man?”
“What is this about? Now you think it’s the repair guy? How about pizza delivery?” He was nervous, Jordan noted. Still hiding something, or hoping to shift the attention away from himself? The latter might just work.
“Mr. James, please. This is serious.”
He sobered up immediately. “Yes, I understand. I apologize for not telling the truth earlier. It was all a mess, with Silvia being murdered next door, and then Michael, and I was afraid this might all come back to me… I’m sorry! Yes, I’d recognize him. He came to one of my parties once.”
“Okay, good. I’m going to show you a few pictures. Please tell me if he’s among them.” Ellie laid down her phone, and Harlan James obediently swiped through the photographs. He took his time too.
“That’s him,” he said.
“Are you sure?” Ellie asked.
“One hundred percent. He was at the party, and that’s the same picture Michael showed me.”
“All right. Thank you so much, Mr. James. You’ve been a great help.”
They left the room, and on the way out, Derek turned to the glass and gave her the thumbs-up, knowing Jordan was behind the glass, proud of her wife. They were getting somewhere. Ellie would be pleased.
***
These days, they usually managed to have dinner with Meri or at least see her before she was asleep. Tonight, Ellie barely made it. Her body language revealed her exhaustion with an air of relief.
“We made an arrest,” she said, and Jordan pulled her close. Yes, it was the job, and to be expected at some point, but these weren’t normal circumstances. Every win counted, more than ever.
Every defeat weighed heavier than before too, because they had to think twice about who they could trust. She didn’t say that out loud. Jill was right. They were lucky, in so many ways.
“Congrats,” she said, as Meri asked, “Is it someone bad?”
“Yes, baby,” Ellie answered. “Someone very bad.”
Jordan gave her a questioning look that got her a shrug in return. They’d have to circle back to that and figure out where she had learned the concept.
“Congratulations, Mama.”
“Thank you both. Now, what’s for dinner?”
“How about we’re lazy and head over to the Pancake Paradise?” Jordan suggested. She had many things on her mind, and a sweet treat wouldn’t harm.
The two people she loved most in the world whole-heartedly agreed.
One step at a time.
***
“Okay, tell me everything,” she said once they were seated in one of the comfy booths. Meri sat by the window, engrossed in the menu, Ellie next to her.
“In the end, it was pretty fast. The supervisor and the receptionist found that he had switched around the data on Silvia Henry’s call, and her car was in his backyard hidden under tarp. We’re not entirely clear on motive yet, but he asked for a lawyer, so we’ll continue tomorrow. It will be pretty hard to get out of that.”
“Great job,” Jordan commented.
“Was it? I didn’t really get there before Daniels assigned Derek, and even now…It feels a little anti-climactic.”
“You always say that. But you caught a murderer. Don’t sell yourself short.”
“I’m kind of relieved it wasn’t James,” Ellie admitted with a sigh. “But he’s somewhat right, the damage is done. His neighbor will not be quiet about this.”
“We can’t stop every jerk from writing homophobic drivel on social media, unfortunately. I assume we can do more to keep our own house clean.”
It was understood she wasn’t talking about their home.
***
The conversation wasn’t going to happen tonight, Ellie reflected as the server brought their meals. Indulgence, for sure, and maybe the weekend away would be indulgence too, but they didn’t have much longer. They would have to sit down with Meri and carefully explore how much she had learned about recent events and from whom.
All the adults that were in her life regularly would take a careful approach should she ask questions, and for sure, they would have told Ellie and Jordan about it.
But since pre-school, they couldn’t control all her interactions any longer. She didn’t seem to be bothered though as she enjoyed her stack of pancakes, and Ellie didn’t blame her.
They tried to do activities as a family whenever possible, but lately time had been tight, and during lockdowns, and even now after Jordan’s promotion, they often came home at different times.
This was nice. She leaned back into the booth, feeling the stress of the day starting to dissipate. Jordan was right. She had caught a murderer, and in their job, the way it had gone down was a reason to be grateful.
She had sensed an eagerness from the man. If she had learned anything in the past few years, from Jordan, her ex, FBI profiler Dr. Bethany Roberts, or the detectives who had become her friends, it was that perps wanted to take the credit at some point. Even if they tried to shift the blame and frame others.
They wanted to tell their story, and Ron, the windshield repair expert, who had switched Garvin’s data with his, was no exception.
She directed her focus back to the present, grateful to have a peaceful moment with the woman she loved, and their child. She might have jinxed it, or so it felt when the woman in her thirties walked up to their table and threw her water at Jordan.
“You arrested my brother! Bitch, he understands more about freedom than you ever will!”
She might have been angry, but not that fast, because Jordan was on her feet in a split-second.
“Ma’am, would you calm down. Whatever your complaint is, this is not the place.”
Ellie moved so she could shield a shell-shocked Meri, noticing that a few guests had their cell phones to film, while an employee was already on it, possibly calling the police. Ellie wasn’t going to leave it to chance. She picked up her own phone.
“I have rights,” the woman insisted.
“Yes. They don’t include interrupting my family dinner in this rude fashion. Perhaps we should take this to the station where we can talk about it?”
Ellie’s heart was still hammering. Jordan seemed determined to solve this quietly, but she wasn’t convinced. What if the woman had a gun?
“What’s your name?”
“You don’t know?” She raised her voice again, now having the attention of everyone in the room. “You certainly know my brother’s name!”
Ellie took Meri’s hand and got up, but Meri resisted, just the moment she got the 911 dispatcher on the line.
“No!”
This was taking a turn. She didn’t want just a weekend, she wanted a month away, or a sabbatical, preferably on Derek and Kate’s boat, somewhere warm and quiet.
“Please, calm down, or I’ll have to arrest you,” Jordan reiterated while Ellie explained their situation to the dispatcher.
Meri’s eyes went wide. The woman was bright red as she struggled for an answer. To Ellie’s relief, two uniformed officers walked inside. She was even more relieved to realize they knew them.
The employee who had called them came over with a towel she handed to Jordan.
“Thanks.”
“What’s the problem?” Casey Lyons asked.
“She threatened to arrest me! I have a right to express my opinion.”
“Not like this, I’m afraid,” Jordan told her. “She threw her water at me and scared my child. Ask for ID and run her name.” She stepped closer to Casey and whispered something.
“No! You can’t do that!”
They could hear her all the way to the squad car.
“What did you tell Casey?” Ellie asked, still holding on to Meri’s hand.
“If nothing comes up, let her go, but she didn’t need to know that right away,” Jordan said grimly. She sighed but sat back down. “That was unpleasant. But it’s still our night out. Let’s finish the meal at least, shall we?”
She gave Meri an encouraging smile. Meri smiled back hesitantly.
“Yes, let’s do it,” Ellie confirmed. “The lady was rude, but no one got hurt.”
