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Chapter One
 
“Say something. Please.”
Jordan appeared stunned, and Ellie admitted to herself that she could have handled the situation better. Rushing her wife from Lieutenant Carroll’s retirement party, she had given her the wrong idea. After assuring her that all their loved ones were safe, she had finally given Jordan the news about Pratt’s death. Silence followed.
“I’m sorry. I’m not sure what the right thing to say is…I can’t say I’m surprised. He had made a lot of enemies on the outside. It only makes sense that he made them on the inside as well.”
In Ellie’s opinion it was too early for an analytical perspective on the incident, but given the complicated history Jordan had with TJ Pratt, she’d go along with whatever Jordan needed.
“Do we know anything?”
“Just what I told you. Maria’s on the case. I don’t believe the powers that be will let either one of us near this.”
“Don’t worry,” Jordan said with a sigh. “I don’t want to be anywhere near it. Let’s go home. Ariel will be expecting us.”
Ariel Deane, the teenager they’d once rescued from a misogynist cult and almost adopted before her biological aunt found her, had been watching Meri for the evening.
“Okay.”
Ellie knew the conversation wasn’t over yet. She didn’t mind having some time to sort through her own thoughts while Jordan was doing the same. Ellie had lived through the death of a parent, though Jordan’s story was nothing like hers. TJ Pratt had been a career criminal with whom Jordan’s biological mother had had a brief fling. They’d arrested him after he teamed up with a high-profile drug dealer, a collaboration that led to the death of a fellow cop. No, Pratt wouldn’t be missed, but the circumstances of his death were still curious.
Had he gotten into a fight? Did someone target him specifically? Ellie had faith that Detective Maria Doss would be able to answer those questions. For Jordan’s sake, she hoped that it would be soon.
“You’re early,” Ariel said when she opened the door to them before they had a chance to unlock it. “We just finished getting ready for bed. I was about to read her a story next.”
“I can take care of that,” Jordan offered quickly. “Ellie can drive you home.”
“Yes, sure. You’ll be okay?” She didn’t want to go into details in front of the teenager.
Jordan nodded, a hint of amusement in her expression.
“I’ve done this before.”
Ellie, aware that Ariel was studying the exchange closely, picked up her keys again.
“All right. Let’s go.”
When they were in the car, Ariel asked, “You are back really early. Were you worried—?”
“No. We know we can trust you. Something came up.”
Ariel had her own complicated family history, and she didn’t need any more riddles in her life. Ellie and Jordan had been happy to see her grow and thrive in the care of her aunt, even though they would have been more than happy to take her in.
“Nothing bad I hope,” Ariel pressed.
“Don’t worry. We didn’t have much time to talk earlier. How are you doing?”
“Fine. Becca has been taking me to look at colleges.” She shrugged. “I’m not sure yet where I want to go, but I kinda like the idea that no one will know me.”
Ellie knew better than to dismiss Ariel’s difficult reality after her family had made national headlines. Since the Prophets of Better Days had operated locally, it had been near impossible to evade the scrutiny and gossip, especially when Ariel attended a high school for the first time in her life.
“Sometimes a fresh start is a good thing,” she agreed. “I’m sure you’ll do great, whatever you choose.”
Glad she had distracted her for a moment, Ellie kept the conversation within safe boundaries. Once parked on the curb in front of Ariel’s home, she waited until Ariel was inside. Becca Crane, Ariel’s aunt, waved from the front door, and then Ellie could return home.
A few minutes later, she found Jordan sitting next to Meri’s bed, watching over their sleeping daughter.
“Have you called Maria yet?” Ellie asked.
“You’d think I would…but no. I’ll read her report when it’s ready.”
Aren’t you curious? Ellie almost asked. She was, but she understood that Jordan had to work through this news on her own time.
“I guess I’ll talk to Kathryn tomorrow,” Jordan said with a sigh. “She was really scared he might get out.”
“Come here,” Ellie said, opening her arms. Jordan didn’t hesitate as they were both aware that more difficult conversations lay ahead. When TJ Pratt tried to get Kathryn and others on board to testify at a hearing, they had teamed up with a local journalist to remind the public of the real story. Without the approval of their boss.
“Maria might not be able to keep the case. We might not be able to keep it within the unit.” Ellie was distantly aware of her voice rising.
“Relax. If anyone wants to talk to us, we all have an alibi, remember? Daniels was wise to give it to Maria. She’ll be okay.”
“You’re right.”
Ellie leaned in to place a kiss on Meri’s cheek.
“You have a bedtime story for me too?”
Jordan laughed. “I’m not sure if that’s code for something.”
“Do you want it to be?”
“I wish, but I have to get up early tomorrow. Daniels wants me to come with her to this breakfast function…”
It wasn’t exactly the distraction Ellie had hoped for, but nevertheless intriguing.
“What kind of function exactly?”
“Senior officers. She’d like to introduce me to a few people which, I quote, ‘could be beneficial for my career.’”
Ellie shook her head at Jordan’s matter-of-fact delivery. 
“Jordan, that’s big! Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”
“Well, I was on the phone with Ariel, and then we got…the other news.”
“No kidding. But you’re right, Maria will take care of Pratt. Tell me more about that function.”
“It’s pretty much all I know. I get what Daniels is trying to do, and I’m grateful for it, even though it’s a whole lot of politics.”
“Visibility matters,” Ellie reminded her. “And it’s about time the higher-ups start noticing you.”
Jordan wished it wasn’t at the same time that her biological father, a career criminal, had been mysteriously murdered in prison.
* * * *
Jordan might dislike having to deal with the politics and the small-talk part that came with an opportunity like this, but Ellie had no doubt she’d be great at it.
Early in the morning, she watched her get ready, studying her reflection in the bedroom mirror with a critical gaze.
“No reason to frown. You look gorgeous in that suit. Ready to network?”
As she had hoped, her comment put a smile on Jordan’s face. Ellie hoped she’d be able to take full advantage of this unexpected prospect, even though the news of Pratt’s death had likely made the rounds.
“As ready as I’ll ever be. Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“Always. I want to hear all about it later.”
“It will likely be more boring than your morning.”
“Let’s wait and see.”
* * * *
Jordan was in for a surprise. Lieutenant Daniels met her at the entrance of the hotel where the meeting was taking place. Neither she nor any of the other attendees mentioned Pratt, and the conversations were actually pleasantly superficial.
She hadn’t lied when she said she was ready to leave the investigation into Pratt’s death in Maria’s hands. That didn’t mean the reality of it, and the circumstances didn’t bother her. On this day, Jordan would take any distraction she could get, and perhaps later, she could take Ellie up on last night’s offer.
“Detective Carpenter. It’s a surprise to see you here.”
Was that a good or a bad thing?
Judging from Chief Bronson’s jovial smile, he wasn’t going to raise any uncomfortable subjects. Truth be told, Jordan was equally as surprised. He had retired a while ago.
“I see it’s mutual. I still do some consulting. Once a cop, always a cop, right?”
She had only met him a few times when he was still on the job, and now remembered why she didn’t particularly like him when his gaze dropped a bit too low. He was truly a member of the old boy’s club. Good to know that things were actually changing—or were they?
“I’ve been hearing a lot of things about Carroll’s crew,” he continued.
“And you will continue to hear good things about them,” Carroll said behind them. “Carpenter is one of the best.”
“Ah, speak of the devil.” Bronson directed his attention from her cleavage to his former colleague. “I hear you threw in the towel, old friend.”
Was it just her, or did Carroll not appreciate the term friend?
“Not quite the truth. I wanted to spend more time with my family, and I have no regrets. Homicide is in good hands with Lieutenant Daniels.”
“I’m glad you think so.”
That moment, Daniels joined them with another female lieutenant.
“Could I steal my detective for a moment?”
Perfect timing.



 
Chapter Two
 
Given the latest developments, the atmosphere at work was fairly sober, though their colleagues didn’t miss the opportunity for some friendly teasing regarding Jordan’s plans early this morning.
She endured them with a sense of humor—up to a certain point.
“Come on, guys, it was a hotel conference room. Small-talk. Yes, I met some interesting people.”
“I’m happy for you, partner,” Derek commented. “Does that mean I can take a half day and you’ll finish up on the paperwork of the Winston case?”
Maria snickered.
“You are incorrigible. Yes, I can finish that.”
Ellie sensed that Jordan was simply grateful everyone was going about their day, leaving her to address Pratt when she was ready to. Knowing Jordan, it could take some time, or happen very abruptly.
She stayed at Jordan’s desk after Maria and Derek had left.
“You heard the man,” Jordan said with a sigh. “Paperwork.”
“Can I help with anything?”
As far as Ellie knew, that case had been pretty cut and dried, shortly before murders and clown sightings around Halloween took everyone’s attention.
“No, you have your own work to do. It’s fine. We’ll pick up where we left off tonight?”
They shared a gaze full of implications, but quickly returned to their work when Lieutenant Daniels exited her office.
* * * *
Speaking of best laid plans…To Ellie’s chagrin, her cell phone started vibrating on the coffee table. They had just finished dinner and caught up on the news, about ready to proceed with their plans. When she saw the number, she knew that she wouldn’t have time for a quiet evening.
“I’m sorry, I have to take this.”
She left the room to answer.
“Meg! How are you?” Could it be a coincidence that a former witness was calling her this evening?
“Good. We’re good. But I need to talk to you about something. I know it’s late, but could you come?”
“Now?” Of course, she meant now. “Is anyone in danger?” Given last night’s disturbing surprise, it didn’t seem like much of a reach.
“Janine might be. She didn’t come home last night, and we’ve been hearing all kinds…I don’t want to talk over the phone. Please?”
“I’ll be right there. We’ll figure this out.”
Jordan had joined her in the hallway. It was obvious she had mixed emotions about the promise Ellie had just made.
“It won’t be long,” Ellie assured her. “I’ll just have a conversation with Meg, try to find out what happened.”
“Be careful.”
“You know I am. Whatever plans you had for the rest of the evening, please, hold that thought.”
They shared a quick kiss before Ellie left.
* * * *
She met the two young women at the apartment Meg and Ginny shared. Once both of them had been able to leave the street and the dance clubs, they had moved into a room together, but, Ellie noticed, upgraded to a small apartment in the same building.
“Thank you so much for coming.” Meg gave her a quick, rather unusual hug.
“It’s no problem. What’s going on?”
Meg and Ginny shared a worried look.
“Come on, talk to me. I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what happened.”
“Okay.” Ginny sat on a rackety kitchen chair, looking dejected. “Please don’t tell the landlord. We’re not supposed to have people over for longer than a couple of days, but Janine was between jobs, and she has sort of been crashing with us.”
Now Ellie understood. If someone found out about that arrangement, the two of them could end up homeless once more. She’d do everything in her power to keep that from happening. These women, Janine Milner included, had been through a lot, and in their experience, neither the police nor the government in general had done much to help.
Ellie had helped them once, and she knew they were far from being alarmist. Janine had once been attacked by Noah Shriver, a former Major Crimes detective who had his own, twisted ideas of punishment.
“I don’t see why I should tell anyone. So, Janine has been staying with you. What makes you think that something happened to her?”
“She seemed okay at first, going to interviews and such. She even found a new job, but they called here…It was supposed to be her first day, and she didn’t show up.”
“There’s more,” Meg added. “She’s been getting these calls. Janine kept saying it was nothing, a wrong number, a telemarketer…but we could tell she was scared.”
“You said you’ve been hearing things? What did you mean by that?”
Again, the two women exchanged meaningful glances.
“Rumors about cleaning up,” Ginny said. “They say that there are cops on the take. We’re scared, not just about us, but that Janine might have gotten caught in the middle of something.”
“I understand. I promise you I’ll look into that, and we’ll do what we can to find Janine.”
“One more thing,” Ginny added.
“What’s that?”
“Me.”
Ellie tensed at the sound of a new voice, slowly turning towards the man who had entered the room. He looked to be in his twenties.
“Darren is okay,” Meg hurried to say. “He and Janine have been dating.”
“Janine has had lots of bad luck,” he says. “That Shriver guy almost killed her, and Waters…I guess one asshole cop is just like the other.”
“Darren!” Ginny looked mortified, but given what Ellie had just heard, the slur was the least of her problems.
“Don’t worry, I’m not easily offended. You said Waters?”
Had he and Shriver had a connection they’d never considered? This was getting worse by the minute. She wished it was a bad dream and she could wake up in her home, her bed, next to Jordan. The seconds ticked by. No such luck.
Darren wasn’t all wrong in his assessment of Shriver and Waters. The latter wasn’t a killer but had been kicked off the force for assaulting a female officer, one of their friends.
“You didn’t know that?” Darren asked coolly. “I guess he didn’t mention her, then. They’re only worth something to you when they help you crack the case—at best.”
Ellie felt nauseated.
“I’m sorry about all this. I truly am, but how is this related to Janine missing?”
“I want to help. Meg and Ginny sing your high praises. I’m not sure it’s justified, but I also think it’s the best bet we have. If you go through the official channels looking for her, I’ll keep my eyes and ears open, and we’ll keep in touch. How does that sound?”
“I’ll talk to Missing Persons, see if they can open a case.”
“If?” He shook his head with a bitter laugh. “That tells me everything I need to know about your priorities.”
“Hey, knock it off. I came here in the middle of the night. I’m listening. I’ll talk to a colleague in Missing Persons first thing in the morning. That’s what it means, going through the official channels.”
He shrugged. Ellie understood she wasn’t going to get an apology, not that she expected one. The cases of Shriver and Waters had rocked the police department, and everyone had wondered if they could have done something sooner—or what was left of their kind of attitude.
“All right then. Do you have a number I can call?”
“Give me your phone.”
He acknowledged her hesitation with a wry grin. “People know who you are,” he said. “Not you specifically, but your department. They know about who you put away, and not everyone’s happy.”
“You’re not telling me anything new,” she muttered.
“I guess. I usually try to stay out of this kind of thing, but Janine doesn’t deserve this shit.”
“I agree. You all be careful.”
The matter-of-fact expression they all wore seemed much too mature and jaded for people their age. Ellie had found Janine on the day she was attacked, remembered fearing that she might not make it. She wanted to make sure history didn’t repeat itself.
Getting to her feet, she said, “Try to get some sleep, and Darren, thanks for your number. I’ll get back to you as soon as I know more.”
Ellie wasn’t sure he believed her. She could understand his reluctance. He seemed sincere about his concern for Janine, but once at work, she’d run a background check on him. Just to be on the safe side.



 
Chapter Three
 
Jordan realized soon she wasn’t going to get any sleep by herself. Ellie had sent a quick text message to let her know she was okay and coming home. It wouldn’t be that long before Meri woke up, and then it would be almost time to go to work…No reason not to get ahead. She took a shower, dried her hair, and started the coffee. By the time Ellie arrived, she had set the table and prepared breakfast.
“Oh, this looks great. It’s a bit early, but I guess neither of us is going to sleep.” Ellie yawned as she poured herself some coffee. “Pauline is going to be here at seven?”
“As planned.”
Ellie cast a quizzical look at Jordan’s plate. “Is that pizza?”
Jordan continued eating, unfazed by the scrutiny. “Leftovers from the other day, remember? What, you’ve never done that?”
Ellie reached for a slice of bread and put it into the toaster. “Have you ever seen me do it? It’s weird, but strangely endearing,” she said, making Jordan laugh.
It felt good. She’d been on edge for a while. She hadn’t even come close to processing what happened at the prison. Before Ellie could sense her distraction, she asked, “How did it go with Meg and Ginny?”
Ellie pondered the question longer than Jordan had expected.
“Odd,” she finally said. “I’ll talk to Rogers later, see if he can help. Janine didn’t show up for her new job. They think it might have something to do with, get this, Waters.”
“Ugh,” Jordan made a face showing her disgust. “We’ll never get rid of him, will we?”
“I’m not yet sure this is related, but I don’t think she just took off. They all worked hard to build a new life.”
“It doesn’t always work out, but if your instinct tells you something’s off, go with it.”
“What does your instinct say about Pratt?” Ellie asked patiently.
Busted. Jordan put another slice of pizza on a plate. 
“Not to change the subject, but do you want to try some of that? Hot or cold?”
“You are changing the subject, and maybe.”
“I don’t know what to tell you,” Jordan admitted. “Other than I don’t care, and I don’t want to know. It’s not my case, so I’ll stay out of it.”
“If it was your case, where would you start? Who’s on that same cell block? Anyone he might have ripped off?”
“Or someone who has a connection to me? I hear you. There’s something off about this—why now? But Maria is capable. I trust her with this, and so should you.”
“I do. Now give me some of that pizza, and I’ll tell you about Darren.”
“I knew I’d get you,” Jordan said, not bothering to hide the triumph from her voice. Having coaxed Ellie away from the subject successfully was only a part of it.
* * * *
When Pauline arrived early, they had another coffee with her before they left for work together. Jordan still had many things on her mind. She had to admit, whether she wanted it or not, Pratt’s death was one of them. He had been a clever criminal, associating with others in his league. Did he have new information on any of his former associates, and if so, did someone want to prevent him from talking?
She had barely resisted the urge to chastise Ellie for giving that Darren guy her number, for not taking more precautions when she went to see Meg and Ginny. But Ellie was aware of the risks she was taking, and she never went overboard.
That was Jordan, or at least it used to be her. Now she had…career opportunities to consider.
Her mind was still in a strange place, which might have to do with the fact that she had to talk to Kathryn. Pratt trying to convince the parole board that he had found religion, had taken its toll on all of them.
Janine would likely turn up again.
Detective Maria Doss would find out that a random fight led to Pratt’s death. Time to focus on the present. She’d have to focus, if she wanted to get through the stack of files on her desk.
When they arrived, Ellie went straight to Missing Persons. Jordan had barely said hi to her partner Derek Henderson and sat behind her desk when Lieutenant Daniels came out of her office, heading their way with determined strides.
“Carpenter, Henderson, there’s been a shooting at a bar named Rigley’s. One dead, one in critical condition. You go and keep me updated.”
“Sure, boss.” Derek had his car keys in hand already. Jordan cast a look at the files that likely wouldn’t get her attention today. This was bad. Rigley’s was a well-known bar, usually packed with patrons. It’s owner, Chucky Mulveney, had been a thorn in her side for some time now. A former suspect, he had become a CI, usually providing them with just enough information to keep himself out of prison.
“You and Ellie left fairly abruptly the other night,” he remarked as they stepped into the elevator to go down to the parking garage. “Everything okay?”
“You don’t expect me to be grieving, do you?”
“Not really. I was talking to Maria earlier. It looks like someone targeted him specifically.”
“It’s possible. If it’s the case, Maria will figure it out. I believe we have something else to do?”
She could always count on Derek to know when to stop pushing. Once they were on the road, Jordan leaned back in her seat, wondering what the hell had happened at Rigley’s. Mulveney had been threatened once, but they’d arrested the suspects the day after. As far as they knew, he had kept himself out of trouble.
Of course, this could be completely random, a drunk, drugged, or angry patron—or all of the above.
At the scene they met with Officers Atwood and Potts who were keeping curious onlookers on the other side of the tape. Rigley’s had been evacuated.
“Body’s inside,” Atwood said.
Jordan ignored his flippant attitude. “You know who it is? The lieutenant said someone was in critical condition.”
“The ambulance is just leaving with Mr. Mulveney,” Sam Potts informed her. “The other victim was a woman named Teresa Hartford.”
“What?” Her tone was sharp enough to make the other woman flinch. Jordan caught herself. “Sorry about that.” She turned to Derek. “One of us needs to go to the hospital. The shooter knew he’d find both of them here.”
He nodded. “It’s likely. Do you want to…?”
“You can go. I’ll be fine.”
She turned around, catching Atwood laughing with another officer. Glaring at both of them, she said, “Potts, you come with me. And you two, don’t you have anything to do? Get me some witness statements!”
Jordan didn’t have the patience or time for his antics. Atwood’s expression was stormy, and for a moment she thought he might defy her, but he and his colleagues left to talk to the multiple witnesses.
Entering the bar, she remembered the many times she’d been to Rigley’s, once to put an end to an illegal gambling ring. After that, they had returned to put together whatever bits and pieces Mulveney had to offer them.
Teresa Hartford was a business owner, but her escort and spa services were in another revenue bracket than the dark, dingy bar. Jordan stepped closer, greeting the medical examiner Dr. Melissa Adams who crouched next to the body. A member of her team was still taking photos.
“In a heartbeat, all that money doesn’t matter,” Adams surmised. “Makes you re-evaluate your priorities, doesn’t it? Where’s your partner?”
It was a bit of a running gag, given that Adams knew Derek was married. Given the fact that she hadn’t slept, and they were standing over the dead body of a woman she knew, Jordan couldn’t muster a sense of humor.
“My priorities are fine,” she said. “So?”
Melissa raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment on her curt reply. “One bullet each. I’d say she was killed almost immediately.”
“Are you saying the killer wanted her to die, but not Mulveney?”
“Read my lips, Detective, that’s not what I’m saying. She could have been shot first, so he might have tried to move out of the way.”
Jordan tried to imagine the scene, the first shot, people scrambling for cover. The perp had come for Mulveney and Hartford, no doubt about it. If this was a random shooting, more people would have been injured or dead. The crime had been executed with precision—as if the shooter meant to send a message.
“Jordan? Do you have a moment?” She turned to Sam Potts who had a pale looking man standing next to her, forty-ish. “This is Mr. Traynor. He came to deliver food for the bar like every Monday. He heard the shots.”
“Someone was running away, but I didn’t see them,” he said. “I park the truck in the back, he must have gone out through the front door.”
“Did you hear anything else before shots were fired?” Jordan asked, hopeful.
He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Ma’am. I didn’t pay that much attention before. Chucky was expecting me, so I was waiting for him to come out, but he didn’t. Instead, I heard…and then there were screams, and people trying to get out.”
Rigley’s was only closed for a couple of hours in the early afternoon. The mornings weren’t as busy as the nights, but there had been a handful of patrons. They’d have to interview all of them.
Jordan asked a few more questions and then excused herself to call Derek. She could tell from his tone that the news wasn’t good.
“He’s hanging in there, but barely,” he said. “Took one bullet to the chest. They’re trying to get it out.”
“This could take hours.”
“You’d be right about that.”
Jordan was still processing the image of Teresa Hartford’s lifeless form. She hadn’t known her all that well, but the woman had been helpful to another of her and Derek’s cases. She had liked her.
She hoped that given the dire circumstances, people would stop asking her about her feelings regarding Pratt. Jordan truly felt more grief over the death of a woman she’d met a couple of times.
“Those two are not in the same league,” she mused out loud. “Yet someone knew they’d find both Hartford and Mulveney at the bar this morning. We have some digging to do.”
“I’ll meet you at the station,” Derek said. “I’ll also reach out to Mac. He might know if someone threatened Hartford recently. She was single, right?”
“I’m not sure what you’re getting at?”
“There’s a lot of money in question now. Who is it going to? A partner, a child, another relative?”
“I saw her twice, once with Ellie, once with you and Mac. Like I said: Lots of digging.”
“Okay. I’ll see you in a bit.”



 
Chapter Four
 
As Jordan had predicted, she and Derek had lots of material to cover once they returned to their workplace. Chucky Mulveney once had his hands in everything crooked, trying to make his money where he could. A few years back, a woman named Kim Geller who worked in a hair salon near Rigley’s had led them to him and an illegal gambling ring.
After a quick check Jordan found out that his associates from that time were either still/again in prison or had kept a clear record since. She moved on the Cartwright scandal, a real estate firm that had known about and profited from criminal activities in their buildings, including human trafficking. They had threatened Mulveney, but again, the ones responsible were still serving their sentences as far as she could tell after a few phone calls.
“I’ve got nothing,” she said out loud. “What about you?”
“Not much,” Derek admitted from behind his computer. “No obvious signs of trouble on Hartford’s side. Business was booming. I couldn’t reach Mac yet, but he’s been elusive for a while.”
Staring at her own screen, Jordan tried to think of anything they might have missed.
Mulveney. Hartford. The cases that had led to them. She suppressed a yawn. Staying up might not have been the best idea.
“So, what do you think?” he asked.
“That I’m getting old, and I need a bucket full of coffee.”
Derek shook his head, laughing.
“All right, let’s sneak one in before we update the boss. Not that we have a lot to tell her.”
As they left, Jordan cast a look at the board she had started. Too many question marks.
* * * *
Ellie knew how to do her job, use “the official channels”, yet Darren’s remarks had stayed on her mind. She had kept in touch with Meg and Ginny, but they were exceptions. It was an uncomfortable reality that other people she’d met would end up on the street or in desperate situations again, through no or little fault of their own.
Waters had known Janine. By the time they met her, he’d already been off the force. Given what she knew about him, there was little chance he’d treated a woman working as an exotic dancer with basic human respect.
Ellie always saw a reason and a purpose. She rarely had days when she thought, why bother, but today, the lack of sleep might get her there.
Or it was Detective Rogers’ reaction?
“We’ll do what we can,” he said. 
To Ellie, he didn’t sound convinced or convincing, and she didn’t even blame him that much. People, especially women, disappeared all the time. His unit was overworked. Then again, some cases would always accelerate a bit faster, and Janine’s was probably not one of them.
“Thanks. Let me know if you find anything.”
“You know that she might not want to be found.”
“Yes, I know that, but given the fact that she has a boyfriend who seems like a decent guy, and had a job lined up, let’s give her the benefit of the doubt, shall we?”
Mild-mannered Detective Rogers wasn’t really the first target of her anger. They were working within the same flawed system. She could tell that he was surprised at her reaction, and sighed.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to go off on you.”
“I get it.”
Maybe he did. Maybe he just wanted her to leave. Ellie took the hint anyway, thinking it was time for another coffee.
She ran into Maria Doss on the way. Maria still had her coat on, and Ellie wondered if she had spent time at the prison this morning.
“Your silence is actually really loud. I can hear all the questions,” she said.
“I have many questions,” Ellie agreed. “I’m just not sure if I should be the one to ask them.”
“Well, if what I’m doing ever amounts to something, you’ll be able to access my report. So far…not that much. All the inmates and guards that I’ve talked to said Pratt kept to himself, rarely got into an argument. Rarely even talked to anyone.”
“He was really playing up that finding religion strategy.”
Ellie couldn’t find it in herself to accept any redeeming quality about the man. Because of his crimes, her best friend’s fiancé had lost his life. He had threatened to kill both Jordan and Kathryn. A leopard couldn’t change its spots—or had she finally become the cynical type of person she never wanted to be? No. Pratt’s case was crystal clear.
“He was smart,” Maria chose a more diplomatic wording. “That makes it even more mysterious. If I can believe the people I talked to, and I haven’t found anything to the contrary yet, no one had it in it for him. They either overlooked or ignored him.”
“Someone didn’t.”
“Exactly. And—” Maria opened the door to the break room, changing the subject upon seeing Jordan and Derek already there. “Here we are. Where’s my coffee, Henderson?”
“You are such a delight,” he said. “And an independent woman who can get her own coffee, am I right?”
Jordan’s pensive gaze told Ellie she wasn’t buying the banter.
“You know, you can talk about Pratt while I’m around,” she said. “It’s a case. Someone has to work it.”
“Yep, and I drew the short straw.”
“I can help you,” Ellie offered. “There’s not that much I can do until Rogers gets back to me, and I cleared my inbox.” The latter earned her a round of groans.
“You did not…but okay, since you said you’ll help, I’m not going to mock you for it,” Maria promised.
“That’s so nice of you.”
Jordan shook her head. “How about helping your wife? Did you see the pile on my desk? We have a shooter on the run on top of that.”
“No, she’s mine now,” Maria declared. “Come on, Ellie. Let’s do some brainstorming. I need it.”
With a shrug, Ellie smiled and turned to follow her colleague.
“Wait,” Jordan called after her with surprising urgency. “Maria, did you talk to Shriver? He’s in that prison.”
“Briefly. He never spoke to Pratt.”
“I’m not talking about Pratt. But he was on the Hartford case. He also tried to keep Janine from talking to us.”
“You’re not making any sense,” Maria said with a frown. “He can’t go anywhere. And with his M.O., I don’t think he’s the type to hire a hitman.”
“No. No, that’s not what I meant. I think one of us should go back, question him some more about these cases, the people he talked to, if there are any notes beyond the case files. There might be a connection.”
Ellie was watching her with a mix of admiration and affection. It might be the lack of sleep coloring Jordan’s theory, but she knew better. Jordan had a knack for finding those small, seemingly unrelated details.
“Darren, Janine’s boyfriend, told me she worked with Waters sometimes, but her only connection with Shriver was Alicia Fox.”
The woman Shriver had murdered, a co-worker of Janine’s at the strip club. He’d been a regular. She wondered if Waters had gone on unofficial business too. Ellie saw the frustration in her friends’ expressions. No one liked to be reminded, but Shriver and Waters having worked for the same department for years was a reality they couldn’t ignore.
“What if Janine was working for Hartford?” Jordan suggested.
“No. She had a job lined up. In a supermarket.”
Ellie noticed the testiness that had crept in her tone once more. It seemed like she was spending her time trying to defend Janine’s choices to everyone. The more she looked at all the details, the less likely it was that the young woman could have just taken off—unless she was scared of someone. Those phone calls Meg and Ginny had mentioned.
“Hey,” Officer Potts peeked inside. “Briefing in five.” She paused a bit before she said, “Chris is already there.”
Ellie had an idea.
* * * *
Lieutenant Daniels kept the briefing short and to the point, listening to everyone’s findings with a terse expression.
“That’s a good idea,” she told Maria Doss when she related that Ellie was going to help with the case. “We need this solved ASAP, but Harding, I want you to keep a low profile.”
Ellie didn’t ask why. “Yes, Ma’am,” she simply said.
Jordan couldn’t believe she hadn’t made the connection right away. Noah Shriver had worked in Major Crimes and dealt with a lot of financial transgressions and white-collar crime. He knew Hartford and her connections. If Janine hadn’t been working for her recently, she might have done so before, after the strip club closed. In any case, his knowledge could be helpful.
She’d be happy if she wasn’t the one to elicit it from him, given how fixated he had been—and perhaps still was—on her and her family.
“Detectives Wu and Murphy, since I can’t send either one of you to Shriver, you will work with Henderson and Carpenter on the shooting,” Daniels decided. She had brought two of her detectives from Major Crimes to Homicide. Turning to Jordan, she said, “You and Henderson go, but I want you to stay out of the room. Observe.”
Jordan would be happy to do that.
“See if you can unearth a bit more on that connection. Finding the shooter is priority.”
As if on cue, Derek’s cell phone rang. “It’s the hospital,” he said. “Excuse me.” The call only took a couple of minutes. “Mulveney’s out of surgery. They’re cautiously optimistic.”
“We don’t ask for much,” Daniels mumbled. “All right. Get to work.”



