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Note to Readers
 
First of all, thank you so much for being on this journey with Jordan and Ellie (and no, it’s definitely not over yet! There are more adventures in the works for them).
If you have arrived here, it’s likely that you read #14, Informants. This was the last Carpenter/Harding book I wrote pre-pandemic, and when it was time for #15, I had to decide whether or not their reality would reflect our own to some extent, or not at all.
I’ve had many conversations with readers and fellow authors, and opinions were mixed. Some would have liked to keep the subject out of fiction altogether, while others felt that something with this immense global impact would be hard to ignore.
My solution was this: In #15, about a year and a half has passed, and the effects of recent events are still unmistakable, though the characters have adjusted, much as the rest of us had to.
I have found it easier for a standalone book or a new series to leave out Covid-19 completely. With an ongoing serial like this one, it was a lot trickier—for example, when you start reading Carpenter/Harding, you know it’s not taking place in the eighties, so it would make sense for them to arrive in and around 2020 at some point.
The focus, however, is and will always be on the cases they solve as much as their relationship.
 
Thank you for reading! 
-Barbara
 









 
Prologue
 
It wasn’t a particular day in the lives of their family, Jordan reflected when she walked into the kitchen after her shower, finding the table set for three, coffee brewing. Just a normal Saturday after work, whatever they called normal these days.
The champagne and orange juice on the table caught her eye. Did she forget an anniversary? Ellie would be forgiving under what had been the circumstances for almost two years, but Jordan couldn’t think of any sin of omission she had committed.
After wrapping up a case and spending most of the day on paperwork, she didn’t hate the idea of brunch for early dinner. In fact, the past few weeks had been gruelling. She wouldn’t mind an early night either.
“Surprise,” Ellie said behind her. In her arms, Meri wriggled, wanting to be let down.
“Hi Mommy,” she greeted Jordan with a bright smile. “We’re having waffles.” Her pronunciation made it sound a little like “awfuls,” but the iron on the counter helped Jordan make the connection.
“That sounds great. And I see there’s grown up juice too. Did I miss anything? Is it really five p.m.?” she asked, tousling her daughter’s hair.
“It is. I’m sorry if we caused some confusion, but I asked Meri what she wanted for dinner.”
“Awfuls,” Jordan whispered, making her laugh.
“Yeah.”
“So, this is not a special occasion?”
“It is,” Ellie disagreed. “We made it this far. Next year we might be able to take Meri trick-or-treating. Have a Christmas party with everyone. I don’t know, it felt like a moment to mark.”
“It is.” To make it through, to make sure their loved ones and the public they served had the resources they needed, had been their main motivation. Aside from the occasional hopeful conversation, they had little time to think about comforts they longed to return to, like entertaining a house full of friends and family, the way they had done it without thinking.
Before. Come to think of it, the hopeful part came mostly from Ellie, but that was the way they worked. “Thank you. This is beautiful.”
“You look pretty good to me too,” Ellie commented as she started to prepare mimosas.
Her love had remained the constant in a world that couldn’t seem to stop changing in ways that brought out the worst in people. Ordinary people, criminals, too often, some in their own ranks. For a brief, terrifying moment Jordan wondered what her life in the past couple of years would have looked like without Ellie in it, then she pushed the thought aside. Ellie, and their child, were right here.
Waffles and mimosas for Saturday night dinner.
“Thanks. I like your shirt.”
Ellie’s black t-shirt had a rainbow-striped heart on it. The caption read, Everything Is Going to Be All Right.
“One of my online impulse buys,” she admitted ruefully. “Okay. We have pizza too. Warm or cold?”
Jordan felt her eyes well up, not so much because Ellie remembered her quirkiest breakfast habits after all these years. She was just really tired, but a few hours away from the daily challenges would do wonders.
She drew Ellie into her arms, reveling in the warmth of her body. “The case is closed.”
“I had no doubts.”
Meri’s insistent “Mommy, Mama, I’m hungry!” told them that this was all the shop talk they were going to do for a while.
“All right,” Ellie said. “Let’s get some food on the table.”



 
Chapter One
 
The romantic meal they’d had the day before was far from Ellie’s mind when she stood at the pier, shivering in the cold morning air. She wasn’t the only one. In addition to dock workers at their jobs, various law enforcement personnel had arrived in the area after a body had been reported floating in the bay.
Uniformed officers had taped off the area, but they didn’t need to be concerned about onlookers at this time of day. Those who worked in the harbor didn’t have time to gawk.
Ellie had no choice but to take a closer look at the body of the man after its harsh exposure to the elements, the water and what lived in it. Even given the man’s condition, it was impossible to overlook the hole in his shirt that didn’t look like it had been caused by marine life.
“What a terrible way to go,” Maria Doss commented. She had been talking to the fisherman who had reported the gruesome sight before she joined Ellie and the medical examiner inside the perimeter.
“Someone shot him and dumped the body in the water? Or they shot him, pushed him, or he fell, and drowned?” Ellie mused out loud as she donned gloves and searched the man’s pockets. They were empty. He was dressed casually in jeans and a sweater.
“There you go. You already have all the answers.”
“You know we depend on you for those answers.” Ellie’s placating tone elicited a tired smile from Dr. Melissa Adams.
“Yes, you do, but it doesn’t hurt to hear it occasionally. I should be able to get to him today. I’ll get back to you.”
“Thanks.” Maria glanced at the ships in front of them, the towers of containers. “I don’t like those needle-in-a-haystack cases. Do you know how likely it is that we find someone who saw anything?”
Ellie didn’t point out that this was a tad pessimistic because she wouldn’t blame anyone for a bit of pessimism at this point. Impatience was more like it, but that didn’t belong into their workday. They were lucky to be here, to be doing their jobs, and go home to their families at the end of it. Even when this cold overcast morning was one of the lower moments.
She cast another glance at the body.
“What did the fisherman say?”
“He doesn’t know anything,” Maria said with a shrug. “He was there to check something on his boat, saw something floating, and when he realized what it was, he called 911. I’ll run a check…but I don’t expect anything.”
“I’d say he hasn’t been in the water for too long,” Dr. Adams commented. “That’s a bit hopeful, if not for him.”
“Let’s hope we can make an ID quick.” Ellie didn’t mind if she was grasping at straws, as long as there was something to hold on to. One thing she had been holding on to in the past months was that no matter how dispirited each of them felt at any moment, every victim still deserved justice.
“Detectives!”
They spun around when Officer Sam Potts came jogging towards them, holding up a small object in an evidence bag.
“There’s your needle in the haystack,” Ellie said, proud of her young colleague. Sam beamed under the praise. Perhaps it wasn’t going to be such a bad day after all, considering they most likely had the bullet that killed their victim.
It was a start.
Every bit of progress mattered.
“Great, let’s bring this to Daniels,” Maria said. “I still need something hot first, or my fingers and toes will be as blue as his.”
Ellie caught Dr. Adams rolling her eyes while Sam was still excited with her discovery, Maria unfazed by the ME’s reaction. She took a second to cherish the familiarity of it all.
“We can have a coffee first,” she said. She too, would appreciate the caffeine and warmth, and a change of scenery—and smell.
* * * *
Jordan was working at her desk, frowning at her computer screen, though she looked up to smile and wave when Ellie and Maria came in. That, too, had not been the usual for some time, both of them being here while their daughter was with her grandparents.
Lieutenant Daniels wasn’t in her office, so Ellie went straight to her research. She had been to the area in the course of an investigation a few times. She knew the setup fairly well, but especially in the past year, there had been a lot of fluctuation with companies closing. Some new ones had moved in, other offices stayed empty. As expected, the area was occupied by mostly import/export firms, a few bars, some lawyers, and notary offices.
Maria had started looking into missing persons cases. It might not be long since his death, but he could have been taken—or hiding from someone. Ellie sat back. It would be hard to prove any additional injuries. She hoped that Melissa’s findings would get them to an ID, otherwise they would hit a wall soon. She wasn’t sure if any identifiable prints had been left on the man, her stomach doing a light flip-flop at the thought.
“I heard about your case. I hope you’ll still be in the mood tonight?”
Jordan’s tone was half teasing, half concerned. Ellie’s stomach had been crime-scene-proof so far, but she was right to suggest that the latest had been one of the more difficult ones.
“I’ll be fine. Actually, I can’t wait. It will be great.” She would be fine. Tonight would be the first time they could gather at the SEVEN, the bar owned by Jordan’s parents. They had only recently re-opened after a difficult period in which the majority of the department came together for regular take-out. Jack and Pauline had taken some time off before resuming business. “If we get an ID today, that’s even better. Can’t really show those pictures on TV to get the public’s help.”
Jordan winced at the mental image.
“I can imagine. Let me know if you need anything. I’m just finishing up this report.”
“Lucky you.” Ellie almost laughed at Jordan’s expression, clearly indicating that she preferred being out in the cold at a Godforsaken time to typing up the chain of events nicely. “I know. Oh, and here’s the lieutenant. I’ll see you later.”
She saw that Maria was on the phone and gestured to her.
When Ellie passed by her desk, Maria finished the call. “Yes, thank you, we appreciate it.” She got up to follow Ellie. “I don’t share your boundless optimism, but I have to admit I didn’t expect things to be moving this fast.”
“You got an ID?”
“I’m not sure,” Maria admitted. “Sounds interesting, in any case. Global Solutions MC? They are missing one of their managers, a guy named Anton Kovac. The timeline fits, and what we could tell about his general age…”
“I saw that company moved in last summer. Importing tools and machinery,” Ellie remembered. “How would their manager end up shot and dumped in the bay?”
“That’s a rhetorical question, right? His boss will come down later to talk to us.”
“Wow.” Ellie wasn’t sure what to make of that. “I’m surprised they agreed to this so quickly. They must be invested—which is a good thing.”
She and Jordan too had been lucky to have a supervisor able to show steady and effective leadership that allowed them to do their jobs and take care of their family, within a setting that had radically changed for everyone.
Lieutenant Daniels opened the door to her and Maria before either of them could knock.
“How about you come in?” she greeted them. “What do we have?”
Before they could answer her question, the lieutenant’s phone rang.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “Please, wait.”



 
Chapter Two
 
“Carpenter, do you have a moment?”
Detective Murphy’s somber tone startled Jordan out of her musings. She had the paperwork of her latest case all nicely tied up and entertained an early evening as Ellie and Maria hadn’t asked for help, waiting for results from the lab and the ME.
“Sure.”
Murphy was one of the former Major Crimes detectives who had come on board with the lieutenant when she took over for Carroll. Since then, she had worked on a few cases with him and his partner Wu, though most of her work was still alongside Derek Henderson. Jordan realized she hadn’t seen him all day.
“I just got a call about my father. He’s been hospitalized, and I need to get in touch with my sister. Could you go see Henderson?”
“I’m sorry, and yes, of course.” So, she would find out sooner than later what Derek was up to. “I hope your dad will be okay.”
“Thank you. This is the address. Domestic disturbance, neighbors called it in.” He was visibly relieved. “Daniels asked me to take this, but…”
“It’s no problem,” Jordan assured him. “You can go. Derek will fill me in.”
She headed for her car, surprised that he hadn’t called her.
On the way, she reflected on how the circumstances had contributed to fewer homicides overall, but still domestic violence was on the rise. Sadly, the two seemed to have overlapped once more.
She didn’t recognize the two officers outside the apartment door of the address Murphy had given her, but she had barely greeted them when Derek came heading her way.
“What are you doing here?”
She cast him a quizzical glance. “My work? What kind of question is that?”
“Hang on a second,” he called after her, but she had already crossed the threshold and walked inside the cramped apartment, stepping into a hellish scene. An officer and a paramedic were trying to calm down a woman who appeared in the midst of a meltdown.
“Let me go,” she yelled. 
Jordan noticed the bruises barely hidden under make-up, on the side of her face and neck. She shuddered, turning to the scene at the center of the room that had the woman this upset. Another team of paramedics were working on a second victim on a gurney, organized but frantic-looking activity to keep them alive. A child.
She almost recoiled physically from the sight. The boy was the same age as her daughter she had kissed and left in her mother’s care this morning. If officers had asked for Homicide, that meant his condition was critical. The realization knocked the wind out of her, but to her relief, she was able to form words when Derek joined her.
“What the hell happened here?” she asked. Dispirited. Angry. Complex situations brought out heroes and monsters alike.
“Neighbors called the police when they heard screams and loud noises,” Derek said. She knew him well enough to detect the emotion behind the even tone. He looked over to the woman who had stopped screaming, her hand covering her mouth.
“Morgan Leigh, thirty-two,” he continued. “She said that she and the boyfriend, Baxter Carlson, had a fight, he left. We put out a BOLO.”
“Did he—?”
She didn’t have to finish the sentence.
“We don’t know yet. She says neither of them laid a hand on the boy. According to her, he fell down the stairs when they argued and took their eyes off him for a few minutes.”
“That would be one hell of a fall.” Four, five stairs? She stared at the chilling scene, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. Sometimes it was hard to find any. They were wheeling the child to the ambulance now. Jordan drew a sharp breath. “CPS is here?”
“We’re going to need some more information before going there, but—” He held up a hand when she was about to protest. “I know what you’re thinking, and I’m afraid you won’t be far off, but this kid isn’t going home today, and neither is she. We’ll make sure they get the help they need, find that boyfriend.”
“I bet this wasn’t the first time the police came here. Did no one ever care to check on that boy?”
“Jordan.”
She held back a retort, a theory forming in her mind. “Why did you ask Murphy to come?”
“Yeah, where is he anyway?”
“Family emergency. He asked me to step in, but you haven’t answered my question.”
“How about I was trying to do you a favor? I’m sorry it didn’t work out.”
“A favor? How?” He didn’t deserve her irritation. Jordan couldn’t help it. She didn’t wait for an answer, or perhaps she didn’t want to hear it in the first place. “Forget about it. You’re right. Let’s get that boyfriend into an interrogation room and go from there. Ms. Leigh,” she walked over to the distraught woman. “I’m Detective Carpenter. I know you already told my colleague what happened, but it’s important we find Baxter.”
“Why?” The woman gave her a hard stare. “He didn’t do anything! I need to go to the hospital with Justin.”
“You will. In a moment. Baxter lives here fulltime?”
Despite her obvious distress, Morgan Leigh was defensive.
“It’s not illegal, Detective.”
No, but hurting you and your child is. Jordan understood that there could be degrees toward blame. Even if no one had laid a hand on the boy, their behavior might speak to a pattern of neglect that could make accidents more likely. The responsibility still rested with the parents.
“No, it’s not. He’s Justin’s dad?” Jordan kept her tone soft and, she hoped, non-judgmental, given that they still didn’t know the whole story, and Leigh was obviously hurting.
The woman’s eyes narrowed.
“I don’t see what that has to do with anything, but yes. He takes care of us.”
“He hit you before? Did he ever hurt Justin?”
Morgan shook her head, tears spilling from my eyes.
“You can’t keep me from my son!”
“Ms. Leigh, we have to go. Detective, if you have everything you need?”
Jordan gave the paramedic a curt nod.
“Let’s run Carlson, and knock on some doors,” she said to Derek, who followed her, a pensive look on his face. She didn’t want to say it out loud, but he might have a point, to some extent. She couldn’t let anyone treat her with kid gloves, not with the job they had to do, and the circumstances under which they’d been doing it for months—and he knew it.
“Marshall and Martin already started canvassing. Marshall remembered answering a call once, but the woman always sent them back. They saw no signs of disturbance at the time.”
“He escalated,” Jordan surmised when they were standing outside. She couldn’t get enough of the fresh air. The apartment had felt stuffy, and even smaller with the desperate attempt to save a child’s life.
“It’s possible. Are you okay?”
“No,” she said with emphasis. “No, I’m not okay, but that doesn’t matter right now. I appreciate what you were trying to do, but I can’t pick and choose because a child was involved, or there are obvious issues with his parents.”
Much to his credit, Derek didn’t try to deny his intentions.
“At least this will be quick,” he said. “The boy pulls through, we’ll find the creep and put him away, all of it done by Thanksgiving.”
Despite the dire situation, she couldn’t help laughing.
“You are such a ray of sunshine.”
“That’s why we make such a good team.”
“I’m not sure if there’s a backhanded compliment in that, but I’ll take it.”
“All right. Let’s take this back to the station.”
* * * *
In the break room, Jordan found Officer Libby Marshall, a friend of theirs, to ask her about Carlson. She and her partner had knocked on the neighbors’ doors, gathering little information.
“Apparently, he moved back in a few months ago, and they’ve been fighting a lot. The first call was anonymous, and no one would talk to us then,” she recalled with regret. “I wish we could have done something sooner. “She swore to us that he was gone for good. We drove by a couple of times…”
“But he came back,” Jordan finished, struggling to fight an air of helplessness.
“Everyone’s losing it,” Libby said, her frustration unmistakable. “I know there are patterns to this kind of thing, but I swear, no one was hurt that other time. They had a loud argument, broke up, he left.”
Jordan could sympathize. She had seen that boy on the gurney.
She too remembered, a long time ago, when the police came by only to be convinced that there was nothing to see.
“Both mom and son are in the hospital now,” she said. “We’ll make sure they are both safe from Carlson.” Part of her wished she could also make sure Justin would never have to go back to that house. They would follow up on both of them and involve CPS if need be, but first they needed to deal with the abuser at large.
“I’m sorry,” Libby offered. “I wish I could give you more.”
“Let’s find him. We’ll go from there.”
The door opened, and Derek walked inside. 
“Jordan, you’re done here? We have to go.”
“Pretty much. Any news from the hospital?”
“No,” Derek said, “but we might have a lead on Baxter.”
“I like the sound of that. Thanks, Libby.”
“No problem.”
She and Derek returned to her desk where she picked up her coat and keys.
“Not very clever, this guy,” he remarked. “Apparently, he went straight to his best buddy to hang out with him. Ten minutes. Uniforms found the car in the driveway. They’re waiting for us now.”
“Okay, let’s go.”
On their way out, she was momentarily distracted by a couple of new arrivals, two men in expensive suits, the older one the lawyer judging from his briefcase. Maria was with them, directing them to an interview room. Had she and Ellie already made an arrest?
Jordan watched Ellie come from the other direction, stopping cold at the sight of the younger man.
“Miles Clairmont?” Disbelief colored her tone.
“Ellie. Wow, that’s a surprise.”
“Are you coming?” Derek asked, and Jordan accepted that she would have to wait to hear the story.
“You know this guy? He looks familiar.”
“Never saw him until now, but Ellie apparently does know him.”



 
Chapter Three
 
At the front door of Baxter Carlson’s friend, Jordan had no time to wonder about the scene she witnessed. She was aware of the tension gripping her body. Carlson did own a gun, Morgan Leigh had confirmed. She didn’t know if he had it with him, or where he kept it. Great. She claimed he had never threatened her, or, to her knowledge, anyone with it. If she was telling the truth, that would be a silver lining. If.
Jordan knocked, and waited, near holding her breath. After a few seconds, she heard footsteps.
The tenant, Vince Potter, opened the door.
“What is it?” he asked, suspicion written all over his face. 
“I’m Detective Carpenter, this is Detective Henderson. We need to talk to Mr. Carlson.”
She expected him to deny Carlson’s presence, but to her surprise, he stepped aside and yelled, “Hey, Baxter. What the fuck did you do? Police are here.”
The tension was palpable. However, they were in for another surprise. Baxter Carlson came to the door, wearing jeans and a faded black t-shirt that had seen better days. He was holding a beer bottle and took a hearty swig before he spoke.
“I did nothing,” he claimed. “What do you want?”
“Mr. Carlson, please put down that bottle.”
He laughed. “What are you going to do? Ma’am?”
“Did you assault Morgan and Justin Baker this morning?” she asked.
“What the hell! I didn’t assault anybody! If she says that, she’s lying. Stupid boy fell down those stairs…” he ranted, backing away, making no move to let go of the bottle.
“Then you won’t mind coming with us to answer a few questions at the station?”
“You bet your ass I mind!” He took a few steps backwards, holding the neck of the bottle in a white-knuckled grip.
“Set that bottle down—” She barely had time to duck the flying object as Carlson tried to head for the fire escape. Jordan and Derek caught him before he reached the window, while Vince Potter was yelling.
“Fuck this, did you have to make a mess on my carpet?” 
Potter’s words sounded surreal to Jordan, given the fact that a child was in the hospital. At least now they had multiple reasons to bring in Carlson. Silver linings, she reminded herself.
“Carlson. Listen!” As he read him his rights, Derek’s tone revealed the same disgust she felt. “Do you understand?”
“I’m not the stupid one. You can’t hold me.”
“We’ll see about that. Let’s go.”
On the way down to the street, Carlson treated them to a variety of slurs. When he was finally in the back of a squad car, Jordan took a deep breath. 
“Quite the limited vocabulary for someone who’s calling everyone else stupid,” Derek commented.
“True, but no gun, and we have that outstanding warrant. Take the win.”
It was a temporary one, she knew. They had to prove his involvement, or he would walk eventually. Jordan was still optimistic that they had options once the bigger picture unfolded some more, and CPS was one of them. She had made the call. If she hadn’t, she wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight.
* * * *
“So, about Anton. That’s a shame. Did you talk to his wife yet?”
“We didn’t have an ID until a few minutes ago,” Ellie explained to Anton Kovac’s boss. “I’ll have to ask you not to talk to anyone. She should hear it from us first.”
“Of course,” he said, studying her. Despite the dire situation, he gave her a smile. “Whatever you need.”
Ellie was still perplexed about this unexpected encounter. She could tell that Maria was curious. It didn’t matter. They had a job to do first.
“What can you tell us about him?” she prompted.
“Excuse me, I’m still kind of speechless. It’s so strange meeting under these circumstances, right? I had no idea you were a cop.”
“Please.”
Miles switched gears easily.
“Sure. I’ve known Anton for almost ten years. He came to my dad’s company first, worked his way up, and you could say I poached him for Global Solutions MC.”
“Any trouble that you are aware of? Enemies?”
“This really is a lot like TV, isn’t it? I’m sorry I can’t help you much. He was popular with everyone as far as I’m aware, a hard worker and a good leader. But I could ask around if you like.”
Despite the dire circumstances, Ellie had a hard time not to smile at his enthusiasm. 
“That would be our job but thank you. At your company, did you ever have any conflict with someone, competitors, lawsuits, anything of the kind?”
If Anton had been a highly trusted employee, he could have been caught in the middle. The name Clairmont was synonymous with money. She was surprised that Miles’s name hadn’t shown up in their preliminary research. MC. Of course.
He laughed as if she had made a joke. “All the time. You know that this company is only a small part of the business, right? Much as I wish, I can’t be everywhere all the time, so I might not have been aware. Again, I can look into it.” His tone became more serious when he continued, “Please, let me know when you talked to Rayna. I want to do what I can to help her.”
“That’s very kind. I’ll be in touch,” she said, getting to her feet. “Thanks again for coming in, and if you can think of anything…”
“I’ll let you know,” he promised, shaking her hand before he took the offered business card. “And Ellie, I know it’s late for that, but I wanted to say I’m so sorry about your parents.”
That stopped her cold for a second.
“We never got to talk after it happened. When I heard about it and tried to reach you, you were already gone. They were great people.”
“Yes, they were. Thank you.” Perplexed didn’t even begin to describe sudden the turmoil in her mind.
“I’ll walk you out,” Maria offered when the silence dragged on.
“Thanks, Detective Doss. It was nice to meet you. See you, Ellie.”
Alone in the room, Ellie sank back into her chair, shaking her head. This was beyond surreal.
Maria returned, closed the door behind her and leaned against it.
“Okay. I want to know everything about your history with this handsome man.”
“There’s no history,” Ellie cut off the conversation with a dismissive gesture. “We don’t have time for this. We have to tell a woman that she’s a widow.”
Maria got the message and stopped prodding. Ellie knew it would only be temporary.
* * * *
Some cases hit closer to home. It was impossible to avoid, and it wasn’t going to cloud her judgment. Jordan was aware of Lieutenant Daniels and A.D.A. Esposito in the observation area.
Precision was key. If she wanted to keep Baxter Carlson from hurting another woman and child, she couldn’t let herself think of Meri, or any uncanny similarities to her own past.
While Derek stayed at the back of the room, leaning against the wall, she sat down across from Carlson, holding his gaze. His was a defiant stare. He wasn’t seeing the inside of a police station for the first time either, according to his record. Despite him claiming to be innocent, he had a history of assault. She vowed that it would end here.
“Why don’t you tell me what happened earlier today?” she asked, keeping her tone light and conversational.
“I already did. Boy fell down the stairs.”
“Nobody was watching him?”
“We were a little busy, okay?”
Busy in a way that put bruises on Morgan’s face, that she covered up with make-up? Her stomach was churning. She could think of various interpretations, all of them bad.
“From the beginning. Neighbors called the police because you were yelling and throwing things at each other.”
“They exaggerate, as usual. I came home from the nightshift, tried to get some damn sleep.”
“Then what?” Jordan shifted in her chair, willing to rein in her impatience. The more she played to the ego of someone like him, the more he would give away. No matter how tired she was, this wasn’t her first time, and she knew perps like him. She had seen men like him even before she became a cop. “Take your time, please.”
“They were making too much noise, okay? I told Morgan to cut it out. She started yelling.”
“You got frustrated? Angry? Hit her?”
“No, that’s not what happened. I might have pushed her a little.”
Those bruises didn’t come from a small push. If only they could convince her to tell the whole truth.
“What about Justin? Where was he?”
“She sent him to his room. Of course he didn’t stay there.”
She remembered the split-level apartment. The blood on the stairs. Her vision was starting to gray out for a second or so before Carlson’s leering face came back into focus.
“You have kids, Detective?”
“Actually, yes. They can be a handful. I don’t push them down stairs, though.”
“Fuck, you have no idea,” he spat. “I didn’t do anything, and you can’t keep me here. I want to go home to my family. Where is Morgan?”
“Why don’t we start over? The truth this time.”
“Didn’t you hear me, bitch? I’m going home!”
He half rose, but stopped when Derek took a step towards the table.
“No, you’re not,” Jordan said, not hiding her satisfaction with the fact. “There’s an outstanding warrant for about a dozen unpaid tickets. That will give you some time to think.”
“You’re making a big mistake!” he yelled.
“We’ll see,” she said, and she and Derek left the room.



