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For D.



Chapter One
“I can’t wait to get home. There’s a cold beer with my name on it in the fridge,” Derek commented as Jordan parked in the department’s garage.
“You don’t want to start your report tonight?”
“Don’t jinx it,” he warned, and Jordan laughed. Today had given them an unexpected opportunity to wrap up a case, a win, and there was nothing that couldn’t wait until tomorrow.
“Not much of a danger. The night shift is already in, and Daniels is home spending well-deserved time with her family. Which is what I’m planning to do. If I hurry up, I might catch Meri awake,” she mused. “Late dinner with some wine…”
“Yeah, you were really joking about that report, thank God. Good job earlier.”
“You too.”
Neither of them needed to go into details about an arrest that could have gone multiple ways. It was a relief to find that among so many drastic changes, some things stayed the same. Jordan suppressed a sigh. Something else had changed, and she still had mixed feelings about it, even though it would be for the better, for all of them. It wouldn’t make any difference regarding their friendship.
“Thanks. Good night, Sergeant,” Derek said as he opened the door on the passenger side.
She was still getting used to the new rank. She gave him a brief smile, before she, too, exited the car.
“Come on. You’re not seriously going back up? Daniels said—”
“I know, I know. I just want to make sure there’s nothing urgent.”
“All right. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Jordan turned to the elevators and went up to their floor. She had barely stepped into the hallway when Detective Maria Doss headed her way, a shell-shocked expression on her face.
“Have you heard?”
Jordan’s stomach did a flip-flop. In her world, that was always a bad way to be greeted. Come to think of it, these days, it would alarm everyone.
“Heard what?” She almost snapped. She’d apologize later.
“Okay. Wow. You have to come take a look at this. It’s bad,” Maria added as if she hadn’t guessed that by now.
Before Maria could show her the video on her cell phone, and before Jordan could make sense of it, she realized that she, too, had several messages including news alerts.
Debra Connelly was the oldest daughter of former senator Neil Connelly, who had been elected Governor in a special election. She had recently announced her own candidacy for Congress. Tonight was one of her first events. She was thirty-seven years old.
Jordan tore her gaze from the news anchor to face Maria. As speculation turned into certainty, her uneasiness morphed into full-blown nausea.
We were told that the shooter was apprehended at the scene, but no further details have been released at this point.
“Shooter? What the hell happened?”
She was thirty-seven.
Debra had not survived.
For a few seconds, she felt unable to process the news. Not that long ago, she and Ellie had had dinner with Debra and Bethany. While she didn’t know her well, Jordan had liked her, and she and Bethany seemed a good fit. The two of them were engaged. She hadn’t received any other news, not that she had expected to be invited to the wedding.
Now Debra was gone. Thirty-seven.
“Jesus.” She couldn’t help saying it out loud.
“Jordan. You’re here.”
Wouldn’t the report have mentioned Bethany if she and Debra had gotten married?
She turned from the TV screen to Ellie who had joined them at Jordan’s desk, sorrow in her expression.
Meanwhile, the news anchor continued. A suspect had been arrested, male, white, early thirties. With a rage against women in positions of power. That, Jordan had added in her mind, and with the thought came a familiar anger. Predictable. She wouldn’t be surprised if a manifesto turned up soon.
Ellie laid a hand against the center of her back, and it wasn’t until then that her tense posture registered with her.
“I suppose the FBI will be primary on this one,” she said after clearing her throat.
This incident came with many implications, aside from the obvious horror.
“This still happened within our jurisdiction. They’re on their way now. I want you to be our liaison.”
Jordan blinked, realizing at once that she wasn’t going home to a romantic relaxed dinner. Lieutenant Daniels wasn’t wasting any time. It was unclear whether she had returned to the station after being informed of the horrific news, or if she had never left.
“Let’s go to my office for a moment.”
“I’ll be here,” Ellie said. “Meri is with Jack and Pauline.”
“Thanks.”
Jordan turned to follow Daniels into her office, straightening her back as she was steeling herself for the hours to come. She had a job to do, which meant she couldn’t afford to think about their own close calls.
She hoped she would have time for a shower before the FBI arrived with the shooter—and that she wasn’t going to let anyone down.
* * * *
Inside her office, Daniels got to the point right away.
“I don’t have to tell you how important this is.”
“No, Ma’am.”
Between the two of them, they could count the implications of this case all day long.
“And I’m sure you’re aware you’ll be working within limited parameters. You are the best person for this job, Sergeant. You’ve worked with Special Agent Torres before. It’s in everyone’s interest to solve this as soon as possible.”
“An arrest has already been made.”
“Yes, and I want to be sure that we fulfill all our obligations here—even if our colleagues might want to play it close to the vest.”
“I understand.”
“I know you do. This is a setback in many ways. Let’s make sure we do this the right way. And here they are,” she said when her phone rang. Daniels picked up as Jordan got to her feet.
“Send them in. Thank you.”
Less than a minute later, a knock on the door preceded Agents Torres and Russo into the room. Jordan was familiar with both. She expected this collaboration to go smoothly—which was what both parties needed at this point.
“Lieutenant Daniels,” Torres said. “Thank you for your cooperation. The suspect has asked for a lawyer, but he has already signaled at his arrest that he wants to talk. This should be fast.”
“Let’s hope so. Let me know if you need anything. We’ve set up the briefing room.”
“We appreciate it. Let’s go.”
It might have been the lack of sleep, but as Jordan walked to the briefing room with the two of them, she couldn’t help feeling like she was missing parts. One moment she was confronted with the horrible news, the next the FBI seemed ready to wrap up the case?
“Don’t worry.” Nina Torres had obviously sensed her apprehension. “We’ll give you everything you need for your report. I can take you to the crime scene and give you all the information we have on the witnesses—there are many of them, as you can imagine.”
“What about the suspect? Shouldn’t we get to him first?”
Torres and Russo exchanged a look.
“An hour or so won’t make a difference,” she promised. “Multiple witnesses saw him pull the trigger. It’s on camera. The rest is all context, but of course you’ll be able to observe.”
“Wait. Observe? This is still a Homicide investigation.”
She hadn’t meant to argue with the two of them within the first five minutes. Jordan reminded herself that bigger things were at stake, but the development was still frustrating.
“And I promise, you’ll have everything you need,” Nina reiterated. “All right. The suspect. Mark Bilson, thirty-three, thought if Debra Connelly was elected, she’d take away every white man’s rights.”
Nothing new there.
“Do you know anything about his connections yet?” Jordan asked.
“We don’t know that he has any,” Russo responded. “Firearm is registered in his name. We are going over social media, and we have agents over at his house.”
“That was fast.”
“We have to be. The public wants answers, and frankly, we want them too.” Nina had obviously mapped out what was going to happen next, and she wasn’t going to budge. The best Jordan could do was go along and do everything by the book—even if something still bothered her.
“Of course, you understand this involves a colleague of ours, so we have to be careful. We can’t make this look like it’s personal,” Russo reminded his partner.
“But it is. It is fucking personal.” Torres’s anger was palpable. Jordan couldn’t agree more though she remembered that the same anger had gotten her into trouble before. They owed it to Debra, and all the other victims of petty misogyny to keep a clear head.
“Have you seen Bethany?” she asked.
“Briefly. Boss sent her home. I wouldn’t want to be in her shoes.” Nina sighed. “All right, why don’t you stay here while Sergeant Carpenter and I make a detour to the crime scene?”
Russo didn’t object, or maybe he was just glad to put some distance between him and Nina.
“What if the lawyer arrives?”
“We make them wait,” Nina said darkly. “This is our show, not theirs.”
Jordan barely suppressed the urge to cringe at her wording. Part of her still hoped this could be nothing but a horrific nightmare.



Chapter Two
“By the way, congrats on the promotion,” Nina told her when they were alone in the car.
“Thanks.” Jordan was still trying to figure out the pieces of the puzzle. With Debra’s high profile, it wasn’t surprising that the FBI got here fast, and that they were moving at record speed to solve the case. Something still seemed off. She probably needed a good night’s sleep. She needed a reality in which this had never happened, because every one of them was close to the end of their rope as it was.
Threats coming from inside the house, from some of their own. The ongoing global crisis. And the day-to-day crimes they were dealing with.
She would have to call Bethany at some point.
“Still not much of a talker. I see.”
She acknowledged Torres’s statement with a wry smile.
“You’re not here for small talk. I know it’s early, but you really think he was working alone?”
“That’s for us to figure out,” Nina returned. “My take so far: yes. What he did wasn’t all that smart: pick up a gun, shoot someone and let himself be caught right away.”
“Taken into custody without another shot fired.”
“Yeah.”
The silence between them was heavy with implications.
“Any idea if he targeted Debra specifically, or if he had a hate for all women? Liberal women?”
“We’re fast. We’re not that fast. This is why you and I are going to take a look at the crime scene. I don’t care what he’s discussing with his lawyer in the meantime. He’s not going to get out of this, and he has nothing much to give us, so we’re good. I just need this to be a textbook investigation, with every “t” crossed and every “i” dotted. Daniels and I agree that you’re the best person to work with us on that.”
“I’m flattered.”
“You should be. She thinks very highly of you.”
Jordan didn’t argue her point. Daniels’ clear vision and early support of her career had made a difference. She had stepped up her game, questioned her privilege and trusted her instincts more, the latter telling her she was far from knowing the whole story.
They had arrived, and Nina parked the vehicle in front of the venue where Debra had given her campaign speech. Things were still in motion, a large part of the space still taped off.
“This is insane,” she mumbled.
Nina gave her a look that came close to being indulgent.
“No kidding.”
The place had long been cleared, but it was easy to see that people had left in a panicked hurry after the shot was fired.
“There are metal detectors at the entrance. How did he get the gun inside?” If someone didn’t drop the ball so to speak, the theory of the lone wolf was already shaky.
“Apparently, he hid it a couple of days before the event. It’s not that hard to get inside on a regular day.”
Jordan frowned. “That sounds…strange.” She stepped closer to the stage where a dried pool of blood spoke of the horrific murder that had taken place. The space where Bilson had stood when he shot Debra, was marked. “One shot. He had to have some training.”
“Or dumb luck? No, I agree with you. I’m thinking we’ll find a multitude of weapons in his home. He probably went to a shooting range. He might be alone, but this was planned and premeditated.”
“With him hiding the murder weapon to retrieve it later, that’s for sure. I’ll need to see the house too.”
“Of course. We can make a little detour on the way back.”
* * * * *
“Strange case. I really hope we’ll find her alive.”
“Yeah, me too.” Ellie was guiltily aware of being distracted. Detective Rogers from Missing Persons had stopped by and told her about his latest case over a coffee. It wasn’t that she didn’t care. The recent news had caused ripples at their workplace and would for some time to come.
“Excuse me for a moment,” she said when Jordan and Agent Torres returned, on their way to interrogate the shooter.
“Sure. I have to get going anyway. See you.” He got up as well, and Ellie went to join Jordan and Nina Torres.
“The lawyer arrived ten minutes ago,” she told them.
“Doesn’t seem to be that eager,” Jordan quipped. She looked tired but determined. “This will take a while,” she continued. “Perhaps you could get home a bit earlier, get Meri?”
“Sure. I just have this report to finish, then I’ll call Pauline. Good luck.”
“Thanks.”
They shared a smile, and Ellie went back to her desk. It would be an early night for only one of them.
She found it hard to focus on the report she had started when the news came in. After Jordan and Derek had wrapped up their case, the rest of the day was supposed to be smooth sailing—relatively speaking—but when had that happened in the past two years? They could all use a little break, but they weren’t going to get it anytime soon.
She had no doubts that Jordan was up to the task. It was a heavy task for her first assignment as sergeant, especially since this one seemed to put her on the sidelines.
* * * *
Jordan wasn’t used to being on this side of the interrogation, an observer. She silently admitted that she would likely have to get used to it, not because of cases like this, but given her new position. But the latter was to be expected. This was just…odd.
“Mr. Bilson. Your attorney informed us that you wanted to talk to us,” Nina began. “I’m listening.”
“What’s there to talk about?” he asked. “I did my patriotic duty. Individuals like Connelly ruin the fabric of our society.”
Jordan cringed, and not just because of the misogynist garbage coming from this man’s mouth. He was laying it on thick. If he went too far, his lawyer might want to twist this into a not guilty plea.
“So, you decided to do something about it. The gun’s in your name. I assume you already owned it when you made the plan, along with the other dozen we found at your house.”
Bilson smiled. “I have nothing to hide. A man needs to be able to protect his family.”
“Except yours left a few years ago, after you were charged with domestic abuse and convicted.”
Typical story.
“Do you want to hear from my client or prosecute him right here?” the attorney asked, the display of fake outrage telling Jordan that he wasn’t quite as disgusted with Bilson as everyone else.
Nina didn’t take the bait. “Tell me about how you came to the conclusion that murdering a candidate for Congress would serve your purpose, and how you did it.”
“You know how I did it, don’t you? It was easy to get in. No one checked. I hid the gun. I retrieved it before the rally started, and I shut her up.”
Nina held his gaze unflinchingly.
Outside the room, Jordan had the luxury to acknowledge a moment of unease and anger. The story never changed, just names. This was something they could never completely erase from society as it seemed, the ignorance and entitlement of some.
His tone had gone from conversational to furious, the smile gone. Bilson truly believed he had done something necessary and admirable. He wasn’t the first. Not the first Jordan was confronted with either.
“Why Debra Connelly?”
“Aren’t you paying attention? She was going to hand it all to the extreme left, those socialist commie sluts like her. In a society like that, there’s no place for men. Someone has to have the guts to tell the truth—and act.”
“Who told you that?”
“Told me?” He was back to the condescending grin. “No one needs to tell me anything. I have a great brain.”
“Congratulations,” Nina remarked dryly. “So this was all your idea?”
“Could I speak to my client for a moment?”
“Sure, but don’t expect too much. You know we have him on camera.”
“Of course, I know that, but there’s a context to consider. Mr. Bilson has lost a lot lately.”
Nina mumbled something that Jordan interpreted as “oh, spare me,” or perhaps that was just her own thought. She was itching to get into the room. The attorney might sympathize with his client which was frustrating enough, but there were lines he couldn’t cross without risking disbarment. The context he mentioned might be other people who had influenced Bilson. Smarter, more powerful, adept in manipulation.
These days, Jordan rarely believed in the singular suspect anymore when it came to hate crimes—and this definitely fit the bill.
“If you’re talking about his family, well, he did that to himself. If, on the other hand, we can talk about associates, we’re interested. Let’s take five.”
She got up and left the room to join Jordan.
“What a predictable, petty piece of work.”
Jordan had the impression she’d been about to use another word instead of “work.” Either way, she agreed.
“You think he’s going to give up anyone?”
Nina shrugged. “I think you and I need a coffee. I don’t think there’s anyone else, but this will just wrap it up nicely. He’s going down for all of it, the idea, the planning, and execution. End of story.”
“If only.” Jordan couldn’t hold back the words.
“Yeah.”
Between the two of them, they didn’t have to say it out loud: Bilson might be an easy conviction down the line, but there would be others in his place. Once more it felt like they were tackling symptoms rather than the disease.



Chapter Three
“Is Mommy home too?”
“She’ll be a little later,” Ellie promised. She couldn’t help laughing when she saw her daughter’s face fall. “I know it’s just me, but we’ll have fun too, right?” Meri hugged her close, initial disappointment forgotten quickly.
“I have some dinner for you in the fridge,” Pauline said as she put on her coat. “How are you doing?”
“I’m fine,” Ellie said, her gaze following Meri who had gone back to her toys. “Jordan is consulting with the FBI, but I have some hope that she might be home in an hour or so.”
“It’s horrible that he could just walk in and shoot Ms. Connelly.”
“It is. At least he’s in custody already. We…met for dinner once.” To her surprise, she could feel her eyes well up.
“I liked her. It’s so sad for Governor Connelly.”
“Yeah, it is.”
“I’ll see you two tomorrow then,” Pauline said when she realized Ellie wasn’t going to deepen the subject. “Good night.”
“Good night, Grandma!” Meri abandoned her toys for a last hug, and Pauline left. Ellie cast a glance at her watch. One hour might be optimistic.
“All right, what about a little snack before Mommy comes home?”
“Yes!”
Meri followed her into the kitchen where she waited patiently for Ellie to cut her an apple into small pieces. It would have been an appropriate choice to tide her over as well, but when she saw the bag of chips in the pantry, Ellie decided it was that kind of day. While Meri was enjoying her apple, she powered up her tablet to keep herself up to date on the news. The details of Rogers’ case lingered on her mind as well.
A woman was reported missing by her teenage daughter. No trace whatsoever, no sign of life. Sherilyn Camden had said goodbye in the morning and left for work, but never arrived. She had no other living relative.
If the worst scenario came true, the girl was looking at moving to a foster home.
Ellie shuddered, thinking back to the day the detective came to see her about her own parents. As horrible as that experience had been, she had been of age and able to make different choices.
Her thoughts wandered as she was watching her own daughter enjoy a snack and a TV show before dinner. Jordan didn’t talk about it much, but she, too, had spent some time in a group home before Jack and Pauline adopted her.
Too much sorrow, too much of the time. She took a deep breath, finding comfort in Meri’s joy over the cartoon she was watching, the fact that Jordan would come home soon after doing her part to put a misogynist asshole behind bars…and those chips. She’d have to put them away, or she wouldn’t be hungry anymore once it was time for dinner.
As the cartoon came to an end, she got up and put them away before she returned to the living room.
“Time for dinner, bath and bed?”
“I want to wait for Mommy.”
“All right, let’s wait for Mommy.”



* * * * *
Jordan couldn’t put her finger on it. Maybe she was simply exhausted, from the past thirty-six hours, and weary of the world in general, but she felt like they might be missing something. If it wasn’t for their “guests,” she would have taken a chance and gone in on a hunch, see where it took her. Lieutenant Daniels and Nina Torres had made it very clear that this wasn’t that kind of case. She understood her limits. She respected both of the agents and didn’t want to antagonize them on the first day.
She still didn’t think that Mark Bilson was the kind of guy who came up and executed a plan like this on his own, successfully. Domestic violence, for sure. He was that type of guy.
She watched as Nina and Russo were wrapping up the interrogation for the day. Bilson was happy to spout the lines they had all expected from him. He was going to pay which was a relief…why couldn’t she feel relieved?
Jordan acknowledged wryly that a good night’s sleep might make a difference, except the nightmare would still be true. She should call Bethany, check in with her. If she could make it home within the next hour, she would, though she dreaded that call already.
Even when they were still together, she had found it hard to find the right words. This situation was infinitely worse.
As much as she wanted to go home and wash off the day—days—she couldn’t help asking when the agents joined her in the observation area.
“Are you going to push a bit more on his contacts?”
Russo shrugged. “We’ll see what we get off his social media, but a lot of folks like him aren’t that organized. They follow the mob. He saw a few people talk trash about Connelly and jumped on it.”
“But you don’t know that yet.”
“And we won’t know for a few more hours,” Nina cut in. “Thanks again for your help, Jordan. And don’t worry. You saw the video. We have everything we need.”
That video. There wasn’t just one video, dozens and maybe hundreds of them existed on the internet already. Nina was right—Marc Bilson wouldn’t get away with the cold-blooded murder he had committed. Maybe it was Jordan’s fault for wanting a deeper reason. Context. The context was that another women-hating asshole had not been put in his place until it was too late.
“We’ll pick this up tomorrow then,” she said.
“I guess that means no welcome drink?” She could tell Nina wasn’t entirely serious. “I didn’t think so. Good night. And like I said, don’t worry.”
Easier said than done, but Jordan was relieved to call it a night. They’d look at everything with fresh eyes in the morning, and maybe that nagging concern would go away. She might even still catch Meri awake.
* * * * *
Jordan’s timing was just about perfect. Ellie had set the table and gotten their food ready to reheat when she arrived—and she had put away the chips at the right moment. Meri had dinner and was bathed and in PJs.
“Hello sweetie. You’re still up,” Jordan greeted their happy daughter. She took off her coat and washed her hands in the kitchen before she picked her up.
“I wanted to wait for you,” Meri confirmed.
“That’s nice.”
Ellie waited, all of a sudden in a hurry to hear about how Jordan’s day had gone. She, too, needed some reassurance after keeping an eye on the news for the past few hours.
“Dinner will be ready whenever you are,” she announced.
“I’ll just take a quick shower first? After we say goodnight.”
Jordan looked ready to forego shower and dinner, but Ellie nodded. “Sure.”
She followed the two of them upstairs to Meri’s room where they completed bedtime rituals before Jordan went to the bathroom, and Ellie headed back downstairs to heat up dinner Pauline had made. Meat loaf, mashed potatoes, and roasted vegetables. Comfort food. She considered putting some wine on the table. Not that they had anything to celebrate, but against the restlessness she couldn’t seem to shake. Not the best strategy either. Ellie poured a glass of water for each of them instead.
When everything was ready, she went upstairs to the bedroom, stopping cold when she found Jordan asleep. For a few seconds, Ellie watched with affection and a bit of concern, wondering if she should just let her sleep.
The doorbell ringing made the decision for her.
“Oh, wow, I’m sorry.” Sitting up, Jordan blinked. “We’re still having dinner, right?”
“Yes, I was just coming to get you.”
“Okay. I’ll go get that, and then we can eat.” Jordan suppressed a yawn. “Whoever it is, I’ll make sure it won’t be long.”
“I appreciate that,” Ellie mumbled after a quick kiss.
They went downstairs together where Jordan went to open the front door. At a distance, Ellie stopped, startled when she realized who the late visitor was. Jordan seemed startled too, because for a few seconds, no one moved, then she stepped forward and hugged Bethany tightly.
Ellie was unprepared for the multitude of emotions hitting her at once. Sympathy, that was a given. She’d had mixed feelings about Bethany from the moment she met her, but she had always tried not to be petty—especially not now. She had come close to experiencing the same kind of grief, and the notion terrified her.
She felt something akin to guilt for watching this private moment, even if it involved her wife. Bethany wasn’t someone who liked to show vulnerability.
Ellie imagined she wouldn’t appreciate her just standing there, wrestling everything that was on her mind as she was crying in her ex’s arms. Ellie couldn’t make out the words spoken, but it sounded like “had nowhere else to go.”
A tug on her hand pulled her out of her musings, and she was startled to find Meri standing beside her.
“Why is the lady sad?” she asked.
Ellie picked her up and walked into the kitchen with her. “She’s had a really sad day. But I think the question here is why aren’t you in bed? Did you have a bad dream?”
After some consideration, Meri shook her head. Truth be told, Ellie was both curious and apprehensive about what was going on in the other room. The day had already taken a turn. There was hardly a way she could make it worse.
“Okay, a few more minutes, but then we need to do some grown-up talking. And Mommy really needs to eat.”
“Okay.” Meri relented easily.
“Good. Let’s say hello quick, and then it’s back to bed.”
In the living room, Jordan and Bethany sat across from each other, talking quietly.
“Bethany. I’m so sorry.”
“Thank you.” Bethany’s gaze went from Ellie to Meri, and she forced a smile. “Hey there. I hope I didn’t wake you.”
“I don’t think you did, but she promised to go to back to bed in a few minutes. We were just about to have dinner…You’re staying, right?”
“If that’s okay…” For a few seconds, her gaze became unfocused. “No one is telling me anything. My colleagues all but kicked me out under the guise of caring so much about my wellbeing, and…I couldn’t bring myself to go to the hotel. I was going to meet Debra there.”
It occurred to Ellie that she might not leave right away after dinner. One step at a time, she reminded herself. First of all, she had to bring her curious daughter back to bed. Then, finally, food. She had the impression that they weren’t going to make it an early night after all.
Ellie shared a look with Jordan, no words necessary. Once again, the action of one entitled hateful individual had changed several lives. Offering a word and a place to spend the night was the least they could do.



Chapter Four
“I should probably be embarrassed, but I can’t bring myself to feel it,” Bethany admitted.
“It’s a shock. We understand,” Jordan assured her as she checked on the food and put the bottle of wine on the table. Bethany might have appreciated something stronger, but Jordan didn’t think she could handle a stiff drink and the conversation ahead at the same time. If it wasn’t for her growling stomach, she might have fallen asleep again.
When she heard Ellie’s footsteps on the stairs, she poured three glasses and fixed a plate for their guest first.
“Thank you.”
Odds were this was the first time Bethany got to eat since she had received the news.
“I know it doesn’t mean much at the moment, but we will be able to wrap this up quickly.”
“You’re right. It doesn’t make a difference at the moment.”
“Have you had a chance to speak to the Governor?” Ellie asked as she joined them at the table.
“Yes. He’s devastated, but it was a good call. He’s a kind man, offered me his support.” Bethany shook his head. “This is hell on him and Debra’s mom, but still, they think about how they can help. My mother sent me a text message an hour ago.”
This didn’t come as a surprise to Jordan who had met Bethany’s parents on a few occasions. They had never been anything but polite to her. They hadn’t made it a secret either that the only thing worse than Bethany dating women was her dating the daughter of a Democratic senator.
Jordan wasn’t going to voice her thoughts with Debra’s grieving girlfriend—wife?—at  the dinner table. She had to admit that a part of her was curious, but it wasn’t up to her to address Bethany’s marital status, especially now.
She couldn’t help wondering if Bilson had been tricking them. Was this about Debra and her candidacy, or was her father, the Governor, the intended target?
“I’m sorry,” Ellie said. “I think we should all get some sleep after this and regroup tomorrow.”
“I know you’re working on this with Torres and Russo. Will you tell me if you learn anything new?”
That was directed at Jordan, and she saw no danger in committing.
“Of course. To be honest, I doubt we’ll learn a whole lot more, but I will tell you what I can.”
Bethany frowned. “Why does that sound like there’s a caveat? I’ve dealt with these kinds of investigations multiple times. There’s hardly anything you can shock me with.” Into the following awkward silence, she said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…I’m so grateful you’re letting me stay here for a few days until I get my feet back under me. I know it’s not up to me to ask.”
Ellie’s quick sideways look told Jordan that they had another, more private conversation ahead. There hadn’t been a moment when she could have checked with her.
“It’s okay,” she said quickly. “I’ll see what I can do.”
There wasn’t much of a conversation after that as all of them were still absorbing the events of the day.
“We can do this tomorrow morning,” Ellie said with regard to the dishes. She got up and started stacking them in the sink. “There are towels in the guest room. Just let us know if you need anything.”
“Thank you again. This means a lot.”
“Of course.”
Less than half an hour later, Jordan was struggling to stay awake while Ellie was in the bathroom. She made it just barely, about to nod off when Ellie returned to the bedroom and slipped under the covers, snuggling into her arms.
“This is not how I thought this day would go.”
“I’m sorry. I should have asked you.”
“A few days, huh?” Ellie leaned in to kiss her softly. “I don’t mind. I can’t even imagine what it must be like, and if we can help…”
Jordan wasn’t entirely sure if staying with them was what would help Bethany, but she seemed to think so. She knew firsthand what it was like to be out of the loop on an investigation that hit too close to home—and Ellie knew it too. Perhaps it was that understanding Bethany was seeking.
“That’s what I thought.” She yawned. “With a little luck, the investigation will be over soon. The rest…” She didn’t have to say it out loud. Debra’s murder and the circumstances would cause ripples for a long time to come.
The next morning, they managed to be dressed and have breakfast on the table by the time Bethany came down to the kitchen. Ellie sat a bowl of cereal and a glass of milk in front of Meri and poured coffee for the adults.
“Good morning. How did you sleep?”
“Hi!” Meri greeted their guest cheerily, eliciting a smile from her.
“Hi there. Surprisingly well,” Bethany answered Ellie’s question. “Then I woke up and realized it wasn’t a nightmare. I wish I could be in that interrogation room.”
“I understand. But they’re even keeping Jordan at bay, and she’s the lead investigator on our side.”
“It’s not about politics.” Bethany’s tone had a slight edge. “I want him to rot in prison.”
“That I understand too,” Ellie returned lightly, making sure Meri hadn’t picked up on the sudden tension.
“Hey. There’s coffee, great.” Jordan had taken a few minutes for phone calls before she joined them. It wasn’t just about the investigation. In her new position, she had to consider the politics of the case more than ever before, juggling the demands of her supervisor and the FBI. She, of course, had only needed a split-second to read the room. Ellie barely suppressed a proud smile.
The next few minutes, most of the conversation was carried by their chatty daughter as Jordan seemed lost in thought, and Bethany apparently focused all her attention on breakfast. Though Ellie had hardly ever seen her self-conscious, she imagined being here, asking for help, wasn’t the easiest thing for her.
“Pauline will be here in half an hour,” she announced, addressing Bethany. “I don’t know what your plans are, but you don’t have to worry. I can stay until she’s here.”
“Thanks.”
To Ellie’s relief, her statement hadn’t come across as the nosy prodding she feared it might sound like. It was still curious, her showing up here at this moment. Jordan had admitted as much, though she didn’t have a theory either. Regardless, if Bethany wanted to hide away for a few days, they could make it work.
“But to be honest, there’s not much of a plan. If you need me to babysit for a few hours, I can do that.”
This time, Ellie couldn’t hold back her surprise. Jordan kept her expression carefully neutral.
Bethany laughed wistfully. “I don’t blame you, but I used to babysit as a teenager. And Meri’s a sweetheart.”
“She’s nice,” Meri concluded, adding a bit of lightheartedness to the heavy situation.
“I’m glad you two like each other,” Jordan commented. “We appreciate the offer, but we got it covered. You take all the time you need.”
The two of them exchanged a look before each went back to their breakfast. Ellie couldn’t help noticing…After all the years, after everything she’d learned about their relationship, and especially given the circumstances, jealousy was far from her mind. But it was a reminder that Jordan had shared her life, intimately, with this woman for nine years.
* * * * *
Having to make phone calls before the first coffee was always a sign of a complicated case, and this one certainly qualified. She had scheduled a first meeting with Nina to bring together every bit of information available at this time about Mark Bilson.
Jordan wanted to preempt said meeting talking to Lieutenant Daniels, sharing her impressions. They weren’t suspicions at this point. Russo and Torres had both worked with Bethany. She was one of their own, but even without the close connection, Jordan had come to know both agents as meticulous and motivated. They weren’t cutting corners.
A few hours of sleep hadn’t made the nagging feeling that they might be overlooking something go away.
Lastly, she wanted a shot at Bilson. Daniels might be able to pull some strings, given Jordan’s record with creeps like him, though she shouldn’t have to. This was still a Homicide investigation, regardless of the victim’s high profile.
“You’re frowning,” Ellie observed as she walked her to the door. “Anything I should know?”
“Nothing new,” Jordan answered. “I’m just thinking…” She turned around, making sure Bethany was still in the kitchen with Meri. “Even if he worked alone, there is a context. I know everyone wants a quick conviction, but I’m wondering if our responsibility is to do more than that.”
“If he has no known associates in hate groups and such, there’s only so much we can do for context,” Ellie reminded her. “But I hear you. It all feels like patchwork too often, and…” She sounded a bit choked up. She had cried last night. It wasn’t that they knew Debra all that well, but enough to know she had been kind, and dedicated. Her death, at this moment, seemed like a metaphor of everything wrong with the world, and at the same time, devastatingly real.
“I know. Let’s see what we can do. I’ll see you later.” They shared a quick kiss, and Jordan left.