 
Chapter Five
 
Ellie knew that to look at the case objectively, she had to push her feelings regarding Pratt, and whatever feelings Jordan might have on the issue, aside. Look at the evidence. A man who had wronged many over the years, other career criminals, civilians, cops.
She and Jordan had worried that he might have tried to see their daughter, his biological granddaughter. That was irrelevant to the case, wasn’t it?
“They searched the cells, but no weapon? Did someone help the killer—from outside or inside the prison?”
“I still have a ton of background checks to go through,” Maria said. “Help yourself.”
“Sure.” Was it possible that someone had used another inmate to have Pratt killed?
A friend of Ellie’s, a reporter, had done a piece on Pratt and his attempt to achieve parole. So far, everyone had gotten off with a warning from Daniels, and she hoped it would stay that way. No one would actually think that they’d condone, let alone helped commit a murder?
She focused on the printouts in front of her instead.
If anyone in this pile had conspired to kill Pratt, or done it on their own, they’d been extremely discreet. No unexplained influx of cash, no sudden leave. In fact, things seemed to have been fairly quiet before the incident.
“They must have planned it to cover their tracks that well.”
“It’s still early,” Maria reminded her, “but I’m inclined to agree. I’m sorry, but I will have to talk to Jordan about this, whether she likes it or not. Better yet, given how much beer and pizza I’ve consumed at your place, Daniels should do it.”
“I understand. And I think that’s the best option.”
“It’s not like anyone suspects her, or you.”
“I know. Let me just…I’ll be right back.” She got to her feet and hurried after the uniformed officer who had just left. Ellie caught up to Atwood in the hallway.
“Chris, wait a second.”
He turned around, his expression somewhere between smug and cautious. Another thing to ignore. “Can I help you with something?”
“Maybe. Do you remember if Cliff ever mentioned a Janine to you? In private, or during a case?”
Atwood was one of the few embarrassing hold-outs who would still mumble about how Waters had been wronged. A few too many.
“Is this a trick question?”
He never failed to irritate her. Given the fact that his antics had once put her life in danger, Ellie didn’t think he had much talking room. She swallowed her anger. She had a job to do, even if Atwood wasn’t always taking his seriously.
“It is a question. Yes or no?”
“I can’t remember. You’re not trying to pin anything else on him? I never saw him cross a line with witnesses or suspects. That seems to happen with your wife a lot.”
“Forget about it.” Not expecting anything worthwhile to come out of this conversation, she turned to leave.
“Harding, wait. You still can’t take a joke, can you?” In her opinion, it was a joke that he still had a job with the department, given his conduct. She kept her thoughts to herself and continued walking away from him.
“Okay, yes, there was someone named Janine. A hooker he sometimes talked to, and I’m sure that was all he did. He wasn’t going to risk his health. Hey! You’re not talking to me now?”
“Have a good day, Chris,” she said icily, glad she’d reached the door. Atwood was the epitome of why some people had reasons not to trust the police. For every one of him, the rest of them had to work harder.
* * * *
The latest update from the hospital brought nothing new, and the board still only showed a number of loosely connected people and places.
“You’ll be at the SEVEN for dinner tonight?” Derek asked. The bar Jordan’s parents had re-built from the ground was almost a second home, not only for Jordan and Ellie, but most of their closest friends.
“I don’t know. I have a quick errand to run, and I think we’ll turn in for the night after that. Ellie went to check on Meg and Ginny last night, and sleep was not in the picture.”
He winced. “I see. If you want, you can go now? I’ll stare at this for a bit longer, but I don’t expect much to come out of it tonight. We can only hope Mulveney will be able to help us.”
When she didn’t answer, he added, “I wasn’t serious. I’m going to look at some more of those old files.”
“Yes, sure. Thank you. Perhaps we’ll see you later.”
They had scheduled a visit with Shriver in two days. In two days, the case could break wide open, and they might be able to cancel it. Yeah, right.
She found Ellie to inform her about her plans. “Do you mind? I could come back to pick you up when you’re ready.”
“You want me to come?”
“No, thank you. I’ll be fine.”
“Okay I think Maria will come for dinner too, so I’ll catch a ride with her. We’ll pick up Meri at the SEVEN?”
“Yeah, that’s where she is.” Jordan leaned in for a quick kiss. “See you later.”
“You will.”
On her way out, she caught Ellie taking a sip from her coffee mug, making a face. It had likely gone cold. Jordan reminded herself once more how lucky she was in all things. 
* * * *
Kathryn was happy to see her. Jordan was…a lot happier than she’d been on previous occasions, even though the subject wasn’t a comfortable one. A relief for both of them, maybe, but not comfortable, reminding them of too many wounds that had taken a long time to heal.
Those days were over, though. Kathryn and her husband Jim had managed to leave the trailer park that had defined a big part of Jordan’s childhood. They lived in a small cozy apartment now, the mismatched furniture oddly endearing. Against all odds, their relationship had lasted throughout their turbulent lives.
“It’s so nice of you to come by. Do you have time to stay for dinner? Is Ellie coming to?”
“I’m sorry. I don’t have time,” she stopped her in her tracks.
Kathryn’s face fell a little, but she put the smile back in place, waiting. “That’s too bad. Another time, then.”
“Yes. I just came to tell you…” Her gaze drifted to the living room where the TV was on. “Jim isn’t home?”
“He should be back any minute, why?”
“No reason. Look, we got notified yesterday. TJ was stabbed and killed.” She didn’t realize until she said the word, stabbed, that it still would give her a visceral reaction.
“Oh.” Either Kathryn had trouble finding words, or she didn’t have anything else to say on the matter. For once, Jordan agreed with her. The facts were pretty self-explanatory.
“That means it’s over.”
“Do you know why? Who did it?”
“Not yet, but does it really matter?” Jordan shrugged. “One of my colleagues is working the case. She’ll let me know whatever she finds.”
“Okay. I guess…Thank you for telling me. It didn’t make the news yet, did it?”
“No.”
“Are you going to be in any kind of trouble?” Kathryn asked anxiously. “I mean, I asked you for help, and there was this article…”
“No one is in trouble. An inmate killed him. I just thought you should hear it from me.”
“Are you sure you can’t stay?”
“Not tonight. I’ll call you.”
Kathryn’s hopeful expression instantly made her feel guilty, and she vowed to make the time. A part of her would likely always hold on to that anger and disappointment over how a younger Kathryn had failed her. She had a right to that anger. In the present, it had become faint, which was a surprise.
They both had better lives to focus on now.
“I have to go. Say hello to Jim for me. See you soon.”
* * * *
Ellie was waiting for her at the SEVEN with Meri, so Jordan took the closest route. Dinner, bedtime for Meri, after that they could catch up on some sleep. The events of the day were still vivid on her mind, questions unanswered. Hartford and Mulveney. If he didn’t survive the attack, they might never find out why Teresa had been at Rigley’s.
The area had seen a lot of crime in recent years, and as a result, the department had gotten a lot of critical and outright bad press. She could feel the pressure, knowing at the same time that it was only a fraction of the load on Daniels’ shoulders. Jordan didn’t envy her.
A few minutes later, she opened the door to the SEVEN, walking straight to the room sometimes used for private parties, often for their own family and friends on a regular day.
The sight of Meri happily exclaiming “Mommy!” and running towards her, kept the dire thoughts and her exhaustion away for the time being.
“Yes, Mommy is here. What’s for dinner?”
Meri didn’t seem to care much.
“I hope the nice people around here didn’t feed you too many snacks,” she muttered.
“No, we kept an eye on the crowd,” Pauline who had appeared behind her, said. “Got pasta, stir-fry tofu and veggies, and meatloaf on the menu tonight.”
“We’re going with the tofu,” Kate McCarthy, Ellie’s best friend and Derek Henderson’s wife, said. “We’ve been on a trip lately.”
“If it’s from your kitchen, it must be good. I’ll give it a try too.” Jordan sat down with her daughter on her lap. “Did you have a good day?”
Meri nodded enthusiastically and launched into a monologue. She was using words now, a lot of them. They didn’t always understand every single one, but it was clear she’d enjoyed her time with her grandmother.
Jordan thought of Kathryn, and TJ Pratt, for a moment, Meri’s biological grandparents. She might not be above telling her daughter lies about Pratt, should it ever come to that. Uneasy, she cast a look above her head at where Derek and Kate sat close, immersed in a conversation.
She had no reason whatsoever to feel antsy about bad things to come, though perhaps that was just a bad habit of hers she hadn’t quite conquered. She was ready for a calm evening with family and friends, and a light dinner.
Tomorrow was another day.
She watched as Derek answered his phone, his expression serious. He walked a few steps away from the table, talking in an urgent whisper before he ended the call.
“Hey. You’re here.”
Ellie, who had come in with Maria, greeted Jordan with a kiss and tousled Meri’s hair. “Hello, favorite people. I’m so ready to call it a day,” she said, sliding into the booth next to Jordan.
“Still no sign of Janine?”
“I talked to Rogers before I left. They opened a case, but nothing yet so far. I’m wondering if she wants to stay hidden, and what the reason would be. Then again, she doesn’t have that many resources. What about you?”
Jordan made a face. “If it continues to go this slow, we’ll have no choice but to chat with Shriver.”
“Daniels said you wouldn’t be talking to him?”
“Yeah, makes sense not to indulge the psychopath who’s been obsessed with me,” she said dryly. Perhaps the upcoming visit was a part of what was making her antsy. She wasn’t afraid of him. Jordan hadn’t figured out why she seemed to be attracting men like him, or if she ever wanted to know. Perhaps the term psychopath was a bit strong, but he was a murderer who had been on the run for almost a year and still found time to send her a present.
“Anyway, I don’t want everyone to handle me with kid gloves either.”
“It’s not about that, and you know it,” Ellie said softly. “Daniels is by the book, as she should be. “It’s not just for optics. We’ll do a better job.”
“You’ve become so wise. I have nothing more to teach you.”
Ellie started laughing.
“Right. You need a drink and a good night’s sleep. And some food.”
“Perhaps there’s something else to add to the list…?”
“No way. It’s going to be an early night for all of us. So…How did it go?” she asked, her serious tone reflecting the change in subject.
“Okay,” Jordan said with a shrug. “She’s pretty relieved he’s dead. To be honest, so am I. She wants us to come over for dinner sometime.”
“We will. One dinner at a time. And this one smells delicious.”
Jordan cast another look at where Derek sat next to Kate, looking pensive. She had to ask him about that call later.



 
Chapter Six
 
Jordan didn’t have an opportunity to ask Derek about the call until the next day. He came by her and Ellie’s home before their shift.
“Good news,” he said when she opened the door to him. “I checked with the hospital on the way here, and Mulveney is awake. I thought we could go there first.”
“Yeah, let’s do that. Do you want to come in for a coffee?” She walked back inside the kitchen with him following.
“Good morning, Derek.” Ellie hastily put the shirt she’d been holding, over her head to cover her bra. “You’re early.”
“Sorry about that. I haven’t had breakfast yet, but I’ll buy you some after the hospital?”
“Go ahead,” Ellie said, seemingly amused by his self-conscious tone. “I’ll have some with Pauline and come in afterwards. Good luck.”
“Thanks. Nice shirt, Ellie.”
“I know.”
Jordan shook her head. “Okay, are we doing this?” She was feeling a lot better after a good night’s sleep, her mind much clearer. Ellie and Derek’s banter was just one more step towards blessed normalcy.
When they were in the car, she asked, “That call you got yesterday seemed pretty serious. Anything work-related I should know?”
“I’m not sure yet. Because of the connection to Hartford, I reached out to Mac. He called me, but was acting evasive, says it’s not a good time to meet. When he says things like that, I’m usually overdue to talk to him.”
“You trust him.” It wasn’t a question. With one exception, Mac had been a long-time credible informant of Derek’s, and he had profusely apologized for that one time. He had connected them with Teresa Hartford.
“I do. If he says to be careful, I respect that, but I’ll need to find a way to have a word with him. Let’s deal with Mulveney first.”
The doctor warned them that Mulveney was still weak, and they could only stay a few minutes.
When they stepped into the room, Jordan was taken aback. She’d always considered the man a nuisance, even if at times, a helpful one. Getting something useful from him had always been like pulling teeth, but in the end, he’d come around. He liked running Rigley’s and staying out of prison.
The man in the hospital bed looked frail and scared. Then again, she knew what it was like to barely escape with one’s life.
“Hey, Chucky,” she said. “We’re glad to see you alive.”
“I’m glad too. You have…no idea.”
“Good. We don’t have much time, so I’ll make this short. Did you recognize the person who shot you, and did you see anything that could help us?”
“No. If I had, I would have told you. You just have to bother me even…when I almost died, don’t you?” He was almost back to his old self.
“That’s because we’d like to find out who did it, so we can avoid a repeat.”
“Teresa?” he asked.
“I’m sorry. She didn’t make it.”
“I figured,” he said, swallowing hard. “Look, there’s been…a lot of bad luck going around.”
“What do you mean?” Jordan asked with a frown. “Why were you meeting in the first place? No offense, but she’s not exactly in your league, business-wise.” And otherwise, but she saw no reason to kick him while he was down.
“Teresa…She wanted to talk. You know her girls always pick up things. She said something about a ‘concerted effort’…yep, those were her words.” He coughed.
“Take your time. Anything else?”
“No. He walked in and pulled the trigger. I don’t remember much after that.”
“Can you describe what he looked like? Clothes, build, anything in particular?”
“Average goon.” He tried to shrug and winced. For a moment, he turned so white Jordan feared they’d have to stop the interview. “A big guy. Black clothes. Mean. White, with brown hair.”
She exchanged a look with Derek. Boy, that really narrows it down. They’d gotten a similar description from witnesses already, but bystanders had been too disturbed to remember many details.
“Who knew about your meeting with Teresa?”
“More people…on her side than on mine, I believe. I didn’t tell anyone except the bartender. I think you already talked to him?”
They had, with no tangible results.
“Check her people then.”
“We will, thank you. Get well soon, Chucky.”
“You really mean that? I’m touched.”
Jordan didn’t think this required any more comment. Outside the room she said to Derek, “I’m ready for my breakfast now.”
* * * *
“It has to do with Hartford,” he mused when they stopped at the diner, finally coffee and brunch plates in front of them. “We are aware of everything that’s going on at and around Rigley’s, but we did lose sight of her after the Cartwright case.”
“Her people are very protective. If we want information from them, we’ll have to give them a good reason. It’s worth a try.”
Derek didn’t disagree, and for a few minutes, they focused on their individual meals. With her mind back in the right place, Jordan felt a lot less defensive about her friends’ concern.
“Did Maria mention anything to you about Pratt’s case?” she ventured.
“We talked a bit at the SEVEN last night, but no, she didn’t mention him. I think you were right all along. It’s probably random. Tragic, I’d say if it was someone else, but since we’re talking about Pratt…”
“Yeah. Let’s head back and prep for the talk with Hartford headquarters after this, okay? That way we might be able to skip the visit to Shriver’s.”
“Does it bother you to go there?” Derek asked.
“You have no idea, but Daniels got it right, of course. Everyone else is busy or was even closer to him.”
“You have nothing to worry about. You tried to be a friend. It’s not your fault he wanted to see something else.”
“No, it’s not.” Jordan cast a longing look after the waitress who had just passed them by with the coffee pot.
Derek laughed. “Don’t make that face. We have time for one more.”
* * * *
Ellie and Maria spent the morning at the prison interviewing staff and inmates who had been in contact with TJ Pratt.
Ellie still had trouble understanding how Pratt could have hoped to be released early after the long list of crimes he’d committed, showing no remorse until recently. They’d been worried he could use Meri as a bargaining chip somehow, but according to the people she and Maria had talked to, the other day and just this morning, he had only mentioned her once or twice.
“He spent a lot of time in that chapel,” one of the inmates, in for a double homicide, told her. “Really hell-bent on making everyone see he was religious now.” He snickered at his own joke.
“You never saw him get into an argument with anyone?”
“He was one of the quiet ones. Have to watch them, but as long as they don’t attack, you don’t do anything either,” he supplied. “He didn’t have any associations. None of us thought he was dangerous, so why bother?”
It wasn’t helpful, but it sure painted a picture. Pratt had been smart, a planner, had his lawyer go around and put pressure on possible character witnesses. It hadn’t worked. Kathryn had asked Jordan for help, and no one in their group had believed his sudden change of heart.
Ellie and Maria returned to the station where they sat together at Maria’s desk and compared notes and theories.
“He was so sure he could get that parole hearing and walk out of there. He wouldn’t reach out to Bud Ryder, would he?” Ellie wondered out loud. Ryder had attacked the cops guarding Pratt in a safe house, the night Kate’s then fiancé Jensen Baker was killed. “It wouldn’t make sense,” she continued. “Except…”
“Except if all of it was some elaborate plan to get back at everyone they thought was responsible for their arrest?”
“That’s very elaborate. It would take months, maybe more, and there was never any guarantee. You checked on Ryder?”
“Yes, right away. There’s no sign that he ever reached out to Pratt for anything after they were arrested. Besides, he’s behind bars almost fifty miles away, so he’s definitely not the one who killed him. He has no reason to give the order either…It’s not like Pratt played a major role in his conviction.”
“You’re right.” Ellie remembered the night Bud Ryder, an influential crime lord, was arrested. She and Kate, who was an officer at the time, had been guarding one of the witnesses, Darla Pierson. When Ryder came to kill her, Ellie and Kate had stopped him…and he’d also peed his pants. No, it didn’t make sense that he would try to regain his influence either by teaming up with Pratt or having him murdered. “Actually, none of this makes sense, but it’s disturbing how those names always come back.”
Maria didn’t comment on that. “We might never find who did it if we don’t find the murder weapon. You heard that guy—he was quiet, you have to watch them, whatever. Pratt’s obsession with religion rubbed someone the wrong way, his quiet ways set someone off, and that happened.”
“Except we’d probably have the murder weapon if someone was simply triggered and went off on him,” Ellie reminded her. “The cells were searched, right?”
“Every square inch, I’ve been assured. CSU has been over the scene.”
“What about other places?”
“Bathrooms? Sure. I believe they were thorough.”
“Hm.”
“Hm, what?”
“There’s just one other place I can think of. I assume they took a look at the chapel?”
Maria’s jaw dropped a little. “Damn it. The chaplain wasn’t in when I did most of the interviews. I got him on the phone briefly, and he was supposed to get back to me. I can’t believe I almost forgot that.”
“Well, how about you call him? Either we go back, or we could meet him somewhere in town.”
“Right. I’m pretty sure this idea that he could get out early is what got Pratt killed.”
Ellie couldn’t help wincing. Two of the people most important to her had good reasons wanting to keep Pratt behind bars. That’s not what Maria had meant, but if they didn’t solve this case soon, someone might get the idea.
She assumed that Lieutenant Daniels wouldn’t be happy either if it came to that.
She watched as Maria checked for the number again and called the chaplain.
“Yes, I’m sorry, it has to be now. We won’t be long.”



 
Chapter Seven
 
Teresa Hartford had run spas and a legal escort service. That was on the surface. She had worked with Derek’s informant, maybe others, behind the scenes. If clients and business partners were out of line, or if she got wind of any criminal activities, she would alert the authorities.
This had come to light when they worked a case with the FBI, and one of the escorts had gotten on the radar of organized crime. There could be an international connection. They might have to call in the FBI.
Jordan suppressed a sigh remembering working with Noah Shriver on said case. It was really hard to avoid the man these days. She and Ellie had hoped he’d finally be out of their lives after his arrest—no such luck.
In any case, she’d give Nina Torres, the department’s FBI liaison, a call.
A man named Roger McClelland greeted them in Hartford’s office.
“We haven’t met yet,” he said as he shook their hands, “but Teresa talked about you. I was her partner—business strictly. I hope you don’t mind her sister Anne joins us? She flew in from Kentucky last night.”
“Of course not,” Derek said when Jordan was a tad slow to answer. “Maybe Ms. Hartford can help us.”
“We’re very sorry for your loss,” Jordan finally added. The family resemblance was unmistakable. She wondered what Anne had been thinking about her sister’s business, how much McClelland knew, and how much he had explained to her.
“Thanks,” the woman sniffed. “It’s Marsh now. I’m married.”
“Sorry about that. First of all, do either of you know why Teresa met with Mr. Mulveney at the bar?”
“It wasn’t in her calendar,” McClelland explained. “According to the planner, she had a spa appointment…which I thought was strange, on a weekday morning. She said that every once in a while, she needed some pampering too.”
“Had you ever heard her talk about Mr. Mulveney or Rigley’s?”
“No, never.”
“This is all terrible,” Anne Marsh cut in. “Not only do I lose my sister, but I have to learn she’s been involved with all sorts of…shady…elements. I want nothing to do with it. I told Mr. McClelland to sell my shares as soon as possible so I can take her home.”
“You and Teresa never talked about business?” Jordan had noticed that “shady” seemed to be the worst she could come up with. Teresa had operated on the verge of illegality, no doubt about it, but she’d done much to make up for it.
“We were close,” Anne claimed as if Jordan had doubted it. “No, she didn’t talk about business, that’s because I didn’t ask. I assumed that those spas were…I don’t even know. You’re not going to confiscate that money?” she asked as if that only now concurred to her.
Either she was heartbroken, or those tears were for another reason altogether. How much exactly did she inherit? It would be worth having a number.
“I don’t think that will be a problem,” she said. “However, it’s not our department. We just want to find out who killed Teresa.”
“Of course,” McClelland said. “I’m sure you’d like to look at records. If you present us with a warrant, we’ll be happy to comply with anything you need.”
Anne nodded.
Jordan almost laughed at that. He’d been smooth and polite about it, implying they’d be wasting time to think he might be giving up anything without being compelled to.
“We’ll make sure to get the paperwork started, and we’ll get back to you then. Just one more thing: On what flight did you come in yesterday?”
“Why is that important?” Anne Marsh asked, a hint of irritation to her tone. “I landed four-fifteen. I haven’t had a moment to breathe since if that’s what you wanted to know.”
“I’m sorry. I know this is a lot. Thank you for your time. We’ll be in touch.”
“Why is it important?” Derek asked when they were on the other side of the office door.
“Just a hunch.” She was about to elaborate as they stepped into the elevator, coming face to face with a crying woman. It took Jordan a few seconds to place her. At the same time, Rose recognized her.
“You’re here about Mrs. Hartford, right? Oh my God, it’s horrible.”
“You’re right. And I’m really sorry.” Hartford had been protective of her employees, and especially Rose Gibbins who had gotten caught up in an international high-profile case. Rose’s grief seemed more genuine than Anne Marsh’s.
“Thank you. You know, Teresa really liked you.”
That might not be an exaggeration, given a scene Ellie had teased her about for a while afterwards.
“She called you ‘the hot cop,’” Rose remembered. Jordan figured it was only respect for the young woman that kept Derek from snickering. He cleared his throat.
“Had you been in touch with Mrs. Hartford lately?”
“Yes. I came back to work for her after…” She cast an uncertain look at him.
“Don’t worry about it,” Jordan told her. “We want to know who killed her. That’s our priority.”
She sighed, new tears running down her face. “I feel so bad. After everything…I wanted some distance, and I left. But I needed money, and I ended up working in a strip club. It closed after the owner was murdered, and now this…I don’t know if it’s me, or the people around me that have an awful lot of bad luck. Maybe both.”
Jordan suppressed a curse.
“Rose, what about we buy you dinner, and we talk? He’s okay,” she said with a nod to Derek. 
Reluctantly, Rose agreed.
* * * *
“I’m sorry I couldn’t meet with you sooner. I didn’t think I had anything to add to my statement,” the prison chaplain told Ellie and Maria when they met him at a coffeeshop. “And there’s really not a lot I can tell you about my conversations with Mr. Pratt. I can assure you, though, there was nothing concerning, or predicting his violent death. I am sorry, Detectives.”
“Nothing concerning?” Ellie echoed. “So, you think he was actually serious?”
He held her gaze. “I don’t presume I can say this without the sliver of a doubt, but he certainly seemed serious to me. He spent a lot of time reading, and in the chapel. I think he was seriously questioning his actions up until that moment.”
“As he should have. You’re aware of his record.”
Maria gently kicked her under the table, not enough to hurt, but enough to be noticeable.
“I am,” he said calmly. “But it’s not because of his record that we are here, but because he was murdered.”
“Of course.” Pratt had given drugs to a young girl, associated himself with someone who had killed their colleague in cold blood and injured several others. He had threatened both Jordan and Kathryn, and that wasn’t all that long ago. “You might have gotten to know him more than anyone while he was serving his sentence. Before his death, did you notice any changes whatsoever?”
“No. He was thrilled that a lawyer had agreed to take his case and tried to find character witnesses.”
“Were you asked to be one?”
“I would have testified to the best of my knowledge.”
“Aside from Mr. Pratt, do you meet many other inmates that express they want to turn their lives around, with the help of religion?” Maria asked.
“Sometimes. I try to help them best I can.”
“Did you have other regulars?”
The chaplain winced at that term. “A few other men came to services, and sometimes, to pray, yes.”
“We’re going to need their names,” Ellie said.
He didn’t look happy about it, but he nodded. “Again, please understand I can’t tell you details, just that they came to the chapel.”
“We understand. Thank you so much for your cooperation.”
“I’ll email you the list,” he said. “I’m afraid I need to run now.”
They sat in silence for a few minutes after he left, until Maria asked, “Are you okay?”
Ellie shook herself. “Yes. It’s eerie—I mean he needs to have a more optimistic outlook for the job he’s doing, but he hasn’t seen up close what Pratt did.”
“I understand. Sure, people can change…not everyone. I’m curious about that list. It would be interesting if we found any of Ryder’s old connections on it. Maybe there’s some old grudge after all.”
Ellie nodded, though that would almost be too neat and easy.
* * * *
“I hope Detective Harding is doing well.” Rose said, halfway through her milkshake moments after they had sat down in the fast-food restaurant.
“She is, thank you. I’ll tell her you asked about her.”
Jordan wasn’t yet sure about the other one of her hunches, but this one had paid off. She’d been fairly sure she could entice Rose with a warm meal. A lot of people seemed to use the phrase bad luck lately.
“About that strip club you worked for, was it The Velvet Rope?”
She had kept her voice down, but Rose still looked embarrassed. “Not for long. After…everything, I asked Teresa if I could have my job back, and she said yes right away. Of course, I’m right back where I started,” she said between bites of her burger and fries.
“Why is that?”
“Didn’t you hear? They’re going to sell everything. The sister has the majority of shares, and she just wants the money. I’m not the only one who lost their job.”
“I’m sorry about that.”
“You don’t need an escort, by any chance?” Rose laughed ruefully. “Teresa always said that one day I’d leave her, because I was good enough to have my own business. That’s such a joke.”
“I’m sorry, no, but I think there are other options.” She could tell she had almost lost her. “Rose, when you were working at The Velvet Rope, did you ever hear about a cop coming to the club on a regular basis?”
She laughed again, genuinely this time. “Which one?”
Jordan suppressed a groan. This certainly wasn’t how Daniels meant to improve performance and image of the police department. The club had been gone for a while now, but of course there were others in its place.
“I have to go to the bathroom,” Rose said. “I’ll be right back.”
“Don’t look at me,” Derek said when she had left the table. “I only went with Ellie, because of the case.”
“Yeah, I hope that’s the only reason you would take my wife to a strip club,” she said dryly. “That phrase bad luck, it’s been used a lot.”
“True. And people are starting to disappear. I still haven’t heard anything from Mac.”
“Damn it!” she swore and jumped to her feet. Jordan didn’t wait for Derek but headed straight to the restroom where she found the window open, and, written over the leaflet of a helpline, the single word “sorry.”
“She’s gone?” Derek asked when she was back with him. 
“Yeah. I think we’ll have to sit down with Ellie and Rogers and talk about that Missing Persons case.”
“There might be more people in danger,” he said.
“Yeah. Civilians who have helped us with previous cases. Informants.”
“Whoa, wait a minute. You really think there’s one person behind this, pulling the strings?”
“One person, more than one, I have no idea. But we have one person dead, another in the hospital, and a few who have either gone missing, or into hiding. Rose worked at The Velvet Rope. She might or might not know the woman Ellie is looking for.”
“Connects both of them to Shriver. And Mac via Hartford.”
“We can’t even go after Rose, because apparently, she was done talking to us. Mulveney?”
“It could still be a coincidence. Teresa Hartford must have been aware of him and his connections. Maybe she came to warn him, but it was already too late.”
“If we’re lucky, we can still turn up a phone number for Rose, from Teresa’s records, if all else fails. I’ll call Ellie, and then I’ll check in with Val on those warrants.”
“You do that.” Derek looked at the leaflet she’d brought with her. “You think there’s a significance or this was all she could find at the moment?”
“I don’t know. It could be important. I don’t like Rose out there by herself. She got on the wrong people’s radar before.”
Derek didn’t argue.
Back in the car, she made one other call first. It might be a long shot, but there were too many connections to the department, not to mention Pratt’s recent death.
“Hey, Jordan,” Darla said after picking up. “It’s good to hear from you. How are you?”
In her career she had met too many women like Rose, and the one that Ellie was trying to find. Fallen through the cracks, they were doing what was necessary to keep their head above water, survive. There were too damn many predators out there. They could smell despair.
Darla had gotten out in time to start over, find a job and raise her son. But she had once led Jordan to a man named Bud Ryder who, at the time, was working with none other than TJ Pratt.
“I’m good, thank you. What about you? I just wondering if anyone has been bothering you recently?”
“No one bothers me anymore,” Darla said with a laugh. “On the downside, no one buys me pastries and latte anymore either.” When Jordan didn’t answer right away, she added. “I’m sorry, you were serious?”
“Unfortunately, yes. So, no one approached you regarding the work you did for me?”
“No, and why would they? I haven’t done any job other than the one I’m supposed to do in ages, and the last time I spied for you was when Ellie asked me about #6. He never killed anyone, right? Chucky?”
“He’s in the hospital,” Jordan told her. “Someone shot him.”
“Wow. I mean, I don’t know what to say. I haven’t seen or talked to him for a long time though. Why do you think…Wait. Ryder isn’t out?”
Jordan couldn’t blame her for being terrified that the man who put her in a hospital bed and nearly killed her in said bed could be out.
“No, he’s not. Don’t worry about that. We’ve had a few strange occurrences, and we just want to make sure you’re okay, that’s all.”
“Wait, there was a shooting at Rigley’s?” Apparently, Darla had only now caught up with the news. “There’s something you’re not telling me, is there? What’s going on?”
“We’re not sure yet, but please, be careful, especially if anyone approaches you about your past, and talking to the police.”
“Someone’s going after informants?” Darla was smart, no doubt about it.
“It’s possible.”
“Well, I hope they’re up to date. I haven’t snitched on anyone in a long time. Sorry, that sounds bad. I don’t want anything to happen to anyone else either. Have you talked to Serena?”
“Not since Ryder was arrested and prosecuted.”
“She’s probably fine. I’m fine too. Don’t worry. When do I get to see your little girl again?”
“How about this weekend? You and Avery come over for dinner?”
Jordan Avery was the full name of Darla’s son. After narrowly escaping Ryder, she had named him after Jordan who had pulled strings to get her off the street. They weren’t so lucky with everyone.
“I’d love to.”
“Good. It’s a date.”
Only when she ended the call, Jordan guiltily remembered that she had promised Kathryn too.
Ellie didn’t pick up her phone, and she left her a message to get back to her if she had any news on Janine.



