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 FOREWORD  
 
      
 
    Every human being processes things differently than another human being. Ask anyone at a car accident what happened, and you’ll get different descriptions from each one of them. A description of a car can change dramatically from gold sedan to a black truck. The directionality of the vehicles, who did what first: It’s all subjective. It all depends on their history, their experience, and their faith.  
 
    There’s one detail that never seems to change no matter who you talk to: they all think the metal crunching in on itself is the worst sound in the world. 
 
    They’re wrong. 
 
    Right after the crash, you hear moaning or other signs of life. After a few minutes, the first responders arrive on scene. Before you know it, there are dozens of people screaming commands. Police officers telling people to stand behind the safety line. Firemen ensure the vehicles are safe to be around and aren’t in danger of exploding. A different group of Firemen using the Jaws of Life to rip the metal car apart. The vehicle fighting back with these squeals and grunts, as the frame slowly yields to the unrelenting strength of the power tool. 
 
    Paramedics attending to the passengers inside, precariously hanging between life and death, screaming out questions to those trapped in the mangled mess. After a few stuttering answers, they yell back to their partners - heart rates, blood pressure, injuries. I know all the words. I’ve heard it all before. I must have said them a million times to the captain at a crash scene.  
 
    You can hear the car’s fluids pouring out of the engine onto the pavement. Sometimes a slow annoying drip like a faucet. Other times, like a rushing stream. Sometimes, if you listen closely, you can hear the blood pumping out of a person as they scream for help. 
 
    I can hear my voice there, too, asking for information from anyone who has it. I can hear the words being told to me, but they don’t ever register. 
 
    I’ve heard it. I’ve seen it. I’ve processed it much differently than you. I would love to hear the screeching metal. I would love to hear the screams. I wish I could hear the voices. 
 
    The worst sound in my world is the silence.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    When I was younger, my mother used to lay on the lawn with me. Since she was a teacher, I would get long lessons about all the constellations in the night sky. Personally, I just looked up at them and made wishes. Sometimes it was for a different life; mostly it was for a dog. When I was a teenager, I would look up at them and talk to my grandparents. At my current age, it’s a skill I seem to have lost. 
 
    My father told me if the sky lights up, a person in heaven bowled a strike. That’s what I used to believe. Now, I just see light, an annoying light that accompanies thunder and drenching rain. 
 
    I sometimes wonder where my stars have gone. It’s as if the inclement weather has bankrupted my heart of its dreams. Rain is supposed to be refreshing, a cleansing of sorts. Yet, here I stand, drenched through my clothes, leaning over a corpse trying to protect what little evidence remains, knowing full well nothing will.  
 
    As I stare at the victim’s soulless eyes, I wonder what choices led her to this gruesome demise. Was the pressure of her responsibilities so great that she was taken out? Did she fail to meet expectations? I wonder why this young woman is lying dead, and I am still breathing. What did my shrink call it? Transference. That’s it. I want this woman to live and part of me wants to die. 
 
    “Detective, the bus is here.” The young, blue-eyed officer yells at me. He isn’t paid enough to sit here with me and get soaked, but it’s the job. We all do it for reasons even we can’t quantify. 
 
    Looking up the small incline, I see a black van with the unmistakable white lettering of the Coroner on the side. Two men, clad in black raincoats, open the back and pull a gurney out. The body bag somewhere on top of it, I’m sure. They begin their descent while a few other assistants slide down the side next to them. I doubt the interns signed up for late night calls in this kind of weather. 
 
    The coroner’s office tries hard to keep up with the raging flood of death around us, but they inevitably fall behind. Victor tells me over and over again that insurance fraud and undocumented bodies slow him down. How can you release a body without knowing who it is or what they have? I feel bad for him. The job eats away at you. Day by day you wilt under red tape and bullshit. That’s why he walks so slow and hunched over on occasion, like now. He’s exhausted. 
 
    “Jazz, you trying to be a human umbrella or just an idiot?” Victor stands next to me holding an umbrella over my soaked body. His assistant throws a tarp over the body and surrounding area. He commands each intern to grab a corner and lift. You can hear the slight moans of disagreement as they do it. The bright blue contrasts to the watered down red on the floor as water begins to pool, weighing it down. 
 
    “Ever the delicate flower I see, Victor. I was trying to protect what little evidence I could.” My tone is one hundred percent sarcastic. I’ve always been this way, and I doubt it will ever change. I guess it’s one of my biggest flaws. It’s a knee jerk response, easier to deliver in a pinch. Victor’s known this for years; my friends accept it as part of my charm or lack thereof. 
 
    “Considering you look like you entered a wet t-shirt contest, I’ll take it there’s little to none left,” he motions to my white, soaked-to-the-bone shirt. "You might have wanted to wear a lighter colored bra." Looking down at my chest, I see my dark black bra shows easily through my shirt. It was clean, and it was available when I got the call. In reality, I doubt anyone would have known the difference. 
 
    “Just do what you can. Okay, Victor?” I push him gently on the right shoulder. Even sarcasm fails me sometimes since I have nothing witty to shoot back at him. 
 
    He squats down next to the body, his designer shoes sinking further into the mud. I’m sure under this police-issued plain sheet of plastic is some designer suit. Victor has never been one to shy away from expensive looks or cologne. He’s one of those slender men who are solid muscle, but not overly built. His dark hair always cut very short. The lone diamonds in his ears seem brighter against his dark skin. He sometimes complains about his credit cards being on life support, but then goes out and gets something new and shiny. Who am I to nitpick? He pays his bills on time and still manages to put some away for his retirement. In this field, you have to find something to blow off steam. He could be a gambler, alcoholic, or an abusive husband. He’s just a metrosexual. 
 
    It’s scenes like this that I’m thankful for his cologne addiction. In the office, you could smell him from a mile away. His office is probably the best smelling morgue in the tristate area. Right now though, all I smell is some high-priced, manly smell. I’ll take that over a decomposing body and an area that smells like a garbage dump threw up. 
 
    “Looks similar to the vic a few weeks ago. That’s all I can give you right now.” He glances at the time. “You’re gonna be late.” Victor’s voice pulls me out of my revere. 
 
    I glance down at my watch. It has so much water in it the numbers look like I took too much acid. I know Victor’s going to mention he told me to buy a more dependable waterproof watch. Not just for days like these, but considering I always leave my watch on in the shower, it was a smart suggestion. Just too expensive for my taste. 
 
    I wish I didn't have to ask. “What time is it?”  
 
    He smiles up at me; he's saying I told you so without ever actually saying it. 
 
    “Almost 4,” Victor simply says as he turns his attention back to the task at hand.  
 
    "Fuck." I am so late; crap, I'm always late. 
 
    "You, bottom right, will you hold up the damn tarp! It's not rocket science. You hold a piece of plastic up above your pretty little head," Victor screams at the intern. “Where the hell did these new kids come from? I swear the pool of educated interns get dumber every year.” He mumbles to himself. 
 
    Victor never did have patience for stupidity. Looking down at my body, I get the full picture all at once. My clothes are soaked, I’m late, and there’s a dead woman at my feet. This day gets better every waking minute. At moments like this, sleep and hiding under the covers is just what the doctor would order. Sadly, adults have to do things that we wish we could avoid daily. 
 
    “You’ve got fresh clothes in the trunk,” Victor replies to my inner monologue. It's like he can reach into my mind just by seeing my expressions, which is very creepy sometimes. "Before you ask, we made sure your back up case always has a change of clothes. I'll try to be nicer to my interns while you're gone, but I can't promise anything." 
 
    “Why?” I feel very small asking that question. Victor must hear it in my voice. 
 
     “Hadley, Frankie, and I try to keep you on your game. If you’re asking about why I can’t be nicer to the interns, blame the education system." He says as he waves me away.  
 
    Walking backwards, stepping through more puddles, I sarcastically reply, “Ah yes, what super heroine needs one sidekick when I have three. Have you all decided on capes or just the tight leather?” 
 
    “Neither. Our wonderful main heroine is too damn cheap to buy us a drink let alone leather. Now get out of here before I send my interns to help you dress. Trust me, they'd be more useful to you than me." He says with some finality as he turns his attention back to the body on the ground. He slides his palm over his face as his assistant struggles with the body bag. 
 
    It’s times like these where I could kiss him as a thank you. I never think twice about my cases in the trunk. One has always contained various items needed for a crime scene, caution tape, flares, normal stuff. I never knew what the other contained, and I never actually took the time to figure it out. Leave it to my friends to make sure I was taken care of, even when I don’t do it myself. 
 
    Smiling at the thought, I remember I have someplace to be and run up the sloppy mud pile of an incline. It’s the one place in the world I wish I was never late to, but religiously am. I wouldn’t change it for anything in the world. Regardless of my horrible time management skills, the location is what my heart needs to beat right now. 
 
    Running through various puddles and mud pits, I can feel the water slosh in my boots. In the back of my mind, I know I’m going to have to dry them out. Hopefully, they’ll still fit after all this. Knowing the case is in the trunk and I have leather seats, I fumble in my pockets for my keys to open the lift gate. The same beaded chain that I’ve had for years stares up at me from the palm of my hand, my name Jasmine, in all pink, purple and other girly beads. The only material gift I ever received from my older brother. Too bad it’s on a rather manly set of keys. Hitting the unlock buttons more than once, the trunk starts to open on its own. 
 
    The one thing I realized in my college years of fooling around in the back of a truck is that tall people need height. I know gas prices are on the rise and everyone wants to ditch the guzzling climate killers of an SUV, but I still own one. It’s the only way I can manage to change in the back without slamming myself unconscious on the ceiling. These new smaller cars are made for short, thin people who carry nothing more than a pen or pair of sunglasses. As a member of the force, you have to carry a shit ton of gear with you. Don’t even get me started on if you have kids. People do require things to travel with them. 
 
    Just like jeans sticking to your flesh when you desperately need to get out of them, a small car like a Prius just isn’t cutting it. My hand smashes the back-corner panel window as my pants finally break free. The throbbing in my wrist annoys me as I frantically slide into the dry outfit from my kit. Grabbing my soaked boots, I slide over the back seat and sit down. After struggling to get them back on, I climb into the front and start the engine. Various lights flash across the dash before they disappear. Pulling my seatbelt on, I pull away from the crime scene and into the roadway. 
 
    Flying through traffic, police lights flashing as I cross various intersections. The wiper blades slosh the water back and forth. The visibility is minimal at best. Using the lights might be totally illegal, but some lines can be blurred when the greater good is involved. My dad taught me that. Of course, my father also taught me that Woodstock was just a wonderful place for music and some fun. It wasn’t until my brother and I found his picture in the centerfold of the anthology of the book that he admitted it. We would joke then about him smoking weed there. His comment, ‘It was the sixties.’ Like that made it all right. It’s times like these when I miss him: when my wiper blades sweep across the glass with a beat that sounds like a folk song he used to sing; when I think about never getting to comment on his rolling skills; when I think we were never able to argue about music and his bluegrass roots. He always told me to be leery of authority. Here I am, the authority, breaking the rules I swore to uphold. Irony must love me. 
 
    Pulling into the parking lot, aimlessly looking for a space that isn’t a lake or taken is not an easy task. Once again, I choose to bend another rule and pull up in a fire zone, grabbing the police parking badge and shoving it on the dashboard for all to see. My shoes are still wet, the rain continues to drench the earth beneath it, and my hair is a mess. Yet, like every good super heroine, I must attend to my duties. 
 
    Tearing out of my car faster than a speeding bullet, I dodge rain droplets, jump over puddles of muddy water, and manage to get to the steps before I slip. Landing on my right knee against the staircase instantly sends pain searing into the joint. Climbing the steps, I enter the one place I dreaded from the time I could walk – school. 
 
    The sound of my shoes sloshing and squeaking echo through the empty halls signaling a late parent. Every step announces my presence as I desperately want to remain quiet. Teachers peer through their open doors as I pass. I swear some of them sneer at me, marking me in their memory as ‘that parent.’ It’s like walking to the principal’s office that even at my age makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Room 104, door closed. Shit. 
 
    I knock gently on the door before opening it and stepping inside. My heart instantly drops. Chase sits quietly with his wrestling action figures. Alone. I left him alone, again. His teacher, an older woman with slightly graying hair, sits at her desk. Glasses rest at the end of her nose grading her papers quietly. If I didn’t know any better, I would say she was the stereotypical old lady teacher. Then again, who am I to complain about her looks. If not for the hair dye in my bathroom, I’d probably look older than I am. Neither of them notices me, so I knock again. 
 
    “Mrs. Steele?” Her harsh tone matches her expression. She leans back and slides the glasses off her face. They hang loosely on a chain as she looks me up and down. 
 
    If she knew what I was dealing with, I’m sure she would give me a bit of a break. I wish I could tell her where I just was and let her know I’m not a bad guardian. I’m sure she would just say we’re both in the same boat. We both work hard to protect future generations from a life in crime or subpar living. Her tone though, still irks me. 
 
    “Doctor Steele,” I say ruder than I mean to. The whole humility thing is a work in progress, I swear. I extend my hand out to her, but she just looks at it. I’ve already met her a few times this year, so this tit for tat is hardly necessary. Adults and our egos. 
 
    “Yes, well Doctor Steele, we are not a daycare. Regardless of the fact that Chase is an exceptional student, I cannot babysit him. I’ve given you leeway during the adjustment period, but it’s been long enough. Don’t you think?” She stands at her desk, staring at me and my hand just hanging in midair. 
 
    I lower my forgotten limb and shove it in my pocket. I feel my disdain rising and know I’m likely to snap. I know teachers don’t have it easy. Their jobs can be more difficult than mine at times. The dead don’t answer me back like her students do, but I’m not in the right frame of mind at the moment. It takes everything in my power to control my emotions and not lash out physically at this woman. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.” I say trying to be polite. Truthfully, at this moment in time her name eludes me. I want to sit her down and show her images of brutal crime scenes and other vile things to get her to back off. It’s a defense mechanism of sorts as she continues to size me up. One thing I’ve learned never to do – walk away from a fight. I just don’t want to make the rest of the school year miserable for Chase, so I have to play it safe. 
 
    “It’s on the syllabus for the school year, and we’ve met more than once. I can assume you haven’t actually read the documentation I sent home?” I watch her shift her stance. Her arms fold in front of her, and she leans on her back right leg. Everything about her gait screams defensiveness. It’s as if she’s taunting me to play a game that I always win. She’s not aware of this of course, but if she wants to play – I’m in.  
 
     “Sadly, I haven’t. Much too busy filling out police reports to prevent low life cretins from entering your school before helping Chase with his homework. So, if you wish for those unsightly individuals to enter the establishment, I will gladly let them. Then, I would be able to enjoy more free time with my nephew rather than be late to pick him up.” I finish in a huff. I swear I sounded like my mother. I shiver at the thought. 
 
    “Margaret Johnson.” She says calmly. Her entire demeanor softens, her stance more level as her arms rest loosely at her sides. 
 
    “Thank you. I’m sure you know, but I’m Jasmine Steele.” I meet her gaze and she simply nods in agreement. Her attention turns to Chase, who’s probably been watching the interaction like a hawk. He says I embarrass him too much when it comes to things like this, so he probably wants to crawl under a rock right now. 
 
    “Chase tells me you’re a homicide detective. He never mentioned you being a doctor as well.” She says but her attention never leaves my nephew. 
 
    "Chase is a good kid, never lies.” 
 
    She immediately turns her attention back to me. Her forehead wrinkles in confusion as her eyes search mine for some sort of answers. It’s interesting for someone like me to see. Watching all those emotions play out on a human being’s face is very telling. Imagine a movie where the villain tells the victim all the reasons why he’s doing everything before he kills the guy. It’s like that. 
 
    “I’m a Psychotherapist. Doctor sounds a bit better when you’re trying to trump someone.” I say sheepishly. 
 
    The wrinkles disappear from her forehead but migrate to the corners of her mouth as her lips curl into a smirk. The altercation seems behind us now. I wonder if it was really necessary to begin with, but like I said before, adults and our egos. I know being late is very wrong and this woman has a life outside of work as well – but death waits for no one. The crime scene is a priority so that bad people go away for good. I just want to wish away everything right now but the clouds are blocking the stars. I doubt I would know how to make a wish anyway. Never worked before. 
 
    I turn my attention to my nephew, sitting quietly during this whole interaction. His head hangs low, feet swinging under the chair as he waits patiently for me to get my foot out of my ass. He’s so young in age and more of an adult than I am. I wish he could just enjoy being a kid, but life happens when you least expect it. 
 
    “Chase, you ready to go?” I ask. 
 
    He says nothing as he slides out of the metal containment unit they call a desk. He pulls on his jacket and prepares for the inclement weather outside. It’s methodical, precise, just like his father used to do it. Then, the backpack, right strap before left. Always the same. His action figures push against the sides of his bag, but they won’t break free. He stops in front of me but says nothing. Margaret nods to me before Chase and I leave the classroom. 
 
    His head hangs low as he walks, as if he’s counting the tiles on the floor. I don’t know what I could say or do to make it better. He’s got all the toys any boy his age could want. Frankly, my small house can’t handle anymore. Chase’s quick pace gets him to the front door, where the rain has miraculously stopped. 
 
    He silently gets into the backseat and buckles himself in. No fuss, no need for help, nothing. Just that unbearable silence again. Leaving the lights off and trying to be a good example for the kid, I pull out onto the road. The rain suddenly unleashes its fury again as if to warn me of an impending conversation I don’t want to have. The sky lights up with purplish-blue bolts of electricity illuminating the world around me. 
 
    “You were late again, so I did my homework in school.” His voice so soft I could barely make out what he says. 
 
    The thunder rolls across the streets slamming into my ears ferociously. 
 
    “Yeah, honey, I’m sorry.” He nods his head weakly and leans to the side. I try to watch him in my rearview mirror, but he’s hiding just in the blind spot. 
 
    The sky lights up again in another burst of fractured light across the sky.  
 
    “Ten, eleven, twelve, thirteen …” Thunder rolls across the sky, more powerful this time.  
 
    “The storms not that far away.” He finishes. 
 
    He leans back into an area I can see him, a smile spread across his face.  
 
    “Where’d you learn that?” I ask. 
 
     He looks at me in the rearview mirror, his hazel eyes fill with sadness and he sinks into his seat. Whatever joy was just there is gone. 
 
    “In one of daddy’s notebooks,” he says. 
 
    Shit. If there are topics of conversation not to discuss, besides my escapades in college, the death of my brother and his wife were number one on my list. Sometimes it was unavoidable; other times I felt as if I walked into a steaming pile of shit. This was a steaming pile moment. 
 
    “That’s great,” I mumble to myself. Maybe if I avoid the very large elephant in the car, it will just turn into a small arachnid. It can be that annoying spider in the car that never shows itself, but when you get into it, you see webs on your windshield. That would work for me. 
 
    “Why were you late?” He plays with his fingers, nervous. His father did that when we were growing up. I remember he would fidget like that when he had to talk to our parents about something. Most times he would mumble it out in a horrible jammed up sentence, and my parents had to decipher it. I understand that now. I have learned how to understand Chase’s mumbles, and it’s a new language. 
 
    “Work,” I answer. 
 
    “Bad day?” He pushes slightly. 
 
    “Yep,” I add, trying to calm the conversation. This isn’t territory I want to tread in at the moment. 
 
    “How old?” He prods again. 
 
    “How old is who?” Deflection is my strong suit, I think. 
 
    “The dead person.” He finishes. 
 
     There is one thing I can say for certain: slamming on brakes in rain is not conducive to stopping. Hydroplaning across a lane of traffic is not fun. I repeat, not an activity I wish to do again. My SUV slides to a stop at a red light, and I slowly release the death grip I have on the steering wheel. I turn around and look at Chase sitting calmly behind my chair.  
 
    “What makes you think there was a dead person?” I ask pointedly. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure until you freaked out. Please don’t do that again. Papa Jon said running through red lights was bad.” I laugh at his reference to my father. The one man I idolized as a child for being strong, intelligent, someone to depend on – everything a man should be. He also killed a forest with all the red-light tickets he was mailed in his lifetime. 
 
    “Yes, he also told me there was once a president named Wilbert Homie.” My mouth erupts into a smile before I can reel it in; my father had good moments.  
 
    “I know. Daddy told me he used to sleep through study times.”  
 
    I feel the smile slide off my face. Turning back around in my chair, I watch the windshield wipers cross the glass cleaning off the excess fluids. It’s funny how I hide from memories of my father. Chase remembers him fondly, and that’s good. Buried within the hurt of being forgotten, the tears of being ignored, the disappointment after years of knowing he will never respect me – there are happy times. The problem is, those times are so few and far between.  
 
    “Buddy, why don’t we go home okay? We’ll talk more there.” 
 
    Chase goes back to staring out the window. I go back to thinking about how I can’t be a parent. I’m not good at it. I’m not ready for it, and frankly I never asked for it. I just wanted to be the fun aunt who came over to play. The one every kid on the block wanted to hang out with. In the end, I wanted to be able to drop the kids off at home on a massive sugar high. I can’t ever become my father, and at the rate I’m going, I already am. 
 
    Pulling up in the driveway outside my house, I realize something and it drowns me. I brought the kid home. He’s my kid. He’s my responsibility and my job to guide him through life. It’s been a year since I’ve been his guardian, and today it hits me like a ton of bricks. Maybe it’s because of the dead girl, but I doubt it. I’ve seen plenty of bodies since I buried Chase’s family, buried my only brother. No, today’s different, and I need to just focus on something else.  
 
    I’m a complete robot when I walk inside the house, mechanically removing my coat, hanging it up, and placing the keys on a small hook. Chase does the same with his coat before we both remove our shoes. He struggles with one of the laces, and I kneel down to untie it. One day this kid is going to be an adult and not need me anymore. I’ll be truly alone then.  
 
    He rushes into the kitchen, grabs his cup, and fills it with milk. One thing’s for sure, our evening tradition will never be denied regardless of the day’s events. I grab a tall glass, fill it with milk, get the chocolate syrup and two spoons before sitting across from him. 
 
    “So, what’s up?” I sound like a five-year-old talking to his mother. I hate when my voice betrays me. 
 
     “Stuff.” He rolls the cup around on its edge, one full complete rotation. Mom did that a lot; she said it helped her to focus when she was thinking. 
 
    “Like what? Wrestling matches? Pokémon? Those silly pens with the funny hair? Girls?” Hopefully I covered all the things he’s into at this point in time. 
 
    “Eww. Girls are annoying and they don’t like wrestling.” He lets go of the cup and his eyes meet mine. They’re grey today. Unlike my brother and his wife, my nephew got my eyes. Most people can hide their emotions with a poker face or a stoic expression of some kind. Chase and I wear it in our eyeballs. When they’re grey, something is really wrong. Stress, fear, whatever it is, grey is not a good color. 
 
    “While I understand girls not liking wrestling, what’s really on your mind?” Chase opens his mouth to speak, and I know a diversion tactic is coming. “Before you say it, I only like the choreographed sport because you do. Trust me I would rather watch a Barney marathon than sit through another fake ladders and chairs match.” I hand him the chocolate syrup. 
 
    Chase promptly closes his mouth. He turns his attention to making his chocolate milk. I know he needs a moment to think.  
 
    “I couldn’t see today.” His voice weak, shallow. 
 
    “Couldn’t see what?” I look over at him, but his eyes never leave the concoction in front of him. “The blackboard? Maybe we should get your eyes checked. Everyone in the family had glasses, contacts, or surgery so it wouldn’t hurt. Hell, maybe you need those special gamer glasses. They’re pretty cool.” 
 
    “No. I couldn’t see the sky.” He stops spinning the spoon and slinks lower into his chair. If he could be one with the floor, he would be. 
 
    “It was raining, sweetie, tomorrow it should be clear.” I say not quite understanding the reference. 
 
    “So, I’ll see heaven tomorrow then?” He smiles ever so slightly. 
 
    “What do you mean see heaven?” 
 
    “You said daddy and mommy are in heaven with papa and grandma.” 
 
    “Yeah, they are.” I hope. 
 
    “I couldn’t see them today. It was cloudy. I usually look up at lunch to make sure they’re up there. Once I feel one of them watching me, I know it’s okay to play.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be okay to play?” 
 
    “Because I’m having fun without them.” And there it is. 
 
    Chase gets up, stands next to me, leaving his chocolate milk behind. I see the tears in his eyes that want to fall but he holds them in. Eventually he’ll talk to me, but for now I let him be. He just hugs me very tightly. 
 
    “I love you, Aunt Jazz.” His voice nothing more than a whisper. 
 
    I want to pull him tight and make the world right for him. I’m not sure I’m in a good place to do that, let alone I don’t know how. I simply hold onto him as long as he allows me. He steps out of the embrace, turns around, and goes to his room. I hear the door click shut, and I stare at his forgotten drink. He’s never gone to bed without at least a sip or two. Our tradition is broken. 
 
    “Aunt Jazzie, pick up phone!”  
 
    My phone blares out from my pocket. I used to love that ringtone back in the day. Chase was three when he recorded it. I was still an aspiring writer and this silly tone reminded me why I was working so hard. I managed to write one novel with the full intention of finishing the series, but life got in the way. The killer was never found, the victims never vindicated, and the series remains unfinished. Who knows if people even cared about it; sales were horrible.  
 
    My screenplays were never finished. I still have the files on my computer I can’t bring myself to delete. If they could collect dust, I'd have a dust mite infestation. Either way, he's seven now, and all I write now are police reports. I should change this ringtone to something more professional, like a metal song or something. Anything to freak out the criminals I deal with on a daily basis, or maybe some of my co-workers. For some reason though, I can’t bring myself to change the ringtone. Another thing I can’t let go of, Chase’s innocence.  
 
    “Steele.” I say, my voice professional even though I have a milk mustache. 
 
    “Did you make it?” It must be check in time. Frankie rarely calls me when she’s alone, so Hadley must be with her. I don’t think she trusts what our conversations might turn into if it was just the two of us. The gentle sound of another extension being clicked confirms my suspicion. 
 
    “Yes. Hi, Hadley.”  
 
    “How’d you know I was here?” Her cheerful voice radiates through the phone. 
 
    “Because Frankie is nothing without a side order of her roommate Hadley to annoy. Not to mention in today’s age of modern technology picking up another extension is a dying art.” 
 
    “Yeah, well…” Hadley starts but never finishes. I hear some odd static before the sound pretty much dies out. Their muffled voices hit my ear, but I can’t decipher any of it. I hear one line click again before the softest voice comes through. 
 
     “You sure you’re okay? Victor mentioned you being… off.” She says. 
 
    “Frankie, I’m fine. Just tired.” I lie. It’s what I do lately. Lie to the kid. Lie to myself. Lies, lies, and more lies. I spout them out so easily now I don’t know where they begin and the truth ends or vice versa. 
 
    “I know you better than that. You want to talk about it?” She pushes gently. If there was anyone who could get me to talk, it was her. 
 
    “Don’t try to analyze me, Frankie. The department pays for a shrink I don’t know to pick my brain.” That came out of my mouth harsher than I meant. I hear Hadley in the background arguing something, then that familiar clicking sound. 
 
    “She’s just trying to help you out, sour puss.” I can just see Hadley’s face scrunching up as she speaks. She’s an animated actress who somehow manages to bring home a constant paycheck and not be in debt. Go figure. 
 
    “She ate fruit loops again, didn’t she?” I can hear Frankie laughing. Just like Chase’s laugh, it is one of the things that allow my heart to still beat. 
 
    “I have a commercial audition tomorrow. I have to be upbeat and perky. Fruit Loops are the cereal of hyper children everywhere. I thought I’d give it a try.” Hadley says as she crunches away at more chemical created cereal. 
 
    “Well, scale it back a bit. Just a loop or two.” I say, drinking my chocolate milk. 
 
    “Funny, Jazz, really funny.” Hadley says through a mouthful of food. 
 
    “In all seriousness, Jazz, what’s going on with this new body of yours?” Frankie interjects. 
 
    “News travels fast.” I answer. 
 
    “Like I said, we talked to Victor earlier, and he said the girl was in pretty bad shape.” Frankie says, her voice more serious than before. 
 
    “Let’s just say this isn’t a part Hadley would want to play in a film.” I answer. 
 
    “Why? Most of her films involve her screaming in her nightgown as she runs away from a serial killer.” Frankie says. She knows when to stop pushing against the walls I have up. Just like my nephew, I’ll talk when I’m ready. Not to mention, Frankie should have the case file on her desk sometime soon. We’ll need some kind of criminal profile for us to go on. 
 
    I do miss this constant banter between all of us. I wish we had more time to do it, but careers and life have gotten in the way. 
 
    “Jazz, come on tell us.” Hadley pushes, the sugar rush getting the better of her. 
 
    “Wish I knew more. She’s the second young girl I’ve seen this week. Don’t know much else.” Another lie. My gut tells me there is so much more to it, but I can’t deal with theories or hypotheticals right now. I need facts, supported by science and my rationale. 
 
    “Don’t forget beaten to a pulp.” Hadley adds. 
 
    “And strangled.” Frankie says. 
 
    “Apparently you two know more than I do.” I retort. 
 
    “Victor,” they say in unison on the other end of the phone.  
 
    “Look, I’m pretty tired. Frankie, if you want to take a crack at the profile, I’ll hook you up with the files. I’m too tired to do it myself, and I don’t trust anyone else. Hadley, stay out of trouble and try to get a role that doesn’t involve you dying. I can’t handle that either.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll talk to you later.” The phone clicks off. 
 
    Silence engulfs the conversation as I listen to Frankie breathing. 
 
     “Jasmine.” She says softly. 
 
    “Yeah, Frankie.” 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    There she goes always saying the right thing at the right time. We went to graduate school together, and I thought we would never get through it all. Two Madonna concerts later, and we helped each other graduate early. Then, she had to go show me up and get her doctorate before me. Oh wait, that’s still on my ‘to do’ list. The same list that keeps growing by the day, and I don’t even know where to start to even attempt to shrink it down. 
 
    “Thanks.” My voice wavers betraying me. 
 
    “Love and hugs from the nut house.” She says with a slight chuckle. 
 
    Before I can reply, the phone line dies in my ear. The nut house, that just makes me laugh. They were a nut house all right, but I was a willing participant in the insanity to keep my sanity. Go figure. I think irony is not just laughing at me, but planning a ball in my honor. The ironic part though, I’m not invited. 
 
    I need sleep. To dream. I think I subconsciously prevent myself from sleeping. I toss and turn, stare at the clock, play a game on my antiquated handheld, and try to sleep later. I can hear Chase doing the same thing, but with his game system. The sound of his Pokémon trainer heading into battle is crystal clear through the thin walls. Have I mentioned how much I really dislike Pokémon? It’s like Barney, but with a yellow thing that sounds way too damn chipper. 
 
    Oh, how my life has changed. Back in the day, my bed was warm. Not just with a fancy duvet or flannel sheets, but with a living, breathing human being. I can’t say for sure if life was easier then, but it was more fulfilling. I had a person I could share everything with. The ups, downs, and all those lefts and rights a cool slide has to offer. Chase’s lingo is really rubbing off on me. No more game sounds coming through the wall. He must be trying to sleep. 
 
    People ask me if Chase was the reason for the mutual break-up. He wasn’t. I swear on everything I hold dear in my life, he had nothing to do with it. The problem was me trying to balance two new lives into one. I went from partner and dreamer to mother, without any remaining members of my family to assist me. I couldn’t handle it, and I let the love of my life walk out. What makes it worse; she’s one of my closest friends. If there is a higher power, I have to thank him for that when I see him. Note the sarcasm. 
 
    Shutting my phone off, I plug it in and place it on the end table. The door creeks open, and I glance at the clock. Eleven PM, right on time. The sheets move, and I roll over on my back. Chase snuggles into me, and I hold him close. His nightmares have simmered over the years, but they still manage to disrupt his sleep patterns. I’ve heard him sometimes begging his father to wake up. I know what the scene looked like. I pulled my nephew out of the car and saw my brother’s eyes stare at me. Empty.  
 
    I feel the tears form in my eyes, and I blink them away. Chase doesn’t need more of this. He needs to be held so he can sleep. I take several deep breaths to calm my emotions down. I feel his body get heavier as his breathing shifts. His arms fall limp; his left leg twitches a bit so I know he’s out. Must have been really tired. Normally it takes a lot longer for him to pass out. 
 
    My arms secure Chase next to me, and finally I feel safe enough to close my eyes. Maybe tonight I will dream about what could have been, or maybe I will just relax enough to rest. I don’t mind either one. I just don’t want to think right now. 
 
    Close eyes, lean head back – rest. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Beeping. Incessant beeping. The alarm blaring at me like a five-alarm fire. I have to stop staying up so late at night. Mother told me if I just lay in bed, I’d feel rested in the morning. I swear she was just saying that to get me to go lie down. I wonder if I say little white lies to Chase in order to get him to listen to me. I might sound like my mom, but I doubt I’m anything like her. She was amazing and I’m just me. 
 
    There’s only one smell that could wake me up after such a horrible night’s rest. Coffee. The fact that it’s brewing means another adult is around. I pop up quickly; my eyes darting wildly around the room adjusting to the light. My left hand pats around on the end table looking for my glasses. Once found, my hand wraps around them before slamming them on my face. The finger smudges blinding me worse than my actual vision issues. Quickly rubbing them clean, I replace them and enjoy the ability to see clearly. 
 
    Another noise in the kitchen pulls my attention back. Standing up, I walk to the bedroom door and grab the baseball bat hiding behind it. Slowly, as to not make a sound, I walk down the hall with the bat ready to strike. 
 
    “Aunt Jazz, I can hear you.” Of course, the perp is a little twerp with a sense of humor. I lower the bat from its ready position and walk around the corner into the kitchen. There on the table is a steaming cup of coffee placed in front of a plate of burned toast. 
 
    “Thanks, little man. I appreciate it.” I say internally high fiving myself for remembering to just be thankful for the little things. 
 
    “It’s no big deal. I was up. Besides, you snore.” He says as he pulls out some sugary cereal I don’t remember buying. 
 
    “I do not.” I attempt to defend myself, but he’s right. 
 
    “Aunt Jazz, your snoring could cause an earthquake big enough to swallow New York City.” 
 
    “I doubt the whole city heard it.” I smirk as I say it and grab my mug of happiness. I take a nice full swig of liquid in my mouth when I had to stop for a second. You know those moments when you aren’t quite sure what’s in your mouth. You want to spit it out, but you don’t want to insult the person who gave it to you. Then again, you don’t want to swallow because it might eat through your stomach. The kid made me coffee, so I force the hot fluid down my throat with a smile. 
 
    “Thanks, this is great!” I say with a little too much energy. He smiles and motions for me to drink up. So I do. I chug the hot beverage as fast as I can. My mind wanders to when I made cookies for my mom as a kid. They were so badly burnt you couldn’t tell where the charcoal ended and cookie began.  
 
    Once I was done with the mug, I proceeded to eat the burnt toast with a little bit of butter. When I wasn’t looking, the little rascal filled my mug back up. I added as much milk as my twenty-ounce mug could handle, and the color stayed dark. Kid’s testing me now. Has to be. Right? So I drink it all again, as fast as possible. Then, I devour the rest of the bread to hopefully absorb whatever acid I just shoved down there. Chase places a bottle of water next to me, and I proceed to chug that as well. The coffee was a bit hotter than I like, and I need to wash that flavor out of my mouth. 
 
    “You really drank it.” He asks dumbfounded. 
 
    “Of course I did. You made it for me.” I sputter between chugs of water. 
 
    “I put nine scoops of coffee in the maker.” He sits back and folds his arms. 
 
    My stomach lurches at the thought. Just smile and say something witty. Maybe the kid won’t see through it. 
 
    “I didn’t notice.” My sad attempt falls flat. 
 
    “Yes, you did.” He smiles back at me.  
 
    I stare blankly at him, but he knows the real score. This kid was truly testing me, and I fell for it. I did what any parent would do, and now he knows. This is why there’s nine months when you’re pregnant, to get your shit in order. Not what I got. That was bam, here’s a kid. Now go raise him. No manuals or months to mentally prepare. Truthfully, I don’t know if it would help. 
 
    “I’m supposed to put three scoops in.” He cuts off my train of thought as he gets up from his chair. He grabs the pot, pours the remaining coffee down the drain and cleans the container. The way he moves around the kitchen setting everything up for a fresh pot of coffee makes me smile. It’s really nice that he’s doing this for me, but it also shows he’s becoming a bit more comfortable in his home. 
 
    “Thank you.” He pushes the on button and hugs my leg. After maybe a second, he pulls away and walks down the hall. I am so confused. 
 
    “Stop thinking too much, Aunt Jazz. I don’t want to be late for school.” 
 
    Did I mention to you he was a smart ass? He must have waited on the witty line. I grab my travel coffee mug and pour as much normal java as I can in there. I put some milk in it, and I see the lighter shade of brown staring back at me. Perfect. Maybe that beeping was a blessing in disguise. 
 
    “Aunt Jazz, I smell smoke. You’re still thinking too much.” He’s laughing again.  
 
    “Ha, ha, funny little man. Get your stuff ready.” 
 
    Walking to my bedroom, I hear him saying good morning to his fish. He has a few neon Tetra fish swimming aimlessly in a medium size fish tank. He named them after all our dead family members and one named Bubba. I don’t know why that name came into play, but they help keep him calmer. Sometimes he’ll talk to them about varying things from school to whatever is on the television. He does all the work to clean them too, which was a massive shock and a half for me. 
 
    The weather is brighter today after the full day of stormy skies. My car looks shiny and new thanks to the natural car wash. I can’t be bothered to do it myself with the little free time I have. Stepping outside, I take a deep breath and feel a slight chill as the cold air seeps into my lungs. Chase darts under my arms and rushes to the car. Another day, another dollar, I guess. 
 
    This early in the morning I prefer to avoid the silence that once again permeates in the car. If I had a migraine, sure, but after drinking pure adrenaline in the form of sludge, I need something to do. My shaky hand turns on the radio to the satellite station playing eighties music all the time. Something about that decade always makes me smile. Simple music, songs that are easy to remember, and nothing in your face as music is right now. I couldn’t tell you half of the song titles let alone any of the band names, but I can mumble along the lyrics with the best of them. 
 
    “Those aren’t the right words,” my nephew pipes up from the backseat. 
 
    “Say what?” I ask. 
 
    “You’re singing the wrong words.” He doubles down. 
 
    “How would you know? You weren’t even a thought in your father’s eye when this song came out.” I answer him quickly. 
 
    “At every live wrestling event, this is Conroy Jameson’s entrance song. They play it all the time, especially when he won the title against J.G. Holms.” Chase says referring to the matches I always suffer through. I don’t get this fake crap, but he enjoys it. Personally, I think he enjoys jumping on me from the top of the couch, but whatever. 
 
    “What are the actual words masterful one?” I ask with a slight hint of playful sarcasm in my tone. Let’s see how important his musical prowess is. 
 
    “Why should I do the work for you? You always tell me if you want to learn something you have to look it up. When you get to work, go to Google and look up the lyrics for Skid Row’s Youth Gone Wild.” He answers me with a serious look on his face. The kid just schooled me in the worst possible way. 
 
    “You just think you’re smarter than me kiddo.” I answer with a slight laugh. 
 
    “Sometimes. I can’t drive, so you win that battle.” He smiles brightly at me in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “I see. I’m a glorified chauffeur? Driving Mr. Chase?” I say in a horrible British accent that forces a deep belly laugh to erupt from within me. 
 
    “I don’t know what that means.” He stares blankly at me. “But you do have really cool hair.” 
 
    “Excuse me? I’m going gray little man; I don’t know what’s so cool about that.” I answer honestly. 
 
    “You have hair. It gives me hope. In all the pictures you have of daddy, he’s bald. I don’t want to be that way when I grow up.” He says honestly. 
 
    “Well, the balding gene does run in our family, sweetheart. My daddy was bald, too; he just never admitted it to himself.” 
 
    “Yeah, Papa and Daddy liked ripped jeans.” He says agreeing with me. 
 
    “Not jeans, like the ones you wear. G-e-n-e.” I spell out for him. “It’s something that… well when you are conceived… growing in your mama’s belly…” I stumble over my words as I realize the conversation that I’m having with my nephew is not ideal. Glancing in the mirror I can see his face waiting for me to continue my train of thought. My stomach flips. My hands begin to sweat. 
 
    “Aunt Jazz?” 
 
    “You know what, you should ask your teacher about genes and what they do. She’d be able to tell you more than I ever could. I was never really good at science.” I say quickly. 
 
    “What’s conceived mean?” He follows up with a question that makes my heart pound in my chest like a wild hyena. 
 
    “Wow, look at that, we’re here!” I say pulling up to the curb outside his school. “Have a great day learning little man!” 
 
    Chase unbuckles his seat, picks up his back pack, and kisses me on the cheek twice. I asked me about it once. He said one was for being his aunt and one was for taking care of him. Grounds me more than anything else right now. I watch as he hops out of the car to walk up to the front doors. A few other boys find him and Chase’s hands begin their animated waving around. He talks just like his father, all hands when he’s excited. 
 
    “What the hell is the matter with you, Jasmine! You don’t mention the word conceive to a seven-year-old! Especially when it involves your brother and things he did that you don’t ever want to think about.” I rub my eyes frantically, trying to get the image out of my head. Mental note to myself, thinking of your older brother’s sex life is not something any little sister should do. Let alone after drinking pure acid and only having a pathetic, two pieces of burnt toast to absorb it. It’s almost as bad as thinking about how I got here – nope! 
 
    “Aunt Jazzie, pick up your phone!” 
 
    Thankfully, my cell phone pulls my attention before my thoughts hit the point of no return. Digging through my bag next to me, I search for my phone. 
 
    “Aunt Jazzie, pick up your phone!” 
 
    “I heard you the first time, Chase. I’m trying to find the fucking thing.” The damn thing taunts me as search for it. Glancing up at my reflection, I notice the Bluetooth earpiece and settle into my seat. I seriously think I’m losing my marbles. Clicking the button on the device, I connect to the call. 
 
    “Steele.” It’s then that I look down and see my offending cell phone hiding in the door pocket by my legs. How it got there, I’ll never know. If it had teeth, I’d be missing a foot by now. 
 
    “Hello?” I say into the microphone again. I hate all these prank calls. I get about five or a six a day now, and it’s rather frustrating. 
 
    “Okay, great, thanks for letting me know that solar energy could be a better way to go. Please lose my number and fuck…” 
 
    “In the end, everyone is the same. We all turn to dust.” The soft-spoken voice cuts me off. 
 
    “You practicing your dialogue, Had? Good delivery, but it sounds like every other horror film out there.” I laugh slightly in response. 
 
    “Don’t think you’re untouchable,” the tone changes pitch, harsher more direct, “You and your son.” 
 
    My heart pounds viciously in my chest; forcing me to slow my breathing. I open my mouth to reply, but nothing comes out. I hear the telltale signs of a disconnected call beeping in my ear. I flip through the call log and go to dial the last incoming number. Private listing. I quickly dial Hadley. 
 
    “What’s up home slice?” She answers in her usual perky voice. I’d normally have a funny response for her, but not today. 
 
    “You didn’t just call me, did you? And you’re thirty-two, so stop trying to sound like you’re twenty-one.” I try to keep my voice sounding even and not as frantic as I feel. It’s one thing my family instilled in me since birth. You should always sound normal even when you’re going out of your mind. Never air your dirty laundry for the world to see or hear about. It’s one of those things we question later because in the end family is the one that hurts you more than anyone else. 
 
    “At least I still look like I’m young, unlike miss I-have-to-dye-my-hair-once-a-month-to-cover-up-the-gray, and no, I didn’t call you. Why?” She replies, her voice showing slight concern. 
 
    “No reason. Just checking. When’s your audition?” My tone cracks a bit. She knows I’d never call before an audition to wish her luck. She always gets a call from me after it, so I don’t give her any bad juju. 
 
    “In about an hour.” The nerves start to show in her voice. I’ve heard it before and I know she’s started to get onto my charade. 
 
    “Good luck.” I hear a sharp intake of air on the other end of the line. 
 
    “You so did NOT say that.” 
 
    “What?” I ask quickly, my mind focusing on other things right now. 
 
    “You never say good luck. That gives bad luck. It’s break a leg.” She says defiantly. 
 
    “Okay, then break both.” My voice must sound uncaring and almost cruel, but I need to get her off the phone to make another call. 
 
    “Too late. I’m already jinxed,” she says. 
 
    “Whatever you say, Hadley. I need to run.”  
 
    I can hear her inhale before I quickly disconnect the call. I’m sure I’ll get some call later telling me how her success or lack thereof today was my fault. I can’t handle that right now. I quickly dial Victor at work. As the phone rings in my ear, I pull out into traffic and head to the office as quickly as I legally can. 
 
    “To what do I owe the pleasure?” His usual greeting calms me a bit, allowing me to gain control over my heartbeat. 
 
    “Do you know anyone with a private line?” I ask quickly. 
 
    “Only about half of the known world. Why?” 
 
    “Let me rephrase that, does anyone you know with a private line have my number?” 
 
    “That’s an awfully vague question, don’t you think? There are any number of people who could look up your number and create a private one for themselves. Jasmine, it’s really easy to find you and to make a number private. You’re going to have to narrow down your question.” He answers with more information than needed, but I understand why. 
 
    “I just received a very weird phone call, and it’s freaking me out a little bit.” I say honestly for the first time today. Maybe he can help me sort this out in my head before I get to work. 
 
    “What did they say?” He asks and I can hear some of his tools touching the metal trays. The snapping, a telltale sign he’s removed the latex gloves from his hands. 
 
    “The voice was muffled.” I blurt out before I can stop myself. I want to tell him the truth, but part of me is trying to protect those around me I love. This is not going to work in this situation. 
 
    “You got a prank call from a heavy breather?” His laughter radiates through the phone. “I wouldn’t be too worried. At least you’re still getting gentlemen callers considering your proclivity for the fairer gender. Maybe I should jump to your side of the fence, women seem rather… cold. Hell, I should know. I married one.” He finishes. 
 
    “I have no idea what I’m supposed to say to that.” I answer honestly. I have other things on my mind, and his attempt at humor is falling rather flat this morning. 
 
    “Yeah, it was a stretch, but someone had to do it. Look don’t worry too much about your secret admirer.” Victor purrs through the phone. “I hate to rush, but I have patients to attend to. I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    “Not like they’re going anywhere, but deadlines for cases… got it.” I answer, and I can hear his laughter get cut off by the disconnection of the call. 
 
    Pulling into the basement parking garage at my precinct, I hop out of the car and rush up the stairs. I stop in front of Officer Keith Garrison’s desk, my hand still shaking from this morning. The young man who states he has the desire and drive to be the youngest detective ever, sits at his desk playing some word search game every day. He always wears this worn out baseball cap where ever he goes. I’ve written him up for donning that damn cap on the job. He’s got the same fucking uniform hat we all suffered through. He’s no different than the rest of us, regardless of how he acts. 
 
    “Officer, can I see you in my office for a moment.” I say calmly. 
 
    He jumps at his desk and hits some buttons on the keyboard before standing abruptly. He smiles sheepishly as if caught with his hand in the cookie jar. Walking around his desk, I head down the hall to my office. 
 
    Normally, I enjoy the looks of fear on people’s faces when it comes to the job. You are here to protect and serve, not to play games, be untrained, or be an asshole. Those people need not apply. Sadly, they do and they get in long term. We’re still trying to weed the bad seeds out in my home away from home. Either way, the time to deal with that is later. Right now, I need this little shit to prove to me he’s capable of more than writing tickets. 
 
    I close the door and take a seat behind my desk. Garrison sits across from me, his leg bouncing frantically. 
 
    “I need to ask you something, and it cannot leave this room. Do you understand?” I say forcefully. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” He says as he nods- almost rocks his body- in affirmation. 
 
    “If someone called me from a private number, would you be able to find out anything about the call including the number?” I ask. 
 
    “Not the number, but I might be able to triangulate where the call originated from. That would be beyond the time frame and date the call happened. I mean those would be stored in your phone already.” He says as he nervously picks at the cuticle on his right thumb. 
 
    “If this call was answered and there was a short conversation, would you be able to access said call to record what was said?” I ask trying to sound cryptic. 
 
    “Depends. If it was recorded by an intelligence agency or something similar. Sometimes phones can record these things, but it might be a slim to none chance.” He continues to fidget. “May I ask why, ma’am?” 
 
    I take my cell phone out of my pocket and place it in the center of my desk. I wait for him to take it, but he just stares at me blankly. 
 
    “I need you to find out everything you can about the private call I received this morning. Pull anything and get it back to me as soon as possible. Okay?” I say leaning back in my chair. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” He grabs the phone and stands up. 
 
    “Oh, and Garrison?” I stop him from leaving. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “That baseball cap is not part of your uniform, is it?” I say pointing to his head. 
 
    “No, it isn’t.” He lowers his gaze to the ground. 
 
    “You might want to take it off before the captain demands someone write you up again. You’re a cop with a desire to move up in the ranks, right? So, don’t go blowing it by having your jacket full of bullshit write-ups. Understand?” I say trying to get the kid to wake up. I get not wanting to wear the damn hat, but this kind of defiance is idiotic at best and career ending at worst. 
 
    He slowly reaches up and removes his baseball cap or what could be seen as his security blanket. He nods his head before walking out of my office and leaving the door open behind him. He’s gone before I can yell at him to close it. I’m trusting that kid to try and get me some more information to go on before I bring the boss into this. I’d rather handle it myself so Chase doesn’t have the spotlight on him again. 
 
    The caller said that I wasn’t safe and neither was my son. That confuses me a bit. One, everyone knows anyone working for the force can be touched, beaten, or killed. We’re always out in the open. Sure, we have the blue line, but if you want to get to us, it is a pretty easy thing to do. Secondly, the son part. 
 
    Fear races up my spine as the reality of what was said sinks in. They have my cell phone number; they must have done some research on who I am. That means they know who Chase is. They assumed the relationship is that of a son, but in the end, it doesn’t really matter. He might be in danger, and I’ve never had to think or worry about that before. 
 
    “You look like you could use a friend.” I look up to see Frankie leaning on the doorframe of my office. Her beautiful hazel eyes boring into mine like they always have. Her sandy blonde hair cascading down her shoulders as her smile just brightens my day. She takes two steps into my office before closing the door behind her. 
 
    I open my mouth to say something, but she raises her hand, effectively shutting me up. 
 
    “Victor called me. He said you sounded different, not frantic but too calm for his liking. I told him you have a tendency to sound that way in the morning before your coffee. He said it was a calm, scary tone and definitely not normal Jasmine. So, here I am.” She finishes. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be at work?” I ask, trying to change the topic of conversation. 
 
    “I have a rather open schedule. A rarity in my line of work, but it happened so here I am.” She sits on the end of my desk and smiles at me. “Unless you want me to leave?” 
 
    I stake her free hand in mine and kiss it gently before placing it against my forehead. I miss her so much it hurts in every fiber of my being. I feel her other hand run itself through my hair. 
 
    “You want to tell me what’s going on?” She asks. 
 
    I sit up, but never let go of her left hand. I need to be touching her right now, like lightening to a metal rod. 
 
    “I got a phone call today.” I say, looking at her hand in mine. 
 
    “Okay, that’s rather innocuous. Who was this mysterious caller?” Her tone remains light; she’s used to pulling information from me. 
 
    “I wish I knew.” I say honestly. “Then I would know how to handle it.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to give me more than that to go on.” 
 
    I look up at her, the confusion and worry playing all over her face. I hate opening up, but maybe she can help me figure out what this individual wants. She might have seen the behavior before in one of her other clients. She’s the doc; I’m just me. 
 
    “The call was from a private number. I was in front of Chase’s school when it came through. They knew who we were and basically said we could be in danger.” I say calmly. 
 
    “Could be or are? They’re very different phrases, Jasmine.” She looks at me waiting for me to explain. She has the most expressive eyes I’ve ever seen, and it makes me want to tell her the honest truth. 
 
    “Something about not being untouchable; it really doesn’t matter. I’ve got to pull Chase from school until I figure it all out.” I say confident in my decision making. 
 
    I let go of her hand and reach for my desk phone. Frankie places her hand on top of mine and pulls my hand away. She grabs my other hand and holds them both tightly.  
 
    “You need to slow down and think about this rationally.” She says slowly and softly as if trying to get me to calm down. 
 
    “Frankie, you’re the shrink; you know how criminals act.” I answer her. If anyone knows the vile things a human being can do, it’s her. She gets to listen to several people weekly tell her their darkest secrets, and here she is stopping me from taking action. We’ve both seen the outcome when someone wants to inflict pain on someone else. I feel the anger starting to rise up and overtake the nervousness. 
 
    “Yes, I do. However, taking him out of school before we know anything only has negative consequences.” She says still trying to remain calm. I can see she’s beginning to lose her cool as well. 
 
    “That’s right, because saving his life is a negative.” I say much harsher than I intended, and I immediately regret it. 
 
    Frankie lets go of my hands as her face changes. Her compassionate look converts into a colder, harder look. She stands up, crosses her arms, and shifts her weight. I can’t tell if she’s getting defensive with me or just protecting herself. Whatever the result, I’m the cause which was a point of contention in our relationship. 
 
    “I’m sorry. That was out of line, even for me. I’m just really out of my element here.” I say trying to rationalize my words and emotions. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I got used to your temper a long time ago,” she says calmly. Her voice is firm, never wavering, and it pushes my buttons. Something we’re both very good at. 
 
    “I don’t have a temper.” I quickly shoot back at a volume not suitable for my office or anywhere really. 
 
    “Case in point…” She stares at me, and I realize the two of us are at a similar impasse. 
 
    This is what our relationship has come to. Like Congress, two opposing parties with different perspectives, neither willing to compromise or yield to the other. It became a game after a while in the downward spiral. I usually struck first and waited for her to retaliate. It was easier than accepting help, just like now. Frankie shakes her head before walking to the office door. 
 
    “Frankie, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t snap at you, and there’s no excuse for it. I’m on edge right now and you’re just trying to help.” I say softly, trying to get her to listen. Her hand slides off the doorknob, and I see her visibly inhale. “What are the negatives of pulling him from school?” 
 
    “He’s still trying to understand and accept his parent’s deaths. If you add this to his already strained psyche, he might break mentally and physically.” She finally turns around to face me but holds her ground by the door. The distance seems to help us both find some safety from the triggers. 
 
    “Is this something I could help him deal with or would it be the point of no return?” I ask honestly. The kid’s wellbeing is my main concern, even if I don’t show it clearly enough. 
 
    “Doubtful.” She raises her hand to stop me full well knowing I was about to shove my foot in my mouth again. “You’re barely taking care of yourself. I know you’re not eating properly, you barely sleep, and from what I understand, you are bringing more than your share of work home. That’s not coping with stress, that’s hiding from it.”  
 
    “I can’t confirm nor deny those allegations, doctor.” I say, falling back into my chair. The trusty trio must be talking to one another more regularly than I thought. I’m not hiding my emotions or depression well enough. 
 
    “There’s also the option that the courts might not like you placing him in harm’s way.” She adds. 
 
    “I don’t follow.” I say. My voice oozes concern and some fear. 
 
    “You’re his legal guardian, but not his biological parent. If there is any indication of child endangerment, they could have a representative of Child Protective Services show up. That might lead to a suspension of rights. They could take him away, even temporarily.” She says seriously. 
 
    “Like the foster care system is better? Even on my worst day, I’m a better parent than any of those other people out there. I make sure he’s fed, has a roof over his head, and whatever else he needs.” I hear my tone change as my voice rises in emotion. I feel tears flood my eyes at the thought of losing Chase, and I fight the raw display of emotion. Before I have a moment to think about it, Frankie pulls me into a firm hug. 
 
    The sudden and unexpected contact causes me to hold my breath. I can feel her hot breath on my neck. She tries to meet my gaze, but I turn away. As long as I’ve known her, I couldn’t meet her eyes when I felt inferior or afraid. I was raised to be strong, fierce, and fearless. I wasn’t made for this weakness. I don’t know how to face someone I find so brilliant and truly show her my flaws. 
 
    “Jasmine Marie, look at me.” She almost whispers, but it does the trick. I call it the parental call when you’re in trouble. It was a staple in my house with my mother.  
 
    My head turns and my brain shuts off. Before I can stop myself from doing something beyond stupid, my lips are firmly planted on hers. Her hands slide up my arms as mine find their way into her hair. As quickly as it began, it was over. Her hands firmly pressing my shoulders back and away from her. 
 
    “I’m…” I start but never finish the thought. Frankie’s face is slightly flush, but her eyes never leave mine. 
 
    “Don’t. Unless you are truly sorry, don’t say it anymore. We also can’t do that anymore, Jasmine. We’re not together.” She lets go of my shoulders and takes a few steps away. She fixes her shirt before running her right hand through her hair. “Everything will be okay. You’ve been here before. What would you normally do when a witness was threatened?” 
 
    She turns the conversation back to work and part of me is upset. I know she enjoyed that kiss as much as I did, but she’s right about us not being together. 
 
    “I’d get them into protective custody immediately. If they needed to be moved to a safe house that would be considered. Depends on how severe and credible the threat against them was.” I say, trying to compose myself. 
 
    “That might be true, but you also know it isn’t applicable in every case. You once told me that hiding in plain sight was sometimes the best option. So, what do you do in a lower profile case where there isn’t as much evidence to back up the threat?” She says leading me to the rational conclusion. 
 
    “Notify the department of a possible threat. Tail the witness at all times, but keeping a safe distance as to not alert those around them or the individual themselves.” I answer, sounding more professional than emotional. 
 
    “So, what’s stopping you from notifying the captain of your phone call?” 
 
    “I don’t have anything to go on yet. I have an officer trying to pull information from my cell phone as we speak.” I answer honestly. 
 
    “You’ve taken steps to protect yourself, but you can’t do this alone. Chase might not need a tail because of you, but he might need eyes.”  
 
    “I can contact the principal and see if school security can keep tabs on him. Let them be aware of anyone getting too close or being out of place on the grounds.” I continue with Frankie’s train of thought. 
 
    “If you’re running late Victor, Hadley, or myself will pick him up. That way he’s never out of anyone sight. If something goes wrong, you’re always a phone call away. Trust yourself to handle this in a calm and efficient manner. Don’t make it worse by flying off the handle like a new parent.”  
 
    “I’m not a new parent. I’ve been around the kid since he was born. Hell, he peed on me when I changed his diaper for the first time. I’m the cool aunt who takes him everywhere and sugars him up. I’m not the one who carried him for nine months and popped him out in fifteen hours of natural childbirth. I’m just the aunt.” I hurriedly ramble.  
 
    “But you are sweetie. You have to make decisions for him that a parent normally would. These very choices will change his everyday life. Maybe not right away, but he will remember the changes. He might yell at you five years from now saying you ruined his life because of something you decided to do now. That’s being a parent. It’s so much more than which take out place is serving dinner tonight.” Frankie brings it right back to the point at hand. This is the first time my decision will truly affect him. All the others were simple choices: school was in the district, clothing, shoes – all of it. Basic. This is his safety, and I’m not quite comfortable with it. 
 
    “You’re right. About everything.” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. 
 
    I look up to her, standing by the door, and it hits me what I’ve really lost. It felt so natural to kiss her, to hold her, and in reality she’s just out of reach. I walk up to her and hold my hand out in front of her. She hesitates but places her right hand in my left. I simply lift it up and place it over my beating heart. She looks at our hands and then up to my eyes and smiles. My silent message getting across exactly how I meant it. 
 
    Someone knocks on the office door forcing Frankie to pull away from me. I take a few steps away from her and nod. She pulls the door open, revealing Officer Garrison standing next to an unhappy looking Captain Tyler Udall. 
 
    “Doctor Ryan, what brings you here?” Udall asks professionally. 
 
    “A personal matter, but it’s been handled. I have an appointment, so if you’ll all excuse me.” Frankie turns and walks out of the room before I can say anything. One thing she has is speed. I know firsthand from when she decided to move out. One minute the closet was full and the next it was half bare. When she decides on something, she does it. No more analyzing. 
 
    “Officer Garrison, Captain Udall, how may I help you both?” 
 
    The two men walk in. Garrison closes the door behind them, and Udall holds a file in his right hand. I already know this isn’t a courtesy call, but I hope it’s not what my gut is telling me. 
 
    “I found something on your phone. I know you requested it be under wraps, but it would go against protocol,” Garrison states simply. 
 
    Sadly, my gut was accurate. The kid rarely ever follows the rules which is why I asked him to handle it. I’m not sure if he’s trying to throw me under the bus or grab brownie points with the boss. Either way, the kid is on my radar now. 
 
    I motion for the two of them to sit down. I keep my anger in check as I sit behind my desk. The information he has might be important to the safety of my charge, so I have to suck this up and play nice for a moment or two. Garrison places my cell phone back on my desk. He does it slowly but with a purpose. Maybe to show he has control over the situation I’m currently in, or to drag out a process he thinks will reflect poorly on me. 
 
    I pick up the phone and look over seeing various smudges or fingerprints. I make a show of cleaning the phone off on my pants leg while staring at the young officer. When that’s done, I open up the back. I remove the sim card, memory card, and battery. I look it over, ensuring nothing nefarious has been added before putting the phone back together again. Once that’s done, I power it back up. 
 
    “What did you find officer?” I say with a professional edge I didn’t know I had in me. 
 
    “The individual who called you wanted you to find where the call originated from. There was no attempt to hide the location or make it difficult to find. In fact, it was a landline call from an old warehouse in Harlem. It’s an office building now, but according to the schematics online they have a fallout shelter in the basement.” Garrison says proudly. 
 
    “And how does this connect to my caller?” I ask. 
 
    “I took it upon myself to check the various places in the building. None have protected phone lines, except one in the shelter itself. It was set up as a private line only to be used in case of emergency.” He smugly finishes. 
 
    The captain leans over my desk and places a file in front of me. I slide it around so I could read it easily. I wait for the boss to explain what this has to do with everything. I know I’ve irritated him by asking a fellow officer to handle a personal matter without telling anyone. I don’t need to throw gasoline on the fire. 
 
    “I figure since you were busy covering up the use of city payroll on personal matters, I would take it upon myself to investigate the location.” He says. That means Garrison went to him immediately after finding out the location. The million-dollar question is why. He could have easily walked across the hall and handed it to me. Maybe Frankie and I could have used the distraction. 
 
    “I appreciate that,” I say, trying to sound thankful rather than condescending. 
 
    “There happened to be a unit around the corner on lunch. Once they clocked back in, I had them investigate your fallout shelter. They found the body in the middle of the room. According to the coroner, liver temp gives us a time of death estimate of about twenty-four hours ago.” 
 
    “In other words, he killed the guy in advance, dumped the body and waited for the perfect time to call you.” Garrison interjects. 
 
    “Thank you for stating the obvious, Officer Garrison. Did you manage to figure that out all by yourself or did the computer help you?” I answer bringing his ego down a peg or two. 
 
    “Excuse me?” He nervously responds, and I’m thankful I found his weak point. Regardless of how he came to be in my office, trying to show you are better than a superior is out of line. The boss wants to rip me apart, I’ll handle it. This little shit has no right, nor authority, to do so. Especially when the case somehow has ties to my family. I will lash out and continue to do so if it protects those I love. Looking at his defeated face, I have no urge nor desire to apologize. That’s a first. 
 
    “Officer Garrison, I think that’s all for now. If you would, please go back to your desk. I appreciate you bringing this to my attention.” The captain says without ever looking at the officer. 
 
    Garrison waits for a few seconds as if to argue with the boss. Ultimately, he stands and pushes his shoulders back. He’s trying to look dominant, but he looks like a kid trying to play with the big boys. He gives me a sly smirk, which tells me everything I need to know. He exits my office and leaves me alone with facing the music. 
 
    “Sir…” I begin but the captain’s face tells me to shut up. So I do. 
 
    “You should have come to me, Jasmine.” He says sincerely worried. 
 
    “I assume Garrison shared the conversation with you?” I ask. 
 
    “No. Let’s just say you and Doctor Ryan aren’t as quiet as you think.” He answers honestly. 
 
    “I was going to come to you once I had more information. Garrison was out of line talking to you first,” I nonchalantly reply to him as I try to cover my ass from whatever I’ve done. 
 
    “In your opinion he was, but in mine he did the right thing. Someone called you and threatened your family, Jasmine. This is not something to take so lightly.” 
 
    “I’m not, sir. I also think Garrison has ulterior motives, like a detective’s badge for example.” I huff out in annoyance. In truth, it’s not that far from the reality of the situation. That’s why I chose the kid in the first place. 
 
    “Either way, you should have come to me before speaking to anyone. Until further notice, I’m ordering Chase to be shadowed. Once information is brought to light, we will reevaluate the situation.” He says firmly. I’m sure he can tell I’m not happy about his decision, but he leaves no room for negotiation. He’s laid down the law and that’s the end of it. I’ve never been one to stand idly by and let someone dictate anything to me regardless of its intentions. No one knows you better than yourself. I call it a flaw in the design of me as a person. Frankie refers to it as my fight or flight instinct. 
 
    “Tyler,” I say his first name softly, “Frankie and I discussed it, and I don’t want him knowing anything. He’s too vulnerable right now.” I lean back in my chair, cross my legs, and try to look as cool as a cucumber. 
 
    “I’m not surprised you spoke to her before bringing this to me, but rest assured the shadow will be just that,” he soothes. 
 
    I remember that tone. He used to use it when I was a rookie making silly mistakes. My sister-in-law was best friends with his niece, so he’s been there for me through thick and thin. He knows when to stop me from going off the deep end. This soothing voice is step one in the switch to calm me down. I also know it’s when we start to negotiate the terms to a middle of the road compromise. 
 
    “Okay, but I want to look over the crime scene, see if he left anything for me to find.” I say simply. 
 
    “This might not be connected to the other two, Jazz. It doesn’t fit the profile.” He replies. 
 
    “If the signatures the same, it’s connected. The call still originated from the area, and I should take a look at it.” I answer a bit more annoyed than before. 
 
    “Figure out the signature first. Then we’ll see. This could be a random freak you put away years ago that is coming back now. We’ve all got one, two, or fifty of those.” Udall stands up, opens the door to my office, and walks into the cacophony of noise from the day shift. 
 
    “Like you said, we’ll see,” I mumble to no one. 
 
    Picking up my coffee cup, I see it’s empty. We might be lowly law enforcement but our precinct has the best coffee in all of Manhattan thanks to the captain’s heroics. I get up and head to the coffee machine. I can feel eyes focusing on me as I move through the main areas. Word must have travelled faster than an epic fail video on YouTube. Slowly filling up my mug, I can hear the whispers; feel the shame creeping up from my chest to my face. Now they all know I’m weaker than they previously thought. Now they see my vulnerabilities. The world is closing in, and I need air, now. Picking up the pace, I break free from the double doors and inhale deeply. My coffee a forgotten treat. 
 
    I look up into the sky and see the sun has moved a lot. I look at my watch and see time has slipped from me once again, just not as bad. I have too much work to do and scheduling for me is an issue. Unlocking my rubbed clean phone, I dial Frankie. 
 
    “Hey.” Simple yet effective opening I guess. I can hear the concern in her voice. 
 
    “I know I don’t have a right to ask, but can you do me a favor?” 
 
    “Name it.” She says. 
 
    “Pick up Chase from school and stay with him. Turns out the call originated from the scene of a murder. I need to figure out as much as I can today. Might be late.” 
 
    “I’ll bring something to sleep in.” She answers. 
 
    “I might not be that late.” 
 
    “Jasmine, when your mind is focused on something it means you’ll be very late.” She slightly laughs through the phone and the butterflies swarm in my stomach again. I know she’s right. Sometimes, I get so hung up on a case that I’ve been out all night. It might be Friday and people have the weekend to look forward to, but for me it never ends. There are no breaks between my brain and the cases sitting on my desk. I need to give closure to those people on the other side of the crimes. Give them something I still desperately need. That’s been my driving force since the accident, to the detriment of my relationship and time with the nephew. 
 
    “Right. Chase has a set of keys.” I tell her. 
 
    “It’s okay… I still have mine.” She whispers through the phone. 
 
    The unspoken elephant in the room rears its ugly head again. She’s never made any attempts to give me her keys back. In return, I’ve never asked for them. It made everything so final, and if we ignore it, it isn’t. 
 
    “Good.” I force the emotion down into the deepest part of my chest. I have to lock it all up tight so I can function. It’s the only way I know how to deal with this.  
 
    “If you want, I’ll leave them with you when you get back.” She offers half-heartedly. 
 
    “No.” I quickly answer before my brain can process anything. “Since you offered to help with Chase, it only makes sense, right?” I say, trying to sound rational. 
 
    “Okay, in case of emergencies. I understand,” she says in her business tone. She doesn’t understand, and I haven’t been able to explain it either. Relationships involve communication and right now we’re both stranded on an island trying to decipher smoke signals. The only problem is the wind blows them to bits. 
 
    “I owe you.” More than you could ever know, I say to myself. 
 
    “I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    No goodbye, just a click. Just like that she’s off the phone. It could be because she knows my mind is focused on something else, but she could have said goodbye. I wonder if we’ve fallen apart so badly that simply saying goodbye is so difficult. I can’t think about this right now. After going to my office, grabbing everything, and locking up for the day, I head to the garage, hop in my car, and turn it on. The radio blasts to life, and I am off to the crime scene. I need to see it for myself. Regardless of what the boss says, there has to be something there. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The war continues to rage on in my head, and I seem to be incapable of turning it off. Sounds from the outside world, like the glass bottle exploding beneath my tires barely registers in my mind. It must have been a beer bottle. Considering the area, there are a lot of homeless in the neighborhood. They have a propensity to collect the bottles for spare cash. Some also drink them to forget their world. Pulling up to the front of the building, I throw the car in park and exit. 
 
    The doorman stands out front and stares at me. Based on the report I skimmed through, the cops are long gone. I’m not sure why they left so quickly. Normally when a body is found, there are various levels of investigations beyond retrieval. The techs come in, detectives, everyone gets eyes on the scene to make their own conclusions. If nothing else, it’s held until things can be processed properly back home. Regardless, I have to face mister doorman to get my way. 
 
     “Excuse me, I’m Detective Steele. I need to see your basement,” I say as I dig out my badge and wave it at him. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ma’am, but I can’t let you down there.” He says, unmoving. 
 
    “Yes, you can. A man was murdered last night, and I need to survey the scene. While I understand you’re the doorman…” I try to plead my case. 
 
    “I wish I could help you,” he cuts me off rather rudely. His stare is defiant, and if I was anyone else, I might turn around and run away. My rational mind would tell me to come back and fight another day, but not today. The one thing I have over big muscle doorman is simple – a gun. I have yet to ever pull the trigger except in training, but it looks very powerful even in the holster. 
 
     “Sir,” I slide my hand along my belt and let him see my gun. “I really do need to see the scene.” 
 
    His eyes glance towards my trump card, and I do my best to fight my smile. I feel like I should sing Queen, “We are the champions,” only with the word I instead of we. This is where he should slowly step away from the door and allow me access to the basement. 
 
    “Like I said, detective, I can’t help you. I have explicit instructions,” he smiles smugly at me.  
 
    Okay, time to pull out some backup and hopefully get some answers as to why I can’t get in. Grabbing my cell phone from my pocket, I dial the boss. He answers on the third ring. 
 
    “Steele, where are you?” He asks. 
 
    “Tyler, what’s up with the scene? I need to get inside and look around.” I answer his question with one of my own. 
 
    “No can do,” he says as he bangs along his keyboard with his index fingers.  
 
    “What? You said I could see the scene myself and determine the signature,” I say defiantly. He said it in my office, find a signature. That’s what I’m here to do. 
 
    “No, I said you need to find the signature before going to the scene. You booked outta here like you always do when your mind is made up. If you had waited a freaking second, I would have told you we released it. They have a security company protecting all the entries. If something comes up, they call.” 
 
    “Why? There could have been…” 
 
    “Nothing. There was nothing. He’s been dead, we took photos, there were no forensics, and we got pressure to release it. That’s what we do when there’s no money in the budget and a wiped clean scene.” 
 
    I turn my back to the doorman, taking in all of his tattoos. I wonder if he’s killed someone with his biceps or are they just for show.  
 
    “So, the body was dumped? If the private security is so good, how the hell did he get access?” I ask getting more irritated by the minute. 
 
    “That’s where those detective skills of yours come in.” He slams the keyboard with a fist. “Stupid computer! Steele, just give me a reason to get you inside and I’ll do it. Otherwise, it’s not an option.” 
 
    I hit the hang up button on my phone and take in the surrounds. Nothing pops out at me except the UFC doorman who continues to make me feel like a piece of meat. 
 
    “If there’s nothing else, detective, you need to leave the property.” He says, flexing his neck making one of his tats to look like it’s moving. 
 
    “Who has access to the basement?” I ask, standing my ground. 
 
    “I don’t know. People come and go from the building all the time.” He answers. 
 
    “It’s an office building. You’re telling me you don’t recognize the same people going in and out day after day? I’m sure you have an idea of who uses the fallout shelter or not.” I question. 
 
    “I’m just the man at the door, lady.” He answers with a smile. 
 
    I’m sure he’s part of that private security bullshit that I’m not allowed to deal with. No one that big works the door. Most people would be afraid to go to work if he was at the door. Something isn’t right. 
 
    “Who rents the floors?” I try a different tactic. 
 
    “City owns it.” He finally gives me an answer to something. 
 
    “Wait. You’re telling me that New York City owns the actual building or rents the office space?” 
 
    “All of it. They bought it, developed it, and moved their people in.” He answers holding the door open for someone with a badge on their chest. 
 
    “Which department?” 
 
    “Up my ass and to the left.” I guess I asked one question to many. 
 
    “Well, I always thought everything went to the right so you might want to get that checked out. Let me know if they find your head with it.” I answer curtly with a smile. 
 
    “With all lack of respect, you need to leave before I’m forced to remove you. In other words, get into your gas guzzling machine and drive away. You’re blocking our driveway.” He takes two steps towards me, and I raise up my hands in surrender. Reaching into my pocket, I grab the remote starter and turn my truck on. I watch his expression go from firm to exasperated. I can tell he’s got his undies in a twist from me wasting gas. 
 
    “I’ll see you around.” I turn and head to the car. “Before I go, have you ever done time? Don’t lie to me. I can easily look you up later.” 
 
    “One stint when I was younger.” He says moving back to his original place by the doors themselves. 
 
    “That explains it then.” I grin as I want to the driver’s side and open the door. 
 
    “Explains what?” He calls after me. 
 
    I smile to myself and try not to laugh. Hook, line, and sinker, I caught him. Standing on the running board to make myself appear even taller and more dominating, I face him 
 
    “That explains why everything is up your ass and to the left.” 
 
    I slide into the car, lock the doors, and place the key in the ignition. I see the doorman’s face go from pure confusion to one of rage. I pull away from the curb wishing I had a t-shirt that says Doorman 0, Detectives with Attitude 1. That would be funny, but I doubt I’d be able to wear it outside anywhere. 
 
    Looking at the clock, I see it’s later than I’d like. Chase should be home. Placing the Bluetooth in my ear, I dial the house. 
 
    “Hello?” Frankie’s melodic voice fills my ear. 
 
    “Frankie, it’s me.” I answer. 
 
    “Who else would it be?” 
 
    “You never know.” 
 
    “Calling from Steele, J. cell?” She laughs into the phone. “I know you’re a little worried, but caller id still functions.” 
 
    “Okay, so you knew it was me this time. What if next time someone has my phone?” I’m frustrated, and I know my playful tone does nothing to hide it. 
 
    “Then, I would be worried that someone had your phone. I would dial the captain with my cell phone while I kept whoever it was on the phone. The entire time, I would be praying that you weren’t harmed. Now, seeing as you were the other person on the line, it leads me to believe you are uninjured. You still don’t sound happy, though. What happened?” 
 
    “I was denied entry into a crime scene. Apparently, they picked up the body, took some photos, and released it. Something’s not sitting right with me. I’m headed back to the office to flesh it out. The city apparently owns and inhabits the building, but I need to know who has access to the basement.” I rattle off. 
 
    “That’s a lot of information to process. Could take you all night. Have you spoken to Victor?” She asks. 
 
    “Not yet. He’s probably behind schedule in autopsy anyway.” 
 
    “I’d stop by him first. If nothing else, it’s a wasted elevator trip. Maybe he’s managed to look over the victim’s body and can give you an idea of what they went through.” 
 
    “I will. Still have to go over the case file and figure out what led them to quickly release the scene.” 
 
    “That does seem out of character.” She adds to my train of thought. 
 
    “City owned and budget cuts. That pretty much sums it up.” I say bitterly. 
 
    “Find out what you can. When you get home, we’ll talk it through. Maybe there’s enough for me to build up a profile on your perp.”  
 
    “You don’t have to do that. I know you’re busy with your patients. You don’t need to add this case unofficially to the menu.” 
 
    I hear her take a deep breath as if weighing her options. Frankie is one of the most amazing Psychologists in all of Manhattan. She has a schedule that rivals mine, and she works less hours. No matter how much I want her to help, I can’t expect her to. 
 
    “Yes, I’m busy dealing with patients and various trial dates. I still want to help. Besides, I’m already here. What’s a few hours of working on cases like we used to?” I can hear a little bit of hopefulness in her voice, and it makes my shoulders feel lighter. 
 
    “I’d appreciate that. Truthfully, I don’t even know if they’re tied together. I just need one shred of evidence and I’m golden.” 
 
    “One step at a time grasshopper. You can’t put the horse before the cart.” 
 
    Silence falls between us, but it’s nothing like before. There’s a comfort to it, an understanding. I used to handle it better when it was just me. I was always alone so the quiet was just that. I never analyzed it. Then I met Frankie and being alone wasn’t as nice as it used to be. Now I have Chase. The house would be deathly empty without him in it. Plus, no kid noise means he’s up to something. 
 
    “Just a quick note, you have a shadow.” I let her know of the detectives following Chase around. 
 
    “I know. They followed us home.” She’s so much smarter than most people give her credit for. 
 
    “Did Chase see them?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. If he did, he’s certainly not bothered by it.” She answers. 
 
    “Just keep an eye on him for me, okay?” 
 
    “I will.” Silence once again. This time it’s uncomfortable. I can feel that damn elephant again. Mustering all the strength I have inside the core of my being, “Frankie, about earlier in my office. I think we need to…” 
 
    “I’ll see you when you get back. Just bring all the papers to your house, and we’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Click. Once again there’s no goodbye. The dismissal of my suggestion boils over into instant rage. I let it out as I pound my steering wheel sitting at a red light. No more tears are left to fall. All I have is stress, anger, loss, and unadulterated fear of the unknown in front of me. A few horns honk behind me, and I’m forced to calm down and drive. It’s hard being in control of yourself all the time. It’s hard to hide the emotions away and pretend they don’t affect you. 
 
    I open my phone and dial Chase’s school. Might as well warn them of the other people on campus. 
 
    “P.S. 284.” 
 
    “Hello, this is Detective Jasmine Steele. My…” I stop abruptly trying to figure out how I should refer to my nephew. At this point he’s technically mine, but he’s not really mine when it comes down to it. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Yes, sorry. Chase Steele attends your school and recently some information’s come to light that requires a protective detail. They’ve been instructed to be very inconspicuous. You won’t even notice them.” 
 
     “Detective, please have them come to the main office to show proper identification and paperwork. Then we will decide how they can fit into the current staff correctly.” 
 
    “Thank you very much.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Disconnecting the call, I wonder why it was so easy. Maybe they’ve dealt with this kind of thing before or maybe they think I’m a prank call. I do question why I let the school decide how the officers are going to fit in. This is an ongoing investigation; they should allow me to place my men in their school however I see fit. Yet, I relinquished that right rather easily.  
 
    Pulling into a parking spot, I throw the hands-free device into the center console and grab the police file. Hopping out of the car, I watch as a few officers stare at me as I enter the other section of our building. It’s as if they expect me to be fired after one mistake. Either that or word has gotten out about the threat against my family. Truthfully, the stares have been there for years. It’s as if Chase came to live with me and I became weak. I’ll never understand how strong women who do their jobs are bitches with no emotion, and women with kids suddenly have no backbone. Men can jerk off into a cup and be called a man no matter what. It’s not that hard to donate the seed; try carrying the fucking kid for once. 
 
    “Thinking to yourself again?” Victor questions my zombie-like stare. 
 
    “Not really. Just thinking. What’ve you got, Victor?” I ask Victor as he finishes stitching up his ‘Y’ incision in a dead man’s chest. 
 
    Victor drops the needle onto the side tray and pulls off his gloves. He looks like shit as he covers up the body in front of me. Rubbing his temples hard, he mumbles,  
 
    “A migraine. You?” He continues to put pressure on his head as if that’s going to help the pain subside. I look over to his desk and see a stack of files. Maybe the caseload has been too heavy on him. He’s been doing way too many jobs these last few years. Hopefully, they’ll hire someone else to do the science stuff and just let him cut people open. Regardless, he always seems to have answers for me when I need them. Just don’t touch that desk or chair of his to find said answers. Those are sacred places covered in papers. 
 
    “Indigestion.” I answer. 
 
    “Fast food?” 
 
    “No food.” 
 
    “Even better. There’s some yogurt in the fridge.” He points with his free hand to a small fridge across the room. 
 
    “How you manage to keep food in a room filled with death is beyond me.” I gag. 
 
    “I’m not the one who had a chicken wrap at a blood-spattered crime scene.” 
 
    “It was once and I was starving.” I reply splitting hairs. 
 
    “Whatever you say, Jazz.” He says. 
 
    Victor moves to his desk and fumbles around with a few things before grabbing something. He hands me the file and I flip it open. The pictures are clear, organ weights and other information I can make out. The chicken scratches prove to be a bit too difficult to comprehend. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me about the vic or do I have to attempt the translations? Cause if so, I’m fucked.” I say holding the gibberish out for him to see. 
 
    “Male victim. Estimated time of death was twenty-four hours before he was found. He was strangled like the others.” 
 
    “That’s it?” I ask. 
 
    “No. He had been on hormone treatments and had begun transitioning.” 
 
    “What? Can you dumb it down for me, please?” 
 
    “He was preparing to have gender reassignment surgery. His body was a woman’s with the exception of his genitals.” 
 
    “Okay. So, she was living life as a woman.” 
 
    “I would assume. It is standard procedure to live as the gender you identify with. She is fully developed and bloodwork shows no reason the surgery would be delayed physically.” Victor continues. 
 
    “So, she was kidnapped as a woman and the killer got a bit of a surprise.” I say out loud. 
 
    “I deal with facts, Jazz. I have no idea what the assailant was thinking, but I do know he provided the surgery at the cost of her life.” 
 
    “You said she was strangled.” 
 
    “She was, but then everything was removed between her legs. Based on the bruising around her neck, it appears as if she was strangled first and then mutilated. If there was any chance our victim was still alive, the blood loss would have killed her in seconds.” 
 
    “Like she wasn’t dying fast enough. One had to finish the job quickly. Maybe they were interrupted.” I say to myself. 
 
    “Everything matches the other victims in regards to height, hair color, and eye color. Their ages are all in the same range.” Victor continues ignoring me. 
 
    “Whoever did this has a specific look and desire. Is any of this in the police report?” I quickly flip through it and see the victim was found naked. “How do you know she looked like the other victims?” 
 
    “Few strands of a wig in her hair were blonde in color. The chest was severely damaged during a struggle. There were several stab wounds tearing the skin almost totally off. However, there was significant damage to the bones directly under the breasts.” Victor pulls back the sheet and shows me the poor woman’s flesh. 
 
    It’s a horrible sight. From the breast area down are any number of slices and rips to the tender flesh. None of them overly deep, but the skin has been pulled off in sections. This woman was tortured to death and removed of everything that made her feel human. 
 
    “So, we can make an assumption that these are all connected, but without a signature or a method to their madness, we only have theories. I need something solid.” I plead. 
 
    “There’s also some bruising here.” He points to an area above the slices by the neck. “The other victims didn’t have that.” 
 
    “Okay, so that’s something to file in my curious memory banks.” I watch Victor stare at the victim, his mind working a mile a minute. “What is it?” 
 
    “You know the more I look at the victims, the more they all look like Hadley.” He says with a bit of worry in his voice. 
 
    “Maybe, but do you really think blonde hair, blue eyes and big breasts are hard to find in New York City? Stop personalizing it, Victor.” I say, but in the back of my mind I think he’s onto something. 
 
    “Point taken.” Victor concedes. 
 
    “Any ideas on a common denominator?” 
 
    “Other than looks and similar patterns in the cause of death, nothing yet.” 
 
    “That’s got to be our priority.” I say firmly to make my point. 
 
    Victor stares at me like a smacked puppy, and I watch it turn into a far-off look. He does this often when he’s thinking but doesn’t want to share. It’s like being a Met fan sitting in the middle of Yankee Stadium. He walks over to his desk and begins organizing the papers. He full well knows I’m still there and wants me to initiate the conversation. He has passive aggressive behavior down perfectly. 
 
    “I know you’re waiting for me to ask. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “Nothing.” He tosses one file onto a larger pile as if he doesn’t want to tell me.  
 
    “There’s something going on in that brain of yours, Victor.” 
 
    “You’re not going to want to hear it.” 
 
    I’m not sure what’s worse at the moment. Frankie ignoring me when I finally decide to talk about kissing her in my office or my best friends who always think they know what’s best for me. Not only that, but they refuse to tell me anything for fear that I can’t handle it in my fragile state. According to the shrink, I’m okay to handle vicious murder cases but not simple things. I know I’ve been through the ringer in the last few years, but the fact that I haven’t put my gun in my mouth shows I can handle a lot. 
 
    Victor sits on the edge of his desk watching me. I know he’s waiting for me to ask again, but I’m not playing the game this time. Maybe it’s because I’m emotionally drained, but my gut tells me it’s because I really don’t want to hear it. I’ve got a file to read and a profile to create, so I’m going to walk away from this situation. I turn and head to the door. 
 
    “Since you asked.” 
 
    “I asked for this soon-to-be lecture?” I roll my eyes. 
 
    “Your facial expressions begged me to speak.” He smiles at me as his tone drips with sarcasm. 
 
    “Ah yes, the back of my head spoke volumes,” I counter.  
 
    “More than you know; trust me the scalp tells all.” Victor points to the head of a dead body on a slab. “You need to hear this, like it or not.” 
 
    “Remind me to get a different, less vocal haircut and color.” I argue with him. 
 
    He reaches into his desk drawer and pulls out two small glasses and a bottle of brandy. Without missing a beat, he stands and places them all on an occupied slab. Normally, I’d be a bit grossed out by this. Not right now. I’m sure this conversation isn’t going to be an easy one. We do one shot before he fills mine up again. I take another shot and place the glass down. He fills the two up and closes the bottle. 
 
    “Where’s Chase?” He leans back on his desk, brandy in hand. 
 
    “With Frankie,” I take a sip this time, using the alcohol as a distraction. 
 
    “At your place?” 
 
    “No, they’re at my mother’s.” I take a gulp of brandy this time. The burning in my chest reminding me I’m alive and dealing with the here and now. 
 
    “I doubt the cemetery has a hotel on the premises. She’s dead, try again.” 
 
    “Aren’t we all,” I say before my mind blocks it. I take a long swig of the brandy and try to focus on the glass in my hand. I peer through my eyebrows and see Victor watching me. 
 
     “You have to deal with it eventually, Jasmine. You can’t keep hiding behind that façade for much longer.” 
 
    “I’ve got Chase. We’re cool,” I lie. We’re not cool, but I don’t air my dirty laundry if I can help it. 
 
    “You haven’t been cool since we were in our twenties.” He drains the rest of the glass before pouring another one. He leans over and fills my glass to the top again. 
 
    “College wasn’t what it could have been. It was… harder than I anticipated.” I fight the emotion filling me from the toes up. 
 
    “No one expected her to die.” The sincerity in his voice causes me to crack a little. 
 
    “I did. You can deny it all you want, Victor. We watched her give up. We all let her do it. Simple as that,” my voice cracks as a few tears spring free from my eyes. Quickly wiping them away, I look anywhere but the man in front of me. This is not how I wanted my day to go. 
 
    “Jazz, we’ve known each other for a long time. I know when you’re full of shit.” His eyes stay firmly planted on me. He can see right through my lies, but not as easily as Frankie. Most of the time I let him think he’s right even if he’s way off base. Today though, he’s right on target. 
 
    “And I know when you’re trying to get me to admit shit. Victor, Mom died. It sucks. I miss her, but she’s dead and there’s nothing I can do about it. So, drop it.” I drink again. I don’t like to indulge this much, but I need to feel something, anything, and the burning liquid does just that. 
 
    His eyes never leave me, but he stands there speechless. He’s not used to having me give him information without him needing a crow bar. He nods at me as if thinking of his next chess move. I meant what I said, but I think I took him off guard. We never really talk about mom. He asks, but I ignore the questions. Victor was there for all of it, the age, the pain, and the lack of desire to live. I can still see her face looking up at the ceiling, empty. 
 
    At eighty years old, she would just lie in bed and drift away mentally. It used to be books or a long hot bath, but eventually I just lost her to nothingness. I would beg and plead for her to get up, but she chose not to. She wasn’t sick. She wasn’t terminal. She just had no desire to live, not for me, not for Chase’s family, not for herself. One day I tried to bring her coffee as a reason to get up and her body was ice cold. Hell has a way of creeping into your pretty world and smashing it all to bits. One day I had a mother and the next I was a mother. Hell has burned me and continues to fry me every chance it gets. 
 
    “Have you moved on?” He asks gently. 
 
    “Have you heard from your soon to be ex lately?” I answer angrily, pain evident in my voice. 
 
    “Why do you answer everything I ask with a question?” His shoulders pull back in a defensive position, and I know I’m pushing all the wrong buttons, but I don’t stop. 
 
    “Because it pisses you off,” I reply harshly. 
 
    “Jazz, you’re an asshole sometimes.” He downs his drink and walks over to the sink. 
 
    “I’ve been called worse.” 
 
    “Usually by me.” His back remains to me as he cleans the glass. He’s being overly methodical, and I don’t know if it’s because he’s really hurt or sizing me up. “Nice necklace,” he throws at me. 
 
    I’m sure the confusion on my face is clear as day. I fumble around my neckline until I touch the familiar gold cross on a chain.  
 
    “I see you still wear it.” 
 
    “Every day. You know that.” I’m getting fidgety and play with the glass in my hand. It’s almost empty, like everything else around me. Victor was right; this is not a conversation I want to continue. I didn’t really want to start it either. In a perfect world, I would be able to run home and crawl into my mother’s loving arms, but I can’t.  
 
    Victor places the glass next to the jars filled with human organs. He turns and leans against it as he dries his hands.  
 
    “Look, I’m going to just say it like it is. You’re a good guardian for Chase and eventually you will learn to be a good mother. Those things take time, but you have to figure out your priorities and get your life on track.” 
 
    It’s an amazing gift to make the voices around you blur into nothing. I’ve done it since I can remember. Parents fighting, teachers yelling, coaches, you name it, I can ignore them. All the words and sounds blend together like an orchestra, and I am the conductor. The only difference is I prefer not to hear it. Let the audience enjoy, but I prefer the sound of silence. 
 
    “Stop ignoring me,” he raises his voice to get my attention. 
 
    “You want me to stop ignoring you, fine. Let me say it like I know it is. I will not be a good mother. I will never be able to replace his birth mother nor will I ever attempt to. I am only who I can be and that’s not much. Simply put, I am an individual who is drowning in responsibilities that I’ve never asked for. I allowed the individual I loved more than my own life to walk away due to said responsibilities.” I try to control my breathing, but I feel my heart racing with every breath. 
 
    “You never lost her.” He tries to calm me, but that battle has been lost already. 
 
    “You had your turn. Now it’s mine.” I swallow the rest of the brandy and slam the glass on the slab. It might have cracked or broken; I don’t know and I don’t care. Victor is watching me intently now, his face mixed with fear and surprise at my actions. 
 
     “I did lose her, Victor. Fuck, I kissed her in my office, and she just ignores that it happened.” I watch the shock form on his face before I continue. “You want to know how I feel about my mother. She died. She left me. I watched her waste away to nothing under the pressures of responsibility. She took care of everyone as they all died. Grandma, grandpa, my father… she took care of them all. I had to sit and help. I had to watch her die inside a little each day while she cleaned up after my father. I was no perfect angel, but I know how life beats you down. How you eventually look at yourself in the mirror and you are no longer the woman you thought you were. She gave up. Once my dad died, she had a chance to finally live her life. Instead, she faded away. I couldn’t help her. I couldn’t protect her. I abandoned her when she needed me most. So, who failed who? Did she fail me by going to sleep and desiring never to wake up? Did I fail her by allowing her to give up so easily? I don’t know. My heart tells me I should have pushed harder for her, yet my anger tells me that she gave up on herself. So, doctor, you figure it out. In the meantime, I have responsibilities to deal with.” 
 
    Before another word can be said, I am out the door and out of this argument. I can hear him walking behind me, but I don’t entertain the idea of turning around. I don’t have the emotional capacity to handle everything in one shot. I feel wetness hit my cheeks, and I know the tears are flowing freely now. They are a sign of weakness, but right now I couldn’t give a shit. I wipe as much of it on my shirt so I can actually see.  
 
    Thankfully the house is quiet by the time I get home. I leave the lights off as I empty my pockets and hang up my coat. Moving into the living room, I try to navigate the maze to the couch. 
 
    “Fuck,” I mumble hopping on one foot with papers in my hand.  
 
    Somehow off balance, my only good leg hits the couch, and I careen backwards dropping everything in my hands to the floor. I slam my head against the cushions in aggravation. The photos and papers will have to be sorted again. I reach over and turn on the light next to me. Rubbing the back of my neck, I see a pair of sweatpants and a baggy shirt folded on the coffee table. Frankie remembered I think better in my sleepwear. Oxymoron it might be, but it’s a fact of my existence. I quickly change out of my clothes and instantly feel better. 
 
    Slowly making my way down the hall, I see Chase’s door slightly ajar. Usually, I close it all the way but I guess me not being home he wanted it open. I push it open ever so slightly so it doesn’t creak. He’s lying on his side facing the wall. His chest rises and falls in a nice rhythm. I’m surprised he stayed in his bed, but he was really upset when Frankie left. Maybe he wants to keep his distance so he doesn’t get hurt again. If that was the case, I wouldn’t blame him. 
 
    My bedroom door hangs slightly open as well. I wonder if Frankie remembers those times he climbed into bed with us. I peak inside and see Frankie sleeping soundly on my side of the bed. My feet have a mind of their own, and I don’t fight them. Resting on the edge of the bed, I watch her sleep peacefully. I used to love the times I would wake up hearing her talk to me, yet she was sound asleep. Before my brain can consciously focus on what I’m doing, my fingers slide down the side of her face. Her skin feels exactly how I remember. I don’t think there was anything I didn’t love about this woman. If only that was enough.  
 
    Exhaling a breath, I had no clue I was holding, I stand and take one last look at my sleeping beauty. Time heals all wounds, but sometimes accepting fault also helps. I walk out of the room and close the door behind me. Getting back to the living room, I kneel down by the couch and pick up the photos. They have to be organized with the documents based on timelines and crimes. For some reason my brain goes on autopilot again as I keep thinking about Frankie. 
 