 
Chapter Four
 
Ellie double-checked the address, confirming she hadn’t made a mistake. She could tell from Maria’s expression that she hadn’t expected anything like this either: The Kovacs’ house wasn’t a mansion, but it came close.
What exactly did a manager earn at Global Solutions MC? She would have to ask Miles about it. It shouldn’t be a problem since he seemed so eager to help.
“I don’t want to blame the victim, but wow,” Maria commented. “This is…interesting.”
“It is,” Ellie agreed. “Ready?”
Maria sighed. “Sucks, but yes. Let’s get this over with.” They exited the car and walked up the stairs—marble?—to an impressive wooden front door. The doorbell came with a soft melodic sound, and a woman in her late fifties opened.
“How can I help you?”
“Mrs. Kovac?”
“No. Is she expecting you?”
“I don’t think so. I’m Detective Harding, this is Detective Doss. Could you get her, please?”
“Wait here, please.”
“I have a couple of relatives in management positions,” Maria said. “They don’t have homes and staff like that.”
“Maybe the wife came from money,” Ellie theorized. “It’s still early.”
“Not in the day, but I know what you mean.”
“Detectives, please, come in.” Rayna Kovac wasn’t what they had expected either. She couldn’t be older than thirty, her hair, make-up and dress looking like she was expecting someone all right—anyone but Homicide detectives. “Do you have any news about Anton?”
Her tone was polite, matter-of-fact. She didn’t expect it to be good news.
“I’m afraid so.”
In the spacious living room, Rayna gestured for them to sit. Ellie almost regretted doing so when the softness of the armchairs cushion registered with her, reminded her it had been an early morning. She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry to tell you we found your husband’s body this morning. We have reason to assume that he was murdered.”
“Murdered?” Rayna jumped back to her feet, her voice bordering on shrill. “But how? That man couldn’t hurt a fly. Everyone loved him.”
“We are still investigating. Did he mention any concerns to you, about threats?”
“He didn’t get threats,” Rayna said, sounding indignant. “He was an honest man. Everyone said so. His employees and bosses spoke highly of him.”
While she was defensive of him, it seemed like reality hadn’t sunk in yet. Ellie shared a look with Maria who took over.
“I’m very sorry that we have to ask you this, but where were you last night?”
“I was here,” Rayna said without hesitation. “I know you have to ask this, and before this gets any further, Laura can confirm my alibi. If there’s anything else, I’d prefer to talk to my lawyer first.”
“I don’t think that’s necessary. Laura is your housekeeper I assume?”
“Yes. I’ll get her. Anton, how did he die?”
“He was shot. I’m very sorry.”
“Can I see him?”
Maria hesitated. Ellie understood why. Given the circumstances of Anton Kovac’s death, it was an even more traumatic sight.
“You won’t be in the room, but yes, we can arrange that. I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs. Kovac. If we could speak to Laura?”
“Yes, of course. I’ll get her.”
She was barely out of the room when they heard her start sobbing. Reality had caught up with Anton Kovac’s young widow. They still had a long way to go to figure out how he ended up in the bay.
Ellie longed to put an end to this long, confusing day and to hear from Jordan, and about how hers had gone.
She had almost forgotten about their plans for the evening.
* * * *
 With Baxter Carlson in custody, they had a reasonable window. If he continued to deny any involvement with Justin’s injuries, on Monday, a judge would decide his short-term fate. With Justin still in the hospital and Carlson running from the scene, in addition to Carlson’s history, they had a good shot.
Valerie Esposito had agreed. Still, as she was waiting for Ellie to return so they could go to the SEVEN for the first time in what seemed like ages, Jordan couldn’t relax. The headache building behind her temples might be from hunger or too much caffeine—some habits were hard to change.
She couldn’t get the image of the boy on the gurney out of her head. The mother in denial, the boyfriend…It had taken every bit of restraint not to get in his face.
Every outcome was difficult. If Carlson was out of the picture, would Morgan Leigh be able to protect her son? And if that wasn’t the case and he had the chance to grow up with more responsible, kinder adults, what questions would haunt him throughout his adult life?
She would have loved to stay far away from this case. It wasn’t up to her.
The door opened, and Jordan straightened. She couldn’t afford to lose herself in the dire possibilities. They would do whatever they could to help both Justin and Morgan. One person at a time, one day at a time. She had learned that there was no shortcut, for anyone.
“Are you ready?” Ellie asked softly, and added, “Derek said that was a tough one.”
“Yeah.” With a sigh, she got to her feet. “They always are when children are involved.” Jordan remembered he had told her that years ago when they first became partners. It remained true, but Justin wasn’t dead. He had a chance. So did his mother. “What about your floater? You got an ID?”
Ellie winced. “Not much more than that, but yes. We just came back from the widow. I don’t mean to be cavalier about it, but that house was something. We’ll have to take a look at the paychecks, see if there’s a motive. First of all, I want to see our child. And lots of food, in that exact order.”
Jordan gave her a tired smile. “That sounds amazing. On the way, you can tell me all about, what was his name? Miles?”
“Oh, you and Maria are impossible.” Ellie laughed. “There’s nothing to tell. We went to high school together. He’s my vic’s boss.”
“Hm.”
“No, you have to turn off interrogation mode with me. I need after hours Jordan.”
“Too much information, you two.” Neither of them had heard Maria come in. “Are we going, or are you going to have dinner in here?”
She walked away laughing.
* * * *
What was once blessed familiarity, had become a most welcome special occasion. For a long time, the SEVEN had provided take-out only. The bar had been popular out of the gate, so when they had to follow emergency measures like everyone else in the industry, their loyal clientele came through for them.
Tonight, they were open for business, and Jack and Pauline welcomed Jordan, Ellie, and their friends in the private room they had often used after work. The majority of their business this week was still take-out, but the tables—still fewer than before—were starting to fill.
Meri was immersed in a game with Kate, but readily abandoned it when she saw her moms coming through the door.
“Like old times,” Jack remarked, “except she’s much faster now.”
For the second time today, Jordan struggled to keep her emotions in check, though this was a much safer place. The old times he was referring to—not that long ago, but it felt like an eternity to everyone.
“I can’t believe we can finally all be here again. I so missed this,” Kate admitted, smiling brightly. “I heard you had quite the day.”
“A long day,” Ellie said as she sat next to her, Meri in her lap.
“I don’t envy you. I got to spend it relaxing and playing with this little girl for a big part of it.”
“You’ve earned it. We haven’t even celebrated you passing the bar exam yet.”
“No one had time to catch up on anything,” Kate said ruefully. “But we’ll make the time now. Derek and I would like to do a Thanksgiving dinner. Nothing too huge, just to mark the end of remote celebrations.”
“That would be nice,” Valerie, who had come in with Maria, commented. “We have a lot to be thankful for this year.” She and Maria shared a smile. “Jack, I’m so glad you guys made it.”
“Thank you. We are too,” he said. “I’ll go get you two a menu.”
Finally, among the people she trusted, family of choice and blood, at least with Meri, Jordan could feel the tension vanish from her body. The prospect of food didn’t harm.
* * * *
Ellie was certain that the conversation wasn’t over. The information Derek had given her was enough to determine the horror he and Jordan had witnessed, and she knew better than most people how personal this was to Jordan.
She would come to Ellie when she was ready. Meanwhile, they couldn’t have found a better way to end the day. She had been grateful every day for the privileges that allowed them to make it through what was a time of uncertainty and fear for most.
They had done the job, taken care of their community, their family and themselves with barely ever a moment to let their guard down. Like now. They both might have to go in the next day given the latest developments, but tonight they could afford a small, much needed time-out. They had been lucky to have a supervisor who was capable of balancing the requirements of the job in a crisis, and the needs of her unit’s families. It meant that Ellie and Jordan often worked different shifts which meant they saw each other less—but they were able to take care of Meri when Jordan’s parents or Kate couldn’t just come over as usual.
The usual. It had become much different, and yet, some things had remained the same. People senselessly lost their lives to someone’s greed or anger, and loved ones needed closure.
Ellie admitted that the past year, almost two years, had tested her near unshakable belief that things could always take a turn for the better. She had cried in the bathtub a few times. She didn’t need to keep anything from Jordan, but whenever she returned to spend time with her and Meri, Ellie would always come back to gratitude for everything they had.
She had struggled. But Jordan was good in a crisis, even when it was so much bigger than the day-to-day job, and their community, even when it came with unspeakable horror. It wasn’t personal like some of their hardest cases had been. She shone in those difficult circumstances, and if Ellie had learned anything, it was that she could afford to let her own faith lapse some. She wasn’t lost.
They had made it this far.
Their meals had arrived, and for a few minutes, everyone dug in, happy for the food and the company.
Ellie caught Jack surveying the scene with an air of amusement and relief, and they shared a smile.
“Okay, Ellie,” Maria began. “I’ve been waiting long enough. What’s the story with this Clairmont guy?”
“Richard Clairmont?” Valerie asked with frown.
“No.” Ellie sighed, wondering how she knew Richard. “Miles, his son. We were friends in high school.”
“Really, friends? That’s not what you said earlier.”
Jordan had apparently decided to join in on the teasing. Two could play that game, though Ellie hadn’t lied. She had not seen Miles in many years, didn’t even know he had business in the city. Last thing she knew was that his father wanted to groom him to take over the family empire.
“Okay, you got me. We went out on a few dates. I guess you could say he was my obligatory boy crush when I didn’t know better. You had one of those, didn’t you?”
“No, I didn’t. I keep learning new things about you.”
It was not how Ellie expected her day, and evening, to go, but she didn’t mind. It had been a long time since they had spent time after work in a relaxed atmosphere like this. If it made Jordan step away from the awful images of the day, so be it.
“Same here.”
“This is all interesting, but you’re getting off topic,” Maria reminded her.
“Yeah, I’m not sure you all want to stay on that topic,” Valerie said. “In my previous job, the name Clairmont came up quite a bit. Nothing ever stuck, but some sources of that wealth could be…questionable.”
“No.” Ellie shook her head. “They come from old money. I went to the house Miles grew up in a couple of times. It’s been in the family for generations.” She recalled the impression the Clairmont home had made on her sixteen-year-old self.
“Doesn’t mean anything,” Maria reminded her. “We might have to ask him to come in again.”
“You sound too happy about that.” Valerie shook her head with an affectionate smile. “Be careful. They have an army of lawyers at the ready.”
“Not my first time,” Maria reminded her. “Besides, we’re going to use Ellie’s boy crush to our advantage.”
“Come on,” Ellie protested. Time to put an end to this before the speculation went any further. “If we need to talk to him again, I’m sure he won’t have any problem with that.”
“Good evening, everyone.” Pauline saved her from having to dive further into the subject. “Who’s ready for dessert?”
“Me!” Meri’s enthusiasm made everyone laugh.
“We are too. And I think we’re ready to call it a night after that.”
She had no reason to wonder about a past long gone, when in the present, she had everything.
Something along the same lines seemed to be on Jordan’s mind when they met by the coat rack while everyone took their time saying goodbye to Meri.
“That was fun, right?” Jordan commented.
“It was.”
“I didn’t put you on the spot?”
“No.” Ellie smiled. “I can handle a bit of teasing, considering the source…” She took a step closer into Jordan’s personal space. Given that they were still alone, she ventured further into hazardous territory. “I know today was rough. If you want to talk…”
“No, not really.”
Her voice dropped to that low sexy tone that never ceased to have its effect on Ellie, prelude to a heated, urgent kiss.
“I missed you today.”
“Me too,” Ellie admitted. They had gone longer without seeing each other in the past months, but now that there wasn’t only a light, but the actual end of the tunnel in sight, it had become harder.
“Let’s go home and continue this after Meri goes to sleep?”
“I can’t wait.” 
Ellie stepped away when Valerie came to get her and Maria’s coats.
“You have a good night,” she said. “See you soon.”
“You too,” Ellie answered, flustered even though Valerie hadn’t witnessed any display of affection. Jordan’s smile told her that she was well aware.



 
Chapter Five
 
Filling her mind with beautiful images helped. A few years back, Jordan would have scoffed at that, back in those days when she didn’t think she deserved a break from the worst the world had to offer. Ellie had shown her that her previous strategy was often neither helpful nor productive. Lately, taking a step back, regaining perspective, had been more important than ever. She would do whatever was in her power to do right by Justin and Morgan Leigh.
The love and support of the most important people in her life made sure she knew not to lose herself in projection and memories. There would be more to find on Baxter Carlson than the previous assault charge and a few unpaid tickets.
Meri, too, had enjoyed the time at the SEVEN where she was, as usual, the center of attention. One of her favorite bedtime stories, and she was out.
With the tension of the day finally gone, Ellie in her arms, warm and pliant, Jordan was almost ready to drift off to sleep.
“That was even more fun,” Ellie whispered, and they both laughed.
“Oh yes.” Jordan trailed a hand down her back, changing her mind as she reveled in the feel of the soft skin under her fingertips. “Want to do it again?”
Somehow, she had known the answer in advance.
* * * *
Ellie didn’t envy Jordan’s task when they were back at the station the next morning. While Ellie and Maria were still waiting on ballistics and the medical examiner’s report, Jordan and Derek had to prove that their suspect had harmed the boy, otherwise Carlson would be out on bail by Monday, or worse, the charges against him could be dropped.
It was all so obvious, the abused partner, the child caught in the middle, but they needed more than their intuition.
At her desk, Ellie was halfway through her own job of studying Kovac’s role in Global Solutions MC, according to what Miles had given them. Finances were always a good starting point, especially after they had seen the Kovacs’ home…but if he had embellished money from his job, it wasn’t obvious so far.
“None of this will help keep him,” Jordan, standing a few feet away with Derek, said in frustration. “We need to go see Justin and Morgan.”
“The boy is still in the hospital. They released Morgan Leigh. We’ll have to call her first.”
“Yeah, let’s do that.”
As they left, Jordan gave her a quick smile on the way out, a brief reminder of last night’s moments of peace from the ugliness of the world. Returning to her research, Ellie suppressed a sigh. Her case was a very different one, yet tragic. All that money hadn’t protected Anton Kovac. Rayna certainly hadn’t expected to become a widow at her age—or had she? a small but cynical voice inside her mind asked.
Ellie willed herself not to jump to conclusions, just because Rayna was the wife of an older, rich man. She had cried in the kitchen, away from their prying eyes. It didn’t mean much. Not everyone could express their grief the same way, with tears and obvious distress. It brought her back to what Miles had said about her parents, then, Valerie’s comments on his father.
She had to admit she didn’t really know enough about him to judge one way or another, but she would have to talk to more people who had known Kovac. Ellie walked over to Maria’s desk.
“The company’s closed on the weekend, but how about we go back on Monday, ask around? We should have something from the lab by then.”
“Good idea.” Maria leaned back in her chair with a sigh. “It’s like we feared. No witnesses. I don’t think this was some spontaneous act. Someone planned to kill him that night.”
“So far, the finances don’t tell me much. He made a pretty good income at Global Solutions MC, a bit on the higher end for the job description, but that’s pretty much all I can tell so far.”
“Makes you think about the private sector, doesn’t it? Maybe your ex-boyfriend is hiring. Just kidding,” she added quickly. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”
“Funny. We’ll see what we can get from Anton Kovac’s colleagues, then we regroup.”
“Sounds good to me.”
* * * * 
Outside the hospital room, Morgan Leigh didn’t hold back. She had stayed in the room while Jordan and Derek talked to Justin with little results. The boy was hurt and frightened. So far, the story remained the same.
“What else do you want from us?” Morgan asked bitterly. “I never meant for him to get hurt!”
“But he did get hurt. And you are too. We can help you, but you have to let us.”
It wouldn’t be a surprise if Carlson had threatened her, using the same old disgusting abuser’s playbook.
“I don’t need your help. I need you to leave me alone.”
“You don’t have to talk to us. But if you don’t, Baxter might be out on bail Monday morning,” Derek reminded her.
“That doesn’t worry you?” Jordan added, and he gave her a pointed glance. Derek was right—if they pushed too hard, they might lose her. If they didn’t try everything in their power, Carlson might lay a hand on Justin again. She wouldn’t let that happen.
“There’s nothing to worry about. He treats Justin and Eden well.”
Derek’s expression told her that he had no idea either.
“Eden is your daughter?”
“Yes, but don’t go bothering her too. She lives with her dad.”
“She visits when Baxter is around?”
In a heartbeat, Jordan could think of various worsening scenarios. Maybe she was just that cynical, but she’d been right more often than she would have liked. Personal experience didn’t have to cloud a person’s vision. It could make a lot of things painfully clear.
“You must really hate men,” Morgan said with conviction.
Derek hid a cough behind his head.
“Could we have the address, please?” he asked.
“Is that really necessary?”
She didn’t wait for an answer but showed him on her cell phone.
“Thank you. Now, are you sure you’ve told us everything that happened the other day? There is no shame in asking for help.”
“That’s what I heard before, and the next thing I know they’re taking Eden away. They even put her in a group home until they could sort out things with my ex!”
Jordan felt light-headed.
“Justin didn’t just stumble and fall, right? For this kind of injuries, someone must have pushed him, and since Baxter isn’t the one covering up bruises with make-up…” She could very well see that Morgan was a victim too, that she might have been conditioned to act the way she did, gaslighted, but that didn’t change the facts. A child was still in danger.
“I hit my head in the door. That kind of thing happens, you know.”
“Your family needs help,” Jordan insisted. “Now, not a few months or years from now.”
“What the hell do you know?”
“More than you think, but you’re right, I’m not the expert. That’s why I asked Ms. Carmichael from Child Protective Services to assess the situation, so Monday we can all make a better-informed decision.”
“What did you do?”
To her relief, Derek backed her up.
“I’m sorry, Ms. Leigh, but my colleague is right. When there’s concern for a child’s safety, and given Justin’s condition, there is, we have to act.”
“You have no idea.” She was crying bitter tears. “It was an accident. We were playing a game, Baxter couldn’t sleep, and we got into an argument. I didn’t even know Justin was on the stairs! He was supposed to be back in his room!”
In the best-case scenario for Carlson, Justin had heard them fighting and wanted to come down to help his mother, but he might never tell them. And even if that was the case, they still needed assistance.
“Ms. Carmichael from CPS will contact you. I suggest that you talk to her, because the judge will take everything into consideration on Monday, including whether it’s safe for Justin to go home once he’s healed enough.”
“You’re going to take a child from his mother? You’re a horrible person!”
Jordan had heard worse, but the accusation took her aback for a second.
“Let’s all take a step back,” Derek suggested. “We all want what’s best for Justin, right?”
To Jordan’s relief, Leigh reacted to his de-escalation effort. As for what happened that night, they were still none the wiser.
She waited until they were outside the hospital to talk. “I know what you’re going to say, but I need a coffee first.”
“You don’t know. But coffee sounds good.”
* * * *
“We need to talk to Eden,” she said after they had gotten two coffees to go and walked a few steps in the city park across from the coffeeshop. Other patrons were sitting at tables outside and inside. The force of habit was still strong. A bit of distance made a lot of things better.
“I agree it could be helpful, but—”
“Goes to pattern,” she interrupted him. “Leigh’s, and if we’re lucky, Carlson’s.” Jordan shook herself. “Lucky, that’s a big word. I’d prefer if he didn’t abuse either of them.”
“You seem very sure. And I’m sorry for my approach. I know it wasn’t the best one, but something about that boy…”
“I understand, I really do.” Jordan took a sip of her coffee. “I’m not okay with any of it. No one should be. It’s hitting close to home, sure, but if there’s anything I know is that we need to keep an eye on them. If Justin goes back to that family, something could happen. Neglect doesn’t need to be violent. If they simply don’t pay attention at the wrong moment, and they already kind of admitted that…”
“Tragic accidents can happen anywhere. But you’re right,” Derek agreed. “Throwing someone like Carlson into the mix doesn’t help. I wish she’d open up to us more.”
Jordan couldn’t help thinking of her own biological mother who had harbored a deep distrust for the police a long time, for similar reasons as Morgan Leigh. The difference was, Jim had never even raised his voice at her or Jordan. He had just been there, drunk or stoned or both, not much of a support in anything.
“I have a bad feeling about Carlson. We’ll talk to Eden and her father, and we’ll go from there,” she concluded. “I think you should talk to Morgan alone. She seems to trust you more.”
“I’ll give it a shot,” he said.
“All right. Let’s see what Eden can tell us.”
Jordan hoped that Eden’s loyalty to her little brother outweighed any fears she might have about implicating any of the adults. It wasn’t a given.



 
Chapter Six
 
Back at her desk again, Ellie tried to imagine Anton Kovac’s last moments. Running from an assailant—someone familiar or a stranger? Had he met them at the harbor? One gunshot. His body dumped into the bay.
She was also curious about the comments Valerie had made. Back in their high school days, Miles hadn’t been close to his father. Richard was old-fashioned in many ways, but it was hard for Ellie to believe that he or Miles might be implicated in any crimes.
However, she knew Valerie to be meticulous. She was far from being an alarmist.
With a sigh, she leaned back into her chair. This was not how she had imagined they might meet again, though nothing at all seemed predictable any longer. They needed a better picture of why one of Miles’ managers would come to the pier at that time of night—certainly not for the romantic atmosphere. Someone might have blackmailed him.
She wrote debts on a piece of paper. Not that they had found anything yet.
“Really, you can go home,” Maria said. “Derek and Jordan will be a while, and whatever needs to be done today, well, I don’t have an adorable child at home.”
“Are you sure? Thank you so much.” Ellie didn’t need to be told twice, on her feet and in her coat in a few seconds.
“You’re welcome. Besides, your sighing is distracting. Have a nice weekend.”
“You too.” Ellie couldn’t help laughing. She sent a text message to Jordan to tell her she’d go home and left.
* * * *
“Good for you,” Jordan mumbled and put her cell phone away. It was yet unclear how the rest of her day would go. They were standing at the front door of the apartment where Eden and her father lived. They had knocked and identified themselves.
No one answered.
Listening closely, she could not identify any sounds from inside. Had Morgan tipped them off? If the father had fought for custody, wouldn’t he want to make sure Carlson was held accountable?
Across the hall, a door opened, and they turned around to see an older woman standing in the doorway. She squinted at them through her glasses.
“You want to talk to Will? He and the girl are not here. Did anything happen to the mother?”
“Why would you say that?” Derek asked.
She shrugged. “Just a hunch.”
“Do you know where they are?”
Derek was earning more points for polite demeanor, but time was ticking.
“They take little trips on weekends, visit family, or do some other outings. I don’t know what it is this time, but Will always makes sure she doesn’t miss school. They will be back Monday morning.”
“Thank you, that’s very helpful…Mrs. Gibbs.” She had read the name on the door sign. Jordan almost cringed when both the woman and Derek gave her surprised looks at her changed demeanor. “We’ll be back.”
“You haven’t told me what happened.”
“Nothing to worry about. We just need to clarify something,” Jordan assured her.
When they walked back to the car, Derek asked, “I guess that’s it for the moment? I can drop by Morgan Leigh’s later.”
“I want to talk to the guy Carlson assaulted,” Jordan said. “No time like the present.”
“Is there something you’re trying to avoid? I know it’s not going home to Ellie and Meri.”
“No. And I hate how you always know these things. We said we’d go over to Kathryn and Jim’s once it’s safe. I suppose we have no more excuse.” That sounded worse than in her head, and she hastened to add, “That’s not how I meant it. Things are good. They were never like that but…”
“I get it,” he said when she didn’t finish her sentence. “We’ll all feel better when we can put some distance between him and the boy.”
“Exactly.”
* * * *
The man who had filed a report against Carlson, Mike Dyer, had a record of his own, mostly regarding drug possession and fraud. He was more than happy to talk about Carlson, and he had strong words for them.
“If it reeks like trouble, I’m sure he had his hands in it.”
“Why do you say that?”
Jordan had read the file, but she wanted to hear it from Dyer. Eden and her father might be better witnesses, Leigh would be, too—at this point she wasn’t above grasping at straws.
“Are you kidding me? The first time I saw him was in a bar. I asked him to step aside to let me pass. He turned around and shoved me, called me names. Then he started punching me.  I ended up in the ER, and I hear it wasn’t the first time.”
“What else did you hear?” Derek asked. “Anyone ever mentioned children?”
“Children?”
For a split-second Jordan hoped she had the right angle.
“I don’t think so,” he said. “But if I had a kid, I wouldn’t let them anywhere near this guy. He’s paranoid, and he punches first.”
“Would you be willing to repeat this in front of a judge?”
“Hell, yes, I would.”
“All right, Mr. Dyer, we might need you on short notice.”
He gave her a grin. “Whatever you need, Detective. I’m happy to help.”
* * * *
After the busy end of the week, Ellie had almost forgotten about their plans. Still, by the time Jordan returned home, she had changed and got Meri ready for the evening out at Kathryn and Jim’s. They had promised to come over more often, but then everyone had to limit contacts.
Kathryn had asked them to come to dinner right away once restrictions were lifted. It had taken some time before they could settle on a date, and now, Ellie assumed, the timing wasn’t great either. In some ways, it would never be perfect, but Kathryn and Jordan had made huge strides in their relationship.
“We’re still going, right?” she asked when she noticed Jordan’s pensive gaze on their daughter.
“Yes, we are. I’ve already been called a horrible person today. I don’t want to make it come true. I’ll just take a shower, and I’ll be ready.”
“They were lying,” Ellie called after her, and Jordan turned around, came back down the stairs, and kissed her with surprising passion.
“You’re biased.”
“Doesn’t matter, and I don’t care. You are awesome. That’s right, Meri, isn’t she? We love Mommy.”
“Yes,” came the quick unequivocal answer.
“See? We know what we’re talking about.”
Jordan was shaking her head, but her smile was worth it.
When she had left the room, Ellie took a deep breath.
Everything was going to be all right. She believed it to be more than a slogan on an overpriced t-shirt.
* * * *
She didn’t even ask but tossed the car keys to Jordan who caught them easily. Once Meri was strapped into her seat, they were on their way.
Ellie could tell that Jordan was still tense, but she relaxed some when they arrived at the apartment where Kathryn opened the door to them. Her eyes lit up when she saw Meri.
“Come on in! We’re so happy to have you. Meri, you’re a big girl now. So pretty.”
She hugged Jordan, a bit longer than usual, and then Ellie.
Ellie knew that Jordan had been concerned about her biological mother in the past few months, worrying that she was more vulnerable due to underlying conditions. She and Jim had stayed by themselves, rarely gone out, and they’d made it to this point all right.
One of Maria’s cousins, in his thirties, had been seriously ill and pulled through with lingering symptoms. All families had dealt with their own fears, and everyone was still experiencing the aftershocks. Rayna Kovac. Morgan Leigh.
She didn’t realize she had fallen behind until Jim called her.
“Hey, Ellie, come on in.”
It smelled fantastic in the small apartment. Kathryn had turned her life around, and a few years ago, taken classes to learn about healthy cooking. She was always proud to show off her new skills, and she had helped many younger women as well.
The only thing she couldn’t do was turn back time and be the mother Jordan deserved when she needed her most. That realization was even more heartbreaking in the light of the harrowing case, but Ellie would always do her part to keep things calm. It was too important to acknowledge the progress.
Jordan accepted the beer Kathryn offered her. The latter didn’t drink anymore, but she never minded guests having alcohol.
“No thank you,” Ellie said. “I’m good.”
Next was a gift for Meri, a children’s book about wishing on a star that would make for a cute bedtime story.
No, things weren’t the same around here. She understood what Derek had been trying to do, but this family was in a much different place.
Uncomfortable, Ellie recalled something Kathryn had once shared with her though—that a former boyfriend of hers had choked her once. Remembering it now, Ellie’s reaction was the same. Despite her usually sunny outlook on life, she hated to live in a world where any woman, anyone, could come to think that a relationship without violence didn’t exist.



 
Chapter Seven
 
Halfway through a tasty dinner consisting of chicken, rice and various roasted vegetables, Jordan excused herself to take Derek’s call.
“You probably guessed it, but I didn’t get anywhere with Leigh. She was polite, with CPS too.”
“Did you talk to Carmichael?”
“Yes. Leigh’s doing all the right things at the moment, except she isn’t talking about Carlson’s part. Carmichael doesn’t feel comfortable about keeping Justin there if Carlson returns, but we have to see what the judge says.”
“Yeah.”
“Sorry about that. I had hoped she might change her mind too. How’s dinner going?”
“Better than the case.” She sighed. “Thanks for trying. We’ll see if we can talk to Eden and her father before the hearing. See you.”
“Okay. Bye.”
Jordan returned to the table, unsure how to feel about this development. If they had Carmichael on their side, that was something. On the other hand, if Justin’s fall had been an accident, did Morgan Leigh deserve another chance?
A part of her said no, especially if she was willing to let Carlson back in her life. How to break the cycle of fear and conditioning? She had no answer.
“Would you like some dessert?” Kathryn asked. “I made vegan cheesecake, and yes, it’s good.”
It sounded surreal to Jordan, but she nodded.
“I’m…curious.” She hadn’t missed Ellie’s warning glance. “It sounds really good.”
She got up to follow Kathryn into the kitchen. The apartment was located in an older building, and there was an actual door. Jordan closed it softly.
“Oh no, you don’t have to help me. I’ll be right back.”
“I can’t wait to try that cheesecake. But I was thinking you might be able to help me.”
Kathryn’s eyes widened in surprise. “Really? How?”
This could go wrong in so many ways, but Jordan had to take the chance. She couldn’t rely on hoping that talking to Eden and her father would change things dramatically. Carmichael would do her part. They had the chance to change the trajectory of multiple lives—to the better or worse.
“There’s a little boy in the hospital. We have a pretty good idea what happened, but the mom isn’t talking. She has bruises she says come from being clumsy.”
Kathryn’s expression told her she knew exactly where Jordan was going.
“You think they come from the same source that injured the boy?”
“It makes more sense than any other explanation. She and the boyfriend say he fell down the stairs, injuries are not entirely conclusive, but I’d venture a mere fall would be different. I know she’s likely terrified of him, and I don’t want to assume anything else.”
“But you do? Assume something else?”
Sometimes Jordan found it scary how Kathryn had managed to go from barely acknowledging her existence to seeing right through her. She couldn’t deny they had some things in common. In the past, that had scared her. The more recent past, and especially this case, served to put many things into perspective.
“It doesn’t matter. If he hurt the boy, I need her to say so. If there’s anything you can think of that would help…”
Much to her credit, Kathryn didn’t question Jordan’s approach, or the clear implication that she had spent a part of her life around men like Carlson. Jordan’s biological father had been one of those men, though as far as she knew he hadn’t ever physically abused Kathryn. A career criminal, TJ Pratt had been apprehended, but murdered in prison. The more she thought about these connections, the less she felt like dessert.
“If she feels like you’re blaming her…”
“I’m not,” Jordan said, wincing at her instinctive denial. “I might have, but Derek tried again. She’s not talking to him either. And she has somewhat of a reason. She lost custody of her older child already.”
She would be in hot water if Daniels ever learned she had shared these details. At this moment, Jordan didn’t care. She was certain Kathryn’s perspective was valuable here.
“The father got custody?” Kathryn asked. “You know as well as I do that there are patterns involved. He might not be any better. Is her own father still alive? I don’t know the woman, but it looks like you still have some questions to answer before you have the full picture.”
“I don’t have a lot of time. But thank you.”
“You’re welcome. I hope it helped.”
“It did. I think I’m ready for some of that cake. And please, let me help.”
“Okay, then take this.” Kathryn opened the door of the fridge and took out a plate with an indeed delicious looking cheesecake. With chocolate swirls.
“I got it.”
“Jordan.”
“Already at the door, she turned around.
“I never meant for you to get hurt, and I’m so sorry it happened anyway.”
“I know.” She had grappled with how to deal with that realization, reconcile it with her own experiences, but she did know. That Kathryn was serious. And, that it only took a heartbeat to bring that pain back into the present.
“Whatever you need, I’m here for you. Childcare, cheesecake, or brainstorming.”
Jordan gave her a smile.
“I appreciate it,” she said, and that was the truth, too.
* * * *
“You were in the kitchen for a long time,” Ellie remarked, sounding a tad anxious. “They seemed okay?”
“Yes, they’re fine.” Jordan cast a fond look at Meri sleeping in her car seat in the back row.
“What about you?”
“Better,” she confessed. “There’s not much we can do tomorrow, but we have Dyer’s statement, we’ll still talk to Eden and…I might have shared details of the case with my mother. She gave me some pointers.”
“That sounds…fruitful.”
“It was. She keeps surprising me, which is not a bad thing. It took me many years to be surprised by anything she did.”
“And that cake.”
“Definitely. Don’t tell Jack, but it does come close to the one they have.”
With a smile, Ellie leaned back into her seat. “Your secrets are safe with me.”
* * * *
Monday morning, Ellie got the chance to talk to several employees of Global Solutions MC, all singing to the same tune. She had never heard so many good things about the boss from everyone she asked.
Overall, at the company, salaries seemed to be higher than the market average, satisfied employees wherever she looked.
“It is such a shame,” Crystal Holland, the interim manager, said. “He was a nice man. He and his wife treated everyone with respect.”
Kovac’s secretary had said the same, singing his praises.
“Are you aware of any projects he might have handled on the side, something that might require him to inspect freight, anything of the kind?”
“I can’t think of anything like that. Anton worked in the office. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to get his hands dirty, he was always willing to lend a helping hand anywhere…but his was an office job.”
“He was happy to be working with the company,” Maria assumed.
“Are you kidding me? I’m sorry,” Holland caught herself. “Let me tell you, I’ve worked in several firms, with various bosses, some better, some worse. Anton was a people person. He enjoyed finding solutions, and of course we all enjoy the good pay. I’m not ashamed to admit it.”
“There’s no reason to be,” Ellie hurried to say. “So, you never noticed anything out of the ordinary? Like Anton meeting with someone who wasn’t connected to any project?”
“I know most of the people in the business. I can’t say anything comes to mind. But I really don’t like where you’re going with this. Anton ran a clean ship. Maybe someone was trying to get into his home, steal from him?” Her eyes widened. “They might have hurt Rayna!”
“We have no indication that that’s what happened,” Ellie assured her. Crystal Holland didn’t appear overly dramatic to her, but she didn’t think anyone would go to the trouble of murdering Kovac at the pier and then rob his house. Except if they were looking for something specific…
She needed to confirm with the lab where techs were combing through his work and private computers. A rival organization might have been after something he had, or he hid it, whatever “it” was, from his own? Unfortunately, Holland was right in one thing. The people who had killed Anton, might have hurt Rayna. But why?
After concluding a set of interviews, Ellie and Maria went back to the station. A quick call to the lab yielded no consequential news—Kovac’s social media was completely harmless. He mostly used it to keep in touch with family. No red flags yet, files in order, life insurance for both him and Rayna of the size one would expect. Even though Rayna would collect, Ellie didn’t think it was enough to make this a line of investigation, not yet anyway. According to every employee she’d asked, the marriage had been happy.
No message from Jordan. She and Derek were on a tight timetable to make sure they had every bit of necessary information before Carlson’s hearing. The two of them had spent a good part of Sunday on the phone strategizing until Ellie had reminded them it was time for snacks and TV with Meri.
Ellie hoped they would come up with something to keep Carlson behind bars. The idea that someone could willingly hurt a child made her blood boil. Negligent behavior required intervention too. The latter had saved Jordan. It would make a big difference for Justin Leigh as well.