Chapter Five
Lieutenant Daniels looked like she hadn’t slept much either. Before seeing her, Jordan had taken a quick glance at her emails and the papers on her desk. The multitude of it was staggering. The work of just one man?
“You wanted to see me?”
She sounded a tad impatient too. Jordan didn’t blame her. She hoped her instincts weren’t betraying her this time.
“Yes. Look, I understand that the FBI is taking the lead given the nature of this case. I can work with that. Bilson obviously pulled the trigger, and he’s a textbook perpetrator.”
“Okay. I hear a ‘but.’”
“But we might be overlooking something. Governor Connelly was in town before Debra was murdered. From what I understand, he wasn’t going to join her on stage, but this could still be directed at him.”
She could tell Daniels had her doubts about where she was going with this.
“It’s always a possibility, but you said Bilson fits the profile. Everything he knows and cares about in politics is misogyny. He pretends to understand her policies, but all he really wants to do is put a woman in power in her place. What am I missing?”
Jordan couldn’t help flinching at the blunt delivery.
“He isn’t smart enough to pull off something like this on his own. I’ve seen this before, and there’s always a group, a puppet master, someone who wrote the script.”
“You have the man who pulled the trigger,” Daniels reminded her. “Keep the rest in mind, but sometimes you can’t go higher up.”
“Or someone doesn’t want me to.”
“Is that another hunch, or do you have proof?” Her tone had a sharper edge now.
“No proof yet, I’m afraid.”
“Are you accusing the agents of anything?”
“No, of course not. They want him held responsible. If anything, they are moving fast, but…Yes, he pulled the trigger. He has the disgusting social media posts.” A quick search had been enough to determine that. “Maybe you’re right, and there’s nothing else to see.”
“It’s been a difficult couple of years,” Daniels acknowledged. “This is one worst case scenario on top of another. I appreciate that you’re handling this with caution, and I know it’s not easy to take a step back.”
“I’d like to talk to Bilson.”
“Raise it with Agent Torres. They can hardly say no.”
“Okay. And here she is.” Through the blinds, she could see Nina standing at her desk, looking pensive. “I better go. Thank you, Lieutenant.”
“You’re welcome.”
Daniels still looked like she had a headache. Jordan could sympathize.
She left to join Nina Torres, intent on raising her thoughts with the agent.
“Good morning. Before we start, how about a coffee?”
It might not be the worst idea to bookend this conversation with a peace offering. Her years with Bethany as much as working with her had taught Jordan to tread carefully when it came to interdepartmental relationships…mostly.
“I’d never say no to that. Even if I have the feeling a coffee might not be the only thing on your mind.”
Jordan shrugged, unwilling to detail her concerns on the way to the vending machine, and they walked to the break room in silence. It was empty—perfect. After the two of them had paper cups with black coffee in front of them, Nina said, “All right, let’s get this out of the way. I can imagine you and your boss aren’t too happy, but this is the way it works, at least with this case. We’re grateful guests here, but this also touches on matters of national security.”
“I’m aware. I wasn’t going to argue jurisdiction,” Jordan returned. “In a way this is personal for all of us.”
“The victim being your ex’s new girlfriend,” Nina stated bluntly. She sighed. “It is. This is everyone’s nightmare. The silver lining is that we didn’t have to drag this out. We have the asshole who pulled the trigger. We can work the context angle for a bit longer, but he’s going to be arraigned soon, and fingers crossed he won’t see the light of day again. I think this is something we can all live with.”
“Oh, I can live with that.” Jordan was the first to know that things didn’t always go as planned. She wasn’t sure Bilson would ever show remorse or regret. He might get sick and die in prison. He might get on the radar of another inmate. “Governor Connelly is still in town, right?”
“He is, but I can assure you he can’t add anything to this. Besides, the family is busy arranging Debra’s funeral.”
“I know it’s pretty much cut and dried, and everyone wants to get this over with. I want that too, but what if we’re moving too fast? What if Debra’s murder was meant to be a distraction, and there’s someone higher up pulling strings?”
Nina’s expression was difficult to read.
“Carpenter, I know you’re one of the best, but now you’re projecting. The Governor and his wife were in town so they could meet with Debra later. In private. It had nothing to do with politics. There’s no way.”
“Remember the attempt to kidnap the Michigan Governor? That was a prelude to something.”
“Something.” Nina shook her head. “That’s a euphemism. Look, I can assure you that we are more careful than ever. Yes, you’ve probably heard a lot of things. We’ve cleaned up the ranks as I know you have. If there was anything to know regarding a bigger event, we’d know, and I promise you, if it was relevant to the investigation, I’d share it with you. Can we get to work now?”
It all made sense. Jordan decided not to take the accusation of projection personally. Nina might have a point. Still.
“Give me some time with Bilson before he gets arraigned. Remember what happened with Shriver, and Bronson?”
“I do remember. That’s in the past, Jordan.”
“Some of the people that helped them still have jobs, and they might hold views similar to Bilson’s—or at least not condemn them. How did he manage to plant that gun and make sure it would still be there for Debra’s speech?”
“There I thought you needed some sleep, but I’m starting to think a vacation would do you some good. With all due respect, you’re wrong. Unless you have a suspicion founded on evidence…in that case, say it.”
Jordan shook her head, frustrated with where their interaction was headed.
“I’m not accusing anyone.”
“Good. Then let’s do our jobs. As we know, the majority of it will be paperwork.”
“No kidding. But I’ll have a talk with Bilson before we ship him off to jail.”
Nina gave an exaggerated sigh. “If you must.”
“That’s all I’m asking.”
* * * * *
When Pauline arrived, Ellie was ready to go, preparing herself for a moment of awkwardness. After all, Pauline and Bethany had some history too.
“Jordan will be busy, but unless something comes up, I will make it home early again,” she explained as they walked into the kitchen where Bethany was still sitting with her cup of coffee.
For a few seconds, the room was silent. Ellie braced herself, unsure for what, then Bethany got to her feet, and Pauline folded her into a hug.
“Oh Bethany. I’m so sorry. How are you?”
The kind question broke her composure, and Ellie walked away silently as to not intrude on another private moment. She walked past the living area to say goodbye to Meri, holding her close before she kissed her and left.
In the car, she turned on the radio, the news still occupied with the recent, shocking murder.
“I’m not handling this well, am I?” she mumbled to herself. Ellie switched to a music channel, finding the upbeat tune inappropriate for the setting and her thoughts, and made the rest of the drive in silence. After finding a spot in the parking garage, she checked her cell phone, all but rolling her eyes when she saw the text message.
I think I owe you an explanation. Please call me.
She had no time or inclination to play Miles Clairmont’s game. Ellie might take a moment to tell him that, but he, too, would have to wait.
She had a day of paperwork ahead, and a few more hours to work through her mixed emotions about having Bethany, with all her grief and complicated history with Jordan, in their home.
Ellie stepped into the elevator, making a frustrated sound when it stopped on the ground floor, and a visitor got in. They looked at each other for a few seconds before he spoke.
“Detective Harding, what a coincidence. Good morning. Though, given your job, I don’t know if that’s appropriate.”
She couldn’t help but smile at his clumsy attempt at small talk.
“It’s fine, and thank you, Dr. Brooks. Though I imagine not all the patients you see are thrilled.”
“Touché.” He laughed.
“What brings you here?” she asked when he hit the button of the floor below hers. His expression became somber.
“I’ve been asked about a patient, actually. It’s really sad—it seems like she went missing. I’d love to help, but I’m afraid there’s not much I can do.”
“Every little detail can help,” she assured him, now curious. Could this be related to the case Rogers had talked about?
“Thanks. I assume I’ll see you soon.”
“Yes, my check-up is coming up.”
“Excellent. Have a good day, Detective.”
“You too.”
The doors opened, and he got out. Ellie wondered if she could find Jordan and talk to her for a few minutes. This day was already too strange.



Chapter Six
On an emotional level, Jordan could certainly understand why everyone wanted to be done already. She too, felt tired and frustrated after she and Nina tackled the information available on Bilson once more. Nina had given in on the interrogation, but she still insisted they work on this first.
Jordan didn’t object, knowing progress lay in the smallest details.
She already felt sick to her stomach looking at websites Bilson had visited.
Here, in that alternate reality, they called Debra a traitor to her gender and country, a liberal slut, and other names, all of them offensive, some simply weird. He had regularly shared posts by leaders of extremist right-wing groups.
A time or two, Governor Connelly was mentioned by someone who thought his policies were sure to bring about the end times, and record-high taxes and gas prices for hard-working people.
“By that he means white people.”
“Yeah,” Nina agreed. “Do you still have doubts, really? He might discuss these kinds of talking points between watching porn and hardcore right-wing media, but nothing here tells me he had been looking for more of a connection—or that someone told him to get that gun. Murder weapon’s from his own collection. He’s been posting hateful rhetoric about Debra for a long time, even stalked some social media users that wrote nice things about her. That’s all there is to the story.”
“It’s possible.” Jordan was running out of points to make. In her opinion, it was almost impossible to wrap up a case this quickly, but maybe this was the exception. She still wanted to get her own feel for Bilson. That might be the end of it.
She cast a glance over at Ellie who was typing away at her computer. Nina might be right, though she didn’t know half of the story. Perhaps part of her reluctance was irrational guilt if she didn’t deliver one hundred percent on this, toward people who believed she deserved this promotion.
And maybe, toward Bethany. Her emotions didn’t matter. She had to stick to the fact.
“Good morning, Agent Torres. Jordan, do you have a moment? There’s something I’d like to run by you.”
Derek Henderson had just come out of the lieutenant’s office. His request came at an inconvenient moment, but Jordan welcomed it nonetheless. She cast a glance at Nina, who nodded.
“No problem. We’re making good progress. I can finish up here.”
“This won’t take long,” he promised.
Back in the break room, Jordan headed straight for the vending machine.
“We didn’t really get a chance to talk yesterday,” he said. “I’m sorry. That must be tough.”
“Thank you, but it’s not what you wanted to discuss, is it?” She kept her tone neutral, wondering if he had heard about her and Ellie temporarily harboring Bethany. Jordan didn’t plan to go into depth on the subject, even though she knew he only meant to be supportive.
“Not all of it anyway. I think this might be important somewhere along the line. Cleaning crew found a dead body at Hercules Gym this morning. At first glance, it looks like a hit.”
Jordan waited, expecting that bad news would follow.
“What do you need?”
“That gym is part of a chain, which is part of a bigger group. The latter is owned by the Clairmont family.”
“Oh, fuck. And that name?” She rolled her eyes.
“Yeah, I hear you,” he agreed. “Doesn’t have to mean anything, but I wanted to give you a heads-up, just in case.”
“Thanks. I appreciate it.”
“How’s it going with the Feds?”
“It’s going okay,” she said vaguely.
“But?” After all the years they had worked closely together, Derek knew when something was up. In fact, Ellie was probably the only person who knew her better than he did.
“I feel like it’s too easy, too fast,” she confessed.
Before Derek could answer, Detective Maria Doss entered the room, Ellie behind her.
“Are you hiding in here from the agents?” Maria asked.
“Of course not.”
“If it’s about the dead guy at the gym, I told Ellie.”
“I’m going to reach out to Jill and see if she knows anything,” Ellie said. “Seriously, I can handle Miles.”
“I didn’t think you couldn’t,” Derek assured her. “Regardless, the name has come up too damn often lately.”
“It has,” Ellie agreed. She went and got herself another coffee.
“Want to share?” Jordan offered, holding up her chocolate bar.
“I don’t know. I met Dr. Brooks earlier in the elevator. My dentist,” she clarified.
Maria made a non-committal sound. “That would spoil my day. My last bill could have been a plane ticket.”
“I don’t think Ellie has anything to worry about. In that practice, I think they give her air miles instead of floss and toothbrushes.”
“That is not true.” Ellie couldn’t help laughing.
“But it is intriguing,” Maria said. “Right down to the fact that you two don’t have the same dentist. If you want my theory—the dentist did it.”
Jordan wished she could have stayed a bit longer, in this lighter moment, with people she knew and trusted. It wasn’t up to her.
“I should go back,” she said. “I’ll see you all later.”
“You will,” Ellie promised before she leaned in for a quick kiss. “I have to get back to my report too.” Turning to Derek, she added, “You keep me in the loop regarding all things Miles?”
“Of course.”
She couldn’t stall any longer.
* * * *
Jill Allen, a friend and reporter, wasn’t at work when Ellie called. She had helped her get ahead of a curious story recently when they were investigating the wealthy Clairmonts. The father was serving a prison sentence for various offenses, which included contracting murders, while his son Miles ran what was left of the supposedly clean business. An anonymous source had tried to implicate Ellie, insinuating that a local cop was friendly with what everyone still suspected to be a crime family.
They had never found the culprit though Ellie had come to assume that Miles himself had been pulling strings, wanting to control her moves when it came to his business.
Now, another death related to the Clairmont empire. This wasn’t going to go away soon.
She wondered how the morning had gone for Pauline, Meri, and Bethany.
Strange indeed. She went back to her report. With everything on her mind, it seemed to take infinitely longer.
Jordan, Torres, and Russo had left again, probably to go either to the briefing room or down to the lab. Derek was out interviewing witnesses, only Maria sat behind her desk, on the phone.
Ellie got up and walked to the elevator, choosing the floor below.
“Hi. Is Rogers in?” she asked the first detective that came her way.
“Right here,” he said behind her. “What can I do for you?”
“I think you saw my dentist earlier today.”
“And I’m out of here,” the other man joked. Ellie followed Rogers to his desk.
“Dr. Brooks, yes. He might have been the last person to see her.”
“I thought she was supposed to be on her way to work, and never made it there?”
“That’s what we thought too. Apparently, she went in to pay a bill before her shift. That’s where we lose her.”
Ellie could feel her jaw drop slightly as she remembered Maria’s words.
“He’s not a suspect?”
“Not at this point, though a few colleagues have made jokes about that already,” Rogers said grimly. “It’s a dead end, though I hate using those words. No relatives that we can turn up. I keep in touch with her daughter, but I wish I could give her any good news. She’s losing hope, and frankly, so am I. The woman dropped off the face of the earth.”
“There’s no reason she might have to hide?”
“None that I can think of. Single mom, works in a hardware store, divorced over a decade ago. I only have her daughter’s word for it but it looks like she hasn’t been dating anyone.”
Ellie could tell that this was weighing on him.
“I hope you find something soon,” she said, wishing she had more to offer.
“Thanks. Me too.”
She went back to her own workplace lost in thought, hoping that unlike Debra’s story, this one could have a happy ending.
* * * *
Talk to me, asshole.
She shouldn’t be worried, Jordan reflected when she stepped into the interrogation room, Nina staying behind on the other side. Mark Bilson acknowledged her presence with the small condescending grin she’d come to associate with him, and others like him. A man facing a life sentence with little chance to change the story, he still considered himself superior.
Something had to come out of this, or she’d be wasting time, hers, the agents’, that of everyone in this department.
She sat down across from him.
“What the hell is this?” he asked, sounding bored. “I said everything already.”
“Nothing to add? I’m Sergeant Jordan Carpenter, by the way. The FBI is about done with you. You’ll see the judge, there’s no way in hell you get bail, and that will be it.”
“My lawyer explained as much to me. What, you’re feeling sorry for me? There’s nothing you can do for me…Sergeant. But if you’re wise, you should look into your options.”
“What does that mean?”
“There are more of us every day. Even here. You might as well go along, or you could find yourself on the wrong side someday.”
“I can see I was wrong. You’re not making sense.”
“Because you don’t get it, not yet. It doesn’t matter. There’s one traitor less, and I was honored to do what needed to be done.”
“Why?” She had to do better. Then again—what if there wasn’t anything else to find. Did she even know what she was looking for, or was all of this, as Nina assumed, projection?
“I told the other chick why. Connelly was dangerous. She was with the baby killers, and she was going to let in all those illegals who would run all over us. Total dictatorship.”
“She was just a candidate for Congress. There weren’t even any reliable polls yet.”
He shrugged. “Better to get ahead of the game. She was one of them. I had an opportunity, and I took it.”
“And you got the reward you wanted?”
Bilson’s eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about? No one gave me anything.”
“Except some are celebrating you as a hero, and not just on the dark net. I’m sure your attorney told you that too.”
He stayed silent, but something in the air had changed.
“Did you know Governor Connelly was in town as well?” she pressed on.
“No, but I wish I did,” he sneered. “He’s just as bad. Could have gotten a two-in-one.”
“So, no one told you to do this. You hid the gun, you didn’t talk to anyone about what you were planning. Yesterday, you retrieved said gun and killed Debra Connelly.”
“You learned the report by heart. Must be a reason why they gave you that badge.”
Jordan ignored the bait.
“Look, Mark, I’ve been doing this for a long time,” she said. Listening to far too many creeps. “By the time we’re here, most people are eager to tell a story. The parts they think make them look powerful and dangerous, the parts they want me to hear. Everyone wants to be the mastermind.”
“You can cut the speech. I did it because it was the necessary thing to do. We’re in a war, and you’re stupid if you don’t understand that. What else do you want from me?”
“A war usually isn’t fought by one person. There are always the ones on the frontlines, and the ones who give orders. You’re still maintaining you did all of this by yourself? I understand you’re a true believer in the cause, but down the line, after a decade or two in prison, you might wonder if taking all the blame was worth it.”
“You’re the one who’s not making sense.” He sounded unsure though. “She had to go. I did what I had to do. And if you really want to know about a reward…”
“I think that’s enough,” Russo, who had come into the room, Nina behind him, said. “We’re not learning anything new. Bilson, your ride is here.”
“We are not done.” Jordan couldn’t believe what she was witnessing. They had at least another hour before Bilson was due to be arraigned.
“You are, Sergeant,” Russo insisted. “Bilson, let’s go.”
Jordan waited until he and Mark Bilson were out of the room. Nina stayed, looking pensive.
“What the hell was that? I almost had him!”
“I’m not so sure about that. Anyway, orders from high up. The powers that be want this done, and Bilson has given us plenty of material. I’m sorry, Jordan. There’s nothing else.”
“Don’t you think that’s one hell of a coincidence?”
“I think I feel icky every time I’m in a room with this guy, so I’m glad those days are counted.” There was a not-so-subtle hint of impatience in her voice. “Let’s wrap this up?”
“Fine.”
This had to be one of the strangest case developments in her career—even counting murdering clowns and such. Jordan followed Nina out of the room, wondering if it was for the best. After all they had plenty of challenges ahead of them. Another murder case tied to Ellie’s high school boyfriend. Keeping their family safe. And lastly, Jordan’s grieving ex-girlfriend at home.
She had no reason to go on a wild goose chase because of a man who had made his bed and seemed comfortable lying in it.



Chapter Seven
As expected, Bilson didn’t make bail. He hadn’t traveled much in recent years but given the nature of his crime and the fact that he had sufficient funds to make a run for it, the judge did the only imaginable thing.
“I guess save for some additional paperwork, that’s it for now,” Nina commented when she, Russo and Jordan were briefing Lieutenant Daniels in her office. “Thank you for your cooperation.”
“You’re welcome.”
Amused, Jordan noticed Daniels’ small smile.
“I imagine you’ll be in touch with any new developments.”
“Of course. Bilson will be transferred after the weekend, and that will hopefully give the Ms. Connelly’s family some closure.”
There had been a rush on the autopsy, Jordan knew. All the pieces fit together. The bullet that had killed Debra came from the gun found on Bilson. Registered in his name. The history of domestic abuse, his social media profile, it was easy to see the building blocks leading up to cold-blooded murder. Nothing but predictable.
Still.
Give it a rest, she told herself, frustrated.
After they’d left the office, Nina asked, “How about a drink tonight?”
She had no idea how bad the timing was.
“I’m sorry, I have to get home.”
“You daughter—Meredith, right?—how old is she now?”
“She turned three last November,” Jordan answered, feeling a part of the tension evaporate.
“Wow. They grow up too fast. Pre-school is right around the corner.”
“Yeah.” She had many emotions about a time that would irreversibly come soon, when they wouldn’t be able to control Meri’s environment the way they had in the first few years. Given the backdrop of a global pandemic, it had made sense beyond her own control issues, but there would be more things to worry about in the future. Pre-school, school, active shooter drills…She didn’t intend on sharing any of it with the agent. To her relief, Nina changed the subject back to the matter at hand.
“Good luck,” she said. “We’ll be in town for a couple of days in case anything comes up.”
“You’re staying for the funeral?”
“Of course. Bethany is a friend. I assume you’ll be there too.”
It wasn’t a question, and Jordan hadn’t understood it as such.
“We’re in contact with the governor’s protection detail,” Nina continued, “but we don’t expect any bad surprises.”
“Let’s hope it stays that way. Have a good evening.”
She went over to Ellie’s desk, touching her shoulder lightly.
“Hey. You’re about ready to head home?”
“You are?” Ellie asked, surprised, as she looked up from her screen and to her watch. “I guess so. I haven’t heard anything from Derek, so I think this guy dying in one of Miles’ gyms might be a bad coincidence. The rest can wait until tomorrow.”
“Great. I’ll get my coat.”
It didn’t take longer than a few seconds, but that was enough for their plans to be changed once more.
Daniels had left the office and came heading their way.
“Detective Harding. I just got a call from Detective Rogers. They need a Homicide detective at the scene.”
Jordan couldn’t ignore the dread in Ellie’s expression.
“Is this about Sherilyn Camden?” she asked.
“Apparently they found her car. Here’s the address. Rogers said you’re already familiar with the case.”
“I am,” Ellie confirmed as she put on her coat and picked up her purse. “Thanks, Lieutenant. I’ll see you later,” she said to Jordan, and left.
“There go my dinner plans,” the words were out of her mouth before she could censor them.
“I’m sorry about that, but Henderson and Doss are still busy on the gym case, and Rogers asked for Harding specifically.”
“That’s okay. I can sort out something else meanwhile. Good night, Lieutenant.”
“Good night.”
* * * *
Of course, it had to be out in the woods. Nothing good ever happens here, Ellie thought grimly. Missing children, escaped felons, a grave…She had seen her share.
It meant something that Rogers had asked her to meet him at the scene, and she appreciated it. At the same time, she would have loved to be home with Jordan, even with Bethany still there. They hadn’t had a lot of time to talk about anything beyond the necessary day-to-day subjects, make sure someone was with Meri, and everyone in their house had what they needed.
Talking wasn’t going to happen tonight.
She parked outside the yellow tape and ID’d herself to the uniformed officer. “Detective Harding. Detective Rogers is expecting me.” He nodded and lifted the tape for her to duck under.
Rogers met her halfway, his expression somber. She could see the blue Honda partly hidden under branches.
“Thanks for coming.”
“Of course. Did you find a body?”
“No, not yet. But it doesn’t look too good.” They walked closer, and with a gloved hand, he opened the door.
“It wasn’t locked?”
“No. But look at this.”
She leaned inside to understand what he was pointing to, aware of the smell in the air.
“A cleaning product. Someone tried to get rid of blood?”
“That’s what I think,” he admitted.
Ellie realized what he was showing her, the small smear on the side of the seat.
“They overlooked something. CSU is on their way, I assume.”
“Right here,” a woman said behind her.
“Great. We need to test this right away.”
Ellie and Rogers stepped back to let her work and get the samples. The temperature had dropped significantly, or maybe it was always cold in this area. She only remembered rainy, grey miserable times around here.
Finally, the black light was put to use along with the fluorescent chemicals, and there could be no more doubt someone had tried to erase traces of blood.
“Damn it,” Rogers muttered when the whole seat lit up, some on the driver’s side, and the floor.
Ellie bit her lip to hold in stronger words, the sentiment the same. She wasn’t going home anytime soon.
“All right. We might not have a body yet, but someone in this car was severely injured, likely fatally. We’ll treat this as a Homicide investigation from now on.”
Rogers had no objections, and she suspected he had expected this exact outcome.
* * * *
“How did it go?” Jordan asked after greeting Meri with a hug and a kiss first.
Pauline cast a glance up the stairs, her gaze showing concern.
“Bethany stayed in her room for most of the time. She didn’t have lunch either.”
“I’ll talk to her. Thank you.”
“Ellie didn’t come home with you?”
“She’s still out on a case,” Jordan explained. “I’m not sure when she’ll be here, but I think we’ll order in.”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t have time to make something extra today. Do you want me to ask Jack to bring something from the bar?”
“Oh no, don’t worry. We’ll be fine.” Jordan hugged her as the doorbell rang. “He’s already here anyway. You two have a good night.”
She was going to use the time to talk to Bethany. Not all of it might have to do with food. After greeting Jack, and watching her parents leave, Jordan closed the door and went upstairs to the guest room.
* * * *
So much for her high hopes that the missing woman could return safe and sound. It was highly unlikely that Sherilyn Camden had hid her car in the woods, especially after sustaining injuries like one that would cause significant blood loss.
“We have made the usual calls,” Rogers said. “She didn’t show up in a hospital or morgue, and there would have been only so far she could go on that day.”
“Any enemies? Do you think her daughter told the truth about her not dating—or perhaps she just didn’t know?”
“If that’s the case, we haven’t found any evidence yet. She left for work, stopped at the dentist’s practice to pay her bill, and we have her car on one traffic camera after that. That’s it.”
“What did he say?”
“Her dentist? Not much. He briefly saw her between patients, and she mentioned that she was on her way to work. The receptionist was there too. According to the two of them, she didn’t seem upset. The daughter didn’t notice anything either.”
“I need to talk to her,” Ellie said.
“Of course.”
She suppressed a sigh. Ellie hated the prospect of bringing the bad news. Casting a glance at her watch, she added, “How about we see her first thing in the morning? We won’t have any results on that blood until later anyway. I’d like to take a look at what you’ve got so far before we call it a day.”
“Sure. I’m afraid it’s not much, but I’ll make sure you have everything,” Rogers promised.
“Thank you.”
Ellie cast another look at the car, trying to imagine the woman’s steps on that morning, saying goodbye to her daughter, talking to the dentist and receptionist, leaving to go to work…what happened? There wasn’t a scratch on the car. Someone had stopped her, or had she stopped to meet somebody?
If they were lucky, the blood didn’t belong to just one person—but she was getting ahead of herself.
“What about Zoey? Are you aware of any problems she might have, that would make anyone go after Sherilyn?”
“Straight A-student,” Rogers said. “No problems that we are aware of, except for a phobia of dentists. Zoey said her mother phoned around before finding Dr. Brooks for her. Apparently, he’s good with these things.”
“Yes, I’ve heard that about him. I’m due to see him soon anyway. Maybe he can tell me a bit more.”
“You try that. Glad to have you on board, Harding.”
“To be honest? I’m not sure I’m glad to be here, but we’ll find out what happened to her. She might still be alive.”
It was in her nature. She wasn’t willing to give up hope until proven otherwise.



Chapter Eight
Jordan spent a few minutes downstairs with Meri, listening to her rambling happily about her day. Lately, it had become rare for Jordan to be home early, and she wanted to take advantage. There was something else she needed to do.
“Look, how about I go see Bethany quickly, and then we can have dinner?”
“Mmh,” Meri mumbled, her focus now on the TV. Before dinner, it was time for the last allocated minutes of the day.
“Good. I’ll be right back, sweetie, okay?”
“Okay, Mommy.”
Jordan climbed the stairs to the upper floor, aware of her reluctance as she walked to the guest room. There was no way she could have said no to Bethany under the circumstances, but the situation remained complicated. She, and Jordan assumed the same was true for Ellie, hadn’t even come close to processing her own thoughts about the vicious crime.
She knocked on the door lightly and went in, stopping cold. Her head on the desk, Bethany looked like she was sleeping. She straightened when Jordan came inside the room, the redness around her eyes revealing that she had been crying.
“You’re home. I guess time got away from me.”
“What are you doing?”
Bethany’s laptop was open, showing a video someone attending the event had made during the shooting. @deb4congress. Tablet and phone lay next to the computer.
“Nothing.” She closed the laptop swiftly.
“I’m going to make Meri dinner, but I think I might order some pizza later. Would you like to join me?”
“Sure, why not? Can I help you with anything?”
“Not really. Unless you’d like to catch the end of Paw Patrol with her?”
To her surprise, Bethany smiled. “I’d love that.”
* * * *
Jordan had hoped that Ellie would have returned by the time Meri was in bed, and it was time to order in. All she got was a text message that said, I’ll be here a little while longer. Please don’t wait with dinner.
All right. When she came back downstairs, Bethany had loaded the dishwasher and changed the channel to the news. Predictably, Debra’s murder was still front and center.
“Hey. I didn’t start it yet, since we’re going to add some dishes.”
“Thanks. But I think we should turn that off for a while.”
Bethany’s haunted gaze spoke volumes. “Do you mind if we don’t? I have enough trouble accepting this really happened. It’s just so bizarre. Have you learned anything new?”
Jordan cast a glance at the TV screen. “Depends. But I can tell you there’s nothing original about the guy. Typical misogynist ass turned homicidal. I’m sorry,” she felt the need to add.
Bethany gave her a wry smile. “You don’t have to be sorry about stating the obvious. If it’s about not telling me anything, go on—but I think you could call for that pizza first. I am kind of hungry.”
“I can do that.” Picking up her phone. Jordan barely kept herself from shaking her head, the dynamics of their short interaction startlingly familiar. She found the number of a pizza place she and Ellie ordered from on a regular basis and clicked.
After she had made the order, she and Bethany sat down in the kitchen.
“I know there’s no danger in telling you, but I wish I had something more,” she confessed.
“You’re at least allowed in the room,” Bethany said darkly. “The moment they knew, I was persona non grata.”
“I wouldn’t call it that. It makes sense. You know why.”
“Like that ever stopped you…or Ellie.”
Jordan stopped herself short of telling her that those were all-hands-on-deck investigations where every minute counted, not murder. She didn’t care for an argument with her on this, not now, or ever.
“This is a shock,” she said. “You should take some time, take care of yourself.”
“Yeah, sure. You didn’t seem convinced when you said he’s the typical perp.” Before Jordan could make up her mind whether or not she wanted to go down that rabbit hole, Bethany continued, “You might want to call me paranoid, but something isn’t right about the way they went at this. I’ve been making calls all day. I’m hitting brick walls, and it’s oddly reminiscent of the time you asked me about Shriver and Bronson.”
“I’ve thought of that,” Jordan admitted. “I shouldn’t be bothering you with this. You know Torres and Russo better than I do, though I don’t think they would rush anything.”
“True, they wouldn’t, but it’s not them I’m worried about.”
Jordan knew she was already overstepping in many ways, but this might be the last chance.
“How do you think it’s similar? People were hitting a wall when they were asking questions about Shriver too, but that was within the police department. Today, my interrogation was abruptly ended. Don’t get me wrong, we have the perp, and he will be held accountable.”
“It sounds like you’re left with some unanswered questions.”
“No kidding.”
Bethany seemed to sense Jordan’s hesitation. “You don’t have to treat me with kid gloves. I knew something was up the moment they arrested that piece of shit. People were vetted for this event.”
“You know that for a fact?”
“Of course I do. I went to a few of them, for Debra, and her dad. Someone dropped the ball hard, and they knew that if they let me stay, I’d figure it out.”
“I’m not sure what else I can do.”
Jordan was relieved when the doorbell rang. “Let me come back to that.” She got up and went to the door, disturbed by what she’d heard. It was so much easier when it was just her own fatigue and “projection.”
She went to the door paid and brought the pizza back into the kitchen. No green peppers, in case Ellie was still hungry when she returned.
“I’m sorry,” Bethany said. “I shouldn’t have said anything. You have enough on your plate as it is…and I haven’t even congratulated you on your promotion yet. So—congrats. I always knew you could do it.”
“Thank you.” Jordan took out plates and set them on the table. “Beer? Wine?”
“Whatever you’re having. This looks really good. Is Ellie working nights?”
“She’s not supposed to, but she was called to a scene.”
Bethany accepted the beer bottle she handed her.
“Thanks. She really made it all come true. I remember her studying for the exam long before she was eligible.”
Jordan wasn’t sure what to make of that comment, but she had to admit it had taken her some time getting used to Ellie going to crime scenes by herself. The past two years had required a lot of flexibility from everyone. Even before that, time had flown by. A period that had come with great loss for many, including Bethany, including the daughter of the missing woman who was now Ellie’s case.
She and Ellie had been beyond lucky. The thought made a shiver snake down her spine.
“Yeah, there was never any doubt.”
Again, Jordan cast a glance at the clock on the wall. She got to her feet and started clearing the table. “I’ll just put this away and heat it up for Ellie if she’s still hungry later. I think they’re dealing with a possible abduction, so she won’t be here anytime soon.”
“Okay. Speaking of which, you might have heard of the case Kim Brady caught? She says hi, by the way. You remember her?”
“Kim, of course,” Jordan said as she wrapped pieces of the pizza carefully and put them in the fridge. “How is she? I read about the case, but I haven’t heard from her in years.”
“She’s good. Her wife actually works with Taylor. They opened a new branch of that unit Taylor still really wants you for.” Bethany gave her a speculative look. “Now that Meri is a bit older, you still don’t want to give it a shot?”
“No. I’m good with things staying the same for a bit.”
“Too bad. If I put these dishes into the dishwasher, can we have another drink?”
“The choices are limited, but we do have some whiskey. You want some?” Since Bethany had brought up Taylor, they might go back to shop talk after all. Taylor Hudson’s elite unit was all about context, to prevent domestic abusers from becoming terrorists. Even if it was too late in Bilson’s case, her perspective could be helpful.
“I thought you’d never ask.”
Once they had finished cleaning up and retreated to the living room, Jordan asked, “You talked to Taylor, I assume?”
“Yes, but aside from condolences I haven’t gotten much from her either.” Bethany shook her head. “Something is wrong here. I can’t put my finger on it, but I know it.”
It was eerie to think that while their relationship had been dysfunctional for the most part, they still agreed on this aspect. That meant something…disconcerting.
“We have a few days.” Jordan was almost sure she would regret this sometime soon. “Do you think you could ask Governor Connelly for a few minutes of his time?”
Bethany’s expression reflected surprise and relief.
“So, you truly don’t think I’m crazy? I can arrange that. He wants the truth just as much.”
“Good. I can’t promise anything, but I’ll give it a try. I’ll give Taylor a call too. Once Bilson is transferred, there’s nothing more we can do from here.”
“I understand that.”
“The body will be released to the family tomorrow.” Jordan cringed hard and took a quick sip from her glass.
“There’s nothing else to find on her body.” Bethany’s voice wavered on the last few words. She cleared her throat. “Thank you. You don’t have to do any of this.” Before Jordan could answer, she continued, “We were supposed to be married.” Bethany took a deep breath as her voice broke. “Damn it.” The mix of disbelief, anger and despair in her tone showed how hard she was struggling to keep it together.
It made Jordan feel slightly guilty, because they’d never been good with displays of emotion in front of each other. But that was a long time ago. They had both found something amazing in the aftermath of the trainwreck their relationship had been. One story had ended tragically, and even though it was irrational, Jordan admitted her guilt was related to that. Things had changed though, and they had long left that dysfunctional dynamic behind.
“It’s all right,” she reassured her. “To be honest, I don’t know what I would do in your situation.”
Bethany attempted a smile, though her eyes were filled with tears.
“Showing up at your ex’s doorstep? I don’t know about that. We tried, you know? Right after we met with you and Ellie, we talked about setting a date. Then the pandemic started, and we had to keep doing our jobs, and Debra thought about running in earnest…There was just never a fucking moment.”
“I get it. Those things aren’t easy to balance.”
“Well, it looks like you managed just fine. Don’t get me wrong. I’m happy for you. I’m so angry, not only at Bilson, but the world that created a snake like him.”
Jordan wordlessly poured them another drink.
It was hard to argue with the reality they were dealing with.
* * * *
Ellie could barely see straight when she turned her key in the lock, letting herself into the house. She expected it to be dark, a note about where to find dinner maybe. To her surprise, there was still a light on in the living room.
Jordan’s part of the investigation into Debra’s murder was obviously coming to an abrupt end, but she still had a few days to wrap it up before Bilson’s transfer.
“I didn’t think you were going to wait…up.” She stopped cold at the sight of Jordan and Bethany sharing a drink in the living room. Judging from the contents of the bottle, it wasn’t the first one either. She was annoyed with herself, too, for that small remainder of an instinctive reaction. Ellie hadn’t been “the other woman” for many years. Sometimes, the friendship zone Bethany and Jordan had slipped into after their complicated relationship, looked easy, and a tad intimate.
Stop it. Bethany had just lost her fiancée. She needed someone to talk to, and a drink. Come to think of it, the latter was true for Ellie too.
“But since you did, I hope you left me some food and booze.”
“Of course.” Jordan was on her feet in a heartbeat. “I’ll get you some pizza. No green peppers.”
“That’s perfect.” Ellie followed her over into the kitchen where they shared a kiss. “At first I thought I wanted to go straight to sleep, but I’m starving.”
Jordan held her tight for a few more seconds before she reluctantly pulled back and took the pizza out of the fridge. “Oven or microwave?”
“Microwave. The faster the better. Bethany seems to be doing okay?”
“Under the circumstances, I think so. She, too, thinks there’s something odd about all of this. I might have a chance to talk to the governor, and in any case, I’ll give Taylor a call.”
The famous Taylor Hudson. Even bone-tired, Ellie couldn’t hide her surprise about the quick developments. She didn’t mind that they distracted her from the worst-case-scenarios that had taken up room in her head since she’d seen the black light show the blood in Sherilyn Camden’s car.
“Is that a good idea? Won’t the agents be pissed if they find out you went behind their backs?”
“Bethany and Taylor are FBI too, so it’s not exactly behind anyone’s back,” Jordan argued. She took another glass out of the cabinet.
Clearly, Ellie had no reason to be petty or jealous. She might have a reason to worry though.
“Just be careful. You and Daniels are still under a lot of scrutiny.”
A series of recent cases had led to the exposure of several, some high-ranking dirty cops, and revealed that there had been a plan to sabotage the lieutenant. With some of these cases still to be tried, things were hanging in a precarious balance.
“I know. I won’t do anything risky. Just a few conversations. How are you?” Jordan asked as she carried Ellie’s glass and plate back to the living room.
“I’m okay. About the woman…We don’t know yet, but there’s a reason they put me on the case. Black light lit up the car like crazy.”
Jordan winced.
“I’m sorry. But no body yet?”
“No. If they didn’t dump her, they might be holding her somewhere, and she’s likely severely injured. Unless that blood belongs to someone else, which is unlikely.” Ellie took a first sip before she sat down. “I’m sorry,” she added, but Bethany shook her head.
“Don’t be. We all know this is nothing new, unfortunately.”
Ellie couldn’t help wondering about the details of the conversation she had missed. Bethany seemed to go from deeply distressed to all business in a heartbeat.
“No one has seen her. I’ll get a hold of Jill tomorrow and talk to her. Anything on your side I can tell her?”
Jordan shrugged. “She’ll have to go through the press department. Case is pretty much closed on our end.”
Still, they were discussing it over whiskey?
Bethany got up, taking her glass with her. “Anyway, thanks for this. I’m calling it a night. Jordan, I’ll let you know about Neil.”
“Neil,” Ellie said, baffled, when she had left the room. “Is that Neil Connelly, the governor? I thought the case was closed?”
“As far as the FBI is concerned, yes. I don’t know. I think we have one more shot, and Bethany will see what she can do.”
“Wow.”
“What does that mean?” Jordan asked, frowning.
“Nothing, except this just took a turn.”
“I know you’re worried, but this will be informal, if it happens at all. More likely I’ll have to get used to the idea that we are done. It feels unfinished, but that’s the way it is.”
“We get in trouble when we want to avenge victims.” Even saying it, Ellie felt hypocritical. She had stepped into the room with a suspect when the case was close to home, nearly got spit on by her, and slapped on the wrist by IA.
“It’s not about revenge,” Jordan said softly. “These days, we can’t be too careful. There is no such thing as a lone wolf anymore.”
“Yeah.” Ellie suppressed a yawn. “Tomorrow will be bright and early. We should go to bed too.”
“You only had a few bites.”
“That’s all right, I’m not hungry anymore.”