    When I met her, everything was going okay in my life. I was in college looking for a new and exciting adventure. Sure, I was nineteen, writing was my dream, and Anne Rice was going to eat my dust. Either way, I had plans to do something in the future. I promised Hadley I was going to write her a part in a screenplay that would guarantee her an Oscar Nomination at least. Now, the two of us struggle to stay afloat. I feel bad for letting her down, but life gets in the way. 
 
    Victor and I were sitting at a bar one night, and Hadley was running late as per usual. I was solely focused on the pool table and this hot woman playing with her friends. Victor and I were comparing notes, he thought the hot girl was a whore, and I disagreed vehemently. Turns out he was referring to the girl leaning down on the table with short shorts that barely covered her crack while I was talking about Frankie. Once we had it cleared up, Victor dared me to talk to her. I swore under my breath because I hated being forced to do anything let alone fail in public. I really wanted to talk to her; it seemed like a good excuse. 
 
    I accepted his terms, swallowed my shot of Patron, and headed toward the pool table. I was about ten paces in when Frankie leaned down over the short shorts girl and whispered in her ear about something. Considering how their hands were on the pool cue, I felt jealousy rage from everywhere inside me. I turned on a dime and went back to the bar. Victor had seen the whole thing and had three shots ready, one for him and two for me. Once Hadley showed her face, we did nothing but drink. 
 
    And drink. And drink. I did shots of crappy tequila when the Patron was all gone. I was so out of my mind, I even licked the salt off the hot bartender’s abs, sucked the tequila from her naval, and then made out with her for the lemon. That’s when things got a bit heated. Frankie walks up to the bar to order a few drinks. She leans in-between me and Victor, which is like a sin in his world. So, he was giving her the look of death; it’s a hysterical look when he’s wasted. Me, I couldn’t breathe. She was leaning on my leg without necessarily meaning to. I could smell the cigarette stench too, and it made me leave my stool and rush to the bathroom. 
 
    Next thing I know, I’m facing the toilet and Victor’s holding my hair in the ladies’ bathroom. When my stomach was finished, always the awesome wingman hands me a piece of gum. I was sober after the evacuation of my insides, but the evening was going from bad to worse. Victor and I said our farewells to Hadley, who was too busy talking shop with a film student to do anything but wave. 
 
    Victor points to some side street and tells me to meet him there, something about me stumbling into traffic. So, I walk around the building and come face to face with Frankie against the wall with the hot girl on her like a moth to a flame. I don’t really know how long it took for realization to set in, but when Frankie’s eyes met mine, she was pleading for help. I don’t know how or why, but protectiveness took over. I tapped the hot girl on the shoulder and questioned what her intentions were with my girlfriend. 
 
    Frankie watched me cautiously. I’m sure she had no idea if I was another person coming to assault her or a Good Samaritan. The hot girl removed herself from Frankie and looked me up and down. I’m one tall intimidating bitch when I want to be, and right now – I wanted to be one. She puffed her chest out, and I just crossed my arms, flexing every muscle I have – all three. Eventually, after a few words were said, the bitch left and Frankie smiled at me. Victor honked the cabbies’ horn, and I offered Frankie a ride home. I think I passed out on her shoulder. I remember feeling her fingers running through my hair. She has that comforting effect on anyone regardless if she just met them. 
 
    We dated for about two years before moving in together. It just felt right. She was making a lot more money than I was, so she paid the majority of the rent. I took care of a lot of the basics, but struggling to get a job as a writer doesn’t really pay much. So, when Frankie decided to take psychology classes at night, I went with her. At the time I thought it would help me write my crime dramas or maybe a simple horror film. Truthfully, I had no idea that degree would change my life forever. We graduated; I became a cop and then a detective mostly due to my degree, anal retentive studying, and having a great support staff around me. 
 
    Don’t get me wrong, money had to be made to survive, so this job was a means to an end. I had ideas on various post-it notes, and they were posted everywhere. Frankie used to say my desk looked like it was hit by a sticky note explosion. I still wrote a lot at night, and Frankie worked while getting her doctorate. We were talking about our future and trying to figure out a way to secure our finances. Then, everything changed with one phone call. 
 
    It wasn’t a call in the middle of the night. Not a rainy day. No snow. The sun had been out all day, and I was going to surprise Frankie at dinner. When the phone rang, I swore it was her. Happy as a clam, I answered with my usual hello love. It wasn’t her. The officer on the other end asked me to come to a crime scene. I told him I was off duty, and I would be in tomorrow. I assured him the officers on the clock were more than capable, but he still insisted I come down. I abandoned my plans and headed to the crash site. 
 
    Looking down, I see tears have actually fallen from my eyes and landed on crime scene photos. Not a good thing. Quickly wiping them off the image, I see more spots form on my shirt. I lean back on my heels and look up at the ceiling. I just want to be able to stop once in my life and smell the roses again. Brick by brick I felt the walls go up around me. I didn’t ask it to happen, but I never stopped it either. One by one they stacked up higher and higher, preventing me from feeling pain or anger. I became someone who hid everything. I watched as my family died one at a time. I keep harping on it, but I know that’s where it began. When the walls began building themselves up was when I began to lose myself. 
 
    I’ve been to enough shrinks to know that when I start to lose myself, I try to over control the things I still have some handle on. Like my relationship with Frankie became cold and unwelcoming. It wasn’t a safe haven for me anymore. In my head I knew she would leave somehow, and I couldn’t control it. I know I was full of shit, but when everything is messed up in your head these unrealistic thoughts are always crystal clear. I made it a self-actualizing prophecy. I shut down my heart and didn’t let her help me with my mourning period. 
 
    Chase lived with us while my brother’s paperwork was sorted out. Never knew how difficult death was on the rain forest. All those papers, signatures, and so many lawyers getting their hands in the cookie jar. Frankie tried to help me make sense of it all, but like I said, I shut down. She used to put papers in front of me and point to a line. I signed my name and she would put the next document in front of me. Chase liked her, but he was in his own world as well. No matter how hard Frankie tried to help, we didn’t let her. She moved out a little while later. I think she knew I needed to do it on my own regardless of her being my life partner or not. 
 
    Next thing I knew, the papers were finalized and the courts officially handed me Chase. Me. A cop, failed writer, and villain chaser. A person, who barely had her own footing beneath her, being told you have a son legally, and you never gave birth to him, freaked me out. I never thought they would trust me to be responsible for another human being. There I was in the courtroom responsible for a child that had the same walls built up around his heart that I did. We’d both lived through the same torment, just a different perspective. The first time Chase held my hand, and we walked to the car as guardian and child, we were both empty. His hand felt foreign in mine, like I was forced to hold it. No emotional attachment behind it, just hallow. I love him now as much as then, but we were both suffering and nothing could break those walls down. 
 
    Since I couldn’t really control my situation with Chase, I controlled what I could. Sleep rarely came to me, so I dove deep into work all hours of the night. I would make sure Chase ate and got to his new school. He didn’t lack for anything he truly needed, and sometimes, when I had a little extra cash, I would get something special for him. We rarely spoke at all during the first few months he was here. Nothing to say I guess. 
 
    I never ate either. Food always hit my stomach like lead sinkers burying themselves in an acid pool. Once it was down, it came up. Maybe it was a mental thing, but I never had a stomach of steel like my brother. Instead of dealing with the pain of vomiting, cramps, indigestion, or whatever else – I just stopped eating. Frankie noticed it first but said nothing. The other two yelled at me a lot. I just let the voices fade into nothingness. They start to sound like flies buzzing around your head. Frankie was the only voice I heard most of the time. She got me those canned shakes. Sometimes I remembered to drink one, sometimes I threw them up, but for her I tried. 
 
    I’ll admit the walls are still up, crumbling but still there. The day they began to fall was the day Chase crawled into my bed and finally let go. I was staring at the ceiling, thinking of the millions of ways I could have saved my brother and his wife. The door opened and he padded across the floor, saying nothing. He lifted the blankets and climbed into bed. He slid over to me and put his head on my shoulder. I remember my shirt being wet with his tears as he finally let his feelings show. I kissed the top of his head and said nothing. Just wrapped him up in a hug and for the first time in what felt like ages, I fell asleep. 
 
    Since then, he’s grown a little more attached to me. He talks more, and actually eats a full meal instead of pushing various items around his plate until I take it away. His eyes have more life to them as well, although I am not sure how much more they have to go to be normal. I don’t know if it’s even possible to be considered normal after all we’ve been through. Maybe someone can quantify it for me so I have a gauge of where we should be. No one ever does though. They tell you what you’re feeling is okay and to face it. It’s like asking someone to sit in a plane knowing it will crash just so they can deal with their fear of heights. 
 
    Realizing the papers were on the table neatly sorted, I sit on the couch. Staring at images of mutilation, at horrific sights, I find I have no emotion towards them. I don’t think I’m normal. I can see these things on a daily basis and nothing boils in my chest. I used to let all these emotions wrap around me, consume me, and now – nothing. I wait, I stare, and nothing. Maybe it is normal to become desensitized to this sort of thing, but I wish I wasn’t. Maybe I would feel more alive if these images bothered me. All I see as I stare at them is a poor victim in the wrong place at the wrong time. I see individuals who had their lives changed by one decision they thought was a benign one. That’s why I keep asking myself what the fuck normal means. 
 
    Lying down on the couch, I place the photos on my chest. Maybe a closer look will allow me to see something, anything connecting them all together. Besides their appearance, nothing seems to jump out at me. All blonde, all blue eyes, all strangled, and all are dead. Bodies cleaned of evidence. No sexual assault. No nothing. I’m supposed to figure these things out, yet as I look at these images, it becomes increasingly possible I might never find the person responsible for their deaths. I’m not angry or upset. I’m almost indifferent, but I do worry about the perp still being on the street. It’s another irrational fear I’ve obtained over the years. Anything could hurt Chase, and I have to find a way to protect him from the bad guys. I love him with all of my heart, and frankly, I have come to accept I need him as much as he needs me. 
 
    Man my head hurts just thinking about it. I mean this meaning of life crap, the destiny, fate, and normal or abnormal – what the fuck does it all mean? I’m sure everyone has been through this, where you literally over think shit that has no reason to be thought about at all. I mean hell; we all do what we have to do to survive, right? Yet, here I am thinking about things I cannot control. Why? Because I want to control them. I need to feel in control.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Coffee: sweet smelling and loving coffee. The one thing that I can always count on is the deliciously addicting warm liquid to quench my early morning thirst. Not to mention it keeps my ass awake all day considering the restless nights I’ve had recently. If there was a way to stay awake, eliminating those nightmares, I would sign up in a heartbeat. Coffee just seems to quiet the brain for the daylight hours, which helps. My biggest concern is that of the creator of said brew. If it’s the mischievous little nephew of mine, I face a morning of sludge sliding down into the pit of my gut. If it’s not him, then I face Frankie, and I’m always awkward around her. Neither possibility is really appealing at the moment. 
 
    “I know you’re awake,” Frankie softly utters, “Your nostrils flare at the smell of freshly brewed coffee. Don’t pretend you’re asleep to hide from seeing me. Get up or I pour it on your head.” 
 
    My eyes fly open just at the threat, seeing a nice steaming pot of coffee directly in front of my face. Frankie moves it before I sit up, hit my head, and spill said fluid all over myself. Not only would that be a waste, it would burn like hell. 
 
    “I’m awake.” I mumble pathetically. 
 
    “Better. Good morning to you, too.” Frankie turns away and heads to the kitchen. 
 
    “Morning.” I say a bit louder this time. I try to rub the sleeplessness out of my eyes as well as the dryness from my contacts. Sitting upright, I look over the piles on the coffee table. Yawning, I stare at the various images wondering where to begin.  
 
    Frankie walks back into the living room and places a full mug of coffee in front of me. I take a look at the mug she’s chosen, and even in my tired state, I smile. It’s the mug she bought me on our second anniversary. A massive double sized one with the words, Now Talk at the bottom of it. She knows nothing gets done before my first cup. Her mug is a simple one with a faded image of a pug, my grandmother’s. 
 
    “I assume you drink it the same.” She says and I nod in response. “You might also want to consider thinning out your mug collection.” 
 
    “Please don’t go there; it’s too early.” I mumble into the steam hitting my face. The overflowing cabinet has mugs from all over the world, all double sized, and most of them from family long gone. To part with any of them would make me feel like throwing out a piece of them. I can’t do it, and I won’t talk about it. 
 
    “Okay.” She drops the subject and takes a drink. 
 
    Swinging my legs over the edge of the couch, the pain shoots up my back and down my legs. I forgot how uncomfortable this thing is to sleep on, but sometimes the extremes are better than the means. Mindlessly, I massage the knot in my lower back as I prepare for the long day ahead. 
 
    “You should have come to bed.” She places her mug down on one of the only areas free of my clutter. Frankie sits down beside me. Her hands find their way to the sore spot, and she gently rubs on it. 
 
    “I didn’t want to wake you,” I reply through various winces of discomfort.  
 
    “You wouldn’t have woken me. If you were concerned about something else,” she inhales deeply as if trying to find her thoughts, “that wouldn’t have happened.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that. I know how hard it is for you to fall back asleep. That’s all.” I reply softly. 
 
    We hear the telltale signs of a tiny human getting up in his bedroom. Frankie moves to a chair next to the couch. The moment her hands leave my skin, it feels so cold. 
 
    “Maybe you should have a professional look at that,” She says. 
 
    “Nah, then it goes on my medical record.” I say truthfully as I shrug my shoulders. 
 
    “Do you have to work today?” I look over to see Chase in his dinosaur pajamas with the little feet attached. No matter how old he tries to act, every now and then he does something that reminds me he’s still a kid. As he stands there rubbing sleep from his eyes in full footy pajamas, I’m reminded of myself at his age. 
 
    “Yeah, little man. I have to work on this case.” I say tilting my head to the gaggle of papers on the table. 
 
    “Is it getting worse?” He climbs onto the couch with me, his eyes slightly red from lack of sleep. His head hits my chest, and I wrap my arm tightly around him. I kiss him on the head before looking over to Frankie who has a large smile on her face. This is the type of mornings we had planned on back in the day. “Is it?” Chase asks again. 
 
    “Not so much worse as confusing the fu…”  
 
    “Watch your language.” Frankie cuts me off. 
 
    “Sorry. It’s really confusing me a lot, kiddo. I’m not quite sure where to start.” I answer. 
 
    “Why do you do that?” He looks up at me. 
 
    “Do what?”  
 
    “Call me little man, then kiddo, and then tiny human?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Just what comes out of my mouth, I guess.” I smile at him and ruffle his hair a bit. 
 
    “Your Aunt Jazz has a tendency to give everyone a nickname. If you’re lucky you only get one. I think she has about four for me.” Frankie adds with a slight laughter in her voice. 
 
    “Okay, can we drop the tiny human one? Maybe all of them when I get older?” Chase asks with a bright smile on his face. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do. Can’t promise anything. You know I have a bad memory.” I tease. 
 
    “No, you’re just old.” I cannot believe he just said that. Looking in his eyes, he knows something’s up. Before I can grab him for some much-deserved tickle torture, he’s off running into Frankie’s arms. “Ha, you can’t catch me.” 
 
    “Chase, my dear little man. You’re in Frankie’s arms.” I lean back confidently.  
 
    “Yeah, so. She’s the safety zone,” he states calm as can be. 
 
     Sipping my coffee, I look back over to him and smile mischievously,  
 
    “No, my dear little man; she’s worse than I could ever be.” 
 
    I see the change in his expression right away. He rolls his eyes up and sees Frankie smiling at him. In seconds he’s giggling and rolling around in her arms trying to break free as she mercilessly tickles him. 
 
    “Stop,” he says through gasps and laughter. 
 
    “Not until you say the magic words,” she says to him. 
 
    “Please, Aunt Frankie.” The words come out of his mouth and everything stops. I just stare at Chase, then Frankie who looks like a deer in a set of headlights. She looks at me, a mixture of emotions oozing off her, but what they are I can’t tell.  
 
    “Did I do something wrong?” Chase snaps me back to reality and to the situation at hand. “Is that okay?” He asks again fear rising in his voice.  
 
    “Is what okay?” I manage to squeak out. The words hang in the air waiting for someone else to answer the question. 
 
    “Not you, Aunt Jazz,” he replies simply.  
 
    There are moments when a child takes control of a situation and it’s a learning experience for the parent. This is one of those times. Chase has chosen someone else to be a part of his family. I knew he liked her and was upset she left, but never understood how much he must have cared for her. He only calls me Aunt Jazz, everyone else is by their first names. This is a huge thing for him. 
 
    Chase wiggles out of Frankie’s arms and manages to sit on her lap. His eyes full of innocence search hers out. “Is that okay?” He says softly. 
 
    “More than okay.” She smiles and hugs him tightly. 
 
     “Good,” he says before flopping to the floor and picking at his pajama feet. Frankie watches him with a smile on her face. Her right hand nervously fumbles with a ring on her left hand. A simple ring her father gave her for finishing her doctorate degree. I’m sure her father hates me now more than he did before. No one is ever good enough for your child; no matter how wonderful they might be. 
 
    “I’m going to shower,” Frankie says. She reaches down and messes up Chase’s hair before walking down the hallway. 
 
    Chase watches her go before fixing his hair as best as a seven-year-old can. He climbs up into her abandoned chair, his legs straight out since he’s not tall enough yet. He stares at the hallway and I can tell he wants to say something but is waiting for the right time. The sound of the shower fills the room, and he looks right at me. 
 
    “I really like her.” He says with a serious expression on his face. 
 
    “I’m glad.” I answer unsure of the context. 
 
    “Does it bother you I called her my aunt?” He asks still very serious. 
 
    “Not really. I had plenty of aunts and uncles growing up. They weren’t blood relatives either, so no it doesn’t.” I answer as honestly as possible. 
 
    “She’s bad at video games. Couldn’t even handle controlling the racecar, and I gave her the steering wheel controller.” He laughs and brings his legs in to sit Indian style. 
 
    “I’m surprised she played games with you.” I look down at the table, my eyes scanning the various pages. 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “I couldn’t get her to play anything during our entire relationship. She used to argue that she was a Nintendo player. Anything more than two buttons would be too much. I bought the old games on XBOX and she still refused to play.” I say never looking up at him. 
 
    “Well, she is horrible.” Chase says as if that explains everything. “I tried to teach her, but she kept hitting the wrong button to fire. I don’t think a trigger is that hard, right?” Chase says with an exasperated sigh. 
 
    “Kiddo, some dogs just can’t be taught new tricks unless they want to learn. She’s not like us.” I answer simply. 
 
    “She fell asleep on the couch during the main alien battles. I needed help fighting them off, but she was snoring! Who does that, Aunt Jazzie?” Chase says with his hands waving around for emphasis. 
 
    “Apparently, your other aunt does. What time did you manage to crawl into bed?” I hear my mother’s voice coming out of my mouth. 
 
    “I had to get Aunt Frankie to wake up, down the hall, and into bed before I could go to my room.” He said as he fidgets in the chair. My mom used to say my brother did that when he was fibbing. She told me children are innocent so they tell fibs, but adults lie because they are old enough to know better. It’s a cute way of looking at things, but in the end a lie is a lie. 
 
    “What time did you actually get to bed?” I ask my full attention on his as I lean back on the couch. He looks at me and then to his feet. 
 
    “Just told you.” He says softly. 
 
    “No, you said you went to bed after helping out your aunt. You never gave me a specific time.” I take a deep breath and try to prevent my mother’s voice from coming out of my mouth again. “Just tell me the truth, no harm, no foul. Okay?” 
 
    “I waited for you to check up on me.” He says to his feet. “I needed to make sure you were home okay. Didn’t want to wake up and…” He trails off. 
 
    I wave my hand and he quickly rushes to my side. His little arms wrapping around me as tight as they can. It still amazes me how he can go from laughing to borderline tears in seconds. Frankie said he’d grow out of that in time as he gets different experiences. She doubted the fear of being abandoned would ever go away, but it wouldn’t control him as much. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that. I had to check on somethings before I came home. I wasn’t too late though, right?” He nods against my chest. “How about you call me whenever you need, okay? Even if it’s pretty late. That way you know I’m okay and you can sleep.” 
 
    “You should have slept in your own room.” He says to my stomach. 
 
    “Chase, Frankie and I…” 
 
    “Aunt Frankie.” He says correcting me. 
 
    “Aunt Frankie was sleeping, and I didn’t want to wake her up.” I say, hoping my explanation will be accepted. It’s much more than that, but he’s too young to understand any of it. He slowly let’s go of me and leans back with his arms crossed. His face holds an expression I can’t quite place. 
 
    “You love her.” He nods defiantly. My brother did that all the time when he was being serious. Even into his late thirties, it was his trademark. When he had a point, it was arms crossed, say the line, and nod. As if that was the end of the discussion, and I wasn’t about to reply. Stopped working on me when I was fifteen, but he kept trying. 
 
    “Chase, I know you think you know everything being seven and all, but I don’t know what you’re talking about.” This is a conversation Frankie and I need to have at some point. I don’t want to start an emotional roller coaster with the kid first. 
 
    “Aunt Jazz,” he says, uncrossing his arms and taking my hand in his smaller ones, “I love you very much but you don’t see what’s right there. Like in Halo when the alien drops a better weapon. You just run over it. You gotta pick it up, Aunt Jazz.” In his own round about, video gamer way, he makes sense to me. 
 
    “First off, I run past those guns because they overheat too fast. Secondly, I’m supposed to listen to a young boy wearing long pj’s with attached feet?” I pull his legs toward me and start tickling him to lighten the mood. He slaps my arms away as he fights laughing too loud.  
 
    “Did you lose her because of me?” He asks and just like that all the playfulness is gone. “Is that why you cry at night?” His eyes well up a bit and I realize this conversation has been a long time in the making. With or without my desire to have it, this kid needs some closure now. 
 
    “Nothing is because of you.” I let him sit back up and keep my distance. He needs answers not touchy feely bullshit. 
 
    “I showed up and then a little while later she moved out, even before the court stuff was done. He forces out, his hands clenching into fists. 
 
    “That’s true, she did, but it wasn’t because of you honey.” I grab his little fists and hold them tightly in my hands. “She left because of me. When your daddy died, I got really lost and I had to figure out a way to take care of you. Gosh, Aunt Frankie, she was so good to you and loved you the minute you were born. Did you know that?” I ask as my emotions start to get the better of me. 
 
    “No.” His reply low and muffled. 
 
    “She used to hold you at night to calm you down when you couldn’t sleep. When I could barely…” I take a deep breath and try to calm myself back down. “When I could barely deal with anything in the world, she loved you. She helped me with all the things for your parents and court papers. She was nothing but amazing.” I finish. 
 
    “Then why’d she leave us?” He whimpers. 
 
    “Because I handled everything so badly. She tried to help me through it, and I pushed her away. I was mean, cold, and everything you shouldn’t be to the one you love. I let her down and broke her heart. In turn, she broke yours, and I’m so sorry for that buddy.” 
 
    I wait for him to say something in response, but he just sits there calmly. The shower still going down the hall, and I’m thankful Frankie takes forever in the bathroom. I feel his fists unclench as he pulls his hands away from mine. He puts them on either side of my face and looks at me as seriously as his father did the day he died. 
 
    “She still loves you.” It was so sincere it almost pulled a sob from deep inside my chest. 
 
    “Oh honey, how do you know that? Love isn’t something you can just turn on when you think the time’s right. It’s more complex than that. So much has happened between us that love might not be enough, regardless of how we feel.”  
 
    “I know daddy loved mommy very much. They would fight over silly things, but he said that’s what people in love do. They fight but they make up.” 
 
    “Chase, you were just a…” 
 
    “I found daddy’s notebooks. He and mommy would write to me every night. When Mommy had me in her belly, she told me about how I made her sick and stuff. When I was born, Daddy wrote in it. I also heard you talking to Aunt Frankie a lot about them. They sounded happy even though they would fight. She’s here because she loves us. She wore that silly shirt that makes you feel safe to bed. She’s our family, Aunt Jazz. She loves us and we love her. I don’t get it.” 
 
    I fall silent, unsure of what to say to him. My brother and his damn notebooks. I remember when they asked me to write a few things in there for him. I’m sure nothing as personal as his parents, but I wrote some things. He’s such a cute little mess of innocence but other times he’s a ninety-year old in a smaller body. I know I love her, that’s never wavered for me. Ever. 
 
    “Can I go to the park?” He asks quickly. 
 
    “I would love to take you, but I have work on this all day. Maybe Aunt Frankie can bring you?” I say rubbing my eyes gently hoping to remove all the stress and emotion lingering there. My parents used to do that all the time. Between holding my back and my damn eyes, I have officially become my mother. If only my hair would move an inch or so back when I was angry, that would help get the point across to perps. 
 
    “She said she was busy.” He begins bouncing at the end of the couch. Back to a normal kid with way too much energy coiled up inside him. All of those serious conversations he hit me with a few seconds ago and now he acts like he’s had too much sugar. 
 
    “Then I guess you get to play video games all day today.” I say, turning my attention back to the papers. I’m sure he’s upset, but what kid would turn down a full day of alien annihilation. He shuffles closer, and I can feel those pleading eyes staring at me. 
 
    “What about the guys following me?” He says. 
 
    “What guys?” I ask genuinely concerned. 
 
    “The two guys in black suits that were at school yesterday? The ones sitting in the black car that followed me and Aunt Frankie home?” He holds his hands up like he’s Captain Obvious at the moment. He grabs a gruesome crime scene photo from the table and holds it up. “Are they keeping me safe from the man who did this?” 
 
    “Chase, stop.” I grab the photo out of his hand and try to wash the image of his mutilated body from my mind. 
 
    “Tell me the truth.” 
 
    “Fine.” I say to shut him up. “Yes, they are there to keep you safe. No one’s going to hurt you, but with this case… I need to know you’re okay at all times.” I finish, omitting some minor details. 
 
    “They’re really nice guys.” He starts and smiles at my shocked expression. “Hank’s a really good gamer, but Tim isn’t into it. He tries, but Hank says he would make Aunt Frankie look like a champion. That’s really sad if you think about it. I mean he shoots a gun, and he can’t kill zombies.” Chase shakes his head. 
 
    “You’ve met them?” 
 
    “They were watching me at recess. I went to say hi, and we talked about the games in this month’s magazine you get.” 
 
    “Right, of course.” Leave it to Chase to find a way around a precautionary protective detail that’s supposed to be hidden. 
 
    “So, can they take me to the park.” 
 
    “Sure, if they want.” I concede. He’s already made friends, what’s the harm. 
 
    “Okay,” he hops up and rushes out the front door tossing caution to the kid. I jump up and run to the front door as I see the kid safely in the backseat of the unmarked sedan. I curl up into a ball on the gray couch sitting in the corner. When I was five or six, I used to sleep on this thing at my grandmother’s house, better than any bed she had. But once I hit five feet plus, it wasn’t so comfortable anymore. If I close my eyes really tight, I swear I can still smell her perfume on the leather. 
 
    “You okay?” Frankie asks me, and I feel her hand running up and down my arm. 
 
    “Yeah, just tired.” I say, unmoving. 
 
    “You want a fresh cup?” She asks, and I simply nod in response. I can hear her walking around the kitchen, but I’m more focused on the smell of the leather and the kid outside. I hear the mug on the table and a familiar smell fills my nostrils. The CK One that she loves to put on after a shower and gives me sneezing fits. 
 
    “Are you going to look at me?” 
 
    “That depends.” 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “On if you’re going to yell at me for kissing you.” I answer simply. “I’m sorry if I put you in a bad position, but I don’t regret it. I never will.” I open my eyes and see the turmoil in hers. Sitting up properly, I see the kid heading back into the house through the front windows. “I’m going to take a shower. Be back in a few.” I stand up and turn to walk away, but Frankie grabs my hand and stops me. 
 
    “I’m sorry I left you. It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, and I regret it every day.” Her voice barely registers above a whisper, but I hear it. She lets go of my arm, and I walk down the hallway. 
 
    Standing in the bathroom with a locked door behind me and overly bright Hollywood bulbs illuminating my face, silent tears roll down my cheeks. Everything I’ve lost, everything I am, is written on the lines etched into my skin. All the changes in eye color, skin tone, and every gray hair are a timeline for the person I’ve become. Looking at my reflection in the mirror, I find I don’t like her very much. 
 
    In the shower, I turn the dial to the hottest setting my skin can tolerate. The steam rises quickly, filling the room in a fog similar to what’s happening in my mind. My hands turn from a pasty white to a red as the temperature gets hotter with each passing second. My tears stop with the pain that radiates through my body as the water gets too hot. Turning it down, it clicks that this is just an easier form of self-harming. No scars if you time it just right. Not smart or safe to do either, and that sours my mood even more. 
 
    “You’ve got to focus on what is right in front of you dammit,” I say to the action figures Chase uses in his nightly bath. All of my psychology classes back in the day spouted the importance of speaking things out loud. Sometimes it makes you accept what’s going on in front of you. I just do it because when I talk to myself, I can usually visualize the puzzle better. Either way, most psychologists just want you to talk. That way they can medicate you, get their kickbacks, and ensure you’ll be a patient for a long time. Frankie’s not one of them. She hates medication and only uses it if absolutely necessary. 
 
    “Three dead bodies and they all look somewhat similar. Obvious exception was the trans-male.” I grab the pink kid’s bar of soap. “First victim, strangled from behind. Simple and easy kill. Nothing fancy about the scene or the dump. This couldn’t have been their first one or there would have been more hesitation. So, either the others came before this one, or the perp’s been doing this for a while somewhere off my radar.” 
 
    Rinsing off and grabbing the shampoo, I find myself singing badly. “One of these things is not like the other; one of those dead is not the same,” My voice echoes off the floor to ceiling tile in the bathroom. The third victim had to have been a surprise. There was a lot of anger, almost disgust as if they were deceived. No blood at the scene, so it was an obvious dump. “Did they know about her genetics before or after the attack?” 
 
    That little bit of information could help Frankie build a more in depth profile. I can only assume if it was removed before it was a shock to see it. This guy chooses his ladies carefully, right down to how they look, and then someone throws a wrench into all his hard work. Anything like that could trigger episodes or maybe have some darker hidden meaning. Either way, any little bit of information I can get helps. I once solved a murder due to a peanut allergy. Everything and anything is relevant. Except when it rains. Then nothing is worth a fucking damn. It all washes away down the drain, like victim two. 
 
    “Maybe the perp just hates being lied to and there’s nothing more important than that. Fuck, I hate being lied to. Everyone does.” My head comes to a full stop. My body shrinks down the base of the shower, knees pulled firmly into my chest. 
 
    Flashes of memories fly by as I try to control the anxiety attack that has taken control. Frankie’s voice as she was packing up her last box to leave. Telling me I had new responsibilities, and I apparently didn’t want her help. How I shut her out and she wasn’t Chase’s guardian. I had to learn how to deal with this on my own; she couldn’t do it for me and other things. She had her reasons for leaving, but none of them felt real to me. It was all whispers on the wind, like promises to be there for you when you grow up. Like those before her that held my heart, she abandoned me. Maybe there’s more to her reasoning, and I should have asked her, but I never have. 
 
    My mind rolls to the other women I’ve seen Frankie with lately. Maybe that’s why the kiss in my office was such an unwelcomed one. She might just be friends with those people, but the jealousy burns close to hatred for them. Without thinking of the consequences, my left arm swings and my fist connects with the wall. Silent sobs as my body shakes allowing the anxiety to better me. The knots in my neck and back scream as they tighten in response. 
 
    There are many crossroads we face in our lives, and sometimes I can’t even remember where the hell the forks were. So many decisions, so little responses, and somehow we have to assume we made the right choices. Right now, I feel like I’m sitting looking left at one path that’s dark and dreary or another that’s completely unseen with no information on either one to assist me in making a proper choice.  
 
    “Make a wrong choice and more people die. Make the right one and maybe you die.” I mumble, finally finding my voice.  
 
    My mother always called me a pessimist. My father told me to stop looking at the darker side of life as there is more beauty out there. My brother called me a drama queen. I prefer to think of myself as a realist. In this line of work, when you study people constantly, all you see is the negative. You can try to twist it whatever way you like, but the darkness lurks like cancer within every human body. We face death every day without ever knowing it. That’s realism. So, in my case right now, I can’t make a choice for which path to choose. I can’t just walk away because it’s not just me anymore. I have to put Chase’s safety before everyone else. Period. 
 
     Forcing myself to stand up, finish the shower, and towel off, I tip toe into my bedroom next door. A small smile spreads on my face when I see clothes laid out for me just like she used to when I was stressed. She didn’t do it all the time, but when I was particularly out of sorts on a case, Frankie would lay my outfit on the bed. Made me think of her all day just by looking at my reflection.  
 
    “You okay, Aunt Jazz?” I hear Chase through the door. 
 
    “Yeah, just give me a second.” I say as I start getting dressed. 
 
    “You were in there a long time.” He continues. “Did you play with my toys again? They’re not for adults you know.” 
 
    “No sweetie, those are yours.” I finish getting dressed and open the door. “I thought you were headed to the park with Tom and Hank?” 
 
    “I was, but I wanted to say goodbye to you.” He wraps his arms around my waist and squeezes tightly. “You going to be okay without me?” 
 
    “I think I can manage.” I laugh at his protectiveness. 
 
    “You sure? Aunt Frankie made a few phone calls and said something about needing backup. I don’t really get it.” He says letting go of me. 
 
    “Oh boy. That means your Aunt Frankie is up to something and needed Hadley and Victor to help her with it.” 
 
    “That’s not good.” He replies with a smile on his face. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Chase walks a few steps in front of him, his back firmly planted against the wall. I walk normally behind him, and he stops when I make the floor creak. He turns back, shakes his head, and points to the wall. I lean against it and follow his lead. We get to the end of the hallway and muffled voices hit our ears. He takes a peek into the room and stops me from moving. 
 
    “The living room’s been invaded.” He smiles at me. “I don’t think we can get pass them.” 
 
    “How many? Any guns on the floor?” I continue his game. 
 
    “Nope. You wouldn’t pick them up anyway.” He tries to hide his laughter. “Two girls, a tall guy in a suit. Could be pod people, or zombies.” 
 
    “That’s not too bad. I think we can take them.” I rub my hands together trying to channel my best GI Jane impression. I push off the wall slightly, but Chase places his hand on my stomach. 
 
     “Daddy always said girls are the ones who give you grey hair and make your wallets empty. We can take the guy easily, but we have to be very careful.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t have anything in my wallet, and I don’t have grey hair.” 
 
    “We’ve been over this before. Your wallet’s empty because you paid someone to make the grey go away. This is serious, Aunt Jazz. I have to make it to the boys outside of the house. I can’t be grey at my age.” He says seriously, and I smile at him. 
 
    “Well then, I think I have a plan.” I say softly as I lay down on my stomach so I have a low profile. 
 
    “I’m listening.” He says in his most adult voice possible at his age as he joins me on the floor. We crawl to the entrance. 
 
    “Okay, I’m going to hit that mark at nine o’clock. I’ll create a serious diversion and you hit the mark over there at one o’clock and then out the door. Just make sure to use the furniture as cover. You miss one spot… It might be over. I don’t have the power to take them all on myself.” I say pointing to various things in the room. Chase looks like I just gave him some word problem about two people on a train. “You run as fast as you can to your cop buddies outside while I keep the pod people busy.” 
 
    “Okay, you sacrifice yourself so I can play. I won’t forget this.” Chase says as he crawls to hide behind the couch. I stand up, nod to him, and walk full into the room. 
 
    “Frankie, what’s going on here?” I shout in an overly dramatic way. 
 
    “I thought you could use a fresh set of eyes on the case.” She says while lifting her one eyebrow at my antics. 
 
    I wave my hand in Chase’s direction, and he shimmies from the couch to a chair. He tries to stay hidden, but it’s terribly obvious where he is. They all look at me, and I simply shake my head in response, waving my right hand for them to keep talking. 
 
    “Yes, we did.” Hadley replies smiling at me. She deliberately turns away from the furniture so her back is to the front door. Chase rushes out from behind her and stops at the front door. He gives me a thumbs up before rushing away to freedom. 
 
    “It took you thirty minutes to shower and get changed.” 
 
    “Sorry, Victor, next time I’ll just wet myself down and wear a potato sack.” 
 
    “Maybe next time you shouldn’t try to figure out the case in the shower while talking out loud to yourself.” Hadley interjects. 
 
    “I did no such thing.” 
 
    “Umm, yes you did.” She smirks. 
 
    “Hadley, how would you know?” 
 
    “Because I had to pee and you were hogging the bathroom. I was gonna knock, but you were busy talking to yourself about a lot of things. So, I thought it was best to leave you alone.” 
 
    Privacy is such a thing of the past, so are my tactics on how to help my mind break down a case. 
 
    “Jazz, your ears are red.” Hadley pipes up again. Sometimes, I really want to smack her. 
 
    “My ears are not red, Hadley.” I answer defensively.  
 
    “Yes, they are. Which means you are obviously embarrassed at your little habit.” Victor smugly smiles at me. 
 
    “My dear Victor, my habit isn’t as bad as eating with corpses.” I sputter out like a little sister trying to get mom to punish my big brother. 
 
    “Hey, we’ve been through this and the bodies don’t mind,” he raises his voice in his defense.  
 
    “You eat with dead bodies?” Hadley questions Victor, her voice filled with disgust. 
 
    “What’s wrong with eating in my office?” Victor sizes Hadley up as if ready to fight.  
 
    “Because you work in the morgue!” She folds her arms across her chest as if that would get her point across faster. 
 
    “Do you eat with zombies in full make-up?” 
 
    “That is so different,” Hadley stammers back a bit offended. 
 
    I watch the two banter back and forth, but the sound of laughter pulls my attention to Frankie. Sitting on the couch, her arm wrapped around her stomach with slight tears forming in her eyes. It’s a rich sound I haven’t heard in a really long time. Her face might show all the stress that life has given her, but right now she looks as youthful as ever.  
 
    “Come on, eating with fake dead people in costume is not the same as eating with a really dead person.” Hadley screeches, her hands waving about. 
 
    “You’re right, because the real dead don’t reek of bad corn syrup and sweat under the prosthetics. Not to mention, they don’t talk back or have bad breath or want to get your autograph!” Victor says with what sounds like jealousy in his voice, his arms crossed, and a bounce back and forth from left to right. 
 
    “No, they just smell like those toxic chemicals you use on them.” Hadley’s in full defense mode. When she starts to feel like someone is questioning her ability as an actress, she goes all out to fight back. Sometimes that can be painful as it involves full arm waving, then they cross or go to her hip when listening, and back to waving when talking. All of this is topped with lots of high-pitched monologues. 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Victor says, confusion etched on his face. 
 
    “That crap that turns your insides into mush before you suck it out our noses! That’s not what I want to see when I’m eating my sushi. It also sucks for the environment and mother nature in the end.” She answers back as Victor ducks a swinging right arm. 
 
    “We call that embalming. You know that’s to prevent decomposition, right? So people can have time to say goodbye.” He says much calmer than his previous statements. Hadley holds firm, hands on her hips as I assume she considers her next statement. 
 
    “Your ears are still red.” Frankie whispers standing next to me. 
 
    “Hot shower.” I say. 
 
    “That line would work on any number of people in the room. Me, not so much.” She replies with a smirk. 
 
    “I know, but it’s all you’re going to get out of me right now.” I say allowing some flirtation to enter my voice. Her cheeks turn a bit red in response, but says nothing. 
 
    “I do not embalm people, Hadley. I do autopsies. I cut people open and try to find the cause of death.” Victor says. 
 
    “Exactly, cutting people up, taking out the organs, and acting like a mad scientist.” She replies defiant. 
 
    “Yes, in an odd sort of way, I guess so.” 
 
    “Then you can easily liquefy people, too.” 
 
    Victor’s mouth falls open and his hands wave around as if trying to show no connection between the two. Hadley stands there smiling and part of me wonders if she’s just pushing his buttons for fun at this point. 
 
    “You’re ignoring me,” Frankie whispers again so close to my ear I can feel her breath. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I try to keep my breathing calm and focus on ignoring how close she is to me. 
 
    “I’ve got years of experience with those ears. Trust me.” Her hand brushes the hair away from my right ear, and I turn my head to face her. Her hand falls on my cheek and her thumb traces the line of my cheekbone. It’s something she’s done a million times before, but this time it means so much more to me. I lean into her hand, close my eyes, and concede defeat of the subject. 
 
    “I’ll get you some fresh coffee,” she pulls her hand away and leaves me standing there. It’s then that I notice the silence in the room. Looking over to Victor and Hadley, my ears start to burn as if they’re on fire. The two of them stare at me, waiting for an explanation I’m sure, but I don’t have any. 
 
    “Had, Victor does not liquefy people.” Victor nods and points to me. “He’s had a body that was so badly decomposed it was a pile of goo on his table, but that wasn’t his fault.” 
 
    “Seriously, Jasmine, stop while you’re ahead.” Victor says. 
 
    “Either way, he shouldn’t be eating around those bodies. Who knows how many medical codes you’re violating on a daily basis down there.” Frankie says handing me a mug. “You know better than to expose evidence to that kind of cross contamination.” 
 
    “See, you shouldn’t eat around death.” Hadley throws one final jab at Victor who at this point just takes it in stride. 
 
    “Frankie said you were stuck with this case; can we focus on that please?” He says. 
 
    Frankie and I sit on the couch with Hadley and Victor sitting across from us in the two chairs. Leaning forward, I organize the piles in the proper order before attacking the situation. I grab the first picture and hold it up. 
 
    “First victim, strangled like the others. Not much at the scene. Everything was very clean.” I say. 
 
    “Body showed no signs of defensive wounds. I thought there might have been some drugs involved but nothing came up in her bloodwork. No hesitation marks, no hairs or fibers. Literally, this woman was cleaned up.” Victor says. 
 
    “That’s highly unusual,” Frankie adds. “Most assailants take a few tries before getting the killing down just right. They need time to perfect their techniques.” 
 
    “So, either he’s been killing somewhere else or we never found the bodies.” I say in reply. 
 
    “The latter is the most likely scenario. He’s methodical, he studies his victims, knows the area… it’s out of character to leave his hunting grounds like that.” Frankie says convincingly. 
 
    “If he’s been able to dispose of the test bodies, why not these?” Hadley asks a really good question. 
 
    “Trophies? Embarrassment? Could be any number of things, I guess. Second victim, Riverside Park, rain washed away all the evidence from the scene.” I say holding up the second photo. 
 
    “Second Jane Doe, no evidence of animal predation or swelling. She wasn’t in the water or the park for that long. Someone waited for the perfect time to dump her body. Again, a natural blonde, hazel eyes, all the characteristics of the victim before her. Beyond that, nothing to write home about.” Victor gives all the information he has. 
 
    “Seems like he’s picking off people who could easily be forgotten.” Hadley whispers. 
 
    “That would make sense, but it also limits his pool of candidates.” Frankie replies. “That means he takes his time. He has to find someone that fits his desire, ensure they won’t be missed and then plan an attack. That is rather intense and detailed.” 
 
    “Not to mention the bodies are dumped in specific places that are either difficult to pull evidence from or the weather washes it away.” Victor adds. 
 
    “Final victim, trans-male. Another dump job, scene released due to connections to the city, and from the images, a shit show of a scene. Considering his wounds, you would expect blood everywhere, but nothing was noted.” I say summarizing the last file I have. 
 
    “Brutal attack on the final victim. Defensive wounds were present as well as rectal tearing. I found a small wood shard, but that could have been connected to anything lying around in the basement. He was sliced, torn up, and tossed out with the garbage.” Victor finishes. 
 
    “Did you say trans?” Hadley asks quietly. 
 
    “Yeah, why?” Victor asks. Hadley is a huge ally of the LGBTQ community, but her tone has all three of us hanging on her reply. 
 
    “Did he have his reassignment surgery? Or breast augmentation?” She follows up staring at her hands in her lap. “If he did, you should be able to trace the serial numbers on the implants. If they were done by a legit doctor, he has to record them.” 
 
    “I wish we could, but the victim was mutilated. If there were implants, they were removed. It’s also possible hormones assisted in their growth as it was found in his blood work. The rest of his genitalia were removed with precision.” Victor says like a teacher talking to their student. 
 
    “This type of surgery and treatment is really specific. An actor I work with has to go for hours of therapy, treatments, and blood work every month to comply with the doc’s requirements. There has to be a limited number of people in New York City who do this kind of thing. Maybe you can identify him?” She says finally looking up at the three of us. 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea, Had.” I say sincerely. 
 
    “What else do you have? Maybe we can come up with other starting points.” She says. 
 
    Flipping open the first file, I grab some crime scene photos and spread them out. 
 
    “I’ve got some lovely photos of a useless crime scene and some of the victim. As Victor already pointed out, all three victims were strangled to death.” I say looking over the spread of images. 
 
    “You know that’s a very personal way to kill someone.” Frankie says reaching out for the first photo on the table. “Do you know what the murder weapon was?” 
 
    “Truthfully, bruising was a bit abnormal. Due to the delay in getting the bodies, environment and other factors out of my control, I can’t pinpoint it. Some bruising could be fingers, but mostly it looks like a foreign object.” Victor says as he tosses a different photo back on the pile. “I wish I could narrow it down, but it’s been annoyingly inconclusive.” 
 
    “Not to sound harsh, but does it really matter how personal something is? Killers get some kind of enjoyment from their actions. Simple. The manner of death is the least of my concerns. This guy wants to eliminate people, that’s all I really care about.” I say to the room. 
 
    “And that’s why you’re the detective and I’m the psychologist.” Frankie says in full out doctor mode. “Shootings can be vague. Some depend on what weapon was used or the distance from the actual target. Personally, I look at those on a case-by-case basis. Each one is very different from the one before it, but strangling someone never changes. There’s a rage that’s built over a period of time that manifests itself in consciously closing the path of oxygen to someone’s brain. You can hear the person struggling, gasping for life. They fight you constantly as they try to free themselves from death. To me, the only difference is whether the assailant attacked from the front or behind. The rest is the same.” 
 
    “Thanks for the psychology lesson, doctor, but as we’ve already discussed there was only one victim with defensive wounds. That indicates the person knew their killer and allowed him access.” I hand Frankie the medical reports. She scans each one briefly as Hadley and Victor have a private conversation between the two of them. 
 
    “You two want to share with the rest of the class?” I throw out angrily. 
 
    “Hadley was curious about the bruise pattern. It was slightly cylindrical, but awkward at the bottom. Not enough to be a baseball bat, but I surmise it’s something similar. Even if we were sure about what it might be, I still couldn’t say conclusively it was the murder weapon.” Victor says. 
 
    “It was a mistake.” Frankie tosses the files back on the table before she stands and begins pacing. “The other women were surprised by their attacker from behind, leaving them no time, if any, to fight back before they lost consciousness. But the last victim was stronger than the rest. He could fight back.” 
 
    “Which explains the vicious attacks post mortem, but I’m at a loss at the connection between all the victims.” Victor states as he flips through more photos that Frankie has left behind as she paces back and forth. Victor stops suddenly, three photos sprawled out in from of him. “He stalked them.” 
 
    “See, I have an issue with that. We know he chose his victims carefully down to their eye color. How could he not know the last victim was trans? If he was so careful to find out if they wouldn’t be easily missed, why make this massive mistake? Something just doesn’t sit right with me about the last body.” I say watching Frankie continue to move around the room. 
 
    “Maybe he had someone else in mind but she got away?” Victor says. 
 
    “It’s possible. All that hard work and research tossed away would create an intense response.” Frankie adds. 
 
    “That’s all plausible, but no evidence to back it up.” I add. Hadley sits in her chair, looking like she wants to throw up. Her face pale, her eyes locked on the pictures of the three victims in her lap. 
 
    “Had, you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, fine.” Her eyes never leaving the photos in front of her. 
 
    “Look, we know he watches them. How does he find out about them in more detail? Does he dig through their mail? Hack their emails? If the third vic was his intended target, we can rule out medical history.” Victor says playing with his hair. 
 
    Hadley places the photos back on the table, stands up, and moves to the other side of the room. 
 
    “Hadley, what’s going on? You look like you’re about to be sick.” Frankie says, pulling the attention from everyone in the room. I watch our psychologist trying to analyze Hadley’s movements. It’s not an easy task to do. Our friend is an amazing actress, and she really only lets you see what she wants you to see. Everything else, is locked away. 
 
    “It’s probably nothing.” She tries to instill calm in the room, but the fear is rolling off her in buckets. 
 
    “It’s obviously something to you, so talk.” I say as I stand up and walk around the chairs closer to her. 
 
    “I don’t even know if it’s relevant. It just popped into my head, and I don’t know why I didn’t think about it before. Hell, you’re all probably thinking, there goes the dumb actress who’s only good for some sex or full frontal nudity scene before her death.” 
 
    Victor stands up and grabs Hadley’s hands. She stares at him, and he speaks so softly I can’t make out what he’s saying. She nods, takes a few deep breaths, and closes her eyes. She opens them a few seconds later and stands behind Victor.  
 
    “He used his forearm.” Hadley wraps her arm around Victor’s throat and squeezes gently. Victor smirks as he sidesteps before tossing Hadley over his shoulder and onto the floor.  
 
    “But just like we thought, a man would defend himself, whereas if the woman was smaller in stature she’d be lifted off the ground unable to defend herself. The bruising on his chest would be consistent with a fist trying to knock the wind out of you. He had to deviate from his normal routine.” I say as if the puzzle is starting to come together. 
 
    “And by deviating he became angry, and he took it out on the victim’s body,” Frankie interjects. 
 
    “Okay, we have a plausible explanation for everything, but…” I let the last word hang in the air as I take a closer look to all of the photos.  
 
    “They all look like me,” Hadley throws out to the group as if it was a simple statement. “Same height, hair, and eye color. Maybe I did something wrong?” 
 
    Frankie immediately pulls Hadley into a hug for support. “Sweetie, just because the killer has a type doesn’t mean you’re responsible for any of it. You’re an actress; you know women looking similar to you are a dime a dozen. We don’t know enough about this case right now to make any solid judgements.” Hadley pushes away from Frankie. “The hardest part of helping out here is to see things objectively. We have nothing connecting you to the case. Yes, we all see they look like you, but beyond that there’s no physical evidence of anything else.” 
 
    Hadley says nothing as she moves to my dust laden movie collection in the corner. She grabs one out and pops it into the Blu-ray player. After she turns everything else on, I see the title card for her film Psycho Zombie Ninja on the screen. The three of us are silent as she flips through the chapters. 
 
    “It’s a love story at heart. The girl rejects this guy who goes to a bar, gets wasted, and bit by a zombie bartender. So he becomes part of the undead living among us all the while being trained to be a ninja to fight the war with the living.” She clicks on a specific point and watches a few seconds before fast-forwarding a bit. Once she reaches her place, she pauses the film on her face, and turns to face us. “He uses a camera to find his perfect victim. Once he does, he uses his ninja skills to go undetected. He gets into position, rushes the victim, lifts them off their feet, and strangles them with his forearm from behind.” She hits play and we all watch as Hadley’s character dies in the film exactly as we assume the victims have in real life. 
 
    “Hadley, this could mean any number of things.” Frankie tries to diffuse the situation.  
 
    “It wouldn’t explain the conversations I had with Mr. Murderer over the phone or the threat to Chase.” I add hoping that this little bit of information would get Hadley to calm down. 
 
    Hadley shakes her head at the three of us and marches across the room. She grabs the crime scene photos and throws one in front of us.  
 
    “Old warehouse,” she throws another one, “the pier.” 
 
     Before she can continue, Victor grabs the photos away from her.  
 
    “We know where the bodies were dumped. Calm down a second and think about what you’re actually saying.” Victor says to an obviously shaken Hadley. 
 
    “Filming locations,” I say mostly to myself. Adrenaline pumps through my body as my face flushes red. “I had to drive you to all of those locations because your car broke down.” 
 
    “How many locations are we talking about here?” Frankie chimes in, her voice drenched with concern. 
 
    “A lot. It was an independent film with a lot of gorilla shooting. They would find something that morning and we’d be there that night. If we were caught, we had to find a different place. Nothing was ever set in stone or legal.” Hadley answered. 
 
    “So for all we know he’s been dumping bodies all over those locations. He could be into the double digits by now.” Victor says dumbfounded. 
 
    “Do you remember all of them?” I ask Hadley. 
 
    “No, most fell through the moment we got there. It was so long ago; I just remember where we shot the bigger sequences.” She answers honestly. 
 
    “How does all this relate to my phone call?” 
 
    “In the film, the killer hunts and murder all these women as if he’s in training. His ultimate goal is to kill the original girl who hurt him. He stalks her, calls and watches her all the time. Everyone who dies before is just to get to the main course.” Hadley turns the movie off and shuts down the system before looking directly at me. “You drove me to all the locations. You’re always my bodyguard at horror conventions. Everyone who cares to look online can find out that you’re one of my best friends. If they’re training to kill someone… namely me, who else would you choose to hurt first?” 
 
    “Take out the bodyguard and get instant, direct access to the prize.” I say as bile rises up my throat. This case just went from confusing to sincerely fucked up. Everyone in this room just became a potential victim and that means Chase is in the line of fire as well. 
 
    “What’s going on in that head of yours?” Frankie asks me as she takes my hand in hers. I’m sure she can smell the worry rolling off my skin. Her thumb rubs the back of my hand. I kiss her knuckles before walking into the kitchen away from the group. 
 
    I wait a few seconds to make sure no one else is coming in here before pulling out my cell phone. I dial the one man I know I can trust. 
 
    “Is there a reason you’re calling my personal line?” Captain Udall chirps through the receiver at me.  
 
    “My apologies sir, but this is important.” I can hear him lean back in that old leather chair by his desk.  
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “I need protection for Victor, Hadley and Frankie,” I blurt out as quickly as possible.  
 
    “Mind giving me a reason why?” I swear he’s calculating the cost in his head.  
 
    “Some new information has come to light.” The silence on the other end forces me to continue. “All the victims appear to not only look like Hadley, but the method of killing and the locations seem to be connected to a film she was in. Now this could all be just a coincidence, but I’d like to make sure.” 
 
    “And you think Victor and Frankie are in danger because of their relationship to Hadley. Am I getting this right?” The clink of a glass hitting the wood of his desk echoes through the phone, then the squeal of a drawer then the twist of a bottle top and finally the sound of the pouring.  
 
    “No ice?” 
 
    “Not this time.” I half expected a hint of a laugh, but he’s far too serious right now to enjoy any bit of humor. The captain is all business in situations like this. He always gets fatherly, protective and by the book. I get nervous, make stupid jokes, and then become defensive and shut down. If we were in the field, the two of us would be pure cop. No room for any other emotions when your gun is in your hand ready to fire.  
 
    The current silence on the other end of the line unnerves me right now. I can hear him breathing, plotting, thinking. He’s known me for years and understands what I will and won’t do when it comes to my family. I hear the glass touch down on the table and the telltale sign of it being refilled. 
 
    “Jasmine, please consider what I’m offering here. If this individual is after each of you, it’s safer if we protect you in one of our estates. I understand you would prefer to handle this a different way, but right now I think it would be easier to keep an eye on all of you collectively.” He says slowly. 
 
    “You mean in one of our luxurious roach motels that we call a safe house?” 
 
    “Jasmine, they’re not that bad.” I hear the glass hit the table, and I understand he’s drinking a bit faster than he usually does. 
 
    “I don’t think we have enough information on this case to force us all into a one room situation. Not yet.” I plead with him to see it my way right now. 
 
     I hear the three of them mumbling out in the living room. My name pops out of their mouths a few times and more hushed tones follow. I’m sure they’re grilling Frankie on her little display earlier, but they’re not going to like it when I come back out there.  
 
    “Have you thought about Chase and how this might be effecting him?” Udall says after a few moments of silence. 
 
    “Yes, sir, I have. We’ve got a protection detail on him all the time. After discussing with Doctor Ryan, we agree taking him out of school right now and locking him away is not the best decision at this time. He doesn’t need the added stress. He needs the ability to be a kid the best way he can, given the circumstances.” I answer professionally. 
 
    I hear the bottle pouring again, which means I’ve added a dimension to the case he has to think through before answering. I can hear Hadley’s voice rising in the outer room as Victor goes on about her rabid fans being freaks of nature. Now I understand why my mother said sometimes she wanted to shut everyone out and run away. I hate silence with a passion, but a little bit of quiet to sort my thoughts wouldn’t be so bad. 
 
    “Fine, we’ll do it your way for now,” the captain says calmly. “You’ll have round the clock protection. No shadowing or hiding in the background, Jasmine. They’re going to be in your face, blatantly there. Any of you ditch them, I swear to all that’s holy, it will take a dozen or more surgeries to remove your badge from your ass. Are we clear?” He says like a father berating his child. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Crystal. One thing though, if said protection gets in my way during the investigation…” My voice trails off. 
 
    “You’ll kick their ass and then ditch them. I know how you operate. I also know a badge has sharp points. Keep cell phones with location active so we can track everyone. Try not to be an asshole to the ones trying to help you, understand?” He finishes. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” I say disconnecting the call. 
 
    “Maybe if you were more concerned about an actual acting career and not being NUDE in every freaking film you do, we wouldn’t be in this mess,” Frankie screams as I walk into the room. 
 
    Hadley and Frankie stand nose to nose while Victor sits on the couch watching the battle. His head bounces back and forth as if watching a tennis match. His legs are tight together, hands folded on his knees. He was part of the discussion earlier, but it’s obvious he’s been knocked out of it now. 
 
    “Ladies…” I attempt to get their attention, but my voice barely permeates the room.  
 
    “I AM a serious actress! Just because I work in the horror industry doesn’t make me any less talented than Angelina Jolie. Who, by the way, has also been naked in films before!” Hadley screams back at Frankie.  
 
    “Yea, when she was doing it to further the storyline, not saying ‘Hey, don’t forget what you come home to!’ that’s cheesy, cheap, and frankly makes film feel like a porn.” Frankie shakes her head at a stunned Hadley. 
 
    “Actually, nudity is quite useful in various ways in film. Gratuitous sex is pointless, but something that makes sense and fits in the storyline is fine, in my humble opinion.” The two women look at me like I have ten heads. 
 
    “Oh, now you’re in trouble,” Victor says from the safe confines of the couch. Both women turn to me about to protest, but I raise both my arms to effectively stop them  
 
    “I really don’t give a shit about nudity in film or what roles Hadley is taking on. It’s her career, let her have it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Hadley says to me. 
 
    “Frankie also has a right to be concerned. You’re giving away the milk for free in shitty projects that won’t further your career. You need to hold yourself in a higher esteem when working.” I continue as if Hadley never spoke. 
 
    “Exactly. You’re more talented than these films ever give you credit for, Had.” Frankie says, her tone calmer and more concerned. 
 
    “Now that we have all that squared away, there’s something you all need to know. Considering how this perp might want to off any one of us, we officially have protective details. They should be here within the hour with their assignments. Before you even try to argue, the captain wanted all of us in a safe house. As in cramped together in a small, confined space. Possibly even an hourly abode where some of Hadley’s former co-stars now house office hours.” I finish. 
 
    “That was a bit of a low blow, don’t you think?” Hadley looks at me before falling back into the couch. Frankie and Victor smile at my words but say nothing. 
 
    “Yes, it might have been, but it got your attention, didn’t it?” Hadley throws a pillow at my head, which I expertly duck out of the way from.  
 
    “If this is because of me, I’m sorry. I never thought any of these films would… I just… I can’t control what people do with what they watch.” Hadley hangs her head in disgust.  
 
    “I told you before, it’s not your fault. People see your movies and find an attachment to you regardless of the film. You can’t be held accountable for what someone interprets from your work. If that was the case, nothing would ever be written or filmed.” Frankie says. “I still think you’re so much better than what you’re currently doing.”  
 
    “You’re better than an office with no windows and a stuck up pencil skirt, but who’s judging.” Hadley says with a bit of a chuckle. 
 
    A calm seems to come over everyone, but Frankie stands suddenly and walks down the hallway. I hear a bedroom door close and look at my other two friends. Hadley motions for me to go after her, so I simply do. 
 
    My bedroom door still hangs slightly ajar, but Chase’s is fully closed. Knocking on the door gently before opening it, I see Frankie sitting on the edge of his bed a frame in her hand. She looks up at me and pats the bed next to her. Without saying another word, I sit down. 
 
    “You think he forgives me?” She asks softly. 
 
    “I don’t know if there’s anything to forgive.”  
 
    Frankie nods her head and continues to look down at the photo in her hands. It’s from when Chase was first born in the hospital. She had her arms around me as I hold this tiny little thing, the biggest smile on our faces. That was before our world burned to the ground. 
 
    “I remember this picture. We ran home from class just before visiting hours ended.” I say. 
 
    “You were so terrified to hold him,” she whispers. 
 
    “So, you wrapped your arms around us both. Always the protector, even then.” 
 
    She leans forward and places the frame back on his end table. “You remember the baseball game we took him to?” 
 
    “Yeah, he ate so much crap that entire day.” I smile fondly at the memory. 
 
    “I never thought he’d get to sleep.” 
 
    “He didn’t. Was up until three in the morning talking about how he got a baseball, ran the bases, and ate whatever he wanted. Wouldn’t shut up.” 
 
    “Why was it so different when I lived here?” She asks me.  
 
    “I ask myself that a lot. I mean, we were always good with Chase whenever we went out. It was like the door was a gateway escape to something that wasn’t real. Once we came home, it felt like all the emotions and loss were here. Lingering like moss on the side of a tree.” I answer. 
 
    “But you were never totally responsible for him.” She says simply. “I remember the trip to the zoo two months after the crash. I heard the two of you laugh for the first time in a long time. We could hide away and still be the cool aunts. The minute we came home we were guardians again.” 
 
    “Maybe. There was so much more going on around us that I barely remember that trip.” 
 
    Frankie takes my hand in hers and squeezes tightly before pressing it to the center of her chest. 
 
    “Your brother once told me I was good for you. I helped you make decisions before the turn of the century.” I laugh slightly as I think about my indecisiveness. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry. I pushed you and didn’t have the patience…” 
 
    “You did. You still do. You were the best thing for me, Frankie, but I can’t have you be that anymore. I can’t wake up knowing that I’m nothing without you. I have a kid to think about. I have someone else depending on me, and I need to know that I’m enough without anyone else. I have to be able to hold him up when he’s down. I can’t expect… I can’t need you to do that for me.” The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them. 
 
    Frankie nods and puts my hand down in my lap. She stands up, fixes her clothes, and wipes a stray tear from her face. After gathering herself, she looks directly at me and I can see the pain my words have caused her. 
 
    “That’s the thing, Jasmine. You never needed me. I always needed you.” She says as she walks out of the room and back to the others. I sit there trying to absorb what was just said. Trying to understand the words and how my heart breaks.  
 
    “The cops are here, so I’ll catch you later.” Hadley’s words pierce my silence. 
 
    “Yeah, sure. What about the others?” I ask. 
 
     “Victor already left with a very hot young officer. He was rather happy he needed a detail all of the sudden. Frankie split with some officer chick. Might want to keep an eye on that. I figured since the others already left, I’d be nice and let you know. My guy, Officer James Dunkin, said the captain wants a list of production dates, locations, and crap. I’ll get the producers to send it to you. Lord knows they’ll love the free press all this attention will get. You need me; you know where to reach me.” Before I can say anything, she’s out the door as quickly as she came in. 
 
    Entering the living room, I see a mid-thirties uniformed officer standing by the door, his thumbs tucked neatly in his belt. “You don’t have to stand at attention all the time. You could relax a bit.” He looks at me nervously, before he approaches his hand outstretched.  
 
    “Detective Steele,” I shake his hand with the simple greeting. “Sgt. Will Everts at your service, ma’am,” he properly replies. He lets go of my hand and immediately his thumbs return to his belt. 
 
    I head into the kitchen with Will a few steps behind me. “Ma’am is my mother. I might act like her on some… well, most occasions, but please just call me Jasmine, Jazz, or Steele. While I appreciate you being here to protect my associates, you really don’t need to be so nervous around me.” He looks at me oddly, and I point to his thumbs. “You put your thumbs in your belt, sometimes it’s a sign of nerves.” 
 
    Will’s chiseled shoulders bounce up in down as he laughs, “No Steele, I used to put my hands on my belt where I had my grenades. It was more nerves there than here. Now, it’s just muscle memory.” He says. 
 
    “What and how long?” I ask. 
 
    “Marines, three tours. Home for good now.”  
 
    “So I got the big bad marine. I must have irritated someone.” I laugh. 
 
    “No, captain just figured no one else would be able to keep up with you or wrangle you in if need be.” I pour the two of us some coffee and place the mug on the table.  
 
    “You want milk or sugar?” 
 
    “No, this is fine, thank you.” He drinks some coffee, relaxing a bit. 
 
    “So, what do you think of this case thus far?” I ask. 
 
    “I think someone is in for a good ass kicking when we find them.” I laugh slightly at his honest reply. Leave it to a military man to say it like it is. Before I can give him a witty answer, my cell phone buzzes on the table. 
 
    “Steele.”  
 
    “Ms. Steele?” An unknown female’s voice echoes through the phone. “My name is Jane Michaels, and I’m a nurse here at University Hospital.” I grab my coffee and take a sip of the now lukewarm fluid.  
 
    “How can I help you Ms. Michaels?” I can hear her flipping through some papers as another voice booms in the background over the intercom.  
 
    “I’m calling about Chase Steele. You are listed as his next of kin…” 
 
    “Is he okay?” I promptly get up and dump my coffee in the sink. Picking up on my actions, Will is right behind me. 
 
    “He appears to be okay, but we need your authorization to get x-rays on his arm and other treatment if necessary.”  
 
    “You do those x-rays but call me on my cell if anything else is necessary before I get there.”  
 
    “Chase is in the hospital.” I grab my coat, wallet, and fumble around looking for my keys. Will dangles his in front of me. 
 
    “No offense detective, but I’ve driven at high speeds through mine fields. City traffic has nothing on that. Besides, you driving was never an option. Wrangler, remember.” Will walks out of the house with me hot on his tail.  
 
    “Always the funny man, huh?” He just shrugs his arms, and we hop in the car. Thankfully, true to his word, we sliced through traffic easier than cheesecake, and in minutes I’m standing in the emergency room waiting for assistance. 
 
    I tap on the plastic divider and wait for the nurse to look up at me. She slides the glass over, but barely looks up at me.  
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you but…”  
 
    “Have you checked in yet?” She cuts me off.  
 
    “No, I’m looking…”  
 
    “Next window.” She slides the divider closed before I can get another word in. I stand there waiting for her to look up again. When she does, she points her obnoxiously long French manicured nails to the woman seated at the next window. I pull my badge out and slam it against the plastic. She looks up again, undeterred, and points again. If I could arrest people for being ill-mannered, I would have to build an island to house them all. 
 
    Will taps on the window next to me with a big grin on his face. The woman behind it promptly opens it.  
 
    “Hi, we’re looking for Chase Steele. He was brought in here earlier, and the doctor is waiting for us.”  
 
    The woman smiles, pushes a button under her desk, and I can hear the buzzing sound. Will opens the door and we walk in.  
 
    “Right this way,” the nurse with common courtesy answers, and we follow her down a hallway full of people. Some more injured than others; some just chilling and waiting to get some help. Either way, it’s an uncomfortable walk. I hate hospitals; they reek of death. 
 
    “Aunt Jazzie!” Hearing Chase’s voice, I pop my head up and see him sitting on a gurney. 
 
     “How you doing little man?” He lifts up his right arm, and I can see his wrist is swollen and bruised. “I tried to beat the monkey bars, but I lost.”  
 
    The two officers start laughing slightly, but one look from me and they stop dead in their tracks.  
 
    “I’m getting a cast in black because it’s cool.”  
 
    The intern walks in with the items needed for his cast. I watch in silence as the two officers joke around with Chase. The three of them acting as if the injury is no big deal. My heart’s still in my throat and I need to swallow it back down. 
 
    “You okay?” Will asks me, but I’m still too wound up to reply. “You know when I went on my last deployment; my wife was taking care of my youngest daughter. She’d send me photos all the time, telling me she was such an active kid. I wanted to wrap her up in bubble wrap and protect that kid from the world, you know? That’s what we want to do as parents, but we can’t. No matter how Chase came into this world, you’re his parent and that fear you’re feeling is real. I won’t lie and say it gets easier, but he will heal.” 
 
    “What if I can’t protect him from this guy? What if we don’t find him in time and I lose Chase.” I say so Chase and the twin dumbasses can’t hear me. 
 
    “You find him first. There isn’t another option.” Will says as if it is the simplest thing in the world to do. 
 
    “You’re philosophical, aren’t you?” He smiles at Chase looking over his new cast. “The desert does that to you.” He pauses for a second before he continues. “I think we should take him home. You need to be near him tonight. We’ll go to Hadley’s film shoot tomorrow.”  
 
    I look over to see the two officers holding a silver sharpie out. They’ll wait until the cast is hard as a rock and then sign it. I’m sure everyone around him will. I watch Will give the details for the evening to the others. He’s my wrangler and suddenly my heart is sliding back into my chest. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Will speeds through traffic, no lights or sirens on to warn the drivers around us. Various cars switch lanes or pull over to get out of the way. Others slow down or ignore us completely, neither stops him from driving like it’s a Formula One race through back streets.  
 
    “If we took my bike, we’d be there already.” Will says over the sounds of my stomach saying my coffee might make a return shortly. 
 
    “Right, because bile rising in my throat slowly was a downer for you? No one said we have to turn a thirty-minute drive into fifteen minutes.” I say still holding the handle on the ceiling for dear life. 
 
    “Blame the military. Avoiding obstacles, bombs, and whatever else is part of our training.” He says as the car slows, searching for a parking spot. With a quick spin of the wheel, Will pulls the car onto the curb perfectly parking it without hitting the streetlamp or divider. 
 
    “You realize there are spots down the street right?” I ask as I open the door being careful to avoid the brick wall close to the car. 
 
    “Yeah, but I need to protect my ride.” He shrugs his shoulders as he gets out of the car laughing at himself. “I always wanted to park like this just once. It’s an abandoned industrial area so no one will care.” 
 
    “Oh, hell to the no! You can’t park there!” We both turn to see a skinny looking kid with a head set propped around his neck. “You need to move this monstrosity right away.” He waves his hands around trying to get either of us to move from where we’re standing.  
 
    I show him my badge and attempt to talk around him. He weakly places his hand on my chest and shows me the clipboard he’s holding. “Your plates aren’t on the list so you don’t park. I don’t care if you’re a cop or the president. Not on the list, you don’t park.” 
 
    “Please let Hadley Moreno know that Jasmine Steele is here to see her.” I saw swallowing the urge to break the kids hand.  
 
    “Right, because everyone knows her. Like I said, not on the list, not parking. So, before I call the real police, please move your vehicle.” He laughs still holding the list in my face. 
 
    Will reaches forward and grabs the assistant by the collar. He holds him in one hand and grabs the walkie-talkie from the kid’s waist, disconnecting it from the ear piece. 
 
    “What’s Hadley Moreno’s twenty?” Will says professionally into the receiver. 
 
    The line crackles for a few seconds before we hear a muffled, “Who’s on this line?” Will smiles and clicks the button. 
 
    “This is the real police.” He looks at the assistant who I think peed in his pants. “Tell Ms. Moreno that Detective Steele is parked and coming on set to see her. Over and out.” 
 
    Will releases his grip on him and hands hack the walkie-talkie. Shaking, the assistant plugs the headphones back in and clips it on his bed. “Go ahead.” He says and his eyes dart up to the two of us. His shoulders sag, he swallows, and closes his eyes tightly. I wish I knew what the person on the other end was saying to him, but it can’t be good. 
 
    “If you would please follow me,” he says, finally opening his eyes. Turning around he opens the locked gate and ushers us inside. 
 
    We walk through a maze of wall-to-wall trailers. Some more expensive than others with slide outs or second levels.  
 
     “I thought you said this was a no-to-barely-there budget film? Looking around this place it looks more Hollywood than anything.” Will says taking in the surrounding area. 
 
    “That’s what she said, but I’ve never visited her before. I was just the driver.” I say in awe. 
 
    The assistant stops and turns around, looking almost annoyed at our ignorance.  
 
    “Ms. Moreno gets a specific size paycheck and a specific trailer. Someone of her caliber is given what she wants, then you have all the other people who take cuts here and there. Special effects, blood by the gallons – it all adds up. Just so you know, budgets are relative. No one on set discusses the money unless you want to get fired, but if it’s lower than a major studio film we consider it a low-to-no-budget.” 
 
    “So, what is the budget for this film?” I ask. 
 
    “Independent studio head has a wealthy parent so it’s about five million.” The assistant says as if that’s nothing. Will and I stop in our tracks. 
 
     “For a simple slasher film? You figure with that kind of money the special effects would look less fake.” I say with a harsh tone. 
 
    “Commoners,” the assistant mutters as he walks away from me. Will pulls out his cell phone and dials Officer James.  
 
    “Commoner? He does realize he is the lowest on the totem pole in the industry, right? If the director needs to pee in something, that kid either finds a cup, gives up his soda, or opens his pocket.” I spit out to the kid’s back in the distance. Will looks at me with a grotesque look on his face.  
 
    “James, what trailer are you in?” Will smiles at me. “Got it, thanks.” 
 
    Will looks around before heading into the maze of trailers with me close on his tail. 
 
    “You going to enlighten me with which trailer?” I say as we take another turn, Will’s eyes scan around. 
 
    “The one with the big star on it.” He says seriously. 
 
    “You’re kidding, right? There’s no number or something we could look for?” 
 
    “That’s what he said; I didn’t ask any questions. How long has Hadley been acting, anyway?” 
 
    “Since we were kids.” I say, looking at a few other trailers. 
 
    “I’m surprised she’s doing low budget horror then. I’d assume she’d be in L.A. somewhere with a house on the hillside.” 
 
    “Didn’t work out that way. Besides, all of her childhood films were dreamed up by me, and acted out by Hadley and Victor. All of it was done with the sole purpose of entertaining our families. Nothing ever saw the light of day.” I say thankful that the internet had yet to exist. 
 
    “So, you did little stage productions for your families. That’s not really film.” 
 
    “Will, I might have been born in the eighties, but my family owned a cheap antiquated camcorder. It didn’t record any sound, so we would video tape it to the best of our ability, air it, and do the dialogue while sitting behind our families. We were rather advanced for kids our age.” I say in defense of our pathetic attempts to create anything. 
 
    “That explains a lot.” Will laughs. 
 
    I open my mouth to argue, but the truth is – it does explain a lot. We were more advanced than the kids of our neighborhood. While everyone else was catching lightning bugs, we were filming silent movies. It was the thing to do, and our parents encouraged us constantly. We had to focus on completing each project, and our parents watched them all, no matter how bad. It’s still something we’re proud of to this day. 
 
    “That wasn’t a cheap hobby. I can’t imagine editing was easy either.” 
 
    “Yeah, it wasn’t. We had chores, and we earned all our money. You have no idea how hard we worked cleaning the garage, washing the cars, anything to earn a quarter here, and maybe if we were lucky a dollar there. Nothing was ever given to us for free. If we had to borrow money from one of them, we paid it back with interest. Then one of our parents would take us to get the reel of whatever film we could use with the camera, and we shot it. We ended up destroying a lot of it just to learn how to edit. The things we did cut together… it wasn’t that good.” 
 
    “You guys were ambitious.” 
 
    “Maybe. All I know is to this day I despise mowing the lawn. My dad always loved it to be mowed in this angular way so it looked like Yankee Stadium. Annoyed the crap out of me, not only because our lawn was small and mowing at an angle was a bitch, but because I’m a Mets fan. Go figure.” 
 
    “My kids are like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Ambitious. They want to do everything, and I try to help them out as much as I can, but money is always tight. Not to mention they want the latest of everything since their friends have the newest gadget. Try telling a young kid they don’t have to keep up with the Jones’ with the latest iPhone. Nothing sinks in; you just get asked why you hate them so much.” 
 
    “Not easy today to get a kid to earn the money either.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” Will says as the two of us look around sincerely lost. 
 
    “Stop reminiscing about the good old days, and someone please tell me how I look?” Hadley says from the doorway of an expensive looking double decker trailer. James holds his hand out and helps her down the few steps to the pavement. 
 
    Her hair, with different colored extensions, hangs perfectly over her shoulders. The black leather pants hugging every curve of her body reminds me of her ridiculous squat workout. The bra strains against her tight, low cut shirt to push her breasts to the sun, and leather boots with at least a five-inch heel make Hadley look like she is six feet tall. She looks like she’s ready for a zombie walk or a Halloween party in my opinion. 
 
    “You look… different?” I say finally. 
 
    I look over to James or Will for some assistance, but the two of them are eerily quiet. Will’s all red in the face with a shy smile and his eyes looking up and down frantically. James just stands there, hands in his pockets, and a bit of drool on his lip. 
 
    “Thanks, gentlemen. That’s just the reaction I was hoping for.” She says giving me a tight hug. 
 
    “If your top gets any tighter there Hadley, we’re gonna have a problem.” I laugh a bit to break up the tension. “Either that or your tits will blind someone.” 
 
    “Well, if you pay attention to the fan forums, you would know that I was voted most likely to stop a war with my body.” She smiles proudly. 
 
    “Does that include the fact you actually started the war by killing someone with your nipples?” I say teasingly. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know,” She says, and instantly she wins the conversation. 
 
    “No, nope, I don’t want to know. That’s like seeing Victor naked. Nope, not ever!” I say as Hadley laughs at me. Outside of a film set, festival, or convention she’s rather reserved. She watches people and enjoys the everyday small moments that go on around her. Once she steps foot beyond those gates, her confidence soars and she shows it. From the time we were ten, we all knew that Hadley was meant to be in film.  
 
    “I wasn’t offering, Jasmine. God, there wouldn’t be enough Patron in Manhattan to deal with that image.” Hadley shutters. 
 
    “I wonder how many people fight over you at all of the conventions.” 
 
    “Too many to care about. They do their thing, I do mine and go home to an empty hotel room.” She says honestly. “Anything to say boys?” 
 
    Hadley turns her attention to the two other officers who still stand silent, staring at her. Will finally blinks and punches James in the arm. The younger officer wipes his mouth off and smiles. 
 
    “James, maybe we should make sure the perimeter is clear.” James backs away slowly, keeping his eyes firmly on Hadley’s body. Will finally pulls him, forcing James’ body to shift and break contact. 
 
    “He’s cute.” She says waving to James as he’s taken away. 
 
    “He’s supposed to protect you, not ogle at you.” 
 
    “Ogling might be a good thing.” 
 
    “Hadley!” I smack her on the arm. 
 
    “What? I’m young, single, and tired of all the men in my field. Maybe I should look for someone who isn’t acting, writing, or whatever in entertainment. Seriously, Jasmine, I’m tired of an empty bed.” 
 
    “Like your bed is ever empty? Hadley, you could have anyone in your bed every night. Stop being so dramatic here.” 
 
    “Why are you always so cynical about everything? It’s hard to look like I do and do what I do… guys want the actress, not the person.” 
 
    “Why are you always so shallow when it comes to men? Maybe try to find someone who doesn’t look so amazingly hot on the red carpet. Maybe date someone who no one would expect. Someone who actually stimulates your brain instead of just the lower region of your body.” I toss back. “Are you ready to go to set yet?” 
 
    “I’m not shallow.” Hadley looks at me, her eyes betraying her pain at my comment. “You think I like putting this shit on to look sexy when I feel like I want to scream in pain right now? My feet don’t fit into these boots, let alone the fucking heel is too high for me. Sun is baking the leather and these extensions weigh a freaking ton. When they take them out, I lose a good amount of hair in the process. But hey, this is me always caring about how I appear to the outside world.” She starts to walk away. 
 
    “Had…” I call after her. 
 
    “No, you guys always bitch at me like I’m the stupid one, always worried about my looks, and never caring about anyone else’s feelings. None of you really expect me to help when you want to go over cases. It’s like I’m only there because we’ve been friends forever. Otherwise, none of you would cut me off as much as you do. You know what? Fuck all of you.” 
 
    “Stop, you know we don’t mean it. We invite you because you do have some good ideas and you know the rest is just teasing.” I say, weakly trying to defend our actions. 
 
    “Right, you just tease me. Like when you watch one of my earlier indie films and make fun of what chick is going to be naked next. Or when you mute it and create your own dialogue? You guys don’t get how hard it is to make it anywhere in this business. I’ve had to take those shitty roles to even have a resume so I could get bigger auditions. Everything I do, all the classes, the continuous hard work to get me a chance at a major motion picture. I don’t ridicule you for all the screw ups you did in uniform. In fact, I tried to help you through it.” Hadley says her hands on her hips. “This fucking leather chafes and never breathes. I sweat like a bitch, but I can’t complain because if I do, I lose my job. I work my ass off day in and day out just trying to keep up with these trampy size two wenches who aren’t afraid to rip off all their clothes and hang their birthday suit out for the world to see. I don’t do that shit, okay? Yet, you guys always make fun of me and call everything I do a cheap piece of shit B movie. Not everyone can make it at a higher level of acting, regardless of what I want to do. I am happy doing this; I can demand a bigger paycheck. I have people who respect me in the field. I sometimes get a bit part in a made-for-tv film because of all of these slasher flicks. None of you see what I see, so back off.” 
 
    “Yeah, but…” 
 
    “I’m a serious actress! So people call me their Scream Queen, and I have a good following. So, what? I audition for serious parts all the time and nothing good comes from it. This stuff pays my bills and allows me to keep working. So, no it isn’t my end goal, and no I really don’t like the creepy people who offer to buy me Jimmy Choo’s if I would just take pictures of my feet in them… or those other whack jobs who email me randomly and ask if I really like bondage. You wouldn’t believe the amount of people offering me thousands of dollars to just tie them up and have a drink with them. It’s sick, and freaks me the fuck out, okay?” She finishes in a huff. 
 
    “People ask you to take photos of your feet?” I say in a very small voice. Everything she’s said is accurate, and it’s time we start treating her better. 
 
    “Out of everything I said that would of course be the one thing you latch onto. Yes, I have some freaky people out there who scare me with their requests, and you will not mention this to Frankie.” Hadley says with a slight smile on her face. I go to answer, but her hand blocks my face. “I know you were thinking it, so don’t even try to lie.” 
 
    “Maybe I was, but she could give us insight into these potential stalkers and if we should take them seriously.” I add in my defense. Hadley stops walking and grabs my arm. 
 
    “While I appreciate your protectiveness, you could be murdered by a random person on the street just because they want to know what it feels like to kill. I’m not five anymore. I have all of you to thank for my common sense, and I have an officer attached to my hip raising eyebrows everywhere I go. Isn’t that good enough?” She says, her eyes pleading for understanding. 
 
    “I thought any press was good press.” I try to shed some humor on the conversation. 
 
    “Normally I would agree with you, but when hiring me could possibly lead to an unfinished film because your star was slaughtered – not sure a director would jump on that casting. Sure, if others could come in to finish my part, or if it was mostly done, you could easily edit around my death, but it could be a pain in the ass. Who would really want to take that on? It’s not like I’m going to overdose on drugs or something. You know what you’re getting into with this detail. James is adorable and he’s doing the best he can to fit in, but he’s a huge red flag.” 
 
    “If I could fix this, I would.” 
 
    “I know you would, but you really can’t. It has to play out the way it does. I just hope you figure out the ending of the script before I have to perform it.” She pulls me back into another hug, effectively shutting the entire discussion down. 
 
    Our detail catches up to us, and I can tell from both their expressions, they aren’t happy with us. James stands right beside Hadley, his eyes once again transfixed on her figure. Will clears his throat and points to his watch. 
 
    “James, I have to get to set. Detective, remember what I said.” She says with a firm tone. 
 
    James holds his elbow out, and Hadley slides her arm inside it. The two walk off, and I am stuck thinking long and hard about her comments. She’s fully aware of the plausible target perfectly painted on her back, and she’s truly afraid. It’s clear the situation is something I can’t fix or undo. She just needs me to figure it out before she becomes the leading lady in her own death. Considering the lack of material to go on, that’s a tall order. 
 
    After they’re out of sight, I turn on my heels and head back to the car. 
 
    “You want to talk about it?” Will asks. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I manage to tune Will’s voice out as I walk faster to the car. I need to process everything going on around us. Something is missing and I can’t put my finger on it. This is not the kind of life anyone should be living. Walking through crowds in Times Square induces panic in people like me because we understand the risks. Any one of those people can kill you and get away with the ensuing migration of freaked out people. Opening the car door and hoping inside, I wait for Will to get in. 
 
    “I need you to take me somewhere.” 
 
    “Wherever you want to go.” 
 
    I pull out a worn, laminated card out of my wallet and hand it to him.  
 
    “Take me there.” 
 
    “Jasmine.” I hear him turning to face me in the leather seat. 
 
    “Please, just drive.” I say staring out the windshield. 
 
    Will drives slower this time through traffic. I just sit and watch all the people walking by. I wonder how many of them are going to be alive tomorrow. Life is all about percentages and probabilities. If one in five gets cancer, someone in the subway car with you will get it. I wonder if they feel as connected to each other as I feel to them. Watching the lives of mysterious people just reaffirms my faith that we are all one. Colors, religions, genders, and orientations are just part of the cake mix of life. You can either bake something amazing to enjoy or try to take it apart and watch it rot in the fridge. People need to stop fighting each other, but if they did I’d be out of the job. 
 
    Will pulls the car over against the small curb. He reaches to unfasten his belt, but I stop him. This is something I have to face alone. I let myself out of the car and wander through the freshly cut lawn. The blooming flowers’ scent lingers in the air and reminds me I’m alive as I sneeze. The marble tombstones of death rise from the grass like growing weeds. They never truly go away; we just ignore them. It’s always been amazing to me how beautiful a cemetery is, to try to make us all feel better about our ultimate demise. My worst fear, beyond all fears, is being here. Leaving and going into the abyss of nothingness. Not being able to protect the people I love. I don’t figure I’ll get a long life. In my line of work, fifty is old. I don’t want to die. I’ve seen too much of it already. 
 
    My feet land between two ornate stones. My mother fought hard to ensure my father had a beautiful stone. She didn’t much care for it but knew she would be under it eventually. She had purchased two plots long ago. One for her and my father, the other for her children. Interesting plan on spending eternity next to loved ones, but they marry and move on. My mother always had a sixth sense. Maybe she knew Henry would be resting next to her before she went away. 
 
    My knees hit the grass before I can fight my legs to remain upright. My hand plays with my sister-in-law’s name on the stone. It was a fight to get her into a Catholic Cemetery with her being an atheist. Money talks and so did Frankie. She made it happen for Chase. She was his fighter when he needed her. Now, it’s my turn, and to do that I have to say goodbye to some things. 
 
    “Hey guys,” I mutter. “I know it’s been awhile, and I should have visited more often. I know I should bring Chase around too, but I’m not sure if he’s ready for this yet.” 
 
    My hand wanders through the letters of my brother’s name. I feel the tears, but I no longer care if they fall.  
 
    “Chase broke his arm. He said it was on the monkey bars, but I’m sure a girl was involved there somewhere. You’d be proud of your son. He’s one hell of a young man. Smart. Strong. Reminds me of you every day.” 
 
    My hands drop to my sides. His name, on that stone, reminds me of the finality of it all. My big brother, he’s really gone. Not on vacation, not away – he’s dead. That’s why I hate coming here. It reminds me this is really real. 
 
    “I’m sorry I wasn’t there. I’m sorry I didn’t force dad to get healthy by cooking for him all the time… sorry, I didn’t go out with you all that night. Maybe the accident wouldn’t have happened if I did. I’m sorry I put myself first. I’m sorry I let you all down. Maybe if I…” 
 
    A sob escapes my mouth before I can finish my thoughts. The survivor’s guilt I’ve been carrying around for years seems to be finally free to shake my soul to the core.  
 
    “I’ve slipped and called him my son,” my voice shakes, “I took him away from you. I made you disappear in one sentence.” 
 
    Wiping my eyes, I fling the tears into the dirt below. 
 
    “But I don’t feel guilty about that. I feel guilty for many things, but loving him enough to call him my son? That makes me proud. You wrote in your will you wanted me to take care of Chase and give him the life he deserves. He will never forget you. I won’t let that happen, but he’s my responsibility now. I can’t give him the proper life until I let all of this guilt go. So, forgive me for everything, but I can’t be responsible for everything that happened. I have to focus on the person you raised me to be.” 
 
    I stand up, wipe my face one final time, and take a deep breath.  
 
    “I love you guys, and I’ll try to come back more often, but I have a lot of work to do.” 
 
    Tilting my head back, I feel the warmth of the sun on my face. Hopefully, Chase is right, and the family is watching us. I hope they are proud and approve of what I’m trying to do. Finally feeling free, I know what I have to do, and I know just where to start. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    I’ve always been the type of person who visualizes everything in front of them. Regardless of how many pieces of evidence, or lack thereof, one has to look at the overall idea before making any conclusions. The full global picture always tells more than just the weight of its parts. I have a rather large rolling monstrosity known as a dry erase board in my office. One side is always riddled with notes, ramblings, and thoughts on the case at hand. The other side has all the information that’s been confirmed. Pictures, names, locations, evidence found and what it all means. I rarely look at this side. I’ve committed it all to memory. The faces of the ones lost; they’re impossible to forget while it’s still unsolved. 
 
    “Those things are gonna make you high or burn some brain cells. My first-grade teacher told me they were very addictive as well,” Will says as he closes the black marker next to my gibberish. 
 
    “No one asked you to snort my marker, Will.” I say, staring at the notes, trying to see how they all connect. 
 
    “Sure, take away all the fun from my childhood.” 
 
    “Somehow that seems to explain a bit more about you. Might want to watch it though, can’t have the captain hearing about your addiction. He’d have you in rehab and working a desk for the rest of your career.” 
 
    “You might be right. I’m already on his radar for the detective’s exam. Don’t need to give him any more ammunition to bug me about it.” Will says, looking over the notes in front of him. 
 
    “Take the test, get him off your back, and see what happens.” I say, rubbing the back of my neck. 
 
    “I did.” He grabs the red marker and twirls it in his hand. “Passed with a high score; close to yours actually. Now he’s bugging me to suit up.”  
 
    “If that’s what you want to do, you do it. It’s not rocket science, man; if you’re not cut out for it you find a different department. Pays better and it gets you off the patrol beat.” 
 
    “True.” Will pops open the red marker, places it by his nose and inhales. “Oh yea, that hits the spot!” He laughs as he recaps the marker. 
 
    “Where the hell did they find you?” I lean back against my desk in slight awe of his cavalier behavior. 
 
    “Steele, this is nothing. You should have been on base with me and my boys. The crap we used to pull on each other; markers were the least of your worries.” 
 
    “I’d like to meet them someday, swap stories.” I say not really thinking about the words. 
 
    “I wish you could, but they’re long gone.” His voice lowers. 
 
    “Shit, I’m sorry to hear that.” I say, hoping the sincerity in my voice comes through. 
 
    “You know when you’re over there, humor is really what keeps you going. One minute you could be laughing and the next minute killing a kid with a bomb strapped to his chest. Then, I come home and see these horrible things all over again in my own country. We’re trained to see disturbing shit, and we’re just expected to dismiss it later on. I can’t bring that home to my family. I don’t want to drink away the images every night. I can’t. So, I try to find the silver lining in anything I can. In this case, I have to laugh at the damn dry erase markers and how we are more old school than the newer precincts with PowerPoint presentations and shit.” He says sitting next to me on my desk. 
 
    “I doubt they would trust me with a computer after my last situation. Opened some attachment that had a virus. Almost shared it with the whole network. Nothing beats classic crime fighting anyway. Tech can only get you so far.” 
 
     “Exactly. We are behind the curve in every part of law enforcement upgrades, yet we have the highest percentage of solved cases with included prosecution ratio. We find out the truth, with physical evidence. It’s not perfect and sometimes we do screw up, but we work damn efficiently. Maybe they think we don’t need the new stuff, but you have to laugh that those who don’t do as well get all the funding, and those who seem to excel are passed over.” 
 
    “Well, thanks for putting an even more depressing outlook on everything. What happened to the silver lining? I think you need to google the meaning of that phrase and come up with new material.” 
 
    “Hey, the positive take is that we’re better at what we do. We don’t need gimmicks or some new fancy social media app to get things done. I don’t need to explain everything in some emoticon.” 
 
    “Emoji. No one says emoticon anymore.” 
 
    “Whatever, we don’t need that crap to succeed. We actually talk instead of the lack of attention span these kids seem to have. In my day the only thing that pulled us away from anything was the ice cream man.” 
 
    “Ergo why Frankie and I had no desire to have our own tiny people.” 
 
    I stop at my sudden comment. It was an odd thing for me to say, and I can see it’s made Will a bit uncomfortable. He stares blankly as if thinking of what to say next. He cracks his neck, and I cringe at the sound. Standing, he faces the board and holds out the marker in his right hand.  
 
    “Anytime boss, we got us a crime to solve.” He smiles as he writes “CATCH BAD GUY” on the board. Someone knocks on the door, and Will quickly caps the marker. 
 
    “See what sniffing markers can do?” Will smiles, shakes his head and sticks out his tongue. He grabs the doorknob and pulls it open almost running into Frankie in the process. She holds her hands up in shock and safety of being run over. Will places his hands on either side of her and gracefully moves her one step to his right. 
 
    “Ma’am.” 
 
    “Am I interrupting anything?” She asks as Will lets his arms fall back to his belt. 
 
    “No, ma’am. I was just leaving to check in with the other officers. See how the details are holding up. Some might need a break; you know?” She nods and with a quick step, he’s out the door. Frankie closes the door behind him, turns around and leans on it. 
 
    “Considering your track record with doors, that might not be a smart idea.” I say turning my body on my desk to face her, my right knee bent resting on the top of it. 
 
    “That was one time and after way too many glasses of wine.” She takes a few steps into my office and stands arm’s length away from me. 
 
    “What brings you here and where is your detail?” 
 
    “Getting coffee in the lounge. She’s a bit overwhelming. Anyway, I did a preliminary evaluation, and I thought I would bring it here.” She hands me a small manila envelope she’d been holding behind her back. “It’s not much, but considering all we had to go on, this was the best I could do.” 
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate it.” I take the report and watch as Frankie retreats a few steps to the safety of the door. 
 
    “I’ll keep working on it tonight, maybe have something more fleshed out by tomorrow.” She opens the door with her back gently leaning on it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I appreciate it.” I stand and Frankie takes a step back. 
 
    “Not a problem.” She turns to walk out the door. 
 
    “I’d feel better if you stayed with me and Chase from now on. You can bring your shadow with you.” My voice cracks slightly as I try to hide how vulnerable I feel. 
 
    “Considering the situation last night and this morning, I’m not sure that would be appropriate.” She says still facing the hallway. 
 
    “Safety in numbers, you know that.” I toss out a comment we both know is bogus in this case.  
 
    “I’ll let you know if I come up with more from the files.” She says but her body doesn’t move. I know what her voice is saying, but her body isn’t listening. 
 
    “Then do it for me.” I whisper. 
 
    Frankie turns around to face me. Her face unreadable, her eyes focusing only on me and her hands clasped in front of her tightly. In response, my breathing speeds up and I feel my body temperature rising with my nervousness. 
 
    “Do it for you?” She questions. 
 
    “Yes.” I say trying not to give away any emotion. 
 
    “Okay, but only if you tell me why.” 
 
    “If you stayed with me, I wouldn’t be worried about you with that guard dog of yours. I’d know you were safe.” The words coming out of my mouth are such a mumble set of gibberish I doubt Frankie could understand any of it. 
 