“Um…” The employee still stood at their table. She started to clear away dishes and wipe the table. “I’m really sorry this happened. I’ll bring you fresh pancakes. They’re on the house of course, and if you want anything else, let me know.”
“That’s very kind. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. My sister is a cop in Washington. When I read what happened last week…Well, I don’t want to bother you anymore. I hope you enjoy the rest of your evening anyway.”
“It’s delicious.”
“Thank you,” Meri echoed, and the young woman gave her a smile before she walked away.
Jordan shrugged out of her shirt, revealing the tank top underneath, and put on the light summer jacket she’d been wearing. She pushed her hair behind her shoulders.
“Okay, where were we?”
Ellie wondered how she could be so calm. She couldn’t seem to relax, or stop wondering what could have happened, or stop the disturbing kaleidoscope in her mind, when she had tried to save Atwood’s life, when Lieutenant Carroll called her into his office to tell her that there had been “an incident.” Another misguided woman conditioned by a men’s cult, that time, with a knife.
“Ellie. It’s okay. We’re fine. Right?”
“It’s true, Mama. This wasn’t dangerous, just annoying.”
She couldn’t help laughing at Meri’s summary of the situation. “You’re right. And free pancakes. What an evening, right?”



Chapter Twenty-Two
It wasn’t over yet, either, because Meri’s distraction turned out to be short-lived.
She had enjoyed the complimentary meal, the earlier commotion seemingly forgotten. She was quiet during the car ride home, but when it was time for goodnight, she burst into tears. For the second time today, Ellie found herself caught off guard and feeling like she was failing miserably when Jordan quickly stepped in and gathered the distraught girl in her arms.
“That’s okay, I imagine it was pretty scary in the moment. But we’re okay now. Auntie Casey had a talk with her, and I’m sure she understood that she was wrong.”
“But she was mean. And she hurt you!”
“Not really. It was just water.”
The chill sent a shudder down Ellie’s spine. This time. She couldn’t let her inner turmoil show, not now, because she didn’t want Meri to think that there was no safe place in the world. Just a few months ago, Jordan had asked Pauline and Meri to come to the department after a threat.
The same place that had been stormed by armed and dangerous men driven by ideology. The same place where a cult member had seriously injured Jordan.
When would it ever stop? Slow down, at least?
“We still had a good time, right?”
Meri was slowly calming down. Over her shoulder, Jordan cast her a quick glance clearly sensing her state of mind. Or perhaps she had noticed the quiver in her voice.
“I think Mama has something to take care of, so why don’t I stay until you fall asleep?”
That conversation couldn’t wait much longer, Ellie knew, but she’d prefer to have it when she felt a bit calmer herself.
“Thank you,” she mouthed, kissed the top of Meri’s head and left the room. Outside the door, she took a deep breath.
It would get better. It had to.
***
Jordan joined her in the living room about ten minutes later.
“Did she have any questions?” Ellie asked.
“Not really. I think she was just crashing from all the sugar and unexpected excitement.”
“That’s one word for it.”
As Jordan came closer, she got up and walked into her embrace, exhausted beyond measure.
“What’s wrong?”
“So many things. Everything. I’m tired of the people I love getting hurt, for stupid, petty, cruel reasons. You know who the brother is?”
“Yeah. One of the jokers who set off a bomb at the station the other day. Way to express one’s opinion.” Jordan scoffed. “They talk a big game, but they don’t even know what those words mean.”
“You talked to Casey?”
“She sent me a text. They had to let her go but gave her a stern warning.”
“Right. Because that works so well with those people.”
Jordan took a step back, holding her gaze as she framed Ellie’s face in her hands, thumb brushing over her cheek, a tender familiar gesture that brought forth many memories and made it harder to blink back tears. She wasn’t ready for them.
“What do you need?”
Ellie understood exactly what that question meant, she just wasn’t sure how to answer it.
“I don’t know. A drink or a few. Getting drunk. Sex. What I should do is try to get some sleep. I don’t want to mess up tomorrow.”
“You won’t,” Jordan promised. “I agree that you might want to wait a bit for getting drunk, as for the other option, I’m here whatever you decide.”
Ellie couldn’t help smiling. “Thank you, but I think I’m too tired for that. Rain check?”
“Of course. You’d like to go over your questions for tomorrow?”
“No thanks, I’m good. But we’ll have to talk to Meri sometime. Maybe that’s something we should go over.”
“Sure, let’s do that.”
***
Ellie didn’t need any more prompting or prep for the interrogation when she walked into the room. It was almost a relief to find that Ron “Ronnie” Durbin had no ties to any openly or veiled right-wing organization. On the surface, he was a mechanic (and windshield repair expert) who owned a house and had some small savings. Underneath all that, a murderer.
After finding Silvia Henry’s car hidden on his property, Valerie Esposito had been quick to alert a judge for the necessary warrants.
“Good morning,” she said. “Mr. Durbin, you are aware that you’re under arrest for the murders of Silvia Henry and Michael Ayers. A further search of your premises is underway. Is there any statement you’d like to make?”
“At this time, my client chooses not to—” the lawyer started while Durbin grinned at Ellie.
“Took you an awful long time. Maybe those clowns had a point when they said the police aren’t working hard.”
“Or we could go straight to the judge, and you tell them your plea.”
“Or we could have a little fun. I bet you are fun once you loosen up a bit.”
The lawyer cleared his throat, but his client didn’t catch on. So be it. Ellie was irritated enough by everyone and everything these days, and his attitude was no exception.
“Is that why you killed two people? To have fun? We know that you switched the data on Silvia Henry’s call, so you could meet with her instead of your colleague—but the record would incriminate someone else. Did you plan to kill her that day?”
“What? I met her for the first time that day. And we switch them around all the time. It was Garvin’s call, sure, but he has some chronic condition, and we all have to pick up the slack. That day, it was up to me.”
Ellie let that slide for a moment. “You did see Michael Ayers a few days later. You killed him right away? Why the delay with Silvia?”
He simply shrugged, and she continued. “I’ll tell you why. At that point, we had another suspect, and you were paying attention, right? Of course, that was the plan all along, because you had already stolen the knife from Mr. James’ apartment.”
“Detective, can you back up any of those accusations?” At least he was trying, though the client didn’t make his life easy.
“We have a couple of witnesses that saw you hanging around the house a few times, and that was before either one of them called your service. We have your DNA on the knife, and, oh, Silvia’s car in your backyard. Why did you keep it?”
“Nobody’s perfect,” he mumbled.
Ellie could swear that the lawyer barely refrained himself from rolling his eyes.
“Why those two? Regardless of what you might think, we’re giving you a chance to explain yourself. Give their families closure.”
He snorted. “I don’t think either one has much of a family mourning them. If anything, I did them a favor. Do you know how annoying this job is? People won’t shut up about their stupid, irrelevant lives. ‘Can’t you work a bit faster, I’ll have to be at brunch in half an hour!’ ‘Why are you so expensive, I can barely pay for all those hairdresser appointments.’ ‘I have to pay all my sister’s medical bills!’ Why the hell would I care?”