Chapter Nine
Jill agreed to meet Ellie, but the only time she had was, in her own words, “right now or never.”
She sounded stressed which was no surprise. Ellie had come to know her as a thoughtful and dedicated journalist, and a friend, but she, too, was under pressure to bring the scoops and headlines.
Ellie cast a glance at where Bethany and Meri were sitting at the table, engaged in what seemed like a funny conversation. Pauline was due to arrive in half an hour, but then it would be too late for Jill.
“Give me a second,” she said to Jill. “Pauline will be here soon, but I need to go now. Is there any chance you two could entertain yourselves for half an hour?”
“We have coffee, so that’s a yes, right, Meri? Don’t worry, we’ll be fine.”
Meri giggled, amused at the idea that coffee meant anything to her.
“Thank you so much.”
“It’s no problem,” Bethany assured her. “Go.”
That was surprisingly and eerily easy, Ellie thought as she kissed Meri goodbye and headed out. She hoped it was a good sign regarding the day to come…but that was yet unclear.
* * * *
“I’ll get the information out again,” Jill assured her when Ellie explained the situation. They had met in a coffee shop close to the newspaper. Jill had already reported on Sherrilyn Camden, but they agreed it was important to keep her name in the media.
“Thank you. I appreciate it.”
“You’re welcome. Since we’re here, is there anything new you can tell me about the Bilson case?”
Jill never minced words, and since she didn’t have much time, Ellie had expected the question sooner rather than later. She didn’t mind the occasional quid pro quo, but the truth was she didn’t have much to give her this time.
“He’s going to be transferred after the weekend, the Feds will go home too, and that’s all I know. You saw the video like everyone else, and his social media is public.”
“Okay.” Jill’s smile told her that she had gotten the message. “No prodding about this. Could I speak to Ms. Camden’s daughter though?”
“I’d prefer if that happened later today,” Ellie told her. “I’m meeting her this morning.”
“Fair enough. Thank you, Ellie.”
“No problem. It might help. How are things otherwise? We haven’t had the chance to talk in a while.”
“Yeah. And I’m afraid we won’t have much time today either.” Jill cast a rueful glance at her watch. “Josie is really excited about school. I’m terrified to be honest. But I’ve been seeing my cousin Luce more often, which is definitely a good thing.”
“It is.” Jill’s cousin was a cop too. “Good luck with everything, and you let me know if you hear anything?”
“Of course. You do the same?” Jill was already on her feet, paper cup in hand. “By the way, I heard about that death at one of Clairmont’s gym. Have there been more pictures?” she asked, referring to the photographs of Miles and Ellie in a café which had been sent to the newspaper.
“No. Whoever was behind that fortunately understood that I’m a happily married cop who’s not interested in engaging with organized crime.”
Jill laughed at Ellie’s succinct summary of the situation. Ellie hadn’t shared her suspicions with her, though she was sure Miles himself had been behind said photos.
“Good for you. I’ll see you.”
“Yes. Have a good day.”
* * * *
Rogers met Ellie in front of the girls’ group home Zoey Camden had been sent to. Ellie steeled herself as they walked up to the front door. Finding her mother alive would be the only good outcome in this situation. Otherwise Zoey had a long difficult process in front of her.
The woman who ran the home greeted them at the door. “Good morning, Detective Rogers. You have any news?”
“We do. This is my colleague, Detective Harding.”
Ellie noted that he left out a small but potentially misleading part of the information. Sometimes Homicide detectives joined a case before there was a dead person. Sometimes there was still hope.
“Could we talk to Zoey first? We’ll get back to you right after that.”
“Of course. I’ll let her know, and you can find me in my office.”
From her demeanor, it was obvious to Ellie that she cared. The surroundings were light and airy, which came as a relief, under the circumstances. Zoey’s situation was difficult enough.
She and Rogers waited until the teenager came down the stairs, stopping cold when she saw who her visitors were. Ellie could see her expression going from apprehensive to terrified.
“It’s bad, right?”
“We don’t know yet, Zoey,” Rogers answered calmly. “I wanted to introduce you to Detective Harding. She’s working with me on your mom’s case.”
“Hi, Zoey. I’m really sorry. We’re doing everything we can to find her.”
“Then why haven’t you found her yet?” She caught herself as if afraid they might take offense.
“We did find her car, but we don’t know yet where she is,” Ellie admitted. “I know it’s hard, but I was hoping you could tell me about the day she went missing.”
Zoey cast a questioning look at Rogers, and he nodded.
“We can go to my room. They said that I can talk to you alone unless I want another adult with me, but I don’t think that’s necessary. I hope that you are on my side.”
“We just want to find out what happened, so you can go home.”
Ellie bit her lip. It wasn’t up to her to make promises, but she couldn’t help it. This wasn’t at all like Jordan’s story. She had been taken out of a broken home.
She and Rogers followed Zoey up the stairs to her room where Zoey pulled the chair from under her desk.
“Thank you.” Rogers took it, while she sat on the bed and indicated for Ellie to take a seat next to her. “I already told the cops everything, a million times. What else do you want to know?”
It almost felt like Ellie had gone over the report as many times.
“You said that you and your Mom had breakfast together before she went to work. Do you remember anything out of the ordinary? Like, was she distracted?”
“A little, maybe,” Zoey said. “Upset, no, but she put milk in her coffee. She never did…” She swallowed hard. “She never does that. But she laughed it off. It was no big deal.”
“Okay. Before she left for work, did she tell you where else she was going? When she was about to be back?”
“She’s always back around the same time, and she calls me when she has to work longer…That’s how I knew right away something wasn’t right.” Tears were forming in her eyes. “I should have never gone to the police, then I would still be home. It’s not like you can find her!”
“We will notify you the moment we do, I promise. I understand you’re angry, but she will be glad to know that you are being cared for.” She couldn’t afford to go into all the complications yet. If…when Sherilyn Camden returned, she would find a drastically changed situation. “I could speak to your landlord if that helps.”
Zoey’s eyes widened. “You would do that?”
Rogers cleared his throat.
“Mom always paid all the bills on time.”
“Then perhaps they can make an exception while you figure out the rest. Let’s get back to that morning for a moment, okay? We know that she went to see your dentist to pay a bill.”
Zoey wiped a hand over her face.
“She found me this one because use I get really scared whenever it’s time to go. I know it’s silly, but the sounds and smells just make me want to throw up.”
“That’s okay. I have a friend who feels the same.”
“Anyway, when it worked out, she changed too. I think that bill was for her check-up.”
“And you have no idea where else she could have gone?”
“No. I told you that already.”
Don’t lose her. “Yes. I’m sorry. Just one more thing. Did anyone new come into your life lately? New friends or yours or your mom’s?”
Zoey shook her head. “Aside from Dr. Brooks, no. It was always just the two of us.” The tears started falling again. “And now she’s gone.”
Ellie laid a hand on the girl’s shoulder, wishing she could console her beyond promises she didn’t know she could keep.
* * * *
Over at his desk, Derek was focused on his computer screen. Jordan had done her part of the paperwork, read over it twice already. She regretted she couldn’t do more for her peace of mind, or Bethany’s, but maybe not all hope was lost.
They needed to make sure they had overlooked nothing. She shuddered thinking how long people Shriver and Bronson had hidden in plain sight, siding with the likes of Bilson. Sure, the ones who pulled strings believed more or less in the ideology, but they had found clever ways to use people like him.
Projection.
Seeing that Derek was still busy, she picked up her phone and looked for Taylor’s number.
As expected, she was routed through a front desk, but Taylor picked up right away.
“Hey! Jordan Carpenter calling, this is exciting. Does that mean you’ll finally say yes?”
“Depends on what you’re talking about, but I’m not looking for a job.”
At least not at the moment. Maybe she should listen to everybody, except Bethany, who was telling her to let this case go.
“That is good for you, not so much for me.” Taylor sighed. “Bethany told you we have a whole new branch? And we’re expanding. It took forever and a day, but people are finally starting to understand that the quiet white guy hoarding all the guns might be part of the problem.”
As usual, she appreciated Taylor’s blunt approach. It was good to know that not everything had changed.
“That’s a good development, and exactly why I’m calling. You talked to Bethany, so you know I’ve basically been a guest in my own investigation. I understand the reasons, but I can’t help thinking like someone is trying to cut corners. Our perp is a true believer and apparently happy to take the fall.”
“Maybe he is the only one to blame in this case,” Taylor said. “Not everyone is organized.”
“He was a bit too organized for my taste. A candidate for Congress, who happens to be the daughter of a governor…That’s quite the target for a run-of-the-mill misogynist.”
“I agree. Did you find anything to support your theory? That someone up the ladder nudged him into this direction?”
“No, not yet,” Jordan said, frustrated. She sighed. “People have given me a lot of leeway based on my hunches in the past. Maybe the lucky streak is over.”
“I can ask around a bit, but there’s nothing much I can do from here, I’m afraid.”
“About that…”
“Things are quite busy over here, but I might have a reason to visit town next week. Shall I drop by? For old times’ sake, and to give you some grief about opportunities you’re missing?”
“Hey! I’ll have you know I just had a promotion.”
“I know!” Taylor laughed. “Just messing with you. It’s too easy.” Her tone grew more serious when she continued, “I don’t know how much I can help you with the case other than some general ideas, but I want to speak to Bethany too, see what her plans are. Any idea?”
“I’m afraid no. She’s staying with us for a little while.”
“And how’s that going? Excuse me. None of my business.”
“That’s okay. She’s hurt. I understand wanting to hide away for a bit.”
“Yeah.”
Jordan was certain that Taylor had more thoughts on the subject. If that was the case, she kept them to herself.
“I’ll have to check my schedule, and like I said, I can’t promise anything, but I’ll let you know.”
“Thank you. General ideas would really help. Talk to you later.”
She ended the call and realized that Derek seemed to get ready for lunch. Good timing.



Chapter Ten
“What do you think?” Rogers finally asked Ellie who was quiet ever since they had left the group home.
“One of my colleagues made an offhand comment about dentists. So far, he seems to be the only thing that recently changed in their lives. I can’t imagine she’s lying. She would help us if she could.”
“The guy is clean. We checked.”
“He had better be. He’s my dentist too.” Ellie hadn’t meant it as a joke. Rogers didn’t take it as such. “Perhaps I should talk to him regardless.”
“I don’t think you’ll find anything new there. Keeping her story in the paper helps. That was a good idea.”
“You don’t have to humor me. I know it doesn’t look good. I still think—” The ringtone of her phone interrupted her. “Excuse me.”
Anna Crawford, head of the lab, answered her. “Ellie, hey. I thought you’d want to know right away that the blood is Ms. Camden’s.”
“That was quick,” Ellie said, surprised. “Thanks.” The news wasn’t great, but it confirmed what they had already suspected.
“You’re welcome. In some ways we were lucky the Connelly case only touched us tangentially. Most of the analysis was done by the Feds.”
Lucky was relative under the circumstances, but Ellie wasn’t going to argue. “Was there anyone else’s blood on the scene?”
“No. But a partial fingerprint on the doorframe. Not hits so far, but we’ll keep looking.”
“That is good news. Thanks again.”
“Partial fingerprint, blood definitely belongs to Camden.”
“We already suspected that whoever took her, tried to clean up. They were probably in a hurry, missed something?” Rogers mused.
“Let’s hope they made other mistakes as well.”
* * * *
By the time her shift ended, Ellie’s optimism was waning. No results yet from Jill’s online article, no sign of life from Sherilyn Camden.
Luce, Jill’s cousin, was in Missing Persons as well. Jordan had been before she joined Homicide. The challenges differed, Ellie mused. After a murder, time was of the essence too, but now they still might be able to save Camden’s life—if they got to her in time. She felt restless, reluctant to go home, even though she knew there was nothing else she could do at the moment.
When she called Dr. Brooks’s practice, she was too late. He had already left for an event out of town—not that she thought Maria’s theory was true.
Her spirits lifted when her friend Kate McCarthy entered the room and headed straight for her desk.
“Ellie, hi.”
She got to her feet. They had already been back to hugs, but given the fact that Jordan and Ellie had a child under five at home, they couldn’t be too careful. Nevertheless, she was happy to see Kate.
The cloud she felt they’d been under the past few days, since that moment, lifted slightly.
“How are you?” she asked.
“Pretty great,” Kate returned, her expression turning self-conscious. “It almost feels like a taboo to say that out loud, right? But things are going well. I feel like I settled in at work, and the team is amazing. Needless to say there will always be a need for lawyers.”
“I’d say so. I’m happy for you.”
Ellie was happy for herself too, most of the time. A home, a family she loved more than anything in the world, a fulfilling career—she couldn’t complain. Not even a little bit. Not even this week.
“Is Jordan around? I just wanted to say hi and then hopefully take my husband with me.”
“He likes that idea,” Derek who had joined them, said. “Jordan said something about a meeting. I think that might take a while.”
“Did she give you any details?” Ellie had perked up at his statement. Jordan hadn’t mentioned anything of the kind today, and wasn’t she supposed to have wrapped things up by now?
“Not really, but I assume it’s with the agents? I meant to tell you, we’re getting close to arresting a suspect in the gym murder. We couldn’t prove any connection to Clairmont so far.”
“That’s both frustrating and relieving,” Ellie confessed. “This was complicated enough as it was, though I don’t like him getting away with anything.”
“I get you.”
“Hey, since Jordan is busy, would you like to join us for dinner?” Kate asked.
“I’d love to, but it’s not a good time. I don’t want Pauline to have to wait that long, or Bethany. Long story,” she added when Kate’s eyes widened. “For another time, that is. If I hurry up, I might catch Meri awake. Story of my life.”
“Okay. We’ll talk soon.”
“Definitely. Goodnight.”
On her way out, Ellie checked her phone.
Looks like we traded places, Jordan had texted. But I don’t mind if you wait up. The heart emoji could mean different things. Ellie smiled to herself as she walked past the front desk.
* * * * *
This time, when she came home, she found that Bethany had not spent the day holed up in the guest room. Instead, she sat with Pauline and Meri in the kitchen. Meri was engrossed in her coloring book while the adults were having coffee.
“Hi there,” she said. “I’ve had too much caffeine already, but this smells good.”
“I just made a fresh pot.” Bethany got to her feet and filled a cup, handing it to Ellie with a smile.
“Okay. Thanks.”
After greeting her daughter, Ellie leaned back against the counter as she sipped her coffee, trying to sort out her emotions. Maybe there was nothing to sort out. They remained the same. She had long overcome her initial self-consciousness in Bethany’s presence. Back then when she was an officer trying to prove herself and having an affair with a woman in a relationship, no matter how dysfunctional, she had a reason. That had long changed.
However, she would likely have to accept that Bethany would always be a part of Jordan’s life, and consequently, of hers.
Ellie had read between the lines of what Jordan had revealed over the years, that they had rarely seen Bethany’s parents. The Roberts’ had trouble accepting the fact that their daughter was a lesbian, to this day. Ellie realized she still had questions. She knew Jordan had been reluctant at times to visit Jack and Pauline, mostly because she wanted to keep details of her day job from them, so they wouldn’t worry—even after her horrific ordeal. Ellie remembered that clearly.
She had assumed that their relationship with Bethany had been distant which might have been mutual, especially when it became clear that Jordan wasn’t happy in it. Regardless, the Carpenters were kind and open-minded people. It made sense that Pauline cared about the grief of a woman Jordan had dated for nine years.
There you go, Ellie. All sorted out. And maybe she would take a small fraction of credit for Jordan opening up more to the ones she loved.
“I was wondering if you could make time to come to dinner next Friday,” Pauline said. “You too, Bethany, of course.”
“That’s very kind, but I don’t think I should.”
Ellie noted that neither woman seemed to doubt that Bethany would still be here by next Friday.
“You’re welcome in any case. Let me know what you decide. I think that’s Jack’s car,” Pauline said, getting up. “Have a good evening.”
“You too.”
Ellie walked her to the door once more, waiting until she was in her coat.
“Thank you,” she said.
“It’s horrible that this happened. I’m glad she had somewhere to go.”
“Of course. We wouldn’t turn her away.” Ellie felt the need to say it out loud.
“I know.” Pauline’s smile told her that she could sense what was on her mind. “And I imagine it’s complicated, but you’re doing the right thing.” She patted Ellie’s shoulder before she opened the door to her husband Jack. “And here’s my ride. Say hello to Jordan? She’s working late today?”
“Looks that way. We are working different cases at the moment, so I don’t always know, but I’ll pass it on. Goodnight.”
She went back into the kitchen where Bethany was admiring Meri’s coloring skills.
She looked up when Ellie came in, leaning back in her chair.
“You know, sometimes the job takes so much space…and it’s important. I still want to believe that we can make a difference. But it’s good to remind ourselves that good people exist.”
Ellie thought of the blood in the car, the desperate daughter, and the video of a man shooting a woman because he didn’t like that she might be voted into a position of power.
“Yeah. It definitely is.”
* * * *
Jordan arrived half an hour later when Ellie was about to prepare dinner.
“I’m sorry. There was something I had to take care of first.”
“No problem. Dinner is almost ready.” They shared a quick kiss, laughing when Meri made a face.
The doorbell rang once more. Ellie couldn’t help noticing that the atmosphere in the room changed abruptly.
“Are we expecting anyone?” she asked. “Maybe Pauline forgot something.”
Jordan and Bethany exchanged a look.
“I’ll explain later,” Jordan said. “I promise.”
They both went to the door.
“What was that?” Ellie asked Meri. Not expecting an answer, she added, “I’ll be right back.”
She heard a couple of male voices, one sounding familiar. Ellie could feel her jaw drop when she saw one of the men hug Bethany, the other one standing at a close distance, his expression unreadable.
“Governor Connelly,” Jordan said when he stepped back. “Thank you so much for making the time. This is my wife Ellie.”
The world couldn’t possibly get any stranger than having the Governor and his security detail in their home, but here they were.
“My condolences,” she said. She might have said more, but in the kitchen, Meri shouted, “Mama!”
“Please excuse me.” Ellie hurried to address whatever emergency was underway, feeling like she was dreaming.



Chapter Eleven
It felt a bit unreal to have a high-ranking politician in her living room, but Jordan didn’t have time to ponder the situation—she had to use it to her best advantage.
“I wanted to thank you for coming. I know this is a difficult time for you.”
“Anything I can do to help,” he said. “I trust Bethany’s judgment on this.”
“I’d like to ask you if there had been any specific threats in the past few weeks. Anything related to your presence here.”
If he was surprised by that line of questioning, he didn’t let it show.
“Nothing out of the ordinary. You can imagine I get threats on a regular basis—I have my people to sort through them, and nothing has stood out. The same was true for Debra, though the number skyrocketed when she first announced.”
“Who knew that you were coming?”
“Very few people. All I wanted was to have dinner and discuss a few subjects regarding her campaign.”
He looked troubled for a moment, but the poker face was back soon. Jordan imagined that someone in his position had learned to compartmentalize.
“I see. Bethany told you that we both felt the end of this investigation came very soon. So, we just want to make sure that we have looked at all the possibilities. Maybe Debra mentioned something to you? Anything?”
“Not that I can think of.” He frowned. “I appreciate you being thorough, but to be honest, Bilson being locked up for the rest of his life is the most important objective here.”
“I agree,” Jordan said calmly.
After a few seconds of silence, he spoke, “One of the members on her security team was out sick two days before the event. I believe the FBI spoke to him, but it’s not such a surprise given the current situation.”
It wasn’t. And yet…
“Bilson planted the gun two days before the event. He hasn’t said much about it, but it’s near impossible for him to do that without help. When I asked him about it, I was cut off.”
“We need to keep looking,” Bethany insisted. “I’m almost certain there’s a bigger plot here, but we’ll never learn about it if Bilson gets shipped off to a maximum security facility next week. For Debra, we need to prevent the next attack.”
“I’m sorry to ask this question, but who’s going to run in Debra’s place? Has someone been named?”
As far as Jordan knew, Debra’s district had been one where conservative candidates had run unopposed for nearly a decade. The atmosphere had been electric.
“They’re discussing it,” Connelly told her. “Everyone’s still in shock.”
“Of course. And her opponent?”
The governor shook his head. “I think this guy is wrong on everything, but I can’t see him being involved in any of this. At least I hope I’m right. He’s been running a smear campaign, for sure, but murder would be in another category.”
“I agree.” Jordan, too, hoped that he was right. “Do you know the name of that security detail?”
“I know him,” Bethany said. “Unpleasant, grumpy individual. No offense.” She nodded to the man who stood silently in the corner. “That doesn’t have to mean anything…but it could.”
“Besides that, are there any big policy proposals coming up, anything that could have put you or Debra on the radar more than usual?”
While the people in the room didn’t deny she might have a point, to Jordan’s frustration, everything remained vague. If she still hadn’t found the right angle, time was running out.
“Debra had a few ideas that went beyond her platform, but there’s no way Bilson, or anyone else could have gotten hold of that. She wasn’t even elected yet!”
“Anything specific?” Jordan pressed. “There could have been a leak?”
“Those were just ideas she was throwing out there with me. No, I don’t think there’s any connection.” After a few seconds of silence, he got to his feet. “And I’m afraid this is all the time I can spare.”
“Thank you for coming, Governor. If you can think of anything else, please don’t hesitate to let me know.” Jordan got up as well, and they shook hands.
“Thank you, Sergeant, for giving this its due diligence, and have a good night. I’m sure you’re eager to check on that little girl of yours. She sounded urgent.”
The talk might have ended on a surprisingly light note, but for Jordan, the problems had just multiplied. Why had she only now learned about that security detail?
* * * *
Bethany didn’t have more to add. After she had retreated to her room, Ellie returned to the living room where she sat on the couch.
“I think I should explain some things,” Jordan said ruefully.
“So far I could fill in the blanks. A warning would have been nice…but I trust you handled it perfectly.” Ellie yawned. “Did you learn anything new?”
“Someone from the security team was out sick the same day Bilson planted the gun.”
“You think they helped him?” Ellie sat up straighter. “That would be horrible, especially if he still has a job, maybe with the next candidate.”
“Yeah. I’ll have to talk to Nina about this. I don’t care if Bilson’s the only one going down for this—he deserves it. But if he wasn’t the only one who wanted Debra dead, we have a problem. The governor mentioned some ideas of hers that might rock the boat, but he didn’t want to go into details. None of it was out in the open anyway.”
“Sounds like you have your work cut out for you.”
“What about you? Anything new?”
“All roads lead to the dentist,” Ellie said with a laugh. “No, honestly. He has a stellar reputation for helping patients with phobias. The woman’s daughter was one of them. He strikes me as a player, but I’m not sure yet if that has any relevance here.”
“Any other suspects?”
“No.” Ellie sighed. “I read all the transcripts a million times. Colleagues loved her. If anything she kept to herself. She spent a lot of time with her daughter. They were basically best friends. No relatives, not much outside of that.”
“Then you have to look at the connections that are there. It’s usually close to home,” Jordan commented. If only she could figure out how Bilson had chosen Debra. In far right circles on the Internet, his star was already fading.
“Pauline asked Bethany to dinner next week.”
That came out of nowhere…or not?
“I know I’m asking a lot from you right now. But you know this isn’t just for old times’ sake, or my career?”
“Of course.” Ellie leaned forward to embrace her. “I’m glad we can do this for her, and I’m not surprised that you are meticulous with the case. I still hate that it happened. To Debra, to the woman I’m looking for, and all the ones in the future. Sometimes it feels like there will never be an end to it.”
Holding her close, Jordan was aware that she wasn’t just talking about cases, or the casual hate against women that fueled these crimes. These days, they were in the fight against the backdrop of an ongoing global crisis. She remembered the t-shirt Ellie had worn the other day.
“Everything’s going to be all right, remember?”
When Ellie pulled back, Jordan couldn’t help laughing at the thinly veiled skepticism in her expression.
“Yeah, I know, coming from me, and all. But we’ve been through worse. We’ll figure this out too. What was going on with our child earlier?”
“Oh, she saw a bug. She takes after you, I realized.”
“Come on, that’s not true!” Feigning indignation, Jordan reveled in the moment nonetheless. The smoke would clear, and they’d get to the truth. As always.
* * * *
The week continued without any major breakthrough, and Ellie was bracing for the worst. She had a quick talk with Dr. Brooks who expressed his regret, but couldn’t tell her anything else.
She hated having to break a promise she shouldn’t have made in the first place—it didn’t look good for it. As for Jordan’s mission, she was looking into the security detail after having a terse talk with Lieutenant Daniels in her office.
Then came the day of the funeral.
The atmosphere was somber over breakfast, Bethany already dressed for the sad occasion. She looked pale. Ellie wondered if she had slept at all.
Jordan stood leaning against the counter, coffee cup in hand. She seemed lost in thought.
Even Meri was quiet this morning, eating her toast without the usual chatter.
Finally, Jordan set down her cup.
“Are you going to come with us?” she asked.
Bethany shook her head. “Thank you, but no. Neil is going to send someone a bit earlier, and frankly, I think I’ve inconvenienced you more than enough.”
“Stop. It’s not an inconvenience. You can stay here as long as you need to.”
Ellie nodded, though a part of her was wondering how long that might be. It wasn’t rational or fair, but aside from their complicated history, Bethany’s presence was a dire reminder that any of them could be in her situation. Some days, that realization was harder to deal with. And they still had to make it through this day.
“I appreciate that, but I promise you, it won’t be much longer.” She got up and rinsed her dishes in the sink before she put them in the dishwasher. As she dried her hands, the doorbell rang. “And that’s probably the driver Neil sent. I’ll see you later.”
Before either of them could react, she picked up her purse and left. The front door opened and closed again. A few seconds later they found out that the newcomer wasn’t Bethany’s driver, but an irate Nina Torres.
“How the hell did you imagine I wasn’t going to find out?”
Meri looked up with interest.
“Sorry about that,” Bethany commented. She looked down at her buzzing phone. “They’re here now. I’ll see you there.”
Jordan didn’t seem much fazed by the intrusion. “That was fast,” she said to Nina Torres, picking up her cup again. “Can we talk about this later? After Debra’s funeral?”
“I’m not sure it can wait.” Nina shook her head. “Jesus, Jordan, what’s wrong with you? Do you really want to screw this up so badly?”
Ellie wasn’t as calm about the turn of events as her wife, though for her daughter’s sake she kept her tone polite.
“That’s enough.”
Nina stared at her for a few seconds as if she couldn’t believe what she’d heard. Ellie knew Jordan well enough to notice she was suppressing a smile. But Ellie was dead serious.
“Maybe Jordan didn’t tell you what she did,” Nina continued, “well, she shouldn’t have told anyone in this house about the investigation anyway, but it’s too late for that now, isn’t it? There are jobs and lives on the line here.”
“And a life was lost, so it’s her job and yours to figure out what exactly happened. I’m sorry, Agent Torres, but you can’t come to our home and air your grievances in front of our daughter. So, if there’s something to discuss, I suggest you take it to the station.”
Nina shook her head with a wry smile.
“I’m surprised. Jordan, I thought you knew better. After the funeral I’ll talk to the lieutenant.”
“This was about due diligence.” Jordan’s tone held a note of warning. “But Ellie is right, we don’t want to hash this out here and now. I found some things you should have looked at in the first place.”
“Unbelievable,” Nina muttered. She cast a glance at Meri whose expressions varied from curious to worried. “Enjoy your breakfast, sweetheart.” She turned on her heel and left.
“Is she mad at you, Mommy?”
“I’m afraid yes, but it won’t last long,” Jordan promised. “It’s a good thing we have Mama to protect us, right?”
To be honest, Ellie wasn’t sure if she could protect her from the fallout of this, but she’d do whatever she could.
“Yeah, Mama is the best, isn’t she?” They needed to get going, but instead she poured another coffee for herself and Jordan.
“One more,” she said. “And you, please sit down for five minutes, okay?” Jordan finally did.
They waited until Pauline arrived and then left for the funeral. The scene they found there put many things into perspective. Ellie saw Bethany sitting with Debra’s family in the front, and she fervently wished they could have done more, for them, for every family who had lost a loved one to extremists and the misogynist crap they believed in. People like Bilson needed to be stopped before they decided they had the right to kill to make their point.
But they weren’t there yet. Outside the secure area, she had seen a few protesters. Sometimes she wished they could simply ignore them, but it was that attitude that made them push harder, feel even more entitled.
All of this, and she still had to choke back tears thinking of the last time they had to bury one of their colleagues.
Jordan put a comforting hand on the center of her back, as usual understanding without words, as they both grieved the loss of a woman they had barely known, and what it meant. They had to remain vigilant nonetheless.
* * * *
To her chagrin, Jordan hadn’t heard anything new from Taylor by the time she sat in Lieutenant Daniels’ office. Daniels’ expression was stern.
Nina Torres stood leaning against the wall, still silently fuming.
“Okay, here’s the situation. Dr. Roberts is currently staying with me and my family. She asked Governor Connelly if he was willing to talk to me in an informal setting, and he revealed…Well, you know. Not that much, in the end, but I found the security detail. At least I thought I did, because he seems to be missing. I’m sorry you were caught off guard,” she turned to Nina, “but frankly I don’t understand how you could miss this.”
“Maybe because no one told us? I agree this is important, but Lieutenant, I need to trust our rapport here.”
“Trust goes both ways,” Jordan snapped, fed up with the accusations. “From the beginning, you have kept me at arm’s length in my own investigation. I understand the chain of command and the politics involved in this, but it’s still a homicide in our jurisdiction. We can still fix this before Bilson’s transfer. You’re welcome.”
“Sergeant,” Daniels warned.
“I’m sorry. But those are just the facts.”
Nina wiped a hand over her face. She sighed.
“This can never leave this office, all right? But between us, Russo and I have had questions. If you feel like you’re on a tight leash, well, it’s the same for us. Maybe somebody somewhere wrote something offensive on social media, or hung out with the wrong people, and they don’t want it to come out. It happens.”
“Well then it should come out! Are you saying that one of your colleagues might be a sympathizer?”
“I’m not saying that. Some of them aren’t exactly leaning far left, but they wouldn’t give an asshole like Bilson the time of day. It’s more complex than that.”
“It’s complex all right,” Jordan muttered.
“Carpenter, Torres, do you have any concrete suspicion that someone has interfered with the investigation?”
“Bilson might have been on the verge of telling me something, but…”
“Might have been. Okay. Find that security detail and see what he has to say. As for the rest of it, you can take this out of my office. Thank you.”
Appropriately chastised, Jordan and Nina left.
“Damn,” Nina commented. “Is it too early for a stiff drink?”
“Definitely, but let’s get some more coffee. I’m sorry,” Jordan said again as they were walking to the break room. “But I think it’s important to find that security detail. His name is…”
“Peter Walsh, I know.”
“All right. Then you know he was picked up for domestic violence. His then wife recanted, no charges were filed. She moved away.”
“You found a phone number for her too?”
“As a matter of fact I did. Look, Nina. I don’t want to undermine what you’re doing. This is personal one way or another.”
“Yes, it is.” In the break room, they both got a coffee. “You’ll talk to the wife, I’ll get the ball rolling on Walsh?”
“Good idea.”