 
Chapter Eight
 
The morning started out as a roller coaster when they realized Eden and Will hadn’t returned to the apartment yet. They went to the school next where the principal pulled Eden out of class.
Jordan nearly sighed in relief when they were finally face to face with Morgan’s daughter. If they played their cards right, this could be over soon.
“Hi, Eden,” she said to the girl who made no attempt to hide her suspicion. “I’m Detective Carpenter, this is Detective Henderson.” Jordan remembered what Morgan had told them, and in a heartbeat those conversations with CPS workers came back to her. Wondering if they were trying to catch her in a discrepancy, trying to frame her mom. But her mom did need help, didn’t she? Because she didn’t seem to know much about how to be one…What would be the costs of revealing the truth?
“I’d like to ask you when you last stayed at your mom’s?”
Ease into it.
The girl shrugged. “A few weeks ago, maybe?”
“Maybe? You don’t know for sure?”
“I don’t go that often since Baxter moved in,” she said. Eden wasn’t hiding anything in her face, or her demeanor. She despised him.
“Why is that?”
Another shrug. “I guess they’re always busy, and Dad doesn’t like me to be there. He thinks Baxter is a loser.”
Secretly, Jordan couldn’t help agreeing with Will. “What do you think?”
“I think Mom should ditch him, but she won’t.”
“What about your brother Justin?”
“What about him?”
Do you feel safe when your mom and Jim are around? Do they leave you alone often?
Jordan shook herself.
“I guess you know what happened,” she said softly. “I’m sorry.”
“Well, he’ll be okay, right? Mom promised.”
Her eyes widened, filling with tears. “Did he die? Is that why you’re here?”
“No honey, he’s still in the hospital, but he’ll be fine. The doctors said so,” Jordan hastened to add. “But he did get hurt while your mom and Baxter were around. We are just trying to make sure it doesn’t happen again. Did she or Baxter ever hurt you in any way?”
Eden blinked back the tears, resuming her matter-of-fact demeanor.
“He’s pretty mean, yelling and stuff, but he didn’t touch me.”
Mom never yells. She’s just sad and tired most of the time. One truth to hide the lie. But which was which?
“You know it’s okay to tell. Adults shouldn’t be mean to kids in the first place, but if someone gets hurt, we can do something about it.”
“Mom doesn’t think you can do much about anything,” Eden’s words sounded almost pensive. Before Jordan could ask her to elaborate, a man in his early forties all but stormed into the office.
“Can I ask what it is you’re doing here? You’re not supposed to question my daughter without my or my ex-wife’s consent.”
“Mr. Devon. It’s good you’re here.” Derek was, as usual, good at diffusing tension.
“I’d say so. What is this?”
“Eden is not accused of anything,” Jordan clarified. “We are investigating what happened at Ms. Leigh’s house though, and she might be able to help us. It’s important, and time sensitive. We tried to reach you over the weekend.”
“Well, I was trying to keep Eden away from all this madness. We visited Justin, but there were reporters at my house, for Christ’s sake.”
“And we are sorry about that,” Derek offered. “Could we talk to you for a moment? Eden can go back to class.”
The girl’s relief was obvious. Jordan couldn’t quite interpret the look that passed between her and her father. 
Fortunately, she and Derek could communicate without many words as well, and so he continued to engage Eden’s father while Jordan walked her out of the room.
“Is he going to get out of prison?” Eden asked when Derek and Will were out of earshot.
“We don’t know yet. The hearing is later today.”
Jordan didn’t get the last-minute resolution she had hoped for. Eden stayed silent.
“Thank you for talking to us. And if you ever need anything, or if you’re afraid for whatever reason, you can call me. Any time.”
Eden regarded the card Jordan handed her.
“Are you a mom?” she asked, catching Jordan off guard.
“Yes, I am. But it shouldn’t matter. Like I said, no adults should be mean, and there’s something we can do about it.”
“Okay. I have to get back.” She folded the card in two and put it in the back pocket of her jeans.
You deserve to live in a home that feels safe. No adults should be mean.
Those words, a revelation back then, had stayed with her for a long time. With a sigh, Jordan turned back to join Derek and Will Devon.
* * * *
Anton Kovac had been shot at close range. His work calendar hadn’t shown anything out of the ordinary that night. Rayna, according to her statement, had gone to bed early and fallen asleep, then started to worry when he didn’t show up, and she couldn’t reach him.
Next thing she knew the police came to her door.
What was Anton’s state of mind? Who had he met, and why?
Ellie couldn’t seem to find the clue that would help them solve the puzzle. It seemed like Jordan’s experience was equally as frustrating, because she hadn’t heard from her yet. 
When she saw her and Derek come in, Ellie didn’t have the time to ask, because Lieutenant Daniels came out of her office.
“Carpenter, Henderson, my office.” Her tone was curt, Maria raising her eyebrows.
“Uh-oh,” she whispered. “That sounds ominous.”
“Detective Doss, is there anything you’d like to share?”
“No, Ma’am,” Maria said quickly.
This was curious, though Jordan didn’t seem particularly worried. Ellie resigned to the fact that she would have to be more patient, with both the case and hearing any news.
Maria’s phone rang, and she picked up.
“Oh wow. Okay, that’s good news, thank you. I’ll see you later.” When she added, “love you,” Ellie was sure she knew who the caller was, and she hoped her assumption about the content was equally correct.
“Val? What did she say?”
“They are keeping Carlson in custody,” she said. “CPS is looking into further steps regarding the boy, and Morgan Leigh is furious.”
“I imagine. I hope she can get the help she needs to get away from him and still raise her son.”
“Ellie?”
She turned to Officer Libby Marshall.
“There’s someone here for you. Mr. Clairmont?”
That was surprisingly quick.
“Don’t,” she warned Maria who wore a smug grin. “Maybe he has something that can help us.”
“I didn’t say anything. We can use all the help we can get.”
“Exactly.”
Ellie went to follow Libby who returned behind the front desk while Ellie went into the waiting area to find Miles. He got to his feet, giving her a cordial smile.
“Ellie, hello. It’s good to see you again.”
That was a strange greeting, given the setting.
She caught Libby giving them a curious glance.
“Good to see you too. What brings you here?”
“Let’s talk somewhere else?”
“Sure. Come with me.”
“Ellie…”
She turned back to him, waiting.
“I was hoping we could go somewhere else, as in not the police station. Can’t you take a break?”
Ellie made a decision on a whim. They had asked him some questions about Kovac, but Miles was neither a witness nor a suspect. However, he might be able to give her a bit more context, perhaps for understanding Kovac, or Valerie’s cryptic words about his father.
“I haven’t had lunch yet. I guess I could go for a coffee.”
“Coffee? Come on. Let me treat you to a real meal, and we can have a coffee afterwards. We should talk. And I think I can help you too. I promise you that you won’t be wasting taxpayer’s money.”
Talk about cryptic. “That sounds intriguing. Give me just a second so I can let my partner know where I’m going.”
“Of course.”
He nodded, no doubt happy about the easy win. Miles wasn’t the shy teenager she’d once dated, any longer. She couldn’t believe he was a murderer either. Ellie was beyond curious about what he had to say.
* * * *
“Good job keeping Mr. Carlson behind bars, but explain to me again why you went to see Eden Devon without a parent present? I’m surprised you would go along with that, Detective Henderson.”
Jordan opened her mouth to protest in indignation, then reconsidered. So far, Daniels hadn’t said anything untrue—just slightly uncomfortable.
“We didn’t have a lot of time,” Derek said smoothly. “And we were about to contact Mr. Devon when he stormed in.”
“Well, you should have.” Daniels didn’t raise her voice. She didn’t have to in order to voice her discontentment. “I had to explain to Mr. Devon why you couldn’t wait those few minutes, and he’s quite averse to you talking to Eden again.”
“We didn’t come up empty-handed though. I’m sure Eden didn’t tell us everything yet. Will Devon was very clear about how he doesn’t like her to be around Baxter Carlson, because he suspects him of beating Morgan.”
“Is he or Eden an eyewitness?”
“We don’t know that yet. Devon would have certainly said so if he was, Eden, I’m not so sure. Lieutenant, I’m sorry. We got carried away, and we should have been more careful.”
Derek sounded serious enough that Jordan didn’t care for adding anything to it.
“I agree. Overreach doesn’t help anyone. I understand you want to help those kids. Be sure you don’t make it worse. Let me know when you have more.”
“Understood.”
When they returned to their desks, Jordan saw that Ellie had left, though Maria was still typing away at her computer. Remembering what Kathryn had told her at the dinner, she did a search on Morgan’s parents, only to find that both had passed away in the past decade.
They could breathe for a moment, but they weren’t out of the woods yet.
They were still potentially dealing with an attempted homicide, and if they didn’t prove it, Carlson might get away with it.
Jordan cast a glance at the picture of Meri she kept on her desk. She wasn’t going to let that happen.



 
Chapter Nine
 
“So, I heard you interviewed some of my employees today.” Miles waited until they sat down and made their orders before he raised the subject.
“Yes. That’s standard protocol.” Ellie took a sip of her water.
“I was afraid you’d say that. I hope you can avoid future visits. No offense, but it makes people uncomfortable, and I can assure you, there’s nothing shady going on.”
“I didn’t think there was.” That might be stretching the truth a little, but Ellie didn’t feel too bad about a little white lie. It was obvious to her what he was doing. “Everyone seems happy to be working there. They liked Anton Kovac, and they seem to like you.”
“Surprised?” he asked with a smile.
Ellie laughed. “No, but that’s not the point. I’m sorry if anyone felt uncomfortable. That’s just part of the job. Unless anything specific comes up, I’m pretty sure we won’t go back.”
“That’s good to hear.”
“Okay. Is that all you wanted to talk about? A coffee would have been enough to clear this up.”
She had to admit the Thai chicken salad she’d chosen was excellent. The dessert menu looked tempting too, but it would be better to wrap this up as soon as possible.
He was amused at that. “You’ve always been so straight forward. I liked that about you. A lot.”
She wasn’t sure she liked where this conversation was going. “How have you been?”
“Pretty good,” he acknowledged. “Things finally got easier with my old man when he realized I wasn’t a total failure.”
“You never were.”
“Thank you, but me wanting to go into the arts did not sit well with him.”
“Come on. You were the star of the drama club and the quarterback. A talented painter. What did he have to complain about?”
“You’re too kind, Ellie. What about you? You never talked about becoming a cop back then.”
Back then, when her parents were still alive. Her throat felt tight all of a sudden. Ellie had few connections in her life from that time. A friend of her parents’ and her family she had seen every once in a while, but not in person in over a year. Circumstances. They had their own family to worry about. Ellie thought it might be time for a call before they lost touch again.
“Things changed,” she explained, and then, less vaguely, continued, “I had to get away from it all after…the accident. I traveled, I was trying to figure out what I would, what I should do. And when I was ready to come back, the answer seemed quite clear. Closure is important, and it’s something I can help give to loved ones.”
He reached out to take her hand. Ellie withdrew it, before he said, “You’re a good person. I’m sorry you went through so much pain.”
“Thank you, but I’m all right. I married. We have a baby, Meri. Well, technically she’s a toddler now.” Why was she getting so flustered? Miles didn’t seem to be fazed by her reaction at all.
“That’s great. You have a picture?”
“Yes. Just a second.”
The folder she showed him on her phone included several pictures with Jordan. Even better that she didn’t have to give any further explanations. What was he thinking? Or had she overreacted?
“Looks like things turned out amazing for you,” he said, sounding wistful.
“You’re not doing so bad either. I’m glad you worked things out with your dad.”
“Yeah.”
“You’re married?” she prompted.
“Divorced.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. It was for the best. Speaking of marriages, you wanted to know more about Anton.”
Interesting turn of the conversation, Ellie noted.
“He talked to you about his?”
“Not that much, but some things are hard to hide. Anton was a good man, a hard worker. He had weaknesses.”
“Like what?”
Miles held her gaze for a few seconds before he said, “Rayna didn’t know, but he was seeing another woman. Before you ask, neither Rayna nor his girlfriend had an interest in killing him.”
“You are that sure?” Ellie thought of the life insurance policy.
“It doesn’t work for everyone, but Anton really did love Rayna. And he loved the other woman. He treated everyone in his life well.”
That was a strong statement. Ellie wasn’t sure if she was ready to go along with it.
“Are you certain that Rayna doesn’t know?”
“Absolutely positive. I’ve come to know them both pretty well over the years.”
“And the other woman?”
Miles shook his head. “Her name is Andrea, but that’s all I know. He wanted to protect her identity.”
Ellie could think of multiple interpretations. The more she found out, the blurrier her image of Anton Kovac became.
“Two committed relationships, one of them a marriage, it takes some planning to maintain that. And money. In your opinion, would he take excessive risks to maintain this lifestyle?”
“I would phrase it differently. He wasn’t foolish or prone to making rash decisions. Anton was an invaluable asset to the company, and a good friend. But he would go the extra length to protect the ones he loved. Make of that what you will.”
Don’t worry, I definitely will…The story had just gotten a lot stranger. Ellie wasn’t sure she easily accepted his interpretation that both wife and mistress were innocent. Or maybe it was what he wanted her to believe.
“Thank you, Miles. This helps a lot.”
“Does it? To be honest, I wanted to see you again. To catch up, mostly. I knew you were married.”
Ellie had some opinions on how he had approached the subject, but instead, she said, “I’m glad we had the chance. I don’t really see anyone from high school anymore.”
And she had to get back to work, because taxpayers certainly weren’t paying her for catching up with a former high school crush.
“Can I ask you a question?”
“Sure, go ahead.”
“You dad was really that concerned about you pursuing a career as an artist? You have a prominent role in the company now, don’t you? What changed your mind?”
Miles started laughing. “Those are three questions, but that’s okay. Yes, and yes. You met him—he had this idea that it might make a person gay. Bi isn’t really more acceptable to him, so I shut up, only brought women home and feigned an interest in the business. All is good in the world.”
To Ellie, that sounded a bit sad, something that all the money in the world couldn’t fix. But they both had made their choices.
“I have to go back to work. Thank you for lunch.”
“My pleasure. I hope we can do it again sometime.”
She smiled and got up to leave.
Back in her car, Ellie shook her head at herself. Unless the investigation required it, it was unlikely that they’d meet again.
What a strange turn this lunch break had taken—but she had learned something new about Anton Kovac.
She was most interested in finding Andrea, and they had to talk to Rayna again. If neither of them held a grudge against Kovac, someone in their vicinity might. There was a chance this wasn’t about money after all.
* * * *
“So, Will Devon. What do you think?” Jordan asked. She and Derek had another coffee in front of them, this time from the break room.
“That’s your first question?”
“Yes, it is. I know this wasn’t ideal, and thank you for backing me up in there. We need Devon on our side for what’s likely to come in the future.”
“I agree.”
“You’re not worried about repercussions for Daniels? She handled him.”
“Yeah, she did.”
She was beginning to guess what was on his mind. “We should have gone to Devon first.”
“Yes. We didn’t get that much from Eden anyway, and I don’t think she would have told us less had her father been present. Neither of them likes Carlson much,” Derek pointed out.
“Nobody likes Carlson much, but I know what you mean.”
Do you?
He didn’t have to say it out loud. Instead, Jordan voiced the uncomfortable truth.
“I hear you, I really do. We’ll have to be more careful using unorthodox methods. Carroll had an easier time smoothing things out, being an older white guy.”
“There might be more to it, but that’s it in a nutshell,” Derek confirmed. “Maybe we used to get away with more than we should have.”
Jordan opened her mouth to protest, but she thought twice. They had proof that there had been attempts to set up Lieutenant Daniels, question her leadership. To think that some of her own actions had made the woman’s job more difficult made her cringe.
“No more going off on homophobic, abusive parents, I guess.”
“That would help. But it’s not just you. With the exception of Ellie maybe, we all did things a certain way when we thought it would move the case.”
“Not just for fun, but to bring justice for the victims. Closure for loved ones,” Jordan reminded him.
“To maintain a certain record?” he asked wryly.
“Yeah, that too.” No point in denying it. She was proud of their achievements. “Look, I like Daniels. A whole lot of people have already tried to sabotage her, and I don’t want to be one of them. But I want to make sure that Carlson never hurts anyone ever again.”
“It might be out of our hands now that it’s definitely not a Homicide. And you know we’ll be dealing with another one soon enough.”
Jordan couldn’t deny the truth of his statement. At least Justin and Morgan would be safe until the trial.
* * * *
Valerie Esposito stopped by and stayed for a coffee of her own.
“Ellie and Maria aren’t here?” she asked, sounding disappointed.
“I’m here.” Maria returned to her desk, and given that the bullpen was fairly empty, they shared a quick kiss.  “I heard you all kicked ass in court. Good job.”
“Tell that to Carpenter. She still looks grumpy.”
“You know that grumpy is her default setting,” Maria joked.
To Jordan’s satisfaction, Derek didn’t join in on the laughter when she glared at him.
“Come on,” she said. “It’s a temporary win. Where is Ellie, by the way?”
“A win is a win.” Maria insisted. “She’s out to lunch with Mr. Clairmont. He came to tell her something, but apparently didn’t want me to hear it.”
“Objection. Speculation,” Valerie said mildly.
“You are too funny. Don’t you have work to do?” Jordan asked.
If she was honest, she had missed this a lot, banter between friends, something she realized she had taken for granted at times. Ellie’s arrival interrupted her musings. She too, looked pensive. Jordan was starting to get curious about Clairmont. She had to remind herself that he was a former classmate of Ellie’s, hardly another Shriver.
It never hurt to be cautious, though some of her friends might call her paranoid.
“Hi,” Ellie greeted everyone. “Val, do you have a minute?”
That was quick. Jordan wondered if her request was job- or otherwise related.
“You want me in on that conversation?” she asked. Almost expecting a comment or two from their friends, she was surprised when it didn’t come—even more so when Ellie said, “Sure, it can’t harm. In the break room?”
“I don’t have long, but I’m curious,” Valerie ascertained. “Let’s go.”
No one else was in the room when they arrived. Ellie closed the door behind them and leaned against the wall.
“So, about Richard Clairmont. What exactly did you mean the other day?”
Ellie sounded interested and contemplative, but not disturbed. Jordan reined in her impulse to ask if anything inappropriate had happened and listened to Valerie instead. She knew more than anyone that Ellie was perfectly capable, but the instinct to protect her above all wouldn’t go away.
“You have a particular reason to ask that question? He was investigated a number of times, for the usual stuff that ultra-rich people like him often get involved in. Fraud, corruption, money laundering, that kind of thing. Nothing stuck.”
“So, you’d say his business is clean?”
“I didn’t say that. I said nothing stuck. What’s bothering you?”
“I’m not sure yet. On the one hand, Miles just gave me a lead to follow up on. Or a red herring, I have yet to figure out which.” As if reading Jordan’s thoughts, she turned to her and said, “He didn’t threaten me or anything. He came over, and we had lunch…the day after we interviewed his employees. I suspect that while catching up, he also wanted to keep an eye on the investigation.”
And the investigator, Jordan thought.
“Subtle hints? That could mean different things.”
“In my opinion, it means that they’re trying to throw their power around,” Valerie said. “Doesn’t have to mean he’s guilty of something, but their kind likes to let you know who’s in charge.”
“I guess I’ll have to take a closer look.” Ellie didn’t look to happy. “Was murder ever on your list?”
“We had our suspicion in a couple of cases, but that was even harder to tie to the family. A couple of guys on the payroll were arrested. All we got from Richard on the issue was a written statement from the lawyer, basically accusing us of inconveniencing him. Miles was out of town at the time.”
“Sounds like a prince,” Jordan commented dryly.
“Daddy? For sure. Junior, we don’t know all that much about. It’s only in recent years that he came on board.”
“He didn’t have an easy relationship with his dad,” Ellie remembered. “He told me they made up, and he’s more involved in the business now. But that was a long road. Anyway, thank you, Valerie. I guess I’ll have some things to check.”
“You’re welcome. I’ll see you later. Jordan.”
Valerie left while Ellie remained in the same spot, looking lost in thought.
“You two were close at one point.”
“For a while, yes,” Ellie admitted. “We were always more friends than anything, and it was kind of nice to talk though I’m not sure about his intentions. I mean, not that,” she added. “Regarding the case.”
“I didn’t assume anything else.”
“Oh yes you did.” They both laughed. More serious, Ellie continued. “I understand, but he’s not a stalker…He’s not Shriver.”
“That doesn’t set the bar very high.”
“I can’t argue with you on that. I’ll be careful.”
“I’m counting on it.”
Jordan pulled her close for a kiss before they returned to their respective desks.



 
Chapter Ten
 
Together with Maria, Ellie went over every interview, every piece of information they had about Anton Kovac—the name Andrea never came up.
She did a quick search on Richard Clairmont, finding older articles about the company being investigated for fraud. That was it. Nothing on Miles.
Ellie wasn’t sure if she should be relieved or frustrated about this outcome. She hadn’t even realized how significant meeting an old friend, from the days when she mistakenly believed her parents would always be around, was.
They had shared a lot with each other. In college, she had told him about the woman she was dating.
But right now, she was dealing with a murder, and dwelling on sentimental memories wasn’t part of the job.
She had to find Andrea, and figure out if that was a real avenue, or if for some reason Miles found it necessary to try and distract her.
* * * *
In the evening, Ellie and Jordan stopped at Jack and Pauline’s to get Meri.
“Would you like to stay for dinner?” Pauline sounded hopeful. “Jack doesn’t have to be at the bar tonight, so we have time.”
Ellie didn’t know if it was the lack of progress or the sum of everything that had her this fatigued. It was on the tip of her tongue to say she would have liked to go home instead, but that didn’t seem the appropriate answer. Jack and Pauline had worked incredibly hard to keep the SEVEN, a bar they had bought and rebuilt after an explosion. Like its predecessor, the Code Seven, it was a popular cop hangout. During the necessary closure time, many of Ellie and Jordan’s friends and colleagues had banded together and come for take-out.
As grateful as they were, this meant an immense amount of work for Jordan’s parents, and if they were hoping for a relaxed evening at home, Ellie could hardly say no.
“That would be nice,” she said, aware of Jordan’s sideways glance. She couldn’t get anything past her.
“Good. I can’t tell you how happy I am that things are somewhat normal again. We missed the little one so much—and you two, of course.”
The summer had been better already, but everyone had so much to catch up on, on the job, and in private.
“We missed you too,” Jordan returned.
Ellie could tell that she was still trying to gauge her state of mind, which was comforting, and a bit unnerving alike. The worst was past them, wasn’t it? She shouldn’t feel this antsy.
“Is there anything we can help with?” she asked.
“Maybe set the table? Meri is still occupied for the moment.”
After hugs and kisses, Meri had gone back to her toys, still immersed in her play.
When they were alone in the dining room, Jordan didn’t waste any time.
“Is everything okay?”
“Yes,” Ellie hurried to say. “I’m just tired. It’s the case. It will be better once we make some progress—and it’s not even as bad as yours.”
“That’s always relative for the people involved,” Jordan acknowledged. “If you want, we could do some brainstorming later.”
“I’d really appreciate that. Thank you.”
“No problem. My case is pretty much closed anyway. It’s mostly in the hands of CPS now.”
Ellie couldn’t tell if Jordan was really that calm about the recent developments, or if she didn’t want to give Ellie another reason to worry.
“It will be okay as long as Carlson is behind bars.”
That was unlikely to last unless new evidence turned up before the trial.
“CPS will keep an eye on him. So will the department. He’s not going to hurt that child again.”
It wasn’t like Jordan to easily find a bright side in cases like this. Ellie was impressed and irritated at the same time.
“Leigh? Do you trust her?”
Jordan set down the plate she’d been holding.
“She’s going to need help, someone to point her to the right resources. Aid, parenting classes, all of it. I think we should talk about this later.”
“You’re probably right.”
“Dinner is ready,” Jack announced from the kitchen.
She needed to hold on a little while longer.
* * * *
Ellie held it together until Meri had fallen asleep in her bed and she and Jordan came back down to the living room. She tried to present the facts so Jordan could give her input, Kovac’s role at the firm, the luxury he and Rayna apparently lived in. The life insurance. Miles’s subtle intervening.
She didn’t even make it halfway though. Jordan sat beside her and laid an arm around her shoulders.
“This is not because the case is moving slowly—or because your former boyfriend might be implicated,” she said softly.
“That’s right.” Ellie couldn’t hold back the laugh even though the tears were still coming. She was still happy and grateful for her life. It didn’t make sense.
“He used to be one of the most decent people I knew. If making up with his dad means that he got involved in something illegal, yes, I’m mad at him, because he knows better. But you’re right, that’s just a part of it.”
“What’s the other part?”
Ellie shook her head, still trying to understand her abrupt shift of mood.
“Justin? Morgan? Rayna? All of the above? I know we’ve made a difference, but lately it just feels like we’ve been falling short on so many levels. I know we did the best we could, and I understand those lockdowns were necessary to save lives. At the same time, I wonder how many Carlsons got away during that horrible time. How many women and children had nowhere to go.”
“I understand. I think about this too. But we can’t be everywhere at the same time. Even before, we couldn’t.”
“How can you be this freaking reasonable? We’ve been trying so hard, and we can barely move the needle. It wouldn’t be so bad if it was simply for a few bad apples.”
“I won’t argue on that,” Jordan ascertained. “We didn’t get much of a break for a couple of years, and we’re all still pretty raw.”
“Yeah.” Ellie leaned into her, trying to calm her racing thoughts. “I know things are moving. It’s just too damn slow sometimes.”
“I get that. We have to stay vigilant, but even then…I had to learn that there’s only so much we can do.”
Jordan had seen a therapist outside the department after a lingering traumatic experience. Ellie knew they had scheduled a few remote sessions in the past year.
“I guess not. Wow, these past years have been quite the reality check.”
She leaned closer, Jordan’s hand brushing over her hair in a calming motion.
“They sure have been. But we’re still here, and so are the people we love.”
* * * *
In the morning, she still felt a bit off. They had made it an early night. Being honest about the limitations she had sensed creeping up on her, had been good. Ellie knew that. Having someone else see the world through more optimistic lenses for a while was a change she hadn’t expected. Ellie would reflect on it for some time, but she was beyond grateful for Jordan holding her up—and the waffles she’d made.
Before getting back to the job, they had another unexpected crisis to avert:
Usually, this kind of breakfast made their daughter beyond happy, but at the sight of her plate, she started to cry.
“What is it, sweetie? Did you hurt yourself? Too hot?”
Jordan took a bite and shook her head. “They are fine. Same recipe. Give it a try? For Mommy?”
“No. Aunt Katie.”
“Aunt Katie is at home,” Ellie chimed in. “She will come back soon. Promise.” To Jordan, she said, “She missed her more than us?”
“Well, she still gets to see us every day, and Kate hasn’t been here a lot,” Jordan reasoned. “Meri, please?” She put a piece on Meri’s fork from her children’s utensils and held it to her mouth. Meri kept her lips firmly shut.
“Want waffles. Like Aunt Katie.” She did pronounce the word correctly now.
Jordan shared a look with Ellie showing her confusion. “Do you know what that means? Did she change the recipe on us?”
“I don’t think so. Only one way to find out.”
Ellie picked up her phone while Jordan wiped the tears from Meri’s face. 
“I promise you they’re just as good. Just give them a try?”
On the other end, Kate answered the phone. “Hi Ellie, what’s up?”
Studying the scene in front of her, Ellie hoped that this could be an easy solve and Meri’s little tantrum didn’t mean anything more.
“I was hoping you could help us. This may sound a little strange…but the last time you made waffles for Meri, did you change anything?”
“No. I used the recipe you showed me that other time. Why?”
“Aunt Katie!” Meri tried to reach for the phone. 
“I’m not sure. She used to love them, not so much today. And she keeps asking for you.”
“Aw, that’s so cute.”
“But she’s also crying,” Ellie pointed out.
“Okay, let me think…wait…You still got that strawberry jam? I put it on hers the last time. She seemed to like that.”
Could anything really be that easy? Ellie went to get the jar out of the fridge and opened it, spreading a splash over another waffle.
Meri’s eyes lit up in a spectacular way. “Waffles like Aunt Katie,” she said, picking up a piece with both hands.
“I love you, Kate,” Ellie said. “You’re a genius.”
“Don’t you forget about it.” Kate laughed. “Since I have you here, let’s get together soon, right? The job is kicking my ass. I really need some downtime with friends.”
“Sure, let’s keep that in mind. And thank you for averting a potential catastrophe…though next time, please take notes.”
“I will,” Kate promised. “Enjoy those waffles.”
* * * *
Going further back in the timeline, Ellie was piecing together Anton Kovac’s employment history with the Clairmonts. She hoped she wasn’t going on a wild goose chase with this, but Miles’ behavior had been telling—and so far, Maria hadn’t objected. They hadn’t yet found Andrea.
Richard Clairmont had briefly been investigated by the FBI, but there was no saying if any of it was related to Kovac’s death. She picked up the phone, but instead of the person first on her mind, she went to look for the number of April Cassidy, a detective in Fraud.
April answered on the fourth ring.
“Ellie Harding,” she said. “I haven’t heard from you guys in a while. How are things over there?”
“Homicidal,” Ellie deadpanned. “By which I mean people are still killing one another.” She took a deep breath. “I wanted to ask you if the name Clairmont meant something to you.”
“You’re kidding, right? Guy’s keeping me up at night. He’s been on the periphery of several of my cases. Nothing sticks.”
“The A.D.A. used the same language. I can’t say if it’s connected, but I’d like to hear more when you have the time.”
“Sure. I’m pretty swamped today, but how does breakfast tomorrow sound like? They do breakfast at the SEVEN now, right?”
“That’s right. Tomorrow at 7:30?”
“I’ll be there,” April promised.