 
Chapter Eight
 
The chaplain needed an awful long time to compile the list he had promised them. Ellie was beginning to doubt it would arrive before the end of her shift, if ever, without a bit more prompting. She frowned. She didn’t like feeling judged, like she didn’t know or understand that sometimes a second chance could make all the difference for a person.
She was happy for Meg and Ginny. Their stories were a world away from TJ Pratt’s, or those of the people he had taken advantage of, like Kathryn. Like a young Jordan.
Ellie’s blood still boiled when she thought about him giving drugs to a twelve-year-old, “just for fun.” Even Kathryn and Jim, far from parents-of-the-year material, had understood something was very wrong with that situation, with him. Later, he had held a gun on Jordan and Kathryn in her trailer—no, Ellie couldn’t be guilted into feeling sorry for him.
Which wasn’t her goal, anyway. She was supposed to help Maria figure out who killed him, but so far, they were coming up empty. Ellie checked her cell phone to see she’d missed a call from Jordan and jumped when it rang another time.
“Hey, Jordan, I’m sorry I didn’t see you called.”
“I’m sorry it’s not Jordan,” the voice said sarcastically. “Your boyfriend?”
She had answered so quickly she hadn’t even checked the caller ID.
“None of your business,” she told Darren.
“Point taken. Let’s talk about something that is my business. Ours, to be correct. Did you find out anything about Janine?”
“Not yet. I’m sorry. I would have called you. I’ve been…” Ellie cringed. “Busy.”
“Right.”
Even if it was true, he took it exactly the way she’d thought he would.
“Are you even looking for her at all?”
“I am. I swear. My colleague in Missing Persons opened a case a few hours after you and I talked. Unfortunately, he hasn’t learned anything new since.”
“Why am I not surprised?”
“You’re not helping.”
“Actually, I’m trying to.”
Darren seemed unfazed by the fact that she’d snapped at him, but Ellie apologized anyway. “Sorry. Things don’t always move as fast as we wish they did. I’m aware that’s no reason to take it out on you.”
“Don’t worry. I might be able to help, but I need to meet with you again.”
“At Meg and Ginny’s?”
“No. I don’t want them to get involved anymore. The less they know the better.”
But he was okay with her knowing?
“You have to be a bit more specific.” Taking a chance, Ellie continued, “They said Janine was afraid after some calls she got. You know anything about that?”
“I’m not sure. It could be related. Are you going to meet with me or not?”
“Yes, sure.”
He named the address of a diner. “I know what you’re thinking, but I swear this isn’t a trap. All I want is to find Janine, so we can all move on.”
Feeling busted, Ellie hurried to say, “I want that too. I’ll catch up with my colleague before, see if he has any lead.”
“Thank you,” Darren said. “I appreciate you doing this. You’re definitely not like the other cops.”
It was at best a backhanded compliment. It got her thinking about all sorts of uncomfortable subjects. However, her discomfort was hardly important when in all likelihood, a life was on the line.
* * * *
At the station, Ellie found Jordan scowling at the ever-growing board. She had reason to scowl. There were too many names, and lines connecting them, on that board.
“I talked to Darla earlier,” Jordan said. “She and Avery will be over for dinner on Saturday.”
“Oh, nice,” Maria said. “Can Val and I come over for dinner too?”
“If you’re good with ‘Bring Your Own Booze’, sure. And if Val could hurry up with those warrants we need for Hartford’s?”
“You don’t ask for much, do you?” Maria sighed. “All right, sounds like a plan. Ellie, did you get anything from the chaplain?”
“No, not yet.”
“I’ll call again, see if he has forgotten, or if he’s stalling us on purpose.”
“Okay.” Ellie turned her attention back to Jordan and the board. Janine was only on the periphery, and somehow, that bothered her.
A rather central element, the picture of a smiling Noah Shriver.
“Has Derek heard from Mac?” she asked.
Jordan shook her head. “We are going around in circles. I know it’s a bit early, but how does dinner sound to you?”
“Oh, I can’t, not tonight. I have sort of a dinner date.”
“A dinner date? With whom?”
Jordan didn’t sound the tiniest bit jealous, just curious.
“Janine’s friend. He might have some information for me, but I’ll go check with Rogers first.”
“You mean her boyfriend.” Jordan’s eyes narrowed. “You want me to come with you?”
“No, you go home and spend time with Meri when you’re done here. I’ll join you when I can.”
“Are you sure? Do you trust him?”
Ellie didn’t have to think about it for long. “I do. He seems to genuinely care for her.”
And he thinks I might not. It was important to her to correct that perception. Ellie wasn’t naïve. She wouldn’t have met him anywhere, but the family diner seemed safe enough.
Jordan didn’t seem much convinced.
“Come on. I already met him with Meg and Ginny. Don’t you trust me?”
That worked.
“Of course I do,” Jordan said, appropriately chastised. “Just be careful.”
“I am. How many times did you talk to Darla on your own?”
“That’s not the same.” Not that chastised, then.
“I’ve got to go, see if I can catch Rogers.”
Both of them had nearly forgotten that Maria was still standing there. She was trying not to smile.
* * * *
“I’m really sorry, Ellie,” Rogers said to her as he shrugged into his coat. “We looked into all the usual avenues. No luck so far. She’s fallen off the face off the earth.”
For a few seconds Ellie stared at the pile of files on his desk. She could tell he was tired. So was she. But they couldn’t afford to be cynical, about the job, their chances to give closure to loved ones. Until she learned otherwise, Darren was still that, someone important in Janine’s life.
“Hospitals, shelters, the morgue…?”
“Like I said. Those are the usual avenues.”
“I understand.” She did, even if it was frustrating.
“I promise you, I’ll get back to you the moment something comes up.”
“Thanks. Have a good night.”
She hated having to meet Darren empty-handed, but she had no choice. Perhaps the information he had was good. As she drove out to the diner, she wondered if it was Janine’s connection to Shriver, or to police work that led to her disappearance—or if both were related. But Shriver hadn’t been a cop in over a year. Why was he such an important figure still? It made no sense. Was the same perp that had killed Teresa Hartford, or given the go-ahead, after Janine? Maybe she shouldn’t be on that board? What if they were looking in the wrong place?
Darren sat in a booth near the entrance, waving to her.
“You came,” he said. “I’m surprised.”
“No news from Janine though. I’m sorry.”
He acknowledged her words with a shrug. “I assumed as much. I talked to the girls again, trying to find out something about those mysterious calls. Since her last boss was murdered, she really worked hard to get away from the scene. Some of those cops made all kinds of promises and never delivered.” There was a hint of anger in his voice.
“So, I appreciate your honesty, Ellie Harding. I’m going to be honest with you too.” His hand went to the pocket of his jeans, and she tensed, but he produced a phone in a shiny purple case. “I’m trusting you with this.”
“Janine’s,” she said, not sure how to feel about this new development. “Why didn’t you give this to me earlier? We could have saved some precious time!”
“Or, if you were in on it, Janine and I both would have been screwed.”
“In on what?” she asked, irritated. Ellie was beginning to wonder if he had a legitimate case, or if Janine had a good reason to hide from him. Maybe she didn’t dare break up with him in person? Her intuition said otherwise, despite her frustration with him. If he was aware of Shriver and Waters, he hadn’t gotten the best of impression. Giving her the phone was a step in the right direction—late, but better late than never.
Darren didn’t answer the question.
“You probably won’t find the people who intimidated her if that’s what happened. I imagine they would use burner phones. But there might be some other helpful stuff on it. She’ll be mad if she finds out I gave it to anyone, but here we are.”
“How come you have it?”
“When she was crashing with Meg and Ginny, she slept on the couch. It was underneath a cushion.”
“Did she forget it or hide it there?”
“I have no idea. If she has another phone, why didn’t she call me, or her job for that matter? She just vanished. There’s more, but I need a smoke now.”
Darren was already on his feet, waiting when Ellie stayed seated.
“What? You’re still afraid to be alone with me?”
She groaned and got up to follow him through the diner.
“No, I’m not. I’m getting a little tired of your assumptions though.”
“Well, not my fault that some of you guys make a comfortable living by screwing with everyone else.”
“I can show you my bank statements if that makes you feel better,” she mumbled.
“That won’t be necessary,” he said with a smile.
They went along a hallway where he opened a door that led to a sparsely lit parking lot. Ellie shivered as the cold wind hit her face. “Now what?”
He lit a cigarette. “Janine doesn’t like when I smoke, so I stopped. But she’s all I can think about. She always wants to help. I was afraid that it was going to come back to bite her someday.”
“Why? You’re trying to help.”
“Because I care about her, and Meg and Ginny swore on everything that’s holy to them that you wouldn’t fuck with us. Those other guys Janine hung out with, I’m not even sure they worked those cases, or who they reported to. Sometimes their bosses, sometimes people like Ryder or Lemont. I know there’s been a lot of talk about Ryder recently, because one of his buddies was offed in prison.”
“But these men were arrested a long time ago,” Ellie reminded him. “They are serving long-term sentences.”
“You’re sure every single minion or second in command is accounted for? I once met a guy who was working for someone who ran his operation from prison, comfortably so.”
“But Janine didn’t know either of them. The cops she worked with didn’t work on those cases.”
“Except for you?”
“I was in uniform back then. I didn’t…” Ellie broke off her sentence, unsure all of a sudden.
“Some people hold long grudges,” Darren said. “See what’s on that phone. And look at the place where she was supposed to start working, too. I have a feeling. They wouldn’t be the only fast-food joint running other things out of the back.”
“I’ll look into all of that.”
“You better do it fast.”
“She’ll do it as fast as she can.”
Ellie spun around, not trusting her ears.
“Jordan!”
“Just checking,” Jordan said with a shrug, hands in the pockets of her coat.
“So that’s Jordan,” Darren remarked. “Not the boyfriend.”
“No, she’s not. She’s not supposed to be here either, but since I never got dinner, why don’t we all go back in and sit down?” She could tell that despite his nonchalant behavior, Darren was ready to take off. Ellie couldn’t let that happen. “I hope you didn’t choose this place just for its charming parking lot.”



 
Chapter Nine
 
“I have a case similar to Janine’s,” Jordan explained. Surprisingly enough, the food was quite good, homemade fries to accompany towering burgers. It also made for a welcome distraction from the real reason she was here. She’d almost blown it.
Fortunately, Janine’s boyfriend wasn’t as skittish as she—and probably Ellie—had feared. “She ran. Used to work at The Velvet Rope and Hartford’s. Do you know if Janine had any connection with Teresa Hartford?”
“Not that I know of. But it’s the cops who enjoy the show and a little money on the side that connects them, no?”
Jordan exchanged a look with Ellie. The latter was still slightly irritated about her showing up, she knew. She’d make it up to her later. After making her decision, she had asked Jack and Pauline to take Meri for the night and then headed straight for the address Ellie had written down on the legal pad on her desk.
“I’m not sure what you’re implying, that Shriver was on the take? Waters maybe?” She remembered she’d once wondered about the financial situation of the latter. He seemed to be comfortable to say the least, for someone who got himself fired weeks before his pension kicked in. “We looked at Shriver’s finances,” she said. “He killed two people after they tried to extort him.”
“Quite the punishment,” Darren remarked.
“Believe me, I’m glad he’s behind bars. What I meant is there’s no proof he was getting money from dark and undisclosed sources.”
“It’s not always money that exchanges hands. Sometimes it’s a nudge to someone higher up, a career step, a favor, you name it. But there’s more ways to hide money than in a checking account.”
“Yeah, I’m aware. Look, Darren, we’ll keep everything you said in mind. After we leave here, we’ll get Janine’s phone right to the nightshift, and the lab will start working on it ASAP.”
“Thank you.”
“We’ll keep in touch.”
After Darren left, they sat in silence for a few seconds.
“You want a dessert?” Jordan asked at the same time Ellie spoke,
“You know you weren’t supposed to do that, but it’s also kind of hot.” Jordan decided that Ellie’s take was much more interesting.
“You think? Then maybe we should get that phone to the lab and go home real quick.”
“Don’t get me wrong. I’m still mad at you. He’s not dangerous.”
“He might not be, but the people he’s asking about are.”
Ellie’s expression told her that she was well aware of the gravity of the situation. The board with photographs of informants, both missing and dead. was on both of their minds. She wasn’t going to argue.
“Let’s get to the station, then home.” She added, “I might be in the mood for dessert later.”
Jordan would get the chance to redeem herself.
* * * *
Making love to Ellie wasn’t just a way of saying sorry for being a tad over-protective, but it also distracted her from the upcoming task Jordan was still uneasy about. And she needed that distraction badly.
It was like a game of whack a mole with the psychos whose paths she’d crossed. They never seemed to be gone forever. Lucky for her, she had found a perfect, safe place with Ellie. After a quick conversation with Detectives Wu and Murphy of the nightshift, they went home, clothes strewn all over the living room and bedroom floor minutes later. They shared heated whispers and kisses, the familiar intimacy a much-needed comfort.
She became aware of Ellie watching her with a smile that was affectionate and a bit stunned.
“Where did that come from?”
She still sounded breathless, Jordan noticed. Good. She hadn’t lost her touch. Then again, with Ellie it had always been easy.
.“From a place of I love you, and when you told me I was hot, I found it quite inspiring.”
“I’m so glad.” The warm sated tone of Ellie’s voice was nearly enough.
“I know I promised you we’d get a dessert eventually, but could it wait a little while longer?”
“Absolutely,” Ellie promised, pulling her close.
Jordan could use more of that distraction. Some of the left-over cheesecake from the SEVEN would make a perfect ending to the day. Eventually.
* * * *
In the morning, she called Derek to discuss how they’d proceed. Three of them decided to have breakfast with Jack and Pauline so she and Ellie could see Meri before work.
“I can come too, right?” a sleepy voice in the background asked.
Jordan and Ellie shared a smile. It was good to know that their friends always felt welcome with them, and their family.
“Hey, Kate. No problem. We all meet there in an hour?”
She’d still have to call her parents and tell them that not only she and Ellie, but also Meri’s Godparents would be at breakfast.
But having all of them in one place, just for the morning, mattered to Jordan. The fact that neither Ellie, nor Jack or Pauline asked any questions told her they knew how much it mattered.
* * * *
“I guess we have to get going,” Derek said, sounding somewhat disappointed. It was the only mention they’d made at the table about their visit to Shriver.
Ellie got to her feet too. “I’ll check in with the lab. We can just load the dishwasher first.”
“Oh no, I got it,” Pauline said.
“I’ll help,” Kate offered. “I don’t start until the early afternoon today.”
“Let me and Kate do it then,” Ellie suggested. “I have a few minutes.”
Jordan figured that Ellie insisted because she hadn’t had the chance for a long talk with her friend, without anyone else around, in some time.
She said goodbye to everyone, cuddling Meri close one more time, and she and Derek were out on the road. Jordan had taken a picture of the board on her phone. She wouldn’t be able to bring it inside, but she might as well stare at those pictures and arrows on the way.
“Doesn’t it make you sick?” Derek asked.
“The thought that someone might be orchestrating all of this to get back on top, empower bad cops and take out informants along the way? Yes.”
“I mean reading while in the passenger seat.”
“That too,” she admitted and put her phone away.
“Good choice. That breakfast was too good. Thanks for inviting us.”
“It was the most efficient way to start the day. So. Shriver. You got your questions straight?”
He shot her a surprised sideways look. “As I did the last time we talked about this, yes. He’ll probably enjoy the attention. No distraction or BS. You know Daniels is going to have my hide if we start changing plans now, right?”
“I don’t want to change plans, believe me. The faster we get this done, the better.”
“My thoughts exactly.”
* * * *
Jordan watched on a monitor when Derek went into the room where Shriver already sat at the table.
“This is nice,” Shriver said. “Haven’t had a fellow cop visit me in forever, but lately I seem to have become more interesting.”
“You haven’t been a cop in some time. Yet, some of your cases keep popping up. Hartford is one of them. You remember Janine, Alicia Fox’s friend. Your sometimes informant.”
On the monitor, she couldn’t see his reaction as up close as she would have liked, but there was no doubt his eyes widened.
“Clever. No one knew about this.”
“We do know now. And we’d ask her about it, but she disappeared.”
“No surprise there,” Shriver said with a shrug. “Those girls disappear all the time, and you know that. They get tired of the lifestyle, overdose, or they talk to the wrong people.”
Jordan realized that the faint sensation of pain came from pressing her fingernails into her palm too hard. His callous attitude towards the many victims they’d seen in the course of their careers made her sick. It was always easy to go for the comfortable explanation—Alicia Fox and Chad Warner had extorted him, and he snapped. 
But he had solicited her services and choked her to death. He’d had the attitude long before he met Alicia. In hindsight, his attempts to get into Homicide because he felt he deserved it looked a lot different. In hindsight, Waters shouldn’t have gotten this close to retirement before someone reported him. Bad apples?
Derek tried a few different angles. Shriver was careful not to admit to any crime that wasn’t already on his rap sheet. She could sense, though, that in some twisted way he enjoyed the interaction, the fact that they’d sought him out.
“Really, I’d love to help you more, but as you’ve pointed out, I’ve been here for a while. Those cases might be connected or not. You know as well as I do that some of those people will tell you anything if they see a little advantage for themselves. You get lied to, spit in the face sometimes, you ask yourself if there’s a better way.”
“What’s that?” Derek asked. “Being on the take of a more powerful criminal? Killing someone?”
Shriver looked surprisingly pensive at that. “Like you never thought about it. Be honest, man.”
“Not the point, though.”
“I told you what I remember about those cases. Perhaps sit down with IA, I assume they went over all of them, and took a look at anyone who worked them with me. Poor Daniels. That woman had potential.”
“I think we’re done here.”
“Henderson, wait, just a second. I was hoping Jordan would come…But I get it why you are keeping her from me.”
Those words did nothing to help her with the lingering nausea.
“No one’s keeping anyone from you. Detective Carpenter is busy…and not interested in seeing you, I’m afraid.”
“Yeah, I remember it clearly. You never liked me.” He snickered but sobered up right away. “Just tell me this, is she okay? I’ve been thinking about her since I heard that TJ Pratt died. That must have brought a lot of conflicting emotions.”
“You’ve got to be freaking kidding me,” Jordan, alone in the room, said out loud. “Now you’re trying to be considerate?”
“It hasn’t been easy,” Derek acknowledged. “You’re right, I don’t like you, but you remember she always tried to help you. And we’ve been trying to get to the bottom of this.”
“Good going,” Jordan muttered even though he couldn’t hear her. “I would have thought of that.”
“I can imagine. He was still her father. Even if he was a murderer and an asshole who tried to mess up her life all over again.”
She resented him for using the term “again”. Considering how long it had taken her to get her feet under herself and be at peace since the fateful day CPS had taken her from her biological parents—Jordan had to admit he had a point.
“Maybe you could help her,” Derek suggested. “I can imagine you hear things. People wonder out loud…The faster we can close this investigation, the better for everyone.”
“What’s in it for me?”
Into the tense silence, Shriver started laughing. “Kidding, okay? Sorry about that, but you’re too easy. Like I said, he messed with a lot of people’s lives, including Jordan’s. Hers, most of all. Someone pulled the plug. I can’t say I’ve heard anyone complain so far.”
 “What are people saying?”
“Oh, you know. I think someone did a pool on whether or not he was going to walk. Ridiculous, right? How could he have thought that after everything he did to her?”
Even though she wasn’t in the room, Jordan flinched. Because she’d had similar thoughts. For a moment, she had even feared that someone might suspect her, because there was no love lost between her and TJ Pratt. That anger, those conflicted emotions, weren’t Shriver’s though. Something about him voicing them felt wrong.
“Right,” Derek agreed. “That sounds like he wasn’t all that well-liked.”
“He was a fake. I’m sure Jordan knew that. He was going to show up on her mother’s doorstep, and eventually, he’d want to see the baby. How old is she now?” He didn’t wait for an answer, probably knowing there was no way Derek would discuss his Goddaughter with him. “Time has no meaning in here. What I meant to say, it’s good that someone had their best interest in mind, protected them.” He cocked his head as if listening for something outside the room. 
Jordan had the sudden urge to sit very still.
“Even if that wasn’t what they meant to do,” he added. “Nice talk, Henderson. I’ll keep eyes and ears open. Don’t be a stranger. I’m actually glad to be doing you a favor.”
“We appreciate it,” Derek said, and not even Jordan could detect a hint of sarcasm.
“See you next time.”



 
Chapter Ten
 
“Is it too early to call it a day and have a drink—or a few?”
“Yes it is,” Derek gave her the answer she didn’t want to hear. They were on their way back, and Jordan was well aware that her schedule wouldn’t allow it. Daniels would want another briefing, and after that it would likely be time for more paperwork, and more strategizing.
She rarely wanted to drink herself into oblivion. Her life wasn’t like that anymore, though listening to Shriver’s delusions gave her the urge. Just to be oblivious to it all for a while.
“You’re right.” She sighed. “You had some good ideas though.”
“Thanks. He made it fairly easy.”
During his escape, being on the run for almost a year, and then, prison sentence, he hadn’t forgotten about her. Of course, if he was still alive, Darby would be engaging in even more sinister fantasies starring her. She had a special talent.
“You okay?” Derek asked when she remained silent.
“Oh, I am. I wonder if he is, or if he’s just messing with us. They keep him at a distance from the general public, right? I’m not sure if he can really pick up that much, or if it’s not just all in his head. That fake outrage on my behalf, it’s embarrassing.”
“I agree, though it didn’t seem all that fake to me.”
“What are you saying?”
“Nothing. I think all we learned is that nothing has changed. However, some of the things he said were interesting. We didn’t look beyond the money he lost. He might have made a lot more.”
“I would be surprised. He probably didn’t start being an asshole when Alicia tried to get money out of him. I’m sure he was abusive to other women long before that.” Jordan leaned back with a frustrated sigh. “We like to think people like him, and Waters are exceptions. I want to believe that, but they got away with an awful lot over the years, some of which we might never know.”
“Let’s find Ellie and Maria and put the pieces together before we talk to Daniels,” Derek suggested.
He’d want to see the baby…Someone…protected them.
She wouldn’t put it past Shriver to dream of being the one who had killed Pratt. But a shaky motive didn’t mean he had means or opportunity. She wanted to go back and read the report of his interrogations. He had never given up the names of people who must have helped him after he ran.
* * * *
Ellie stared at the names on the list, suppressing a sigh. She didn’t want to be the bearer of bad news, or even ambiguous news as this would be. She’d have to make the call, but it was unlikely that Jordan would answer it. They had to be already inside the prison. It might be too late.
It might not mean anything.
She wanted to take time off and take Meri and Jordan on a short vacation, some family-friendly place by the sea. The fantasy didn’t make her uncomfortable reality go away. This was a red flag. She had to tell Maria. She had to tell Jordan.
Ellie let out a curse word under her breath and then printed the email with list the chaplain had sent them after more prompting. It was a fairly long list. Some inmates genuinely turned to faith, trying to find guidance. She still didn’t believe TJ Pratt had.
Noah Shriver?
It unnerved her that his name came up again, more so when she knew that part of Jordan’s passionate escapism had to do with the fact that she had to deal with him. Ellie understood. It wasn’t so much that she was afraid of him as of what he stood for. A bad cop and a predator, he reflected realities everyone wished wouldn’t ever go together. 
“Oh, fuck,” Maria said behind her, less concerned about swear words. Ellie had heard her coming, but she flinched nonetheless. “You called Jordan?”
“I was about to. It could be coincidence.”
“With this guy? I don’t think so.” Maria checked her watch. “They’re probably on the way now. Let’s get together and go from there.”
Joining them, Lieutenant Daniels had overheard Maria’s words.
“I agree, but let’s do all of this in the conference room,” she said, her tone somber. 
Ellie realized it sometimes slipped her mind that Daniels had her own reason to be both cautious and frustrated when it came to Shriver. It seemed like they all had a hard time getting him out of their lives—and he was probably enjoying that.
* * * *
Jordan and Derek joined them in the conference room only minutes after Ellie and Maria had sat down with the lieutenant and started filling her in on their findings so far.
At this point, Ellie didn’t doubt that Janine’s disappearance was tied to Jordan and Derek’s case, and she was determined to make sure it would stay on the board.
“I’m still waiting to hear from the lab for the contents of her phone. As for…Pratt.”
She cast a quick look at Jordan, finding her expression impassive. “I’m sorry if it seems like it’s all over the place, but this will make sense in a second. We asked the chaplain for a list of inmates that came to services regularly. He wouldn’t go into detail, but he sent us a list of names…Noah Shriver is on it.”
Everyone stared at Jordan when the sound of a crack broke the silence after Ellie’s report. Jordan shrugged and put the two ends of the pencil on the table.
“Sorry,” she mouthed.
Ellie cleared her throat. “We couldn’t reach you in time to ask him about it. Sorry.” Why couldn’t she stop apologizing?
“That son of a bitch.”
“Detective Carpenter?”
“He’s trying to play us,” Jordan said. Ellie noted that she didn’t sound convinced. “Trying to make us believe he killed Pratt? How would he have done that? Actually—why?”
“I think Shriver pointed out why,” Derek remarked. “The fact that he actually attended services with Pratt makes it look a lot less like fantasy.”
“You don’t hear a lot about people smuggling weapons into prison for a former cop,” Jordan argued.
“A former cop who tried to play every side possible.”
“So how do you know he’s not playing us now?”
“I think that’s enough for now,” Daniels intervened. “Detectives Harding and Doss, you follow up on that. We still know very little about his whereabouts during his escape. Read up on the report, and get in touch with IA, see if anything jumps out. Where are we on the Hartford warrant?”
“A.D.A. Esposito should get back to us any minute now.”
“Good. I want you to pull everything together. There are people missing, and I don’t want the public to think we don’t care. Or anyone for that matter. Thank you.”
Ellie admired her quiet determined leadership in the face of so many challenges. She could tell that Jordan was still struggling with the latest developments though she tried to maintain a cool façade. Exhibit A, the broken pencil.
“Detective Carpenter, could you please wait a moment?”
Ellie touched her shoulder on the way out. She’d hear every word spoken in this room, later.
* * * *
“I’m sorry,” Jordan said. She was. About the pencil, her attitude, all of it. She hoped Daniels knew none of it was directed at her, or her handling of Shriver. In the aftermath, she and Lieutenant Carroll had worked hard to find solutions that best suited the public and his former colleagues. The talk had died down for a while, but the multiple connections he had to their case—cases—would likely incite it again.
“I know. Believe me, I know where you’re coming from. I just need you to be extra careful with this. If it turns out that he committed a murder in prison, the department will take a lot of heat, and justifiably so.”
“I don’t get it. We investigated him when we knew he was dirty. We finally put him behind bars. The rest isn’t our fault, is it?”
Even as she said it, Jordan knew that the answer wasn’t simple, not for her, or the lieutenant.
“All I’m saying is, don’t talk about this to the press. Any press, not even friends. You won’t be going back to the prison until we have this figured out.”
“I don’t see how that would be a problem.” It occurred to her that Daniels had never seen Jordan’s compliance as a problem, and that she meant to do pre-emptive damage control. “What if he wants to talk? Tell his side of the story? He might be delusional enough to think that’s a good idea.” Jordan scoffed. “Tell me I’m cynical, but some will see him as a hero. The kind that never cared about his victims in the first place, and I’m not talking about Pratt.”
“Well, lucky for us, we’re not there yet. It’s important you keep a low profile, I can’t stress that enough. There will be a lot of organizational work to do, get the important people in the same room so we can close those missing persons cases. You put together a task force, with Henderson’s help of course.”
“That means you’re rewarding me by letting me tell everyone what to do?”
“We’re not going to call it that outside this room,” Daniels said, amused. “Go get started, and no, Detective Harding can’t be on the task force, not officially anyway. I’m aware that you might have to collaborate as those cases overlap. But let her and Detective Doss focus on Shriver’s case. They’ll get to the bottom of it.”
“I know. And thank you.”
“You’re welcome. But please, no more taking out your frustration on the office supplies.”
When they’d entered the room, Jordan didn’t think she’d leave it with a laugh, but finally, the day was starting to look up. This wasn’t a punishment, on the contrary. It came as a pleasant surprise.
* * * *
The lab had emailed her some preliminary results from Janine’s phone while they were still working on a few encrypted files and a warrant. Ellie had filled the necessary paperwork and was eager to see what they had so far, but guiltily pushed aside the sheets to pick up Shriver’s old file.
She’d find something to give to Darren, even if she had to stay all night. That thought didn’t help with the guilt—at the moment, with both of them working full-time, they saw very little of Meri on their workdays. They had half-heartedly talked about daycare, but not found the time to deal with it yet.
Perhaps she and Jordan had put it off because the thought of Meri spending all day with strangers filled them with something akin to dread. No matter how highly recommended those strangers came. On the other hand, Jordan’s experiences told them without a doubt that strangers weren’t always the worst choice—or biological relatives the best.
Finally, Jordan and the lieutenant returned, the latter heading straight to her office. Jordan’s posture showed that she hadn’t received any bad news. Ellie suppressed a smile. In fact, she was practically sauntering. Everything would be all right.
Jordan stopped by Derek’s desk and leaned in to talk to him before the two of them came over.
“Slight change of plans,” she explained. “Daniels wants us to head a task force—”
“By which she means, her,” Derek corrected with a wink. “Take the credit.”
“Congrats!” Maria said.
Ellie felt herself smile at the news. That was even better than expected, though she didn’t doubt Daniels was aware of Jordan’s skills.
“Yeah, thanks.” However, Jordan seemed to be happy to move on from discussing her new status. “We’ll continue to investigate the attacks on Mulveney and Hartford, and, in this context, the missing informants. That would include Janine.”
“Okay, that means…I’m off the case?” Ellie wasn’t sure she understood.
“Anything you have can go to us, and you’ll be working with Maria on Shriver’s case full-time.”
“Even though they overlap?”
She didn’t mean to be difficult, but she wanted to make sure where she stood, especially if they talked to Darren again.
“Daniels is aware of that, so she knows we’ll still have to communicate.” Jordan’s tone held a hint of apology, though Ellie wasn’t disappointed about changing assignments. They all mattered, and she considered Daniels’ plan a good one.
“All right then. I think that makes sense.”
“Good. We’ll set up in the conference room.”
“Wait. You should take these. Content from Janine’s phone. I’ll let the lab know to forward any future findings to you.”
“Thank you. You’re the best.”
“Aw,” Maria crooned, and Jordan rolled her eyes before she and Derek left.
Ellie forced her attention back to the report. The sooner she was done with this, the better. She remembered every detail of the day he’d disappeared after a car chase and a subsequent jump into the river that no one thought he could survive. Maria had been there that day. She was one of the detectives who had overseen the search, and eventually called it off. Ellie had left the scene in a hurry because it was also the day Meri was born, a few days early.
Shriver emerged again, sending a toy for Meri. He’d attempted to explain himself to Ellie, a situation that eventually led to his arrest.
After that, he had never denied killing exotic dancer Alicia Fox whom he had occasionally hired as a sex worker, and Chad Warner, the owner of the strip club. Multiple witnesses, including Janine, had testified to the fact that Shriver was a regular at the club.
With a case this cut and dried, it wouldn’t have made much of a difference if he’d given up any associates he must have had. Given Darren’s knowledge, she was beginning to see things in a different light. Shriver had claimed he survived on his own after crawling out of the river. It was almost impossible.
“No way he escaped and stayed hidden without any help,” she said out loud. “There’s just no way.”
“Until he sent you the toy, he was presumed dead,” Maria reminded her. “It wasn’t that hard for him to stay under the radar after that.”
“He didn’t steal anyone’s identity, not that we know of anyway. How did he do it without accessing bank accounts or credit cards, without DNA or prints showing up anywhere?”
Maria shrugged. “He used cash? He was a cop. He knew how to circumvent things.”
“No one’s that good,” Ellie said with conviction. “He’s cocky. He wanted to let Jordan know he was still alive. No, he had help. The question is, what did they want in return?”
“Names,” they said at the same time.
“If he delivered and gave them informants, someone might have come through and helped him get a knife on the inside. He already knew Pratt was in the same facility. He found out about his efforts to get out, and reached out to some old contacts? It’s possible, if a bit far-fetched,” Maria mused.
“Unfortunately, it’s what makes the most sense so far. If Janine became aware that he gave her up, it would make sense for her to vanish. And the others. Maybe that’s what Teresa Hartford wanted to warn Mulveney about what was coming—but she was too late.”
“Say it isn’t so. He’s never going to talk. Any evidence is long gone. We’ll never prove it.”
Maria was likely right. Shriver would see no advantage in revealing anything else to them. It didn’t matter that no one had liked Pratt much, or that Shriver was already serving his sentence for double murder. Their machinations had put too many lives on the line.
“Unless we find the people he owed for harboring him, or for hiding money for him. We’ve been over his finances. Where do we even start this time?”
“I’m not sure, but whatever your next question is, the answer will be, more coffee. Come on.”