Chapter Twelve
Ellie looked up at the right moment to see Jordan and Nina Torres walk by on their way to the conference room. Jordan waved before she turned back to the agent. To Ellie’s relief, they seemed to have come to an understanding.
It was good to know that some things had been resolved, as the atmosphere at home was still challenging.
Bethany had returned from the funeral quiet, exuding an air of despair. No one could understand her better than Ellie. Losing a loved one remained her deepest fear since the day a detective had shown up at her dorm room to tell her about her parents.
She had to get back to her work, go over findings from Sherilyn Camden’s car, the few personal items, and the forensics analysis. Ellie found herself distracted.
It might have to do with Torres’s presence. Her thoughts kept wandering back to when they first met her…the same time Natalie had shown up and pretended to be Ellie’s long-lost family.
It had taken Ellie a long time to get over the betrayal. She still couldn’t make up her mind on the woman, though there was little doubt she was driven by a compulsion. She was also a clever sociopath, and Ellie had decided it was better to be safe than sorry and kept track of her.
She had been sick with the virus in the past year, but recovered. When Ellie had learned that particular detail, she wished she had shared her activities with Jordan, but they had so much to deal with at the time, still had, that it fell by the wayside. Now there was no reason to mention it.
Ellie finally wrenched her mind back to the present. To no surprise, traces of cleaning chemicals had been found in Sherilyn’s car. Someone had used them to wipe away the blood though they hadn’t done a perfect job.
She assumed that they also had taken most of Sherilyn’s personal things, including her purse and phone. All they knew at the moment was that the latter had been turned off.
The perpetrator hadn’t cared about removing the small packet of sugar from a coffee shop down the block from Sherilyn’s work, or the plastic bag from the clothes stores, still holding a couple of items.
She had a USB key with music plugged in.
“Come on,” Ellie said out loud. “There’s got to be something in here.”
“Talking to yourself?”
She jumped when Derek arrived behind her.
“Looks that way,” she said with a sigh. “You made an arrest yet?”
“No, but we’re close.”
“Good for you.”
“It is.” He patted her shoulder. “You’ll get there. Let me know if you need any help.”
“I will.”
“Henderson, Harding, briefing in ten minutes,” Daniels called from her office.
“Okay. Maybe I will magically figure out something until then,” Ellie muttered.
“Good luck. Would you like a coffee?”
“I’d love one. Thanks.”
Ellie stared some more at the items on her desk. Clothes. Music. Paper cups from a local coffee shop.
Not just any kind of clothes. She didn’t think Sherilyn would wear this type of top at work, or when hanging out with Zoey.
She didn’t want to be that kind of person who thought women couldn’t buy something nice just for themselves, especially given the fact that Sherilyn seemed financially sound. Her instincts told her that there was something more going on.
She plugged the USB key into her computer, took out some earbuds and started shuffling through the selection. Okay. Sherilyn had compiled an eclectic choice of Rock, Country and R&B. Love songs.
Ellie picked up the sugar wrapper again and typed the address of the shop into SearchMaps. Then Sherilyn’s work address. And Dr. Brooks’s practice. For all of the jokes that had been made, someone might have known that she was going to be there that morning.
From the practice, it was less than five minutes on foot to that coffee shop. Other businesses were stores, an insurance company, and a gourmet restaurant.
She picked up the Forensics report again. Ellie remembered the faint smell still lingering in the air. The report detailed the chemicals used, most likely from wipes and a spray bottle. The actual names didn’t mean anything to her, but something still sprang out…used in hospitals and dental practices.
A shiver ran down her spine. Had they not seen what was right in front of them? Or was someone trying to frame the friendly neighborhood dentist? It certainly wasn’t enough yet to compel Dr. Brooks for a talk, but he might agree to come in again if she asked nicely.
As far as Ellie knew, Brooks was married. He proudly displayed pictures of his wife and two children in his practice. All perfect smiles.
That hadn’t stopped others before…
She took out the earbuds the moment Derek came back with a tall latte.
“Thank you so much. I think I deserve it.”
* * * *
Walsh’s ex-wife Victoria, now Link, sounded weary on the phone. Jordan could imagine that she had answered the same questions before. Jordan understood her reluctance. According to what she’d learned, an argument had turned physical, and Victoria had called 911.
“Since then, have you heard anything from your ex-husband? Texts, phone calls?”
“I don’t think he cares any longer,” she said dryly. “He wasn’t all bad, but I’m glad that part of my life is behind me. It’s only sad for the kids.”
“It’s important that we speak to him. If you hear anything…”
“I’ll call you, but please, don’t get your hopes up too high. Even when we were married, I never knew much of what was going on. He holed himself up in his man cave, now that I think of it, for most of our marriage.”
“To do what?”
“I’m not exactly sure. He had his computers down there. One time he yelled at me when I came down to get him for dinner, but I couldn’t see much. Peter didn’t often hang out with his colleagues at work, so I assumed he was talking to friends online, maybe from his hometown.”
Jordan had learned earlier that Peter Walsh had grown up in rural Georgia and kept an address in his hometown until after he had finished college. It wasn’t hard to think that he still might have ties there.
“Did you get any names?”
“The name Stephen came up a few times. Sorry, I don’t have a last name. But I think that’s one of the people he talked to occasionally.” She sounded frustrated. “I know how that sounds, but I didn’t realize until much later that I didn’t really know the man I married.”
“I’m sorry I had to bring that up for you,” Jordan acknowledged. “One last thing. You filed charges, then recanted. What happened? Did anyone pressure you?”
There was a pause on the other end before she answered.
“I wish I could give you a good reason, but I was just tired. I had already made up my mind on the divorce. I thought—hoped—this would be easier. That’s all I can tell you.”
Jordan realized that she wasn’t going to get a lot more from her. “Was there any other incident?”
“No. He just left everything behind. In a way that was better for us. I hope he got help. We could all breathe more easily.”
“Thank you so much for talking to me,” Jordan told her. “We’ll be in touch.”
“If you must.”
Jordan ended the call and looked over to Nina who was in the middle of a video call with one of her colleagues.
No matter who was trying to pull strings behind the curtain, the final report on this case wasn’t written yet. They would have to go back to Bilson and see if there was any connection between him and Walsh.
* * * *
Inside the briefing room with Lieutenant Daniels, Ellie listened while Derek gave an update on his case. “We have evidence that the victim was involved in illegal arms trade,” he said. “Everyone we’ve interviewed at the gym claimed they didn’t know anything about it, but a couple of long-time members and employees have gang connections. Their boss doesn’t seem to care much, looking the other way.”
She tried hard not to wince. The boss’s boss was, of course, Miles Clairmont. He would likely claim that he had a large business to run, and couldn’t be everywhere at the same time.
“Your next step?” Daniels inquired.
“Victim got into a fight with one of the employees about trying to make deals on site. Said employee has an interesting record, and we’re staking out his place to hopefully get something to bring him in. It looks like he, too, has been siphoning off money from the place.”
“So was he murdered because he couldn’t seal the deal, or because he was going to expose the employee’s side deals?” Ellie asked.
“Both are possible,” Derek admitted. “Word is that some money and guns were lost. The employee, Tony Preston, seems to want to branch out. Best case scenario we get him, and the people who are after those guns and money too. Since you’re asking, what are you doing tomorrow night? Unless it all goes down tonight, I could use someone on the stakeout to give Maria a break.”
“How about we hear where Detective Harding is on her case first?” Daniels suggested mildly.
“Of course.”
“Forensics identified chemicals that are commonly used to disinfect hospitals and doctors’ practices in Ms. Camden’s car,” Ellie said. “Like in a dental practice. Another thing, her daughter swore that she wasn’t seeing anyone, but she had bought new clothes that were still in the bag in her car. They looked like they would be more suitable for a date than work, at least that’s my impression. I’m not sure yet if the two are related. I’ll talk to Dr. Brooks again.”
“You do that,” Daniels agreed. “Anything else?”
“It could have been someone else in the building.” Ellie was well aware that she was moving into the realm of speculation. “The practice is in a three-story house,” she explained. “The dental practice on the ground floor, but there’s residential space on the two others. I also want to ask him about the cleaning personnel.” As far as she knew, there were only women working in the practice, aside from Brooks—which didn’t have to mean anything.
“I don’t want to assume anything at this point, but if she was secretive about it, she might have been seeing a married man. Person,” she added. “The motive could be jealousy. Rogers and I are looking into that.”
There had been so much blood. It took a lot of rage to want to hurt someone this badly.
Ellie shuddered when another, more personal, memory was about to sneak its way into her mind. Not now.
“All right. Good work,” Daniels commented. “Do you think it would be possible for you to join Detective Henderson on the stakeout for one night?”
“Come on. It’ll be fun,” he said, and Ellie couldn’t help laughing.
“Sure. I can do that.”
She wasn’t going to question her reasons for agreeing so quickly…much.



Chapter Thirteen
She’d go home to change and say hello to Meri later, but first Ellie checked in with Rogers to tell him about her plans regarding Brooks.
“You’ll be okay to do that on your own, right?” he asked. “Something came up. I’m swamped.”
“No problem.” In fact, Ellie thought as she walked along the hallway to the elevator, it might even be better. She would try to use her excellent rep as a model patient.
Twenty minutes later, she stood at the counter waiting at a distance from the other patients in the waiting room. The receptionist made a quick call and assured her that Dr. Brooks would see her.
True to his word, she alerted Ellie a few minutes later.
“Detective? Please follow me.”
Dr. Brooks met her in the kitchen adjacent to the treatment rooms.
“Hello, Detective Harding,” he said with a cordial smile. “I take it you didn’t come in for your check-up. Though you could take an appointment before you leave.”
“I’ll keep that in mind. Dr. Brooks, I wanted to talk to you one more time about the day Ms. Camden went missing.”
That earned her a frown. “I’ve been over this with the police so many times. I’m afraid I have nothing more to add.”
“And there was no new hire in the last few weeks?”
“Come on. You’ve been coming here for a few years. You’d know.”
“What about cleaning staff?”
“I told you what firm I use. Look, as much as I enjoy talking to you, you saw how many patients were out there waiting.”
“Yes. I’m sorry, but this is important. I never imagined what a challenge it might be to keep a space like this clean and disinfected. Could you tell me what substances are used?”
“I mostly pay the bills,” he said, laughing. “Why do you want to know? Are you thinking about changing careers?”
“Actually, no. You deal with a lot of patients who have a fear of dentists and dental procedures, right? That has to be challenging. Sherilyn’s daughter is one of them.”
“Yes, how is she doing? This must be terrible for her.”
“It is. But I guess you’ll see her too at her annual check-up unless the home uses a different clinic.”
“A group home? That’s awful. But they only had each other. Sherilyn was a very independent woman.”
“Was?”
There was something in his expression Ellie found concerning. His voice sounded like the empathetic professional she had known over the years, but his face said something else. Was he trying to suppress a smile?
Was she imagining things? For better or worse, Jordan was the one with the skills to form a rapport with sociopaths. Maybe Ellie’s penchant for wanting to see the best in people still presented a hindrance, even after years on the job. Natalie. Miles. She wasn’t going to make the same mistake again.
“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be a pessimist, though don’t they say, the longer someone is missing, the more likely it is they could be dead? Of course I hope that’s not the case. For Zoey.”
“You’ve come to know Zoey pretty well.”
“For my more anxious patients, I have to take a little more time. Get an idea of where the fear is coming from. Engage with loved ones.”
“That explains why there were a lot of phone calls between you and Sherilyn. Sometimes even when the practice was closed.”
“I want the parents to be sure their kids are in good hands, and they’re not paying for nothing.” He smiled. “Unless you were insinuating something else.”
“I’m not insinuating anything. But please, if you can think of anything, someone new to the cleaning staff, something out of the ordinary, please let me know. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, Detective.”
When Ellie was back in the car, she called Jordan on a hunch. Maybe it wasn’t so much a hunch as the need to hear her voice. Maybe both.
“How do you do it?” she asked without preamble.
On the other end of the line, Jordan laughed. “I’d say natural talent, but you need to be a little more specific.”
“I think he’s lying to me. I can’t prove it yet, and it might be about something other than Camden’s disappearance, but I have a hunch.”
“That’s a start,” Jordan said, now serious. “If he’s covering up something, that might help you find what happened to her one way or another. What about the alibi?”
“Confirmed by his wife.”
“Not the strongest. How’s the marriage?”
Ellie had to admit she didn’t know enough yet. “Happy family pictures on the wall. So far, there hasn’t been a reason to look at the wife, but I get the feeling not all patients were treated equally.”
“He crossed lines with some of them?”
“I wouldn’t know. He was always polite with me, and with everyone I’ve seen him interact with. But, there were a lot of interactions with my missing person. She had some sexy clothes in the car.”
“Your thoughts?”
“I’m thinking they might have had an affair. She didn’t want her daughter to know about it, because they were close, and Sherilyn didn’t want her to think that it was going to change.”
“They must have been very careful if the daughter didn’t notice anything…but it’s not a stretch to think the person who took her knew.”
“This where I’m stuck,” Ellie admitted. “I don’t want to jump to conclusions, but something was off this morning.”
“You keep going,” Jordan advised. “You’ll get there.”
“Thanks. What about you?”
“We’re still looking, but it seems like Walsh has fallen off the face of the Earth. Nina doesn’t think I’m crazy which is an improvement, but it’s not much progress either. I hear you have a date with Derek tonight,” she said, teasing in her tone.
“You don’t have to be jealous. Your ex is living in our guestroom.” The moment the words were out of her mouth, Ellie regretted them. “Hell, I’m sorry. This case is giving me a headache.”
“I understand.” Jordan’s tone was cautious now. “We’ll talk later, okay?”
“Definitely.”
* * * *
They made it to the front door almost at the same time. Jordan quietly unlocked the door, and on impulse, she pulled Ellie close before their presence could register with the other occupants of the house.
“I’ll make it up to you. I swear,” she mumbled.
Ellie smiled into the kiss. “I promise, there’s nothing to make up for. It’s a bizarre situation…everything. We can handle everything as long as we have love.” The corners of her mouth twitched before Jordan said, “You’re tired, right?”
“No, I think that was in the last song I heard on the radio before I got here. But I stand by the sentiment. I’m afraid I need to get ready now. Derek is going to pick me up in half an hour.”
“Of course. Have fun,” Jordan said, patting her back when Ellie had already turned to head to the living room.
Ellie was going to be late, but she couldn’t say no when Meri wanted to show her the drawings she’d made today. Pauline went home shortly after, but to Jordan’s relief she had left prepared food in the fridge.
There was a lot on her mind, but she could handle heating up dinner for Meri, herself, and perhaps Bethany. After the funeral, she had spent a lot of time in her room again.
“You two don’t get into trouble until Mama comes back.”
Ellie had finished getting ready in record time and joined Jordan and Meri in the kitchen. Meri found her statement amusing, though Jordan wondered if there was a hint of seriousness to the joke.
She did have a lot to make up for.
“Oh man, I forgot my phone upstairs.”
Jordan decided she could start now. “I’ll go get it,” she said and headed for the stairs before Ellie could react. She found the phone on the bed, hesitating for a few seconds. She wished she and Ellie could retreat there right now. Sleep…maybe more.
First of all she had a hungry child to take care of, and perhaps something else. She went to the guest room and knocked on the closed door.
“Meri and I’ll have dinner. Do you want to—”
Opening the door, Jordan stopped cold at the sight in front of her. Bethany hadn’t stopped working and making calls, the open laptop and papers on the desk proof. That wasn’t the only thing going on. She swiveled the chair around, a glass of wine in hand. Jordan noticed that the bottle next to the laptop was mostly empty.
“Don’t worry. I took a glass from downstairs, but I can pay for my own booze.”
“Come on. You think that’s what I’m worried about?”
“Maybe I left the phone somewhere…else. Sorry,” Ellie, standing in the doorway, added, even though she had every right to know what was going on in her own home.
“I got it.” Jordan handed it to her as the doorbell rang, hoping to convey that she had everything under control.
“You go enjoy some junk food with Derek tonight. I think the rest of us should have something to eat now.”
“Sounds like an idea,” Ellie agreed, casting a pensive look at the near empty bottle. “I’ve got to go. See you later.”
* * * *
“Thank you for stepping in,” Derek said when they were on their way to the target of the night’s stakeout.
“You’re welcome,” Ellie mumbled. “I’ll have coffee, maybe a cheeseburger and extra fries…and peace. Maybe we catch a bad guy or two. Sounds perfect to me.”
“Ouch,” he commented.
“No. No, not really,” Ellie felt the need to correct course. “It’s just a lot, you know? Kate’s job, Jordan’s promotion, we barely had time to celebrate either one. We just keep going, and I’m starting to wonder what’s the reward.”
“Careful,” he warned. “You’re starting to sound like someone I know.”
“Not really,” she said with a shrug. “Jordan is doing fine, with everything that’s going on, at home, on the job, and the world in general. I just could use a break.”
“Well, I’m glad this qualifies. I’m warning you, it’s been pretty boring so far—but I am hopeful. I’m ready to close this case.”
“All right. Fingers crossed.”



Chapter Fourteen
Bethany had reluctantly, and on somewhat uncertain feet, followed her down the stairs. Jordan fixed a plate for her, Meri, and herself. She didn’t want to discuss the obvious in front of her child, but it couldn’t wait much longer either.
Whatever Bethany was hoping to find in the aftermath of losing Debra, it was unlikely that she’d find it here.
“I’m sorry,” she said when Meri was in bed, and the two of them were cleaning up in the kitchen. “I didn’t mean for you to see that.”
Jordan had no trouble believing that. Bethany had a hard time showing vulnerability to anyone.
“It’s okay. We understand.”
The wry smile told her that Bethany had caught the subtle reminder.
“I promise I didn’t drink in front of Meri. I wouldn’t do that.”
“I know.”
“So I hope we can put this behind us now. No need to talk this through. I hear Nina’s not mad at you anymore.”
“You hear a lot of things,” Jordan commented. “You’ve been talking to Taylor?”
“Among others, yes. They’re stonewalling me. You found that security detail yet?”
“No. We’re still looking.”
“They might be planning something again. We must take this seriously!”
The vehemence in her tone surprised Jordan. What was giving her the idea she wasn’t taking it seriously? She could give herself the answer. Grief. A bottle of wine. Bethany had eaten very little at dinner.
“Would you like a coffee? I could use one. I could offer you one of Meri’s cookies.”
“Jesus, Jordan, you don’t have to baby me! I don’t want a cookie. I want to know why Debra had to die!”
“Because a misogynist asshole with a gun collection decided it. We might never know more,” Jordan said softly.
For a few seconds, they both stood in tense, awkward silence, memories of a multitude of arguments lingering between them. Something was wrong with this picture. Jordan was beginning to understand.
“You’re the last person I expected would say this. You do know better! There was a context for Deane. Even…”
“Yeah, we don’t have to rehash this.” Jordan tossed the towel aside. “Help me out here. You know I was never going to turn you away, and you’re welcome to stay as long as you need.”
“But there’s a caveat somewhere in there.”
“No. You have to do what’s best for you. If that’s hanging out with us for a while, I’m fine with it. If that’s you trying to hound me for details on the case when your colleagues have asked you to stay away, I don’t think that’s helping anyone.”
“Really, when did you become the shrink? No, I don’t need an answer. As to your question, I wouldn’t mind another drink.”
Everything under control.
“I’ll make us that coffee now,” Jordan said. “And those cookies are really good.”
* * * *
Ellie had learned whatever she could prior to the impromptu assignment. To her relief, it looked unlikely that she’d have to deal with Miles again. The murder seemed more motivated by two lower level criminals battling over territory.
She leaned back into the seat, for the first time in a while relaxed and focused.
“Thank you for this,” she said, indicating the coffee and cheeseburger Derek had brought from a nearby fast food joint. “It’s the best cheeseburger I’ve had in some time.”
“Don’t let your in-laws hear that,” he joked. “But you’re right, they are pretty good.”
Minutes passed by in companionable silence.
Ellie realized that these days, she was often drawn into the past. It might have to do with the altered world they were dealing with, the need to go back and review…or it could be the fact that Bethany was staying with them.
She could remember a time
she was so star-struck when it came to the Homicide detectives—Derek, Maria, and of course, most of all Jordan. She’d had her specific reasons, but wanting to belong to that group had been goal and motivation for a long time. Being here was all it was cracked up to be, and more. Often more pressure, too. But so much else had changed in her life. She had made friendships. She and Jordan had a home, a family, a solid foundation that couldn’t be undone by a few upsets.
“Okay, I don’t mean to be nosy…” Derek began as they waited, seconds ticking by, then minutes, without anyone approaching the residence.
“That’s fine. We’re fine,” Ellie returned. She didn’t think she should mention the scene she’d witnessed earlier. Bethany would be all right. They all would be. “It’s been tough for Bethany, of course. Meri likes her a lot though.”
“So she sweeps in and takes all the credit as usual.”
“That’s a bit mean, but…yeah.” They both laughed. “And I don’t have to tell you we’re not mentioning this to Jordan, right?” Besides, there was something else, more important, she had to talk to her about first.
“You don’t.” Derek cast another glance at the illuminated window, sighing. “I’m sorry though if I promised you too much. I doubt that we’ll see any action tonight.”
“That’s all right. I’m glad to do something different—maybe that will give me an idea how to move forward.”
“You don’t think she’s still alive?”
“If she is, we’re failing her.” Ellie drank another sip of her coffee, all of a sudden finding it bitter. “If she isn’t, we failed her already. I don’t know, first Debra Connelly, now this, it all feels like a reminder.”
“Of things that nearly happened,” Derek concluded.
“Yeah. I wish I could talk to Dr. Brooks’s wife, get a feel for my theory. Maybe I’m wrong and they have the best marriage. Then I have to start over.”
“Who else would know?”
“The killer—or kidnapper—if it wasn’t Dr. Brooks.” Ellie shook her head. “It sounds silly to me when I say it out loud, but there is no other person of interest at this time. Unless someone was trying to set him up.”
“And why would someone try to set up a dentist?”
He might have meant it as a joke, but for Ellie, something clicked. “I need to do more research, see if anyone has ever sued him. I have heard nothing but glowing praise, and as a patient, I can’t complain either…but what if there was someone who wanted to get back at him?”
“Way to go. Now we just have to wait for someone, anyone important to knock on the door.”
That moment came sooner than either of them expected when the dark van pulled up on the sidewalk in front of the building.
* * * *
When Bethany excused herself, Jordan used the time to pick up her phone and text Taylor. She hadn’t spoken much to her in recent years, but she knew that Taylor and Bethany had formed a close rapport, professionally and as friends. If there was anything else between them, she didn’t need to know, and it wasn’t important to her mission.
Finally, will you be in town? It would be great if you could join us for a day or two. For some brainstorming if nothing else.
Jordan understood Bethany was grieving, and she had a right to do so, but in nine years and many arguments, some of them escalating into shouting matches, she had never seen her drink much. She was worried, but in the present, there was only so much she could do. If Bethany needed perspective after the shock, Taylor might be better suited to help with that. It was worth a try—and at the same time, she could pick Taylor’s brain regarding Bilson.
A win-win situation.
I’ll be there in a couple of days.
Jordan put her phone aside the moment Bethany returned, relieved.
“You heard from Ellie? Everything going according to plan?”
“No message, but I assume no news is good news in this case.”
She wasn’t going to tell Ellie, but Jordan was relieved to know Derek was with her. He’d never let anything happen to her. It might be slightly patronizing to think that way, as Ellie was perfectly capable taking care of herself. Jordan wasn’t above indulging that line of thinking given the context they were working in.
“Anything from Torres?” Bethany sighed. “Yeah, I know, I’m supposed to work through my grief rather than work. I’m sorry I drew you into this, but this isn’t over. Even if Bilson didn’t have contacts higher up, every mistake we make now will come back to bite us later. And I’d hate to see any mistakes made with this case. I…” She gripped her mug tighter. “I really loved her.”
“I know. We’ll make sure we’ve thought of everything.”
* * * *
No news from Ellie. Jordan assumed that the stakeout would pass without any incident. She flinched when her cell phone rang. Nina was on the other end, sounding excited.
“Can you meet me now? I have a lead on Walsh,” she said without preamble. That was at best inconvenient, but now that Jordan had her reliably on her side, she couldn’t back out.
“Text me the address. I’m leaving now.”
“This is going to be good,” Nina promised.
“I’ll see you.”
Jordan ended the call and checked the message that came in seconds later.
“I’m afraid I have to go. This time it’s news from Torres.”
Bethany was on her feet in an instant. “What if I go? I know the case just as well, and Torres and I—”
“No way,” Jordan cut her off. “You stay right here. I trust what you said about babysitting. You have my number in case you need it.”
With a wistful smile, Bethany sat back down.
“I do. Good luck, and be careful.”
As Jordan left, she couldn’t help thinking that this interaction felt like a bizarre alternate reality. She couldn’t wait for this case to be over—and Ellie to be home.
It was a fifteen-minute drive to the address Nina had given her. The agent had parked on the street down the block from the location. She got out of her vehicle when Jordan arrived.
“Got a ping from his daughter’s cell phone. We narrowed it down to this area, but there’s about three houses here, one for sale, one with an older couple, and another one more…undefined.”
Jordan had many thoughts about that. She was trying to sort them out as they cautiously approached the residence. “Someone paid for it. He hired someone to make them disappear? Why?”
“We’re going to find out. Get this. I checked on the ex-wife again. Phone’s out of service.”
That was reason for concern all right. Another domestic nightmare? No amount of coffee she’d had could chase the fatigue she felt at the prospect of facing just another story like this. It seemed that between her time in uniform, her first assignment in Missing Persons and her job in Homicide, that’s what it all came down to in the majority of the cases. Career criminals or ordinary Joes, too often there was an ex with a story to tell. If they had a chance to tell it.
“She seemed okay when I talked to her earlier. Damn it.”
“Yeah. I guess we’ll ask him about her—among other things.” She pointed to the open garage door, where a vehicle was visible inside. Jordan recognized the license plate as the tension skyrocketed. “We’re going to need backup,” she said.
“I want to check it out first. The more information we have, the better.”
“I’d say that car belonging to Walsh is pretty good information. He’s been hiding since the day Bilson hid the gun. What more do you need—?”
“Put down those guns. Now.”
Slowly turning around, Jordan found herself face to face with two armed men dressed in black.
It couldn’t have been that easy. It never was.
* * * *
Back-up had arrived as Ellie and Derek donned Kevlar vests.
There were four men in the building right now: Tony Preston, the gym’s employee, and the arms dealer who came a few minutes later, flanked by his two bodyguards.
“Such a cliché,” Derek remarked, and Ellie could only agree. Something about them said old school. Old money. She suppressed a sigh. Clairmont senior was serving a prison sentence because he used to have his hands—and his old money—in a bit of everything. Miles, however, claimed he had cleaned up the family business and gotten rid of the bad parts. If only.
They approached the building with all the caution multiple armed suspects warranted.
Two entrances. Ellie ran around to the back door to confer with the officers. Both of them were unlocked. The players inside expected the deal to go down quickly and smoothly. This wasn’t the first time for either Preston or the others.
But this would be the last.
***
More security guards, equally dressed in black, had joined them. Outnumbered, Jordan and Nina had no choice but to surrender their weapons. How the hell had Peter Walsh mobilized this kind of private army? Money? Was this part of a bigger plot related to Bilson, or his own private ploy to get his family back?
They were herded inside and then into separate rooms.
This wasn’t good.
“You are making a mistake,” Jordan said, keeping her voice a whole lot calmer than she felt. “Special Agent Torres is with the FBI, and I am—”
“I know who you are.” The voice belonged to a woman wearing the same sort of uniform. “What we’d like to know is how you found us here.”
Behind her, a man walked in. Jordan straightened when she found herself face-to-face with the elusive Peter Walsh.
“I guess we’re going to find out,” he said.
He sounded…almost conversational. She wasn’t sure she found that reassuring from a man who was wanted for questioning in a murder.
“I hate to break it to you, but you weren’t all that hard to find. Did you help Mark Bilson hide the weapon he used to kill Debra Connelly?”
She could see the woman’s face tighten in alarm, but Walsh shook his head with a wry laugh. “I’ve heard that you don’t mess around. And I’m sorry about the theatrics, but we do need a few answers before we can let you go. I could get you a coffee.”
“A coffee,” she repeated, incredulous.
“Sure. This might take a while. We have to clear up a few things, Sergeant,” he replied in the same conversational tone. “How about we get started, then?”