 
Chapter Eleven
 
The next morning, Jordan stayed with Meri a bit longer while Ellie reluctantly left daughter and wife for her working breakfast. The drive to the SEVEN was too short to try and sort out all her complicated emotions, about life in this moment of time, about being confronted with memories that had mostly been tucked away safely.
She wasn’t going to let memories of a teenage crush cloud her judgment. Ellie remembered that her parents had liked Miles, and he enjoyed coming to their house where interactions weren’t laden with judgment.
What had changed? If Valerie and April were right, Richard Clairmont wasn’t the one who had. Either way, Ellie wouldn’t get distracted.
When she arrived, April had a café au lait in front of her but hadn’t ordered food yet.
“I wish I could spend all my working hours in places like this,” she sighed. “I’m so happy it survived. Hi, Ellie.”
“Hi.”
Ellie took a seat, and a waiter arrived with a couple of menus.
“I’ll have the special,” she said, and to April, “I have the feeling it’s going to be a long day.”
“I’ll have the same,” April said. When he was out of earshot, she referred to Ellie’s comment, “Regarding how long your day is going to be…How much time to you have?”
“That sounds bad.”
“I don’t have a murder suspect for you, but I can tell you that Anton was privy to a lot of the company’s secrets.”
“How Richard made his money?”
“Some of it. The Clairmonts were already filthy rich when Anton came on board. He became one of their most trusted employees.”
“And now he’s dead.” Ellie wondered if at the end of this conversation, she would still have an appetite. “Do you think he was about to betray that trust?”
“I can’t say,” April answered with a shrug. “What else do you know?”
“There’s talk of a mistress but shooting someone and dumping them in the bay doesn’t sound like a crime of passion. Except if money exchanged hands.”
“More calculation than passion,” April mused. “But you’re right. Clairmont always manages to wash his hands clean of things like that. We’ve looked at him a few times. He has lawyers who make money like you wouldn’t believe it, and he keeps things close to the vest. Family.”
“Like his son?”
“Squeaky clean so far, but families like that, it doesn’t have to mean a lot.”
“You’re right. I have to find that mistress now, but I keep wondering if that detail was meant as a distraction. Miles seemed very eager to keep the investigation away from the company.”
She didn’t miss April raising her eyebrows.
“We dated in high school, and I don’t know how many times I’ve mentioned that already. He told me about the mistress.”
“Smart,” April commented.
“Or just a coincidence. We’re not making much progress anyway.”
“What’s your gut feeling on this?”
Ellie felt a tad embarrassed to realize she didn’t know how to answer April’s question. 
“I wish I knew. Maybe he’s just trying to limit the bad press for the company, but I got the impression he cares. Either way, I’ll have to take a closer look.”
“I’ll keep eyes and ears open, and I’ll let you know if anything comes up,” April promised.
“Thank you. I appreciate it.”
“Can I get you anything else?” Jack had stopped by their table.
“I wish, but I have to go in a few,” April said with a rueful gaze to her plate. “Everything is amazing as usual.”
“It is,” Ellie confirmed. “Thanks.”
She might have one more ace up her sleeve, though that was yet to be determined.
* * * *
In the parking lot of the department, Ellie called her friend Jill Allen, a local reporter, at her workplace. She had written a brief piece about the murder at the pier, but the press was aware of very little detail. In this case, unfortunately, because the investigators were still trying to unravel many of those details.
“Hey,” she said when Jill picked up. “Do you have a few minutes to talk, off the record?”
“For you, always,” Jill answered, her smile audible. “Are you any closer to solving the murder mystery?”
“It is a mystery all right.” Ellie sighed. “I saw your article. Good, but brief.”
“Oh well. Your communications department didn’t give me much to go with. Frankly, neither did you. Is that going to change?”
“Maybe, but like I said, you can’t print any of it yet. You know the company belongs to Miles Clairmont.”
“What? You don’t think he ousted the right-hand man?”
It was Ellie’s turn to be confused.
“That’s what I heard some people call Kovac. Strictly off the record, as you can imagine. Rumor has it there was some competition between him and Clairmont junior, and Richard wasn’t above playing them.”
“That sounds bad. I thought Miles made up with his father.” Ellie had no desire to unpack the story of her personal connection once more.
“I guess. But I was asking you if that was your theory. I’m just as much in the dark as you seem to be.”
“No kidding. What about the accusations of fraud? Do you know anything about that?”
“I remember the case,” Jill said, “but it was a colleague of mine who covered the story. I could talk to her, and we get together?”
“Sounds like a plan. I’ve got to get back to work but thank you. And remember…”
“Off the record. Of course,” Jill promised.
* * * *
She was just in time for the briefing where a stern-looking Lieutenant Daniels asked for updates on the detectives’ respective cases.
“Carlson is still in custody and will be until his trial. We haven’t heard anything from Eden and her father, and it looks like Morgan Leigh is cooperating with CPS,” Jordan explained.
“She better,” Derek added. “It’s good to see a case without anyone ending up dead.”
His statement wasn’t met with any argument.
“Harding?”
“We’re still looking for Mr. Kovac’s mistress,” Ellie answered. She couldn’t help feeling inadequate. The more time went by, the colder the trace got, and they still had no viable suspect.
“We checked in with Rayna Kovac,” Maria added. “She seems to be honestly grieving. We didn’t find anything funny regarding their finances. She comes from wealth, doesn’t really need the insurance money. And he made a lot working for Clairmont.”
“What about that angle?” Daniels asked. “Any chances this is related to Richard Clairmont’s business?”
“I wouldn’t know how.” Jordan’s surprised look registered with Ellie, and she caught herself. “I mean, everyone tells me nothing sticks, but couldn’t it be because there is nothing? Rich folks like that, I know, they test the limits, and they sure are entitled, but not all of them are criminals…” She held up her hands. “I’m sorry. I meant no disrespect.”
“I didn’t see it as such.” Daniels sounded surprised too. “Keep an open mind though. Kovac was a high-ranking member in the family business.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Ellie mumbled. She had to be more careful, and less nostalgic about the past. It wasn’t easy when most of her memories of Miles were connected to a time when her parents were still alive and had welcomed him into their home.
* * * *
“So, where do we go from here?” Maria asked when they were back at their desks. “The Clairmont angle is an interesting one, but I don’t think the family is behind Kovac’s death. He was important to them. So, we look at someone who had a beef with them—or vice versa?”
“Isn’t that what we would normally do?” Ellie kept her tone low and calm, reminding herself that Maria was still the senior detective, and phrasing her idea as a question was likely a courtesy to Ellie. “I’m sorry,” she said with a sigh. “I don’t know what’s up with me lately.”
“Oh, I do,” Maria returned. “It’s what’s up with all of us. Getting back to relative normal isn’t as easy as we all imagined.”
“No. But we still have a job to do. How about you look into that, and I go back to Global Solutions to see if anyone can tell me about Andrea?”
“Yeah, that might stir something up. We’ll catch up later in the afternoon?”
“Sounds great.”
Truth be told, Ellie was glad to leave for a bit. The station felt slightly claustrophobic to her. She wasn’t sure why.
Back at the company where Anton Kovac was supposedly beloved by all working under him, she went straight to his secretary, a woman who had been with the firm for almost a decade.
Betsy Watkins wasn’t too happy to see her again.
“I’m sorry, Detective, but I’m swamped,” she said, foregoing all niceties. “How long will this take?”
“Not long, Ms. Watkins,” Ellie assured her. “I have just a few additional questions. What can you tell me about Andrea?”
“Andrea who?” Watkins sounded cautious now, avoiding Ellie’s gaze. Could it be this easy?
“I’m afraid I don’t have a last name, but I’ve been told she worked for Mr. Kovac.”
“You must be mistaken,” the other woman mumbled. “I’ve seen a lot of personal assistants, and none of them was named Andrea. Unless you mean somewhere else in the company…I don’t know the name of every singe employee.”
“Fair enough. Come to think of it, maybe she wasn’t working here, just came by every once in a while. It’s important that we find her.”
“The man is dead,” Watkins said. “Can’t you let him rest in peace?”
“We’re still trying to find out who murdered him. I believe peace, or at least closure, comes with that, for Mr. Kovac’s family, and maybe Andrea too? If you know where she is, I need you to tell me. We can protect her if necessary.”
She was laying it on thick, but at this point she had no choice to cover all the bases. What if Andrea was hiding? From Rayna, from the ones who killed Kovac, or from a powerful family like…Richard Clairmont’s? Ellie’s patience with the secretary was fading, or perhaps she was just impatient with her own lack of progress, or ability to decide if her high school boyfriend was one of the bad guys.
“As I said, I have a lot to do.”
“I won’t bother you much longer,” Ellie promised, realizing she wouldn’t get anything else out of her. “Just one more thing: Who’s going to replace Mr. Kovac in the long run?”
“I don’t know why that would be important to you, but Mr. Clairmont is sending someone from headquarters next month. Ms. Holland will stay on until then.”
“Okay. Thank you so much.”
Ellie left and walked along the hallway to the elevators, where she took one to the lobby. Changing her mind, she went back to the HR floor. They had all the information they could get at this stage—everything else would require a warrant. She’d give it a try nonetheless while she was here. So far, her only conclusion was that Betsy Watkins had lied to her face, but no judge would sign off on surveillance based on Ellie’s gut feelings. She wondered if she should get together with April again, perhaps invite A.D.A. Esposito to the table. Maybe Jill had something to contribute as well. Together, they would solve this puzzle.
“Good morning, Detective,” the HR employee greeted her. Not the head of the department she had met the last time.
“Good morning. Is Mr. Stratford in?”
“I’m afraid he isn’t. My name is Jake Mullens. Maybe I can help? I was just about to get some coffee. Would you like to join me?”
Ellie decided it was better than nothing, and that the employee was perhaps more eager to talk than Stratford who was higher up in the chain, and closer to the family. He had made it clear that there had never been any accusations against Kovac.
Ellie followed the younger employee down to the coffee stand in the lobby where he got a latte and a croissant. On a whim, she decided to go with the same. It had been some time since her breakfast with April.
“I thought you already had everything you needed,” Jake said. “What brings you back here?”
“I was hoping to find someone named Andrea who worked for the company recently.”
“Oh, not that recently,” he said. “If we mean the same Andrea, that is.”
“She was in Mr. Kovac’s department.”
“Yes, I remember her. An accountant for about two years, but that was a while ago.”
“You know why she quit?”
Jake, who was about to take a sip, halted his motion.
“I’m not sure I’m supposed to tell you. Actually, I’m pretty sure I’m not.”
“It would help us a lot. I’ll come back with a warrant, but I’m afraid she might be in danger.”
That wasn’t a complete lie. She sensed that Jake was weighing his options.
“Look, Jake, I already know that she was Anton Kovac’s mistress. He was murdered.”
“I know. I don’t want to lose my job either, but…You think the same people will go after her?”
“I’d rather prevent that from happening, but I need your help.”
He stared at the pastry on his plate as if he had lost his appetite.
“You already know the important part, right? Andrea got a job in accounting, she and Anton had an affair. I don’t know why she quit, but it was sudden, no obvious reason. I hear they continued to see each other, so maybe it was part of a deal they had. I really don’t know more.”
Ellie tried to imagine what a rich man had to offer his mistress to make her quit her job…money—a better position somewhere else?
“If you had to take a guess, where do you think she might be? Would he have bought her a house, or an apartment?”
“You saw how he lived, right? His mansion? I’d say yes, Mr. Kovac liked great gestures.” Realizing he sounded a tad jealous, he added, “Not that there’s anything wrong with that. He could afford it.”
“Thank you. You’ve helped a lot.”
“Sure.” His gaze was doubtful.
Ellie picked up her coffee and the rest of her croissant to go. Miles did take excellent care of his employees, whatever that meant for her case.



 
Chapter Twelve
 
Ellie was already gone when they were called to the scene of a shooting at a warehouse, and she still hadn’t returned when Jordan was back at her desk, writing up a preliminary report.
One of the warehouse employees had called 911 hidden behind crates. While one victim was one too many, Jordan felt a staggering relief that this hadn’t turned into a mass shooting.
The man fleeing the scene with the murder weapon on him was already in custody. If only it could always be that quick.
“Ready?” Derek asked.
She took a look at her buzzing phone, seeing that Ellie had sent a message.
Dinner at the D&T tonight? I’m going to invite some friends for brainstorming.
That sounded interesting. Sure, she texted back and put her phone into the pocket of her jeans. “I’m coming.”
The shooter’s story was predictable: A twenty-three-year-old white male, former employee, wanted to get back at the female boss who had fired him. The victim was his former co-worker who had simply been in the way of his delusions. They knew all of it already from Officers Sam Potts and Libby Marshall who had been first on the scene. This should be easy. After the messed-up situation of Carlson and Baker, Jordan was more than ready for easy, a cut and dried case ripe for conviction.
“Hang on a second,” she said when her phone rang. Within less than a minute, Jordan understood that the issue wouldn’t be solved quickly or easily. “Fuck. No.” Reining in her emotions, she added, “Sorry. We’ll be right there.”
She stood for a second with the phone still in hand, aware of Derek’s quizzical gaze. The danger was supposed to be contained. How could this have happened?
“Mr. Parker will have to wait a bit longer. The landlord found Morgan Leigh dead in her apartment.”
Jordan could tell that Derek was just as disturbed by the news. “How?”
“I don’t know all the details yet.”
“Justin?”
“He seems okay, was sleeping in his room.”
“Damn. I’ll tell Daniels. Meet you at the car.”
“Okay.” The shooter wasn’t the only one who would have to be patient. Jordan didn’t think she could make it to dinner, but Ellie would do just fine in her unofficial meeting.
* * * *
“Jesus,” she couldn’t hold back the comment at the scene. It was the usual controlled chaos, officers guarding the scene, the medical examiner’s team crowding the tight hallway. The apartment didn’t look much different from the last time they had been here, but now Morgan Leigh’s body lay sprawled in the middle of the living room. Jordan’s stomach churned when she saw that the killer had slit her throat. And that had been the final act. As she took a closer look, she could see several stab wounds, the sight triggering a painful twinge. She didn’t think about it most of the time, but her body hadn’t forgotten.
From another room, she heard a child crying, more like screaming. She had to fight the urge to go over to where a young female officer was trying to calm the boy. Some things never changed. Someone had likely handed him to her without asking.
She looked around the room, then crouched next to the body. She noticed the woman’s broken and bloodied fingernails. What the hell had happened here? Jordan had made a quick call before they left to make sure Carlson was still in custody. He wasn’t the type to have expensive lawyers trying to expedite his case.
“This was not the call I expected to get today,” medical examiner Melissa Adams said, and Jordan straightened.
“None of us did,” Derek commented, his tone startling both Jordan and the M.E.
“Okay, what do we have?”
“The landlord is outside,” Officer Wes Martin told her. “Ms. Leigh was apparently behind with the rent, and when he came to collect, he found her, and the boy sleeping in his bed.”
This meant the killer had acted quick and with foresight, Jordan reflected. She frowned as the implications of the officer’s statement sunk in. “He used his key to get inside?”
Wes nodded. “It seems to be common practice around here. He says sometimes tenants just leave without notice, and he wanted to avoid that, seeing that CPS kept coming around and Ms. Leigh might not be able to keep the apartment.”
What a damn mess. Derek was right about that.
“I’ll talk to him,” he said. 
“Good. Try to find out if he ever got creative while collecting late rent.”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
Dr. Adams cast him a curious look, but she didn’t comment.
“Just came back from the scene of a shooting when we got the call,” Jordan felt the need to defend him. Being around death was part of their job description. It was hard to predict the moment when it took a toll, and two scenes in one day certainly wasn’t the rule.
“Okay, give me something. Defensive wounds?”
“Looks like it,” Dr. Adams said. “See that bruising around her neck? He might have tried to strangle her first.”
“She fought back? He was toying with her?”
They had known each other long enough. The ME didn’t comment on her out-loud theorizing, knowing Jordan didn’t expect an impromptu definitive answer.
Jordan imagined Justin sleeping in his bed while his mother fought for her life, likely afraid that the intruder might harm her child too. Something that had happened before, except the previous perpetrator was behind bars. She had pegged him for a garden variety domestic abuser who might seek some confirmation for his despicable acts online, but otherwise acted alone. He didn’t appear to be connected to any bigger scheme or groups.
“I don’t think this was random,” she said. “Our suspect from this morning was caught with the murder weapon and is sitting in a holding cell right now. I want her to be priority.”
“I heard you.” Dr. Adams sounded slightly doubtful. “I will try to make that happen, but—”
“Make it happen,” Jordan told her. “Thanks, Doc.”
When she went over into the adjacent room, she could hear Adams mutter “Unbelievable.”
She would apologize later.
* * * *
“Good job,” Daniels commented when Ellie told her about her findings. She hadn’t been able to turn up any property in Anton Kovac’s name, but Rayna’s came up in connection with an apartment out of town. When Ellie called to confirm, she claimed she didn’t know about it.
“It’s still a guess, but I’d think it’s worth checking out,” Maria said. “It doesn’t look like Andrea has many places to go.”
Another interesting aspect: Miles Clairmont had put a down payment on the condo. Ellie wasn’t yet sure whether she found it troubling, but she would have to ask him about it, especially if they managed to find Andrea today.
“I agree. Go check it out, take a couple of officers with you. This is an important witness, and I’m sure we’re not the only ones interested in her.”
Daniels’ phone rang, and she regarded it with a sigh.
“Let me know what you find. I’ll have to take this.”
Outside the lieutenant’s office, Ellie checked her own phone, seeing that Jordan had confirmed their dinner date, if not in so many words. They’d fill each other in later. If this hunch panned out, Ellie would likely have a lot to bring to the table tonight.
April and Valerie had signaled their interest. She hadn’t heard from Jill Allen yet.
* * * *
“If we find Andrea, what’s your theory here?” Maria asked as they drove.
“I hope she’ll be able to tell us. Perhaps she was threatened. Did she really quit the company because of Anton’s great gesture, or was she forced out? I don’t know. Everyone keeps telling us he was the good guy, but all that money and those connections to the Clairmonts…”
“That must be rough for you.”
“Because of Miles? I hadn’t spoken to him since we broke up in college.”
“College? Didn’t you say you dated him in high school?”
Why were her cheeks burning all of a sudden? She had nothing to hide, from her boss, her colleagues, or Jordan. This was starting to get irritating.
“Yes, but we ran into each other one more time, and I guess we went on a couple of dates. That was before my parents died.”
Wild to think that her life could have turned out completely different…Wild and scary. Ellie was holding on with both hands to everything she got. She couldn’t imagine a reality without Jordan and Meri in it.
“Anyway. I’ll have to talk to him again, clarify a few things.”
“That might be easier once we’ve spoken to Andrea.”
“Let’s hope so.”
Still nothing else from Jordan. She likely had another mystery to solve as Ellie hadn’t seen her since the morning.
* * * *
“Landlord didn’t see anyone going in or coming out. Said he found the body and called 911 right away,” Derek related.
They were still on the scene, the ME’s team ready to move the body. I’m sorry, Jordan told the dead woman silently as the gurney passed them by. She had held it together, and yet she could see where parts of her own experience had bled into her judgment.
She had wrestled with her own early childhood memories. Like Justin, Jordan had learned to pretend to be asleep early on though her own dysfunctional family had been…lucky? She and Kathryn were, for sure. Her biological father had run cons and kept violent company until it caught up with him, and he was murdered in prison. Jordan and Kathryn had found ways to come to terms with the past, Jordan in her job, Kathryn in her volunteer work with young underprivileged women.
“Are you listening to me?” Derek questioned.
“Yes. Go ahead. You got anything else out of him?”
“Probably not what you were thinking. He got burned a couple of times. Tenants skipped rent and disappeared.”
“Still, those ‘house calls,’” She made quotation marks with her fingers, “are out of line. Morgan once said that Carlson was working hard. How is it that they are behind with the rent?”
“Three guesses,” Derek said with a shrug. “He’s not been contributing to the family income since his arrest, or he never did anyway. Drank it away.”
“That’s really just two.” She couldn’t suppress the sigh. “We take the abuser out, the ones who are left behind, have nowhere to go and end up on the street.”
“She could have gone to a shelter.”
Jordan sensed that even as he said the words, Derek realized why Morgan might have not considered that option.
“Carlson was the devil she knew,” she said with a pensive gaze to the open front door. “Let’s go. We have to dig deeper into Carlson’s background. I’m sure we’ll find the reason there.”
Before Derek could voice support or doubt regarding her theory, Wes Martin came jogging towards them. “Detectives, wait. I have someone here who might have seen the intruder.”
Lucky. There were many interpretations to that word, though it didn’t apply to Morgan Leigh who had lost her life today. Justin? Maybe. He had beaten the odds twice now. Jordan cleared her throat. 
“Coming.”



 
Chapter Thirteen
 
The apartment was silent after they rang the bell.
Exchanging a gaze with Maria who nodded, Ellie started knocking on the door. “Andrea? I’m Detective Harding. I need to talk to you. Please, open the door.”
They still couldn’t hear anything for another two minutes. Maria took out her phone to contact A.D.A. Esposito when the chain was removed on the inside, and the door opened.
Ellie’s jaw dropped.
“Wow. I haven’t seen you in a while.”
“Same here.” James McKenzie’s jovial smile vanished. “And I guess you’re here for a reason. Come in. I’ll need some more time before you can talk to my client, but I don’t want anyone to draw attention to us.”
“Why are you saying that?” Ellie obliged, walking inside the impressive space after Maria.
Behind James, a woman in her late twenties stepped closer, the trepidation written all over her face.
“They’re safe,” McKenzie assured her.
“Not all police are,” she returned.
“Yes, but I will vouch for those two. I promise it’s okay.”
James McKenzie wasn’t only a friend, but a shrewd lawyer who had a reputation for taking on complex and difficult cases. What did it mean that he had gotten here before them?
“You are Ms. Andrea…”
She cast a questioning look at James, and he nodded.
“Cortez.”
“Ms. Cortez,” Maria began, “We know about your relationship with Mr. Kovac. We need to ask you—”
“Whoa,” James intervened. “This is going too fast. Like I told you, I need some more time.”
“You are not under suspicion.” Ellie knew she had found the right tone when she saw Andrea Cortez relax visibly. “We are trying to find out who murdered Mr. Kovac, and we think you might be in danger. Let us help you.”
“I’m glad we all agree on the most important part. Now give us some space, please?”
“Mr. McKenzie, I don’t think—”
“Maria, please.”
Maria shrugged and stepped to the other side of the room, shaking her head. Ellie followed once more while James and Andrea disappeared into another room, whispering to each other.
“A few minutes won’t make a difference now. We found her.”
“Yes, and I’m wondering why she already lawyered up,” Maria said grimly. “I sense some secrets.”
“I’m sure we will learn more soon.” Ellie hoped she wasn’t promising too much. “Did you hear anything from Jordan or Derek today?”
“Not much. Derek said they caught the warehouse shooting, suspect already in custody. I haven’t—”
Before she could finish her sentence, James and Andrea returned.
“Ms. Cortez isn’t denying her relationship with Mr. Kovac,” he said. “If you want this conversation to be longer, we need some reassurances regarding her safety.”
“How about we take this to the station, and we talk to my lieutenant and the D.A.?” Ellie suggested.
“Not good enough. You are right, she is in danger, and frankly, the situation could deteriorate at any moment. You’ll have to give us something now.”
“I can’t believe this,” Maria said. “That’s not how this works. Ms. Cortez, do you have any idea who might have killed Mr. Kovac?”
“I plead the Fifth,” Andrea declared, her words coming out in a rush.
“Please, calm down.” James laid a hand on her arms. “We are not in court. The detectives, however well-meaning, don’t have a warrant for your arrest. In fact, if you’re uncomfortable, we can tell them to leave.”
Ellie could sense that he wasn’t serious about the last part but needed to make sure Andrea continued to trust him.
“If we can guarantee your safety, will you talk to us? Don’t you want to know the truth?” she addressed the woman.
Cortez stared back at her. “I know the truth,” she said. “It has already cost me everything. If I talk, they will kill me.”
“Who are they?” Maria pressed. “The Clairmont family?”
“Detectives, that’s enough!”
 “I agree,” Maria said. “You’ll leave us no choice. We came here with a theory, but you’ve confirmed that Ms. Cortez could be in danger, and if we could find you, whoever is after her, can do so easily as well. We’ll have to take you into protective custody.”
“You’re arresting me?” Andrea’s eyes went incredibly wide.
“For your own safety. Come on. Let’s go.”
Ellie didn’t disagree, but she felt a knot of anxiety in the pit of her stomach, like something bad was about to happen. And it might involve some familiar characters.
* * * *
“Damn it, who liked Carlson so much they would kill on his behalf?” With a frustrated sound, Jordan got up from her desk chair. “This is giving me a headache. I need some caffeine.”
“We might have to come to terms with the idea that this was a random house invasion.”
“To do what? There’s no money or any other riches. No drugs. Guy just randomly forces his way into her apartment and slits her throat?”
Jordan’s summary of the possible events made Derek wince.
“Maybe, maybe not. We might be looking at a pattern.”
“Oh my God. Eden.”
The thought of Morgan Leigh’s daughter made her want something stronger than a coffee, but since the workday was far from over, that was all they could get.
“Okay, tell me your theory. We’ll talk on the way to the break room.”
“It’s nothing new,” he said, sounding as dejected as he felt. “Carlson’s an overbearing and jealous asshole. He might not be the first in her life.”
“Another ex? Still, the way he killed her…Strangling, stabbing, all of that I can see, but this is more than personal. It’s almost ritualistic.” Some days, she felt appalled at herself for being able to say these things with some kind of detachment—even if it was necessary.
“Say no more.”
“It’s not like that. I don’t expect other victims. But we have to check in with Will and Eden, make sure they’re safe. And the CPS worker, just as a precaution.”
Jordan turned around. “In fact, let’s do that right now. We can have coffee later.”
* * * *
“Not cool,” James commented when he and Ellie were standing in front of the two-way mirror, waiting for A.D.A. Esposito. “She’s already terrified, and for a reason.”
“If it’s true that the murderer or murderers are after her, we were sitting ducks in that condo. She’s much safer here.”
“And you want to hold her on what?”
“Just long enough so we can iron out the details with Valerie. I promise you.”
“It’s not me you need to convince,” he said with a nod to the distraught woman on the other side of the glass who was hiding her face in her hands.
“Then you better convince your client.”
“I agree. Hi again, Ellie,” Valerie Esposito said. Maria entered the room behind her. “Mr. McKenzie. Everyone’s here, so why don’t we get started?”
“Right. The faster we get this sorted out, the better. I believe you will learn something worth-while from Ms. Cortez if you can keep her from getting killed.”
Andrea looked up when Ellie and James entered the room.
“The A.D.A. is here now. We all want to keep you safe,” Ellie told her. “But you have to give us something.”
“I was in love with him,” she said, tears in her eyes. “I don’t know who killed Anton, but I have an idea who might have done it. I told Anton there was no peace, but he wanted to give it a try, meet with…” She hesitated.
“You better come through,” James warned. “Ms. Cortez is a victim too, and she deserves protection for putting her life on the line.”
“I agree.”
“He was trying to achieve an agreement with Terrence Gallagher.”
Ellie sat up straighter at the mention of a familiar name that had come up a few times in a recent case. Not so recent, she reminded herself, just one that had a long tail. That, and everyone’s perception of time had altered during a global crisis. It seemed as if it was just a few weeks ago that she heard Gallagher’s name in the context of an investigation that had brought down some powerful people, including in her own ranks. But that investigation was closed, and neither Gallagher, nor anyone in his orbit, had been indicted. 
That sounded eerily familiar.
Nothing stuck.
“You think Terrence Gallagher met him that night at the peer?”
“I don’t know. He probably didn’t go himself, but I’m sure he signed off on it. He got Anton killed!”
“Why do you think that?”
Andrea took a shuddering breath. “Because Anton got in the middle of something, this ongoing war they have with the Clairmonts.”
“Over what?” Maria asked.
“Everything. Legal trade, off the books, contracts. Since the son came on board, the Gallaghers felt that Richard had taken more than his share of the market. The Clairmonts have been aggressive about establishing themselves, and Anton played a big role in that. He didn’t want anyone to get hurt though, and he tried to negotiate.”
This sounded like the same vague concerns that Valerie and April had raised. Ellie couldn’t help the rising frustration. They wouldn’t get any warrants on anyone’s hunches.
“Do you have any proof?”
“I was in the room when Terrence said no fucking way.” James gave her another encouraging nod, and Andrea continued, “You have to believe me, I had no choice. I needed to protect my child. Terrence knew that Anton and Richard had something in the works, and he sent me in. I couldn’t say no.”
“So you got close to Anton Kovac to gather information on the Clairmonts’ business?”
“Yes, at first. But we fell in love. That was real. I…told Anton that Terrence had sent me there.”
“How did he react?”
“What do you think? He gave me the keys to the condo,” Andrea returned. “He forgave me, but he said we needed to be careful, and he would have to discuss the next steps with the family. Next thing I knew he was dead.”
“Did you know that the down payment was made by Mr. Clairmont?”
“No. I had no idea.”
Ellie sat still for a few seconds, absorbing what she’d just heard. After all that digging and frustratingly little results, she got more than she bargained for.
“Am I worth protecting to you if I repeat everything to a judge?”
Before Ellie or Maria could give her an answer, the phone on the wall rang. Ellie got up to answer.
Valerie Esposito sounded excited. “Tell her to give us everything she has. The lieutenant is here. We’ll figure out a safe location for her and her daughter.”
Ellie could feel her shoulders relax in relief. Finally, they got to move forward. Miles and his father might be implicated in some shady operations, but it didn’t seem like they had anything to do with the death of Anton Kovac. Nor did it make sense for them to protect anyone who had. Rival families. That still had a troubling ring to it, but she had priorities to follow.
“Thanks,” she said and turned back to the small group at the table. “Like I promised, we’ll keep you safe. The more you tell us, the easier it is for us to do that.”