Ellie let his words sink in for a few moments, as he held her gaze, daring her to react.
“Well,” she said. “I understand that some parts of the day job are more interesting that others. Murder is far from any other way you could have expressed your annoyance. Changing jobs didn’t occur to you?”
“It was too easy. You guys were too easy, fell for it right away. The gay guy, the wingnut, or Garvin? You were running around like headless chickens, and it was fun to watch.”
“Yet, here we are.”
He looked her up and down, stripping her with his gaze. Ellie nearly sighed. A shower would take care of the sticky, disgusting feel, but she could hardly be bothered by it. If he had known what she, what her family had been through in recent weeks, he’d know he had to do better than that.
“Yes, here we are. You get it, right? You said you understand. Sometimes you just can’t stand them any longer, you know?”
He had changed tone and tactic, but Ellie had heard enough.
“I guess we differ in opinion on how to approach bad days, Mr. Durbin.”
She got up and walked out of the room, confident that there would be no deal.
In the observation area, Valerie Esposito was waiting with Lieutenant Daniels, both of them congratulating her.
Ellie looked back through the window where Durbin and his lawyer were now quietly conferring, obviously at odds judging from their body language.
“I didn’t have to do all that much.”
“Enough with the humble bragging,” Valerie protested. “We got everything we need, and that counts.”
“I guess. It was just so…random. Guy didn’t like his job, and he thought he’d try out murder as a coping strategy. That’s just so wrong.”
“Well, murder is always wrong, isn’t it?” Valerie argued, eliciting an amused smile from the lieutenant.
“She’s right, Harding. Take the win. I’d like your report by the end of the day.”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
When she went back to her—still temporary—desk, she could see new furniture being delivered on their floor. Soon things would be back to almost normal.
Alex Coney was behind bars, and so was Ron Durbin. Plummer and his gang were equally awaiting trial, and the world was a tiny bit safer…so why didn’t it feel that way?



Chapter Twenty-Three
The last briefing before the weekend ended on a fairly hopeful note. Lieutenant Daniels informed them that they’d be back in their old workplace by Wednesday.
“I’d like you to make some time to prepare for the press conference on Thursday, but you can take Monday if you want.”
Since they were still planning to have the postponed weekend getaway, this was a welcome offer.
Across the table she caught Ellie’s smile. Jordan hoped that going back to a more familiar routine would help her too. Jordan was used to needing time before she could voice her emotions, but this wasn’t something Ellie usually did. She wore her heart on the sleeve, still. Jordan decided she would give her time, but prompt if necessary.
“We’d love that,” she said.
“All right. Detective Doss will be back on Tuesday as well. Sergeant?”
“With the recent cases closed and nothing left for us to do on Plummer and Co. at the moment, there would be more time and manpower to look into the Byrd and Weston murders. I will put something together as soon as we are back.”
“Good idea,” Daniels agreed. “There has been no movement on this file in too long.”
Jordan didn’t have to say it out loud that it was hard to get a case moving when you had nothing. The murder of a rapist who had walked on a technicality had not been a priority either, if she was honest, but it was still a murder, still their job to figure out who had done it. She didn’t want those cases to stay open forever.
She hoped they could make progress on them soon, but before that, Jordan wanted to do whatever she could to put both Meri’s and Ellie’s minds at ease.
As for herself, she assumed she was, well, processing. It was all they could do.
***
She and Ellie had agreed that they would ease into the subject, perhaps raise it another time if necessary. Meri didn’t have to know about the full weight of issues that plagued them at the moment, had for a while, but she might need reassurances.
For the evening, they cooked a simple meal together, tortellini in a cheese sauce, a salad and bread, and ice cream for dessert.
“We are still going tomorrow?”
Jordan suppressed the urge to wince, wondering if Meri thought that two family dinners in a row meant work would intrude on their lives once again. Well, that was a euphemism. If it had just been the work they had planned for that day, they would have still had their getaway.
“Yes, absolutely. Our boss gave us Monday off, so we’ll have three days as planned.” She also didn’t need to know about the cancellation fee. It didn’t matter. When Jordan made the call, she didn’t want to go into details about their reasoning. It was easier to pay and leave it at that. “So, about the time we didn’t get to go…I know that was disappointing. We haven’t had a chance to talk much about that day, so Mama and I wanted to know if you had any questions about it. If there was anything that scared you, you can tell us.”
Meri considered her question between bites of pasta.
“You were hurt,” she said. “Did you arrest him?”
Again with that word. “Yes,” Jordan answered, referring Coney and anything Meri might have caught on TV or with one of her friends. “So, there’s really nothing you need to worry about.”
“That word, arrest, you know what it means?” Ellie asked.
“It means they are locked away so they can think about what they did. And they can’t come out unless they’re sorry and really mean it.”
“That’s right. And I know this was a tough week, but everything is okay.” That might be a stretch.
“You promise?”
“I promise. People have been a bit annoying lately. I don’t know if it’s the full moon or something.”
Meri laughed at that. “It’s not full yet. We saw it the other day.”
“That’s right. But they will calm down, and everything else will too. And this weekend, we’re going to have some fun.”
Come what may. She wasn’t really in the position to make general promises, but on the other hand, days like that Saturday weren’t the norm either. They just had to be more careful, and more forceful in keeping their house clean and safe. Jordan hoped they’d get there by the time Meri was older and more capable of understanding the necessity of the job they did—and its nature.
There were so many things in her biological parents’ lives she didn’t understand at that age, and she had no choice but to put the pieces together much later. She wanted to be a different parent. It sure wasn’t easy.
“Fun sounds good,” Ellie affirmed. “Now, who’s ready for dessert?”
Would that be enough for the time being? She hoped it was.
***
Ellie had been only half-joking when she made her list of requests, but given the family room they shared, and the nature of their getaway, it would have to wait. She was fine with it for the time being. The water park and surrounding nature seemed like another world from the nightmare. She was perfectly content watching Meri being carefree and happy, and watching Jordan in that black bikini—hold that thought.
They spent hours at the park, took walks, and slowly, something akin to normalcy returned.
They even had a dinner with another couple and their seven-year-old son the last night.
Monday came quickly, and her subconscious reminded her with a series of dark images that had her waking up gasping. She sat up, waiting for her heartbeat to calm, trying not to dwell on the lingering images. Blood. Her hands shaking too hard to hold the gun.
She shook her head at the predictability of it all. Signed papers and a lot of reassurances made only so much of a difference. At least Meri was sleeping peacefully in her bed, and Jordan hadn’t stirred either.
She thought of Maria who was taking a break, taking care of herself. It was a brave, healthy step. But Ellie wasn’t even sure what would make her feel better, other than turning back time to a moment when she could have made different choices, and the intruder would now face a serious prison sentence instead of—She swallowed hard. Ellie understood that her issue with the events was quite normal, if perhaps not entirely rational. If it had been anyone else pulling the trigger, she would have been sympathetic, supportive.