    “I speak three languages and whatever you said was not in any of them.” She crosses her arms in front of her chest. 
 
    “If you stay with me, I wouldn’t worry about if you were safe or not.” I say clearer than before. 
 
    “I have protection courtesy of Officer Mikala Holmes.” Frankie smiles again. 
 
    “Nothing against the detail of Officer Holmes, but she can’t protect you enough for me.” 
 
    “Jasmine, no one will ever protect me enough for you. It’s part of who you are.” 
 
    “It’s because I care about you, okay? Say what you want Frankie, but I would really appreciate it if you would stay with us tonight. I’ll sleep on the couch, but please do this favor for me?” 
 
    Her eyes study me for a few moments, and I wonder if she is over analyzing the situation like I always do.  
 
    “I’ll come over after my last appointment with Mikala. Maybe we can discuss the profile then.” 
 
    “Good, I’ll let Will know to expect company. It’ll be a tight fit, but I’m sure we’ve got air mattresses somewhere.” 
 
    Frankie opens the door but stops short of exiting. She looks directly at me. 
 
    “I never said you had to sleep on the couch.”  
 
    Before I can answer, she walks out the door passing Captain Udall as he’s coming in. He closes the door behind him holding a rolled up paper in his hands. I feel like today is a revolving door of people and all I really want to do is stare at the damn board. 
 
    “Working everything out?” He asks. 
 
    “She’s helping me break things down.” I hope up the envelope and shrug my shoulders a bit. 
 
    “I wish you would have told me beforehand.” The captain takes a seat across from me. I walk behind my desk and sit down. When I feel a conversation is about to take a darker turn, I prefer having my desk in front of me, gives me more confidence having a break between myself and the voice of bad news. 
 
    “She’s worked with me on several cases before without you being in the loop right away. Any reason why this case is any different?” I ask incredulously. 
 
    “Call me naïve, but I was hoping it was for other reasons. It appears the mayor opened his mouth to the higher ups and the press. So the media is breathing down all of our necks regarding these murders. That leads to cranky men in suits and every decision anyone makes is being held under a microscope.” 
 
    “So, they’re digging for dirt and the mayor is on the wrong end of it. What has he released to the public?” 
 
    “Not much. We’ve been extremely tight lipped on this one. That doesn’t mean those bastards don’t have a way of finding out information. You know that.” The captain tosses the paper on my desk. “It’s a new day and age. Media can get the word out, get some bit of information truthful or not, and it’s everywhere. This case has gone up the ladder to the top, and it made you a higher profile detective.” 
 
    “Which means what?” 
 
    Tyler nods toward the paper. I unravel it and my stomach churns in disgust at the front page.  
 
    “Love over justice. Detective Steele pays more attention to her lesbian lover and adopted son than the serial killer terrorizing the city.” An older photo of the three of us is plastered in the corner of the page. “You know this is all crap, right?” 
 
    “I know that, Jasmine. The pictures, lies, all of it isn’t what bothers me. The media is going to be all over you and your family. Everything you do will be scrutinized by the mayor’s office and in the public. That leaves me with no other option than to put all of you in a safe house, beyond the scope of this office.” 
 
    “You and I both know Hadley has people on her all the time. You can’t stop them all.” 
 
    “No, but we need to control the crowd. Whoever leaked this information did it with purpose. The more people around you, the less likely we find a specific target. I’m pulling in massive favors. No one will know where you are but your specific details and myself.” 
 
    “You think it’s someone on the inside?” I ask, taking in the new information. 
 
    “I’ve learned a long time ago, when your gut screams at you that something smells funny, don’t eat it. I don’t have any proof of any misconduct, but I don’t like when information leaks from any source. For all I know, the coffee cart chat was overheard and sold. Just tighten the hatches and prevent any further leaks.” 
 
    “You’ve been there for me since my family’s been gone. You know I’ll do what you ask, even if I don’t like it.” I concede. 
 
    “There’s more.” 
 
    “Should I be worried?” 
 
    “Garrison is lead on this. He’s been in the background on this case, so he can run it with some help.” 
 
    “He’s a prick.” 
 
    Tyler laughs at me and nods his head in agreement.  
 
    “He’s a little ambitious, I’ll give you that. He’s the best man for the job given our situation.” Tyler leans forward and drops a business card on my desk. 
 
     Picking it up, I see it’s the lawyer he recommended when I was dealing with the adoption of Chase. He was a bit more expensive than I could afford, so I went with the cheap court appointed one. “What’s this for?” 
 
    “I know you officially adopted Chase, and I doubt there are any loopholes, but you might want to have him look the paperwork over. Just to make sure.” 
 
    My stomach is churning, and I can feel the bile rising up from the pits of hell. Tyler looks at me concerned, but I keep my mouth shut. This cannot be happening. 
 
    “There are certain organizations that are making your front page news fuel for their cause to place children into natural loving homes.” He waits for me to respond, but I am fighting my stomach and refuse to reply. “They shouldn’t have a case, but the reality is those people are going to use you simply because your picture’s in the paper. They’re not right, but they will cause pain.” 
 
    I lose control and punch the hard wood drawer of my desk. The sound of cracking bones shocks Tyler, but I feel nothing but calm. I swallow down the acid and look at Tyler straight in the eyes. 
 
    “If they want a new war, I’ll give them one.” My voice dripping with venom. 
 
    “Hold on. We both know they are out of line, and frankly so buried in their fear they can’t see straight. You can’t lower yourself to their level. You have to be stronger, wiser, better than they. You can’t give them more fuel.” 
 
    “I’m breathing, so they have fuel.” 
 
    “No, you’re breathing and living a good life. That makes them angry. Let them have heart attacks figuring out ways to destroy humanity. We have enough stress in our jobs already. Call the lawyer. Have him just look everything over, cover your bases, and call it a day. These people can scream to their hearts content; that’s their right, but you’ve got an army of blue behind you. Nothing changes.” 
 
    “Everything changes, sir.” 
 
    “You just stay safe, do as I say, and have Will take you to the hospital to get that hand checked out.” Udall stands up and stands there as if he wants to say something but doesn’t. Will opens the door and stops short. 
 
    “Sorry, sir, I just came by to get Detective Steele.” The captain stands and turns his sights on Will. “I expect a decision from you sooner rather than later.” He pats the former Marine on the shoulder and leaves. 
 
    “Bad day?” Will looks at my hand. 
 
    “Nothing I can’t handle.” 
 
    “Right, so red or black?” 
 
    I grab my coat and realize how badly I damaged my hand. Will helps me hold my stuff as he leads me out of the office. 
 
    “Black. I hear chicks dig the color.” 
 
    The hospital trip is simple enough. Sitting on the gurney, I’m lucky I didn’t do any worse damage. Will is adamant at teasing me the entire time. Hopefully, Frankie won’t be too angry with me when I explain my actions. I know I’d be livid with myself. Will’s phone rings, and I see him step into the hallway. The assistant finishes putting my cast down to my second knuckles and babbles some directions at me. Will comes back into the room. 
 
     “Jazz, we need to go, now.” His voice is firm, but his eyes show me the truth. Something is wrong, and my stomach is back to being a pit of hell. 
 
    Rushing up to the house, I feel Will’s arms pull me back into a tight embrace. My house, my home was burning to the ground, and I was unable to do a damn thing about it. 
 
    “Chase and Frankie are inside!” I fight against Will, but the man is a Marine. He pulls me closer to his body. 
 
    “They were out before the fire started,” he whispers so only I could hear him. 
 
    It’s then the moment clicks for me. I need to be here to see the fire, to act afraid so if the killer is watching, he sees me. I stop fighting Will and simply fall to the ground. Everything I owned, everything I cherished was gone. Photos, videos, my memories of them all were gone. There were no tears, just this numbness to it all. The idea of letting go of the past is one thing, but the act of someone ripping it out of your soul is another. 
 
    “Detective?” I look up at the fireman in front of me and drag myself to my feet. “The fire has been contained, but it does look like the house is a total loss. The marshal is going to come down and do a more thorough investigation as to the cause.” 
 
    “I appreciate you talking to me, but I know who did it and why. The how is up to your marshal.” 
 
    I walk away from the scene in front of me. I can feel the eyes of everyone on me as I fall into the passenger side of the car. Will slides in a few seconds later. 
 
    “How you holding up?” 
 
    “I need a drink.” 
 
    “Everyone’s safe.” 
 
    I nod in response as he pulls the car away from what used to be my home. Everyone might be safe, but my life was now a literal pile of ash. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    The drive was a virtual blur as buildings passed by. My mind focused on the fact that my entire life history was burned down in a matter of minutes. Chase and Frankie were supposed to be safe there. Thankfully, the officers managed to get everyone out in time. It burned so fast an accelerant had to be used. Hopefully, the captain is keeping tabs on the investigators. He’ll make sure I’m in the loop. 
 
    The elevator doors to the safe house open up, and I feel Will’s hand on my lower back guide me into the hallway. The argyle carpet moves by as we quickly walk to a set of double doors. Rather fancy for a lowly NYPD’s discretionary budget. I hear Will knock on the door in some Morse Code. James opens the door and lets the two of us in. 
 
    Hadley sits on a couch in the living area, her knees pulled up to her chest. Victor rests behind Hadley with his arms wrapped tightly around her. Frankie sits opposite them, her hair wet having washed the soot off her skin. Chase lies next to her with his head resting on Frankie’s lap. James closes the door behind us, and it brings everyone’s attention our way. 
 
    Chase rushes out of Frankie’s arms and slams into my legs. His tear-stained face looking at me for permission. I kneel down and pull him into me as he breaks down. My cast hits his back harder than I intended. His body shakes as his tears silently hit my shoulder. I pick him up and glance at Frankie. Immediately understanding my unspoken words, she walks to one of the doors in the back and opens it. I carry Chase past everyone wordlessly and into the bedroom. The door closes behind me without me asking. 
 
    With my bad wrist, I move the sheets and force Chase to lay down. He whimpers and pulls at my neck. I pull out of his grasp and bring the sheets back up around him. His tears slow, but his shaking bottom lip does nothing to soothe my soul. Lying down on top of the sheets, he snuggles into me. 
 
    “Is everything gone?” He asks with shaky breaths. 
 
    “Looks like it.” 
 
    “I tried to get my photo of Mom and Dad before Aunt Frankie grabbed me, but I couldn’t.” He whimpers again. 
 
    “It’s okay buddy, I have a lot of photos online in the cloud you can have. Might not be the same, but I promise you’ll never forget them.” 
 
    He nods his head and begins to quiet down a bit. He looks over to my black cast and taps his against it. “Wonder Twins…” He mumbles, and I’m silently thankful for all the silly cartoons I let him watch on YouTube. “I was scared.” 
 
    “I know, honey. I was really scared when I saw the house in flames, too. I thought you and Aunt Frankie were still inside. Officer Everts had to stop me from running into the house to find you.” I say pulling him tighter to me. 
 
    “It started in the kitchen. That’s what I heard the officers saying. It moved really fast, like something was helping it run up the walls and things. We had to climb out a back window to get away. It was so hot like the sun at the beach. Officer Holmes made one call while Hank called 911. Tim was holding Aunt Frankie. She cut herself on the glass when we got out.” 
 
    “Who was with you?” 
 
    “No one. I was good. A black van came before anyone else. We all got in and it brought us here.” 
 
    “How are you feeling now?” His eyes slowly fall. 
 
    “Sleepy.” His body finally gives out. The stress of everything must have been too much on his little body. 
 
    “Is he asleep?” Frankie asks from the slightly opened doorway. I nod my head and slither out of the vice grip embrace. I follow her out into the hallway and close the door quietly behind me. 
 
    “You broke your hand?” She says taking my cast in her hands. 
 
    “I got into a fight with my desk and lost.” I shrug. 
 
    “Would it have anything to do with the paper this morning?” She asks, and I look to the others in the living area. Frankie takes the hint and pulls me by my bad hand into an adjoining room. 
 
    “No one is taking him; I can promise you that.” She says firmly. 
 
    “Maybe they won’t, but they are going to put up one hell of a fight.” I say, allowing some stress from the day to come out. Before I can argue, Frankie pulls me to her. Her head rests on my shoulder, her freshly shampooed hair fills my nostrils, and her heartbeat radiates through my chest. 
 
    “James and Will are going to sleep in the living room. Victor’s going to bunk with Chase, Hadley and Mikala have a room, and so do we.” She mumbles into me. I don’t have the strength to argue. I simply accept the information as it’s delivered. “I know you don’t want to talk about it, but I will do everything in my power to make sure no one ever takes Chase away from you.” 
 
    I push Frankie out of our embrace and lead her to the king bed in the center of the room. The two of us sit down, her hands never leaving mine. 
 
    “I know you’ll fight for me, but you don’t have to. I know it’s my fight to win. I have to stand up for his well-being.” 
 
    “I understand what you meant, so I’ll let that slide, but you need to accept help when it’s given. All of us are a family and maybe we’re not on the same page right now, but you and Chase… you mean everything to me. Let me help you, please?” She squeezes my hands tightly in hers. 
 
    “I’m sorry my job keeps dragging you into the mud with me. I know I put myself in danger, but this time I’ve brought everyone into it with me. I really have no idea what I’m doing anymore, Frankie. I have no leads, no evidence… nothing. Hell, I don’t even have a clean change of clothes.” 
 
    Frankie lets go of my hands and grabs a small duffel bag from the floor. She drops it on my lap. Unzipping it, I see some of my clothes and one of my emergency hard drives. 
 
    “I remember you always told me to grab that damn thing on the way out of the house. I listen.” She says. 
 
    “This is everything I’ve ever done all backed up. Pictures, movies, work cases…. We won’t forget what they look like.” I say my voice failing me. 
 
    “I know. I also managed to convince the driver to make a stop at my apartment. Mikala took me upstairs, and I packed all the things Chase left when he was last there. Plus, I happened to have a few of your things.” 
 
    “You stole my clothes?” I ask with a smirk on my face. 
 
    “Borrowed, Jasmine, don’t get it twisted.” She smiles again. “Thankfully, the sweats I got him last year that were too big fit him now. He’s going to wear a shirt of yours until we can get more clothing.” 
 
    “Thank you.” My hand touches her cheek. “For everything.” 
 
    The emotion of the moment takes hold of both of us as Frankie kisses my lips hard. Her one hand grasps the back of my neck pulling me into her tighter. My hand falls to her hips, allowing Frankie to make all the moves right now. 
 
    “Hey, guys… oh shit.” 
 
    Our little moment bursts apart as Hadley walks into the room uninvited. Frankie blushes, stands, and fixes her clothes as if she could remove the embarrassment by pressing the wrinkles out.  
 
    “Is there something you needed, Hadley?” I ask, watching Frankie keep her attention on anything but the two other human beings in the room. 
 
    “I was voted off the island and told to come get you two. They want to sit down and have some kind of powwow. Like we haven’t talked enough while waiting for Jazz to show up.” She says before walking back out of the room. I turn to Frankie, who simply walks out of the room without looking at me. 
 
    I follow a few steps behind, making sure to check into Chase’s room before joining the group. He’s managed to twist himself up in all the blankets and he looks peaceful. Thank God for little favors. I turn back into the living room and take a seat next to Frankie on the couch. Will walks in after me and hands me a cold beer. I mutter a thanks, remembering how badly I wanted a drink a little while ago. 
 
    “One of my old partners told me the file on the second murder wasn’t complete. He said some officer named Garrison found some stuff at the scene, but never logged it.” Mikala pipes up from her place next to Victor. “I don’t know how he managed to get away with that, but if it’s true… kids got something to hide or he’s on someone’s payroll. 
 
    “I scoured the outside of that place. Tried to get in, but a wrestling reject wouldn’t let me in.” I say, taking a sip of my beer. 
 
    “Did you check the scene itself?” Will asks. 
 
    “No, was told to walk away from Captain Udall. That’s why I looked around the building best I could. Didn’t see any forced entry or other obvious signs of a crime.” I answer. 
 
    “That order had to come from higher up. There’s no way he lets that slide.” Will continues. 
 
    “Did your friend happen to note what Garrison found, Mikala?” I ask. 
 
    “He couldn’t see what was being picked up, but he did do some digging for me. Turns out that basement was used as secondary location for B Roll footage for one of Ms. Moreno’s films.” Mikala looks directly at Hadley. 
 
    “Hey, I don’t know anything about secondary footage shoots. Unless I’m needed on set at that specific place, I don’t know anything. Besides, the producers have location agreements with whoever owns the property… if it’s a legal one anyway. Maybe the producer handed over the information after you were taken off the case, Jazz. Might not be some big conspiracy, just a misunderstanding.” Hadley says as she tries to calm down the room. 
 
    “Had, but the producers provided us with all the locations. Supporting footage or not, this should have been included. Not to mention the producers didn’t remove me or want me off their set. I was told by the powers that be that in no uncertain terms was I to enter the basement. You add that with an eye witness seeing Garrison removing items from a crime scene, and you have cause for suspicion.” 
 
    “Or you have paranoia that leads to a big cover up.” Victor adds to the conversation. “Look, I don’t think it’s precisely about that anyway. It’s always about the head of the dragon. Who is pulling the strings in this operation? Contrary to the paper and rumors circulating around, we know Jazz isn’t in control. Garrison was given timely information and refused to share it with the class. Steele’s house was burned down along with the case files, connections, and theories about this shit. Little more going on in the background, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “Frankie grabbed my wireless hard drive on the way. It’s not one hundred percent up to date, but it has the majority of the information. If nothing else, we aren’t back to square one.” I take a sip of my beer and enjoy the cool fluid rolling down my throat. “Had, how are you holding up?” 
 
    “Not jumping for joy or anything over here, but what can you do? I have James to watch my back and that’s good, right? I mean he’ll keep me safe.” She says trying to put on a brave face. I look over to James who is more engrossed in his cell phone than what his charge had to say. 
 
    “Did you know Garrison was into horror films?” James says, finally looking up. “Apparently, his daddy is like a mega-millionaire and pays for anything his kid wants to do. They invest in all kinds of low budget horror films that daddy uses as a tax deduction at the end of the year. Smart.” 
 
    Hadley’s phone beeps softly. She shuts off the alarm, stands up, and grabs her jacket. 
 
    “Time to go fearless protector,” she says to James. “I need to go earn a paycheck.” 
 
    “Overnight shoot… do I get double time for this?” James asks putting away his phone. 
 
    “No, you don’t, and Hadley, I think you should stay here. We’d all feel better if you did.” I say, leaning forward on the couch. 
 
    “Yes, no… I don’t know?” She grabs her jacket and throws it on in a huff. “I have to work, Jazz. They didn’t postpone anything for me, and I can’t ask them to. The production is already behind schedule because of police activity. They’re already not thrilled with me. I don’t want to be that person labeled a difficult actor for the rest of my career.” 
 
    “Hadley, I understand, I truly do. I still think it’s better to have a nickname than…” 
 
    “I get it, okay?” Hadley says her voice firm. “I’m scared shitless, Jazz, but this is my job. These people are after you and Chase. I’m just a pawn in a much bigger game. They aren’t calling me or threatening me. You need to stay here to be safe. We have security on location and James will be there. I’ll be fine.” Hadley walks out the door before anyone can argue with her again. James rushes out a few steps behind her. 
 
    “Now then, what else do we have?” Will asks trying to bring us all back to the case at hand. 
 
    “I think our best lead is Garrison’s father.” Frankie tosses in before she grabs my beer and drinks some. 
 
    “How do you figure that?” Mikala asks. 
 
    “He has the means to arrange something like this? Money always leaves a paper trail. People try to cover it up, stash it away – but it eventually shows a direct link. He’s the only one that fits the profile of someone with the liquid assets or power to handle something of this scale.” Frankie answers quickly. 
 
    “I wish you were right, but most of the victims had little or no funds. Our second victim did buy several illegal substances off a Dark Web site similar to Silk Road, but that’s it. The productions that Garrison was attached to might be connected to all of this, but we no longer have access to the case to figure it out. So at this point doc, the point’s moot." Mikala sits back defeated. 
 
    “Tyler had to put us in a room away from everyone for a reason,” I mumble, “so what do we know about Garrison?” 
 
    “He’s a pain in the ass. Born with a platinum spoon in his mouth. Went to expensive private schools. Never finished college. Couldn’t find anything on him being involved with the law.” Frankie answers. 
 
    “Squeaky clean.” Mikala adds. 
 
    “Too clean,” Will finishes as he reenters the room. “Let’s go over this again in the morning; maybe a good night’s rest will help.” 
 
    Victor simply groans in appreciation as he leaves the room. Will props his feet up on the coffee table and holds his beer against his chest. His eyes close. 
 
    “Don’t spill that,” I jokingly say to him. 
 
    “Marines never spill.” 
 
    “See you in the morning, Will.” Frankie heads to the bedroom, and I look in on Chase in the room next door. His soft even breaths fill the room. He looks like he feels safe when he sleeps. I wish I could give him more of that. Closing the door, I walk back into my room. 
 
    “Left side of the bed?” I nod as she tosses me a pair of sweats and a shirt. Changing quickly, we both climb into bed. She snuggles into my back as my mind races. “Shut off, Jasmine. We’ll figure it out in the morning, okay?” Just like that I relax and close my eyes.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    The soft ground below hugs my body as the sun shines brightly above warming my chilled skin. My puffy red eyes look through sunglasses, staring upwards as if trying to burn away the pain. Salt streaks rest on my cheeks, the collar of my navy blue button down school shirt is wet, and my too small heels dig into the dirt as my knees are bent. A shadowy silhouette of someone walks into my frame, breaking the light from reaching my eyes. 
 
    “Mom send you?” My voice sounds hallow, empty. The shape nods, and I can see the hair flop around. It’s my brother, Henry. “Tell her I’m fine, Henry.” 
 
    He lays down on the ground next to me. His suit too short for his legs, and his jacket a bit too big. Hard to find a black suit on such short notice for a kid who still seems to grow taller by the minute. 
 
    “You don’t look fine.” He says softly. 
 
    “Looks can be deceiving.” 
 
    “You’re a real pain in the ass, you know that?” 
 
    “As your baby sister, it’s in the job description.” I say curtly. “You can go now.” 
 
    “You’re not a child anymore, stop acting like one.” He responds, his voice full of hurt and anger. 
 
    “No, I’m fifteen going on sixty. Nothing like watching someone slowly waste away and die.” I turn my attention to my brother, waiting to see what his next response will be. 
 
    “It’s okay to cry. You haven’t done that yet.” 
 
    “How can you cry when you’re too busy consoling everyone else? Getting compliments on how strong you are or how you are such a pillar of strength at a horrible time like this. I think the best one I got was, ladies don’t cry – they process. Whatever that means.” 
 
    “Jazz, everyone cries.” He pauses, and I turn to see him staring at me. 
 
    My brother was raised very differently than I was. He’s vibrant, got more time with my father’s side of the family. As the only girl, I was raised to be the glue. We hold everyone together and help them process whatever needs processing. I think the best comparison was when my mother said, “A good woman stands at the door, ensuring only people who treat your family right come inside.” She gets hit with the pain, fear, or ridicule. Whomever remains inside, they get to laugh, enjoy life, and never see the darker side. I was raised in that shadowy life. 
 
    “Not everyone.” I say simply. 
 
    “Grandpa was suffering and now he’s in a better place. He’s watching us from Heaven, just have some faith.” 
 
    “Faith,” I stifle a laugh. “You know when Monsignor Evans told us about Heaven in religion class, I asked if all animals go there. He stumbled over his words and couldn’t give me a straight answer. So, I said if every animal, bug, or any of God’s creatures that died was there, it would be really crowded. Plus, how could I find grandpa with a dinosaur or sharks chasing after me. Then he tells me that only people are allowed in. I asked why? I said, most people are cruel and have no heart, but my dog was innocent. He had no answer. You know why, Henry? Because there is no Heaven. There’s birth, life, taxes, inequality, and death. Then, there’s nothing. Your brain stops, your memories die, and you are no more. After a few years, you’re forgotten just like the generation before you.” I gasp a little for air as I finish my diatribe. 
 
    Henry stands up and cleans off his perfectly fitting suit. The sun dimmer, less vibrant highlights the wrinkles on the side of my brother’s now aged face. A wedding ring on his left hand, his right at the base of his neck rubbing the stress away. 
 
    “You have to stop this!” Henry raises his voice for the first time since I’ve seen him. “Stop seeing all this darkness and find something positive.” 
 
    I stand up next to him and wipe the dirt off my pressed police uniform. My rookie tie clipped to my vest, all my accessories making me look like an NYPD Christmas Tree. 
 
    “How can I do that after all I’ve seen? All the years of studying mankind, what evil we’re really capable of – how do you just turn that off? I can’t. I still sit in the subway and pick up all the conversations around me. I’m always hyper aware. Trust me, it drives Frankie crazy.” 
 
    “Find a way. See the sun, stars, flowers, or whatever you need. Think of our parents, Mom’s laugh at a silly joke or her voice when she sang at my wedding. Think of all the things that make you happy. Focus on the feeling of being in your girlfriend’s arms.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to do that.” 
 
    “You’ll learn.” He says, patting me on the back walking up the road to his old house.  
 
    The old paver walkway up to the house was as level as the leaning Tower of Pisa, but Henry put it in himself. Opening the front door, he pushes me inside where the lights are out but a soft glow emanates from another room. Flipping a light switch on, I see Frankie and Belinda with a birthday cake in the center of the dining room table. Belinda gives me a hug, and Frankie a soft kiss with well wishes.  
 
    “You think we’d forget?” Henry says. “Blow out the candles.” 
 
    Looking down at the cake, I see a crime scene photo. Hadley, eyes open and glazed over with bruising on her neck. Her body laid out like she was ready for a magazine cover shoot. Make-up pristine, clothing exquisite but her skin so pale white, the red lipstick is shocking. My stomach lurches as I blow out the candles engulfing myself in pure darkness. 
 
    The phone rings but I ignore it. I pinch myself, trying to wake me from whatever dream I seem to be in. The pain radiates up my arm each time I squeeze my skin. 
 
    “Descartes said ‘I think therefore I am’. So either this pain means I’m awake or this is a manifestation of a dream, and I’m creating the pain to stay here. Or I’m in a fucking looney bin having finally lost my mind.” 
 
    Closing my eyes, I try to focus on the oxygen going in and out of my chest slowly. The whole point of anything is to find a way through it. That’s what mom told me after my grandpa’s funeral. We have to deal with the situations in front of us and wade through the rest.  
 
    The increased brightness forces me to open my eyes. My house is immaculate; the small coffee table clear of any work things. It’s homely, but the feeling of pure happiness crawls up my body like osmosis from the floor. A small ring box rests in the center of the coffee table. Looking in the one mirror near the door, I see the body hugging, floor length black dress working with my styled hair and make-up. I walk over to the ring box, my heels clicking away. 
 
    The phone rings again, deviating my path, and I pick it up. 
 
    “Hello?” I ask into the receiver. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    A knock on the front door. Hanging up the phone, I hear my heels click slowly as I walk to the front door. I glance to the ring box before opening the door fully and walking outside. 
 
    Emergency vehicles scream down the street as the door closes behind me. My heels click along the pavement as my pace increases. The flashing lights illuminating the entire area in blue, red, and white. A firetruck off to the side, men in their protective gear rush around in slow motion. The closer I get, the further away it feels. My throat feels dry, swollen like a severe allergic reaction has taken hold. 
 
    Grabbing the yellow tape, I lift it and duck underneath. My right heel slips and snaps bringing me to the ground. An officer helps me up and his mouth moves, but I hear nothing. My eyes search out anything identifiable by the hive of organized chaos. I pull off my high heels and hand them to the officer before walking further into the mess. He grabs my arm and my hand instantly moves to where my badge would normally be. Feeling the smooth texture of the dress, I simply shake him off and run toward the scene barefoot. The tar feels like it grabs at my skin, painfully holding me from what’s there.  
 
    “Jasmine, you shouldn’t be here.” A set of older hands wrap around my biceps and stop me in place. Tyler Udall stands there, his face drawn with a worried pain etched across it. He looks like he dressed with the lights off as he rushed out of the door. His grip loosens, my eyes look beyond him, and I see the license plate of my brother’s car. 
 
    “Tell me.” My voice wavers almost begging. 
 
    He wraps his arm around my lower back, guides me closer to the scene and takes a deep breath. I’ve done that many times before on the job. It’s the split second you have to compose yourself before informing people of the worst moment of their lives thus far. That small second allows you to figure out your words and calm your tone. It allows you to control all of the emotions that swirl through you as a human being. You convert from a feeling being to a thing that spits out nothing but black and white details. There’s no room for gray when you tell someone a loved one has passed. 
 
    I feel his hand form a fist behind my lower back, and I can feel it begin to shake a bit. He’s struggling which is the worst-case scenario for me. The factual information and pseudo support will be mired in emotional mess. His professionalism is slowly cracking which means I will have to do it for him. 
 
    “Just tell me as it is.” My voice firm, cold. 
 
    “Your brother and his wife were in an accident.” He chokes out. 
 
    “Cause?”  
 
    “Doesn’t matter right now.” 
 
    “It does to me.” I say forcefully. 
 
    The smell of gasoline fills my nostrils as the full scene comes into view. Two cars and carnage. A black sports car rests to the side having been removed from the impact site. The other car, a blue sedan with the driver’s side indented severely. The tree providing the most damage on the passenger side. 
 
    “Belinda?” 
 
    “Passenger…” the captain’s voice trails off. 
 
    My eyes focus clearly and the lights flash off her dark brown hair. My rational brain informing me that she died on impact. The firemen work diligently as they cut the pieces of metal holding up the roof. I see my brother in the front seat and for the first time Chase’s screams hit my ears. 
 
    “Henry?” 
 
    “Holding on.” The captain says as he nods towards the scene. 
 
    I walk through the mess of people barefoot, not caring about any debris around me. The firemen part as I approach. Each one of them rushing to the next step in their list to save someone. The doors to the driver’s side rest nearby, leaving the side of the car open. 
 
    Henry sits in the driver’s seat, his head leaning back on the chair. Looking him over, I can see how serious the damage to his body is. The steering wheel is bent down and in, pressing hard against his abdomen below his belly button. Metal from the dash dig into his legs right above the knees, his feet hidden behind a mess of debris if they’re still there at all. Chase exercises his lungs in the backseat as paramedics look him over. 
 
    “Hey, ass munch, what you doing here?” I say kneeling next to my brother. 
 
    Henry’s eyes flutter open and his head flops a bit forward. He looks to me and blinks a bunch of times. His right eye rests slightly forward in the socket as if ready to fall out. 
 
    “Hey, shithead, glad you could make it.” He smiles showing his reddened teeth. Blood trickles from the corner of his mouth and meets a stream of blood from a head laceration. “How’s Chase?” He asks weakly. 
 
    I look over Henry’s shoulder to see Chase with a small brace around his neck. A paramedic places an oxygen mask over his face, deadening the sound of his screams slightly. I watch them work him over, checking for any injuries on his extremities. Seeing none visible, I exhale and turn my attention back to Henry. 
 
    “He looks okay. Paramedics are taking good care of him. You, however, look like shit.” I say trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    “It’s just a flesh wound, nothing to worry about.” He laughs as he coughs up more blood. His right hand fumbles across the car to Belinda. He grabs her lifeless hand and squeezes it tightly. “Did she say yes? I’m sure she did.”  
 
    “I’ll tell you over drinks when you’re better.” I say, trying to deflect from the question. It was neither the time nor the place in my mind. 
 
    “You didn’t ask her.” 
 
    “Kinda busy coming out here to save your ass.” I tap his left shoulder gently. 
 
    “They aren’t getting me out, Jasmine. You need to take care of my son.” He says fighting to catch his breath. 
 
    “Chase has a team of doctors hovering over him right now, let the guys help you.” 
 
    “You can’t save everyone, not this time.” He coughs up more blood covering his chest in fluid. I stand up and hit a paramedic in the back trying to get his attention. No one responds to my physical assaults. Henry waves his hand hitting me a few times, his blood staining my dress.  
 
    “Please stay with me,” he says, finally grabbing my hand. I kneel back down and pull our clasped hands to my chest. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere.” My voice sounds forced, resigned. 
 
    “You think mom and dad will find me?” 
 
    “I’m sure they will.” 
 
    “If they can avoid all the dinosaurs and sharks, right?” He tries to laugh but ends up coughing. 
 
    “Never underestimate our mother. She walked outside in a hurricane to grab us both by the ears and bring us inside. What makes you think she wouldn’t find you up there? I’d be afraid of anyone who gets in her way, truthfully.” I smile up at him, running my hand through his bloody hair. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’m leaving you, sis, but I can’t…” 
 
    “I know,” I cut him off. I look back over the dashboard and understand the reason the paramedics weren’t helping him. Everything was being held together by pressure. He’s probably been bleeding internally for some time, once the steering wheel is moved he dies. My eyes fix into a lifeless gaze. He has to see nothing but fearlessness and love right now. I can’t let him see anything other than that. 
 
    Henry’s eyes dart to the rearview mirror. He tries to move his hand, but his body is too weak at this point to do much at all. I reach inside the car and angle it so Henry can see his son. I watch a few tears fall out of his left eye as his breathing calms down. His blue jeans continue to darken from the wounds. There has to be a good size pool somewhere, and it runs a chill up my spine. 
 
    “You ask her. You raise my son with a family. You take care of him. Promise me?” He says through blood bubbles in his mouth. His eyes never leaving the reflection. 
 
    “Henry…” I say. 
 
    He turns to face me. Paler almost lifeless. His face drenched in pain. 
 
    “I need to know you’re both safe. He needs to be safe.” I open my mouth to argue, but he shakes his head. “Promise me!” He grunts as he uses what little strength he has left to pull me toward him. 
 
    “I promise.” The words fall out of my mouth. 
 
    He nods and turns his attention back to the mirror. He smiles as Chase continues to fuss in the backseat. 
 
    “Tell him we love him.” I can hear my brother’s voice crack, and I find my own resolve giving. “Remind him to be a good man. Tell him his daddy trusted you to take care of him because mommy and daddy trusted you.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Peeking over my brother’s head, I see Chase being pulled from the car seat. His arms move around frantically as his cries fill the air. The paramedic hands me Chase. I lean down and hold the younger Steele close to Henry. My brother kisses his son’s head, smearing blood on the white skin. 
 
    “Daddy loves you, little man. I’ll be watching over you, okay?” My brother starts to cry and cough. Blood flows freely from his mouth now. I hand Chase to the paramedic next to me and grab my brother’s hand again. 
 
    “I’m scared,” his voice small, broken. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere. I’m right here.” I hold his hand so tightly against my chest for comfort. 
 
    “I love you, little sister.” 
 
    “I love you, too. You’re the best big brother anyone could have asked for.” 
 
    “You lie, but thanks…” Henry shakes violently with a coughing fit before finishing his sentence. Bubbles continue to form in the blood pouring out of his mouth. As quickly as it began, it stops. A scream launches from my chest like a banshee as tears flood my face. Leaning into the car, I grab Henry and pull his body close to mine. His blood soaking through my clothing to my skin. 
 
    I feel someone pull me back slightly and fight to stay where I am. Another slight tug, and I find myself on the ground covered in blood. Udall kneels next to me; he’s talking but nothing registers. My eyes stay focused on my dead brother. The captain pulls me to my feet and throws his jacket around me. I watch the paramedics close Henry’s eyes as they begin the process of recovering the remains. Randomly, I think both caskets will need to be closed for viewing. 
 
    I walk with the captain and notice a police cruiser with the back door open. A younger kid, worn Yankees cap on, head hanging low. A few officers near the car, watching over him. He must be the other driver. 
 
    “Was he drinking?” I say my voice laced with venom. 
 
    “Jasmine, let me handle this. You just take care of Chase. Whatever you need, I’ll help you.” 
 
    “I don’t need help. I need my brother alive, and I want some fucking answers!” 
 
    “Kid lost control of his car, that’s all I know.” 
 
    “Was he drinking?” 
 
    “I don’t know anything more than that.” 
 
    The captain helps me up into the back of the ambulance; Chase is lying on a gurney. “I’ll call Frankie and have her meet you at the hospital.” He closes the doors behind me and taps the back of the ambulance. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Bolting upright in bed, I feel the cold chill as the air hits my wet skin. I grab my chest, mentally forcing my heartrate to slow back to normal. Looking next to me, I see Frankie still sound asleep. Her hair to the side, one leg exposed and on top of the sheets. Her breathing even and her face peaceful. I wish I could sleep like she does. In the beginning of our relationship that bugged me, but now I’m thankful for it.  
 
    My cell phone vibrates against the wood end table noisily radiating through the suite. I grab the offending object, slide to answer across the screen as I walk into the bathroom for privacy. 
 
    “Hello?” I whisper. 
 
    “Good morning detective, it’s been awhile.” The voice on the other end cuts me to the bone. All the uneasy feelings from my nightmare fade away quickly as the reality of my situation comes to light. 
 
    “What do you want?” I say, trying to hide the nerves in my voice. 
 
    “Maybe I just want to have a conversation. Why does it always have to be about desire? Unless there’s something you’re not telling me detective.” The voice taunts me. 
 
    “I just want to know what you want. I’m tired of playing these games.” I say my voice a little firmer than before. 
 
    “I’m rather enjoying this game. How are you coming along with trying to find me? I’m sure the lack of evidence has left you reeling.” 
 
    “If you’re so hell-bent on me finding you, just tell me where you are.” 
 
    “Detective, whoever said I was that far away from you? You want answers but you have yet to look at what’s right in front of your face. Why should I give you everything? What would you have done if the captain couldn’t hold your hand through everything that you’ve been through? I truly wonder if you would have succeeded as much as you did.” The voice says through the phone, a slight anger leaching into every word. 
 
    “What does it matter where I am and how I got here?” 
 
    I hear him laugh in the background somewhat satanically. I feel myself squeezing the phone as if I was squeezing the life out of the caller. If my hands could be around his throat right now, I doubt I would stop until he was dead. No evidence, no paper trail, just torment. It says if this case is a beginning, like the first book in Lord of the Rings. No matter how interesting the story as a whole might be, the first book is boring shit. 
 
    “Tell me Jasmine, have you ever just wanted to fade away into nothing? Maybe just pack up your life and go away without telling your family where you are?” 
 
    “Everybody has, what’s your point?” I say, irritation taking over. 
 
    “Well see, that’s the problem. No matter what I do, no matter what I say… You just don’t seem to want to go away. I’ve worked just as hard as you. Put in as many hours as you and what do I have to show for it? How many years are you going to make me suffer for a mistake?” 
 
    Looking at my tired reflection in the mirror, his words hit my heart and shatter into pieces. I don’t think you meant to slip like that. It could be any number of mistakes or reasons why I am involved, but my gut tells me something very different. 
 
    “I remember everything about that night. I remember your worn baseball cap, the Yankees logo gray with dirt and where. You were so drunk that you couldn’t stand up let alone hold your head up in the back of the cruiser. After my brother died, Tyler walked me to the ambulance where my nephew was. He held me back from attacking you. He stopped me from punching you in the face so many times that every bone would be broken. The captain protected you just like he protected me from making a dumb mistake. For the rest of your life, you’ll have two bodies on your soul. You might’ve worked as hard as I have, but you got slaps on the wrist in a sealed record. I got a cemetery plot and a child. I get to see your face every day at work reminding me that murderers do walk free. You’re the fuel for my career. One-day Karma is going to come for you, Garrison, and I’ll be eating popcorn.” I say my voice low dripping with vengeance. 
 
    “Congratulations, you actually are a detective. This whole thing isn’t just about me, Jasmine. It’s about what’s right. You couldn’t just leave well enough alone.” His voice is normal, even. After all of my threats, he’s still stone cold. How he managed to pass the police psychiatric exam, I’ll never know. 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Does it really matter? I have ears to the ground, money to throw at people to do my bidding, and a father who doesn’t need a dark spot on his family record. You should be thanking me detective. You said it yourself, I’m your fuel. You can still be pushing tickets or be a meter maid. Hell, I could’ve been your boss.” A slight chuckle comes through the line. 
 
    “Tell me where you are, and I’ll show you how truly thankful I am.” The threat just pours out of my mouth before I can stop it. 
 
    “I just told you, I have people working for me. You make it sound like I’m alone in this endeavor. Trust me I have help. I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be. I get to watch a beautiful scene unfold full of blood, gore, and the little death. Some cheerleaders about to be slaughtered, I think. God, I love these films. They give me such a rush in all the right places.” His voice lowers to the point I can hear Hadley’s fake scream in the background. 
 
    The realization hits me like a ton of bricks. He’s on the movie set right now. James should be nearby to delay him, but Garrison’s not a fool. He’s set everything up perfectly, he’ll be ready for this. 
 
    “If you hurt her…” 
 
    “You’ll do what?” I can hear his cockiness radiating through the phone. “You’d actually have to be here, and I think I have a bit of a head start. But who knows, maybe you’ll get lucky.” I hear Hadley’s voice in the background getting louder, closer. “Then again, maybe not.” 
 
    The phone line goes dead. I immediately go into mindless action. I walk into the bedroom, as silent as I can be and collect my clothes from the night before. I grab my holster and ensure my weapon is in it fully loaded. Digging through my duffel bag that Frankie brought me, I find my ankle pistol and attach it to my leg. I hear her moan of annoyance come from the bed, and I stop all my movement. Waiting a few seconds to ensure that Frankie’s still asleep I get fully dressed. 
 
    Looking back over my shoulder I wonder if she’ll forgive me for walking out the door, again. In the living room, Will’s passed out on the couch. Knowing his past in Afghanistan, I walked gingerly to not alert him to a change in his surroundings. Lifting the keys to his car from the tray by the door, I slip out of the safe house and into the unknown. 
 
    I continue slamming the button of the elevator frantically almost begging it to move faster. Thoughts of Hadley fill my mind, terrifying me of what he could be doing to my friend right now. It’s moments like these that time seems to fly yet remain so slow. When the doors finally open, I walk inside and once again beat the garage level button into submission. 
 
    Unlocking my phone, I quickly dial James. I’m hoping for an answer, but receive none. His voicemail almost mockingly asking me to leave a message. I hang up and dial again. The same chipper voice graces my eardrums like nails on a chalkboard. When the doors open again, I rush to Will’s car and hop inside. I try dialing James again but get the same result. I toss my cell phone into the passenger seat, frustration building in my gut. 
 
    Even in the city that never sleeps traffic seems to come to a lull in the wee hours of the morning. Running several red lights, zigzagging through what few cars are on the road, I make it to the deserted film set in about fifteen minutes. I barely get in the car in park before rushing out of it and onto set. My first red flag, no one’s guarding the entrance. The hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and I know I should call back up – but I don’t. 
 
    The floodlights from the shoot illuminate the tall buildings but create shadows between the trailers. The ominous look reminds me of a Stephen King novel with the clown that my brother and I were terrified of. Anywhere to hide, ambush, or attack those shadows provided. Taking a deep breath, I pull my gun out and take the safety off. Slowly, I walk into the darkness and wait for my eyes to adjust. The voices of other actors echo around me. Random dialogue, laughter, and a director yelling cut reach my ears. None of them are Hadley. 
 
    Slithering around the trailers, my eyes look for the gold star. Every corner I turn, I have my gun at the ready. On occasion, I duck down to the floor to ensure nobodies hiding underneath. Finally seeing Hadley’s trailer, I look at my surroundings before rushing to the door. Grabbing the handle, I unlock the door slowly. I barely get the door open before James pops out, nearly getting shot by startling me. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing in here? Why aren’t you with Hadley?” I whispered frantically to him. 
 
    “Jesus,” he takes a step back with his hand on his chest. “She’s on set. I wasn’t allowed to go with her. If you give me a second to catch my breath, I’ll take you there.” 
 
    I turn away from the door and put my gun back in its shoulder holster. James takes a few steps down out of the trailer, his gun on his belt with his cuffs. 
 
    “Did you put your safety on?” He asks me. I simply shake my head in reply. “You know Hadley hates making a scene with this crap. You don’t want somebody grabbing your gun instead of a prop by mistake and killing someone. Put the damn safety on.” 
 
    “I think I’ll leave it off thanks. I know he’s here, and I don’t want anything standing in my way of taking a shot if needed. Nobody will be able to get my gun away from me, I promise.” 
 
    “Whatever, just don’t piss off the bigwigs.” He says walking two steps in front of me. I notice his cell phone clipped on the other side of his belt. 
 
    “Why didn’t you answer your cell phone?” 
 
    “Director told me no cell phones on set. Something about interference with the microphones.” He says nonchalantly. 
 
    “You didn’t think to check in? Maybe send a text message and let us know why your phone would be off?” I answer harshly. 
 
    “No. I thought I had it handled. Did something happen?” 
 
    James and I walk around the major set builds and head to a large brick building in the back. The voices from the cast and crew long gone from my purview. The hair on the back of my neck slowly creeps to a stand and my stomach rumbles as acid pours into it. Something’s not right, but I’m not quite sure what that is. 
 
    “I got another call. Where are we going? The sets are back there.” I say my voice lower almost accusatory. 
 
    “To see Hadley. She’s in the green room.” He says walking a little faster ahead of me. His voice wavers ever so slightly, and for the first time, I’m questioning his loyalty. The way he walks ahead of me, ignoring my questions and constantly looking around is creating suspicion within me. It’s something I never noticed before, and I should have. It’s like a snake oil salesman or financial planner making their millions off churning your retirement accounts. There is a smarmy aura around them, but if you’re not in tune to it, you don’t see it. My antenna raised and focused on the right channel, but I’m already following him to God knows where. I really wish I called for backup. 
 
    Walking up to what looks like a garage door, James peers through a small window and waves. After a few seconds of standing there, he knocks in something sounding similar to Morse code. Listening to the reverberation of the sound lets me know the warehouse is more hollow on the inside than it appeared. 
 
    “I thought they were filming?” I say, trying to hide the concern in my voice. 
 
    “Nah, that’s why I looked in the window first. They’re just being annoying and not answering the damn door.” He says a little bit of anger seeping into his tone. 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    James takes a step away from the door and shakes his head. Moving past him, I glance through the window and see nothing but debris. Stacks of crates, wooden pallets, and other garbage litter the floor making it a maze of sorts. The biggest thing missing was the crew and all film equipment. It’s then that I realize Garrison wasn’t just talking about the crew of the film being on his payroll. James is in his pocket as well. 
 
    “What are you doing, James?” I say, not turning around. I hear the click of his gun and feel the nozzle press into the back of my head. 
 
    “What I was hired to do.” He says, pushing the firearm harder into the base of my skull. 
 
    Before I can say anything further, the garage door comes to life. Slowly, methodically, it cranks and squeals. With every second that passes by my blood pressure rises. I know who’s behind that door but what they’re going to do is anyone’s guess. After an agonizing few seconds, the door stops, revealing no one behind. The shock must be evident on my face, but James doesn’t see it. I still have both my weapons on my body currently. If he’s smart, he takes my side arm before we go in there. No one knows about my ankle piece, it was always more for mental support than actual use. 
 
    He pushes me forward, forcing my chin to hit my chest. My legs move forward a few steps before I feel him push the gun into my head again. 
 
    “Stop.” I feel the nozzle of his weapon move off my scalp followed by the telltale sound of the door closing behind us. 
 
    “You sure you want to do this. There’s no coming back from it.” I say hoping for the best but expecting the worst. 
 
    “We all have our roles to play, detective. Personally, I’ll be relaxing in a country with no extradition when this is over. No assholes spitting on me when I ask a simple question. Nobody recording my every move because I wear a uniform with a badge. Total and utter freedom of the disrespect that comes with being a member of the NYPD. Plus, enough money to buy whatever whore I want.” He says pushing his weapon back into my head to emphasize his point. 
 
    “Garrison’s father paid you.” I say matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Of course he did. You think the son has any power in this game? You’re a fool if you think he does. It doesn’t matter anyway. I’m gone in less than 24 hours.” 
 
    “That is if you live to see tomorrow morning.” I say with venom in my voice. It’s unlikely I’m getting out of here alive, but why not scare the little shit while I’m here. 
 
    “Keep telling yourself that. In the meantime, take your gun out of the holster and kick it behind you.” James demands. “Don’t try anything stupid or your brains will be on the garbage before your body hits the floor.” 
 
    I grab my gun slowly with my right hand before leaning to the right side and placing it on the ground. I kick it ever so slightly behind me. If he bends down to pick it up, I can overpower him in three moves or less. 
 
    “Kick it back further or I put a bullet in your head.” He responds to my tactics. 
 
    I comply, pushing the gun further away from me. I can hear the metal scrape on the ground and his gun leaves my head for a second when he picks up mine. I assume he put my gun in his holster for safekeeping. I feel his breath on my neck, weapon in my back as his hands roam up and down my body frisking me. He takes his time, enjoying every sweep past my breasts and in-between my legs. It’s demoralizing, demeaning, and it’s meant to be. When he reaches down my right leg he stops at the ankle. I feel him lift my pant leg up and remove my small side-arm. 
 
    “You should’ve told me you had more than one. Here I am being honest with you and your lying by omission. What else are you hiding? Where else are you hiding it?” His hand with my weapon slides back up in between my legs and he grabs my crotch hard. “Maybe I should strip search you. See how you like it.” 
 
    “You’re a cop. You know we never travel with just one.” I say trying to keep my cool. 
 
    “Always a smart ass…” He says. 
 
    Before I can say anything else, I feel the health of the weapon smacking me in the side of the head. I put my hands out in front of me to lessen the pain of my fall. My cast hits first, cracking. My hand pulses with pain as I lay there on my side. I look up at James as he stands over me ominously. He grabs my right arm, flips me to my stomach, and presses his knee in my back. Holding me in place, I hear the metal of his handcuffs before he latches them onto my wrists. The pain radiating up my arm makes me want to scream, but I don’t give him the satisfaction. He grabs the metal and pulls me up by the handcuffs. I look over my shoulder and lock eyes with him for the first time. The slightly red hue indicating blood flowing into my eye from a cut on my forehead. His eyes are lifeless, cold. There is no redeeming him now. 
 
    “Maybe next time you won’t be such a bitch.” James pushes me forward towards the back of the building. After stumbling down a flight of stairs, he opens a heavy steel door and throws me inside the pitch black room. I hear it creek and slam behind me. I kick the door frantically until the sounds of soft crying permeates my brain. 
 
    “Who’s there?” I ask the darkness. 
 
    “Jasmine? Is that you?” Hadley’s voice responds. 
 
    “Hadley? Where are you?” I feel around with my feet trying to gauge my surroundings. The room is much larger than I expected and getting my bearings seems moot. Laying on my back and slithering like a snake until I hit a wall seems to be the best way to maneuver in here. I keep going like that until I hit a lump in the corner. I feel the mass move as if shocked by my touch. 
 
    “Had, if that’s you, I want you to grab my leg.” I ask. Part of me is not sure what I hit was truly alive or someone who died recently. Sounds far-fetched, but this whole scenario is fucking crazy. I feel a shaky hand on my leg, and I know she’s next to me. “I want you to slide your hand up my body to my arm and help me sit upright.” 
 
    Hadley does as I ask and I try to slither against the wall but I find another form. Fumbling with my handcuffed hands, I feel around looking for any signs of life. I find none. 
 
    “Who was in here with you?” I ask not really wanting the answer. 
 
    “My assistant, Maranda,” she sputters between frantic sobs. I feel her arms wrap around me and her head lands in the nook of my shoulder. Her tears coating my skin and shirt. “She was just helping me. Then James came in and just…” Her voice fails and she cried some more. 
 
    “Just take a breath, okay? I need you to calm down and tell me what happened.” I say soothingly. 
 
    She leans back, and I can hear her breathing coming back to normal. She keeps her hands folded together on my lap. I guess the touch of another human being in a stressful situation is comforting. 
 
    “I was working on a really annoying scene in my trailer. I had James running lines as the villain. One minute everything is fine, and the next minute he starts changing the dialogue. He started talking about a beach in another country in the promise of never having to do trashy films again. He kept saying I was better than that and my body was a temple for him. I thought he was being funny, and I laughed it off. Told him it wasn’t in the script, but he could write one if you wanted. Next thing I know he grabbed me by the arms hard. He told me he wanted us to leave right now. Something about protecting me from the real enemy and giving me everything I’ve ever wanted. Then he kissed me, and I fought like hell against them.” She said her voice a mix of anger and fear. 
 
    “Did he tell you who the real enemy was?” 
 
    “No. I didn’t take him seriously. He was my detail, you know? Shit like that only happens in the movies not in real life.” 
 
    “What happened next?” I asked, pushing a little harder. 
 
    “I politely refused, but he wouldn’t let go of me. I figured denying his kiss and advances was enough, but apparently I was wrong. I made him saying in an octave or two higher than he normally does when I kneed him in the balls. Once he let go, I ran out of my trailer. I must’ve gotten twenty feet from the main set before someone with a gun stopped me.” 
 
    “What he looked like?” 
 
    “Slightly shorter than James, built differently… Darker hair, green eyes, not as built.” 
 
    “That’s good. I’m amazed you got all that.” I say surprised. 
 
    “I’m an actress not an idiot. Besides, that was the last thing I saw before someone hit me over the head. I figure it must’ve been James since I’ve only heard two voices out there. This room is a really big echo chamber.” 
 
    “And Miranda?” 
 
    “I woke up with her in here. She said she saw me being dragged away and tried to stop them. The shorter one was angry that we were talking. He opened up the door and in what little light we had, he snapped her neck. She didn’t deserve that.” Hadley says with emotion crawling back into her voice. 
 
    Before I can continue the line of questioning, the door swings open and the lights turn on blinding us both. Squeezing my eyes shut tightly, I try to get them to adjust quickly. Not being able to see this made me defenseless to the hands fumbling at my handcuffs. I hear them unlatch and rub my broken wrist. Within seconds my arms are pulled forward and handcuffed in front of my body. 
 
    My eyes finally adjusting, I make out the shape of a tall man in front of me – James. He grabs a metal hook and hangs the chain of my cuffs on it. Hitting a button, the hook rises taking my arms with it. He holds a gun on Hadley, effectively preventing me from fighting back. After what seems like an eternity, my tippy toes left off the ground. My wrist screams in agony as my mind tries to block it out. 
 
    “Couldn’t think of a more unique torture?” I cough out to James. He responds by punching me in the stomach. I hear Hadley in the background begging him to stop. I look up and smile at James before spitting in his face. His fist hits my right eye, and I feel something give way. A metallic taste fills my mouth, and I spit it out at James. Looking at his shirt now covered with blood-filled saliva, his face remained stoic and unresponsive. He rears back his right arm and begins pounding my chest and stomach forcing me to cough up more blood. Hadley continues to scream, but it makes no difference. 
 
    “Enough.” A voice says. 
 
    Just like that, James stops. I feel my body swing a bit like the carcass of a cow after slaughter. I’m not sure what’s going to happen next. One thing’s for sure, my body can’t take much more of this. I have to get a plan together to get the two of us out of here. 
 
    “Long time, detective.” 
 
    Letting my eyes focus on the figure behind James, I see the worn Yankee’s cap from my nightmares. Garrison stares at me, his eyes tired and face unshaven. 
 
    “You look like shit.” I manage to say with what little energy I have left. 
 
    “You’ve made it a little more difficult than it had to be. What did you expect?” He says handing a rag to James. “You’re wanted in the other room.” 
 
    James wipes the blood off his hands as he walks out of the room. Garrison stands there stoically as if waiting for me to start the conversation. I can’t be bothered; I’m more focused on staying awake. 
 
    “You couldn’t just let me handle it? You had to be the big bad detective.” 
 
    “My phone kept going off and threatening my family. What did you expect me to do?” I mumble. 
 
    “Sorry about that. James has proven to be a bit overzealous at times.” 
 
    “You’re telling me James was the voice on the phone? I don’t buy it.” 
 
    “I’m saying he could’ve gone a little easier on your beating.” He says turning my face to the side to survey the damage. 
 
    He lets go of my face before kneeling next to Hadley. I struggle against my restraints, but my legs just swing in the air. He brushes his hand along the side of her face, pushing a stray hair behind her ear. 
 
    “You weren’t supposed to be involved, and for that I’m sorry. It’ll all be over soon.” He smiles before smacking her in the head, knocking her unconscious. Standing, he turns his attention back to me. “All you had to do was let things go. This is all on you.” 
 
    “If this is all on me, I’ll accept that.” I say, trying to catch my breath. “Only if you come clean about killing my brother and his wife.” 
 
    “Ruin my career on a mistake I made as a stupid kid? I know what I did was wrong. I see their faces every time I close my eyes, and that’s my cross to bear. But you, you want revenge. That’s premeditated.” 
 
    “You need to be held accountable for what you’ve done. I don’t care how much money your father has or who he’s paid off. You’re still a murderer.” 
 
    “My father…” Garrison begins to pace running his hand through his hair. “He’s not a man you cross or disappoint. If you owe a debt, it’s never paid no matter what you do.” 
 
    “You’re telling me that you’re doing this because you’re in debt to your daddy?” I laugh as the blood drips out of my mouth to the floor. 
 
    Without missing a beat, Garrison punches me in the face. He shakes his hand in the air as I continue to laugh at them. Between his weak handshake and his even weaker punches, I know all I need to know about Keith Garrison. He’s a pathetic little man with no honor, loyalty, or compassion for anyone other than himself. 
 
    “Your friend brought this upon herself. If she had just said yes to his invitation, none of this would’ve happened. She would’ve gone on one date, maybe slept with him, and then moved on. Then, James wouldn’t have had to follow you, call you or harass you to figure out what you knew. It all just got so out of hand. She spreads her legs first stupid movie, but not for a man who could kill her? Why can’t actresses just be the whores they were meant to be?” He says anger radiating off him. 
 
    “Maybe because your father wasn’t her type, and she has more respect for her body than that. Not everyone is a plaything.” 
 
    “You don’t get it, do you? If she had said yes, my father wouldn’t have been home that night. Instead, he got drunk and ridiculed me for being a piece of shit son and a waste of space. I wouldn’t have gone to the bar and gotten plastered. Then, I wouldn’t have driven home and killed your family. So you see, she shouldn’t have been involved, but it is all her fault. Then, you just had to keep putting your nose where it didn’t belong. Don’t you get it now? There’s so many loose ends and my father doesn’t like that. This isn’t going to end well, for any of us.” 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better, she said no to James, too. Then again, she says no to all her crazy stalkers. That doesn’t matter though, right? I mean, nothing is your fault in this situation according to you. Nothing’s daddy’s fault either. Everything falls on Hadley or me. Why not just kill us right now?” 
 
    His eyes burned a hole into me, but he says nothing. His left arm reaches out and grabs the motorized contraption lifting or lowering the hook. He presses a button and my feet finally feel the floor again. I stumble to gain my balance, and I feel a bit lightheaded. He stops the machine when I’m low enough to remove the handcuffs. Unlocking them, he grabs my broken wrist hard, effectively keeping me in place. 
 
    “I’m good at a great many things, detective.” He picks up my cast, breaking it off the best he can. “The most exhilarating sport I love is hunting. It’s just you and your prey.” He pushes me against the back wall, and I bring my wrist to my chest. “I hope you understand I have a job to do. There’s a limited amount of space here. Not much in the way of hiding or escaping. I’m sure you’ll give me a run for my money.” 
 
    “Ready?” James says as he pops his head back in disrupting the two of us. 
 
    Garrison gives James a cold hard stare, one that makes me shiver, before nodding in response. I watch as James’ eyes fall to Hadley’s prone form on the floor. I see a hint of compassion and anger as he looks back at Garrison. 
 
    “I’m not going to make this easy for you. I’ll make sure they put you in your dress blues when we are done.” I say, smiling confidently. 
 
    James places a small egg timer in the corner of the door. It ticks away melodically, and Garrison rolls his eyes almost in pleasure. 
 
    “It’s set for one minute. After the time expires, it will disarm the traps I have in this room. Then, you can leave. If you walk out before, you die and then we kill Hadley.” James walks in and grabs the unconscious Hadley off the floor and carries her out of the room. Garrison reaches down and winds up the timer to ensure I have a full minute before leaving. 
 
    I look around the room frantically searching for where these traps could be placed. Part of me wonders if he’s full of it, testing to see if I’ll break his rules. Keith Garrison has never been one for order or structure; would he start now is the question. Regardless of what my head says to try or play with, I can’t risk Hadley’s life. Listening to the tick-tock of the seconds passing by, I realize that once again time is moving so fast yet also sputtering slowly with my anxiety. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    After what seems like an eternity, the minute passes and the timer rings loudly. The fact that they took Hadley with them concerns me. I’ve had a full minute to sit and ponder my next move in the things really come to mind. Grabbing the discarded handcuffs, I use the edge to help rip the rest of my cast off. At this point in time I need all the help I can get, and having my hand restricted is useless. The building is bigger than it appeared on the outside, and my first priority is to stay alive long enough to get Hadley out of here. 
 
    Looking around the barren room, I see nothing that could be used for a weapon. The minute I walk out that door I could get hit with a gunshot to the head. I need to protect myself. For now, I guess I’m stuck with good looks and wit. In other words, I’m pretty much screwed. 
 
    Hesitantly, I peer out the door and gauge if it’s safe. The main room still looks the same. Crates and boxes litter the floor; some stack all the way to the low-lying catwalk. There’s a staircase at the other end that I can barely make out in the shadows and one to my left. Based on the layout I can see, I’m either a sitting duck on the floor or a hawk in the sky. Normally, I would choose the vantage point of being high up. Without my gun though, that might defeat the purpose. Being on the floor I can zigzag through the stacks and maybe even create places to hide. Up above, you have a clean shot at me. 
 
    My decision made, I start to walk into the main area as low as possible. My breathing steady, steps slow, and focus sharp. If he’s going to hunt me, I’m going to make damn sure it’s difficult. 
 
    “Get the fuck off me!” Hadley’s scream echoes off the walls of the warehouse. It immediately changes my decision and against my gut, I make for the staircase to the upper level. 
 
    When I get to the top, I slowly ease around the corner seeing what might be there. Surprisingly, it’s empty. Following the wall, pressed up against it, I see two doors at the end of the hallway. Hopefully, they’re empty of assailants but have some kind of weapon. Any piece of garbage at this point would do. There’s no way I can head to the other side of the catwalk without one. 
 
    Coming to the first door, I fumble for the doorknob and turn it slowly. Opening the door without making a sound, I slip inside and close it behind me. The room is a wasteland for old desk parts. Broken chairs, a splintered piece of the table, and various metal legs litter the floor. Grabbing the metal bars, I try to snap them off the chair, to no avail. Grabbing one of the executive desk chairs, I flip it over quickly and pull the five-star wheelbase off. I grab the bar connecting the seat to the wheels and hold it in my right hand. It’s a shady distance weapon, but up close it’ll pack a punch. 
 
    Walking back into the hallway, I head to the next door across the hall from me. Once again I open it as slowly as possible to avoid making a noise and slip inside. The room is dark, and I fumble on the wall for a light switch. Feeling something similar to the shape and style, I flip it. A light flickers above, illuminating what appears to be blood spatter all over the back wall. Touching it proves my suspicion is accurate, whatever happened is recent as the fluid is still wet. 
 
    My mind reels at the thought of who this blood could belong to. Looking over the splatter design, the person was taller or the angle was upward. Looking at the floor there’s some brain matter or some other flesh in the blood. They were executed, and the body moved. Not abnormal, but not rational when in a place like this. Nobody would know or care if a body was in an abandoned warehouse. It would look like a drug deal gone wrong or maybe a sexual encounter that ended on the wrong side of the pistol. The point is, there’s no reason to move the body. I still come back to my first question though, whose blood is it. Seeing nothing else of note in the room, I flip the light switch off and head back to the hallway. 
 
    I hear Hadley’s voice once again, and my feet move faster than before. The main room below seems so much darker and ominous than before. So many places to hide down there, and my mind is playing tricks on me. Looking across the catwalk, I realize I have to stay as low as humanly possible to get across safely. Kneeling down as low as possible, I start to make my way to the other side. The lights above create some shadows that pull my attention every now and again. Some movement catches my eye at the other end. I slow my progression and wait. Whatever it is, isn’t moving now.  
 
    Once I make the intersection above the main floor, I take another look around below me. It would be so much easier if I had my night vision goggles and my gun. I’d just run down the walkway no care in the world. I’m not sure if the other walkways lead anywhere, and I’d rather not find out. I continue to the other side, slow and steady making as little noise as possible. 
 
    The slight creeks of the bolts and screws holding these metal contraptions up emanates from every step I make. These old buildings never had cables holding these things up. It was a safety feature added much later on. In other words, if those bolts give way, I hit the floor hard. Exhaling a breath I didn’t know I was holding, I continue across. It’s quiet. Too quiet for my taste and my fear. Garrison said he loved to hunt. He was good at it. So he’s probably lying in wait until the perfect moment to strike. I have to figure out when that is. 
 
    Finally getting off the rusted metal deathtrap, I slide across the hallway and press my back against the wall. Noise in the room behind me brings my attention to the forefront. Grabbing the bar as tightly as I can, I open the door staying low. If they’re going to fire a shot, it’ll be chest level. Hopefully, it will give me enough time to fight back. I slip inside waiting for an attack that never comes. Some flickering lights on the back wall highlight a small section of the room. Staying crouched, I make my way over there to investigate why they’re on. 
 
    It’s then that I see her heels, one broken and one missing. Hadley’s formfitting jeans are torn and dirty. Her belt missing and her shirt askew. Her bleach blonde hair matted and covered in filth. There’s a little bit of dried blood in there too, and it makes my heart break. The worst part of it all is she’s not moving. Dropping to my knees, I gently roll Hadley over and check for a pulse. Finding a stable one, my heart rate slows down to normal. 
 
    “Hadley?” I whisper as I gently shake her to wake her up. “Hadley, I need you to wake up.” I continue. My hands run through her hair checking for a worse head trauma them before. All the blood is dry, caked to her skin and hair. “Hadley, please wake up.” 
 
    I use all of my strength to force Hadley into a sitting position. Leaning her up against the wall, I keep her head upright and tap her cheeks a little with my free hand. She slowly mumbles as if not wanting to wake up to go to school. I continue tapping her face while whispering in her ear to get up. I don’t have time to be nice, but I don’t want to hurt her any more than she already is. 
 
    “Jasmine?” She groggily replies while her eyes flutter open. I grab her arms to stop them from flailing about and hold her in place. When her eyes finally focus on me, I let go. 
 
    “How badly are you hurt?” 
 
    “I have a headache. Like a really bad headache. Feels like one of our bad hangovers from college times infinity.” She coughs a bit, and I wait to see if blood comes out of her mouth. Moving her lips with my hand, I see none. She swats away my hands. “Stop shoving your hands in my mouth, I don’t know where they’ve been.” 
 
    “I heard you screaming. What happened? Are you sure you’re okay?” I ask again, sincere worry radiating off me. 
 
    “You look like shit.” She says deflecting. Her hand touches just below my eye and a burning pain sears into my brain. All this time the adrenaline’s been preventing me from feeling the full extent of the pain. It doesn’t help when your friend pushes on it though. 
 
    “I didn’t scream, I swear. The last thing I remember was being in a room with you watching you get your ass kicked.” It’s then that I hear movement below making the pain fade to the background. I should have realized Hadley was the cheese, and I was the mouse. I walked into a trap. 
 
    “We need to get out of here now!” I say, pulling Hadley to her feet. She struggles a bit, and I slide my good arm around her and try to drag her away. “I need you to move Had; they’re coming.” 
 
    I feel her carry more of her own weight as we shuffled to the door. Pulling it open, I see James standing in the hallway. I remove my arm from around Hadley and try to stand up tall. His eyes rake over my body while I hear Hadley sharply inhale. 
 
    “Miss me?” James says with a sinister sneer on his face. 
 
    Wasting no time, I charge at him and tackle him to the ground like my brother taught me. Shoulder to the chest, straight to the ground. 
 
    “Hadley, run!” I scream back at my friend hoping she listens. 
 
    I press the small metal pipe across James’ throat effectively cutting off his oxygen. Hadley carefully gets around us and runs down the stairs. James takes my diverted attention as a sign it’s time to fight back. He punches my swollen face, knees me in the chest, and rolls me over. His hands grip the bar and press it down hard. I feel my right hand struggle to push up relieving the pressure on my throat. 
 
    “It was fun taunting you, detective, but you still should have stayed out of it. I always knew you were a pompous prick, always out to save everyone.” James leans back slightly allowing me to gasp for air. “I wonder how I’ll explain this to your friends. Especially Frankie, that’ll be fun. Maybe she’ll lean on me to help her through such a terrible time. I’ll end up consoling her so much she decides to drive stick again. So I want the last thing you think of in this world to be me fucking your girlfriend.” 
 
    Anger is a ridiculously powerful tool at your disposal every day of your life. There’s a rage that women have that no man could ever counter. You come after our children or our family and we make the Incredible Hulk look like a pansy. Swinging my legs upward, I latch them around his chest and fling him to the ground. Before he can move, I lock my ankles and begin to squeeze. He continuously punches my knees, thighs, and anywhere else he can reach. I grabbed the small bar that’s fallen to the ground next to us and hit him in the face. 
 
    His moan ekes out of his mouth like a child learning to speak for the first time. The thought of Frankie being taken by this man enrages me, and I hit him again and again. Blood gurgles in his throat, and I loosen my grip with my legs. Bubbles form as he tries to say something, but the point is moot. His right arm weekly swings at me barely touching my skin. I hit him again with such force I hear his skull crack. No more moaning. No more punches. I turned to the side and violently throw up pure acid knowing full well what I’ve done. 
 
    His face is barely recognizable. His eyes vacant and tinged red. Blood pooling by my leg below him. With everything that I have, I push his body off me and slide away. My pants are stained, some brain matter on them. I killed a man. I’ve never raised my gun and fired. I’ve never needed to hit someone for survival. Staring at James’ lifeless body, I watch the blood expand on the crappy floor. It’s an odd sight, watching all the fluids from your body leave. Slowly, like water in the great flood it overwhelms the garbage nearby swallowing it within the pool. 
 
    I hear a door close below me, and it forces my attention back to the game at hand. This is what Garrison wanted. He just proved that anyone is capable of murder regardless of why it was done. The idea that I might have to do it again forces what little bile is left in my stomach to make an appearance. I wiped my mouth on my dirty sleeve and leaned forward to pat down the body. I feel a small pocket knife in the front of his pants and pull it out. Part of me wishes he had his gun, but I would’ve been dead before I got anywhere near them. 
 
    Standing up, my shoes slip in the blood on the floor. Using the wall for support, I walk to the main catwalk. I’m not thinking about the height or the possibility of being shot. The adrenaline coursing through my veins has made me feel a bit invincible. I also don’t know if Hadley has made it out alive. I have to create a diversion to ensure she has extra time just in case if that means I’m going to die, that sucks, but we do what we have to do. 
 
    I jog across the catwalk making as much noise as possible. The metal clangs and shutters with every step. I wonder if he’s watching me from the floor below. When I get to the end, I turn around and run back. This time my footfalls are harder and louder. I’m trying to be like that carnival game when you hit the bear it turns around and goes the other way. It gets boring after a while. If you’re a true hunter, it’s not fun if somebody is sacrificing themselves. There is no thrill in the chase or control over your prey. 
 
    Reaching the back staircase, after my fourth trip across the catwalk, I loudly walked down the stairs. I start humming a random tune that my mother used to sing to me when she would tuck me in. I don’t remember the words, they were in German, but the tune simple. I get to the bottom of the stairs and stop. Leaning on the railing, I look over the pocket knife and open it up. The blade is shiny and reflective but most of all sharp. 
 
    “At the end of the day, we’re all just dust in the wind.” I can hear my father singing the wrong words to various tunes in my head. “You hear me, Garrison? It’s all pointless anyway!” I scream at the top of my lungs. 
 
    Looking ahead, I see three paths distinct from one another and how the debris is stacked. One or all three could be dead ends. One could lead to the exit and one could lead to my death. One of these things is most definitely not like the other. A small smile forms on my face as I remember moments watching Sesame Street with Chase. 
 
    “Just like in college, when in doubt pick C.” I halfheartedly laugh at myself. 
 
    I choose the third path and take slow and deliberate steps. With all of the debris of wood, paper, and other sundries, I have to protect my feet. I can’t defend myself if I’m on the floor. I try to keep my eyes peeled in the darkness and focus on my surroundings. The cut on my forehead must have reopened as blood taints my vision. I wipe my face with my busted hand and do nothing but smear the blood around. Getting to the end of the path, a pile of wood blocks me. Normally, I would turn around and retrace my steps. For some reason, I feel the need to push forward. 
 
    “Time to climb.” I mumbled to myself as my hands gauge the stability of the unsteady stack. 
 
    One step at a time, I move slowly up the hill. I move my damaged hand up to what looks like a stable piece of wood only to have it shatter and force me to slide backwards. My right leg slides in between the slats of a pallet, and I wince as something gouges into my flesh. I looked down at my leg but can’t see a thing. I struggle to get stable and lean on my left side. Reaching down with my right hand, I push away the bits of splintered wood before the feeling of something metal graces my fingertips. 
 
    I continue feeling around trying to ascertain which direction the nail is going in. If I knew it was bent, I could pull my leg out in the opposite direction. Taking a deep breath, I decide to pull my leg up and out between the two slats. The sound of the nail slowly removing itself from my skin is nauseating. With a slight popping sound, my leg is free and bleeding profusely. Looking back to the top of the pile, I realize I have to get there. I go a little slower, safer, and I manage to get there. I swing my legs to the other side of the pile and slowly make my way down. With each step, my right leg almost buckles. When I land on the floor, it completely gives way. 
 
    “Always had to be a contrarian, couldn’t just double back…” Leave it to me to be my own worst enemy. 
 
    “Looks like you could use a hand.” I look up to see Keith Garrison standing above me. His face etched with the sadistic smile. His thumbs through his belt loops and his hat perched on his head like always. “Looks like you’ve hurt yourself pretty bad there, detective. Doesn’t make this game much fun when your hand’s a mess, and you can barely stand or run.” 
 
    “I’m done playing.” I say, gritting my teeth. 
 
    “This new attitude of yours wouldn’t be due to that body upstairs now would it?” He says with what sounds like happiness in his voice. 
 
    “You know it’s not.” 
 
    “Probably, but when NYPD officer murders another officer, one has to question everything.” He says with a full smile on his face. 
 
    “You know damn well he attacked me.” I say, foolishly trying to defend my actions. 
 
    “Of course I do. But then again, no one really believes anything we say now. I mean a cop shows up to a crime scene and we’re ready to blame for it. We are racists, vile, evil, and all of us are being paid off. If you don’t want to take responsibility for being a murderer, you can just blame the cop who arrested you. Society calls us pigs, spits on us, and does what they want. It’s okay because the public and the liberal media allows it.” He rants completely off topic. 
 
    “Vent all you want, you’re no better than a convicted felon.” 
 
    “Never said I was.” Garrison shrugs as if coming to terms with who he is. 
 
    He reaches forward, grabs my shoulders, and lifts me up. With one swift move of my hand, his face changes and the smile is gone. He stumbles backwards, dropping me to the ground hard. He looks down at his stomach almost quizzically. The hilt of the small pocket knife sticking out of his skin. He grabs it, pulls it out, and throws it out of reach. 
 
    “That wasn’t very nice. Not playing fair as one would expect from someone like you. You’re no better than the rest of them either.” 
 
    “You never play by the rules, why should I?” 
 
    “Touché pussycat.” He pulls his gun out of its holster and aims it at me. As if on instinct, I raise my hands to block the shot, not like it’ll do anything. He pulls the trigger, and I feel white-hot pain in my ankle. The sound of bone exploding on contact forcing a scream out of me that I’ve never heard before. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have killed James. He was a good man even if he was a bit misguided. Follow the rules and did what I told him to like a good little soldier.” He rubs the gun up against his temple. I can’t tell if he’s fighting himself or trying to figure out where to shoot me next. 
 
    Rolling over on my stomach, I force myself to crawl past him. I can hear him laughing about how futile my escape attempt is. He fires again and this time the burning pain is in my right thigh. Dropping my face onto the dirty floor, I feel blood leaving my body too fast for me to stay awake. I continue to drag myself away from him with my eyes closed and body weak. 
 
    “This is usually the part of the script where the villain tells the heroine all about their plan to take over the world. He tells her how he’s going to get away with everything he’s currently doing. Then, she goes on about how he won’t get away with it. Rather counterproductive, don’t you think? The funny thing is, no matter what I say – it doesn’t matter. Who really cares why I have done what I’ve done? You want the closure to make yourself feel better? Personally, I don’t think it’s important. I did what I did simply because I was told to do it. Is that enough for you? As you slowly slither away from me, you just have to accept that there’s no reason for it. When you meet your maker, if in fact He exists, tell him I live my life to the best of my ability given the cards He dealt me.” 
 
    I roll over on my back, finally accepting that I can’t move any further. I hope Hadley’s free. She’ll be able to help Chase and Frankie through this. I guess this is karma. I wanted to die for so long, since I was in grammar school. This new fear though, strangles the breath out of my chest. I don’t want them to feel I gave up or be angry with me. I hope they’ll find some peace about how this has to end. 
 
    Garrison’s blurry silhouette walks closer to me, and I can tell I’m losing consciousness. The dirt from the floor has invaded all of my wounds and is caked to my skin. I swear I hear the metal garage door opening again, but I can’t see anything. Garrison stands above me with his gun aimed and ready. 
 
    “Not how I wanted it to play out, but it ends today either way.” He says, towering above me. 
 
    The metal clanging sound is louder, followed by various voices that I can’t quite make out. The only thing I can hear is my own breathing. It’s shallow and slow. I wonder if this is how Henry felt when he knew he was dying. The telltale click of the gun brings me back to attention. The sound of the gunshot ricochets around the building into my ears. The blurry silhouette stumbles backwards. 
 
    The voices louder, screaming at one another. Another click and another bullet fires. The sound is followed by three quick explosive bursts. Garrison falls to the ground, unmoving. I grab my chest and feel the faintest wetness on my shirt. At first I think it’s my tears until the pain sets in. The red and blue lights flash from the doorway as I raise my hand seeing it covered in blood. The agony and pressure in my chest is so great that I can’t focus on anything else. 
 
    I think I see someone that looks like Hadley out of the corner of my eye. I believe Will checked Garrison’s vitals before kneeling next to me. He’s so close that I can make out his expression of fear mixed with anger. His two hands, fingers entwined, pressing down on me as he tries to stop the bleeding. 
 
    “You get him?” I sputter and bubble through the blood in my mouth. 
 
    “Through the chest.” He says his voice firm and unwavering. I wonder if he acted like this in the war zone. Showing no emotion and just going on autopilot. 
 
    “Good job.” 
 
    “Don’t talk. Ambulances here and there getting the gurney.” He says 
 
    “They say your life flashes before your eyes when you’re about to die.” I say to Will as my eyes try to focus on the ceiling. 
 
    “I heard something like that.” 
 
    “My life must have sucked because all I saw was my first boyfriend who sucked at every sport we tried to play.” I try to laugh, but it causes too much pain. I force a smile with shallow breaths. 
 
    “Or you just remembered your biggest regret. You know, not dating women sooner?” I know Will’s trying to keep me focused and aware. 
 
    “You think you’re funny.” I say as I hear the wheels of the gurney getting closer. I tugged on Will’s shirt bringing his ear as close to my mouth as possible. “I killed James. He’s upstairs. Tried to kill me. Lost control.” I let him go, and he leans back on his heels. I can’t tell if he’s stunned, upset, or indifferent. 
 
    “You did what you had to do. Just like anyone of us would have done. You did good boss.” He says finally letting go of my chest and heads upstairs. 
 
    I hear the paramedics talking to one another as they stabbed me with needles and what I assume is an IV. My head rolls on the concrete below me, and I pray the images of my love ones to show – but they don’t. I really hope there’s a heaven willing to accept me. 
 
    “Pressures dropping, we’ve got a go now!” I hear one voice bark to the others. Next thing I know, I feel like I’m flying as they haul me away. I hear Will’s voice and the sound of his military boots rushing towards us. 
 
    Looking to my left, I see Hadley sitting in the ambulance next to me. She’s bandaged slightly, but it looks worse than it probably is. Will jumps in and sits next to her. He grabs my hand and holds tight. I hear the doors close as I feel the weight of breathing on my tired body. My eyes graze back over to Hadley, but she won’t look at me. I squeeze Will’s hand hard as my breathing slows down. I’m so very tired and these men keep yelling at me to stay awake. But I can’t. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    There are so many things that managed to bring me out of a sound sleep. It could be sirens from the local precinct, someone honking their horn or revving their engine outside my window, or even just the birds chirping at an ungodly hour. Usually, it’s the smell of a fresh pot of coffee. I remember my mother stood over me once and waved a fresh pot under my nose just to get me out of bed. I don’t think it’s the smell as much as it is the emotional attachment to the memories of my mother. That was our treat and reminder to touch base every once in a while. It was the only time I got to see her towards the end. This smell though – it’s not coffee. It’s something so much better and sweeter. Something I haven’t had in years. 
 
    “Crêpes,” I mumble as my stomach rumbles at the thought of the thin pancakes. 
 
    I open my eyes and take in the overly bright room. It seems unfamiliar but feels like I’ve been here before. Part of me wonders if Frankie made pancakes, but she’s a Bisquick kind of girl. These are originals, made from scratch. Sitting up, my right hand flies to my head, and I fall back to the bed. My chest hurts, my leg hurts, and frankly the right side of my body feels like it’s throbbing. 
 
    “Pinball machine migraine. What a way to start the day.” I say, rubbing my eyes. 
 
    I slowly roll up to a sitting position and swing my feet to the floor. My left foot hits the fake lamb-like rug near the bed, and I wiggle my toes in its softness. My right foot hits with a loud thud. It’s covered in a black metal or plastic boot. My fingers run along the edge of it, and I try to place why it’s there. Forcing myself to stand up, the contraption on my right foot barely holds my weight but it’s good enough. 
 
    I lean on the wall by the door and notice my rainbow colored hand. It doesn’t hurt but it feels off. There’s a numbness in my pinky and ring fingers. If I could only remember why it’s bruised or battered. I feel like I should be here, but yet I shouldn’t. 
 
    “Jasmine Marie Steele, you better get your lazy butt out of bed and down to the breakfast table!” The softest voice with the hint of an accent yells from the kitchen. As if on pure muscle memory, I hobble out of the room and head downstairs. 
 
    I hear her singing in German as I take one step at a time holding onto the railing. The hair on the back of my neck slowly rises to full attention. I haven’t been in this foyer in years. The marble floor shiny and clean. The crystal chandelier reflecting the light from the outside to beautiful prisms of color all over the walls. Everything is the same as he used to be. Untouched by time or loss. 
 
    This place was my safe haven. I would plant flowers in the gardens, run errands to the bakery, or get cookies before going to the bank. All because my grandmother chose to spend time with me. I was allowed to be an adult as I wanted but also the age that I was without fear of punishment or reprimanding. When everything in my world fell apart and my mother was lost in her own mind, I always found open arms waiting here for me. 
 
    “Your crêpes are getting cold! Don’t make me come get you.” She says with a slight humor in her voice. 
 
    Stumbling into the kitchen, I see my grandmother sliding across the tile floor placing food on my plate. Her pug, King, bounces around her feet waiting for scraps of food to fall. She goes back to her singing, dancing while looking down at the four-legged friend by her side. The two of them move seamlessly around the kitchen. Both young, healthy, and unafraid of what the afterlife holds for them. 
 
    “King, you know I made some for you, but you have to wait until mommy sits down.” She places the pan back onto the stove and spins around. Her smile grows when she sees me. Her hair perfectly done on her head like I remember. Her housecoat buttoned around her nightgown and her nails painted a bright red. If you asked her, she’d say she looked homely. To me she never looked more beautiful. 
 
    “Morning Oma.” My voice surprises me how stable it is. 
 
    “Jasmine, you are becoming such a beautiful woman.” She says as her eyes scanned over my body. 
 
    “Complete with the newest fashion accessory of a boot. I hear it’s all the rage at fashion week.” I say, displaying my right foot like a model on the Price is Right. 
 
    “Yes, well, I said a beautiful woman. I never said anything about a coordinated one.” She laughs to herself as she sits down in her chair. “Now sit before King needs your breakfast.” 
 
    The slightly rotund pug sits in my chair, his tongue sticking out the right side with a little bit of drool. I’m sure he’s waiting for the go-ahead to devour my plate. Pushing him gently, he hops to the floor and then up onto the chair next to my grandmother. She cuts a small piece of her pancake and holds it in her fingers. He turns his head slightly to the side and uses his tongue to wrap around it to swallow it whole. 
 
    “You made crêpes for me.” I say as I sit in the chair staring at the meal in front of me. 
 
    “Of course I did. What kind of grandmother would I be if I forced you to eat your mother’s pancakes? I love your mother, I do, but these are made with…” 
 
    “Lots of love, fresh stuff, and a sore back.” I finish for her. It was one of her jokes. Everything from scratch was always made with someone in mind and the pain of standing there for hours. It’s a lost art really; I can’t cook for shit. 
 
    “See, you do listen.” She says smiling at me. King barks as if to let my grandmother know he wants more. “King, patients, my little one.” She breaks off another small piece and feeds it to him. 
 
    A wave of pain jackhammers in my head causing me to close my eyes and wince. The fork hits my plate harder than I’d like, and I forced myself to swallow what’s in my mouth. I feel her hand rubbing my forearm. She used to do that to calm me down. 
 
    “Are you okay, honey?” She asked softly. 
 
    “Just a headache.” I say as the pain fades. I take another bite and a slight moan emanates from me. “These are so good grandma. Hits the spot. It feels like forever since I’ve had your cooking.” 
 
    “Well, some people are worth slaving over a counter for. Oh gosh, I almost forgot!” She hops up from her chair and heads back into the kitchen. 
 
    King leans forward, his front paws on the table, and grabs what’s left of the cut crepe in his mouth. He sounds like he’s saying Yum as he chews. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he was smiling at me when he was done. A slamming pain in my chest stops my train of thought, and I grab the chair for support. 
 
    “Jasmine, are you sure you’re okay?” I feel her hand rubbing up and down my back to comfort me. 
 
    “Yeah, it’ll pass.” I say she pours me a cup of coffee. She pours herself one as well before resting the pot on a folded wash cloth in the center of the table. 
 
    “You should have that checked out. You might not listen to your mother, but you always listen to this old lady who loves you. Please go see a doctor. I don’t like these chest pains you keep getting. Maybe go see Opa’s doctor, he swears by him. Then again maybe not, he is dead after all.” She says with a slight chuckle. 
 
    “You know I was born with them, grandma. They come and go. I promise I’m taking good care of myself so there’s no need to worry.” I say, taking a sip of my coffee. 
 
    “This coming from the woman with that contraption on her foot and a multicolored hand?” I watch as she turns towards King and feeds and the rest of her breakfast. “I know you’re gay, you don’t need to have a rainbow hand to prove it.” She giggles at her own joke. 
 
    She turns back to face me, and she’s aged considerably. Her hair no longer perfectly coiffed upon her head and her eyes sullener than before. Her back curved ever so slightly and her shoulders hunched inward. Her powerful stance weakened by an aging body. 
 
    “You’re not eating?” I ask, trying to catch the emotion in my throat before she can hear it. 
 
    “You know between my teeth and my stomach I can’t eat much. Too much pain, Jasmine.” She turns to the empty chair next to her and her eyes glaze over with unshed tears. “My King would’ve helped me. He always made me feel better. I promised him we’d go together, Jasmine. You make sure he’s with me, okay?” She reaches her hand over mine as it violently shakes. 
 
    “Oma, why don’t you let me call your doctor. I’ll take you to your appointment and maybe we can see what’s going on.” I say, placing my left hand over hers resting on my right. 
 
    “Oh Jasmine, those crooks only tell you you’re old and to go home. They give you some pill to take that just makes you feel worse but it makes them money. I’m old, sweetheart. This is what happens.” She says as some of the tears break free and roll down her face. 
 
    “There has to be something you can take for your pain,” I gag as a piercing hot bolt of pain radiates through my chest hard. My grandmother watches and squeezes my hand tightly. After a few deep breaths the pain subsides. 
 
    “Nothing works for me now, Jasmine. I have so many pills and none of them do anything for me. Your mother sets them out by date and time, but they don’t help. No, I’m tired of pills. No, you eat up.” She says with a halfhearted smile as the tears continue. 
 
    I take a few more bites of the food on my plate and wash it down with more coffee. She watches me, and I swear I could see more wrinkles forming as the time passes by. 
 
    “You’re just like your mother.” She says taking me off guard. 
 
    “How so?” I say, placing my fork down beside my empty plate. 
 
    “For one, you both love salt. Gosh, your mother could bury a small country under a pile of that stuff. You’re also so stubborn in how the two of you do things. Can’t see a tree for the damn forest. You have so much in front of you, but you always look behind you. Tell me, how does your ass look?” 
 
    “I don’t know, bigger than I’d like.” I say dismissing her seriousness and putting a little levity in the conversation. 
 
    “Exactly. You’re so focused on what’s in the past that you can’t even see the road ahead. Jasmine, you and I didn’t see eye to eye on everything but you could always talk to me. What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    “There’s nothing to talk about, Oma.” 
 
    She removes her hand from mine and taps it gently. She leans back in her chair and just simply nods her head. Her eyes see right through me, and I know she’s waiting for me to talk. This isn’t real, it can’t be. 
 
    “Chase is going to have a lot of questions. He’s going to be very scared like we all are. He’ll also be very attached to you for some time.” 
 
    “Of course. He lost his parents.” 
 
    “You died on him, too.” She says calmly. 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” If this is all in my head, I’m not dead. The last thing I remember was being in an ambulance and heading to the hospital. If anyone could save my life, I would assume it’s the doctors there. 
 
    “You coded on the way. Captain Udall was driving him and Frankie to the hospital when the call went out over the radio. He’s not the big bad you think he is. All of this stuff going on is much bigger than him.” She says. Her tone shifting to a more authoritarian sound. “She’s holding it together as best she can for Chase. You made a good choice in leaving him to her in a worst-case scenario.” She answers my unspoken question. 
 
    “Oma, I love you, but none of this makes sense. If it’s bigger than the captain…” My words are cut short by my heart racing and a shot of electricity through the cavity. 
 
    “Probably trying to remove the bullet from your chest without hitting any major arteries. They could also be repairing the damage caused by the bullet. I couldn’t tell you which one it was though.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I have to do, just like I’ve always done. Just like you and mom raised me to do.” I say, trying to get my breathing under control. 
 
    “I’m not questioning your judgment, but you are.” 
 
    “Maybe I shouldn’t have gone alone. Maybe I should’ve called for help. There are so many different ways this could have gone. Everyone’s going to question what I did, why I did it, and Lord knows I’ll be reprimanded.” 
 
    “All of those questions have many different answers. Hadley might have died regardless of whether you showed up or not. James might’ve gotten the call, and you don’t know how that would have ended either.” 
 
    “I should have trusted my partner more and asked for his help.” 
 
    “Well, he found you and killed Garrison. You can’t try to figure it all out, Jasmine. Life is a game of chess and everyone has their part to play. Whatever decisions or moves you’ve made, they’re done. Stop trying to analyze or rationalize it all. It’ll just give you a worse headache.” She says in a soothing voice. 
 
    “I killed James. I murdered him.” 
 
    “Yes, you did. I’m sure you feel guilt like you’ve never felt before. You chose to remove another person from this planet, but he was going to do the same to you. There are some people in this world that don’t deserve to live because of the choices they’ve made. You decided Hadley’s and your life were not his to dispose of. There is no guilt or shame in that.” 
 
    “I’m no better than him, Oma.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure about that? He would have killed the two of you without a second thought. He offered Hadley freedom, and she still denied him. That man lost his way. He was the immovable object, and you are the unstoppable force. One of you had to move.” 
 
    “Maybe, but Garrison…” 
 
    “Jasmine, stop it. He was working a job for his father. Your only concern was to find the connection, the paper trail if you will. That information was to be used to bring the man and his powerful lackeys to justice. Nothing more, nothing less.” 
 
    “There isn’t going to be any justice. There was no evidence; I found out about everything because of his stupidity. How will justice be served when there’s nothing to present?” I say exasperatedly. 
 
    “Maybe not now, but people like him never stay hidden for long. Keith Garrison was killed at the hands of the NYPD. His father won’t go into hiding. You just have to wait, watch, and catch them when the time is right.” 
 
    “And if I fail?” I ask, my voice sheepish and small. 
 
    “Then you fail. The world still goes on and crime will continue. The man who killed your brother and sister-in-law is dead. He can’t hurt you anymore, and he can’t haunt your dreams. If nothing else, you have closure. Let him go.” 
 
    “There’s more to the case than just that one man.” I say defending myself. 
 
    “That’s true. Let me ask you something, though, what can you do if you’re dead?” 
 
    “Anything is better than just sitting on the sidelines.” 
 
    “You need to let this go. Chase and Frankie need you to move on. Don’t bury yourself in the past like you always do. Don’t allow this case to hinder your ability to enjoy life. Go out and live. Be different from your mother and I. Live your life for you instead of some obligation to your family. You’ve given us so many years of your life, why not keep the rest for yourself. Give Chase the experiences you want to share with him. Let him be a boy and see his superhero as someone who never goes back on her word.” She pleads with me. 
 
    “I’ve never broken my promises to him. Not if I can help it.” I say a little harsher than I meant to. 
 
    “Yet here you are.” She answers with the same tone to me. “My mother always told me it doesn’t matter what I do, my child will be who they were meant to be. Chase is going to interpret everything you’ve said or done in his own way. He’s growing up, learning about the world and processing it in a way we can’t understand. He saw you die, Jasmine. That’s black-and-white to him. You abandoned him.” 
 
    My grandmother grabs the dishes from the table and heads to the kitchen. She walks to the sink and turns the water on. It was routine. The house always immaculate, even when she could barely sweep the floor. There was a pride in her home, and one I wish I had. It was part of the reason I couldn’t live here when she died. I could never take care of it the same way she did. 
 
    “You need to figure out your own way, now. You can’t go on living in the past and let it run you around like a dog on a leash. You have to let us all go.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” I say, the emotion in my voice trying my stoic face. 
 
    She turns and leans back on the counter. Her skin tone is ashen and her bones protrude everywhere. She can barely look up at me as her spine his curved so severely. Her eyes hidden by the excess skin of her eyelid and her wedding ring loose on her finger. Her toothless smile, weak and shallow. This was what she looked like when I last saw her. When she last opened her eyes and told me she loved me. 
 
    “Jasmine, there is a time and place to remember us. When you have a cup of coffee or tea, think of your mother. When at a baseball game, think of your brother. When someone talks in circles when you just want them to get to the point, think of your father.” She laughs at the last line before coughing violently. It takes a few moments to stop. “When your garden of lilies blooms in the spring, think of me. You are there for all of us when we needed you most. We’re not afraid anymore. Go be there for yourself, Chase, and Frankie.” 
 
    “I have reasons for holding onto the past, Oma. It’s not something I can just walk away from.” I say as tears falls uninhibited down my cheeks. 
 
    “You’ve never had a valid reason. You knew what to do when we needed you. You could never face your emotions because you had something to focus on. Now you don’t have us to worry about or to guide you. Right now, you’re just like I was right before I passed on. You’re afraid and you’re letting it paralyze you.” 
 