 
Chapter Fourteen
 
“Lieutenant! We need to talk to you.” Jordan had been on pins and needles until Daniels returned to her office.
They had already contacted Ms. Carmichael, the CPS worker, who had absorbed the information in a matter-of-fact manner. She would await further instructions from them. Jordan figured it wouldn’t be the first time she was threatened. 
Will Devon, Eden’s father, was less gracious about the warning. “You’re going to protect Eden, like you protected Morgan? Don’t give me that bull.”
“Mr. Devon, I’m sorry for your loss. But it’s important that we can reach you. I’ll send an officer right now.”
“Yeah, whatever. I take care of my family. This is something you don’t seem to be able to do.”
Jordan was inside Daniels’ office before the woman had a chance to react.
“We have to consider that the killer might go after someone else, someone they consider responsible for Carlson’s arrest. That includes Eden and her father, and Ms. Carmichael from CPS.”
She noticed that Daniels’ looked tired.
“We are in the process of setting up protection for Andrea Cortez,” she said.
“They found her? That’s great. But you’re not suggesting…”
“Save it, Carpenter. You know I’m not going to argue budget when there’s a life in danger, let alone a child’s. You’ll get what you need.”
Behind her, Derek cleared his throat.
“No offense,” Jordan mumbled.
“None taken. I trust your judgment, and this is an especially violent case. Are you any closer to figuring out who might have an interest in avenging a domestic abuser?”
“Not yet,” Derek said. “We thought it was important to get the most likely targets out of harm’s way first.”
Women. Children. The same old, sad story, Jordan thought when she heard the lieutenant’s sigh.
“Set it up,” Daniels said. “I need to go back.”
* * * *
It was much later when Jordan and Derek finally got their coffee, and there was no end to the workday in sight. Scouring the database wasn’t much help either. It was testimony to her under-caffeinated and overall state that she could stand the strong coffee and chocolate bar while reading about cases where women had been murdered by a perpetrator with a similar M.O.
In her mind, she went over the patterns of murderers she had encountered in her career, their motives, their actions. Something didn’t fit. Perhaps part of her was even more tired than terrified at the thought that there might be a bigger context than Morgan Leigh’s story. A woman in an abusive relationship, murdered by an ex or a supporter of the abuser—already horrible enough, though not that unlikely.
The killing method though—all cases she could find had indeed to do with serial murderers or terrorists or both. In the latter case, there were often multiple victims in one instance.
“Think out loud, please,” Derek said. “I didn’t find anything relevant on Carlson’s social media. Most of his so-called friends are several states away, and they are trolls who like to scream about feminists, not that organized.”
“You know some of them are more organized than we ever imagined,” Jordan replied, pensive. “But I bet you that’s not it.”
“Time to call your ex?”
She didn’t take the bait, assuming there was one. “Maybe, maybe not. What do we know about Carlson’s family? There was a sister who came to court.” She remembered her looking haggard and hostile. Toward her abusive brother, or the ones seeking to put him away, it was hard to tell.
“Didn’t seem like the type to slit someone’s throat or hire someone to do it.”
Jordan cast a look at the gruesome picture on her screen as she twirled the pen in her hand.
“No one thought Joy Anne had it in her. But you’re right, I don’t think a woman did this, especially considering the bigger picture. Is there anyone other than her? Family close by, friends?”
“No one seemed to like him much,” Derek recalled. “He didn’t have any friends or colleagues who came out to support him, just those online trolls who think lesbian socialists are coming for their guns and burgers.”
Jordan couldn’t help but laughing. Stress relief, but still. “Your reading material sounds a lot more hilarious than mine.”
“It depends.”
It was all he needed to say.
“I hear you. Back to Leigh and Carlson. We’ll go see him tomorrow, lean on him a bit harder?”
“Worth a shot,” Derek agreed.
“Did Carmichael have any news on Justin?”
“I assume Devon will try to take him in, reunite him and Eden.”
“That would be the best-case scenario. They won’t give Carlson custody, even if he manages to get out from under this.” Even as she said it, a small sliver of doubt remained, the possibility making her sick to her stomach. But while the system wasn’t perfect, it was understood that sometimes biological parents weren’t the best choice to raise a child. Morgan might have had a chance if the killer hadn’t taken it from her.
Jordan abandoned her search for the moment for a quick check on Carlson’s older sister Lila.
* * * *
By the time Ellie made it to the D&T, she thought she might be hopelessly late, but neither Valerie and Maria, nor Jill Allen had made it yet. April Cassidy sat in a booth, nursing a colorful cocktail. She shrugged when Ellie sat across from her.
“It’s been a day. You?”
“Definitely. We might be able to fill in some blanks tonight.”
“I’m all for that, but dinner and drinks first. Maria’s just parking the car.”
Valerie Esposito sat down next to April. “Detective Cassidy. Always a pleasure. I’ll have what she’s having,” she told Dan who had come to their table to take orders.
Ellie resisted the urge. She still had mixed emotions regarding the recent revelations, and she needed a clear head. “Ginger ale, please.”
“Is there something we should know?” Valerie asked.
“What? No. Of course not. We have our hands full.” That, and she wanted to reserve any possible alcohol for some downtime later with Jordan, who apparently couldn’t join them. 
Maria arrived as well. Ellie checked her phone, and not seeing any message from Jill, she decided they would go ahead.
“All right, we know a bit more than we did this morning,” she said. “Apparently the Gallaghers sent someone to spy on Anton Kovac and the Clairmonts. Their gamble didn’t pay off because she and Kovac fell in love. According to her, Kovac was killed while trying to negotiate some peace treaty.”
“In the spirit of full disclosure…I’m warning you that this is big,” April said. “We’ve been trying to build a case against Terrence Gallagher, and it’s looking better than ever before. That being said, it doesn’t make much sense that they would draw attention to themselves by murdering someone high profile in Clairmont’s business.”
“Risky, but not unseen,” Valerie commented. “Sends a message to both the Clairmonts and the investigators.”
“I don’t like any of this.” April shook her head. “Are you sure you can trust your witness?”
Ellie had a disturbing flash of an untrustworthy witness, years ago, who had led a crime lord to a safe house. She didn’t get that impression from Andrea.
“I believe the Romeo and Juliet story,” she said. “What I can’t figure out yet is how we move forward. The moment we approach the Gallaghers, they’ll know we have her. We have to be careful.”
“We moved fast,” Valerie reminded her. “She’ll be protected, and if we could get any one in the Gallagher family to turn, we’d be golden. They might give up both rivals and partners.”
“Yeah, I wouldn’t count on that,” April sounded doubtful. “You’ve been dealing with the Clairmonts. We’ve had FBI in the house, task forces, and they come out with their hands clean. You better be prepared to hold on tightly to that witness. But we still have one ace up our sleeves. Miles likes Ellie.”
That made her cringe a bit, though April wasn’t wrong. These past few days, she’d been on a roller coaster of emotions, regarding meeting him again, the fact that he might have ties to organized crime, and the job she had to do.
“I hope you’re not suggesting what I think you are. He knows I’m married.”
Before April could clarify, Jill Allen arrived. She stopped cold when she saw the women assembled at the table.
“Sit,” Maria told her. “You know we don’t bite. As long as you remember everything is off the record, we’re fine.”
“Good to know. Ellie, can I talk to you for a second?”
Her serious tone was enough for Ellie to react right away.
“Sure. We’ll be right back,” she told the others, got up and followed Jill to the bar, where the reporter ordered a Gin & Tonic.
“Is everything okay? Is Josie all right?” Whenever she asked or heard these questions, one possibility still often overshadowed all others, but in that case, it would have been unlikely for Jill to be here.
“Oh yes, she’s fine. My mother is staying with her tonight.” She took out her phone and scrolled through it. “Someone emailed this to me. I haven’t been able to trace it yet, but maybe you’ll have an idea.”
Ellie took the phone from her, startled when she saw the picture. It would have been completely inconspicuous, except given the context they were dealing with, it was anything but.
Why would anyone take a picture of her and Miles during that lunch? Zooming in, she realized they had caught the second he laid his hand over hers, making them look like a couple during an intimate moment.
A cop and the son of a man investigated for a variety of white-collar crimes. And those weren’t the only implications.
“Wow. I’m not sure what to say.”
“Someone wanted to capture the occasion, and I don’t think their intentions are any good. Be careful, Ellie. Whoever did this, I’m worried they won’t stop there.”
As if she needed another thing to worry about.
“Thank you, but I trust the women at that table. Let’s go join them.”
“Sure. I just didn’t want to blindside you.”
“I appreciate that. Now let’s go back. I need some food to think clearly.”
They waited until everyone had their plates in front of them, the subject of conversation staying in more small-talk-like waters, until Ellie brought it back to the matter at hand.
“This is serious,” Valerie said. “This could be interpreted in many ways.”
“I’m aware. It’s ridiculous. Neither in high school, nor in college did I have any clear idea what Miles’ father was doing. I knew he was a rich businessman, that’s all. They didn’t see eye to eye back in those days.”
“Well, it appears they do now.” Jill took a sip of her water. “We covered the family quite a bit at the paper, and it wasn’t always about alleged crimes. It seems like with the arrival of Kovac, father and son started to get along better. Does any of you have any idea why?”
“I’m not sure it had to do with Kovac, at least in the beginning.” April leafed through notes that she had brought. “They hadn’t spoken in years, but Richard threw Miles a lavish wedding.”
“That is not a crime though,” Ellie remarked. “They are divorced now. Miles told me. I thought he and Kovac were competing for Richard’s attention. Which one is it?”
“I still think it could be worth-while if you talked to him again,” April held up a hand when Valerie was about to protest. “Hear me out. We all have pieces of the puzzle, but you know it’s not enough to get to Gallagher if he’s really responsible for Kovac’s death—or to Richard Clairmont. We’ll never get any warrants, or by the time we get there, they will already have taken care of the evidence. If Ellie could get closer to him without exposing herself, it might be worth it.”
“You saw the picture. I’d say that already means exposure,” Maria said. “Ellie, you’ll need to talk to Daniels about this in case there’s more.”
“There won’t be. I’ll have him come to the station. The lieutenant will sit in if she thinks it’s necessary.” Ellie hoped that would be enough. The murder of Anton Kovac was a complex enough case. Never would she have imagined finding herself in this position.
“You should do what’s necessary to protect yourself,” Jill said. “In the past few years there have been rumors about the Gallaghers being involved with dirty cops.”
Maria and Valerie exchanged a wry look. “We are aware,” the latter said. “His name came up in Bronson’s deposition, but we couldn’t tie him to anything.” She sighed. “Detective Cassidy is probably right, if we can have an in, anyway, it could make a big difference. It’s a big risk for Ellie though.”
“I’m not sure I like what I’m hearing.” Jordan bent down to greet her with a kiss before she pulled herself a chair and sat next to Ellie. “Sorry I’m late. We had to catch up with Wu about the suspect from the warehouse shooting this morning. So, what’s this about a big risk?”
“That’s not guaranteed at this point.” Given how tired she sounded, Ellie sought to reassure her. “I never imagined my high school boyfriend would be this much trouble,” she added, earning the levity she’d hoped for.
“Oh, I knew he was trouble the first time I saw him,” Maria joked. “Aside from all that, you will talk to him? That was always the plan.”
“Yes. I’ll ask him to come to the station tomorrow. No more lunches.”
“Good idea,” Jordan agreed.
With the next round, Ellie ordered a glass of wine. The night was long from over.



 
Chapter Fifteen
 
Jordan suppressed a sigh of relief when the last ones of their friends finally left. She put the chair back with the other table and slid into the booth next to Ellie.
“You haven’t said much,” Ellie remarked. “I heard you and Derek are on the warehouse shooting. Guy killed a co-worker?”
“Long story. We were about to question him when I got the call. Morgan Leigh…She’s dead.”
Ellie’s hand went to her mouth. “How?”
“Landlord went to collect the rent she owed him, found her dead with her throat slit. Killer didn’t touch the boy.”
“Oh my God.” 
It wasn’t until Ellie’s very reasonable and human reaction to the event that Jordan realized she was close to tears, and not just because of a horrible crime.
“I was pretty bad. We’re still not sure who did it. Melissa told me she’ll have something for me tomorrow morning, and we’ll see Carlson after that.” She had to focus. Regardless of her emotions, they had the logical next steps all laid out. “I don’t like this idea of someone watching you and Clairmont. Kovac was close to him, and he was murdered. His girlfriend, who was spying on the Clairmonts, is in hiding. Please be careful.”
“I am. That’s why I’m going to ask him to come in, and I’ll check with Daniels first.”
“All right. We should go home, get some sleep. Meri will already be in bed.”
“Yeah. Come to think of it, I know we can never repay your parents for everything they are doing for us, but do you think Pauline would mind another half hour or so?”
Jordan had no trouble reading between the lines.
“I missed you today,” she said. “We can take a little more time.”
“That’s what I like to hear,” Dan, who had come by their table, said. “Can I bring you anything else?”
Ellie gave her empty glass a pensive look.
“We can take a cab,” Jordan reasoned. 
“Another round, then? Can I also tempt you with dessert? I promise you, you don’t want to miss this apple pie. It’s Teddy’s Grandma’s recipe.”
“In that case we can’t say no. With two coffees.”
Jordan sent a text message to Pauline to give her an ETA. The answer came promptly. No problem. The little one is sleeping soundly, and I’m halfway through the movie. See you when you get here.
She leaned back into the booth, taking a sip, acknowledging the gratitude she felt despite the challenges they were both facing. All things considered, they were still extremely lucky though the fact that someone had bothered taking pictures of Ellie’s lunch with Miles Clairmont worried her.
“Show me that picture again,” she said, and Ellie obediently handed over her phone. Jill had sent her the photo earlier.
“We’ll bring it to the lab tomorrow?”
“Definitely.” Jordan zoomed in on the picture, as Dan brought their dessert.
Ellie sighed happily. “Sometimes it’s the little things that hit the spot, right? Not that this is little in any sense of the word. It’s a good thing we’re sharing, but we might have to walk home after this.”
“Enjoy.” Dan seemed to hesitate for a moment, the reason becoming obvious quickly when he said “I had no idea you knew Ryan” with a nod to the photo.
“Ryan,” Jordan and Ellie said in unison.
“Yes. It’s a small world, right? How is he? I haven’t seen him in a while.”
“You’re sure you mean this guy?” Ellie asked.
“One hundred percent. He used to come around quite often.”
“I think he’s doing okay. Thanks for the pie and everything,” Ellie changed the subject. “Could you bring us the check, too? As cozy as it is here, tomorrow morning will come fast.”
“Of course. I’ll be right back,” he assured them after Jordan had turned over the phone.
“What was that?” she wondered out loud when Dan was out of earshot.
“Beats me,” Ellie admitted. “Maybe he mistook him for someone else. One more thing to check off the list when I talk to Miles tomorrow.”
“Be careful.” Jordan didn’t care if she was repeating herself. “Someone’s obviously watching him, and he seems to have his own agenda.” She winced, aware it wasn’t the best choice of words under the circumstances. “You know what I mean.”
“Yes, I do.” Ellie took a forkful of pie. “Let’s get back to it tomorrow. I need a few more hours of indulgence.”
Jordan received further clarification of what that meant when later that night, Ellie stepped into the shower stall with her. Pauline was long gone, and everything was quiet in Meri’s room, yet this was a surprise. Pleasant, but still.
“I need this. I need you,” Ellie whispered, and feeling her naked, wet body against her own, Jordan had no desire to argue. She pulled her close for a hungry kiss, her back touching cold tile a moment later.
Ellie was right, she reflected. They needed to clear their minds, start over with a fresh perspective. Escaping the horror of the day for a bit longer might help both of them solve those mysteries.
* * * *
As expected, the alarm woke her from a deep and restful sleep. On another day, Jordan might have given in to temptation, but she had asked of Dr. Adams to move up Morgan Leigh’s autopsy. With reluctance, she extracted herself from Ellie’s embrace and headed to the bathroom, shivering.
She couldn’t help smiling when she saw Ellie’s clothes from yesterday, thrown haphazardly over the hamper. Jordan didn’t have much time for reminiscing. She was dressed and had the coffee going in the kitchen by the time Ellie appeared, hiding a yawn behind her hand.
“Midnight sex, and the scent of coffee when I wake up. I love you so much,” she said, making Jordan laugh.
“I love you too, and both are important.”
“They sure are.”
They shared a smile when they heard Meri singing in her room, a reminder that any adult topics would be postponed for the moment.
“I’ll go get her,” Ellie said, leaning in for a kiss before she left the room.
Jordan sipped her coffee as she set the table, wondering if food was a good idea given her plans for the morning.
* * * *
Half an hour later, she parked her car in the garage, staying behind the wheel for another minute to clear her mind for the task to come. She had kissed her wife and daughter, Meri’s laughter still vivid on her mind. Meri was a happy child. With a little luck, she’d go into arts, something joyful. Jordan shook her head at her thoughts, about to leave the car when her phone started vibrating. She saw that Derek had parked a few spaces away, but still gave it a look.
“Hey. Kathryn. Is everything okay?”
Her biological mother hesitated long enough for her to start worrying.
“Are you all right?”
“Yes, yes of course. I was just wondering…I’m sure you and Ellie already made plans for Thanksgiving. Don’t worry, I expected that.”
Another pause. Jordan realized she had almost forgotten about the upcoming holiday, but Kathryn was right. Jack and Pauline would keep the SEVEN open to serve a dinner to cops and other first responders who’d come in after their work shifts.
“I’m sorry. I don’t have a lot of time. I’m not sure yet, but I think Kate and Derek have something planned.”
That, too, was nothing new for Kathryn.
“In that case, I wanted to ask if you could come by around Christmas. We’d love to have you, Ellie, and Meri over. Doesn’t have to be on Christmas Day.”
“I’ll check with Ellie. I’m sure we can figure something out,” Jordan promised. “I have to go now.”
“Sure. I’ll call you after Thanksgiving?”
“Yes. Have a good holiday.”
“I’m most grateful for finding you again,” Kathryn said ruefully, not sounding like she was ready to let go.
“We’ll talk later. Bye.”
That might have been abrupt, but she couldn’t think about her holiday schedule now. Jordan straightened, before she opened the door and got out of the car.
Derek’s expression was sober when she joined him.
“We’ll go to the prison right afterwards?”
“That’s the plan,” she confirmed, and they headed for the elevator.
* * * *
The atmosphere was even more somber than usual, and the poinsettia Dr. Adams had on her desk did nothing to take away from it.
Jordan remembered her conversation with Ellie the other day, the way she was struggling with how circumstances had slowed down their work, resulting in help coming too late more often—especially for victims who were in lockdown with their abuser, with nowhere to go.
But those measures had been lifted, Carlson was behind bars, and still, it had been too late for Morgan Leigh.
Exposed in death, her body showed the signs of a longer ordeal, and the last one, the gaping wound in her neck. But there were other recent wounds.
“What the hell happened?” Jordan asked out loud. “Those older bruises, we all know where they came from. After all of that, she catches the eye of a random sadistic killer?”
“Not so random, if I had to take a guess,” Melissa Adams confirmed her previous theory. “The killer used something extremely sharp that sliced right through skin and muscle on the first try, but that was only the final act. Likely right-handed, and a good deal taller than her.”
Jordan was grateful for only having had a light breakfast, but even so, she could feel her stomach clench. Not so much because of the gruesome imagery, but because she remembered trying to reason with Leigh, to no avail. Could she have tried harder to help her?
At the time, Justin and Eden had been first and foremost on her mind.
“About those defensive wounds?”
“No skin under her fingernails,” Dr. Adams swiftly destroyed her hopes. “Of course, people cover up at this time of year, but everything looks very deliberate.”
“I’d say so,” Derek agreed. “Who the hell is that guy? The landlord said they kept to themselves, rarely had anyone over. Carlson didn’t have a lot of friends that we know of. Who comes up with this?”
Jordan caught his pensive gaze in her direction. Before they talked to Daniels about involving the FBI, she would make a private call to Bethany, or perhaps Nina Torres who was still the official liaison. It would be rare for a perpetrator like this to have killed for the first time and be this prepared. Either way, it had to stop.
“Somebody twisted,” she said. “Cocky.” Even Joy-Anne had taken a knife from her own kitchen. This killer, as it seemed, had toyed with Morgan Leigh, killed her, and walked away. Given the scene they had found, he must have brought tools to clean up, because there was no indication that he had used any of Morgan’s. Pulling that off required planning. And a lot of hate. Against women in general? Her in particular? Jordan still tended towards the latter. “But these,” she indicated the older bruises, “will hopefully ensure Carlson never gets his hands on Justin.”
“I don’t think he has any interest in the boy,” Derek remarked. “Lucky for Justin. Let’s check in with the security detail later, and perhaps Mr. Devon is willing to tell us what the plan is.”
Given the latest phone call, Jordan had doubts, but she kept them to herself.
“She bled out quickly,” she mused.
“Considering. Still a horrible way to go.”
No one contested Dr. Adams’ statement.



 
Chapter Sixteen
 
Meri’s breakfast took a little longer than usual, because the girl was both excited and distracted by the snowflakes coming down outside the window. Ellie, thinking of traffic and road conditions, was a little less excited about the prospect. At least Pauline would be here in a few minutes, and Jordan had made it to work while the sky had still been clear.
“You look forward to spending the day with Grandma?” she asked, hoping to get another spoonful of oatmeal with peaches into her daughter.
“Yes! We go to the park.” Given that the snowfall was getting heavier by the minute, Ellie doubted it, but she didn’t want to disappoint Meri.
“Yes, maybe.”
“You stay home today?”
So much about that.
“I’m sorry, sweetie. I’ll be home for the bedtime story tonight, I promise.”
The doorbell rang, and Meri slipped from her chair to run to the door and greet her grandmother. Ellie suppressed a sigh.
“Yeah, I don’t know if I’d believe my own promises any longer,” she said to herself before she went to follow Meri.
“Hey, you two. It’s really coming down,” Pauline said after hugging her granddaughter and her daughter-in-law. “Be careful out there. I don’t think they’ve cleared the roads everywhere yet.”
“Then I better get going. You two have fun.”
If she wanted any chance of being back for story time, she had to hurry up, but Ellie was aware she had been stalling. For once she wished anyone but her was on this case. It might be the personal connection that was giving her trouble. She couldn’t put her finger on it. Everyday life was supposed to be back to normal. It felt like anything but. She didn’t want to think about it too much either, or she’d get distracted—but she was most grateful for Jordan who had pushed her own fears and concerns aside and been steadfast during those past months.
The closest she could come to describe her own state of mind was wobbly. It was surprising, unfamiliar, and scary. On the bright side, it had little to do with sentimental feelings for her former boyfriend, so she’d call him and get this interview over with.
* * * *
Lieutenant Daniels agreed that the pictures were reason for concern.
“Let me know when he’s here, and I’ll make time to observe,” she said. “I’ll talk to A.D.A. Esposito as well. You go over the list with Detective Doss and let her take the lead on this one.”
When Ellie didn’t answer right away, she added, “This is not a punishment. We need to establish boundaries.”
“I understand. But I think Miles trusts me more. He might be more inclined to talk.”
“Work out a game plan with Doss, then have him come here, and let her start. We’ll see how it goes,” Daniels decided.
“Yes, Ma’am.” This time, Ellie was on her feet. “I’m on it.”
Maria was still at her desk, typing away on her computer when Ellie returned to fill her in.
“Sounds good to me, but I need some coffee with that. Let’s go over that list in the break room.”
Ellie already felt jittery. She couldn’t resist the lure of another hot beverage either. “Okay, let’s go.”
* * * *
With little information from Dr. Adams, and next to nothing from the cops who had canvassed the neighborhood, Jordan was aware that a lot hinged on their interview with Carlson. In reality, it was surprising that he even had agreed to see them, but with his trial still pending, his lawyer had likely advised him to cooperate.
Going through the familiar steps, Jordan remembered other visits. Some a whole lot more personal. This should be easier, even if the man made her blood boil. She hoped Derek was right and he had no interest in Justin. For the latter, it was certainly better that way.
“You must be desperate,” Carlson greeted them. He was leaning back in his chair, grinning, far too comfortable for Jordan’s taste. “So, what did I do? I’ll give you a hint. I have a pretty great alibi.”
“You know that Morgan is dead,” Derek stated.
There wasn’t a flicker of emotion in the man’s expression. A bit of caution maybe. Damn him.
“Yeah, so? I’ve been stuck here for some time, thanks to you and Ms. Stuck-up from CPS. You’re not suggesting I had anything to do with it? You’re wasting your time, and mine.” He made a move to get up.
“You agreed to talk to us. I think you have a few minutes.”
Jordan had no illusions that her sharp tone or her overall authority made him reconsider. More likely, he sensed that he had some power at this moment and enjoyed it.
“You don’t have a lot of visitors in here,” she said. “Your lawyer, your sister…that’s pretty much all.”
“I don’t understand what you’re getting at. I don’t have a lot of family or friends close by. I moved here a few years ago for work. That’s suspicious to you?”
“People you talk to online, some of those ever came to town?”
“Wow, I guess that’s what they mean when they say the cops are fishing, huh? No, I never met anyone from the Internet in person. I just enjoy talking to like-minded folks, you get that, right?”
“Did Morgan ever mention to you that anyone threatening her, or maybe just a feeling that she was being followed?” Derek asked.
Carlson shrugged. “She might have. She was paranoid as it was, always saw the worst in people.”
“Not you though. She covered for you until the end.”
“You want to talk about Justin’s accident again? Then we should get my lawyer in here.”
“No.” Jordan shook her head. “I’m talking about the bruises you gave her before someone else decided to slit her throat.”
She paused, wondering if she had made a mistake. It was hard to tell whether he had already been aware of that detail—in any case, it didn’t seem to bother him much.
“They did?”
Jordan found the twitching of the muscles in his face most disturbing, as if he was trying to look concerned and suppress a smile.
She leaned closer. “Who are they, Baxter?”
“Hell if I know, but they must have been pretty angry. Morgan had a tendency to make people angry. It’s too bad.”
“Too bad that the mother of your child was brutally murdered?” Derek’s tone was incredulous.
“What do you want me to say? She wasn’t much of a mother. That kid deserves better. Thankfully Lila is going to take care of that. She and her family will take him in until I’m out of here. Which won’t be far from now. It was an accident, and I know Morgan told you the same.”
“Right.” Jordan couldn’t wait to leave this place behind. Head to the SEVEN for a late lunch maybe, before they checked in with Will and Eden Devon. She guessed the latter would be even angrier now, and she couldn’t blame him.
* * * *
The secretary kept Ellie on hold for nearly ten minutes before Miles came on the line. At that point, she was frustrated enough to shove any personal connection far into the background. Deciding it was better to be safe than sorry, she put him on speaker and waved Maria over.
“Ellie, hi,” he said. “I’m glad to hear from you. Should we talk?  I heard you came back to the office. Things are a bit…delicate right now.”
Tell me about it.
“You’re right, there are a few more things we need to discuss. It’s important that you come in, the sooner the better.”
Miles spoke after a small pause, in the tone he probably used in shareholder meetings. “I’m afraid that’s not possible. We have a lot of work to do here, especially with Anton gone.”
“That wasn’t a suggestion.”
He sighed. “I hear you, but I don’t think…How about you come over for dinner tonight? Bring your family. Dad will be thrilled to meet everyone. We could find a few minutes to talk.”
Ellie caught Maria’s gaze, certain that she was just as baffled by the offer. Entitled was a mild word. Through it all, Miles stayed courteous and polite, but he sure had changed since she last saw him in college. Privilege could do that to a person.
Miles. Ryan.
“That’s very generous, but I hope you understand I can’t do this while we’re in the middle of this investigation.” Or ever, the way things were shaping up. “This won’t take long. This afternoon would be best.”
“This sounds serious.” He was starting to change gears. “Is there something you can’t tell me over the phone? Do you have a suspect? Or did you find Andrea?”
“Miles, please. Let’s get this over with, okay?”
“I guess I have no choice.” Now he sounded mildly disappointed. “Okay, this afternoon, but if it takes longer than half an hour, I’m afraid you’ll have to deal with my lawyers. I swear it’s not personal…like I said, delicate.”
“Thank you. 2:30? We’ll be fine,” she assured him. Ellie was aware she might be promising too much.



 
Chapter Seventeen
 
Miles Clairmont didn’t seem at all inconvenienced when he sat in the interview room later that afternoon.
“Detective, good to see you again,” he greeted Maria who had just entered the room. “I am happy to help, but I was told Detective Harding would be here?”
From the other side of the glass, Ellie watched with Lieutenant Daniels as Maria took a seat. “I’m afraid she was held up, but she’ll be here soon. Thank you for coming, Mr. Clairmont. Since you said you were on a tight timetable, we decided it was best to get started.”
“Sure. I appreciate your courtesy.”
“All right. We’ve learned a few things since we last spoke, and we were hoping you could help us shed some light on those new developments. I assume you’re familiar with Terrence Gallagher.”
“I’ve heard the name, yes.”
Ellie couldn’t help shaking her head at his demeanor. Why hadn’t she seen it earlier?
“You’ve been doing business together?”
“Some. We’re more competitors than partners, but what’s even more important, the Gallaghers don’t have the best reputation in the business world. In order not to tarnish our own, we stepped away a while ago.”
“Did Anton play a role in that?”
“I’m not sure what you’re implying, but he and I discussed strategy on a regular basis. That might have been a part of it.”
“You told my colleague about Mr. Kovac’s mistress, Andrea Cortez. Have you ever met her?”
“I haven’t.” There was a flash of irritation in his expression. “I already told Ellie. I just heard a few things, and I thought it might help her. Why are we going over this again?”
Maria kept her tone warm and conversational.
“Andrea tells us that you’ve had some difficult interactions with the Gallagher family, and that Anton was right in the middle of it, trying to negotiate a peace deal.”
“She really says that? That’s exaggerated. We’re not warring countries.”
“Yet, Anton is dead. Andrea is in hiding. Why was she let go?”
“I have no idea.” Miles was making less of an effort to hide his irritation. “Look, Anton and I ran a clean business, unlike Terrence. I don’t see why Anton would want to bring them to the table at all. We never needed them, and good riddance. This is not the mafia.”
“I assume you’re right. It could be coincidence, like those investigations into your father’s main business…”
“Will Detective Harding be here anytime soon? If not, I’d like to leave. You have nothing which is easy to tell because you’re bringing my father into this. You have any more questions, get in touch with my lawyers.”
In the observation area, Ellie frowned. “We’re losing him.”
“Just a moment,” Daniels cautioned.
“Ellie will be here in a moment. Just one more thing. Did you know that the Gallagher family sent Andrea Cortez to spy on Anton, and by proxy, you?”
“No, I did not! In that case, shouldn’t you build a case against her? She might have killed him.”
“We are looking into all possibilities. Mr. Clairmont…”
“Maria? I’ll take it from here.”
Ellie had barely waited for the lieutenant to give her the go-ahead before she went inside the room. Maria nodded and got up. “Have a good day, Mr. Clairmont.”
“Miles, hi. I’m really sorry. I couldn’t make it earlier.”
He cast her a speculative gaze. 
“We almost missed each other. I’m afraid your colleagues have it all wrong.”
“Well, it’s just us now, and there are a few things I don’t understand yet. You’re right, there’s something I didn’t want to discuss over the phone.”
“I really should be going, but I admit I’m curious. What is it?”
She laid her phone on the table, with the picture of the two of them on the screen.
“The day we had lunch, someone took pictures and sent them to a reporter. Do you have any idea who could have done this?”
To her surprise, he laughed. “Ellie, come on, how would I know? My family’s name is in the press a lot. Could be my ex trying to squeeze some more money out of me. I have no idea.”
She didn’t join in on the joke.
“Have you been threatened lately? Is there anyone who might take offense to that picture, or would be able to use it against you in any way?”
It was a whole lot more likely that someone had planned to use it against her, but she needed to keep his trust, especially for what came next.
“Like I said, my ex maybe. Running a business the size of ours, of course we get threats. That’s why we pay an exorbitant sum for security. According to Detective Doss, we had a spy in the house, but I don’t see how they could use having lunch with my smart and beautiful ex-girlfriend against me.”
For someone who had little time to chat, he was enjoying this far too much.
“Yeah, right. While I appreciate the flattery, this isn’t funny. I want you to be careful. Someone already died.”
“You’re worried about me?”
Ellie was. About him, and Andrea. About everyone she loved, even more. The world in general. Most of all, she hated what she felt she had to do. 
“Jordan and I saw a friend yesterday, and it turns out he knows you too. Except he called you Ryan.”
Miles was taking his time, even though she was sure he knew exactly where she was going with this.
“Oh well. That’s not illegal, is it?”
“No. A bit iffy morally, but not illegal. Is it possible that someone is trying to blackmail you?”
“With what, Ellie? The fact that I still like you, or that I’ve been frequenting a gay bar? Even my father learned the definition of bi. Still isn’t happy with it, but he and I agreed on don’t-ask-don’t-tell since my divorce. I brought Anton on board, business is better than ever, and we don’t talk about the rest.”
“That must be tough. I hear he got along well with Anton though.”
He got to his feet.
“He did, because Anton was the right choice, and even my dad saw that. Look, I understand you have more questions, but none of those answers belong here. I’d really like to see you again sometime, just to talk. I never lied to you, Ellie. There was just never a good moment.”
“I get it.”
She got up too.
“I’m really sorry I couldn’t help you more, but please, let’s meet for coffee somewhere. That…” He pointed at the picture on her phone, “Doesn’t worry me, and it shouldn’t worry you either. I’m not a suspect, right? You have the right to meet a friend in public.”
“True. Miles…Do you remember making a down payment for a condo that Anton owned?”
“Yes, of course. He did pay me back. Why?”
“It’s not important. Thank you for your time.”
“For you, always,” he said with a smile, shaking her hand.
This had been even stranger than she imagined.
Ellie would have liked to get Richard Clairmont’s perspective, but there was no way she could get him here without a compelling argument. She and Maria would have to think carefully about the next steps.
* * * *
“You’re not jealous, are you?”
Jordan scoffed when Derek made the suggestion after she’d ended the call with Ellie.
“Of course not. I’m worried about her. A connection to a family like that can be tricky, even if they are clean. A whole lot of people think they’re not.”
“Ellie isn’t naïve,” he reminded her. “She’ll figure this out.”
In theory, Jordan knew all of it to be true. In practice, she wanted it to go faster. Something about Miles Clairmont bothered her beyond Ellie’s personal connection to him. Secrets, connections, money.
“I know she will. This is not what I’m worried about.”
“Then what are you worried about?”
“I’ll have to get back to you on that,” she said when her cell phone rang. So did Derek’s.
“What’s going on?”
Sam Potts’ voice sounded urgent. “Mr. Devon lied to us. He said they had to see Eden’s therapist, and that it was cleared with all of you. She couldn’t miss a session. Turns out that was not the address.”
Jordan groaned. She had some sympathy for Devon who was wound tight, but if he was trying to gain custody for Justin so the siblings could be together, this was not the way. 
“What did he do?”
“Got into the face of Baxter Carlson’s sister the moment she opened the door. She threatened to call the police…Well, we were already there and broke it off. She and her husband are inside with their lawyer, Devon is cooling off in a squad car down two blocks away.”
“And Eden saw all of this?”
Jordan would never understand why some parents would, at the height of chaos, forget that there was a child watching. She could only speculate about the things Eden had witnessed already.
“Never mind. Get them back to the safe house and wait for us. We’ll be right there.”
“They have their lawyer on speed dial or what?” Derek mused when she was making a U-turn.
“Something like that. Lila and Baxter might have grown up in the same home, but they’re far from living the same lifestyle now. She struck it rich with her marriage.” Remembering Lila sitting at the back of the courtroom, Jordan didn’t think she was happy.
“They have children, right? And a huge home.”
“Yes, but Justin should be with his sister.” Jordan shook her head. “We need to get through to Devon. He’s not doing himself any favors.”
She caught Derek’s pensive look.
“Don’t do that. It’s not about me, and I know we have very little influence in a custody battle. But there might be a killer after them, and that is part of our job.”
“I’m not arguing. Being with his aunt, it’s still too damn close to Carlson.”
“Yeah.” Having to focus on the road, she remained silent until they arrived.