After coming close once, she might have deluded herself that she was sort of immune now. No one blamed her except for Stephen Plummer and some of his supporters online. Why couldn’t she stop thinking about it?
And Miles. She hadn’t thought about him for a few days, but he was back on her mind as she remembered his painting at the D&T.
This time, thanks to Kate’s statement and her standing at the department, it had worked out for her, but he could have gotten her in serious trouble. He, on the other hand, always came out unscathed. How was that possible?
Frustrated and anxious alike, she couldn’t find sleep. Cuddling up to Jordan, she tried to at least get some rest and chase the repetitive thoughts from her mind.
Meri was handling the situation better than they could have hoped.
Tomorrow, they would be back in freshly painted and furnished rooms, doing their jobs.
As if nothing had ever happened.
Easy.
***
Tuesday morning started with mixed emotions. After the weekend, Meri acted curiously anxious. Or perhaps it wasn’t that curious at all after they had spent more consecutive time together than in some time, and everyone was back to their routine.
Except that routine came with surprises.
She was tight-lipped when Jordan and Ellie drove her to preschool, her mood lifting only when she saw one of her friends from preschool waiting on the curb in front of the building, waving.
“Oh, look, Nic is there with her mom.”
“Will you come pick me up later?”
“Grandma will pick you up, remember?” Jordan repeated patiently. She was determined to make it a good day. A good week, and so on. Lieutenant Daniels had proved to be an excellent leader through this crisis, and they would support her where they could.
Get those Byrd and Weston cases out of the way finally.
“Will you be home when I get there?”
“I don’t know yet, sweetie. We’ll try really hard, okay?”
“Okay,” she mumbled.
They exchanged a few words with Nic’s mom on the way to the entrance and then they were on their way.
“She’ll be okay,” Ellie said, though it was unclear whom she was trying to convince.
“Yes, eventually. We’ll all be.”
“Promise?”
Jordan found the smile encouraging. “I seem to make a lot of those lately. I really hope I can keep them all.”
“I have faith. So, what are your plans for those old murder cases?”
“Well, I was thinking of you, actually.”
She could see the surprise in Ellie’s face.
“Derek and Paul will work with you on this, but you have a knack for those cases that require going way back.”
“You really think the two are related?”
“They might be, but we’ll see.”
Ellie nodded. “Is there a reason why you’d prefer me to spend some time at the office and in archives for the foreseeable future?”
“No sneaky one, and perhaps not even a reasonable one,” Jordan admitted ruefully. “They came to our workplace. No, I’ll confess I’d feel better too if those files were off our desks. Something about them bothers me.”
“Other than a dead rapist who had been freed on a technicality? What happened in the other case?”
“CEO of a chemical manufacturing company,” Jordan supplied. “On the surface, they don’t have much in common, except the murders looked like it could be the same person. But there was nothing else we could work with, so those went to the bottom of the pile.”
“Because of Coney, and Silvia Henry’s murder.”
“Among others. Yes. You’re okay with the general idea?”
“You’re the boss,” Ellie said, and they both laughed.
“That’s right, don’t you forget it.”
“I would never. And I can’t wait for those other plans we’ve made.”
Jordan didn’t need any more of a reminder. If anything, she regretted that it would still be some time before they could realize them.
***
She had caught Lieutenant Daniels briefly in her office.
“You go right ahead and start. I’ll join you as soon as I can,” she said.
“No bad news, I hope?” The idea that she might be overstepping came to Jordan as soon as the words were out of her mouth, but Daniels gave her a terse smile.
“No, just a whole lot of details before we can go ahead this Thursday. I’ll be right with you.”
Understanding she’d been dismissed, Jordan left the office and walked to the briefing room where the detectives were already assembled. She laid the files she had brought with her, on the table, but remained standing.
“I’ve been told to go ahead, so let’s get started. Originally, Maria was primary on the Byrd case. Derek, you worked with her on the Weston case?”
He nodded.
“Byrd was on trial for raping two women,” Jordan continued. “In both cases, he met them in a bar, drugged them and gained access to their apartments. At first, both women were about to testify, one withdrew, the other one…killed herself. The case had just been dismissed. That morning, Byrd was shot on the steps of the courthouse. The perp was never found.”
“Not high on anyone’s priority list,” Derek commented.
“Understandable, but this is not about a righteous reaction toward his crimes. Whether we’re looking at vigilante justice or something completely unrelated to his trial, innocent people could have gotten hurt. We want to prevent that from happening. That’s all.”
“What about Weston?” Paul Wu asked.
“The CEO. An ugly custody battle,” Jordan explained. “Weston had a history of domestic abuse, and for some inexplicable reason, he still got custody of the two children. After several complaints, they were taken out of the home and put in foster care. Weston was never formally charged. Someone shot out his tire, he lost control of the vehicle and drove it over the bridge into the river where he drowned. Again, we were lucky no one else was hurt, but if these two cases are related, we have a bigger problem than two assholes who got what was coming to them.”
For the second time today, Jordan regretted not choosing her words more carefully, as Ellie flinched, and Lieutenant Daniels closed the door with a somewhat amused expression.
“Good morning, everyone. What Sergeant Carpenter is trying to explain is that in this case, how we feel about these perpetrators is one thing, the task at hand, another. This is not a movie. We have a couple of homicides to investigate.”
“We still have to be open to different explanations,” Jordan continued. “The bullet taken out of Byrd’s body didn’t match the one that blew out Weston’s tire, yet, two men, seemingly getting away with their crimes, are getting shot at within a few weeks. No suspects.”
“Did either one of them have ties to organized crime?” Ellie asked.
“The information we have is pretty vague on that too. No exorbitant debts that we know of in either case. Weston liked to visit strip clubs, did a little gambling, but there’s no proof that he had gotten himself into any trouble there. Byrd had a collection of violent porn, but his bills were paid. That’s why one of you has to dig a little deeper. Ellie, how about you get started on this today, go over the files, the evidence, see if anything jumps out. Let me know what you need, and we go from there.”
Ellie nodded. “I’ll talk to the A.D.A. Maybe she can help me figure out why those men were never held accountable, and who was most interested in either outcome.”
“Good idea,” Daniels agreed. “All of you, be ready for the move tomorrow. At this point, we’re mostly waiting for the paint to dry. You have any questions or concerns, let me know.”
“Lieutenant, can I talk to you for a moment?” Derek asked.
“Of course.”
Everyone else got the hint and left for their own workspace. Jordan followed Ellie into the office she temporarily occupied and deposited the files on her desk. Ellie stepped to the window and raised the blinds.
“It’s dark in here. I look forward to going back.”
“Yes, me too.”