    “Oma, I have a gun. Bad guys are afraid of me, not the other way around.” I say trying to change the conversation. The constant burning in my chest grows, but my emotions rage wildly. 
 
    “In all my years, I never thought I would be sitting here trying to explain the meaning of life to you.” She says and she shakes her head. 
 
    “I don’t need you to explain it, Oma. You live. If you’re lucky, you get to pass along your feelings, emotions, and lessons to someone else. Then you die. It’s truly a simple as that.” I say, trying to end the conversation as I rub my chest to calm the burning. 
 
    “Your father never understood either. Your mother, sometimes she got it. Other times I swear she would forget her ass if it wasn’t attached. Don’t get me started on your brother… He was too smart for his own good.” 
 
    It always made me smile when my grandmother would curse. She used to do it in German, thinking we’d never know. Henry and I used to run around the house screaming scheisse thinking we were being funny. It wasn’t until mom slapped us both, and Oma laughed hysterically, that we realized it was a curse word. It’s those memories that remind me of her classic beauty and humor. There were things said at the end… that should never have been said. I personally blame age as it makes it harder to express one’s emotions since your mind is not as sharp as it used to be. 
 
    “I’m not much better than Henry.” I smile. 
 
    “You’re not your brother. You never were. Jasmine, your grandfather and I saved our whole lives so we could leave our children a little something. You sacrifice the peaceful hours while your child is sleeping in order to work on creating a business. They go to the park or have sleepovers with friends, and you are making phone calls to drum up interest and client list. You miss things as they grow up, and sometimes you make decisions you’ll never forgive yourself for. We might have looked like we were always working, but our kids never went without. We always had a family dinner. They both had clothing, a roof over their head, and schooling. When they were older, your grandfather and I traveled and learned about the world. Our lives weren’t perfect, but we lived the best way we knew how.” 
 
    She shuffles her sock covered feet over to me. She staggers a bit, her balance giving her trouble. Her hands violently shaking and her eyes cast downward. I jump up to meet her halfway. She reaches up and grasps the sides of my face. Her body is an obvious shrunken and defiant shell of what she used to be. Her thumbs graze my cheekbones and I looked down at her realizing her height has shrunk along with her lifespan. 
 
    “You have everything you need to make decisions and good ones at that. You have to do what your mother and I had to do when we raised our children. You have to trust yourself.” She says as her German accent almost overwhelms each word. 
 
    “I don’t want to die.” The words were out of my mouth barely above a whisper. 
 
    “Then don’t.” She replied simply. 
 
    She wipes away my tears with her thumbs as the water flows unimpeded from her eyes. She pulls my head down and kisses my forehead. A wave of pain so strong constricts in my chest forcing me to my knees. My entire body feels like it’s on fire after being electrocuted. My hands go to my chest and squeeze at the skin. Oma pulls my head to her chest and wraps her arms around my shoulders. She begins to hum a song from my childhood. Instantly, it calms me. 
 
    “What’s going to happen to me?” I say, still gasping for air. 
 
    “I don’t know, sweetheart. You closed your eyes.” 
 
    I just wanted to rest.” I implore her. 
 
    “My love, living people keep their eyes open and alert. They choose to stay awake instead of running and hiding in the darkness. Dying people close their eyes for a little rest.” She says soothingly. 
 
    “So, I’m dying.” I conclude matter-of-factly. 
 
    “It seems to me like that’s up to you.” She says as another shot of pain causes me to dig my nails into my own skin. 
 
    “Oma, tell me what to do. Please.” I almost beg. 
 
    “I can’t. You say you don’t want to die, but your actions prove you don’t want to live either. You have to choose.” 
 
    “But if I choose,” I look up meeting my grandmother’s gaze, “you go away.” 
 
    “Oh my dear Jasmine, I’m already gone.” 
 
    It’s those words that hit me harder than anything on the outside world. No matter how much I want to hold them again or tell them I love you one more time, I can’t. It doesn’t quite seem fair, but I’m sure everyone experiences this. 
 
    “What happens when I have made a choice?” 
 
    “That’s truly up to you. Just know that we all love you very much and we live on in you and Chase.” She says, pulling me into the tightest hug I have felt in a very long time. 
 
    The smell of her perfume fills my nostrils, and I swear I could hear her heart beating in my ears. As the pain increases and I feel my body going limp, she sings a German lullaby to me. Together, we end up on the cool tile floor and she rocks me back and forth. As the darkness overwhelms me, her voice fades no matter how much I try to keep hold of it. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    The agonizing pain and burning in my chest slowly comes to an end as an odd peacefulness washes over me. I hear someone humming the lullaby my Oma was singing to me. The voice is different but soft and comforting. As my consciousness comes back to me, every nerve in my body flairs. The intense pain is agonizing, mind-numbing, and overwhelming. I feel someone’s hand grasp mine, but I can’t squeeze theirs in return. It’s as if the muscles don’t want to listen and do what they’re told. 
 
    My entire body feels stiff and foreign. Trying to move feels like wading through quicksand while wearing cement shoes. I can hear more voices, indiscriminate sounds in what I assume is conversation. Trying to decipher it is difficult. The humming is so close to my ear that it’s crystal clear. My hand being squeezed; my forearm being rubbed; and the voice grabbing my focus. 
 
    My muscles finally wake up and my right leg twitches in response. The movement is subtle, and it feels confined similar to the boot in my dream. It’s then that the memory of the bullet shattering my ankle flashes in my mind. My breathing quickens, and I feel my fingers move. My right hand is locked in place, must be a full cast of some kind. 
 
    The pain seeps throughout, and I can hear the beeping of my heart rate increasing in speed. The hand holding mine abruptly let’s go. The voices above me getting louder, and the comforting melodic noise on my left gets further away. Using all the energy I can muster, my left arm spastically flails out in the direction of the humming sound. 
 
    I tried to talk but there’s something obstructing me, probably a tube in my throat. I fight to mouth anything or whisper, but I can’t. I try to force my eyes open, but they feel so heavy and unmoving. I reach out again a little more in control and come in contact with a solid form. A hand much smaller than mine grabs me, and the humming stops. The bed dips slightly, and I feel a weight rest on my shoulder. 
 
    “Aunt Jasmine, wake up for me, okay? Please don’t go away.” Chase says barely above a whisper. 
 
    I hear his emotions radiating through his words. I force my left eyelid open just a sliver of the way. The brightness virtually blinding me, and I twitch to try to make it go away. Slowly, shapes come into view and my eye rests on a mat of hair in front of my face. Scanning lower on my body, I see a hint of his black cast. Somehow he managed to worm his way onto the bed while the doctors were working on me. 
 
    “Detective Steele, can you hear me?” The doctor on my right says a little louder than necessary. 
 
    I can’t reply verbally so I slightly nod in response. 
 
    “That’s good. Do you know where you are?” 
 
    My left eye darting across the room. Seeing all the machines and feeling the needles in my arm, I must be at the hospital. The sheer number leads me to believe I’m in the intensive care unit. Once again, I nod in response. 
 
    “Good, good. You have a breathing tube in your throat. We can remove it, but it’s going to hurt. If you struggle to breathe on your own, we’re going to have to put it back in. Do you understand?” The doctor asks, and I reply in the same fashion as before. “All right, I’m gonna need you to take a deep breath.” 
 
    The doctor leans over my body, and I can feel Chase trying to disentangle himself from me. 
 
    “You’re fine, honey, don’t move.” The doctor says, placing his hand on Chase’s lower back. “All right Detective, take a deep breath in.” 
 
    I do what I’m told and intake as much air as possible. The doctor pulls on the tube, and I feel it ripping up my throat like a wrecking ball to a building. It’s painful but a welcomed discomfort. The minute it exits my mouth, I break into a coughing fit. Each spasm causing strain on my surgically repaired chest. I feel Chase wrap his arms around my stomach trying to comfort me. I see Frankie to my left, smiling. She must have been the source of the humming, and I’m not surprised. The doctor mumbles something to her. She nods in reply, and he leaves us alone. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” The lump on the bed asks me. 
 
    “Like someone punched me in the chest a few hundred times.” I manage to eke out my voice still very scratchy. 
 
    “Uncle Victor said they had to open your chest. He told me to be very careful when I hug you. Touch the belly, not the chest.” His little arms tighten around my waist as he puts all of his love into a hug. It hurts a little bit, but well worth it. I rub his back with my left arm. “You died.” He weakly says to the side of my chest. 
 
    “I came back. Nothing could keep me away from you.” I say, trying to reassure him. 
 
    “Promise me you won’t do that again. Aunt Frankie, she was really upset at you. Girls cry a lot.” He says innocently. 
 
    I stifle my laughter at his comments. My casted hand holds his left one as much as I physically can. Looking to the right side of my bed, I see Victor and Hadley. Her arm in a sling, bruised cheek, and her eyes red and puffy. Our resident medical examiner looks worse for wear. His face firm in a stoic expression. I’ve seen that before. He tries to hide his emotions and goes into professional mode. It’s hard to break him out of it. 
 
    “Hey, Chase, why don’t you go downstairs and get some ice cream. Your daddy once told me that it helped heal anything wrong with you. That way the doctors can tell your auntie what happened.” He looks up from my shoulder and studies me. I smile at him, nod, and run my left hand through his hair. 
 
    “Promise me you won’t go anywhere!” He says, sounding just like his father. 
 
    “I promise. Just make sure you bring some back for me.” 
 
    Chase kisses me on the cheek before carefully sliding off the bed. Hadley places her hand on my shoulder and squeezes it gently. Victor says nothing as he watches the two of them leave. He walks up to the side of my bed, his facial expression never changing. 
 
    “Give it to me straight, doc.” 
 
    Victor looks at Frankie as if waiting for permission to tell me. His hand runs through his messy hair, he swallows hard, and I can tell he’s delaying the inevitable. 
 
    “Okay, you were shot in the ankle. Doctors rebuilt it with various metal and donor bones. Should be able to walk like normal in time. Your hand required a different surgery to fix it. Again, you should be fine with some physical therapy. Yet one bullet in the thigh, but it missed all the major arteries and lodged in the muscle. After it was removed, doctors closed it up with no problems. You following me so far?” He says sounding like my high school biology teacher. 
 
    “Yeah. Before you get to the good stuff, how’d you find me?” I ask, trying to postpone the explanation of my chest wound. 
 
    “Frankie woke up and realized you weren’t in bed. Hadley never returned from the film shoot, so we got concerned. Will tried to call James a couple of times, but he never answered. Captain asked our tech team to track your phone. Once we realized you were at the film shoot, Will and the other officers went over there immediately. In route, Will called for backup and an ambulance to meet us there. Apparently, Will found Hadley cowering in a corner outside of the warehouse. She told him what happened, and he went in there like any Marine would.” Frankie said, adding her voice to the mix. 
 
    “Thank you.” I say, measuring my voice carefully. “Basically, after all this, I’ve got a biotic zombie ankle and fat saved my life by slowing down the bullet in my thigh.” I smile, trying to lighten the mood before it gets very serious. 
 
    Neither one of them see the humor in any of my words. I feel Frankie slide her hand in mine and squeeze. Victor clears his throat and waits for me to stop being childish. 
 
    “You have minor lacerations to your forehead. It took only a few stitches to close up, and it shouldn’t scar.” He pauses, rubs the back of his neck, and for the first time I see how truly tired he is. “Garrison shot you in the chest at almost point-blank range. Will shot him almost simultaneously forcing Garrison to lose his balance. That pretty much saved your life. The bullet nicked your heart, and considering your heart murmur, it was bad. You wouldn’t stop bleeding. You coded once in the ambulance, once in the trauma room, and one more time on the table. The last one was the longest. One doctor said to call it, but you came back. Heart’s been fixed, but the strain on it has yet to be determined. No matter what, it’s going to take you months to get back up and running at a hundred percent.” Victor finishes. 
 
    “Yet to be determined?” I ask concerned. 
 
    “Jasmine, your heart stopped three times. You have no idea the amount of work it takes to bring you back and what that does to the human body. I have no clue as to what could or might be future issues. You might not face any issues, if you’re blessed. All I can tell you is your lifestyle has to change, and you better start taking care of yourself.” He says, sounding more like a parent than a close friend, but I assume he thinks I need that right now. I don’t know what I need. 
 
    “I know this is a lot to take in. I know you don’t want to hear it, but Will blames himself for you being shot. That silly Marine thinks if he shot half a second earlier or at a different angle, he would have missed you.” Frankie says softly next to me. 
 
    “He did everything he could.” I say solemnly as I look between the two of them. Neither one seems to meet my gaze. “You both told him that, right?” 
 
    “We were a little busy trying to keep you alive among other things.” Victor says, sounding angrier by the second. 
 
    “Victor, why don’t you get the others and head back to the safe house. Eat her ice cream and get some rest. I’ll call you if anything changes.” Frankie smiles at Victor, and he storms out of the room. 
 
    “I think he needs a nap.” I say in jest. 
 
    “I think sleep has been rather elusive for all of us.” Frankie says as she stares at our entwined hands. She looks truly exhausted. Her hair a mess, her eyes highlighted by dark circles under them, her skin tone drawn and ashen. I don’t know how long I’ve been out, but it’s obviously taken a toll. 
 
    “Maybe you should go home, too. Some sleep would do you good. I’ll be fine now. I’m awake.” I say to Frankie, but she doesn’t acknowledge me. Her focus remains solely on our hands. 
 
    “When they brought you in, no one would tell me anything. I could hear Hadley screaming from the other end of the hall. She was hysterically crying, calling out your name and frantically reaching for you. I stood in the hallway as your bloody body was rolled past on a gurney. I vaguely heard the paramedics rattle off some numbers, things I was trained to look for but didn’t seem to matter right then. I just kept wondering how so much blood could come from one person. Someone was sitting on top of you doing CPR and then you disappeared into an elevator. I couldn’t hold your hand, or touch you and tell you I love you. Nothing. One minute you were in my arms sleeping; in the next you were dying in front of me.” She says, her voice small and withdrawn. 
 
    “I’m sure the doctors were doing everything they could. You shouldn’t have seen that. I’m so sorry you did.” I say, trying to calm her. 
 
    “Do you know Victor followed them all the way up to the OR? They were yelling at him about protocol, procedures, and some other crap, but he didn’t care. Our Medical Examiner jumped in when he heard someone asking for help. Our friend who deals with death, destruction in the end of life, made sure you lived. Even when they wanted to call it, he begged for more time. His hands were in your chest, squeezing your heart while he begged for patience. He’s not mad or just needs a nap… he’s emotionally drained and tired, Jasmine. He stepped in where I couldn’t, and for that I will be forever grateful.” Her voice cracks and a single tear rolls down her face. 
 
    I wish I could say something to comfort her, but no words come to mind. While all this was going on, I was having pancakes with my Oma, unconscious. I don’t know what to do with this information she’s given me. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” It sounds like such a weak comment coming out of my mouth. She looks up at me and her expression tells me my words have fallen short. 
 
    “Sorry?” She says her voice firmer than before. “I wish I knew how to respond to that, Jasmine. I want to be rational and tell you that you have nothing to be sorry about. Part of me wants to just wrap my arms around you and tell you everything is perfectly fine. I want to be an adult and rise above this, but inside I want to say some really not nice things.” 
 
    “So save them. I think you’ve earned that right.” I say honestly 
 
    “You left in the middle of the night without telling anyone. You knew the dangers and the risk you were taking, but you never thought to wake me the fuck up? You never said goodbye. You never gave any of us the respect of at least leaving a note to tell us where you were going. No, you just ran off and left the rest of us behind. Are you truly that stupid? After all your education, I had assumed you learned something. I must’ve been wrong because why the fuck did you think it’s okay to put yourself in such extreme danger when you have a family at home? Do we mean that little to you?” Her face is red and tears flow freely down her cheeks. I can feel all the fear oozing out of her pores as her words cut into my battered skin. 
 
    “Frankie…” I try to say something, but she holds her hand up stopping me. 
 
    “It’s not just about you anymore, Jasmine! You didn’t think twice about leaving Chase behind. You’re his fucking mother, Jasmine!” I open my mouth to protest, but once again she shuts me up. “I don’t care that you didn’t give birth to him. He calls you his other mother when he begged the doctor to save your life. He cried his eyes out for three nights while you were asleep asking God why he hated him so much. He cried on my shoulder asking me why everyone he loved ends up dying.” She spits a bit of her tears at me as they continue the feverish trail down her face. Her mind so focused on venting, she does nothing to wipe them away. 
 
    “I know what I did was stupid.” 
 
    “Nobody knew what your plans were, so I had to call up your lawyer and have him come down here. Cary came rushing down here with your power of attorney paperwork and a will I didn’t know you had. He tells me one of your wishes was to give me guardianship of Chase. Not only was I still your medical proxy, but now I have someone asking me if I would take your nephew if you died.” 
 
    “I made that will a long time ago. I never expected it to see the light of day.” I say, trying to defend the only actions that I could. 
 
    “They asked me if you wanted to be on life support or if that was a thing you despised. I was asked what your end-of-life choices were. Did you have a plot or did you want to be cremated? I had no idea.” Her voice shatters as she struggles to verbalize everything I put her through. “They asked me things… things I never thought I’d have to answer let alone have the right to. I signed papers, Jasmine. Legal fucking papers. Did you know they have a judge here for just these reasons? Upstairs, in the criminal ward, they have a judge. He approved all the paperwork that you had ready and waiting with your will. I signed them.” 
 
    She lets go of my hand, stands up and begins pacing on the floor. Realization sinks in as to what papers she’s referring to. If I was ever incapacitated, I had legal documents drawn up so Frankie would be able to adopt Chase as soon as humanly possible. Cary knew that after my brother’s passing this was something I wanted done before my body was cold. It would make me feel better, even if I wasn’t aware of it, that Chase was adopted and safe before I passed away. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t know how many times I can say that. I also know you didn’t have to sign those papers.” I say sheepishly. 
 
    She turns her head sharply to face me. Her eyes showcasing pure anger piercing through the tears. She walks back to the side of the bed and places her left hand next to mine for balance. 
 
    “Of course I did, Jasmine. I always wanted to, but you never asked me. He was always ours, regardless of how he came to be there. But it ends now. You can’t just go off half-cocked anymore. You lost that right to just leave us like that. You understand me?” She says, trying to calm herself down. 
 
    I take her hand in mine and lift it to my lips. I so missed those moments when I could just wrap my arms around her and make the world disappear. No matter how far apart we seem to get, our hearts are like magnets constantly pulling us back to one another. 
 
    “So, where do we go from here? Is Chase staying with you?” 
 
    “I had Cary get his associate to put my apartment on the market. Before you say anything, it’s too far away and the mortgage’s a lot of money. I don’t want to remove Chase from the school he’s already attending, and you know my place does not have enough bedrooms. Your house is missing, but the insurance has paid enough, and Will has been watching the reconstruction. It helps having several volunteers in all aspects of construction getting it done quickly. Last I checked, the framing was done and they were putting the outside walls up. Until it’s complete, we’re renting a three-bedroom apartment. Chase has his room, you have yours, and I will have my own.” 
 
    “We don’t need to spend that much money on a three-bedroom apartment. We could…” 
 
    “No, we can’t. This isn’t going to be a get back together, move in and go right back to where we were before. We’ve both grown up and changed over our time apart. You’re seriously injured and have a long recovery ahead of you. Not only do we have to learn to live together again, we have to learn to co-parent. You don’t get to shut me out this time, Jasmine. Legally, the boy is both of ours.” 
 
    “As long as I have some video games during my recovery, I’ll be good.” I say nonchalantly. I can tell in her expression that she realizes I’ve accepted her terms and conditions. 
 
    “They’re in the living room until the house is finished. Then I expect your games to be in the basement. I don’t want to hear gunfire at 4 o’clock in the morning.” Her cell phone begins to ring, and she answers it on speaker phone. 
 
    “Chase refused to lie down before he spoke to you again, okay?” Hadley says, her voice very tired. 
 
    “Sure, no problem. You’re on speaker.” Frankie says in response. 
 
    “Auntie Jazz, I forgot to tell you Aunt Frankie moved in with us. Some guy in a suit told me she gets to be my mommy, too. Isn’t that awesome?” I hear him yawn after he finishes speaking. 
 
    “She told me all about it, buddy. I hope you’re okay with it.” 
 
    “Why not? Do you not want her to be? I think she’s cool. She bought us a new Xbox and PlayStation to replace the ones damaged in the fire. Plus, she gives really good hugs for a girl.” He finishes through another yawn. “I’m going to go to bed now, night.” 
 
    “Night kiddo.” Frankie says before I can. 
 
    The phone line goes dead just as there’s knocking on the door. Captain Udall stands in the doorway. Frankie stands up, kisses my forehead, and exits the room leaving the two of us alone. 
 
    “Checking in on me?” I say lightheartedly to my boss. 
 
    “I’m actually on my way out. I have a meeting with IAB and a shit ton of paperwork to do back at the office. I heard you’re awake, and I wanted to see it for myself.” He says but I can tell there’s more. 
 
    “Don’t worry, boss, I’ll be back good as new.” 
 
    “You will take as much time as necessary to fully heal. When you get back, you’ll be sitting behind a desk until you pass all of your psychological and physical evaluations. You’re one of the very best, so that’s an order. If I hear you’re not listening to your doctors or Frankie, I’ll come after you myself.” 
 
    “I’ll do it, but I won’t like it.” 
 
    “I know that. I also want you to know that you’re no longer on the Garrison case. We have a team of people looking into it and seeing how far up it goes. Keith might have slipped under our noses and infiltrated our ranks, but he got orders from his father and other people. Either way, it’s out of your hands.” 
 
    “Captain…” 
 
    “Feel better, Jasmine.” He says, cutting me off before exiting my room. 
 
    Silence fills the air and overwhelms me. Reaching over to the IV drip, I push the button for more pain medication. With all of the information bouncing around in my head, at least I can fade away into nothingness for a few hours of peace. When I wake up, I can face everything then. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    It’s been about fourteen months of painful physical therapy, psychiatrist visits, and a lot of boring alone time at home. Not being allowed in the office to do anything really puts me in a sour mood. I want to get back to work, even if it’s at my desk to push papers. I need to feel useful. 
 
    It’s led to some fights and uncomfortable conversations with Frankie. I guess that’s to be expected with her legally having a say over Chase now. It was the right thing to do, but sometimes my foot goes right into my mouth about it. We have to compromise and adjust. I’m really going out of my mind here with nothing to do. 
 
    Chase has been doing much better. We’ve been working on a schedule for all of his interests. Baseball, lacrosse, and basketball are all in the same spring to summer months, and we struggle to make it work. Luckily, I can drive him around and enjoy watching him play. I’m sure Henry would have loved this. Maybe Chase is right, maybe they can see him living life. Hopefully, my brother is proud of us. We’re not perfect, but we are trying to live the best way we can. 
 
    Eventually, Chase is going to have to knock down some of his activities. Between classes, chores around the house, and his video games, there will only be time for one other thing. Right now, I can say with the utmost certainty, he’s just enjoying every day. He reminds me a lot of myself when I was his age. We both can pick up any sport and just do it with varying degrees of success. Even at my old age, I am still involved in some sport or another. Right now I’d say it’s more track as I run after assholes who run away from me. 
 
    Frankie and I have been doing much better in the fourteen months. We’ve learned to communicate more which has come out of therapy truthfully. I need to learn to open up more and tell her what I’m feeling. She moved into our bedroom about a month ago, and with the exception of her snoring – it’s good. She turned the old room into an office. She likes to work from home if she can. It’s a nice change. 
 
    Water splashes my face, and I laugh as Chase jumps in the pool and swims after Frankie. They’re my life, and they make me happier than I’ve ever been. Looking around the pool, seeing my friends and family, makes me realize how I’ve been blessed. On top of that, I have a partner that I like for once. Tyler made Will my partner-in-crime at my request. Granted, we are still taking it slow due to my semi-desk duty, but Will is okay with that. We’ll get back out there when the doc and my body says it’s all clear. I’m almost there. 
 
    Standing up, I walk inside the house and down the stairs to the basement. Opening the door to my game room, I close it behind me. Flipping on the switch, I illuminate the photo and information covered walls. Each image has listed information underneath it. String tracing one peg to another. No matter how amazing my life might be upstairs, down here it’s a painful reminder of the one who got away. Call it an obsession. Call it whatever you like. I know eventually he’ll make a mistake, and I’ll be there to catch him. 
 
    Sitting down in my chair, I look at photos from the latest crime scene. My mother’s voice echoes in my head, “A woman’s work is never done.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ### THE END ### 
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 DEDICATION 
 
      
 
    To my father and brothers for being absolute pains in my butt my entire life. 
 
    I don’t think I would be as strong as I am without you. 
 
      
 
    To Felix, Joe, Mike, Jenna, Emily, Alex & Chase for making me feel like the wealthiest aunt alive. 
 
   


  
 

 FOREWORD 
 
      
 
    We all deal with some kind of obsession. Some so much so, they have issues living their daily lives. Some end up in prison for their obsession. The rest of us have the thoughts permeate our brains consistently. We sit in basements and stare at string tied from one case to another in varying colors. We try to connect the dots from things that may or may not be related. We have lives. We have the ability to intermittently turn the obsession on and off depending on the time of the day, week, or month. 
 
    We simply function within the confines of our world. 
 
    Sitting in a coffee shop, waiting for my shift to start, I can see all the obsessions oozing out of people’s bodies. They want a large half-caf-iced-no whip-two cups-not too hot, and the barista obsesses to ensure the drink is perfect so the customer comes back. Someone sitting behind their plethora of devices all with the newest chips, name branded and all on display - that person obsesses about filling their void within. It’s easy to spot all of these things if you just take a moment to watch. 
 
    It’s the greater loss of mankind. We hide behind these devices, these needs and desires to fill, and we effectively give in so much to our natural obsessions that we lose sight of the real world in front of us. How many people can you pass by before you look up from your phone? The person waiting for the half-caf has yet to acknowledge anyone; he’s obsessed with whatever he is posting on his social media sites. 
 
    I do it all the time, but only on one topic. Maybe it’s the job and the inability to see the good in mankind I always thought was there. Maybe it’s the fear of what is or isn’t next. 
 
    As I stand in the shower, running my hand along my scars, crying in fear - I realize… 
 
    I am obsessed with death. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    I’ve lost track of the days and months since my brother’s funeral. It’s like adults always say to children, time seems to fly when you grow up. I want to stop time. Make it slow down to do my bidding, but it never listens. Chase still runs out the door to whatever sport he’s into now. Frankie walking behind him, dragging her feet, missing that last hour or two of sleep. She’s getting used to being his other mother. It isn’t like I gave her a choice. 
 
    I keep replaying all the events as if it will lead me to some amazing lightbulb moment. I see Officer Garrison and his attitude should have warned me. It did, but I tried to ignore it. Mistake number one. I let people take control. Mistake number two. I trusted my family's lives into the hands of people I didn’t know. Partial mistake, but still number three. 
 
    I keep thinking if I traced the phone calls to my cell through a different company, the captain wouldn’t have known. Then he wouldn’t have put a detail on my nephew. Then Chase would have felt more comfortable at school and with me. Maybe then I would have talked to Frankie and mended our relationship sooner. Okay, that’s a stretch because I know I was stubborn and pushing her away in my grief. 
 
    Officer James was the weak link, and my gut knew that. He was watching over Hadley, and I trusted him to protect her. Famous horror actress and her stalker fan are not a good mix, but I ignored it. When he and Garrison worked together to capture her, I went into a rage. 
 
    It was like all the years of being bullied and tormented poured out of me. The grief of watching my mother, father give up on life. The torture of holding my brother as he bled out while his wife lay beside him already gone. Knowing that damn car accident could have been prevented if Officer Garrison wasn’t drinking. But he was. 
 
    I killed Officer James that night. I race through the moments leading up to it, and I try to divert my actions. I keep telling myself this isn’t who I am. I could never take a life. But I did. I killed the man who was trying to kill me and my friend. When he was dead, I set my sights on Garrison, and I failed that one. 
 
    I can still feel the rusty nail in my shin from falling through debris. I can hear his laugher echoing in my mind like the Joker. Then, I can feel the burn and the slow popping noise. Loud noises and one final bang. Seeing blood pool around Garrison’s head. His eyes blankly staring at nothing. The former Marine, Will, was set up to protect me. I trusted him fully. It was the only thing I did right that night. 
 
    Adults are right though; time does slow down when you’re dying. Everyone says death stalks you and can be quick, but they haven’t watched a loved one die. Frankie told me it was as if the world was a meaningless wasteland. She adopted Chase when I coded on the table. It was my last wish. I wanted to die knowing he was safe. I woke up to intense pain and a long time in and with various therapists. 
 
    You can try to reason all you like about death and how it comes to be. I’ve seen so much death. I’ve sought justice for those who have been murdered, yet there still is no real justice for my brother. There is still no justice for me. 
 
    Like I said, adults are right. Time can slow down to a crawl for a short period of time. Obsessions, trust me, they can last a lifetime. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Connecting the dots had to be my favorite game as a kid. My mother would sit and make these long elaborate game boards on the back of envelopes. I can still see the perfectly spaced black ink dots of a specific height and width. My mother would shove a pen in my hand to play. It was a simple game, but it was our time. She always let me go first; my tongue sticking out as I would ponder the best move on the completely empty board. I swear I must have imagined millions of scenarios depending on which dots connected first. Yet somehow, I always started in the bottom right corner. Maybe after all my thoughts and conclusions, it was the safest place to begin.  
 
    I think it was my safe haven. Bottom right was the one I trusted. Not because I won the game with the most completed boxes by using that strategy, but because I felt I knew what came next. I had a false sense of security, power - frankly everything. All in a little made up game on the back of an envelope. I wish life was that simple now. 
 
    The red string lines along the wall, those are for the murders. The green ones for money that has changed hands, but seems to have fallen off the grid. The black, that’s for my brother’s case. For Garrison. For all of his moves, dealings, whatever I could find. It still baffles me how quickly my case was closed after he was killed. I was out of the hospital for a week, maybe two when Will told me everything was sealed. It was locked away from my prying hands, but not my friend’s prying eyes. The Internet is an amazing thing for those who know how to use it, but I digress. 
 
    This is my new safe haven. My basement, my strings, my case, my other life - it all sits in this basement. Leaning back in my chair, looking at the web of crime on my wall, I wonder if it is even connected at all. I have no idea. I want it to be, but I can’t make a case on desire and drive. Unlike the newest crime drama on television, I have to base it on evidence and facts.  
 
    I could fabricate the whole thing. I know enough people. Unleash people online, and I’m sure in a day or so I would have enough evidence proving the mastermind behind everything. I won’t though. I was raised better than that, and I won’t go against my ethical code just to get vengeance. But I’ve thought about it. A lot. Garrison’s father walks around with the air of suspicion around him, but nothing more. 
 
    I can study the strings, the moves, the motions just like I did the dots. I want to see the best way to capture the elusive white whale. Looking at the lower right hand corner, seeing Officer Garrison’s picture, I somehow know the best place to start will always be there. His father, Irving, he might be the only person in the web who’s alive that I know about. 
 
    My phone vibrates on the table pulling me out of my reverie.  
 
    “Steele.” 
 
    “I’m outside; Captain sent me to get you and bring you to a crime scene.” 
 
    “It’s my day off.” 
 
    “Chase is with my wife and kids playing games all day. Frankie’s working. You’re sitting in your basement hiding.” 
 
    “Will, I’m working.” 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    That would be the million dollar question, wouldn’t it? Do I share with him what my basement has become or do I lie?  
 
    “I’ll be out in a minute.” Personally, I just ignore the situation and pray the world around me follows suit. Dropping the phone, I take one more look at my connected dots. It isn’t a win by any means, but my mother never let me off easily either. Sometimes I beat her and maybe someday I will beat this wall. Maybe. 
 
    Locking the door behind me, I reenter my world of happy moments and new beginnings. Everything negative in this world hits someone else or indirectly me. Nothing out here can hurt me anymore, at least I tell myself that. Closing the door to the house, I see Will waiting on me. Time for work. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first thing I notice at every crime scene are the walls. Simple light khaki colored walls. They bring slight life to a lifeless wall, but offer nothing in the way of color or life. To me, they show the most death. The blood splatter is crisper on this color. The dried streaks, slightly pink, still showcase where the blood began. People always say white is better, but to me this color shows a hair of contrast which helps me see the truth. 
 
    “Mr. Johnson was shot first.” Victor, my trusty coroner, says from under the bed. 
 
    “His chest looks like an alien popped out of the cavity.” 
 
    “I didn’t eat spaghetti for months after that movie,” Victor adds to my train of thought. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Considering the damage, I assume whoever did this decided to dig out the evidence.” 
 
    “That takes time; no one stopped him?” Will asks quickly without thinking. 
 
    Victor slides out from under the bed and looks up at me. His expression a mix of confusion and disbelief. 
 
    “Detective, one would assume no one heard the shot or his surgical procedure.” 
 
    “Mrs. Johnson is in the kitchen. The forensic team is trying to pry the cell phone out of her hand,” Will mentions as he pops into the bedroom. 
 
    “They’re doing what?” Victor screams as he jumps off the floor and out the room. Will watches him go, but I just smile. Victor never lets anyone touch a body before him. He gets very jealous in a green eyed monster kind of way. He swears it’s due to his desire to have things done well the first time. Personally, I think he loves being the person to find the evidence that may or may not break a case. I know I would. 
 
    Reaching over to the end table, I grab Mr. Johnson’s wallet and open it up. Credit cards and cash all here. Placing it back down, I notice an identification badge. Mr. Johnson smiles in the photo, but it’s the name of the company that gets my attention - Garrison Developments. This man worked for Irving Garrison, and my heart begins to race. Turning to see Will standing there, concern on his face. I hold up the badge, and he immediately understands. 
 
    “How does it look down there?” I mutter trying to slow the racing of my heart. 
 
    “Not good,” Will looks around the room, “it gets worse.” 
 
    “How does it get worse? Two victims, one shot while he was sleeping. His wife was murdered in the kitchen trying to call for help. I think that’s pretty bad as is.” 
 
    “Son was found in the closet.” 
 
    My heart stops in my chest, my breath grabs, and I feel sick. You can show me bodies all day, floaters, whatever - but I have never been able to handle kids. I might not have faith in humanity, but I will never understand hurting a child. 
 
    Walking down the hall, the big letters spelling DANNY stand out on the stark white door. Using my left latex gloved hand, I push the door open. Action figures litter the floor, the bed is unmade, clothes for today sit folded on the dresser, and a book bag rests by the door. Everything looks as it should for a young boy’s room - except for the bloody red prints on the floor leading to the closet. I’d say they were shoe prints, but it looks like something was over the treads to prevent markings. Basically, they are smudges useless to any investigation. 
 
    Slowly, one covered shoe in front of the other, I make my way to the closet. I take a deep breath trying to prepare myself for the carnage my eyes will dissect in a few steps. Pulling the door open, my eyes see a small boy about nine, lying on his side, a Mickey Mouse doll in his arms, and a peaceful expression on his face. His lips blue, along with his fingers. 
 
    “You didn’t touch him?” 
 
    “Saw the stains on the floor, figured Victor would want to look at him first.” 
 
    Leaning down, I get a better look at what might be his fatal injury. No gunshot wound. No hand prints on the front of his neck. It looks like he just went to sleep in the closet. Using my small flashlight, I highlight his neck, and that’s when I see the bruising towards the back. His neck was snapped. Quick, simple, and some say it’s painless. Nothing is ever fully painless; death sure as hell isn’t. Turning off my light, I stand up and try to center myself. There’s this rage that builds up deep inside when kids are hurt. Maybe it’s because I have Chase. Maybe it’s because the majority of kids are innocent. Maybe it’s because I can’t handle it. Either way, I am going to hate this fucking case. 
 
    Backing out of the scene and into the hallway, I lean against the wall and let out a breath I was holding in for what felt like an eternity. 
 
    “Clean?” 
 
    “Snapped his neck. I don’t know whether to say it was kind or cruel. Probably placed him where he found him.” 
 
    “Still killed him.” Will was right. Regardless of the procedure of death, the end result was this murderer wiped out a light before the flame was fully lit. 
 
    “So the killer shot Dad but not the boy?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Won’t know until Victor gives us more information to work with.” 
 
    My eyes look from him to the other side of the hallway wall. Realization hits me like a ton of bricks. My day was about to become a nightmare, and there was nothing I could do about it. 
 
    “Get Udall on the phone.” 
 
    Will looks at me quizzically as I reach forward and pull a family photo off the wall. I turn the photo towards Will, his eyes widen in surprise. 
 
    “How the hell did we miss that?” 
 
    “Because we were off today and the B team came in?” 
 
    “That’s not an excuse.” Will pulls out his phone and clicks a name in his contact book. “They can figure out the victims’ names but don’t fucking look to see if the daughter is missing? That’s called basic officer training 101.” 
 
    “Either way we need to find out if the kid is missing or just at a friend’s house.” 
 
    The other line picks up, and I can hear Will’s voice running off a mile a minute. He’s not happy and neither am I. This was a big mistake and someone should lose their job over it. If she’s at a friend’s house, great. We should have had her at the precinct with child services assisting. Instead, we are now battling time and a whole new set of crap. 
 
     I can feel the scapegoat conversation coming when we hit the office. My sense of sound seems to fade out of focus as my body walks down the hall. My eyes dart around, taking in everything. The door opens and the image of a young girl comes into view. Posters on the wall of some band I know nothing about. Pictures on a corkboard of friends laughing in unison. Her name, Kaley, plastered on anything with glitter glue. Everything is neat, untouched, and calm, like she wasn’t even here. Either she wasn’t here or she was the target. 
 
    Looking around the room, nothing seems out of place, but it doesn’t feel right either. Chase’s room is a perpetual mess. Hell, my room is a mess. If not for Frankie, I doubt I would know what color my carpet is. My gut is screaming at me; this isn’t right.  
 
    “Captain wants us back at the station. Victor is handling everything here and says he’ll call us when he has something.” 
 
    “Make him get the techs to go over every inch of this room.” 
 
    “He told me to tell you, ‘I was planning on it.’ Don’t kill the messenger.” Will says like a robot reading the movie times. 
 
    Leave it to Victor’s cockiness to give me some hope for a lead in this case. I try to be an optimist. I have good moments too, but my gut is a pessimist by trade. It’s rarely wrong. I know we’re already against the clock, and whatever she was wanted for, she’s already gone. Either dead or worse. I prefer not to think about the worse ideas. Truthfully, death is a nicer outcome than what I can envision. Call it intuition or just plain pessimism. One way or another, Kaley will never be found alive. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Seeing officers running from one end of the room to the other, random papers in their hands proves to me they are in what I like to call Police Panic Mode. It’s not a true panic mode really, but there isn’t another way to describe the rushed movement, the hurried conversations, and the overall hyper energy of the place. My steps are slower, more deliberate as I follow a fast moving former Marine to the captain’s office. Sliding calmly into the chair, I watch the two men talk animatedly. It’s very interesting watching them interact. Behavior can tell you so much about the conversation. The captain’s hand keeps waving about as if it’s making some more of an impact to the conversation. Will’s arms folded defensively across his chest tell me the conversation is not going well. No wonder I always think Italians are fighting when they talk; their hands never stop moving. 
 
    “Detective Steele!” Shaking the fog from my brain, I look up to see both Will and Tyler staring at me in a not very happy way. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you have anything you want to add to this conversation?” 
 
    “What do you want me to add? We have three bodies. Father worked for Garrison Developments which may or may not have to do with his death.” 
 
    “Firstly, you stay out of that rabbit hole. Secondly, maybe you can explain why the hell we didn’t notice a little girl was missing!” 
 
    “We weren’t there at the time the house was cleared.” 
 
    Tyler walks around his desk and slams his door for effect. Sitting down on the edge of his desk, he slowly rubs the frustration out of his eyes. Will slumps into the chair next to me, unsure of what to do. 
 
    “Captain, we weren’t even supposed to be there. You requested we go there and we did. I’m not pointing fingers or blaming anyone. The most important part is figuring out where Kaley is, who took her, and praying we can get her back.” 
 
    “Officers are calling anyone in the home phone memory as well as the mother’s and father’s cell phones. If she is at a friend’s house, or anywhere else for that matter - we will find her. In the meantime, we are investigating the murders.” Will says calmly for the first time since we learned of the young missing girl. 
 
    “Okay.” The captain stands up and stretches his neck. “I want the two of you on this.” 
 
    “We’ve got a department to handle that; we need to focus on the three homicides, sir.” Will pipes up from the comfort of his chair. 
 
    “This was a massive fuck-up by our division, so forgive me if I expect my two best to actually focus on more than one thing.” 
 
    The captain sits back down in his chair and silence falls over the room. In all the rush to get a task force looking for the girl, something notoriously gets overlooked. 
 
    “Why didn’t she call the police?” 
 
    Will looks at me quizzically. “Kaley?” 
 
    “Yeah, if she was the target, why didn’t she call the police?” 
 
    “Maybe she wasn’t home?” 
 
    “Or he already had her and needed to remove the family?” 
 
    The captain picks up his phone and punches a few buttons. “Get me a trace on Kaley Johnson’s phone. I want to know where it was for every second of yesterday. I want a list of calls, texts - anything and everything. Dump it all.” He slams his phone down. 
 
    My phone rings and I look at the caller ID; it’s Frankie. I push the side button cutting off the new ringtone of Frankie and Chase telling me to answer the phone. It’s a constant reminder of the love I have with this great family. Plus, it’s an improvement over my old one of just Chase telling me to answer the phone. At least now that he’s a bit older, I can understand him. Well, mostly anyway. 
 
    The captain looks at me, but I can’t tell if he’s annoyed or just frustrated by the situation we find ourselves in. 
 
    “I’ll have the techs comb through everything. Hopefully, something pops from the last twenty four hours.” 
 
    “Will and I will ask around, look at school friends. The usual. See if anything comes up.” 
 
    “Victor have anything?” 
 
    I open my mouth to speak as my phone comes to life once again. Disconnecting the call, “not that I know of. I’m waiting on him to call.” The captain stares at me with the eyes of a parent admonishing their children. “But why don’t we just head on down there and see what’s new.” 
 
    “That would be a great idea, and Jasmine you stay away from Garrison.” 
 
    “Sir, I follow the evidence.” 
 
    “If it leads there, Detective Everts will handle it. I don’t need your name attached to another member of that family. We don’t have a vendetta, understand?” 
 
    Without saying another word, I stand up and walk out of the captain’s office. My instinct tells me that the job might have nothing to do with the murders. Doesn’t mean I don’t want to ram down the door, guns blazing, and demanding answers. I don’t have a vendetta against the man who killed my brother and his wife in a DWI. Nor do I have a grudge against the man who put bullets in me before Will took him down. I do not have anything against his father and everyone else that might be involved. Not at all. As a detective, I have a mission to ensure justice is served, and I plan on finishing it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It’s still an odd thing to me, walking down the stairs into the morgue. The big empty window looking through to another world, one we will all see eventually. Yet, when you’re on this side of the glass, that place seems so far away. I’m abnormal though. I’ve been on both sides of the glass. I remember Victor made me stand out here when he looked over my brother and his wife. Lifting my hand and placing it against the divider, I can still feel the emotions coursing through my veins, but they are calmer now. 
 
    I can feel Will watching me closely as he walks into the room looking for Victor. He’s learned when to bother me and when to let me be with my memories. When my father died, I never stepped foot in there. I didn’t want to see him like that. When my mother died, Victor emptied the entire floor. I sat in his chair, holding her hand, talking to her as if she would sit up and give me a hug. It’s an odd thing for a daughter to lose her mother, her best friend, her confidant. Sure, we move on, make friends, and get married, but no one will ever come close to our mommy. 
 
    Will pops his head out of the door and looks at me. “Just thinking,” I mumble to him. He walks over and stands next to me. His arms folded, his demeanor colder. 
 
    “There’s an odd divide here. Life on one side of the door, death on the other. I didn’t get that over there.” 
 
    “It’s a strange sense of comfort, being separated. Kind of like, hey it’s steak, with no thought to where it comes from.” I nervously let the words tumble out of my mouth. He chuckles a little, but I continue to stare at the white sheet covered bodies. 
 
    “Yeah, sometimes I wish we had that. One minute you’re talking to your buddy and the next minute he’s on the floor. All you can think of,” he takes a deep breath and exhales slowly, “all I could think of was where the hell the sniper was hiding. My friend was dead a few feet away from me, and I couldn’t do a thing for him.” 
 
    The conversation hangs, waiting for one of us to pick it up and continue. Yet, neither of us do. We stand next to one another staring at the room of death, waiting. 
 
    “You know they aren’t going anywhere. So if you’d like to stop standing guard and come in, I would love to share with you the vast amount of nothing I found,” Victor says as he strolls past us, peanut butter sandwich in hand. 
 
    “Didn’t they fine you for eating down here?” 
 
    “My dear Jasmine, they don’t fine the master. They give him a slap on the wrist and avert their eyes.” 
 
    “I’d avert my eyes, too. That smells horrible,” Will says as he waves his hands in front of his face. 
 
    “I assure you my organic peanut butter isn’t what you’re smelling.” Victor casually walks over to a body and pulls back the sheet, revealing the mother. “She had egg on her face, literally. Quite smelly stuff if left out long enough.” 
 
    “That help give you time of death?” 
 
    “No, but she was in full rigor, ergo why your maniacs with hacksaws were trying to pry the cell phone out of her hand.” 
 
    “How long are we talking, Victor?” 
 
    Victor covers the mother back up and walks back to his desk. “I’d estimate they’ve all been dead for about twelve hours.” 
 
    I look over at Will and nod my head. The captain needs to know that our time-line has not only changed, it’s pretty much disappeared. 
 
    “Expand the search and dump the mom’s phone, on it.” He rushes out of the morgue, bypasses the elevator, and heads up the stairs. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Victor looks at me, a guilty childlike expression on his face. 
 
    “Not your fault.” 
 
    “No, but I hate being the bearer of bad news.” 
 
    “Vic, you think I ever come down here expecting some chipper encounter? You cut up dead people. No matter which way you look at it, you always see people on their worst day. Hell, one day you might still be doing this and cut my body up.” 
 
    “Been there, done that.” His words silence me. “I’ll quit before I have to do that again.” Watching him slowly eat his sandwich, almost mechanically as he tries to clear the thoughts from his mind. I wish I knew what to say to help him, but the words fail me. I was dead. He saved my life; thank you doesn’t seem to cut it.  
 
    “They have a daughter.” Victor’s attention turns back to me quickly. 
 
    “That explains the mad rush upstairs.” I simply nod in response. “You think she’s gone.” 
 
    “My gut tells me this was a professional. He meticulously kills Margaret Johnson first in the kitchen, slices her throat from left to right at an upward angle. Very close and intimate.” 
 
    “So a right handed killer who is taller than the wife at…” 
 
    “She is approximately five feet seven inches.” 
 
    “So a right handed average height male, narrows it down. Next?” 
 
    “Daniel Johnson, cervical fracture due to massive torque applied to his neck. Based on bruising patterns I would guess it was another left to right movement. Considering Mrs. Johnson's injuries, it would appear accurate.” 
 
    “Okay, so he goes into the kitchen, kills the wife while she’s making dinner. Goes up the stairs, kills the boy.” 
 
    “Then he kills Lester Johnson. This is where it gets very complicated, so just shut up and listen before commenting.” 
 
    He stares at me, and I concede by nodding in response. 
 
    “He was shot, but it appears the bullet nicked an artery causing him to bleed internally. Based on the tissue, I can only guess that a knife was used repeatedly to speed up the process.” 
 
    “Okay, so the bullet missed its mark and the perp finished the job with a knife. What’s complicated in that scenario?” 
 
    “The bullet was meant to fail.” 
 
    “Okay, now you lost me.” 
 
    “The bullet disintegrated when it entered his abdomen. Based on the evidence left, frangible ammo was used to incapacitate Mr. Johnson before more final blows could be administered.” 
 
    “He wanted to be personal.” 
 
    “Based on the evidence I found, my gut tells me daddy was made out to be an example.” 
 
    “Of?”  
 
    “I don’t know, but whoever did this wanted his death to be gruesome.” Taking a few steps over to the freezer wall, my hand grazes number twenty-three. “You keep your word?” 
 
    “If I have to, yes. Frankie made it clear, lucky number and all for the afterlife. You’re awfully morbid, you know? Maybe take Frankie out on a date? You know the woman who happens to be your longtime girlfriend that you should marry already? Or skip the proposal and just have a fun night?” 
 
    “I’m not morbid. I prepare for the horrific and enjoy the normal. And I do take Frankie out, but we’re taking it slow. She’s been dealing with Hadley and trying to get her back into auditioning.” 
 
    “Can’t blame the poor girl after what she went through. You might have been shot, but she was there too Jasmine. She was threatened, and she watched you die from your injuries. She’s afraid and dealing with heavy PTSD from it.” 
 
    “She needs to get back into auditioning again, use the publicity for her acting career. She has to make a living, too.” 
 
    “She’s doing the convention circuit. Although, you and I both know that isn’t much safer, but she feels it is. You could just call her and say hi. That might go a long way in helping her recover.” I hear Frankie and Chase’s voice scream from my cell phone. Hitting the side button, I cut it off. 
 
    “You told me she’s okay, so we’re good. I’m going to head out, call me if you find anything else.” Turning my back to Victor, I head for the elevator. 
 
    “She doesn’t blame you, even if you feel responsible. Just call her, Jasmine.” I know Victor means business when he calls me Jasmine. Like my mother calling me out on my crap. The difference is, I listened to her. My friends who I consider family, sometimes. Not now though.  
 
    Hearing the elevator ding its arrival, I enter the box and push my floor. He stares at me as if imploring me to say something. Once again, words fail me and I simply let the doors close. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Getting out of the elevator on the twentieth floor, I make a right and head down a hallway I know very well. My mind is full of tangential thoughts as people smile at me on the way by. Simple nodding in response, the memory of my mother informing me a nod and a smirk were impolite rushes across my eyes. It’s always interesting to me how our brains remember things and when it decides to make itself known. Opening the door to the last office on the right, I see the chair behind the desk sits empty. Closing the door behind me, I walk inside and lie down on the leather couch. I swear I could fall asleep in the safe arms of this worn thing. My eyes, heavy with thought, close on their own accord. 
 
    “Contrary to popular opinion, most people prefer the chairs. You missed lunch and didn’t answer my calls, so I assume you caught a case. Either that or we have something more serious to talk about,” Frankie lightheartedly says as I hear her close the door. So many words fight for dominance to exit my mouth first, but the logjam causes a low nonsensical sound to exit my mouth. I hear her walk towards me, her steps making a distinct sound as she drags the heel on the carpet. The leather chair releases a sigh as she sits across from me. 
 
    “You want to tell me what’s on your mind? Is it the case or something else?” 
 
    “Logjam.” I can hear her chuckle just a bit at my reference. She’s been here before. 
 
    “Pick one thing and just say it.” She quietly suggests. As if it were that simple. As if I could stick my hand into my brain and just pull out one idea, somehow manage to force my mouth to understand the process and speak. Opening my eyes, I look sideways at her, my ‘You have to be shitting me’ look. She simply leans back in the chair, and I see the psychologist in her is about to take over. 
 
    “Don’t give me that look. You know damn well it is that simple. Just focus on one thing, take a breath and say it. If a schizophrenic off his meds can learn to do it, I’m sure you - with no ailments whatsoever - can as well.” 
 
    Looking up at the ceiling, I take a deep breath and exhale slowly to waste time truthfully. “How is Hadley doing, and I don’t mean she’s doing as well as can be expected, I mean from the shrink side of you, how is she doing?” 
 
    “You know I can’t and won’t discuss that with you. Suffice it to say she’s doing okay given the circumstances.” 
 
    “Frankie, I’m serious.” 
 
    “If it were that important to you, you would have picked up the phone and called her. Yet, here you are on my couch grilling me about our friend. I know you’re having a difficult time dealing with what happened.” 
 
    I give her my sideways glance again. She simply holds her hand up to stop my attempt to argue. 
 
    “No, I’m not a fool. I live with you. I know you come to bed after me and wake up before our alarm. You spend hours in that locked dungeon of yours, but I haven’t pressed the issue. Not because it isn’t an issue, but because I’ve learned a long time ago to let you talk when you’re ready. You both went through hell, but the rest of us did as well, and frankly, Vincent and I are not going to give either of you information on the other. This is not kindergarten or spy versus spy; you’re both adults so pick up the damn phone.” 
 
    Swinging my legs to the floor, I run my hands through my hair before rubbing my eyes. Anything to give my mind a moment to catch up to the verbal lashing I just got. 
 
    “It’s not that simple.” 
 
    “Jazz, we’ve been down this road, and you looked like a pin cushion at the end of it. I don’t say you have to face everything that happened, but saying ‘hello’ and ‘how are you’ is not that difficult. Stop hiding behind your guilt and be an adult.” 
 
    “This how you talk to your patients?” I try to defuse the situation with some sarcasm. She stares at me, her eyes set, arms across her middle, body language speaking to my lack of respect. My mother would have smacked the back of my head or worse taken away my coffee for my horrible idea, but Frankie just looks all boss like. No wait, more like a teacher when you are caught cheating off the kid next to you. When in doubt, you change the subject or blame the person you were cheating off of. 
 
    “What kind of person kills two people with planned precision, shows mercy when killing a child, but takes another as a prisoner?” She shakes her head, rubs her eyes, but I can see she’s accepting my change of topic. It’s what she does because she knows me or loves me or just tolerates me. The action speaks volumes to me regardless of the reason. She lets me be as long as I understand I eventually have to talk. It’s the whole compromise thing we work on a lot. 
 
    “You want a professional or personal answer to that?” 
 
    “Whatever you’ve got.” 
 
    “A sick fuck.” We both break out laughing at her sharp, no holds barred answer. 
 
    “Beyond that.” I calm down and ask her. She stands, walks toward the window and looks out at the city lights. 
 
    “Depends on a lot of things.” She crosses her arms; the slight hint of crow’s feet tell me the gears in her brain are spinning fast. 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Manner of death. Time. Evidence.” 
 
    “One GSW slash stabbing, one snapped neck, one sliced throat. Victor’s working on locking down a timeframe. Minimal at best.” 
 
    “That’s not a lot to go on.” 
 
    “It’s all I’ve got at the moment.” 
 
    I watch as she inhales and exhales slowly a few times. It’s something she started doing when I was in the hospital. Maybe to center herself or her thoughts. Sometimes though, you know it’s to block her emotions from coming to the forefront. No matter how many times we talk, fight, or do the normal things couples do - there are times when I find her watching me. She’ll just breathe like that for a few seconds, stare at me intently, and walk away. The scraping of her heels against the carpet brings my focus back to Frankie. Her pacing, slow, deliberate. Each pace with her right hand swinging ever so slightly, as if she’s figuring out a difficult New York Times crossword. Who are we kidding, they dumbed that shit down years ago. Trust me, I can easily finish them now. 
 
    “He obviously had a plan.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I know that seems obvious, but it’s important.” 
 
    “I know, but in this case how is the plan more important than normal?” 
 
    “The girl was the target. He systematically killed the mother, then son, and then the father before taking the daughter.” Frankie stops her pacing and turns to face me. “Was she home during the attack?” 
 
    “Right now we’re not sure. Dumping phones and scouring over everything we have on the Johnson family. If we’re lucky, Kaley’s phone is still on, and we can find her.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I know it’s the stupid wishful thinking of an optimistic fool.” 
 
    “You’re a perpetual pessimist so no, but you said Kaley Johnson?” 
 
    “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “I need to see a warrant.” 
 
    I stand and walk to Frankie, somewhat lost as to her comment. She stands with her arms across her chest in a defiant stance, but her eyes are pleading for help. Behavior can be such an improper science or just a clusterfuck as my brother said. 
 
    “Why would I need a warrant?” 
 
    Frankie walks behind her desk and places her fingertips on the solid wood. She pushes a button on her phone and a voice echoes through the speaker, “Yes, Doc.” 
 
    “Brian, can you please come in here?” 
 
    “Why do you need Brian, your muscle, to come in here? Frankie, what the hell is going on?” 
 
    The door opens and a six foot muscle man in a tiny suit walks in the door and looks at me. His confusion mirrors mine as he looks back and forth at the two of us. 
 
    “Doc?” 
 
    “Brian, can you please show the detective out?” 
 
    “No, Brian, you’re not touching me until someone tells me what the hell is going on.” 
 
    “I told you, detective, I need to see a warrant before discussing a patient. It’s almost four in the evening, I suggest you get moving.” 
 
    Brian walks up to me and gently places his hand on my back. 
 
    “Detective, please?” 
 
    “Anyone tell you your suit’s too tight?” 
 
    He just smiles at me as I feel him push me towards the door. Giving Frankie a look over my shoulder, I see her looking down at her desk. Part of me understands her professionalism, but dammit, warn a girl next time before flipping the bitch switch. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Walking across the grass field, I’m late. The lacrosse game has to be in the fourth quarter, which means I am rather angry at myself. Seeing Frankie sitting at the row’s end on the bleachers cheering is a beautiful sight. Yet, I still want to yell about our conversation a few hours ago. She could have just told me the truth about Kaley instead of all the pomp and circumstance. She has a lot of explaining to do. I stand next to the bleachers and wait for her to start the conversation. Looking across the field, I see Chase’s number five running down the field towards the opposite goal. He takes a shot from a pretty decent distance, and Frankie jumps up with her hopes high, only to sigh when the goalie stops it. Slowly, she lowers herself back to the bench. 
 
    “You can come up here you know?” She says without looking at me. 
 
    “I could, but the game’s almost over.” 
 
    “I told him where you were.” 
 
    “I figured.” 
 
    “He’s not upset.” 
 
    “I am.” Those two words grab her attention, and she turns to face me. 
 
    “I freelance with the police department. I had to keep everything above board. I did to you what I would have done to anyone else coming into my office asking questions about a patient.” 
 
    “You could have just been direct and told me she was a patient.” 
 
    “That’s never worked on you and you know it.” She turns her attention back to the game. 
 
    “I have your warrant.” 
 
    “I never doubted that.” 
 
    “How’s he doing?” 
 
    “One goal which will irritate him, but he is great on defense. Just like someone else I know.” 
 
    “That was one time.” I laugh as I watch Chase running after an errant pass. 
 
    “Which is why you are no longer allowed to play in the annual basketball game anymore.” 
 
    “What can I say, I’m competitive.” 
 
    She says nothing as the two of us watch Chase get knocked over by a bigger kid. Frankie jumps to her feet and screams at the referee. Chase shakes it off and runs back to the play. He turns to see Frankie standing screaming. He’ll reprimand her for that later. My first instinct used to be to jump, but after one baseball game, he asked me to please stop. Granted those were not any of the words he used, but I got the point. He loves me enough to politely let me down. Of course, that was when we would train together. Basketball, baseball, hockey-I could play it all. It was bonding time. Now he plays this game I never understood and have no understanding of. He has practice after school and on weekends without me. It’s a bitter pill to swallow losing that connection. I guess that is why my mom always insisted on going to the park with me. Even in high school, she’d help me sharpen my skills with a game of catch, fielding, or batting practice. When I blew my knee out, that ended and with it our bonding time. I wonder if this is her way of cursing me. Might be my brother’s son, but she did wish I’d have a kid just like me. Now I do. I am so screwed. 
 
    “Aunt Jazz, what was Aunt Frankie screaming about? It was a clean hit.” My attention brought back by the youngster standing in front of me. Turning around, I see Frankie a few steps ahead carrying his bag.  
 
    “She’s just protective of you.” 
 
    “Like you were?” He wraps his arm around my waist, and we head towards the car. 
 
    “Still am little man. Just not as verbal about it.” 
 
    “Much appreciated. You were late.” 
 
    “Yeah, had to see a judge.” 
 
    “Don’t the lawyers do that?” 
 
    “Yup, but this lawyer insisted I come with.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun,” he says ironically. He looks up at me and smiles. He’s getting to the age where I am unsure if those are innocent or mischievous anymore. Either way, he’s more like my brother every waking moment. Just as quickly as his smile comes, it disappears as he turns and runs to catch up with Frankie. He jumps and knocks her hat off her head before running ahead of her. She drops his bag and takes off in a sprint. Watching the two of them brings meaning to my life. These moments of pure joy uninhibited by death or the negative around me, they are perfect. 
 
    “Aunt Jazz, first one home gets to control the remote!” I hear from him as the car engine roars to life. Picking up his bag, I know there is no way I can win this race. Besides, he hasn’t caught on that we like the same shows yet. I’ll let him think he has control. Eventually he’ll learn knowledge is power. Until then, I’ll let him be a kid. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The flickering sound of a fluorescent light permeates my dreams. My eyes slowly open, fighting the light as it blinds me. My hands, unmoving, tied to something. My legs, numb. Mouth gagged. This can’t be real. 
 
    “Wakey, wakey!” 
 
    I hear as cold water slams against my face, instantly sobering me up from my half sleep. Spitting out and blinking away the water, I take in my surroundings. The concrete walls are crumbling around me. The crunch of gravel under someone’s boots sounds just out of my line of vision. 
 
    “See, this is how I told you it would end.” 
 
    Lifting my head, I look down at my legs, blood pours from my right one from a rusty nail wound. I don’t feel it, but my mind registers I should feel pain, so I do. It’s excruciating. Screaming into my gag, I feel the skin under my wrists and ankles chafe and split with every jerk of my limbs. Everything in me tells me to stay calm, but nothing in my body is listening. I was trained to manage my emotions. Keep them at bay. Have a steady hand, aim but don’t fire unless you must. If you must, never miss. All the while having absolute control. 
 
    As I feel my body twitching, fighting, twisting against my restraints-my mind soars out of sorts. My mind tries to fight the impulses, but memories begin flashing through it and all hope is lost. Fear is reigning over me, and there is nothing I can do. 
 
    “Now, now, fighting never helped. Look what happened to me?” 
 
    Garrison walks into the light, blood trickling down between his eyes. His smile bright and bold as ever. My body stops shaking and my eyes stay on him. 
 
    “If you had just let things go. Let me handle the case, none of this would have happened.” He walks closer, the edge of a hunting knife catching my eye. He notices. 
 
    “It was my father’s. Used to take me hunting all the time as a kid, but you know that already. It’s in my file.” He slides the blade up my right leg, pausing at my open wound. Looking up at me, he smiles viciously, and I try to voice my pleas through the gag. Tipping the knife up, I watch it enter my skin, slowly. Once again my brain lets me feel the pain my legs are going through, and I scream until I’m out of breath. As he pulls out the knife, the blood on the blade is black as night. He looks at it, pleased. 
 
    “You and I aren’t very different. You read my file; you know how fucked-up I am. Hell, I killed your brother and his wife for a few shots of Patron and a couple of beers. That is how much their lives meant to me, but you…” his eyes slowly turn and lock with mine. “You’re doing this all on your own. Just like I did.” 
 
    He leans over my body, so close I can smell the stale cigarettes on his breath. Placing the knife above my heart, I feel it slightly breaking my skin. 
 
    “Maybe I should have let you live and watch it take you over, eat you alive. This shouldn’t hurt, but it will.” 
 
    He slams the blade into my chest, and it feels like my heart is exploding like a water filled balloon. Shaking violently, he holds my head and sings a lullaby to calm me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shooting up in bed, my hand frantically runs over my chest on its own accord. These dreams are coming more frequently now. Every one of them is the same as the last. Each time the pain feels more real; no matter how much I try to deny it. Rubbing my chest, I feel as if I’ve been stabbed. I swear it takes several breaths and my eyes darting around the room before my heart stops slamming in my chest. Looking over to Frankie, she’s still sleeping. That’s a first. 
 
    Slipping out from under the covers as quietly as possible, I slink out of the bedroom and close the door behind me. Mindlessly following the low light at the end of the hall, I see Chase sitting up in bed with his game controller in his hand. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be sleeping.” My voice causes him to jump and almost fall out of bed. Normally I would laugh at his movement, but not after that nightmare. 
 
    “I should say the same thing to you, Aunt Jazz,” he whispers as he finds his controller, pausing his game. 
 
    “Online?” 
 
    “No, just leveling up.” 
 
    “You have school in the morning so turn it off, okay?” I turn to leave him alone. 
 
    “You’re not gonna tell Aunt Frankie, are you?” The childlike innocence comes back in his voice, and I turn back around, shaking my head. He knows she would remove that system in a heartbeat, unlike myself who has a system in the basement so he and I can play online together. The days of him sitting on my lap as we would play the newest Lego games are long gone. He also knows how to play me like a cheap fiddle. Frankie disciplines better than I can when he looks at me with those big eyes of his. 
 
    “No buddy, you’re fine.” He looks at me as if I’m some math equation he’s trying to decipher. If Aunt Jazz answers a question talking five miles per hour and Aunt Frankie is snoring at three miles per hour, how long does it take to annoy you with stupid improbable questions? The question makes me smile internally at least. 
 
    “You remember when I first moved in with you?” 
 
    “How could I forget?” 
 
    “You let me sleep with you to make the monsters go away. You always said the bed was too big anyway.” 
 
    “Well, who knew there were so many hiding in your room? Had I known, I would have had Hadley come in and sage the place or something.” I try to lighten the conversation, even though my body still feels the pain of my dream. 
 
    “Nah, that would have made my room smell horrible.” He smiles brightly at me. 
 
    “Goodnight, buddy.” 
 
    “My bed is too big.” It’s a simple phrase, but it makes my heart melt. I want to walk into his room and climb into bed with him, make the monsters go away, but I can’t. This isn’t a battle he needs to win, nor should he have to deal with it. This is mine and mine alone. Not trusting my voice, I just smile at him and close the door behind me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Passing through my game room area, I find the hidden key and open the door to my dungeon. The plush carpet turns to cold tile under my feet. The walls littered with memories, dead ends, and stunted dreams. I wish I could make sense of it all, but sometimes the mind is so overcome with information we can barely process it. Just like our cell phones where we hide behind the mask of technology that we almost always miss what is right in front of our faces. I feel that way now. This history, these strings, clippings, and images are all in front of my face, yet I see nothing. It is where I hide. 
 
    Sitting down in my chair, it is easy to get lost in the mass of information. Strings from case to case, image to image. Red, green, and black string. Simple colors with such meaning behind them simply by what they connect. Looking at the photo directly above my desk, my hand wanders to rub my chest again. My mind making me feel pain long gone, yet still in my memory. 
 
    Victor stands above my worn out and tired body. His hands covered in my blood, his mouth open, screaming orders. It’s from the hospital when the crime photographer thought I would die. He chose to document as much as possible. It’s such a weird thing to see all of that blood come out of your body and not remember any of it. 
 
    “Keep it simple, stupid,” I mumble to myself. I have a tendency to overlook things, but seeing beyond what is right there. Sure, there is always a bigger picture, but we can be so overwhelmed by how big it really is that we can’t see the tree for the forest. At least my mother always said that. 
 
    “She also called you her peanut when you towered over her by seven inches.” I laugh to myself. I know what she meant, but it still made me smile every time I think about it. It was better than when she would scream “tall person” or better yet, “moose”. No idea how that nickname came about, but once again, I digress. 
 
    If she was alive, what would she do? How would she handle this? I wonder that sometimes. Maybe because I find solace in the idea of her still being here, as a guide who I could trust. Looking over the photos of the hospital stay, I know that would have killed her had she not been dead already. She never had to deal with my brother dying. If she lived through that and then my brush with death, I doubt she would leave me alone. What is it called? Helicopter parenting. She would have hovered over me, making sure I was okay. Of course it would have been in support, but also her fear. I’m the only girl on both sides of the family. Beyond that, I’m her baby girl. 
 
    “A son’s your son until he takes a wife, a daughter’s your daughter for the rest of your life,” once again mumbling the line I knew by heart. 
 
    “I wish you were here to make this go away. Maybe make the dots clearer, my mind calmer. I want to climb into your leather chair like I was a kid and smell your perfume.” A lone tear falls from my right eye, and I quickly wipe it away. I am an adult; I have said goodbye. I wish this hole would go away. 
 
    “But it doesn’t, does it? Never goes away, just changes in size or dominance. You told me that when grandma died. You said your heart was broken, but life heals it. We healed it for you. Watching your children live, have children, fulfill dreams, and you never once complained about being left behind.” Opening the top desk drawer on my right, I pull out an old photo of my mother holding me in full catcher’s gear. A huge trophy in one hand, the other wrapped around her neck. The colors faded and worn from being handled so much. I could scan it and restore it, but it wouldn’t feel the same. 
 
    “Frankie says talking helps, but when you can’t answer it hurts, you know? There are so many things I want to ask you about dealing with Chase. What to do when he hits high school? How do I give him the sex talk? What do I do when he answers me back? Well, okay, I know what to do with that last one. I just send him to Frankie.” I laugh at myself for my comment. 
 
    “It’s funny how much I grew up and became this big tough exterior detective, but I still want my mommy.” Placing the picture back into the drawer, I close it. The sound harsh and final. 
 
    Looking back up to the board, I stand and take the black string in between my fingers, following it from point to point. Stopping at a family photo. Garrison stands proudly in his uniform after graduating from the police academy. His father Irving and mother Patricia wrap their arms around his shoulders. A clipping next to the photo reads, “Real Estate Developer’s wife dies in apparent suicide.” He’s lost everything with only his company and connections to hold him up at night. He’s not the head; I know that. His money was new, no schooling, not smart enough or powerful enough to make the moves in city hall. He’s a player on the chess board, and unbeknownst to them… it’s my turn to move. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Sitting in the kitchen waiting for the coffee to finish, I hear Chase up and about. His feet rushing from the bedroom to the bathroom in the hall and back again. One would assume he set his alarm, but after hours of gaming at night, I doubt getting up was simple. I guess I do discipline, just by letting him suffer through the consequences of his actions. I wish other parents did the same, but like them, I would bail Chase out of major drama in the blink of an eye. 
 
    “Please tell me there’s coffee?” Frankie drags herself into the kitchen, her eyes still half-mast. Her sandy blonde hair looking like it was in a wind tunnel, all knotted and pointing in all directions. 
 
    “Of course,” I reply and take a sip of the delicious lifeline. “Chase make it?” 
 
    Footsteps slam on the floor above us, with various mumblings about being late. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Was he up all night playing that shooting game?” She sits next to me, and I raise an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “Oh, don’t think I know about you two and your midnight game fest.” 
 
    “I thought you were sleeping?” 
 
    “Yes, well a woman always knows.” She laughs a little at her own comment. Her hazel eyes brightening up with her smile. “Besides, I know when you’re not in bed.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, how is that?” 
 
    “The fact that you don’t roll me over when I snore and that I have covers?” 
 
    “I do not steal the covers; you kick them off.” 
 
    “Yes, I do, but that’s usually when you have the heat on inferno.” 
 
    “Not my fault you’re always hot.” 
 
    “I’m hot, huh?” Shaking my head, I lean forward and give her a kiss. 
 
    “Seriously? That is so gross guys!” Laughing, I turn to see Chase standing in the doorway, looking worse for wear. 
 
    “Bus will be here soon.” 
 
    “But I can’t find my phone.” 
 
    “Maybe you should have gone to bed on time and woken up at a decent hour to find it.” Frankie leans back in her chair, a smug look on her face. “Or you could have just put it by the charging cable in your room. Oh wait, you lost those last week.” 
 
    “You are so not being fair Aunt Frankie,” he says with the most adorable pout on his face. 
 
    “Yes, well when you pay for the cables, the phone, or the bill, you can argue with me.” 
 
    The bus honks its horn outside. Chase looks mortified as he rushes out the door mumbling something about hating us. It’s the age. 
 
    “He hates us again,” I mutter as I continue to indulge in my coffee. 
 
    “Yep, until he’s thirty he probably will.” She leans forward at the table, her hands wrapping around her mug. She’s got the serious thought look, or the coffee is wrecking her stomach. I can’t tell the difference sometimes. 
 
    “Ever think what he would be like if we were the only ones who raised him?” 
 
    “Frankie, I doubt Chase has a comparison chart in his bedroom with pros and cons of having been punished by me or my brother.” 
 
    “I mean if he was always ours.” She looks into her coffee and realization hits me. Right now would be a perfect time to create that black hole in Sweden or something and swallow the world up. Or just do it below me and watch me swim. 
 
    “You going to say something?” 
 
    “What’s there to say?”  
 
    “I’m a psychologist; there’s always something to say.” She looks up at me; the smile not reaching her eyes. They reflect my fear mixed with her own. 
 
    “We’re both too old.” 
 
    “You’re thirty and I’m thirty-two. I don’t think that’s too old, but that isn’t the only way.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but are we stable enough financially, emotionally, whatever-ally to handle another child let alone a baby? Not to mention the fact that we are not a traditional household. They might have some stupid rule that says we can’t adopt or have a kid because we’re together. Maybe they won’t like us because we’re not married and living in sin… even though according to other people we’re sinning by, well, being us.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t object to an older child, maybe a toddler? I just think Chase would be great as a big brother. Maybe it would do some good to have a brother or sister around. Not to mention we’re in a good place now. If you look at money, we’ll never have another child. Trust me, no one is ever financially ready, or they wouldn’t be on my couch with stress coming out of their ears.” She stops and looks at me again as if trying to get support for her question. 
 
    “True, but I don’t want us to fall apart again when a new kid comes into the picture.” 
 
    “I doubt that will happen.” She shoots sarcastically at me. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because this one won’t be a blood relative’s child.” She blurts out before looking up at me with wide eyes. She can’t believe that came out of her mouth and neither can I. That comment hurt. I know it sounds petty, but right then I felt all the blame of our breakup on my shoulders. I thought we dealt with this issue; it was in the past. She stands and walks to the sink, looking out the window. I know she wants a big family; we both did. Life changes while you’re living it; I thought she knew that. 
 
    My cell phone breaks through the tense silence. I stare at the back of her head, willing her to turn around. When she refuses, I answer my phone. 
 
    “Steele.” 
 
    “I need you in the lab. I might have found something.” Victor sounds chipper for this early hour of the morning. 
 
    “I’ll be right there.” I stand up and head to the stairs. 
 
    “I know you didn’t stay in bed last night, and I know the nightmares are back.” She continues looking out the window, her back to me. “You have to talk to me or someone else or history will repeat itself.” 
 
    “I’m not going to let that happen.” 
 
    “If you weren’t, you wouldn’t have a locked office in the basement.” 
 
    “I promise this is different.” 
 
    I head up the stairs and try to push the sound of her tears out of my head. I know she’s just scared, but I’m not pulling away. Every couple has secrets, and this is mine to live or die by. I just don’t know how to talk about this, not yet. She’s always let me come to her when I was ready. Right now I feel like she’s pushing, and I don’t know why. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Walking into the lab, I know Victor’s going to pick apart my emotions that are blatantly written all over my face. Looking around the room, the refrigerator hums to its own beat, the slabs are clean, everything looks normal. I wonder if that is a good thing, this normal. Is it really normal or is it my version of normal, which is abnormal? I think I just confuse myself. 
 
    “I should have known you were here by the smell of smoke emanating from your ears.” Victor smiles as he walks past me to a small room on the other side, two coffees in hand. “You coming?” Following him into the walk-in closet, I see he’s turned it into his office. 
 
    “I thought you liked being around the bodies while you did paperwork?” 
 
    “Compromise to the man. I live alone in peace. I can eat and do what I please in here. They get their rules, lies about contamination and blah blah blah.” Victor hands me a large coffee before he plops his body into his new office chair. His desk, simple yet designer, if that is even possible. 
 
    “I thought you were a genius who didn’t bow down to the powers that be?” 
 
    Victor sips his coffee, slowly as if giving his brain time to think. I just watch him, his mannerisms, the way his eyes seem to focus on the nothingness of the walls.  
 
    “Just because those on high think they know better than me when I work in the trenches? They are so removed from the work they actually oversee; I doubt they would know a contagion if it was in their blood stream eating them alive. Yet, they hold the power over budgets and my job. So, I guess simply put, even geniuses have battles to fight, Jazz. This battle isn’t one of them.” His attention turns to me, and I can see the depth of pain in his eyes. Unsure of what fully caused it, my mind screams at me to find out, but I don’t. It’s not my place to pry. He knew if this was bigger, more criminal, I would be all over it. I leave him be because the world does not revolve around my need to know. 
 
    “Thanks for the coffee.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I would have been here sooner, but they didn’t believe me when I said a plain latte. It was like a foreign language or something. Some people just like to be as boring in their lives as they are in their coffee.” He smiles at me. His pain still evident, but hidden deeper. 
 
    “Well, not all of us can carry on like you and not have our asses handed to us.” 
 
    “Hmm, well that’s due to my ability to deal with a dead body like no other.” 
 
    “Should I be afraid of you?” 
 
    “Only if you come between me and my morning coffee concoction!” 
 
    “So what was so important you pulled me away from my morning with Frankie?” 
 
    “You have every morning with Frankie, so be thankful for that.” Placing my coffee down on the table, I realize I am going to break my one rule to rule them all - don’t pry. 
 
    “You gonna tell me what’s going on?” He leans back in his chair, pulls open a drawer, and tosses some papers over to me. Ignoring the fact that he almost spilt my coffee all over me, I look down at the papers. My eyes float across the page, but the words fail to sink in. Disbelief runs through me, how is this possible when everything seemed to be okay? 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Two months.” 
 
    “What the hell, Victor! You should have told me.” 
 
    “And deal with the lovefest you have going on, spare me please.” 
 
    “We’re your family; you should have told us.” 
 
    “No, I shouldn’t have. It’s because we’re family that I kept my mouth shut. I didn’t need any of your prying into my life or trying to help me fix it. Some things are not meant to be fixed.” 
 
    He’s right. Some things are best to let go and move on from, even if it is something we so desperately want to hold on to. Like writing for me. I want it more than I could ever express, but I drove the road less traveled by and it turned out to be a dead end. That’s life. 
 
    “She move out?” 
 
    “Nope. She moved him in seeing as he’s the baby’s daddy.” 
 
    “Where are you staying?” 
 
    “Some dive hotel. I’ll get it figured out eventually.” 
 
    “You’re staying with us.” 
 
    “Right, did you miss the part of not wanting to be around shiny, happy people right now?” 
 
    “If you think we’re shiny and happy all the time, you need to lay off the funny pills from the corner store.” 
 
    “Wanna talk about it?” 
 
    “This isn’t about me. We’re family, so get your shit together and get to the house. Chase would love some company. He needs help in some science class, and maybe you understand this new addition by subtraction stuff.” 
 
    “Science I’m all in, but you sic math on me, and I swear you’ll wake up with a new face, no identifiable markings, no prints, and no teeth. Got it?” 
 
    “I repeat, do not piss off the guy with the medical degree.” 
 
    “Among other degrees.” 
 
    Seeing the light come back to his eyes a little, I turn the conversation back to the more serious nature of finding the murderer. 
 
    “Now, you going to tell me why you called me here?” 
 
    Leaning back once again, Victor pulls out a folder from the previous drawer. He tosses it on the desk towards me, this time he hits my coffee and a bit spills out. I feign my disgust with the wasting of nature’s most precious resource. 
 
    “Seriously, work on your aim.” 
 
    “My aim is fine, thank you very much.” 
 
    “For some reason, I see that as a step into the TMI area.” Opening the file, I look over some of the notes written in what must be a new language of scribbles or chicken scratches. “What am I looking at here, Vic?” 
 
    “Mother’s body was clean, nothing out of the ordinary. I mean she had several surgical scars, breast implants with serial numbers, nose job, and a few lifts and tucks. Scars never die, no matter how small they are.” 
 
    “Addicted to plastic surgery; we can check out the doctors.” 
 
    “Already spoke to them when I verified the serial numbers. Well-liked and on the schedule for liposuction. There was no love lost between Mrs. Johnson and her doc.” 
 
    Flipping through the pages, trying to make sense of the mother’s chart, I finally cave and move past it. Seeing the son’s photo, I pause. The words are clearer here. 
 
    “Anything from the boy?” 
 
    “Quick, simple motion like I’ve told you before. No defensive wounds. No other injuries. It was just a quick lights out.” 
 
    Seeing Mr. Johnson’s photo in the upper right hand corner, I stop. His face looks different when not covered in blood-- peaceful, almost sweet. 
 
    “Father?” 
 
    “See this is where it gets a bit interesting.” My interest piqued, I look up at Victor who puts his stupidly expensive shoes on his desk. “Pops fought back.” Flipping through the papers, I once again try to decipher something, but I must be dumber than a box of hammers because none of this makes sense. 
 
    “Explain?” 
 
    “His nails and left hand were broken. Nails, I would assume from trying to claw at his attacker.” 
 
    “That’s unusual.” 
 
    “If you know you’re dying, you fight like hell. That brings me to his hand; it was broken backwards. Whoever did this made sure to let dear old dad die a slow and painful death.” 
 
    “Stab wounds?” 
 
    “Too many to count and the surrounded edges too damaged to get a good impression for a knife comparison. That being said, he must have nicked himself during the barrage. I found a different blood type in the mutilation. Might help lower the pool a bit.” 
 
    “Anything under the nails?” 
 
    “Nope, your assailant must have been wearing something to cover his neck completely.” 
 
    “So, you’re telling me that we once again have nothing to go on? Why should this case be any different?” 
 
    “Well, firstly, you are the detective. It’s your job to find the evidence to go on; I just analyze what we have. Secondly, we’ve solved cases with nothing but a hooker’s word and a dress.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean it was easy.” 
 
    “Nothing worth solving ever is.” 
 
    “Will and I have a few things to investigate further.” I stand up, finish the delicious coffee and toss the cup in the trash. “See you at home?” Victor simply nods at me and I leave his office. 
 
     I can tell he dislikes having taken me up on my offer. It was for the best, but he is too proud to see it. He loves his soon to be ex-wife too much. High school sweethearts, now defunct failures. I’m sure he’ll come up with some scientific reason for the break up beyond an affair and a pregnancy. People have always told me we are never given more than we can handle. I think those people are either mentally unstable or high all the time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Walking up the steps to the private school, I feel the hair stand on the back of my neck. Those uniforms, the strict rules, and the absolute ignorance to life outside of these cement walls. Walking through the heavy double doors, Will continues to talk about something with his car being in the shop again. Kids run from room to room and dash from lockers when the bell rings through the building. 
 
    “Maybe I should look into a new car? Or a used one? I never really wanted to spend the cash ya know?” His words pull me out of my self-induced haze. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I turn back to Will, his hand on the doorknob leading to the principal’s office. “I was asking if I should buy a used or new car?” 
 
    “My mother always said to buy what you could afford.” 
 
    He pulls the door open, and I walk inside. 
 
    “Well, if I finance it, technically I can afford anything.” 
 
    “Says the man with debt.” Walking up to the counter, the place looks more like a prison than a school office. The elderly woman behind the counter, her glasses on the top of her nose, chain attached to the sides, white hair up and a cardigan sweater - stereotypical office administrator. 
 
    “Excuse me ma’am, Detective Steele, this is my partner Detective Everts. We’re here to see Principal Miller.” 
 
    The woman looks over the bridge of her glasses and stares at my badge. She turns her attention to Will, and he stares blankly back. I elbow him slightly, he pulls his badge out and holds it for her to read. 
 
    “You can have a seat. He’ll be with you in a moment.” 
 
    Sitting in the uncomfortable metal and plastic chairs reminds me of my childhood. I was always in a principal’s office. Not for being the one who started it, but always the one who finished it. Shifting nervously in my seat, my leg bounces uncontrollably. 
 
    “You look like a kid about to be suspended.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t be the first time.” 
 
    “Should have known you were a troublemaker.” 
 
    “I took bullies down a peg, after the gum was in my hair, of course.” 
 
    “Ah, one of those.” 
 
    “One of what?” 
 
    “The type of girl who has to finish the argument, get the last word in.” 
 
    “Or knee in my case.” 
 
    Will crosses his legs calmly, and I smile at his unconscious reaction. It’s been nice having a partner and not facing the underbelly of society by myself. It’s different. 
 
    “My oldest is going to be in high school soon.” 
 
    “You’ve got the gun already. You just need the ear plugs.” 
 
    “Forget the ear plugs; I need to take the damn phone away. She acts like every text is the end of the world, and she has to respond right away. Not to mention, I have no idea what the new app for conversing is or if she writes in 140 characters or less. I’m at a loss.” 
 
    “Welcome to modern technology. A place where crime truly can pay, and kids are the primary buyers.” 
 
    He turns to look at me, a serious expression on his face. My dad had that once. It was when I told him I wanted to play baseball with the boys. One of pure pride of advancement and absolute fear of the ramifications of my actions. Never did play for the boys’ teams, league rules and all. Softball wasn’t a challenge, but what else was I going to do - knit? I was a contact girl. 
 
    “Detectives?” The woman utters over the counter, only her hair visible as she speaks. “He’s ready for you.” Her hair bounces as her fingers appear pointing to the room in the back left. It seems out of place, like the room was an afterthought. Kind of like when baseball teams build new stadiums and forget about the pitchers needing a bullpen to warm up. They end up putting them in foul territory, always in danger of being hit by a speeding foul ball. That’s what this was right now; he’s the pitcher, and we’re speeding at him for information. Wonder who blinks first? 
 
    Will knocks on the door and opens it after a low mumbling response. Walking in, the first thing I see are frames housing images of the principal with loads of people. In some he’s holding awards, some are just the award themselves, and others are with famous people. This is a man who is more intent on showing who he knows as opposed to what he knows. One image jumps out at me, and my blood begins to boil-Irving Garrison with his arm around Principal Miller. 
 
    “Mr. Miller…” 
 
    “Walter, please. I know why you are both here, and we’ve already cleaned out Miss Johnson’s locker for you. Everything is here.” 
 
    He lifts a box off the floor and places it on his desk. 
 
    “While we appreciate the effort, sir, we would still like to take a look over her locker.” 
 
    “Yes, well, while I would love to do that, we are short lockers here, and we needed to reassign it quickly.” 
 
    “So, she’s gone for a few days and she’s disposed of?” My voice comes out sharp and fast, like the venom through a snakebite. Will turns on his heels. I feel his eyes on me, but my brain is solely focused on the image in front of me. The principal’s breathing quickens. You can hear the fear if you listen for it. I learned that from watching the good cop, bad cop interrogations. Yes, they’re real, but only used on the dumbest of criminals. Normal society doesn’t work that way. 
 
    “No detective, but we have a waiting list for such commodities. Blame the budget, but do not blame me for doing right by one of my students.” 
 
    “With all due respect sir, and by that I mean none, you were told to hold the locker for us to investigate it. We have techs that were to dust it, look for something, anything, to figure out what happened to Kaley Johnson, and you just made that a lot harder.” 
 
    “Try being a principal for a week and tell me about hard.” 
 
    “Walter, we’re not here to cause a problem. We just want to know about Kaley’s routines.” 
 
    “She was a perfect student, good grades, involved in after school activities. She was always willing to lend a hand at our fundraisers.” 
 
    “With Irving Garrison?” 
 
    “If he was in attendance, yes. Although I fail to see the relevance.” 
 
    “Just asking if he was there, that’s all.” Will watches me closely. I know he’s going to be rather upset at my tone and line of questioning. There’s a line we never cross, but sometimes I feel I’m entitled to teeter on it. Being shot will do that to you. The school bell rings again, and Walter stands up, brushes down his shirt and walks to the door. 
 
    “If there is nothing else, I need to get back to running the school.” 
 
    Will lifts the box and walks out of the room. I pull out my cell phone and take a snapshot of the photo on the wall. Turning around my eyes lock with Walter. He knows who I am. He’s known the moment I came into the room. He also knows I have no power here. He smiles at me, as if he’s got the script, and I’ve only seen the trailer. Looking him up and down, I smile and pat him on the back before I walk by. My dad used to do that to those he thought were below him. Don’t know if it works or not, but it prevents you from saying something or giving up your hand. Either that or it prevents me from losing my badge to every asshole I want to punch a smile off of. 
 
    Walking back to the car, Will is furious with me. You can tell as he walks, stomping his feet like Chase when I tell him it’s bedtime. Popping the trunk, he drops the box inside, slowly flipping through its contents. 
 
    “Nothing of value’s in there.” 
 
    He slams the trunk. I feel like being the petulant child and say I’m in wicked trouble now, but in this case I know I am. 
 
    “What the fuck has gotten into you?” 
 
    “Look…” 
 
    “No, I don’t know what’s been going on in your head, but get it the fuck out. You can’t go in there all guns blazing because of some damn photo! For all you know, there’s nothing going on there, but no the master has to connect dots when there might not be a fucking connection!” 
 
    “He knew who I was.” 
 
    “Half of fucking New York knows who you are because you were all over the news. Not every case is about them.” 
 
    “Then explain emptying a locker before we got here.” 
 
    “My two daughters share a locker in middle school because they don’t have enough. The damn places are overcrowded, budgets suck, and don’t get me started on this math addition by means of subtraction.” 
 
    “Okay, so I might have overreacted.” 
 
    He looks me over, the irritation slowly waning from his eyes. He pushes past me and gets in the driver’s side of the car. Walking calmly around, I take one final look at the high school and realize you couldn’t pay me enough to go deal with that shit again. Slide into the passenger seat, buckle in, stay quiet. Simple enough. 
 
    “You’re right though, he wouldn’t turn over anything to us that implicates the school.” Or not. 
 
    “He’s hiding something?” 
 
    “I don’t know. What I do know is schools get money from grades, kids, and begging. Straight out business. Teachers are pawns. Administrators…” 
 
    “Satan’s spawn.” 
 
    Will turns the car over and laughs at me. 
 
    “I told you I was suspended a lot. I’m telling you some of those bullies had really soprano voices when you…” 
 
    “Stop! Please, by all that is holy, stop.” I stop, but the enjoyment must be plastered on my face. I used to do this to my brother, remind him that in eighth grade my doll’s plastic face was used to protect him. He laughed at me, until I reminded him where said plastic face connected. The blood would rush out of his face, he’d sit down and just point out of the room. I would skip away from him. Teach him to tell me that G.I. Joes always beat Care Bears. He never understood the power of the Care Bear Stare. God, I am old. 
 
    “I want to check out the crime scene again, see if the techs missed something.” 
 
    “Want me to come with?” 
 
    “Nah, I’ll drop you off at the station.” 
 
    “Frankie should have had the lawyers look over the warrant by now. I’ll head to her and get Kaley’s file. Make sure you check her room thoroughly. There has to be something hidden she didn’t want her parents to see.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “A diary about all the cute boys she wants to date.” 
 
    Will pulls into the precinct parking lot. He looks at me, worry etched on his face. It’s the father just realized his daughter is going to be dating soon face. He ought to be lucky he shaves his head, otherwise he’d lose it very quickly. 
 
    “You’re kidding me.” 
 
    Hoping out of the car, I lean down and look into the car. 
 
    “Mine had all my secrets I couldn’t tell my parents. Hid it in my pillow and filled it with more cotton. Mom never found it. Shit if she did, I wouldn’t be standing, and my first boyfriend wouldn’t be married with three kids.” 
 
    His face pales and I shake my head, laughing at him. Closing the door, he peels out of the parking lot with a determined mind. Hopefully he finds something, anything to give us a clue where her body might be. I stop short. It’s one thing in your mind to assume never finding someone, but to go to body recovery is a whole different ballgame. Why did I go there? What evidence points to that? Am I connecting dots that aren’t really there? 
 
    This is the hardest part of detective work, doubting your gut when you don’t know why it’s telling you something in the first place. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I always loved the view from the office. It let me see how small, insignificant I was to the rest of the world. It’s a blessing really, reminding yourself of this. I find myself getting lost in the fantasy of what the lives of the people below are. Do they know there is crime happening right next to one out of four of them? Have they experienced the loss of a loved one? If I had made different choices, would any of them be in my life? I’ve been told to live life for myself because I am worth it, but how can one live for themselves when the world doesn’t and shouldn’t revolve around them? 
 
    “You lost in thought again?” 
 
    My reverie is once again broken by Frankie’s calming voice. Turning, I can see her leaning on her desk, her fingers tapping on a file folder. She knows this isn’t a social call. I should have called before coming here, but I was never good at keeping in touch. 
 
    “When am I not?” 
 
    “You really want me to answer that?” Her face flushes red, and I know exactly the moments she’s referring to. I feel the burning in my ears, and I know I must look embarrassed as hell. 
 
    “I’d rather you didn’t.” 
 
    She points to the couch I usually crash on, and my prior thoughts are invading my mind a bit. When it comes to Frankie, focus was never my strong suit. She just invades my mind like a great story that you never want to let go, or a good song that annoys the crap out of you. I guess it depends on what mood she’s in. Forcing myself to breathe, my feet drag to the couch, the day weighing heavy enough. 
 
    “Before we go any further, this is purely business between us. You will be able to take the copy of Kaley’s file as per the warrant. That being said, please respect that I don’t want to talk about this case around Chase. I understand that you might have more questions after you fully digest my notes. Just respect that just because we live together does not give you freedom to bombard me while we are having family time. There has to be a divide between Doctor Francesca Ryan and your girlfriend when we walk out of this office.” 
 
    I try to hide my smile when she uses her official title. She hated her first name; sounds like an old bat, she’ll say more often than not. What she won’t tell you is she’s named after her mother who died when she was young. Her father called her Frankie and it stuck.  
 
    “Jasmine, are you listening to me at all?” Once again she pulls my attention back to the task at hand. I know it’s important, but I am beyond tired; it’s late and there isn’t enough coffee in the world to keep me going much longer. Not like I’ll get sleep tonight anyway. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve got it and I agree.” 
 
    Frankie grabs the file from her desk and holds it out for me to take. She lowers herself into the chair and motions for me to look through it. Flipping open the cover, it’s an odd sensation. There’s no photo like we normally have in our case files. There are a bunch of papers, a simple family tree of sorts, educational situation, medical jargon that I will never understand, and then I stop. I can feel the muscles tighten in my jaw, and I want to turn away from the page, but my eyes are so focused on it.  
 
    “Are you sure?” my voice is so weak I don’t know if she heard me. My eyes finally move upwards and lock onto hers. The sadness flows off her in waves, and I close the file in disgust. I don’t want to read anymore. I know I’ll have to, but right now, I can’t. 
 
    “Very sure.” She finally answers me. “When you look through the rest of the file, you’ll see medical reports backing up her claims.” 
 
    “Mother?” 
 
    “Knew everything.” 
 
    “This could change the entire investigation.”  
 
    “It might, or it might not. I really don’t know what to tell you.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s possible…” I try to find the right words, but right now my head is running a mile a minute. I wish the damn hamster would get off the wheel for one minute so a train of thought could form. 
 
    “I don’t think she’s capable of this. Based on what you told me, you want someone more precise, more professional.” 
 
    “Frankie, you know as well as I do, when in that state of mind you can do anything.” 
 
    “That’s very true, but she never would have hurt her brother. In fact, she was trying to find a relative that would take them in. That doesn’t sound like someone who would kill her brother.” 
 
    “Maybe she didn’t want him to suffer.” 
 
    “Lester Johnson was many things, but his son was his pride and joy. He wouldn’t have hurt him.” 
 
    “Once a pervert always a pervert.” 
 
    “I tend to agree with you, but there are different classifications and desires that each individual has. He showed no interest in Daniel. It was always Kaley. Based on her rape kit, he’s been assaulting her for years. She said it started when she was thirteen. The doctors told me it was much more than that.” 
 
    “Did you report it? There was nothing in the database.” 
 
    “I did and it was never entered.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Kaley kept recanting. She wanted to leave, but she was terrified.” 
 