 
Chapter Eleven
 
“See, Daniels does like you,” Derek remarked after they’d started setting up in the conference room, including putting up the updated evidence board.
Jordan who had just hung up with IA, gave him a surprised look. “I never said she didn’t like me. She’s always been friendly. She took me to that function…and she asks about Meri sometimes.”
“She’s also been watching you, and you weren’t too thrilled about it.”
“Yeah, about that. I guess I came with a reputation. Yelling at a victim’s homophobic parents didn’t help. Why are we talking about this again?”
“Did you ever think about leaving Homicide?”
“Being home with Meri for a few years, sure, we thought about it for a while. And we have too much to do to discuss this now.”
Chuckling, he said, “You are the one who wanted to go for drinks a couple of hours ago.”
“True, but that was before the boss told me to put together a task force. Which is what we should be doing right now. I’ll send Rogers an email that we’re meeting with our guy from IA Monday morning. Once we have everything set up, I swear I’ll buy you a beer.”
“Thanks.”
As she typed the email, Derek clarified, “I meant, another unit, or another department. You ever thought about that?”
“Wait, you want a new partner?”
“No, that’s not what I’m saying at all.”
Jordan hit “send” and looked up at him. “Where is this coming from all of a sudden?”
“Forget about it. I think this task force, it’s a good idea. Pool resources.”
“I think so too.” She picked up her phone and glanced at the message on the screen. “What do you know? We finally have a warrant for Hartford’s. Things are moving.”
“They definitely are.”
His words sounded more cryptic to Jordan than they should have been. She had gone through many changes in the past few years, some chosen, some imposed on her. She wasn’t looking for another one.
* * * *
Ellie and Maria purchased coffee and snacks from the vending machine and brought some to Jordan and Derek as they shared each other’s findings. It was impossible to keep those cases separate, with Shriver being front and center in both of them.
“I was going to read that report, but I’m kind of glad you did it for me. Our colleague from IA won’t be coming in until Monday. Rogers will join us as well. We’ll be discussing whatever we have from Janine’s phone until then.”
“They’re still working on some of the files. I sent an email to the lab to give everything to you,” Ellie confirmed. “Anything else?”
“Detectives Wu and Murphy will join us as well. They might be able to give us some more insight into Shriver’s mindset before he disappeared, so we can figure out what he wants.”
A pregnant pause occurred as it was fairly obvious what Shriver was trying to achieve.
“Daniels says I shouldn’t go near him, and I tend to agree with her. It wouldn’t help. He just lies. You two are right. If we can find out who helped him, we can tie it together—and help those missing persons.”
It all made sense to Ellie, and while she wondered about the timing of Daniels’ actions, she was immensely proud of Jordan. The task force was a step up that maybe should have come earlier. Having Meri had come with chosen timeouts for both of them, Jordan’s sick leave after being stabbed by a former suspect was a different story.
“We’ll work on finding his connections,” Ellie promised. “Could you just give me a couple of minutes? I should talk to Darren about the new development.”
Jordan didn’t hesitate. “Okay, go ahead.”
Ellie picked up her phone and walked a few steps away as she made the call. Darren picked up immediately.
“Hey, it’s Ellie. I just wanted to let you know that Janine’s case is now the job of a new task force. We’re not giving up on her.”
“I appreciate that. Anything off her phone yet?”
“We’re still looking. There are parts of it that require warrants nonetheless, so…I’ll let you know.”
“You better hurry up,” he said somberly. “There’s talk about a guy who was killed in an alley last night.”
About to end the call, Ellie stopped herself. “Wait, what did you say? Do you know who it was?” She became aware of everyone looking at her.
“No, but rumor has it he too got strange phone calls. He tried to go underground, but obviously that didn’t work.”
“Darren, this is important. Did you see a body?”
“No, I just heard about it. I didn’t tell Meg or Ginny. In fact, I think we should stop talking for a while in case someone’s listening in but look into that guy.”
He had ended the call.
She joined the others, her concern obviously showing on her face, because Jordan reacted right away.
“Bad news?” she asked.
“Likely. There are rumors about a murder last night. Darren doesn’t know the victim’s identity, or where it happened, but he heard talk that a man is dead. Somewhere in an alley.”
“That’s not exactly helpful,” Jordan commented, frowning.
Ellie agreed. “I promised him we’d look into it,” she said.
She got the ball rolling while Maria finished updating Jordan and Derek. She thought about asking Meg or Ginny about the alleged murder, but decided it wasn’t the time yet.  She might have to do it anyway, but for the moment, she preferred Darren didn’t think she was going behind his back.
In the background check she’d run early, she had found no indication that he had lied, about wanting to save Janine from the danger she might be in or to protect his friends.
Later, she went to join the roll call for the night shift to inform officers and detectives about the possible connection. They still had no confirmation of the rumored murder.
“Detective Harding, it’s good to see you,” her former boss, Sergeant Bristol greeted her.
“Thanks, Sergeant. Not for the best of reasons, I’m afraid.”
She couldn’t help the flash of pride though, just for a brief moment given the dire information she’d have to pass on. She had once been sitting at one of those tables, listening eagerly to the detectives. Wanting to be one of them. Wanting to be with one of them. She truly had it all, and she’d work hard to help those who didn’t. That had always been her main incentive even though it looked like that for one man, it was too late.
“A woman got threatening phone calls before she went missing. We are looking for two other missing persons, and possibly the body of a man who also got those calls. We have a task force set up that will, come Monday, include personnel from IA and Missing Persons. All this information will be available to you. Anything about the missing persons or the possible homicide goes straight to Detective Carpenter who is heading the task force.”
In time, she reminded herself it wouldn’t be a good time to smile, though she was happy about the choice Daniels had made. It meant Jordan’s work was appreciated, but she didn’t have to go near Shriver anytime soon. Win-win.
“So where is she?” Officer Atwood muttered, loud enough for a number of his colleagues to hear.
“You have a question, Officer Atwood?” Ellie asked coolly, and he shook his head with a wry grin.
“I have many, Detective Harding. I’m not sure you’d want to hear them.” A couple of his friends snickered. An embarrassed silence settled over the room until Sergeant Bristol spoke,
“You want to share what’s on your mind, Officer? Otherwise, I suggest you listen carefully to what Detective Harding has to say.” He didn’t need to say more. Atwood and the two men who had laughed at his antics all of a sudden found the tabletop extremely interesting. Ellie suppressed a smile, thinking that Bristol still ran a tight ship.
“Does anyone else have a question?” she asked.
“When will we be able to access that information?” Sam Potts wanted to know.
“You’ll find a link in your inbox with everything you need. Any of the missing persons could be a witness. It’s important that we talk to them. Lastly, we have learned of a possible murder that supposedly happened last night, scene of the crime and identity of the victim still unknown. Keep your eyes and ears open.”
She got appreciative nods and sounds in return. 
“Thanks, Detective,” Sergeant Bristol said, and, addressing the officers, “You know what to do.”
Ellie tuned him out for a second when the door opened. Jordan walked inside, giving her a smile before she went to talk to Wu and Murphy in the back.
Ellie joined her after the roll call, and they went back to get their coats. Since it was already late, they decided to go home straight away and spend some time at the SEVEN another day.
Derek who had just turned off his computer, seemed disappointed. “You still owe me that beer.”
“I won’t forget,” Jordan promised. “Now, I think I owe it to my daughter and my parents to show my face.”
“Tomorrow then. You guys have a good night.”
“You too.”
* * * *
Meri was happy and excited to see both of her moms before bedtime—almost as excited as the moms. Neither Jordan nor Ellie minded that story time took a little longer than usual, and they were laughing at their growling stomachs, tiptoeing out of the room after Meri had fallen asleep.
Jordan was aware of Ellie’s scrutiny, and she could think of a reason for it. Developments had come hard and fast today, so there hadn’t been time to discuss what some of these findings meant for them, personally.
“I know what you’re thinking,” she started.
“Oh, you have no idea. I was thinking, do we order in? We probably have some leftovers we could heat, but I want pizza. Maybe fries, is that too much? Fries or wine?”
“Okay, I got you,” Jordan said, laughing. “Pizza, no fries, a glass of wine?”
“Works for me. And you’re right, there was something else. My wife heading a task force. I’m very proud. Seeing you take charge always…does things to me.”
This was not at all what Jordan had expected at this moment. She couldn’t deny she liked the course of this conversation—and she might blow it.
“You didn’t want to talk about the fact that Shriver likely killed Pratt to do me a favor?” She cringed. Yes, that would kill the mood.
“Don’t underestimate me,” Ellie said calmly. “I’ll listen if you need me too, and I can still express my…pride in you. I can do both.”
“I would never underestimate you. I know better.”
The moment was full of suggestion, before growling stomachs made them crack up with laughter.
“Okay, I think we know what’s priority here. And since I’ll have to talk about Shriver for hours without end next week, I don’t think I want to do it now. It’s not even that much of a surprise when you put it all together, but outside of work, it’s not our problem.
Apparently satisfied with her explanation, Ellie nodded. “I’ll order our dinner?”
“Pizza, chilled wine, hot sex. Works for me.”
“Me too.”
When she turned away, Jordan leaned in to lift a strand of her hair, kissing her neck, her hands brushing over her shirt and beneath.
“I thought we had established the sequence of things?”
“Yeah.” With some reluctance, Jordan let her go. “This was just a preview.”
Ellie’s cheeks were still flushed with anticipation when she was on the phone with the restaurant. Pleased with herself, Jordan didn’t think that Ellie’s excitement was for the cheese and pepperoni pizza.



 
Chapter Twelve
 
They had a small glass while waiting for delivery, another one with the meal. They never made it to the more exciting part they had planned. When Detective Wu called her, Jordan knew immediately that the quiet relaxed evening was over.
“I’m sorry,” he said, “but given what Detective Harding told us earlier, I thought you’d want to hear this right away.”
She listened as he elaborated.
“Can’t say yet if it’s related, but a resident reported a body behind a dumpster, said he realized that smell wasn’t normal garbage, and the trucks had just come by. White male, late forties.”
“Could you send a picture?  I’ll come over.” She thought of the wine they’d had with dinner. Ellie would stay with Meri, and she could call Derek.
“Sure.”
When Jordan received the picture, she suppressed a curse.
“All right, text me the address and make sure no one moves the body. Detective Henderson and I will be right over.” She might invite Darla and her son to stay over for the weekend, to start with. Suspicious deaths were starting to happen closer to home. “I’ll see you there.” After ending the call, she stared into nothing for a few seconds, until Ellie brought her back to the present.
“What happened?”
Ellie had never met the man in person, so it was of no use showing her the gruesome picture.
“I need to call Derek. It seems like we found the victim Darren was talking about.”
“No.”
“Unfortunately, yes. I was going to call him anyway, but this makes it more urgent. You’ll be okay here? I’d like you to send a text to Darla, have her and Avery come over as soon as possible. I think she should stay with us for a few days until we figure out an alternative.”
“You think she’s in danger?”
“I don’t want to take any chances. Derek,” Jordan softened her tone when he answered his phone. “Hey. Wu just called me about a crime scene. Could you come over here to drive me? We’ve had some wine with dinner.”
“How much did you have?” 
“It’s not just about that. It’s Mac.”
Stunned silence greeted her.
“Are you sure?”
“We are. Wu sent me a picture. I’m so sorry.”
“Thanks. I’ll be over in a few minutes.”
“I told them to wait with everything.”
“Good thinking,” he said and ended the call.
“Darla is going to come over,” Ellie said. “Even though we might not have a dinner party…”
Jordan wasn’t sure what to answer.
* * * *
Derek didn’t talk much on the way to the crime scene, and he’d barely greeted Ellie at the door. Jordan could imagine what was on his mind.
“Thanks for picking me up,” she said.
“No problem.”
“You tried everything you could to reach out to him. We couldn’t see this coming.”
“We couldn’t see this coming with a task force regarding dead and missing informants?” She flinched at his scathing tone. With a sigh, he apologized.
“Sorry. It’s not your fault.”
“It’s not yours either. There’s always a risk. You knew him for a long time.”
“Yeah.”
He didn’t elaborate, and Jordan didn’t prod. Detective Paul Wu approached them and waved them over to a parking spot. As they exited the car, Jordan noticed a massage parlor down the block, a couple of bars and a dry cleaner. They were about a five-minute drive from Rigley’s.
Per her instructions, no one had moved the body yet, Dr. Adams hovering close by. Officers Sam Potts and Chris Atwood were on the scene while Detective Murphy was talking to the man who had found the body, a fifty-something year old resident who had taken out his trash late at night. Jordan joined them in time to overhear the story how he didn’t want the fish to stink up his small apartment, keeping an eye on Derek who stared grimly at the dead man.
Mac. She’d never even learned his full name.
“Could she just hurry up?” Atwood grumbled. “It’s cold, and it stinks. I don’t know why we have to wait all night just for her to arrive.”
“She’s the head of the task force,” Sam reminded him. She was a good friend. Jordan thought she detected some satisfaction in her voice, knowing that Atwood wouldn’t be too happy with that fact either. “It would make sense for her to come here.”
“Why is this guy so important? When you screw up your life like that, bad things can happen all the time, and we have to clean up.”
“What did you just say?” Derek asked him, his tone dangerously calm.
Jordan hastily excused herself and went over to the group.
“You heard what I said. If you want some of that political correctness bullshit—” Atwood stopped when he found an angry detective in his personal space, hands inches from his collar.
“Derek!”
“A man died! Show some fucking respect.”
He had heard her, however, turned and walked away.
“I could file a complaint,” Atwood called from a safe distance.
“For what? Because someone raised their voice and told you to mind your manners?” Jordan asked. “Would be just like you, wasting everyone’s time.”
She caught up with Derek outside the yellow tape.
“Are you all right?”
“Not really,” he admitted. “Thanks.”
“You’re welcome, but you knew when to stop.” She patted his back. “Come on. Murphy and Wu will do most of it. Let’s wrap this up for now.”
She watched him closely for the rest of the time they spent at the scene, but he and Atwood both kept their distance from each other.
* * * *
When Jordan walked into the kitchen the next morning, she had so much on her mind she nearly forgot the guests she had invited. She hadn’t expected the scent of freshly brewed coffee either. Her former CI Darla Pierson laughed at her startled expression.
“You look like you could really use that coffee.”
“Long night. Dead body,” Jordan said vaguely.
“That means yes, right? I know you wouldn’t do this if you didn’t think it was necessary,” she added, serious. “I really appreciate it, so I thought I could just as well make myself useful.”
“You’re the guest.” Ellie came inside, hiding a yawn behind her hand. “You didn’t have to do anything. But thank you.”
Two children needed attention first, then they got to sit down with their own breakfasts while Meri and Avery played.
Jordan couldn’t help thinking how close they had come to the worst-case scenario once, when a notorious criminal put out a hit on Darla. That was many years ago, but she could never shake the feeling that back then, she might have pushed her too hard, to ask too many questions on her behalf. Jordan became aware of Ellie watching her, admitting that she was probably easy to read.
“Ellie told me a bit of what happened,” Darla finally said. “I’m really sorry. I realize your partner and that guy go way back, but this is about recent stuff, isn’t it?”
“Probably, but we’re just not sure how recent. I could maybe show you a few pictures and you tell me if you’re familiar with any of those people?”
“Sure. But you know it’s been years.”
Perhaps this was more for Jordan’s peace of mind than anything. She felt some of the tension leave her body when Darla shook her head, photo after photo.
“Nope. I never met any of them.”
“It’s not a guarantee, but I do feel better knowing that.”
“Okay, then. This might sound trivial, but do you still want to do that dinner party? I’m only asking because I imagine you’d want to go in today. Since I’m here already, I could help prep things, and watch Meri too.”
“That’s very kind. I’ll check in with the other detectives first, but they might not need me before Monday.”
“Whatever works best for you,” Darla said with a shrug and then got up, cup in hand, to join her son who wanted to show her one of Meri’s toys.
“You talked to Derek this morning?” Ellie asked when she was out of earshot.
“For about five minutes, yes. He feels guilty. The worst thing is there isn’t much I can say, because he knows it would be the same for either one of us.”
“Atwood?”
Jordan didn’t need any more prompting. “He didn’t touch him, and everyone could see it. Derek promised me he wouldn’t go off on him again, and I don’t think he will. He’s got more restraint than I have.”
“Yeah,” Ellie agreed absent-mindedly, her gaze still on the playing children.
Jordan couldn’t help laughing. “What does that mean, you do think he has more restraint?”
“Actually, I was referring to the other part, that he knows better than taking the bait from Atwood, but now that you say it…”
“Okay, forget I said anything.”
Ellie put a gentle hand on the small of her back, the amusement gone from her tone when she said, “I know. Atwood has been testing everyone’s patience.”
The incident that almost got him fired could have been fatal for Ellie. It had been difficult enough at the time, no need to rehash it now. He should have faced harsher consequences.
The memory still made Jordan’s anger boil over, though Ellie’s touch did wonders to calm her.
“I’m sure Derek will be okay, in this matter anyway. But Darla had a point. Do you still want to have everyone over?” Ellie asked.
“Might not be the worst time to get everyone together. We have to eat either way.”
“True, and we said everyone should take care of their own drinks. I’ll remind them,” Ellie offered. “We have some grocery shopping to do as well. I better get going.”
* * * *
It was a somber group that assembled at their house that night, though the guests did remember to bring wine and beer.
Ellie realized she had no problem missing all the action for once, and Jordan seemed to feel the same. After calling their guests to confirm, they had piled up in one car with Darla, Meri and Avery and shopped for everything necessary for the meal, Spaghetti Bolognese with a green salad and breadsticks.
Cooking for almost a dozen people and keeping an eye on Meri who had taken to investigate every corner of the house lately, was more than enough to fill her day, even though she had help.
Kate came alone, and Maria Doss arrived a few minutes later, also on her own.
“Hey. You’re just in time to help setting the table.”
Darla’s look told her that her tone had be a bit too cheery. It was difficult to find the right tone when they were all aware that there were lives on the line at this moment, and they still had no news about the alleged murder.
“Val is on her way,” Maria said. “She was helping her mom with something. Okay, let’s get those dishes out. Thanks for having us, by the way.”
She went to the dining room. Ellie handed Kate a stack of napkins. Soon, she could hear the two of them talking in the other room. Casey Lyons and her husband Jeffrey arrived next, bringing a box of wine. Ellie realized soon that while they’d have enough food, there would be an abundance of alcohol. It was yet to be determined if that was a good thing.
Worst case scenario every parking spot would be taken, and they’d call a cab or two. Perhaps a time-out would help, and they’d bring a fresh perspective to the table come Monday morning, and in the meantime, their colleagues were perfectly capable of handling any new developments. They would notify them if anything came up.
Derek arrived last, looking tired but with no groundbreaking news to deliver. He had gone in to work earlier today. They’d compare the ballistics report to the one on the shooting at Rigley’s. If they were lucky, they were dealing with only one hitman going after informants. Ellie shuddered at the thought, swiftly turning her attention back to the pasta sauce on the stove.



 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Jordan seized the moment when she saw Derek standing by himself and handed him another beer. She had brought one for herself as well. He didn’t say anything after a mumbled “thanks,” but he didn’t tell her to leave him alone either. For a few minutes, they drank in silence. Relative silence, given the sound of people talking close by.
“You asked me a question the other day. We never really got back to it.”
“You want to come back to it now? Why?”
Because she was tired of revolving around that other subject, that kept making them feel like failures. She didn’t say it out loud. It wasn’t like they could complain about the system that much. They, too, were the system.
“I’m curious. Are you thinking about leaving Homicide?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Sometimes. I distantly remember giving you a grand speech all those years ago, about giving closure to families and loved ones. I sometimes wonder if that’s ever true…but this wasn’t about me.”
“Well, the speech worked. I’m still here.”
“Yeah. And maybe you shouldn’t be, at least not forever.” When she gave him a quizzical look, he explained. “You could go higher up the ladder than that. Daniels is your age, isn’t she? She’d been heading Major Crimes for some time.”
“She had her children young,” Jordan said, perplexed this was even on his mind. Was this about the task force? The function Daniels had taken her to? Or something different altogether?
“I don’t think she made that decision about the task force on the fly. Everyone thinks it’s long overdue…Well, except Atwood, but no one cares what he thinks,” he said grimly.
“I don’t know. I still like this job, even though that surprises me sometimes. We have a good team. What would happen to the record?”
“The record, right. That just means a lot of people have died.”
“It means we found who killed them and closed a lot of cases.”
“People like Mac have put a lot on the line so we could solve our cases. Most of us understand this, I know Daniels does, but some…Atwood, he just pisses me off.”
“I’m with you on all of this. Especially Atwood,” she said, making him chuckle.
“I know. I’m just thinking perhaps it would be a mistake to get too comfortable, in everything.”
“How are you and Kate doing with everything?”
Derek looked over to where Kate was sitting next to Ellie, Meri between the two of them.
“We’re okay,” he said. “Having to deal with Pratt again brought up some painful memories for her though. We’re both glad it’s almost over.”
Jordan nodded in understanding. This case couldn’t be over soon enough for any of them.
“So, you weren’t considering leaving?”
“Don’t worry, that’s not what I meant. I just think you should look into your options, that’s all.”
“Bethany offered me a job,” she revealed. “In a specialized Domestic Violence Unit.”
“No.”
“Yes. I never thought about taking it, so I didn’t tell anyone but Ellie.”
“Working with your ex again? How would that have gone?”
“You tell me.”
“There are exes, and then there’s Bethany.”
Jordan hoped she wasn’t being too mean, but she was relieved that an off-handed joke about Bethany had lightened up the atmosphere. What he’d said wasn’t entirely wrong.
“You have a point. But I know my options, and I’m good where I am.”
She hoped that soon, he’d feel the same way too.
* * * *
Early on Monday morning, Jordan looked around the assembled group, glad to see the determination in everyone’s faces. Given the new murder case, everyone had already worked longer hours.
The days wouldn’t get shorter until they found the shooter.
“Most of you know each other,” she said. “Detective Rogers, Missing Persons, and Detective Garcia, Internal Affairs. The latter is here to assist us with one particular angle, the multiple contacts of former detective Shriver.” It was much better like this, putting his story in a context. His obsession with her was irrelevant here. “Thank you for joining us. Our priority is to find who killed Ms. Hartford, and, possibly, Mr. Macaulty.” Colin Macaulty, that was Mac’s given name. “We have a number of missing persons, and given what we know, it’s likely that they are in acute danger. They are also likely witnesses.”
“Didn’t you go see Shriver?” Rogers asked. “He didn’t share anything helpful?”
“Unfortunately, he chose not to. He’s currently investigated in another case as well.”
“Is that why Detective Harding isn’t here? That guy’s keeping everyone busy.”
“Tell me about it,” Garcia said grimly.
“We have the conversations from Janine’s phone, and records from the Hartfords, as well as the ballistics report from the shooting at Rigley’s. We’ll go over every line and go back to those witnesses if necessary.”
“Shouldn’t you go back to Shriver, lean harder on him? He must know things.”
“I agree, but he’s not talking unless he sees an advantage…so, this is not top of the list. With Hartford, there’s a lot of money on the line. She was the only wealthy victim targeted. Obviously, we’re interested in those records, and, also, any possible relation to Mr. Shriver’s financial situation. He claimed that his victims were trying to extort him, but we assume that while he was on the run, he had a lot more resources than we know of, given how long he managed to stay hidden. Any more questions?”
Everyone looked beyond eager to start.
“Could you excuse me for a moment?” Derek asked.
“Of course.”
Outside the conference room, she saw him catch up with Lieutenant Daniels. Jordan directed her attention to Detective Garcia when he asked, “Could I talk to you?”
“Sure.” She went to the far corner of the room, aware of Wu’s and Murphy’s curious gazes. Jordan hoped there wouldn’t be tensions between Shriver’s former colleagues and Garcia.
“To be honest, I was a bit surprised you asked me to join the task force. It’s been a while since Mr. Shriver was tried and sentenced. You don’t suspect him of having anything to do with the informants’ deaths?”
She tried hard not to wince. Deaths. Plural.
“We’re not sure. He is a person of interest in the murder of TJ Pratt. If he did it, he must have had resources, a way to get the murder weapon. You don’t make that happen from behind bars if you don’t give the other person something. He knew both of the missing women, and Hartford.”
“That doesn’t sound too good,” Garcia agreed. “You should know that we did investigate his finances at the time it all started, and like you, we focused on the sum paid to Ms. Fox. Then, someone higher up pulled the plug.”
Jordan stared at him in alarm. “I don’t like the sound of this.”
“I imagined you’d say that. It’s something to keep in mind.”
“For sure. I hope his records lead us somewhere. I wasn’t kidding when I said he wasn’t motivated to share…He hasn’t confessed to the third murder yet, but he was fairly proud of the others. There’s very little advantage he could get out of cooperating, and he knows it.”
“I wouldn’t mind if this could finally go further,” Garcia admitted. “He killed two people, you’re telling me possibly three, and he’s still pulling strings. Perhaps at some point we won’t have a choice other than to give him something…”
Jordan had an idea about what he was going to say. She was so tired of Shriver’s antics. She was going to make him say it, even if Garcia wasn’t the main target of her frustration.
“When we talked to him, he wouldn’t shut up about you. I understand why Daniels would arrange things the way she has, given her history with him, but at this point…We don’t want any more murders. If your theory pans out, he gave someone with more power a list.”
It was a good theory. Jordan had been proud of Ellie for coming up with it, together with Maria. She liked it a little less given what Garcia was alluding to.
“If we can find those women, we might be able to go around him. And like I said, we’ll take another hard look at those finances. I’ll call in every favor I need if I can avoid playing into his hand.”
Garcia looked doubtful, but he didn’t voice any opposition.
“All right.”
* * * *
On the surface, the contents of Janine’s phone revealed nothing out of the ordinary for a woman her age. Her interactions were mostly with Meg and Ginny, and Darren. A couple of weeks before her disappearance, someone had called her repeatedly. They knew now that the number belonged to a burner phone.
One text said, Silence is Golden.
It wasn’t hard to tell what that meant, but silence about what? What did she know?
Anna Crawford, head of the tech lab, had made a note about a more interesting finding: Recorded conversations.
“That was a long time ago. Guy tried to kill me, I didn’t go anywhere near him after Alicia died.”
“Well, it seems that he’s alive and kicking, and he owes people for keeping it that way. People who won’t like it when they see you told the cops things about them.”
“Bingo,” Murphy muttered.
“How could he survive? He jumped off the freaking bridge.”
“You have no idea, do you?”
Unfortunately, the recording ended there. Another had her discuss Shriver once more with the same man.
“What the hell are you saying? He killed someone in prison?”
“That’s what I hear. Why are you asking so many questions? Are you recording this? You’re not still fucking talking to the cops? Do you know how many of them covered for him?”
“No.” She sounded unsure. “I’m not recording this, and I’m not talking to anyone, but there were a couple of detectives who helped me after the attack.”
He laughed grimly. “Right. This is why you are where you are right now. Let me see your phone.”
“What? No.”
This recording, too, ended abruptly. 
It became clearer that Janine had asked around before she vanished, worried that Shriver might give up her name to someone—who? If they could solve that question, they probably could solve the murders too.
“What do we have on Hartford?” Jordan asked. “Derek?” He had quietly slipped back into the room, but not mentioned to her why he wanted to talk to Daniels.
“Lots of angry texts between her and her sister,” he said. “It seems like Anne Marsh has been trying to convince her sister to give up her ‘sinful lifestyle.’ Teresa would have none of that, so it went back and forth. On the business side, McClelland seems legit. I’ve been looking at individuals who have been booted from Teresa’s properties over time for crossing lines. There’s a medium-sized list.”
At a first glance, nothing jumped out at her.
“Let’s have a quick lunch break,” she said, hoping she hadn’t been too optimistic thinking they could solve this without involving Shriver once more. He was everywhere.
After a quick exchange of texts, they decided to meet Ellie and Maria outside of the station for their lunch break.
“How are you holding up?” Jordan asked when she and Derek were alone in the car. It wasn’t a long ride, so she had to seize the moment.
“Okay. Thanks for asking.”
“Atwood didn’t run to Bristol?”
“No. I don’t think he wanted Bristol to know the whole context.”
“It’s frustrating, I get it. We have Darla over for a few days. It seems like you can never do enough.”
“You got her off the street though. It’s not like I didn’t try.”
“I know.”
“We’re going to find out who did this, before anyone else gets killed.”
Derek didn’t voice any doubts or affirmation.
* * * *
“Why does this name sound familiar?” Ellie paused over the list and leaned back into the booth. They had chosen a small diner downtown for their lunch break. “Were they associated with the human trafficking case? Remember, Hartford told us there were connections with that rich family and their handlers.”
“More files to go over, thank you.”
She ignored Jordan’s wry tone and went back to it after taking a sip of her water. “Tanner,” she said again.
“I thought you remembered the name of everyone you ever arrested,” Maria said. “Come on, you can do it. You know that one day we’re going to take away the record from them.”
Jordan and Derek shared an amused look. “Don’t get greedy,” she said.
“I got it!” Ellie exclaimed. “Remember the neighborhood watch teen? His name was Tanner.”
“You worked that case with Waters,” Maria remembered.
“Yes. Tanner killed a woman to prove himself to his heroes, Lemont, and what was the other guy, Bob? Stanton, that’s it. He got Lemont to kill someone for him.”
“He must be still in prison?” Jordan assumed. “All of them, actually?”
“We’ll check on that. So, he had it in it for Hartford, because she kicked him out. Shriver might have been aware of him, the case overall, but there’s no way Tanner could have helped him recently, is there?”
Ellie had met the leader of the neighborhood watch, Bob Stanton, who had conspired with a high-profile drug dealer, as a witness in her first case as a detective, so she remembered it well.
“They claimed their main incentive was to get homeless people out of the park. But their views on women didn’t differ so much from Shriver’s. I don’t know if they had the means to help him out, but Tanner had this family cabin that they regularly used. Might be interesting to look into that.”
“We’re going around in circles, and so far, we have nothing to help us find Rose, Janine, or know if they are even still alive. Sorry, not your fault.”
“I know,” Ellie acknowledged, understanding Jordan’s frustration. They had been going around in circles since the beginning of the case, throwing everything against the wall. They needed a solid lead. Yesterday. She, too, had doubts that Tanner could be that lead, but she didn’t have any better idea either.



 
Chapter Fourteen
 
By the end of the afternoon, Jordan had learned that Jarrod Tanner was out on parole. She left a message with his parole officer and decided they’d see him tomorrow. Derek had left to attend Macaulty’s autopsy, even though he didn’t need to.
She sat back in her chair, hoping that they’d find Rose and Janine alive. Finally, she had time to make that call, taken aback when an unfamiliar voice answered.
“Hello?”
“Um, I’m not sure I have the right number.”
“Oh, sorry. This is Debra. You wanted to reach Bethany?”
“Yes, thank you. This is Jordan. Detective Carpenter.” She almost expected her to say “I know who you are” or something along those lines, but Debra kept the same polite cordial tone.
“I’ll get her, just a moment, please?”
“Thanks.”
Debra was the daughter of a Democratic senator. Jordan had seen her on TV a few times. She’d been aware that she and Bethany were dating, but she hadn’t expected her on the phone. After couple of minutes, Bethany picked up.
“That’s a surprise,” she said. “How are you? Ellie and Meri?”
“We’re great, thank you.”
“Me too, actually. You’re catching me on my second Mai Tai during my well-deserved vacation.”
“Oh, I’m sure. I mean you deserve the vacation. I was going to ask you a favor, but I see it’s not the best moment.”
“Come on, Jordan, cut it out. We both know it’s not your favorite thing to do, so when you call me for a favor, it must be important. What’s going on?”
“We suspect Shriver of having killed TJ Pratt in prison.”
“Okay. Wow. Are you really okay?”
“This has nothing to do with me,” Jordan said, a familiar irritation setting in. Even though it wasn’t entirely true, considering that man obsessed with her had murdered her biological father. It wasn’t as simple as that. “You made some vague comments about Shriver the other time. You didn’t like him before we knew about his crimes. Any particular reason?”
“That’s what you’re calling for, really? I don’t like cocky, criminal men. They seem to like you. Sorry about that. Let’s see, Noah Shriver. His name comes up in curious places.”
“You’re being vague again. Look, I’ve been told that an investigation into his financial records was stifled. You had obviously heard of him before I ever even talked to him. I was wondering if you knew anything about that—or if you could look into it.”
“I can tell you right now that angle never went anywhere. The story was complete, right? He went to a strip club, paid a sex worker, he killed her. Then killed her boss to get rid of the witness. Jumped off a bridge…”
“…and vanished for almost year. There’s got to be a money trail somewhere, leading to people who helped him. To other crimes.”
“You know how it works. You have to be able to argue relevance since he’s already serving a life sentence.”
“Jesus, Bethany, lives are in danger. I’d say that makes it relevant.”
“Don’t kill the messenger. Shriver’s a weasel. I think it’s worthwhile following that lead. I’m just telling you that will be hard to prove anything beyond that point.”
“Well, if it wasn’t hard, anyone could do it, right?”
Bethany’s choice of words sent a shiver skittering down her spine. Kill the messenger. Teresa. Mac. Mulveney had been lucky and was now recovering at home.
“Right. I will make a few calls—tomorrow—but I can’t promise you anything. I’d love to see him held responsible for everything we think he has done, but as you can imagine, I won’t be returning to an empty desk.”
“I understand that. Thank you. I’m sorry for calling on your vacation.”
“As you should be. Kidding. And Jordan, don’t let this go. He’s one of the worst.”
“I won’t—”
If Bethany hadn’t ended the call already, she would have told her that she was already heading the task force—something she could have led with, instead of getting all self-conscious when Bethany’s girlfriend answered the phone. She shook her head at herself.
Jordan waited a few minutes, then she finally sent the text. Sorry again. I swear this is the last question. In your professional opinion, should I go see him?
Daniels’ considerations were sound, but also slightly different from those of a psychiatrist trained as a profiler.
Bethany’s answer came right away.
You asking me that tells me you already know the answer.
“I’m so glad we’re not together anymore,” Jordan muttered before she turned off her computer and left to find Ellie.
* * * *
They stopped at the SEVEN to pick up Meri and stayed for dinner in the private room in the back. Jack and Pauline were both there but most of the time busy with customers. 
“So, it’s going to be all about money?” Ellie asked as she held a sleepy Meri on her lap.
“Looks like it,” Jordan agreed. “Someone’s trying to make a point, and I imagine, they’ve been losing business because of people like Mac and Teresa.”
“And Janine.” Ellie sighed. “I wish we were any closer to finding her. If she’s out on her own, no one’s going to protect her.”
Jordan wished she could say anything to make her feel better, but they both knew the odds.
“I keep coming back to Shriver and the extortion. Was that ever real? The only two people who could tell us are dead.” Alicia Fox, the sex worker, and Chad Warner who had been her boss—both he and Shriver had insisted that Alicia was in on the scheme.
“Convenient.” Ellie shifted Meri in her arms. “Between Bethany and the IA guy, we’re getting some disturbing hints. What if someone higher up has been intervening on Shriver’s behalf, now, and before? Maybe we’ve been looking in the wrong places. Darren was talking about asshole cops…”
“As a figure of speech?” Jordan wondered dryly. “He’s aware of Waters and Shriver, so I can’t blame him. But are we really thinking…”
“It would help to find out who’s been stopping these investigations,” Ellie suggested. “I feel bad for Daniels. She’s been trying to keep things neat and clean, and she can’t seem to catch a break.”
“I know. I’ll speak to Garcia again and we’ll see where we go from there.”
“Any news on Mac’s killer?”
“They’re still working on ballistics. I’m not sure we’ll have much to compare. Those are professionals, and they won’t leave a signature behind.”
“Maybe we’re lucky. Ready to call it a day? I think this little girl is.”
“So ready. Let’s go back out through the front and say bye to everyone.”
Most of all she’d wanted to check on Derek, but he wasn’t there. Kate McCarthy was having a beer with her former colleagues Casey Lyons and Libby Marshall, and after everyone had fawned over sleepy Meri, Jordan and Ellie went home.
* * * *
Jordan had imagined they might talk about the many puzzling facets of the case—cases—some more, but after Meri had gotten her bedtime story and was sleeping soundly, Ellie seemed to have other plans.
When she came out of the bathroom, she walked straight into Jordan’s embrace and kissed her deeply. It didn’t escape Jordan’s attention that the sexy nothing made of silk she was wearing only presented a thin barrier to warm skin, all thoughts about further shop talk fleeting.
“I like that idea,” she whispered. “I didn’t miss an anniversary or anything?”
“No. I don’t think I’ve told you how proud I am of you for that task force.”
Funny how everyone seemed to be occupied with her career lately, but in Ellie’s case, the results were nothing but pleasant, so Jordan wouldn’t question it.
“Thank you. I hope we’ll soon produce results.”
“You will,” Ellie said with the absolute confidence she’d always had in Jordan, to her astonishment. But in this case, she had no choice. Too much was on the line already.
“I know you will, but you deserve to take a small break.”
Jordan wasn’t sure she deserved it. It was an offer she couldn’t refuse.
* * * *
The next day, the task force gathered in the conference room for the morning briefing.
“We found a witness that saw a car speeding away,” Murphy explained.
“Guess what? The same car was caught on a traffic camera near Rigley’s the day of the shooting.”
“That’s the kind of news I like to hear first thing in the morning,” Jordan told him. “You told everyone to look out for it…”
“Better than that. Unis found it abandoned on the side of the road. It’s coming to the lab right now.”
“Perfect. I’ll talk to Crawford later. If anything happens before, let me know. Let’s get this done.”
With a morose expression, Derek was staring into nothing. She wanted to talk to him, but that had to wait.
“Detective Garcia, just a moment?”
Finally, Derek, too, got up and left.
When it was just her and Garcia in the room, Jordan said, “I’ve been thinking about what you said, regarding the investigation into Shriver’s finances stalling. Another source confirmed this for me.”
He didn’t seem surprised that she’d gone for that line of inquiry.
“We don’t know details yet, but my source might have more. I need to know if you had any specific suspicions, names?”
“I guess you already know that you’ll be wading into hazardous waters. I’m afraid I have no new information at this point other than what you already have. The task force’s focus is to find the shooter and the missing informants…”
Jordan waited. She hadn’t built up her reputation in the interrogation room for nothing, and she knew when someone wanted to talk, even someone who was trained to have acquired the same skills she had.
“…but if you’d like to hear a theory or two, we could have a beer at the SEVEN sometime.” He gave her a wry grin. “Even though I’m aware not everyone will be happy to see me.”
“You’ll be fine, don’t worry. We always start with theories. Sometimes they go far.”
“Let’s hope so.”
They parted, and Jordan went to see the head of lab, Anna Crawford, about what was likely the shooter’s getaway vehicle. On the way, her cell phone rang. Jarrod Tanner’s parole officer was calling her back to confirm he’d meet her later that day.