Chapter Fifteen
After the raid and multiple arrests, Ellie came home bone-tired, to an entirely unexpected scene. She had hoped she could take a hot shower and sneak into bed with Jordan for a few hours of blissful sleep before going back in. She imagined Jordan would have to show up at work earlier, but their home time should overlap enough for sleepy cuddles…maybe more. She yawned as she turned the key in the lock. “More” might have to wait.
To her surprise, the light was on in the kitchen, and the smell of coffee greeted her. Meri was leafing through one of her books—she had recently started to make out short words—while Bethany was setting the table.
“Hi! I hope you don’t mind. I guess we’re both early risers, and we thought it might be nice to greet you both with breakfast.”
For someone who had drowned her grief in Pinot the other day, Bethany sounded far too cheery.
“That’s nice…Thank you.” She leaned in to kiss Meri’s cheek. “Hey, sweetie. Are you doing homework?”
“I’m not in school yet,” Meri informed her. “I’m reading.”
“Oh, good. It would be terrible if I had missed your first day of school.” She was joking, yet Ellie felt a sense of dread at the idea that this day would come all too soon. Pre-school would start next fall. Some time ago the thought had made her uneasy, but now it wasn’t just about Meri spending time with strangers, a development impossible to avoid at some point. It was about her spending time with strangers that might be unkind. Ignorant.
That shower could wait. She needed something comforting now.
“Thank you,” she said and took one of the mugs from the table to pour herself some coffee. “Wait. What did you say earlier? Jordan isn’t here?”
“No, Torres called her to check out a lead on that security detail.” Bethany picked up her phone. “I haven’t heard anything, but I assume they’re busy.”
“Yeah.” To be on the safe side, Ellie sent a quick text. Just got home. You okay? Text me when you can.
In need of even more comfort all of a sudden, she opened the pantry, took out the hazelnut chocolate spread and ate a spoonful straight from the jar. Suppressing a blissful sigh, she felt marginally more ready to face the day.
Bethany observed the scene with a smile. “You’re sure you want to teach your daughter that kind of habit?”
“I don’t know. But it’s really none of your business what I teach my daughter, is it?”
“No. No, it’s not. I shouldn’t have said that.”
Meri craned her neck trying to figure out what was going on behind her back, her expression serious.
Ellie stepped forward to ruffle her hair.
“It’s okay. I’m sorry. I’m just really tired.”
“Yeah. While we’ve been sleeping, your Mama has been working all night. But you know what we’ve been preparing, right?”
“Pancakes!”
“That’s right. It will only take a few minutes.”
It occurred to Ellie that they had all reached a point where they were just holding it together for Meri’s sake.
* * * *
Maybe one day she and Bethany would have to address subjects lingering between them every time they met. At the moment, Ellie didn’t care for taking too close a look. She had called Jordan, but the message went to voicemail, and she was beginning to worry. On the other hand, if anything had gone wrong, someone would have notified her already?
Her stomach turned at the memory of that day their former lieutenant had taken her aside. It settled again the moment she heard the key in the door, and Jordan walked inside, looking tired and a tad annoyed. Her features softened, and she smiled at the scene in front of her.
“I didn’t expect breakfast at this time. This is amazing,” she said.
“That’s what you’re leading with?” Ellie asked, amused, and now relieved beyond measure.
“Auntie Bethany made it,” Meri declared, and Bethany coughed. “Are we going to the park today? Are you staying home?” She looked from Ellie to Jordan, hopeful.
“I’m afraid no, sweetie,” Jordan answered. “I thought you might be in bed?” she directed at Ellie.
“Yeah, I thought so too, but coffee was more urgent. And these two were up already. I take it things went…as planned.”
“Things went…somewhere,” Jordan answered. Ellie understood immediately that she wasn’t going to hear about it in front of Bethany. It might not even be something she should be privy to, though she assumed Jordan would tell her later.
“I hope no shots were fired?”
“No. You?”
“Nope. Still got the guy. A few actually. I think Derek will be able to close his case.”
Much to her surprise, Bethany didn’t comment on their exchange, just quietly followed the conversation.
“I think tomorrow we should make time to go to the park,” Ellie said. She was determined to keep that promise, among others. They had to move forward.
* * * *
Though they had remained friendly over the years and kept in touch as much as their professional lives required, Jordan had never learned much about Bethany’s relationship with Debra, what their plans for the future had been. She hesitated to raise the subject now, but she couldn’t help feeling that there was some significance in the way she was inserting herself in their lives, making breakfast for Meri, washing dishes, and so on.
When they were together, Jordan never had the impression that Bethany was longing for this kind of domestic life, but perhaps she had envisioned it with her late fiancée. It was hard to ignore the longing, something that had little to do with her attempts to gain information on the case.
Jordan wished she could help. She wasn’t sure how but was grateful that Taylor had agreed to join them—especially since the case had become more complicated in the past few hours. A whistleblower. Death threats. Someone higher up who might have protected Bilson at a time when it could have been early enough to save Debra Connelly’s life.
The notion was giving her a headache. They had learned hard lessons over the past years, how easy it had been for bad players, organized at that, to infiltrate institutions. A couple of them had been co-workers she’d seen almost every day until their actions finally caught up with them.
At least Nina had admitted that the broader aspects of the case needed more time. There was no doubt as to who had pulled the trigger. They still needed to find who had made it possible, and while Peter Walsh was eager to help but he hadn’t found out much before he had his ex-wife and children brought to safety as well. They occupied a different suite of the house.
She wasn’t even sure that the agents assigned to the safe house had told her and Nina everything, but they sure had been acting suspicious.
It turned out his son had used the cell phone to text a friend which was how Walsh’s number got on the radar. One small piece of the puzzle…
She would have liked to sleep until the afternoon, but she and Nina had to put their heads together to discuss the next steps.
“I’m coming with you,” Ellie declared after they had both taken a quick shower and changed into a new set of clothes. Pauline had arrived meanwhile. “The sooner I get this done, the sooner we can have a walk in the park. And no, that’s not a metaphor.”
“Sounds good to me. We haven’t been spending a lot of time together.”
Alone, that is. Ellie could certainly fill in the blanks.
“Yeah. Isn’t Bilson’s transfer soon? That will give everyone some closure I assume.”
“I don’t know how much closure this will bring. There’s a lot in motion, but we’ll have to see. In any case, this weekend we’ll have dinner with Mom and Dad, and after that we’ll figure something out.” She couldn’t suppress the yawn, and Ellie laughed.
“Maybe they’ll have Meri for a night, and we’ll sleep all day.”
“I love that idea. Unfortunately, we’re not there yet. Come on, let’s go.”
* * * *
Jordan and Nina had settled into the conference where Nina was briefing her on the conversation with her boss.
“He agrees that there needs to be a broader internal investigation, but that goes beyond what Walsh said, and Debra’s death. I think as far as your part is concerned, and even maybe mine, we have come to the end of it.”
“That’s what he said?”
“Pretty much in those words. Let’s not get paranoid here. They got it covered. You were right all along.”
“Okay…”
After a knock on the door, Officer Libby Marshall peeked inside.
“Jordan? There’s someone here to see you.”
“I’ll be right back,” she told Nina who, ignoring her, followed Jordan back to her desk where her visitor was waiting for her. Jordan caught the tail end of her conversation with Ellie.
They were…laughing? It wasn’t that big of a surprise. Taylor Hudson left a charming first impression with everyone she met, hardly ever revealing the seasoned investigator right away. Maria and Derek were with them as well.
“Oh, hey, Jordan,” she said turning around. “I’ve met everyone already, and surprise, I’ve found a familiar face. Small world.”
Ellie’s smile was a bit self-conscious.
“We were just reminiscing about the time we spent with friends of ours,” Taylor went on. “Funny the details you remember…One of them was about to get married, but couldn’t stay in the same room as her fiancé. Well, we had no such reservations.”
Typical blunt Taylor. Maria suppressed a smile, Ellie was blushing.
Jordan wasn’t yet sure how she felt about those pieces coming together, but she thought the course of Taylor’s monologue required an intervention.
“Taylor. You’re here already. Meet Ellie…my wife.”
In her experience it was near impossible to deliver a jaw-dropping surprise to Taylor, but she had succeeded.
“In that case…Congratulations. Wow. Not to change the subject, but I think we should talk. I have some news for you and Agent Torres, and I didn’t want to wait any longer to discuss this in person. Nice seeing you again, El.”
“You too,” Ellie mumbled.
Jordan was intrigued, but those answers would have to wait. If nothing else, they had contributed to the amusement of their colleagues, she could tell from Maria and Derek’s expressions.
She refrained from the impulse to shake her head. Everyone was under pressure, even more so in the past weeks. They had to make progress. Everything else they could deal with later.
El. Jordan had never heard anyone refer to Ellie by that nickname before.



Chapter Sixteen
Tay. Taylor. How was it possible she had never made the connection? The infamous Taylor Hudson who had tried every angle to make Jordan come work for her special domestic violence unit, was Tay, from a time so long ago it almost wasn’t real.
What was it about these strange times that made her go back to the past? First Miles, now her…Back then, Ellie had been on a journey, trying to figure out what her next steps would be after her parents’ sudden deaths. She’d traveled halfway across the country, done various jobs, met a variety of people. Tay was one of them, and Ellie had no idea that she’d been striving for, or more likely, already had a career in law enforcement.
She sat up straighter. Given what she knew about Taylor now, could it be that she had been on an undercover assignment? She hoped the family Taylor had rented from hadn’t done anything criminal. They’d been friendly and open-minded, though they probably had no idea what was going on behind closed doors. During the short time Ellie stayed in town, she spent a few nights in the basement apartment. She would have to ask Taylor more questions if given the chance.
She wrenched her thoughts back to the present, and the information they had on Sherilyn’s disappearance. She wished they could lean harder on Dr. Brooks, if nothing else, to figure out who might have had an interest in making him look like a suspect. Ellie thought of the women working at the practice.
His specialty, putting phobic patients at ease. Had one of them been a grown woman, and had he used more than words? They might never find out, and it could be far too late for her.
She opened up the browser and searched for his name. Nothing came up except for references to the practice, or reviews from satisfied patients. Was she on the wrong track? Everyone on this site had left glowing recommendations.
Ellie changed tactics and searched for his wife instead. She was an artist, had a few of her pieces in the waiting area. The couple was not pressed for money, and they had no reservations about showing it.
Another dead end. Was it?
She scrolled through a few articles about recent vernissages and other events, until she came to a story about an incident that happened in the past year shortly after she had opened her gallery.
Ellie clicked on the link and started reading.
Fifteen minutes later, she had a phone number for Cara Dorman who had caused a scene at the posh event. There was a YouTube video showing the young woman crying so hard it was difficult to make out words. She tossed a glass of champagne on the floor before she ran.
Ellie couldn’t find much of a follow-up as no charges had been filed. She could fill in some of the blanks: Cara had accused Brooks’ wife of being naïve and ignorant when it came to her husband’s extramarital affairs.
She had moved away not long after the incident.
Ellie tried the number, but it went to voicemail. At least the weary-sounding voice confirmed that she had the right person. She was going to try again later. If she could prove a pattern, maybe the powers that be would be more open to a warrant.
She called Rogers to tell him about her recent findings.
“Good job,” he said. “I’m on my way.”
She hung up as Lieutenant Daniels left her office, her expression somber.
“Detectives Doss and Harding, my office please.”
Maria cast a glance in her direction and shrugged as she got up. Ellie followed her, relieved that she had talked to Jordan this morning. She hadn’t seen her or Nina since they’d arrived at the station, but she assumed they were still somewhere in the building. With Taylor. Tay. She suppressed a smile as she remembered Jordan’s expression.
No doubt she would want an explanation later.
“Okay, a trucker found a body at a rest-stop. He called 911, officers are on the scene. It doesn’t look like an accident.”
“Ma’am, Detective Rogers is on his way. We might have someone new in the Camden case…”
“Tell him to meet you at the scene. The description fits, but there was no ID.”
Ellie’s stomach lurched. Did that mean she’d have to go back to Zoey and tell her that her mother was dead?
“Let’s go,” she said to Maria. “The sooner we can clear this up, the better.”
There was no bright side to any of this. Another woman dead.
She wanted to sleep so badly.
* * * *
Maria drove. She had no trouble voicing her thoughts meanwhile.
“This sucks. Is Murphy ever going to come back? And where is Wu? I was waiting for Derek to brief me on last night.”
“I can brief you,” Ellie said wearily. “Bad guys arrived, we arrested them. I’m pretty sure they’ll turn on each other faster than we can identify just another body.”
“Well. That works too. So, what’s this about your ex-girlfriend? Jordan’s ex? Both? This took quite a turn.”
“Not a girlfriend. We met many years ago, spent time together one summer, that’s it. There’s no turn.”
Maria had caught the edge to her tone.
“Okay, let’s leave that aside for a bit. You think it might be Sherilyn Camden?”
“You heard the lieutenant. Description fits. I’m not sure what’s worse, to go to her daughter with that news, or to learn that someone out there has a type.”
“You’re right, we don’t need that.”
To Ellie’s relief, she wasn’t asking about Bethany too.
They had arrived at the rest stop. If she never had to go into these woods again, it would be too soon.
As it was, criminals seemed to appreciate the setting.
Maria parked the car, and they headed out to the scene that had been taped off by the uniformed officers.
Ellie suppressed a relieved sigh when she saw Officers Sam Potts and Casey Lyons. These days, familiarity helped.
“Over here,” Casey told them. They followed her and Sam along the path to a small ravine. “She’d been partially covered by branches. He pulled them away to check if she was alive but realized she must have been dead for a while.”
Ellie gazed down at the woman’s body. If she had fallen, limbs might have been at odd angles. It looked a lot more like someone had dumped her. Long dark hair, a dress suitable for a job in an office…She still had her shoes on. The woman wasn’t Sherilyn Camden.
She sucked in a breath when she realized she’d been feeling lightheaded.
“It’s not her,” she said. Ellie turned around to see another car pull up in the distance.
Rogers. Had she made him come here for nothing?
She gazed back at the body as she donned gloves and carefully made it down the ravine. She could see scratches on the woman’s face, though they might have come from the branches covering her. There was dried blood at the back of her head.
“What was the witness doing out here?” she asked.
“Guess,” Casey returned. “Restrooms were locked. Toilets out of order.”
“All right.”
There wasn’t much to see, but Ellie noticed that the dress had pockets. She carefully examined them. Nothing on the left. In the right pocket, she found a necklace with a small ruby.
She straightened, trying to reach a fleeting memory at the back of her mind.
Was it something she had read earlier today?
“That’s not cheap,” Maria commented. “I guess we can rule out a robbery.”
Ellie tended to agree with her, though she wanted to stay cautious. “We don’t know yet. Where’s her purse? She could have lost it, or someone could have taken it. But if they wanted to destroy evidence, didn’t they know about the necklace?”
At this point, her questions were largely rhetorical.
“Morning, Harding,” Rogers said. “I see what you meant. They really do like alike.”
“Yeah. We have yet to figure out what that means.”
* * * *
To no one’s surprise Taylor was all business the moment they returned to the conference room.
“Look, officially I’m here on private business, meeting with friends and such. But you were right to sound the alarm on Bilson. Something fishy is going on, and we don’t have a lot of time to get to the bottom of it.”
“Peter Walsh got death threats when he started to ask questions about Debra’s security. He didn’t confront Bilson directly, but he had observed some omissions on that day. His superior made a few phone calls, looked into it, and that was supposed to be it—then the threats started.”
“A cover-up?” Jordan asked with a frown. “Until now I thought we might find some hate group backing Bilson financially, but this is worse. It would mean there’s someone on the inside who helped planning this.”
“You don’t just walk into this job without anyone noticing you’re a wingnut ready to kill for the cause.” Nina bristled.
“Relax, I don’t think Jordan means any of your colleagues is dirty.”
“I hope not. As far as I know, this department has had quite a bit of cleaning up to do in recent years.”
“I’m not arguing with that,” Jordan said though she wished she could. One detective, one officer, a chief. The rest of them had to work twice as hard to regain the public’s trust after these stories had come out—but it was good they had come out. “I’m also not calling the integrity of your institution into question, but somewhere, somebody knew about those plans. They didn’t want Walsh to take a closer look.”
Nina sighed. “Can we go back to the hate group?”
“We might,” Taylor said. “I don’t know if you heard about the case, not long ago, where a politician’s daughter was kidnapped? They had some wacky ideas about wanting to keep women from running for office. One of the perpetrators cut a deal. He has an uncle who was in touch with Bilson. I pulled some strings to delay the transfer for a couple of days, so we can talk to him again. Well, you will. I’m just here to see old friends.”
Jordan almost expected her to wink, but she didn’t. Everyone was going about their day, so she’d have to wait for that part of the story a little longer.
She was fine with that. Ellie would likely argue that she’d had to work with more than one of Jordan’s exes over the years, and she’d have a point.
“That’s good news, isn’t it?”
It was hard to interpret Nina’s expression.
“I guess so. But what do we do with this uncle connection? How does that help us?”
“He comes from a well-connected family,” Taylor returned. “Regular donor to extremely conservative causes and candidates. I’m not using the word ‘extreme’ lightly here.”
“Debra’s opponent?” At this rate, she’d be giving herself permanent frown lines.
“Among others, but more extreme than that. They have an interest in local elections, schoolboards, town halls, et cetera. We’re still looking, but it seems like there is a Pandora’s box to be opened here. We have our eyes on several groups, including Stephen Plummer’s boys,” Taylor revealed. “Well, they call themselves that, but it also reflects their maturity level.”
Nina groaned. “This already sounds like it will be a never-ending investigation. What happened to ‘the asshole shot her, he was caught on camera, we lock him up and throw away the key?’”
“That’s all still relevant. But it’s just one part of the puzzle.”
Jordan wasn’t sure whether she should be glad about being right. The puzzle was becoming more complicated by the minute, its picture even uglier. They couldn’t stop now.
“Stephen, you said?” she asked. It might be a coincidence. Her mind was still reeling from last night’s revelations, but she wanted to be on the safe side. “I think I have a few more questions for Walsh. If I’m right, he was looking into some of the same people privately. But why?” She told the agents what Walsh’s ex-wife had related to her on the phone.
“Good question,” Taylor acknowledged. “I’d like to know that myself.”
“And we’ll find out. Tomorrow. I have another briefing to go to,” Nina said with a sigh. “I’ll let you know if I learn anything.
“Thanks. I’ll pick you up early tomorrow, we go talk to Bilson first and then see what to do about Walsh,” Jordan suggested.
“All right. I’ll see you then.”
After Nina left, Jordan and Taylor returned Jordan’s desk. Ellie, who was just about to end her shift as well, came over to them.
“Hey. Good timing.”
“It is.”
“So—would you like to come over for dinner?”
“I really don’t mean to impose, but I meant to check on Bethany. If you don’t mind, I could combine the two without having to be too obvious.”
“Up to you,” Jordan mumbled to her tired-looking wife. “I for one would like to hear more about that summer.”
“I thought you’d say that.” Ellie laughed. “Not sure I’ll be awake long enough for many stories, but yeah, let’s order something.”
“I have a quick errand to run, but I’ll be there on time,” Taylor promised. “Thanks so much, ladies. I’ll see you soon.”
Jordan hoped her idea was still a good one. She appreciated Taylor’s help. She was also looking forward to the day when it would be just their little family under the roof.



Chapter Seventeen
When they left the building, a man exited his vehicle on the other side of the street and waved. Jordan suppressed a groan when she realized who he was.
“Yeah, I didn’t need that either,” Ellie admitted. “I’ll take care of it quickly…I hope.”
It wasn’t that Jordan doubted her, but given the context, she considered it appropriate to accompany Ellie.
“Hello, Detectives,” Miles Clairmont said with a cordial smile. “It’s good to see you again.”
“Look, I’m tired, and not in the mood for playing games. What do you want?”
Jordan barely held back a laugh at Ellie’s reaction.
He, on the other hand, showed his amusement, chuckling. “You really are cranky. Don’t worry, I’m keeping this short. We’ve had a lot of visits to one of my gyms, and people are starting to get worried. Some even staying away.”
“If I remember correctly, someone got murdered at that gym.” Jordan couldn’t help it.
“True, and that’s unfortunate. But I believe you caught who did it, and all else…I assure you, if there’s a problem with any of my employees, it will be taken care of.”
Clairmont’s father was serving a prison sentence while Miles was running the day-to-day operations. He had come out the winner, and while they had long suspected that he continued some of the less than legal business, there was nothing they could prove. The entitlement of the obscenely rich.
“You know the expression ‘that could have been an email?’” Ellie asked. “I think it applies. If there’s a murder, we show up. That’s our job. You might want to look into keeping your house in better order. Good night, Miles.”
Ellie turned around to leave for their car, as he looked after her with a fond gaze.
“I’m sorry about that,” he said to Jordan. “I just had to make sure we’re on the same page here. I have a company to run. And I’m certain you have more important things to do.”
“On that note, I’m afraid we’ll have to end this conversation here. We’re having guests for dinner.”
“So am I. Have a great night. You have a beautiful daughter, by the way. She must be waiting for you.”
Jordan took a step closer. Instinct was telling her one thing, but she’d been in this kind of situation often enough not to fall for the bait—even when it was much harder than before.
“Mr. Clairmont, we can keep things friendly as I imagine you’d like to…or we could have uniforms all over the place in a matter of hours. Don’t ever mention my daughter again.”
As she’d expected, he wasn’t intimidated by her words. Testing the waters.
“Fair enough,” he said with a smile. “I have to go now. I’ll see you around, Detective.”
“It’s Sergeant. And I hope I won’t,” she muttered as she watched him walk away before she went in the other direction to join Ellie. The mention of Meri had spooked her. She hoped they could have at least a little family time before Taylor arrived.
* * * *
“I’ll talk to him again. This is unacceptable!” Ellie was not amused when she learned about that last part of the conversation.
“He knows we’re keeping tabs on him. It’s bluster,” Jordan reminded her, though a few minutes ago, she’d had the urge to use more than words, knowing everything the Clairmonts had been accused of over the years.
“I know it is, but come on! I don’t need this on top of everything else. We know that he’s hiding Andrea, and God knows what else. Maybe it is time for a bigger operation sometime soon.”
Given the staff shortage and the current case load, Jordan didn’t think the lieutenant would sign off on this.
“Maybe,” she acknowledged. “For now, I think we have enough time to catch an episode of Paw Patrol, a little snack maybe.”
“Yeah.” Ellie leaned back in her seat with a sigh. “Snacks sound good.”
“You’re tired,” Jordan stated, brushing her hand over Ellie’s arm when they had to stop at a red light. “We’ll just get this evening over with, and look at the options tomorrow.”
Ellie yawned. “I couldn’t get a hold of her yet, but I know of at least one woman who allegedly had an affair with Dr. Brooks. We have yet to ID the dead woman who was found today, but she had a necklace with her that looks a lot like the one Mrs. Brooks is wearing in the picture. You’re right, there is no time. He just wants to get under my skin.”
“Don’t let him. So, what’s for dinner tonight?”
“Something rich and indulgent,” Ellie declared.
Jordan wasn’t going to argue.
* * * *
Ellie might have found this coincidence amusing if she had any energy left. She needed to sleep, and get her mind together about the next steps. Too many arrows were pointing in the same direction.
Downstairs, Jordan had ordered food, and she and Taylor were discussing the Bilson case.
Ellie knocked on the door of the guest room before she entered. “Dinner is on the way. Could you—”
She stopped cold when she realized that once again, a bottle was sitting on the desk.
“That sounds great, thanks. I guess time got away from me.”
“That’s okay,” Ellie said, holding back everything else that was on her mind. Bethany didn’t want her sympathy or her criticism, and she was fine with that. “We have a bit of a surprise.”
“Now I’m scared.” Bethany laughed, but the red around her eyes told Ellie that the humor was just a thin layer.
“No reason. I hope you’re hungry. I think Jordan went a little overboard.”
“I’m intrigued now.” Bethany filled her glass with the rest of the bottle and took it with her.
She followed Ellie down the stairs to the living room, stopping cold when she saw Taylor.
“Surprise,” she said dryly. “Am I being reprimanded?”
Taylor got to her feet. “Hey. Of course not. Jordan asked me for a favor, and I thought I’d say hello while I’m here.”
“Oh God. Is this some sort of intervention?” Bethany took a sip. “I’m fine. I’m not paranoid. But if you want me gone, there are better ways to make that happen.”
“Could you please sit?” At this rate, Ellie might still yell at someone. “No one wants you gone. We know this is a horrific situation for you. But there are still some unanswered questions, and Jordan thought Tay…lor could help you answer them. There’s no nefarious scheme behind this. Just dinner.”
Silence followed her statement, and she slumped into an armchair just as the doorbell rang.
“I’ll go,” Jordan said quickly, picking up her wallet.
Food would go a long way to calm everyone’s nerves. Ellie still had hope.
An abundance of butter chicken, tandoori, samosas, naan and more delicacies from the nearby Indian restaurant, not to mention the wine, indeed mellowed the atmosphere. There was a limit as to what Jordan should and could reveal about the investigation, and Ellie imagined she was treading a fine line.
She listened and observed, mostly because her own thoughts still revolved around the necklace and if they could finally get that warrant. At the same time, she couldn’t help being aware of the history these women had together. Ellie remembered that summer, the days with the family, who were kind, but maybe a bit too religious for her taste.
That had made her feel a tad guilty for what had happened in their basement apartment. She had regained direction that year. Ellie was deeply grateful for everything life had given her following those conclusions, though the past couple of years had taken their toll.
Jordan had gotten a promotion. Not that she was jealous. Jordan’s surprisingly optimistic outlook at the height of the pandemic had been a relief to Ellie. Everything was going to be all right. The belief used to come easy. It would again.
“I’m sorry,” she said when she could barely keep her eyes open any longer. “I hope you don’t mind, but it’s been a couple of long days. It was good to see you again, Taylor.”
One day, she’d still like to find out the true reason why Taylor had to get close to an unassuming local family.
“You too,” Taylor returned warmly. “And I think it’s time for me to go. I’ll be around for a couple of days, maybe we could all catch dinner one more time?”
“That would be great.”
Ellie barely heard anything else of the conversation after that as she made her way up the stairs. She took the time for a quick shower that gave her a bit of a second wind. She put on a robe as Jordan came in, a soft smile on her face.
“Thank you,” she said.
“For what?”
“This was not the night for endless reminiscing. Early start tomorrow?”
“Yeah.” Ellie wasn’t sure whether to voice her concerns about what she’d observed earlier. She might have to at some point. On the other hand, a part of her found Bethany’s behavior frighteningly understandable.
Jordan sat next to her on the bed, hands lightly on her shoulders. She leaned in to place a soft kiss on Ellie’s neck, the tender gesture causing a pang of longing. Jordan’s arms came around her, and she leaned back to give her access.
It wasn’t the perfect timing to start anything either, but she couldn’t help sighing in bliss.
“You’re still tired?” Jordan whispered, fingers toying with the knot of the robe’s belt. It fell open, and…Ellie almost laughed. She hadn’t picked her sexiest PJs tonight, but that didn’t seem to bother Jordan. Her hands were warm and confident, chasing away the fatigue if only for a moment.
“What if…?”
“No one’s going to come in.” It was hard to argue with Jordan’s lips brushing against her skin, her hands taking more and more liberties.
“Still, a bit strange while we have a guest…”
“You want me to stop?” Jordan’s tone was dark with desire, and a bit smug. Ellie admitted she had a point.
“Hell no,” she said and turned to pull back the covers.
Their kiss made her forget she had worried about anything.
* * * *
She had known Jordan wasn’t going to let the subject of their apparent shared history with Taylor Hudson go.
“I know it’s late, but…”
Ellie laughed, thinking how odd it was that Jordan could still be insecure about an issue like that—or even just curious—when they had been working with a couple of her exes for years. Besides, she had no reason. Ellie had been a different person back them, searching for something she couldn’t even define.
“Yeah. I had no idea she was in law enforcement. I became friends with the family she was renting from…Now I wonder if she was investigating them. I hope not, they were really nice.”
“You can ask her if we have dinner again. You’re getting off topic,” Jordan reminded her, brushing a finger down her arm. Ellie allowed herself to revel in the pleasant shiver before she answered.
“Well. There’s not much to add. The parents were both teachers, and Tay helped out at the school. I met her at the local diner, and we went out together a few times, very…casual. I needed that at the time. First names only, no strings attached.”
She could tell Jordan was stunned by the revelation.
“You traveled the country alone, and slept with a woman whose last name you didn’t know?”
“Like you never did that.”
“No, I didn’t. Also not the point. I just—”
“I know,” Ellie interrupted, placing a finger on her lips. “It turned out okay, right? And the rest will too, I promise. Besides, now I have you.”
As Jordan leaned into her, she wrapped her arms around her, amazed once again at their wildly differing stories before their paths crossed. Being here together was nothing short of a miracle.