    “I get that, but the kit was enough to prove it.” 
 
    “Jasmine, she only consented to seeing a doctor two weeks before her disappearance. I did everything I could to get her to do it sooner, but her mother was a boar with lawyers, injunctions. It’s been a hell of a battle. One day Kaley shows up at my office and begs me to take her to the hospital.” 
 
    “If her mother had injunctions…” 
 
    “I had no choice. She was bleeding and had nowhere else to go. The police and family services were heading to her house to remove both children. That’s when they found the bodies.” 
 
    It slowly starts to fall into place. Like when you finally see the beginning of the film and the best parts of the trailer were in there. Now you’re not sure what to expect, but you have an idea where the train of thought is heading. Either way, I don’t like it. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The water droplets hit my jacket as I watch the sky light up. Each drop hitting with a distinct sound, soaking in, making the clothing heavy. It doesn’t matter; I feel this darkness gripping me. The rain can’t wash it away. It’s part of me, the guilt, the anger, the desire for revenge. I know I am my own worst enemy by my actions before, but this time I feel the control leaving me. I look towards the future as much as possible, but I guess we can’t ever truly outrun our past. 
 
    “You still think you’re better, don’t you?” I hear the voice behind me and the hair stands up on the back of my neck. Guilt is a funny thing. It rules you. Controls you. Hatred, that’s worse. 
 
    “I thought you wanted to die so badly before. Yet, you fought back. Why?” The voice continues to hit my ears, but I ignore it. Try to focus on the rain, the droplets, the cleaning of my soul. 
 
    “Tell me why, you stupid bitch!” 
 
    “You’re not real. I know you’re not. So say whatever you want, I’m going to enjoy the…” Something slams into the side of my head snapping it to the right harshly. The ripple effect pulls me to the ground, into the mud and muck. 
 
    “Real or not, that had to hurt.” 
 
    Rolling over onto my side, I hold my hand against my head. It hurts badly, but there’s no blood. Shouldn’t there be blood? Slowly pulling myself to my feet, I turn to see James standing there, muscles flexed, veins in his neck pumping. His eyes black as night, his smile gone. He reminds me of the book I was forced to read in high school - The Picture of Dorian Grey. James was handsome in real life, but this darkness, this side of him - was devoid of anything nice to look at. 
 
    A swift and painful kick to my ribs reminds me he’s still there. Rolling onto my back, I take a few deep breaths trying to control the rage building inside me. A stomp on my stomach pushes the air out faster than I can take it back in. 
 
    “You can try to ignore me all you want, but I’m here. We’re all here.” 
 
    Another stomp and whatever was in my stomach flies out of my mouth and onto the floor. Tears form in my eyes, but I try not to let them fall. Dreams are supposed to be safe havens; they used to be. Visiting family members, maybe a tragic situation or two, but never like this. I would relive the past sure, but not how I am now. Something’s changed, and I don’t know how to stop it. 
 
    “Once you let go, it’s a free-for-all.” 
 
    Two hands wrap around my throat, constricting me from grasping air. My hands hang at my sides, unmoving. It’s surreal. I no longer have the desire to die. I want to see Chase grow up and plan a future with Frankie, but this feeling now-it’s new. The pain is deserved; the torture understood. I took a man’s life and he’s haunting me. 
 
    My chest constricts, and I feel the sudden fight to breathe, but my arms still don’t move. My brain is sending signals; I know it is, but they feel glued to the floor. Staring at James, his blackened eyes wanting me to give in, give up. It’s like this hypnotic gaze of nothingness. You either fall into it or turn away. I’m somewhere in-between. I want to turn away, but there is so much depth there. Of what I don’t know. Maybe I should give in, go into the darkness, and see what lies ahead. Accept that evil and use it to my advantage. 
 
    As if getting the signal from my brain, my right hand swings upwards and connects with James’s head. He falls off to the side of me and vanishes. Gasping for air, I pull my legs into my chest. Tears flow freely, but I ignore them. I feel this fear of letting go into that side of me. I don’t want my painting to be hideous. I want to be clean. I want my conscience to be clear. Yet my heart isn’t pure anymore. I’ve killed a man. At times like this, there is only one person in the world I want. 
 
    “Mommy,” I say to the empty room around me. My voice weak, fear evident, pain everywhere, but no matter how loud my voice seems to my ears - one thing is true. She isn’t coming. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Blinking my eyes, I can see the baseboard of my bedroom wall. Curled up in the fetal position on the floor, my face tight from the tears, and my body sore from thrashing in my dreams. Forcing myself to sit up, I lean back against the bed. My nightmares are getting worse, and I don’t exactly know how to handle that. I don’t want to involve Frankie in this, but I’m sure this is turning into the same fight we had when my brother died. I close up, and I know she’s noticed it. I just can’t worry her. Not until there’s something to be worried about, right? 
 
    Pulling my knees into my chest, I try to calm myself. My mother did this a lot, when she was sad or overwhelmed. She would sit on the floor, stare at the wall, eyes focused on nothing, and breathe. Deep breaths, count them if you need to. Just let them out slowly and attach the stress of the day with them. It never worked for her; her desk always piled to the nines with papers or to-do lists, but she tried. One of the few times she did anyway. 
 
    My cell phone dances across the nightstand, and my arm seems to move on its own to grab it. My eyes glance across the screen. I know I have to answer, but I don’t want to. Yet, I do. 
 
    “Steele,” I say into the receiver. I hear a slight rustling sound on the other end. Sounds like Chase when he is asking Frankie what to say, even though he was calling to ask permission for something. He’s gotten smart at playing each of us off each other. Took forever to realize if one of us said no, we meant it. I love it though. It means I’m alive and living. 
 
    “Detective?” I hear through the phone, and I am reminded of where I am. 
 
    “Yeah Will, what’s up?” 
 
    “You were right about Kaley’s room. I found her diary with some rather interesting passages.” 
 
    “Interesting like she was complaining about her Daddy issues, or interesting like you are freaking out about what teenage girls talk about?” 
 
    “Daddy issues.” There’s a slight pause on the other end, and I swear I can feel Will’s brain working a mile a minute. 
 
    “Yes, all daughters write things in their diary that you might never know about. No, that doesn’t mean you’re a bad parent. Finally, no, you will not and cannot ask your daughters if they have a diary, write in one, need to talk to you about something, or whatever else is going on in that brain of yours.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “But nothing. You don’t want to do that. Keep tabs sure, but let them come to you. Do not be that helicopter parent that hovers so much that you lose your kid. Happy medium, Will. Now, bring that thing to the house, and I’ll have coffee ready.” 
 
    “I’m at the office.” 
 
    “Then leave it.” 
 
    Hanging up the phone, I turn my attention back to my shaky hands. My grandmother had hands like mine. Mom and I always spoke about how grandma’s issues had skipped a generation and smacked me in the face. It was always a good laugh over coffee. If you make a fist, the shaking would stop, but then you look like you want to punch someone out. That’s what my grandmother told me. She always looked angry, but when you turned your back, she would stick her tongue out and make faces. She wasn’t always angry, just in pain. 
 
    I guess getting dressed is an important thing to do before Will comes in and sees me in all my nightmarish glory. My bones, muscles, tendons, and all the other crap I never paid attention to in biology class hurt as I stand up. I wish I could just go back to sleep, but what help would that be. My brain can’t shut off, and the demons in my mind take over when I can’t fight them back. 
 
    Getting dressed with yesterday’s jeans and a new shirt, I use the bathroom. My reflection, it’s a sad and pathetic excuse for being me. At this point makeup wouldn’t help cover up the dark circles or even give some color to my skin. Not like I know how to use it anyway. Just a waste of cabinet space. Not to mention being a detective, chasing down a perp in the rain, kind of hard with mascara rolling into your eyes. I’m lucky I have clean clothes the way I’m going. Blame the girlfriend for that, or rather, thank her. 
 
    The ringing of the doorbell signals Will is here. My ugly mug will have to do, not like I’m supposed to impress someone. Heading to the kitchen, I pull the door open and come face to face with Will, a book, and a stack of papers. Imagine a game of Jenga, with lots of loose pieces and you have to pick one, but it wobbles as you even move the oxygen molecules near it. That’s what Will looks like right now. 
 
    “Need some help?” I offer, but I know he’ll decline. He’s a man, they always decline when they need help and expect it when they don’t. 
 
    “That would be great!” Or not. My understanding of men decreases by the minute, or Will is just not the average male. I’ll go with that. I grab some of the papers so he can actually see where he’s going. 
 
    “Thanks.” He walks in and drops the rest on top of my notes and Frankie’s file on the table before dropping into a seat. 
 
    “No problem.” I close the door. “Mind telling me what I’m looking at?” 
 
    “The life and documented times of Kaley Johnson. We found her laptop as well; tech’s combing through that right now.” 
 
    “Okay. Coffee?” He simply nods in response to me, and I grab the old coffee maker to begin the long process of facing the day. 
 
    “There is so much in this… book.” 
 
    “We women like to air our grievances. Most of us do it in print.” 
 
    “Well, you were a girl; how did you do it?” 
 
    “Last time I checked, I still was.” Laughing a bit to myself, I grab the mugs and pull the coffee out. “I played whatever sport I could get my hands on, and I wrote some short stories.” 
 
    “Diary?” 
 
    “No, I was bullied badly. So, it was all horror and all cathartic.” 
 
    “Remind me not to upset you.” 
 
    “Nah, that’s all behind me. Besides, the worst bully I had was killed while trying to escape a felony.” 
 
    “You don’t sound too upset.” 
 
    Pouring the fresh coffee into the two mugs, I think about those words. Should I feel bad? Any life lost can be tragic, but for someone who was tormented for ten years of her life, why should I feel anything? Does that make me a horrible person? I never hated the person, just really didn’t want to be picked on. I never fought back with fists; it was always words. Always personifying the behavior, so I could try to understand it. I still haven’t. 
 
    “I feel indifferent.” 
 
    “But you said you wrote…” I cut him off by putting the mug full of piping hot coffee in front of him. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Yes, I wrote about the stupid people. I wrote about the cruel behavior, and I always made those people not have happy endings. I never killed the bullies. I didn’t put their faces to the characters. It was always abstract, trying to rationalize the irrational. I don’t know if I have it in me to kill…” 
 
    The words never exit my mouth. I do have it in me to kill someone. I already have. Mother taught me not to lie. Yet, part of me still thinks I can’t kill in cold blood. 
 
    “You’re not capable of cold blooded murder, Jasmine.” 
 
    I look to Will as if he was reading my mind. His eyes glaze over, and I can tell he’s gone back to a place I don’t ever want to visit. Yet, regardless of where our worst fears took place, we both feel the same. 
 
    “We did what we did to survive. No more, no less.” He continues, sipping his coffee. Looking over the piles of papers sitting in front of us, I decide to change the subject. I don’t want him to dwell on the past, even though my brain has a room there. No matter how far you move forward, some things you have done will haunt you forever. Just accept it. I do. 
 
    “So, she have a boyfriend?” 
 
    “Not that I can tell from this stuff. Would she have one at fourteen?” 
 
    “Who knows? Remember the case a month ago of the thirteen year old who had a virtual relationship.” 
 
    “Craigslist murder, yeah. Her parents should have been all over her though.” 
 
    “Right, because it’s easy to figure out who your child is texting, posting, tweeting, or whatever new thing is there. It isn’t easy. You know what Jennie likes to do?” 
 
    “Cheerleading.” 
 
    “Beyond that? When is she online? Facebook? Who talks to her?” 
 
    His face falls a bit, and I can tell reality has hit home. It’s an interesting feeling as an adult to realize you are no longer in tune with what’s going on. You have to put blind faith in the people you have protected from the time they could walk. You have to find trust in someone who has yet to truly understand the darkness the world has to offer. Sure, there’s beauty out there as well, but the other is so tempting. Like my mother said to me when I started learning how to drive, it isn’t you I don’t trust. It’s everyone else out there. That’s how I feel with Chase. He’s still young, but so adult in the same breath. 
 
    “Thanks for making this a depressing morning.” 
 
    “Could be worse.” I shrug, even though I know in my gut the trip down the rabbit hole has just begun. This is going to get worse. Moving some papers around, I pull out Frankie’s file on Kaley and hand it to Will.  
 
    He leans back to read it, while I pick up the infamous teenager diary. Part of me feels like I’m violating Kaley’s privacy. I know Frankie talks about writing down your feelings and letting the emotions out on page, not in real life. I don’t really write anymore. Nothing but the reports about who stabbed who and how. Besides, if I wrote a novel I think it would be banned for too much gore. How else can one expect to deal with the trauma from eighteen years of torment? 
 
    Landing on one page, my heart crawls up into my throat. I feel it beating harder in my esophagus as if to choke me to death. Staring at the words, smeared by tears, I force myself to hold everything in. Force myself not to connect and go back there. Yet, I do.  
 
    “Her father?” Will’s voice reeks of disgust. I simply nod, my eyes glued to the page in front of me. I hear the file hit the piles of papers, and I swear I can feel his eyes on me. “Find something?” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I decide to read the page. 
 
    “He did it again, worse this time. Mom was working late, Danny was sleeping. I locked my door, but he picked it. I don’t know what else I can do to stop him. I’ve told mom and Principal Miller. Doctor Ryan tried to help, but my mom got in the way. Grandma and Grandpa spoke to Mom, and they all think I’m dreaming this. I don’t know what I’m going to do… I’m six weeks late.” 
 
    Leaning back in the chair, I flip to the next page, but it’s empty. 
 
    “She was pregnant.” Will’s spews out of his mouth like a snake spitting venom. It’s harsh, angry, and filled with disgust. 
 
    Flipping through more pages, I stop on one page. The words seem to chill me to the bone.  
 
    “I finally had the courage. He said he’d take care of it. Danny and I will be safe. Miller will handle my father. I paid him the only way I could.” 
 
    “You don’t think…” Not only has it gotten worse, but we’ve pretty much just thrown ourselves off a cliff into a pile of smut. I can see Will is fighting his disgust. 
 
    “Yea, I do.” I state matter of factly. It’s a classic case of abuse. No one listens. Those that try to help are bombarded with lawyers and legal jargon. In the end, a sexually abused individual feels nothing towards sex. It’s a means to an end. It’s payment, if it needs to be. Kaley was desperate and that leads us to this. 
 
    “How could it get that bad? We’ve got laws to protect this from happening.” 
 
    “Yes, but where there is a will there is a way. Even if Frankie believed Kaley, all it takes is one person saying the kid was lying, and it becomes a game of he said she said.” 
 
    “But Frankie…” 
 
    “It’s one person on one side of the aisle. This is why I hated psychology. It isn’t about helping the victim as much as it is red tape, old men with old ideas of society, and no one wanting to fix the system.” 
 
    “So, they had money to hire any doctor anywhere to say she was lying.” 
 
    “And she had a mother denying the truth about what happened.” 
 
    “If she wasn’t dead already, I swear I’d make sure we buried her with charges.” 
 
    I’ve seen the rage in his eyes before. Frankie held that once. When we spoke about everything from our pasts. That darkness that seemed to want to take over her soul, even if there was nothing she could do. Karma has been quick and precise. Yet, she felt this intense need to exact revenge on something that was no longer an issue, at least not a living breathing one. Nightmares were a different story. 
 
    “I get it, Will. I do, but you can’t let your disgust for them cloud your judgment.” 
 
    He looks me over, calmly at first. I can see his mind working quickly to assess why I am not as outraged at the situation as he is. Slowly, like my mother when I told her, realization hits. He pales. His mouth wants to say something, but I hold up my hand. This is not the time nor place for this conversation. I need to turn this back around to the case at hand. 
 
    “I think we need to have another conversation with Miller. This time down at the precinct with him in cuffs for statutory rape.” 
 
    “Does she state point blank she paid him with sex?” 
 
    “No, but we’ve convicted rapists with circumstantial evidence before.” 
 
    It’s true, we have. Doesn’t mean I feel good about that statistic. Always made me queasy to think about a trial based on this type of evidence. You can mentally connect the dots, but I keep going back to experience and interpretation. What if what I see is different than what you see? What if what I see is wrong? Lots of questions that cannot be afforded to an officer of the law. We just find the evidence and try to connect the dots. Lawyers try to convince a jury of said dots, and the people vote to see if it holds up.  
 
    Will’s cell phone rings and he grabs it. Staring at his face, I know something’s up, but my mind wanders to the court of public opinion. If this case gets out there, we will be raked over the coals for not protecting her. Frankie will be called everything under the sun for no apparent reason. Her degree, her professionalism, her personal life will all be spoken about online. No filters, no responsibility, and no lawyers to present all sides equally. Just groups of random strangers, screaming about how she should be punished. Sadly, I can see all the negative clear as day pointing to her sinful ways clouding her ability to be a good doctor. My skin crawls at the thought. She’s an amazing woman who followed the law, but that doesn’t matter when people are hurt. You will always be to blame if the outcome isn’t what the public wants. What scares me is the fact that I cannot stop it or protect her or Chase from it. I’m helpless to the control some fool has anonymously in their living room. I am a control freak, and I cannot do a damn thing. 
 
    “We have to go.” My eyes meet his once again, and my gut screams at me. I know what he is going to say before he has to. 
 
    Kaley’s been found. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The park is beautiful this time of year. The snow has long since left this place, but the evidence it was once here lies in the lush grass. The slight hill ahead reminds me of the days my brother and I would roll down them in a race with no clean winner. Who could call out ‘I win’ when you couldn’t stand up or see straight? Those memories still bring a smile to my face and a warmth to my heart. I should bring Chase to the park one day, tell him about those days gone by. 
 
    As I get closer to the greener tree though, my smile fades and my heart sinks. I don’t want to share this pain with anyone. It’s time to close off to the world and focus on what’s in front of me. 
 
    “How long?” I ask Victor as he approaches me. 
 
    “Less than ten hours, but I’ll know more after I do a full exam.” His eyes are empty, lost, and empty. My own must look the same. Except mine must be gray; they always change when hiding emotions. Pushing past him, my feet drag me to the base of the tree. I hear Will’s and Victor’s footsteps as they follow behind. 
 
    Kaley sits, legs crossed, arms folded on her lap, makeup and hair styled. She looks like a beauty pageant contestant, perfect in every detail down to the pressed school uniform. Leaning down, I grab a latex glove from my jacket pocket and snap it on. I move her hair slightly revealing her neck. No signs of strangulation. No bruising. Nothing.  
 
    Pulling her lips apart, her mouth is empty, teeth cleaned. Sliding up the hem of her skirt, the bruising begins to show itself. Moving it up further, it’s evident she was sexually assaulted recently. Pulling the clothing down to hide the violence, I look around the area. Wide open. No cameras. Loads of people who are busy with their families. In other words, no witnesses. 
 
    “Will, maybe you should visit Mr. Miller at work. See if we can get a search warrant for his place with what we’ve got.” 
 
    He simply nods at me and his expression is full of thanks. He’d stay if I asked him to, but why bother. All he sees right now are his little girls. I don’t care how hardened a Marine he used to be. He’s a father. Once you’re a parent, scenes like this change radically. 
 
    “Who has the balls to dump a body in one of the most exposed areas of the park?” 
 
    “One who wants her to be found quickly,” I mumble to Victor. He’s struggling with this one. Everyone had hope Kaley would be found alive. That is the best and worst thing to have as a human being - hope. I never had it for her. Facts, human behavior ,and experience made that decision before we even had an accurate timeline. 
 
    “So they had to respect her, right?” 
 
    “No, a self-respecting human being doesn’t rape and kill a young woman before her life has a chance to start.” 
 
    “You know what I meant.” 
 
    Standing up I stand in front of Victor, my jaw set, muscles tight. 
 
    “No, I don’t know. This wasn’t about respect. It was about control. It was about ownership. Whomever did this wanted to preserve her exactly as they saw her. This has nothing to do with respect. No assault is.” 
 
    Victor looks me over, his eyes search mine for some reason behind my outburst. I give him nothing. My poker face forces him to step back. 
 
    “If you’re done here, I’ll take the body back to my lab.” 
 
    “Call me if you find anything.” He walks over to his team, and I watch as they move Kaley from the tree. Several officers stand by me, as if waiting for some instruction on what to do. Time to be a hard-assed cop with no emotions. 
 
    “Canvas the area, find out if anyone here saw something, don’t talk to the press, and find me something to go on!” 
 
    My stern voice causes them to scatter quickly. Some out of fear of me, others because they would rather be walking in a park than dealing with my ego. I can’t blame them. Looking around the park, you can see the satellite poles for news vans. The vultures are here waiting to pick apart the story. Put it everywhere. Sometimes the idea of the people needing to know makes me fucking sick. I wish I didn’t know half of what I did, and knowing Chase is exposed to all of this at a young age angers me. 
 
    You can only block out so much as a parent before your kid goes to school and some other child with assholes for parents shows him everything you wanted hidden. It’s wrong. It’s despicable. It’s inevitable. How can you teach right from wrong when you commit rape in a video game for points? Seeing all the families in the park just reminds me how outnumbered we are. One out of five of those girls will be sexually assaulted in their lifetime. No video game, movie, or television show will change that, but the reporting goes down. Kids get desensitized to what they see daily. No outrage, more scrutiny of victims and what they did - less chance of a conviction. It’s a cycle that no one can break. 
 
    “Detective?” 
 
    A young man stands in front of me with a cell phone in his extended hand.  
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you detective, but the tech lab wants to speak with you.” 
 
    “Why didn’t they call my phone?” 
 
    “Umm, they did ma’am, but you weren’t answering.” 
 
    “So they called you Officer…” what the hell was his name? 
 
    “Pevy, Ma’am. My brother works in the lab and asked I come find you.” 
 
    “Right, well thank you.” 
 
    Grabbing the phone out of his hand, he steps a few paces back to give me space. “Steele,” I say into the receiver while my eyes focus on the officer in front of me. His eyes finding the grass fascinating. 
 
    “Detective, this is Logan from the tech lab. I found some interesting things on Kaley Johnson’s laptop. I think you ought to come down here.” 
 
    “On my way.” 
 
    Disconnecting the call, I hand the cell phone back to the waiting officer. Patting him on the back, I walk away and hear him exhale loudly. Trying not to let him hear me, I stifle a laugh. Even in these situations, laughter is always the best medicine. It might be horrible of me, but damn I love how the newbies are afraid of anyone in power. Kind of like my grandmother to me. Didn’t matter that she had osteoporosis; one swift kick to my shin, and she had access to smack me in the head. Good times. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Walking into the technology lab is like walking into another world. Wall to wall monitors, dimmed lights, room temperature at a chilly degree, and rows of desks. The constant clicking on keyboards and mice, the mumbling to themselves or one another is what hits my ears first. The movements, rushed, you can feel the tension here. The low hum of the ventilation unit catches my ears as I wonder what my brother would think of all this. He was a technology geek; if it was new, he had it. You name the Apple device, he had it, broke it, and found a way to fix it again. Me, I wish I could type my reports on my old typewriter with corrective tape. It was my dad’s, and it was old as shit, but it never got infected. Well it did once, but that was due to the tiny human currently in my care. 
 
    “Detective Steele?” 
 
    Turning around, I come face to face with a well-dressed, muscled man. His glasses gently hug his nose as his arms fight against the fabric of his button-downed shirt. His hand outstretched for me to take. 
 
    “You must be Mr. Pevy.” I shake his hand and am surprised by the firm, yet gentle handshake. My father, for all of his faults, told me that a man’s handshake was his bond. It showed his character. Weak or fake handshakes, poor human being. Strong but gentle, like Will and Mr. Levy here, they tend to be good men. Too strong, controlling bastard. Same goes for hugs. I wish I’d paid attention to this when I was younger. 
 
    “Please, call me Logan. I’m sorry for having my brother bother you. I know how rookies can be annoying as hell when they first start.” 
 
    “Not a problem. I never had a reason to come down here before.” 
 
    “Most detectives don’t want to come down here. It’s against everything you’re trained to look for.” 
 
    He motions with his hands for us to start walking. I fall in line with him as we weave through the desks of space aliens. They have to be some kind of aliens to be able to figure out that code or whatever it is. 
 
    “I think my training has treated me well.” 
 
    “Of course, detective, I mean nothing hurtful by it. It’s just this is not what you’re used to. Sure, we track bank statements, cell phones, and what not, but that doesn’t warrant a trip here. What you have, you’re gonna need us. Me specifically.” 
 
    He pushes open his office door, and I walk in to what could be a replica of Chase’s bedroom walls. Every shelving unit has some kind of action figure on it, let alone the logos of Batman and Superman hanging on the wall. Behind his desk, a full length autographed poster of Hadley leaning up against a wall, knife behind her back. 
 
    “You a Hadley Moreno fan?” 
 
    “You could say that.” 
 
    “I met her at a convention in Boston about eight months ago. She’s great.” 
 
    Sitting in a chair opposite his desk, I smile to myself. Leave it to Hadley to make an amazing impression on someone. Logan’s smile was authentic, reaching his eyes. That being said, he keeps playing with his hands, and that makes me nervous. What is he hiding from me? 
 
    “So, why am I going to need you on this case?” 
 
    He leans back in his desk, his smile suddenly gone and his eyes serious. 
 
    “Kaley left an obvious trail in her search history. Normally kids purge it after every search, but you can tell she was in a hurry. She hadn’t run a test on her computer for a long time.” 
 
    “Forgive my ignorance, but what does her testing have to do with her searches?” 
 
    “Kaley ran a test every month to ensure her computer was running at peak performance. Her chat logs, video chats, everything was always purged so things weren’t as traceable. Every kid does it, yet the last month she had no care. The computer was sluggish, and her search history was available for anyone to see.” 
 
    “Okay, so what was she searching?” 
 
    “A hit person.” 
 
    “Murder for hires? Where the hell do you search for that?” 
 
    “Well, her initial searches were through Google, no single human specifically shows up. However, one person recommended a program and explanations on how to access one.” 
 
    “You lost me. Someone contacted her to tell her to download a program that could kill someone?” 
 
    “Sort of. She posted on a support forum for abused teens asking for help in getting away from her parents. Someone private messaged her with the name of a program. She was to install it and use the specific code he provided. It gave her access to the Dark Web.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “Basically, an untraceable area of the Internet where you can buy everything from drugs to young children to a hit-person for hire.” 
 
    “The government has no way to track any of this?” 
 
    “We do and we don’t. We have Kaley’s laptop and she saved the password, so I can access it until her account is closed.” 
 
    “Who would close it?” 
 
    “Whoever gave her access in the first place. This is the most difficult type of crime in the word to track and prove.” 
 
    “Can you search for someone on there?” 
 
    “No, everything is through anonymous names. Money changes hands after it’s bounced through a ridiculous number of IP addresses. So far all I have found is that she was in constant contact with a D.B.M. His IP is pretty much hidden.” 
 
    “Was she hidden?” 
 
    “Once she downloaded that program, with that specific access code, it creates a unique and untraceable IP. The whole idea of the Dark Web is to ensure anonymity.” 
 
    “So no one from that world could come here and kill her.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that. I just know they couldn’t trace her through this. It’s extremely difficult.” 
 
    “This makes me even more paranoid about Chase having his own computer.” 
 
    “My niece wanted an iPhone. She’s eight; I gave her one recoded to only allow emergency calls and previously programmed games.” 
 
    “She must love you.” I laugh. 
 
    “She said she wanted an iPhone; she didn’t say anything about the full use of one.” 
 
    “Let me know if you find anything else. I promise to answer this time.” 
 
    “You know, Hadley is at the convention center this week. If you’re a fan of hers, maybe stop by and say hi.” 
 
    “Maybe I will, thanks.” 
 
    I shake his hand once more before heading out the door. If I knew half of what he did, my kid would be locked in a panic room, taking classes online with tunnels to a park with his friends. Hell, maybe I’d just build an underground fortress and hide all the kids I know there. My mother never dealt with this shit, razors in candy sure. Villains in an untraceable space where no one can find or catch you, fuck no. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Walking down into the pit of the precinct with a bottle and two plastic cups, I feel the weight of everything bearing down on me. My body finds its way to Victor’s office, dropping into the chair furthest from the door. Always have to keep my back to a wall. Some things never change. Filling one of the plastic cups to the top, I lean back in the chair. 
 
    Drinking the harsh fluid, I feel it burn all the way to my stomach. Means I’m still here. I can still feel things. Still haven’t touched the Garrison angle in this whole case. I want to, God do I want to, but there’s not enough to get the captain to loosen his grip. He won’t let anyone go near Irving and his company without ample piles of paper. I’m so tired of this fight. 
 
    “Come here to apologize?” 
 
    Victor stands at the door, his arms folded - defensive. I simply pour him a plastic cup full of liquid fuel. He sits back and takes a sip; his eyes widen when he realizes it’s Johnny Walker Blue Label. Smiling, he sits back and slowly sips the scotch. The bottle sits on his desk, half empty from our two lone pours. Last time I had this was with my brother after mom died. We finished the whole bottle. It’s only for special occasions and not of the fun variety. 
 
    “What’s going on, Jazz? You’re on edge, your eyes look like hell, and you pull out the Blue card? What is going on?” He drawls out and I just lean back, put my feet up on the corner of his desk and drink. 
 
    “Is it because Frankie wants a bigger family?” My eyes catch his, and he nods in understanding. He knows I don’t want a repeat of the Chase fiasco as we’ve called it in the past. He also knows I think about everything from stress to money to college. Hell, I even plan ahead to Chase’s wedding. I plan everything I can whenever I can. Kids, Frankie and I can plan when to have one - but the rest… I have to give up control - again.  
 
    “I’m just not ready for that, and I don’t know how to tell her.” 
 
    “Have you tried ‘Frankie, I’m just not ready yet.’” 
 
    “She pulled the ‘we’re not getting any younger card’.” 
 
    “You aren’t, but there are always going to be kids in foster care who need a good home.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Jasmine, you are wonderful with kids. You and Frankie are great parents to Chase. You both know that, so please drop the act and talk to me about what’s really going on.” 
 
    Okay, how to start the conversation I don’t want to have. 
 
    “Tell me about the body.” 
 
    Just don’t start at all then. 
 
    “Sexual trauma, lots of it. She was bound and gagged, probably for the majority of her time being missing.” 
 
    “Cause of death?” 
 
    “Asphyxiation.” 
 
    “Weapon of choice?” 
 
    “Based on the feathers in her throat, down pillow would be my guess.” 
 
    “Anything else? DNA?” 
 
    “No, but we got a good print from her thigh. Got a hit on the first try.” 
 
    “Walter Miller.” It was a fact, no question in my voice. I knew he had taken her, the diary told me. The bigger question is why kill Daniel. 
 
    “Will was sitting on the house waiting for him to come home.” 
 
    “Didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “You’re sitting in my office drinking. I doubt you paid attention to your phone.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “You’re off your game.” 
 
    I’m not just off my game; my piece has fallen off the chess board. I’ve got nothing to add to that. I just nod and drink. It’s easier. I don’t trust my voice. 
 
    “Case hits close to home, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Just reminds me of Dennis. The things…” I take a big gulp of the liquor and cough a little. One wrong phasing, and I know the tears will pour out of my eyes. I don’t want to be weak, but lack of sleep and this case are causing raw emotions to come to the surface. 
 
    “What things, Jazz? He was a dick and luckily you ditched him before going to college.” 
 
    “My brother made him break up with me.” 
 
    “Henry? Why would he do that?” 
 
    Gulping down the rest of the scotch, I can hear Henry screaming at me in my head. ‘Sip it. Don’t chug!’ Taking a few breaths, I focus on my hands. They’re more entertaining when you’re about to bare your soul. 
 
    “Dennis didn’t like who I was. All during high school, and especially our last year together, I was his girlfriend. I wasn’t Jasmine Steele; I was Dennis Frank’s girlfriend. I was branded with jewelry, keychains, held onto tightly every time we went to one of his frat parties.” 
 
    Pouring more liquor into my cup, I know I’m well on my way to getting drunk. There are so many emotions swirling, and I don’t want to feel any of them. Victor just watches me, pity etched on his face. I hate that. 
 
    “He said he accepted me as I was though. Told me that he didn’t care about my bisexuality, as long as I was faithful to him. I never cheated on him. Never even thought about it, but our third year of our relationship, things changed. I enjoyed being out, playing on a baseball team. Hell, I remember hitting the ball further, and it irritated him so much. Here was his girlfriend showing him up, living her life, and not catering to him. His parents hated me and despised the fact that I didn’t bend over backwards for him. I was a freshman in college, trying to find my way in the world, and they wanted me to be a wife. I loved him, I did, but I wasn’t ready for that. I wasn’t ready for everything being a wife entailed.” 
 
    “I’m not understanding why Henry would get involved if these issues were the problem. I know all of this, and that’s why he’s a dick to pretty much everyone who met him.” 
 
    “I hadn’t slept with him.” 
 
    “Jazz, we both were there for the drunk truth or dare. We know your first was some hot ass blonde guy with an accent in your twenties.” He chuckles as he drinks. It’s obvious the alcohol is hitting him. Sadly, this conversation is sobering me up. 
 
    “I let him have it, Victor. I was terrified he was going to leave. He was getting forceful, and I just stopped fighting. It was easier to let your mind wander. Hurt like a bitch, but the bruises would fade with time. He was the first person I ever loved; my self-worth was wrapped up into him, ya know?” 
 
    He nods in response, but the look of pity breaks me. The tears slowly fall; the alcohol helping my defenses fall. 
 
    “I wish I had more strength to push him off, continue to scream no, whatever I could. We don’t get that ability. No one believes us. It’s what a girlfriend is supposed to do. It depends on what I was wearing and what not. So, I get why Kaley was struggling. I was desperate for help, but I felt responsible for the whole thing. My mother had no idea, but Henry-he knew. He went with me to the doctor. You are willing to do dark things when pushed to that point.” 
 
    “Does Frankie know?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s funny that she was the only one to make the nightmares stop. She helps when I wake up crying; she made me feel human again. Then I go and almost lose her anyway when Henry dies and leaves Chase with me. Everything leads back to the kids, huh?” 
 
    Victor laughs as he grabs the bottle and pours more in his cup. He taps on his phone for a few seconds and then turns his attention back to me. The pity seems to have faded and a slight brightness fills them. 
 
    “See, this is what makes you a good cop. You think of the victims and the perps. You remember what it was like to go through something similar; you have a connection to it all. Yet, you can disconnect when you have to. You can be calculating and cold if it’s called for. That makes you who you are. Kids ain’t gonna change that.” 
 
    “Need to deal with some things first.” 
 
    “Stop obsessing about the connections to Garrison and focus on the little things. If the case is there, it’ll be there. Don’t lose yourself trying to force things, Jazz. If he fucks up, he fucks up. You can’t make it happen.” 
 
    “I could, but then I’d be sleeping on the couch for the rest of my life. Frankie doesn’t like meanies.” 
 
    “Because mean people do mean things to innocent people. May I ask what brought this on?” 
 
    Looking at the door, I see Frankie in all her beauty. Smiling wildly, I know I am three sheets beyond the wind. Victor looks no better than I, and before I can control it, I’m in a fit of giggles. Looking over at Victor, he’s struggling and I know it. Within seconds, he’s lost as well. The two of us giggling idiots, while Frankie looks on confused as hell. 
 
    It’s then that it hits me like a freight train-life can be good. Right now it is. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    My wall of wonders teases me as I’m no closer to understanding anything. The strings feel pointless, like I’ve created a web for creations sake. Pulling out a copy of Johnson’s identification badge and Miller’s photo, I hang them on the board. Well, stabbing them with thumbtacks to an already crowded miscellaneous section of my walls. They’re connected, but I don’t know how, and I’m beginning to lose my edge.  
 
    Gulping down my water to swallow some pills helps me keep my hangover at bay. I don’t even know if Victor remembers texting Frankie, but I’m glad he did. No way were we driving home. Well, I might have tried, but failed miserably. Sitting here in this room, I know life is good. I want to find the connection. I want to get this off my chest. Yet, in the same breath I don’t want to. I just want to walk away. 
 
    “You could you know.” 
 
    I’d know that voice anywhere. It’s the calm, soothing tone that always made the bad dreams go away. I’d wondered when my imagination would bring her back, but I’m not dreaming this time. Sleep deprivation must be taking its toll. 
 
    “It’s that among other things.” Turning around I see my mother in her youthful glory. I want to reach out and touch her, but let’s be honest - this isn’t real. I’m not dumb, and lord knows I am not blind, but this isn’t real. 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You talked to your grandfather growing up; why would I be any different.” 
 
    “Grandpa died when I was a kid.” 
 
    “And your imagination allowed you to talk to him. It’s not a bad thing; this is just how you deal with things. What did Frankie tell you? You create scenes in order to understand and decipher the problem.” 
 
    “Nightmares.” 
 
    “Well, you do have those, and you should talk to her about them. This not so much; you are talking to me because you want to, not because I’m here. You could have picked your brother, Belinda, your father, or grandmother. Whomever you felt would help you figure this out.” 
 
    “Crazy, yup, I’m nuts.” 
 
    My mother’s body shakes as she erupts with laughter, a sound I have always loved. 
 
    “Jasmine Marie Steele, you are not crazy. You’re just not like everyone else. Stop being stubborn and just realize your imagination created me so you can figure this out.” 
 
    “During waking hours…” 
 
    “You’re stressed and haven’t been sleeping. Need I say more?” 
 
    “Point taken.” 
 
    My mother stares at the walls, at my web of disconnect. I can see the displeasure on her face, if she was alive I’m sure she’d be scolding me about something. Maybe the color of my string is wrong. Maybe I am missing what is right in front of my face. I truthfully don’t know. I’m seeing my mother in living color, so I don’t know if I am really a good judge of anything right now. 
 
    “You’ve done so much work here.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it isn’t enough.” 
 
    Her hand follows the green lines. Then they fall on a picture of Henry, Belinda, and Chase. Her fingers tracing the outline like I’ve done so many times before. 
 
    “You still blame yourself?” 
 
    “No, been there done that. This isn’t about guilt.” 
 
    “Vengeance, then.” 
 
    “Partially. It’s also my way of bringing someone to justice. You’re not supposed to make money off your crimes, yet Irving Garrison did and continues to do so.” 
 
    “So many people commit crimes every day. People make money off the backs of slaves everywhere. How can you save them all?” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Then let this all go. It’s becoming an addiction for you to deal with this. It’s disrupting sleep, bringing up nightmares you left behind months ago. Jasmine, you are beyond obsessed.” 
 
    “This is where I tell my mother, who is a figment of my insanity, to just back off.” 
 
    “You know he’ll make a mistake, and then you catch him. Until then, live your life.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “No, you don’t. You simply exist in the majority of it. You have moments, but mostly you exist.” 
 
    Those words hit me in the chest, hard. They were the exact words I said to her almost every day towards the end of her life. I know people say you become your parents, but this is not something I want to be. I am just doing my job, and my own second guessing is going to cause issues. Looking back up to her, I’m once again alone. The image having done its job of placing seeds of doubt in my already cluttered mind. The vibration of my cell phone pulls my attention. 
 
    “Steele.” 
 
    “I’m outside. We’ve got another body.” Will’s voice cuts through the tension in my soul. Hanging up the phone, I gather my thoughts before heading into the unknown. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Walking up the grassy knoll, I’m brought back to my father talking about Kennedy and political conspiracies. I can just imagine him walking up to the yellow tape and damning authority. He never liked those in power. Unless it was my mother. Then he respected it. Never underestimate a woman who cleans your underwear or cooks your food. I learned that from my mom and Murder She Wrote reruns. 
 
    “What we got?” 
 
    I ask as my feet drag me to stand beside Victor near the coroner’s van. He looks up at me, and for the first time that I’ve known him, he looks green. I’ve seen it before after a gallon of tequila and a pound of lemons and salt, but this looks different. My head begins to hurt at the prospect of what I’m about to face.  
 
    “Male, mid-fifties, Caucasian…” 
 
    “You’re very down to business today.” I throw at him, hoping he’ll take the lead and explain why he looks like shit. 
 
    “Yea, well. There’s not much for me to do here.” 
 
    “Cause of death?” 
 
    “Pretty clear.” 
 
    I’ve always considered Victor to be a well-rounded, good looking dark-skinned male. I’d never date him because that would be like dating my brother. He’s part of my other family if you will, and right now I see a man with disgust written on his face. 
 
    “Vic…” 
 
    “I took an oath when I became a doctor. Didn’t matter the position of the graduate from best in class to barely doctor, we all took the same oath with the same wording. In essence, we remember that we are treating human beings, not disorders or diseases. We help, not harm.” 
 
    I watch him fight for his words, slowly pulling them out of his mind one at a time. It’s a bit funny what he’s said though. I know firsthand, as long as you pass the classes-you’re a doctor. I sat in the emergency room once waiting on x-rays for my foot. Doctor came to me, told me my wrist was sprained, and I could go home. He ignored my attempts to prove him wrong and discharged me. I guess regardless of oaths-people inevitably all cause harm. 
 
    “Everyone is capable…” 
 
    “Of being a bastard, I know that Jazz. But this… this was a brutalization of a man by someone with medical training.” 
 
    “Okay, so there’s an evil doc running around killing people. Doesn’t mean you need to take it personal. There’s bad cops, horrible aunts, and don’t get me started…” 
 
    “This isn’t about you dammit!” He punches the van and his eyes harden at me. I’ve never seen him like this before, and frankly, I never want to again. Either way, right now I want to smack him, but as an adult I won’t. Who am I kidding, as an adult I would punch him easily. As a friend, I will back off.  
 
    Turning to the crime scene, I duck under the tape as Victor calls after me. I have no patience for other people’s crap. I know I’m being a bitch right now, but it is what it is. Standing next to Will, his hand frantically writing notes down, but I can’t read his scribble. His shorthand is worse than Chase trying to do common core math. Neither one makes any bit of sense. 
 
    “Victor say anything?” 
 
    “Male, Caucasian, mid-fifties, and cause of death would be pretty clear once I saw the body.” 
 
    “He’s right.” 
 
    Will points over to the body, and I get my first glimpse of the victim. It looks like a body, kind of. No blood trail leading up to him. Body dump then. No evidence nearby of a struggle, supporting the whole body dump thing. Seeing the body up close makes my stomach turn. I’ve seen a lot in my life, but this was something out of Hadley’s movies. 
 
    Walter Miller, eyes closed, lays on his back, arms out, palms to the sky. His glasses perched on his face as if he fell asleep reading. His skin pale. His hands and arms show no defensive wounds. All things I’ve seen before. Kneeling down, I look at the damage before me, and my coffee decides to make a second appearance. 
 
    Swallowing the acid back down, I snap on a pair of latex gloves. I need to see this. Call it morbid curiosity, call it inquisitive, call it whatever the hell you want. His shirt was cut down the center, and not like a great eighties cut off. This was done with a set of scissors or something similar, too clean a cut. The cut on the skin looks the same, clean, precise-perfect. 
 
    As a kid, you always put your hands into things. If there’s a cake, there are fingers swiping some icing. Mud pies, the garden, in the case of my brother once-dog poop. It’s natural that we always put our hands in things. It’s how we learn about texture and make a connection to whatever we’re touching. As adults, we know when to stick our hands in something and when not to. Right now, I really don’t want to, but the stupid in me wins out, and I do. 
 
    Nothing. I feel nothing. Pulling my hand out suddenly, I fall on my ass. So much for the not washing jeans movement. Rest assured my ass is green and not with envy as I release my stomach full of coffee to the lawn beside me. 
 
    “At least you kept it away from the body. Two newbies splashed a bit too close.” 
 
    Looking up at Will, I see him stronger than ever, calm, stomach still full from breakfast. Part of me wants to ask him how that’s possible. Maybe there’s a class you can take - ‘How Not to Puke at a Crime Scene 101’. Yet, I know why he’s okay. He’s seen men blown to pieces, men trying to hold their intestines in while waiting for help. He’s seen worse, and I must look like a weak private to him right now.  
 
    Snapping my gloves off, I stand up and try to catch my bearings. If I don’t think about the fact that my mouth tastes like ass, I’ll be okay. Then again, how do I really know what ass tastes like? And I succeed in making myself hurl whatever didn’t come out of my mouth before. I hear Will chuckling in the background. Damn him and his Marine genes. 
 
    “You done yet?” 
 
    Using my sleeve, I wipe my mouth, then scrunch up my nose at the action. Now, I’m gonna smell like bad puke all day. I need a shower and a new cup of coffee. Maybe a latte; I threw it up so the morning coffee calories from this morning don’t count. I can rationalize anything I want really. 
 
    “Jasmine, you done?” 
 
    “Yeah, just thinking.” 
 
    “They still count.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just because you threw up the majority of it, the stomach was already digesting.” 
 
    “And this is where I say stop reading my mind scary Marine man.” 
 
    “No witnesses in the area and no evidence of nibbling.” 
 
    “So he hasn’t been here long.” 
 
    “Not according to Victor, no.” 
 
    “Why the same park as Kaley?” 
 
    “This is a bit more secluded so they didn’t want him to be found quickly.” 
 
    “Yet, we did because…” 
 
    “Early morning jogger. Said she normally doesn’t take this path, but wanted to try something different.” 
 
    “Kaley was by the kids area, in the tree dividing the baseball field from the tiny humans.” 
 
    “Miller left in the wooded area that is rarely traveled.” 
 
    “Yea, but you and I both know we would have found the body eventually. It’s not like he’s buried or even folded up and disposed of. The man has no organs inside of him; I’m sure you could have disposed of him a different way. Why leave him here where he will be found at some point?” 
 
    “Comfort.” 
 
    The word sends chills down my spine. Comfort to me is hanging out on a really nice couch with Frankie and Chase watching a movie. Comfort is an amazing cup of coffee. Comfort is not a place to dump the bodies. Hell, the whole point of killing people is to get away with it. This is not getting away with it. This is taunting the police to see whose ego is bigger.  
 
    “Chase plays lacrosse here.” 
 
    The words sound foreign to me. Small, empty, like when I spoke to my brother while he was slowly dying. Nothing had meaning. Grabbing my cell phone, I call Frankie. 
 
    “Hey honey, what’s up?” 
 
    “I don’t want Chase going to any more lacrosse practices. Or games. Or play dates in the park. No more park. Nothing, I don’t care.” 
 
    “Okay,” she draws out slowly. She thinks I’m nuts. Considering I left my basement after seeing my mother who is long dead, I would question it myself. “Mind telling me why?” She asks simply. 
 
    “Murderer dumping ground.” I flatly reply. I can’t add emotion here, otherwise I will be dry heaving for the next couple of hours. 
 
    “Okay then. No park for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I disconnect the call before letting her ask me anything else. I know her well enough to expect a barrage of questions concerning this case. Anything from who is he to who did it. In other words, everything we all want to know, and nothing I can answer. I wonder if I could sing ‘one of these things is not like the other’ and the information would magically appear. Man, sometimes I wish I was young and didn’t have to deal with killers and their idiocy. Or psychotic behavior… then again, kids in high school are no better. I guess this is the lesser of two evils. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Florescent lights illuminate the small house. The wallpaper reminds me of the disco era when my mother thought my brother wanted to dress in vertical striped pants with a bright shirt. He was four; he had an excuse. My father had a matching outfit; he should have known better. 
 
    Touching the plastic covered furniture, I can hear my mother yelling at my brother and me to stay out of the living room. A chain dividing us from the Promised Land where G.I. Joe and Care Bears could roam free. A place where holidays are held and a massive stereo unit with a record player and 8 track unit reside. I swallow the memory size lump in my throat. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I lie. I don’t need memories right now. “Just reminds me of my parent’s house before they renovated.” Trying to stay light, I feel detached. Like I am following this case, but it feels outside of me. Yet, in the basement, everything connects somehow. 
 
    “We’ve got people all over the house looking for anything about this case.” 
 
    “Tech already grabbed the laptop and headed back to the nerd cage.” 
 
    “It’s not so bad down there.” 
 
    “I know nothing about the cave except that is where my brain cells go to die. I don’t get it, and I don’t care to. Point and shoot, remember?” 
 
    “Sounds like a personal problem.” 
 
    I walk past Will and head down the stairs into the basement. Leave it to movies, novels, and other psychology books to insist the basement is the best place to house all the evidence. Between the dampness, dimly lit rooms and the smell, you’d think a criminal would want to take better care of their evidence. 
 
    Debris litters the floor; everything from old books to clipped floor tiles cover as far as the eye can see. This is why criminals like the basement so much. It’s away from prying eyes, and people who don’t like it. Yet, to them, it’s where they can be who they are. 
 
    “I hide in the basement…” I mumble to myself. Am I like them? Is that what my nightmares are trying to tell me? I’m no better than those who hide little girls in basements? I punch the wall. Or more accurately, through the wall to Walter Miller’s secret hideaway. 
 
    “Will!” 
 
    He comes down the stairs, skipping every other step. I pull some more sheetrock out of the way, and he peers inside. He starts to tap the wall, and the sounds change oddly. He places his ear to the wall while I continue to work removing the obstacle. 
 
    “Would be faster if you helped me.” 
 
    He smiles and pushes the wall hard. It clicks and opens. 
 
    “Or you could do that. Have I mentioned how your military training makes me look bad?” 
 
    “No, but I’ll make sure to let them know.” 
 
    “Funny, really.” 
 
    I walk around him, my flashlight illuminating the obsession with Kaley Johnson and other young female students. 
 
    “He must have had cameras hidden everywhere.” 
 
    “There must be hundreds of photos here; how the hell did he not slip up?” 
 
    “Maybe he didn’t act on it.” 
 
    I turn and see Will standing over a makeshift sink with a few bottles lining the circumference. Picking one up, I see no labels but it smells of something hideous. In a split second, I gag and force my stomach to get its contents back. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    “No idea, but this makes me wonder if he ever touched any of those girls.” 
 
    “He finally took a step into the darker side though. Kaley comes to him with a desperate plea for help.” I think out-loud. 
 
    “He can finally enjoy all his fantasies in her payment.” Will adds as it all seems to fall into place. 
 
    “Until he finds out she’s pregnant.” 
 
    “Destroys his illusion, and he kills her.” 
 
    “Making her look like a beautiful doll for us to find.” 
 
    I dry heave again causing Will to take a step back. His arm points to the stairs, and I can tell he wants to get rid of me. Can’t blame him; shoes are expensive. 
 
    “I’ll keep the techs working and make sure this gets a thorough once over. Go see if Victor is calm enough to share any findings.” 
 
    Afraid to open my mouth to say anything, I simply smile, turn, and rush out of the basement. I swear I can feel my stomach fighting me with every step. That’s it; I need military training for my stomach. Leaving my DNA all over the place is really not professional. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I find myself back in Victor’s morgue hoping for more information. Anything had to be better than what we found at Miller’s house. Beyond just wanting to leave my lunch again, I wanted to hurt this man. If he wasn’t already dead, I know I would want to put him in gen pop. Pedophiles don’t do well in the general population. Even criminals have a code of ethics; children are off limits. 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts?” Victor smiles at me from his perch on the wall. 
 
    “I think with inflation that might be a bit cheap.” 
 
    “Nah, whatever’s going on in that mind of yours… not worth much.” He smiles, seemingly the earlier confrontation forgotten. 
 
    “Feeling better?” 
 
    I can see his face fall into an unreadable expression. I know he’s upset about the situation, and you always lash out at the one you love most. Trust me, I wrote a book on that one. He pushes off the wall and saunters over to me. 
 
    “I sort of am.” 
 
    “Drinking?” 
 
    “Overdosing of sorts.” 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    He holds up his hand with a rather large chocolate bar. Most men would go for drugs, liquor, spending sprees, but not Victor. He runs for the candy bars. No wonder he and I get along. One of the worst fights we ever had was over a Whatchamacallit. He wanted it. I got it. Never underestimate a woman with her desire for chocolate.  
 
    “I remember a time when you would buy some rather expensive items when you needed to deal with the stress.” 
 
    “Ah yes, well chocolate is cheaper, and since the soon to be ex-wife is trying to bleed me dry… this is all I could afford.” 
 
    “Anything I can do?” 
 
    “Not hold my little outburst against me?” 
 
    “It’s forgotten.” 
 
    “So what brings you down to the depths of my own personal hell?” 
 
    I stare blankly at him. I want to answer the obvious, but truthfully why the hell would I be here if not to discuss the victim. His eyes search mine for a few seconds, before the synaptic responses in his brain start to connect the dots. 
 
    “Oh, Walter Miller, right. Yes, no organ man.” 
 
    “Whoever did this, did us a favor. Less man hours needed to convict him. Less tax dollars at work.” 
 
    “Well, that is point one. He did have sexual intercourse with Kaley Johnson. No protection was used.” 
 
    “Can you tell how long ago? She wrote in her diary she had paid him for helping her deal with her family issue.” 
 
    “Then it had to be more than once. The evidence was dried and located on his underwear and his genitals.” 
 
    “What about the obvious missing organs?” 
 
    “Before we go there, he had a wound on the back of his head. Leads me to believe blunt force trauma is the cause of death.” 
 
    “Considering the condition of the body, one would assume blood loss.” 
 
    “If he wasn’t already dead, yes that would most likely be the reason. There is something a bit more disturbing. There’s evidence in the esophagus that Mr. Miller was kept alive.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I think that would be obvious. He was to be harvested. I found some bone removed and replaced by cheap PVC pipe.” 
 
    “Let me get this straight, someone killed him and kept him alive just to take his bones and organs.” 
 
    “Yes, the black market has many buyers for this kind of thing.” 
 
    “Okay, so what kind of person would be buying?” 
 
    “Someone who is on the transplant list, someone who is ineligible, parents desperate for their children, any number of people really.” 
 
    “Ineligible people?” 
 
    “Alcoholics, drugs addicts, those who are too sick or not sick enough. There’s a lot of paperwork, politics, and money involved.” 
 
    “So, people will turn to another source, even if the risks are high.” 
 
    “Usually those who are used or harvested are type O blood. The universal donor. Mr. Miller was type A.” 
 
    “You lost me.” 
 
    “There are several cases of organ harvesting where the individual is stalked, hunted down for their body parts. In most cases, the victim’s medical history is hacked before the abduction. If they are type O, they are missing within a matter of days. Then you promote you have the organs, sell each off at a prime price. Then you dispose of what you can’t sell. All of the organs go quickly when they’re from the universal donor.” 
 
    “But he’s type A?” 
 
    “Which means the recipient needs to be type A or AB. If not, the organ would fail.” 
 
    “Leaving the person right back where they started.” 
 
    “With a much lighter bank account balance, if they weren’t killed by the rejection first.” 
 
    “Traceable?” 
 
    “Checking with local hospitals for transplant surgeries would help, but I don’t know if it would help you. These hospitals get a good amount of money for the services. You think they would jeopardize all that with a bad reputation?” 
 
    “In other words, unless we get lucky, we have nothing. I’ll have the captain put the word out to the local hospitals. Maybe something will break.” 
 
    Victor takes a big bite out of his chocolate bar. I shake my head as he moans in pleasure at the offending candy. I miss bad food. Damn diets, ignoring carbohydrates, cookies, basically anything that tastes good. Frankie and her healthy dinners. 
 
    “Stop staring at my chocolate. You are more than capable of buying your own.” 
 
    “You have any more?” 
 
    “No, did you not hear me about the divorce; ex trying to take me for everything? I can barely afford these two immensely pleasurable treats. So, go upstairs. Talk to the captain and get the hell away from my chocolate.” 
 
    His hand waves in my face, but my eyes can only focus on the chocolate. Like a dog staring at a bone, I force myself to back away. Man, how I miss chocolate. It’s one of those things that you don’t necessarily think about or want until you see someone else eating it. The power of suggestion is just as bad as being on a diet. Either way it sucks for me. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Ever have those moments when you are the butt of a very cruel karmic joke? Where you are walking and slip on nothing? Or you think you’re at the top of the stairs but you’re not. So that last giant step makes you look like a fool. I must be having one of those moments because I keep pushing on this damn door, and it’s not budging. 
 
    “Need some help?” Logan says as I jump away from the door. 
 
    “It must be locked or something.” 
 
    He smiles as he pulls the door open with ease. He holds it as I enter the domain of uncertainty. Where everything I touch could be a bomb. Okay, maybe not a bomb, but I could delete an entire case file with a flick of my finger across the wrong monitor. It could happen. Trust me. Logan waves his hand, and I assume that means I am supposed to follow him to his office. Looking at the other minions as they stare at screens and click away, I realize my karmic smack down had gone unnoticed. 
 
    Following Logan into his office, he closes the door behind me and looks rather intense. 
 
    “I assume you’re here for the laptop we found at Mr. Miller’s house?” He places his hands on the computer in question, sitting on his desk. 
 
    “Just curious if you found anything?” 
 
    “We found a lot of interesting information.” 
 
    Sitting down in the same chair I had gotten comfortable in during my last visit, I rub my eyes and take a few breaths. 
 
    “You okay, detective?” 
 
    “No, just preparing myself for the migraine the information you are about to drop on me causes.” He laughs at my comment. I wonder if he knows I’m serious. This much information for a computer illiterate individual is like trying to explain an atom bomb explosion to a newborn. The bomb goes off, but they do nothing but drool. I’m the newborn. 
 
    “It won’t be that bad, I promise you. I’ll try to…” 
 
    “Talk to me like a five year old?” 
 
    “Explain it better,” he clarifies. I prefer my self-deprecating humor. 
 
    “Okay, hit me.” Bold choice of words considering the situation. 
 
    “The computer had encrypted files all over the place. It took some time, but our team broke the code.” He clicks a few buttons on the laptop and turns it to face me. A live feed of the girls’ locker rooms, bathrooms, and hallways. 
 
    “He rigged the whole house with cameras. We figured that out when we found his stash in the basement.” 
 
    “Yes, but what you are looking at is live video streaming. He has cameras in the hallway to ensure if he saw he was caught or in trouble, he could plan his escape route depending on where they were.” 
 
    “Okay, sick fuck had video cameras, watched women and young girls, and made sure he could see where people were in case he needed to run. Got it.” 
 
    “He also had access to this remotely.” 
 
    “He could watch this anywhere?” 
 
    “Yes, there was a specific mobile access code embedded.” 
 
    “Can a high school principal design and code something like this?” 
 
    “After looking over the profile and his past history, I don’t think he knew how to do that. The thing is, the coding for this type of program is very innocuous on its own. You have to use it in a criminal way. So, legally speaking, the coding company did nothing wrong.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean they didn’t know what it was being used for.” 
 
    “No, but it means they are protected under the law. It’s like gun laws. The manufacturer makes the guns, but you have to load and shoot it.” 
 
    “Do we have a company?” 
 
    “Bridge the Gap, LLC. Owned and operated by Harry Brandt.” 
 
    I nod at Logan. This is where my detective work takes over, and he gets to sit and watch me work. Unless this Harry guy talks all techno-babble. Then I’ll be right back here begging Logan for techie to Jasmine dictionary. I get up from the chair and stretch my joints. Something about preparing for the worst that actually brings out the worst in your bones. Or I am old. I prefer it to be the former. 
 
    “Before you leave, we found that program Kaley had on her computer on Mr. Miller’s as well. He saved his password so we accessed his account. He had been in touch with D.B.M.” 
 
    “Acronyms, the new nuisance of the digital world.” 
 
    “Actually, they have been used for many years…” 
 
    “I get it. I was being a sarcastic bitch. It’s what I do when I don’t get something.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry. Mr. Miller hired this individual to kill Mrs. Johnson and her son quietly. He was to torture and kill the father before bringing Kaley to Mr. Miller.” 
 
    “Okay, so we had that idea already from the evidence. What makes this different?” 
 
    “According to the correspondence, Mr. Miller was supposed to help Kaley get away from the family. He was not supposed to keep her. He broke the contract. Payment or not, that is a huge no-no.” 
 
    “Wait, if Miller wanted Kaley, why kill the son?” 
 
    “According to this, the boy was too young and not sellable.” 
 
    “Kaley would never have agreed to that.” 
 
    “If she was drugged, she had no concept of what she was doing.” 
 
    “What would happen if you broke this kind of contract?” 
 
    “These kinds of people take their contracts very seriously. Imagine the mob when you don’t pay. The worst part is, you will never see them coming.” 
 
    “They’re everyday people hiding behind computer screens.” 
 
    “Exactly. Not everyone is a nerd playing World of Warcraft.” 
 
    “Thanks, Logan.” 
 
    I head to the door and take another look over at Hadley’s movie poster. 
 
    “Hadley’s at the convention center today. She should be signing autographs from 4 to about 6 tonight. You should stop by.” 
 
    “Thanks, maybe I will.” 
 
    Leaving the room, I swear I hear the heads all swoosh back to their computer screens. They might be inhuman with their abilities, but curiosity can kill the cat. Staring the crowd down, I shake my head and laugh at myself. I am afraid of kids behind some flat piece of metal and plastic. What is the world coming to when these kids have my entire life at their fingertips? Why do I feel like I’ve discussed this before? Probably because I have. One way or another I have decided whole heartedly, Chase is never getting a phone or a computer.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I pull up to the front of the obscene building in the middle of the city and park in the loading zone. I look over at the security guard as he begins to waddle over to me. I love these rent-a-cops. They act like they have all the power in the world, but compared to my badge they have nothing. In this case, my phallic symbol is bigger than his. I laugh to myself as the guard knocks on the hood of my truck. Okay, you can tap on the glass, wait for me to get out… but touch my family, my car, or my game room stuff-it’s that step too far. I crack my neck, prepare for confrontation, and hop out of the car like a boxer for a fight. 
 
    “You can’t park here.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but I have the park anywhere in the city pass. So, I am.” 
 
    I flash my badge and try to pass the man, but he holds his hand up. I can see he wants to push me back, show his manly dominance, but he’s holding back. 
 
    “I’m here on official police business. You want to tell my captain that you denied me access to information on the murder and rape of a young girl? I would appreciate it if you let me go inside. Otherwise, you will force me to look for parking and waste precious time.” 
 
    “Or you could follow the law you swore to uphold and move your car.” 
 
    “Sir, I’m sorry for my partner here. We just want to go in and talk to a few people. We won’t be long, so it shouldn’t be that much of an issue.” 
 
    I look at Will, and if my eyes could burn him, they would. He gently handles the security guard while I stew. I dislike when someone comes in and tries to save the day. Well, usually. When it saves my life, by all means try your best to intervene. 
 
    “Not too long.” 
 
    Will grabs my elbow and pulls me toward the high-rise’s doors. 
 
    “And keep her away from me!” 
 
    The doors open automatically, and I pull against Will hard. I have a short fuse. Like really short when it comes to stupidity, especially people who think they are real officers of the law or know the law better than I do. No matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to break Will’s grasp. Before I know what’s hitting me, I’m pulled in an elevator, and Will’s hitting the button to move the tin can up. 
 
    “Let it go.” 
 
    “Why the hell do people think because they have a toy store badge they’re a real cop?” 
 
    “You were parking illegally.” 
 
    “I have the city pass.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean you should abuse it.” 
 
    “Investigating a crime is not an abuse. You saw how bad parking was.” 
 
    “Well, yes, but you could have used the pass two blocks down, like I did.” 
 
    “That was so far away though.” I pout. 
 
    The door opens, and walking out, I notice the full wall of windows. It’s a stunning view of the city, or your death as you fall. You can feel the building sway as it creaks away. I hate being up this high. Looking around the area, my eyes land on several vertical cracks along the wall. 
 
    “Blame the latest hurricane.” The receptionist looks at me. The block on the counter says Kiernan Jones. Interesting name for a girl. 
 
    “Fixing it soon I hope?” 
 
    “That was three years ago. Nothing gets fixed if it costs money.” She stands up and walks towards the main doors. Pulling them open she waves someone over. I reach into my pocket, but Kiernan stops me with her perfectly manicured nails. 
 
    “We know who you are detectives. We’ve been made aware of the situation. Mr. Brandt thought you would be here sooner, but better late than never.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kiernan,” I mutter as I walk past her. 
 
    She nods, walks back to her desk, and sits down. Her attention no longer on me but on her cell phone social media profile. I bet you she has enough information online to give away her identity and have a stalker. What you don’t know, won’t hurt you-I guess. Until you’re on Victor’s table. Then it did. 
 
    The intern struggles against the weight of a heavy glass door. Holding it open for Will and myself to walk in, he fights to close the door silently. His thin arms struggling to hold it. Beads of sweat form on his forehead as he ensures the closure is complete. Looking up to me, his eyes widen and he rushes away. 
 
    “Detective Everts, Detective Steele, how can I help you today?” 
 
    Harry Brandt stands to his full height of holy crap and taller than the six foot Marine next to me. I’d say he was six feet three or five inches. Not to be outdone, his muscles stretch his shirt to the ripping point. He’s not wrestler huge, but you can see every cut. His perfectly trimmed beard, manicured nails, and styled hair screams to me a man who needs to be in control. He waves his uncalloused hands to the chairs in front of his desk. 
 
    “Please, have a seat.” 
 
    Will shakes Harry’s hand and then sits down calmly. I’m too busy walking around looking at the frames with various pictures in it. 
 
    “We’re just here regarding some information about a program developed here. It was used in accessing the Dark Web. Those two individuals were found dead later on.” 
 
    “That’s terrible, but what does this have to do with me and my company?” 
 
    “We were hoping there was a listing of purchases, clients who have used it? Maybe you were hacked and the program was stolen?” 
 
    “We develop many programs here; I truthfully can’t say for sure until I know what we’re looking for.” 
 
    Will reaches into his jacket pocket and pulls out a small flash drive, handing it to Harry. The larger man plugs it into his laptop; and I can hear the drive booting up. The view is more stunning in his office. I wonder if the glass is body proof. I’m sure it would take a couple of hits, but eventually even epoxy has to give. Then it’s a one way trip to hell. People who hurt children deserve to be there. 
 
    “This is something we developed a long time ago.” 
 
    “Does it have a name?” I ask. This way I can call it something other than ‘the program’. That sounds too much like an eighties movie title. 
 
    “The wonders of an open source program is that it can be anything you want it to be. All it takes is a download and a dream.” He smirks at me, and I see Will’s shoulders tense. Even he’s getting the sleazy vibe off this guy. I’m sure this type of guy has been around forever from mobsters to modern day hackers. Narcissism doesn’t die just as technology changes. My phone beeps. Unlocking it, I read a text from Logan and my blood pressure begins to rise. 
 
    “How did you find the funding to start this venture?” 
 
    “I don’t see how that’s relevant, detective.” 
 
    “Irving Garrison helped develop this building and according to our sources, bankrolled your venture here.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, I still fail to see what this has to do with some open source, free to the public code.” 
 
    “My techs would like a list of IP address that accessed and downloaded the program in question.” Will changes the direction of the conversation. His tone tells me he’s irritated I brought up Garrison again. I wish I could say I blame him, but I don’t. 
 
    “While I would love to help with your investigation, I’m sure you understand I can’t just hand that over.” 
 
    “We could get a warrant.” I toss in my normal worded message. He will of course respond by telling me to go get it. 
 
    “I would appreciate that, detective. Thank you.” 
 
    I watch him stand and walk to the door, basically telling us to get the hell out. 
 
    Following Will to the door, I stop in front of Mr. Brandt. “See you soon.” 
 
    “I doubt it, Jasmine. How is Frankie doing? I saw that Chase is doing well on our latest game release. Maybe he and I will play sometime.” 
 
    He smiles at me again, and this time I feel a chill roll down my spine. I do my best not to make it show, but he knows he got to me. My mind moves a hundred miles a minute as I ponder the veiled threat. Chase is online playing all the time, but who is he really playing the game with? I doubt I could ever get him to stop playing it when I do. Even if I get the names of the kids he plays with, a good hacker can impersonate that player seamlessly. 
 
    I walk into the elevator next to a slightly irritated Detective Everts. 
 
    “You have a reason for bringing Garrison in this?” 
 
    Mindlessly opening my phone, I show him the text from Logan. He calms down and nods at the new information. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I lie. “I’m going to go to the convention center and see Hadley.” 
 
    “Finally going to talk to her?” 
 
    The elevator doors open, and I just walk away. Sometimes, you just can’t say anything when your mind is full of everything. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There are few places on this planet that you feel you are not part of this world. The oceans, anytime there are bunches of kiddies running around, and at any comic book or science fiction convention. I purchase a general admission ticket and gag at the price. Thank the powers that be for credit cards. Or just thank greed and corporate America, your choice. The skinny volunteer barely-out-of-diapers-kid scans my pass, and I walk into that other world. 
 
    You name the character from your favorite show, and I promise you there is someone here in costume. Be careful though because the actor who played Walker number Five is signing autographs for fifty bucks and won’t talk to you for less than ten. You know, because they’re famous. What would that film be with one less character? The world will never know. I’m not looking for them though. As I weave through the rows of tables, swarms of fans, my eyes flick from the map and to the markings around the hall. This place needs GPS.  
 
    “Detective Steele, you’re here!” 
 
    I turn to see Logan with one bottle of water in his hand and a coffee in the other. 
 
    “Thought I would see if Hadley was here.” 
 
    “Oh sure, she’s in the back. Follow me.” 
 
    Logan walks through the crowd, and I get to see the back of his shirt. Hadley’s face, blood dripping out of her mouth, vampire teeth pressing into her lower lip. The image causes my breath to hitch a bit. Not the teeth, but the blood. I swallow my irrational thoughts as Logan walks up to a table and places the bottle of water on it. He stands back and there is Hadley, her hair darker from the time I last saw her, laughing at the fan in front of her. Logan leans down and whispers something in her ear. She looks up and finds me in the crowd. The emotions that one feels when facing their past, their fears, and their regrets, it’s impossible to describe. There are no words. 
 
    Hadley says something to the line in front of her table as she turns back to face me. I watch her take a few steps towards me before security stops her. My feet, as they sometimes do, walk on their own until I am right in front of the security guard. 
 
    “She’s with me.” Hadley tells the men, and he moves the barrier, letting me inside the safety zone. 
 
    “Hey, Had, I’m…” Before I could finish my thought, her arms are around my neck, and she pulls me in for a hug. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Leaning down, I admit I relish the hug from my friend. I’ve missed her witty comebacks, her innocent comments, just everything. Like all real family, blood and time seem to matter little. Pulling back, she grabs my hand and leads me to her table. She calmly wipes the few stray tears that fell from her eyes and sits down. 
 
    “Stay, I’ll be done in a little bit and we can sit in the back for a bit. I see you met Logan already. I’m sure you two have lots in common. He works for the police department, too!” 
 
    I can see Hadley my friend disappear and Hadley the actress pop up. Her smile larger. Her eyes more engaging. She’s on for the paying public. It’s a true talent. Logan pulls back the curtain and motions for me to follow him. Finding a nice set of folding chairs and tables, we sit down. 
 
    “You know Hadley?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” I watch him fumble with his coffee cup, spinning it within his fingers. His eyes focus on them, as if unable to focus on anything else. His leg slowly bounces as his body fills with nerves. It doesn’t take a detective to know; this is why he let me know where she was. 
 
    “You’re dating her.” 
 
    His eyes pop up and lock with mine. 
 
    “Doesn’t take a genius to figure it out. How long?” 
 
    “About a year.” 
 
    A year. That’s while I was still healing from my injuries. When I was hiding from the world and all its drama. When I couldn’t bear to see her in pain. When I abandoned her as a friend. He was there. I didn’t know. I’m both envious at him and angry at myself. 
 
    “How did you meet?” 
 
    “I was investigating someone hacking a local hospital’s wireless system. There were fears of changing the frequencies of pacemakers and other things. Anyway, she happened to be there for physical therapy. After seeing her there more than once, I decided to bring her coffee. She started talking to me, and it turned into a routine.” 
 
    “You bringing her coffee during therapy?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Jasmine, there’s nothing to thank me for.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders and ignore his comment. He might have done it for himself, but inadvertently he made me feel better about the situation. 
 
    “Can we talk shop for a minute before Hadley comes back here?” 
 
    “Sure, hit me with your best shot, Logan.” 
 
    “I found the profile for D.B.M. I sent him a message about a job, now we just wait and see.” 
 
    “You did what?” My voice cracks with slight anger considering what he just told me about his relationship with my friend. 
 
    “It was cleared with the captain. I contacted him; now we wait for him to respond.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t?” 
 
    “Then I wasted my personal time sending an email.” 
 
    “You said these type of people were good. They do research, they pay attention, and make sure they are comfortable before getting into a deal. So, what the hell makes you think he isn’t doing this now?” 
 
    “I made a calculated risk assessment and felt it was worth it.” 
 
    “Here I am thanking you for helping Hadley when I couldn’t, and you go right around and do the same damn thing I did to her.” 
 
    “I did nothing to her.” 
 
    “Logan, you’ve put her in harm’s way again!” 
 
    “Mind telling me why you two are causing a scene out here?”  
 
    We both turn and see an annoyed Hadley standing, arms folded, shaking her head. She walks over to our small table and sits down next to Logan. Her eyes flash from him to me, waiting for an answer.  
 
    “I’m sorry, baby; Jasmine and I are working a case together. We were just talking shop, and I know how much you hate hearing about all that stuff.” 
 
    “Jazz? You have something to add to this conversation?” 
 
    Her eyes bore into my head. She wants me to answer, but I know if I say something it won’t help. As she waits patiently, I search my mind for something to say where I wouldn’t be lying. My phone rings in my pocket, effectively cutting off all thoughts. 
 
    “Steele.” 
 
    I look at the two in front of me. Logan looks nervous while Hadley just stares blankly. I think she knows I am about to walk away again. 
 
    “I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “You have to go already?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Had. I promise it won’t be for long this time.” 
 
    “About the case?” 
 
    “Yes, but we’ll talk another time. Just please look into the man funding everything. That is what I need you to do.” 
 
    Logan nods as I stand up to leave. Hadley walks me to the edge of her autograph section. Giving her a quick hug, she watches me leave the wide open space of her celebrity to the swarms of moving cattle from table to table. Even though I hate crowds, this was a good thing to do.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The doors of the elevator open up on the fifth floor of the hospital, revealing a few uniformed officers, a woman crying into a nurse’s arms, and the captain standing in a corner rubbing his temples. This doesn’t look good. 
 
    “Good, you’re here.” 
 
    Will walks up to me, pen and pad in his hand. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    Will motions down the hallway and like a perfectly trained puppy, I follow. If I ever get put in a hospital again, this is the place to be. There are more doctors on this floor than the rest of the place, I bet. Well, less nurses, and frankly they’re more valuable. It’s neither here nor there, I guess. 
 
    “Jake Morris, on the transplant list for a liver.” He stops and turns to face me. 
 
    “So, what’s the time of death?” 
 
    “I’m not dead yet, Detective. Soon, but not yet.” 
 
    That’s when I see Mr. Morris, alive and well but handcuffed to the hospital bed.  
 
    “Rejection?” 
 
    I walk into the room and stare at the man as if he’s an oddity in the world. Hell, he is. I’m a homicide detective. I don’t get to see live victims. It’s always the family members and their losses. I want to poke him to make sure he’s real, but that’s childish. 
 
    “Ow!” 
 
    I do it anyway. 
 
    “Sorry, just checking.” 
 
    “I assure you detective, I am still living and breathing.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I’m in liver failure.” 
 
    “Right, the metal on your wrist is decoration only.” 
 
    “We just need to hear your side of the story,” Will throws in to bring the conversation back to the point at hand. 
 
    “Look, I know this sucks, and you must be livid at your situation, but we need to know who did this to you.” I find myself feeling compassion for this guy. I mean he must have been so desperate to resort to buying organs online. That couldn’t have been an easy conversation with his family. If he had any. 
 
    “My son’s only seven. I just wanted a chance to see him grow up.” 
 
    I understand that more than my words could ever express. My brother and his wife would have given anything for ten more minutes with Chase.  
 
    “I was reading online in some forums, downloaded a program, and found a listing for various organs.” 
 
    “You were on the transplant list. The sicker you are the more likely you are…” 
 
    “I’m an alcoholic. Would you donate part of your liver to me?” 
 
    My silence speaks volumes. 
 
    “Neither would I. Apparently, when you’ve already had a donation and screw it up, they don’t like you very much. I had no choice. Seriously, Detective, what would you do?” 
 
    Stop drinking and put my family first? 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I would have done. You chose the path you did, and now you are going to pay the price for it.” 
 
    “I just don’t get it. He was listed as type O, universal donor. I paid a shit load of money for a small section of liver. It was supposed to regenerate and make me a healthy man. They lied.” 
 
    I want to smack this man. He lied to his family. He chose to continue to drink and put them at risk. He chose these things and now doesn’t want to deal with the ramifications. When the hell will people learn you reap what you sow? 
 
    Turning on my heels, I walk out of the room. I head over to Victor who is in deep conversation with the captain. 
 
    “The DNA matches Mr. Miller. It’s definitely from his body.” 
 
    “So, that’s why I was called.” 
 
    “Steele, that might be the primary reason, but there is more to it. The district attorney is hesitant a judge will issue a warrant.” 
 
    “That information is vital to our case.” 
 
    Victor watches the two of us talking, his head bouncing back and forth. 
 
    “Victor, how long does Mr. Morris have?” 
 
    “If he responds to the medication it is possible to bypass rejection, or it will completely fail and die. Truthfully, there is no timetable here.” 
 
    “He’s convinced he’s going to die.” 
 
    “I know. Hopefully, it gives him time to think about life’s decisions.” 
 
    He smiles as he walks away from the captain and me. Turning my attention back to Tyler, I can see these last few cases have aged him greatly. Being a captain, dealing with the red tape and bureaucracy can’t be easy on him.  
 
    “You want to tell me why the DA isn’t sure we have enough to go for a warrant?” 
 
    “He feels we need something more solid before going after a computer company that employs a large number of people. Not to mention has a wonderful history of giving back to the community.” 
 
    “Two dead bodies, two laptops, and a program connecting it all to a company isn’t enough.” 
 
    “Not in an election year apparently.” He runs his hand through what’s left of the hair on his head. “I need you to be careful with this case. Mr. Pevy let me know that Irving Garrison was behind the company’s start-up capital. I don’t need to worry about you here, do I?” 
 
    “I promise you I’ll follow the evidence wherever it leads. If it leads to his doorstep, I will hit him square between the eyes.” I turn away and head back to the elevator. Pushing the button a little harder than I needed to, I try to hide my frustration with the people around me.  
 
    “Steele, this isn’t just about you. Remember that.” 
 
    I search the captain’s eyes for understanding but find none. He’s questioning my ability; I don’t like it. This isn’t like last time. This isn’t the same thing. This is me trying to do the best I can do with the evidence I have. The world closes in on me, and my breath catches in my throat. No matter what I do, no matter how hard I work, it’s never going to be enough. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Sometimes when you stare at something long enough the words or images on the page begin to move. My eye doctor told me it had to do with dryness, some retina thing, or like reflection. I don’t remember; he just said it was my natural eye doing its best to drive me nuts. My mother on the other hand called it ‘an excuse to get out of school to go to the doctor-itis.’  
 
    Staring at the case files in front of me, I feel that same sensation when the words begin to move. Mom would be smacking me in the back of the head. She might tell me to focus on one thing and don’t stare at it like a panting dog. Yeah, her analogies were usually odd, but what do you expect from your mother? Leaning back, rubbing my eyes, smiling because I know I am more my mother every day. Not such a bad thing. 
 
    This case is a bad thing. It reeks of stupidity, greed, and more stupidity. If people were smarter, kinder, showed a bit more compassion, than half of the crimes I deal with would be gone. There wouldn’t be votes against civil liberties, no shooting children over clothing, and less murder. Who am I kidding? This is reality, and people will always take the easy route instead of the hard working one. Where there is a will, there is a lawsuit or someone on the Dark Web willing to sell it to you. The world is a selfie-obsessed, narcissistic society, and I am raising a child in it. My mother never had to deal with this shit. 
 
    “I brought you some coffee.” 
 
    Frankie walks into the bedroom and hands me a steaming mug of heavenly goodness. She always knows when I need a break or a pick-me-up. Lately, it’s been more of a way to start conversations. I’m not avoiding her per se. I’m working hard to figure out how to answer her questions. I keep going back to that damn fork in the road. Do I walk left and rehash the same pain or pick a new path that I don’t know? Why can’t this be easy? 
 
    “Thanks,” I mumble as I feel the warmth travel down my throat into my stomach. 
 
    Frankie collects the lose pages of the file and puts it neatly to the side. She sits down, and I know serious conversation is coming soon. 
 
    “Can we talk?” 
 
    “Sure.” Mental note, do not roll eyes. Do not disrespect whatever it is she is going to say. Do not, under any circumstances, laugh at her. I can utter those words regularly, but I feel my brain never gets the memo. 
 
    “You keep avoiding me.” 
 
    “It’s a difficult case.” 
 
    “You also forget who you’re talking to. This case hasn’t been easy on me either.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Leave it to me to forget that Kaley was her patient. One she could have saved, but the law and a mother prevented her from helping. 
 
    “I feel I could have done more. It was my job to do more.” 
 
    “You can’t think like that, Frankie. We both know you went out of your way to protect Kaley. Her mother prevented it from happening. Her mother, Frankie, not you. Will and I scoured your files, and there was nothing in there that made either of us feel you let her down. You know I’m biased as hell, but Will would call you out.” 
 
    “Yes, I guess he would.” 
 
    “I know this is going to eat you up for a long time. Trust me, I know that. Maybe you should talk to someone to help you deal with this?” 
 
    “A shrink for a shrink?” 
 
    “I always wondered if you guys shared each other as patients.” 
 
    “Shared each other?” 
 
    “You know, like psycho babbled each other as patients not colleagues.” 
 
    “You’re an ass.” 
 
    “Yes, but you love me.” 
 
    Kissing Frankie has got to be the best addiction I’ve ever had. Look sex is great; it’s amazing even, but it’s nothing like kissing her. There could be any emotion packed into a kiss, and it’s freely given to me. I swear it tells me she loves me without saying a word. Or without having to quickly get dressed because the kid will be up and demanding breakfast in a few hours. 
 
    Pulling away from my lips, she smiles at me and takes a calming breath. Sometimes a kiss can do that, too. 
 
    “Will called while you were sleeping. The gang should be here soon to go over the case like old times.” 
 
    My mother always felt when you found your true love, you would know it. I knew it the moment I laid eyes on Frankie. I wanted the house, the picket fence, the two point five kids and a two car garage. Or a mansion in the Hollywood Hills, I’m not picky. But… 
 
    “I always wanted to have more than one kid.” I smack myself in the face covering my mouth. What the hell did I just say out loud? Looking up, I see Frankie staring at me wide eyed, dumbfounded. 
 
    “You what?” She looks innocent, but she wants me to repeat what I said. I know it. It’s a way to prove I wasn’t an ass and actually said, what I really meant to say. Damn Freudian slip. Removing my hand, I have to face the music, storm, ramifications, and all that of what I just said. 
 
    “I’ve always seen us with more than one kid. Just not our own.” 
 
    “Okay, I don’t follow.” 
 
    “I have no desire to give birth. I mean seriously, I have absolutely no desire to deal with watermelon sized things with an escape route the size of a pea. I just can’t.” 
 
    “Your mother…” 
 
    “STOP!” My hands slam onto my ears like a five year old hearing how they were brought into this world. Who am I kidding? I’m still five in a lot of ways. Frankie pulls my hands away and sits back down on the bed. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I forgot how you feel about that.” 
 
    “The stork is real. That is all.” 
 
    “Yes, dear. You were saying?” 
 
    “We have so many obstacles facing us. People placing legal discrimination laws, certain states allowed to re-educate us, hell some want it to be a criminal offense punishable by law. I don’t want to bring a newborn into that. They wouldn’t have asked for this.” 
 
    “So, we adopt a child and put them into this horrible life we have?” The sarcasm is dripping from her words, and I know I am on thin ice. 
 
    “No. Well, yes, but not like that. We have all this crap swarming around us in general, but we also have so much love to give a child, you know? These kids have no one to help them. They’re alone without anyone to truly call on for anything. Maybe, we can bring someone who has nothing and offer them a little bit of crazy.” 
 
    “A little bit of crazy, huh?” 
 
    “Depending on if XBOX is involved, then it’s a lot crazy.” 
 
    “You two and your games.” Her lips meet mine, and I’m reminded once again how amazing this woman is. I wonder if my mother would mind me living in sin or scream at me to marry Frankie. Interesting how I could reasonably agree to adopting a kid, but marriage freaks me out. Maybe because I know adoption can take years. 
 
    “You head downstairs. I’ll be there in a minute for more coffee.” Grabbing the file folder, I flip through things making sure it’s still in the proper order. 
 
    “I love you,” Frankie whispers before moving out into the hallway. I’m going to marry that woman… someday. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There is a comfort one finds in friendly chaos. It’s something we have no control over, but yet we seem to embrace it. We willingly watch the orchestral movements as if there was some master waving their hands to and fro. Maybe we all subconsciously do it, but the end result is the same. A beautiful ballet of crazy. 
 
    Will’s wrangling the white board into the room, while Chase sits on the couch bored. Frankie flips through some file folder on the table. Must be one of Kaley’s. Victor is animatedly waving his hands all about trying to communicate with Will. My Marine partner on the other hand looks like he’s disarming a weapon of mass destruction as he tries to get the board not to flip. Reminds me of Christmas morning when Chase was little. He would carry everything over to the wrong person and start to open it. Sometimes he’d tell you what it was, ‘Here you go, Frankie; it’s a wallet.’ I think that should be the definition of family. Not about blood distinctions or choice; those who create a chaos we feel comfortable in. Family equals total, unequivocal, chaos. 
 
    “You agree with me, don’t you, Jazz?” 
 
    “What?” I mumble before taking another long sip of the delicious liquid. 
 
    “Victor, she’s only on cup number one.” Frankie smiles at me, giving me an excuse to hide in my thoughts for a bit longer. After our conversation upstairs, I wasn’t sure how she would react around our friends. She knows how I feel about keeping things quiet until they are true, happening, and physically cannot be taken away. We’ve been through so much together, I don’t want either of us to feel that loss again. You can get your hopes up, tell the world, and enjoy the excitement, then feel the pity as it doesn’t happen. So, we air on the side of caution. No matter what it is, from Chase wanting to switch sports to adoption, we stay quiet. 
 
    “Shesh, it’s like you people allow anyone to come here!” 
 
    Victor breaks my reverie with his words. His arms wrapping around Hadley as she hesitantly walks into the room. Frankie and Will follow suit before Chase jumps off the couch and rams his not so little body into her. His face hidden as she kisses his head. Chase nods his head at something Hadley says. She hands him something, and he runs off to his room. Has to be something for his XBOX, probably from Logan, but who cares as long as the kid is happy. Unless it’s porn, then I won’t be happy. Seriously, I am more my mother every day. 
 
    “You going to sit there and stare into space or are you going to say hello?” 
 
    Standing, I give Hadley a hug and drop my head on her shoulder. As I loosen my grip on her body, I feel her pull tighter. It’s a simple gesture, she needs the hug as much as I do. Maybe it’s her way of healing, making sure I’m real. Survivor’s guilt can and does suck. 
 
    “Hope you don’t mind me coming by. Vic called and told me about the crime pow wow. Thought…” 
 
    “Of course, why would you think…?” I stop talking as I see her face fall. I’ve been avoiding her up until recently, why else would she feel this way.  
 
    “Ladies, can we get started?” 
 
    Hadley finds a space on the couch, and I feel a game of Pictionary coming on. Will pulls out a picture of Harry Brandt and sticks it to the white board with a magnet. Pulling out the black marker, he scribbles some things under the picture. 
 
    “Okay, so far we have Harry Brandt, possible suspect. Being a bit of a hard ass, so it’s hard to get a read on where we stand with him.” 
 
    “The software used to access the Deep Web…” 
 
    “Dark Web,” Hadley corrects me. I wave my hand and give her the floor. She’s dating the man, so he would of course fill her in with the details. 
 
    “The program is open source, anyone can download it at any time and make various changes. What he’s not saying is that the program itself was designed to be the gateway to the unknown space. It was up to the other coding people to change things to suit their needs.” 
 
    “Might help us get a warrant.” 
 
    “No way to prove intent in the coding. He could simply say he designed it to search the entire web, the usage was unintentional.” 
 
    “Logan is really rubbing off on you,” I say proudly. She looks lighter, happier, free of the drama. 
 
    “Who’s Logan?” Victor pipes up, and Hadley’s face drops to a mix of fear and trepidation. 
 
    “He’s the tech guy, huge Hadley Moreno fan. Didn’t he come by the convention the other day?” 
 
    Hadley turns to look at me a slight smile on her face. It’s the one that says thanks, but it isn’t necessary. 
 
    “Yes, he did. He should be here to fill in the gaps with all this technology stuff. I only know what we discuss over dinner.” 
 
    “You should have brought him,” Frankie casually tosses out. There’s a feeling where you are part of something, but you have no concept of what’s really going on. I’ve got that right now. It seems like I am missing something.” 
 
    “We have enough coffee to go around. Why don’t you give him a call?” 
 
    They all know who he is. They aren’t asking anything about how they met, who he is, or whatever else friends would normally grill about. They all knew. It’s an odd sensation, knowing your friends all kept something from you. Sure, there are extenuating circumstances, but seriously, right now I don’t care. It hurts. No matter how much you grow as an adult, you can still be easily hurt by those you love. Either you deal with it, or you hide it deep inside and let it fester. 
 
    “So, going back to the program?” Or you ignore it and move on. Effectively, I let things fester. Good old reliable ignoring the problem with the hopes that it will go away on its own. Like Chase’s smelly gas explosions. You just pinch your nose and walk away. 
 
    “Brandt had to know what it would be used for, but there’s no way to prove his intent.” 
 
    “True, but it might be enough to get us a warrant for the IP addresses. Then we go from there.” Will writes on the board as he speaks. 
 
    “That’s all well and good, but how does Kaley fall into all of this?” 
 
    “She decided her only option to end the abuse was via murder for hire.” Victor calmly states as he props his feet on my couch. My brother’s nice couch, to be exact. Just as the anger bubbles, and I feel the words on my lips, Frankie pushes his feet off the couch. 
 
    “If you stay here, feet off the furniture.” She says as she sits down next to him, blocking the return of Victor’s feet. 
 
    Victor closes the marker and cracks his neck as he walks away from the board. 
 
    “Basically, we have everything tied up in who got the program and who they contacted.” 
 
    “If the IP addresses help us at all. Who’s to say the people who downloaded it are the actual people using it. These people are kings of anonymity.” I say as I stand and move to the board. 
 
    “It might lead us to who this guy is, but there’s no trail in CODIS. No DNA in the system. Even if we could find out who did this, we could only connect him to it by emails.” 
 
    “Which are time and date stamped,” Hadley defends her position. 
 
    “All it takes is a defense attorney capable of putting people on the jury who either hate the Internet, hate the government following our searches, or kids who feel once it’s deleted it’s gone.” Frankie rubs her eyes in frustration. 
 
    “So, I’ll go over the bodies again and dig for more,” Victor tosses up. I love it when people try to prove points and defend their positions. They offer up more work, yet in my mind, you technically should have done that in the first place. Considering as anal retentive as Victor is, I know there is nothing more for those bodies to tell. 
 
    “Well, if the information turns out to be a dead end, then Brandt might be your only suspect.” Hadley leans back on the couch, sending a text to Logan, I assume. 
 
    “Had, I appreciate that, but there’s no forensic evidence to link him to it.” 
 
    “You’ve gotten a DA to indict on circumstantial evidence before.” 
 
    “She’s right, Jasmine. This is a solid lead on Mr. Brandt. He could be the man in question. Physically, he easily fits the profile. Mentally, he is very close to it.” 
 
    “But he doesn’t fit it financially, Frankie. He needed help.”  
 
    Picking up the marker, I start to write Irving Garrison’s name on the board. I hear Will grumble in the background, but I really don’t care. This is right in front of their faces, and they are choosing to ignore it. 
 
    “What does he have to do with this?” 
 
    “Had, it’s all about the money. If you follow the money, we have a perfect triangle of cause. Garrison funds Brandt’s office and has him develop the Dark Web access coding. Miller asks his childhood friend Garrison to give him access. After that, Miller contacts D.B.M. to kill the family, so he can have Kaley for himself. It all connects.” 
 
    “Theoretically, but not in a factual sense. It might be logical, but why would he want the code? Why would he allow everyone to have access? How would it benefit him? Irving Garrison is not a giving man, so this seems all out of character.” 
 
    I see Frankie’s eyes, begging me to forgive her for speaking up. That betrayal emotion creeps up, especially knowing that I was the last to be aware of Hadley’s relationship. It’s hard to let that go, but as an adult I’m expected to. 
 
    “Will, let’s go see if the district attorney will get us a warrant for Bridge the Gap customer listings.” 
 
    Without saying another word, I grab what I need and leave the room. Sometimes it is better to say nothing than to try and defend yourself. If this was any other person, I guarantee you no one in that room would be saying anything about connections. Yet, because it’s the father of the fool who shot me, I’m obsessing. Maybe I am, but it’s not anyone. Why is it when you want support, you face criticism, but when you don’t need support, everyone wants to help you? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Will was quiet the entire ride over, and I’m thankful for it. I don’t need him being rational or telling me how they are only looking out for my best interest. Right now, don’t care. Standing in the elevator, I shoot Logan a quick text. At least it feels like someone is on my side. If nothing else, the information he might find can prove me wrong. Either way he isn’t saying no. Could be because of who he’s dating and trying to make a positive impression on me, but I’ll take what I can get. 
 
    “Detectives, Mr. Brandt was expecting you.” Kiernan stares at her phone as she speaks. I really want to take that phone and smash it. She reminds me of the person who would break into your house, but sue you when they get hurt smashing a window to leave. 
 
    “Mind explaining to me how he always knows we’re coming?” 
 
    “You’re the detective, not my fault you all use antiquated methods.” She smiles as she goes back to her phone. At this point, I really wonder what she could really accomplish on the small ass device. 
 
    “Yes, well, real detective work takes time.” Patience slowly slipping away. 
 
    “Right, keep telling yourself that. You remember where it is, right. Cool.” She continues to move her thumbs over the screen. Instead of prisons, we should take away cell phones, computers, and gaming systems. Make these non-violent criminals do customer service with a group home and make it a violation of parole to have anything connected to the Internet. That is definitely a great tactic, and it would save tax payers millions. I should run for office or design rides in Disney. It’s kind of the same thing; you control the masses one way or another. 
 
    Will walks ahead of me through the maze of desks to Brandt’s office. If you pay attention, you can see the slight glances and some glares he gets. Some want to stare at his ass, others want to knock him on it. Human beings obscure reactions amuse me greatly. I wonder if half of these people can hold a conversation outside of instant or text messages. This is the technology generation; they code an android to do it for them. 
 
    Will stops in front of Brandt’s office and stares at me. I know the look. He’s silently telling me not to bring up Garrison. I nod in understanding, but I also know I’ll do whatever the case needs. If that leads to connections and questions about his funding, so be it. Walking inside, the two of us take our seats. I’ll let Will take the lead on this one. No one wants my opinion right now anyway. Can’t have my gut getting in the way. 
 
    “Mr. Brandt, we appreciate you speaking with us again.” 
 
    “Not like I had a choice, Detective. It was either let you in or have you break in the doors. We have a company to run. Can’t afford your men acting like bulls in a china shop.” 
 
    “We have a warrant for those addresses.” 
 
    He leans forward and grabs the piece of paper. His eyes scan the page, and the response we usually get when serving one of these things is gone. He’s distant, calm, less afraid of what we’ll find. He’s not sweating. He’s not freaking. He hasn’t pushed any buttons warning of incoming doom. He is simply, reading. 
 