 
Chapter Eighteen
 
“I’m not a baby,” Eden snapped when, back at the safe house, Sam asked her if she wanted a hot chocolate. Jordan was tempted to say she’d take one, but any indulgences would have to wait in favor of more important issues.
When both Sam and Eden had left the room and Derek was talking to the officers outside, she sat at the table with Will Devon.
“I know what you’re thinking,” he grumbled.
“Try me.”
“I work my ass off to give Eden a stable home, okay? And even though Justin’s not my son, the boy has been through hell, and he is her brother. I want the two of them to be together.”
“So far, I’m following. That doesn’t explain why you lied to the officers and went to yell at Lila. With Eden in the car.”
He wiped a hand over his face in a quick angry gesture. “That bitch…”
Jordan raised her eyebrows.
“Sorry about that, but you don’t know her. Carlson’s a loser, but she always took his side. Called Morgan a whore more than once. Now, Morgan and I had our own troubles, but it never got violent, not like with that asshole.”
“Lila doesn’t believe her brother is violent?”
He gave a bitter laugh. “More like she doesn’t see the problem? I don’t know what’s going on in her marriage, but I’m telling you it isn’t healthy. Poor Justin wouldn’t be any better off than he was before.”
“You have any proof?”
Devon shook his head.
“This is serious. You can’t just run off like that. Aside from the custody issue, there’s a reason why you and Eden are in this place. You might still be in danger.”
“Might. Yeah.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I don’t know, you tell me. My ex is dead, Eden’s nightmares are worse than ever, and Justin might end up with that American Gothic couple. I’m at the end of the rope.”
“I’m very sorry, but you have to keep it together. For Eden, if no one else.”
“Don’t you think I know that?”
“I’ll have that hot chocolate know,” Eden who had quietly slipped back into the room, announced. Her expression made Jordan wonder how much she might have overheard. She wanted to talk to her more, go back to Carlson’s sister and figure out what the couple’s deal was. Like Derek had suggested, this wasn’t part of the job description.
* * * *
She couldn’t let it go. Her last impression of the day was the haunting picture of Lila staring back at her from her DMV photo. Another abused woman? Not that it would be a huge surprise, given the numbers. The fact that she had married a rich man didn’t mean anything—domestic abuse happened on every rung of the social ladder.
She had visited Carlson in prison, and at some point, the family lawyer had taken over from the public defender. Did Lila and her husband want to support her brother, or were they gearing up to fight for custody of their nephew?
Sitting in the booth of the SEVEN, Jordan sighed to herself. She wasn’t going to fall apart because she had to handle a case involving parental neglect. She wasn’t untouched by it either.
“That sounds heavy,” Jack remarked.
“It is,” she admitted. “But I’m counting my blessings, and one of them will be the chicken stew that’s new on your menu.”
“Coming right up. It goes well with a red.”
“I’ll just have water for now,” she said.
“You’re expecting the rest of the gang?”
“Probably.” She laughed. “But I’m hungry.”
“I hear you.” He patted her shoulder. “Be right back.”
Ellie was first to join her, greeting her with a tender kiss that made at least part of the day’s tension melt away.
“I haven’t seen much of you today. How did it go?”
“I’m wondering if it’s a full moon, given how people are behaving. And speaking of behaving, what did Miles say?”
Ellie made a face. “Not much, actually. The family business is allegedly squeaky clean, and a lot of polite hints about how he expects us to wrap this up already. Well, we’ll wrap it up once we’ve found Kovac’s murderer. The subject of using a false name at the D&T, he didn’t want to discuss at the station, and I don’t blame him. Maybe he’s right, and it never belonged there. He said his father knows that he’s bi, but they don’t talk about it.”
“So, he wants to meet again, talk about the old times?”
“Come on. We’re not going there, are we?”
“You still give Bethany the side-eye every time she’s around.”
“Not true,” Ellie defended herself, though there was a hint of humor in her tone. “I thought we might have to check with her or Torres anyway.”
“And it’s Bethany, so she’s definitely entitled,” Derek had arrived with Kate.
They had reached a cease-fire long ago, but Jordan didn’t correct him. She could handle a bit of harmless banter. She still didn’t know what to make of Clairmont’s behavior, or Lila Garrett’s, for that matter.
Chances were she wasn’t going to figure it out tonight.
* * * *
A few hours later, Jordan laughed to herself when she remembered the dream. Quietly, not to wake Ellie next to her. She really had to let that subject go if it started following her into her dreams.
It might have been all the talking about Lila’s wealth, or the Clairmont’s—or the fact that Ellie had mentioned a dinner invitation. Her subconscious created a dizzying mix of it all. When she walked into the lobby, it was Miles Clairmont greeting her.
“Detective,” he said. “I want you to meet my wife Elizabeth.”
She woke from the absurd situation, because Ellie’s name was not Elizabeth—Jordan had seen her birth certificate and they had signed a marriage certificate together—and she was right here.
Something told her nonetheless that Clairmont’s actions pointed at an attempt to deflect. From what? She’d met her share of men who were predators under a smooth and polite exterior, but she believed Ellie when she said this wasn’t the case here. Why would Richard Clairmont draw attention to himself by inviting a family of cops to his house? Because he could? If he merely tolerated his son’s sexuality, what did that mean in this context?
All of the details mattered. Jordan was sure of that. Not that she needed any more open questions in addition to the ones she was already trying to answer.
* * * *
The next morning, Ellie and Maria had a meeting with the A.D.A. and the lieutenant on the progress of the investigation.
Valerie looked frustrated. “We were off to a good start, but now I’m not so sure. The fact that Andrea was sent to spy on the Clairmonts and sided with Kovac…you might be able to bring in Gallagher for questioning, but that’s fishing, and he’d know it.”
“He was attending a fundraiser the night Kovac died,” Maria added. “It’s not impossible that he stole away to meet with him, but it’s at best circumstantial.”
Daniels’ expression was somber. Given that the department was simultaneously providing protection for Eden and Will Devon, she had to keep the numbers in mind, Ellie surmised.
“Kovac was apparently quite forgiving when he found out about the plot, but what about the Clairmonts? Detective Harding, anything on that front?” the lieutenant asked.
Ellie nearly sighed.
“You heard him. He said he didn’t know, and she wasn’t working for the company at that point anyway.”
Silence settled over the room. In her mind, Ellie went over the interviews she had done at the company, the co-workers’ praises for Kovac, though they had always been quick to dismiss her. The company line: Everyone’s happy, nothing to see here.
Much like the way Miles and Richard handled their family.
Daniels’ phone rang, and she excused herself. Everyone could read in her expression that the news wasn’t good.
“I understand,” she said.” Ending the call, she got to her feet.
“Harding, does the name Jake Mullens mean anything to you?”
It took Ellie a few seconds to make the connection. “Oh no.” The words slipped out before she could stop herself. “What happened?”
“He was found dead in a motel, apparent overdose,” Daniels informed them. “Wu and Murphy are on the scene, but I want you to coordinate in case there’s a connection.”
“If Ellie goes, I can continue digging into the Gallaghers,” Maria suggested.
“Yes, and make sure everything is quiet over at Andrea Cortez’s. We don’t want to take a risk.”
“Understood.”



 
Chapter Nineteen
 
At the crime scene, Ellie met with her colleagues Wu and Murphy. Disturbed at the setting as much as the sights, she reflected on the one time she met the HR employee of Global Solutions MC. The day he gave her the information she needed to put the pieces together and find Andrea.
“Please tell me you found anything that contradicts what it looks like,” she said, taking in the body on the bed, drug paraphernalia next to the young man.
“Sorry, nothing so far.” Murphy had followed her gaze.
“It’s still early,” Wu reminded them. “We might know more after we notify his family. What’s your theory?” he asked Ellie.
All of a sudden, a wave of nausea hit her.
“He helped me find an important witness in my case,” she said, trying to hide that she was feeling light-headed. “Someone might have taken offense.”
She and Jake Mullens had taken a coffee in the lobby of the building. Had she made a mistake letting Miles know that they’d talked to Andrea? No, that was impossible. He had suggested that Ellie should find her, and then, that she might be implicated.
“Could be a coincidence.” Murphy didn’t sound like he put much stock into that idea. “You look a little pale, Harding. Are you okay?”
“Yes, I’m fine. Who called it in?”
“The cleaning crew found him when they came in after check-out time. Clerk says he hasn’t seen him before.”
Was someone targeting employees of Global Solutions MC? Or working their way up? No, Kovac had been a high-profile employee of the firm. His death had to be related to Terrence Gallagher’s scheme, and the botched “peace deal.” But Jake Mullens was on the periphery of it all, aware of Anton and Andrea’s relationship. Ellie didn’t feel fine. This case was giving her a headache for multiple reasons.
“He might have known more than he told me,” she said. “Let me know what you find out. Especially where he got that heroin, and if he had a history. Anything unusual, no matter how insignificant, I want to know.”
“Sure.”
“Thank you.”
She cast another look at Mullens’s body, an idea forming. They might not be able to bring in Gallagher yet, but there was one move they could make. Ellie wanted to run her thoughts past the lieutenant.
* * * *
If there was another violent ex in Morgan Leigh’s history, he wasn’t easy to find. Devon claimed that he didn’t know a lot about her past before him, that she was clean and in therapy when he met her, but started drinking again after they broke up. That was how she lost custody of Eden.
She met Carlson, and the rest…
“Thank you,” she said to Derek who had put a coffee in front of her.
He lifted the lid of his, and Jordan was momentarily startled at the scent of vanilla.
“A latte?” she asked. “Since when?”
“Since the world seems to be ending on a daily basis,” he said with a shrug. “I know you’re usually right with these things, but how do you figure Lila Garrett is involved in the murder?”
“I don’t know yet.” She almost regretted having asked for a black coffee. “She and the husband have money, and they’re willing to throw it around.”
“To provide representation for her asshole brother and seek custody of his son. You think there’s a hitman too on the tab? You said it was personal, and I agree. People rarely pay to have the target’s throat sliced.”
“True. Devon suggested that Lila might be in an abusive relationship too.”
“Meaning what?”
“There was no love lost between her and Morgan. Projection? Carlson probably didn’t start to treat women like that overnight. Perhaps there was a pattern already. Their father? So, she married a guy who’s the same?” There might have been a pattern in Morgan’s family too, but they couldn’t prove it. Kathryn’s theory, however, could apply to Baxter and Lisa’s family as well.
“Who hired someone to kill Morgan? Why?” 
Jordan had to admit there were still too many holes in that theory. Given what they knew at the moment, she had no reason to assume Carlson’s brother-in-law would go that far for him. He probably drew the line at sending the lawyer.
“I don’t know.”
“We have to keep in mind that it might be random, and we have to send Devon and Eden home. Which they’d probably appreciate, since they’re trying to have Justin move in with them.”
“Yeah.” She shook her head. “Maybe I’m completely wrong. I’d just like to have a word with the two of them, to check that box.”
“Tomorrow?” he asked.
“I can drop by tonight.” Before she could elaborate, the door of Lieutenant Daniels’ office opened, and Ellie stepped outside.
“Hey, Jordan. Come here for a moment?”
“I’m good,” Derek said. “I’ll go over the lab report again.”
Curious, Jordan followed Ellie back into the lieutenant’s office where Maria was already sitting in one of the chairs.
“Okay,” Ellie said after she had closed the door. “We’re a bit stalled on this investigation, and there’s been a highly suspicious death that’s likely related. There’s no way to get warrants at this stage, but we could have a way in. You’d have to be okay with it though.”
“That sounds…ominous.”
“What if we did go to dinner at the Clairmonts’? Like Richard suggested?”
“Wait, why? I have to admit I’m not keen on bringing Meri there after what I’m hearing about the family.”
“Of course you wouldn’t bring your child,” Daniels clarified. “But you were invited, and the setting might help to get a few answers. If nothing else, rule them out.”
“I understand the general idea, but…” Jordan shook her head. “What about that mysterious picture? Aren’t we inviting them to double down on whatever it is they’re doing?”
“It won’t matter,” Daniels said. “Harding informed me right away about the photo, and I’ve taken it to my supervisors. They are, of course, aware of recent investigations into both families, and they understand that you are doing your job, nothing else.”
Jordan still thought it was risky, but she got the point.
“All right. Let’s do it.”
* * * *
“I hope you don’t mind I went ahead with this,” Ellie said when they left the office. “They killed him, and I want to know why. I don’t mean Miles and his dad, but someone in that circle. We have to find a way to move things along.”
“I hear you. No, we can talk about it some more later.”
“You’re ready to go home?”
“Not yet. I have another errand, and I’ll try to make it to story time.”
Ellie gave her a soft smile. “I’d love that. I’ll head home for Meri’s dinner, and we’ll have a late one when she’s asleep?”
“Sounds awesome. I’ll see you then.”
They shared a quick kiss before heading to their respective vehicles, and a moment later, Jordan pulled out of the garage. This shouldn’t take long.
She drove straight to the Garretts’ address, wondering if they were still huddling with their lawyer. She was aware she had to be precise about her angle, not having them suspect that they might be on her radar.
At the residence, Lila Garrett opened the door to her. Jordan was almost startled to find her looking as gloomy and forlorn as she remembered her, from the few times she had seen her in the courtroom, and the picture that didn’t seem to let her go.
“Mrs. Garrett.” She cleared her throat. It seemed like the woman would startle if she spoke at a normal volume. “I’m Detective Carpenter, Homicide division.”
“I know who you are. You got my brother arrested.”
Not the best start.
“Could I come in, please? I’m not here about your brother’s case.”
“Who’s there, Lila?” This time, her reaction was unmistakable, Lila cringing at her husband’s voice. She stepped aside to let Jordan in.
“Mr. Garrett, good evening. This won’t take long. I just need to ask you a few questions regarding Morgan Leigh.”
“Really? Come on in, Detective. I’m afraid I don’t know how we could help you. I never met the woman until Baxter got himself arrested.”
Yet now you’re trying to get custody of Justin?
She watched him towering over his wife. Jordan had wanted this to be quick, an item to check off her list…She already felt sick at the implications. Too many. Ellie was right, too often their successes seemed to weigh too little against the reality they dealt with.
She felt even worse for her impatience with Morgan. Money didn’t always mean safety.
“What do you need to know?”
Garrett was surprisingly soft-spoken, she thought as they sat down in the living room.
“I am trying to understand the whole picture. Mrs. Garrett, you met Morgan on a few occasions?”
“I would never willingly spend time with a person like that.” She almost spat the words, her husband giving an appreciative nod. “She was a terrible mother, and Baxter got into trouble because of her.”
“You see, Detective. We keep to ourselves, and we didn’t know her all that well. I wish I could tell you more.”
Smooth, though not in the way Ellie described Clairmont. This one had no reservations revealing himself as a polite judgmental asshole. Jordan had to agree with Will Devon that there was likely some abuse going on here, but would the couple hire someone to kill Morgan Leigh? She couldn’t see why.
“Did Baxter ever talk about her?” Jordan kept it vague on purpose, but Garrett went for the bait.
“You want to know if she fell in with the wrong crowd and someone killed her? That would be a mild way to describe it, but it’s likely. She was a troubled young woman.”
“It’s too bad that she had no help then.”
Lila’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t like your tone, Detective. Morgan brought all the bad things in her life on herself. She couldn’t keep her house clean or that boy quiet, and she didn’t have any interest in doing so. Can you blame a man for getting impatient?”
Jordan absolutely did blame her brother, and he had done a whole lot more than get impatient.
“What about Justin? Did he bring bad things on himself too?”
“I don’t think we can help you with anything else.” Garrett’s tone was still soft, though Jordan hadn’t missed the edge. “Lila, would you see the detective to the door?”
“Of course.”
Lila was on her feet before he had finished the sentence.
“Thank you for your time. We’ll be in touch,” Jordan said before she followed her, wrestling with the decision of whether or not she could use the time. She reached into her pocket to hand a card to Lila.
“If you can think of anything else, or if you want to talk—about anything—please, don’t hesitate to call me.”
Lila picked up the small rectangle with her fingertips, as if she didn’t want to touch it in the first place. She regarded it with a dismayed expression.
“So you can take my children away from me like you did it with her? No, thanks, Detective.”
“We can help you if you let us.”
“I don’t need your help, and frankly, it’s offensive that you suggest I do when we were just talking about Morgan. Have a good evening…and good luck.”
“Thanks,” Jordan mumbled and turned to leave.
She hadn’t expected much more to come out of this, so she could hardly be disappointed with the outcome. She hadn’t found anything to disprove any of her theories. Unfortunately, that’s what they still were: Theories.
On the bright side, she might find Meri still awake.



 
Chapter Twenty
 
Jordan had already left the parking garage when Ellie started her own car—or tried to. When she had no success after several attempts, she leaned back in her seat with a frustrated sigh. Now what? She might still find someone upstairs to give her a ride. Or she could take a chance that Pauline was at the SEVEN with Meri, walk there, and catch a ride with someone later.
Determined, Ellie got out of her car and walked back to the metal doors where she took the stairs to the ground level exit.
There wasn’t a lot of snow coming down, but they had seen unusually cold weather for the region in recent years. That might be a reason for her car to protest. Either way, she’d be in the warmth soon. As she walked along the sidewalk, she realized she hadn’t been on foot in this area in a long time. It was heartening to see most of the stores and restaurants open, still in business after a trying period.
She was anticipating some time with Meri, and that late dinner with Jordan when the car pulled up next to her, a tinted window rolling down. Ellie stepped aside, wary when the door opened.
“Ellie. Get in here for a moment? Please?”
She suppressed a sigh. Predictable. Keeping in mind what she and Jordan had discussed with Lieutenant Daniels, she didn’t want to jeopardize her chances. That didn’t mean she couldn’t be annoyed.
“What’s going on?”
“You thought we needed to talk some more. I think you’re right. Let me explain?”
“You don’t owe me anything, Miles. That was a long time ago. Using a wrong name is a bit dubious, but I understand why you did it.”
“Then join me? I promise you, I’ll take you anywhere you want to go.”
“That’s quite the offer.”
Ellie nearly laughed at the sweeping statement as she sat in the backseat of the vehicle, but the sentiment escaped her when she wondered about the odds. No. This was a coincidence. No one had manipulated her car other than the weather.
“I mean it.”
Someone like him could easily find out where she lived, but Ellie wasn’t about to invite trouble. “You know the SEVEN? That’s where I’m headed.” 
“Lots of cops. I’m not sure Dad would be pleased, but I hear they have a great menu.”
“They do. They’re actually my in-laws. But you must have something more important to talk about if you followed me on the street.”
He smiled, not making any effort to correct her statement. “Yeah, sorry about that, but when I saw you, I couldn’t let that chance go. I think we need to clear up some things. Yes, Dad doesn’t like cops a whole lot, which is mostly because of those never-ending investigations based on rumors. However, he always liked you.”
“He did?”
Ellie barely remembered the man. Aside from short greetings, he hadn’t spoken to her. Most of the time, Miles had come over to her house. She felt a sudden, painful pang of longing, wishing she could talk to her parents, about so much more than their impression of Miles Clairmont in the present. He’d been very polite, shy even. 
“He’s also a bit of a snob, so he thought you were a bit too middle class, but he certainly would have approved of you.”
“That’s…generous, I guess. Look, I know this investigation is complicating a lot of things for your business and family, but it’s almost over.” She had surprised him. “I’m sorry you lost an employee and friend. Perhaps we can give you some closure at least.”
“You’re keeping me in suspense.”
“I can’t talk much about it right now, but we’re getting closer.”
“I hope so,” he said with a sigh. “This has been taking a toll.”
“Yeah. Were you serious about that invitation the other day?”
“Really?” His hopeful expression reminded her more of someone she used to know than the shrewd and meddling businessman.
“Why not? Introducing my wife to my ex-boyfriend and his father who thought I might be a decent choice if it wasn’t for the middle class background? It’s going to be fun.”
She cast a quick glance outside. Just because they were joking together, it didn’t mean that she wasn’t paying attention.
“We could drive you home too,” he said.
“No thanks, that’s okay. My mother-in-law will be waiting for me.”
He didn’t insist, but changed the subject instead, “Did any more pictures turn up? I guess the answer is no since you accepted my invitation?”
Ellie shrugged. “Whatever they were trying to achieve, it wouldn’t go anywhere, right? Since there’s nothing to find on your side, and I told Jordan all about our high school days, they’d be wasting their time.”
“Sure. I’m glad you changed your mind. I promise you, Dad has mellowed over the years. It will be relaxed.”
“I’ll hold you to that. Thanks for the ride.”
“Anytime, Ellie.”
True to his word, the car stopped in front of the SEVEN. Back outside on the sidewalk, Ellie took a deep breath. The ride had seemed slower than necessary, but perhaps that was just her imagination.
* * * *
“He is unbelievable,” Jordan commented as she tossed the phone on the bed and sat on the edge.
“I’m not arguing.” After bedtime stories, a Christmas song, and a quick shower, Ellie was changing into PJs, telling Jordan about her evening. Their late dinner was on the way. “I think I’m over sentimental high school memories, but I’m still not sure what his deal is.”
“You are both different people now.”
Ellie halted as if she had to consider that idea. “Are we? I’m sad to think that his dad’s influence and money played a role. But it’s not my job to change that. As for my actual job—time is running out.”
Jordan could sympathize. “I guess it’s more of a challenge these days to stay on track. A casual evening with the Clairmonts might actually be helpful.”
Ellie made a face. “Some hard evidence would be helpful. And that delivery person showing up this moment. I’m really hungry.”
As if in answer to her wish, the doorbell rang.
“I’ll go,” Jordan offered. She had no choice since Ellie was still only wearing a shirt and panties.
* * * *
Late dinners and conversations with Jordan always helped her clear her mind, and besides, they had to prepare for their invitation to the Clairmont mansion.
Regardless, when she was sitting at her desk the next morning, Ellie felt hung over and hopelessly under-caffeinated. She had wanted an early start. Fortunately, Jack could drive Pauline and Meri over to their house, then bring Ellie to work and have a look at her car. He had brought a battery jump starter and got the car to start just fine, but recommended Ellie bring it to the garage for a tune-up nonetheless. Maria wasn’t there yet, though Derek Henderson sat at his desk, regarding her with amusement.
“Short night?” he asked.
“Two-cop household,” she countered. “It’s impossible to escape work for longer than the bedtime story and a couple of new songs. Tell Kate I partly blame her.”
Her friend had not only gotten Meri accustomed to jam on waffles, but she had also started teaching her Christmas songs which Meri was happy to practice with her moms, well before Thanksgiving.
Derek laughed. “It’s never too early for traditions.”
“I guess.” Ellie suppressed a yawn. “I need more coffee before everyone else is here. Can I bring you anything?”
“If it’s the vending machine, no thanks. If it’s the coffee shop, vanilla latte, and I’ll pay.”
“This is new.”
“Tell me about it. So, are you going?”
“I’ll be right back.” She snatched the bill he was holding out to her and headed for the elevators. When she was about to exit, she nearly ran into James McKenzie.
“Detective Harding, just the person I need to see,” he said, sounding serious. “Ms. Cortez and I have been going over the A.D.A.’s proposal. She might have something more for you.”
Ellie resigned to the fact that neither she nor Derek were going to get their specialty coffee. She’d need to make a detour to the break room after all.
James might appreciate it too.
“I’m eager to hear it,” she said.
* * * *
“She’s in with McKenzie,” Derek informed Jordan when she arrived after leaving Meri with Pauline. It had been a difficult goodbye, with Meri cranky and crying. “Looks like things are moving.”
“Glad to hear it. That’s at least one of us.”
Jordan had decided that after the emotional separation, she needed something sweet, so she had gotten the coffee concoction she had envied Derek for the other day and brought one for him.
“You’re a saint,” he commented. “Tell Harding to pay you.”
“What?”
“Never mind. So, about the Garretts. Anything that could help us?”
“Other than I hope they won’t get Justin?” She shrugged. “Unfortunately, no.” She was about to elaborate when A.D.A. Esposito, and Detective April Cassidy from the Fraud division entered the room.
“Wow, things are really moving.”
“I sure hope so,” Esposito answered to Derek’s comment. To Jordan, she said, “I heard about your plans. I hope we can wrap this up with Cortez. I’m not sure it’s a good idea to stoke the fire when we don’t have anything solid on them.”
“That is why we are going. Don’t worry, I wasn’t planning on going through anyone’s drawers.”
“That sounds ominous,” April said. “Is Ellie around?”
Derek gave Jordan an indulgent smile, knowing well that in the middle of a frustrating, slow-moving case, she’d find a moment to be immensely proud. Ellie had long proven herself in their unit, though Jordan couldn’t help enjoying the fact that everyone was seeking her out today.
“I’ll let her know you’re here,” she said.



 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
When James put the USB key Andrea had given him, her last insurance, into the slot, and opened the files for her to see, Ellie’s jaw dropped.
“She’s been sitting on this the whole time? When did she decide to share it?”
“Last night. She told me she’s been wrestling with it, but that Anton would want her to do the right thing. He wanted to make peace, so now it’s up to her.”
“You believe it?”
“It doesn’t matter what we believe. This should be gold for you.”
“Oh, it is.”
She pointed at another folder with audio recordings. “What’s that?”
“Andrea recorded her conversations with Terrence Gallagher. The night before Kovac’s death, he met with Richard Clairmont.”
“To out her to him?”
“That, we don’t know, but don’t you think it’s strange that the two keep in touch? If they are sworn enemies?”
“It is curious,” she agreed. “Thank you, James. I’ll go over the highlights with the A.D.A., but this will take a moment. It’s important for Andrea to sit tight.”
“I’ll pass it on,” he promised. “I hope A.D.A. Esposito will appreciate this. It’s not easy for Andrea. Those families have quite the reach.”
“So everyone keeps telling me. Anything in particular you’d like to share?”
“Not really. Some of it is privileged information, and the other part, none of your business. But, if you want my opinion, Richard Clairmont has been getting away with a lot of things for too long.”
“Miles tells me his father is a good guy, and that he had some bad advisors before Anton got on board.”
“Miles says a lot of things,” McKenzie commented vaguely.
Ellie would have liked him to elaborate, but he didn’t seem eager, and a knock on the door preceded Jordan into the room.
“Hi, James. Ellie? Val and April are here for you.”
“Both of them?” Ellie’s eyes widened. “It’s going to be a good day.”
“Fingers crossed,” James said, closing his laptop. “Bye, you two. I’ll see you. Ellie, I’ll be waiting to hear from you and Esposito.”
“As soon as I know more.”
Jordan leaned against the doorframe, a smile playing over her lips.
“What is it?”
“Nothing. Just enjoying the view.”
Despite the fact that her day had gotten busier than expected in a heartbeat, Ellie could feel herself react to every insinuation Jordan’s statement might carry. Not the time.
“You’re distracting me, and I can’t have that,” she told her wife. “Shoo. And could you tell them to come here? No, wait, I’ll come with you,” she changed her mind, following Jordan who couldn’t hold back the laughter.
Still distracting.
* * * *
Ellie saw no reason why April shouldn’t sit in at the impromptu meeting with Lieutenant Daniels and the A.D.A.
“Andrea Cortez has been holding this back as a last insurance,” she explained. “Apparently she wants to honor Kovac’s memory by clearing it all up.”
“And Rayna Kovac had no idea all this time?” Daniels’ comment was a bit out of left field, and she seemed to have realized it. “Moving on. What do you say?” she addressed Esposito.
“I’m cautiously optimistic,” Valerie returned. “Audio recordings, receipts, all of this is good. Does it prove any wrongdoing?”
“Her lawyer seems to think so, and I could take a look,” April offered. “We’ll have some clarity soon. It would still be circumstantial though.”
“I take it the dinner at the Clairmonts is still on.”
Ellie wondered why Jordan had just walked in, but it got clearer a moment later.
“Lieutenant? I thought you might want to see this.”
“Can it wait a few minutes? You can stay though. As we’re still talking about that dinner.”
“Sure.”
Jordan took a seat and listened as they continued to discuss the information from the key James had brought, and the possible next steps.
“It’s odd, those relationships,” April commented. “Miles Clairmont was close to Anton Kovac. He brought him in. They implemented some changes which resulted in a much cleaner business on paper. So far so good. Kovac tried to negotiate peace, was murdered, and everyone thinks Gallagher had something to do with it. Instead of being outraged, Clairmont senior exchanged phone calls with Terrence. Why?”
“They might have been threatening phone calls? Find me something in those files that doesn’t make me look silly asking for a warrant, and we’ll find out.”
Daniels nodded to Valerie’s words. “Detective Cassidy, I think we will need your expertise on this. I will clear it with your supervisor, and you can set up here with Harding and Doss.”
“I’m happy to help, Lieutenant.”
“Carpenter.”
Jordan had drifted a bit, startled when the lieutenant addressed her. “You and Harding get ready for that evening. Keep it low key, try to round out the picture.”
“Of course.”
Ellie was curious, but Daniels was wrapping up the meeting for the rest of them. Jordan stayed.
She’d hear about it later. For now, she and her colleagues had a lot of files to sift through and listen to.
* * * *
“Three women in a little over a year. Same M.O. as Leigh, all of them in what seemed a violent domestic situation. This might go beyond Carlson.”
For emphasis, Jordan had gotten to her feet. Her inquiries had finally brought results, however disturbing.
Daniels looked sick at the implications. “Any connections between the victims? Carlson?”
“Not that I know of, but the M.O. is so obviously the same. And Carlson, while he didn’t have a lot of friends in real life, he had online connections, forums where he complained about Morgan. Maybe others did too. Someone sought out those women. I’ll go over the information, then I want to make a few calls, talk to the investigators.”
“You do that. Thanks for letting me know.”
The lieutenant’s phone buzzed again. “Keep me updated. Thank you.”
For the first time in a while, Jordan felt like this case was actually gaining momentum, and it looked like Ellie’s was, too.
With a little luck, they could solve both by Thanksgiving.
The idea that a predator might target women already in a dangerous situation was the dark flipside to her temporary relief. The Garretts might have nothing to do with Morgan’s death after all. She was still undecided.
* * * *
Unfortunately, the possible connection between those victims might become a dead end the deeper she dug. Jordan had been able to talk to one of the investigators, the other one had taken a leave of absence. Nothing that connected the Garretts in any way. She was beginning to think her disgust for men like Garrett might be clouding her judgment—or that her experiences in the recent years had. Shriver had been quiet after they uncovered his connection to various players in organized crime, and a number of dirty cops.
Jordan didn’t have much time to nurture her disappointment as the day of their infamous dinner invitation had arrived. She was curious though not extremely concerned or hopeful.
Meri would stay with Jack and Pauline tonight. After getting ready, she had nothing to do but watch Ellie who sat in front of the mirror, frowning at her image.
“You look perfect. It will be fine.”
Ellie’s eyes met hers.
“I know. I hope.” She sighed. “I’m feeling a lot of pressure here, with that picture circulating, and Daniels already asking if my personal connection could be a problem.”
“She knows it’s not.”
“Part of me still would like to figure some things out,” Ellie admitted. “I remember Miles’ dad being really harsh to him, about his plans for the future, grades, everything. I wonder what happened.”
“We know Anton Kovac happened,” Jordan reminded her. “He seems to be the peacemaker. Didn’t work with Gallagher but perhaps it did with father and son.”
“Am I wasting my time?” Ellie asked out loud. “I feel like Maria and I should have solved this case already.”
“Tell me about it. We’ve been going back and forth with Carlson and the Garretts, and we still don’t know for sure how Justin got hurt, or why Morgan was killed. They are all guilty for sure, but it’s hazy.”
“Yeah.” Another sigh. “Hazy is the right term. I’ve been feeling like that for some time, and I don’t like it. I’m just glad that Meri won’t remember toilet paper shortages and hunting for hand sanitizer.”
“God, yes.” They shared a smile. Reminding herself that this was still unusually gloomy for Ellie, Jordan held back what was on her mind—that Meri would likely face equally difficult, if not worse, challenges. Terrifying to think about. “I think everyone feels that way,” she said. “We do what we can, and it sucks when it feels like that’s not enough.”
“It does,” Ellie agreed. “But if nothing else, we’re going to get a great meal and some expensive booze out of it.”
“I don’t know about the booze,” Jordan had to put a dent to her mood after all. “Since Daniels pretty much signed off on this…”
Ellie made a face. “Don’t be such a bummer. We can’t be too obvious either. Besides, I’m pretty sure Mr. Clairmont gets creative when importing fine wines and spirits. Maybe that’s a way we can get to him.”
Jordan couldn’t help laughing, the glimpse of Ellie’s familiar optimistic outlook filling her with joy.
“Okay. Let’s do this. I’ll drive. Apparently, you’ll have to do some tasting so we can refer them to customs afterwards.”
Ellie finally got up from her chair, turned to Jordan and kissed her with surprising passion.
“What was that for?” Jordan asked, still breathless.
“To thank you,” Ellie said but she didn’t elaborate. “I told Miles we’d be there at six.”