She meant it, though part of her wondered how Ellie felt about walking those same hallways again. For the past days, they had worked out of a part of the building they hardly ever spent time in. This was different. Probably just as well to work a case that would present a major distraction.
“Okay, this will be everything you need to get started. And…good luck.”
Ellie laughed softly. “Given how little we know at this point, I think I can use it. Thank you.”
No one was around, so Jordan leaned in for a quick kiss.
“I’ll see you later.”



Chapter Twenty-Four
Ellie loved research, and a challenge, though digging into the two men’s lives made her angry like she knew it would.
Byrd, the predator, seeking out single women in bars. He was responsible for the death of one. The second victim had refused to testify. Chances were, she had little interest in helping the police find her rapist’s killer, but Ellie had to try anyway. She made a note to call her and ask if anyone besides the investigators had approached her for information.
Ellie stared at the file for a few moments before she got up to get herself a coffee. Back behind her desk, she wrote down, Call Val. She would have likely noticed if anyone in court had stood out. Ellie wasn’t holding her breath. If the would-be murderer had been present, they would have made sure to blend in.
She also needed to know about similar cases in which the rapist had not been identified. Byrd had frequented bars within a twenty-mile radius. There could be, and likely were, more victims. Ellie cringed at the idea of having to arrest one of them.
Yet, it might be the right case at the right time given her still all-over-the-place emotions regarding her actions during the ambush.
Kate was alive and well, happily expecting.
Chris Atwood would live to tell another lie.
She had to leave it at that. Someday.
Briefly, she entertained the idea that Byrd and Weston might have worked together in some capacity, drawing the attention of the wrong person that way, though she dismissed it quickly. Their social circles didn’t overlap. There was nothing to suggest they could have been aware of each other, and their social media profiles showed no connections. Byrd had connections on the dark web from which he obtained a steady stream of violent pornography. Ellie sat back.
If they couldn’t get him for the rape, what about the illegal footage? What had gone wrong?
Another note for Valerie Esposito.
On social media, Byrd kept a fairly low profile, unlike Weston who was loudly complaining about all the “bitches” out there taking jobs and children from “good men.” He mentioned Debra Connelly, the Governor’s daughter, who had been assassinated at her own campaign event, specifically.
Disgusted, Ellie could only imagine what it was like to live with a man like that. Too many women did, and saw no way out, or their lives were threatened if they tried to leave. Some had been murdered. An endless ugly cycle. She could imagine why someone would take a gun and speed up the process of finding justice for these victims, or at least give them a break from the constant assault on their safety and lives.
Yet…Jordan had said to keep an open mind, but what if the evidence led to vigilante justice? Ellie had acted in self-defense, yet she was struggling. A part of her hoped she would find that Byrd and Weston had earned the wrath of some other criminals, somehow.
***
By Thursday morning, she had a pretty good picture of the work ahead. Tasha Fillion, Byrd’s surviving victim, had flat out refused to talk to her, and Ellie had nothing to compel her. She didn’t have any further clue as to who might want these men dead, except for loved ones, a wife in Fillion’s case, a boyfriend in the case of Lorna Evans, the woman who had committed suicide.
Solid alibis all around. Ellie had no interest in triggering anyone’s trauma. She was beginning to hit the same walls Maria and Derek had come up against in their early investigation, fresh perspective notwithstanding.
That was why on this morning, instead of having breakfast with Jordan and Meri, she was on her way to meet Valerie and Maria at Val’s home. The two still kept separate residences but had spent lockdowns together and currently, this was where Maria was staying.
Maria greeted her at the door wearing t-shirt and sweatpants, coffee mug in hand.
“Hey, Ellie, come on in. Breakfast is ready.”
“Thank you.”
She wondered if the subject matter might spoil anyone’s appetite, but after everything they had seen and lived through collectively in the past few years, that was unlikely to happen.
Maria led her to the dining room where Val was putting the finishing touches on what looked like a delectable spread. She almost felt sorry for having left Jordan and Meri to their toast and cereal, respectively. She would make it up to Jordan. For a heartbeat, the options distracted Ellie until she reminded herself she wasn’t here for a brunch with friends.
“I would have offered mimosas, but unfortunately I have to go to the office today,” Valerie said. “You have some questions about the Byrd and Weston cases?”
“Thank you, and yes.” Ellie took a seat, and Val poured coffee for all of them before she took a seat as well. “Something struck me as odd in the Byrd case. How would the defense justify their motion for dismissal when the guy was getting and sharing porn from the dark web, some of it illegal?”
Valerie sighed. “Now I wish I had mimosas, but I hear there’s a celebration planned now that you’re back in your offices, so I might sneak in later. I took this case over from another prosecutor who retired quite abruptly, and it was a bit of a mess. No offense,” she nodded to Maria. “Some of Byrd’s collection should have helped the case, but there was evidence missing all of a sudden, some records deleted. We tried everything, but in the end we lost. The case should have never been dismissed. It was a shame. He was obviously guilty.”
“I remember a bit about that,” Maria added. “The original investigators tried to establish pattern. There was talk about a third victim. In the end, no one was there to testify against him.”
Ellie let that sink in. “That prosecutor…”
“His wife was sick,” Valerie returned, an edge to her voice. “Beyond reproach. If anyone was protecting Byrd, it wasn’t him.”
“Well, if anyone was protecting Byrd, they didn’t do a good enough job. And they themselves might be on someone’s radar,” Ellie mused. “Did you have any idea who that might be?”
“None whatsoever.”
“At the trial, when you were preparing the women for their testimony, did you notice anything out of the ordinary? Did they talk to you about anyone approaching them?”
“I was in a constant rage, but that wasn’t out of the ordinary,” Valerie said darkly. “Byrd had a public defender who kept walking a thin line. Weston had a high-priced attorney, as you can imagine. I remember that the victims were scared of possible repercussions.”
“Why? Byrd would have been locked up…”
“Sure, but he kept insinuating that he had friends. Maria was looking into that at the time, and he might have been bluffing as his former bosses and colleagues wanted nothing to do with him. But the women were terrified.”
“Understandable.” Ellie held back the sigh. The two women sitting at the table with her understood anyway.
“Yeah. And it’s understandable that we want to close the book on this, but there were definitely some loose ends there,” Maria said. “Byrd’s was a public execution. Whether it was related to the rapes or something else, it’s hard to say, but if someone took matters into their own hands in both cases, we have a problem.”
“To put it mildly. Of course. This is why we are back to it now.”
“I don’t envy you. It’s messy either way.”
“It sure is,” Ellie agreed with Maria’s statement. Silence followed. Maria poured more coffee before she said, “I talked with Daniels at length. She agreed that I should take some time, and I did, but I’ll be back tomorrow.”
“I’m glad to hear that.”
“It really taught me that I needed a break, but they can’t get away with this. You saw what they did in her office.”
“Yes.” This, however, was a subject that still made her stomach churn. “She has been great through all of this,” Ellie acknowledged.