    “As you can see,” Will continues, “it gives us access not only to the addresses where downloads were completed, but also any personal information that customer entered in order to download the files in question.” 
 
    “Yes, I see that. My question is why?” 
 
    “As we discussed prior, that information would allow us to pinpoint who used your program and when.” 
 
    “Yes, but you understand that number is in the millions.” 
 
    “We would just need those local to the tri-state area.” 
 
    “Again, that could be in the millions. The proverbial needle in a hay stack. Maybe you should focus on what you do have instead of trying to uncover what you don’t. Isn’t the rule to follow the evidence?” 
 
    He’s right. We should be following the evidence, but in its absence you have to look for said needle and pray. 
 
    “The evidence led us here, Mr. Brandt.” 
 
    “Obviously. It also led you to try and trample on my rights of free enterprise.” 
 
    I can see Will’s right hand flexed into a tight fist, knuckles white. I might have to open my mouth to prevent him from breaking Mr. Brandt’s. 
 
    “Maybe we are,” I pipe up, and I can feel the heat of Will’s glare on me, “maybe we’re not. We know you’re connected. None of this shit really matters. One way or another you created the program that was used in the commission of a crime. So, we’ll just arrest you and let you rot in a cell for things you claim you had no control over.” 
 
    He stares at me, and I know the look well. He feels he is better than me. It’s not just in his narcissism about his looks or his dominating height. Nope, this person is a full-on psycho with the idea that the world revolves around him. I love bringing these kinds of people back down to Earth. Kind of like the civil liberties argument. Some say my life is a sin; I simply say ‘I’ll save you a seat in hell.’ Conversation over. Stupidity and this type of domineering behavior shouldn’t be tolerated in today’s day and age. Yet, here I am in the office of said controlling person, and I am supposed to respect their idiocy. The older I get, the more I dislike what humanity has become. 
 
    “I have a team of lawyers that would eat those charges for breakfast.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I coolly state, “again, maybe not. You willing to take that chance?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Detective,” he leans forward on his desk, dark eyes focused solely on me, “are you?” 
 
    Will stands up, his hands balled into fists as he leans toward Brandt. I can’t help but smile guiltily. I’m enjoying this standoff. It’s kind of fun seeing what buttons I can push. 
 
    “If you would please get your hands off my client’s desk,” A woman says behind me. I was so focused on my enjoyment, I didn’t hear the door open. Bad Jasmine. 
 
    “You would be?” Will hastily asks her, his frustration oozing with every word. 
 
    “Mr. Brandt’s attorney.” 
 
    “Excellent, we have a warrant. So, you can make sure this individual here hands everything over to us. Then we’ll be on our way.” I tell her as I stand up and fix my shirt. 
 
    “No you don’t. Your warrant is a violation of several federal and state statutes. Therefore, the Judge Killian quashed it this morning.” 
 
    She pushes a folded piece of paper into my chest hard. She wants to play hardball. Okay, let’s play. I take hold of her hand and squeeze tightly. Leaning in closely, my mouth inches away from her ear. 
 
    “We’ll have the D.A. deal with this, but know this isn’t over.” 
 
    Letting go of her hand, I brush past her making my power known. I can hear Will grunt as he walks behind me. I have a feeling I am going to hear about this back at the precinct. Lord knows the woman is already on the phone with the D.A.’s office filing a complaint. Granted, maybe I deserve it, but people would probably file one if I posted too many bacon photos to my Twitter account. If I had one, that is. It’s not like I shot her while she was running away, and she assaulted me first. Keep telling yourself that, Jasmine. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Heading to work is always an annoying prospect. I either want to sleep in or be out on patrol. Anything to avoid doing paperwork, dealing with the office drama, or my boss. I blame my issues with Officer Garrison taking over my case and then trying to kill me. It doesn’t feel safe like it used to. It’s like when you decide to date your ex again. Trust has to be built up again. You have to see if you actually work as a team or as individuals. It’s the same thing with anything really. I have to see if I even want to be in this building. I want the job, but maybe this building isn’t for me anymore. 
 
    The place is practically a ghost town, and I’m hoping the captain is off somewhere else. Will dropped me off to go deal with his kids. Something about checking up on their social media profiles. I think he’s heading to the gym to blow off some steam first. He looked like he could punch a wall and rebuild it just to obliterate it again. I understand his pain. 
 
    “Detective Steele, a word in my office.” 
 
    Shit. This is where the ability to choose our path is non-existent. I would love to take the path more traveled and run the hell out of the building. It’s the safe route. The one that doesn’t leave a disciplinary note in my file. It’s also the one that could possibly lead to me being fired. Alas, I will do what every other grunt who needs to make a living and take it from the man in charge. Unless the lawyer chick didn’t call, then this would be a normal conversation among colleagues. 
 
    Walking through the office door, I see two shot glasses and a bottle of Patron on the desk. Captain Udall waves at me, and I close the door with a loud, terrifying click. He points to the chair like a man picking out a good piece of steak. I sit and prepare to be roasted. He takes the seat next to me, in case he wants to choke me, I guess. 
 
    “I got a nice phone call this morning from the powers that be. You pissed in someone’s coffee when you dealt with Brandt this morning.” 
 
    I stay silent as he pour two shots and hands me one. 
 
    “As of right now, we’re both off duty.”  
 
    He tips his head back and drains his glass. He stares at me expectantly, and I don’t hesitate in drinking up. 
 
    “Want to explain to me what happened?” Tyler says as he fills our glasses again. 
 
    “Captain, should we really be drinking here?” 
 
    “My office is like Vegas,” he mutters. “Unless I’m on duty or some high powered official is in here. Then it’s an open book.” He hands me my glass. I drain it quickly and slam it back on the desk. 
 
    “We showed up, he wasted our time until some chick walks in with a signed injunction. Nothing more, nothing less.” 
 
    “So, you didn’t threaten this high powered attorney with retribution?” 
 
    “What is it with these money people? Trust me, Cap, if I wanted to threaten her, she would have felt it.” 
 
    “Jasmine, we all know your bark is worse than your bite. All I know is the powers that be informed me that you are to stay away from Mr. Brandt, his offices, and his lawyers until further notice.” 
 
    “If I refuse?” 
 
    “You’ll be arrested and that wouldn’t look very good for the creditability of the case. Not to mention Frankie would kill you.” 
 
    “Is it bad I’m more afraid of her than jail?” I joke as I pour another shot for the two of us. 
 
    “No, I’m more afraid of my wife as well. Nature of the ring on my hand.” 
 
    “I don’t have a ring on my finger.” 
 
    “No. You just keep that engagement ring in my home safe. You want it back?” 
 
    “Maybe. Eventually. Who the hell knows? I haven’t seen it since the night Henry died.” 
 
    “Then let me sell it and get a new one.” 
 
    “Tyler, that’s the one she picked out. That’s the one she’ll get if I ever give it to her.” 
 
    He leans back in the chair, sips the Patron, and gives me a once over. I can see he’s trying to figure out what to say next or how to phrase it. Watching his eyes, the way they dart around, the way his forehead wrinkles and relaxes, speaks volumes. “I don’t want to talk about it.” I cut his thoughts off to save my own sanity. 
 
    “Okay. Then let’s talk about this case. Judge Killian signed the injunction.” 
 
    “Yea, something about violating some statutes.” 
 
    He takes another shot before closing the bottle. He stands, walks around his desk, and pulls open the bottom drawer. He’s thinking, buying time to piece together his next words. He puts the bottle away, closes the drawer and leans on the desk facing me. 
 
    “What does your gut say?” 
 
    “Someone wants this to go away quickly. I have my suspicions about connections, but nothing solid. The one thing I know for sure is that evidence doesn’t lie. It’s thin, misleading, and frankly a pain in the ass to find right now, but what we have points to Harry Brandt.” 
 
    “As the killer?” 
 
    “Plausible, but he could also be protecting the perp. The judge had no right to block our warrant. We need to know…” 
 
    “It was a long shot and you know it. Go back over everything. See if Victor found anything new. Talk to Mr. Morris. Maybe he’s remembered something that he’s willing to share. You never know what people will say when facing death or jail time. Whatever you need to do, do it. Now go home and start fresh tomorrow.” 
 
    I stand and feel a little wobbly on my feet. Never was a good drinker. I pull the door open to the quiet precinct. 
 
    “Oh, and Jasmine?” 
 
    I turn a little too fast and hold onto the wall. Tyler looks at me seriously. 
 
    “One, get a rook to drive you home. Secondly, you ever pull that shit with a lawyer again, and you’ll be suspended without pay. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Crystal.” 
 
    I walk out of his office and lean on the door. Some of it for balance, the rest to gather my thoughts. I don’t understand how a case with so much physical evidence is all circumstantial. It’s annoying. Technology has never been my friend, but this is just plain obnoxious. It’s like the blind date who doesn’t take the hint when you give him the phone number of the local gas station or something. When they come across you by chance, they act like nothing happened. It’s stupid. This case is a flashing neon sign of screaming Captain Obvious, and I can’t see it. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    The hallways always look the same. Dark like out of a horror film. There’s no fog or mist or anything like that, but the walls have a watery film on them. As if the building had a fire a few days ago, and it is slow to dry out. My mind is playing tricks on me again; this I know for a fact. Where I am, where I am going, no clue. Frankie always says to allow the dream to play out. They can be windows into the soul or a black hole sucking you into a darkness you can’t escape. 
 
    A light at the end of the hallway, how symbolically played out by that brain of mine. I lift my feet over the garbage on the floor and jump when a rat scurries away. I’d run away too if I knew how. It’s worse when they’re this vivid. The light flickers in front of me. Walk in and face my inner demons or stay here; bang my head against a wall and try to wake up.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I lean back and swing my head forward connecting with the wall. Ouch and fuck come to mind. 
 
    “I guess waking up is not an option at this point. Hey, Frankie, wanna wake me up?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Yeah, great, the one time I’m not talking in my sleep.” 
 
    Entering the bright light, my eyes fight to adjust to the change. Slowly, shapes come into focus, the slick walls show of worn peeling paint. The floors just as dirty, no rats to be seen. Probably due to the light. It’s then that I hear a whimper coming from my left. Turning around, I see a man lying on a rusted metal slab, his ankles and wrists bound. His skin clean and his clothes missing. 
 
    Cop training takes over, and I jump three steps closer. Then my body stops, hard. There’s a tray with various knives and other torture devices. One looks like a corkscrew for a wine bottle, others look like clamps, and some just look like something out of a medieval text book. 
 
    “I brought you a present,” the voice breathes onto my neck. The warmth causing my body to tense. My fists clench. 
 
    “None of this shit is real.” 
 
    “It is if you believe it is.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    His hands grab my biceps and squeeze. My body tightens, waiting for an opening to attack. 
 
    “If you didn’t, you wouldn’t be here. Your body wouldn’t respond to my touch, my breath on your neck.” 
 
    His hands slide down to my wrists, and I am paralyzed. My brain says attack, you can easily break a hold now, but my body remains still. 
 
    “How does it feel seeing him again?” His feet shuffle my body closer no matter how hard I try to remain at a distance. 
 
    “I feel nothing.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    My body stops moving right next to the slab. Garrison walks around the assorted torture tools and looks at me. 
 
    “He didn’t listen to you. You begged and cried your little eyes out, but he just took what he wanted.” 
 
    “Dennis was my boyfriend.” 
 
    “Yes, he was. Still raped you every chance he got.” 
 
    Garrison looks at me closely as if waiting for a response. 
 
    “Unless you liked it,” he whispers as if it was taboo to say. 
 
    I can feel the anger in me boiling. One never asks to be abused, controlled, and taken against their will. Even if they do want to go down the kinky trail, there is always a way to get off with a password or code or some shit. I want to scream. I do. I want to wake up. I want these nightmares to be over. 
 
    Garrison picks up the corkscrew-looking tool and hovers over Dennis’ body. He grazes the skin below the belly button and presses the sharp tip into the flesh. Red droplets form as a scream rips from Dennis’s chest into the air. Every fiber of my being tells me to stop this, but I sit and watch. Every twist pushes the tool deeper. Screams louder. They start to sound like mine. 
 
    “Jasmine, is that you? Baby, please make this stop. It hurts.” Dennis says to the ceiling. His blindfold preventing him from seeing me. 
 
    “Please stop,” the words come out of my mouth barely audible. I feel the tears hot on my cheeks. I don’t want to relive this nightmare anymore. 
 
    “Why? He didn’t stop when you asked. Repeatedly, I might add.” He twists the tool slower, causing more torturous pain. 
 
    “I’m asking you to stop.” My voice comes out a little firm this time. Slight confidence behind the words as my rational brain catches up to my anger. Garrison’s hands stop. He walks behind me and slides his arms around my waist. 
 
    “You’re right, I should stop. This isn’t my battle to fight.”  
 
    His fingers entwine with mine as he lifts my hand onto the corkscrew. My hand flexes with all my power, trying to distance myself from the device. The pressure of my palm pushes the tool deeper into the torn flesh. 
 
    “Fucking bitch, make this shit stop! I swear to God, when I’m free you’re gonna get it.” 
 
    Times like these my mind floats away, far away where nothing can harm it. Even in nightmares, we need a safe place. It’s where my family is, calm and at rest. Garrison’s laughter brings my brain smashing back to reality. 
 
    My hand is covered in blood. The corkscrew so deeply embedded in his flesh it’s hit bone. Garrison smiles at me, holds up a knife, and cuts one of Dennis’ restraints. My heart races, my mind unclear. There’s blood on my hands, how figurative. I’ve killed Officer James in self-defense, but his blood is still on my hands. I fall to the floor and crawl backwards until my back hits the wall. Something I’ve done many times in my life. Rocking back and forth, banking my head against the wall. Trying to wake myself up from this horrible dream. 
 
    My eyes open to the see the side of my mattress. My knees pulled to my chest tightly, tears stain my pajama pants. My heart unsettled and racing. My hands are clean, but they feel sullied. There’s a darkness in me rolling around looking for a place. If I can’t contain it, it will consume me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The greenest lawns in the entire world are in a cemetery. Everything perfectly manicured; the roads paved and pristine. For the morbidly inclined like myself, it makes it feel like the dead are better off. The grass is crisp, flowers fresh, and it’s quiet. You can think here. There is no judgment. Whatever happened before you entered these hallowed grounds are long forgotten. Then again, most of the stones in here have been forgotten. No one to kneel down and say farewell. No living family member who remember who they are let alone where they are buried. Lives that meant so much to various people, whittled away to nothing more than a stone with a name on it. 
 
    No matter how hard I fight it, I know my stone will rest here someday. I know I will lie among my family, and Chase will visit for a time, but that will pass. Time will move on from me, and I will be nothing. There will be no footnote in history. No mention of Jasmine Steele anywhere. There will be bones in a box under a stone. 
 
    Tracing the outline of my mother’s name, I promise as long as I breathe I will not forget her. Even though in life, she forgot me. She gives me more comfort now being gone than I think she was capable of in life. She was so very tired. She needed to run away. I needed to let her. Now she is always here for me, even if she never replies. 
 
    “It’s pretty here with the flowers starting to bloom, Mom. Lord knows Grandma would be sneezing her head off while trying to pick every damn weed that dared to break the dirt line.” 
 
    Leaning on my heels, I look at my brother’s stone. Henry and Belinda Steele, carved into a cold empty slab. The hurt and loss still lingers, but less with each passing day. 
 
    “Chase looks more like Henry each day, but I swear his personality is all Belinda. His quick wit, humor, and his ability to beat me at video games. That is all your daughter-in-law. Don’t get me started on his eating habits. Frankie swears he eats cookies like I did, but I never shoveled food into my mouth like that. He holds that fork like a fly swatter, ready to destroy whatever is on his plate. His appetite is outrageous, too! Then again I never had a kid before so this could all be normal.” 
 
    I mindlessly pull at the weeds hidden in the grass in front of my mother. I can feel the tears of frustration begin to form, and I truly want to fight them off. I know it’s a war I won’t win. I’m tired, drained. One hundred percent unequivocally shot. I don’t know how much more my body can take. One way or another, I have to deal with my nightmares. 
 
    “You’d be going nuts right now, yelling at me for not sleeping and eating like crap. Probably telling me all about adoption, how hard it is here, and maybe a foreign child would be easier. If Henry was here, he’d be acting all protective, but things would be different. I try not to think about that now.” 
 
    The wind picks up causing a chill to race up my spine. Hadley would be telling me my family is here with me with every breeze. I’m more realistic. I know if they’re somewhere else, they have better things to do than worry about me. The tears fall with the air hitting my face. 
 
    “I wish you were here to help me. Sometimes I just wish I could hug you again, Mom. Just once…” 
 
    My cell phone annoys me ringing at the most inopportune time. 
 
    “Steele.” 
 
    “Ms. Steele, it’s nice to finally speak to you.” 
 
    “Who’s this?” 
 
    “You’ve been digging around, Ms. Steele, and I don’t like it. I feel since you have discovered so much about me, it’s time to meet in person.” 
 
    “Mr. Garrison, how did you get this number?” 
 
    “I have my ways, Ms. Steele. I will be at the park in an hour by the children’s playground. You wouldn’t shoot a man in front of children, would you Ms. Steele?” 
 
    “It’s detective.” 
 
    “One hour, Ms. Steele.” 
 
    Grabbing two rocks from the ground, I place one on either tombstone. My gut tells me I should call this in, but I’m stubborn like that. Some things you have to face on your own, like death. No one can save you from that. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Children have an innocence about them I wish I could have held on to. You know just put it in a jar, letting a little bit out when needed. Relishing it over a longer period of time. Feels like it’s wasted on the ones who know nothing. The rest of us adults no longer see the joy of rolling around the grass. There’s no time, we’re stressed, children demand attention. The ability to ignore everything around you and be truly happy is lost. The park still brings some joy to my heart, though. Like a distant memory, it’s a flash and then it’s gone. 
 
    Sitting here on a park bench, I envy those children in the park. They have no idea I’m sitting here. They have no concept of violent crime. They know slides, tag, and swing sets.  
 
    “This seat taken, Ms. Steele?” 
 
    I don’t bother to look at his face. I know he looks like his son, the officer who tried to end my life. Just like the photos with a smug look of superiority. 
 
    “Garrison, you wanted me here. Talk.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful here, isn’t I? My son Keith used to love it here. That’s my park you know. When you killed my son, I donated the money to rebuild it in his honor.” 
 
    “Your son shot me, Mr. Garrison. I cared so little about him, I never even knew his first name.” 
 
    I can feel the older man tense next to me. This is a game of cat and mouse. The first to show weakness, loses. I would prefer a stalemate right now. I don’t trust what I would do if he cowered. I don’t trust myself not to kill him. 
 
    “We’ve both made several mistakes in our lives. I’m here simply to offer my assistance with your investigation as a truce.” 
 
    “What would you know about my investigation, Mr. Garrison?” 
 
    “Don’t play coy with me. I know you have people digging into everything attached to me. What you’ll find won’t be useful, legally speaking.” 
 
    “Money always gets people into trouble.” 
 
    “If you can put the money on the person you are in fact accusing of said crime. You and I both know money is virtually untraceable. Regardless of your friends, this conversation will get you nowhere.” 
 
    “Then what the hell are you offering me?” 
 
    “Harry Brandt or as your techs know him D.B.M.” 
 
    Taking a calming breath, I force myself to focus on the children in front of me. I knew in my gut he was connected, but to openly admit when I can’t use it in court pisses me off. He knew this when he came here. He’s one-upped me, and I am forced to play his little game. I hate this shit. 
 
    “You funded his company.” 
 
    “Yes, among other things.” 
 
    “You know about his company’s designs then.” 
 
    “If you are referring to his open source programs, yes. They have been used by several individuals I do business with. Mr. Brandt has handled a lot of this for me.” 
 
    “He kill for you?” 
 
    I feel the bench shake as Garrison laughs at me. He’s calmer since he’s in control. It won’t be pretty when I flip the switch. 
 
    “Mr. Brandt is many things for me, but a murderer is not one of them. He is hired help on a contractual basis. He’s muscle, if you will.” 
 
    “What about Walter Miller?” 
 
    “An old friend with a disgusting habit.” 
 
    “You knew he was a pedophile and did nothing about it?” 
 
    “Ms. Steele, he wasn’t going to have a plaything as long as he was taking my money, using my name for fundraisers, and more. I might not live up to your standards of a human being, but I do have limits. What he viewed in his private home on his own private devices was not my concern.” 
 
    Seeing the kids laughing, I wonder if he sees how false that statement was. I tire of this conversation. He’s worse than non-stick pans at this point. He has everything fall into the circumstantial world of nothingness. I stand up and straighten my jacket. I need to put distance between the two of us. He has only fortified what I already knew. Either way, it doesn’t make me feel any better. 
 
    “He works freelance for others who need things handled. When Walter decided the young woman was to be his, Harry had a change of heart. He asked for my advice.” 
 
    “Kaley was raped and murdered,” I spit out at him. 
 
    He turns his head and finally looks at me. His eyes look more human in person than I hoped. I wished he looked more evil, more vile. Yet, he looked just like anyone else in this park. I prefer my version of him. 
 
    “Yes, she was before Mr. Brandt and I could handle things.” 
 
    “You had Miller killed and sold his organs online.” 
 
    He stands, looks at his watch and smiles at me. That’s the smug son of a bitch I was expecting to deal with. 
 
    “Mr. Brandt handled the situation. What he did to dispose of the evidence is of little concern to me. Now, you have your information about the person behind this hired job. I trust this will get you to calm your horses.” 
 
    “You covered up my brother’s murder. You can say whatever you want, Mr. Garrison, but this will never be over.” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was over, dear. I just said you ought to take a step back and focus on the case at hand. You won’t be able to connect me to any of it. That I promise you.” 
 
    He walks away from me, and I really want to just pull out my gun and watch him fall to the ground. I feel that darkness rolling around in my gut again. I want to give in, fall into oblivion, but I have too much to fight for. Grabbing my cell phone, I dial Logan. 
 
    “Detective, how can I help you today?” 
 
    “I just had a meeting with our friendly financier. I need you to check into everything Brandt has at his disposal. Garrison threw him under the bus, and I want to know why.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s just expendable.” 
 
    “Probably. Either way he couldn’t have run this entire operation on his own. He needs help. I want you to rip apart his company brick by fucking brick. And lock down all his assets. I don’t want to know how, just make it happen.” 
 
    “You got it boss.” 
 
    He hangs up on me before I can say anything more. Not like there’s anything more to add. Mr. Garrison bothered me greatly. He pushes buttons in me I swore I would never allow. Maybe Tyler’s right. Maybe I do want revenge instead of justice. Maybe I just need to invest in a Taser. That way I can make him squirm a bit. If my mother was here, she’d smack me in the back of the head. I can’t tumble down the rabbit hole. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The house is dark by the time I come home. I ignored everyone for a bit. I needed to just sit at the waterfront and clear my mind. There’s so much noise in the frustration; it was hard to think straight. I try to be as quiet as possible, but the damn door squeaks when the seasons shift and the house comes to life. Not in a good way either. Everything has a sound depending on the season. The floor sounds creaky one season and like a groaning old man the next. It is beyond annoying. Closing the door behind me, I feel the wall for an open key hook. I lock the door, but before I turn around, the light goes on illuminating the room and blinding me. 
 
    “You could have told me you’d be late.” 
 
    Turning around, I see Frankie sitting at the kitchen table, an empty whiskey bottle in the center of it. I guess this is where one would explain they were in wicked trouble. I know I am. 
 
    “What is going on?” 
 
    I open my mouth to speak, but she raises her hand, abruptly cutting me off. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear about the case giving you stress. Don’t lie to me, please. I think I’ve earned the right to ask for honesty.” 
 
    She has and then some. Sitting across from her, I play with an empty shot glass on the table. Part of me wishes there was some liquor left. I’d take some just to feel it burn all the way down. To feel something other than this anger. 
 
    “I was at the cemetery today. Before you ask, no I didn’t want to bring Chase. I needed to go alone. I still do that sometimes. Helps me.” 
 
    She stays quiet, her eyes never leaving mine. It’s a bit overwhelming at times, her gaze. It’s full of support and love. She lets me know in one look what many people search for in a lifetime. 
 
    “Irving Garrison gave me a call today.” 
 
    She sits upright, her muscles tensing. I see her mood shift, but her eyes still show no fear. 
 
    “He wanted to meet me at the park.” 
 
    “And of course you did,” she tries to hide the sarcasm, but her voice betrays her. 
 
    “I know you’re upset, but you know I had to. I needed to see his face.” 
 
    “What did he want?” 
 
    “A truce. He wanted me to get off his back for a bit. In exchange he gave me information about my case.” 
 
    “He’s not going to testify in court, so you basically put yourself in harm’s way for nothing.” 
 
    “He pointed me in the right direction. He also showed his cards in a way.” 
 
    “That’s not the point, Jasmine and you know it.” 
 
    “Brandt was behind the murder of Walter Miller. Miller killed Kaley.” 
 
    “Can you prove it?” 
 
    “Brandt uses the software for a side business. Consider him the handyman of the Dark Web. It’s a very lucrative side job.” 
 
    “It explains a lot, but not enough. He already has millions.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. His money is hidden. We’re going to cut him off and see what happens. Maybe we’ll get lucky, and he makes a mistake.” 
 
    “How?” she stops herself. 
 
    She knows I’ve involved Logan before I can admit it. She leans back, obviously upset with me, trying to distance herself. I reach for her hand, but she slides it just out of reach. 
 
    “Does the rest of the department know about this?” 
 
    I don’t answer, which in essence is one. 
 
    “If anything happens to him, Hadley will never forgive you. She’s just getting her life back on track. She’s been working on a new film, and Logan has been a huge part of that. If he gets hurt…” she doesn’t finish. 
 
    “Kaley deserves justice.” 
 
    “The man who killed her is dead. Justice was served in spades.” Her anger is rising, and I don’t know what direction this conversation is taking. 
 
    “And her little brother?” 
 
    That stops her dead. She knows I’m right. We need to finish this case so we can all move on. I can move on to bigger fish. 
 
    “You need to focus on this case and let the rest go. You have to or you’ll go crazy. I know you want to bring Garrison down, but you have to let someone else do it.” 
 
    Before I can say anymore, Frankie leaves me alone to my thoughts. She’ll calm down in time. She always does. I have to figure this all out before I lose my mind. I need to be able to focus on one case at a time. That much is true, but I need to be involved in bringing that man down. I don’t know how, but I have to be a part of it. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    I have always felt that sleep, like food, was overrated. It’s a simple concept really. You eat only what you need to live, and you can sleep when you die. Frankie tells me I need to change my perspective about it all and just enjoy the little things. Seriously, I’m not a foodie. I hate cooking, and if it can come in shake form with all those vitamins I need, I’m good. 
 
    As I stare at the perfectly white painted ceiling, I can tell you honestly it is all a control issue. My job is one huge ball of stress and nerves. No matter how much I want to do a good job or help someone, I know eventually I’m going to fail. I have several cold cases in my drawers. Answering machine messages asking for me to open them back up. Tears and screaming children looking for their family member. Those are the worst calls. The kids don’t know any better. The parents put them up to it, but fuck if it doesn’t eat you up inside. 
 
    Hell, just walking around the city, people spit on you, call you names, and taunt you. I’m not in uniform, but it’s like they have x-ray vision, and can see my badge in my ass pocket. I’m one of the good ones, but it doesn’t matter. I’m evil because I carry a badge. I’m an equal opportunity victim. I’m gay and will rot in hell. I have a kid I’m raising in a sinful situation, again rotting in hell. I have a badge, I’m a murderer, bad cop supporter, whatever. Once again, rotting in hell. On a case by case basis, I have a condo in hell. 
 
    The only thing I can control is my body and mind. I focus, sometimes obsess, over things too much, preventing myself from getting a good night’s rest. I have to get these cases done, help those people out. It’s part of my DNA. If I fail, I won’t eat or sleep until I do get it right. Frankie will cook, make me meals for work, and whatever else she can to help. I just get so involved in what I’m doing, I forget to eat or sleep. 
 
    Just like now. Except I know my body is not far away from cracking. I might end up in my condo sooner than I’d like, but I don’t control that. Lord knows I wish I did. I wish He gave me that talent. Then again, according to many people, He doesn’t listen to me anymore. So my head asks the question, why has humanity forsaken me and my family when I have not left them? Maybe like me, they want some control in this world, and I refuse to relinquish it. 
 
    The light of my cell phone illuminates the room and breaks me from my daze. Grabbing the phone, I see Logan’s name on the caller ID. I can’t count on a lot in this world. Mainly I trust humanity will always find a way to be a bitch, and my team never works their fingers to the bone. 
 
    “Steele,” I whisper hoping not to wake Frankie. 
 
    “We locked down all of Mr. Brandt’s financials. Based on what you told me, I decided to put a tracker on anything D.B.M. in the dark web. I was hoping for something to pop up, maybe an order or something. Anything connecting it to Harry Brandt.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Several encoded messages were posted on various boards ensuring that if an order had been placed, it will be filled. There’s more, but I think it’s best to not discuss over an unsecured line.” 
 
    “But you could tell me all of that with no problem?” 
 
    “It pertains to more sensitive materials. Hadley also told me using physical graphs or charts would assist in making things a bit more clear for you.” 
 
    Leave it to Hadley to explain my inability to program my DVR. She laughed at me once when I tried to fix the time on the damn thing. Then I realized the clocks moved forward, and it automatically changed. It was like Christmas for me not to have to fix it. 
 
    “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 
 
    I expertly slip out of bed without waking Frankie. It’s something us insomniacs are very good at due to loads of experience. Of course, getting dressed in the dark without kicking said furniture, that is something I have yet to master. Exhibit A would be my now stubbed toe, and my hopping around trying to get the hell out of the room alive. 
 
    Leaning against the wall in the hallway, I see a flash of light coming from Chase’s room. He’s got to be playing video games again. I’m all for playing at all hours, but he’s been doing it a lot lately. I knock on his door, but he’s got his stereo headset on. I sit on his bed, causing it to dip and him to jump a foot in the air. I point towards the television and shake my head. He turns to the screen in time to see his character get shot and die. He takes his headset off and gives me the puppy dog eyes. 
 
    “Not gonna work this time. I told you last time not to play this late.” 
 
    “Well, actually you reminded me not to let Frankie know I play this late.” 
 
    “Chase, don’t make me be the bad guy and take the system out of your room. It’s bad enough I get shit from all the other parents at your school telling me how it should be in the living room. Not to mention the ‘Chase is too young to be online. You should have parental controls on it.’ Bullshit. You’re not giving me many options here.” 
 
    “Aunt Jazz, half the kids from school allow parents to password protect the system. They all know the codes or how to hack them. We’re not dumb.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I didn’t need to know that,” I slightly smile, “but it does make me feel a bit better.” 
 
    “Everyone sneaks games at night. Who do you think I’m playing right now?” 
 
    “Some random stranger who wants you to join some great new movement for independence in a third world country?” 
 
    “Funny, but no. My friends from school. We all sneak on at the same time.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s great, and I appreciate you not hanging out with some creepy guys from other countries, but enough. You have two choices, I tell your Aunt Frankie and she throws a fit. She might sell or destroy your system that cost me a hell of a lot of money. Or you can stop playing when it’s bedtime. Choose wisely.” 
 
    “Come on it’s not like I’m…” 
 
    “Don’t care.” 
 
    “But maybe…” 
 
    “Not an option.” 
 
    “Fine.” He turns off the system. “I’m not happy about this.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to Frankie about allowing more game time on the weekends, okay?” He huffs and puts his headset away. 
 
    He lays back in bed, arms folded, pouting. His bottom lip stuck out ever so slightly beyond the top one. He definitely picked this up from Frankie. I don’t pout; I just give in to Frankie because if she’s happy, I will get what I want eventually anyway. 
 
    “Goodnight, pouty face.” 
 
    I close the door and hear him huff one more time. I wait a few minutes until I hear his breathing even out. He must have been tired to pass out that quickly. I wonder how many days these kids have been playing late into the evening. I guess now the question is do I let the other parents know or do I keep my mouth shut? Or, I tell Frankie, let her know I handled it, and have her deal with it? I’ll take option number two. Anything to get me out of parental confrontations. Can’t stand those. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A morning without coffee is a morning that should not exist. I’m sure I’ve said this plenty of times before, but damn I need a hot beverage to wake me up. Not to mention I am entering the domain of the intelligent technology people; I need to be awake. Sadly, no decent coffee shop is open at this hour. I’m desperate, not dumb. Here’s praying that the tech guys appreciate good coffee, or they explain things on a Sesame Street level. I doubt my brain could handle more of the techno-babble. 
 
    “Detective, right on time!” 
 
    Logan whirls past me and uses his butt to open the doors. It’s then that I notice he’s holding two steaming mugs of coffee. As I pass him by, he hands me one. I’m a coffee snob, so one must sniff said coffee and make sure it isn’t a watery mess.  
 
    “I assure you, Hadley let me know your specific roast. It also happens to be my favorite, so it’s nice to share a very smooth but seriously strong cup of coffee with a colleague.” 
 
    It smells like heaven. I must look like a kid on Christmas morning because I feel the smile stretching from ear to ear. 
 
    “You brew good coffee down here?” 
 
    “The perks of having the newest tech gear. We demand proper coffee to ensure a happy work environment. Trust me, sitting here and staring at binary code is just not very entertaining. Don’t get me started on following social media accounts, cell phone pings, and crap like that. It’s fun to disprove alibis, but sometimes we just want to play games on these new computers. Could you imagine a game on that massive screen out there? We can even break it up into smaller ones so we all could play at the same time.” 
 
    He looks at me, and I know he’s been talking, but he lost me at bi-something or other code. I’m just figuring out how I can make a trip down here every day to get a proper cup of heaven. 
 
    “I lost you, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Coffee, simple pleasure. You want to talk other stuff, hit Chase up. He understands it. I make him program this new smartphone thing. It’s not very smart when I continuously lock myself out of it. He says he made it easier to open with a pin, but I promise you I’ll forget that eventually.” 
 
    “They’re not really difficult. Maybe we can set you up with a better method…” he stops talking. It might have to do with my blank expression staring at him. While I appreciate the assistance, and it’s nice he’s trying to be kind to me, seriously do not try to teach me technology. Just quit while you’re ahead. 
 
    “Gotcha, no tech classes. Maybe Chase and I can play some games though.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’d love that. Now, beyond this amazing coffee, please tell me why I am here at this ungodly hour.” 
 
    “Right,” he places his coffee down and flips open his laptop computer. After he types away for a few seconds, the white wall behind him becomes his desktop screen. I have to admit that’s a bit cooler than just showing me his small ass screen. It makes it a lot easier for my contact laden eyes to see. He sits next to me and taps away on his screen. A few markers appear in a cluster on the screen. They could mean anything, but they seem to be around one specific area. 
 
    “What are those?” 
 
    “After you told me to attack everything to do with Mr. Brandt, I began tracing his phone and what towers it pings off of. I’ve also had the team searching through the encoded emails and figuring out who the buyers were, when meetings were made, times of deliveries, etc. The red markers are where a cell phone pinged off a tower at the location of delivery. It is always in the same spot and always a minute or two before the meeting time. The blue markers are where the traffic and other cams picked up the car that appears to be associated with the cell phone.” 
 
    “They all seem to center around the park.” 
 
    “Yes, it seems like that is the center of the operations. It’s perfect.” 
 
    “How is that perfect? It’s in a public arena, people can scream, call the police, report suspicious activity. That is far from perfect.” 
 
    “No one reports anything. Unless it’s an Amber Alert, people will ignore anything and everything that doesn’t directly relate to them. They’re too busy looking at their own cell phones, texting someone, or updating some status somewhere. The point is, hiding in plain sight.” 
 
    “That’s not normal.” 
 
    “Not for your average criminal, no. However, this is a technology based criminal. They know statistics better than most.” 
 
    “If they were so smart, why would they have their cell phones on to be easily traced?” 
 
    “That’s the concerning part. We’ve been able to identify some of the buyers. Their cell phone pings the nearest tower and stays there for the same time as prior transactions. The difference is during these transactions there is no other cell phone. If you watch the pings, they are consistent, they are parallel for over five minutes. Then they break apart.” 
 
    “I don’t see Mr. Brandt making that mistake. He seems to be sure of himself. Not to mention a person dealing with the underbelly of society with a multi-million dollar tech company would not make a newbie mistake like that.” 
 
    “That was my thought, so we ran the phones. The main one came from a burner phone, but we have actual contact information for the rest of them.” 
 
    “What were the deliveries?” 
 
    “Drugs, guns, illegal information, women, organs, and sometimes babies. It costs less to buy an organ or a child than it does to do it legally.” 
 
    “Like Mr. Morris.” 
 
    “We tracked his phone as well. His meet was at the piers.” 
 
    “Surgery in a cargo container?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised what’s available in those things. That isn’t the best part though.” 
 
    “Hit me with it already.” 
 
    “Irving Garrison owns the storage area.” 
 
    “I’m going to go have a conversation with Mr. Morris. You keep digging in on Garrison. He wants me to back off. That means kick it into high gear. Watch your back. I don’t want to explain to Hadley that you were hurt.” 
 
    “If there is one thing my investigations have shown me, Mr. Garrison is not one to get his hands dirty.” 
 
    “He’s a starfish, he can cut off his limbs as needed, but they always grow back.” 
 
    “Of all the things you could come up with, you chose a starfish?” 
 
    “I’m going to go have another conversation with Mr. Morris. You don’t hate on my bad analogies. Chase loves them.” 
 
    “Yes, well he’s also a child living under your roof, so…” 
 
    “Funny. Call me if anything pops. And…” 
 
    “Keep tabs on the mastermind via the DL.” 
 
    Confusion must have slowly etched its way across my face because Logan looks like he is fighting a fit of giggles. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it boss, just go.” 
 
    He waves me off and I just go. At a certain point, one must accept age is a problem. Younger people could easily pick up a device or newest gadget and figure out how to use it. As we get older, busier, and stuck in our ways - new things fall into the “what the fuck” category. Like why the hell do I need a watch that extends my phone? I don’t need a status symbol. I don’t follow the masses. I don’t want to talk to my wrist, that is what a damn earpiece is for. Most importantly, I wouldn’t know how the hell to turn it on. I’m only in my thirties, but this crap makes me feel old as dirt. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I hate fate. I hate karma. Hell, I hate death even though I obsess about it. Everything has a control outside of my hands, my mind, or my ability to change it. Why give me a mind to think and sort out a problem if you rip away things I need to solve something? It’s like dangling a lifesaving surgery in front of a patient’s face. You know they need it, but insurance refuses to pay for it. 
 
    Watching the nurses rushing in and out of Morris’s room, I feel that slap of death across my face. Like a force of mass destruction, he always gets his victim. You can push it off, hide from him, maybe even cheat him once or twice. I know for a fact that he will find you. You can only run so far on this plane. He can outlast you. That’s why death is fascinating. He has a plan that only he understands. It has no rhyme or reason. 
 
    I’m known as a hard-ass detective you can’t deny. I get to the bottom of a case, and I never give in. It doesn’t matter if it’s a cold case or not, I will get answers. As the alarms continue to blare in the hospital room, I feel just like him. I embody him. I have no rhyme or reason to how I do what I do. I just feel it, that need to solve something. I feel the need to protect the victims, their families. 
 
    “Detective? We did everything we could. He couldn’t fight off the infection.” 
 
    “What infection?” 
 
    “Mr. Morris had a cold.” 
 
    “Death by sniffles? Forgive me doc, but you are going to have to give me a bit more than that.” 
 
    The two uniformed officers try to stifle a laugh at the doctor’s expense. One stern look from me and they stop. Like I said, my reputation precedes me. 
 
    “The original surgical procedure was not as sterile as it should be. Couple that with organ rejection, we had him on a serious round of antibiotics and steroids. Simply put his immune system was shot. That’s why he was transferred to the ICU.” 
 
    “You mind telling me everything you know?” 
 
    “I have other patients that need attending to. Everything you need to know is in my report. I’m sure the coroner you have will be able to explain it more in detail.” 
 
    The doctor brushes past me as another alarm rings out above me. Death is working overtime today. Grabbing my phone, I dial the only person who obsesses over death more than me. 
 
    “Jasmine, darling, I swear I didn’t finish all the Girl Scout Cookies! If Chase told you that, he’s lying.” 
 
    “Okay, first our defective organ recipient Jake Morris is dead. Secondly, you finished my Thin Mints? That is not cool. Finally, you are putting the blame on a child, that’s sad.” 
 
    “Right,” Victor clears his throat, “I’ll send my people to pick up the poor bloke. I’ll also get more cookies as soon as I get the chance.” 
 
    “I’ll be following your men back to the lab. Maybe you can enlighten me how a simple cold kills someone.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And Victor, living with me does not mean eating my secret anti-health food stash. Understand? You eat it, you replace it. Simple rule.” 
 
    “Got it. I’ll see you when you arrive.” 
 
    Disconnecting the call, I look around the ward. A nurse with a mask on her face slowly cleans up the body. Something they shouldn’t be doing. 
 
    “Excuse me!” 
 
    The nurse stops on a dime, but doesn’t look at me. 
 
    “I need you to stop what you’re doing. The coroner’s office is coming to pick up the body.” 
 
    She nods, looks up briefly, and exits the room. I swear I’ve seen her before; the eyes are familiar, but I can’t place her. The officers walk into the room and just stand there. 
 
    “Anything you need from us, Detective?” 
 
    “Yeah, one of you get me the security footage for this entire ward for today. Something doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    One of the officers ducks out of the room. He was turning a shade of green, so I’m sure it’s more self-preservation than desire to complete the task. The other officer just stands there, calm and almost at attention. 
 
    “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    “Nurse came in to check on him. She spoke to him a bit, touched him, and walked out. Guy was smiling at her. A little while later, the machines started screaming. Doctor came in and yelled some code out. They shocked him a bunch of times, and he died.” 
 
    “Okay, get the crime scene unit over here. I want everything bagged, tagged, dusted. If it isn’t nailed to the floor, I want it at the lab.” 
 
    “And if it is nailed to the floor?” 
 
    “Detach it.” 
 
    The officer walks out of the room a bit irritated, but seriously what kind of dumb question is that. I swear we need to raise the criteria for the academy. Either they’re getting dumber, taking selfies with a dead body, or they’re acting like hot shit with a badge. They make the rest of us look bad. 
 
    Two men from Victor’s lab walk in to pack up the body for transport. After verifying who they were from their identification, I simply move out of the way and watch them wrap him up. It is very graceful the way they remove the body bag and place Morris into it. Almost a peaceful transition. Unlike the nurses and doctors, who somewhat mutilate the body to try and keep it alive, these people are gentle. Hopefully when I die, they will be this careful with my corpse. Unless I die some gruesome way. Then Victor will just curse me to my condo in hell as he tries to reassemble me. Sadly, that thought makes me laugh a bit. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Considering the heavy nature of death, one would not necessarily expect to find a human being enjoying their job. They’ve never met Victor, the lovely coroner. Hearing the latest Taylor Swift song on the speakers is one thing. Watching Victor sing, dance, and shimmy his way around the body is another. If any authority figure was down here, they’d crucify him. I know better. He works best when he’s relaxed, not thinking but doing. Our instincts make us better at our jobs. The suits upstairs always forget what it’s like to be where we are. 
 
    “I know you’re not into men so stop staring at my ass and get in here!” 
 
    Victor always had a way of knowing where I am. Except when he’s drunk, then he doesn’t even know where he is. Entering the morgue, I pick up the remote and kill the music. Nothing against Ms. Swift, but I need to hear the report. 
 
    “You turned off my music?” 
 
    “My ears are old, and it was too loud.” 
 
    He lifts his face mask and shows me his full pouty lip. Did that ever work on his soon-to-be ex? I guess my lack of a response made a point. He shakes his head causing the shield to fall in front of his face. 
 
    “You’re no fun.” 
 
    “Chase doesn’t like me in multiplayer mode either. Sucks to be the both of you.” 
 
    “I thought you were following the van?” 
 
    “I wanted to make sure to pick up the records. Didn’t trust them to be sent over with the body or by email.” 
 
    I drop the file on a different metal slab and take a look over Morris. The one thing I haven’t gotten used to is how some people look after death. Some look peaceful, like my mom. It’s as if the inner beauty was released after the stress and darkness left the body. Morris, he looks like he went nine rounds with a heavyweight champion and lost. Granted some of the damage is fresh from the attempt to save his life. His scale-like reddish skin, the swelling of his stomach and face, nothing pretty here. His family will probably have a closed casket. 
 
    “Has the lab been given the bed sheets and anything else they need to process?” 
 
    “Yep, they’re doing it as we speak.” 
 
    “Good, I’ll have to go over their findings and compare them with my own.” 
 
    “Guy was in liver failure. Doc said the surgery site wasn’t sanitary so he was on antibiotics. Morris managed to get some kind of infection and with the weakened immune system, died as a result.” 
 
    “Well, yes, that would have killed the man eventually.” 
 
    “What do you mean, eventually?” 
 
    “Just what I said. Eventually the man would have died from his infection. The scarring around the liver was immense. I swear I found rust particles from dirty tools embedded in the scar tissue. I don’t know if they would have been able to perform a proper transplant with this hack job. That doesn’t appear to be what killed him.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “His heart shows signs of cardiac arrest.” 
 
    “Okay, so due to the infection he suffered massive cardiac arrest.” 
 
    Victor grabs the report and flips through the pages faster than do with the morning paper. Finally stopping, he folds the page back and points for a line of chicken scratches with numbers. I just look at him begging for an explanation. 
 
    “His echo and EKG were fine four days ago. Yes, he had an infection. Yes, he would have died in a week, maybe less. He shouldn’t have died today.” 
 
    “So what killed him?” 
 
    “Based on the lack of evidence, I would lean towards air embolism.” 
 
    “That’s hard as hell to do.” 
 
    “Possibly, but considering he had an IV, anyone could turn it off, use the port to inject a massive amount of air into the blood stream. Considering his state of demise, I doubt he knew what was happening to him at the time.” 
 
    “The nurse at the scene was the last to see him alive. How much air are we talking about?” 
 
    “Depends, based on timing and severity anywhere from 10cc to 20cc.” 
 
    “English?” 
 
    “One or two full 10ml syringes worth. Whoever did this wanted him to die within minutes of the dose.” 
 
    There’s a new player in this old game. I knew those eyes looked familiar, but I’m wracking my brain with no results. I’ve got to see what the lab has. Maybe there’s some video or trace evidence that can shed light on the subject. Otherwise, no DA will arrest Harry Brandt for crimes when the defense can argue reasonable doubt. I know our leads are solid, but in a world of reality television and instantaneous result episodics - I’m screwed. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    I was having a good dream for once. I know it was a dream because the New York Mets won the World Series, and I wasn’t dead yet. I like a dream like that. Mindless, calm, and just plain fun. Friends all laughing around the television as the crisp fall winds chill the air. My ragtag family enjoying one of the many things that connects us. Our devotion to lovable losers, but that’s another story for another day. 
 
    Glass breaking forces me to bolt upright in bed. Frankie continues to sleep soundly next to me. Sliding out of bed, I grab my handgun on the nightstand. Normally, I lock it up, but I must have forgotten last night. I walk down the hallway, gun raised. Pushing Chase’s door open, the boy is sound asleep. I hear more noises from the basement. 
 
    Taking one step at a time, I walk down the two flights of stairs in silence. Muffled cries for help reach my ears, and I’m instantly frozen. Hadley. The temperature of the room plummets and my breathing quickens. Closing my eyes I try to focus my energy. Whatever is going on, Hadley needs my help, and I have to move forward. 
 
    Opening my eyes, the walls of my basement have become the peeling ones of my nightmares. I knew it was too good to be true. This is like 2006 when Carlos Beltran didn’t swing on a three and two pitch. One foot in front of the other, closer to the loud screams echoing through the hallway. 
 
    “Who doesn’t swing on three and two? I mean, you’re supposed to protect the plate. You get paid millions of dollars to protect the fucking plate.” 
 
    “He thought it was a ball,” Henry says to me calmly. 
 
    “Great, you’re here, too? Why can’t my nightmares be about simple things? Like drowning or a plane crash? Why do I have to have friends in danger, freak outs, and a family member being my conscious? And I don’t care what he says, if he swung and missed, I’d be more proud than caught looking. That was a weak play. Just like Glavine giving up seven runs in an inning and telling me it’s just a game. He didn’t pay over a hundred bucks to see his ass fall down at work. I would have been fired if I fucked up that much!” 
 
    “Tell me how you really feel.” 
 
    Lowering my gun, I run my left hand through my hair. These dreams are taking their toll, and I don’t know how much more I can handle. My right hand shakes holding my weapon. It feels foreign to me. I almost feel afraid of it, if that makes any kind of sense.  
 
    “Eventually you have to face what you’ve done and accept it. Or you can fall down the rabbit hole and never come out.” 
 
    “I’ve faced it and dealt with it.” 
 
    “You feel responsible for Hadley. For her being hurt and for avoiding her. It’s part of your DNA, Jazz. You wouldn’t be you if you didn’t care that much.” 
 
    Raising my gun, I ignore my shaking hands and my brother as I trudge down the hallway. The door is slightly ajar, but I can see Hadley on the floor, beaten, and bruised. I push the door open with my left foot, my eyes falling on Keith Garrison and Officer James in full uniform. 
 
    “Look who finally decided to join us.” Garrison taunts me, his hands dripping with blood. 
 
    “You want to take a few shots? We’ll hold her down for you.” James says to me, calmly. I never lower my weapon. 
 
    “You were supposed to protect her.” I stare at James, anger rolling off me in waves. 
 
    “I did. I offered her a good life, a pampered one. She was all ‘I’m independent’ crap, so I did what I was paid to do. Trust me if she came with me, this bitch would be barefoot and pregnant on a beach somewhere.” 
 
    Hadley cowers on the floor, blood trickling out of her mouth. Her injuries seem so much worse than the night James and Garrison kidnapped us. 
 
    “She would have killed you while you slept,” I reply calmly to him. Hadley is one hell of a strong woman; she would never allow him the pleasure of touching her. 
 
    “He would have had help, Detective.” Garrison leans against the wall, smiling. The anger in me wants to shoot him in the face. Then there’d be no smile on his face ever, but that isn’t rational. Neither is fighting with your nightmares. 
 
    James lifts Hadley off the floor and pushes her up against the wall. She squirms beneath him, whimpering incoherent words. 
 
    “Let her go.” I aim my pistol at James. 
 
    “Detective, how are you going to handle both of us?” Garrison continues to be smug. My rational is fading and desire to kill him rising. 
 
    Hadley screams, and before my brain can catch up, I pull the trigger. 
 
    It clicks. I drop the clip and find it empty. 
 
    Anger boils over, and I spin the gun in my hand, handle first. I swing at James and hit him in the head. The cracking of bone echoes around the room. His lifeless body falls to the floor. Hadley slips down the wall, pulling her knees to her chest. Henry walks to her, kneels, and wraps an arm around her. My eyes look through my eyebrows at Garrison. Good must defeat evil. 
 
    He charges at me, but my instincts take over. I slip to the side and trip him. He falls face first, and I slam my knee into his back. There’s nothing in this room to tie his hands, and there’s no way anyone is meant to leave this unscathed. Grabbing the sides of his head, I look at my brother. He just stares at me. With a quick movement, his neck snaps like a celery stick. 
 
    Falling to the floor, looking at my bloody hands, I realize I’ve killed them both. In reality I didn’t, but I had to do it again. The bodies slowly deteriorate into piles of dust on the floor. The light flickers above, and I look at my brother. 
 
    “Don’t go down the rabbit hole, Jazz. For your friends, Frankie, and most importantly Chase. Don’t let them change you.” 
 
    “I killed a man. How do you come back from that kind of darkness?” 
 
    “A true savior is one who has dark and light inside of them with the ability to keep them in balance. Be that person, Jazz.” 
 
    My head is heavy, my breathing labored, my body weak. I hit the floor before I know what’s happened. The coldness of the tile, seeps into my skin causing my teeth to chatter. Rolling my head to the side, Henry and Hadley are gone. I’m alone in this dark, dank room. Just like life, you’re born alone and ultimately die alone. It’s the middle where you have the most warmth, if you can hold on to it. My eyes close. 
 
    The cell phone on the nightstand screams at me to answer it. Opening my eyes to the familiar white painted ceiling of my bedroom, I grab my phone. 
 
    “Steele.” 
 
    “Detective, it’s Logan, thought you might want to come down here. We’ve scoured through hours of footage and Morris’s computer. Found some minor things.” 
 
    “I’ll be down there soon.” 
 
    I disconnect the call and look to my right to see Frankie still sound asleep. Looking back to the ceiling, I take a deep breath. I feel… rested and that scares me. I killed two men in a nightmare, and I slept well. That can’t be normal.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    No matter how many times I walk into this room, I feel like I’m in another world. Sure, I’ve probably said that once or twice before, but the feeling never fades. I see Logan over by the mini kitchen area. Tech geeks seem to get everything I sadly want. He leans back and smiles at me holding up a mug. I simply nod in response. The man is quickly gaining points for being an all-around nice person. Even though I want to be the protective good friend and grill him, I can’t bring myself to do it. He’s honestly one of the good ones, and he can help me level up in my games. 
 
    “One dark roast with milk no sugar.” Logan hands me a mug and leads me to his office. 
 
    “Thanks, coffee is always appreciated.” 
 
    “Hopefully what we find will also be helpful.” 
 
    “Would be nice. I’m a bit tired of running all over hell and back trying to get ahead of this.” 
 
    “Understandable.” 
 
    He stops at a colleague’s desk and hands the woman a small USB flash drive. She clicks it into her computer. I feel like technology specialist’s hands fly faster than a bug does when you try to kill it. 
 
    “The main thing to note, Morris’s computer really didn’t have a lot of information on it. He spent a lot of time on the Dark Web, searching for anyone to save his life. He had emails from several doctors insisting he was on the list, but due to his past indiscretions he was less likely to get the next available liver. He offered money to anyone who would give him a piece that was compatible.” 
 
    “Well, the docs said the liver can regenerate itself, so you can have a living donor. Morris only had a part of it, right?” 
 
    “Yes, which would beg the question, where are the rest of his organs?” 
 
    “Can we find that out?” 
 
    “If we had access to the main seller’s computer, possibly. After that though, what do you do with the information? Do you arrest the people for black market dealings? Put them in prison for trying to live?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. I was more concerned about those shitty surgeries and possible rejection patients that have no idea what’s wrong with them. Maybe they couldn’t afford real health care after buying this thing.” 
 
    “You get me Harry Brandt’s computer, I can probably find out the recipients.” 
 
    I take a sip of the glorious coffee, and I let Logan’s words sink in. He specifically asked for Harry Brandt’s computer. 
 
    “How do you know he was the mastermind?” 
 
    “Lots of speculation, and Mr. Morris was not very good at making his transfers look inconspicuous. Most people will funnel the money through a different bank account or use cash, maybe even an anonymous wire transfer. You never use your personal accounts.” 
 
    “Morris paid Brandt through his personal account leaving a trace.” 
 
    “A rather stupid move. He openly admits in an email that he sent the money to the company account by mistake. The response was a swift threat and orders on how to wipe the information from his personal computer.” 
 
    “Obviously he didn’t.” 
 
    “No, he did, but you can’t delete transactions or remove them totally. Brandt knew this, that’s why there is an open source code for money transfers in his program. If you happen to use your personal account, you run it through the program. It keeps everything anonymous and untraceable.” 
 
    “So he was overly excited, didn’t think, and paid in advance.” 
 
    “And paid the price. Morris purchased an organ that was his blood type and was written as being from a young woman. The listing, the description of the victim, none of it matches Walter Miller.” 
 
    “Brandt switched the liver donations as punishment.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be the first time. That would also explain why Mrs. Morris informed me her husband’s office had been broken into and ransacked. They wanted this laptop.” 
 
    “She never mentioned it to us.” 
 
    “A lot of people talk to us because we look less cop-ish. They know we work for the same team.” 
 
    “Either way, Brandt had to know we would track the financials.” 
 
    “Yes, but they look like normal transfers without the purchase information and emails. Any defense attorney would rip me a new one on the stand.” 
 
    Logan looks down at the woman sitting patiently at her computer. He nods at her and she clicks a few things on her computer. The main screen on the wall shows the hospital footage. 
 
    “We got lucky with the footage. Can you zoom in on the IV port?” 
 
    The clip zooms in, and it is a bit grainy, but you can make out the details. The clip plays as the nurse pulls a syringe out of her pocket, pulls on the plunger, and then injects it directly into the port. She repeats the action a second time. 
 
    “Victor was right. Morris was murdered.” 
 
    “It gets better. Zoom out and fast forward to after Morris’s death.” 
 
    I watch myself and the officers mill about the room. The nurse leaving the room. She pulls out a cell phone and types on it before putting it back in her pocket. 
 
    “Who did she message?” 
 
    “We traced it to a burner cell, but that isn’t the good part.” 
 
    I drink the coffee expecting him to continue, but he doesn’t. 
 
    “What’s the good part?” 
 
    “We have facial recognition software, and we decided to run the nurse’s face through the database.” 
 
    “How would that help; her face is partially obscured?” 
 
    “Yes, but the features of her face are the same. Her sunken eyes, high forehead, pronounced jawline and high cheek bones. Bones and science never lie. We got a match.” 
 
    The screen pops to life, and I stare at the image of Kiernan Jones on the massive screen. Her eyes popping out of the screen, and I remember those eyes. She was the obnoxious twit behind the counter, perfect cover from the police. 
 
    “It gets better, the cell phone pings I told you about before? They were hers. I don’t know how she is involved, but she is a part of this.” 
 
    “If you find anything else, let me know.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sitting behind my desk, I stare at the white board with all the information under the photos. It’s an archaic way of doing things, but it works for me. Rubbing the back of my neck, I’m trying to come up with a plan of attack. How can we go into Brandt’s office without spooking either of them? 
 
    “Can I come in?” Will says from the door. I lean back and wave him in. My words are failing me as my frustration grows. 
 
    “So, I hear we have a raid planned for tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yep. Just have no idea how the hell we’re going to handle it.” 
 
    “Captain is over with the D.A. trying to expedite a warrant. I don’t think Brandt’s lawyer is going to make this one disappear.” 
 
    “No, but we have to be smart about how we go in. You and I know the floor. If there’s a hail of bullets, too many innocent people will get hurt.” 
 
    “The leader of the team has blueprints of the building. He’s made an optimal route to the floor, how to evacuate the other floors in case excessive force is necessary.” 
 
    “One thing has been irritating me, what the hell does D.B.M. stand for?” 
 
    “Does it matter? All killers like to have nicknames. Makes them more official.” 
 
    “Not really, but it means something to me.” 
 
    Leaning back in my chair, I put my feet up on the corner of my desk. My eyes stay focused on the white board. All those connections, every bit of information all points to one man running the show. I think Will has slowly started to believe me that Irving Garrison is that puppeteer, but we can’t connect him. We don’t have enough. 
 
    “He’ll trip up. You just have to be patient. One case at a time.” My eyes focus on Will. He’s staring at the board as well, having moved his chair. 
 
    I’ve gone off the handle a bit this entire case. Luckily, it didn’t cost me the people who support me the most. Like my brother said, I can’t go down that rabbit hole. No matter how appealing it is to walk up to a vile human being and remove them from the world. There would be less pain. Less hate. Less evil. Less of everything negative that seems to rule the world. 
 
    But there would be a problem with my theory. Eventually, I would become no better than the person I killed. I would remove people, for reasons only known to me. That vile human being is still someone’s parent or son. That someone is still a living breathing person. I would have snuffed out their ability to obtain a balance with light. One day, when I least expect it, someone would remove me from the world for being that very vile person that started the cycle. 
 
    It’s a never ending Ferris Wheel with no ability to get off. Life sucks that way. You can’t choose how fast you spin. You can’t control who gets into your car all the time either. You just get on and pray you don’t fall off the damn ride. 
 
    “When do they want to do this?” 
 
    “Early morning hours. It’ll take that long to get a judge to sign off.” 
 
    “Figures. In the meantime they can destroy any and all evidence sitting in their offices.” 
 
    “Jasmine, they’ve been doing that since we first came by. They’re cocky, not stupid. I say we both go home and enjoy time with the family. Tomorrow’s gonna be a heavy day.” Will says as he stands up and stretches.  
 
    I follow suit and stay silent as we walk out. My mind is full to the brim with theories and other random crap. I need another good night’s rest. Maybe I won’t have a nightmare again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The house is quiet, but Frankie’s car is in the driveway. The dinner table is set complete with wine glasses. Placing my keys on the hook, the nervous bile slowly creeps up my throat. The noise in the basement makes the bile rise up into my mouth forcing me to swallow it back down. Dropping my bag, I rush down the stairs two at a time. 
 
    The door to my locked room is open. I must have forgotten to lock it the last time I was down here. I walk into the room, and my worst fear is revealed. Frankie stands there, one hand on her hip the other covering her mouth. 
 
    “I can explain,” I say full well knowing I really can’t explain an obsession to a psychologist. I won’t sound normal at all. 
 
    “How can you explain all this?” 
 
    I walk into the room and place my hand on her shoulder. She shrugs me off and spins around. Her reddened eyes and tear stained face locks to mine. 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “Frankie…” 
 
    “Just answer me! How long have you been sneaking down here and creating this… obsessive behavior?” 
 
    “A month or two after we moved here.” 
 
    Her eyes widen, and she takes a step back from me. I can see her eyes darting all over the room. The doctor in her is working overtime, and I’m sure a lecture is to follow. 
 
    “You need to get rid of this. All of it.” 
 
    “Frankie, you know I can’t do that.” 
 
    “I’m converting this room for storage of Chase’s sports equipment. You don’t have a choice.”  
 
    Her voice is a tone I’ve rarely heard before. I know there’s no room to argue, but I know myself. I’m going to do it anyway. 
 
    “I’ve put in too much time to just toss away all this work!” 
 
    “Work? This is obsessive behavior! People pay me a fortune to help them get over things like this. Not my girlfriend though, she just does it right under my nose. Here I thought you wanted a writing room. A place where you could go and be free of distractions. You lied to me, again.” 
 
    That stops me. I lied to her again. I’ve been doing that a lot lately. How can we plan a future, when I keep hiding things from her? I take a step back from her and lean against the wall. 
 
    “I have to finish this. I have to make him pay for what happened.” 
 
    My voice betrays me. It cracks and the fear is evident. I want to make it stop, but once the flood gates open it’s over. Frankie looks me over, runs her hand through her hair, and wipes her face. She walks up to me, places her hands on my biceps. 
 
    “How about we pack it away? You’ve done a lot of hard work and research. We can put it in a box for a later time. If something comes up, we’ll have the information someone else.” 
 
    “But…” I try to protest. 
 
    “No, Jasmine, this is not healthy. I need the space for Chase’s various sports endeavors, and you need to let this go. I’m not saying forever. I’m saying this way of doing things is done. I can help you. Victor lives here now, and then there’s Will. You do not have to fight this alone. Let us help you.” 
 
    I nod simply. She kisses my forehead and leaves the room. I know she’s gone to get those plastic tubs we use to store old decorations in. My hideaway, my safe haven where I can air out my demons, is being taken from me. My heart is racing, and I really wish I could control it. This is what it feels like to rip off the Band-Aid. Maybe I am still that young girl whose mother took away her pacifier one night. I cried for hours every night until I learned to suck my thumb. Still have a scar on my thumb from that. Found solace in it until I was about ten. Mom never broke me of that addiction. Frankie is forcing me to go cold turkey. 
 
    This is going to be hell. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Imagine about fifty young kids at a small park vying for the slide. It’s chaos. That’s what the ground floor of Bridge the Gap’s building looks like. There are trucks outside with the powers that be barking orders. Will and I are up front of the main barrage of personnel. Our case, we walk in first. Normally, they wouldn’t let me do shit, but you don’t mess with a Marine. 
 
    The vest is a bit tight on me, and I hate it. Will made sure it was as snug as could be. Something about protecting my body as much as possible. I get it, I do, but a girl has to breathe. He’ll deny it, but since we’ve been working together, he treats me like his baby sister. I know we’re equals; that isn’t it. You just try telling a Marine that you’re not a family when you head into enemy territory. You won’t win that argument. He’s my partner in crime, and the big brother I need. I just seriously wish he would understand a woman’s right to have her boobs only squished for a mammogram. 
 
    “Okay, the teams are sweeping floor by floor.” The captain says calmly. 
 
    “Heat signatures,” Will pipes up. 
 
    “That’s where we run into a slight issue. He’s got someone with him.” 
 
    “Any idea who they are? Kiernan? Another employee?” Depending on who that is, might alter our plan of attack. 
 
    “I wish I could tell you. Whoever it is hasn’t left his office. We’ve got a team checking the cars in the parking garage. If we find a visitor’s pass, we’ll run the plate. Might give us the information before you get to the top floor.” 
 
    “If someone’s in there, we need to get eyes on them.” 
 
    The captain looks at me, and I can see the cogs moving in his brain. I know he wants to let me do my job, but the concern for my safety is holding him back a bit. Like I’ve said a million times before, we’re family. 
 
    “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “Will and I go inside. We take the elevator and go inside like we’ve done many times before.” 
 
    “Captain, Steele and I can relay information back to you. It might help move things along.” 
 
    “Fine, whatever you do, the two of you do not engage the suspect. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Will and I both utter quickly. We know we’ll probably break that request, but what can you do. Life throws curve balls but sometimes you have to swing. 
 
    “Pay attention to the voices in your ear. You hear anything you don’t like, you get the hell out of there. Remember, you are only our eyes on the floor. We do this by the book.” 
 
    The captain walks away from us. Will turns to me and starts pulling on the damn Velcro of my vest. Nervously, I start doing the same thing to him. I don’t want to explain to his wife why his vest slid and a bullet hit him. Not a conversation I want to partake in, ever. 
 
    “You coming?” 
 
    Without thinking, I start the walk to the building. My mind goes through random check lists. Leg holsters tight. My hands check the belts as I walk. Check. Guns are loaded, check. Earpiece in ear, chatter understood, check. Push all thoughts of Frankie and Chase out of your mind. It’s then that I hear them laughing together. I’ve heard it so many times before, but right now that laughter makes me want to turn around and go home. I take a deep breath, push the sounds out of my head. Mind clear, check. 
 
    The elevator doors open and we both enter. Backs to the wall, facing the door. Will hits the floor number. He cracks his knuckles and then his neck. I can tell he’s running through his random checklist now. It’s calming knowing I’m not alone in this.  
 
    “Steele, Everts, mic check.” The captain’s voice echoes in our ears. 
 
    “Everts here.” Will states. His tone militaristic, emotionless.  
 
    “Steele here.” I’m surprised that my voice sounds the same. Although the throat mic feels funny. I know Will said it was the best for this situation, but it feels like I’m choking. 
 
    He’s rubbing off on me in a good way. The elevator doors open. Will steps out first, gun raised. I follow behind him. We quickly clear the lobby, with tactical precision. He turns to face me and motions with his eyes. Anyone else would be lost, but not me. I am in awe at how easily our friendship has transcended words. We understand each other’s moves.  
 
    Will and I each grab a handle on each side of the double door. I nod and we quickly slide inside them. The two of us fall to the ground and hold our hands out. We catch the doors and help them close quietly. Will waves his hands, points to the main office, and holds his hand level. I nod in understanding. 
 
    Keeping as low as possible, we walk around the wall and into the main area. Just as we enter the area, shots ring out shattering the glass of Harry Brandt’s office. The two of us drop down with our backs to the desks.  
 
    “What’s going on up there?” I hear the captain asking, but it barely registers. 
 
    I look over at Will before leaning around the corner of the desk to get a better look. The long alley path between the rows allows me a clear view of Brandt’s office. The lawyer sits tied to a chair crying. Her distinct moans muffled by the duct tape over her mouth. Leaning back, I realize we’re in trouble. 
 
    “He’s got the lawyer,” I whisper over to Will. 
 
    “Call it in,” he replies quietly. 
 
    “This is Steele, we have a situation up here.” 
 
    “Go ahead Steele.” 
 
    “Brandt’s lawyer is being held hostage. Full restraints. Shots were fired from his gun shattering the office’s glass walls.” 
 
    “Do not engage,” the captain says calmly. 
 
    “Sir, we feel…” 
 
    “Everts, I sent you and Steele up there to be our eyes, nothing more.” 
 
    “Sir, he’s acting like a rat backed into a corner. I’m concerned about the welfare of the hostage.” I say mechanically. 
 
    “We are in position to negotiate, sir.” Will offers. 
 
    “Everts, I understand you want to help this woman, I do, but we don’t know what we’re facing. If what you two said is true, this guy is really good at covering his tracks. Let us clear the floors before you open your mouths. Udall out.” 
 
    Will closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. This is not what the two of us signed up for. Well, it sort of is, but on paper only. You never really want to be a part of it. This is no longer a simple wait and see to us. The simple arrest isn’t an option. I hit my head against the desk, causing something to fall and hit the floor. The shattering noise fills the room. I look over to Will and mouth I’m sorry. Even now I can easily make a mistake. 
 
    “Who’s out there? You the fucking cops? I won’t come easily. You want to take me in, you have to go through this bitch first!” 
 
    I look over at Will, and he knows exactly what I’m thinking. I’m rather thankful for it, considering this large pile of shit we find ourselves knee deep in. He shakes his head at me, and I turn away from him. I know what the rational side of my brain is telling me. 
 
    “Captain, cover is compromised. We need a negotiator to call or get up here ASAP.” 
 
    “Negative, we are evacuating the building. All personnel are to retreat to the lower floors.” 
 
    “Sir,” my voice raises slightly, “we need someone to help diffuse the situation.” 
 
    “Jasmine,” his voice is soft, “I need you and Everts to take the stairs and get out of the building now.” 
 
    “Captain…” 
 
    “This is not an option. This is an order.” 
 
    “Explanation?” 
 
    “The building is wired. Bomb squad found no trigger box. We had images sent to Pevy and the team. It’s a secure wireless setup. They are trying to access the feed, but it will take time.” 
 
    “Brandt has to have the trigger.” 
 
    “It’s a risk we’re not willing to take.” 
 
    “Then what’s the play?” 
 
    “Nearby buildings are being evacuated. Once clear, we’ll call Brandt. Meanwhile, tech is trying to isolate the signal and disrupt it.” 
 
    “Steele out.” 
 
    “Jasmine, you and Will…” I pull out my earpiece and ignore the rest. Will looks at me and does the same. I know the boss is in control, and he feels the best course of action is to wait. Will and I know it isn’t because we’re up here. Brandt’s deranged and running off the deep end. We both understand one thing clearly; the lawyer’s time is limited. 
 
    Will tilts his head and looks at me. One of us has to do this. It just depends on who stands first. It’s like a stare down at high noon, who is going to draw their pistol and fire. I take a deep breath and stand up. I look to my left, and Will is standing as well. He pushes me to the ground and makes sure to stare at me for a second. He’s in the open, so I have to have his back. I motion to the outside route around the desks. He nods and walks toward the office. I pray he knows what he’s doing, or we both might end up on a table. Then our significant others would bring us back to life just to kill us again. 
 
    “You’re that cop who’s been up my ass.” Brandt aims his gun at Will. 
 
    “Harry, I’m just here to talk.” He holds his weapon above his head so Harry can see it. 
 
    “Take out the clip and toss it to the side.” 
 
    Will slowly does as he’s told. I hear the clip land by my feet. It’s standard issue. I pick it up in case I’ll need it. 
 
    “Empty the round in the chamber.” 
 
    Once again, Will is obedient. The bullet hits the carpeted floor. 
 
    “Now toss your gun away.” 
 
    Will tosses the gun to his right, in the path I plan to take. Smart Marine. Doing the one move Will taught me that I hate, the snake crawl, I slowly navigate the desks unseen. I look at the floor and see Will has moved closer to the room. He’s gotten way too far ahead of me. Not good. 
 
    “Stop. You stay there now.” 
 
    “Okay, tell me what you want.” 
 
    “This bitch was supposed to make it all go away. Was gonna hire someone to fix things, but no, she’s letting me go down alone. ” 
 
    “We know you didn’t act alone Harry. Kiernan, she was helping you?” 
 
    I reach out and grab Will’s gun, reload it and place it in my empty holster. I hear the pause in Harry’s voice. He didn’t know his receptionist was in on it. 
 
    “What does she have to do with this?” 
 
    I go back to the snake crawl and maneuver my way around the floor. Coming to another desk, I sit up and take a peek. I’m about level with Will, but I still don’t have a clear shot if I need to take one. 
 
    “She was seen at the park many times, at your drop off point.” 
 
    “No one knew about that.” 
 
    “Her cell phone pinged the tower there several different times.” 
 
    “That bitch.” He pulls on his lawyer’s hair, she whimpers. “Did you know about this?” She frantically shakes her head in the negative. 
 
    Crawling on the floor again, I manage to get myself into position quickly. A pretty damn good job, if I do say so myself. I look around and see some officers with riot gear waiting where Will and I started out. I try to get their attention carefully, but no one is paying attention to me. If they rush in, everyone is as good as dead. 
 
    “I had nothing to do with that shit. Whatever she did, I have nothing to do with it.” 
 
    “She killed Jake Morris at the hospital.” 
 
    “That alcoholic was dying anyway; what does it matter when he died?” Brandt laughs. 
 
    “She injected air into his IV tube. He didn’t stand a chance. That’s homicide. It’s on her, not you.” 
 
    “I had nothing to do with it, but I don’t feel bad the bastard is dead. He wasn’t worthy of life anymore.” 
 
    I’ve got a clear shot, but my hand is shaking. I could shoot him in the leg. I could end this right now, but I can’t. This is why I should have been the negotiator. Will could be sitting here right now, wondering to hit the tibia or fibula. He would never hit the femur since he had a buddy with that fracture. You’re never the same again. Me, I’m just trying to aim and hit the man. Right now it’s worse than trying to hit the damn ducks at a carnival. 
 
    “Whatever happened, we can sit and talk about it. Just let her go.” 
 
    “You think I’m an idiot? I want an untraceable car out front. She comes with me. When I get to where I want, I’ll let her go. Free and easy.” 
 
    Brandt holds his gun on Will. I watch him cut the restraints on the hostage. He pushes the knife into her neck and forces her to stand up. He pulls her back to his front. If Will wanted to overpower Brandt, it just became more difficult. 
 
    “Let me talk to my captain, and I’ll see about the car, but I can’t let you take her with you. My boss won’t allow it.” 
 
    Will slowly puts the earpiece in as Brandt watches him closely. 
 
    “Captain, Mr. Brandt here has a request for an unmarked vehicle…” 
 
    “Untraceable, too,” Brandt screams. 
 
    “As well as untraceable.” 
 
    “We need the hostage in return, and we need time.” 
 
    “Harry, my boss says the car might take a bit of time, but when it gets here we need the hostage as an act of good faith.” 
 
    “I’m not stupid, Detective. Tell your boss if he tries to screw me over I’ll kill everyone here and whoever is outside.” 
 
    Will’s face doesn’t change. I’m sure Brandt noticed this because he’s slowly moving to a back door. The hostage is blocking my shot. 
 
    “You know about my backup plan.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Without saying another word, Brandt fires directly into Will’s vest. It knocks him down hard. Brandt hits the hostage over the head with his gun and rushes out the back door. I jump out from cover and rush to him. 
 
    “I’m fine! Get him!” 
 
    I rush out the back door and fly down the steps as fast as I can. Looking down the railing, I see Brandt a floor below me. I continue rushing down lower and lower. No matter how fast I seem to go, Brandt stays one floor ahead of me. Finally, I hear a door open and slam shut. It’s the last floor down, but not the basement. This was not on the blueprints. 
 
    Pulling open the door, I enter the dank room gun first. The walls remind me of my nightmares. Paint peels from the walls. The musty smell sours my stomach. I can feel the fear from my dreams creeping up on me. There’s a flickering light at the end of the hallway half blocked by a door. There’s no telling where Brandt is down here. I can’t see too far in front of my face to tell if there are any offshoots from this main hallway. 
 
    I keep my stance firm, small steps, gun aimed straight towards the light. I hear Hadley’s screams in my head. I know they aren’t real, but they feel it. The light ahead flickers and goes out. I’ve got a flashlight in my cargo pocket, but I’m unsure if I should use it. If I click it on, Brandt will know I am here. If I don’t, Brandt can get the jump on me. I wish I had night vision goggles. 
 
    I place my left hand on the wall. My gun still facing forward in my right hand. Slide left foot forward, slide right foot to meet it. I continue to do this while taking deep calm breaths. I don’t want to think about what my hand is touching on the wall. Mold, urine, feces, lead paint, or maybe even dried blood - all the options dash though my mind. Any normal human being would let go of the wall, but I’m not normal. 
 
    My left foot kicks the wall in front of me. Using my left hand, I feel around for the door and push it open. There’s a small glimmer of light from the back of the room on the ceiling. Walking over to it, I kick a set of steps. I slowly climb up two steps. I grab my flashlight out of my pocket. Switch hands with my gun and take a swing at the light. The wood pops up and crashes back down. Using all the force I can muster, I ram my shoulder into the cracks and I hear a click. I push it open all the way. Sunlight floods the room from an alley. Brandt never left this way, but the light will help. 
 
    An arm quickly wraps around my throat and pulls me back down off the steps. I swing my gun backwards and hit nothing. I drop the flashlight as I try to put the arm away. It’s an interesting high when your brain starts to feel the loss of oxygen. He could snap my neck right now. My arm feels like I’m swinging through water, but my gun connects with his head. I fall to the floor hard. My brain desperate for air and not focusing on Brandt crawling up the stairs. 
 
    I drag myself to my feet and stumble after him. I hit the ground again, my body fighting me. Brandt struggles ahead of me, holding his head. I raise my gun and take aim. Focus sucks, looks like two of them. I need to relax and breathe. 
 
    “Just aim slightly above your target,” I whisper to myself. “Look for the back of the rim and let the ball go.” 
 
    I fire. Time slows. My gun recoils, but I handle it. A scream pieces the air and Brandt falls to the ground. My brain finally catches up and allows me to slowly stand. I drag myself to his fallen form. His left leg bleeding from the wound. I hear him laughing as I approach. That’s when I hear it. The sound of bombs exploding a slight distance behind me. I look at his hands, but they are firmly holding the wound. 
 
    I kick his leg and force him to roll over. I slam my cuffs on him and drag him to his feet. He’s going to hobble to a cop car. I’m not going to think about Will right now. Not until I know for sure he was still in there. I can’t. 
 
    “How’d you set it off?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” he winces in pain, “it was on a timer.” 
 
    “You knew we’d try to disrupt it.” 
 
    “You cops are always predictable. You might think you’re one step ahead, but you never are. Just like I know I’ll never stand trial,” he says confidently. 
 
    I wordlessly accept his comments. If I was younger with less experience, I’d probably argue with him. Sadly, he knows too many people. He’s too valuable. He’ll either end up in federal custody or dead. Even if he does stand trial, the government might be flipping the bill. In other words, they would stage it to look like a conviction followed by a prisoner killed by another inmate. It isn’t uncommon and people would think the score was settled. In the meantime, he’d be on some beach drinking Corona while I was hunting down another psycho.  
 
    The captain sees me and runs with two officers in tow yelling out commands. The officers grab Brandt and drag him away to a cruiser. The captain looks me up and down. He’s probably seeing if I have any new war wounds for the hospital to deal with. I wait, silently praying he will tell me the status of our team and the surrounding civilians. 
 
    “Everyone got out before it blew. Only minor injuries.” 
 
    “Will?” 
 
    “Is at the hospital. The bullet hit him with some force, might have a broken rib or two.” 
 
    “He’ll have a hell of a bruise but deny the rest.” 
 
    “I shot another man, Captain.” 
 
    “I know, but he’s still alive. Meet me back at the precinct okay?” 
 
    “I nod my head and walk off. I just want to go to the locker room and take a hot shower. I need to disinfect myself, especially my hand. I need to wash the fear off my skin. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The captain opens his office door. I haven’t spoken to anyone since the shooting. I know he’s alive. I know he’s going to have a hell of a recovery time, but I didn’t kill him. I wonder if that is what’s eating at me. I know I was capable of killing him. I could have aimed the gun a bit higher, but I didn’t. That makes me different from Harry Brandt and the entire Garrison family.  
 
    “You know the drill.” The captain somberly says. 
 
    I grab my gun and place it in the plastic evidence bag. He seals it and looks at it casually. I’m waiting for the lecture. I want the lecture. Tell me anything, I don’t care. I just need to know I did the right thing. I need someone besides myself to remind me. 
 
    “It was a good shoot. You should have your weapon back by the end of the week. Do you have your secondary on you?” 
 
    “No,” my throat is so dry, “it’s locked in the case at home.” 
 
    “No problem. When you come into work tomorrow, just use that gun. I’ll make sure it’s noted in your file.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “You want to talk about it?” 
 
    I sit down in the chair and lean my elbows on my knees. The captain sits next to me, waiting for me to say something, but I have nothing to say. Maybe it’s because the words don’t come or because I’m emotionally shot, but I start to cry. The tears rolls silently down my face.  
 
    I feel the captain place a hand on my shoulder. The damn breaks, and I crumble into my hands. It’s as if all the stress, fear, and pressure oozes out of my body. I don’t gag or cough. I just shake violently as the tears fall down my face. The captain pulls me into a hug, and I feel myself start to calm. 
 
    “It’s okay, Jasmine, I promise you it’ll get better.” 
 
    “You don’t understand, Tyler.” 
 
    I pull away from the captain and lean back in the chair staring at the ceiling. “I wanted to kill him,” I whisper. 
 
    Tyler’s eyes widen for a second before he relaxes back in his chair. 
 
    “My fourth case on the force, we got a call about a floater. So, my partner and I go down to the pier, and we see this white blob floating in the water. He says it’s trash, but I walk to the steps and use a pole to try and pull whatever it was closer to me. I managed to grab onto some cloth and got it close enough. It was stuck on the side of the pier. When I poked it again, it rolled. The body was so swollen, skin peeling, I thought it was butcher’s meat since we were in the district. It wasn’t until the washed-out gray eyes stared at me that I freaked out. I was screaming at my partner. He comes running down, screaming to dispatch everything I told him. When they finally come down to the scene, they pull the body from the water. Coroner said it was a young male, at most nine years old. Most of the evidence washed away, but they had dental records.” 
 
    The captain stands up and walks behind his desk. He sits down and pulls open a drawer. I watch him search for something before he drops a file on his desk. 
 
    “Edgar Flores, was reported missing the day we found him. Doc said he had to be in the water for longer than that. I’ll never forget the greenish tint to his skin. He looked like a zombie in some horror with Hadley. Anyway, since we found the body, my captain wanted us helping the detectives on the case. So there I am, working alongside the best of the best and my partner is a know-it-all. Williams, the lead detective, sends the two of us to interview the family. They’d already been notified, and there was no way they were going to ask for them to ID the body.” 
 
    The captain opens up the file and pulls out a photo. He holds it up respectfully. He leans forward and hands me the photo, then leans back in his chair again. 
 
    “When I went to see his parents, they gave me that photo. Asked that we keep it with the file. They wanted us to see the young boy, not the mutilation. I understood, but my partner was such a fool. He acted like hot shit, almost accusing the parents of murder. I finally told him to look at the boy’s room while I continued the investigation. After two months, we had evidence leading toward a young college student named Justin Bartlett. He was well known around campus as having a young boy fetish. Justin was a scholarship student, no connections to the community. Nothing stopping him from running. We argued with the D.A., but without any hard evidence, they wouldn’t hold him. We didn’t have DNA or all this technology. It was easier to commit a murder and walk away. Trial date comes, and I’m waiting in the hall. D.A. comes out and pulls me aside. Asks me if I know where Justin was. I had no idea. We searched high and low, but the man had no ties and fled. I had to tell his parents.” 
 
    He turns the file around and pushes it towards me. I take it carefully and scan over some of the yellowed pages. 
 
    “Every time a young boy was found, I made sure to watch the case. I wanted to know if Justin surfaced. I wanted to bring him in. In the back of my head though, I wanted to bring him into a dark alley and beat the shit out of him. Then, I wanted to put my gun in his mouth and scare him. Then I’d kill him.” 
 
    “I feel that way sometimes, too.” 
 
    “But we don’t. That’s the important part, Jasmine. We are better than the average murderer on the street because we care enough to let the bastards live. Forgive yourself.” 
 
    “Did you ever find him?” 
 
    “I came across his picture a few years ago. He died in a drunk driving accident.” 
 
    “Figures.” 
 
    “He was sober.” 
 
    Karma strikes again. I place the photo back in the folder, close it, and put it on the desk. 
 
    “What happened to your partner?” 
 
    “Killed in the line of duty. He was a pompous ass, but he became one hell of a cop.” I stand up, nod, and head to the door. 
 
    “Tech seized Harry Brandt’s laptop. They’re going over it all. There might be something in there that’s useful to you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Jasmine, just remember there might be a case you can’t let go of, but you can’t let it rule you.” 
 
    I don’t reply. I want to talk to Logan now. I don’t want anyone else touching the laptop. He knows what I need. He’s my dealer, and if I want to let this go, I need answers. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Logan is waiting for me in his office, shouldn’t surprise me. I walk in expecting to hear some protests or words of calm, but he just looks at me. 
 
    “Detective, I assume you’re here for the laptop.” 
 
    “Only you.” 
 
    “It’s just me in here, yes.” 
 
    “No, only you touch the laptop. I don’t want any information lost. If you can connect Brandt to the murders with his own laptop that’s life without parole. If you happen to find more, that’s excellent for me.” 
 
    “Yes, well that might be difficult.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “It’s encoded in a way I have never tackled before. I truly don’t know if I or any member of our team can break it.” 
 
    “Do your best, that’s all I ask and make a copy. Just in case there’s some back door bullshit that deletes everything.” 
 
    Logan smiles at me as he stands and walks around his desk. 
 
    “Aww, you thought of modern technology in an understandable way. I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    He goes to hug me, but I take two steps back. 
 
    “You might be dating a very good friend of mine, but no hugging.” 
 
    Logan holds his hands up and walks back around to his chair. He rubs the back of his neck and cracks his knuckles before going back to work. 
 
    “I’ll let you know if I find anything.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Now, if you’ll excuse me I have to call my girlfriend and explain that my slave driver of a boss demands I work late.” 
 
    “Funny.” 
 
    “She won’t get mad if I blame you. Blame Skyrim and my life is over.” 
 
    Walking out of his office, I have the sudden urge to go home and be with my family. Maybe it’s because of what the captain shared with me. Maybe it’s the pressure getting to me, but I swear Chase’s hugs cure whatever ails me. Frankie, the world would stop spinning without her. I need to go home and appreciate the life I do have. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    I thought this was over and done with, but then Logan called demanding I come down to the lab. Here I sit, with my second cup of coffee, waiting on Logan. He pulls Will into the conversation this time. I caught him driving Miranda’s minivan to work. He looks beyond tired, but the DA told us Brandt was still alive in isolation. We’re both happy. 
 
    “Minivan, huh?” 
 
    “Miranda blocked my car in.” 
 
    “Couldn’t move them around?” 
 
    “I was tired.” 
 
    “A huh.” 
 
    “Fine, she needed my truck to help move a friend. I thought I was off today. Didn’t think I’d be sitting here with you and the lollipop guild.” 
 
    “Wow, the lollipop guild? You just aged yourself man.” 
 
    “You knew what I was talking about.” 
 
    I go to respond, but he’s right. I do know who he’s referring to. Well, shit. Logan rushes in like a hamster on a few too many espressos. He drops Brandt’s laptop on his desk. Then drops his bag on the floor. He sits down, pulls out a bottle of water, and lets out a deep sigh. 
 
    “You okay, Logan?” 
 
    “Yup, just one too many espresso energy drinks. I had no idea they actually made those kinds of things. Once I had one, they tasted so good you end up having like four or five. Before you know it, it’s five in the morning, but you totally uncover some great stuff.” 
 
    “Logan,” Will holds up his hand, “it’s a bit too early on my day off. Mind explaining to me why we’re here. Slowly?” 
 
    Logan animatedly takes a few breaths before calming down. 
 
    “The laptop is a bust, sort of.” 
 
    “You couldn’t crack it,” I ask flatly. I had hoped to find more information on Garrison in the depths of the hard drive. 
 
    “Not all of it, but what I did manage to do might help us.” 
 
    “Do what?” Will looks exhausted and this conversation is hard for the two of us with little patience. 
 
    “Catch Kiernan Jones.” 
 
    That got both our attentions. We assumed she would pop up eventually and that would be our chance to grab her. There was nothing else to go on. 
 
    “Her apartment was cleaned out. Wherever she went, she’s off the grid. So, how are you going to find her?” 
 
    “She’s coming to me.” 
 
    “Come again?” I ask. 
 
    He turns the laptop around to show us a tree of email correspondence. I wish I could understand half of what was in them, but I assume it must be juicy. 
 
    “Exchanging porn,” I say and Will stifles his laughter. Logan looks confused for a moment before shaking his head. 
 
    “No, detective, I bought drugs from her. She posted on various Dark Web sites that she has a surplus of inventory she needed to move right away. Her price undercut a lot of sellers. She’s meeting me at the subway station at 42nd and 7th, by the 1, 2, 3 lines in six hours.” 
 
    “How the hell can we corner her in the busiest subway station, during rush hour?” Will asks me. 
 
    Logan looks lost, but I don’t think he had a choice of meeting places.  
 
    “We flood the station with plain clothes officers. Make sure the majority of the people on the platform are ours. We use the new cameras to maintain visual and pray like hell. Is she expecting you Logan, or did you give her fake information?” 
 
    His face falls, and I understand that his energy drinks knocked him a bit off his game. He gave her his real name; that might haunt him in the future. 
 
    “Does she know anything else about you?” 
 
    “No, just I’m a geek in college needing a fix.” 
 
    “Okay,” Will speaks up, “we flood the station, keep tabs on Logan here, and somehow make sure we bring Kiernan in. Piece of cake.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Somehow when the captain told me to go home and relax, this was not what I was thinking. Maybe when this is all over. Maybe. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Have you ever watched ants in their home? They climb all through the tunnels. Even though they have a distinct order, they walk all over each other. Some trying to get out. Some trying to get in. Some might just be looking for the queen for some nookie. I don’t have a clue. But standing here in the middle of this subway station, I feel like one of those ants. 
 
    “Steele, you have eyes on the subject yet?” 
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    She hasn’t shown up yet. I don’t blame her. She might be turning tail and running. I would. My bigger concern is that she did some digging into Logan and found out who he really was. 
 
    “She’s on her way down, northernmost staircase.” 
 
    One of the officer’s voices rings in my ear. I turn my attention to Logan. If something happens to him, Hadley would have my head. My job is to keep him safe, one hundred percent. She passes me and walks right up to Logan. She’s not wasting any time, but he’s slowing her down.  
 
    She’s desperate, looking around frantically. Each time I lower my hair to block my face. Logan keeps digging through his pockets looking for more cash. He’s good at this acting stuff. Maybe he should make a film with Hadley. No, maybe not, that sounded better in my head. 
 
    “Hurry up!” I hear Kiernan say to Logan. 
 
    “I’m trying to get it out of my pocket. It’s a lot of money, my mom told me not to keep it all in one place,” he replies. 
 
    I look past them and see Will and the others in position on the opposite end of the platform. The plan is simple. Will gets her attention; she turns and runs into me. I grab her arm, handcuff her, and lead her out of the subway. It’s an easy arrest. In theory. 
 
    “You know what, just give me what you have. I can’t stay here much longer.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Have a great high.” 
 
    She turns and walks directly into me, not part of the plan. What did I expect, this entire case hasn’t gone to plan very well. I get pushed by a surge of people and lose my grip on Kiernan. She grabs Logan by the sleeve and drags him past me. This is not going to end well. 
 
    “She’s on the move, back up the north side. Crowds causing issues. She’s got Pevy. I repeat, suspect has a hostage.” 
 
    I push back against the crowd, fighting my way to get closer to her. I can hear the train coming on the express track. It’s about a minute or two away. That’s going to make it difficult to hear anyone or call for help. Once I break free of the horde, I must be five maybe six steps behind her when a man pushes her hard. Logan and Kiernan fall onto the train platform. I rush to the side, but the same man pulls me back.  
 
    The trains brakes squeal loudly, hurting the ears of all those down here. Too late. My screams blend with the metal hitting metal. I failed Logan. I elbow the man behind me in the gut. He lets go and rushes to the exit. I turn my attention and growing rage back to the male running through the crowd looking for an escape. 
 
    “Steele, in pursuit of suspect!” 
 
    I run as hard as I can, pushing and shoving my way up the stairs. He jumps the turnstiles and runs up the stairs to the street. I’m only a few steps behind him darting up the corner, gasping for real air. I rush into Times Square and spin around frantically. Whomever he is - he’s gone. 
 
    Will follows a few steps behind me, barely out of breath. 
 
    “Where’d he go?” 
 
    “I have no fucking clue.” On the island of thirteen million people, he can hide in plain sight. 
 
    “Steele, Everts, report.” Captain Tyler’s voice crackles in my ear. 
 
    “We lost him.” 
 
    I pull the earpiece out. I want to kick something, but I work in a concrete jungle. It will hurt me more than it helps. 
 
    “Logan?” 
 
    “Little shit hid with the rats under the platform. We got him out on the other side. Captain’s sending him to the hospital for a checkup. He told me to not tell Hadley anything.” 
 
    “Kiernan?” 
 
    “Victor’s on his way down.” 
 
    “Whomever did this, they were following her. Waiting for the right time to strike.” 
 
    “You’re talking a calculated murder. You think Garrison…” 
 
    “No. I was actually thinking when you are in a desperate situation you have a tendency to do stupid things. She was undercutting other dealers to get rid of her stash. She made more enemies in a few minutes than Garrison probably has in his lifetime. Not that this doesn’t help him.” 
 
    “If she was connected, she can no longer deal. Case closed.” 
 
    The case is closed. The only player left is standing trial. The rest are all dust in the wind. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It’s been almost six months, and the mysterious man in the subway tunnel hasn’t turned up on any surveillance. We looked through every scrap of video. Every facial recognition software. We tried everything at our disposal. The man was truly a ghost. 
 
    Seeing the rows of trailers brings a smile to my face. Hadley finally accepted a role in a new local drama series. It isn’t a huge part, but the possibility for future episodes is there. She’s finally feeling comfortable in her own skin to go back to work. I have to thank Logan for that. He’s helped her heal when I couldn’t. Sometimes family can fail one another, but he has proven worthy of Hadley’s adoration. 
 
    I haven’t given him the whole ‘hurt her and I know where to bury you’ speech. Frankly, he’d probably have his tech friends hack my phone or something to ensure they find him. Maybe develop an app that traces you when you’re in trouble even if the phone is off. I laugh at myself for sounding like I understand the words coming out of my mouth. 
 
    “Jazz, you’re here.” Hadley rushes out of her trailer and wraps me up in a tight hug. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m late.” 
 
    “No worries, Logan’s been bored out of his mind these last few days with me. You guys can talk about some case or whatever. Oh, maybe he can help you with your cell phone!” 
 
    “Ms. Moreno, you’re wanted on set.” 
 
    “Coming,” she hugs me again, “I’ll be back soon, and we’ll all go for lunch.” 
 
    “Go break a leg, preferably not yours.” 
 