Chapter Eighteen
The first rays of sun were shining into the room. Jordan reflected that they’d have to get up soon or they’d both be in trouble. She longed to stay a bit longer in this moment of perfect bliss, Ellie, naked, in her arms.
Ellie had insisted on making it up to her after falling asleep on her the night before. She couldn’t imagine a better way to start the day.
“Want to take a shower together?” Ellie whispered, and she laughed.
“That’s not going to be faster.”
“No.” Ellie got out of bed, unhurried, and picked up her robe. “I guess we should get started.” She carried the garment on her arm rather than putting it on. “Enjoying the view?”
“You know I am.”
She wished she could do more than that, but reality waited for both of them beyond the bedroom door.
* * * *
They had taken their respective cars as Jordan was picking up Nina from her hotel. She switched from the news to a music channel, unwilling to face the dire truths of their job just yet.
Whether it was the intimacy of her marriage or the shared moment around the kitchen table with her family, those moments counted more than ever. It seemed odd, but in the midst of the chaos surrounding them, she knew she was truly happy. And it showed.
Jordan had turned off the radio when Nina joined her. Still, the agent’s first comment was, “You’re awfully cheerful this morning.”
“Am I? Maybe you’re in a bad mood.”
“Yeah, that’s possible. I’ve been in a bad mood for five years or so. What’s wrong with us? I’ve never been naïve about people being awful, but everyone just keeps pissing me off.”
“While I do relate, we might have a chance to turn this around today. If Bilson talks, the dominoes will start to fall.”
“I wish I had your optimism—or home life,” Nina muttered, but she had the good grace not to go into details.
They were close to the exit they needed to take for the prison when Nina’s cell phone rang. At the same time, a buzzing sound indicated an incoming text message on Jordan’s.
“This can’t be good.”
Nina used the Bluetooth to answer Russo. “What is it? We’re on our way.”
“Premise just changed,” he answered. “Bilson is dead.”
“What?”
Jordan shook her head in exasperation. “We need to check on Walsh right away. Someone’s tying up loose ends. Not a lot of people knew we were going to talk to him.”
“Us, the warden, and Agent Hudson,” Nina said. “Damn it.”
Jordan wholeheartedly agreed with the sentiment.
* * * *
This time, Ellie left a message with Cara Dorman. She had tried the woman’s number about half a dozen times, to no avail. She was about to leave for Dr. Brooks’ practice again when she saw A.D.A. Valerie Esposito come in, heading straight for Maria’s desk.
“Just the woman I was looking for,” Ellie said, jumping to her feet. “Can we talk for a moment?”
“This is still about the dentist?” Maria asked. “I thought I’d told you. They’re evil.”
Ellie shook her head. “He’s a good dentist. But I might have something.”
“I have a few minutes if we can combine that with a coffee,” Valerie offered.
“Of course. I’ll buy.”
“Hm, should I be joining you?” Maria wondered out loud. “Coffee sounds good to me.” That moment, her phone rang, and she made a face before picking up.
“Sorry,” Ellie mouthed, “I can bring you one.”
Maria gave her the thumbs up, and Ellie and Valerie left. Ellie didn’t lose any time as they walked to the break room.
“I believe he had an affair with Sherilyn Camden. From what I’ve found, it wasn’t the first, and this morning a woman, who had the same necklace as Dr. Brooks’s wife, turned up dead.”
“The same or one that looked like it?” Valerie was skeptical.
“I’m going to find out. I was about to head over there. There’s another woman who caused a commotion at one of this wife’s events. I have a number, but I can’t reach her. There’s a pattern here. One dead, one, maybe two missing.”
Valerie sipped her coffee. “So far, nothing that a good defense attorney wouldn’t get thrown out. If the necklace is exactly the same, I’d feel better. Why don’t you invite him for a talk first?”
“Okay, that’s a brilliant idea.”
“Do I hear sarcasm?” Valerie wondered, amused.
“No, not at all, I’m sorry. I was thinking of this myself, but I’m not sure whether he’d agree. Rogers interviewed him initially, and I’ve been by the practice. I thought he might be more willing to reveal something if we talked there, but so far that hasn’t worked. It might be time to step it up.”
“I think you have enough to ask some questions,” Valerie encouraged her. “Let me know what you find out, and we talk again about that warrant.”
“Thanks.”
“No problem. I’ve got to run.”
When she had left, Ellie turned around, resisting to lean her head against the glass of the vending machine. Given how many people touched it on a regular basis, this had never been a good idea.
This morning’s sensual activities already seemed a long time ago, a fleeting dream. She wished she could find Sherilyn, ID the latest victim, any kind of success in finding justice for these women.
Cara Dorman still hadn’t called her back.
Determined, Ellie got Maria’s coffee and went back to her desk, where she called the number of the group home.
A few minutes later, she had Zoey on the phone.
“You found my Mom?” The girl sounded both anxious and excited.
“I’m sorry, not yet.” Ellie hated having to say those words. “I’m sorry to bother you, Zoey, but I was wondering if the name Cara Dorman meant anything to you.”
“Cara?” Zoey asked, sounding worried. “What happened? Is she okay?”
“There’s no reason to believe she isn’t. Her name came up. You know her?”
“Of course. She was Mom’s best friend for a long time, but she moved away all of a sudden. How did her name come up?”
“I can’t tell you right now, but I swear, I’ll let you know the moment I find something about your mom. Did she know where Cara went? Did they stay in touch?”
“I don’t know. You’re scaring me.”
“I don’t mean to. Thank you, Zoey. I’ll call you, I promise.”
Ellie’s next call was to the police department in the town Cara lived. She voiced her concerns to an officer who agreed to check on her and get back to Ellie.
Next, Dr. Brooks.
The receptionist sounded apologetic when she told Ellie that he was with a patient.
“It’s important I speak to him,” she insisted.
“I’ll try.” The woman didn’t try to hold back the exasperated sigh. It took a few minutes, but Dr. Brooks came on the line.
“Detective Harding. I’ll be happy to help, but you’ve heard I’m with a patient. They won’t be so patient with me if I don’t get back in there soon.”
Ellie didn’t laugh.
“I understand, but please clear the next hour or so. I have a few more questions, and I’d prefer if we do it at the station.”
“That sounds serious. Do you have news about Sherilyn?”
“I’ll explain later,” she said. “I’ll let you get back to your patient.”
“Thank you, but I’m not sure I can make time for you today.”
“Please, Dr. Brooks. Just a few questions.”
“Do I need a lawyer for that?”
“I don’t think you do. Like I said, it’s just to clear up a few things.”
She needed to do better, Ellie thought when she ended the call. Too much depended on what she could figure out.
She went back online and searched for pictures of Mrs. Brooks. If Ellie was lucky, she had worn that necklace more than once.
* * * *
Jordan was able to confirm that Peter Walsh, his ex-wife, and their kids were safe for the time being. It was a temporary relief. Someone had gotten to Bilson.
She would have liked to talk more to Walsh, but given Bilson’s death, it wasn’t likely to happen today. She got the opportunity to briefly talk to him on the phone, wishing she could see his face when she mentioned Plummer.
“Yes, I’ve been in contact with him,” he admitted right away, to her surprise. “Wait…You didn’t think…I thought someone should keep an eye on him, and those guys are paranoid to the extreme.”
“But he did communicate with you?”
“Yes. I still have the transcripts. He wasn’t directly targeting Ms. Connelly, but he was clearly an inspiration to Bilson, the way he talked about women in power…oh well, women in general. We discussed his podcast, but he was clever enough not to get too specific with threats.”
A podcast. Of course. Jordan suppressed a sigh. “And you didn’t come across anything that warranted an investigation?”
She hadn’t forgotten that domestic violence dispute. In a family that now lived under the same roof again, if temporarily.
“I would have gone through the proper channels, of course. If you’d like to discuss this more…”
She could see Nina making signs in her direction. “We’ll have to get back to that, Mr. Walsh. I have to go.”
As she and Nina got their first look at the body, still surrounded by the medical examiner and CSU staff, Jordan knew one thing for sure: Bilson hadn’t killed himself.
She had seen the man up close, hear him talk, read the disgusting social media posts he had written, and those of the ones he thought of him as a soldier for a cause.
“Guess the likelihood of a life sentence was starting to sink in,” the warden commented.
Jordan shared a look with Nina who gave a slight shake of her head.
Bilson wanted the glory, even from prison. He was ready to be celebrated as a martyr. In Jordan’s opinion, he wanted to be around for it, but he might have bitten off more than he could chew.
Someone had tampered with the protocols that were supposed to keep Debra safe. That someone wanted to stay hidden.
“Who else knew we were coming?” she asked the warden.
She could read the surprise in the man’s expression.
“I’m not sure what you’re saying, but he was here for a few days. As far as I know, he didn’t get into any trouble, was just waiting for his transfer. And no one stopped him from talking. Guy wouldn’t shut up about bitches taking power, and that he was proud to have stopped one of them.”
“Yeah, we know that already. Did he get any visitors while he was here?”
“Except for his attorney? No. I hear he had a lot of followers on social media, but no one came here.”
Jordan had seen someone holding a sign that said Free Mark Bilson. She couldn’t hold back the shudder.
“It’s impossible,” she said to Nina when the man was out of earshot.
“Let’s find the attorney. If Bilson was worried that someone might get to him, maybe he had some sort of insurance.”
It was a valid theory, though Jordan couldn’t help thinking that Bilson didn’t seem like someone who was worried about anything. He’d acted too cocky, too sure that he was irreplaceable.
They were going to find out one way or another.



Chapter Nineteen
“I have to admit this is getting a bit inconvenient,” Dr. Brooks said, keeping the same soft and polite tone Ellie was used to, as they sat down in the interrogation room. To calm down scared patients. To seduce others? She suppressed a sigh. On top of everything else, she might have to look for a new dentist. Perhaps Jordan’s could take her.
However, she wasn’t willing to play nice any longer.
“Inconvenient? One of your patients is missing, maybe worse.”
“I apologize,” he said quickly. “That was uncalled for, though I can’t imagine what I could possibly help you with. I’ve told you everything I know about Sherilyn. And poor Zoe. You know she had some mental issues to begin with. This must be hard for her.”
“It is. But my questions were about someone else. Cara Dorman. You remember her?”
“Cara. Of course.” He laughed, but Ellie noticed that his expression had become guarded. “I’m not sure what’s the benefit of bringing this up now, but Cara was a disturbed young woman. She was my patient for a while. I’m sure you figured that out. I couldn’t treat her any longer when she was starting to tell lies about me and my wife.”
“I saw the video. That must have caused some ripples.”
“Why? I love my wife. And she sold the majority of her paintings that night.”
“Okay. So you never had an affair with Cara Dorman or Sherilyn Camden.”
“No, of course not! That’s ridiculous. Come on, Detective, you’ve known me for years. If I hit on every beautiful woman that comes to my practice, I’d never make a buck—and besides, you would know.”
Ellie sat back, keeping her expression neutral. That’s not the compliment you think it is. On the other hand, he had a point—again, not in the way he was trying to sell it to her. She had only known him in a professional capacity. As she was peeling away the layers, the image was shifting.
“There’s something I’d like to show you. Would you like a coffee?”
“Sure. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. I’ll be right back.”
Ellie went to get two coffees from the break room and stopped by her desk on the way back. This was important. It could go either way.
“Hey. Need any help?” She almost dropped the coffees when she heard Derek’s voice behind her. On a whim, Ellie made a decision. She opened the drawer of her desk where she’d left the item in an evidence bag she had signed out before Dr. Brooks arrived.
“If you have a moment. Something’s about to give. By the way, what about the other night?” she asked.
“One of them got bail, but we have confessions, and can pretty much put this to bed,” he said as they walked back to the interrogation room. “Thanks again for stepping in. The coffee is for the doctor?”
“You can have the other one,” Ellie said. “I’ve already had too much.”
Inside the room, she put one of the coffees in front of Dr. Brooks and introduced Derek. “My colleague, Detective Henderson.”
“I’d say nice to meet you, but I’m not so sure anymore,” Brooks joked.
“Just a formality,” Derek assured him.
“That’s right. Dr. Brooks, do you recognize this?” Ellie asked as she laid the necklace encased in the bag on the table.
He frowned. “Can I touch this, take a closer look? I’m not sure.”
“Please, go ahead.”
“I don’t think I’ve seen it before. I’m sorry, but I can’t help you with this.”
“That’s strange. Your wife reported it stolen almost two years ago.”
“Did she…oh. That one. Yeah. You’re a miracle worker, Detective Harding. We had given up hope of ever finding this again. Of course, the value was more sentimental than anything, and you can imagine we had other things to think about at the time. During the lockdowns, I closed the practice for a while, she couldn’t do in-person events…I have to admit, we pretty much forgot about it.”
He was silent for a few beats.
“Is that why you were asking about Cara? Did she steal it?”
“We have no reason to assume that at this point. Have you ever seen this woman?”
He flinched when she showed him the photograph of Jane Doe, but didn’t look away.
“I want to do what I can to help Sherilyn, and if that’s really Cassandra’s necklace, I’m happy you found it. But if this conversation is going on any longer, I should invite my lawyer to it.”
“So you know her?”
“This woman is dead. I’m not sure. Are you aware how many patients come through my practice during a year? Some just once. You can’t possibly expect…”
“She had the necklace with her. Do you have any idea how your wife’s necklace ended up in a dead woman’s pocket?”
“No, I don’t,” he said, now angry. “Am I under arrest?”
“No.”
“Can I take this?”
“Not yet, but if you could tell your wife to come by tomorrow?”
He shook his head. “Unbelievable,” he muttered. “I thought better of you.”
“I’ll see you out, Dr. Brooks,” Derek offered.
When she was alone, Ellie sighed. She had doubts that she’d get much further with Esposito. She checked her cell phone to realize she had missed a message from the officer she’d talked to earlier.
Ms. Dorman is not at her apartment, hasn’t come into work for three days. Missing Persons report filed.
Ellie allowed herself to say the expletive out loud.
* * * *
At this point, she had no doubt that Dr. Brooks had something to hide, but as she had predicted, Valerie told her she needed more.
If Mrs. Brooks didn’t come on her own volition, Ellie would find her to give back the necklace, and test her reaction to the state of affairs, so to speak.
Another text message came in from Jordan.
Can you tell Mom and Dad I’ll be a bit late? Things still in motion.
That wasn’t too surprising either, but Ellie realized she had forgotten about the dinner. She assumed that Bethany still wouldn’t want to come, but she’d ask just in case.
The most promising result of the day was an ID on Jane Doe, thanks to the lab. Eliza Romano had been working as a private investigator. No employees were listed, but Ellie would look at her office the next day.
What did she, Sherilyn Camden, and Cara Dorman have in common? Besides Dr. Brooks? Except Eliza wasn’t on the patients’ list as far as Ellie knew. She’d have to check that again.
Why would a PI end up with that necklace, dead? Insurance fraud? Who was behind all of this, a well-loved dentist, his artist wife, or both of them? Her head was spinning.
When she let herself inside the house, she reflected that through all of this, they still didn’t know for sure about accomplices Bilson might have had in higher places.
And Miles was going out of his way to piss her off, hinting at Meri in front of Jordan.
She came home once more to a cozy scene, Bethany and Meri doing a puzzle in the living room.
She said hi, hugged her daughter and went to get herself a glass of water from the kitchen, stopping cold when she saw the empty wine glass on the counter.
Ellie refrained from the impulse to mention it. She wasn’t going to police the habits of a woman who had lost someone she loved—but Bethany had promised.
“Don’t worry, I just had one.”
She turned around to realize that Bethany had followed her.
“And I had it in the kitchen, not in front of her.”
“Okay.” Ellie didn’t care for deepening the conversation.
“I understand that Jordan will be tied up for a little while longer,” Bethany continued as they went back to the living room. “I told Pauline I’d watch Meri. As you can see, our efforts here have been successful, which is more than I can say for the rest of my life. Great job,” she told Meri who had put the last pieces into place, the picture showing a puppy wearing a sweater.
If only all puzzles were this easy to complete…
“Is everything okay?”
When she had both of them looking at her with concern, Ellie realized she still hadn’t said a word.
“Yes. Of course.” She noticed that Meri was already wearing a dress fit for an evening at the grandparents’. Bethany, however, was dressed in jeans and shirt, same as the morning.
“I hope you don’t mind. She wanted to be ready by the time you came here.”
“Thank you. You’re sure you don’t want to come?”
“No, that’s for family. I’ll just be here and wallow in my misery.” Bethany laughed wryly. “Forget I said that. I appreciate what you’re all trying, but I need some time to think. It’s fine.”
“All right then. If you’re hungry…You know where everything is. And thanks for watching Meri.”
“You don’t have to thank me for that. She’s an amazing kid.”
“Yes, she is. I’ll just change, and my amazing kid and I can go.”
Meri laughed at that.
* * * *
On the way to Jack and Pauline’s, Meri’s cheerful mood shifted rapidly when they passed by the park, and she wanted to stop to go on the swings.
“Not today, honey. I know we promised, but we don’t have time. And Bethany dressed you up all nice for dinner.” Ellie could feel her stress levels rise, though she kept her voice soft. “We’ll go soon. I promise.”
“Want to go now.” Tears followed. “Why didn’t Mommy come with you?”
By the time Ellie arrived at Jack and Pauline’s, she had to resist the impulse to go all the way back home, get Meri to bed and join Bethany on a drunken binge.
None of those would be good ideas, but they were tempting.
She had made it through worse, but the images of the past few days were intruding. Zoey’s grief, Bethany’s grief, another dead woman, Sherilyn’s fate still unclear.
Were they really making any progress?
She hated to see her daughter in distress, and at the same time she wanted to tell her that a delayed trip to the park was no reason, given the state of the rest of the world. There would be another day, another opportunity. That was more than she could say for the woman that became part of her job. Of course, Ellie didn’t mention any of it, though she was close to tears herself, forcing a smile when she rang the doorbell.
Meri had stopped crying, but even after Ellie had washed the girl’s face, her expression made it clear she was unhappy.
“Hey, you’re here.” Pauline drew her into a quick hug. “I hope you don’t mind I left a bit early today, but I think your house guest is more than capable…”
“Oh yes, she is,” Ellie agreed as she hung her coat and Meri’s on the rack. “Jordan will be here a little later.”
“That’s okay. We can wait if you’re not too hungry, or get started, and I’ll heat up something for her later. But first, come on in. We have a little surprise for you.”
Ellie didn’t have the heart to tell Pauline that a surprise was the last thing she wanted today, so she followed her and a still moping Meri into the living room silently. Jack had just finished setting the table.
“Hi, Ellie. Would you like a glass of wine?”
It was a school night, but still. She cast a look at Meri, hoping her mood would stabilize over the evening.
“Yes, please.”
He poured one for each of the adults and handed one to Ellie.
“There you go. We have something for Meri too. Since she’s a big girl now and going to pre-school next year…”
Ellie couldn’t believe her ears when she heard the sounds coming from under the table. Curious, Meri knelt and let out a squeal the next moment. She gathered the puppy, a mix of poodle and something else, in her arms. “For me? I love him!”
It was an adorable scene, but all Ellie could think of was having to take care of him on top of everything else. Meri was happy, that was all that should count, right?
She took a sip, and then another, still unsure what to say.
“We thought we’d keep him here,” Pauline said. “Meri could come over more often, and we can walk him together. We have good people at the bar, so we don’t have to be there all the time.” She laid an arm around Ellie’s shoulders, obviously sensing her state of mind.
“I’m sorry,” Ellie said and cleared her throat when her voice gave her away. “It’s been a day…a few weeks.”
“I know, but look at this.”
She did, Meri sitting on the floor. The puppy had nodded off in her arms, and she made a shushing sound.
“Not everything is dark.” Pauline kept her voice low. “This is real too.”
“Thank you.”
She’d have to leave it at that if she didn’t want things to get too emotional.
“What’s his name?”



Chapter Twenty
Jordan realized she had missed quite a bit while trying to piece together the events that led to Mark Bilson’s death. Who was he about to give up?
She hadn’t found the answers yet when she sat at her parents’ dinner table, apologizing for being late.
“Where did he come from?”
“His name is Bailey,” Ellie told her. “He’s officially Meri’s, but he’s not coming home with us.”
“Oh. Okay. He’s cute. Reminds me of Jones.”
“Jones?”
“Of course. Jordan never told you about him? She named him Jones. I always thought it was after Indiana Jones,” Jack said.
“No. That was the name of a dog in a book series I loved,” Jordan corrected, amused. She noticed that Ellie seemed a bit overwhelmed, so she brought the conversation back to the matter at hand. “This is delicious. Thanks for having us in the middle of the week.”
“Well, it barely makes a difference at the moment.”
“True. Anyway. This is great.”
She had the first chance to talk to Ellie alone when her parents were in the kitchen and both their daughter and puppy were out cold napping on the couch.
“Is everything okay?”
Ellie smiled wryly. “The fact that everyone is asking me that today is not a good sign. The day started out great. After that…It’s been a lot. But your suspect was killed, so we’re pretty much in the same boat.”
“If you want to put it that way.”
Ellie took another sip of her wine before she said, “Natalie was sick last year.”
Jordan didn’t need any more words to understand what she was saying. It surprised her, but she had hardly any room to judge, not that she meant to.
“Is she okay now?”
“As far as I know, yes. Can’t say about the long-term, but…Jordan, I didn’t mean to keep this from you. For the most part, I tried to forget about it, and then we had so much on our plate.”
“I understand, and I’m glad you’re telling me now. What prompted this?”
“I don’t know…Everything?” Ellie laughed a little. “The surprises never end. It’s kind of funny about Taylor, but that brought me back. What I’m taking away from all this is that I’m so happy and grateful for the family I have. Including Bailey, though I’m wondering if Meri isn’t kind of young.”
“We’ll have our first test when we go home tonight and he stays here.”
“Oh no. There were tears already on the way here.”
“She’ll be fine,” Jordan said, and Ellie leaned against her.
“I hope so.” It was implied that she meant more than the temporary separation from the dog.
“What about you? You didn’t really answer my question earlier.”
To Jordan’s relief, Ellie didn’t dismiss her concern, but gave the question some serious thought.
“I know there will always be another case, but I will be better once this is over, one way or another. And Debra…We didn’t know her all that well, but it was a gut punch, and it brought up some…stuff.”
“It certainly did,” Jordan acknowledged. “I’ll talk to Bethany.”
“She can stay as long as she needs to.”
“Yes. But that doesn’t mean we can’t get an idea of what her plans are.”
This was how far she could go at the moment. Ellie seemed satisfied with her answer, and the timing was perfect to end the conversation when Jack and Pauline returned with dessert.
Fortunately, both Meri and Bailey were still sleepy when it was time to go home, so there wasn’t much opportunity for separation anxiety on either side.
* * * *
The next morning, she was happily chatting about him at breakfast, the sight putting a smile on Ellie’s face and making her linger at the table longer than she had planned to.
Cassandra Brooks arrived at the station only minutes after Ellie, projecting annoyance when Officer Potts brought her in.
“I’m not sure I understand at all why I’m here,” she said, gazing down at Ellie’s desk as if she saw something off-putting there.
Ellie checked just to be sure, but aside from the computer, office supplies and forms, it was empty.
“I appreciate you coming, Mrs. Brooks. Let’s talk in private? Would you like something to drink?”
“I would like for anyone to tell me what this is about. My husband left me a cryptic message and went to work. I understand a patient of his is missing, but what does that have to do with us?”
“I’ll explain,” Ellie promised. She brought Mrs. Brooks to the same room she’d talked to the dentist just yesterday, knowing Derek and Valerie were in the observation area.
“I believe this belongs to you,” she said, holding the necklace, still in the bag, out to her.
The woman’s jaw dropped.
“You found it? Wow, David could have led with that. It belonged to my grandmother. She gave it to me for my wedding. Thank you so much! Where did you find it? Did that unpleasant woman steal it?”
“You mean Cara Dorman?”
Mrs. Brooks frowned. “Yes, I believe that was her name. Poor thing, really. She had a big crush on David
and imagined a relationship between them.”
“So your husband never had any affairs?” Ellie stated bluntly.
For a second or so, she thought the other woman was angry, until she started to laugh.
“Really?”
“That’s funny to you?” Ellie questioned.
“It kind of is. Yes, sure, he’s been messing around, but you can’t be serious. They are discreet, and a lot more put together than that Cara. So, to your question, of course he did have affairs, but not with her. He has more class than that.”
“All right.” Ellie had to admit she didn’t expect this turn of events. “You ever met one of his mistresses?”
“Such an old-fashioned term. You’re a bit young for that, aren’t you? No, I never asked, never cared to. You read up on me too? I’m comfortable, sweetheart. I couldn’t care less.”
“Well, that’s your right. Does the name Sherilyn Camden mean anything to you?”
“Not a thing. Are we done here?”
“Eliza Romano?”
“I told you I never met any of them. You’re asking the wrong person.”
“So you have no idea why we found the necklace with a private investigator who was murdered?”
“No, I don’t. Sorry about that.”
If she was spooked by that fact, she didn’t let it on.
“You said I could take it home?”
“Yes. It’s been analyzed.”
“And you probably found mine and David’s
fingerprints on it, I assume. Nothing shady about that. I hope the thief’s were on it as well. Do you have any suspects yet?”
“This is Homicide, Ma’am. Another division is investigating this. The necklace went missing from your house, isn’t that right?”
“That’s what we always assumed, but who can say for sure? Can I go now?”
“Yes, of course. Thank you for your time.”
* * * *
“I don’t know how Jordan does it,” Ellie said, frustrated, when she had a chance to talk to Derek. “I mean…You saw both of them. They’re arrogant.”
“Doesn’t mean they’re murderers,” he reminded her.
“Thank you, Captain Obvious.”
“You’re in a good mood,” Lieutenant Daniels stated as she passed them by in the hallway. “I hope that means you have good news for me?”
“I do,” Derek answered. “Report’s all done. Case closed as far as we are concerned.”
“That’s one. Harding?”
“We’re still looking,” she mumbled, feeling silly for not having anything else to present. “Dr. Brooks’ wife Cassandra confirmed that the necklace was hers. I have the impression that neither one of them is telling the whole truth.”
“She’s doing a great job,” Derek said, making her cringe even though Ellie knew she meant well.
“It’s not enough for a warrant.”
“Keep digging,” the lieutenant advised.
“I don’t think I have a choice,” Ellie said with a sigh after she was out of earshot. “Lucky you. I wish I was writing that final report right now.”
“Bethany’s still around?” he asked sympathetically.
“She is. And Jack and Pauline bought a dog for Meri.”
“That’s nice. It is, right?”
“He’s not living with us for now, so I guess we’re okay. All right. I need to get back.”
“I would ask if Kate and I could invite ourselves for dinner tonight, but I’m not sure if that’s a good idea…”
“Oh, I don’t mind. Just let me check with Jordan, okay?”
If she could get a hold on her, which seemed increasingly difficult.
First, Ellie double-checked the address of Eliza Romano’s office. With a little luck, she could find something that helped her move this case forward.
The drive took her all across town to an office building by the waterfront. Talk about clichés. She drove along warehouses, some looking abandoned, all the way to the address, a seven-story building that looked in dire need of renovations. There was a store window on the ground floor, the lettering faded, a restaurant that had closed a while ago.
Ellie sighed, thinking of what Pauline had told her. The past two years hadn’t been easy for her and Jack either, running the bar on a lot of take-out and relying on their patrons to return when they could open their doors again. Fortunately, the SEVEN was a popular hang-out for everyone who worked at the department, and in surrounding buildings, including a hospital. Very few of these people could work from home, and Jack and Pauline had adjusted their opening hours, providing more lunches than after hours snacks for a while.
She got out of the car and walked to the front door. Looking up, she could see movement behind one of the windows, a law firm.
Ellie rang the doorbell, and a moment later, a voice asked over the intercom, “Ms. Arden?”
“No, this is Detective Ellie Harding.” She took out her badge and held it against the camera. Could you let me in?”
Fortunately, the person on the other end saw no reason to deny her wish, and buzzed her in. The elevator was out of order, but taking a closer look, Ellie doubted she would have used it anyway.
She walked up to the third floor where a woman, possibly the receptionist, stood in the doorway.
“Can I help you?”
“I’m here to see Ms. Romano’s office,” she said.
“What happened to her? I haven’t seen her in days…which is strange, because she basically lives here.”
“You don’t happen to have a key?”
“No, sorry, but the door will open if you look at it hard enough.” She sighed. “Comes with the territory. At least we have the intercom. What did you say happened to Eliza?”
I didn’t. Ellie had an idea.
“I’ll just need a few minutes, but maybe we could talk afterwards?”
“Sure, I’d love that! I can tell you a few stories! I’m Maggie, by the way.”
“Great. I’ll be right back, Maggie. Thank you.”
Eliza Romano’s office was on the top floor, at the end of a dark corridor. It wasn’t clear what the offices on the other side had been used for, but the eviction notice told a story—they were long gone.
She tried the door with the lettering Eliza Romano – Private Investigator on the milky glass, noticing a crack. Despite Maggie’s warning, she was surprised to realize it wasn’t locked.
Ellie walked inside and stopped cold, wondering if Eliza was just generally messy, or if someone had beaten her to it. She donned gloves and stepped behind the desk. Realizing that the laptop was still here, she didn’t think a break-in had taken place. It should yield some information regarding her cases.
Ellie leafed through the papers on the desk, insurance information, a whole bunch of numbers. She wasn’t sure yet what they meant—no names attached. She tried all drawers of the rackety desk, found a half-empty pack of cigarettes and a flashlight. Her gaze fell onto the framed picture of two women smiling into the camera, hiking on a sunny day.
One of them was Eliza Romano.
The other, Sherilyn Camden.
What if Sherilyn’s secret lover wasn’t Dr. Brooks, but the private investigator?
Ellie wasn’t sure if this new information called for excitement or despair. One of the women was dead, the other still missing, which became more of a euphemism with each passing day.
She continued to go through the papers, until she found the one that made sense: The copy of an insurance claim made by Cassandra Brooks regarding the stolen item.
Ellie had seen the piece, and she had always assumed the ruby was real, but even so, the number seemed staggering. She remembered Dr. Brooks saying the value was mostly sentimental.
Had Eliza investigated the couple for fraud?
Had Sherilyn known about this?
Maybe she’d had the wrong angle all along. Her chat with Maggie might have to wait a little longer.
What happened? This information was sensitive. It was hard to imagine that Eliza had simply left it here and walked away, especially knowing that security was lacking in the building. How had she ended up dead in the woods?
She’d need help on this.
Ellie examined the rest of the papers on the desk, finding nothing else relating to the Brooks’. She got up and walked around, opening cabinets in the small pantry kitchen. Someone had brewed a pot of coffee not long ago. The coffee and filter were still in the machine.
Behind the kitchen, she found another tiny windowless room with a futon, a full-length mirror, a small dresser, and a closet. In the latter, a pair of black pumps sat on the floor, a couple of suits and a black cocktail dress on hangers. She went through the pockets, but all of them were empty.
Then she remembered. Ellie picked up her phone and re-traced the search she had done earlier on Mrs. Brooks’s events. It took her a few minutes until she found the picture at a vernissage, a couple of months after the incident with Cara Dorman. She could see the woman wearing the black dress only from the back, but now she was convinced it was Eliza. The design of the dress was exactly the same, her dark hair bound in a stylish ponytail.
A flash of movement in the mirror behind her was the only warning she got when a hand clamped around her throat, pressing tightly. Her phone dropped to the floor as she tried to free herself from the iron grip. Talk about another blast from the past she didn’t need.
Ellie fought the rising tide of the flashback, elbowing her attacker solidly in the chest. He staggered back, giving her some room to breathe, but grabbed her and slammed her against the mirror before she could go for her gun.
She caught a small glimpse at the man’s face twisted in anger, kicking as he pulled on her leg. Ellie ducked the blow, but even so her vision was graying out.
* * * *
He had run. It was hard to say if the ringing phone on the desk or the sirens nearby had spooked him. Ellie gasped for air as she struggled to get up.
“Jesus, what happened? I came to check on you, and when I saw him in there, I locked myself in my office and called 911.” Maggie crouched down beside her and reached out a hand.
“That was an excellent idea,” Ellie croaked, a coughing fit following her words. “Thank you.”
“No problem. That man, did he hurt Eliza?”
“I don’t know. It’s possible.” Her throat and her head hurt. In fact, she hurt all over, but there was no time to address this.
“Did Eliza have trouble with clients, or anyone else recently? Are you aware of any threats she might have received?”
“You’re bleeding.”
The woman produced a dusty tissue from the box on Eliza’s desk and dabbed away at a cut on Ellie’s forehead. When she looked down at her hands, seeing blood seeping through the latex of her gloves, Ellie’s stomach lurched as she remembered the man shoving her into the mirror.
“This is important,” she insisted.
“There was a man who came by. I didn’t see him, but they were shouting. I didn’t have the chance to talk to her afterwards.” Maggie took more tissues out of the box. “You might need stitches for this.”
Ellie suppressed a groan. How could the day take a turn like this in minutes?
“Damn it,” she said. “My phone.”
“It’s here.” Maggie reached under the dresser and handed it to Ellie. “They should be here any moment.” She had barely finished her sentence when they heard footsteps in the stairwell.
Cringing in pain with every step, Ellie walked back through the kitchen and to Eliza’s desk, where she found the paper still nestled between a couple of files. So, the intruder didn’t have time to find it. She held on to that small sense of triumph even as her colleagues rushed into the room.
“Oh my God, Ellie,” her friend, Officer Libby Marshall exclaimed.
“I’m good,” she claimed, before she had to sit down.