 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
The Clairmont mansion was framed by mature trees, an impressive driveway that gave the visitor a stunning view, leading up to it.
Ellie couldn’t identify any major changes compared to when she’d last been here.
“So, you used to do your homework around here.” Jordan, too, sounded impressed.
“More often at my parents’ kitchen table, but I came a few times, yes.”
“That must have been…something.”
“It was, but not everyone’s happy in a huge house like this.”
Ellie left the subject at that, knowing that her statement came from the privilege of having experienced a safe childhood, in a family that wasn’t wealthy, but comfortable, something that Jordan didn’t have until she was adopted.
A member of the Clairmonts’ staff greeted them at the door, and they followed the woman into a large den where Miles Clairmont sat with his father. Both men got to their feet and approached them.
“Ellie, I’m so glad you’re here. And you must be Jordan, nice to finally meet you. This is my father, Richard.”
Richard Clairmont fit his surroundings perfectly, his clothes and haircut projecting the same luxury as his home, exterior and interior. Even this many years later, he stood as tall as Ellie remembered, his handshake firm.
Except she wasn’t a teenager anymore, but a cop on a mission, and Richard might be a person of interest in her case.
“It’s good to see you again,” she said. “And your home is as beautiful as I remember.”
“Ellie Harding. You have certainly grown more beautiful.”
“Dad,” Miles chided.
“Is that one of those things we can’t say anymore?” Richard joked.
Without checking, Ellie knew that Jordan was barely keeping herself from rolling her eyes.
“Since you used to date my son, I think it’s all right, isn’t it? Ms. Carpenter, it’s a pleasure. How about we start off this little reunion with a drink? Carmen? Please get these ladies what they like.”
Ellie caught Miles’ apologetic smile. If nothing else, it would be interesting to observe the dynamics, but that wasn’t what they had come for.
“I would love a Manhattan, please,” she said, sure that Jordan’s cough was to cover up a different kind of reaction. Clairmont might be cheating on taxes when it came to alcohol and other imported goods. She didn’t think that would be a reason for anyone to kill Kovac over.
“Of course, dear,” Clairmont said. “I’ll go with a Scotch. Ms. Harding and I will take them in my office. There’s something I’d like to show you before we sit down for dinner.”
“Does it have to be now, Dad?”
“Now’s a time as good as any. Why don’t you give Ms. Carpenter a tour meanwhile?”
Jordan and Miles looked equally as startled, to be left alone with each other, Ellie assumed, as she didn’t expect any harm to come her way. Nobody was that bold, though she had to admit it was an interesting move on Clairmont senior’s part.
“Dad, it’s Detective.” Miles sounded a tad pained correcting his father.
“Of course, but we’re all here in private now, aren’t we? Detective Carpenter. I meant no disrespect.”
“It’s fine,” Jordan mumbled.
“Great. Shall we, Ellie?”
“Yes. I’m curious.”
Ellie followed him out of the room, along a wide corridor that opened to a grand staircase. Above them, a dome was designed to let in lots of daylight, except it was pitch dark now. They went up the stairs and to a wooden door.
“Welcome to my humble abode, Ellie.”
“Thank you.”
As she walked inside the office, she had a hard time to keep her jaw from dropping. Of course, she hadn’t been in here before. It was immense, from the giant desk, the sitting area with the fireplace, and the artwork on the wall. Huge windows gave a view of the city.
“Luxury comes at a price.” He had followed her gaze.
“I’m sure it does. What did you want to show me?”
He chuckled. “I remember, you were never a patient one, Ellie Harding. Sit, please.”
She did, and a moment later, Carmen knocked on the door, bringing their drinks. When she had left, Clairmont picked up his, toasting. “To a lovely evening.”
So far, she had no objections. The first taste told her that the ingredients were indeed something she wouldn’t have very often. As close as she had been with Miles back then, Ellie would never understand extreme—and in her opinion, somewhat obscene—luxury like this. Meanwhile women like Morgan, Andrea, and many more she’d met had to resort to drastic measures to survive, at the expense of their safety and sometimes, that of their children. Darla Baker. Kathryn Larson.
“This is amazing,” she said.
“I know,” he acknowledged. “I don’t deal with amateurs, and I don’t give second chances.”
“You did with Miles. Not the amateur part, obviously.” She took another sip of the smooth, velvety drink.
“I see you haven’t changed much. You’re not easily intimidated, and you don’t hold back.”
“Thanks.”
“I’m curious though. I didn’t think you’d come.”
“Why not? Miles and I were close once. I’m glad to see he found his place. He seems at ease.”
“Are you?”
“Excuse me?”
He leaned back in his seat, studying her. “You, becoming a cop, it’s curious. I thought of you more of a rulebreaker.”
“People change,” she offered.
“That is fortunately true. I’m so glad Miles came to his senses. For the record, I don’t blame you. You were young when you supported his ridiculous plans, and there’s some privilege in not having to fulfill a family legacy.”
Ellie took another sip, just so she wouldn’t blurt out the first thing that came to her mind.
“I’m curious too, as to why you invited us. I didn’t think it was to insult my parents’ legacy or my career choices.”
“Touché,” he said, amused. “I’ve been hearing some things…You were involved in the arrest and suspension of fellow officers not that long ago. Must have been difficult.”
“Doing the necessary thing isn’t always easy, but I’m sure you know that.”
Clairmont finished his glass in one swig. “Please, Ellie, enjoy the evening. Everything else would be a waste of your time, and frankly, mine. Miles might still be somewhat infatuated with you, but he isn’t some weak link for you to explore to get to me. It won’t work.”
All right then. She supposed to was time to put her own cards on the table.
“You misunderstood, Mr. Clairmont.”
“Richard, please.”
“Richard. As I’m sure you’re aware I’m investigating the deaths of two of your employees. You or Miles have never been suspects. In fact, I think it would be in both of your interest to solve this quickly.”
“I heard about Mr. Mullens. An overdose, which is sad, but I guess it happens. As for Anton, he unfortunately got into the middle of some quarrel over a shipment. Terrence Gallagher proved himself to be a sore loser. I’m sure that’s all there is to it,” he said dismissively. “That’s where you should look.”
“Thanks for the tip.”
“You’re welcome. Now I think we should join your wife and my son…”
As they got up, Ellie caught a glimpse at the signature of the painting over the fireplace, an abstract work on a huge canvas. It looked familiar, and now she knew why.
“May I ask you a question?”
“Should I get my lawyer?”
“This is one of Miles’ paintings.”
“Of course it is,” Clairmont confirmed as he opened the door for her. “I never said he wasn’t talented. I just couldn’t let his other talents go to waste.”
* * * *
“You can say it. This is somewhat awkward.”
“No kidding,” Jordan admitted as Miles led her through the vast property. “I hope you know your way around well enough, so we won’t get lost. Now that would be awkward.”
At least he laughed at her joke.
“You might think it’s weird, but this was important to me. I know Ellie thinks I’m stalling on the investigation, and that I’ve been withholding things from her.”
“Have you?”
Her curiosity didn’t seem to bother him. “I have to protect my family, my business, and Anton’s memory, but Ellie always meant a lot to me. I figured a nice dinner, if it doesn’t make up for all the trouble, is a start at least.”
Where did he intend to go from there? Jordan decided that under all that shy, boyish exterior Miles Clairmont did have a lot in common with Shriver.
“If the cocktail is any indication about what’s to come, I’m sure we can forgive you. So…you must have some stories about Ellie as a teenager than.”
“A few,” he said with a fond smile. “She was always passionate, kind, determined to fight injustice, no matter if it got her in trouble. I believe that’s still true.”
“It is.” What was he trying to do?
“We went separate ways, but I still care about her. I’d like to let you know that I advised my private security and an investigator to be on the lookout for the person who sent the photo to that reporter. Ellie doesn’t need to worry about anything.”
“That’s a relief. We appreciate it.” To keep the conversation going, she wouldn’t take the implied jibe personally—the suggestion that the police department, and she in particular, might not be doing enough in the matter. “Tell me about one of those occasions she got herself into trouble.”
“Oh, I’m sure you can imagine. She went at bullies no matter the risk. And she got me into trouble for sending that application for art school. My father was livid.”
“But you more than made up for it.”
He looked wistful for a moment. “That depends, but there’s no doubt we get along better now. It’s sad that Anton had to die, but I’m glad Ellie and I got to catch up. I think it made us both appreciate what we have in the present. Nothing good comes without sacrifices, right?”
“You might have a point there,” she acknowledged, wondering if he was talking about using a false name in a gay bar. Or how much sacrifice living this kind of luxury lifestyle was worth.
“I think Dad and Ellie are coming back. How about we continue the tour later? I’d be ready for some appetizers.”
“Sounds great.”
So far…A whole lot of nothing. But like Ellie said, dinner would be a treat. They might even lure the person who had taken those pictures, out of the shadows.
* * * *
“Am I wrong, or are they just giving us the finger?” Jordan whispered to Ellie when they had a moment to themselves in the dining room. “As in, you know we do shady stuff, but you will never be able to prove any of it?”
“It’s a possibility,” Ellie said, looking dismayed. “They know we have limited options. If they want this to be over soon and make sure the Gallaghers are held accountable, they sure aren’t helping.”
Jordan agreed whole-heartedly. “You got anything new from Wu and Murphy?”
Ellie shrugged. “They’re still looking. Like the rest of us.”
“Ladies, I hope you are ready for the rest of the meal.”
It was all the warning they got before one of the kitchen staff wheeled in a dessert tower.
“This looks amazing,” Ellie said with a polite smile. “Everything was outstanding. Thanks so much for having us, Richard.”
Jordan could only describe the older man’s expression as calculating. 
“We should do it again,” he said. “But please, enjoy.”
When they each had coffee and pastries in front of them, Jordan’s cell phone rang.
“I’m so sorry, I have to take this.”
Ellie gave her a quick pensive look, but her own phone stayed silent. Whatever that meant. Jordan had advised Pauline only to call in case of emergency, but she didn’t recognize the number.
“We understand,” Richard Clairmont said. “It’s a relief to know that our law enforcement is dedicated, isn’t it, Miles?”
“Sure, Dad,” Jordan heard him answer as she walked over to another side of the room.
“Jordan Carpenter.”
“Is that you? Oh my God, I don’t know what to do! I’m so scared! You said I could call…”
This was an emergency, if for another family than hers. 
“Okay, Eden, slow down and tell me where you are. I’ll come get you.”
“Is this a safe line?” the girl asked, in tears. 
Jordan didn’t think she would have government secrets to share, so she gave the quick answer Eden needed.
“Of course. I’ll leave right away.”
In a shaky voice, Eden described her location, a schoolyard not far from her own school, the one where they had visited her the other day. “My dad can’t know about this,” she insisted. “I need to talk to you.”
“Did you run away?”
After a small pause, Eden denied the charge. “You can’t rat me out.”
Since Eden and her father were still under protection, Jordan had no choice, but she could hopefully stall a little.
“I’ll be there in ten minutes max. Wait for me.”
Returning to the dinner party, she said, “I’m sorry, but I have to go. Something came up.”
Ellie got to her feet as well.
“That’s too bad, but I could drive you home later,” Miles Clairmont addressed her.
Jordan would have rolled her eyes if it wasn’t for the urgency.
“You can stay,” she said. “This won’t take long. I’ll meet you at home.”
She was certain it was safe for Ellie to test the waters a bit more, just as it was for her to meet the teenager alone. Part of her was excited that Eden was finally ready to talk. This might be the breakthrough they had been looking for.
None of it changed the fact that it would be a sad story to hear.
“Thank you for the invitation and have a good evening.”
“You too, Jordan.”
The meal had been outstanding, but Jordan had to admit she wasn’t unhappy to escape the weirdness of the situation. She and Ellie would have a lot to talk about later.
On her way, she called the officer assigned to the safe house and laid out the next steps.



 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
Jordan had sent a short text message, That was Eden, making it clear why she wanted to go alone. If there was anyone the girl would open up to, it was her, and whatever she revealed might even shed light on Morgan Leigh’s murder.
Sitting in her chair, sipping her coffee, Ellie felt beyond restless, like she was failing—the public, and Andrea Cortez who had gone through great lengths to provide them with numbers. There was a lot to unpack, and they were still combing through bank statements and those audio files. So far, a lot of boasting from Gallagher’s side, and from what she could tell, Richard Clairmont was—still—the same.
“All of this is worth digging into,” Valerie had told her, “but we’ve been burned too many times. Bring me something to link them to the murders.”
Easier said than done.
* * * *
Jordan found Eden in a corner at the back of the building. She flinched when Jordan said her name.
“I wasn’t sure you’d come.”
“Of course.” She noticed the girl was shivering. “But can we go someplace warm? Are you hungry?”
“No,” Eden said though her teeth were chattering. “I don’t want anyone to see me.”
This sounded even more complicated than Jordan had expected.
“Let’s go into the car then, at least? I can get you something hot to drink somewhere nearby.”
Eden hesitated some more, her shoulders hunched against the cold.
“Okay.”
“After that, I’ll get you home.”
This time, the girl held her gaze, her eyes filling with tears. “Dad will be so disappointed in me, but he said he’d kill Justin, and Mom!”
“Who did?”
They had reached the car, and once they were inside, Jordan cranked up the heat.
“You were right to come to me. We can protect you.”
“I saw him push Justin. Mom and Baxter didn’t even realize I was still there. I was going to tell you, and Dad too, but…You must think I’m horrible.”
“No, I don’t. I think you’re scared. I understand. So, who told you not to say anything?”
“Mr. Garrett,” Eden revealed, the tears streaming down her face.
“Mr. Garrett? Why?”
“He said Mom and Justin will be okay if I keep my mouth shut. But then he didn’t keep the promise and I’m scared Baxter will get out, and Justin will end up with them! I’m so sorry he got hurt, but I was afraid I’d make it worse.”
“And your dad doesn’t know any of this?”
She couldn’t stay here with Eden much longer. Will Devon would be livid once more.
“I couldn’t. I’m so sorry.”
Jordan reached out to lay a hand on her back.
“Honey, none of this is your fault. None one should ever hurt a child, no matter how impatient or angry they get. It’s Baxter’s fault Justin got injured, but he did other bad things before, and he’s not going to get out. As for Mr. Garrett, we’ll figure it out, and we’ll make sure you and your family are safe. I promise.”
Jordan suppressed a sigh, as her mind flashed back to the day the police had come to her door, assuring her everything would be all right as they took her away from the only home she knew. But this wasn’t about her, and Eden wouldn’t be separated from her family. Except her mother was dead.
“Eden, you know I need to take you back, right? I’ll ask your dad and the officer to come to the station, and perhaps I can also get the A.D.A. I swear Mr. Garrett won’t get to you, or Justin.”
“Dad wants to adopt him. What if he finds out what I did?”
“No one will blame you,” Jordan promised, praying it was true. Both Justin and Eden had seen too much violence. They would have to learn strategies to cope.
* * * *
At the station, Jordan sent another message to Ellie to let her know it was likely going to be a long night.
When Will Devon came in with the officer, she expected him to yell, but instead he said, “Thank you for finding Eden. It’s been…a lot.”
“It sure has been for your family. I’m sorry.”
“I know I shouldn’t say this in front of a cop, but—” He cast a glance through the window into the room where Eden sat with Valerie Esposito. The girl had asked for potato chips and hot chocolate, and Jordan had seen no reason to deny her any of it. “I could kill them! What kind of creep threatens a child like this? I was almost ready to think Justin got hurt in an accident, because Morgan and Baxter didn’t pay attention to much of anything around them. But Eden…” He took a sharp breath.
The same kind of creep who would slit a woman’s throat. They still had no motive though. Garrett didn’t care about his wife or his brother-in-law. Why the elaborate charade?
“You’re right, you shouldn’t say this in front of me. But I trust that you have no such intentions. Eden and Justin need you to be there for them. Eden needs to know you won’t judge her.”
He sighed. “Why would I? So, what happens now?”
“I can’t tell you details about the investigation, but we’ll keep your family safe.” She suppressed a wince, knowing that tonight could have gone different ways if Garrett had known Eden decided to leave the safe house to seek her out.
Jordan was grateful Will didn’t seem to doubt her.
* * * *
She had called Derek too and left a message, though she hadn’t expected to run into him in the hallway before they went to pick up Garrett.
“Don’t look so surprised,” he said. “I didn’t want to miss this.”
“Good. We were just getting ready. Got the warrants for the house and car too. I hope we’ll find something, but Eden’s statement is quite powerful by itself. So much for what he said about never meeting Morgan.”
“This shouldn’t take too long then. Let’s do it.”
Half an hour later, they served the warrant to the Garretts. He accepted the turn of events with a nonchalant shrug. “Call our lawyer, will you?” he said to Lila whose face was near contorted in anger. “He’ll sort this out in no time.”
Jordan didn’t see the need to waste time arguing with him. 
* * * *
Garrett’s lawyer looked more disgruntled than his client when Jordan and Derek entered the interrogation room, which had likely to do with the late hour. Garett himself had a sly, self-satisfied look on his face. It told Jordan not to declare victory yet.
“Detective,” Garrett said, smiling, as they walked into the room. “You must not care about your career all that much.”
“Why is that, Mr. Garrett?”
“I get it. With the past year and a half, we’ve all gotten tired. But do you really want to throw it all away?”
The lawyer cleared his throat. “We can solve this very quickly. My client hasn’t done anything wrong, and you can be sure we’ll sue the department over this. You have no basis for those warrants.”
Jordan let out a surprised laugh that wasn’t entirely an act.
“You may try. I don’t think you’ll be getting far. Your client confessed a murder to a witness and threatened them.”
“Why don’t you say her name?” Garrett suggested. “Sweet Eden. Unfortunately, her mental health leaves a lot to be desired. Perhaps her mother dropped her on her head a few times.”
“That’s enough, Mr. Garrett.” Jordan didn’t quite snap, but she came close. “Her statement—”
“I have an alibi.”
“Which has only been confirmed by your wife.”
“So? Are you calling Lila a liar? Eden comes to you with this harrowing story now, and you believe her?”
“I believe both of them are scared. But Eden was brave enough to come forward. We’ve been putting together the timeline. It all fits. Please, help me understand.” She forced herself to soften her tone. “You have a window of opportunity here. Perhaps Lila asked you to help out her brother, and things went wrong…”
“Baxter is a loser, and that’s all he’ll ever be. I told Lila we’d lend him our lawyer, but that’s all. Honestly, I don’t care if he rots in prison.”
“Did you care about Morgan?”
He laughed. “You got nothing, Detective. We’re going to have Eden’s statement thrown out and get ready for a lawsuit. I know your department has been under fire for quite some time, and I understand why.”
“Let us worry about that,” Derek said, stepping closer. “I see you’re not interested in improving your situation, so you’ll be seeing the judge tomorrow.”
“That’s ridiculous! Randolph! You said I’d be home within the hour!”
“I’m afraid it’s not that easy,” Jordan said. “You have half an hour to confer with your lawyer. If you don’t want to tell us what happened, we’ll call it a night.”
They left the room with Garrett hurling expletives, and his lawyer futilely trying to contain him.
Jordan leaned against the door with a sigh.
“You still think he’s good for the other murders?”
“I don’t know. Let’s hope he kept some evidence around.”



 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
“You seem happy,” Miles observed when they were in the car. He hadn’t asked for directions which didn’t surprise Ellie. She remained cautious.
“You too. Everything in this house is as amazing as I remember.”
“You think I sold out,” he said mildly.
“I was very impressed with the painting in your dad’s office. I’ll be the last to judge anyone…but you if you’re looking for a relationship, going by a false name isn’t the best way.”
To her surprise, he laughed at that. “Who says I’m looking? Thanks, but Dad mostly hung my art in the house so I wouldn’t run off and open a gallery. Flaunt my sexuality on top of that. But I can’t complain.”
“You’re luckier than most. I don’t believe parents should ask for this kind of compromise though.”
“All correct. I did sell out, but hey, I’m doing all right. And I have to make a confession. I guess seeing you again made me think of the past a lot… about decisions. It made me realize I’m good with mine.”
“I’m glad.”
He gave her a quick sideways smile.
“Are you? I’m sure you’ve looked at all the angles, the Gallaghers, Andrea, those times my dad was under investigation. You didn’t come here hoping to find some clues?”
Ellie made a non-committal sound. “That’s a bit insulting…Ryan.”
“Okay, yes, I deserved that. I’m just hoping that after all of this, we can keep in touch, regardless of Dad’s ancient views or whatever bad advisors he might have had in the past. We were always better as friends than as a couple, and that time was one of the best of my life. I have so many great memories from when we hung out at your parents’ house.”
Ellie sat up straighter, startled how easily she could be tempted into this trip down memory lane. She loved her adult life, her job, being a wife and mother, her friends.
Life had been easier back then when she had very little idea of the depravity of some people. Predators. Murderers. Some of those stories hitting too close to home. And a global crisis on top of it.
“You loved Mom’s grilled cheeses sandwiches,” she recalled.
Her parents had never been particularly strict about closed doors, but perhaps they understood that she had been on the brink of a discovery.
“I did! Wow. You know I can have gourmet versions at exorbitant prices in the best restaurants, but nothing beats those sandwiches. To be honest, many of those memories center around your parents’ kitchen table.”
“I don’t blame you.”
Part of her wanted to stay in that safe place for a while, but this wasn’t what Lieutenant Daniels, or anyone, had in mind. In the present, her safe place was elsewhere.
“Did you know that Richard talked to Terrence Gallagher the night Anton died?”
It felt like the temperature in the car dropped by several degrees.
“Why is that important? I don’t recall him mentioning it, but that doesn’t mean he knew what Terrence was up to. I thought you were close to making an arrest.”
“We are. Andrea gave us a lot, but there are some things left to figure out. If Terrence wanted Anton gone, he could have found another way rather than wait for that peace offer. And why wouldn’t they go after Andrea first when they realized she betrayed them?”
“I don’t know, Ellie. That’s your job, isn’t it?”
“Yes. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. Please think about what I said, and…do you by any chance have your mom’s recipe?”
Ellie found the way he was trying to control the conversation and its tone, always bringing it back to some sort of connection between them, fascinating.
She couldn’t help thinking that behind all this wistful reminiscing, he did have something to hide.
She just wasn’t sure if it could help her solve a murder.
* * * *
Jordan had to admit she had some reservations regarding Miles Clairmont that weren’t completely rational, her dream from the other day case in point. Ellie’s observations told her that her judgment wasn’t clouded, but it seemed like they hit a wall anyway. She hoped the same wouldn’t be true with Garrett who had refused to talk to them.
Eden’s statement was powerful. Some corroboration wouldn’t harm, she thought as she stood in the Garretts’ house where the team was just about to pack up.
With or without Garrett’s statement, this would come close to an all-nighter anyway, and since he had refused any cooperation, Jordan and Derek had decided to check on the progress.
Lila was waiting outside, glaring at everyone coming in and out. She hadn’t acknowledged Jordan at all.
And what if they found nothing? They would still have a solid case against him, but it might make a difference for the sentencing.
Would it?
He had slit her throat, threatening harm to Morgan’s children. He couldn’t weasel his way out of that, could he?
Jordan walked along the wall adorned with art of hunting scenes, to the fireplace. Ellie had literally pulled evidence out of the face brick of a fireplace one time…They couldn’t always be so lucky. Bookshelves with leather-bound volumes, some hardcover fiction and non-fiction, and a lot of knickknacks. 
It surprised her that he would let Lila decorate the home. Or perhaps he didn’t? Some of the statues looked like they could have been travel souvenirs, the items too mismatched for a real collection.
Her stomach did a little flip-flop, though the meal had been outstanding, and it wasn’t early enough to be hungry again.
Perhaps looking for clues in this room, at night, was triggering something. Truth be told, in the past few months, Jordan had enjoyed her best sleep in years. It was as if all the terror out in the world drowned out her personal demons, like the occasional nightmares that had become rare but occurred every now and then.
In the everyday life, they had to be more careful and precise than ever before, to protect their loved ones, themselves, and those around them. Since neither Pauline nor Kate had been able to come to the house, they had to be creative with shifts and childcare, with an invisible threat that could be anywhere.
There was no room for the ghosts of her past, but one of them was here.
Sculptures. Coins.
She brushed a gloved hand over the wall, knocked on certain parts of it.
“That’s a reach,” Derek remarked as he joined her. “How about we start over tomorrow and go over the computers and such?”
“Yeah,” she agreed, but lingered.
“You’re on to something.”
“Maybe.”
To Jordan’s disappointment, examining the shelves didn’t reward her with any revelation. She didn’t find a mechanism that led them into another room, like that other case. At least, this time she wouldn’t have to face whatever lay behind it, alone.
“Come on,” she muttered. If it wasn’t entirely clear to Derek who she was talking to, he didn’t seem to mind. “They always leave something behind for us. They always do.”
“He’s comfortable with the way his life is. Maybe that’s enough for him, and he doesn’t want to brag.”
“That would surprise me. But there’s nothing much we can do here tonight. Let’s start over tomorrow.”
On her way out, Jordan cast another glance at the various items in the shelves. The artwork. For entitled criminals, everything was symbolic, a reflection of their ego.
“They searched everything. We will have to go with the classics—computers, phones.”
“Yeah, I know.” She cast another glance at the paintings on the wall.
“He likes his hunting,” she mumbled.
“Meaning what?”
“I don’t know. Maybe I’m wrong about the other women.”
“We’ll go over everything tomorrow. There’s got to be something.”
Jordan was grateful for the optimists in her life, her partner being one of them.
* * * *
Early the next morning, they were confronted with an entirely different problem. Meri was already awake and talking to herself in her room when Jordan came out of the shower. Ellie was on the phone, looking serious.
“You’re really okay?” she asked. “Wait, Jordan is here. Pauline,” she whispered.
Jordan picked up the phone, her mind trying to outdo itself with worst case scenarios. Her parents, both sets, were vaccinated. Sure, Jack and Pauline came in contact with many people now that the bar was open again, but they had followed all the rules…
“I’m afraid I can’t come over today,” Pauline said, sounding miserable. “I broke my arm last night.”
“What? Are you okay?” she echoed Ellie’s question. “Should we come over—?”
“No, no I’ll be fine. Well, not fine, obviously, because of that stupid step, but I will be. You have to work.”
“We’ll come by later, or maybe during lunch break.” If she had one today. This depended a lot on what they found among the items seized in Garrett’s house.
“Don’t worry. Jack will be here all day. The staff will take care of the bar tonight.”
Jordan took a deep breath. This wasn’t good, but it wasn’t the worst-case scenario either. Like herself, Pauline had a hard time sitting still, and she felt for her. The situation created another problem though.
“I’m really sorry. Do you have everything you need? I think we need to call Kate.”
“I’m sorry.” Pauline sighed. “This is not what I had in mind for the season.”
“We’ll make it great anyway,” Jordan promised. After ending the call, she turned to Ellie who had just made a call as well.
She shook her head. “Kate is at work, and there’s no way she can leave.”
“Of course. She just started.”
Ellie gave her a pointed look. They had been beyond lucky so far, having Jack and Pauline, and Kate available for most of the time. When none of them were an option during lockdowns and restricted gatherings, Jordan and Ellie’s workplace had been flexible enough to accommodate their family. While they couldn’t do their job from home, they had been able to juggle shifts and spend time with Meri.
“I can make breakfast, but I’ll have to go in,” Ellie reminded her.
“Yeah, I know. Okay.”
Jordan wasn’t sure if she’d ever be one hundred percent comfortable leaving Meri with her biological mother, without either her or Ellie around. She didn’t have much of a choice.
Kathryn picked up right away.
“I’m so sorry,” she said when Jordan explained the situation. “How is she?”
“Not too happy, but she’ll be okay. So…We have a bit of a problem here. I know it’s on short notice, but would you be okay to look after Meri today?”
“Of course, I’ll be right over. Don’t worry.”
“Thank you. I really appreciate it.”
Her mind still went to worst case scenarios too easily, Meri alone, crying, no one there to console her. Jordan knew it was irrational. Kathryn had changed, and she had been sober for a long time. She kept her promises and took care of her responsibilities. Jordan had to do the same. She had to make sure a murderer stayed behind bars.
“I’ll see you in a bit. We’re just making breakfast. You could eat with us.”
“I can’t wait.” Kathryn halted, sounding worried. “I didn’t mean—”
“I understand. I have to go now.”
She made herself busy brewing some coffee and setting the table. Ellie arrived with Meri. “My turn to get ready?”
“Yes, everything is under control,” Jordan confirmed, picking up their daughter.
“Hey. How would you like to spend the day with Grandma Kathryn?”
“Yes!” If Meri’s enthusiastic response was any indication, she had made the right decision. She caught Elle’s smile.
“No, that wasn’t so hard,” she admitted. Getting Eden’s statement to stand would be unless they were lucky.
* * * *
Garrett was a meticulous individual. Often, a suspect’s electronics gave them hints as to what they were trying to hide, not so much in his case. They had thousands of photographs to go through, leading all the way back to his teenage years. The more recent ones were taken with a cell phone, a digital camera before that, and older photographs had been digitalized and archived as well.
As for communications, there were none that indicated he might have contacted Morgan Leigh. Eden said he had been around, and he had confessed the murder to her.
He denied the charge.
They still lacked a motive, given the extreme nature of the crime, and the fact that he had no reason to do his brother-in-law any favors.
What were they overlooking? Were Garrett and Carlson closer than they thought?
Jordan had been so focused on the questions that she had forgotten everything else, including her coffee which had gone cold.
She felt guilty about Pauline’s accident slipping from her mind completely, as well as the fact that Kathryn was alone with Meri. Irrational maybe, but she couldn’t change it either.
“I can’t believe this,” she said, clicking through more pictures. “What if they both go free in the end?”
“That’s not going to happen,” Derek assured her. “Eden is a believable witness.”
“She’s also traumatized. They’ll try to find a way to discredit her.”
Derek frowned. “We just got started on this. Could you not act like this is over already?”
“Hm. Okay. So, he’s into hunting, and he sure bought lots of guns legally. Why not kill her with a gun?”
“Less distance. Makes it more personal.” Derek looked apologetic now, as always when the subject of stabbing came up. It didn’t matter at the moment. Jordan agreed with him.
“This is why Joy Anne was tried for a hate crime. But what is the personal connection between Garrett and Morgan? Did he pressure her? She already lost custody for Eden, and it wasn’t looking good for Justin, but why would it matter to Garrett?”
“He and Lila don’t have children,” Derek pointed out. 
“So, they’re trying to steal someone else’s?”
“Wouldn’t be the first time.”
“No, but the way she was killed…The brutality of it, it’s significant.”
“And we’re going around in circles. How about lunch?”
“It’s early.” Jordan cast a look at her watch. “There’s got to be something in here. I know it. But if you can wait a bit longer, we could go see Pauline on the way.”
“Okay. Let’s give this another hour.”