“I can only confirm that,” Valerie said. “And they won’t get away with anything. There are federal charges, some that concern our office. People got hurt, the property damage on top of that, and the clowns filming themselves…We’ll be busy for some months to come.”
“In this case, that’s a good thing.”
“It definitely is. Look, why don’t I pull the files and see if there’s anything else for you, and we get back together on that later? Honestly, I’d like to see those cases closed too. The system is far from perfect, but I’d rather we lock away people like Byrd and Weston. Worst case scenario, the latter could have caused a pile-up. Anyway, today Daniels will tell the press what’s what, so it’s going to be a good day. We thought about going to the D&T later. You want to join us? If it works out with Meri.”
Usually, Ellie wouldn’t have hesitated much, especially since they had expected to get together tonight after the press conference. Given how her latest interaction with Dan and Teddy had ended, the idea had less of an appeal. On the other hand, they wouldn’t treat her friends differently—and they had to understand that she was just doing her job, didn’t they?
“I’ll see what I can do,” she said. One way or another they would all have to move on. It wasn’t easy when reminders of the dire state of the world were everywhere.
***
At least something was going according to plan: She felt the collective relief like a wave when they could all pack up at their temporary quarters and move the last files and office supplies over to their usual workplace. The walls sported bright off-white colors, blinds carpet had been replaced. Ellie didn’t want to think of all the possible substances that had been found on the old carpet. There was no level the intruders wouldn’t sink to. The glass of Lieutenant Daniel’s fishbowl office was all new as well.
Desks and chairs. Even though starting over had been forced upon them, it felt good. Ellie blinked back tears of gratitude. It could have been so much worse.
Daniels had been arranging some items on her desk, but she stepped out to greet them.
“Now that you’ve all admired your fresh workspace adequately, it’s time to get back to work. You still have four hours until the press conference.”
Ellie heard a few snickers as everyone readily followed her command.
“But before that, let’s all have a look at the new briefing room.”
***
Jordan was aware of recent experiences lingering, hers, Ellie’s, those of her friends and colleagues. Nevertheless, she found herself smiling when they walked into the room to a delicious looking lunch buffet.
There could be no more doubt—whatever forces had tried to destroy them from the outside, and, sadly, within, they hadn’t succeeded. Everyone had rallied around Daniels, and she would come out of this incident stronger, her position affirmed.
Aside from the people like the woman who saw it within her rights to throw water at people, or the ones who had harassed Jill Allen outside the yellow tape.
“You’re frowning,” Derek observed. “You know anything that we don’t?”
“Not really. The world still sucks, but it’s a little better today.”
“An apt description of the situation. I hear there will be surprise guests later. It’s going to be interesting.”
“For sure. We’ll see you at the D&T tonight?”
Derek looked surprised but nodded. “Sure. Those assholes will be prosecuted into submission, and in the end, we got all new desks and electronics. That’s something worth celebrating.”
“No kidding.”
Later that day, Jordan was reminded of his comment about surprise guests, when she joined other speakers and attendees at the press conference in the lobby.
Jill would be there too, and while Jordan hadn’t promised anything regarding a one-on-one with Lieutenant Daniels, she planned to introduce them if the opportunity arose.
She knew that Rob Garcia from IA would join them, and she had received a text message from Nina Torres as well. Since Torres had been called away last minute, Special Agent Gael would take her place. The chief had announced his presence, and the mayor would likely fit it into his schedule, though they didn’t have confirmation. This had been a high-profile attack. It was important to push back on individuals like Plummer, and their groups. Jordan was cynical enough to assume that today would also make a good opportunity for a re-election photo op.
Regardless, she felt grateful for how swiftly everyone had come together and offered their support. The press conference would help the public understand what had happened. It was also a necessary show of force, demonstrating to worried citizens that the problem was under control, and to the likes of Plummer, that they would rid themselves of their kind of ideology in their ranks, for good.
Jordan had a pretty good idea what the questions might be, and she was well prepared. Most of them wouldn’t be for her anyway.
Going over her part in her head, she turned around when she heard the hushed whispers rise in volume. Governor Connelly? That was a surprise indeed.
Even more so, when he, surrounded by his security detail, headed straight for her.
“Sergeant Carpenter, it’s good to see you.”
“You too, Governor.”
A small, potentially awkward pause ensued as she remembered when he came to their house, the reason why he even knew her name, the fact that her ex had been dating his daughter. Of course, after the murder, the need to find answers had united them.
“I wanted to tell you in person how sorry I am about this, and I had a very productive meeting with the lieutenant this morning. I promise you that whatever resources you need to see this through, I’ll make sure you have them.”
“Thank you. I think the biggest challenge is to contain groups like Plummer’s, not give them any more of an in.”
“Oh yes, I’ve had a few conversations like that. There will be movement, I can promise you that.”
She noticed that one of the security details got impatient.
“And I guess I have to move on. Give my best to your family. Oh, and Bethany sends her regards.”
“Thank you.”
He was gone before she could say more, not that there was much more to say. She had exchanged a few texts with Bethany to let her know everyone was okay.
“Sergeant Carpenter.”
She turned to Special Agent Gael, who had joined her.
“Everyone must be happy to be back in their space.”
“Oh yes,” Jordan confirmed. “That will make things easier. And thank you and Special Agent Torres for your help. We appreciate it.”
More than that, she appreciated how the agent had handled her interview with Ellie, but she probably didn’t need to mention that. Times like these, they had to pull together, and with the joint resources of the FBI and other agencies, they’d been able to go back to some sense of normalcy surprisingly quickly.
“You’re welcome. And give my regards to Detective Harding.”
“I definitely will. Oh, and I think that’s our cue,” Jordan said when she saw Lieutenant Daniels wave to them. It was almost time.
The space had filled up with their audience.



Chapter Twenty-Five
After Daniels and Gael had spoken, there was little for Jordan to add. She did, however, sum up her role in coordinating between the various investigation, and she thought she wasn’t half bad at it.
She sought out Ellie in the crowd, catching her smile. Of course, Ellie knew what was on her mind—all of it. And it occurred to her that Lieutenant Daniels was giving her visibility when she wasn’t obliged to. Jordan was determined to make it count and let her know she appreciated it. In the past few years, she had fielded job offers from Garcia’s unit and her friend Taylor Hudson’s, but the truth was, Jordan had never felt more at home, and she had no intention of going anywhere. Yes, the challenges were multiple, and they had shifted over time, but she was going to meet them here where she had the support of her family, friends, and supervisors.
***
Ellie was still a tad nervous about their evening plans, but she reveled in the distraction presented by Jordan’s short speech. When it was her turn to answer a question, she did so in calm and concise terms.
Ellie couldn’t have been prouder. Equally as important, this felt like a juncture. She thought this might be the first night she could get some decent sleep, without lying awake for hours, or having nightmares.
And she had earned it.