Chapter Twenty-One
Jordan had tried various strategies to make Ellie go home. None of them worked. Nothing could dispel the state of alarm she’d been in ever since Officer Marshall’s call. She wanted to take Ellie home after the hospital, but she insisted she needed to be at the station to initiate a few things first.
“Okay, that’s enough.” Lieutenant Daniels had joined them, and obviously, she had enough of their back and forth. “I want to see all of you in the conference room in ten minutes.” That was meant for all detectives present. She turned to walk away.
“There’s a lot to do now. Could I update you later?”
Jordan caught Derek’s amused glance when Ellie called after their supervisor. Daniels was less amused. She stopped and turned around to glare at Ellie.
“You heard me, Harding. All of you. Ten minutes.”
The unmistakable warning yielded nothing but a shrug. Ellie had already contacted Rogers and A.D.A. Esposito about the next steps. Unfortunately, she hadn’t recognized the man who attacked her in Romano’s office, but it was already clear that the P.I. had been investigating Mr. and Mrs. Brooks on behalf of an insurance company. That was even before the lab techs had turned on her laptop.
Jordan still had a hard time imagining why someone like Brooks would turn to murder, but if he had, she assumed Ellie had touched on something bigger. It wasn’t Jordan’s only theory.
“Okay. Coffee first,” Ellie declared. “Do we have time to get a latte from the shop downstairs?”
“If you want to piss off Daniels, yes.”
“Screw it, I need that right now.”
“Wait. Wait! I’m coming with you.”
They made it to the counter and back to the conference room in about twelve minutes. Jordan could swear Ellie was waiting for her to criticize her actions. She wouldn’t. Ellie’s findings had already moved her case in substantial ways. Daniels would give her another minute, especially on a day like today.
And she could also use something sweet to calm her nerves, as could everyone in the room.
“Just so you know, this does not make up for you being late, but thank you,” Daniels mumbled as she accepted her cup. “All right, tell me where you are on your cases. Harding, you go first. You can wrap up whatever you need, but then you take the rest of the day.”
Jordan could tell Ellie was about to protest, but she didn’t. Instead, she straightened in her chair, winced, and began:
“First of all, A.D.A. Esposito agreed that it’s time to take a closer look at Dr. Brooks. I spoke to Detective Rogers as well, and we’ll set something up ASAP. Sherilyn Camden was friends with Cara Dorman, according to her daughter. I also found a photograph that showed her with Eliza Romano. They might have been friends too…could have been a couple.”
“What about the theory of Dr. Brooks having affairs with these women?”
“I’m not so sure about that anymore,” Ellie admitted. “His wife claimed to know about indiscretions, though she insisted he was never involved with Cara. From the papers we have, it looks like the Brooks’ tried to get a lot more money from the insurance than the necklace was worth. They might have done something similar before, but in any case, someone wanted Eliza Romano to stop digging. The three women might have been in touch. Still no sign of life from Sherilyn or Cara though.”
“The insurance fraud sounds like a promising angle. You might want to check in with Detective Cassidy on that. And be careful. These women all went missing within a short time.”
Ellie nodded. “I can ask her, bring her up to speed. And we’ll bring in Brooks again tomorrow morning.”
April Cassidy would be helpful to her case, Jordan thought.
“It does sound like he’s involved in their disappearance,” she said. “But this attack on Ellie looks more personal. It could be retaliation from the Clairmont family for the recent arrests.”
Saying it out loud made her feel nauseated, as she remembered Clairmont’s words. Jordan was quite sure that he intended to lay low when it came to Ellie and her family, but how well did he control the people around him?
“No,” Ellie said firmly. “There are a lot of things I wouldn’t put past him, but his methods are more subtle. I’m not saying that to defend him.”
“How tightly is he holding the reins?” Jordan argued. “We only got to his father because the old man is a homophobe and stumbled over his own prejudice. Some of the old guard might still be around.”
“That doesn’t make any sense. If they wanted to make him look bad, why go after me? No, there’s no relation.”
“Other than he keeps hanging around,” Jordan mumbled.
“So why am I learning about this only now?”
“There was nothing to tell,” Ellie hurried to say. “The case is closed, anyway. It’s not like we see each other socially.”
“And you’re one hundred percent sure this is not related?” Daniels asked, her tone stern.
“I am.”
“All right, let’s move on.”
Detectives Henderson, Doss, and Wu gave a quick summary of where they were with their latest investigations.
Jordan was half-listening, trying to be unobtrusive about watching Ellie instead. She was tense, maybe because she was in pain. She might be fighting the urge to tap her fingers on the table. Either way, she was going home soon.
“Sergeant?”
She forced her mind away from her observations. Everything had gone so fast, it seemed, and this investigation might be one of the strangest in her career.
“The prison authorities gave us the camera footage, but the one in question was out of order the morning Bilson died,” Jordan explained. That got her a collective groan from her audience. “Right. Agent Hudson has been checking a few leads for us. And we’re still waiting for the autopsy report.”
She could very well understand Ellie’s frustration. It wasn’t just that Jordan felt like she’d been kept out of the loop for parts of the investigation into Debra Connelly’s assassination. It was going slow because someone kept creating obstacles.
Jordan had to admit she had a hard time keeping her focus today. Ellie’s attitude was somewhat reassuring, but things could have gone much worse.
She still wasn’t sure how far Miles Clairmont would go to prove a point.
* * * *
Derek caught up with them outside the conference room.
“I talked to Kate earlier and told her that dinner is called off for tonight.”
“Oh, thank you. I completely forgot about that,” Jordan admitted, watching as Ellie disappeared into the restroom across the hall.
“No problem. Just have Ellie shoot her a text, so Kate knows she’ll be all right.”
“I can do that.”
“Thanks. See you tomorrow.”
Jordan pondered going after Ellie, but she exited the bathroom, wearing a scarf and some make-up. She had also redone her hair though she had not quite managed to cover the bandage on her forehead. She shrugged at Jordan’s questioning look.
“I don’t want to scare Meri, and I’m not in the mood to answer anyone else’s questions either,” she explained as they were taking the elevator down to the parking garage. “Thank you for not making me leave earlier.”
Jordan couldn’t help smiling, no matter how much the thought of the earlier incident still had her stomach in knots.
“Well, I’ve learned it’s not that easy to make you do anything you don’t want to do. I pick my battles.”
Ellie laughed, but she sounded wistful when she spoke.
“I was a bitch, even before this. I’m sorry.”
“Hey, don’t talk about my wife that way.” When her joke fell a bit flat, Jordan added, “You have nothing to apologize for. You’ve been dealing with a lot. We all have.”
“No kidding. Did you hear anything from Taylor today?”
“No. It’s just frustrating. My gut tells me that there’s someone hiding in plain sight.”
“Like Bronson?” Ellie suggested.
Jordan unlocked the car, and they got inside.
The chief’s involvement in far-right causes and sheltering a cop turned criminal had shaken the city, and with it, the public’s trust in law enforcement. Given how they were still trying to correct the picture, Jordan fully understood why Torres and Russo had a hard time thinking of someone like that in their own ranks. But what was the alternative?
“Maybe. I know that someone wanted to keep Bilson from talking. They made death threats against Walsh and his family, even though he didn’t uncover all that much.”
“I used to think I understood motive.” Ellie shook her head. “Now it all seems so random, just a whole lot of people who want to do whatever the hell they please and get away with it.”
“Yeah. I’m not sure it’s random though. There’s a pattern regarding what they get away with.”
“That’s even more depressing to think about.” Ellie leaned back in her seat. “When did Derek and Kate say we could finally get on that boat of theirs? I’m beginning to think it’s not even real.”
Jordan had to laugh, though she couldn’t ignore the longing in Ellie’s voice.
“It is real. We saw pictures, remember? This summer maybe.”
“That seems far away. On the other hand, once we’re there…preschool will be on the horizon.”
“One thing at a time. Let’s figure out what we do for dinner.”
“Yes, let’s do that.” Ellie gave her a grateful smile. She still needed her rest. Jordan wanted to make sure she’d get it.
* * * *
To her relief, they had enjoyed a quiet evening. She’d fallen asleep quickly, not bothered by her subconscious working through yesterday’s events. The pain pills might have helped with that, but when her alarm rang at the usual time, Ellie wished she could turn it off and go back to sleep.
That wouldn’t help the women still missing, and a few bruises and a sore throat were mild in comparison to what Eliza Romano had suffered. Determined, she put her feet on the floor, wincing at those bruises making themselves known.
“What are you doing?” Jordan asked softly. She was standing in the doorway to the bathroom, fully dressed, her hair still wet from the shower. “You can go in later. We talked about this.”
“No. You assumed. Rogers is expecting me. Did you forget we’re going to pick up Brooks first thing in the morning?”
“Derek can go with him.”
“Sure he can, but I want to speak with the guy who lied to my face.”
“I understand that…”
“No buts. Please.” Ellie held up a hand. “I have to do this.” Realizing her tone might have been a bit harsh, she added, “I’m sorry. You know. You’ve been there.”
“Yes. And I think that sometimes, I should have given it more time.”
She hoped Jordan wasn’t going to argue anymore, because she might just get it over with and cry. To Ellie’s relief, she went along once more.
“Okay, let’s see how it goes, but if you have to, you’ll let someone drive you home, right?”
“Of course. I promise.”
“Good. I do understand. If I had time, I’d be happy to watch.”
“I’m not sure I should say this, but I’m more focused when you don’t. Take that as you wish.”
“Oh, I will.” Jordan came closer and leaned in to kiss her gently. “We’ll pick this up later. I’ll check on Meri…and breakfast. You take the time you need.”
* * * *
When Jordan walked into the kitchen, their temporary guest had already set the table and cooked breakfast. Jordan had received a text message from Pauline earlier asking if it was okay that Bethany watched Meri for the day. Apparently, she and Bethany had already checked in with each other.
It made their days a fraction less complicated, though Jordan thought it would be strange to get used to this arrangement.
Bethany hadn’t spoken about the case or her future plans in a couple of days. No need to be spooked. Jordan knew her. She’d get restless soon, in need of a new challenge.
There was no reason why this would remind her of the time Natalie, the woman who had broken Ellie’s heart with a cruel charade, had lived with them.
“What are you thinking?” Bethany asked. Meri was playing in the living room as they were waiting for Ellie.
Jordan shook her head. “No, coming from you, that’s always a reason to be cautious.”
“Shrink jokes, really? It’s too early for that.”
Strange that Ellie had secretly kept tabs on Natalie. Strange that it was all coming up now.
“You’re right. I’m sorry. Things aren’t moving, and…”
“You’re worried about Ellie.”
Jordan couldn’t deny it, and not just because the woman sitting in front of her was a skilled psychiatrist.
“She’s tough.”
“No doubt about it. But something like that, it’s scary. Doesn’t matter if we chose the job, or the risk.” She took a deep breath. “It was supposed to get better at some point, wasn’t it? A paradigm shift. The return to normal. Everyone has gone batshit crazy.”
This wasn’t language she’d heard from Bethany often either.
“They’ve always been,” she offered. “They just feel they have permission now.”
“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”
Jordan was glad she didn’t have to give an answer as Ellie joined them. She certainly didn’t feel better with that knowledge. There were too damn many people like Mark Bilson in the world—and those who nurtured their irrational outrage while exploiting them at the same time.
“What did I miss?” Ellie asked. She was wearing make-up again.
Bethany got up to pour coffee for all of them, and somehow, the question got lost.



Chapter Twenty-Two
Jordan sat in her car for a few minutes, questioning the wisdom of the actions she was about to take.
The more she had learned about Dr. Brooks, the more she agreed that he had lied to Ellie, that he might even be implicated in the disappearance of the woman. An elaborate scheme, to hire someone to come after Ellie…She would be surprised if that had been part of his MO.
But she knew jealous entitled men. For them, everything was personal. Brooks might be that, but there was someone else who fit the profile.
She drove up to the gate and identified herself, almost surprised when it opened to her only a moment later. After parking the car, she headed up the same impressive staircase. They’d been here not long ago, first after an invitation, then they’d come back with a warrant.
The door opened, and a smiling Miles Clairmont stepped out.
“Detective Carpenter. What a nice surprise.”
“Actually it’s Sergeant now, but that’s fine. There’s something I’d like to talk to you about.”
“Oh. Would you like to come in? I think someone just made fresh pastries in the kitchen, and there’s always coffee, of course.”
“No, thanks. I won’t stay long. Ellie was attacked yesterday while searching a missing woman’s office.”
“Really? Is she okay?” His concern seemed genuine, but she’d seen good liars before.
“She will be. It’s just odd, a few days after she helped out another detective with the murder investigation at your gym.”
“We own dozens of gyms,” he said with a dismissive gesture. “What are you saying, that I’m somehow involved? I told Detective Henderson, I had nothing to do with that murder. As far as I’m aware, that case is closed, anyway. And frankly I’m shocked you think I had something to do with the attack on Ellie. I consider her a friend.”
Jordan had thought long and hard about her angle.
“I know. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. You would know if someone in your circles went rogue on you.”
“Why would they? Come on, this is far-fetched.”
“Is it? I was hoping you could look into it, get back to me if you find anything. Just to be on the safe side.”
“And of course, we both want Ellie to be safe. I don’t think you’re looking in the right place, but I’ll do what I can.”
“Thank you.”
Jordan gave him a polite smile before she turned and walked away, her smile more genuine now.
Two birds with one stone. Either way, she had drawn him out. If anything about the attack and Eliza Romano led back to him, they’d know soon.
* * * *
Ellie didn’t feel well. She had a headache, her throat still hurt, and every step reminded her of the encounter with the mysterious attacker. Her mind was so occupied with trying to focus on the task ahead that she had no room to analyze any connections to past experiences.
Another day, maybe.
She forced her attention back to the meeting she was having with Derek and Rogers about how to approach Brooks. The conversation was bound to be interesting.
“Good morning, everyone. At least I hope you’ll make it so.” A.D.A. Esposito knocked on the doorframe before she came in. “Jesus, Harding. I heard what happened, but should you be working?”
“I’m fine,” Ellie dismissed her. “You’re going to be here later?”
“Absolutely. I have a meeting in ten, but I’ll be done once the good dentist is here.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Derek said. “Ellie?”
“Yes. Of course. Let’s do it.” She couldn’t help biting her lip as she got up, choosing to ignore the concerned looks of her co-workers. She’d sit in the car, then sit in a chair. She’d be fine.
* * * *
They caught Brooks still at home, about to leave for his practice. He made no secret of his irritation.
“Politicians get shot in our city, and you have time for this? What is it this time?”
“Dr. Brooks, we need you to come with us. Some new information has come to light.”
“Yes, and I have a patient waiting for me to do their root canal. If you’d like to come in for a few minutes…”
“I’d rather we do this at the station,” Derek said.
Brooks shot him a scornful look. “Should I call my lawyer now?”
“Please, come with us now. If at some point you decide it should be necessary, you can always call him.”
“Very well. Cassandra!” he yelled back into the house. “Call the practice. The police have some more questions.”
Cassandra Brooks appeared in the doorway a few seconds later.
“Looks like they should cancel your morning,” she observed.
He rolled his eyes but followed them to the squad car.
* * * *
The adrenaline finally helped. When Ellie put the file on the table and took a seat next to Derek, the pain was receding to the background. She had to admit that everyone advising her to take it easy had a point, and she would, a few hours from now.
“You said you had questions. Go ahead. I’d prefer not having to reschedule my entire day.”
She took a picture out of the folder and laid it in front of him.
“You know this woman?”
“That again? Detective, I really liked you, but this is unprofessional. I might think about filing a complaint for harassment.” A smile appeared on his face. “It makes me wonder if you have a motive for wanting to talk to me all the time.”
Derek hid a cough behind his hand.
“Besides, that’s my wife in the picture too. Why don’t you ask her?”
“The woman Cassandra is talking to is Eliza Romano. She’s a PI investigating you for insurance fraud.”
He shook his head. “That necklace again? It’s ridiculous. We didn’t give the accurate number, but it wasn’t on purpose. It was a stressful time, and we’ve long cleared this up.”
“I don’t think you had an affair with Romano, or Sherilyn Camden.”
“I’m so relieved,” he scoffed.
“I think they teamed up to find evidence, and you found out.”
“Evidence of what?”
“It’s not just the necklace, is it? It would be unlikely that someone would come after you for an honest mistake. Romano had more on you, didn’t she?”
“You can’t prove any of that.”
“Oh, we can.” Ellie smiled. “Romano was old school. We found lots of documentation, papers…much more than on her computer. She found a pattern, and that’s why she approached your wife at the party—not because of your affairs. The insurance company has confirmed that this is why they had hired her.”
He was starting to fidget in his chair.
“Yes, all right, maybe we cut corners here and there. Cassandra and I are very busy people. That doesn’t make us murderers.”
“No. But we’ll have a warrant for your home this afternoon based on the evidence and the fact that you keep lying to us. What are we going to find? Other than…this?”
His jaw dropped when he saw the other photograph, a screenshot of him and Eliza Romano in her office, him holding out an envelope to her.
“Eliza recorded the meeting you had. You tried to bribe her. This was the day before she died.”
Brooks shook his head. “This isn’t right. You know me! I helped Zoey, and Cara.” He was growing more and more agitated. “You will confirm that I’m good at my job.” He got to his feet, his posture tense.
“Please, Dr. Brooks, sit down.” He did as she asked but looked around the room as if hoping for an escape.
“It was an accident,” he finally said. “A terrible accident! I didn’t mean for her to die.”
Ellie exchanged a look with Derek. “Tell us what happened.”
“Eliza came to one of those events. She pretended to be interested in art. Cassandra liked her, so she invited her over a few times. We had dinner…I had no idea she was betraying our trust.”
Ellie wanted to roll her eyes. His attempt at portraying himself as the innocent party wasn’t convincing. Instead, she listened, leaning forward.
“I guess she stole that information from us. She confronted me, and I suggested we take care of it a different way. She said no. I called her the next day and asked her to meet me at a hotel. I was hoping she might reconsider.”
“But she didn’t,” Ellie prompted.
He cast a look at the photo. “I doubled my offer. She agreed to meet me at the hotel, and then…Once we were in the room…She laughed at me.”
“That made you angry?”
“No! I just wanted her to leave us alone. She said that we’d go to prison for this, and that we deserved it. We argued, it got…physical, I guess.”
“Go on.”
“I pushed her. Not even that hard. Yes, maybe I was angry. Cassandra and I have worked hard for everything we have, and she wants to destroy us because she thinks we’re too privileged? She hit her head, and…I didn’t mean for her to die!”
Ellie remembered the body hidden under branches. The blood in Sherilyn’s car.
“Where is Cara Dorman?” she asked.
“I swear I don’t know! I haven’t spoken to her since that scandal.”
“You didn’t know she and Sherilyn were friends?”
“Why would I know that? They were patients! I talked to Sherilyn about Zoey’s problems, not her BFFs.”
“Fair enough. So, you have no idea where either of these women are?”
“I don’t!”
“We’re going to find out,” Derek commented. “You can help yourself if you tell us now.”
“There’s nothing to tell. I wanted Eliza out of our lives, that’s all.”
“When you realized she was dead, what did you do?”
“What do you think? I panicked and ran.”
“We know that’s a lie. Eliza Romano was found in the woods covered by branches.”
“Okay. Okay. I went home, tried to calm down. Cassandra was out running some errands. I knew I couldn’t go back to the hotel, so I called someone…”
“Who did you call, and which hotel?” Derek interjected when Brooks let his words trail off.
“The East City Inn. The guy I called had been the janitor in the office building for some time. We had paid him for odd jobs before, and we had learned that he was on parole. I gave him money to clean up and…take care of her.”
The callousness and entitlement respectively revealed in his words chilled her. It never ceased to amaze Ellie how most murderers insisted to the very end that their actions were somehow justifiable. For a reputation. For money.
“We’re going to need a name and an address. I assume you also told him to remove any evidence from Eliza’s office and ‘take care’ of any witnesses?”
“What?” He frowned. “The name’s Joseph Corbin, but I never told him to go to her office. I didn’t even think about that!”
Ellie caught Derek’s doubtful glance.
“You knew this woman had a treasure trove of evidence against you, but you didn’t think of that? I don’t believe you. Your guy gave me this when I went to her office yesterday.”
She pulled aside the scarf. He might be acting, but his eyes widened at the side.
“Wow. Occupational hazard, I assume. I also assume that someone in your job has more enemies than that. If I sent him for the evidence, don’t you think I would have done that days ago?”
“You just said you didn’t think about it.”
“I did, and as time passed by, I wasn’t even sure she wasn’t bluffing. I just wanted all of this behind us.”
Inconvenience, that’s what the death of a woman had meant to him. Ellie wasn’t sure she believed what he claimed about Sherilyn, Cara or yesterday’s attack. One thing was for sure though. She rose.
“All right. Dr. Brooks, you are under arrest for the death of Eliza Romano. Anything you say…” Ellie stopped for a second as the room spun. She continued, only to be interrupted.
“Yeah, screw that, I understand my rights. I can afford a lawyer, and I want to call him now.”
“We will arrange that.”
The moment he had left the room with a uniformed officer, Ellie sank back into her chair.
“You look a little pale. Everything all right?” Derek asked.
“Yeah, fine,” she answered with a dismissive gesture. “What a mess though. He killed Romano, and he’s going to be held accountable for that. The rest…I’m still not sure he’s telling us the truth.” She wiped a hand over her face. “Meanwhile Zoey is in that group home, and the only lead I have is a photograph on a dead woman’s desk.”
“Well, we have Corbin now. Maybe he can give us some more context.”
They could only hope.
“Let’s get the paperwork ready, a coffee, and then we can pick him up?”
“That order sounds about right,” Derek confirmed.
She wasn’t going to make it a half day after all.



Chapter Twenty-Three
With the information Brooks had given them, it wasn’t hard to identify the man. He had changed jobs but was still working in the vicinity of the office building where Brooks had his practice.
The hotel room where he had met Romano would be subjected to a thorough search, though given the fact that it was fairly high-end, Ellie would be surprised if they found anything helpful as to Sherilyn Camden or Cara Dorman’s whereabouts.
“Do you recognize this guy?” Derek asked, turning his screen to her. “That’s Joseph Corbin, janitor, and alleged fixer.”
Ellie studied the picture in silence, for almost a minute. Reality didn’t change. The face of the man who had beaten her was vivid in her mind. It wasn’t Joseph Corbin.
“Fuck,” she said out loud.
“Is it him?”
“No, that’s the point I was trying to make. Corbin didn’t attack me.”
“It makes sense though. Why would he leave the computer with all the evidence behind?”
“No time? Backup was on the way.”
“He still could have grabbed it. Are you one hundred percent sure that Clairmont isn’t involved in this? I mean we put a few of his people away.”
Ellie sighed. “I’m over being nostalgic for the past. I know he’s not a good guy, but that’s not his M.O. He thinks he’s got a friend with the police, why would he want to have me killed?”
She suppressed a shudder that was working its way up her spine.
Killing her might have been the intruder’s intention though.
“It could still be personal. Think about recent cases.”
“I think Atwood still hates me, but even he wouldn’t go that far.”
“He withheld back-up once,” Derek reminded her.
“You’re such a ray of sunshine. We have a lot to do now, so I’d prefer to get started.”
“As you wish.”
* * * *
They got the ball rolling faster than expected, so there was no time for coffee before they went to pick up Corbin who now worked in the kitchen of a restaurant.
“This is a freaking parody,” Ellie mumbled when he ran at the sight of them.
“Well, if he saw any of those movies he’d know we have someone at the backdoor.”
“Yeah. I’m really grateful I don’t have to run today.”
At the back of the building, they met with the uniforms who had stopped Corbin.
“What the hell? I haven’t done anything!”
“Why did you run then?”
“Because you were threatening me!”
“Threatening you?” Ellie suppressed the urge to roll her eyes. “We didn’t even have time to say your name!”
He was sweating already, whether from the heat of the kitchen, his sprint, or things to come, it was hard to tell.
“Speaking of which,” she continued, “Mr. Joseph Corbin?”
Corbin nodded.
“We need you to come with us. We’ll invite your parole officer to that conversation as well,” Derek informed him.
“I didn’t kill her!”
The woman who had come outside for a smoke made a hasty retreat.
At least things were moving, Ellie told herself. That was the important part. She could always rest later.
* * * *
Corbin had conferred with his attorney and his parole officer, getting the same message from both. She might be thirsty and starving, but at least Ellie knew they’d all be much closer to the truth by the end of the day.
Corbin was not afraid of Brooks.
“I should have known the guy was going to rat me out,” he said. “Well, I can do the same for him, but I need you to give me something.”
Ellie barely refrained herself from rolling her eyes. “We already know you hid a body and cleaned up the hotel room. I’d say that’s a clear violation of your parole. What else could you possibly give us?”
“The guy’s a psychopath. I’m sure you’d like to know about that.”
Now Ellie could imagine Valerie rolling her eyes. “And we all know it doesn’t work like that. You go first, then we see what we can do for you.”
“He asked me to clean up a car. That was before the PI.”
Ellie sat up straighter, keeping her expression neutral.
“What kind of car? Do you know what happened?”
“Blue Honda, and no, I don’t know except there was a lot of blood.”
“So, he asked you to do these kinds of jobs on a regular basis?” Derek asked.
“Wasn’t always like this, but I delivered a package once. I think there was money in it, to shut up one of his mistresses. Oh well. He paid me better than those shitty bosses, but the body…that was fucked up.”
“Can’t argue with you on that, but so far, you’re not telling us anything new. What you did will still get you straight back inside.”
“I’m not stupid,” he shot at her. “I know that. But what if the other woman was still alive?”
“Who are you talking about?” Ellie asked, her heart beating faster. In fact, the vertigo was about to come back, and she was still sitting.
“The one from the news. Don’t you want to know where she is?”
She had enough of this. “No more games. You tell me right now, and then I see what I can do for you. Otherwise, we’re done. Time’s ticking, Mr. Corbin.”
* * * *
As Jordan stood in the modest living room she and Nina had visited once before, she had to resist the urge to punch the wall.
How could this have happened?
She stepped further into the room, careful not to stumble over the mess, a broken lamp, books, torn cushions, glass on the floor.
Someone had been looking for something, or at least make it look like they did. At this point, she wasn’t willing to rule anything out.
The house was empty. Peter Walsh and his family were gone.
Had they been taken? Had he or someone higher up decided it was no longer safe for them to stay here?
They might never know. Too many loose ends, all leading to the same question—who was the person behind Bilson with their own motive to have Debra Connelly killed? Certainly, someone wealthier and more connected than Bilson could be a simple misogynist. Jordan still believed that this was at the center of the murder, but the cover-up that was occurring right before their eyes was stunning.
She wouldn’t be able to sleep at night if they never knew who was behind this, if they had to raise Meri in a world where people just looked the other way…She allowed herself a wry smile. Yeah, right. Pre-school was coming up, and it had them on their toes.
Jordan went to join Nina who was going through the closets in the master bedroom.
“Look at this,” she said grimly, pointing at the empty hangers. “Nothing in the bathroom either. It’s like they were never here.”
“Who approved the safe house?”
“I don’t know, but I’m sure as hell going to find out. This is getting too bizarre.”
Jordan thought they’d crossed the line into bizarre long before, but she didn’t feel the need to mention it.
“We should talk.”
Both of them turned to Taylor who had entered the room.
“Let’s take this somewhere more private, shall we?”
The timing was far from right, but Jordan remembered that Ellie had promised her more details. Not that it mattered. She hoped Ellie had taken her advice and gone home. One of the moms would miss their daughter’s bedtime tonight—again.
* * * *
“I’m really tired of going up to a cabin in the woods,” Ellie confessed when she and Derek were heading for their respective cars, about to check out the location Corbin had given them. “Nothing good ever happens there…and to be honest, I don’t have much hope.”
Fortunately, Derek understood she wasn’t asking him to humor her.
“You were right about him,” he stated. “But it was probably too late the moment we found the car. It sucks. I’m not arguing with that.”
“There’s a reason we’re not supposed to make promises. I know better than that.” She stared ahead glumly. “Now I’ll have to tell Zoey that her mother is dead.”
“We don’t know that yet. But, if it’s the case, I could…”
“No.” Ellie shook her head. “I promised her. It’s the least I can do.”
“Okay.”
They each got into their vehicles and parked in front of the cabin half an hour later.
This property didn’t reflect Brooks’ wealth, the way his house did, what he’d earned and what he’d hidden from the state, at all. The one-story building all but blended into the landscape, and at a closer look, it could have used some updating. The railing of the stairs leading up to the porch was shaky. For a brief scary moment Ellie thought the stairs might give way under them. Grave injuries would have been unlikely, but she could have done without adding more bruises today.
All the shutters were closed, the door locked on the outside with a big padlock and chain.
“Okay. That is interesting,” Derek remarked. “Hello? Police. Is anyone in there?”
No answer.
Ellie shivered. “I think we have more than probable cause to go in.” She reached for her gun.
“Wait a second. Let’s just see if there’s a back door, all right?”
She took a deep breath. “Sure.”
They walked around the building to find a small deck. It looked like a sliding door had been in this space, but it had been covered with plywood and nailed shut.
“Not such a bad idea to shoot the lock, was it?” Ellie remarked.
“We need some tools in here.”
“Call it in, but we need to get in there now.”
She didn’t wait for an answer but hurried all the way back to the front of the cabin. The gunshot sounded obscenely loud in the stillness of the woods, but her action got them in.
Derek followed her inside. “You know that’s not how we usually…”
“Shh,” she put a finger to her lips. “You hear that?”
There was a steady, but weak sound, a repeated low tapping sound.
“There’s someone here.” They went separate ways, quickly searching the rooms. The cabin was in bad shape, Ellie noticed as she came to the back of the building. For sure the Brooks’ hadn’t spent any vacation here in a while. A layer of dust covered every surface, and the floor was uneven. The door she came to was locked.
“I’ll be damned,” she heard Derek exclaim. He joined her a moment later. “There’s some food in the fridge, but none of it is edible any longer.”
“What the hell happened here?” Ellie mumbled to herself, not expecting an answer. “If there isn’t a key around here, we have to wait for the team, unless you want to kick this. I don’t think my body will forgive me if I try.”
“I don’t think Jordan will forgive me,” he commented dryly. “Step aside.”
She did, hoping they wouldn’t have to wait much longer to find the truth, at the same time scared of what might be behind that door. There was no point in denying it.
Fortunately, the door was in the same bad condition as the rest of the place, and they made it into the room.
Ellie’s next steps were automatic, going for her phone as she crouched by the side of the woman on the bed and checked for a pulse. It was faint, but noticeable. She made the call requesting urgent medical assistance.
“She’s alive,” she said, fighting the rising nausea. It might be her own overall condition, what this image reflected about the state of humanity, or a memory that pierced its way into her conscious.
It hadn’t been a cabin, but an apartment, and cuffs, not rope. Ellie forced the images away as she spoke softly to the woman, Sherilyn Camden. Next to her lay the flashlight she had used to make those sounds before she lost consciousness.
“We got you. Please stay with us. Help is on the way. Zoey needs you.”
Her lids fluttered, but she didn’t wake all the way up.
Ellie took her hand, noticing how cold it was. She had seen photos, and she could tell Sherilyn had lost a lot of weight.
“Someone gave her food and water until recently,” Derek commented. “Corbin, likely. Did he stop because he got tired of it, or did Brooks tell him to?” His expression reflected his disgust at either possibility.
“I don’t know. We’ll figure it out. Right now, it’s important she survives this.”
“Of course.”
Ellie held on, blinking back tears. She could deal with the evil in this world later. First, they had to get the woman to a hospital, and then she could call Zoey. She prayed that nothing would go wrong between the two.