 
Chapter Fifteen
 
Ellie winced when she heard Derek curse at something on his computer screen. She decided not to ask, though she could whole-heartedly relate to his frustration, and possible feeling of failure. Despite her determination to stay focused, she could feel it catching up to her as well.
There was nothing she could do about Shriver at the moment, as there was no witness and little evidence other than his own megalomania tying him to Pratt’s death. They had both visited the prison chapel. The chaplain couldn’t confirm whether or not they had ever interacted. Shriver wasn’t going to help them without corroborating evidence against him, some kind of proof that he had really given those names to someone.
Ellie couldn’t help thinking about Janine. She wanted to prove everyone wrong who thought the story always ended the same way: Darren, maybe even Janine. She had trusted them once, but obviously not enough to think they’d protect her. Or, in the worst-case scenario, she’d never left on her own.
She might already be dead.
Ellie suppressed a groan. She knew the case was in good hands with her colleagues, who had the resources they needed to get to the bottom of those disappearances and deaths. Still.
She’d promised Darren that she wasn’t going to give up—that she wasn’t one of those cops, and for some reason, he had seemed to believe her. She couldn’t let him down, or herself. At least neither Daniels nor Jordan intended to shut her out completely.
Again, she looked over at Derek but was jolted out of her thoughts when Detective Rogers came heading her way.
“Harding, I got some news for you,” he said. “Officers were called to a domestic disturbance, ex-boyfriend violating a restraining order. Her friend got in the middle of it. It’s Janine.”
Ellie was on her feet in an instant. “How is she?”
“He punched her. They’re checking her out at the hospital right now. Carpenter’s not here. Do you want to come?”
She wanted to. This was exciting news.
“I should check with Jordan first,” she said.
“Do that. But hurry up.”
“Okay. I’ll meet you outside.” Ellie picked up her phone and chose Jordan’s number, hoping she’d pick up. To her relief, she did so after one ring.
“Hey,” she started without preamble. “Rogers found Janine. She’s at the hospital right now. Could I go with him? I would like to check on her, but if you think I shouldn’t…”
“No, that’s fine, go,” Jordan told her. “I’m heading to the tech lab now. This might take a while. Find out what you can, and we’ll meet at the station later?”
“Of course. Thank you.”
After ending the call, she quickly updated Maria. “I shouldn’t be long. You call me if you need me?”
“Sure. If for some miracle Shriver decides to talk, I can handle it.”
“Okay. Thanks.”
Ellie picked up her coat and keys and hurried to meet Rogers at his car. They would report back to Jordan and Derek later. She had additional reasons for wanting to make sure Janine was okay, but Ellie couldn’t help wondering if the threads would start to unravel.
Everything had begun with Janine’s disappearance—or had it?
She would let Darren know where Janine was, but decided she wanted to talk to her first.
* * * *
At the lab, Jordan was about hear the latest from Anna Crawford. She had no problem with Ellie joining Rogers, given how much she had invested in Janine’s case.
Anna’s team had some hairs and fingerprints, but no matches so far. The license plates and the VIN had been removed from the vehicle. At first sight, it looked non-descript, a dark blue SUV. She went around, watching as Anna opened the trunk with gloved hands.
“It seems small for the size of the car,” she observed.
“That’s because it is. Check this,” Anna told her, and removed part of the bottom.
Jordan whistled through her teeth. “A trunk with a false bottom? That’s what I’d call custom-made.”
“And someone made sure it wasn’t easy to find either. A quick routine search, someone might miss it. In this case, we already suspected someone wanted to hide something inside.
“Weapons? A body?”
“Try all of the above. There’s residue of gunpowder, and some DNA. We’ll have more on that for you soon.”
“You didn’t find the registration papers?”
Anna laughed. “Don’t get greedy. It might be a rental, but we’re still looking for anything that could help with that.”
“So far so good. Keep looking.”
Jordan went to get Derek for the appointment she’d made with the parole officer.
During the drive, he sat in the passenger’s seat quietly while she did most of the talking.
“I didn’t get to talk much to the officer yet, so I’m not sure how Tanner managed to get himself out of prison. He killed that woman so Lemont would take him seriously.”
Ryan Lemont had made a deal with the leader of a neighborhood watch Jarrod Tanner had belonged to—the men belonging to said neighborhood watch would crack down on small-time drug dealers to leave the stage for Lemont and his crew.
In return, Lemont’s minions had killed a homeless man at Patton Lake Park. Tanner, a teen at the time, felt like he wasn’t getting enough attention in that equation, so he decided to take matters into his own hands. Jordan remembered that his interests had also been distinctly on the extreme right, ideologically speaking.
Why was he out? As far as she remembered, he’d been tried as an adult, and for good reasons.
“I remember,” was all Derek had to say. “Good lawyers, sympathetic judges.” He shrugged.
Jordan knew all this, though other than the family cabin, Jarrod Tanner or his grandparents didn’t seem to have a lot of riches or power to their name. He’d lived with them when Ellie and Waters investigated the neighborhood watch, but now had a small apartment by himself.
“We’re almost there. You get to ask the guy some questions. You don’t have to figure it out right now.”
“Actually, the sooner we can figure this out, the better. If Shriver had ties to Lemont…It doesn’t make sense, does it? He always claimed he was providing for high profile clients. Warner and The Velvet Rope were anything but.”
This time, Derek didn’t comment. Jordan had a plan. First things first.
They met the parole officer in his office. After introductions were made, she dove right into the subject.
“All right, Jarrod Tanner. What can you tell us about him?”
“Quiet guy. Sticks to the conditions by the letter. Never misses a meeting, never late.”
Jordan exchanged a look with Derek whose expression remained impassive.
“That is surprising to say the least. You know his history.”
“Of course. I’m not saying he’s a saint, but I think prison scared him quite a bit. He realized it wasn’t like running with the guys of the neighborhood watch or even the occasional job for someone like Lemont.”
“He was worried about not being seen. He killed a woman because of that.”
“It’s hard to be invisible in prison. He knows what he’s done, and my take is that he does feel sorry. For himself, sure, that’s a big part of it, but he’s making the effort.”
Jordan could tell from the man’s matter-of-fact delivery that this was likely more than he’d expected from Tanner. She had to agree, though it was a worrisome notion that he could have gamed the system this easily…or with the help of someone more powerful.
“How did he manage to get an appeal? The case was pretty much cut and dried. The grandparents didn’t seem to be that wealthy.”
“They weren’t. Some high-profile lawyer took on his case, arguing that he should have the chance to turn his life around at this young age. I don’t know much more.”
“Does he still like those far-right blogs?”
“If he does, he hasn’t shared it with me. He doesn’t drink, doesn’t get into trouble, drug tests come back clean. He has a job with a company that supplies food for bars and restaurants.”
Something jogged her mind. They’d definitely had to look at Tanner some more.
“If you’ll excuse me for a second?”
She left both men sitting in the office without waiting for an answer. Outside the door, Jordan called Ellie, but only got her voicemail.
“Call me back right away when you get this. Meanwhile, when you talk to Janine, could you check the name of the company Janine was interviewing for? And ask Darren, Meg and Ginny if they were aware of Jarrod Tanner. It’s important. Talk to you later.”
Daniels shouldn’t be too concerned about them working together if they were on opposite sides of town, and it wasn’t like she was giving Ellie any special treatment. If anything, this was an all-hands-on-deck situation.
Returning to the room, she said, “Sorry about that. Thank you so much for seeing us. We’ll be in touch if we have more questions.”
She and Derek left the building to head back to the car. Jordan decided she
was going to wait for Ellie’s call before they’d go to see Tanner. Shriver could clam up and be mysterious all he wanted to, but they’d get to him and his connections eventually.
She fastened her seatbelt and pulled out of the parking lot and onto the street.
“This is not the way back to the station.” After a few minutes, Derek chose to speak after all.
“I know. We have the time,” she said. “I need coffee.”
* * * *
To everyone’s relief, Janine wasn’t badly hurt—but she was hurt, and Ellie thought guiltily that they might have been able to avoid this outcome. She wasn’t naïve or ungrateful for the bigger picture: Now they could talk to her, possibly figure out how to solve the murders and protect others.
She wasn’t a member of the task force though, so she still had to stay in her lane.
Janine was crying.
“I’m so sorry,” she kept saying. “I never meant for anyone to get hurt.”
“You’re safe now. That’s the most important thing,” Ellie assured her. “Ginny, Meg and Darren got in touch with me because they were worried about you.”
For the first time, her eyes lit up. “Darren? Is he here? Are they okay?”
“Everyone is. I’m going to call him if you want, but I’d like to have a word with you if that’s okay.”
“I want him here. I swear I’ll talk to you, but please, call him.”
“Of course.” Time was ticking, and Ellie didn’t have that long, but Janine’s reaction was encouraging.
She stepped aside to call Darren and explain the situation to him. “Janine is asking for you. If you could—”
“Of course. I’ll be right there.”
“He’ll be here in a bit,” Ellie told her. “Janine, the other detectives will have a lot of questions for you, why you were hiding, from whom. It’s important that you talk to them, so we can protect you.”
“What are you going to do?” she asked, sounding genuinely curious.
“I wanted to make sure you were okay first. Darren told me that you’d been working with Shriver, and another former detective called Waters?”
Janine made a face. “I haven’t seen Waters in forever, but you know what happened with Shriver. He killed Alicia and he nearly killed me. I had hoped this was all over when you arrested him.”
You and me both.
“Has anyone contacted you recently, on behalf of the work you did for them?”
“I don’t know.” She sounded scared now. “How is this different from the questions the other detectives are going to ask?”
“It isn’t, not that much,” Ellie admitted. “We suspect Shriver killed another inmate, and we think there’s a connection to recent shootings.”
“Rigley’s,” Janine said.
“Sadly, that wasn’t the only one. Meg and Ginny said you were getting threatening calls?”
“I’d like to know about them too. Detective Rogers, Missing Persons,” he introduced himself. “If you don’t mind?”
“Detective Rogers, unlike me, is part of the task force, but he started working on your disappearance before that. Please, tell him everything you know.”
The door opened, and Darren rushed in. He went to embrace Janine carefully and kissed her forehead before he turned to Ellie.
“Thank you so much.”
“You’re welcome.” When her phone rang, it was a good moment to step outside. She’d hear what was said in the room, eventually.
Jordan was on the phone, sounding urgent.
“Did you get my message?” she asked.
Ellie checked to realize it had come in when she stepped into the hospital room.
“Sorry, no. Is there anything new?”
Much to her credit, Jordan’s tone was devoid of impatience when she repeated her request to Ellie. “I assume Darren is there too?”
“He is. I can go back in and ask a few more questions.” Something sprang to mind. “You talked to Darla this morning?”
“Briefly,” Jordan said. “Everything’s quiet on her side. Okay, when you’re done over there, call Meg and Ginny too. Something’s bugging me about this Tanner guy. We’ll have a briefing with Daniels later, and I want you in on it. Maria too.”
“Sure. I’ll see you then.”
Things were starting to move faster, always satisfying. However, Ellie remembered the day Tanner was arrested, and the slurs he’d thrown at her. Jordan wasn’t the only one concerned that he was enjoying life in freedom.



 
Chapter Sixteen
 
At the coffee shop, Jordan carried the tray with two lattes and muffins to the table.
“Why did it have to be this particular coffee?” Derek wondered.
“Because it’s very good. And it’s about time someone brings you coffee.”
He studied her with a quizzical gaze. “I’m not sure what exactly this is but thank you.”
“We’re close to getting a break in this case,” she said. “Then we’ll figure out who killed Mac as well.”
“You wanted a coffee break to tell me that? Could have had that cheaper at the station.”
“I wanted a break to make sure I know where your head’s at.”
“I understand. A lot depends on this task force producing results.”
“It does, but I’m asking as your partner, and friend. Mac’s death hit you hard. I want to be sure you’re taking care of yourself.”
“Don’t worry. I’m fine. Everyone lost someone, right?”
“We’ll find out who did this. We always do.” That might have been a bit of an exaggeration, but over the past years, their closure rate had been above average, for the department and the county. That had to count for something. “And it’s not about politics or which victim had the most money.”
“It isn’t for you and me, and a few others, like Daniels. But let’s be realistic. If this wasn’t part of a bigger scheme, we might not have even heard about Mac until much later.”
She couldn’t deny it was true. “It sucks.”
“Yeah, it does. Thanks for the coffee though.”
“You’re welcome. Just don’t get used to it.”
At least he was laughing at her weak joke. “You gave me a lot to think about, too.”
“What, you want to go work for Bethany after all?”
“Hell no. But it’s probably true that I should look out for opportunities more. Having a child will only get more expensive once school and gadgets and designer clothes come into play.”
“I think you have a little more time before that, but I don’t think you have to worry. Meri has a lot of people in her life who love her—including her cool Godparents with the boat.”
“Oh, it will be definitely a long time before we let her go on that boat. When are you going to invite your friends though?”
“Next summer, if said friends keep nagging,” he promised.
Assured that they were back on track, at least for the moment, Jordan suggested that they’d head back to get ready for the briefing.
The fact that Janine was safe and sound was another big break. After the briefing, there would still be time talk to Jarrod Tanner. It might be a nice close to the day, if not the case.
* * * *
“Jarrod Tanner wanted someone to look up to. That’s why he joined the neighborhood watch and helped with jobs for Lemont.” Ellie was relieved to find Jordan had informed Lieutenant Daniels that she and Maria would join the task force meeting. Daniels liked the detectives to keep their case files straight, and she’d always been wary about Jordan and Ellie working together on the same, given their marital status. Once more, it was hard to avoid, because there was a limited number of personnel available, even counting Garcia and Rogers.
“Lemont didn’t show any particular political leanings, Tanner and the neighborhood watch were more on the far right. He was convicted of killing Rena Kelly, then his sentence was appealed successfully. He’s out on parole now and got himself a job with a restaurant supplier.” She took a deep breath, wondering if she’d been meandering too much. A quick look around the table told her that she still had everyone’s attention. “It’s the same company Janine interviewed for. In the days leading up to the start of her employment, the threatening calls intensified, and so she decided to go into hiding. She was afraid of someone leaking her name to the criminals she had delivered to Shriver and Waters, though she had no idea who it was. I asked her, Meg, Ginny, and Darren about Tanner. They don’t know him.”
“Okay, did anyone mention Shriver by name in those calls? Or did Janine think they came from him?” Daniels asked, sounding frustrated.
Jordan stood listening, her expression reflecting mostly concentration, and a bit of that same frustration.
“No,” Ellie said. “But Detective Rogers interviewed her longer.” She looked to him, and he nodded, ready to continue.
“We’re looking into the company as well,” he said. “Tanner got a job very fast. Janine knew him as a client from her days working for Ms. Hartford. He got kicked out for bad behavior. There was already word on the street that someone was out to get informants, add that to the threatening phone calls, she got scared and left.”
Daniels looked like she had a headache. Ellie could sympathize.
“Derek and I are going to speak to Tanner today,” Jordan added. “Anything you find on the company, any connection to the case or the people involved, please get it to us ASAP. The lab isn’t finished yet with what we assume to be the shooter’s car. It was abandoned not far from where Mr. Macaulty was shot.”
“Anything else?” Daniels asked.
Ellie caught the look Jordan exchanged with Garcia, her minute hesitation.
“No, not at the moment,” Jordan said.
“All right, you come back here after you talked to Tanner. I’ll be in my office.”
“Yes Ma’am.”
* * * *
For cases, they had on occasion talked to people released on parole, some of them suspects, most of them witnesses. It was rare that they lived in luxury. Tanner didn’t either, but the apartment was in a far better complex and neighborhood than Jordan had imagined.
He remembered them too, greeting them with “Oh, hell no. I don’t have to talk to you.”
“Actually, it would be better if you did,” Derek told him.
“I’m doing everything I’m supposed to do. Check with my parole officer.”
“We already did.” Jordan walked inside, trying not to show her surprise. “Nice apartment,” she remarked.
“Then you know all the other stuff is in the past,” he said, ignoring her comment about the apartment. I haven’t talked to anyone from the neighborhood watch or Lemont since before the trial. Why would I? They got me into a whole lot of shit.”
“No kidding,” Derek said sarcastically. “And none of it was your fault.”
“It wasn’t. I got carried away. I’m busting my ass now to stay out of prison.”
“That’s good to hear. So, if we got a warrant for your electronics, we wouldn’t find you hanging out in certain groups?”
For the first time since they’d entered the apartment, he looked smug. “Those weren’t illegal, but I also hear those kinds of warrants are hard to get. Are you trying to pin something on me? Should I call my lawyer?”
“You talk to her lately?” Jordan asked, showing him a picture of Janine.
“Never seen her. Pretty…a bit slutty though, but I don’t know who she is. Why?”
“You mean like Rena Kelly?” He had caught the sharper tone of Jordan’s voice.
“No, I didn’t mean that. I told you I got carried away. I really wish I hadn’t done that.”
“You’re lying already,” she said, “and that’s giving us probable cause. We know you got kicked out of a massage parlor for getting rough with her, and you met recently at the company where you work.”
“Okay, don’t get your panties in a twist!”
“Watch your language,” Derek snapped, and she cast him a quick look.
“Yes, I saw her at work,” Tanner admitted. “I didn’t recognize her at first, but then she acted so strangely around me, I remembered she was one of Hartford’s girls. That was all way back then, the guys from the neighborhood got me into one of those parlors as a favor.”
“A favor for what?”
“For letting them use my grandparents’ cabin. You know I gave the keys to the other guys sometimes. Janine’s not that innocent either. She wasn’t just doing massages at that place.”
Teresa Hartford had been careful, but they had always suspected. This wasn’t necessarily untrue.
“That didn’t give you the right to attack her though.”
“Is she saying that? This is why you’re here?”
“Did you threaten Janine not to say anything about that incident, or did she have another reason to be afraid of you?”
“Why would she be afraid of me? I was worried she might tell my bosses about that time, but then I thought she might have lied to them about having been a hooker. I figured she’d probably keep quiet, but she never came back to work there.”
“How do you like your job?” Derek asked.
Tanner frowned. “What kind of question is that? It’s a job. I’m a driver. It’s not easy to come back, though apparently, it’s easier if you spread your—”
“We get the picture,” Jordan said with a dismissive gesture, knowing that listening to him finish the sentence would make her sick to her stomach. “You aren’t doing so badly for yourself though. This place…Does your salary pay for it?”
“I’m sure you can look it up or get your stupid warrant for that. My grandparents help me out. They agreed this would be a good time to find my own place.”
“What kind of car do you drive, Jarrod?”
He shrugged. “I don’t have a car right now,” he said. “I’ll let you know when I can afford one. Is that all?”
“For now,” she confirmed, but then turned around once more and showed him another photograph, Rose this time. “How did it go with this one?”
His hesitation spoke volumes.
“I know you want me to use fancy words, but they’re whores,” he said, sounding nervous. “They know what they’re getting themselves into, right? And they get paid extra, so I don’t know why they would complain.”
“There’s something I don’t understand. If you had already been kicked out once, why did they let you come back?”
“It’s Hartford’s partner, I forgot his name. He said I was on probation, and there was no need to tell Teresa. I figured he understood, but the bitch found out and banned me. Well, there’s cheaper out there. What’s the deal, guys? Am I under arrest?”
“Not at this moment,” Jordan said. “We’ll be in touch.”
“Please, don’t. I’m calling my lawyer right now.”
She waited until they were back in the car, then fetched a disinfectant wipe from the glove compartment.
“This is not a metaphor. I feel icky,” she said.
“I guess we agree he hasn’t learned that much in prison,” Derek agreed.
“I wonder if we could get a warrant for surveillance. Any sex worker he’s hiring is in danger.”
“There’s a pattern. And it is looking a lot like…”
“Shriver.”
“Yeah. We might be lucky.”
“I’ll see if I can catch Val before we see Daniels. After that, would you and Kate like to have dinner with us?”
“Sounds like a plan. I’ll ask her.”
* * * *
“Why don’t we start a little slower?” A.D.A. Esposito was indeed still in her office, and she was quick to dampen Jordan’s enthusiasm. “I agree that he might pose a risk, but let’s start with finances. If you find anything, we can go from there. I know that expression, but no, Carpenter. Not before tomorrow.”
“But—”
“I’m swamped, Jordan. What about not before tomorrow didn’t you understand?”
“All right. Sorry. Are you okay?”
Valerie sighed. “Yeah, sure. And I’m sorry. I’ve been working non-stop. This case of yours is a nightmare with all the T’s that weren’t crossed, and I’s that weren’t dotted. Yes, there’s usually a paper trail with informants, but you’ve been creative at times.”
Jordan knew she didn’t mean her personally, though she remembered with unease how she’d sometimes paid Darla out of pocket when she needed information quick. And also, because Darla needed to eat.
“Anything new on Pratt?” Valerie asked when Jordan didn’t say anything.
“Not that I’m aware of. Shriver hasn’t been talking, but we might get to him another way.”
“Good luck.”
* * * *
“I have a feeling about Tanner,” Jordan said when she and Derek were back to update Daniels on their progress. “If anything, he hasn’t given up his ideology.”
“We all know that’s not enough, but let’s see what the financial records say. Surveillance might be a good thing if you think women might be in danger.”
“Right. I’m still waiting on the results from the car we found. If there’s any evidence leading to him, his parole is in danger, and I got the idea that he really doesn’t want to go back to prison.”
“He might be willing to talk if you find the right angle. Good, work on that.”
“I reached out to another source. They might find me more on Shriver’s financial entanglements—if there’s something to find. Meanwhile, Tanner is clearly living above his means if the job is his only income. High profile lawyer. It’s all curious.”
“Your source is safe?”
“Yes, they are.
“Tanner’s M.O., Shriver’s, there’s an overlap,” Derek added. “That might not be a coincidence.”
“I’m inclined to agree but be careful,” Daniels warned.
“We will be. We’ll get back to you as soon as we learn anything else.”
“All right, that’s all for the moment. Have a good evening.”
They were already outside the door when Jordan thought twice.
“Why don’t you call Kate, and we all meet at home? I’d just like to ask the lieutenant something I’ll tell you later.”
“Sure.”
After a short knock, Jordan went back inside.
Daniels looked up from the file she’d been frowning over.
“My source thinks it might be worth it if I went to see Shriver. I was hoping to avoid that, and I know you were too…but I trust her judgment.” Bethany had misjudged a situation once, which had almost ended fatally for Jordan. She didn’t give that trust lightly, but Bethany knew psychopaths.
“I’ve been thinking about that,” Daniels admitted.
“I hate to say it, but he seems to like me. He might talk to me, and if someone else is in danger…”
“I get what you’re saying. Hold on just a bit on that, until we have more to lean on Tanner. We’ll go from there.”
Jordan couldn’t find anything to argue with that assessment. “I expect that warrant tomorrow,” she said. “Good night, Lieutenant.”
Before heading home, she checked in with Darla who confirmed that everything was all right, and no, she didn’t want to move in with them.



 
Chapter Seventeen
 
The evening with Kate and Derek was quiet and uneventful, and exactly what all of them needed. Jordan had come home in time to prepare the meal with Ellie while the Godparents had some time with their Goddaughter. She’d be up a little while longer tonight.
“I feel bad that Pauline’s going to have to deal with her cranky self tomorrow, but I think it’s worth it,” Ellie whispered, making Jordan laugh. “You’re using our daughter as a barometer for their relationship?”
“Sort of,” Ellie admitted. “I can only imagine what it must be like.”
“I think they’re fine, but this sure has brought up a lot of memories.”
Kate had been planning her wedding with fellow officer Jensen Baker who was murdered by the man Pratt worked with. It had taken her a long time before she felt safe enough to consider a committed relationship again. To have the subject come up once more likely wasn’t easy for Derek either.
Ellie didn’t have to point out that it had been a tough time for Jordan too, being confronted with her childhood memories as well with Shriver’s obsession once again. And it wasn’t just him. Unlike others before, his delusion hadn’t included wanting to hurt her. She shook herself. She wanted a few hours without either one of those people on her mind.
Being home, with Jordan, their daughter and their friends was reason to be immensely grateful. She’d never take it for granted. She’d never forget about those who weren’t so lucky.
* * * *
The next day, Ellie checked in with Darla before work. On the other end of the line, Darla laughed. “I don’t know if I should feel lucky or annoyed with you. I keep telling you, I’m fine. No one’s coming after me, I’m sure.”
Ellie had the feeling that while Darla was grateful for her and Jordan’s offer, she was happy to be back in her own home. They couldn’t be too cautious though.
“That’s good to hear. We’re getting closer to solving the case, which means you could come over to dinner just because.”
“About that. I have some news. I’ve been talking to my sister a lot lately, and we get along really well now. I found a job close to where she lives, and she’s going to help me move next month.”
“Next month? That’s quick. But I’m happy for you.”
“Thank you. And thank you and Jordan for everything you’ve done for us. I’ll be forever grateful.”
“We’re happy to help. Just be careful until this is over.”
“I will,” Darla promised.  “Talk to you soon.”
Ellie took the way to the station, but then reconsidered and drove by Ginny and Meg’s apartment. She knew Janine wouldn’t be there since she had been taken to a safe house after she was released from the hospital.
To her surprise, Darren was there. She had assumed he’d be with Janine.
“Thank you again for finding her,” he said. “I wasn’t sure if she’d make it.”
“What do you mean?”
“What do you think? There are others out there, aren’t there? Just yesterday, you asked me about this Tanner guy, and I’m taking a wild guess that he’s not the mastermind here. You have two dead already. It’s not over.”
She wished she could reassure both him and herself. One, she couldn’t share details of the investigation. Even if she could, she wasn’t sure he’d find any of it would reassuring.
Going through all the official channels took time. Today, Jordan and the task force would hopefully have the warrants to take a closer look at Tanner. He and a possible accomplice were starting to look better and better as suspects. No one thought he’d have come up with the idea by himself. There was someone, somewhere higher up in the chain.
“It will be soon. I swear. I just wanted to check in with all of you.”
“Thank you for that,” Meg said. “Maybe we can all catch a break now.”
Darren looked doubtful, but he didn’t say anything.
* * * *
Ellie didn’t see much of Jordan that day and given the fact that she didn’t receive any calls or messages, she assumed Bethany hadn’t turned up any news on Shriver yet. It was disturbing how long he, and also Waters, had been able to stay under the radar. While doing regular police work day to day, they indulged their prejudices as well. She wasn’t naïve. She knew that not everyone chose the profession to serve or protect.
For some, it was solely about the power. They would cross lines sooner or later. They were lucky that their former lieutenant took charge immediately when two female officers made accusations against Cliff Waters. It still put their unit under lots of scrutiny and pressure. Each of them was still wondering about things they could have done differently.
From the few conversations she’d had with the former Major Crimes detectives Paul Wu and Tyler Murphy who had worked under Daniels with Shriver, she could tell that they wrestled with the same thoughts.
Where did it stop? Who had chosen not to investigate Shriver further when the opportunity arose?
Those dire questions were still on her mind when she and Maria went on a lunch break. With the task force waiting on some of the results, their work was stalled to a certain point too, since they had nothing yet that would help Maria lean on Shriver. Besides, Jordan might still follow Bethany’s advice, and as much as she didn’t like it, Ellie had to admit it made sense. Lieutenant Daniels might see it that way too.
They had just finished their meals when Ellie’s cell phone rang. Seeing the call came from Darla, she picked up. At first, Ellie thought Jordan Avery had gotten hold of her phone, because she couldn’t make out any words.
Then, “Ellie, I need your help—” Darla’s panicked words were cut off.
“We have to go,” Ellie said. “Something’s not right at Darla’s.”
Maria had met Darla on a few occasions at Jordan and Ellie’s, and of course she was aware she’d been Jordan’s CI before. She left a few bills on the table before they headed to the car.
They soon learned that a 911 call had been placed from Darla’s apartment. An intruder was trying to get in.
Jordan’s instincts had been right. Ellie wondered if they’d gotten it all wrong. Could Jarrod Tanner be this brazen, knowing they were on to him already? Or was someone else behind the shootings? Darla had been living a quiet life for a long time, so this had to be related somehow. She prayed that they’d get to her in time.
One unit had already arrived at the building.
Ellie suppressed a sigh when she heard Chris Atwood’s voice crackling over the radio. Maria didn’t say anything, but the way she pursed her lips was comment enough.
They arrived at the apartment building to find the squad car parked on the curb, no sign of Atwood. No yellow tape, so the scene wasn’t secured yet. Had he even called for backup?
Ellie tried Darla’s phone again, and to her surprise, Darla picked up.
“Oh my God, Ellie where are you?”
“Are you okay?”
“No, I’m not! He almost shot me!”
“The intruder?”
“No, he’s gone. The cop!”
She’d been shouting, so Maria had no trouble hearing Darla’s side of the conversation.
“What an asshole,” she mouthed.
Ellie couldn’t bring herself to feel relieved yet. “Tell the officer to stay where he is. I’m here with Maria, outside your building. I’m coming up, okay?”
“You better. I’m so mad.”
“I understand. Could you give him to me for a second?”
“Sure.”
“Harding?”
“Are we sure he’s gone?”
“Yes. I saw him run.”
“Okay, I’ll be up in a minute.”
Ellie was mad too, but for her friend’s, and her job’s sake she’d have to take a deep breath and count to ten before dealing with Atwood. What did it take to make the powers that be understand he wasn’t fit for the job? Sooner or later, he was going to get someone killed, and he’d probably find a way to shift the blame.
By the time she knocked on Darla’s front door, her anger hadn’t dissipated. She couldn’t lose sight of what had happened though: Someone trying to break into the home Darla shared with her young son.
She left Maria downstairs to update their colleagues on the situation, especially Jordan who would be worried sick if she heard about the 911 call. Walking inside the apartment, she found Atwood standing in a corner with a cranky expression.
“I’m in here,” Darla called from Avery’s room.
“I’ll be with you in a moment, Darla. And what the hell is wrong with you?” Ellie kept her voice down as much as she could, but she didn’t feel like holding back either. She remembered too well being on her own, no desperately needed backup arriving because Atwood had turned off his radio. It hadn’t been an accident either, even though he insisted to this day.
“Come on, Harding, get off your high horse,” he muttered. “She had a gun.”
“To protect my son and myself from people like the one who was breaking into my home,” Darla who had appeared in the doorway, said coolly.
“Do you have a license for that gun, Ma’am?”
“Why would you think I don’t?”
“Darla, please, we’ll clear up all of this in a moment, I promise.” She ignored Atwood’s sneer. He’d been friends with Waters, and neither of them had appreciated colleagues who’d take a freaking second to reassure a victim—which Darla was, even if she was also a friend. “We’ll get a unit in here to look for any traces of the intruder. We’ll figure this out. Officer Atwood, let’s go outside for a second.”
In the hallway, she said, “What is going on? You came in here by yourself, no backup, and endangered the life of a civilian! How did you not realize that she was the one who called 911? She has a young child!”
“How was I supposed to know? When I arrived, she was the only one with a gun.”
Ellie shook her head. It hadn’t gone unnoticed with her that he was already changing details of the story. She wasn’t going to cut him any more slack. “I’ll go back in there and wait with Ms. Pierson. You…can go downstairs.”
“So, it’s only okay when Carpenter does it, but not any ordinary cop?”
Ellie spun around. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“She goes in without backup and creates a spectacle, and it’s fine.” 
She had hoped he wasn’t going to double down and suggest that Jordan had risked her life to save that of a serial killer’s victim solely for a career opportunity.
“You’re fucking despicable.”
“Funny how all political correctness goes out the window when the shoe is on the other foot—”
“Did you hear that?” she whispered.
“What?” he asked, and before Ellie could explain about the small sound coming from above them, a figure came barreling down the stairs.
When she saw the glint of metal, Ellie reacted, pushing Atwood out of the way, her own weapon in hand the moment a bullet breezed past them. The man ran down the flight of stairs, and after checking that Atwood hadn’t been hit, Ellie gave chase. 
The “long gone” intruder had been hiding on the landing above them. How could he have gotten there without Atwood noticing?
“Stop! Police!”
She tackled him on the last step, both of them tumbling to the floor as his gun skittered away. As Maria and finally, more officers backing them up, came running, Ellie stared into the angry eyes of Jarrod Tanner.
It turned out he was that brazen.