Later, on their way to the D&T, Ellie called to check in with Jack and Pauline where Meri was staying tonight. The latter was especially excited about having seen one of her moms on TV.
“You’re right, that was pretty amazing.” She cast a quick sideways glance at Jordan who was smiling to herself. “Have a good night, sweetie.”
“You too, Mama. Bye!”
Jill Allen caught up with them in front of the D&T, almost squealing with glee.
“Jordan, thank you so much! I didn’t think it was going to happen, so whatever you did, thank you, thank you!”
Jordan reacted with an amused smile to Ellie’s raised eyebrow.
“That was quick. I didn’t even have the chance to tell my wife yet. So, she said yes.”
“She did! She thinks the sooner we do this the better.” Jill sobered up on the next words. “Of course I wasn’t inside, but at some point, it got pretty scary outside the tape. I agree with the lieutenant. We all need to be more observant.”
“Clearly.” To Ellie, she said, “Jill wore me down, and I asked Daniels if she was open to doing an interview.”
“Something more to celebrate, then. Are we ever going to go in?”
Jordan held the door open for her in a silent answer. Ellie smiled and walked inside, relieved to see that Dan was busy behind the bar, and Teddy nowhere to be seen. All she wanted was to mark this day with her friends, so that they could carry on. Behind them, Valerie, Maria, Derek and Kate arrived.
A server came to greet them, looking a bit overwhelmed with the ever-growing group.
“I’ll see if we can push a few of tables together,” he said. “I’ll be right back with you.”
“That’s new,” Valerie observed. “Maybe we should have called ahead.”
“We never do,” Maria said with a frown. “Ah, and there he comes,” she added, lowering her voice, when the young man came heading their way. “He must be new. Sorry, Jordan. Next time we should give your parents some more business.” Jordan shrugged in return.
“I apologize for the inconvenience. Come with me, please,” the server told them in a cheery tone, unaware of their confusion. He led them to a cozy corner in the back where two tables had indeed been pushed together. The D&T was a bar as well as a bistro, though Ellie couldn’t remember ever needing reservations. At least this was a nice space to wind down.
“Hey. How are you doing?” she asked Kate who took a seat next to her.
“Morning sickness sucks, but okay otherwise. Strange cravings, but it’s hard to tell if they’re related. I’ve been having them for the past few years.”
Ellie laughed. “That sounds familiar. It was cheesecake in our house, and that never went completely away either. I’m glad.”
She paused, waiting for any sign that Kate felt like mentioning the subject, or was okay with glossing over it.
“I saw the press conference,” Kate said finally. “Really sent a message. Daniels is not budging, good for her.”
“She really isn’t.”
“And your wife looked good there too. Anything I don’t know yet?”
“No. We’re all just doing the best we can to move forward.” She cast a glance at Jordan who had gone with Derek to get the group some drinks, including a mocktail for Kate.
“I didn’t expect to see you here.”
Dan’s tone was barely on the polite side, and Ellie wondered if he meant their group, or just her.
“And why would that be? I come here all the time, remember?”
“I do. Forget about it. You got everything you need over there?”
She should have forgotten about it. After all, they were trying to have a nice evening away from the heavy subjects that surrounded them, but Ellie realized they hadn’t exactly left them outside this building. In fact, they didn’t weigh any less in here, where Michael Ayers and Harlan James had shared a drink together, maybe hoping for more.
Not only had the murderer crushed all of those hopes, he had also made sure to lead her in the wrong direction. Had she been too distracted by what had happened at the station, to Jordan? Trying to find a way to explain things to their daughter who was too young to be confronted with evil?
“Hey. Dan,” she called after him. “I said I’m sorry. What else do you want me to do?”
He hesitated but turned to her anyway.
“Nothing. I said forget about it. I don’t have time for this,” he gestured to the people waiting at the bar.
“No. That’s not fair. Two people died, and it was my job to find out what happened. That’s all I ever did, my freaking job!”
“Is that so? And that included parading Harlan in handcuffs in front of his wingnut neighbor?”
To her embarrassment, she felt tears prickling in her eyes. She had to end this here, even though she would have liked to set the record straight, but that would include telling him details of the investigation she wasn’t at liberty to share.
“He and Michael were both friends. What do you think that was like?”
“He lied to me!”
“Do you ever realize that people sometimes lie to the police because they’re afraid?”
“Hey, hang on a second, what’s going on?”
Dan acknowledged Jordan’s presence with a shrug.
“Interesting that you don’t know.”
“That’s not an answer. You can’t blame Ellie for the guy’s homophobic neighbor, or a killer that wanted to frame him.”
“I’m not. Have a nice night.”
“Wow, he’s in a crappy mood,” Jordan observed. When Ellie didn’t react, she reached out and took her hand.
“Are you okay?”
She wasn’t, not by a long shot, Ellie realized. She could feel the sympathetic and somewhat curious looks on her, and somehow that made things worse. She had worked for many years to belong, professionally, in friendships and relationships. In her community.
Somehow it felt like in a matter of days, everything had been called into question, and the only thing safe and reliable was Jordan still holding on to her—like she always had.
“Can we go home?” she asked, hating how brittle her voice sounded.
“Of course.”
She had no point to make other than her need for escape. On that same day, Jordan herself had been in a situation that could have been fatal. She, too, had gone back to work like everyone else.
Ellie couldn’t fathom what was happening to her.
“I’m so sorry,” she said when they were outside the door. “I don’t even know what that was.”
“It’s all right,” Jordan assured her. “We can always come back another time. Let’s just head home and take it from there, okay?”
“Thank you.”
During the drive, and when they arrived at their house twenty-something minutes later, Ellie had no clearer idea, except that she regretted leaving their drinks behind. Her phone buzzed as Jordan parked in their driveway. A text message from Kate.
You were gone so quickly. Is everything all right?
Ellie wasn’t sure what to answer, but she didn’t want Kate to worry either.
Sorry. Yes, everything’s fine. I’ll call you tomorrow.
She hoped that would be enough.
Jordan opened the front door with her key, and they walked inside the quiet house. She missed Meri too, but Ellie was aware that there was only so long she could stall from here. Ironic, she thought, how their roles were reversed. She had always tried her best to be patient when Jordan needed time and space before she could put her emotions into words. Ellie, on the other hand, would blurt them out at the earliest opportunity.
Now, the words were evading her.
“Would you like to start with a hot bath?” Jordan asked. “I can run you one.”
“No, thanks. I’ll just take a quick shower.”
“Okay.” Jordan pulled her close for a kiss, warm and reassuring rather than sensual. When had they last had time to even hug? “I’ll think of something meanwhile.”
Ellie headed upstairs, on her mind not only on the unpleasant confrontation, but the many questions that had haunted her since the beginning of the ambush, the most pressing of all: Had she done right by everyone who relied on her?