    She laughs at me before straightening up her wardrobe and walking away. The clicking of her heels on the pavement the only sound. Part of me wants to follow and make sure she’s okay. I know she’s had fittings and read-throughs, but this is her first shot of the day.  
 
    “She’s got to do this on her own.” 
 
    Logan puts his hand on my shoulder, and it’s the first time I realize the man is taller than me. His video game shirt giving away his geek side. Sadly, I have the same one. 
 
    “I’m worried.” 
 
    “So am I, but we have to let her do this. One thing I’ve learned, if she needs you, she will ask for it. Come on, I’ve got a sweet computer setup inside.” 
 
    “How are you feeling? Any residual pain?” 
 
    “Nope, all back to my normal geek self.” 
 
    Logan heads back to the door on the trailer and I’m torn. My feet want to walk away, but my brain can’t seem to catch up. I know it’s a selfish thing. I have this need to make up for not being there. I want to make it right, even if she says there’s nothing to fix. It’s purely selfish. It’s more about me than her, and I know it, but you feel what you feel. 
 
    “Detective?” 
 
    Hadley’s doing her thing, and I have to let her be. Regardless of my wants, she has to know she can do it on her own. So, I walk to the trailer and wait for her to come to me. 
 
    “Holy crap, I am in the wrong industry!” 
 
    The trailer is fully decked out with a huge television, gaming system, small kitchen, eating area and a bed in the back. Logan sits in the small dining area with his laptop. I calmly slide in across from him. 
 
    “You want something to drink?” 
 
    “No, I’m good. Had two large coffees on the way over.” 
 
    “Bathroom’s in the back on the right before the bedroom.” 
 
    “This place is nuts.” 
 
    “Yup, price of hiring union talent.” 
 
    Logan stares at his computer screen, frantically clicking away on his keyboard and mouse. 
 
    “I read about Brandt’s trial. Good outcome.” 
 
    “Life without parole works for me. If he lives the entire sentence.” 
 
    “Yes, there is that.” 
 
    Logan continues to type on his computer, his body language is very off. 
 
    “Got something to tell me?” 
 
    “Yes and no. Depends on which one you want first.” 
 
    “Hit me with negative first.” 
 
    “Irving Garrison has been tightening the ranks. He’s been doing a better job of hiding his money trails. He’s worse than Madoff.” 
 
    “Even the Teflon Don Gotti slipped up and was convicted. He’ll make a mistake. What’s the positive?” 
 
    “I think we can sort of flush him out with what we have.” 
 
    “Consider my interest piqued. How is this possible?” 
 
    “We release the information we have to the dark web outlets and let them take it from there. There’s no guarantee it would go viral, but with his connections to Brandt, Jones, his son’s illegal activities, and the truth about your case, as well as what little we can trace to his financial holdings, it just might.” 
 
    “But this is all sensitive material, releasing this could cost you.” 
 
    “It’s very gray. All circumstantial stuff that you can easily find on the Internet if you search for it. I’m just releasing it all in one spot as one unit. Gives it a little more credibility and strength. Might work, might not. It’s worth a shot.” 
 
    “I don’t want to risk your career.” 
 
    “Who’s risking anything? If we do this, it will bounce around the world when it uploads from an untraceable non-existent IP address. I’m a bit reckless in gaming, not in real life. If anyone tries to track me, it would take weeks or months.” 
 
    “I will take your word for it as I have no clue what you just said. I will simply trust your judgment.” 
 
    He smiles, nods, and cracks his knuckles. Before I can say another word, he is frantically typing away like a mad genius. I’m very thankful he’s on my team, but I now know and understand a version of Logan works for the enemy. My entire life of training, studying, understanding, and manipulating has to change now. It’s all impersonal with emoticons and text messages. The playing field has changed and as a good general, I need the best warriors. I just pray that the battles ahead don’t make me regret my decisions of today. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ### THE END ### 
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 DEDICATION 
 
      
 
    To Laura for always being there even if it meant sitting through a bad movie[s]. 
 
    For the bad movie choices, I profusely apologize. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 FOREWORD 
 
      
 
    It feels like it’s been eons since my cell phone rang. Forever since Officer Garrison drove drunk killing my brother and his wife; leaving me to raise their son, Chase. Years since that same officer went on a killing spree and threatened my family. Months since I killed another corrupt officer to protect them. If you put these events on a timeline, you would see how spread out they are. How long this paper trail started piling up? It was only the beginning. 
 
    Regardless of the space between events, in my mind they flood together. I can still smell the rain as I watched them lower Keith Garrison’s body into the ground. Detective Everts shot him to save my life, but I needed to see it, and feel it, just to make sure. As I hid, covered by the trees, I watched Irving Garrison shed no tears while the casket was lowered. A Latino woman, who I didn’t care to identify, was by his side. Closure was grand, but I felt there was always more to the story so I kept digging. 
 
    You won’t believe how much you can truly find on a person if you spend a little bit of time online. Forget the social media crap. I’m talking about programs that search your name, your contacts, your investments. Everything you do online, I learned, is ripe for the picking if you know where to look for it. With the help of my lead technology expert and Hadley’s boyfriend, Logan Pevy, I found the pot of gold. 
 
    The older Garrison always had his hands in dirty dealings. Drugs, murder for hire, human trafficking — he did it all. Always one hand in the cookie jar, but out just before mom catches him stealing one before dinner. He’s a sly, smarmy, and vile man who puts power above everything else. My mother always said money can corrupt people, but absolute power corrupts absolutely. Garrison is as corrupt as they come, but like any other high-powered man, nothing sticks to him. 
 
    That’s the worst part of this job, the knowing. Seeing this man free, knowing he is in control with expendable masses below him. You give him a few people in horrible situations with no way out and toss a few hundred dollars their way and they’ll do anything. Worse yet, give him a person with that itch to murder and you have a scary tandem. That person has no remorse, no feelings, no connections. Everything in their life: bodily functions, intimacy, conversation — it’s all a means to an end. 
 
    Harry Brandt was one of Garrison’s “friends.” He was good, but Logan was better and we beat Harry at his own game. It came with a significant cost. A lot of things in this life do. I wasn’t adept at the game being played. It was new to me, in an area I was weak, but not anymore. Now I know what to expect. Now I’m playing their game. How do you go after a rat? You can poison it and hope it dies. Or you can go in with fire and force it out of its hole.  
 
    Logan and I released everything we could find online—real or circumstantial—for the drama-hungry population, trying to flush out our rat. 
 
    It only took a few weeks, but social media picked it up first. Some snippets here, then more posts there but then it became political. Garrison was a well-known political donating force. His money was invested in candidates who supported his businesses, like all powerful donors. Most were bought with funds, some promised small local elections, and others given whatever they wanted. Conservatives took to the airwaves demanding this home-grown millionaire be given a fair trial in the courts and not in the public forum. Only God can judge, they threw out more than once. Liberals screamed Irving was the face of tyranny and abuse of a Republican-based government. Independents just turned their nose up at both and said if he’s guilty, he’ll pay. Until the public became involved, the airwaves were quiet. Now, after the ‘it’s online so it must be true’ syndrome has taken place, the screaming makes me smile sadistically. The rat is out of his hole. 
 
    As I watched my work unfold like a bad remake of a cult classic film, the nagging voice in the back of my head warns me to be careful. I know Garrison’s reach is extensive. I know Judge Rufus Killian is in his back pocket. His proclivity towards Garrison’s young male trade was as clear as day. We couldn’t prove it with evidence, but who needs that anymore? Not when we have the online population. If it’s online, it must be true. Take a look at anything trending today and you’ll see that’s the case. 
 
    I watch Logan drink his coffee across from me, the worry plain on his face. He tries to stay strong, but the fear of retribution weighs on him. I wonder if our actions will bring unexpected consequences, but part of me doesn’t care. 
 
    The rat is exposed and this time I plan on killing it. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    If there was ever something that can brighten up my day, wake me from a sound sleep, or make the sun shine a little bit brighter, it’s coffee. If Frankie could hear my thoughts, she would have her one eyebrow raised and a smirk firmly placed on her lips. I can’t help it. Sure, Frankie and Chase make my day every day, but they can’t change my moods all the time. Frankie’s the same with food. Put her in front of some really good food, and I swear her face lights up brighter than the sun. Give Chase a free weekend with a new video game, a full day at lacrosse practice, or a no-rules day — he lights up like a Christmas tree. The point is, we all love each other, but there are some things that just make each of us a bit happier. 
 
    Getting out of a warm bed though, not so much. The bruises on my body from apprehending Harry Brandt might have healed, but the deeper wounds remain. The mental scars shake me when I’m sleeping. The hallway straight out of a horror film still finds me, and some nights I can push them away. I don’t have a physical space to divert the negative energy anymore. Frankie saw to that when she ripped apart my basement hideaway. It’s now Chase’s sports gear storage room. My nightmares simply persist. 
 
    “Aunt Jazz?” 
 
    I hear Chase calling from the kitchen. Their voices were quieter before. They must have thought I was still sleeping. I wish. I slide my feet to the floor and feel the cold wood against my skin.  
 
    No dreams linger in my mind. The smell of fresh brewing coffee slides effortlessly into my sinuses and the left corner of my mouth rises unconsciously into a slight smile. Like I said, it’s the little things. 
 
    Dragging my old tired body into the kitchen, Frankie sits with a mug in front of her. Her glasses perched at the tip of her nose, wavy blond hair cascading down her left arm as her perfectly polished nails hold up a piece of paper closer to her face. Her dark grey suit contrasts beautifully with her naturally tan skin. Slight wrinkles in her forehead add to the look of confusion etched on her face. 
 
    Chase sits in his normal jeans and a name brand t-shirt next to Frankie. He’s grown up so much in these last few years. I wish his parents were here to see him now. I force myself out of my reverie to clear my throat announcing my presence. 
 
    “About time!” Chase looks up at me. “Aunt Frankie made a fresh pot for you so you could help me.” 
 
    “The whole pot, just for me.” I say sarcastically. 
 
    “Trust me, you’ll need it,” Frankie gestures towards the papers. “I’m considering adding some whiskey to mine.” 
 
    I give her a sideways glance as she looks back down at the papers in front of her. Her right hand holds her mug, and the left hand rubs her left temple. If Frankie looks this lost, whatever those papers are can’t be good. I pour my coffee, put my normal dash of milk in it, take a deep whiff of the intoxicating smell, and turn to the table. Time to face the music. I take a sip of my beautiful morning ritual and my mouth puckers instantly — Decaf. I look up to Frankie, who simply smiles smugly in return. 
 
    “You’ve been cutting back a lot. Now we go with none.” She simply says. 
 
    “Okay, so I’m here.” I sit down looking at the papers filled with random numbers. “What the hell is all of this?” 
 
    “Math homework.” 
 
    “The bus will be here in a little bit, and you haven’t finished your homework?” 
 
    “Jasmine, we were up pretty late trying to figure it out. It was a parental decision that he needed sleep.” Frankie’s voice and facial expression remind me there is no room for discussion. She was here while I worked on some mindless — but necessary — paperwork. I have no right to criticize. 
 
    “Point taken.” She smiles at me and turns her attention back to Chase. “So, what’s wrong with the math homework?” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Well, if it involves Tom or Billy taking two different trains but one leaves earlier than the other and they travel at different speeds, don’t worry about it. It won’t matter when you’re older.” 
 
    “Jasmine!” Frankie shoots me a glare above her glasses. 
 
    “What? It’s the truth. It doesn’t matter when Billy or Tom get to where ever they’re going. We’re all slaves to the system and the time schedules, so they’ll get there when they get there. You have to plan ahead to ensure you’re on time.” 
 
    “You’re silly Aunt Jazz.” Chase laughs at me. Frankie’s face calms down as she watches him enjoy breakfast with the only family he’s known. 
 
    “Your Aunt Jasmine needs to let her anger at getting the answer wrong go.” She stares right at me and smiles. Damn her and that smile, always prevents words from actually forming in my brain. Between her and that kid, I swear this part of my life is not my own. I love it. 
 
    “Okay kiddo, hit me.” 
 
    “Answer this problem. What is sixty-two plus twenty-six?” 
 
    “That’s what has you hung up?” 
 
    Chase nods simply. 
 
    “Okay,” I grab a pencil off the table and write the numbers on the page. “First you add the two plus the six. That equals what?” 
 
    Chase looks at his hands and starts to count. Frankie stops him, gently putting his hands back on the table. 
 
    “This is simple math; you can do it in your head.” 
 
    I watch Chase bounce his head up and down counting each number. “Eight,” he says proudly. 
 
    “That’s right; it’s eight. Now what is six plus two?” 
 
    He bounces his head again before answering. “Wait, it’s eight again.” 
 
    “That’s right. So your answer is what?” 
 
    “Eighty-eight.” 
 
    “Right, see it’s easy when you think about it.” 
 
    “But that’s not how Ms. Mills does it.” 
 
    “How does she do it?” I look over to Frankie, waiting for an answer. 
 
    “You take away the extra numbers from the main numbers. Then you add the extras together and then the first numbers. Then you add them both together.” 
 
    I look at Chase all confused and he slaps his hand over his eyes. 
 
    “Say what?” I ask my voice sounds like an exaggerated cartoon character. 
 
    “Forget it, Aunt Jazz. I’ll just get half the points for not explaining my work.” 
 
    “What’s there to explain? It’s adding numbers together, not rocket science.” 
 
    The bus honks outside, and Chase rushes to put his papers in the solid black backpack. He kisses Frankie on the cheek and then hugs me. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Aunt Jazz. If Frankie didn’t understand, I should have known you wouldn’t either.” 
 
    He looks at me pitifully before patting me on the head like a puppy and running out the door. 
 
    “Have a good day,” Frankie yells after him. 
 
    “What did I miss here?” 
 
    “Common Core math isn’t the math of our childhood.” 
 
    “What the fuck is that bullshit? It’s six plus fucking two. Seriously, kids have other shit to worry about other than removing integers then adding by subtraction. It’s just six plus fucking two!” 
 
    “Tell me how you really feel?” Frankie smiles as she finishes her cup of coffee. My cell phone chirps on the counter. I stand to get it. 
 
    “How can I help him if this makes no sense to me?” Frankie shrugs as I grab my phone. “Steele,” I say a little more irritated than I intend. 
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you so early in the morning detective,” I hear Captain Tyler say. 
 
    “Sir, sorry. I was just . . .” bitching about the inability of this country to teach math properly, I finish in my head. 
 
    “I don’t care Steele. I need to speak to you in my office.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. When?” 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    The call disconnects and the pit of my stomach drops. Does he know of Logan’s side project? Frankie destroyed my basement but we recreated it digitally. We have a map of everything. All by my memory. Does he know we released the information to cyberspace? This is why secrets never last. They always find a way out of the shadows at the wrong time. Being conscious about who knows what always eats you alive. That and somehow you always manage to let someone down. Like the old saying goes: three people can keep a secret if two are dead. 
 
    “Someone better get to work before their boss rips them a new one for being late. You know, with schedules and stuff.” Frankie smiles at me with her light hearted humor. 
 
    “You’ll be home later?” 
 
    “Normal business hours for me. Chase said he was going to try and teach me one of his shooting games tonight. Something about a zombie apocalypse and needing bait.” She shakes her head with a slight laugh. 
 
    That woman has no idea how much I love her, truly love her. That laugh makes everything go away for a few fleeting moments. I trust her with my life, but if the Captain is calling me for this whole Garrison fiasco — I need to finish it. I also can’t lose her, but self-actualizing prophecies are my specialty. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It’s interesting how many people stare at you when you are in deep shit. Like when your siblings know you’re in trouble from Mom so they make subtle noises, point and stare as you walk towards your punishment. I can see the expressions on the officers around me as I weave through the desks towards the Captain’s office. They think my eyes looking straight ahead means I don’t see them, but I feel them looking at me. Sad really. This is our future: untrained wannabes who will cower to anyone because they would rather not end up on the news. They don’t want to be educated or trained. They want the power and the paycheck. 
 
    I want justice for the victims. To speak for those who no longer can. This new crop of desk jockeys don’t understand that. They see benefits, pensions, and power. I wish they were more like Will and I. We’re a dying breed, figuratively and literally. Half of those I graduated with have moved on, moved up, retired early, or lost the good fight. This life can break anyone if it wants to. 
 
    I take a deep breath and open the door to face my captain. I don’t know what information he has, but I’m sure it will lead to some kind of suspension. As long as it lands solely on me and not Logan. It wouldn’t be fair otherwise. 
 
    “Jasmine, please sit down,” Captain Tyler says calmly. He’s lost all his hair over the last year, but his brown eyes still read your soul from a mile away. Maybe it’s the dad bod he’s developed since becoming the head of this department, or just his personality. Either way, he hasn’t been on the street since I was a rookie detective. At least he shaves his head now, instead of that bad comb over from years ago when we first started going after Garrison. 
 
    I sit quietly as I watch him push papers around on his desk. To the outside world it might look like he’s working. Hell, he might actually be working, but the piles look disorganized and overwhelmingly high. 
 
    “I called you in to speak to you about the Garrison case.” 
 
    Hear that sound of something whistling as it crashes to the ground behind me? That’s the other shoe. 
 
    “Are you aware of the media speculation of Mr. Garrison’s underground dealings?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “And are you aware that some of this information was deemed classified at given points in time?” 
 
    “I was not aware of that, no.” 
 
    Captain Tyler puts down the papers in his hand and stares at me. I know he can read through my lies. He’s been around me too long not to see the truth. Like a well-staged crime scene though, I can be an Oscar-worthy actor. I’m not going to make it easy on him. 
 
    “Well, it has opened up a much larger, shall we say, emphasis, into various cold cases.” 
 
    Cold cases? The information released online was mostly financial in nature. Anything else was purely circumstantial. So, how could this have become a cold case issue without concrete evidence? 
 
    “The FBI and others have been digging deeply into the financials of Mr. Garrison and his companies. In the meantime, the police chief spoke to Judge Killian about his connections, and they want us to dig through similar cases for the past twenty years. See if there’s some sort of connection or history we missed.” 
 
    “Judge Rufus Killian.” The man who likes tiny humans incapable of consenting. Like I said, smoke screen. 
 
    “Yes, is there a problem?” 
 
    “No.” Damn right there is. 
 
    “I’ve got all the new recruits looking through prior cold cases.” 
 
    “Then why do you have these on your desk?” 
 
    “These cases are specific. These I know are related.” 
 
    I immediately know what he means. These are the more recent cases. The ones that might have mentioned a connection to a holding company, person who worked for one, or even a direct connection to Garrison. That means my brother’s file is in that stack. 
 
    “And you need me to do what, exactly?” 
 
    He leans back in his chair and stares at me. I know that look. He wants me to stay out of it. He always wants me to avoid it, but it never happens. Some call it irony. I call it Karma. The more I want justice, the more it feels like vengeance. The more it feels like vengeance, the more it feels like the inevitable. And when it feels like the inevitable, the more I feel like I’m falling down the rabbit hole. 
 
    “I need you to stay out of the office until this is concluded,” he finally says. 
 
    “How am I supposed to do that? Are you suspending me?” 
 
    “No, Steele. I want you to work as normal, work your normal cases. I just don’t want you in your office or on the main floor.” 
 
    “And if a case leads me to him?” 
 
    Tyler folds his arms and looks up to the ceiling. His breath solid and steady. I wish I knew what he was thinking. In one motion, he could remove me from all cases. He could transfer me or take away any case that even hints at being connected to Garrison. I need to finish this like a junkie needs drugs to stay out of withdrawal. 
 
    “Jasmine, I’m not a fool. I know you need to see this through more than anyone else. I also know we have to do this by the book. There can’t even be the slightest hint of impropriety.” 
 
    He leans forward and stares right at me. His eyes tell me everything I need to know. I’ve got free reign. 
 
    “They all know. If it’s something related to Garrison, you’re the detective they call. I’m trusting you and Detective Everts won’t make me regret my decision?” 
 
    “Of course not, sir.” 
 
    “Good,” he pauses, grabs a file off his desk and tosses it to me. “This call came in this morning. Bodies are in the morgue, but you and Will should check it out.” 
 
    “A video game store, sir?” I ask staring at the notes scribbled on the manila lip. 
 
    “Suspected as a front for drug trafficking.” 
 
    “Okay, what does this have to do with Irving Garrison?” 
 
    “It’s rumored he’s a minority owner, but we don’t have anything specific. Yet. But the scene has all the signs of a professional clean-up job.” 
 
    “He’s tying up loose ends.” 
 
    “Possibly, but it could also just be a bunch of fools shooting up the place. One thing we know for sure is the manager and assistant store manager are dead.” 
 
    “Garrison’s not a hands-on kind of guy.” I say as I scan the first page of the file. 
 
    “Which is why you are going to look into it.” 
 
    I nod, stand and leave the office. I hit Will’s number on my cell phone and send him a quick text with the location. Nothing more. My mind is still reeling from what the captain told me. Do it by the book, but I get to finish this. I get to hunt down these vermin and end his career. Power is intoxicating. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Looking at the address, I know I’ve been in this store before. Every time some new game comes out I know Chase will want, I am here in line with all the other parents at Gamer Syndicate. Nothing seems out of place. No direct evidence of a crime. Except for the police cars, uniformed officers outside, and detectives wandering around. I wonder if the kids watching outside know this is reality or if they’re just annoyed we’ve closed down their hangout. 
 
    “Detective, fancy meeting you here.” Will says as he falls into step with me. 
 
    “I did send you a text,” I deadpan. 
 
    “Sarcasm, learn it.” He shoots back at me with a smirk before walking into the back room. 
 
    “Smart ass.” I say to no one as I follow him. 
 
    The front of the store might have been void of any evidence, but the back room is rife with it. The smell of death when you enter is overwhelming. I stumble a bit as the odor wafts over me. I don’t know what’s worse, the smell of drying blood or decomposition of a body.  
 
    “Some smell.” Will rubs his nose a bit as if that’ll make the smell disperse. “Still better than a dead camel in the hot desert sun.” 
 
    Ignoring his comment, I turn back to the scene in front of us. There’s blood everywhere. I’m sure the walls were white as recently as yesterday, but now they’re streaked with the sanguine fluid of our two victims. 
 
    “Arterial spray.” I say out loud, but more to myself than anyone else. 
 
    “You’ve been hanging out with Victor too much.” 
 
    Will stands next to me staring at the four blood-streaked walls around us. 
 
    “Must have been one hell of a fight in here.” 
 
    “Something doesn’t feel right.” Will says looking around the store. 
 
    “Well, Victor has the bodies, and we know the crime scene unit took samples of everything under the sun. Even if we didn’t need it all. That should fill in the gaps.” 
 
    I walk past Will and carefully avoid stepping in the exposed pools of blood. I’m careful to walk only where the paramedics, crime scene investigators, and others have destroyed the evidence. It’s interesting what we obliterate in the name of solving crimes and lives. If scenes stayed intact, imagine how much evidence we might have to go on. We would also, theoretically, have a larger pool of victims. Life is more valuable than crime scene evidence, but sometimes it just pisses me off. 
 
    “You, come here.” I point to a young officer leaning against the back door. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he stutters. 
 
    “Officer Ramos,” I read off his name tag. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” He seems surprised that I knew his name. I’ve seen it before; rookies forget they have something announcing who they are. First step in getting someone to do what you want: call them by their name. 
 
    “Were you here all night?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I already knew the answer. It was written all over his face. The bags under his eyes, the shaky hands from too much caffeine to stay awake. Add to the sleep deprivation, his belt’s too big for his waist, and he fidgets with it. He’s greener than most rookies I’ve ever seen. This could go either way in the helpful department. 
 
    “Do you know what happened here?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” His belt sags on the left side and he fights with it to pull it up again. 
 
    “Want to tell us?” 
 
    Will stifles his laughter, but you have to feel bad for the kid. He’s standing with a messed up belt, his shoes probably have dried blood on the soles. His uniform shirt is stained with what I can only assume was dinner hours ago. Maybe the bad smell in the back isn’t from death but from this rookie losing his lunch. 
 
    “My training officer received a call from dispatch around 4 A.M. The silent alarm was triggered, and we were asked to go investigate. My supervisor said it was normally not a big deal, that this happened a lot. Something about posters falling and triggering the alarms.” 
 
    He shifts his weight and looks around for his supervising officer, I assume. 
 
    “Where is your training officer now?” 
 
    “Officer Ali?” I nod in response. Second thing you learn about people, the nicer you are the more they offer up information you didn’t ask for. Less work for me to do at the station. 
 
    “He was bagged and tagged, ma’am.” 
 
    “He was shot?” Will cuts in. 
 
    “Oh, no, no, I mean . . . well he was . . .” the rookie stumbles over his words. 
 
    “Officer Ramos, just take a breath and start over. Officer Ali wasn’t shot, then why isn’t he here?” 
 
    “He was covered in blood when he slipped and fell into the pool of blood on the floor. Crime Scene Investigators took him before back to the lab. Something about his clothes and not losing anything viable.” 
 
    “Okay, so we’ll talk to him later. In the meantime, can you focus and tell us the rest?” 
 
    “Sure, we showed up. Nothing looked out of the ordinary, but the lights were all on. So, we called dispatch to let them know. They called the security company. Next thing, some kid with a key shows up and opens the door to let us in.” 
 
    “Does this kid have a name?” 
 
    Ramos pulls out a small notebook and frantically flips through it. I know we are supposed to have patience when dealing with newbies, but right now I am running out of it. 
 
    “Tucker Winslow, nineteen, student at the local city college. He said his bosses always worked late, so he never expected a call from the security company.” 
 
    “Where is Mr. Winslow now?” 
 
    “He was taken to the hospital for possible shock.” 
 
    “Okay, you get on your phone to Officer Ali and Mr. Winslow and tell them both they are not to speak to anyone or post online before speaking to Detective Everts or Detective Steele. Understand?” 
 
    “Online, ma’am?” 
 
    “Yes, no social media, emails, blogging, or whatever else people are doing now. You tell Winslow to sit and watch the nurses walk by. Anything else and I will hold you responsible.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Ramos grabs his belt as he rushes off to make the calls. 
 
    “You have to be so tough on him?” Will asks me casually. 
 
    “He started to annoy me,” I shoot back at him as I follow the blood spray on the left wall. 
 
    “What doesn’t?” 
 
    “Funny old man.” I hold my hand up and motion over the spray patterns on the wall. “That doesn’t look right.” 
 
    “What doesn’t?” 
 
    “The blood pattern, how can it go in two different directions along the wall and still be from one person?” I say ignoring him. 
 
    Looking at the floor, you can barely make out where the victims’ bodies were. Both next to one another, as if they were sleeping in bed. Yet, the patterns on the wall show a crisscross pattern. There’s also an empty area on the wall with no second stream of blood. Okay, I am either watching way too much crime drama television or hanging out with Victor too much. That man needs to move out of my house. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you’re thinking, but you look like you ate a bad burrito.” 
 
    “My brain just got all scientific and less detective for a second. Scared me.” 
 
    “Victor needs to move out.” 
 
    I shoot him a no shit look, effectively bringing the conversation back to the crime at hand. 
 
    “The spray lines are in two different directions. There’s a gap in the second line. What does that scream to you?” I ask. 
 
    “There was someone back here with victim one before victim two walked in on them. The bodies were placed on the floor. Nothing original.” 
 
    I look around the room, and if you remove the blood, it looks like an everyday backroom. Extra games, rubber banded and stacked on the shelves. Systems stacked neatly on the floor. A television sits on a box that controls the cameras in the location. Both are turned off. The safe sits under the desk, wide open, and still full of cash. 
 
    “Too many questions.” 
 
    “Like why the cameras were turned off?” 
 
    “Why come to a game store at night? Why let someone into the backroom after hours? Why is the safe still full of cash?” 
 
    “We won’t know until the district manager does an inventory to see if there was something else stolen,” Will says. 
 
    “You come to a store, maybe take a system or two, but you don’t steal the easy cash in the wide open safe?” 
 
    “Someone who knows how to kill quickly, stage the bodies, and exits without a trace wouldn’t care about the cash.” 
 
    “So what the hell else was going on in this back room and who wanted them dead?” 
 
    This stinks of a clean-up. You know when they are closing ranks. Professionals take care of the extraneous variables. Anyone who can talk is killed. Papers burned. No evidence left behind. 
 
    “You smell that?” Will suddenly asks. 
 
    “I’m trying not to.” I answer. 
 
    There are many faces a Marine has. There’s the “I-know-what-I’m-doing-so-shut-up” face. Then there’s the “I-can-kill-you-with-one-finger-while-blindfolded-and-my-other-hand-held-behind-my-back” face. The one I fear most is the “get-the-fuck-out-of-this-place-now” face. That’s the one Will has right now. 
 
    “Everyone out! Now!” Will shouts and starts running. 
 
    Without saying another word, Will pushes me out of the back room. His voice continues shouting over the noises outside. People fleeing, rushing out of the room, things falling off the walls, chaos. The sun hits my face, and as Will pushes me to the ground behind his car, my knees scrape the ground.  
 
    The heat and pressure of the explosion hits us first, then the sound. It’s loud enough to wake the dead. The ringing in my ears dulls down the sound of the car alarms and first responder vehicles in the distance. Standing up, the dust around me settles around me as I survey the devastation. Officers rolling on their backs, their mouths open screaming. Looking toward where the front door used to be, I see Ramos’ body attached to the cruiser, impaled by flying debris. His head slumped, his shirt soaked red. He never stood a chance. 
 
    Whoever did this wanted to ensure there was no evidence left behind. Didn’t matter how many innocent lives would be lost in the process. Officer Ramos, with his belt too big, was nothing more than an extraneous variable. That’s the difference between being human and a monster. To an actual human, a life is never considered extraneous. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Mandatory check-up is what the other officers told me. Make sure Will and I were okay. The blood on my clothes wasn’t mine. I know that, but try explaining it to the EMT’s who showed up on scene. I told them I tried to help the wounded and that is how the blood got there. Problem with explosions isn’t only casualties; it’s the side effects and this sound pulsing in my ears.  
 
    I know I have excellent hearing normally. My mother told me I had selective hearing. When I was in trouble, she said I could hear my name from a mile away. I always told her any kid hearing their full name knew to run. Mom and Frankie used to laugh about my dog-like ability. The two of them even conned me into having a hearing test. Turns out it was above normal, I just liked to tune things out. After that, I couldn’t get away with ignoring whatever those two ladies would ask me, talk about me and what not. 
 
    Unlike now. The dull ringing is annoying and the voices around me sound like they’re under water. The doctor’s talking to the nurse in front of me, but he sounds like he’s whispering. If he would just turn around to face me, I’m sure his words would be crystal clear. I can make it all out, but I have to lean forward. It’s getting on my nerves. 
 
    “Where’s Tucker Winslow?” I say probably a little louder than I intend to. Blame the ears. 
 
    “Detective . . .” The doctor looks at me with that stern medical face. You know the one where they tell you rest is in your future and not to get too hyper. I didn’t listen when I was a kid after knee surgery, and I see no reason to start now. 
 
    “Don’t give me the, you’re in no condition bullshit. I’ve been through worse. I just want to talk to the witness.” My voice bounces off the walls garnering the attention of those loitering in the hallway. 
 
    “With all due respect, detective . . .” He holds his hand out in front of him gesturing to the floor. 
 
    “Which means you have none for me. Look I get it; you see a bad ass detective come in here with some minor ear injury. Then you open up the file on that fancy tablet gadget, and you see a file big enough to make a porn star blush. I know you want to be cautious, but trust me it isn’t going to happen. So, just sign some piece of paper that says I can go on my merry way. Then tell me Tucker Winslow’s room number, please.” I whisper, or at least I think I did. 
 
    The curtain on the right of me pulls back, and Will stands there in all his gowned glory. It takes everything I have not to laugh at a very fit Marine in a rather small gown. 
 
    “Make that two of us doc.” 
 
    “Detective Everts . . .” 
 
    “Like she said, we’ve been through worse.” 
 
    The doctor mumbles something incoherent to himself as he storms off. Reminds me of Chase when I tell him Fruit Loops cannot be considered a food group. Turning my attention back to Will just as he bends down to pick up the bag under his gurney. His boxer briefs all on display. 
 
    “Dude, there are some things a person can’t unsee!” I say covering my eyes. 
 
    He stands, embarrassed, and I slide off the gurney next to him. Grabbing the bag, I shove it into his hands. 
 
    “How come they didn’t put you in one of these paper things?” He asks. 
 
    “I had female nurses working on me.” I say calmly. 
 
    “So, did I.” He stops and I can smell the gears moving. “Oh.” 
 
    I laugh at him as he fumbles with his pants. We’ve have become so comfortable around one another, we don’t care. It also helps that he is happily married, and I don’t like his plumbing. 
 
    “I don’t care what your rules are! I have power of attorney, and I want to see my girlfriend NOW!” 
 
    I know that voice. It’s a bit scary when she uses it on me in an argument. That’s when you stop being an ass and listen, or at least that is what it means to me. 
 
    “Looks like I’ll be interviewing Winslow alone.” Will cracks a sly smile. He knows as well as I do that I’m not going anywhere anytime soon. 
 
    “Where’s your wife? Why didn’t she get a call?” I throw back at him. If he figured out a way to avoid the calls from the hospital, I need to know. 
 
    “I have a police scanner in my officer, Jasmine.” Frankie deadpans. I forgot about that thing. Talk about a gift biting me in the ass. 
 
    “You know when I bought you that thing, it was to make you feel better about my job.” 
 
    “Oh sure, hearing about an explosion, officers down, calling the captain to find out where you were . . . right, that calms my nerves so much!” Her arms continue to move about like she’s translating her words into some foreign language. 
 
    “On that note, I will go find out what room Winslow is in.” Will looks at me apologetically, but leaves anyway. I’ll get him back for this. 
 
    “Baby, I’m fine. Just a little ringing in the ears.” 
 
    “A little?” She says staring right at me. She’s trying to tell if I’m lying. I learned a long time ago, you cannot and should not try to lie to someone who is trained to see through bullshit. It’s how I learned to say nothing at all about certain things, like Irving Garrison. 
 
    “Yes, a little. It’s a dull ringing. More annoying than anything else.” 
 
    “Let’s go home, you need to rest.” She leans forward and helps me off the gurney. She pulls me towards the nurse’s station; I assume to fill out the discharge papers. 
 
    “Frankie, I know you mean well, but an officer was killed.” 
 
    She stops moving, her eyes fall to the floor. I know what she’s thinking, what she feels. She almost lost me. She knows some family is being given the worst news of their lives. Her hand leaves my forearm and she turns to face me. Her eyes filled with unshed tears. Her face firm as she fights to keep her emotions in check. 
 
    “I don’t like this at all.” She pauses taking a breath or two. “Just promise me you’ll be careful. If the ringing gets really bad, please come home. I don’t . . . I can’t . . . ” 
 
    A tear breaks free and falls down her reddened cheek. Using my thumb, I wipe it away. I forget how much my life, my determination and drive can affect someone so much. In times like these, words are useless. Only actions can heal deep wounds. Kissing her gently, she pulls me into her tightly. I can feel all her fear rolling down her arms and into my flesh. There’s an understanding, a feeling, and it’s purely magical. Pulling away from her, I look back into her eyes and give a slight smile. She knows I’ll do my best to be safe, but not everything is in my control. 
 
    “I love you.” Frankie calmly says. 
 
    “The feeling’s mutual.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Will interrupts our moment, “Winslow is in room 302.” 
 
    I nod and look at Frankie. She lets go of me, hugs Will gently before walking away. 
 
    “She okay?” 
 
    “Is your wife okay when she knows you’ve been hurt?” 
 
    “That depends, did I get a chance to mow the lawn or shovel the snow before I got hurt?” 
 
    “If Frankie was here, you know she’d smack you right?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “I’m just going to say you’re an ass and let’s go.” 
 
    Will gestures like a knight leading his royal charges. The more time passes, the more he has become a brother to me. Like my older brother used to do, Will manages to keep me in line and beat up the bullies when I’m on the losing end. Either way, knowing he’s by my side in these cases has helped me keep a somewhat level head. 
 
    Walking up to room 302, there is a heavy set older male pacing back and forth. His voice lower than I can make out right now, but he’s obviously having a hell of an animated phone call. He stops when he sees us, hangs up the phone, and holds his hands up to stop us. 
 
    “Detective Steele and Detective Everts,” I say as I point to Will and myself. 
 
    “Jason Miles, District Manager, Gamer Syndicate.” He weakly shakes both our hands. I already know by his demeanour he’s going to stall. 
 
    “We just need to speak to Mr. Winslow and get his statement.” 
 
    “That’s not possible right now. Mr. Winslow was at work when this unfortunate incident occurred. The company wants to ensure that all of Mr. Winslow’s rights are protected. Since he is shaken up and under a doctor’s care, the company feels that it would be best if our lawyer accompanies Tucker when he is interviewed.” 
 
    “Tucker Winslow is not a suspect, Mr. Miles. We just wish to know what happened which resulted in the murder of two of your employees.” 
 
    “Yes, well,” he pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose with shaky hands, “he is still in no condition to speak at this time. When doctors say he can be released, we will take him to the precinct.” 
 
    Will hands him his card, “Call that extension at the 42nd Precinct; they’ll make sure we get to see you quickly with little fanfare. Ask for Detective Steele, myself, or Captain Udall.” 
 
    Will turns and walks away with me hot on his heels. He’s angry for the stonewalling tactics. You can tell by his bicep muscles flexed and pushing against his sleeves. Classic Will. He pushes the elevator button a little harder than necessary. 
 
    “Victor might have something by now.” I say calmly. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “You knew they were going to protect their assets before the humans who work for them.” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Seriously, Will, what do you expect from a greed driven society that values a game filled with killing cops, going to strip clubs, and being the underbelly of society over the damage it does to the kid’s mental state by playing it?” 
 
    “Frankie’s rubbing off on you.” Will finally smiles. 
 
    “Chase wants that damn game. All his friends have it and we refuse to buy it. Causes a bit of a temper tantrum.” 
 
    “You can’t help what other parents do. Only yourself. I’ll talk to him, if you’d like.” 
 
    “He would probably listen to you more than us. We’re the evil parental units.” 
 
    The elevator dings and I follow him inside. 
 
    “Your car here?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “How we getting to Victor’s lab?” 
 
    “Borrowing a probie’s cruiser.” 
 
    Ah yes, finding the one probation officer who leaves the keys in the car. Shove the officer in the back and make him ride like a criminal. Training at its finest. Not to mention it really is one of the best pranks one can pull. Especially when Will goes all Marine drill instructor, reprimanding-the-good-soldier sounding. I guess we all have to find the small things about the job that keep you human. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Victor’s lab looks worse for wear as Will and I walk through the doors to talk to the lovely doctor. His face stuck to a microscope, his hair a mess, and his right hand shakes slightly. Will looks around and points to the table in the corner littered with energy drinks. I can understand his need to move fast. An explosion in the city and everyone screams terrorist attack. One has to work twice as fast to disprove it in order to calm a city that is more vulnerable than most places. 
 
    “You two going to come in or stare at my lovely art with empty cans.” 
 
    “You’ve had too many, Victor.” Will calmly says as we walk further into the room. I’ve seen Victor like this before, during his divorce. I’ve learned to back up and just catch him when needed. 
 
    “Busy day, detective.” He pulls his eyes away from the slide and turns to face us both. He walks over to Will first, looks him over, and nods. Then he turns to me, stops, and stares. His hand tilts my head to the right. Finally, he pulls me into a tight hug. 
 
    “You promised you’d never do that again.” 
 
    “Didn’t die, just got blown up.” I struggle to say as his hug prevents me from breathing. 
 
    “Anything on the victims?” 
 
    Victor lets me go, spins back around to his slide. He pulls out two file folders and slams them next to the microscope. 
 
    “First, you’re dealing with a professional or at least someone who has done this before.” 
 
    Victor walks to the first white sheet which covers a body. He pulls it back showing the pale face of the female victim. The perfectly sliced throat exposes the esophagus and muscle tissue, the skin stained where blood dripped and dried. My stomach rolls but I force it to settle down. 
 
    “Fingerprints and dental records confirm the female victim is Tasha Fisher. Age twenty, Caucasian, approximately five feet six inches tall, weight was one-forty.” 
 
    “Time of death?” 
 
    “The heat was on high, compound that with the humidity outside, the back room was over one hundred degrees. So, truthfully I can only make a guess at the true time of death. Somewhere between midnight and three in the morning.” 
 
    “Killer wanted to make it more difficult.” Will slides his hands in his pockets, frustration showing on his face. 
 
    “Yes, but there are a few things the assailant could not cover up.” Victor takes a pen and places it along Fisher’s Neck. “The assailant was left handed. The knife was stabbed into the neck on the right side, then dragged along, slicing shallower as they went across.” 
 
    Looking over the woman, you have to wonder what happened in her life to end up here. Was her life so poor outside of work that she somehow got involved with a bad situation? Was she just at the wrong place, wrong time? There are so many questions running through my head, and I know most of them will never be answered. My hands fold into fists on the table as I stare at this victim, taken long before her time. My disgust rising with the migraine in my head. 
 
    I get attacked a lot for being a cop. I get attacked for being gay. I get attacked for just being in the wrong place at the wrong time. I remember during one case a perps’ family asked me if I had a habit of profiling assailants. We’ve all got stereotypes for various cases. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t. The difference is, I don’t care what color, religion, or orientation you are. Someone’s life is over because the murderer decided it was time. For that, I don’t give a shit who you are. You deserve to be punished. 
 
    This girl’s family deserves to know what happened. No matter why she was in that situation, no one deserves to see this. Her neck has been stitched, but I guarantee you no makeup will cover it. When they come to claim the body, no sheet will cover the vicious method of her demise. How can the one who did this not look at this and question who they are supporting? 
 
    “There’s more.” Victor’s words bring me back to reality. He pulls back the sheet on the male victim’s face and gently grabs one of his arms. “The bruising on his wrists indicate he was bound.” 
 
    “She was killed first.” 
 
    “Yes, it appears he was forced to watch.” 
 
    “How would you know that doc,” Will asks for the two of us. 
 
    “The fact that his right eye was stained with blood. Upon further testing, it was positive for Ms. Fisher’s genetic markers. The beating he took also showcases that once Ms. Fisher was disposed of, the assailant went to work on him.” 
 
    “Who is he, doc?” 
 
    “Joe Connors, African-American, age twenty-two, approximately six feet tall, weight was about two ten.” 
 
    “Cause of death?” 
 
    “Well, Jasmine, I can tell you the person who killed him wasn’t very creative. The angle is exactly the same but shallower.” Victor points to the neck wound. 
 
    “Okay, the girl I can understand. Maybe the perp gets behind her, slices her throat and her body goes to the floor. How do you get the exact same angle on someone who is tied to a chair?” 
 
    “That’s the interesting part.” Victor grabs his laptop, clicks a few buttons and turns the screen to face us. “The lateral collateral ligament was cut in both knees. The victim was losing blood from his wounds, he couldn’t stand on his own two legs, the assailant holds them up in the proper position and kills them.” 
 
    “Why not just kill him in the chair?” 
 
    “Detective Everts, while I am sure I can speculate to my heart’s content, that truly is your job. I just know what the body tells me. The girl was killed and tortured. The male watched, was then tortured and killed. This is a very professional hit.” 
 
    “Well, doctor, call us if you have anything else.” Will walks out of the office and punches the button for the elevator. 
 
    “You have to be that harsh?” 
 
    “No, but he can’t assume I have all the answers.” 
 
    “No one was doing that to you.” 
 
    “The assholes upstairs have. Apparently, I can’t fully run the coroner's office and the crime lab anymore. Something about needing to have more eyes on cases.” 
 
    “Okay, but Vic, you were never meant to run both to begin with. I know you and Adrian were close, but she died and you fell into her job. So the powers that be hired someone new. It’s okay.” 
 
    Victor nods and I motion to Will standing by the slowest elevator ever. Before I get to the door, I feel Victor’s hand on my arm pulling me back around to face him. 
 
    “Before I forget. I found some odd substance under the female victim’s nails. The same substance on the male’s hands as well. I sent it to Doctor Brown in the crime lab. She has both of your numbers and will call if anything comes up.” 
 
    “Doc Brown? Really?” 
 
    “Lillian Brown, yes. Don’t make a Back to the Future joke. First, you’re aging yourself, and secondly, she’s heard them all before.” 
 
    “You said one didn’t you?” 
 
    He lets go of my arm and mumbles to himself as I walk out of the room trying to hide my smile. Will stands with his arms folded, staring at the evil elevator. The door finally opens and he walks inside, quiet. I walk in and stand beside him. 
 
    “Victor was just being a pain in the ass.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Then what’s going on?” 
 
    “Just frustrated.” 
 
    “This is the job, Will.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that,” Will raises his voice at me as his hand punches the wall. I can see his outburst surprises him a bit, but it doesn’t faze me. I’ve been there before. Hell, I’m still there. 
 
    “Maybe you need time off.” 
 
    “To do what?” 
 
    “Spend time with the kids and the wife. Remind yourself why you do this day in and day out.” 
 
    “I know why I do this job, Jasmine.” 
 
    “Will, the only thing we have that’s good in this life are the families we have at home. Sometimes, it helps getting an extra hour or two with them. We both know why we do this job, but without them . . . we’d lose ourselves to the job.” He relents. 
 
    “Maybe when this case is done, we’ll go away. Not until then.” 
 
    “Then let’s figure it out and go home.” 
 
    “You know it’s never that easy right?” 
 
    I nod at him as silence falls between us. It could be a fast case, sometimes things move smoothly. Other times, you get more questions than answers. My gut tells me we aren’t going home anytime soon. Only people with something to hide hire professionals. Will knows that. He was one of the best snipers the US Government had. From what he’s told me, his missions were providing cover for those searching for intel, eliminate hostiles if necessary, and to never leave a trace behind. If this person is as good as Victor thinks, we’re going to need more of Will’s military training than my detective skills. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The tech lab looks like it always does. The monitors on the myriad of desks would give anyone a migraine. Bouncing lines across a quarter of the screen, some movie image in another quarter, and then two other squares full of more tech jargon. Either way, it is too damn complex for me. If I could, I would go back to a flip phone. Technology, the never-ending availability and the dark web, made me more paranoid of technology than ever before. 
 
    “Hello, detective, usual hot chocolate?” Logan asks from behind me. 
 
    “Hot cocoa?” Will questions as he smiles. 
 
    “Sure, thanks.” I answer, keeping my eyes focused on Will. Logan walks between us and into the main room. His red converse sneakers a distinct contrast to the black carpet as his white laces drag along the floor. 
 
    “Are we five?” 
 
    “No, Will. Frankie cut me down to one coffee a day.” I snap before following Logan’s previous path. Trust me right now I would go for the largest latte the world could make, but I can’t. My doc mentions I should cut back a little and Frankie goes into protection mode. I get it, be healthy and all that crap. She wants a long life with me and vice versa. Yet, somehow I doubt my coffee intake is going to bury me sooner than the fucking assholes who don’t signal before changing lanes. Or perhaps the idiots who smoke right in front of every damn doorway that I need to go into. Or maybe the drugs they pump you up with every time snot rolls down your face. Hell, there are plenty of other things that will shorten my life span. Coffee is not one of them as far as I’m concerned. If it is, well then fuck it, we all die sometime. 
 
    I huff and fall into his comfy chairs waiting to sip on my non-coffee beverage. I can hear Will walk in behind me, close the door, then five large steps before dropping into his chair. No coffee means heightened senses I guess. 
 
    “Not doing well without coffee?” Logan asks calmly. I think looking up at him though my eyebrows gave him the answer he needed. 
 
    Logan places my cup at the edge of his desk before sitting down with his coffee. I can smell it from my chair. Shit, did I mention heightened senses? 
 
    “So what have you found?” Will starts. 
 
    “I wish I could tell you I found out enough to solve your case, but all the cameras were disabled in the store.” 
 
    “The company swears they were in working order.” I ask, grabbing my drink from the edge of the desk. 
 
    “Oh they were, but the manager turned them off.” 
 
    “When?” Will adds. 
 
    Logan puts his cup down and starts typing on his keypad. I take a sip of the hot cocoa and my tongue tastes the most amazing flavor — coffee. I moan into my cup and I swear I make the men blush. 
 
    “Good hot cocoa?” Will asks. 
 
    Smiling at Logan, who continues to blush while working on his laptop, I answer, “The best ever.” 
 
    “Okay, so I managed to get the video feed from the stores front entrance, registers, and the back room.” 
 
    A few click of his fingers and the store pops up on his computer screen. The four blocks, three showing footage and one blank. I assume it was meant for an extension. I’ll have to ask the corporate cronies when I see them. 
 
    It’s an odd perspective to view. I see the two managers walking around the store as if life was normal. To them it was, I guess. I wonder if they ever thought about their lives ending in such a violent way. Were they concerned about where they go after all this living stuff we do? I do. Every fucking day. 
 
    The female assistant manager closes the front door. She nods to the manager who appears to be counting out the registers. Tasha walks through the main part of the store, stopping every now and again to fix a box on the wall. Both Joe and Tasha look towards the back room. The two of them get a bit animated before Tasha walks into the back room. She opens up the fuse box. She must have flipped a switch because the computers were cut off right after. 
 
    “Corporate see this?” 
 
    “Yeah, everything is downloaded when the registers are closed.” 
 
    “Did the manager have the registers closed already? It looked like he was counting out while she was in the back.” Will asks the same question most people would be thinking. They’ve never worked retail. 
 
    “If the store was slow, you close the backup registers about fifteen to twenty minutes before you actually close. Then, you count out register one but you don’t actually close it. Most people pay credit in stores like this, so you rarely have a cash transaction within those last few minutes. This location closes at nine, download probably started at nine fifteen or nine twenty.” 
 
    The two men stare at me and say nothing. 
 
    “What? I worked retail for five years. Had to pay off student loans somehow. Besides, my brother had a video game addiction, and I was the one who fed it.” 
 
    “You worked in a video game store?” Logan asks as if I now walk on water. 
 
    “Computer store,” I mumble. Logan’s face falls and within a few seconds he starts laughing. 
 
    “You? In a computer shop? You barely know what’s wrong with your laptop when the battery is dead!” Will chuckles, but one stern look from me and he swallows those noises. Logan calms down and looks at my stern face. I must be channelling my mother because the two of them look like I’ve caught them red-handed stealing a cookie. 
 
    “Well, ummm, you know you don’t really like ‘the Facebook’.” Logan states matter-of-factly. 
 
    “True, I don’t like anything that sucks the life out of society. After the past few cases, do you really think this social media shit is safe?” 
 
    “My daughters have all the new stuff out there. I monitor it all.” Will adds calmly. 
 
    “You’re a Marine. If someone hurt your kids . . .” 
 
    “I’d remove them from the face of the Earth faster than they could tweet hashtag help me.” 
 
    There are moments where words fail you. Imagine, if you will, this grown man with muscles bulging out of his clothing. He reminds you of a wrestler, but with his pinkie he could remove your life. He’s tougher than any living thing on this planet, yet here he is talking about tweets and hashtags. I don’t think I can formulate any reply. Chase would have hugged Will’s leg and said he was so cool. Me, I’m told I’m old school. Thank the powers that be I can still kick his ass in first person shooter games. 
 
    Shaking my head free of those thoughts, I stare at Logan who is still smiling. 
 
    “Stop it.” 
 
    His smile fades to a smaller smirk. 
 
    “Sure,” he types away at his keyboard. “Hashtag help me. I love it.” 
 
    “So, the feed goes out and is downloaded to the mainframe. Tasha must have flipped a switch turning off the power to the camera.” Will says. 
 
    “Which leads me to believe they let someone in the backdoor. They knew their killer.” 
 
    “Question is why and who was it?” Will questions. 
 
    “There were a few stores across the street; I can see if they have any footage. Not sure of the clarity, but it’s better than nothing.” Logan adds. 
 
    My phone vibrates in my pocket. Pulling it out, I see Chase’s smiling face. 
 
    “Hey, kiddo. What’s up?” 
 
    “Aunt Jazz, I was wondering if I could go out Friday night.” 
 
    “Out where?” 
 
    “Just to Paul’s house.” 
 
    Paul: good kid, smart, wears glasses and has a wicked sense of humor for someone his age. He’s one of the few Frankie and I approve of. 
 
    “Time?” 
 
    “After school?” 
 
    “What will you be doing?” 
 
    “You know, the usual.” 
 
    Red flag. He’s getting older now, and I know damn well there is more to it than just the usual. What does that mean anyway? Whenever I said the usual, it meant I was hanging out with people my mother didn’t like. Either that or my brother and I were going somewhere my mother wouldn’t approve. Like drinking on the beach when grandpa died. Unless we were in a place that served food or coffee, the usual was never a good thing. 
 
    “Try again.” 
 
    “Auntie, you know we just sit, do homework, and play video games.” 
 
    “Why play video games next to one another when you complain split screen sucks? I mean that was your argument for an XBOX Live subscription, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Umm . . .” 
 
    Game. Set. Match. 
 
    “Jessica and Lily might be there.” 
 
    If I was driving, I would have rear ended the car in front of me. He’s mentioning girls? He actively wants to spend time with girls who not so long ago he swore carried the cooties virus? Where the hell has time gone? 
 
    “Aunt Jazz, can I go. Please?” 
 
    “Will Paul’s parents be around?” 
 
    “I’m eleven, of course they will be. We’re just going to watch some movies and stuff. No biggie.” 
 
    “Not yet eleven, thank you very much. So Lily or Jessica?” 
 
    “Aunt Jazz! I’m hanging up the phone now.” 
 
    “You’re gonna have to spill it eventually!” I hear the beep sound of a disconnected call, and I put the offending device back in my pocket. Chase is interested in girls. Holy shit. Am I supposed to give him a talk? Oh God, I do not want to give him that talk. My mother hit me with that, birds and bees. I’ll let Frankie do it. 
 
    “Doctor Brown just called, she has some information for us,” Will calmly says. “You okay?” 
 
    “Chase . . . Girls . . . Shit.” 
 
    “Well, yes they do grow up eventually.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to . . . I mean I’m his aunt . . . He’s not old enough to date.” 
 
    “He’ll ask about sex eventually.” Will taunts. 
 
    “So will your girls!” Will’s face instantly falls. 
 
    “You’ll figure it out, right now let’s talk to the new doc and work on the case at hand.” He changes the subject. 
 
    “I’ll need coffee after this.” I rub my eyes to get the images out of my head. 
 
    “Nope, I’m more afraid of Frankie than you. Sorry.” 
 
    Walking to the elevator the only thing running through my mind is a simple one. Growing up fucking sucks. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I’m not good with new people. My mother called me a social butterfly, but she never knew it was all nerves. I could talk for hours about growing grass if it meant people would include me and not admonish me. I knew better when I got older. People will make fun of you whether you’re talking or not. Still doesn’t stop the nervous reaction from being there. Like I said, I don’t like dealing with new people. 
 
    “Jasmine, you okay?” 
 
    “Huh? Yeah, sure.” I look up at Will who stands with one of the large glass doors open. I guess he’s waiting for me to go inside, but my head is dreaming again. Ignoring the odd look, I walk inside. 
 
    Similar to the Tech Lab downstairs, the Crime Lab has an all glass wall behind the receptionist’s desk. People move back and forth like ants in a home-grown farm. Some carrying evidence, some looking like they were lost, and others just look like they don’t want to be there. In other words, it looks like every other place in this freaking building. 
 
    “Can I help you?” The young receptionist says to me. Her smile reaching her ear and her voice a chipper tone I’m not accustomed to hearing down here. 
 
    “We’re looking for Doctor Lillian Brown.” Will asks. 
 
    “Of course, if you’ll give me a moment, I will get her for you.” 
 
    “Can we just go in?” I hear Will’s voice echo next to me. I say nothing. My voice trapped in the nerves building in my gut. We’ve never had to ask permission before. 
 
    “Sorry, sir, but the doctor has added new rules. No one in without a member of the lab as an escort.” 
 
    She picks up the phone and I notice her nails are pretty, neat and short. Matches her hair and her outfit. Perfectly in order. I wonder if she has a slight case of OCD. I’m analyzing again. Not only have my nerves made me become a mute sweaty mess, but now I am acting like a shrink. 
 
    “Detectives, pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Turning my attention to the glass doors, I find a statuesque dark skinned woman standing there. Her black combat boots stick out from beneath her baggier jeans. Everything about her screams comfort. I wonder if her personality matches or if she’s going to be a pain in the ass to deal with. If I could stand on the side-lines and study her behavior, I’m sure I’d have an answer in a few days. Sadly, once again I am on the short end of the stick. Time is a luxury when you have dead bodies waiting for justice. 
 
    “I appreciate you getting here so quickly. If you’ll follow me.” 
 
    The two of us follow saying nothing. Passing by a set of locking glass sliding doors, each pair leading to a new lab area filled with evidence and more. The colder temperature forces me to pull my arms into my chest to warm up. Doctor Brown looks at me and nods — I hope it’s for understanding and not her sizing me up. Or something like that. 
 
    After walking the lab mile, we come across a pair of glass doors with a security panel. It looks minor, almost insignificant, but she stands in front of it for a full minute or two. Then Will and I hear some beeping and the glass doors open to the sides. I swear I am in a science fiction film without the fantasy, the fan-fiction, or the cos-play. 
 
    “Come in and have a seat.” 
 
    Will walks ahead of me and quickly takes a seat. Once I pass the threshold, I jump as the door closes behind me. I turn back toward the door and try to calm the idiotic adrenaline running through my veins. I’m a fucking detective with a gun, not a scared little girl. I can handle this. Doctor Brown clears her throat and I turn to face her. Her perfect make-up, pristine skin, hair meticulous, perfect. . .everything. Plaques with degrees from Columbia University and awards litter the wall behind her. So she’s a doctor, this is my case. I’m in charge. I shake my head slightly, wishing the discord would simply fall out of my ears and away from my brain. This isn’t a sandbox in kindergarten. We’re not politicians jockeying for votes. This is a murder investigation and this woman is on my side. She’s here to help me. I inhale deeply and exhale all the nerves as I sit in the open chair next to Will. 
 
    “You texted Detective Everts earlier?” 
 
    “Yes, I wanted to discuss with you something Doctor Hayes found on the victim’s hands.” 
 
    “Doctor Hayes?” Will asks. 
 
    “Victor.” I fill in for him as I take the seat next to him. When Doctor Brown looks at me quizzically I answer her unasked question. “We all call him Victor. Only his teachers ever called him Mr. or Doctor Hayes.” 
 
    “I see, well. . .Victor found a residue on the hands of the female victim as well as a small amount on the nose and hands of the male victim.” 
 
    “Cocaine?” The obvious answer falls from my mouth. 
 
    “Initial tests indicate it was a highly pure version, yes. However, it wasn’t found in the female victim’s blood stream.” She pauses and types on her keyboard for a few clicks. She turns the monitor around to face us. The images flash across the screen in succession, but truthfully I have no idea what the heck I’m looking at. It looks like a weather pattern from whatever Doppler they’re up to now. Either way, I’m a bit lost. 
 
    “Doc, I’m not quite sure what I’m looking at,” Will thankfully asks. 
 
    “I decided to do a scan of the male victim’s brain before Doctor Hay. . .Victor did his full autopsy. He’s running tests on the brain to verify my findings. I asked him to keep it quiet until we had some answers.” 
 
    “But you’re showing us these images for a reason, right?” I question. I know I can’t be staring at the rainbow connection for fun. 
 
    “Yes, detective. The brain scan in conjunction with the residue leads me to believe the male was a cocaine addict. There was significant damage to the brain easily found on these scans. Victor also found damage to the liver, kidneys, and the interior of the nasal cavities.” 
 
    “He didn’t share that information with us.” I say with a bit harsher than I’d like. I’m not used to having two people sharing bits of information when they see fit. I like getting all of it in one sitting, like potato chips. Once you open that bag, it’s over. 
 
    “I understand that, we wanted to verify our findings before bringing it to your attention.” 
 
    “How good?” Will asks, suddenly nervous with his leg bouncing. 
 
    “Too good for street quality. Whatever these two had on their skin, it was not for the average user’s consumption.” 
 
    “Elite drugs for elite drug users. The bigger question is how did he get away with being a user, having those serious side effects, and hold a store manager position?” 
 
    “I wish I could give you that answer, detective.” 
 
    My cell phone beeps with a text message. Quickly scanning the information in the message, I stand up and put my phone away. 
 
    “Time to get some answers from the company who hired them.” 
 
    Will stands next to me and extends his hand to Doctor Brown. 
 
    “Thank you for your time and information doctor.” 
 
    Seeing her facial response to the accolade, I finally see a crack in her appearance — she’s insecure about her new job. 
 
    “You’re very welcome. If I find anything else, I will let you know.” 
 
    “Much appreciated, doc.” I nod before heading out of the office. 
 
    “You think they’re going to be candid about what happened?” Will asks as we weave through the lab. 
 
    “Depends. If the company has something to lose, they’ll close ranks to protect the greater good.” 
 
    “You mean their bottom line.” 
 
    I smack the elevator button and take a deep breath. I know whomever is with Tucker Winslow, they will not allow him to share anything. He’s our best chance to fill in the missing pieces. If he talks, the company could be liable for all the criminal activity, damages, civil litigation, and whatever else lawyers can come up with. My gut tells me this kid isn’t going to talk unless we can separate him from the suits. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sitting in the interrogation room, my mind is running through various questions popping up in my head. Will they cooperate? How much can I push to get an answer should they not want to give me any information? What kind of lawyers am I dealing with? Will let’s these ideas just flow out of his mind. Always feels he can only control what he can control, so why let the rest bog you down. I wish I could be like that. I have to analyze the equations, face the situations, and basically obsess about it before the individuals in question come in. He’s good like that. More and more he reminds me of Henry. 
 
    The door opens with a slight squeak, and I have to fight the urge to jump up to fix it. A woman in a perfectly tailored suit walks in, stoic, briefcase in her left hand, knuckles white from the pressure of her grip. Eyes focused on her cell phone in her right as her thumb furiously flies around the screen. Obviously, a lawyer trying to act as if her time is more important than mine. Probably on their social media feed talking about how her life is amazing. She steps to the side ignoring me and the table in front of her.  
 
    Jason Miles walks in after the lawyer. His shoulders slumped, face drawn. He’s obviously dealing with some kind of serious pressure. He might be a good weak link to break. Possibly. If he was threatened by the big wigs to keep his mouth shut or lose his job, no force or kindness will get him to open up. I wouldn’t blame him either. He might be the bread winner. I don’t know him well enough to judge his decisions; the economy sucks for everyone. 
 
    Another skinny, tall man walks in. His black slacks perfectly pressed, his button down shirt perfect with one button open at the neck. He walks with an air of confidence, like he’s higher on the food chain than poor Jason. He’s going to be combative. I can tell just by his walk, gait, and the arrogant smile he gives me. Typical out of touch corporate goon. 
 
    Tucker Winslow walks in, his face pale, hands in his pockets, head down. He looks like hell, normally I’d say he was probably a good actor, but this feels different. He has this emptiness in his eyes; I’m not sure it’s guilt or a post-traumatic stress response. Part of me feels bad for having to put this kid through this interrogation. Part of me doesn’t give a shit. Is that normal? Probably. I’m not a vicious bitch, but this kid is stuck between the right thing to do and a corporation trying to prevent a lawsuit. Bodies be damned. They’ll break the lease, get a new building, and act like two people weren’t slaughtered under their roof. Tucker Winslow is expendable when it comes to the all mighty profit. 
 
    Will walks in, closes the creaky metal door, and pulls out a chair next to me. The rest of us follow suit, I guess he’s going to be playing the bad cop right now. 
 
    “I’m Detective Everts and this is Detective Steele. I appreciate you all coming in today.” 
 
    “Ava Hayes. We’re here as a courtesy, detective. Mr. Winslow did not witness anything and has nothing to add to the investigation.”  
 
    Right out of the gate she plays the ignorance card. Like they’re helping us just by sitting in the interrogation room sucking up our air. It’s easy to see Miles and Winslow both know more than they’re letting on by how they fidget in their seats. Based on the lawyer’s immediate fight tactic it’s either really serious shit, or the lawyer is too new to realize they played the defensive card. Considering the company name, the fact that it’s close to the holiday season, and major game releases are coming out soon — I’d say they were trying to distance themselves as quickly as possible. Can’t have a double homicide with drug implications when you have a billion-dollar game release in a month or so. 
 
    “You play games?” I ask Winslow directly. Ava looks at me quizzically. 
 
    “What does this have to do with this case?” She drawls out as if this interview is beneath her. 
 
    “Just a simple question. Do you play games, Mr. Winslow?” Hayes looks over at the two other men before focusing solely on Tucker. She simply nods in his direction. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “You a first person shooter kind of player or do you like the third person perspective games? Or maybe you’re a racing game or adventure player?” 
 
    “I like the FPS games, but I can play anything really.” 
 
    “See my nephew likes the first person shooters. Likes to feel like he’s part of the game, I guess. Me, I’m a third person kind of gamer. I like to see the whole picture. See who’s surrounding my character, see the full playing field of the map. You know what’s consistent through both types of games?” 
 
    The skinny man leans in to the lawyer, and I feel an objection coming up from them. I really want to laugh, but my mother would smack me for bad behavior. 
 
    “Is there a point to this, detective?” Hayes leans back in her seat, and I can feel her impatience with my line of questioning growing. 
 
    “You might not notice the consistency if you only play multi-player.” I continue ignoring her. 
 
    “I don’t understand. . .” She tries to continue her argument, but I cut her off. 
 
    “I get it, you don’t see what this has to do with anything, but Tucker does. Any person who plays the campaign story of video games understands that the main character, the one who saves the day, they always come clean. Their lies of omission, their silence, it comes back to haunt them as their team falls apart. Maybe they lose loyalty from mission members and you get the worst scripted outcome. You don’t get the best loot or people hunt you down because you went rogue. Or maybe everyone dies because you kept quiet.” 
 
    “That’s enough!” The skinny man slams his hand on the table getting my full attention. 
 
    “That is enough. I don’t know what kind of twisting of words you are trying to do, but Mr. Winslow has assured me he knows nothing that would assist your case.” He argues bluntly. 
 
    “Mr. . .” Will holds onto the last syllable trying to get the man to admit who he is. 
 
    “Boone, Kelvin Boone.” I guess he thinks he’s James Bond in a former life, or at least in his dreams. 
 
    “Mr. Boone, why are you here?” Will calmly asks. He leans back in his chair. He’s getting ready to pounce; you can tell from his forearms. The muscles contract and relax before he attacks. 
 
    “I’m the regional manager.” 
 
    “When was the last time you worked a shift in this location?” I ask. 
 
    “I visited them a month or two ago.” 
 
    “For how long?” Will counters. 
 
    “An hour or so.” 
 
    “Tell me, Mr. Boone, do you even know what really goes on in the store? Are you sure you get the best representation of what is going on after a few hours? A visit that I’m sure they are prepared for days in advance. One where they can easily manipulate everything in the store to make everything look ideal? Sure, the numbers overall don’t lie, but theoretically they can easily hide anything they are doing behind your back. Do you know all the employee’s names at this location?” Will hits the point home. 
 
    “I have twenty stores in this district alone; it’s impossible to know everyone’s names.” Boone leans back in his chair, his gait pure defense. He looks like a kid on a playground who was picked last because he shot his mouth off too soon. 
 
    “So, you couldn’t possibly understand what was really going on. Instead, you’ve probably spoken to some suit in a high-rise apartment. They told you to squash it quickly, regardless of the dead bodies. Then you probably threatened Mr. Miles’ job. Hell, you might have let Tucker here feel like this whole case would fall on him. We’re not looking for a fall guy here, Tucker. We’re looking for the truth.” I say raising my voice. 
 
    “Detective!” The lawyer yells, but I’m so angry I don’t listen. 
 
    “They’re lying to you, Tucker. They’ll promise you the world to shut you up, but once this case is closed, you’re out. They don’t want any negative press attached to their brand. Your name’s been in the paper.” 
 
    “That is enough, detective! I demand you. . .” Ava Hayes slams her hand down on the table for effect. Sadly, it’s lost on Will and myself. 
 
    “Ava Hayes doesn’t care about you. She’s not here to protect you or Mr. Miles. She’s paid by Gamer Syndicate to protect their assets. That’s all that matters is their bottom line. You’re an afterthought.” 
 
    “Detective!” Hayes slams her briefcase on the table as she stands up. The room falls silent. I feel the smile grow across my face as I slowly catch my breath. I know I’ve broken through. I have no idea which one of them will come forward, but I made my point. 
 
    “We’re leaving.” Hayes huffs out as she and Mr. Boone stand up to leave. Miles and Winslow hesitate and look at one another. Will stands up and holds his hands out as if trying to stop a fight. 
 
    “Let’s just all calm down for one second, okay? We’re not here to prosecute your company or throw anyone under the bus. We’re just looking for some answers.” 
 
    “As are we detective.” Boone answers quickly a tinge of bite in his tone. 
 
    “Detective Steele will be leaving this interview room, and we will continue discussing things on this matter.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I ask, confused by this betrayal. 
 
    Will stays silent as he motions to the door. Looking over his shoulder, I see the smug look on Ava Hayes’ face, and I feel the bile rise in my throat. I hate corporate greed and the almighty dollar. Enough people have died for bullshit, and this bitch was covering up more of the same. I know he’s not trying to be cruel; he’s playing the good cop. I showed my hand as the bad guy, and he’s filling in the rest. I understand it, but I don’t like it. 
 
    Slowly, I stand to my full height. My eyes boring holes in to the face of Tucker Winslow. I clench my jaw to prevent saying anything more. Tucker finally averts his gaze to look directly at the floor. I turn my back on everyone as I exit the room quietly. I have no choice but to let Will finish up while I sit at my desk. Who am I kidding, I wasn’t bred to wait at my desk while others work. Unlike the masses of entitled people, I enjoy earning my paychecks. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    It was a hellish morning, and I slept like crap after yesterday’s hours of tests, bodies, and everything else. I woke up to an empty bed, Chase was already off to school and there was a note on the coffee machine ‘Decaf Only’. Frankie knew I needed sleep and that I would probably cheat from her rule. Not like I haven’t already. 
 
    Walking into my other home away from home, I realize how comfortable I am in a shrink’s office. Makes me laugh a bit, considering how much I avoid these places in my daily life. Looking up from the front room’s desk, the receptionist holds up one finger signifying ‘one moment’ and I smile in return. She’s new, otherwise I would have been waved through. Normally it would have irritated me, but this time it gives me a few more seconds to clear my head. The commute didn’t help, damn traffic made me angrier by the minute. 
 
    Looking around the room, I can tell it’s newly renovated. The medical facility finally decided to fix the cracks in the walls caused by super-storm Sandy. The worn carpets have been replaced with clean hardwood flooring. The walls are a calm, light blue. Frankie will hate it if they’ve renovated her office. She was quite happy with the way it was. 
 
    “May I help you?” The receptionist grabs my attention. 
 
    “Hi, I’m here to see Dr. Ryan.” 
 
    “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    “Umm, no, I usually don’t . . .” 
 
    Frankie rounds the corner out of the hallway at this moment, the amusement obvious on her face.  
 
    “Miriam, this is Detective Jasmine Steele, you can let her through any time. Unless I’m with a patient, of course. I work with her on various cases, consulting with the police department.” She says omitting that she’s my girlfriend as well. Have to test the waters before true disclosure is given. Never know the responses you’ll get. 
 
    “I’m sorry, detective. I won’t make the same mistake twice.” 
 
    “It’s not a problem, you’re just doing your job.” 
 
    Frankie sweeps her hand toward the hallway to her office as she walks ahead of me. I simply nod to Miriam and head after Frankie. Walking past a few closed doors, I walk into Frankie’s office and smile. Only the floor has changed. I know she hated the carpet as it showed its age. The new hardwood, with a classic rug in the middle makes it feel more homey. The old couch and chairs, perfectly broken in and beyond comfortable as I’ve napped there on occasion. The rest of it just looks like a fresh coat of paint, nothing more. I’m sure all these renovations went on after hours with specific designs for all the offices. 
 
    “I told them I’d be most happy if they just fixed the minor damage and gave me a new floor. My office is a sanctuary for many patients who need consistency. The hard wood would have been enough of a shock. I don’t need to start all over because the powers that be think they know best.” She says reading my thoughts. 
 
    “I understand, but I also think a certain doctor didn’t want her place of solitude to be screwed up.” 
 
    Her smile brightens up my afternoon and she closes the door behind her. Sliding across the room, she sits on the edge of her desk and eyes me. My brain screams many things daily, but right now it’s living in the gutter. If my brother was here he would smack me upside the head, close my mouth, and tell me I’m being rude. He’s not though, so I am openly ogling my girlfriend. 
 
    “It’s impolite to stare,” she says, an octave lower than it was a few seconds ago. 
 
    “Yeah, well who can blame me? I have a very beautiful girlfriend.” 
 
    She smiles at my words, and even though I’m not the Grinch I swear my heart swells with that look. Every single time. 
 
    “I know you didn’t just come here to have idle conversation.” 
 
    I sit down on the couch in her office not trusting myself to be closer. The leather couch sinks down perfectly, making me feel instantly safe. I never thought about that before, the feeling of the couch. I can see why her patients prefer it over the stiff business - like chairs. God, I really hate those things. They kill my back. 
 
    “Detective, while I truly love your company, I do have a schedule to adhere to.” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m just a bit scattered this morning. I needed to see you and maybe pick your brain.” 
 
    She walks over and sits in her matching leather chair. Crossing her legs, she’s the spitting image of professionalism. Her demeanor changes, her face less flirtatious and more business. Again, perfect. 
 
    “Go ahead.” she says. 
 
    “Two dead at Gamer Syndicate. Blood spray, but specific. The victims knew their murderer. It was meticulous, planned, and calculated. As of yet, we have nothing much. Victor found drugs on the victims, the company has closed ranks, and no one is talking. The cameras were off. Logan’s working on clips from across the street, but so far nothing.” 
 
    “Well, firstly, you’re never going to that place or any of its other locations ever again. Secondly, fire rarely leaves anything behind, Jasmine. You can’t expect things to magically appear because you want them to.” 
 
    “That’s just it. It’s the lack of evidence that’s bothering me. Who has the power to make everything disappear? Better yet, who NEEDS everything to go away? Who is being investigated enough where he has to be careful of where he takes a shit?” 
 
    “While your assumption that Garrison is behind this might be correct, do you have anything other than your gut to corroborate your hunches?” Frankie asks. 
 
    “Not right now, but you know I’m rarely wrong.” 
 
    “That may be true, but do you really want to destroy the investigation because of a hunch? If you make one mistake, Garrison might be able to use it in his defense. It only takes one juror, Jasmine. Just one.” 
 
    She’s right. I have to be sure. I can’t go into this half-cocked like I did last time. It’s time to close the conspiracy door and focus on what I have in front of me. My mind recoils at the very idea, but sometimes to see the full picture you have to take a step back and focus. Then you see the clearer path to the same destination. 
 
    The intercom on her desk buzzes to life. Frankie walks over and picks up the receiver. 
 
    “Yes. Okay, thank you.” 
 
    She hangs up the receiver and straightens her suit jacket. 
 
    “I would love for you to stay and chat, but I have another patient in about five minutes. Why don’t you bring home everything you have on the case and we’ll go over it tonight?” 
 
    “I might be really late, but thank you.” 
 
    I stand, give her a quick kiss, and head to the door of her office. Opening it, I turn back to her and sign ‘I love you’. It’s something we haven’t done in a long time. Maybe it’s time to take a few steps back in a lot of things. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As I walk back into the precinct, I’ve got this fresh new feeling. I don’t have anything new to add to the case. I don’t have any hope of finding out anything new at this moment in time, but I at least have some faith that it will come up. I’ve always said people make mistakes even when they think they’re meticulous. Everyone forgets to clean the drain below the screws, but a killer remembers that. That same killer could forget to clean under a victim’s fingernails. They might forget they’ve been bitten leaving DNA in the victim’s mouth. 
 
    I remember one of my first cases as a detective. The captain and I solved it based on the DNA of a plant and where it grows. The stab wounds pierced the bicep all the way through, connecting with the ground. When they pulled the knife out, some residue was left in the wound tract. We matched that to the killer’s shoes. It blew a hole in his alibi and then things fell into place. We found and exploited a simple mistake. Whoever it is this time will make one. It’s inevitable. No one’s perfect. 
 
    “Detective?” The officer at the main desk grabs my attention. 
 
    “Yea?” 
 
    “Someone on the phone for you. Says it’s in reference to your open murder investigation.” 
 
    “Name?” 
 
    “Anonymous tip.” 
 
    “Transfer it.” 
 
    I take off down the hall to my office. Normally, I wouldn’t run for these types of calls. Most of them end up in dead ends or wild goose chases. Right now though, I’ll take anything that might help me see the tree for the forest. I wave at the captain as I rush past him and into my office to answer the already ringing phone. Taking a deep breath, I pick up the phone and sit down. 
 
    “Detective Steele, how can I help you?” 
 
    “I saw what happened the other night at the store.” A woman on the other end offers. Her voice is calm and even. 
 
    I grab the nearest pen and notebook. If this caller is telling the truth, she might give me some piece of information that could help. I have to calm down though, for all I know they’re just going to rehash everything the news media spewed out already. 
 
    “Okay, why don’t you tell me everything.” 
 
    “Alright. The assailant entered the store from the back door. They had a black baseball cap on.” 
 
    “Anything on that hat?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. Just a hat.” 
 
    “Male or female? Can you describe them?” 
 
    “I couldn’t tell. I would say they were tall, average build, darker skin.” 
 
    “And you saw them enter the store, around what time?” 
 
    “Around closing time.” 
 
    “Is there anything else?” 
 
    “Yes.” Her tone changes with that one simple word. The pause in conversation makes my stomach climb into my throat. This doesn’t feel like an ordinary call anymore. I toss my pen at the door, and it clangs against the glass. The captain comes in and looks at me, his questioning gaze goes from the pen on the floor to me. I scribble a note with one word: TRACE, and hold it up. He darts out, and I listen to the woman breathing evenly on the other line. 
 
    “I’ll give you time to start the trace even though it’s a waste of time. You’ll know where I am soon enough.” 
 
    Udall steps into the doorway and gives me the okay sign. The trace is on. I nod and turn my attention back to the woman on the line. The captain walks in and stands in front of my desk. 
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    “Right away with the big questions? No, no. I never play games by authorities’ rules.” 
 
    “I’m not playing any game.” 
 
    I hear her laughter through the phone and it chills me to the bone. There’s a distinct threat in her register that I don’t want to hear again. Ever. 
 
    “You’re already playing, dear.” 
 
    “You must be mistaken.” 
 
    “Really? Are you truly sure of that?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure. You should know someone tried to force me into their game. He lost.” I answer coldly. 
 
    “Ahh, well, I would beg to differ. Keith Garrison was a novice and yet he made you follow him around as he saw fit. He converted your fellow officer and almost managed to kill you. You would be dead if not for your partner.” 
 
    My head hurts. She’s right; I did play into Garrison’s hands. It was the wrong decision for the right reasons. Either way, if you look at the facts, I did play by someone else’s rules. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “I’m tired of you.” 
 
    “And this means what to me?” 
 
    “You’re asking me? You’re not a novice at this detective. We’ve been here before. You can walk away and let this be. You can keep plugging away like a good soldier and suffer. The question remains what does it mean to you?” 
 
    The color must have drained from my face because I feel the captain’s hand covering my clenched one. I have no way to protect them from someone I can’t see. The fucking tree and the stupid forest. I scrawl two question marks behind the word TRACE and the captain nods and bolts out of the room. I have a feeling this call is pinging all over the city. She’s doesn’t strike me as stupid. 
 
    “Excuse me, ma’am?” I can faintly hear a younger voice in the background. 
 
    “Yes?” Her cheery and hopeful voice returns as she answers. 
 
    “You dropped your hat.” 
 
    The voice is much clearer now, and I feel the blood rushing to my face as my heartbeat starts to race. 
 
    “Why thank you so much, young man.” 
 
    “Chase, come on!” I hear some other kid yell over the phone. 
 
    “I’m coming! Have a great day, ma’am.” 
 
    “You, too.” 
 
    The Captain comes in and shakes his head. I point to Chase’s picture on my desk and write CHASE SCHOOL in large letters. Before I can do anything else, the captain is out the door again, barking orders. I’m sure she can hear the commotion in the background. 
 
    “He’s a lovely and polite boy. I have to say you and that woman of yours are doing a wonderful job in raising him. Who would have thought two dykes could raise a boy? It’s kind of funny if you think about it.” 
 
    “You stay away from him.” 
 
    “Or you’ll what?” 
 
    “Stay away from him.” My anger forces my breathing to be shallow, my voice dropping to a threatening level. 
 
    “Now you understand. Walk away, detective. Stop digging; tell your little team to let it go. This is so much bigger than you.” 
 
    There are several things one can say in this situation. Many of them involve threats of removing one’s life from this plane of existence. But, it’s like arguing with a gun activist about protecting society from violence. They don’t care about anything you think or do. They only care about themselves. Just like this woman on the phone. She couldn’t give a shit what I think. There is literally nothing I can say or do to change that. She wants to do what she wants, when and how she wants it. The best course of action is not to play, but I don’t have that option. 
 
    “Your silence speaks volumes. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    The line goes dead. Before I can control my anger, I pick up the phone from my desk and throw it across the room. It smashes against the wall and explodes into many little pieces. I count my breaths, trying to calm myself. Frankie and Chase are safe for now. In this moment, both of them are okay. I say it to myself over and over again, but the fire in my gut won’t stop. My family will be safe because I’m going to make sure they are. I’m going to find this bitch and bring her down a peg. Part of me doesn’t care if she’s breathing at the end of it. We’ll see which side wins out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Walking into the Captain’s office, I know he’s in crunch mode. He’s got his cell phone held against his chest while he speaks loudly into the office handset. An officer brushes past me and stands stoically waiting for the Captain to acknowledge him. If my brain was functioning correctly, I’m sure I could hear everything the captain is saying. Right now, I hear my mother in my head. ‘Calm down Jasmine.’ ‘Let people help you.’ Tyler slams the handset down on his phone. 
 
    Falling into a chair, another voice breaks through my mother’s soliloquy. Henry’s voice echoes loud and clear ‘Protect my son.’ Those simple three words from my dying brother stop me cold. I have to remove this perpetrator before she removes me. Frankie warned me this was becoming personal and I kept going. This is the consequence of my actions. I pull my cell phone out of my pocket and load up an encrypted texting app Logan put on it. I shoot off a quick message. 
 
    The officer nods and leaves the office. Captain Udall looks at me. I can feel his eyes burning a hole through my soul. He’s going to recommend putting us all in safe houses. It’s a procedure I don’t really believe in, but at this point I have no control. Just like before. 
 
    “Police officers have Chase, but the person who called you was long gone. Chase is home and the officers will stay with him until you get there. Frankie’s been notified and she has a police detail following her to the house. I’ve also spoken to the commissioner. Frankie and Chase will be put in immediate police custody.” 
 
    I nod. Kid safe. Girlfriend safe. Family safe. 
 
    “Jasmine?” 
 
    My eyes finally focus on the Captain. His face tells me everything I need to know. If the commissioner is already involved, then this case is high profile. She must have known this would happen when she called me. It’s her game, and we’re playing into her hands. If you know the rules, you know how to manipulate them. 
 
    “What if it’s a set up?” 
 
    He looks at me oddly. Maybe it’s because my tone is calm and even. I feel all my emotions swirling inside, but they’re staying at bay. Frankie always said she is never afraid of me when I yell. She says when I’m quiet she knows I’m really angry. I wonder what she would say if she heard me now. 
 
    “Jasmine, I know this isn’t want you want. Hell, you’ve done everything in your power to avoid it before. But this is going to happen.” 
 
    “She was right, I played right into Garrison’s hands once before. What if this is what she wants to happen?” 
 
    I lean forward in the chair, the random possible outcomes of my conversations with her run through my mind. There is so much she can gain from any decision we make at this point in time.  
 
    “Hadley’s in the United Kingdom.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “It’s not common knowledge. She’s filming something that the studios are keeping secret.” 
 
    “She told you, so she might have told others.” 
 
    “She told me because I’m her friend.” 
 
    “And you would have sent out the entire police force to find her.” 
 
    I’m sure I have some lie or something witty to say, but he’s speaking the truth. 
 
    “That’s not the point. She has her own security. No one really knows where she is. It’s perfect.” 
 
    My cell phone rings. I notice the app has an incoming call from a blocked number. Tyler sits, his one hand hovering over the handset of his desk phone. Both of us ready for another onslaught of negativity hitting us in the face. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello to you too stranger.” Hadley’s chipper voice rings through the receiver. I feel the corners of my mouth turn slightly. 
 
    “Hey, Hadley, how are you?” I see Tyler visibly calm down and lean back in his chair. 
 
    “It’s cold and wet, but what else is new. I appreciate the small talk honey, but you wouldn’t text me 911 if something wasn’t up.” 
 
    “I need a favor. I need to send Frankie and Chase to you.” 
 
    “What’s happened?” Her cheery voice is instantly gone, replaced by a slight twinge of fear. 
 
    “I wish I could tell you, Hadley. I really do.” 
 
    I hear muffled conversation on the other end of the phone. Hadley’s talking to someone and covering the mouthpiece. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll get the information to you as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it. You coming, too?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She sighs on the line, and I sense a small lecture is coming. She’s been through this before. Keith could have killed her. What she saw me do . . . killing James, I don’t know if that vision will ever leave her mind. She knows I’m capable of killing to protect my family. It’s something I wish she hadn’t seen. It’s one thing to talk about it; it takes another whole caliber of person to actually do it. 
 
    “Whatever this is Jasmine, you come home to your family, or I swear to God I will bring you back from the dead just to kill you again.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Now, go back to building your empire.” 
 
    “Jasmine, please be careful.” 
 
    I hang up the phone without answering. I used to say the same thing to my mother all the time when she travelled with her cousin. They would go all over the country, enjoying the open road and being free. She would laugh at me and simply say ‘For what I have control over, sure.’ She was right. We only have control over so much; the rest is up to the extraneous variables of people. 
 
    “They’re staying with Hadley.” 
 
    “Jasmine, if they’re out of the country, we can’t protect them!” 
 
    “We couldn’t protect them here anyway. This is the best option for all of us. No one knows exactly where they’ll be. Safer this way.” 
 
    “I’ll have to clear . . .” 
 
    “It’s done, Captain. It’s my family, my call. I’ll take the heat.” 
 
    “No, you won’t. I’ll handle it, but we do things together from now on. You’re on a short leash here, understand? Now, go. Go home and explain the situation. They have some packing to do. I’ll call Frankie and break the news to her.” 
 
    I nod in response. My body moves on its own, and I stand up. It’s going to be a long day. How do I tell my family they’re going away to be safe, and I’m not coming with them? I know Frankie’s going to fight me. I’m actually glad Captain Udall’s going to make the call to give her a heads up. She made me promise not to pull this crap again and yet here I am. Hopefully, she understands and forgives me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I hear Chase rummaging through his drawers upstairs. I guess Hadley arranged things rather quickly. I’m not surprised. She’s becoming a big deal with this new film. I’m proud of her and her super-secret project. Beyond the obvious, I don’t want to know anything. You can’t screw up and spill information you don’t have. I duck into Chase’s room. He’s wearing his favorite shirt from his father’s stuff. It’s an old, no-longer-dark-black, KISS concert t-shirt with the dates almost worn away. His sandy blond hair looks like he just woke up. He’s still skinny, like his dad. I figure that will change once he hits his late thirties. 
 
    He turns with some shirts in his hands and sees me in the doorway. He drops the clothes on his bed and stays silent. He’s angry. It’s something I’ve learned to see right away over the years. His blue eyes could burn a whole through my flesh with all that direct energy. 
 
    “Hey, buddy.” 
 
    I speak as calmly as possible. He turns his attention back to the chest of drawers and ignores me. I’m sure he knows I won’t be coming with him. I’m also sure that isn’t going over well. He’s going to lecture me. I expect nothing less. He’s a smaller version of Henry.  
 
    “I’m sorry this is happening again, but it’ll be over soon. I promise.” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me, Aunt Jasmine.” 
 
    Chase slams the clothes onto his bed. His cold tone stings my heart. 
 
    “Okay, I hope this will be over soon. I’ll do everything in my power . . . ” 
 
    “No, Aunt Jazz! You’re leaving us behind, again! You know Aunt Frankie worries every night you’re gone, doncha? You’re not gonna get shot or die are you?” 
 
    He turns and faces me, his eyes filled with tears that threaten to fall. 
 
    “Hey, buddy, no! Chase, you think I want to send you away? I don’t even know where the hell you’re going! You think that feels great? I’m going to do the best I can — cross my heart. Right now that means getting the two most important people in my life out of my life until this is cleared up. I’m sorry if it hurts you, but there’s nothing I can do about that.” 
 
    “You can come with us.” 
 
    “Honey, you know I have to stay, right? Chase? 
 
    He slumps onto his bed, the fight hanging off his shoulders and the tears roll down his cheeks. Sitting down next to him, I open my arms. He always tries to be a big man, but sometimes he just needs a hug. I have to remember he’s still a kid. Chase slides into my arms and he wipes his nose on my shirt. 
 
    “If you die, I won’t ever forgive you.” 
 
    I say nothing as I pull him tighter against me. What could I say anyway? I’ll try not to die doesn’t sound very confident. I know Chase is mature for his age simply because of all the things he’s experienced. His baby fat is almost all gone. He’s growing up and that scares me more than Garrison or his cronies. Right now though, I hold onto this moment. I relish the small hug and snot on my shirt. His warm breath on my chest and his tears soaking my bra. I enjoy every second because I know there might not be another one. My nephew is growing up, no matter what happens here on out. 
 
    He pushes against me gently, wiping his tears with my shirt. 
 
    “Thanks.” I say trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    “You better go talk to Aunt Frankie. She’s not happy.” 
 
    Standing up, I move my wet shirt back into its proper position. I lean forward and kiss his head. 
 
    “You know you said ‘cross your heart’ and that means you gotta do it no matter what, right?” 
 
    He whispers this innocently. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I leave him to his packing and I walk down the hallway to our master bedroom. As I get closer, I can hear Frankie muttering to herself. I’m not sure what she’s saying, but I’m sure it can’t be good. I’m forcing her to go on an extended break from work. That means leaving her patients with a different doctor they might not trust. It might be okay for some; it could be a mental breakdown for others. Taking time off is one of the most difficult things to do in her field. 
 
    Leaning on the door frame, I see her rummaging through our dresser. Now I know where Chase gets it from. The anger packing. If it wasn’t aimed at me, I would find it adorable. She stops cold and I hear her breathe in sharply. I am one step into the bedroom, but I quickly turn around and press myself against the hallway wall. She found the ring in my drawer. The ring I’ve morbidly held onto. The same ring that has been kept with my socks for so long that I’ve never thought to move it. Now she either knows I wanted to propose or that I’m planning it. 
 
    “Hey Frankie, where ya at?” I call from the hallway. I try to sound further away, but I’m sure she knows I’m full of shit. I hear the dresser drawer close quickly. She must have put the ring back. I hope she did. 
 
    “In the bedroom,” her voice shakes a bit. 
 
    I push off the wall and stand in the hallway for a few seconds. It’s like my body needs to hold onto the charade of being further away than I am. Turning into the bedroom, Frankie’s long curly blond hair covers her face as she places some items into her suitcase. 
 
    “Hi,” I say. My knees brush against the duvet on the bed causing me to stop moving. She raises her head to look at me. Her forehead creases with worry, her makeup almost all washed away with tears, her light brown eyes full of emotion begging to be shared. She’s still in her dress slacks and buttoned-down shirt from work. 
 
    “I know there are so many things you want to say to me . . .” She raises her hand to stop me. 
 
    “Are you coming with us?” 
 
    I shake my head. “You know I can’t.” She walks around the bed towards me. Her hands play with the lapels of my black leather jacket. 
 
    “I’m not going to lie and say I’m not upset. I don’t want this.” Her eyes look to her hands as her fingers nervously run along the stitching of my jacket. She lifts her right hand and runs her knuckles over my cheek. Her eyes finally look directly at me. She grabs my hand and holds it tightly, as if I was letting her go forever. 
 
    “I need you to be here when I get back, Jasmine. I know I can live without you, but I don’t want to. I won’t ask you to make promises you can’t keep. I won’t ask you to back off and come with us. I know how important this is to you.” 
 
    I kiss her knuckles but say nothing. I don’t trust my voice right now. 
 
    “Whatever you do,” she pauses and steps closer to me. Her breath hot on my lips. “Finish it and let us come back to us.” She almost whispers. 
 
    Her lips gently touch mine and I swear the world around me fades into nothingness. I put everything I can into a single kiss, before breaking off and resting my forehead against hers. Catching my breath, fighting my desire to grab a suitcase and run away with my family — she lets me go. In silence Frankie simply continues packing. Her hands tremble slightly as she does. Yet, she’s still beautiful. Age has begun to catch up with her and I don’t care. Wrinkles, stress lines, white hairs hidden in the blond — all meaningless. I can’t live without her. 
 
    I watch her zip up the suitcase as the doorbell sounds downstairs. I turn to walk her out but she stops me. Chase stands in the hallway, his winter coat making him look like he’s enveloped in dark blue bubble wrap. Frankie simply leans forward, kisses me with such passion my head swims, and turns away from me. She walks down the hallway. Chase stops and makes an ‘X’ across his chest and points at me sternly. I make the same ‘X’ and wave bye to him. The two walk downstairs and out of sight. Just like that, my family is gone. I won’t know exactly where they are or how they’re holding up. I’ll know they’re safe.  
 
    And right now—that’s all that really matters. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    My office, my home away from home. My dreary brown walls, chipping green metal desk, boxes of files that litter the corner and the dry erase board that currently stands empty — taunting me. It’s a silly thing, but I like to have an idea of where something begins. Why bother putting all the information on the board if it can’t form some kind of map? That’s what the damned thing is for. An old, white board with the faint shadows of cases gone by. It’s been a week of staring at the board. A week of sleeping on my couch at the office. A week of an empty house. A week with no answers or advancements. 
 
    Grabbing a black dry erase marker and standing in front of the board, I want to write something. Hell, I’d take anything at this point. I just need to know what went on in that store. It was obvious to anyone with a brain Winslow was hiding something. I don’t blame him. He might have talked if those damn suits hadn’t been there. So my hand mindlessly flows over the board, drawing a question mark. Reminding me there are more questions than answers right now. 
 
    “Jasmine?” The Captain says as he knocks on the door frame. 
 
    “What’s up Captain?” I say, turning my attention from my empty board. 
 
    “You sleep here last night?” He says, pointing to the blankets and pillow on my couch. 
 
    “Would it matter? I brought a change of clothes from home and showered in the locker room. House feels too empty with them gone.” I turn my attention back to the dry erase board hoping to change the subject. 
 
    “Something on your mind?” 
 
    “Always, be dead otherwise.” My voice drips with sarcasm. 
 
    “Funny.” 
 
    He stands next to me. “Case giving you issues?” 
 
    “I’m just missing something. I know what the evidence says, but until we can connect the how and why . . . it’s just a big mess of a film with no plot.” 
 
    “Maybe I can help. Everts is already in interrogation. Apparently Winslow and Miles decided to come in on their own, without the lawyers or suits.” 
 