 
Chapter Eighteen
 
Lieutenant Daniels was in the conference room with Sergeant Bristol, both their expressions serious. Jarrod Tanner’s arrest was a break in the case, but no one could ignore the setting in which it had happened.
Jordan was pacing on the other side of the door, like the rest of them once more furious with Atwood. Ellie figured now was not a good time to tell her about Atwood’s accusations—and they were aware of his gossiping anyway.
“This is the second time he has put your life in danger intentionally. How the fuck could he miss that Tanner was still in the building? It’s got to stop!”
“I agree,” Ellie said. “They’ll deal with him. I’m sure.”
Jordan’s expression told her she wasn’t that confident. Ellie had to admit Atwood had never faced any real consequences before, but this was different, right? It had to be. This wasn’t just about her. He had failed to secure the crime scene, nearly shot Darla, and lied about it all. It wasn’t something he could chalk up to rookie mistakes. He’d been on the force as long as Ellie.
This time, there should be serious consequences.
“You’re going to interrogate Jarrod though.”
The distraction worked, a smile appearing on Jordan’s face.
“Oh yes,” she confirmed. That will be the highlight of my day. We can place him in the getaway car.”
“That’s new.”
“It is. I learned about it a few minutes ago. We have the financial records too, didn’t have time to go through all of it yet, but some things already stand out. Also, what are you hiding from me? Are you really okay? Darla and Avery?”
Ellie couldn’t help laughing though she was starting to feel a bit jittery. Being shot at was not an everyday part of the job description.
“I told you, Darla’s as pissed as everybody else, and Avery pretty much slept through the whole thing. Hey, save it for Tanner. I’m telling the truth. I might be a little bruised from tackling him down those two last stairs.”
Jordan shook her head. “You wouldn’t have had to do that if Atwood had done his job.”
“I think Bristol is pretty tired of him too.”
“Who isn’t?”
“There’s that. By the way, we should have Darla over for dinner soon. She told me earlier she’s going to move to be closer to her sister.”
“That’s great! I’ll miss her and Avery, but good for them.”
“Yeah.” Ellie cast another look at the window, realizing Lieutenant Daniels was waving her inside. “Okay, I guess I have to go. Text me when you and Derek go in.”
“Why?” Jordan asked, puzzled.
“Because I want to watch you do it. You know I always find that…inspiring.”
Ellie winked but schooled her features into a more neutral expression before she went to join her former and current supervisors.
* * * *
After last minute conversations with members of her team, to make sure she had all the information available at this moment, Jordan willed herself to focus on the task at hand for now.
She had no power over Atwood’s fate whatsoever. The same couldn’t be said for Jarrod Tanner who sat brooding in the interrogation room.
He’d tried to break into Darla’s home. As much as she was going to miss her, Jordan was truly happy for Darla and relieved she’d move someplace safer for her, where her past wouldn’t catch up with her so easily.
Back to Tanner. Nothing connected the two, except a list that likely existed somewhere. His prints were in the car. He had fired a shot at police officers and tried to run away, and none of this even included his history. She was confident though that this was where the key to his current actions lay.
Lemont. Shriver. Tanner. A hate for women.
Just another day at the office…
“Ready?” she asked Derek, and he nodded. She went inside first, placing her coffee on the table before she sat down. Tanner barely looked up.
Derek closed the door. He remained standing, leaning against the wall.
“We meet again, Mr. Tanner,” Jordan said. “I’ll admit I didn’t expect it to be so soon. If it was your idea to target Ms. Pierson next, it wasn’t a very good one, considering we already had eyes on you.”
He didn’t talk or look at her.
“But I get the feeling, if it was just you, you might have done the smart thing and lay low…after all you nearly got away with murder the first time.”
“I told you already, I can’t help you. I don’t have to talk to you. That cop? She attacked me.”
Jordan cast a disbelieving look at Derek who shook his head. Laughing, she said, “You’re mixing things up here. You shot at them!”
No answer.
“Come on, you know how this works. We know someone hired you to go after Darla Pierson—the same person who had you shoot up Rigley’s and kill Colin Macaulty. You couldn’t afford to lay low, could you? They wouldn’t let you.”
“Listen, son,” Derek cut in. Jarrod stared at him, a flash of anger on his face. Undeterred, Derek continued, “You don’t want to go back to prison. Your parole officer told us as much, and given the people you’ve been dealing with, that’s understandable. You want us to protect you, you’ll have to give us something.”
“Your protection is worth nothing,” Tanner spat.
“You heard him,” Jordan said. “I guess we have more important things to do then. Given the context here, I don’t assume there will be bail.” She waited. Tanner still tried to act nonchalant, but she could see him fidget. “Then there’s nothing more we can do for you. I hope you’ll be safe. We arrest people like Lemont—we can’t always control what they do behind bars, or who works for them.”
He paled slightly, but still didn’t say anything.
“All that doesn’t seem to bother you? It’s too bad. We are really interested in the people who hired you, paid for your lawyer and your apartment. You might be able to get out of this with little more than a slap on the wrist if you play your cards right.”
Jordan decided to go with a more direct approach. “About the warrants you mentioned the other day. Your actions earlier will make it a lot easier to get everything we need. We already have your financial records. Those were enough to make me sick to my stomach, and believe me, I’m not crazy about doing you a favor. But I want to know who wants these people dead. Why don’t we take a break, and when we come back, you tell me where we go from here?”
She didn’t wait for an answer, and Derek opened the door. Jordan’s hope that Tanner might change his mind, was not fulfilled.
* * * *
Ellie got herself another coffee before the interrogation continued. She had a bit of a headache, but she wasn’t kidding when she’d said she enjoyed watching Jordan on the job. More importantly, she was curious if Tanner would finally give up the people who hired him, or others who had worked with him.
He had financial ties to various right-wing groups which explained some of his recent influx of money and otherwise good luck. He hadn’t learned though: To those at the top, Jarrod Tanner was still expendable, just like he’d been to Ryan Lemont.
Lieutenant Daniels and A.D.A. Esposito had joined her in the observation area. The latter rubbed her forehead wearily.
“It’s a big gamble,” she said. “I’m not sure what we can offer him under the circumstances. He’s got to give up some big names.”
“Detective Carpenter usually delivers on that,” Daniels said.
Ellie couldn’t help smiling, and she could tell Valerie was amused. No pressure.
Inside the room, Jordan perched on the edge of the table. She set a bottled water in front of Tanner.
“Have you made up your mind, Mr. Tanner?” she asked, keeping her tone cordial and polite. “It’s the last time I’ll ask you, then you’ll have to take your chances with the judge.”
“Cut the friendly crap,” he scoffed. “You know as well as I do, if I talk, I’m as good as dead.”
“And if you go to prison, someone might still decide that you pose a risk to them. The A.D.A. is right outside this door, but you’ve got to give her something. Did Lemont or Stanton contact you after their arrests?”
He shook his head. “Stanton? He had no idea what he was doing anyway,” he said, referring to the former head of the neighborhood watch. “He just hated those homeless folks in the park, as if that’s our only problem. Always thinking small.”
“But you weren’t. You wanted to impress Ryan Lemont. That’s still a priority for you?”
“You have no idea how it works, do you?”
“You’re not working with me here, buddy.”
He took a look around, to the cameras, to Derek. Then he leaned forward and whispered, something only for Jordan to hear. She studied him for a few seconds, as if to gauge the sincerity of his statement. She got up to talk to Derek, and he left the room to join them in the observation area.
“Something big’s about to happen,” he commented.
* * * *
“I’m not saying anything as long as those cameras are on. I want immunity. A new identity, and it has to be quick. You’ll understand why.”
Jordan had instructed Derek to have the cameras turned off, though she reminded Tanner that she couldn’t make that promise. “We will figure something out. Who sent you?”
“All of this started a while ago, shortly after Ryan was arrested. People got annoyed with how all of a sudden, you had ears and eyes everywhere, and they wanted to know how that could happen. Lemont has people working for him on the inside, and outside, but he’s not the only one.”
Jordan suppressed a groan. This was just what she needed to hear after closing those high-profile cases, though it didn’t come as the biggest surprise. 
“We always suspected that.” She put a pen and notebook in front of him. “We’ll need specifics, Mr. Tanner. Who is involved? How does the chain of information work?”
He gave her a hard stare which she hadn’t expected given that he seemed afraid for his life minutes ago.
“You’re not going to like some of that information.”
“Try me. I think I’ll be okay.”
“Remember how Lemont was chummy with all those rich and influential people he provided drugs and hookers for?”
“I worked the case. I busted him. Yes, I remember.”
“Those weren’t just politicians and movie stars. Some of your own people were into his stuff, and they didn’t want their names on the record, so they’re still helping him live a comfortable life. You ever checked his conjugal visits?”
“Lemont doesn’t have a wife.”
“Exactly. But that’s just the small stuff. A lot of money is still exchanging hands. That’s how it has always worked. Your unit, and the folks you hang out with for information have been a thorn in their side. They want them gone.”
“Who are they?”
“I can’t tell you names. I just heard things…”
“Bullshit.”
“It’s true!” he insisted. “They’re talking about bigshots and cover ups. I don’t know names, but…”
“I think we’re done here.”
“Noah Shriver,” Tanner said.
Her back to him already, Jordan paused.
“He was a detective. He never had that much power.”
“Not him, maybe, but how do you think he could have stayed under the radar for so long without getting caught?”
Jordan turned around to face him. “There I thought you were hiding him in the family cabin,” she said sarcastically.
Tanner held her gaze, his expression serious.
“You’re kidding me.”
“He’d probably still be out there if he didn’t send you that gift. Apparently, he has a thing for you?” He smirked but continued. “People in charge got a little nervous because he had a habit of killing hookers, but he had those names they wanted. That’s why they cut him some slack.”
Jordan was starting to feel light-headed.
“One of Lemont’s guys got in touch with me. An unnamed benefactor was going to get me out. Later, when they needed Shriver to go away, they used the cabin. I don’t think it was Lemont’s people who fished him out of the river, do you?”
“Is there anything you can give us that makes this sound less like fiction?”
He shrugged. “Told you that you wouldn’t like it. Lemont gets hookers whenever he wants. Shriver gets a knife…and oops. I guess he wanted to do you a favor? You want proof, go to the cabin. I don’t know if any of his stuff is still there, but I’m pretty sure his DNA is all over the place.”
“Lemont’s guy was the only contact you met in person?”
“Him, and some old white guy.”
She managed not to roll her eyes. That description, though not that surprising, wasn’t all that helpful.
“They promised to get me out of prison if I did a few jobs for them. Hartford knew that something was up, and she was going to warn Mulveney.”
“So, you went to kill them?”
“No!” he cried out. “I only drove the car. Lemont’s guy shot them.”
“They sent you after Ms. Pierson though. Just in case you were changing your mind and wanted to talk to us.”
“I was freaking out. That redheaded cop Ryan called Nancy Drew? Lemont really hated her.”
Jordan kept her back straight, her gaze focused on him, showing no other reaction. Instead of the big break in this case this was shaping up to be a disaster. Not that she considered Jarrod Tanner very trustworthy, but did he have reason to make this up? Lemont had called Ellie “Nancy Drew.” He hadn’t taken her seriously at first, but after she’d caught him in a lie, he’d started noticing her. Getting noticed by Ryan Lemont was rarely a good thing. 
“We will check what you said.”
“That’s all? You promised me!”
“If we find proof that Shriver stayed at your cabin, and we can get to Lemont’s contact, there might be something in it for you. I’ll talk to the A.D.A.”
“I only fired at those cops. I didn’t mean to kill anyone!”
Ellie had described a different situation. 
“I’ll get back to you ASAP.”
Jordan turned and left the room.
* * * *
“We’ll need to check the cabin ASAP,” she said to the small group outside the room after explaining the situation. “I hate to say it, but I think he’s telling the truth. Someone had an interest in hiding Shriver, to cover up his crimes, to get those names eventually. Once we have that sorted out, we might have better leverage. Shriver is playing a dangerous game too—once he gets to the end of that list, or if he’s already there, he’ll be more of a liability than an asset.”
“I’ll get you the warrant,” Valerie returned, already taking out her phone.
“Maria and I can go,” Ellie offered. “I’ve been there before, so this won’t take long.”
“You do that,” Lieutenant Daniels decided. “Take a couple of officers with you. And bring me something solid.” She cast a look at the man in the interrogation room. “I don’t like that we might have to make some compromises here, but if helps us cleaning up, it might be worth it.” She looked like she’d tasted something disgusting.
Jordan could sympathize.
“Not so fast,” Esposito said. “That little shit still killed Rena Kelly to impress Lemont, and he shot at Harding and Atwood. He knew about the murdered informants. We’ll see what’s at the cabin, and if Shriver corroborates, then we decide how much slack to cut him…What now, Carpenter?”
Ellie could see the doubts in Jordan’s expression. Valerie had noticed as well.
“I agree with you in general.”
“Can we leave it at that?”
“I’m not sure. He might be in danger if we send him back.”
“So, what do you suggest instead? Sending him home is just as dangerous.”
“That might not be the worst idea. Put him under surveillance while we figure out the rest. That way, we can keep an eye on him, protect him if necessary, and he might lead us to the people we want.”
“Okay,” Lieutenant Daniels said, turning away from the window. “This is what we’ll do.”
They listened as she shared her plan of action.
At the end, everyone agreed with her.



 
Chapter Nineteen
 
Derek and Maria would trail Jarrod Tanner for the time being while Detective Wu accompanied Ellie to Tanner’s family cabin instead.
“Are you sure you’re ready for this?” Lieutenant Daniels asked. 
All Jordan could do was nod.
“You know this wasn’t my preferred solution, but I believe the premise has changed,” Daniels continued. “So far, we thought he was only exposing himself by reaching out to you. It looks like a lot more people have something on the line.”
“Did you ever suspect anything like that?”
They were on their way to see Noah Shriver and, with a little luck, convince him that whoever had helped him besides Tanner, could turn on him just as quickly.
“He certainly didn’t act like that with me, you, or his ex-wife, if you remember, but we’d had a couple of troubling incidents that raised some red flags. I tried to intervene, but it wasn’t that easy. He had people to vouch for him.”
Like Waters? Like Atwood? Who else?
“That must have put you under a lot of pressure,” Jordan assumed.
“To be honest, when he started hounding Carroll for a spot in Homicide, I was relieved. I had done all I could. But, here we are.”
“Yes. Hopefully this will all be over soon.”
Daniels didn’t answer to that.
* * * *
Ellie drove on the way to the Tanner family cabin which was just as well as she had to focus. The day’s revelations deeply troubled her, as, she knew, they had all her friends and colleagues. It was bad enough that people like Waters and Shriver had been able to stay under the radar, but worse to imagine that a deliberate effort had taken place—to cover up their crimes to the point of murder. While they’d be searching the cabin, Murphy was going to serve another warrant—Tanner had given up the name of Lemont’s contact, the shooter.
If Jordan and Daniels got anywhere with Shriver, it was likely that Jarrod Tanner would come out of this with a decent deal…She thought of Janine and the other women who had barely escaped from a life forced on them, still struggling, fighting poverty and recurring dangers from their pasts. Darla.
The framework they were working with was less than perfect, and too many people had learned to exploit that fact.
“You think we’re going to find anything?” Wu finally broke the silence.
“I hope so.” She thought back to the times she had dealt with Tanner herself. He was and had always been enthralled with right-wing ideology, but he was also looking out for himself. If he thought that cooperating was his best chance, he’d take it.
They’d soon find out how much his word was worth.
* * * *
The surprise on Noah Shriver’s face gave way to a full-fledged smile. Given what she knew now, it made Jordan’s skin crawl.
“You came!” he said, ignoring his former boss. “I knew you’d all see reason eventually.”
“The question is, do you? We know about Tanner and the cabin. He was stupid enough to get himself caught firing at cops.”
“Oh, really?” He sat up straighter. “Were you there? Are you okay?”
“Cut it out. He’s talking, and at some point, your friends will learn about it too. Tanner might be long gone at that point, somewhere safe, but you’re not going anywhere, are you?”
“I’m not sure what you’re getting at, Jordan, but I’m so glad you’re here.” Shriver leaned back in the chair, linking his hands behind his head.
“You gave away the names of CIs. Your own, those of other cops.”
“Interesting theory.”
“Does it really feel safe? There are people who know you could identify them. They might have given you a place to hide, more recently, a knife…” His smile grew wider. “And they covered for you before. But once all of those informants are out of the way, you think they’ll still need you? They were already pissed that you didn’t stay hidden.”
He shrugged. “Did Meri like the toy? I’m afraid I had to make a choice quickly.”
Unbelievable that there had been a time when she thought she could reach him. Noah Shriver once had a different life, his ex-wife and the home they’d shared proof. He had closed cases.
If Tanner was to be believed, Alicia Fox wasn’t the first person he’d murdered.
“Lieutenant, by the way, congratulations on landing Homicide. Under the circumstances, that was a big step, and I’m sure you’re grateful for it. Jordan, I’m sorry that people have made you believe the worst about me. TJ Pratt wasn’t the reformed man he pretended to be.”
“So, you had to kill him?”
“I spoke to him after mass. It was easy to find a subject. We talked about you and Kathryn…and Meri.”
Hearing her daughter’s name from his mouth made her fingers twitch, but she reined in any impulses inappropriate for the moment.
“What did you think this was going to achieve? My undying gratitude?”
“I never pegged you for stupid,” he said, a hint of impatience to his tone. “So, I’m sure you’re aware of the danger he posed. As to your question, no, I didn’t expect anything from you.”
“Do you understand the danger you’re in?” Daniels asked. Her tone was soft and non-threatening, though Shriver certainly understood what she was saying between the lines.
“Danger?” He laughed. And then some more.
“Is that funny? You got in bed with some dangerous people. They will come to collect for the favors they did you.”
He shook his head. “No, I’m sorry, you don’t know how this works.”
Jordan suppressed a sigh. She’d lost count how many times men had told her this, and they weren’t always on the other side of the table in an interrogation room or a prison visitor area. Tanner, most recently.
“You both got pretty far. You got as far as they’ll let you, but I hope you’re not kidding yourself. Neither of you is going to dismantle the good old boys’ club. I’ll be fine. You will be too if you stop asking questions.”
“We got a search warrant for the cabin. Lemont’s contact is being arrested as we speak. What if they talk first?”
Gritting her teeth, Jordan went to the last resort. “We really need your help here. I need your help. I know you risked a lot by reaching out to me.”
“I came to the hospital after that crazy bitch stabbed you. I might have taken care of her, but she was already under arrest.”
Was he making that up, or…? Jordan pushed the thought aside, determined to deal with it later. She couldn’t get distracted, not now.
“I’m sure you gave away those names for a reason. You didn’t have much of a choice.”
“Why do you think that? There’s always a choice. They were destroying a good thing. We were cleaning up the streets, and if a few benefited from that, why not? Come on, you can’t tell me you’ve never been around that kind of money that comes from a bust and think of better ways to handle it.”
“But you’re not handling a lot of money right now.”
“Tanner’s got a lawyer, and I hear he might be getting a deal.”
“They set him up to be caught. He’s afraid for his life. You aren’t? What if you run out of information to hand over? Don’t you want peace, finally?”
After this, Jordan knew she’d want a drink, badly, to chase away the bad taste that came from tiptoeing around men like him, and Tanner.
“You’re not asking me to make peace. You’re asking me to wreak havoc, and I’m not sure my affection for you goes that far. But let’s suggest for a second that it did…People had to change jobs very suddenly after Lemont was arrested. You want to look into that, knock yourself out, but I can promise you, you won’t get far. It would be better for both of you to stop digging and continue the work you do. You and Nancy Drew.”
“Alicia Fox wasn’t your first.” Daniels’ tone was sharp this time, and Jordan saw him straighten. She wasn’t sure what worried her more, that he didn’t deny the accusation, or that he used the same nickname Lemont had called Ellie.
“What can I say. I helped take out the trash, and some appreciated it. Let’s not rock the boat too much, shall we? I don’t know how much more clearly I can say this—but there’s more on the line here than careers. It wasn’t that I wanted into your unit so much. I mean, you being there was a bonus, but not everyone appreciated Carroll’s diversity crap. I mean, what’s next? A female President?” He was laughing again, and both Jordan and Daniels got up to leave, aware that they wouldn’t get more out of him.
“Remember this, you cannot dismantle a network like that unless you go to the foundation. It was built brick by brick, and that’s how you take it apart.”
“What does that mean?” Jordan asked, irritated and certain he was playing games with them again. Not that he had ever stopped.
She tried not to imagine what could have happened if it was true that he had snuck into her hospital room.
Noah Shriver was more dangerous than they had thought. But they had to go higher up the chain.
“Let’s get out of here and see what the others have,” Daniels said.
Jordan wondered if it was time for a follow-up call with Bethany. 
* * * *
Ellie found it eerie to walk around the same place she’d been a few years ago, hoping she’d be able to tie up all the loose ends soon.
The murder of a homeless woman leading to the neighborhood watch, Lemont and eventually, Tanner, had been her first case as a detective, with Cliff Waters as her partner at the time. Now, she couldn’t help but wonder if closure was ever a reality, for the investigators or the victims’ loved ones. She and Jordan lived with the traces of their own traumas.
Meanwhile, Jarrod had allegedly harbored Shriver for close to a year, worse, someone with even more power might have signed up on it. A known criminal. Maybe, someone in their own ranks. She suppressed a sigh as she and Wu, with the help of the uniformed officers, examined every room. She took the stairs leading up to a loft area where a rather spacious bedroom was located. In the closet, she found a variety of men’s clothes.
Strange how there was not a lot of dust in here, given the fact that Shriver had been arrested in the summer. Tanner had likely come back, and perhaps some of his contacts still used the cabin?
“Harding, come look at this,” Wu called from downstairs, and she turned to climb back down. If they found DNA in here, which was likely, she was sure they could tie Tanner and Shriver together. And in that case, it was in both of their best interest to reveal as much as they could before the people who might come after them got wind of the new developments.
Or had they already?



 
Chapter Twenty
 
Daniels had everyone except Derek and Maria assembled in the conference room once more. The two of them were still trailing Tanner who had been laying low so far.
“Lemont’s contact is in interrogation 3. I was just about to start,” Murphy said.
“Good. Try to get as much of the rest of the story as you can. How Lemont pulled this off, and how he got involved with Shriver,” Daniels told him. “We haven’t gotten a lot out of him, but he’s not denying anything regarding Pratt or any crimes before his arrest.”
“We’ll look at the financial records once more and any cross-references with Tanner. Detectives Rogers and Garcia are on this already.”
Ellie seemed eager to share news, but Jordan felt like this had to be said.
“Lemont is holding a lot of grudges, and apparently, he has still somewhat of a network set up. I don’t like that I heard that nickname he used for Ellie twice today.”
“Coincidence,” Ellie said. “Obviously they both had dealings with Lemont, and they thought it was funny.”
“It’s been a while. If it was just one offhand remark in interrogation, sure, but if he mentioned you recently, it means something.”
Ellie shrugged. “It means Lemont is still pissed we caught him, Tanner and the others. We’ll deal with them.”
“All I’m saying is we should be careful. He could still intend to target you. I’d like to go in with Murphy.”
“I have no objections, but let Murphy take the lead,” Daniels instructed.
“Sure.”
“Detectives Harding and Wu?”
Ellie didn’t look happy. Wu started to report the findings from the cabin. They would have to wait for the DNA results, but it was more and more likely that Shriver had stayed there. 
Jordan wasn’t ready to write off the recurring nickname as coincidence. She thought it was better to be safe than sorry, and she didn’t mind if Ellie was a bit irritated with her as a result of that.
* * * *
Jordan let Murphy do the interrogation as instructed. With the information they already had on Tanner’s cabin and Shriver’s involvement, he did a solid performance. And perhaps Ellie was right to say that the nickname could be random…but what if it wasn’t? If Lemont had talked about her recently, and he not only still had some of his old minions on the outside, but a contact in the department doing the dirty work for him as well?
What if?
When she noticed that Murphy was starting to wind down, she stepped closer to the table.
“You said you haven’t visited Ryan Lemont in prison.”
He grinned at her. “I don’t think they’d let me anywhere near him. Would have been more convenient.”
“So, you talked through his lawyers.”
He shrugged. “Whoever got a chance to talk. Sometimes I didn’t know the names, but I knew the orders were coming from Ryan.”
“Like the one to arrange accommodations for Mr. Shriver.”
“Wasn’t me who pulled him out of the river. Someone was ready for him, they brought him to the meeting point, and I took it from there. I just said that, lady.”
“Ryan’s holding a lot of grudges? People he wants to get back at?”
The man started laughing. “Hell, that’s a long list. I guess he thought a couple of bums and whores getting him locked up were priority.”
“Who else?” she pressed. “Someone specific?”
“Too many to mention,” he said. “He doesn’t like anyone who interferes with business. Would you?”
Jordan didn’t answer but sought Murphy’s gaze to let him know he could take over.
* * * *
Half an hour later, Officer Potts found her at her desk, “Jordan. There’s someone here for you.”
She was surprised to find McClelland, Teresa Hartford’s business partner, at the front desk. Next to him sat an anxious looking woman.
“Rose!” Jordan said. “What—?” she reconsidered and reached out a hand. “It’s good to see you. We’ve been looking for you.”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
“I’m afraid part of it has been my fault,” McClelland said. “There’s been a lot of violence surrounding Teresa’s business, and we didn’t want to make any mistakes.”
Jordan would have liked to say that hiding people and information from the police would count as such. Given what she’d learned in the past few days, she restrained herself.
“Please, come with me.” She noticed that Rose didn’t seem to be in any immediate distress or need. She directed them to an interrogation room but waited at the door. “Could I get you anything before we get started?”
“No, thanks, we’re fine,” Rose looked at McClelland, and he nodded.
Jordan would have liked a coffee, but she was too curious to stall any longer.
“Okay. The last time my partner and I saw you, you escaped through the bathroom window of a diner. You, Mr. McClelland let a violent client come back to one of your spas, all without Teresa’s knowledge. I need some explanations.”
The two of them shared another look. McClelland sighed.
“When you called me the other day, I realized we had to come clean. Teresa got really mad at me about that Tanner guy. I remember him, young, snotty, thinking he could get anywhere with the girls. I didn’t kick him out that time, but I warned him. Obviously, that wasn’t enough.”
“Why didn’t you? I thought those were the rules? Did he really bring that much business?”
“Not just him, maybe, but his buddies, and Teresa knew that too. Nevertheless, I felt bad about the incidents, and I talked to Rose and apologized to her.”
“When I came back to work for Teresa, I was worried about some of the things I’d heard,” Rose added. “She took them seriously, but then she was murdered, and her sister was really mean and condescending…Roger and I decided I should lay low for some time.”
Jordan shook her head. Important elements were still missing from that story. “Why did you run away from us? We wanted to help you.”
“Yeah, but…” Rose looked nervous now. “We didn’t know how far it’d go. You’ve always tried to help, but not everyone’s like that.”
“How far did what go?”
“If you know about Tanner, you know he has contacts not only in organized crime, but also with those who are supposed to fight it, right?” McClelland commented.
“Is that a theory, or do you have specific information?”
“I don’t have names, but I’ve been told that it was someone above your pay grade that was involved,” he replied. “A chief of police. Your intentions might have been good, but I wanted Rose out of the line of fire.”
That was more specific than anything they’d gotten before, but still not enough.
“You changed your mind.”
“Yes. If you decided to come after either one of us, because you didn’t know the context, our staying silent wouldn’t help anyone. You got Tanner, right? And some of Lemont’s people? I suppose that’s as good as it gets for now.”
“Okay. I’m going to introduce you to Detective Rogers, and he’ll take your statement.”
There was something Jordan needed to check immediately.
“I’m really sorry,” Rose said again.
“Don’t worry. We’ll figure it all out.”
* * * *
She had tried to get Bethany on the phone, but it seemed like her ex was still enjoying cocktails on the beach with her girlfriend. Her quick research wasn’t entirely conclusive, and she knew that going back to Shriver would be a waste of time. Jordan didn’t like going to Daniels with a vague theory, but she didn’t want to wait too long either. She went to knock on the door and started without preamble.
“I know we have to take everything Shriver told us with a grain of salt, but when Chief Bronson retired…That was sudden, and right after we caught Lemont. He wasn’t the only one. There were a number of people in his department who were transferred or retired at the same time.”
“A couple of them came to Major Crimes after Shriver. But that could still be coincidence. Shriver’s jerking us around.” Daniels sighed. “What you got from Rose Gibbins and Roger McClelland is interesting, but I need more than that.”
“I know, but don’t you think it’s curious? A lot of people are telling similar stories, and the recurring theme is someone covering up for Shriver, and Lemont. Maybe the guards saw something. Maybe we didn’t ask the right questions the first time.”
“Sit down with Doss and Harding when you can and go over those first statements.” Daniels held her gaze. She looked tired. “What we got from those financial records for now…There are still unexplained sums. And donations that Noah Shriver made to some of the same groups Tanner was involved with. At this point, his M.O. isn’t even much of a surprise anymore. I can’t believe I worked with this man every day for years.”
“It wasn’t your job to babysit him,” Jordan offered though she could imagine it wasn’t much of a consolation. Cliff Waters, too, had harbored views on the extreme right. Neither him nor Shriver should have ever been a cop.
And what about others? Shriver’s comment about “Carroll’s diversity crap” came to mind. She had always prided herself for working in a diverse unit where everyone brought various experiences to the table. There was a reason why they were successful. She had known that Waters and Atwood harbored a lot of prejudice, but she had held on to the hope that they were exceptions.
“I’m not letting this go,” Daniels promised. “I’ll look into it, and if you have any more ideas, run them by me. Just don’t tell anyone else yet.”
“Sure. That thing he said about dismantling the network at the foundation, you think it had a specific meaning?”
A piece was still missing, but Jordan realized she wasn’t going to find it tonight.
“Hell if I know,” Daniels admitted. “But let’s get back to it tomorrow with fresh eyes. I’ll see you then, Detective.”
“Good night, Lieutenant.”