***
A few frustrated tears in the shower hardly counted as breakdown. Ellie felt a little safer from her own runaway emotions when she came down to the living room where Jordan had set the table and now held out a glass of wine to her.
“Food is on the way,” she said. “I thought we’d go with Venus & Aphrodite today. It will be here in ten minutes from now.”
“Ten minutes? How long was I…” Ellie cast a glance at the clock. “Wow. I’m sorry.”
“No need. It’s okay. We’ll take the time. Today was quite the day,” she finished with a sigh.
“Yeah. It was an important day for you. I swear I didn’t mean to make it all about me.”
“I know that. I understand…Ellie.” Jordan set their glasses aside and like before, she held Ellie close. “I know,” she whispered. “It’s just been bad upon bad. But we’re safe. Everyone we love is safe, and you did your part in that. Never doubt it.”
Ellie leaned into her for a bit longer before she pulled back. “Okay. I’m starting to be mortified, but I swear, I’ll get to the bottom of this.” She picked up her glass again before they both sat on the couch. “Maybe I’m just hungry. And pissed. I mean, Dan and Teddy? All of a sudden, they’re acting like we’re the enemy. I couldn’t treat Harlan James different from any other suspect. And he did lie to me. We took him in for questioning, that was all.”
“Lots of emotions running high,” Jordan said softly. “I know where they’re coming from, but I don’t appreciate them taking it out on you. This was not your fault.”
It was on the tip of Ellie’s tongue that she was right, this wasn’t her fault, but perhaps other things were, and she couldn’t seem to get past that. She drank deeply from her glass, about to speak when the doorbell rang.
“I’ll get it.” Jordan got to her feet, and while she was paying the delivery man and bringing back the food, she finished her glass.
Jordan didn’t comment on it, just refilled it and started unpacking their deliveries.
The sights and scents were a happy, if temporary distraction.
“What did you pay? This looks like samples of everything they have?”
“Not everything. A lot of it,” Jordan admitted with a laugh. “We can freeze some of it if necessary.”
Provided with food and wine to last for a few days at least, Ellie didn’t think she could take any more detours.
“You’re probably wondering what brought this on, other than my argument with Dan…other than the obvious, that is.”
“I was going to say, you don’t need to explain. Everything…It’s more than enough. Were you thinking about taking a break? It’s fine if you need it.”
“I wasn’t.” Ellie admitted. “It was good to go back to work, solve the case, though I wish I could have done it before there was another murder. I’m trying to figure out what happened with Byrd and Weston. It’s quite the mystery…but…”
“You keep going back?”
“I do. All the time. I’m not sorry I shot him. I know I didn’t have a choice. I know he was an awful human being. His social media was full of posts about how the women he hated deserved to be raped and killed, and there were plenty. He would have pulled the trigger, there’s no doubt.”
Jordan had gone still at her depiction of the man’s activities. Remembering what she’d read turned her stomach the way it had when she’d first skimmed over his posts. Ellie set her glass aside.
“Still, it’s a line I can’t uncross, taking a life. It’s…strange. Like I should feel more, something different. I can’t figure it out.”
“Maybe there is nothing to figure out. You’ll need time.”
“Yeah, maybe. You know what’s even worse? I keep going back to the moment before, with that Shane guy, and I wonder if I did the right thing there, too. It keeps me up at night.” It did more than that, causing harrowing nightmares, but Jordan knew that.
“What do you mean? Kate is safe and sound. Atwood survived thanks to you.”
“Yes, but the outcome could have been very different, right?” She took another sip and set the glass aside. “We were lucky, but it’s my job to do better than wait for luck. Shane could have been a plant, I don’t know…I didn’t leave Atwood, and even after such a close call he still tried to lie his way out!”
“That’s his problem, not yours. You said this guy told you something he couldn’t have known if Miles hadn’t sent him. As much as I dislike the man for various reasons, I believe he was trying to help.”
“Believe me, he was.” Ellie sighed. “That and creating a situation where I’d owe him a favor in return, or at least it’s likely he thinks that. I’m just afraid he’s going to be that eternal shadow hanging over me.”
“No,” Jordan said firmly. “He’s not going to have that much power. Hell, he will have to lay low for a while to keep himself out of prison. We’d have plenty of opportunity to come after him, and I think he knows that.”
“It sounds so…reasonable. What if I had made the wrong decision by staying with Atwood. What if Kate had gotten hurt…or worse?”
“But that didn’t happen. They are safe. You are safe.”
Now her vision was blurring again.
“I know. I just can’t feel it.”
Jordan moved to sit closer to her, her hand on Ellie’s thigh light and gentle.
“You will. Eventually.”
Coming from Jordan, those weren’t just words. They had come back from harrowing experiences. Ellie vowed that this would be no exception. It wasn’t going to be a quick and easy path.
“You know when you said I could get drunk safely when we have the time?”
There was a hint of amusement to Jordan’s expression.
“We have another bottle of wine, and some whiskey left. Whatever works for you.”
“I think I’m already tipsy and emotional enough…but I was thinking about the other thing we mentioned.”
“Oh, that.” A smile was curling Jordan’s lips. She reached out to brush her fingers over Ellie’s hair, pushing a strand behind her ear. “I’m game for that too.”
***
Sex might not solve everything, but it went a long way to clear Ellie’s mind and calm down the unbearable restlessness that had gripped her since she had told her story multiple times, each time worried someone might find inconsistencies.
Under Jordan’s careful touch, she felt safe, reassured that they’d be able to move forward.
She understood that no one blamed her personally for the outcome. It would take a little while longer for the realization to sink in. She would find someone to talk to.
In the meantime, a bit of sweet oblivion would do the trick. She pulled Jordan to her for a hungry kiss, eager, no longer desperate. Her thoughts didn’t wander when those lips brushed her neck, her collarbone, then her breasts. She surrendered completely, allowing bliss to fill her mind.
That night, Ellie slept without nightmares.
It was a start.
***
The woman leaned back into the couch, reading the newspaper with an over-priced specialty coffee, a weekly indulgence. Jill Allen had raised her profile in recent times with her reporting on the ambush at the police station. The woman had mixed feelings—and experiences—with the police in general, but she knew that the incident was related to sinister forces that intended to target a unit that was more diverse than most. The attackers claimed to be on the side of law and order, but not so much when the ones holding up the law were queer or Black. That’s when their true intentions came through.
The same diversity that had put the group on Plummer’s radar had sparked her curiosity too. She was interested in their perspective. She hoped they could be open to a conversation.
She folded the paper and reached for her cup to take another sip of the sweet concoction.
However that conversation would go, they wouldn’t deter her or anyone else from the mission. They had come too far to let it go.
The woman saw her cell phone light up with a message that said, Just turned off the lights.
She smiled, thinking that perhaps it was soon time to send Jill Allen a tip.
She was going to make the journalist famous.
For herself, it wasn’t about fame or ego. It was about necessity, for the evil they were up against to learn their time was up.
No more.
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