 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
Meanwhile, Ellie and Maria’s case accelerated with little notice. Valerie’s boss had decided that the entirety of the evidence Andrea Cortez had provided, was enough to bring in Terrence Gallagher. Thanks to cell phone towers, they could now place him near the docks the night Anton Kovac was murdered, though Richard Clairmont’s involvement was still unclear.
They hoped that Gallagher would be willing to shine some light regarding the content of their conversations. He might be if it helped him.
Though a different style and located on the outskirts on the other side of town, the Gallaghers’ home was every bit as impressive as the Clairmonts’.
“You ever think we’re in the wrong line of work?” Maria muttered.
Ellie thought about all the compromises Miles had made to be living on a vast estate like this, to have access to his family’s fortune.
“No,” she said. For a second, she allowed herself to imagine what it would be like if she and Jordan could raise Meri amidst such luxury, never a care about money, more than enough for generations to come. Money to make change beyond charitable contributions. “Okay, maybe sometimes.”
“Yeah, me too. But while we’re still in it, let’s get this over with.”
They got out of the car, the uniformed officers from the two squad cars that had accompanied them, waiting by their vehicles.
Ellie wondered if she should be more worried. Both of them had made high profile arrests before, of persons suspected of murder. It could go either way.
She tensed when the front door opened as they walked up the stairs, and Terrence Gallagher stepped outside.
“Ladies. What can I help you with?”
“Mr. Gallagher. I’m Detective Doss, this is my colleague Detective Harding. We’d like to have a word.”
“I’m afraid I’m busy, so I’ll have to refer you to my lawyers. I’m sorry you came all the way for nothing, but—”
“You’re under arrest for the murder of Anton Kovac,” Maria interrupted him.
Ellie wondered if this case, touching on organized crime, bore bad memories for her, of the time shortly before everyone’s world shifted. Some days, Ellie still felt the lingering guilt knowing she had been Lemont’s intended target.
“Come on, don’t be ridiculous. Don’t you have better things to do?” He shook his head as she put the cuffs on him. “Knock yourself out. You will regret this.”
As if on cue, both their cell phones rang, and he burst into laughter.
“Hate to say it, but I told you so. You seem quite busy too.” 
Since Maria was handing him over to the uniformed officers, Ellie picked up, her jaw dropping when the officer stationed at Andrea Cortez’ safe house delivered the bad news.
“She’s gone.”
* * * *
Ellie got another phone call shortly after they’d arrived at the precinct: Jill Allen letting her know that she received another picture showing Ellie and Miles Clairmont in what seemed a rather private conversation.
“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” she said out loud.
“Please, don’t kill the messenger.”
“I’m sorry. Send it over, and when you have a moment, come by? I’ll be here for a while.”
“Anything I should know?”
“Off the record. We just arrested Gallagher for Kovac’s murder.”
“Anything you can tell me about Morgan Leigh?”
“To be honest, no, but I can check with Jordan. See you later?”
“I’ll be there,” Jill promised. “Looks like things are moving.”
“Yes, finally.”
Not all of them in the right direction though. Where the hell was Andrea Cortez and how could Gallagher know they were coming?
* * * *
With record speed, Lieutenant Daniels had assigned detectives to search for Cortez, and so it was only with a small delay that Ellie and Maria stepped into the room with a bored looking Gallagher.
Maria sat across from him while Ellie stayed at the back of the room.
“She’s afraid?” he asked, grinning as he nodded to her.
“Detective Harding?” Maria laughed. “Why would she be? You just dug yourself in deeper. No, I think she’s just done with your BS. We already have you on the Kovac murder. I thought we could help each other out, but going after Andrea? Not a smart move.”
“What?” He shook his head, chuckling. “I have no interest in Andrea, not even if she came crawling back again. She was dead to me the moment she got involved with Clairmont.”
“You’re talking about Richard?”
“Who knows? No, I think she was more into junior.”
That gave Ellie pause, but not for long. It just didn’t add up.
She stepped closer to the table. “Andrea was in love with Anton. Whatever you’re suggesting, don’t think it will work.”
He regarded her with a jovial smile.
“Well, you think you know everything, don’t you? Miles Clairmont’s high school sweetheart, that’s so touching.”
Ellie suppressed a sigh. Did everyone in town know about this?
“Here’s the deal. You cut the crap and start talking. If you give us enough worth-while, the A.D.A. might be able to carve out some options for you. Otherwise, tell me why a judge wouldn’t go for the maximum sentence. You killed a man in cold blood, for what?”
“She’s a dramatic one, isn’t she?” he directed at Maria, amused. “Cold blood. I didn’t mean to kill him. I was actually interested in what he had to say, and if his story lined up with Richard’s.”
“You’ve been in touch with Richard Clairmont.”
“Something tells me you already know about that, Detective Harding, so…sure, I have been. We have some common business interests. And speaking of cold blood. Richard wasn’t as fond of Anton as he and Miles might have had you believe. I guess Richard worried about the things he told Andrea. Richard worried about a lot of things.”
“What the hell does that mean?” Ellie asked, not bothering with hiding her frustration and impatience. “Look, we don’t have to do this, Mr. Gallagher. You can always take your chances with a jury.”
He sat up straighter, the smile gone. Ellie suppressed a shudder at the sudden transformation.
“I will need some reassurances,” he said.
* * * *
“Unbelievable,” Valerie Esposito muttered when Jordan entered the observation area.
“I’m sorry. I can go.”
“No, it’s not you this time. Gallagher is a piece of work. But that’s nothing new. What brings you here? Looking for distraction?”
“Looking for inspiration,” Jordan corrected, casting a glance at Ellie standing in front of the suspect, her posture tense. “Since everyone is out trying to find Andrea Cortez, I have no one to brainstorm with. Garrett? He’s hiding something in plain sight. I just don’t know what it is.”
“Good luck with that,” Valerie offered.
“Thanks.”
“Come on, you know how this works,” Ellie spoke. “You give us something first…anything. Sure, you’re used to getting out of these situations quickly, but not this time. Andrea gave us everything she had before she left, and she had one hell of a lot on you. Why did you talk to Richard?”
Careful, Jordan silently warned. He was going to ask for a lawyer any moment.
“Well, what do you think? Richard was worried about the crown prince. Can’t have two princes in the castle, can you?”
Valerie shook her head.
“This is a waste of time,” Ellie declared. “Let’s just end it here.”
“What, you don’t want to know what Richard told me? How he was sick of Miles and Anton spending all that time together? How he wanted him gone?”
“That’s ridiculous. First, you’re telling us Andrea made a pass at Miles, now Anton? Maybe you’ll write that soap opera in jail. You’ll have more than enough time, and from the sound of it, imagination.”
“Richard Clairmont mentioned you too. Said you weren’t quite in the right class but could have been a decent choice, still. Never hurts to have a cop on the inside…Wait,” he said sharply when Ellie got up and walked to the door. “Anton and Andrea might have been more than friends, but no one knew exactly what his relationship with Miles was. It made Richard nervous, and he made me a decent offer if I helped him get rid of Anton. That’s what happened. Everything was his idea, and when I laughed at him, he said it was going to happen either way. He didn’t mind Miles having occasional hook-ups, but he wasn’t going to let him bring a guy home.”
Jordan shared a quick look with Valerie who was rolling her eyes, most likely at Richard Clairmont’s bigoted attitude.
“You’re just making that up?”
“I have proof,” he claimed.
“What about Jake Mullens?”
“What do you think? He knew too much for Richard’s liking. Listen, lady, I’m not going down for this.”
On the other side of the glass, Ellie smiled. “Not for this, I agree.”
Jordan had an idea. Getting away from her desk and Garrett’s obsessively organized files had done the trick.
* * * *
If her job had taught her anything about megalomaniac, criminal men it was that they held grudges, and they had a long memory. Jordan had long suspected that Garrett might have assaulted Morgan, perhaps worse. But the brutal murder spoke of a connection from before Morgan started dating Lila’s brother.
Watching Ellie navigate the tricky waters of interrogating a suspect who was about to implicate an old acquaintance of his had shaken something loose. Jordan went back to her desk and those pictures and did the math. She couldn’t find any of a young Garrett with a girlfriend—that would have been too easy.
While Ellie, Maria and Valerie were still busy with Gallagher, and her other colleagues were trying to find Andrea Cortez, she went over year after year, until…
“I knew it!” she said out loud.
“Knew what?”
Completely focused on the screen, she jumped a little when she heard Derek’s voice behind her.
“Hey. You got any news about Ms. Cortez?”
“No,” he said with a sigh. “She’s fallen off the face of the earth. You seem to be having more luck.”
“Come, see this,” Jordan urged, excited. She didn’t think Eden’s testimony could be swept aside easily, but this would help. Especially if she got another go at Garrett.
She pointed at the group photo of what looked like a science team.
“I’ll be damned,” he said, and Jordan had to admit he was right. A tragedy that two people who seemingly had a bright future ahead of them, ended up this way. Him, a bigot and murderer. Morgan Leigh, his victim.
“I want to do some more research before confronting him,” she said. “Make sure he’s done.”
Derek nodded grimly.



 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
After a few phone calls, she had managed to identify five other men and women from the picture. One of them was able to add more to the story than Jordan had ever imagined. Even if those events had happened over a decade ago, she was willing to testify should the need arise.
“We’ll let you know. Thank you so much.”
An hour later, she walked once more into a room where Garrett was waiting for her. Another killer wearing a self-satisfied smile. He likely wasn’t involved in the other women’s deaths, but Morgan Leigh had been on his radar for a long time.
Jordan knew that everyone, him included, expected her to do something akin to magic.
In this context, she had many times exposed herself to the poisonous mindset of a psychopath. She was tired of the cat and mouse game.
She knew she could do it, trick him into opening up to her, especially given that they had enough on him already.
There would be no show this time, for Garrett or anyone else. She just wanted to get it over with.
“Mr. Garrett. I had the chance to talk to a few people since we last spoke,” she said.
“Did you now? I’m they told you the same thing, that Eden is a liar like her no-good mother.”
“Suzy Cole was especially helpful.”
He burst into laughter.
“Cole? Really, you’ve been going through my yearbooks. This is how my tax dollars are being wasted? Come on, Detective, you must know that this is ridiculous.”
“Because all women lie?” She didn’t let her anger slip into her tone. Instead, her question sounded almost bored, and Jordan had known that would irritate him.
When he didn’t answer, she continued, “You know, I expected you to react like this. And it’s true that many people exaggerate, misremember things, even lie. Especially to the police.”
“Then why are we here again?”
She was going to bring it home, but there was enough room for laying out everything she had learned today.
“Morgan had a lot of bad luck. Most of all, running into you. You couldn’t stand that she always chose something or someone over you. Her studies. Your loser brother-in-law.”
“Yeah, that was a lousy idea.” The smile was back. “Still, I fail to understand why you need me to discuss Morgan’s poor choices. It’s a little too late for that, don’t you think?”
“Oh, but it’s important. Look, it’s no surprise to me that you call women liars. Suzy and Eden are willing to testify against you, and that would paint a pretty detailed picture to the jury. Fortunately for us, we have video evidence too.”
“I don’t think you do, Detective. All you have is an old photo and a woman whose memory is clearly not the best. Eden has problems—you should ask her father. Stop playing games. I’m afraid you’re not that good at it.”
“I’m not playing games.” It was time. “And when I say Morgan was surrounded by terrible men, I don’t mean just you, or Baxter Carlson. Her landlord installed cameras in her apartment, obviously without her knowledge. He had no idea that they were going to record a murder.”
“But…” He stared at her, his jaw dropping slightly. “You’re lying! You’re a damn liar like all of them!”
Jordan got to her feet. “Believe that if you want. The jury’s job will be an easy one.”
She left the room, wishing she could feel something other than hollow and defeated. Morgan Leigh wouldn’t be the last one. Maybe a good, angry cry would help, but she had no time for that.
* * * *
Andrea Cortez was still missing when they went home that night, but Ellie’s case was coming together bit by bit just the same.
“If Gallagher wasn’t behind this, I don’t know who was,” she said with a sigh when she sat behind the wheel. “We have all that evidence, and more, but it would be helpful to have her as a witness.”
Jordan was the last person to see a silver lining when a woman, who was supposed to give testimony in a high-profile case, was missing. “She might have decided she has given us enough,” she commented anyway. “Damn, I’m tired. It’s horrible to think that Morgan Leigh was under siege for most of her adult life. There are others out there that we’ll never be able to reach.”
“True,” Ellie admitted. “But I’m sure she would be relieved to know that her children can now live free from the influence of those men. Will Devon should have no problem getting custody of Justin.”
“Because of another asshole obsessed with Morgan. You missed the exit, by the way.”
“I didn’t. And speaking of Will, I thought we should drop by and see how Eden is doing.”
Jordan leaned back in her seat, the fatigue coming at her in waves. She wasn’t sure if she felt up to it tonight, but Ellie sounded too determined to argue with. And she, too, wanted to check up on Eden.
“I think that’s a good idea.”
At the red light, Ellie laid her hand over Jordan’s. They didn’t need any words.
* * * *
Devon opened the door to them, looking instantly concerned when he saw who his visitors were. 
“Detectives, how can I help you? Is this about Eden’s testimony?”
“We can’t say for sure yet, but there’s new evidence. Eden might not have to testify after all,” Ellie explained.
It might be a bit early to bring up that possibility, but it clearly relaxed him.
“Oh. That’s good news, then. Come on in.”
“Yes. We won’t be long,” Jordan assured him as they followed him inside. “Could we talk to Eden for a moment?”
“I’ll go get her.”
“I’m here, Dad.”
Eden had arrived from the kitchen area, a mug in hand. Her father looked indecisive, until she said, “It’s okay. You can go.”
“Whatever you prefer.” He gave her a smile before he left, and Eden sat down with Jordan and Ellie.
“He says I’m crazy, right?”
“It’s not important what Mr. Garrett says,” Jordan told her. “We just wanted to see how you’re doing.”
Eden shrugged. “Justin is going to come live with us. I’m happy about that, though I’m still nervous about the testimony. He’ll be there, right?”
“If you have to testify, and that’s not a given.”
Eden lowered her gaze to her mug.
“Everyone keeps telling me it’s not my fault, but…it’s hard not to think that I should have done something earlier. Anything. Mom might still be alive.”
Between the abusive boyfriend, the vicious stalker, and the creepy landlord Morgan hadn’t stood a chance, but Jordan kept her thoughts to herself. She could remember lying awake long nights, wondering what she could have done to make her parents stop using, drinking, and if they were going to get hurt or worse without her around.
“There’s nothing you could have done. Now, it’s different. If you testify, you’ll be well prepared, and safe.”
“I want to,” Eden said with surprising vehemence. “I want them to know the things he said to me, so that they’ll never let him out.”
Ellie had been right as usual. Seeing the girl’s determination helped—but most importantly, it would help Eden.
“You’re so much braver than he’ll ever be. And you’ll help others in the same situation,” she said. “I think we should leave you and your dad alone now, but remember, you can always call.”
Eden glanced up at her, tears in her eyes.
“Thank you,” she said.
“Thank you, Eden, for being so brave.”
“Good night,” Ellie added, as Devon returned to see them out.



 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
Jordan had hoped that after the turbulent week, she might be able to sneak out a bit earlier. When she saw Lieutenant Daniels heading her way, she realized it wasn’t likely to happen.
The room was quiet. Maria and Ellie were still in the conference room, strategizing with their team after Terrence Gallagher’s interrogation, and Derek had stepped outside. Was it selfish to hope this wasn’t about a new case when she still might have a chance at a relaxed evening with her family? Probably. Daniels had a family too.
“Detective.” 
Jordan braced herself for the inevitable.
“I think we both agree that whatever is on your desk right now, can wait until tomorrow. Good job with Garrett.”
“Thank you.”
“Your colleagues have been making significant progress as well, and they’re about to prepare for the next phase which could take a while. I’d like to take you out to dinner tonight.”
Jordan had a hard time hiding her surprise. Her next guess would have been that Daniels send her home.
“Dinner? That sounds serious.” It wasn’t a joke, and the lieutenant didn’t take it as one.
“It depends. Could you meet me at Le Luxembourg in twenty minutes?”
“Of course. I’ll see you there.”
“Great. We have a reservation.”
Before Jordan could ask any more questions, she left. For a few seconds, Jordan sat, baffled as to what could be the reason for this request. It couldn’t be anything bad after the praise she’d just received? On the other hand, the luxurious surroundings might be a means to soften the blow? She shook her head to herself. No need to worry at this point, when she had no idea what Daniels was going to say. In any case, it looked like her boss was paying, and the location was excellent.
Jordan did worry.
She made the drive in fifteen minutes and headed up the stairs to the front door. The entrance and lobby of the building were decked out for the holidays already. Tasteful. Expensive. She felt woefully underdressed, but when she gave the hostess her name, the woman gave her a cheery smile.
“Welcome to Le Luxembourg. This way, please.”
Jordan didn’t think that anything could still make her nervous after the past year and then some, but she felt a tad jittery as she walked up to the table where Daniels sat studying the menu. She guessed that a glass of wine to calm her nerves was out of the question.
“Jordan, please, have a seat.”
She wasn’t afraid to speak her mind, even when it meant antagonizing a supervisor. There were times when, in Jordan’s opinion, it was necessary. Her relationship with Daniels came with a slightly different dynamic. Jordan wryly admitted to herself that she wanted to make her proud. Did she?
“I have to say, this is unusual.”
“I understand. But it’s quiet, private, and the food is fantastic. It’s everything I was looking for.” Daniels didn’t hold back. After the waitress had brought a menu for Jordan and filled their water glasses, she said, “It’s about time we talk about your future with the department.”
About to take a sip, Jordan sat down her glass.
“You have something in mind?” It sounded neutral enough. She remembered something Daniels had told her when she took over for Carroll. At the time, it had seemed fairly unspecific.
“Actually, I do. There’ll soon be an opportunity to take the Sergeant’s exam, and I think you should go for it.”
At this moment, Jordan was glad she had sat down the glass. Sure, she had been wondering about possible changes every once in a while, but it seemed like most of the recent ones were out of their control. They had to react, keep their families and the city safe under wildly differing premises.
“I know it’s something to think about, but it goes without saying that there’s a job for you.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant. I appreciate it.” Truth be told, those words were all about stalling until she could get a grip. This was unexpected…and exciting. She needed to hear a few more details though.
“Are there any other changes that you envisioned?” she asked, hoping she wasn’t overstepping.
“You might have heard that Detective Murphy is going to leave us for reasons related to family. If you’re worried about that record you and Henderson hold, there are capable people who could move into that spot. Like Harding.”
“Wow.” Catching herself, Jordan added, “I mean, I agree, they’d make a great team.”
“Doss will continue to be the senior detective and work with Wu, and if we’re really lucky, we will be able to add someone, though that’s not entirely clear yet.” She laughed. “I didn’t think any of this would be such a big surprise to you. You’ve more than proved yourself.”
“I know I have.” Even though it was the truth, Jordan couldn’t help cringing at saying it out loud. “I just haven’t thought about it much in the past few months.”
“I understand. So, think about it now. I’m aware of communication between Dr. Roberts and Agent Hudson’s unit, and Garcia keeps coming around for a reason. IA would love to get their hands on you rather sooner than later.”
None of this was guesswork. Clearly, Daniels knew everything that was going on in her unit.
“Of course, the decision is yours, but I’d like to keep you close to home.”
“Why is that?”
Daniels took her time to unfold her napkin. “I know you’re not asking me that to get more flattery. It’s no secret that our unit has been under a lot of scrutiny, and for some good reasons. We’re in a fairly good place now, but far from perfect. Many changes still need to happen, and I believe we can help make those changes.”
All of a sudden it occurred to Jordan why her supervisor had chosen this place to have the conversation. Lieutenant Carroll never had any qualms about coming to the SEVEN, and having a beer with one of his detectives, scrutiny be damned.
Daniels, on the other hand, was dealing with a different set of expectations and assumptions.
“I promise you, I’ll think about it,” Jordan said. “This means a lot.”
“You’ve earned it. And please, enjoy your dinner. I’m not going to make it a habit.”
They both laughed. Jordan realized she hadn’t been this excited about the future in a long time. This went beyond their families, their circle of friends.
In the future, they wouldn’t just try to get men like Waters and Shriver out of their ranks. They would make sure that the likes of them wouldn’t make it in.
“Understood.”
* * * *
For all the uplifting news and amazing food, dinner ended on a sober note as Daniels asked for Jordan’s impression on the upcoming bust.
“Going at the Clairmont family is no small thing. I know it wasn’t easy for Harding, but she and Doss worked hard to make it happen. How is she?”
“She’ll be fine,” Jordan answered without hesitation. “They’re polite, but highly manipulative. She’s aware of that.”
“Good.” Daniels nodded. “I just needed a second opinion, if you will. I don’t doubt she can handle herself, but these past months have made everything harder.”
“I hear you. I hate that we lost Morgan Leigh when her history was out in the open.”
“Yes. We need to do better. But you caught him. That means a lot of peace of mind for Eden and her father, and they can finally bring the boy home.”
The two realities had to co-exist. Some sort of closure. The need to do better.
Taylor and Bethany were working on one angle of the problem. Here, they would try to optimize their response to another, and Daniels was right to say it would be easier to do from a position of more power.
Close to home. Jordan liked the ring of it.



 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
Ellie stood in the bathroom stall, her eyes welling up. It stopped there. It had to. She had no reason to feel sad or melancholic just because she’d been confronted with a reality and relationship from when her parents had still been around, generous, open-minded, opening their door to everyone.
She could only hope they would have been proud of her for trying to do the same. For Miles, she had done everything she could. He had chosen his criminal father, the money, and the luxury.
She had sworn an oath. No matter how much the world was still in disarray, she would do her job. Ellie took a deep breath and left the stall. At the mirror, she washed her face and hands and then walked back to the conference room.
Gallagher had understood that there was no way out for him, and he was determined to take down everyone he could with him.
As soon as the paperwork was in place, they would go straight for Richard Clairmont, based on the fact that he had commissioned the murder of Anton Kovac and was likely behind the abduction of Andrea Cortez.
The lieutenant wasn’t in her office. Derek sat at his desk, but Jordan wasn’t there. Ellie thought she might have left to pay Pauline a visit. They’d talk later. She had some loose ends to finish up before it was time for the holidays. Thanksgiving couldn’t come soon enough, not that Ellie needed a reminder for all the things she was grateful for— being able to bring a criminal to justice was one of them.
* * * *
By some miracle, she managed to get home around dinnertime. Jordan had sent a text message indicating she’d join her later. Kathryn was reading Meri a bedtime story when Ellie arrived. She stood in the doorway for a second, wrestling with mixed emotions. She was incredibly grateful that Kathryn had dropped everything to help them out, especially when lengthy cases required both her and Jordan at work for long hours. Kathryn and Meri deserved to have time with each other, maybe more than Ellie and Jordan had been willing to give them on occasion.
At the same time, she couldn’t help wondering if she’d ever read a story to her own daughter.
Ellie, too, had to find some closure from her own past. She knew that with the upcoming bust, Daniels was watching her closely. She was up to the task. She had made her choices over the years. Miles had made his, and she couldn’t bring herself to feel sorry for him.
“Have you eaten dinner yet?” Kathryn asked after closing the book. “I made some mac & cheese. If you’d like some after you said goodnight, there’s plenty.”
“Thank you. That sounds great.”
Ellie took Kathryn’s place and kissed her sleepy daughter. 
“Hi beautiful. How was your day?”
“Great!” Meri beamed. “We made muffins.”
Ellie smiled, feeling the tension of the day vanish from her body. “You think there are some left for me?”
* * * *
Jordan got home about forty-five minutes later, when Kathryn was about to leave. Not only had she insisted on clearing the dishes away, but she had also made coffee and served Ellie one of the blueberry muffins she and Meri had made. Ellie didn’t even remember buying those blueberries.
Jordan, too, looked tired, but she took the time to hug Kathryn and walk her to the door.
“So, that went well,” she commented when she sat at the table.
“Yes. You talked to Pauline?”
“Stopped by around lunchtime. She’s sad about the party, but I said we’d help. There’s…something else.”
“We are all ready to serve the warrant. I’ll be fine,” Ellie said quickly.
“I know you will be.”
“Are you hungry? There’s fabulous mac & cheese, but you can start with a muffin and coffee if you want.”
“To be honest, I’m not hungry.”
“You should try it. It’s really good.”
“What? Oh, no, not because Kathryn made it,” Jordan clarified with a wry smile. “Daniels asked me to have dinner with her.”
Ellie wasn’t sure what to make of it, but the possible implications worried her. 
“You have to break it to me gently that I won’t be part of the bust?”
“No. She asked for my opinion, and I told her what I just told you. You’re up for it. Also…She suggested I’d take the Sergeant’s exam.”
“Really? I mean, wow. That’s great.” Ellie was aware that Jordan had been fielding various offers in the past months. Jordan had been adamant about not being interested in big changes at the moment, but this was slightly different. “What did you tell her?”
“That I’d talk to you about it. She said there would be a position for me. I think…”
“You should do it.”
Jordan looked a bit started at that, but she smiled. “You’re reading my mind. I can stay right here at home, and more money in Meri’s college fund wouldn’t be a bad thing either.”
“No, it wouldn’t.”
Ellie raised her mug. “To you. You’re going to be amazing.”
She was thrilled when Jordan didn’t try to play down her statement.
* * * *
The ground floor was still bustling with activity, crowded with law enforcement personnel. Ellie climbed the stairs to the gallery where Miles stood at a distance in the sitting room, watching with a frown, arms crossed over his chest.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I never thought it would get this far.”
That was half true. She was sorry, though not for arresting a man who had hired his sworn enemy to kill Anton Kovac for petty reasons.
“Neither did I,” he acknowledged. “You’re making a big mistake, Ellie. I don’t believe Dad did this. He still has connections. They’re not going to let this go, and I would hate for your career to suffer.”
Ellie nearly smiled at that. At one point, she had come to identify this kind of communication pattern, which wasn’t so different from his father’s. Subtle, polite threats.
“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. What about you?”
“It’s been one hell of a day. I got my work cut out for me, running the business for the time being. Not that I expect him to be on the inside for long.”
We’ll see about that.
“Take good care of yourself.”
“You too. Maybe I’ll see you around.”
Ellie doubted it, but she nodded, this time allowing the smile. It was a bit odd that they had finally caught Richard Clairmont, but Miles came out of it all completely unscathed. Nothing sticks, Valerie had said. This wasn’t true for the father any longer, and maybe there was some poetic justice in Miles taking the reins after Richard had interfered with his life using rather violent means.
To her surprise, he stepped forward and hugged her.
“Whatever happens from now on…I’m glad we met again. Best of luck.”
“You too,” she said, pulling back. “I have to go.”
She turned around, almost startled to see Jordan standing at the top of the stairs.
“They’re ready,” she said, and indeed it had become quieter downstairs. There was a hint of amusement in her expression. Ellie could guess why.
“All right. Let’s go.”
When they had reached the lobby, Jordan asked, “Are you okay?” Amusement had made room for concern.
“Oh yes. We have to hurry. We still have a Thanksgiving party to attend.”
“Did he threaten you?”
Ellie pondered the question for a few seconds. “It was more like a warning, that his father could interfere with my career.”
“He’ll be in prison. What about Miles?” 
“I’m not worried about him. He still likes me enough.”
“That’s nothing to be cavalier about,” Jordan chided her. “He is his father’s son, the fact that we don’t have anything on him at the moment, doesn’t change that.”
“I’m aware, and I’m not careless. He’ll be busy for months to come.”
“He better,” Jordan said darkly.
“It’s a good thing that Richard is behind bars. He’s the real threat. For now.”
“Then we’ll have to make sure that he stays there for a long time.”
“I’m with you,” Ellie confirmed. “Now let’s wrap this up so we can go home and get ready. I can’t wait.”
Jordan smiled, but Ellie could tell she wasn’t entirely placated.
One way or another, they deserved this time-out. Ellie’s excitement about gathering with their family and friends again, finally, drowned out the lingering worry. They had to look to the future.
* * * *
Tonight, the SEVEN was closed for a private celebration, though with the amount of people present, it almost looked like a regular night, except for the huge table in the center of the room.
Walking into the warm, cozy atmosphere, Jordan stopped cold at the sight of Kathryn sitting in one of the booths, Meri on her lap. The girl listened to her grandmother with wide eyes, a huge smile on her face. She was about to go over to them when Pauline arrived and sat with them.
From the distance, Jordan couldn’t hear what they were saying, but their body language spoke volumes. Seeing her young daughter happy and safe with these two women—seeing them safe, after everything—was more than touching. It meant everything.
“What did I miss?” Ellie asked behind her, sounding breathless. She could obviously answer her own question. Jordan turned around to see her smile, her own vision a tad blurry. Ellie laid an arm around her waist and leaned in for a kiss. “Very different from last year.”
“It sure is.”
Jordan cast a glance at another section of the room where some of their friends stood together, chatting and laughing. Derek and Kate sat in another booth, the world around them forgotten.
Meri was drawing on a paper napkin with a crayon.
“Time to celebrate.”
* * * *
“Have you seen this?” Jill asked her, half concerned, half amused. “Whoever’s behind this, they don’t seem to give up now that Richard’s behind bars.”
Ellie cast a quick glance at the headline she was showing her on her phone, from a local paper that was more tabloid than news.
Crime And Punishment: No Happy Ending for These High School Sweethearts.
The wording made her crack up with laughter, or perhaps the second glass of wine had something to do with it.
“Who writes this stuff? They know I’m married, right?”
“Yeah, and they don’t care. What are you going to do?”
“Not much. They can do whatever they want.” Ellie knew that her job or career wasn’t in any danger, no matter how annoying those stories could get. She also had an idea how to contain them in the future. 
“Talk about mixed metaphors,” Jordan, who had been reading over her shoulder, said. “I think I’m offended.”
“Don’t be,” Jill advised. “I know some of the people there…They don’t believe their own stuff.”
“I’m not sure if that’s reassuring.” Ellie took out her phone. “Give me a second? I’ll be right back with you.”
She went over to a quieter corner, where she called the number. It didn’t surprise her that he picked up right away.
“Ellie! How can I help you?”
“You know, I learned something fascinating recently. You have a lot of shares, still, in a company called AstraMedia.”
“You call me on Thanksgiving to tell me that? I swear there’s nothing illegal about it.”
“I know there isn’t. But please, stop it. Whatever you’re trying to achieve, it’s not going to work.”
“What do you mean?” He sounded genuinely puzzled. A long time ago, she had trusted him. These days, she trusted Anna Crawford and her team at the department’s tech lab a great deal more.
“You know what I mean. Give it a rest, please. And Happy Thanksgiving, Miles.”
“Happy Thanksgiving, Ellie. I’ll see you around.”
I’d prefer it if you didn’t. Shaking her head at his arrogance, she ended the call and went to join Jill and Jordan again.
* * * *
Miles Clairmont made a call on one of the burner phones. Fifteen minutes later, he sat with Andrea Cortez in his father’s study, mapping out the future of their shared business.
“You did a great job with those pictures,” he said, raising a glass of champagne from the cellar to her. “Keep it up, but not too much, just to keep them on their toes.”
Her lips curled into a smile. “You know I’m good at that.”
“I do and thank you.”
“You’re welcome. Thank you for getting rid of Terrence.”
“To be honest, it wasn’t that hard. Fortunately, he’s not that smart.”
They both laughed.
Ellie Harding, however…She was smart. She might figure it all out someday, and he had to prepare for this. Today wasn’t that day. In a couple of days, he’d be sitting down with the lawyers and draw up papers for Richard to sign the billion-dollar business over to him. His father might be thinking he’d be out in a matter of days, but the police had proof he had ordered Anton’s murder. It wouldn’t be that easy, and he wouldn’t want his legacy to crumble…
He raised his glass again.
“To Anton,” he said. “May we honor his sacrifice.”
“We will.”
Their glasses clinked together once more. To the future.
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