 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
“Oh God, thank you,” Jordan sighed when Jack set another cold beer and a plate with a burger and fries in front of her. “I know I’m failing on every level, but I couldn’t wait any longer.”
“You’re not failing. We love taking care of Meri. Let her sleep while you’re winding down a bit. I hear you’ve been making big strides in the case.”
“Yes, that’s us, number one in the state,” Derek declared.
“That might be a bit of an exaggeration,” Jordan mumbled though she was glad he was in better spirits. Tanner was back in holding, about to negotiate his deal. Maria had come in with Derek but then gone to a table with Esposito and Rogers. Ellie and Kate were on their way.
They were still dealing with unanswered questions, but taking out Tanner, Lemont’s go-between man, and a few others he’d given up, would deal a blow to Lemont’s activities. DNA finally tied him to the murders. Tanner had told the truth about driving the vehicle.
“We still hold the record. Come on, you can take one evening on a school night.”
“He’s right,” Jack confirmed. “Excuse me,” he added when a patron waved for him.
“This all sounds good,” Jordan said after he was out of earshot, “but so far we’ve only covered Lemont’s side of it. That might add years to his sentence, but he’s already in for life anyway.”
“His network is crumbling,” Derek reminded her. “That’s a good thing.”
“It is.”
“Take the win. We have no idea what’s going to happen tomorrow.”
“That’s a pleasant outlook…”
“It’s the truth. And I wanted to say thank you.”
“For what?” she asked, surprised.
“For being the best partner I could ask for,” he said matter-of-factly.
Before she could answer, her cell phone rang.
“Hey,” Bethany didn’t waste any time. “We should meet for dinner.”
“Tonight?” Jordan cast a disappointed look at her plate. Derek turned away with an amused smile, telling her that he’d heard who was on the other end.
“No. Look, Debra and I are in town, and I thought we should get together tomorrow. It’s about time you and Ellie meet her.”
“Sure. Did you find out anything about—”
“Like I said, I’d love for you to meet,” Bethany cut her off, raising alarm bells. Her ex had unusual ideas sometimes, but Jordan didn’t think introducing her girlfriend would be a priority.
“Sure. I’ll check with Ellie, but I think tomorrow should be fine.” Did she think someone might be listening in on her cell phone—or Jordan’s?
“Great.” Bethany sounded relieved. “Let’s meet at Le Luxembourg. I can make reservations.”
Le Luxembourg was a luxury restaurant where Jordan and Ellie had eaten once, and it only happened because Ellie had saved the owner Rita Williamson from a burning car.
“You can make reservations at Le Luxembourg? For tomorrow?” she asked, impressed.
“Yes, no problem. This is a bit time-sensitive, as we’re only in town for half the day. What do you say?”
“Oh, sure. Ellie will be happy to see you.”
“Great. See you tomorrow.”
“What was that?” Derek asked after she’d ended the call.
“I wish I knew, but you were right. I better finish my meal before something else unexpected happens.”
* * * *
When Jordan promised Lieutenant Daniels to keep quiet, that obviously didn’t include Ellie. As she was getting ready for an evening with Bethany and her girlfriend Debra, she pondered what Jordan had told her the other night. Solving her first big case—cases—had been such a high she hadn’t paid attention much to politics or whatever else happened in the context of Ryan Lemont’s conviction.
It had been a huge deal, given that many of his clients were public figures. They hadn’t found Shriver, or Chief Bronson on that list, but they already knew about Shriver’s ties to Lemont.
What if the ripples in Bronson’s department were related, and someone there had stopped Garcia from investigating Shriver? 
Like Jordan, Ellie couldn’t make sense of Shriver’s cryptic words about dismantling the network brick by brick. Maybe they weren’t supposed to make sense, just another one of his smokescreens.
She gave her mirror image a critical look, willing to focus her attention on the evening. If Bethany had any information, she’d share it tonight. This was about work, about lose ends of the case more than anything.
“What’s that frown?” Jordan stood in the doorway, watching her. She sounded amused. Dressing up for a restaurant visit wasn’t her first choice, but she did it easily, Ellie noticed. The black slacks and cream-colored top fit perfectly, and for a moment, Ellie was distracted from whatever disturbing information they might learn…or whatever else made her nervous about the set-up.
“You don’t think I’m going to run away with her?”
“Come on. I would never think that.”
“Good, because the only reason I called her is that she might be able to find out something. To be honest she’s been using our resources whenever it was convenient, so I don’t even feel bad about it.”
“You shouldn’t,” Ellie confirmed. “And it’s not about me, really. You ever wonder what could have happened if you joined that unit she was talking about?”
“I was about to give birth, remember? No, I don’t regret anything. I love the life that I, that we, have. We could go eat there more often if you like.”
Ellie laughed. “No, I don’t think so. I’d need a whole new wardrobe.”
“You’re beautiful.” Jordan stepped closer and embraced her from behind. “It will be tough not to get distracted.”
Smiling, Ellie mused, “Maybe we got this all wrong, and Bethany really just wanted to introduce Debra?”
“I’m not so sure. But we’re going to find out soon.” 
* * * *
“Hi. We spoke on the phone. I’m Debra.” She shook first Jordan’s, then Ellie’s hand.
“Jordan. Nice to meet you. I really hope your father is going to win.”
Bethany’s smile told her that while she appreciated Jordan’s attempt to break the ice, it hadn’t made the situation much less awkward.
“We all do,” Debra said with a laugh. “We’re all ready for the campaign to be over.”
“I can imagine. It must get messy.”
“Yeah, like you wouldn’t imagine.”
Okay, this was going better, though were they really here to do polite small talk? She cast a look at Bethany who shrugged.
“Our table is ready, so let’s see if those appetizers are as good as they say, shall we?”
“Jordan, Ellie, it’s good to have you back. Is this table okay?” Williamson herself had arrived and got them seated in front of an arched window giving view to the lights of the city.
“Perfect. Thank you so much, Rita,” Ellie said, and they all sat down. Wine and appetizers arrived only minutes later. After a few more minutes of polite small talk, Bethany began, “I’m sure you’ve heard a little about the senator’s platform. One of its plans is to address corruption in the police, and you can imagine that didn’t go over well with everyone. Not officially, but behind closed doors.”
“I’m not sure where you’re trying to go with this.” Come to think of it, this meal and wine was too good not to hide her irritation. Did Bethany honestly think she had to veer around the subject because someone might be spying on them in the restaurant?
“I just thought you’d be interested to know that you’re not the only one looking for answers here. I asked a few unobtrusive questions, or at least I thought they were, and I’m already hitting walls.”
“Chief Bronson retiring all of a sudden?”
“An interesting starting point. Keep in mind that some people who supported the investigation into Shriver might have been forced out, so he could have been a casualty.”
“Daniels is clean. She wants to get to the bottom of this.”
Bethany nodded. “That’s what I hear too. She’s not someone you have to worry about. Bronson is worth a closer look. And while we’re talking finances, see who’s giving money to those right-wing groups Tanner is involved in. There are some unpleasant dealings going on.”
“Shriver was one of them, as it seems.”
“Yeah. Fits, doesn’t it? Well, I wanted this subject done by the main course. What else is going on? How are you?”
“Good. Very good.”
“I’m glad. Seems like we’ve made some of our best decisions recently.” Bethany took Debra’s hand, sharing a smile with her. “I happened to have spent a lot of time with Debra and the campaign lately. You can imagine growing up like I did, I could share some insights about how the other side works, and their nefarious tactics. I believe Debra’s dad has a good chance.”
“You don’t have to convince us,” Ellie said. “We’re already on board.”
“Your parents always seemed more moderate to me,” Jordan couldn’t help comment. Perhaps she shouldn’t have finished that glass of wine so fast.
“Oh, they were when I had a ‘roommate’. It’s a little different now that I’m sleeping with the enemy, and engaged.”
“You are? Wow. Congratulations. And those were a lot of metaphors,” Jordan said. She’d met Bethany’s parents on several occasions, and they’d always been polite. Of course, they had completely ignored the nature of their relationship at the time. Dealing with too many issues of her own, Jordan hadn’t been much help correcting them.
“Well, yeah, they fit. And once this is over, Debra, regardless of what she’s saying now, might be looking at running for office herself. That’s a lot of scrutiny Mom and Dad will get from their friends.”
A waitress appeared and, with a wink, sat a champagne cooler and four glasses on the table. “Someone said engaged?”
* * * *
It wasn’t until almost an hour later when Debra and Ellie had left for the restroom within short succession, and Jordan found herself alone at the table with Bethany.
“Thanks for looking into this. For the record, I’m really happy for you. She’s great.”
“She is. And you better enjoy that champagne. You were right, Bronson’s name came up, a few men from his department who like to frequent those online groups, and a few of those might have been clients over at Hartford’s. They were in over their heads with people like Lemont—he wanted to know who those informants were, and for handing them over, people covered for Shriver.”
Jordan wasn’t sure why the urgent tone, and why Bethany didn’t want to discuss this with anyone else around. However, something made a lot more sense now.
“Shit. Shriver wanted to go into Homicide in order to get more of those names, basically infiltrate us.”
“There’s something you don’t know yet.” Bethany lowered her voice to a whisper. “Like I said, enjoy the champagne…and perhaps you’ll reconsider Taylor’s job offer. They aren’t going to be out of work anytime soon. There’s one more name.”



 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
Noah Shriver and his ex-wife, Ashley, had long been estranged, but she was still worried about him when he escaped in a pursuit and jumped off a bridge. By the time they had called off the search, it was confirmed that he had murdered at least two people.
He was eventually found, arrested, and brought to trial. Ashley had cut all ties, though she still lived under the same address—the house the two of them had once shared.
“I don’t know what you’re hoping to find,” she said to Ellie who had come with a couple of uniformed officers to serve the warrant. “Noah hasn’t been here since the divorce.”
“You said he came by for some papers you needed to sign, afterwards?”
Ellie wasn’t sure why she remembered that detail, but it came back to her now.
“Yes…sure, but he wasn’t living here anymore.”
“Did you leave him alone for any period of time?”
Ashley was shaking her head, dejected that her ex-husband was disrupting her life from afar once more. “Not that I can remember…I mean, I made some coffee, and then I went up to the office to get some insurance papers he asked for. I’m pretty sure he stayed in the living room the whole time.”
“I’m really sorry, Ashley. We didn’t foresee this.”
“He’s a murderer,” she said bitterly. “It’s not like I can ever forget it. If this helps…” She followed Ellie into the living room. It was warm, cozy, nothing out of the ordinary. Ellie was well aware that they didn’t even know for sure what they were looking for, but this would be just like Shriver to hide something in plain sight.
According to Jordan, he’d been so sure that he was safe. If he had any extra insurance in the form of papers or tapes, this was a much better place than the cabin. But the people who might want to keep him from talking would eventually come to the same conclusion. After all those years, Ashley could still be in danger.
“Guys,” Ellie called to Officer Martin and his partner. “Could you come over here? I think this is where we should focus.”
Ashley’s expression showed her resignation. “If I’d known you were coming, I wouldn’t have hired the cleaning service this week.”
“We’ll be as careful as we can,” Ellie promised, wondering what Jordan was achieving on her end at the moment.
* * * *
The private room at the SEVEN might send the wrong message, so Jordan and Derek had chosen a table in the main room, but at a bit of a distance from the others. Jack had been surprised to see them, but he didn’t comment, just greeted them and took their orders.
A few minutes later, all of them had beers in front of them.
“I must admit this was a surprise, but I’m glad to see you both. Since some people still tell me things, I know you’ve closed a big case. Congratulations—not that it’s any surprise.”
“Thank you. How have you been?” Jordan asked.
“Good. Very good, actually. Now that I know what it’s like to spend time with my family, I don’t know why I didn’t do it earlier. My wife and I love having the grandchildren over.”
“I can relate to that,” Jack commented as he put their plates in front of them. Just a small snack for now. Jordan had the impression that the day would be long. They’d have to pace themselves.
“Right. How’s the little one?”
“Growing so fast it’s hard to believe. We’re afraid she’ll be off to college soon.”
“Yeah, it seems like that,” he said ruefully. “The job matters, but it’s important to realize it’s not the only thing.”
“So, you haven’t missed us?” Derek joked, feigning hurt.
“Oh, I have, but I kind of like my own kids better. It was the right time. Lieutenant Daniels had hit a rough patch, but I’m glad she has the chance to prove herself, and from what I’m hearing, she’s doing a great job. It’s not easy under the circumstances.”
Jordan shared a look with Derek, and he nodded.
“Shriver is like the shadow we can’t get rid of,” she said. “He killed Pratt. Before that, he faked his death and hid from us for almost year. We’ve been wondering how he could have pulled off all of it.”
Carroll drank from his beer and leaned back in his chair, studying both of them with curiosity. “You know, as much as I enjoy catching up with you two, I can’t help thinking there’s another reason you called. The timing is…interesting.”
“With this case, we’ve been able to tie up lots of previously loose ends,” Derek explained. “New evidence came up, and we want to make sure we can better protect those civilian informants in the future.”
“I understand. I’m sorry for your loss, too. I’m just not sure how I can help.”
“We hear Shriver had help from within, though it’s been hard trying to confirm that. Earlier investigations into him have been stalled, and it feels like we’re only scratching the surface now. He might have committed more murders, has ties to right-wing groups, yet we, including Daniels, are only learning about this now.”
Carroll shook his head. “I agree it’s terrible. It’s the kind of thing I’ve always tried to keep out of my unit, though not everyone shows their true colors right away. Cliff, he pushed the boundaries, as you know. I warned him. My hands were tied until he got too cocky.”
So far so good.
“What about Chief Bronson?”
“What about him?”
“His retirement was sudden,” Jordan reminded him.
“Maybe,” Carroll acknowledged. “We didn’t have that close of a relationship, and I didn’t have much of an opinion, good or bad. Sometimes it’s fast. Politics, family matters, you never know.”
“There have been rumors,” Jordan said. “You’re right. We wanted to see you, but we were also hoping you could help us. Some of Bronson’s department transferred to Major Crimes where Shriver was already working. They transferred again after merging with Homicide, and all of that makes a lot of traffic.”
“You know why. Budget cuts were the main reason to merge.”
“Were they the main reason you didn’t want to hire Shriver?”
“Look, Carpenter, I know you’re good at this, but you can stop interrogating me. I didn’t know that Cliff was a serial harasser, and when I became aware, I made sure he was out. As for Shriver, to be honest? I thought he was an arrogant prick, and we already had a working team. That’s it. I had no idea he was a serial murderer, and I sure as hell wouldn’t have covered for him. Anything else you want to know, ask me directly.”
“No sir, that’s all. Thank you for bearing with us.”
“Well, you’re treating me to dinner, so I can live with it. I’d be worried if you didn’t follow every lead. That wouldn’t be like you.”
Well-placed flattery.
“As for Bronson, do you think we should keep digging? He comes up all the time with names like Shriver’s and Lemont’s. In fact, it was right after that arrest that he retired.”
“I remember that,” Carroll said with a frown. “By all means, keep going. Some might think Daniels was set up to fail. I believe that if you find out more, it would be helpful for her as well.”
The subject of conversation went back to less hazardous waters after that. Derek talked about the boat he and his wife had bought, and where they planned to take it during the next summer. Eventually, Carroll excused himself and left for home. Jordan and Derek stayed a bit longer, absorbing what they’d just heard.
“You’re okay?” he asked when she placed a hand on her stomach.
“I don’t know, you? This might not be over, but I think I feel a little better now. I tend to believe that Shriver told the truth, and some people weren’t happy about how Carroll ran Homicide. They might want to set up Daniels, but that brings us back to vague theories and Chief Bronson.”
“Check in with Ellie, see if they found anything,” Derek suggested.
“I was just about to do that.”
* * * *
They had searched every drawer and cabinet in the room, to no avail. No hidden safes behind paintings. Ellie stood in front of the massive fireplace, trying to figure out where to go from here. Her gaze went to the family photos on the mantel. It didn’t come as a surprise that Shriver was in none of them, even though his presence loomed in the home.
Something Jordan had told her after she and Daniels had gone to see him sprang to Ellie’s mind. Could it be that easy? Did he want them to find the truth, or had he simply been messing with them as usual?
Ashley stared in disbelief when Ellie started tapping each individual brick.
“Don’t tell me you’re going to open up the wall? I don’t think the warrant covers that. Fuck, I don’t even care anymore. Just find me someone who will clean up the mess later?”
Ellie could relate to her frustration. Everyone wanted to get this over with...and she might get them a bit closer. One of the bricks, though not different in color, was loose. She tried to get it out, wincing when she broke a fingernail in the process.
“Or for Christ’s sake,” Ashley said. “Should I get you some tools?”
“Thanks, but…Wait, I got it.”
Focused on what was right in front of her, she barely noticed the crackling of the officers’ radios, and the two of them leaving the room. A moment later, Wes came hurrying back.
“Detective, there’s been an emergency—unrelated to this, but we have to go.”
“That’s all right, go. I can finish up here,” she said, still trying to move the brick. To Ashley, she answered, “If he did this while you were only out of the room for a few minutes, I don’t think tools were necessary.”
At least that’s what Ellie hoped. She finally managed to pull out the single brick and with her gloved hands, reached into the hole. Her fingers touched a small object. A USB drive.
Noah Shriver’s big secret.
“What is this?” Ashley asked, disbelief coloring her tone. They heard the front door open once again.
“I’m not sure, but thank you for your patience, Ashley,” Ellie told her. “I have to get this to the lab as soon as possible.”
“I can take care of it.”
Ellie was startled to see Chris Atwood standing in the living room.
“Why are you here?”
“What do you think? I was close by, and I thought I could help…” He cast a quick look at Ashley who was still frowning at the hole in the face brick. “When I heard you were serving the warrant, I also wanted to take the opportunity to thank you. You saved my life the other day.”
“You’re welcome.” His unusual behavior set off alarm bells in her mind, even though he had reason to thank her. She hadn’t expected it, based on recent experiences.
“The USB drive,” he pressed.
“You know what, I’ll wrap up here and stop by the lab myself.”
“You’re not serious,” he said, back to the more familiar Chris Atwood. “Are you saying you don’t trust me?”
Ellie almost snorted at that. It had been a long time since he’d given her a reason to trust him, at all.
“I really don’t want to get into that with you right now,” she said. “You can go.”
“Ellie, you’re making a mistake.”
“Why is that?”
“Should I leave you two alone?” Ashley asked, sounding amused.
“I’m sorry about that. Officer Atwood was just about to leave.”
“So let me take the drive with me.”
“I don’t know what your deal is, but I think Detective Harding is perfectly capable. She found it after all. Men.” Ashley rolled her eyes. “Always stealing the credit. I tell you what, I’ll be here if you need me. Just let me know when I can clean up, okay?”
The doorbell rang, putting an end to the argument.
“I’ll go,” Atwood muttered.
“No, wait.” Ellie hurried after him, the USB drive still in her hand when she opened the door.
Before Ellie recognized the man, Ashley came to join them.
“Chief! I didn’t expect to see you today.”
“I’m sorry about that, Ashley,” he said. “I’ve been hearing a lot of noise and stories about Noah, so I wanted to check on you, see if you’re okay.”
“Oh I am, except for the police making a mess in my house again. Sorry, Detective. Yes, I know it’s all because of Noah.”
“Well, this will be over soon, right, Detective Harding?”
She didn’t know he knew her name. Ellie noticed that Atwood seemed to be sweating. What the hell was going on?
“We were just about to leave here,” she said.
“Found anything interesting?”
“Not really. I’m sorry we bothered you,” she said to Shriver’s ex-wife who nodded. Perhaps, she too, had picked up something about this strange, awkward conversation.
“No problem. With Noah, you never know. Have a good day.”
Ellie wasn’t sure she should leave the two of them alone either, but the decision was taken out of her hands a moment later.
“Wait a moment, Detective,” Bronson said. “I think we should all step back for a moment, sit down.”
When she saw he had his hand on his weapon, Ellie knew that her instincts had not betrayed her. 



 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
“Ellie’s not answering her phone,” Jordan remarked. “I’m going to try Wes before we head back.”
“That alcohol-free beer wasn’t all bad.” Derek picked up his car keys. “Not that we got a lot from Carroll, but it all fits so far.”
“Yeah.” She’d reached Sam Potts at the front desk. “Hey, could you put me through to Wes? He went with Ellie to serve a warrant.”
“I can give him to you, here’s right here. Wes?”
“Why?” Jordan asked, confused, but Sam had already passed on the phone.
“Wes here.”
“Hi, this is Carpenter. I thought you were with Ellie at Shriver’s former home.”
“I was, but we were called to another scene. Chris went there instead. Is everything okay?”
“Chris Atwood?” she asked with a frown.
“Yeah, he went to help her wrap up. Why?”
“I’m not sure. I’ll talk to you later but send a unit to the house right now. Tell them to wait for us.”
“What’s the matter?” Derek asked. “I hear Ellie, and Atwood—I can’t help thinking it’s nothing good. What is he up to now?”
“I don’t know, but we’re going to find out. Let’s go to Ashley’s house.”
* * * *
“You lied to me,” Bronson accused. “This young man here let me know you made an interesting find. I think you should give it to me right away.”
Ellie still held the drive in her hand, in the pocket of her pants.
“I’m sorry, but I don’t think you have the authority to tell me. In fact, there are matters that I need to discuss with Ms. Shriver at the station. You’re welcome to join us later, but I was under the impression you retired a few years ago?”
“You retired?” Ashley asked, perplexed. “I thought you were just moving on to another job. When did that happen?”
“It’s not important right now,” he snapped. “Ashley, Officer, could you please leave the room. I need to talk to Detective Harding in private. Please?”
“Whatever. You all make yourself at home.”
With a shrug, she left for another room, while Atwood stayed.
“Chief…” Atwood didn’t say anything else, but he had paled. He didn’t move either.
Ellie decided that on a day he seemed to be afraid for her life, she had reason to worry.
“Maybe you’re right, and we should take a step back,” she said. “My colleagues know I’m here. Chris’ little diversion will only last for so long, and whatever it is you think you’re going to do, they’ll find out about it.”
“Will they? Noah got mixed up with some bad people, and they are just as interested in what’s on that drive. They might have come here looking for it. Right, Officer Atwood?”
Still sweating, he nodded.
“Now you can go. Make sure Ashley is all right. This has been a lot for her.”
When Atwood reluctantly obeyed, Bronson laughed. “See, Harding, he understands chain of command, something Carroll’s people always seemed to have trouble with. I tell you something to do it, you do it. Now give me the damn drive.”
“Drop your gun.”
Ellie had a split-second to anticipate his move, and it might have been only luck that she was faster. It didn’t matter.
* * * *
Jordan’s instincts had often told her when a case was about to accelerate. After their conversation with the former lieutenant, she was even more convinced that they only had a small window to intervene.
“I don’t like this at all,” she said out loud. “It’s not a coincidence that these things always happen with Atwood around. Someone should take a good hard look at his finances.”
“Nobody likes him, but you have a point,” Derek said. “He always gets out of these situations…Can’t do that without a good amount of money and connections.”
They’d have to address the subject sometime soon. For the moment, all that mattered to Jordan was that Ellie was safe. She tried her phone again, only to get the voicemail once more. 
* * * *
“Arrest me?” He laughed in her face. Ellie wasn’t surprised. She had dealt with men like him, in an interrogation room and on the street. This was new though.
“Get used to it. You are not above the law.”
“Sweetie, grow up. I am the law. I know you’re ambitious, Harding, youngest detective in your unit, barged your way in…You want all of this to go away for a USB drive?”
“A USB drive that must contain a lot of damaging information. I’m sure we will all sort this out at the station, and Officer Atwood will have something to contribute as well.”
“Officer Atwood will do and say what I tell him to, so I wouldn’t count on him if I were you. I’m giving you one last chance, Harding. You want to take me on? Look forward to directing traffic soon…if you’re lucky.”
“This ends here,” she snapped.
“She’s right,” a familiar, most welcome voice spoke. 
Ellie was grateful that Jordan had waited until she had the cuffs on Bronson, not making it look like she couldn’t do it on her own.
She was grateful for the backup and more witnesses in what might become a rather delicate situation. With a deep breath, she holstered her gun and looked around to her colleagues.
“Thanks, guys. I’m going to check on Ashley.”
Noah Shriver’s ex-wife was eerily calm given what had happened in her house.
“I’m fine, Detective,” she said with more than a trace of sarcasm. “You should check on your colleague though.”
Sitting on the edge of an armchair, Atwood had covered his face with his hands.
Ellie couldn’t suppress a cringe when she realized he was crying.
“Hey. Chris! Get yourself together,” she snapped. Ellie didn’t like holding grudges for long, but Atwood was in a different category. He had risked her life, and that of other officers, more than once. He was cocky, stubborn, with a bigoted streak. Someone had bailed him out every time. His luck might be running out soon, and she couldn’t bring herself to be sad about it.
Finally, he looked up at her.
“You can’t tell anyone. I cannot lose my job, okay?”
“That’s not up to me.”
A few seconds ticked by. She almost felt something akin to sympathy until he said, “Of course. What did I expect? You only got this job so quick because Carroll was all about identity politics, and Daniels is the same. It’s the only thing that counts these days. Just wait...”
Ellie walked out of the room with Ashley Shriver, tuning out his tirade.



 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
“This is a huge step,” Garcia said when they assembled in the conference room with Lieutenant Daniels once more. Everyone was in agreement though this part felt a bit anti-climactic, given that Bronson’s team of lawyers had already arrived. He wasn’t going to talk to them, and they were working on getting whatever was on that drive thrown out should it come to a trial.
Bronson would make bail, though not before the next morning. No one had any doubts about it, but that gave them a little time to figure out what Shriver had hidden behind the face brick of the fireplace.
“I assume your boss will want to have a talk with Officer Atwood,” Jordan said.
“Yes. Again,” Garcia confirmed. “Detective Harding, we’ll take your statement as well.”
“Of course. Wow. This is not how I expected the day to go.”
“I think we can safely say no one did,” Daniels concluded. “All right, let’s set up those interviews, and everything you find on that drive, get it to me right away.”
As this case had long moved beyond the task force, Garcia had called in reinforcements as well. Jordan caught Atwood’s glance on her when he was on his way to interrogation with another detective from I.A.
Not that long ago, she had sat in an interview after what nearly turned into a shouting match with a homophobic parent. She had grudgingly admitted and accepted that consequences were in order, though, looking back, Jordan knew that those consequences were minor.
Atwood’s conduct spoke to a pattern. He had withheld backup to Ellie when she’d been under fire. He was obviously in over his head now, and she hoped they’d never have to see him again. Oversight was needed for a reason.
She wasn’t perfect. He was dangerous.
Looking over his shoulder at her, he sneered, “You’re happy now?”
Jordan didn’t think he deserved an answer, and like Ellie earlier, she simply walked away.
She couldn’t avoid the subject altogether though.
“Detective,” she heard Lieutenant Daniels’ voice behind her. When she turned around, Jordan saw that she wasn’t alone. The man was in his late fifties, looking serious and somewhat familiar.
“You can have my office. This is Detective Carpenter. Detective, Officer Atwood’s father. He’d like to speak to you.”
“If you have a moment, please.” The man seemed a lot humbler than his son, so Jordan saw no reason to reject his plea. She reserved some caution, not knowing how close Atwood was with his parents. Truth be told, she was also curious.
Once they’d sat down behind closed doors, she said, “Mr. Atwood, we appreciate you reaching out, but I’m afraid there’s nothing I can tell you regarding an ongoing investigation.”
“I know that much.” His tone sounded bitter, and she wasn’t sure if the sentiment was directed at her or his son’s actions. “Do you have children, Detective?”
Jordan almost rolled her eyes at that question. She had heard it often, usually designed to question her expertise or empathy on a certain subject.
“Yes. I have a daughter.”
“Then you know what it’s like. You protect them, right? Chris fell in with a bad crowd, I’m afraid. Some groups online…he’s not a bad kid. Or a bad cop.”
As long as Jordan had known Atwood junior, he had either stayed under the radar, or his statements and actions ranged from off-putting to dangerous.
“I understand how you’re feeling, but as I said, this is still ongoing, and it’s not in my hands.”
“You could put in a good word for him, couldn’t you? You are out there too. You know what it’s like. I’m afraid that a bunch of pencil pushers will decide—” He must have caught something in her expression, because he hurried to correct himself. “I know them. They’ve been behind a desk so long, they forgot. I’m afraid they won’t give Chris a second chance.”
That would be a third or fourth?
“I’m really sorry,” she said. “Again, it’s not my call to make, but if an officer’s conduct endangers others, there have to be consequences. Otherwise, what’s the point?”
She should have known that logic wouldn’t get her far in this case.
“I don’t understand. He makes a mistake, and you want to force him out? You had a serial killer right under your nose and didn’t notice anything? I think he was right all along. His demographic isn’t welcome any longer, who cares about qualifications?”
Given that they were sitting in Lieutenant Daniels’ office, Jordan felt a bit sick.
“That’s enough, Mr. Atwood. You’re not helping your son that way. I can assure you, demographics had nothing to do with it. Now, if you’ll excuse me…”
His whole demeanor was tight with anger, but he nodded. Jordan got up as well to see him out. He didn’t speak to her again.
Back at her desk, she sat for a moment, shaking her head, at her younger self who had naively thought this kind of attitude would be gone at some point.
“You have to come look at this.” Derek had returned with Anna Crawford, head of the tech lab. “They cracked the encryptions.”
“Wasn’t all that hard,” Anna said. “You might want to call your boss in for this, and her boss. I.A.’s still in the house?”
“This sounds serious.” Jordan wasn’t sure whether to be excited or nauseated. She had expected more names, more connections. 
“See for yourself. I’ll be down in the lab if you need me for anything. Good luck.”
“Good luck?” Jordan asked after she was out of earshot.
“I guess he had a good reason to hide this somewhere safe. It’s literally his life insurance.”
He pulled himself a chair, and they looked at the numerous files together. Noah Shriver had collected a vast amount of information on colleagues and supervisors, proof of every line crossed. There was a file on Atwood, Waters, Bronson, and a few others. Money taken from suspects, disappeared during a bust, sex workers, extremist online groups.
Now she was feeling sick. “No wonder they wouldn’t touch him. There are audio recordings here. Jesus.”
“Yeah,” Derek said.
“Like Anna said, we need to get a few more people on this. A lot of heads will roll.” She raked a hand through her hair. “Damn. Atwood’s father just tried to tell me his son was being kicked out because of identity politics.”
“You know that will be the spin. We better make sure everything is beyond reproach.”
They looked at each other for a moment, and then Jordan said out loud what she imagined they were both thinking. “I’m so relieved Carroll’s name isn’t in here.”
* * * *
Dinner that night was a late take-out from the SEVEN. Once more, they had to miss story-time with Meri. Jack wasn’t working at the bar tonight, so he picked up a tired-looking Pauline.
Jordan and Ellie had a lot of reasons to work late, given the fact that the scandals rocking the department would likely hit the press circuit tomorrow. Ellie was still on the phone with one of their friends, reporter Jill Allen, something Daniels had signed off on so they could pre-empt out-of-control rumors. Some, at least.
Jordan had no doubt that many people would agree with Mr. Atwood senior. She placed a careful kiss on Meri’s forehead, thinking that they were overdue for finding some additional help with childcare.
She went back down to the living room where a number of their friends had gathered. They wouldn’t stay long, since early tomorrow, more arrests would take place.
This case had come with losses, and uncomfortable revelations. As she looked around the group, she was still feeling hopeful. The sacrifices Teresa Hartford and Colin Macaulty had made, and all the others, had to count for something.
“This is not going to be quick or easy, you know that, right?”
A.D.A. Esposito wasn’t guessing. She knew exactly what she was talking about.
“Ellie testified against Waters, and Atwood turned off his radio when a perp was firing at her,” Jordan replied. “I remember. It’s not about easy.”
“No, it’s not,” Valerie agreed. “Thanks for having us tonight.”
“Well, that was the quickest and easiest solution. And I think the food is here now,” she said when the doorbell rang. She couldn’t help laughing when she heard cheers from her guests.
* * * *
The subject matter of childcare was still on her mind when Kathryn called the next morning.
“Hi. I know you’re busy, but I was wondering if you thought about dinner? Now that it’s all over…” She let her sentence trail off.
“Would Friday be okay?” Jordan suggested.
She was sure that Kathryn would want to talk about Pratt some more. While she wasn’t looking forward to it, she knew she couldn’t put off that conversation forever. She and Ellie had promised to visit Kathryn and Jim in their new home. 
Kathryn’s surprised silence reminded her how many times they’d stalled her. Most of the time, for a reason.
“Or another day if that’s better?”
“No, Friday is perfect. At six? We look forward to having you!”
“We look forward to it too,” Jordan said. “See you on Friday.”
She caught Ellie’s thoughtful look on her and sighed. “Yes, I know. That wasn’t so hard.”
“I wasn’t going to say anything. But you’re right.”
“You’re worried about what’s going to happen at work?”
Ellie took her time to answer which told Jordan she’d been giving this a lot of thought.
“It’s already happening,” she said. “And it’s about time.”
Jordan couldn’t agree more—and she couldn’t have been more grateful for Ellie in her life.
* * * *
Early the next day, it was clear that Bronson and some of his cohorts wouldn’t go down easily, even with the evidence stacking up against them.
Given how much money had exchanged hands, between them, Shriver and Ryan Lemont, their complaints about the Homicide unit wouldn’t fly—at least that was what they all hoped.
Ellie couldn’t believe that not long ago, she’d been worried about losing her job to spending cuts. Bronson and other names from Shriver’s list had committed serious abuse of power. The process of cleaning up would take months, if not longer.
“It’s so good neither of us will have to listen to Shriver’s gloating anymore,” Maria commented. 
Ellie could only agree that it was a good thing. She knew Jordan had been wrestling with his obsession with her, a familiar disturbing theme that hit too close to home.
“Yes, that’s finally over.”
She had the newspaper on her desk. Thanks to some quick coordination, Jill Allen was taking the lead with a thoughtful piece on the image of the police, culture, and necessary changes.
Part of Shriver’s documentation revealed the grievances of Bronson and others regarding Carroll and Daniels, and the people they’d hired into their unit. Conversations showed how they would have liked to set Daniels up. Shriver being their spy, it was somewhat lucky that he turned out to be a psychopath who strayed from the script, and in the end, exposed all of them.
“You don’t expect any more trouble from Atwood or any of his buddies?”
“I’m not sure how to answer that. I sure hope it’s a wake-up call for them, if he has any friends left.”
They left it at that, both aware that some people refused to wake up no matter what. But they, and the general public, could go about their day more safely than before. In Ellie’s opinion, that was a win.