Chapter Twenty-Four
Jordan couldn’t believe what she was hearing when Taylor briefed them on her latest findings outside the house.
“What are you saying? Walsh’s claims weren’t all that? But he did get those death threats. We verified that. And of course Bilson murdered Debra Connelly.”
“The last part is for certain. Not much else is,” Taylor said.
“I hate this case,” Nina Torres mumbled.
“Everyone does,” Taylor returned matter-of-factly. “I called in a few favors. No one can find who signed off on the safe house, though it definitely has been used for this purpose before. That wouldn’t even be so alarming, but the fact that it’s been kept under such tight wraps is curious.”
“The place has been wrecked, but we didn’t find any blood or other signs of a fight yet. What are they hiding him for?”
“Well, if they’re hiding him at all,” Nina said darkly. “How do we know he and his family aren’t already dead? I hate to say it, Jordan, but you were right all along. This is much bigger than Bilson.”
It wasn’t much of a consolation to Jordan when the case got more muddled by the minute, every witness disappearing or getting killed.
Had Debra found out anything? She would have to go back to Bethany on that, though Jordan had doubts. Governor Connelly didn’t seem to have more information.
“What about that uncle of Bilson’s Walsh talked about? Do you know anything? We haven’t even gotten to him yet.”
“And I’m telling you it’s a waste of time. Maybe Walsh thought it was an interesting theory, but the uncle hasn’t seen or heard from Bilson in years.”
“I’d still like to check him off the list. They seem to have some ideology in common, and it’s not like people like this never lie. Excuse me,” Jordan said when her phone rang. She went over to a corner of the room and answered. For a few seconds, there was silence on the other end.
“Who is this?”
It was never a good thing when someone randomly got her cell phone number, but the next words chilled her to her bone.
“Make sure your family is safe.” The connection was interrupted right after that.
The next thing Jordan did was call home. Pauline picked up.
“Hi, Mom. Is Bethany around? It’s urgent.”
“Yes, sure,” Pauline said. Her concern was audible. “Is everything all right?”
“I think so. I need to speak to her.”
“She’s right here.”
“Hey,” Bethany said a second later. “I’m both intrigued and worried. What do you need?”
“This might be overly cautious, but I don’t want to take chances. I need you to get Mom and Meri out of the house. Come to the station, and we’ll meet you there to talk about the next steps.”
“This sounds serious.”
“I believe it is. I got a strange call. Let me know when you arrive.”
“Of course. I’ll see you in a few. Bye.”
Jordan couldn’t breathe easier yet. The picture didn’t make a lot of sense, not yet, but the pieces were alarming. Things were happening fast, Debra, Bilson, Walsh, and…She was beginning to think that it wasn’t Dr. Brooks who had sent the man to the PI’s office.
Her next call went to Ellie, straight to voicemail.
She made no effort to hold back the curse.
* * * *
“She’s severely dehydrated and malnourished. The head wound gave us some concern at first, but everything is under control.” The doctor sounded optimistic, and Ellie could finally feel some of the tension leaving her body. “You were lucky to find her when you did, Detective.”
“Yes. Thank you. I’ll be quick, but I need to speak to her.” She had spoken to the director of the group home who had promised to bring Zoey to the hospital right away. Ellie looked over to where Derek and Rogers were talking, the same relief obvious in their expressions. Before she went in to see Sherilyn Camden, she saw Derek answer his phone.
“Ms. Camden,” she said softly as she stepped into the room. “I don’t know if you remember me from earlier. I’m Detective Harding.”
She nodded.
“Your daughter is on the way here. She’ll be happy to see you.”
“Where…”
Ellie could tell she was getting upset and hurried to explain.
“Since she’s a minor and no one knew about any relatives, she’s been staying at a group home, but they took good care of her. Sherilyn, can you tell me what happened?”
“He told me…She just wanted to talk to me.”
“Who told you?”
“Dr. Brooks. When he found out…He said she would work something out with me. His wife Cassandra.” Shudders wracked her narrow frame.
“Zoey told me that you and Cara Dorman were friends. He and Cara had an affair. That’s what it was about?” They would need to pick up Mrs. Brooks as well. Ellie remembered her words “I’m comfortable.” Apparently, there were no limits as to how far she would go to defend said comfort.
“Some of it.” Sherilyn looked exhausted, like she was about to fade out.
Ellie felt bad about having to badger her, but the more she knew once Cassandra was back in the interrogation room, the better.
“Do you know what happened to Eliza?” Sherilyn asked. “She was investigating them shortly after they did that to Cara, destroy her reputation, hounded her out of town. They are evil.”
Ellie was wondering how to avoid the subject of Eliza for a bit longer when Zoey came rushing into the room. Derek was right behind her but stayed in the doorway.
“Ellie? Jordan’s on the phone.” His tone was enough to make her react right away, though she couldn’t help smiling at the tearful reunification of mother and daughter.
This was the most important result.
Outside the room, she said to Derek, “We need to pick up Cassandra Brooks. Sherilyn can give us more details, but I don’t want Brooks to get away in the meantime.”
“I’ll take care of it,” he promised. “Just take this, okay?”
“All right.” She took the phone he handed her. “Hey. Jordan. What’s up? I’m a little busy here. We found Sherilyn Camden. She’s in rough shape, but well enough to talk.”
“Ellie. Stop for a second.”
“Are you okay? Is Meri?”
“Yes, everyone is fine. I got a call from an unknown number. I don’t want to worry you unnecessarily—”
“I have to say it’s not working at all.” Ellie laughed a little.
“I’m sorry about that. I had Bethany bring Mom and Meri here. I know Dad is at the SEVEN surrounded by cops, and I need you to be careful.”
“That sounds bad…What did they say on the phone?”
“Just ‘Make sure your family is safe.’ Given that Walsh and his family have vanished, I’m not taking any chances.”
“I understand. Have you called Kathryn too?”
“She and Jim are out of town this weekend, so that’s fortunate. How are you?” Jordan asked, her tone softer.
“Honestly? I want to sit on the couch with a drink and watch TV, or maybe nap, but I’m okay. More than that. The woman’s alive, we’re bringing in Cassandra Brooks, and it feels like we’ll be able to wrap this up within the next couple of days. I assume Zoey will have to stay at the home for as long as her mom is in the hospital, but they can both go home soon.”
“It’s a good day, then.”
“Yes it is. Maybe we can grab a bite for lunch later?”
“That might be possible. You still owe me parts of the story, you know.”
“Right? Is Taylor there? I never got the chance to ask her about that family she rented from. It will have to wait though,” she said when she saw Zoey come back out of the room. “We’ll talk later. I love you.”
She ended the call after Jordan’s “Love you too,” and directed her attention at Zoey. The girl’s face was tear-streaked.
“You kept your promise,” she said. “Thank you so much!”
Without warning, she hugged Ellie tightly. Ellie hugged her back quickly.
“It’s my job,” she said and stepped back, giving Zoey a smile.
“I think you’re amazing. I want to do what you do.”
After getting beaten up in a dead woman’s office, things were looking up. Ellie took a card out of her pocket and gave it to Zoey.
“When you’re almost done with college, if you still feel that way, come find me, and I’ll give you some tips.”
“She can tell you some stories,” Derek confirmed. “Good job on the recruiting. We have units on the way to Brooks’ house,” he said to Ellie.
Zoey’s eyes widened. “He did this to Mom?”
“She will tell you more later. I’m afraid I need to ask her a few more questions, and then I promise, we’ll leave you alone.”
“How about we get you something to eat and then come right back?” Mrs. Pfeiffer, the head of the group home, suggested.
Zoey looked hesitant, but she nodded. “I’ll just tell her, okay? So she’ll know where I am.”
“I’ll meet you back at the station,” Ellie told Derek. “Stall Cassandra a little bit. I get the feeling once we know the whole story, neither of them is getting out of it. And I’ll definitely need a new dentist.”
“Why don’t you and Jordan have the same?” Derek wondered out loud.
“Later. The sooner I’m done bothering this poor woman, the better.”
* * * *
Jordan had gone to see Lieutenant Daniels to explain to her why she had decided to bring her family to the station.
“The closer we get, the less it looks like the spontaneous action of one volatile individual. Walsh is still missing. I know this isn’t a permanent solution.”
“I understand.”
Jordan had no doubt that she did, though like everyone else, the lieutenant wanted this case to be over. The politics of it had to be brutal. She had barely followed the headlines, but there was a lot of outrage out there. Of people who thought that Debra’s murder was a result of some not feeling heard enough. And of the people who wanted accountability for a woman being executed because she dared to go for a position in power—more accountability than the shooter being killed in custody.
“There’s no way to trace the call, but I was hoping they could stay for a few hours until we can assess the threat. Ellie is on her way here. Lieutenant, I think the attack on her came from the same source. It’s too much of a coincidence.”
“I’m not arguing, but why would they want you specifically to stop looking? Agents Torres and Russo are on the case, and you’ve brought in Agent Hudson.”
“At this point, I’m afraid I have no idea. Both Torres and Hudson have been working with Bethany. I assume that locally, I’ve been the most visible. Bilson was local, so perhaps there’s something there. We will find out.”
“Okay, it’s best you get back to it now. Let me know what you find, and thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
Aware of the pressure, Jordan left the office to head over to her desk where Maria Doss was talking to Meri. Pauline sat in the visitor’s chair, watching her granddaughter with a fond gaze.
“Hey,” Jordan said. “Again, I’m sorry for this, but we had to do something quick. “Bethany, can I talk to you for a moment? You’ll be okay here?”
It did her some good to see Meri safe and sound, not acknowledging Jordan much as she looked around the new exciting environment, but time was ticking.
Bethany followed her outside the room without any question.
Jordan waited until two uniformed officers had passed them by, then she said, “We’re going around in circles on this. Bilson, possible family connections, Walsh…I need you to think. Did Debra mention anything at all to you, some information that came to her recently, anything that could have put her or someone in her environment in danger?”
“You’re still going around in circles,” Bethany remarked dryly. “My colleagues don’t want me on the case, but I have answered the same questions. A lot. They even asked about arguments we might have had, as if…” She stopped for a heartbeat, took a deep breath. “If I knew, I would have told you already. I don’t know anything. Don’t you think it’s driving me crazy?”
“Okay. That uncle of Bilson’s, Mitch Davidson, do you know him?”
“That’s the wrong question. I’m aware of him. I believe my parents might have run into him at a fundraiser or two. He’s that kind of conservative.”
Jordan wasn’t going to assume anything about Bethany’s parents whom she hadn’t spoken to in years, though she couldn’t help thinking that the line had gotten thin in those same years.
“What? They still don’t like me dating women, but they weren’t going to sink to those levels. I imagine that Davidson is trying to protect his assets and reputation by staying far away from anything regarding Bilson.”
“Did anyone look at the cases you were working before the murder?”
“Now you’re getting paranoid. We know Debra was the target. Not her dad, not me. That son of a bitch decided she should die because he didn’t want her to win. The fucking irony? He would have probably been better off, because the Davidsons of this world don’t give a damn about people like Bilson, family or not.”
“I get it, believe me.”
“I know you do,” Bethany said with a sigh. “I think this is my cue to pack my bags as well.”
“Come on. You know you’re welcome…”
“Yes, and I’m grateful, but I don’t want to overstay it either. Look…Whatever you find out, and I trust you’ll get to the truth eventually, it won’t bring Debra back. I don’t even know that I want to go back to the job after all this.”
“You have to do what’s best for you, but take your time to make that decision, okay?”
“Yeah. Don’t worry. I’ll be fine. So, other than that line of inquiry, what do you have?”
“We keep hitting that wall,” Jordan admitted. “Ellie is on her way here. I’m sure that the guy who attacked her is related to all of this, but if they want to send me a warning, what’s the point? They must know they can’t stop the investigation.”
“The connection to Debra is me,” Bethany said, pensive. “You don’t think this is all still related to Bronson, Shriver, and those cops who lost their jobs?”
“Hell if I know, but murdering a candidate for Congress is extreme as revenge.”
“Everything they did was extreme. Maybe you are right. Damn it all. You think they went after her because I reached out to my contacts for you that one time? Jesus, I got one of my girlfriends killed after all.”
“Bethany! Stop. Beth, that’s not what I’m saying.”
“The irony.” She was laughing, but there was no humor in it.
“Stay with me, please. When we met that time, who knew about it? Who did you talk to afterwards?”
“I didn’t even testify.” Bethany took a tissue out of a packet and wiped her face. “Oh God, I’m so sorry about that. It’s just…”
She didn’t finish the sentence, but Jordan could fill in the blanks. After the traumatic news hit, Bethany had sought out the first person she could think of—probably the most difficult too.
“It’s okay. We’ll figure this out, and there’s still time for you to decide what to do next. I just want to wait for Ellie, and we’ll get something to eat?”
She would have loved to have a quick lunch with Ellie, just the two of them, but given the situation she had created, Jordan knew it wasn’t possible.
They needed to clean up this mess, one way or another.



Chapter Twenty-Five
Sherilyn Camden had a long road ahead of her. Ellie was glad when she could leave her and Zoey to finally have some peace. At the same time, it filled her with excitement that Sherilyn was able to tell her story. She had survived. And it didn’t harm that her statement would make their case solid.
She had given Ellie a different number for Cara Dorman, assuring her that she would get back to her.
Ellie called the moment she was out of the room, leaving a message for her. “Ms. Dorman, this is Detective Harding again. I want to let you know that Sherilyn is safe. She’s in the hospital now. I’d still like to talk to you. Could you meet me at the station tomorrow afternoon? I’ll text you the address.”
She had just left the hospital when Derek called her to let her know they had picked up Cassandra Brooks. She had asked for a lawyer right away.
“I’m on my way now. With Sherilyn’s statement, we have enough on both of them.”
Even though she hurt all over, Ellie hadn’t felt this optimistic in a while, even if the story she’d heard was all but uplifting. “I might have a lead on Cara Dorman too, and if I’m right, she’s okay. She can probably add to the story.”
“All in a day’s work, huh? You might even make it to lunch.”
“Let’s hope. I’m starving.”
She cringed, thinking about what the doctor and Sherilyn herself had told her about her ordeal. Nonetheless, it was still a good day. Sherilyn was alive. She and Zoey could heal together.
Most likely, they’d get to talk to Cara Dorman soon. What was not to like?
Ellie didn’t like the car she saw in her rearview mirror, thinking it had been behind her for a little too long.
Too far away for her to recognize the driver, but when she had to stop at a red light, she jotted down the license plate just in case.
She wasn’t getting paranoid, was she? The station was only twenty minutes away. If the driver was related to yesterday’s incident, they wouldn’t try anything in mid-traffic? Ellie shook her head, giving herself the answer.
Jordan assumed the attacker to be related to the man who had killed Debra Connolly in broad daylight. She wasn’t going to take any chances either. When another few minutes passed, and the car was still behind her, she called it in.
In the meantime, she received a message from Cara. I’ll be there.
Another five minutes, and she had to take a detour. Ellie couldn’t see why, but the cops directing traffic waved vehicles over to a street leading back to the harbor. She slowed down as she passed one of them.
“What happened here?”
“An accident, Ma’am. Please move along.”
She didn’t want to have a longer conversation, following the road until she could turn again.
The other car was catching up, now uncomfortably close to her bumper. Ellie called for back-up, reminded of the day when she had done the same thing, and help never arrived because of a colleague who had it in it for her.
She had to stop obsessing about the past.
Only a few more minutes, and she’d be safe. At least she hadn’t had any more dizzy spells.
* * * *
Ellie was on her way, so they had set up for lunch in the break room. Jordan couldn’t shake the antsy feeling—she would have to find a solution as soon as possible. There had been no other call, but if that person wanted to alarm her, they had done the job.
What did they want to distract her from? Could it really be about the information she had asked Bethany for?
She remembered that evening in the restaurant, the only time she and Ellie had met Debra. Who had been watching them?
When Derek came rushing into the room, but stopped cold at the sight of Pauline and Meri, she knew it couldn’t be any good.
“I’ll be right back,” she said, closing the door behind her as she followed him outside. “What happened?”
“First of all, don’t worry, she’ll be fine.”
“What the hell…?”
“Ellie had a small accident. She wasn’t hurt, but she did call in a license plate before it happened. The vehicle is registered to a Trevor Davidson.”
“Is she in the hospital?”
“They’re checking her out right now, but like I said…”
“I’m going right now. This has to stop.”
“I agree with you. And it will.”
Derek waited until Jordan had told the rest of the small group to go ahead with lunch. She didn’t have the energy to tell them anything else, but she hugged and kissed Meri before they went on their way.
“Davidson is related to Mitch?” she asked.
“A nephew.”
Her phone rang, and seeing that it was Ellie, she answered right away.
“Ellie.” Jordan had many things on her mind, tormenting her, but they became a lot less relevant the moment she heard her voice.
“Paramedics insisted I go to the hospital…again. I swear I’ll be okay. On the bright side, you can visit someone else who was brought in today. He’s in much worse shape than I am, but I think he’s able to talk. The guy who attacked me yesterday.”
That was quite the development.
“Are you safe?”
“For the moment, yes, I think so. Sam and Casey are still here.”
“Derek and I are on our way.”
The strands were finally unraveling.
* * * *
Jordan wasn’t willing to waste any time, not on this day, not even for the sake of being polite. She barely greeted her colleagues as she rushed behind the curtain where Ellie was waiting for her release papers. She folded her into a hug, holding on until Ellie spoke.
“Um…I love you, but this hurts a little. Mostly from yesterday.”
“I’m sorry.” Jordan stepped back, studying her closely. “We know that the car belonged to a guy named Davidson, another nephew of Bilson’s uncle. What’s that about this other guy?”
“I don’t know his name yet, but I saw when they brought him in. I had to take a detour…I think that accident was related.”
Jordan shook her head. “Someone was trying to get rid of him? This all points back to the same thing.”
“No kidding. I’m glad I’m still alive. Wow. To think we imagined Brooks sent him. They have another host of problems. When Sherilyn met Eliza, she saw an opportunity to get back at him for what he did to Cara…It might have been an accident when he killed Eliza, but his wife not only covered it up, she told him she was going to take care of Sherilyn. Imagine that, she stopped bringing her food at some point.”
“At least she’s safe now.”
“We will be too. This won’t go on forever.”
“There you are. Hi, Ellie,” Derek, who had caught up with Jordan, greeted her. Sufficiently reassured, Jordan informed him about the latest developments.
“There’s someone here we have to check out. The guy who attacked Ellie yesterday was in a car accident.”
“He was brought in a little after me. I got a good look, and I’m sure it’s him,” Ellie cut in. “He didn’t look well enough to be moved just yet, but you might want to keep an eye on him.”
“I’ll check it out right now,” he said. “Jordan can join me when she’s ready. I’m glad you’re okay.”
“Me too.” Ellie sighed as Derek left. “I missed lunch, right?” she asked. “I mean…not that important in the great scheme of things, but I could eat.”
Jordan laughed when her stomach made itself heard at the same time. “Most of us missed lunch, but we’ll make sure you get something to eat soon.”
Casey Lyons was next to peek behind the curtain.
“Ladies, there’s someone else here for you.”
“You were gone very quickly,” Taylor remarked. “And El, twice in two days, that’s not good. I just wanted to see how you were doing.”
“I’m good. Hungry, and tired of being the target of these people. What do they want?”
“I hope we’ll know more soon. I had Russo stay at the station with everyone, Torres and I will take over for your colleague. I think he had some work to do on El’s case.”
Jordan refrained from the inappropriate impulse to snap at her for using this nickname for Ellie.
“Thanks,” she said instead. “Keep me posted. We are just waiting for the papers.”
“Will do.” Taylor saluted and left.
“I’m still curious,” Jordan mumbled.
“I know you are. If we ever get to the bottom of this, I promise I’ll tell you everything about that summer.”
* * * *
Later that day, Ellie could identify her attacker without a doubt. Unfortunately, he was heavily medicated so they couldn’t get anything out of him.
“You’re not asking me to go home, are you?” she said wearily when she and Jordan were about to leave the hospital. “I’m kind of jonesing for a coffee from the shop across from the station, and some junk food from the vending machine. Bethany already chastised me for my food choices in front of Meri, but I don’t care.”
“Wait, she did what?”
“Please, don’t mention it. I don’t even know why I brought it up.” Maybe she did. She was about to reach the end of her rope.
“It’s okay. I think she’s ready to move on soon. And I feel better having you at the station than alone at home. As long as Daniels is okay, I am too. Let’s hope this guy will wake up soon, and we can put an end to this.”
“I hear you,” Ellie agreed wearily.
* * * *
“Mama!” There was no reason for Meri to greet Ellie with tears, since her veering off the road hadn’t even resulted in more visible bruises. Ellie held their daughter tightly.
“I’m here. Don’t cry. I’m fine.” Meri and Pauline had still been waiting for them in the break room. Bethany and Russo were nowhere to be seen.
“Don’t get me wrong, but am I right that we have a lot of catching up to do?” Pauline asked mildly.
“Yes, definitely. I’m so sorry. Ellie can maybe do a part of that, and then we’ll see what we do about tonight. We might have to book a hotel for a couple of nights.”
“All of us?” Pauline asked, alarm in her expression.
“I’d prefer that. There have been threatening phone calls…I’d rather not take the risk. We arrested someone, but he’s unconscious right now.”
Jordan had lowered her voice when she realized Meri’s attention had been shifting towards her.
She turned to Sam.
“I know that’s really not your job, but could you head over to the coffee shop? Get one for yourself too?”
The younger officer laughed. “Free coffee? I’m not turning that job down. I’ll be right back. Can I bring you anything else?”
Jordan looked over at her wife and daughter, whispering to her colleague, “A box of donuts maybe, some with sprinkles if they have them.”
“You got it,” Sam promised.



Chapter Twenty-Six
By the time Sam returned with their coffees and treats, Bethany and her colleague still hadn’t returned. It struck Jordan as odd, given how much Bethany had stressed that she’d been cut off from any flow of information. Had she exaggerated?
Taylor seemed quite open to sharing.
She checked her phone. No message. Jordan figured the best would be to book all of them into a hotel for a couple of nights. That should give them enough time to speak to the driver.
Meanwhile everyone could take a breath. Meri was still occupied with her drawings while Ellie had an expression of pure bliss on her face as she enjoyed her coffee. Nothing was going to happen right at this moment, was there?
Jordan contemplated the connections, Bilson, Walsh being AWOL after suggesting the Davidson family might be involved somehow…Davidson’s nephew owning the car whose driver had run Ellie into a ditch…She went all the way back to the beginning, her doubts, insisting to speak to Bilson…
Was it really just a coincidence that Bethany’s parents moved in the same circles as the Davidsons? Walsh. Bilson.
She had to find Bethany. No matter how painful it was, if they wanted to know the truth, they might have to consider that she had been on the radar of someone behind Bilson.
She picked up her phone and texted, Where are you?, aware of Ellie’s gaze on her.
* * * *
Jordan had left all of a sudden. Ellie was fighting her growing exhaustion, tasty treats and specialty coffee doing only so much at this point. She had no time to give in to it because Lieutenant Daniels came in and asked to speak to her.
“Of course.”
Meri looked up and smiled, blissfully unaware of the challenges the adults around her were facing. Ellie hoped they could keep it that way for a long time to come.
“I’m really sorry,” she said when they were in Daniels’ office. “I know this is not a daycare.”
“Don’t worry. I understand this is temporary. We should know more once the suspect is able to talk. I wanted to know how you’re holding up.”
Her first impulse was to return how odd that question was. Ellie’s guard was down, but not enough to share this much in front of a supervisor. Still—this was her job, to keep the public safe, her family, and there was no time to obsess over pains, crises or the fact that there had been more than one attempt on her life, twice in as many days.
“That’s a loaded question,” she admitted, and they shared a smile.
“I can imagine. You know you have all the support you need. I spoke with the A.D.A., and they are currently negotiating. This will take a while, but you gave them everything they need. You could take a few days.”
“I might,” Ellie said, surprising herself. “I hope we won’t spend all of them in a hotel.” And there’s childcare to figure out. Another thing she wasn’t going to discuss with Daniels.
“Speaking of which, where’s Jordan?”
“Actually…I don’t know. I believe she went to get Dr. Roberts so we can figure out the next few days.”
“You do that. And then you go home, wherever that is for the next couple of days.”
“I will.”
Come to think of it, a hotel room wouldn’t be so bad. Room service. No dishes. She straightened. “I’ll find Jordan, and we’ll take care of that right now.”
* * * *
It had been a long time since heading down to the parking garage had made her nervous. Jordan had come here most days of the week, alone, with Ellie, their friends—the first few weeks after the incident had been hard, but she didn’t think about it anymore. Not much, anyway.
As she tried to approach as quietly as possible, her heart was beating in her throat. The quick search she’d done was not entirely conclusive. Valerie Esposito would laugh in her face if she tried to sell its results as evidence, but it was enough to worry her.
Bethany wasn’t close to many people, and there were only a few she trusted. Ironically, Jordan and Ellie. Nina Torres. Taylor. Her almost-father-in-law.
And her long-term partner at work, Russo. Jordan had met him a few times, but rarely spoken to him outside of work.
Again, she couldn’t imagine that he and Bethany shared a lot about their private lives, but she and Bethany had never spoken about that. She might have mentioned something about Debra, or the clandestine meeting the four of them once had.
Would she?
Or maybe she didn’t even have to, if she, and by proxy, Debra, were already on their radar.
She could see them, standing in front of his vehicle. Jordan carefully inched closer until she could make out words spoken.
“Wow,” Bethany said. “That’s pathetic. At least Walsh had the excuse of his family. What about you?”
“Please, don’t make this harder than it needs to be. Don’t try to talk me out of it either. It won’t work.”
“That minion you sent after Harding will talk soon. What are you going to do then?”
Jordan could see him frown. “He’s not going to talk. In fact, he’s not going to wake up either. Someone will make sure of that.”
“See, that’s where you’re mistaken,” Jordan said, stepping out of the shadows. “You can keep sending them, but your guy was already apprehended. We know that the car that followed Ellie belonged to Trevor Davidson. Agent Russo, you are under arrest…”
He made a somewhat predictable, desperate move, grabbing Bethany to use her as a shield before she could move out of his reach.
“You don’t want this,” he said as he pressed the gun to her temple. “We don’t need any more bloodshed.”
“Exactly. Come on, be reasonable. Work with me here. You know you won’t get out of here alive otherwise.”
“Work with you?” he scoffed, and for the first time, Jordan got an image of what lay beneath the surface. “You walk away now, or this will be on you.”
She held Bethany’s gaze as she slowly lowered her weapon.
“Take it easy. We both put it down. See?”
There was a split-second of a window in these situations, and Bethany used it, ducking enough for Jordan to fire a shot that pulverized the window on the passenger side. Russo cursed when a shard from the exploding pane hit his cheek. Jordan had enough time to move in while Bethany wrestled the gun from his hand.
“As you were,” she said, only slightly out of breath. “I hope you weren’t bluffing about that other arrest?”
Jordan looked up from where she was putting the cuffs on an angry Russo.
“No, I wasn’t. We had some officers there, and he ran right into them. What, you couldn’t tell?”
Bethany didn’t answer the question.
“You were right from the start,” she said, casting a disgusted look at her former partner.
“I’m sorry. How did you figure out it was him…?”
“Not now.”
Like all of them, Bethany was clearly at the end of her rope.
Jordan had no doubts that they would finally get all the answers.
“Are you okay?” Ellie, who had just exited the elevator, came running toward them. Her eyes widened at the sight in front of her.
“I know that’s mostly for her, but yes, we both are,” Bethany confirmed. “I’m afraid there will be a whole lot more of paperwork.”



Chapter Twenty-Seven
A lot of things made more sense now. Jordan and Ellie had dealt with the alarming truth of co-workers who had chosen the job for one reason only, to undermine it for the purpose of ideology.
Russo had been the one to interrupt Jordan’s questioning of Bilson that could have led them to the Davidsons and their connections sooner. Dark money flowing to extreme causes. Hired goons to do the dirty work.
Bethany knew how to protect herself, but she and Debra had tried to separate home and work life. That had worked fine until people who had wanted to stop her inquiries had used Bilson’s hate for Debra.
Between Davidson’s nephew, Russo, and individuals from the circle of Debra’s opponent, more arrests would follow soon. More cleaning up to do.
They would be able to go home after all. Back in the break room, she tried to explain to Pauline with as few details as possible.
“We’ll join you soon, but we still have some work to do.”
“I assumed. But look, someone’s about to fall asleep. How about I call Jack and we keep Meri for dinner and overnight? I think she’s due for something else than vending machine snacks. You can come over for breakfast tomorrow and get her.”
Even though Jordan wanted nothing more than to be home with her family, she couldn’t help appreciating this solution.
“Thank you so much. Meri, you’d like to have dinner with Grandma and Grandpa?”
“Are you and Mama coming too?” Meri asked. Jordan wondered how much of the day’s tension she had picked up.
“Not tonight, but we’ll come over for breakfast tomorrow. And I’m sure Bailey will be happy to see you.”
To Jordan’s relief, her daughter’s eyes lit up.
Good call remembering the dog.
* * * *
When they arrived home, Bethany headed for the stairs right away.
“You’ll come down for dinner?” Ellie called after her.
Bethany turned around, unusually hesitant.
“It’s already late. I’m hungry. You must be too.”
“I could eat,” Bethany admitted. “Unless you two want to be alone…”
“Come on. I’m too tired to argue,” Ellie said. “Pizza or Thai?”
Jordan gave her a wry smile as she passed her by. “How about both? I think this day calls for indulgences.”
“Great. I’ll call, then I’ll take a shower and when I come back, I expect wine.”
It wasn’t like they could escape reality anytime soon—might as well make it more bearable.
When she came back down, there was indeed wine on the table though Jordan was on the phone with Pauline in another room. Bethany looked a little lost.
“I’m sorry about Russo,” Ellie offered. “That must have been tough.”
She got a shrug in return. “At first maybe, but I’ve known for a while.”
“Wait, what?” She and Jordan had been working on their respective cases, and obviously, she wasn’t up to date on the latter.
“I’ve basically been undercover for the past six months,” Bethany revealed as she took a seat in an armchair. “It was still jarring, to know this is someone I’ve been working with for years. He was private, like me. We didn’t socialize, just got the job done, or so I thought.”
“That was not your fault.” Ellie sat and poured herself a glass. “There was nothing to tie him to Bilson.”
“Still. If we can’t prevent these things, what’s it all worth?”
Leaning back in her seat, Ellie remembered the naked fear that had gripped her when she realized what had gone down in the parking garage, her jumbled emotions a result of what could have been, and things that had happened in the past.
“We can’t prevent everything,” she reasoned. “We still get to save lives. That makes it all worthwhile.”
“Yeah. Maybe. At least we were able to warn Walsh and his family. He might have been a shitty husband, but he didn’t want them to get killed, so at least we had a common goal here. Russo…It makes me sick that he hung around people like Bilson and Plummer, regardless of whether he believed their crap or not.”
“I understand. Whatever the motive, a lot of the damage is done when people indulge them.”
They were silent for a few beats before Bethany spoke.
“In any case, you’ll be glad to know that I’ll be out of your hair within the next couple of days.” She laughed. “It’s okay, really. You’ve been beyond generous, and I’m grateful. I always knew I couldn’t hide out here forever, play with your kid and drink your wine…though it’s done me some good.”
“I’m glad,” Ellie said, meaning it. “I wish we could have done more. I often wish we could do more.”
“You found the missing woman. Her daughter won’t grow up in the system.”
Before Ellie could contemplate or answer her words, the doorbell rang.
“Perfect timing,” Jordan, who had joined them, said. “I’ll get it.”
* * * *
Food and wine had done much to soften the sharp edges of the day, but even as she could finally relax some, Jordan was aware of all the implications swirling between them. Shared history. And the fact that Bethany had once again told her only a part of the truth. Her grief, her frustration at being kept at bay when it came to the investigation, those were real.
Yet there had been a long ongoing investigation into Russo’s conduct and connections.
Part of the problem was that politicians had underestimated and understated the threat from right-wing extremist groups like the ones Bilson had openly admired. The extreme amount of money flowing to those causes. The scarier part was that some their sympathizers and sometimes, members, had made it into the very institutions that were supposed to protect the public from them. Like Bronson. Atwood.
They had to be more careful, set stricter boundaries, try to get more people into power who had the courage to name the problem.
“I’m going to take some time off,” Bethany said, sounding wistful.
“That’s a good plan.”
“It’s the only plan. If I continue doing this job now, I’ll hate people and I’ll hate myself, and I need to make a move before that happens. I’m going to meet some friends in Madrid.” She laughed, shaking her head. “I told my parents. They think I’ve lost my mind.”
Jordan chose not to comment on that, though the news came as a surprise. Ellie was faster.
“I hope you’ll find everything you need,” she said and raised her glass. “To plans. God knows we’ve all had to postpone enough of them.”
* * * *
Ellie hadn’t been joking about taking some time off, but there was something she had to do first. They had gone for an early breakfast at Jack and Pauline’s and headed back home where Bethany was packing her belongings.
When she came out of the guest room, she was wearing one of the crisp suits Ellie had been used to seeing on her, before.
“Good luck,” she said, deciding that a quick hug was appropriate.
“Thanks. You too.”
She and Jordan said goodbye as well, and then she went outside to get in the cab which had just arrived.
When the door closed and the house was more silent than it had been in a while, Ellie couldn’t help wishing they could just stay here for a bit longer. Soon.
“You’re sure this can’t wait?”
“No, I really want to do this,” Ellie confirmed. “After today, I’ll take at least the rest of the week. Spend some time with Meri. We still have to go over those pre-school applications.”
“Right. Let’s do this then.”
* * * *
Jordan watched with Derek from the other side of the glass when Ellie spoke to Cara Dorman who had finally determined that it was safe to come out of hiding, and tell her story. Yes, she had other things to do, but it was nothing that couldn’t wait for a few minutes.
“They are insane,” was what Dorman opened with. “They both had multiple affairs, I know that now. But at the time, he said all the right things, made promises…I was so stupid. And naïve. I tried to confront him, and then her, and then all hell broke loose.”
“After the viral video,” Ellie commented.
“That too, but it started before that. They badmouthed me at my work, with my landlord, it got so bad I had to leave town eventually. Sherilyn always wanted to help, and when she found out about the insurance fraud, she thought she and Eliza could do something. The people from the insurance were interested, and they hired Eliza.”
“Sherilyn ever told you more details?”
Cara’s gaze was full of regret. “I wish I had told her to stop. There was something about a necklace…She said that if we could prove they’re crooks, my reputation would be restored. When I realized she was missing, and Eliza too, I got scared.”
“Why didn’t you call the police? Or call me back?”
“You’d already seen that video. What would you have thought?” With alarm, she continued, “Am I in trouble? Is that why you called me here?”
“You’re not,” Ellie assured her. “I wish you had talked to me, but you are safe now, and so is Sherilyn.”
Jordan could read between the lines, damage control and a hint of frustration. They might have arrested Brooks and his wife sooner. Sherilyn Camden could have come home sooner.
She could understand though why Ellie needed to be here for the conversation, to bookend the case. Cara Dorman resurfacing was good news, and they could use a lot of it.
“You still haven’t told me the story of why you don’t go to the same dentist,” Derek remarked.
“And she won’t have time now, because she’s going to drive her wife home,” Lieutenant Daniels who had come in, said. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but we can make do without the two of you for a couple of days.”
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. Great job, Sergeant—and all of you. Detective Henderson, I’d like to see you in my office please.”
“Of course. All right then,” he said after the lieutenant had left. “Enjoy your time off.”
“Speaking of which, that boat trip you promised…”
He laughed. “Soon.” Jordan turned back to the glass where Ellie was about to wrap up the interview.
The trip might have to wait, but a few days off sounded amazing, almost too good to be true. But Bethany had come to the right conclusions, reminding herself of what really counted. They all had to remember that in the light of the tragedies and dangers each of them had faced.
Perhaps could go to the park with Meri.
She watched with pride as Ellie did her job, feeling beyond grateful for her family. She was lucky to have good people in her life, her friends, her parents, the woman she loved and their child.
It hadn’t always been that obvious.
Jordan wasn’t superstitious by nature, so the small shiver skittering down her spine was likely just residual fatigue or due to her familiar outlook on the world.
Even in the midst of chaos, she had something perfect, and she’d hold on to it with everything she had.
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