 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
Ellie knew how important it was for both Jordan and Kathryn to maintain some sort of equilibrium in their relationship. It could be easily shaken. Pratt’s efforts to obtain an early release from prison, and his death, had been difficult for both of them.
What she needed to do was to be present and listen, and she had every intention to do so. When Friday evening rolled around and Maria asked if she was ready, Ellie was perplexed for a moment.
“Stakeout? The new case I told you about, and you said yes in an absentminded way?”
“Oh my God, I’m so sorry. How could I forget about that? I’ll have to call Jordan.”
She had left earlier to get Meri ready for the night out.
“You have something planned?”
“Kind of, but this is my fault. I’ll tell her I can’t make it.” She was about to call Jordan’s number when Maria said, “You know what, forget about it. They’re not going to show up anyway, and one unit will be on stand-by.”
“Are you sure? I don’t know what I was thinking.”
“I understand. It’s been a lot for all of us. Take the evening, but I expect you to have memorized the case file by Monday morning.”
“Yes, Ma’am. Thank you so much.”
Maria shook her head.
“I’ll be in tomorrow anyway, and you can brief me on your way out?”
“Sure. Have fun.”
Ellie wasn’t sure if an evening with Kathryn and Jim qualified as fun, but she was glad she didn’t have to cancel on Jordan. Instead, she texted, on my way.
* * * *
To Jordan’s surprise, Kathryn didn’t bring up Pratt right away, or at any time in the first few minutes. Given the turmoil at work, she welcomed the relaxed atmosphere, and she had to admit Kathryn and Jim had created a cozy home in their new surroundings.
Ellie arrived a few minutes later, and they sat down to eat. It was calm. The first time Jordan and Ellie had visited, Kathryn had bought wine, but she didn’t have any alcohol on the table now. The couple hosting them tonight bore little resemblance to the parents Jordan remembered growing up with—and that was a good thing for all of them.
“I’ve spoken to Serena,” Kathryn said, referring to a young woman they had met during one of their cases, through Darla Pierson. “She’s doing so well. You’ve made a difference in many people’s lives.”
“You have too.”
Kathryn smiled at what was probably an unexpected compliment.
After getting herself cleaned up, she had taken it upon herself to support women who were in a similar situation to hers. At times, her effort had overlapped with their work. Meg, too, spoke very highly of Kathryn.
They were doing the best they could, knowing that sometimes they were working against a tide. The recent revelations showed obstacles they hadn’t even been aware of until now.
Jordan couldn’t help wondering how Kathryn’s life, and by proxy, her own, could have turned out much differently if someone had bothered trying to help her. She knew that Kathryn’s brother and parents had turned their backs on her early on.
No one deserved that. She was aware of Ellie’s gaze on her. 
No matter how much her relationship with her biological mother had improved, every once in a while, Jordan had to remind herself she hadn’t deserved what followed, either.
But being able to bring her daughter here, into a quiet and safe environment, was a big step, and she was glad they had made it to this point.
* * * *
The next day started abruptly, with Ellie’s cell phone waking her too early from a deep sleep. In her room, Meri started crying.
“I’ll go,” Jordan said, already out of bed, and Ellie sleepily reached for the phone.
“Harding?” She suppressed a yawn.
“Hey. It’s Derek. Have you talked to Maria?”
“Not since last night, why?”
She became more awake when he hesitated too long for it to be a random question. “What’s going on?” Ellie asked, swinging her legs over the edge of the bed. She quickly checked her messages to see that Maria hadn’t tried to contact her.
“That’s strange,” he said.
“A bit more information, please?”
“Yes. I’m sorry. Didn’t you go on that stakeout last night?”
“She went. Jordan and I went to dinner at Kathryn’s.”
“She was supposed to meet me after her replacement arrived. I called them, and they said they didn’t see her. Phone’s turned off.”
“This is strange,” Ellie admitted. “I was going to meet her at the station so she could brief me. Have you tried Valerie’s?”
“Not yet.”
“Okay, why don’t you meet me at the station? We’ll talk there.”
“Is Jordan coming in too?”
Ellie listened to any sounds from Meri’s room. It was quiet now. “I don’t think she planned to, but I’ll ask her,” she promised. “See you in a bit.” She couldn’t help wondering what he might want to discuss with Jordan that he couldn’t tell her—and why he’d planned to meet Maria in the first place. She assumed she’d get all those answers soon, hoping it had nothing to do with any worst-case scenarios forming in her mind.
* * * *
When they arrived at the station and met with an anxious Derek, there was still no news from Maria.
“I drove past her house,” he said. “Her car is in the parking. I rang the bell, no answer. Something’s not right.”
Jordan shared a look with Ellie, knowing she’d have to weigh her words carefully. Ellie had been silent and brooding during the drive, not quite ready to share any thoughts or theories. Jordan could guess what was on her mind.
“Why were you supposed to meet her?” she asked. “Something about a case?”
“No, just breakfast after her shift.”
“Okay. We’ll figure this out,” Jordan promised. “Does Val know?”
“I left her a message to call me when she hears from Maria. She hasn’t answered yet.”
“I just saw that message. Hey. Good morning.” A.D.A. Valerie Esposito greeted them as she walked in. “All of you on a Saturday morning? What’s the matter?”
Jordan wished they were all paranoid. Maria could have had a change of plans. Overslept and not heard the doorbell. Even as she went through the options in her mind, she knew none of them were realistic. She would have notified her replacement, at the very least.
Jordan knew Maria had a brother nearby. What if she had an urgent family matter to address? She would have certainly informed their boss.
“Has anyone asked Daniels?”
“I called her too. She’s on her way,” Derek supplied.
“I should have been on that stakeout with Maria,” Ellie said morosely.
“What are you all talking about?” Valerie shook her head as she pressed a number on her cell phone and waited. “I talked to her last night. She’s fine.” A few seconds later, the uncertainty was showing in her expression. “Her phone is off. Okay, what are you not telling me?”
“Nothing,” Derek said. “That’s the problem, no one knows anything.” He picked up his keys just as Valerie announced, “I have a key to her house. I’m going there right now.”
“I’m coming with you,” Jordan told her.
“When you’re there, give me call.” Lieutenant Daniels had joined them as well.
Neither one of them could ignore the dire possibilities any longer.
It could be nothing. It could be a backlash to the recent developments.
Jordan gently squeezed Ellie’s shoulder as she walked past her, hoping that history wouldn’t repeat itself, not for them, or any of their friends.



 
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
Jordan had been to Maria’s house a few times, though not often. She watched Valerie grow silent as they walked into every room. It didn’t look like someone had left in a hurry. The bed was made.
“Did she mention that something was out of the ordinary lately? Or someone threatening her?”
She’d have to ask Derek the same questions. The quick glance Valerie gave her showed both irritation and fear.
“I wish you wouldn’t go all cop on me yet.”
“Let’s find her first, okay? If it’s nothing, even better.”
Biting her lower lip in a nervous gesture, Valerie turned away before she said, “I wish I could make myself believe it’s just you being paranoid, because you both have been through so much, but…I’m afraid this might not be random.”
It took Jordan a few seconds to make the connection, then she remembered something Valerie had told her in confidence.
“You think it’s that ex you mentioned? That was a while ago.”
“Yes, but we both know assholes like that tend to hold a grudge for those who got away. There’s nothing here.”
“Do you know if he contacted her lately? His name?”
“She always said she just wanted to forget about him. His name was Steven…Collins. And I think she would have told me if anything was off. I’m pretty sure you’d know.”
“Okay. Let me call Daniels. It might not be related, but we have to consider it. Let’s head back now.”
Valerie was pensive during the drive.
“What’s on your mind?” Jordan asked. There were parts she could easily guess, like “worried sick.” She was also interested in Valerie’s professional opinion.
“I’ve had some threats as I’m sure you have after the whole mess with Bronson and Atwood. Some just cling to the old ways…but I keep thinking that Maria wasn’t even that visible. She and Ellie worked on the murder Shriver committed behind bars, and of course it was all related, but…” She lifted her shoulders in a frustrated shrug. “I just don’t know. I wish she’d call me.”
“I know.” Jordan had been in that exact situation, shortly before Valerie returned to her old workplace. She knew bringing it up wouldn’t be helpful to either of them. “Until then, we’ll look into every possibility. We’ll find Collins and pay him a visit. If he has anything to do with it, we’ll know soon.”
Valerie nodded but didn’t comment. She knew that her friends would do anything in their power. At this moment, they didn’t know yet what they were dealing with, so Jordan understood that this was only a small measure of comfort.
* * * *
She still needed some preliminary answers, so she asked Ellie to take Valerie to the break room for a coffee while checking for some things. She kept it vague on purpose, knowing that Ellie understood.
Naturally there were more than one Steven Collins in the city. Life could never be that easy.
Derek hovered near her desk, looking over her shoulder as she typed.
“That name sounds familiar,” he said. “Why are we looking at him—or them?”
Jordan stared at the list, willing the needle in the haystack to stick out. Age. Eighty-one-year-old Mr. Collins was an unlikely candidate. So was the five-year-old boy. As she narrowed the age range, the picture became clearer.
She hated to violate a friend’s trust, but if it helped save Maria’s life, she didn’t have a choice.
“Okay, if that name is familiar, it’s because Maria might have mentioned it to you at some point. There’s no good way to say this, but we can’t waste any time, so here it goes. She was dating a Steven Collins before Valerie, and it seems like that guy’s a jackass. He might be the reason she’s missing.”
“Show me what you got there.” Derek’s tone was terse though he didn’t reveal whether he’d been privy to that information or not. “Fuck.” He cursed rarely enough for Jordan to flinch.
“You know him?”
“Hell, yes, I know that guy. That Steven Collins, with the garage. I picked her up from there once after her car had broken down. We weren’t together at that point.”
“Okay, that’s good.”
He scoffed. 
“It is. You just saved me a lot of time. Val gave me the guy’s name, but she never met him.”
“It must be him. That was not long after we broke up. Okay. Let’s go.”
“You do that.” The lieutenant seemed to appear out of nowhere this morning. “But be careful. I’ll have Detectives Harding and Rogers look into recent arrests, especially as they relate to Shriver and beyond.”
Shriver and beyond was a euphemism, Jordan reflected. Valerie was right to say that Maria had been focused on the murder Shriver committed inside the prison, not the web of corruption and cover-ups he’d been a part of. Mumblings, rumors, threats even, that wasn’t a surprise, but would it be this random? Or did Maria’s disappearance have to do with being part of a unit that had been the thorn in the side of a corrupt chief and his cronies?
But this wasn’t about what made the case easier to solve.
“Yes, Ma’am,” she said. “We’ll keep you updated.”
* * * *
Jordan was the first to understand not wanting to talk emotions to pieces. This was different. A friend of hers was likely in danger, and she’d worry about everyone’s emotions later.
She still had questions.
“Did you know she was dating that Collins guy?”
“She didn’t mention him to me until much later,” Derek replied. “I didn’t think he could still be a danger. Damn it.”
When the silence stretched on for over a minute, she asked, “What’s on your mind?”
“What do you think?” He gripped the steering wheel tightly enough to make her wince. “She went out with him after we broke up. That’s on my mind. We both moved on, but I can’t help thinking I should have handled things better back then.”
“Maybe you could have, but that doesn’t make any of this your fault. Come on. Maria’s a grown woman. You’re not responsible for her actions. Or Colin Macaulty’s.”
“You’re a terrible shrink, Carpenter. Leave it be.”
“So, you will tread carefully when we go in there?”
“Always,” he said.
Jordan hadn’t missed the sarcasm.
* * * *
Steven Collins took them to his office. His demeanor was polite, not in any way arrogant, let alone threatening. Jordan knew better. Abusers like him rarely gave themselves away in a first interaction. They were smart about their actions and goals.
“Detectives, what can I help you with?”
She cast a quick look at Derek, sensing his anger simmering under the surface. Jordan could relate.
“We can make this quick. When did you last talk to Maria Doss?”
“Maria…” He frowned as if he was trying to remember. “I’m not sure, you have to be a little more specific. Is she a customer? I’ll look her up.”
“Well, she remembers you, and from what we know, you’re lucky she didn’t report you for abuse.” They might not know details, but Jordan could tell from his changing expression that he understood the connection now. Collins didn’t seem concerned about a thing, instead, he gave them a smug smile.
“Oh, right. Maria, the cop. Did she say I abused her? In that case she’s lying. She was lying quite a bit during our relationship. I got tired of it eventually and broke it up.”
“That’s not the story we’re hearing.”
“Well, too bad then—”
“Maria is missing. It will be too bad for you when we come back with a warrant and find the sliver of a hint that you had something to do with it.”
Jordan stayed back though she was watching the scene carefully.
“You get that warrant, Detective. And unless you have it, don’t come back here. I didn’t touch that bitch. Haven’t cared to in a long time.” Jordan tensed but Derek spun around and left.
“You might want to watch your language, Mr. Collins,” she said. “We’ll be back. And Maria might not have reported you, but one of your girlfriends will. It’s only a matter of time.”
That might not be the smartest thing either. She followed Derek out of the shop, disgusted at what she’d heard. She hated for anyone to be in Maria’s situation, but even more so someone she considered a close friend. Derek had a point saying they should have done more.
* * * *
Ellie had nearly forgotten that she’d scheduled a quick lunch with Kate.
“I can do a coffee, but not more, I’m afraid,” she said. Never mind that she’d already gone past the reasonable amount for the day. “How about you come by for dinner later?”
“Sure.” Kate laughed ruefully. “If you don’t mind. We seem to have dinner at your house more often than in our own home lately.”
“That’s okay. We expect to be on your boat all the time next summer. There is an actual boat, isn’t there? Since Derek’s been talking about it a lot, but we’ve never seen it.”
“Oh yeah, there is a boat. Derek isn’t here?”
Ellie held the door to the break room open for her friend.
“No, he and Jordan are out, and I have to get back to it in a few. It seems that Maria is missing,” she said, working hard to keep her tone neutral. Kate’s rapidly changing expression told her that she’d only had moderate success.
“Oh, that’s awful! How are you doing?”
“Fine.” Ellie took a deep breath. “That was a long time ago. It’s not about me now.” Or about Jordan, she added silently.
“What happened?”
“We don’t know yet. Still making calls…Her brother will be here soon.”
“Are you sure dinner is okay then?”
“Yes, of course. If we’re lucky, this will be over by then.”
“How about you come to dinner then? I shouldn’t bother you any longer, but I’ll have time to prepare something. Bring Meri, of course.”
“I’ll talk to Jordan when she’s back,” Ellie promised. They hugged briefly before Kate left, stopping to chat with a couple of officers on her way out.



 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
While waiting for Maria’s brother to arrive, Ellie and Rogers worked on Maria’s recent files. Nothing stood out. She hadn’t taken part in interrogations of Ryan Lemont’s contacts, only once joined Derek during a surveillance assignment. Jarrod Tanner was accounted for, and the cops that had been helping him were facing investigations.
Would any of them be this obvious?
Would Lemont’s remaining minions be? He couldn’t have anything over them at this point though he certainly might try. For some time, Jordan had been concerned about people bringing up the old nickname he’d used for her. But Ellie was safe and sound.
Maria was missing.
They were supposed to be at the same stakeout, together.
When Jordan and Derek returned, she could tell from their frustrated expressions that they hadn’t gotten far with the ex-boyfriend. They couldn’t go via Val, Maria’s current girlfriend, for a warrant either. She sighed, getting up to talk to them when her cell phone rang, and Libby Marshall at the front desk told her that Maria’s brother had arrived.
Greeting him at the front desk, Ellie guessed him to be perhaps ten years younger. He looked terrified.
“Mr. Doss, thank you for coming here. I’m Detective Harding, one of Maria’s colleagues.”
“Homicide.” His voice shook.
“We are all invested in Maria’s safety. For now, this is a Missing Persons case,” she told him as they walked to her desk. “When did you last talk to her?”
“Sometime last week. Tuesday, I think. Yes. I have no idea what happened. Maria takes her work seriously. She wouldn’t just disappear.”
“Did she mention that she was worried about anything? A recent case, threats against her?”
“No, but she never talked about her work much.”
Ellie gestured for him to sit down.
“Do you know a Steven Collins?”
“Is that someone you’re looking for? Did he take her?”
“We don’t know yet. Is that name familiar to you?”
“She once mentioned a Steven she was dating. Oh my God.”
“What is it?”
“I should have known. That time, she barely talked to me or my parents. If he’s involved, something’s not right. You have to find her!”
“We’re doing everything we can,” she assured him. “Remember, your sister is savvy.”
“That didn’t save her from a guy like that,” he said darkly.
Ellie couldn’t argue.
* * * *
It didn’t end that night, or the night after. At dinner with Derek and Kate, everyone was tired and worried. They left early.
The A.D.A. on the case, Gordon McNeil, had told them in no uncertain terms that they needed a whole lot more on Steven Collins than vague accusations, not that it came as a surprise.
The weekend didn’t bring any news. When Lieutenant Daniels called her into her office on Monday morning, Ellie went with apprehension, recalling the last time a supervisor had singled her out to deliver bad news. But that was different. Maria was her friend. She was the friend of everyone in that room.
When she walked inside, Ellie was startled to see Valerie Esposito with Daniels, her stomach lurching. Did that mean they knew more?
“Detective Harding, please, sit,” Daniels said. Esposito’s expression was impassive, but she looked exhausted. Ellie waited.
“There’s been a new development,” Daniels explained. “Ryan Lemont’s lawyers contacted us. He wants a meeting with you.”
“Me? Why?”
“He said he wonders, and I quote, ‘if Nancy Drew wants to solve the mystery of the missing friend.’”
“What?” Ellie was on her feet the next moment, making Valerie jump. “What does that mean—why? Maria didn’t even work on the case at the time.”
“It’s not just about that.” Valerie sounded forlorn, so unlike the unshakeable prosecutor Ellie had come to know. “Remember he sent a gunman to my office once? He thought he could trick you, but you busted him. He’s used to pushing women around, punishing them if they don’t obey. He never forgot that you played a big role in putting him behind bars.” She wiped her face quickly.
Ellie didn’t know what to think or say. Lemont’s involvement didn’t surprise her, or that he was still pissed at her. She never imagined that with the corruption scandal still playing out in court, he’d be this blatant.
Jordan had been right all along.
“But that means…”
“Yes. Those plans were likely put in motion before you closed the case on Shriver,” Daniels finished grimly. “He has no interest in what happens to his connections in the police—well, former connections. But he’s never lost sight of who he blames for his arrest.”
Ellie was still struggling to absorb all the facts.
“He wants a meeting, why? To gloat? How do we even know he’s not lying?”
“To be honest, at this point I’d prefer the ex,” Valerie sighed. “I don’t think he’s that smart or much of a planner. Lemont, however…the odds aren’t good.”
“I’ll go, of course. But he’s not going to tell me anything. Like with Shriver, we’ll just play into his hands. What if we lean on other minions of his who were arrested in the bust?”
“There’s no time,” Valerie said darkly.
“I’m afraid I tend to agree with the A.D.A. We can set up a meeting early this afternoon. That will give you some time to get ready.”
Just like that, an incredible weight rested on her shoulders. Ellie knew it wouldn’t come off until they found Maria alive.
* * * *
“Nancy Drew. It’s been too long.”
She remembered his fake cordiality, the anger and hate just always present underneath. Lemont had people killed and abducted before, and it looked like he had continued to an astonishing extent from behind bars, with help from the likes of Bronson and Shriver.
“Why would I come here unless you have something new to tell me, Mr. Lemont? To be honest, I don’t think about you all that often.”
“Oh, that’s hurtful. So, you don’t want to know about your friend?”
“What do you want?”
He gave her a wide smile. “I want you to be a bit more respectful, and to be honest, I would have preferred you instead of her, but unfortunately you have decimated my staff quite a bit. I’m telling you it’s no fun to have to make do with amateurs.”
Ellie had put up her hair and dressed in a suit. He didn’t like women in power, she needed a reminder not to let him get to her no matter what he said.
“First of all, how do I know you’re telling the truth?”
“Oh, you will, don’t worry about that. Now, I can see you’re in a hurry, and I don’t intend to waste more of your precious time. I want to go home. I want all the charges dropped. I don’t care how you make it happen, but if your friend’s life is worth anything to you, you’ll make it work.”
“You know that’s not in my—”
“I don’t give a fuck,” he cut her off. “You make it happen, or she dies. You have forty-eight hours. That’s extremely generous. Check your phone once you get out of here.” His smile grew wider. “You didn’t think this would be the end of it, did you? I’ve had a long time to prepare. You’re smart, but not smart enough.”
“We’ll see,” she said, determined not to show him how anxious she felt. Even with the guard in the room, Ellie hated turning her back to a laughing Lemont.
What if he was telling the truth?



 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
“Are you okay?” Jordan asked softly, only for Ellie to overhear when they sat down in the briefing room with Daniels, Derek and Rogers and the A.D.A.
“No, I’m not,” Ellie snapped, and immediately apologized. “I’m sorry. This is…”
“I know.” Jordan wasn’t offended. She gently touched Ellie’s arm before they both turned their attention to the lieutenant.
Ellie felt antsy, no, terrified. They were wasting precious time, while Lemont had to know that there was no way she, or anyone, could get him out of jail. What if he had already given the kill order?
“Ladies and gentlemen, we have a little under forty-eight hours to figure this out—that is if we can trust Lemont’s word.” Daniels’ tone revealed her opinion on the matter. She turned to the A.D.A. “Meanwhile, we have to make him believe that we are complying with his demands.”
A.D.A. McNeil, a tall red-headed man in his late thirties, shook his head.
“He’s not getting out, that’s for sure.”
“I’m aware. But are there steps we can take so it will look like it to him, and his associates?”
“This could be an advantage,” Jordan spoke. “There are a few on the outside that have talked to us, and they’d be terrified to know he could walk free. We could lean on some of them, see if they can give us a location.”
“I’ll talk to the boss, and I’ll meet with his lawyer, but this probably won’t go much further.”
“That might be enough to buy us some time, if nothing else,” Ellie responded. She still felt like she could barely breathe but knowing that they’d be moving along helped. Unless the worst had already happened. 
He nodded. “I’ll set it up and keep you informed. You let me know the moment you find her.”
“Of course. Thank you,” Daniels said before she addressed her team. “Any leads?”
She could probably tell the answer from their expressions. 
“Keep going,” she said.
* * * *
“So, what can you offer my client?”
Lemont’s lawyer hadn’t wasted any time, theirs or his. Still, Jordan couldn’t help frowning at his attitude. He acted as if this was a normal negotiation. Then again, in his line of work it probably was.
“Your client has been quite open about abducting my colleague and bragging about it. What do you think?”
Daniels stood at the far end of the room, leaning against the wall. She gave her a warning glance.
“What do you think we should offer your client under the circumstances?”
He leaned back in his seat. “We can all agree that Mr. Lemont has been treated quite harshly, and he’s paid his dues. It wasn’t his fault that this teenager killed to gain his attention, was it? And I hear that young man got himself a nice deal—twice if I’m not mistaken. I don’t see how you couldn’t do the same for Mr. Lemont if he can help you find your lost detective.”
Jordan barely refrained from shaking her head.
“You know how conversations are recorded in prison? Mr. Lemont said on tape he would have preferred another detective.” Thinking about what he’d said to Ellie made her sick to her stomach.
“Oh, but that’s where you misunderstood. He’s always had a soft spot for Detective Harding, but that’s beside the point. He asked me to negotiate the best deal possible for him, and that’s what I’m here for. We’d be willing to consider a conditional release, give Mr. Lemont a chance to prove himself.”
Jordan exchanged a look with McNeil who didn’t give anything away.
“Let’s say we were to consider that, we’d need some insurance. We need to know Detective Doss is still alive.”
“I think we can do that,” he said. “You understand that we have to tread very carefully from here, if you want to save that woman’s life. The unfortunate truth is that one of Mr. Lemont’s employees went rogue, but we still have eyes on him. We’ll have to move fast, and that includes my client’s swift release.”
He cast a glance at his cell phone and then clicked on a link.
A picture opened, and Jordan fears for the worst when his jaw dropped, his eyes widening in alarm.
* * * *
She could hear shouting and frantic activity upstairs. Maria didn’t know whether or not this would be a good thing for her—in any case, it meant the endless waiting was over. No one had told her anything. Her prison guards were interchangeable. They brought food—nothing great, but edible. There was a bathroom in the finished basement.
They had removed whatever could be used as a weapon, and she had no choice but to return to the chair time after time, the cuffs coming back on. Then, darkness and silence. She had nodded off sometimes, but she might as well have not slept at all, given that she felt drugged and lightheaded.
Her imagination, most likely, because the former didn’t seem to be the goal. They had once woken her by taking a picture, the flash almost blinding in the dark room.
She couldn’t afford to be complacent either because she was here for a reason. They whispered around here, but she had heard the name Lemont mentioned.
Finally, the door opened, and two of the interchangeable ones walked in, looking at her as if they didn’t know what to do. One of them seemed especially frantic.
“We have to get out now,” he said in an urgent tone. “You take care of her.”
Her heart leapt into her throat as she realized what that meant. 
In the aftermath of the corruption scandal, Lemont didn’t care about covering any tracks. This was all about his revenge.
The man trained the gun on her. She didn’t flinch from his intent stare. She wasn’t going to blink. He put a finger to his lips and pulled the trigger, twice.
Then he was gone.
* * * *
Lemont’s lawyer had been right to assume things would move fast—he just didn’t know how fast until he realized that the picture of the missing detective, proof of life, had been taken in his basement. With this move, Lemont had overplayed his hand. 
The rats were leaving the sinking ship as the tactical unit moved in.
Jordan and Derek were following close behind as they breached the entrance of the luxurious three-story building, the second home of Lemont’s long-time attorney. The first of the minions who had apparently been guarding Maria, basically ran into their arms. If anyone had given them a warning, it was on very short notice.
They had barely cuffed him and read him his rights when the shots rang out from somewhere deeper in the building. He laughed. “Guess you didn’t make it in time. The boss said to clean up before we left.”
Jordan and Derek handed him over to the uniformed officers coming in behind them and ran down the two flights of stairs, trying every door before they came to the room at the end of the hallway.
In the center of it, Maria was still cuffed to the chair. Two bullets were embedded in the wall behind her.
“Took you long enough.” Her voice was brittle.
“Sorry about that.” Jordan stepped closer, relieved to see no obvious injuries. She opened the cuffs. “Let’s get you out of here. Can you stand?”
“I’m okay. Thanks. I’m good.”
Maria took a couple of steps before she wavered, but Derek had already stepped in and embraced her. Maria started to cry.
“Let’s get her to the hospital. Everything else can wait,” Jordan commented before she left the room.
She went ahead of them to meet Ellie upstairs. Jordan found her in the living room, and regardless of the other people in the room, she took her hand. A reminder of everything they’d overcome together. What their friends would overcome as well.
“Is she okay?” Ellie asked anxiously. Jordan doubted it, and she sensed that Ellie did too.
“She will be,” she said. It was all they could ask for at the moment.
* * * *
They were lucky that Lemont’s tactics had hit a little too close to home for his attorney. He understood that the perfect deal Lemont was after would never happen, and one way or another, he would be the one to pay.
Now, he would negotiate his own deal with the D.A.’s office, and Jordan couldn’t even bring herself to be mad about anything he’d get out of it, even knowing what kind of people he had defended throughout his career.
All she cared about was that Maria was alive. They had followed the ambulance to the hospital where she was being checked out. To everyone’s relief, she wasn’t physically harmed.
“Even my ears stopped ringing,” she claimed. “I’m okay to go home.”
Valerie Esposito sat next to her, holding her hand.
“You’re coming home with me.”
Maria gave her a tired smile. “I won’t argue with you. Don’t tell the doctor, but we’re going to have a bottle from your cellar with dinner.”
“We are? Okay.”
“I don’t have a concussion. I’m just hungry, and I need a drink. I’m afraid the accommodations here won’t be much better than what I’ve had in the past few days.”
Despite the banter, she still looked shell-shocked, not a surprise given that someone had pulled the trigger next to her.
Kate and Derek said their goodbyes, so did Jordan and Ellie.
“Call us if you need anything,” Jordan said, earning grateful smiles from their friends.
“We will, thank you. Now go. I’m sure your little girl is missing you.”
* * * *
Meri was indeed waiting for their return chatting excitedly about her day with Pauline until it was time for bed. They hugged her a little tighter tonight, shaken by the close call and the memories it evoked for both of them.
“Is there something you want to talk about?” Ellie asked.
Jordan shook her head. “You?”
“I’m happy with discussing what kind of pizza we’re ordering, and do we still have some wine to go with it?”
Jordan laughed before she leaned close to kiss her. “Not from a cellar, I’m afraid, but I think it will do. I’ll call Venus & Aphrodite?”
“Please do.”
While she was ordering their food, Jordan reflected on the frantic past days, their race against the clock, and the relieving fact that she could still trust her instincts—regarding Bronson, regarding Lemont. And Ellie had been amazing under pressure.
She was confident that after a few good nights’ sleeps, they’d be ready for whatever life would throw at them next.
She went back to the living room where Ellie had turned on the news.
For the moment, everything was all right.
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