    I calmly put the marker down and smooth out my black buttoned-down shirt, crack my neck and smile. Time to get some answers.  
 
    “Will you watch? See if you catch anything?” I ask. The captain’s brown eyes show surprise at my request. I rarely ask for help—part of my charm, I guess. For this case, it’s all hands on deck. I’ve listened to Frankie and I trust her. I’m really close to the whole situation so a fresh pair of eyes doesn’t hurt. 
 
    “Sure thing.”  
 
    Down the hall I hear commotion. Crossing behind the counter I see a man demanding to be heard. His voice is angry, breathing shallow, sweat beads on his forehead, fists are raised. He’s a classic case of someone who will be residing in a cell for a bit. The ones who let emotions rule their actions instead of taking a deep breath. I might be out of a job if people were more decent to one another and did what was right, even when it isn’t easy. 
 
    That’s what I hope Winslow and Miles are here for. They’ve taken the first step by coming back in without their protection. Now it’s my turn to show appreciation with the olive branch. Like my mother said to me once, life is a give and take. The givers can’t support the takers forever. There needs to be a balance.  
 
    Pulling the interrogation door open, I see Winslow and Miles sitting on one side of the table. The door closes behind me and Winslow jumps a bit. Miles looks up at me for a second, then turns his attention back to Will. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m late,” I utter, and grab the back of a chair. 
 
    “It’s okay, we were just getting started,” Will says. He turns his attention back to the two across the table. “You guys wanted to speak to the two of us. We’ll listen to whatever it is you want to say.” 
 
    “First, I want you to know that Tucker and I were not involved in anything we’re about to tell you.” 
 
    “Mr. Miles,” I say calmly as I sit down, “We both understand neither of you are directly connected. I’m assuming by your statement that you had knowledge of the illegal activity of the store’s employees. If you’re looking for immunity, we can’t promise you that.” I’ve learned the hard way not to make promises you can’t keep. Stupid rookie mistakes of a youthful idealist cop. 
 
    “I’ve got a scholarship. If I get in trouble, I’ll lose everything,” Tucker Winslow says. He stands up and starts to grabs his jacket. I grab a sleeve as he starts to pull away. 
 
    “Mr. Winslow, you’re in trouble either way,” I start. “You were part of the staff. You have knowledge of the case. Do whatever your gut tells you to do. If you can look yourself in the mirror and feel good about yourself — walk out that door. Considering you voluntarily came back here, well, leads me to believe you want to do what’s right.” I let go of the sleeve and lean back in my creaking metal chair. 
 
    Winslow looks at me. His tired brown eyes stare through me. His young face shows how stress can age you quickly. Straightening his worn coat on the back of the chair, he places his head in his dry, cracked working hands. 
 
    “I worked so hard to get that scholarship.” 
 
    He seems on the verge of tears. 
 
    “There’s no guarantee you’ll lose it, Mr. Winslow,” Will tries to soothe him. “I was the first to go to college. How about you?” 
 
    “No, just the first to get money with my brains.” 
 
    The room falls eerily silent. James Miles’ hazel eyes bounce between Will and myself. His brow glistens with fresh beads of sweat. His left leg bounces frantically under the table as he plays with his hands. I can feel the tension oozing off him as fast as the sweat darkens his button-down shirt. The smell of his anxiety fills my nasal passages. 
 
    “You want to start, Mr. Miles?” I ask. 
 
    “I don’t know much. I just know what the computer told me.” 
 
    “What computer?” Will asks, sounding as confused as I am right now. 
 
    “Um, well everything is logged into the main register of the store. You have to clock into the online payroll programs and scan inventory when it’s received. Basically, everything is online.” 
 
    “What did the computer tell you?” Will continues. 
 
    “I noticed that when Connors or Fisher were working every other Saturday night, they would stay well after closing. The alarm company would call to verify they were staying late. I assume they told the company they were working late so they didn’t send an officer over.” 
 
    “Okay, so our victims routinely stayed late. How does that help us solve their murder?” Will asks. 
 
    Miles takes a deep breath and composes his thoughts. “The alarm company installed new systems on the back doors that were Fire Marshall compliant with new fire code. We’d gotten fines from the Fire Marshall so the company insisted on it. Basically, there is a massive locking mechanism where you have to put a key in a lock—with a code—to open. It disengages the alarm allowing a person to enter or exit the back room to throw out the trash. At this location you’d also exit the store through the back door as well. Each night they stayed late, the door would be opened late at night. It would open a few hours again later.” 
 
    “Mr. Miles,” I interject, “I appreciate you trying to help, but this really isn’t helping us at all.” 
 
    “They never let me work those nights or the next day,” Winslow pipes up. He slowly lifts his head from his hands. 
 
    “Why not?” Will asks. 
 
    “They told me the store manager and assistant store manager had to work those days. I knew it was bullshit, but I used the day to study.” Tucker says. 
 
    “Did you notice anything odd going on?” Will continues. 
 
    “James asked me about the alarm crap, but I knew nothing about it. We both noticed there were some odd things going on, but we couldn’t prove anything. One day I was working up front and Joe was in the back on the phone. I had to grab an XBOX from the locked room. I propped open the back door, and went to grab the system. Joe was trying to stay calm, but you could hear he was really angry.” 
 
    “Did you catch any part of his conversation?” I ask as my pen flies across the page on the table in front of me. 
 
    “Not really, just something about ‘it not being part of the plan.’ Or maybe that ‘the plan’s changed.’ Either way he was pissed.” 
 
    “How come none of this was ever caught on the security cameras?” 
 
    “The camera has a massive blind spot. If you wanted to do anything shady all you had to do was move one step to the left of the camera and you were clear,” Winslow says. 
 
    “Basically, the entire backroom wasn’t secure. I told them they should have an additional camera put in, but corporate said there wasn’t room in the budget.” Miles adds. 
 
    “Either of you notice anything out of the ordinary on the day of the murders?” I ask, not looking up from my notes. 
 
    “From a computer standpoint everything was as it should be,” Miles says, calmer than before. 
 
    “I worked the morning shift. Joe came in around one and was really high strung. Tasha came in around the same time. She was really upset, too. She made it clear she didn’t want to be there anymore. I knew better than to ask about anything, so I split early. I had a test the next day, figured I could use the extra study time. When I left, everyone was still alive,” Winslow adds. 
 
    A knock on the door stops me from asking another question. The captain peeks his head into the interview room. 
 
    “Detective Steele, Detective Everts, can I speak to you for a moment?” 
 
    I grab my notes and walk out of the room. Something big must have happened to pull us out of the interview. Closing the door behind Will and myself, the captain rubs his temples. 
 
    “I need you both to go to the Hudson Container Terminal in Brooklyn.” 
 
    “Brooklyn? Any reason you’re sending us out of our jurisdiction?” I ask, irritated at being interrupted.  
 
    “Logan did some digging and found a few cargo containers listed under a Garrison shell corporation. I called the 76th precinct and they’re letting us take the lead. Officers secured three containers. They’re waiting for the two of you before anything is opened.” 
 
    “What about those two in there?” Will adds. 
 
    “I’ll finish up in there. See if they have anything more to add. You two just get there now. Lights, sirens, I don’t care. Call if you need anything. The mayor is screaming at one police plaza, so they in turn are screaming at me. So, be safe and let’s get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    He turns promptly and enters the interview room. I see the captain hold out two of his business cards and offer one to each man. “I understand this is traumatic for you two. Here’s my number—my personal number. If you feel it gets to be too much to deal with, I want you to call me, okay?” Udall is trying to comfort them. As the door closes, I can hear him explaining why he sent us away. It’s low, but he continues in a tone that is calm, almost inviting. I wish I had that ability in an interview. I’m all business. Will holds out the keys and I grab them. Time to test out the new wheels. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Brooklyn was always my dad’s favorite place to visit. He grew up somewhere in this borough, with his egg cream and Brooklyn Dodgers. Every time I drive through and deal with the horrible traffic, I think of my father. The good moments. The horrible jokes and memories gone by. One day I’ll bring Chase here to see the Cyclones. Let him experience Brooklyn baseball, the original Nathan’s Famous and Coney Island for himself. Introduce him to his grandfather’s birthplace. 
 
    Seeing the slew of lights in the parking lot, I know we’ve arrived. A dozen people stand outside a police barricade with their cell phones. I assume they’re taking pictures for their social media feeds. Anything to have something go viral to make them famous. I pull over to the side of the road, get out and walk through the crowd to the front of the line. Will and I show our badges and the sea of blue parts, allowing us through. 
 
    I’ve never seen a cargo yard. I expected rust, rats, and massive amounts of debris — like a post-apocalyptic area of New York’s past. Instead, it’s clean, paved, and the containers appear stacked in an organized manner. The different colors contrasting starkly against the crystal blue sky of this winter day. A massive wall of over-sized Legos with larger toys to move the pieces. 
 
    “Detectives?” A young woman in plain clothes says to me. Her black hair pulled into a neat ponytail, her suit perfectly pressed, her face lively and youthful. Obviously a new detective. 
 
    “Detective Steele and Everts,” I say, waving my hands between Will and myself. “I apologize for the delay, traffic was unyielding.” 
 
    “Detective Cole. We secured the three cargo containers. They’re in the back of the yard.” 
 
    She turns in her high heeled boots and starts walking. If only she knew how impractical those things are. I watch the other officers check her out as we walk by. Each of them do the same body scan: the eyes start at her heels, slide up her legs, stop on her ass for a few seconds before heading all the way to her face. She doesn’t seem to mind, but that’ll change when someone opens their mouth about her promotion being gender based. 
 
    “My captain said not to open the units at all, but there’s a serious smell coming off one of them,” Cole says.  
 
    “Thanks for securing the scene. I know it’s annoying to have someone from the outside making requests.” I say as I survey the area. Detective Cole suddenly stops. I look up and see three containers with two uniformed officers in front of them. One of them standing by with bolt cutters. Neither of them look happy to be out here in the horrible weather, waiting on some Manhattan detectives to take away their scene. The higher ups might accept it, but the boots on the ground — they never do. These types of cases can move your career forward. They don’t need the likes of me walking in, already established, to take it away. I hate this side of the job. 
 
    “Like I said, we’re here to help out.” Cole says again as she looks over to the officers. “Everyone this is Detective Steele and Detective Everts. They’ve got control of the scene.” 
 
    I look over to Will and my eyes beg him to take the lead on this one. He’ll handle it better than I would. My foot would probably end up in my mouth and I’d shit shoelaces for a week. He simply nods, puffs out his chest, and walks over to the first container. 
 
    “Officer . . .?” 
 
    “Fernandez and this is Baker,” the officer with the bolt cutters points to himself than the cop to his right. 
 
    “Thanks for keeping the scene clear.” 
 
    “The containers were easy. The other officers you passed before had the harder job of keeping the yard clear of traffic.” 
 
    “Understood, thanks.” 
 
    Will tilts his head toward the first container, “Mind opening them up now?” 
 
    Fernandez moves forward, bolt cutters ready. Will, myself, Cole and Officer Baker pulls out our guns. I take a steadying breath as the lock snaps under the pressure of the tool. Fernandez flips the broken lock off, lifts the latch and pulls the door open towards him. Will and Cole shine flashlights in the container. It’s empty. Will opens the other door. I can hear him talking to Cole and the two officers, but their voices fade into nothingness as I enter the container. 
 
    I clearly hear the water splashing the pier outside. The birds calling to one another as they hunt for food. The smell of the low tide filling my nostrils. The walls are covered with old, faded paint. A metal railing lines the walls in the middle, most likely to secure cargo for transport. My flashlight hits off some scratches on the back wall. One foot in front of the other. Stepping over brown stains. Could be rust. Could be caked in blood. The lab would have to test it to be sure.  
 
    Kneeling down by the back wall, I see a small hole below the railing. The metal bends outward, so whatever created it was inside the container. Moving my flashlight further down, the scratches come back into view. My breath hitches as I look at the familiar markings. I’ve seen them before on prison walls. A prisoner counting the days. Someone was locked inside this container. 
 
    “You said one container has a smell?” I say. I quickly step out of the box. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Baker answers me. 
 
    “Open it now.” He grabs the cutters from his partner and walks over to the third container. He quickly cuts the lock without looking for approval. I’m sure the urgency in my voice made my intentions clear. Tossing the cutters to the side, he knocks off the lock and opens both doors. The impact of the smell is immediate. Baker rushes to the side and vomits. His partner Fernandez is right on his heels. 
 
    Will and Cole walk up alongside me. Their flashlights illuminate the scene. Bodies chained to the railing all the way around. A floor soupy with human waste. 
 
    “Call the Manhattan coroner.” I simply say. 
 
    Cole walks away, barking frantically into her walkie-talkie. 
 
    “This is way above our pay grade, Jasmine.” 
 
    “Logan said Garrison had some dealings with human trafficking. I think we now know where they were held. Maybe this was where they came in.” 
 
    “Suffocation? Starvation?” 
 
    I take two steps into the container before the smell overwhelms me. I stop in my tracks, cover my mouth and move my flashlight around. Women, men, and children of all ages litter the bin. One girl lies in the center of the floor, her skin tight to her bones. 
 
    “They look like they’re mummified,” Will says.  
 
    “How long have they been here?” My phone rings from a private caller. 
 
    “Answer it. Might be the family. I’ve got this.” 
 
    I walk out toward the waterfront. Taking in deep gasps of fresh ocean air. My phone rings three more times before I answer it, my breath finally normal. 
 
    “Steele.” 
 
    “Red is your favorite color, isn’t it?” 
 
    I know that voice. It’s the same caller from before. She must have a new cell phone number. 
 
    “How did you get this number?” 
 
    “You can get anything you want with the right, shall we say, incentive? Tell me detective, shouldn’t the smell have been enough to tell you something was inside? I mean, seriously, did we have to put a massive neon sign on it for you? Slow police work there.” 
 
    She was watching us. Or still is. I find myself spinning around looking for any sign of a small camera or person out of place. I stop and stare at the security cameras. 
 
    “Congratulations, you figured out how we’re watching you. Always a few steps behind. How the hell you became a detective is beyond me. Then again, you do have men dreaming of making you straight. I wonder if your untouched-by-male-hands body is what got you this job. Lord knows your intelligence didn’t.” 
 
    “I’m going to find you.” 
 
    “Of course you will. You and I are very similar, Jasmine. We both have blood on our hands. I just understand my job is getting it on mine. You just pout and cry about those who’ve died under your watch. You need a thicker skin. Maybe your childhood wasn’t as rough as you think it was since you seem soft. Let’s just enjoy our game. I think it’s your move.” 
 
    The phone disconnects and I turn around to see coroner wagons have begun to arrive with police escorts. Will touches my arm and stops its movement. I didn’t know I had been shaking. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “That was her on the phone.” 
 
    I shake my head and dial Logan. He answers in three rings. 
 
    “Yes, boss lady. How may I assist you?” 
 
    “I want you to trace the last call that came into my cell phone. I want to know whatever you can dig up and find out how the hell they got my new unlisted number.” Logan starts to say something, but I disconnect before he can speak. Will looks at me and I know he understands. 
 
    “Every thing’s going to the lab. They’ll break the containers down to the nuts and bolts if they have to. We’ll find something.” 
 
    “They’re always a few steps ahead of us. We’ve got to get better, be better.” 
 
    “We will, but this doesn’t help. You said it yourself; we have to focus on why we do this job. It’s all we got.” 
 
    I turn away from him and head back up to the cars. Detective Cole calls after me, but her voice falls on deaf ears. The words ‘you and I are very similar’ play over and over again in my head. I know it’s a way to get under my skin. I wanted to scream at the phone that I am nothing like her. Like in one of those really bad thriller films Hadley stars in, but I couldn’t. She’s right. I hunt down Garrison and all his endeavors with the fervor of an obsessed fan. I want justice for all those victims, but at what cost?  
 
    I’m not afraid of that darker side of me. I want him dead and that feeling terrifies me. It’s an inhuman thought, but it somehow keeps me grounded in my own humanity. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Will is silent on the ride to the lab. He’s probably giving me time to cool off, but I wish he would have spoken up about something — anything. Maybe just to get my mind off the obsession that is this mysterious woman. Something to get the rage to subside in my chest. My throat burns from the fumes of acid in my stomach. I want this woman found. I want her to pay for all this damage she’s done. 
 
    The elevator doors open, and I bump into some medical personnel I’ve never seen before. The room is filled with a bunch of new faces running around like hamsters on wheels. So many people, moving gurneys and carrying trays full of autopsy tools. One person rushes past me with a tray full of petri dishes and small containers. I assume they’re heading up to Doctor Brown and her team. It looks like Victor called in the cavalry to maintain order down here. 
 
    “Glad you two made it. Come into my closet for a second and we can talk shop.” 
 
    Will and I follow silently. I’ve never seen autopsies being performed before. I know it’s what Victor does, but seeing people saw into the chest of a dead human is disturbing. The clinical way the doctor removes the breast plate of the ribs, then places it to the side. Organs removed and weighed. I know these people are dead, but it feels so . . . callous. So empty. These were once people. Now they’re nothing but statistics, measurements, and theories. In the end, in this place, we’re merely statistical analysis to be categorized in paperwork somewhere. 
 
    “Have a seat.” 
 
    Victor’s directness jars me out of my inner diatribe. I sit down next to Will in the cramped former closet that serves as Victor’s office. Victor sits across from us and kicks the door shut. 
 
    “I’m sure you noticed the throngs of eager medical students out there. I was forced to bring them all in due to the sheer number of bodies. Before you ask, Jasmine, all the work will be checked and verified by me. I’ll make sure it is all by the book for court purposes.” 
 
    “Okay. Do you have anything we can go on?” 
 
    “Well, not much. We’re working on it as fast as we can but with fifteen bodies, it’s going to take a little time.” 
 
    “Anything is better than nothing right now, doc.” Will finally opens his mouth and speaks. 
 
    Victor pulls a pile of papers from the right side of his desk to in front of him. His black-rimmed glasses fall to the edge of his nose. His dark brown eyes slide back and forth along the pages while his perfectly manicured hands flip to the neck file. 
 
    “Victims appear to range in age, nationality, and gender.” 
 
    “Appear?” Will asks tersely. 
 
    “We haven’t identified any of them as of yet. We’re running their restored prints through all known databases, but it’s a long shot and it’s going to take some time. That being said, if you take into account that some are Asian, some white, some African- American you can easily deduce that not all of them are of the same background. It’s a probability thing.” Victor pushes up his glasses with his right middle finger. I presume to prove a point to Will. 
 
    “So, we really don’t have much to go on here.” I add. I try and steer the conversation back to the cargo container. 
 
    “All I can tell you is what I have from a very preliminary screening of the victims.” 
 
    Victor closes the file and pushes the pile to his left. He leans back in his chair and runs his right hand over his buzz cut black hair. Through the window he takes in the organized chaos outside the office. I swear I can see his dark skin pale as he sees the bodies lined up on metal slabs. Will’s phone rings. He says nothing, but stands, opens the door, and bumps my chair to leave. I hear him answer the phone and his voice gets smaller as he walks away. 
 
    “This one is going to kill me, Jasmine.” His eyes lock onto mine and I see a shimmer of water hidden behind his lenses. 
 
    “Talk to me, Vic. Tell me what the hell is going on.” 
 
    “I don’t know, but whoever did this?” He pauses and looks back out into the main room. “They are some callous motherfuckers. They can’t have a heart or a fucking conscious. I’ve seen so much death, but this . . . this is just plain vicious.” 
 
    I know what the evidence is screaming at me like a neon sign. I wish it was different. I wish Victor wasn’t confirming my suspicions. I wish I could tell the victims’ families, whoever they are, that their loved ones died quickly. That they didn’t feel any pain. It’s often the only consolation I can offer the ones left behind. Not this time. 
 
    “How long were they . . .?” 
 
    “I don’t know. They could have been there for two weeks or two months. It depends on the temperatures, if they had any water or any kind of food in that container.” 
 
    “I didn’t see any holes for gathering rain water or wrappers from food.” 
 
    “So, estimate a shorter amount of time. Either way, after that much time they had to know they were dying slowly. Each and every one of them sat in their own shit knowing that this was how they would be found. The psychological toll on them might have caused death to come sooner.” 
 
    “You think they denied themselves food and water since they knew the eventual outcome?” 
 
    “It’s possible,” he looks sadly at me. “It could be they were fed regularly from one of their captors. I don’t know. Could be they were poisoned and left to rot. I won’t know anything until the tox screens are back. I’m trying to be rational here, Jazz, but my best guess tells me they were left to die with no knowledge of if or when their captor would come back. What kind of person does that?” 
 
    “Someone covering their tracks? Someone proving a point? Maybe someone trying to throw the investigation off track?” 
 
    My phone beeps and I see a message from Logan in the tech lab. Victor stands up and we walk out of his office together. He quietly moves among the staff working frantically. I follow behind him, my mind so full of rage that I can’t silence the screams. I know what I told Victor, but I also know what my instincts are telling me. This was a clean-up job. Someone wanted to tie up loose ends. But why get me and Will involved? Unless they wanted a bigger stage, more coverage, and more people to torment. 
 
    Seems irrational to me, but when dealing with a narcissistic psychopath — what is rational? Even serial killers are more rational and more methodical. This bitch who’s been calling me, she’s just a psycho, plain and simple. She’s behind this along with Garrison. Maybe they want the world to see how they can get away with murder or they want to frame someone else for it all. One thing’s for sure — I want them both to suffer for this. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As I walk into Logan’s office, the hustle and bustle of the techs hit me like a baseball bat to the face. I’m not used to seeing all of these people run around like children on a brand new playground. People are speaking different languages, the keypads are being pressed frantically, and mouse clicks reverberate in my ear drum. It feels like I’m on an episode of a science fiction television show; I’m the clueless one, the woman from another dimension. 
 
    The massive television screen at the edge of the office shows crime scene pictures of all the victims. Their lifeless faces being scanned by the computer praying for a match somewhere in cyberspace. With weeks of decay it’s a long-shot, but it’s where we start. 
 
     This is where I’m useless. I can’t move forward without any information from Logan or Victor. My internal detective is telling me where all these bodies are coming from, and it’s rarely wrong. The bigger question for me is who is behind this particular battle. I want to know for certain who is behind the war. 
 
    The smell of coffee reaches my nose, momentarily replacing the smell of death. I grab it thankfully and look over at a tired Logan. His hazel eyes are drawn, his black hair matted and wild. I know he misses Hadley and is worried about her. Without saying a word, he simply motions for me to follow him. I stare at the desks, hoping to see some new information as I walk to his office. My feet feel slow and heavy. 
 
    He closes the door behind me and that blocks out most of the cacophony from the techs outside. Logan sits behind his messy desk. He flips open his laptop without even looking at me. His silence is starting to freak me out. He’s always so talkative, even in dire times. This is different though; I think he feels responsible. I know I do. 
 
    “I reactivated my dark web profile. I know I promised you I wouldn’t, but we have no choice,” Logan says tiredly. He types away at his keyboard, as if looking for something. 
 
    “We spoke about this before; I trust your judgment. At this point, I need all the help I can get,” I answer simply. 
 
    I know I sound defeated. I’m not sure he’s used to hearing me like this, but I really am at a loss. How could someone leave those people to die like that? I’ve seen many things, witnessed so much, but this is by far the cruelest. 
 
    “Where’s Will?” 
 
    “Not sure. This last crime scene seems to have rattled him. I think he just needed some fresh air. Don’t worry — if anything comes up, I’ll bring him up to speed. There is this invention called a cell phone, and thankfully I know how to use that.” I’m trying to lighten the mood and failing miserably. I’m concerned about Will, but there’s nothing I can do about it right now. 
 
    “I’ve been doing as much research as I possibly can,” Logan says. “The FBI shut down a lot of the dark web sites we’ve used in the past. Of course when one page closes another one opens, but it’s a matter of finding where that page is and who was on it. Not to mention the software changed. I managed to find the update, got it installed and running. That killed my laptop. Turned out to be a massive virus trying to get into the NYPD’s system to find out information. Information about this case. Luckily, I wasn’t connected to the database here. I managed to shut it all down before it got too far out of hand. I formatted it, got everything installed without any issue the second time.” 
 
    Logan avoids eye contact and keeps rubbing his hands together. His nerves are getting the better of him. He needs more than coffee—sleep, actually–but I doubt he’d listen to me and go home. I wish Hadley were here; she’d know how to help him. 
 
    “Okay, all information that was a bit over my head. Did you let the Captain know?” 
 
    “Yeah, he had no idea what I was talking about. He gave me the number of his contact in the FBI. Since they’re working on the Garrison case with us, captain figured it was in their best interest to let them know what I found. We might be getting a visit soon.” 
 
    “So what did you find out when you investigated the new pages?” 
 
    “Not much. It seems the new pages are slightly out of my reach. I’m trying to break into the new coding, but it’s a little more difficult. It’s using some new version that I’ve never seen before.” 
 
    “So I guess we start from square one. Have you managed to find anything on the bombing at Gamer Syndicate?” 
 
    Logan leans to his right, frantically moving papers around his desk. He grabs a file from the middle of a tall stack of folders, flips it open, and pulls out one page. He hands it over to me and I quickly scan it, unsure of what I’m really looking at. It looks like a mind map. The center of the page has Garrison’s name on it. From there, there are lines heading off in various directions. Some of them lead to names, places, or numbers. I’m not quite sure at all what to make of it, but if anyone can figure it out or explain it to me, it’s Logan. 
 
    “I know it looks overwhelming, but I managed to trace some of it. It’s rudimentary, but if you look at the map, you can see that Garrison is the heart of it.” 
 
    “We knew that already.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what we didn’t know was how it all fit together.” 
 
    Logan stands up and walks to the front of the room. He flips the lights off, suddenly plunging me into darkness. I guess I’m trying to think of anything other than what’s in front of me. For the first in a long time, maybe ever, I truly think I’m in over my head. 
 
    Watching Hadley’s boyfriend walk around his desk, I’m a bit confused as to what he plans to do. He cracks his knuckles, stretches his neck, and jumps around a bit. I’m sure anyone looking at us from the main floor would be worried about our sanity. Hell, I’m worried about Logan’s. He mumbles something to himself, grabs his laptop, and plugs something into the side. Next thing I know his computer screen is projected onto his office wall. 
 
    “Where are Hadley’s movie posters that used to hang there?” 
 
    “She thought they were kind of creepy. Besides, I have the real thing now, don’t need to stare at fake wall pictures.” 
 
    “Have you heard from her?” 
 
    “No.” His voice drips with a sadness which betrays him. “Have you?” He asks while typing on his computer. 
 
    “Only when I asked her for help.” 
 
    I try to keep my voice in check, but I know I fail. I miss my family. There’s nothing that a Chase or Frankie hug wouldn’t solve. It’s stupid and irrational, but I swear their hugs can solve anything. 
 
    “I’m sure they’re fine,” I toss out quickly. 
 
    “Okay, here we go.” Logan projects this mind map on the wall in a more polished, easier-to-read format. He stands up and grabs his ruler. “This only covers what I’ve managed to dig up, okay? It doesn’t show whatever you’ve figured out on your own.” 
 
    “Got it, only web geek stuff.” 
 
    “So, we both know Garrison is at the heart. That’s the easy part. The bigger issue was how he managed to run everything in cyberspace without being caught.” 
 
    Logan points to a small box with the name Harry Brandt in it. The technological muscle behind everything Garrison tried to do. Current residence: a cemetery outside of town. 
 
    “Thanks to Harry Brandt’s computer which we seized in our dark web case, we found out he managed most of the online stuff. He coordinated buys, drop offs, drug deals, and more. Basically, he was the head honcho for everything.” 
 
    Looking at the screen, I simply nod. Logan smiles and moves his pointer to another box. 
 
    “Brandt had lower level dealers. They handled the street-level grunt work. Since Brandt’s death, their activity has pretty much stopped.” He swirls his pointer around aimlessly on the screen. “They’re in the wind. So, the drug route has stopped, but we all know addicts find a way regardless. How does this help us?” 
 
    “All that’s true, and sadly it doesn’t. Help us, that is. If we had the line open, we could trace the correspondence. But what we do have,” Logan moves the pointer a little lower, “Is this. I found some screen names listed in some messages. I’m trying to decipher who they are. They might be able to help us go backwards from dealer to asshole.” 
 
    “Okay, but what about the box that says ‘enforcers’?” I ask. 
 
    “That’s where things get interesting.” 
 
    Logan grabs a photo off his desk and hands it to me. It’s of Keith Garrison’s funeral. Irving Garrison stands next to a statuesque Latina woman. Her black hair brushing over her shoulder as she holds her purse in the right elbow. Irving holds his hand on her lower back, in a protective manner. The way he stands behind her, is like he’s done that hundreds of times before. Everything about the photo screams that this woman is romantically linked to Garrison. 
 
    “Who is she?” 
 
    Logan says nothing. He aims the pointer at the box reading Enforcer. She’s his muscle. It’s not what I expected. She doesn’t fit the mold. It’s like a female serial killer. They exist but are such a small percentage of the population. It just not the first thing I would have considered. His woman of the week, sure. Killer and longtime lover — not so much. 
 
    “Anyone else?” 
 
    “Nope. As far as we know she works alone.” 
 
    Logan taps a few keys on his laptop, and the mapping screen changes. The woman’s image—with what looks like a police file—pops up on the screen. I don’t read or speak Spanish, so I can’t decipher anything. 
 
    “Alexa Valez, born in Puerto Rico, near a United States bomb testing facility. According to her file, her father got into drugs and alcohol. He owed a good amount of money and couldn’t pay it back. The gang came to the house, raped, and killed her mother before killing her father. She was made to watch. The leader went against the gangs M.O. and raised Alexa as his own daughter. She became one of the most accomplished and cold—-blooded killers on the island.” 
 
    “If she was arrested before with gang ties, she should have been placed on the no fly list. Citizen or not, how’d she get to the mainland undetected?” 
 
    “Irving Garrison went on vacation searching for new product. She was put in contact with him. He took a liking to her and must have smuggled her in. That’s the only rational explanation I can come up with based on the evidence we’ve got.” 
 
    “If Garrison is behind this, why wasn’t her file expunged? He has his hand in so many pockets, how is this information still readily available?” 
 
    “According to what I could find, he burned a hell of a lot of bridges trying to get ahead. That’s the only reason he was in Puerto Rico anyway. He took a ton of gang money from all over the country and even Mexico. After not delivering on his promises, they all set out for revenge.” 
 
    “But he was untouchable at that point.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “So he managed to get her out of jail by using the cartel he was attached to on the island.” I shake my head in disbelief. “Then smuggled her into the country probably with a fake Passport or license.” 
 
    “That would be my guess.” 
 
    I mull over this for a few seconds. That means she’s been here, flying under the radar, for several years. A cold killer like that can’t just stop doing what they’re trained to do. She has to have killed elsewhere. That seems like the next logical avenue to pursue. 
 
    “I want you to send me over everything from Puerto Rico, including all the cases that mentions her. Then we’re going to see if there’s a pattern in her behavior.” 
 
    “Check all unsolved murders in the area and see if she’s been active here?” Logan asks. 
 
    “That’s our best play, if you ask me. We need to find something to go on. Maybe, if we’re lucky we can find a pattern.” 
 
    I take the photo, stand, and walk out the door. I want to know who the hell this woman is and why she’s in my city. My anger starts to rise as I see all the people around those two who came to say goodbye to a piece of shit. I’ll never understand why murderers are given so many chances, appeals, or help from those in power. The victims get to watch, wait, and suffer. I know Keith was a son and friend to some. To those people Will’s a cold-blooded killer. It doesn’t matter that he killed Keith to save my life. Cops killed an innocent kid — that’s all they will ever think. I can’t change it. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Anger is a beautiful thing. It can help you get results. It can also get you a shit ton of trouble if you step on the wrong toes. It can also blind you. Right now, as I get out of the elevator, it’s fuel. It’s something to make me want to push harder, go faster and be smarter than this woman. I have a little more information and its time to use it. Getting to Puerto Rico is impossible, and we know those gang members won’t talk to the likes of me. They have their own code, and they’ll play it out. Time to hit up the captain for some more manpower. 
 
    Passing by the captain’s office, I notice a woman sitting in a chair closest to his desk. Her long black hair must’ve been straightened as her roots show a slight wave. Her black suit is impeccably pressed, tailored for her figure, she must be someone of importance. Her high heels are much too sexy for this office. No — she’s not from here. She’s not one of us. At least not a grunt, she’s likely government. 
 
    Knocking gently at the captain’s door, he looks up from a stack of papers on his desk and waves me in. Walking into the office, I glance over to this mysterious woman. I give her the obvious look up and down, sizing her up. I don’t know who she is, but I know that if the government sent her, something big is going on. Either that or they’re investigating me, the captain, or the precinct. 
 
    “Detective Steele, nice of you to join me,” the captain calmly adds from behind a stack of papers. Walking in the room, the woman turns her attention to me. Her dark brown eyes size me up. There’s something about her air of seriousness and steely-eyed gaze that tells me this woman’s here on a mission. 
 
    “I was just coming up from the tech lab. Got some new information I thought I’d share,” I say as I focus on the woman in front of me. My curiosity is getting the better of me, and the captain isn’t doing anything to quench it. 
 
    “Agent Marlow, FBI. I’m here to help you on the Garrison case,” she says extending her hand. I take it in response, but more out of being respectful to my captain than anything else. 
 
    “Agent Marlow’s been working with the FBI in Seattle. She’s been handling the Garrison case in Washington,” the captain says, flipping through pages of a file. 
 
    “I didn’t know Garrison’s criminal activity extended to the Pacific Northwest,” I say as the new information has peaked my interest. “I thought he was more concerned about the southern borders. That’s what Logan found out when we were digging into his personal records. Seems Garrison had a flair for Puerto Rico and its women. He met someone named Alexa Valez. She had a bad history with the local drug gangs, ended up being raised as their strong arm. She met Garrison on one of his trips and they have been inseparable ever since.” I hand the file to Agent Marlow. 
 
    “So now we have the name but do we have a face?” Captain Udall asks me. Without missing a beat, Agent Marlow pulls a photo out of the file and hands it to him. His face studies the picture; his finger runs along her facial features. My gut screams that he recognizes her, but I don’t feel comfortable questioning him in front of Agent Marlow. Before anything else is said the captain stands, and starts packing up his things. 
 
    “You alright, Captain Udall?” Marlow asks, concern written on her face. 
 
    “Detective Steele, since this case is getting a bit out of hand, I want everyone to stay in one location. Considering how fortified your house is, and the fact that I know you won’t leave even if I tell you to, Marlow will be staying with you. I’ve also told Detective Everts to move his family to a safe house. He’ll stop by for a visit to go over things this evening.” 
 
    “So I’m back in college with a frat house?” 
 
    “Considering your history, I know you’ll refuse any help that I offer you. We’re lucky that I have extra officers to drive around your neighborhood to ensure your safety. Maybe this time you’ll do what I say and be cautious. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got something to look into.” 
 
    The captain walks so quickly out of his office I don’t have time to respond. He has everyone moving in with me, and truthfully I am okay with that. Maybe all of us being under the same roof—eating the same food and drinking the same liquor—will be able to figure this out faster so that I can have my family home.  
 
    More importantly, solve this before anyone else dies. 
 
    “So Agent Marlow, I hope you don’t snore,” I say, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    “It’s not me you have to worry about Detective Steele. You won’t even know I’m there while you’re sleeping. Working on the other hand? I’m a bitch. I’ve been chasing the money trail, the body trail, and frankly any fucking trail to bring this guy down. Not since the Seattle Slayer have I been so invested in a case,” she says, and then grabs her purse and a box on the floor. 
 
    “What happened to him?” I ask, grabbing the second box on the floor. 
 
    “I don’t know. He’s dropped off the radar again. When he comes back, I’ll catch him.” 
 
    “And if you don’t?” 
 
    “Detective Steele, serial killers are very different than the murderers you deal with. The ones I deal with are meticulous, methodical, and never really stop. If he doesn’t come back and kill again anywhere, then he’s dead inside. My job’s done. But they don’t go quietly into the dark night — that’s unrealistic. They need to kill like you and I need a drink after a hard case. He’ll be back, it’s just a matter of time.” 
 
    “It’s kind of depressing,” I say. I hold the office door open for her. Agent Marlow walks through and shrugs her shoulders not wanting to give me a verbal answer. I follow behind her, letting the office door close. I wonder if she’s right. Are the people I deal with in New York so very different from someone who could kill somewhere else? Aren’t all murderers methodical and meticulous? Don’t they all have this unwritten need to remove life from everyone? Hell—just to remove the breath of one human being is probably enough to fuel them for a week.  
 
    Maybe I’m missing something. I’m sure she’ll fill me in when she’s ready, but she doesn’t trust me yet. I can tell by the way she walks, carries herself, and chooses her words too carefully. The FBI might be off-center, but she’s alone. Usually they send them in twos like Twix candy bars. Whatever her reason for being here, I’m thankful for the help. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We get to my place, and I open the door for Agent Marlow to walk inside. I close the door behind us, make sure it’s locked, bolted, and chained. I know anyone with desire and will can break in; it’s more for my false sense of security than anything else. I grab two beers out of the fridge and hand her one without thinking. 
 
    “I assume you drink?” 
 
    “I usually prefer wine, but this will do.” She grabs the beer, twists off the cap, and takes a long, hard drink. 
 
    I do the same and sit down at the kitchen table. She takes the hint and follows suit. 
 
    “I’m only here to help, detective,” she says, raising her hands in front of her. “Nothing more, nothing less.” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “The silent types never do.” Marlow leans back in her chair watching me intently. “Your body language speaks volumes.” 
 
    “If you wanted my body, you should have taken me on a date first.” 
 
    She grins and lets out a throaty chuckle. Her brown eyes ease up on the strength they had before. 
 
    “I’m only here to help you. I have no intention of getting in your way,” she says before she takes another long drag off the bottleneck. 
 
    “The feds don’t just send someone to help. They always have ulterior motives. So what’s yours?” I ask her. 
 
    “They want to see how you’re doing with this Garrison case. If you catch him alive, we want to be able to try him federally.” 
 
    “Okay. Why’d they send you specifically?” 
 
    “He’s a serial. Everything he does, everything he thinks, it’s all classic serial killer. He might not kill them with his own two hands, but he’s a killer nonetheless.” 
 
    “You not telling me anything I don’t already know. You didn’t answer my question.” I down my beer. Two quick steps to the fridge and I grab two more. I open mine and place the other in the center of the table. I watch her, and she slowly finishes the rest of her beer before grabbing the one in the middle. The cuff rides up on her shirt. I see deep scars on the inside of her wrist. An untrained eye would think she might’ve tried to kill herself, but the angle seems somehow off. Someone did that to her. 
 
    “I’ve been working on a case of my own back in Seattle. Just like you, I’ve got a jackass that doesn’t understand murder is wrong. No connections, no DNA, no evidence really. He goes into hiding when he feels like it. So my department head decided I needed a break. My boss knows how good I am at connecting the dots where others might miss one or two. Maybe I can help, and that’s all I plan on doing.” 
 
    “You have anything on yours?” 
 
    “Only about thirteen bodies and counting,” Marlow says. “Depends what he’s in the mood for. He might go for months not hurting anyone and then a body every week for a month. Garrison isn’t like that. He’s the paper man. He makes sure he has something on everyone; everything is in his control. Even his woman, the Alexa Valez character, it seems she goes and cleans up his mistakes. She’s the muscle.” 
 
    “There’s got to be some history on a woman that highly trained. Paperwork, passports, flight manifests . . . there’s got to be some kind of a trail.” 
 
    I grab my cell phone and quickly send a text to Logan. We really need some reinforcements, so I text Will, too. Hopefully he’s back from his slight mental day and can focus on work at hand. 
 
    “There’s a whole hell of a lot of paperwork, none of it really means much.” 
 
    “It’s a trailer full of bodies, and you’re telling me there’s no evidence?” Marlow asks. 
 
    My cell phone starts to vibrate and dance across the table. I see Victor’s goofy face staring back at me so I grab it and answer. 
 
    “Hey, Victor,” I answer monotonously. It quickly hits me how I could really use some sleep. Who am I kidding? If I close my eyes, I see those bodies curled up crying for help. I’ve said it a million times before, sometimes the job just comes home with you no matter what you do. 
 
    “Jazz, everything’s settled down here. I’m gonna come home and bring what little I have. The rest of the tests should be available in the morning, but I don’t know what help they’ll be.” 
 
    “Thanks Victor, see you when you get here.” 
 
    “Victor? That’s the medical examiner, right?” Marlow asks. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s him.” 
 
    “Then who is Frankie?” Marlow asks innocently. 
 
    “Frankie?” I haven’t brought Frankie out, where did she hear the name? 
 
    “Captain mentioned him.”  
 
    I spit my beer at her as I laugh. It’s been a long time since someone’s confused Frankie for a guy. I forget how common that could be. 
 
    “SHE is a psychologist the department uses on specific cases.” 
 
    “Crap, sorry. I’m not usually this much of an ass.” Marlow’s laughing now as well. “Can I claim jet lag?” 
 
    The front doorbell rings and I pop up. My hand goes to my gun.  
 
    I know who I think should be at the door — but you never know. I nod to Marlow and walk into the living room. I can hear her shoes on my floor close behind me. I creep towards the door. Marlow pulls her weapon and aims it. If it’s Alexa, she might get one shot off, but she won’t leave alive. 
 
    I turn back to face Marlow, she simply nods. She’s at the ready. Taking a deep breath, I pull open the door hoping for the best. I can feel the stress flow out of my shoulders when I see Logan holding three pizzas in his hands. Victor rushes up alongside him, carrying a case of beer. The two smile at me as if this will be a party instead of a crime scene. 
 
    “I called from driveway,” Victor says grinning. I snatch the case of beer out of his arms.  
 
    “You’re a gigantic ass. I nearly shot you. Now get some plates.” Victor pales slightly and heads into the kitchen.  
 
    “And you—” I point at Logan “are not forgiven either. Except for the pizzas. Take ‘em to the living room.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The dry erase board from the basement sits in the middle of the living room. Frankie would be so angry and tell me to get it back downstairs. If she were here.  
 
    One box of pizza is empty and we’re halfway through the second when Will walks into the living room. All of the voices seem to die into nothingness as he stands there holding his baseball cap. Logan reaches forward and grabs a beer out of the box and hands it to him. I attempt to toss him some paper plates, but end up hitting Logan in the face. No words need to be said. We’re his friends, his colleagues, his family — he’ll talk when he’s ready. 
 
    “You must be Will?” Marlow says, her mouth half full of pepperoni pizza. 
 
    “Detective Will Everts, Agent Karina Marlow. She’s here to give us a fresh look at what’s going on.” 
 
    The two nod at each other as Will dives into the second box of pizza. If he only knew that bacon was the first pie, he’d be angry. 
 
    “So anything new?” Will asks bluntly. 
 
    “Not much on the digital end,” Logan explains “Once Valez gets to New York she goes off grid. There’s no credit card usage, cell phones, emails, or anything I could sink my teeth into. If she had anything, it would have been paid for by Irving Garrison. Beyond that, Valez gets paid in cash for anything else she wanted.” Logan finishes and meticulously dries his hands with a napkin. 
 
    “Two of my ex-Marine brothers work at the shipyard. I asked them for any information on the containers, but it seems they were brought in overnight when neither of them were on shift,” Will shrugs. 
 
    Marlow places her plate down on the carpet, wipes the pizza oil from her perfectly manicured nails, and stands up. She walks over to the blank dry erase board and stares at it. All of us watch her, curious as to what the agent is going to do. She pops open her suit jacket, tosses it on an empty chair and grabs the black marker. Her crisp handwriting screeches across the board as she spells out Irving Garrison. She underlines his name twice. 
 
    “The FBI knows for a fact that illegal shipments have been coming into the Hudson Container Terminal for quite some time. It used to be run by the mob, but now the people that work there themselves are for hire. That doesn’t mean that all the employees are dirty.” She directs her words at Will, effectively stopping him from refuting her statement. “The money that we’ve managed to follow seems to indicate that every Tuesday and Thursday night illegal shipments are entering the port.” 
 
    “You’re telling us the FBI knows that this has been going on and they’ve done nothing about it?” Will asks, somewhat incensed. 
 
    “Truthfully, we could shut down the illegal operation tomorrow — hell, we could have shut it down 5 years ago — but that won’t help us. These are small fish and the FBI only likes to hook whales. We’ve got people who come in, put trackers on the containers, and hope for the best.” Marlow continues to face the board. With her back to the rest of us, we’re tense and on guard. 
 
    “How’s that working out for you?” Logan laughs. He probably knew the statistic before the FBI even have the numbers to generate one. 
 
    “That’s above my pay grade.” 
 
    “What do you want to add to the board besides his name?” I ask. The way she stands at the board, swinging the marker back and forth — it’s as if she knows something but is unsure if she should share. Slowly, gingerly, her right hand draws a line from the first “n” in Garrison, to the right of the board. She hesitates, her hand shakes for a moment and she takes a deep breath. Hanging her head down, she writes the name Judge Rufus Killian. She places the cover on the marker and clicks it closed. The sound reverberates off the walls. Just because we had notions that he was involved doesn’t mean we were able to prove it. 
 
    “Two years ago we brought down a pedophile ring in Washington State. Mostly young boys, in the most depraved situations, and doing the most . . . unspeakable things. One of the names on the list that sparked our interest was Judge Rufus Killian. Apparently, there had been some preliminary investigation in two other states regarding his involvement in downloading and distributing child pornography. When my partner and I looked into it, each case fell apart. Nobody could make it stick. A few weeks later, I get a call into my boss’s office. He tells me that I am to stop investigating and hand over all of my paperwork. Considering how hard this case hit me, I demanded an explanation. That’s when I was read in on the bigger fish to fry: Irving Garrison and his gang.” 
 
    “The FBI let a pedophile go?” Logan asks, throwing his pizza down on the plate. 
 
    “That’s the funny thing: we know he’s still downloading, possibly sharing but he’s no longer uploading new video or new images of his victims. It’s as if someone insisted he stop or forced him to. We all know pedophiles don’t just cease doing what they’re doing, so this had to be pretty big.” Marlow says. 
 
    “Could be Garrison. He seemed to have issue with Walter Miller assaulting Kaley Johnson. I’m sure she wasn’t the first he assaulted.” Will adds. 
 
    “You’re asking us to believe that Irving Garrison is so influential that the FBI has been hunting him for years?” Victor finally interjects having been quiet for the entire conversation. 
 
    “No. I’m telling you the FBI feels that Irving Garrison has his hand into enough illegal activities as to put a red flag on his back the size of Texas. He’s our focus. That being said, he might just be a single player on a much larger chess board.”  
 
    Marlow walks back across the room, sits down and crosses her legs. She gracefully grabs her beer, tilts her head back, and swallows the rest of it. She looks at me casually, and I can see her brown eyes are more lifeless than before. It’s hard to keep a bright shiny view on life when you’ve seen children tortured, raped, and murdered. 
 
    “Now that we know where the FBI stands, can we move on?” I take a few swigs off my beer and let the liquid cool my throat. “Do we have anything to go on from the crime scenes? Forensic evidence? Bugs? Something other than some officer losing his lunch from the rancid smell?” 
 
    “All the forensics are being covered by Lillian,” Victor states calmly as my eyes lock with his. He blushes as I continue to stare at him. I know he rarely calls anyone by their first name, unless he’s your friend or involved in something closer than a working relationship. I’m guessing it’s the second. 
 
    “So, we call the doc and ask if she has anything new for us.” Will adds, drawing my attention to him. 
 
    My cell phone comes to life on the end table. Followed by Marlow’s. Seconds later, everyone else’s follows suit. 
 
    “That can’t be good,” Victor says, stating the obvious.  
 
    “Steele,” I answer my phone and focus on the voice on the other end. Everyone answers their phones as well. I cover my right ear to drown out the rush of voices in the room. I know they’re probably getting the same information on their calls. The officer on my call speaks so softly all I manage to get out of the call is there’s been a murder and the address. There are days like this — a lot of them — in most cop’s life. Days which never seem to end. 
 
    “You driving?” Agent Marlow asks me. 
 
    “Will, you coming with or meeting us there?” I ask. 
 
    “Coming.” He nods and grabs his coat. 
 
    “Well, I’m driving myself,” Victor says “seeing as how I am going to be up late as hell doing a preliminary autopsy.” 
 
    Marlow hands me my coat and keys. “Glad you got those few sips of alcohol past your lips?” 
 
    “It wasn’t enough.” I slide into my jacket before grabbing my keys out of her hand. I’m technically not on call, but if they find something related to my case, they call. Simple really. Here’s hoping this new information helps the case open up and doesn’t just add to the death toll. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The silence in the car does nothing to change my mood. Will sits next to me, staring out the window. It’s rather obvious something is going on with him, but he’s not talking. His face is flat, cold, and distant. I should be his sounding board, but with Marlow in the backseat I’m not really free and clear to hear him. She’s got some secrets — all agents do. Between the two of them, I am happier in the silence. 
 
    The drive is lined with elegant street lamps, no sidewalks. Rows of mini-mansions with paver driveways with built in lights that line the road. Most of the kids living here have more money than they could ever earn — given to them freely. How many of them will end up like the Garrison kid? Entitled? Angry? Who the hell knows, but I really would like that driveway. Mine looks like shit. I’d be happy with a leak- proof roof, truthfully.  
 
    The lights from the police cars up ahead pull me out of my reverie of wants. The dimly-lit neighborhood looks like a holiday seasonal display with blue, red, and white lights flashing in time. Marlow leans forward from the back seat and pulls on the back of mine. Will opens the door before I come to a complete stop and is out of the car before I put it in park. 
 
    “He always like this?” Marlow asks from the backseat. 
 
    I ignore her question and step outside the car. The police have cordoned off this crime scene more efficiently than I’m used to. Crime scene tape is tightly run from tree to tree. Officers have the press out of the way behind some more tape fifty yards up the road. The few spectators that have gathered are being held at bay as well. Perfectly executed. It makes goosebumps form on my skin. There’s only one reason for this much control. 
 
    “Steele.” Will says from the right of me. My eyes must convey my confusion. He never calls me by my last name without my title in front of it. “We have a problem.” 
 
    “What kind of problem?” Marlow asks, her voice calmly cold. 
 
    “It’s best if we all go inside and discuss this. Too many eyes and ears out here.” 
 
    He lifts the yellow tape and allows Marlow and myself to duck underneath it.  
 
    The three of us walk past the media as bright white light covers us all. I turn around and see a teenage boy with his cell phone out. He waves at me, turns the camera around, and takes a selfie with me in the background. I don’t really care about the picture, more the attitude. This is the future of my country, taking a selfie while a detective deals with someone on their worst day. 
 
    I take one step toward the offending spectator but a hand on my shoulder stops me. I turn around and see Will staring at me. His eyes tell me to stop, but his flexing muscles show me how angry he is as well. Surprisingly, it calms me immediately. I nod and the two of us head into the house. 
 
    “Marlow?” 
 
    “Already inside waiting for us.” Will says, his voice lacking emotion. “You really think we can trust her?” I understand his concern; it’s mine as well. 
 
    “Right now we don’t have a choice. Let’s just keep our noses clean and do this right,” I say, while trying to keep myself from tripping up the front stairs into the house. An officer protecting the entrance to the house moves to the side, letting us in. Once Will passes, he slides right back to his post. 
 
    “Victor here yet?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s with Marlow. Jasmine, this is a big one.” Will says, as he leads us through a maze of rooms to a den. 
 
    There the victim sits. Eyes open, the milky white cornea staring out into space. Teeth black, probably dried blood from when the victim gurgled his own fluids before death. His suit clean, except for the blood that trickled down his neck. Everything seems to be in place, even the iPad sits on the desk. Books line the shelves behind him, in alphabetical order and dusted. Besides the fact that he’s a neat freak, it’s pretty obvious the victim knew the murderer. The place isn't trashed. 
 
    I watch as Victor looks over the body. Will talks to the officer next to him pointing to the entryway. Marlow waits by the body. I assume she wants to see what the medical examiner can share. I turn around and that’s when I see it. A judge’s cloak hanging on the back of the door. It all makes sense. This is the body of Judge Killian. Whoever is doing this continues to tie up loose ends, as well as be one step ahead of me and my team. 
 
    “Victor, what can you tell me?” I ask simply. 
 
    “I’ll know more when I get back to the lab and start an autopsy. I can tell you the judge’s been dead for a while. He’s in full rigor. Cause of death should be obvious.” Victor says pointing to hammer sticking out of the victim’s head. 
 
    “We need to work this place apart. It’s possible whoever did this didn’t really get what they came for,” Marlow says while looking through some drawers in the desk. 
 
    Will throws a look over his shoulder. “I think they got what they came for, Agent Marlow. Nothing seems out of place and the victim’s personal effects appear to be here. Most likely they came here with one task in mind.” 
 
    “With all due respect, we don’t know what went on here or what was left behind,” Marlow fires back, angrily. “I know this case has been trying on all of you, but we can’t allow that to interfere with our jobs. This is a high-ranking judge in the state of New York. His crimes were hidden well, so who knew and why was he killed? Two major questions that could lead to our killer.” 
 
    “Whatever you say Agent Marlow. Just remember I’m not the enemy here. Next time you suggest something, do so clearly and precisely so that we can follow you. After all we’re just the lead detectives on the case.” Will says sarcastically. 
 
    Victor looks over at me and we shake our heads. This is not going to be an easy case by itself, let alone with two people who aren’t seeing eye-to-eye. Will walks past me without saying a word. I assume he’s going to search the rest of the house, look for any part of it that could give us some kind of information. Marlow’s right, even if the killer came here to kill the judge, there is a possibility that the judge had something. It’s Detective Work 101, but Will’s not thinking that way. I have to smooth out their ruffled feathers before it’s too late.  
 
    “Jasmine, I have to get the body out of here through the back door. I’m having my assistant drive the van up to the side of the house,” Victor says. 
 
    “Why can’t you bring it out the front door, Doc?” I ask quickly. 
 
    “His body is in a fixed position. I’d have to break everything to get him to lay down again, and that might damage any evidence. Honestly, I’d rather just wheel him out in his office chair.” 
 
    “You’re crazy.” 
 
    “Would you rather I parade a well-respected judge, regardless of his behind-the-scenes sexual endeavors with children, in front of the media?” 
 
    “If he was alive I would say yes. Do what you have to do, Doc,” I say. I know he means well, but my head is ready to explode. Between the crime scene investigators dusting everything, which is making my allergies flare, and the sandbox war between my two colleagues, this day cannot get to an end fast enough. I just need a little bit of evidence. Hell, I’ll take a human hair with no DNA – anything is better than what I have right now. United we stand, divided . . . we are falling. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Another sleepless night. But it looks like we finally caught a break. Victor’s insistence that we remove Killian’s body in a fixed position actually turned out to be a blessing in disguise. To do that, we had to dismantle the desk—not a big deal, it’s an upscale Ikea model, a half dozen Allen screws, a couple small brackets and it came apart. 
 
    That’s when we found the false compartment behind the drawers. And the beat-up laptop which was inside it. I made sure one of the uniforms on scene hustled all the electronic devices back to Logan while we stayed to help with processing the scene. 
 
    Marlow and Will took on the lion’s share of that task, walking through the whole house and came up with some promising leads, but the silence between the two was unbearable. Will never had an issue with authority before. I’ll have to get to the bottom of this soon. The tension finally got the better of me, and I headed back to the station to wait on them to finish up. 
 
    Another week of cop drama later, and the laptop seemed to have finally given up the ghost. I made my way down to Logan’s office with a decaf and an energy bar in hand.  
 
    Logan looks up and smiles as he clicks away at the dented laptop. “You’re just in time!” 
 
    As I drop my overly exhausted body into a chair, I smile remembering how we found the false compartment. Victor was the first to notice it — and let the rest of us know by screaming a horror-movie-watcher scream that made everyone leap. My heart raced for a good minute as he simply pointed at the laptop. Once they got the body out, I looked into the opening and pulled out the laptop hidden within.  
 
    “You look like you’re having fun,” I say as I sip my caffeine-free drink. I know Frankie isn’t here, but for some reason it’s like cheating if I have a cup of coffee after promising her I wouldn’t. And I already was feeling guilty from the one Logan snuck me earlier. Another difference between humanity and criminals, we feel guilt over what we’ve actually done, not just for getting caught. 
 
    “First the iPad was filled with generic things, ebooks, games, his schedule, and his email. Nothing out of the ordinary at all. Now the laptop on the other hand, is a gold mine. You have no idea the amount of shit the judge hid on here.” His brown eyes dart across the screen as his fingers dance on the keys. 
 
    “Care to share with me or are you just going to get off on the wonders behind the criminal mind?” I manage to eek out through my tired laughter. Anyone else would probably be offended by my words, and by thinking I was calling their sanity into question. Considering the content on the computer, they would attack me for calling them a pervert. Thank God my friends aren’t normal overly-sensitive people. 
 
    “Sure, once I break through the rest of these encrypted files. The amount of child porn on here is phenomenal, not to mention the emails he sent with pornographic attachments. I’m running a program trying to back track those emails to actual human beings. If I have my way, the FBI will be crazy busy for awhile tracking them down.” Logan smiles as he looks up briefly from the laptop screen. The light from the screen illuminates his face in a glowing, horror-film sort of way. 
 
    “Have you heard from Hadley?” His eyes go back to the screen, but I can feel his emptiness in the words. He misses her. I understand that. Sleeping without my family under the same roof is wearing on me as well. 
 
    “Not since she took Frankie and Chase with her.” 
 
    “How are you handling it?” 
 
    “Not well at all. I’d be doing much better if we were closer to solving this case. Maybe if you sped up your fingers, we would be able to move forward a little quicker?” 
 
    “Okay, no small talk. I get it. I’m working as fast as I can. Encryption takes time. Or rather decryption.” 
 
    “Is there anything you can tell me? The smallest thing can be more important than you know,” I plead with Logan. I need something from him to divert my mind from wherever my family is. 
 
    “He had an offshore bank account. It seems to be run by the same people handling Garrison’s money. I don’t have direct connections as of right now, but they might be in the encryption files. I’ve got images of several young boys that are in the missing person’s database, but that could be from years ago. Once these images are online, they have a life of their own.” 
 
    “Explain.”  
 
    “No image is sacred. Once it’s uploaded it can be used for anything. Like your social media images for example —” 
 
    “I don’t do any of that crap,” I say, cutting him off. 
 
    “You don’t, but the regular people in society do. Anything we upload can be right-clicked and saved to a hard drive. You could post an innocent image of your nephew in a bathing suit at the beach. It’s innocent in nature, but to a pedophile it’s candy.” 
 
    “Okay, so they can save the image and do unsavory things to themselves. I get it.” I throw my half-eaten Power Bar in the trash. I’ve lost my appetite. 
 
    “Yeah, but then they can upload it to whatever database they share images with. Then those people save the image and re-upload it. Then those people do the same. It never ends. It’s why most victims have difficulty moving beyond what’s happened to them. Remember Kaley Johnson? Walter Miller, another fine associate of Garrison’s to wind up dead, sexually assaulted her and documented it. If I search for her, I’m sure I’d still find images and possibly some videos of Walter Miller abusing her, too.” 
 
    My stomach rolls as he talks about the reality of sexual abuse victims. It’s a never- ending cycle of hatred for oneself. I always thought once we found where things were going, the victimization would end. I was wrong. 
 
    “I thought Garrison had no stomach for that kind of crime. Remember Mr. Miller’s rather disgusting demise?” 
 
    “How could I forget? I still don’t know how they managed to make the body look so full of stuff when all the organs were missing.” 
 
    “Stuffed it with newspaper, but that doesn’t answer my question. How could a man with even a sliver of morality allow a judge to get away with this? Especially when he killed another man responsible for the sexual assault of a young girl he might have sold for a profit later on.” I ask again, a firmer tone to my voice. 
 
    Logan sits up and stops everything he’s doing. He stares at the screen. His eyes scan left and right like a subway train speeding by. Suddenly, they stop and he leans back in his chair. 
 
    “It wasn’t morality as much as it was profit margins. Secondly, Judge Rufus Killian was on the payroll,” he says as he spins the laptop to face me. I scan the decrypted email. My hatred for the judge is growing exponentially. If he wasn’t dead already, I’d have him do a perp walk and toss him in gen pop. They just love men who rape kids. It’s a simple code really. Innocence is to be protected; everyone else is fair game. Killian wouldn’t have lasted more than a few hours before being tortured himself. After a day, maybe two, he’d be found hanging in his cell in an apparent suicide that would be anything but. He wound up with a hammer sticking out of his head. In my opinion, he got off easy. 
 
    “So Garrison blackmailed him.” 
 
    “Yeah, according to emails if he touched any of the merchandise, he’d be exposed himself. That and he was promised payment for rulings in his favor,” Logan adds quickly. 
 
    “I see that. So now we know the judge was in his back pocket. So every conviction Judge Killian issued—or didn’t issue—will be called into question. Fantastic. The bigger question is can we connect those payments to Garrison’s bank accounts? Maybe this other woman — Valez? Is there something we have that can connect the damn dots?” 
 
    “Not yet, but this allows me to call our new partners in the FBI and ask for their high-tech, sexy software to work for me.” 
 
    “You just called software ‘sexy’.” 
 
    “Don’t judge. You love Frankie, video games, and cars. I’ve got Hadley, code, and software. We’re even. Now shut up and let me get back to work.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m gonna head upstairs to the conference room and see what Marlow has come up with. Maybe she can fill in some gaps.” 
 
    “I’ll shoot her an email with what I found,” Logan says as his hands and eyes go back to the laptop. “If you speak to Hadley, tell her I miss her like crazy.” 
 
    “I doubt I will, but sure.” I stand and leave Logan to attack the code. It must be a game to him. I mean, why else would you want to sit in a chair attached to a keyboard for hours trying to decipher something that someone doesn’t want you to see? Maybe it’s an ego thing like, ‘I’m better than your security’. I’m that way with my job so I can understand that. I’m glad Logan — his fast hands, critical mind, and slight techie ego — are on my side. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Walking into the makeshift office, I see Marlow leaning back in a chair holding her cell phone in front of her. Her left hand waves around as she talks to whoever is on the other end of the video call. Her smile reaches her eyes and for the first time I can really see Karina Marlow as a human being as opposed to a hard-nosed FBI Agent. Her brown eyes, highlighted by the slight lines in the corner of her eyes, look so alive and vibrant in this moment. Her face relaxed, her body calm — I’m jealous. 
 
    It’s rare for me to find the ability to enjoy the finer moments in life. I can be at the park watching Chase’s lacrosse game and yet worry about everyone else there. Does someone have a gun? Is there someone looking at Chase in an improper way? Even at home, I find it hard to break free of the cases throughout the day. I’m jealous she can do that. Maybe she has a trick up her sleeve I could borrow. One thing is for sure, I’m about to wipe the smile off her face and I don’t want to. 
 
    Opening the door, Marlow immediately leans forward in her chair. She looks up at me and holds one finger up out of view of the camera. I simply sit down and sip my decaf. 
 
    “Karina,” the voice on the other end says. Her smile widens and she tilts her head to the right. Her shoulders sag a bit as a wave of sadness rolls over her. It’s something I feel I shouldn’t be witnessing. 
 
    “Hey baby, I have to go back to work,” she says. “Make sure to tuck the kids in and tell them I love them.” 
 
    “I always do, love,” the man replies. 
 
    “Have a great game tonight. I love you, and I’ll see you once this case is closed.” 
 
    “Of course, mi amor. Be safe and don’t let that Steele woman walk all over you.” 
 
    I feel my lip curl upwards in one of my famous smirks. I’m sure my looking up through my eyebrows gives her pause. Her eyes lock with mine, and I can see she’s trying to hide her embarrassment.  
 
    “I love you honey, but I’ve got to go.” She hits a button on her phone and drops it on the table. “About that . . .” she begins. 
 
    “That I walk all over you? Or is it that I try to pull rank and seem like more of a bitch when I want what I want?” I say with sarcasm pouring out with every syllable. 
 
    “If we’re speaking truthfully . . . yes.” 
 
    “Just yes? To which one?” 
 
    “That you carry yourself in a powerful manner even if you have no strength left in you.” 
 
    “You sound like my psychologist-of-a-girlfriend.” I laugh a little, but it dies before it gets to be too rich. I miss her. I take a breath to center myself. “Forensic profiling and a lot of undergraduate psychology classes. I’m not just a pretty face.” 
 
    “Point taken.” Marlow concedes.  
 
    She stands and walks over to the coffee pot in the corner. “I haven’t met this girlfriend of yours, have I?” She pours herself a mug and adds several sugars before a drop of milk. I know what she’s doing. She wants to pick me apart, see if she can trust me. If we open up to each other a bit, she’ll feel a connection to me. That way she can justify protecting me in her mind. 
 
    “No, I sent Frankie away with my nephew.” She stops and sits back down in her original chair. Her intense stare pushes my buttons, and I divert my gaze to the windows. 
 
    “There’s a story there.” 
 
    “There always is.” I shoot back quickly. “I’m sure you’ve read the file. Let’s just say it’s safer for them to be away from me until things are settled.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” She calmly sips her sugar-laden drink. “Tell me about Detective Everts.” 
 
    “Loyal partner, great detective, former Marine, and an exceptional father.” 
 
    “Who obviously dislikes my interference here.” 
 
    “Has nothing to do with you, per se. This case is just hitting him hard.” 
 
    “Maybe he should take some time off,” Marlow says tenderly. I hear sincerity in her voice. 
 
    “You know the drill. You take time when whatever is bothering you goes away. Then you fall apart.” I continue to look out the window. I know my decaf is cold at this point, but I take a sip anyway. Sometimes your body just needs to do things to dispel nervous energy. 
 
    “I understand that. I’m here trying to help you find criminals who never stepped foot in my state but pumped more drugs into it than Exxon pumps up it’s profits and Russian ties.” 
 
    I stay silent. How does one reply to that? I know the feeling. Garrison is my obsession and yet here she is, forced to help me as her killer roams the streets free. I want to say something, but my mind screams at me to shut up and move on. 
 
    “Logan’s still dissecting the laptop downstairs. He found that Judge Killian was on Garrison’s payroll.” 
 
    “That’s not surprising. Any evidence of specific transactions?” 
 
    “Offshore bank accounts, most likely. As for the rest, he’s still digging. I was hoping you could take a deeper look with your team back home.” 
 
    “I’ll see if our department can dig into Killian’s financials. Maybe something will pop that helps us.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” I say seriously. 
 
    “O ye of little faith.” 
 
    “You and I both know anything we find on that computer won’t be overwhelming in the way of evidence. We’re gonna find exactly what Valez or Garrison wants us to find.” 
 
    “Very true. We’ll have snippets of a much larger image that we can’t quite put together just yet. The point is we’ll have one thing more than we did before. I know this sucks, and trust me, I want to go home and be with my boys. But this will unravel in its own time.” Marlow answers calmly. 
 
    “Irving Garrison’s son was an alcoholic and an all-around vile human being. He became a cop and worked under my nose. Keith was basically an obnoxious, egomaniacal cop who loved the power. He was everything wrong with the police force and in the minority . . . but the press loved him.” 
 
    I look over at Marlow. Her face shows no emotion. She’s just listening without judgment. I don’t know why I feel compelled to give her this information. Maybe I know Will might not be able to save me from myself this time. Maybe I need some backup. 
 
    “I was getting ready for dinner with Frankie, had the engagement ring and everything. I go to the door and there’s a cop standing there. He looked at me with such pity, you know? He takes me to an accident, and I see the captain waiting. He opens the door and pulls me into a hug. When I looked over his shoulder, I saw my brother’s car. That’s when I heard Chase screaming at the top of his lungs. I fought my way out of the captain’s arms and ran over. Held onto my nephew for dear life once everything was over.” 
 
    I stop talking and drain the dregs of my decaf. No tears fall down my face anymore. I know I haven’t fully dealt with what happened, but I’ve accepted the fact that it was out of my control. Keith was to blame and he paid with his life. 
 
    “I assume your brother passed away?” Marlow says softly. 
 
    “Yea.” 
 
    “You’re raising your nephew with Frankie?” 
 
    “Now I am. Took a long time to get to that point.” 
 
    “Grief is different for everyone. You have to handle it in your own time.” Marlow says as she stands to get more coffee. She picks up the pot of decaf and gestures towards me. I nod yes.  
 
    “I lost her for a long time. It wasn’t until . . .” my voice fails me and I stop talking. 
 
    “Until?” She prompts gently. 
 
    “It’s a long story that you already read. Will saved my life that night. Frankie went through hell and now we’re working on getting our life back together.” 
 
    “Simon proposed after a game of paintball. He was on the opposing team, and I was just out of the academy. I shot him square in the chest. He fell down hard. So, I run up worried I really hurt him. He pulls me down for a kiss, tells me I hit him in the heart, and opens his jumpsuit. He had this white shirt on with ‘Will you marry me?’ written on it. It was so tacky yet perfect for us.” Marlow places a cup of coffee in front of me. I grab it quickly. “You still have the ring?” She sits back down in her chair and leans back, crossing her legs. 
 
    “Yeah, in a drawer.” 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I want it to be perfect, romantic, or whatever. I had it planned before, and I don’t think I could do it again. Maybe it’s me. Maybe it’s the ring. Hell, maybe it’s the fear of preparing for the proposal and having something shitty happen again. I don’t know.” 
 
    “You’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “Why are we talking about this?” I ask honestly. I really don’t like the darker side of this conversation. 
 
    “Because we can? Until I call the Seattle office, there’s really nothing much more we can do. So, we’re talking about my kids and husband, your girlfriend who should be your fiancé and how our lives are never how we planned it.” 
 
    “Realist. I like it.” 
 
    “We’re outnumbered by idiots, power-hungry fools, and religious zealots. I prefer to be abnormally normal.” Marlow says. 
 
    I raise mug and smile, “To America!” Marlow toasts my mug gently as they’re both still full. It’s nice to feel laughter bubbling in me again. Since the threatening phone call, I haven’t been able to find humor in much. With the video store bombing, the graveyard in the container, and the murder of Killian, it would be strange if I could. A cop’s gallows humor can only take one so far. I’m still waiting for my phone to ring again with some bad news. Right on cue, my cell phone dances around the table with an image of Will and his family. 
 
    “Hello, detective. What can I do for you?” I say into the phone, a bit of happiness bubbling out with my words. 
 
    “Just curious if you have a few minutes.” The seriousness in Will’s voice breaks through, and I feel my face fall. 
 
    “Where?” He knows I’ll be there. Asking me was just a formality. 
 
    “Park. Our usual spot.” The line goes silent. I stand up and collect some papers from the table. 
 
    “I’m going to be MIA for a little bit. If anything comes down the line . . .” 
 
    “I’ll call you. Otherwise, you’re not to be disturbed. I got it.” Marlow states while looking over the notes in front of her. 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, and head out of the room. 
 
    “Take care of your partner.” I nod my head and bolt out the door. Will’s voice was calm, even, and almost emotionless. I know he’s reached a breaking point, and I hope he’s ready to talk. If I’ve learned anything in the last few years, it’s that internalizing everything makes you lack focus and direction. In other words, you become an all-around asshole. Neither Will or I can afford to be that. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It’s an eerie sensation walking through Central Park when there is something violent going on in your mind. I remember when I was still a student and 9/11 happened. There was no crosstown traffic, and I had to somehow get home to Frankie in our one-bedroom shit-hole uptown. National Guard was everywhere, the streets mostly empty, and Times Square was a ghost town. I remember taking a bus from my internship all the way uptown. Fighter jets flew overhead causing fear to crawl down my spine like a spider hunting its prey. 
 
    I cut through the park, something I had never done before. The sky was crystal clear, people lying on blankets all over. To this day I wonder what they were thinking, but the kids — they just played like nothing had happened. Their joyous screams as they chased one another or the yelps when their dog almost got away were just the same as any other day. For them, it was a normal day. Their innocence was kept intact while the adults were completely destroyed. 
 
    The park is still odd to me for that reason. Sure I’ve been here, brought Chase here. I’ve had barbecues with Will and our families here. It’s a wonderful getaway in the middle of a concrete jungle, but it still has a bit of darkness to it. How can one sit here and enjoy something when there are murderers and rapists beyond the gates? Hell, there’s been more than a few in here and yet we play as if there is nothing to fear. I wish sometimes I could shut off the analyzing and figuring everything out, just enough to see the beauty that is around me. Sadly, after all my education — I don’t have that luxury. 
 
    “Traffic on the west side highway?” Will calls to me as I walk to our favorite picnic area. 
 
    “Subways were a bitch,” I answer back as I reach him and sit down. 
 
    “I thought you loved to drive?” 
 
    “I figured you would, so I thought I’d save a tree and use mass transit.” 
 
    “Didn’t work out so well.” 
 
    “No, not on time and when the hell did the price go up again?” 
 
    Will chuckles a bit at my commentary. The two of us fall into a calm silence as we settle in on a nearby bench. In front of us a family plays Frisbee. The dog seems to be a better catcher than the young boy. Reminds me of my brother when we were little. He’d throw the damn thing so high I couldn’t catch it. Always tried though, and landed awkwardly on the grass. Sprained my ankle when I was nine. Try explaining that to the doctor in the emergency room. Sprained via Frisbee catch attempt. I miss those moments now. 
 
    “I’m sorry my head’s been up my ass lately,” Will says, so low I almost didn’t hear him. 
 
    “I get it,” I simply respond. What else can I say? I’m angry he hasn’t been talking to me and putting this investigation at risk, but in the same token who am I to judge. He’s been by my side during the worst, and it’s my job to stand by him as well. 
 
    “I owe you an explanation,” he adds, looking out into the nothingness of the bright blue sky. 
 
    “Only if you want to.” 
 
    “I wasn’t born here, it took a few years before I became a citizen,” he starts as he shoves his hands into his pockets. I’m not sure if it’s to deal with nerves or anger. “My grandmother had this big belief in the American dream. She would always tell me that the Statue of Liberty said to ‘bring the tired and hungry’. . . that there would be more opportunity in the United States than anywhere else in the world. It was full of people wanting a better life. So, she planned, filled out paperwork, and tried to get us into the country. For years I watched her do everything according to the law. She went to the embassy with me in tow, asked questions, learned the language and the laws . . . but there were so many people and not enough opportunities.” 
 
    Will stands up and walks a few steps in front of me. His shoulders slump, and I can feel the tension rolling off him in waves. He turns to look at me and his face is slightly wet from fighting tears. 
 
    “One day, these men came to my house. Demanded my father come work for them. My father owed many people money, and he couldn’t pay. So he left us thinking he was protecting his family. In reality, they just started coming after my mom. So, one day my grandmother grabs a suitcase and starts shoving clothes inside. My mother comes in and grabs me, tells me we have to go. I had no idea what was happening — I was too young to understand. Next thing I know we’re in this boat. It was freezing cold, and I was so hungry . . . but we continued to hold on until we got to the shore of the United States. Some men met us there and we were smuggled in. They demanded my grandmother work off the cost of getting us there. Those men were bastards, but she didn’t care. I had a chance to make a difference in the world. One day she went to work saying her debt would be paid off at the end of her shift, then she would work for herself.” 
 
    His hand rubs along his neck while a fresh set of tears run down his face. 
 
    “She never came home. We couldn’t go to the police because of our status, but my mother and I knew what happened. My mother moved us out of Florida and up to New York. We worked hard to get our citizenship, and I joined in the Marines, all to honor her sacrifice. Seeing those containers just reminded me of her. I needed time to clear my mind.” 
 
    “I get it, you needed time, I truly do. I’m beyond sorry you had to live through that, but you need to talk to me. I would have understood better than anyone else in the world, and you didn’t trust me. We can’t work like that, Will. I’ve got your back, and I always will. Just trust me next time, okay?” 
 
    His slight smile is infectious and I feel my lips curl as well. I want to stay mad at him, but he’s one of the few friends I’ve got. I understand why he hid. Most of all, I’ve been there as well. I stand up and take one step toward him before I see the birds fly away. A sound. Like a firework, but not quite. A breeze, like someone blew hot air on my neck. Will’s smile drops, his eyes questioning as we both look at his shirt. The tinge of red spreads like wildfire from the center of his sternum. 
 
    In a flash, he’s on the ground. Pulling my jacket off, I punch it into a ball and hold it firmly down. My left hand, shakes frantically as I dial dispatch. 
 
    “911, what’s your emergency?” 
 
    “This is Detective Steele, badge number 1207, shots fired in Central Park near the 57th street entrance, officer down! I repeat, Detective Evertz has been shot!” 
 
    The words feel foreign coming out of my mouth. I look at my jacket as the blood seeps through it, creating a color of reddish black that I normally love on an inanimate object. This though, it’s Henry all over again. The phone drops from my hand as I hear the dispatcher continue to talk. My hands push down in tandem, small bubbles of blood pop along the edges of the stained clothing. My eyes focus on my hands, as I feel something hitting my arm. Everything in me knows it’s Will trying to get my attention, but I can’t focus on him right now or I’ll break. 
 
    Sirens in the distance — a beautiful sound right now. Will hits my arm again. I continue to focus on my now red hands. Every now and again a droplet of water hits them and dilutes the color a bit. My tears do that. I hear the screeching of brakes, and I look to my right. Paramedics jump out and rush over to me. Their mouths move, but I can’t make out anything. 
 
    The taller one pushes me out of the way, and I careen out into the grass. I watch as they shove tubes into his arms. Bags of fluid held by fellow officers. I wish I knew when they showed up. The team lifts Will up and places him on a gurney before running back to the bus. In a split second the vehicle is gone, and there’s a massive mess to clean up. 
 
    “Jasmine, look at me,” a familiar voice says to me. Captain Udall, his voice sounds so muted and lost. “Jasmine,” he snaps his fingers in front of my face. “What happened here? Are you all right?” 
 
    I know he’s asking me all these questions, but all I can do is look at my hands. My blood-covered hands. Will’s blood. I have to call Mia and the kids. I feel the captain lift me to my feet and lead me to his car. 
 
    “She shot him.” I mutter. 
 
    “You don’t know that, Jasmine,” he says unconvincingly. He knows the probability of it being someone else is slim at best. Alexa Valez was here and took a clear shot at my partner. After the bombing of Pearl Harbor, Japan’s Yamamoto supposedly said “I fear all we have done is to awaken a sleeping giant and fill him with a terrible resolve.” She is behind this. And she has no idea the beast that she’s woken in me. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Beeping. I hate that sound. It’s the true sound of waiting: waiting to know whether someone’s going to live or die. As long it stays a constant, incessant beeping – you’ve still got a chance. I wonder if Will’s heart is still beating. I wonder if he left all of his blood in my hands. It felt like it. With each passing beat of his heart, the blood pushed onto my hands, warming them. I tried to fight back, keep it all in there – obviously I failed. 
 
    Captain Udall has come in more than once asking what happened. For the longest time, I just stared out the window as the nurses collected evidence while the new day dawned. What am I supposed to tell him? Should I mention how Will had briefly checked out while trying to battle his own internal demons? Should I tell them he was sorting things through, getting his head back in the game? One of the best officers I’ve ever known was just gunned down. Either way, I’m going to need to tell him something and soon. 
 
    “Captain Udall said you’d be here,” a broken voice says to me. I look up from my hands to see Mia’s face. 
 
    “Mia, I’m so sorry.” I say, trying my very best to keep a steady voice. 
 
    “I wish I could blame you, it would be so much easier. The captain told me what they think happened. Sniper.” Mia sits down in the chair next to my bed. Her tear-stained face looks wrung out. “The doctor tells me I should thank you.” 
 
    “I don’t know what for.” 
 
    “They didn’t tell you?” She looks up at me curiously. “You kept pressure on the wound. He would’ve bled out in seconds if not for you.” Mia shakily raises her hand and rests it on mine. I squeeze her fingers gently, taking all of the comfort that I can from it. I don’t know what else to tell her, or what else to say. Thankfully, I hear the doorknob start to turn. A man in blue scrubs sticks his head in the door. 
 
    “Mrs. Everts, your husband is out of surgery. I can take you to see the doctor now.” The nurse says mechanically. Mia stands and simply nods her head. She looks at me and smiles halfheartedly before pulling her hand free. Once they are out of the room, I put my face back in my hands. 
 
    My breathing slows, my eyelids close, and I try to remember and focus on the scene at the park. The trees are green, pollen is high. My nose is running a little. There was barely a cloud in the sky. It reminded me of 9/11, everything was pristine — one of the more beautiful days. No one else was near us, but there was a bike chained to a light post nearby. I don’t remember seeing that bike when we left. Then again I was very distracted. 
 
    I remember the air disturbance caused by the bullet whizzing by my head. I remember the slight breeze coming from the east side of the park. The look in his eyes when he realized he had been shot. I remember not being able to talk to dispatch clearly and precisely. I remember my emotions getting the better of me as they so often do no matter how much I try to contain them. I had no idea what was going to happen. And the time that passed by so quickly. That pisses me off. I should have known instinctively what to do. I should have seen something. All of my training, all that we’ve been through, and I still have work to do. 
 
    “You can’t keep beating yourself up about this, Jasmine,” Captain Udall says. I don’t know when he came into my room, but he’s here and I’m conscious. I guess I have to listen to him. 
 
    “I’ll beat myself up until I know he’s in the clear.” 
 
    “That might be a while. Detective Everts is in the ICU. They managed to take the bullet out and stop the internal bleeding. He’s lucky. The doctors say if the bullet was an inch higher or if you didn’t put as much pressure as you did, we’d be burying him right now. The point is Jasmine, what’s done is done. I want to know what you saw, what you smelled, when you heard. I don’t care if it was a woodpecker poking a tree or two teenagers screwing in the bushes. I need to know. We need to know. Maybe we can piece together the scene and hopefully the evidence will lead to something,” he says, rubbing his temples. 
 
    “What evidence was left behind?” I look up from my hands. My eyes must be gray because I feel emotionless. 
 
    “There’s some shoe impressions and what looks like a cigarette butt or two in the right area. It’s a public park, so we’re not sure if the cigarette butts are from the shooter, but the officers canvased the area and this spot makes the most sense. We did find a shell casing buried under one of the bushes they used for cover.”  
 
    “How does a contract killer forget to pocket their brass? That’s a rookie mistake.” I ask. 
 
    “Rare as hell, but I’ve seen it before. Cops response is rather quick so they make a slight mistake. Considering where it was found, maybe she stepped on it pushing it into the dirt so she missed it. Maybe it just rolled out of sight. Either way, we caught a damn lucky break and I don’t plan on squandering it,” the Captain replies. 
 
    “Has Doctor Brown started on the DNA sequencing on the butts yet?” 
 
    “It’s on the top of her pile.” 
 
    “When am I getting out of here? I can’t be of any help to her here. Maybe we can prove that Alexa Valez is behind this.” I plead with him. 
 
    “The doctors think you need a day or two to rest. You checked out on me back there. Nothing I said made it through to your brain. Not that you listen to me on a good day, but you were in shock. It happens to the best of us. So I’m suggesting that you go home and rest. I don’t expect you back to the office until tomorrow.” 
 
    With that, I swing my legs out of bed and scan the floor for my shoes. On autopilot, I grab my boots and sit to put them on.  
 
    “You’re not listening to me, Jasmine.” He shakes his head. “I don’t know why I’m wasting my breath on talking—“ 
 
    “Captain, we’ve been down this road before. It doesn’t work. I want to be here for Mia and the kids.” 
 
    “This comes from the higher ups. You come back to work today, and I’ll take your badge. As far as Will’s family, trust me—they’re not alone. And I’ll update you every time there’s something to update you about.” The captain walks over and places his hand on my shoulder. It feels fake, almost forced. Maybe it’s because right now I don’t care what he thinks or says. I want to work. I need to work. 
 
    “I understand your need to be a part of this. Just understand what I’m telling you, don’t come in to the office. Stay home with Agent Marlow and clear your head. I’m sure there’s light reading for you to do.” He squeezes my shoulder twice with a sly smirk before backing away. I’m reading him loud and clear. He just gave me clearance to work the case from home. That I can do. 
 
    Udall slips out the door, and I stand and do a quick stretch skyward. I grab my personal items, my gun and badge before heading out the door. The hallway is lined with blue uniforms. Mia and the kids sit in the center, huddled together for comfort. Will better pull through, or I think his wife will find him in the afterlife and kill him. Before I know what I’m doing, his family is within arm’s reach from me. 
 
    I kneel down to their level and simply open my arms. The kids hesitate for a second before lunging into my embrace. I pull them as tightly as I can, showing them all my love and support. I can feel the tears come to my eyes, but I blink them away. This isn’t the time for the kids to see me weak. I look up to Mia who smiles sadly. She knows how much these kids mean to me. I’m going to find the bastard, I silently promise her. 
 
    “I heard you needed a ride,” Marlow says from behind me. 
 
    I feel the kids let go of me and I kiss their foreheads. Standing up, I give Mia a reassuring hug, even though it might not be worth much at all. I pull back and stare at the hallway of blue, it’s always a sight to behold but never one I wanted Frankie to see. You never think this could happen to you until one day — it does. 
 
    I turn around and see Marlow holding up a set of keys. She tilts her head towards the elevator. I just nod and follow her down the hallway. Nothing needs to be said. No more words. This whole case we’ve been two steps behind and probably three. It’s time we’re on even footing. We’ve been missing something this whole time. Maybe the DNA will help or the shoe impressions. One way or another it’s time to start looking for whatever we’re not seeing. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A white board is the simplest little thing. Just a blank slate for the team. Photos, time-lines, anything and everything that can help us solve a case gets put on that damn thing. It’s always been helpful to see the full outline in the past. It always manages to let me see the bigger picture, the clearer picture, the one beyond the emotions. It’s also something you can get lost in, like my basement before Frankie took it all down. You can get obsessed with links, strings, images, and whatever else you can find. Right now though, it houses an image that I wish I could pull down. Will’s picture, connected to a timeline with no discernible connection to anything other than me. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I understand that, but we are doing the best we can with the information we’ve collected.” 
 
    I hear Marlow talking in the kitchen. Her bosses aren’t happy with her or the rest of the team right now. We’ve got a crooked judge in the morgue. I’m sure there are lawyers lining up around city hall to file appeals for their clients. I’m pretty sure the majority of them will get new trials even if they’re truly guilty. More taxpayer money down the drain because some politician saw money, power, and pleasure ripe for the picking. I wonder how many just do the goddamned job like the rest of us blue collar folk. 
 
    “Any news from the hospital?” 
 
    I look up to see Marlow leaning against the entryway. I simply shake my head in response. Will’s been out of surgery for over five hours and no news is good news right now. “I got an earful just now,” she says. 
 
    “I heard.” I state flatly, my eyes never leaving the board in front of me. 
 
    “Well, beyond being ripped a new one for not saving the life of a criminal judge — we apparently have every asset the FBI has to offer at our fingertips.” 
 
    “Killian was a bastard, no loss there.” My disdain oozes out in my words. 
 
    “True, but if he was caught, they could cover up all his previous deeds and just make him go away. No basis for appeals for every case he ever presided over, you know? Now? His homicide means paper trails, connections to be made, and a massive number of appeals that will clog an already overwhelmed system. Even if those wrongly convicted get a new trial, they will be buried behind those who deserve to be in prison but can buy their way out. Politics at its finest.” She finishes from the couch behind me. 
 
    “We don’t write the rules, we just enforce them,” I answer solemnly. I know the feeling when someone is guilty but set free or given a deal to roll on someone else. If you’re in law enforcement, you’ve seen it more times than you can count. We just get the evidence and line up the cases to the best of our abilities. The rest is up to the lawyers and judges. If you’re innocent a good lawyer—regardless of experience—gets you a fair trial. At least that’s how it’s supposed to be.  
 
    “Did they give you anything we could use?” I toss out, trying to change the subject quickly. 
 
    “Not yet, but they’re digging through all the files for Alexa Valez. It’s a connection we hadn’t explored before due to, I don’t know—a lack of interest or a missing link.” 
 
    “I feel like I’m missing something stupidly obvious and it’s really starting to irritate me,” I say, walking away from the board to sit next to Marlow on the couch. 
 
    “It always is. Just like when you lose your keys and it’s always in the last place you look or it’s in a spot you swear you searched at least twice.” 
 
    “I think this is a little more pressing than where the hell my keys are hiding.” 
 
    Marlow stands and walks over to the board. She picks up the black marker, leaves the cap on and points to the picture of Judge Killian.  
 
    “We know Garrison had information about the indiscretions of our illustrious judge. That led us to,” she moves the marker to the image of Valez, “the home grown hit-woman slash enforcer named Alexa Valez. Her paperwork led us to a romantic relationship with,” she moves the marker again to the image of Irving Garrison, “the head of the whole thing, making a perfect loop.” She puts the marker down. 
 
    “So you’ve basically stated the obvious. My first thought is ‘and’?” The sarcasm oozes off my tongue with ease. 
 
    “My point is, maybe we’re not missing something exactly. Maybe this isn’t about the players we think it is.” Marlow raps on pictures of the three for emphasis. “Maybe we have to look more into the connections and the indiscretions rather than the individuals themselves.” 
 
    “We’ve already looked ad infinitum into the backgrounds of the three people up there. The only thing we know for sure is that these bastards show no remorse and the three we have on the board aren’t running everything. I mean — c’mon, we’re having difficulty finding anyone willing to speak who isn’t afraid of deportation or their own demise.” 
 
    “Listen to yourself. You’ve already looked. The team already searched. Like I said, maybe the damn keys are there and we’re just missing them,” she says calmly with a tinge of pleading in her voice.  
 
    I get what she’s saying and it couldn’t hurt. She’s a new set of eyes, and it’s past time to be transparent with everything we have. I get up and walk over to a box near the front door. Kneeling down, I grab the handles and carry it to the coffee table. Flipping open the top reveals all the case files I have ever collected on Garrison since this whole fiasco began. 
 
    “Then let’s start at the beginning.” I grab my brother’s file and hand it to her. “You’ll have to look over this one. I know it inside and out. Maybe you’ll see something I missed.” 
 
    “Okay, I can go through all of the older files on my own, but right now I want to start at the video game store. Let’s look at Valez and see what she’s hiding.” 
 
    Digging through the box, I pick up the older files and move them to the side. I see Marlow’s eyes open wider at the sheer number of pages. I’m thorough. Marlow grabs the rest of the file folders, elbows the box to the floor and places them down. She sits down next to me, grabs the Gamer Syndicate video game store file, and opens it in front of us. Spreading the images out brings me right back to the bloody carnage. Two young people’s lives callously erased for selling some illegal substances. You figure they would have known better. If they had a choice in the matter, that is. 
 
    “Tasha Fisher and Joe Connors, the two victims found in the back room at the store,” Marlow says as she scans the first page of the file. 
 
    “Both confirmed to be dealing drugs out of the back room after hours. There was little evidence left, most of the stuff was destroyed in the explosion. So the hows, whys, and anything else we could think to ask is kind of a mystery,” I say, flipping through the few images of the crime scene the team managed to get before it all went to shit. 
 
    “Any traffic cameras or another store’s security?” 
 
    “Logan looked for anything in the vicinity. The front of the store was covered, but not the back. Even if there was anything to see, it would be pointless. Not to mention, we wouldn’t be able to put any of it into context.”  
 
    “The employee, Tucker Winslow, he found their bodies?” she asks. 
 
    “Poor kid went to open the store and found them in the back room. Called the police.” 
 
    “Responders?” 
 
    “Officer Ramos and Officer Ali. Ramos was killed in the explosion.” 
 
    “Has anyone contacted Officer Ali?” She flips the page to my photocopied interview notes. 
 
    “Personally, no. He left a statement with the captain and his PBA rep. He’s been on desk duty since the incident.” 
 
    “Why? What did he do to warrant that?” She lowers the file and looks up at me expectantly.  
 
    “He hasn’t been cleared by psych. The guy walked into the back room and fell in a pool of blood. It’s messed him up pretty bad.” She nods, accepting my explanation. 
 
    She pulls out her little notepad and writes Tucker Winslow at the top of a page with a question mark. 
 
    “Why’d you do that?” I ask. 
 
    “I understand your notes state he might not be involved, but he was there so we need to eliminate all aspects of him from the sequence of events.” 
 
    “You didn’t see the kid. He was scared, shaken, his eyes more vacant than any victim I’ve ever seen. He came on his own to talk to us and basically just filled in some minor blanks. There’s no physical evidence to indicate he was involved.” 
 
    “I understand that, but Garrison and his crew have been one step ahead of your team and the FBI for some time. You don’t think they would be prepared for a young kid coming by himself into an interview room? While it might just be the typical actions of a kid trying to do the right thing, our job is always to play devil’s advocate.” 
 
    “So we call him back in and ask him some more questions in the morning.” I grab the second file folder labeled ‘cargo containers’.  
 
    “Gruesome murder scene,” I say, shaking my head. “Human trafficking gone wrong. Running theory is no money was accessible to move the assets in these containers. So they just let them . . . go. To die.” 
 
    “Why, though? We open the container and find their remains, and Garrison goes down easily. Why allow us to find them all? And why now?” Marlow asks, looking through the pages quickly. 
 
    “Tying up loose ends? Maybe he’s got nothing more to lose, so he’s letting everything fall to the wayside while figuring a way out of the country? There are too many possibilities running through my head to even begin to answer that question clearly.”  
 
    Marlow is right about one thing: it’s true that Garrison is probably acting out of his normal safe zone. The FBI is hunting him. The NYPD has everything locked down tight. He’s on the no-fly list. His assets have been inaccessible for over eight months. This is a desperate man who’s running out of liquid assets. 
 
    “If all else fails, there is always a paper trail leading to something tangible that we can hang him with. Just follow the money,” Marlow says matter-of-fact, as if we haven’t been trying to do that already. 
 
    “Your people have been following the money and where has it gotten them?” I say letting the disgust linger in my voice a little longer than I would like. 
 
    “Hey, I’m not the enemy here,” Marlow says, holding her palms out. “I’m just trying to move forward and not bang our heads against the wall. If you want to bludgeon yourself, have at it.” Marlow slams the file down on the table, stands up, and walks to the white board. She runs her right hand through her hair while her left remains on her hip. It reminds me of Frankie when she’s frustrated. Frankie would be able to piece things together for me, maybe fill in the deeper profile. 
 
    I grab my cell phone and dial Logan. It won’t hurt to have him look through some more things. Maybe the analysts missed something. I might not agree with Marlow in how she speaks, but her words hold some weight. We might have missed something in the paper — somewhere. 
 
    “How is he?” Logan answers quickly, immediately thinking about Will. 
 
    “No news yet,” I reply. Marlow turns around and focuses her attention on me. Her arms fold across her chest as she waits. I mouth Logan’s name. She nods and walks into the kitchen. 
 
    “No news is good news right?” He asks. 
 
    “I guess. Look, I need you to dig into something for me.” 
 
    “Sure, beats sitting around here waiting for information.” 
 
    “I need you to dig up everything you can on Tucker Winslow. I want to know everything about him, nothing is too small.” I say simply. 
 
    “Jasmine, you met with the kid, you think he’s involved in this?” 
 
    “I don’t know anything anymore. I just want to dot my I’s and cross my T’s. When you’re done with that, go over Garrison’s money again. He might have something out of the ordinary just sitting in plain sight that we’ve been overlooking.”  
 
    “You got it boss. If you hear anything about Will, you let me know, okay?” 
 
    “Will do.” I hang up on the call as Marlow walks back in, two beers in hand. She hands me one before taking her place back on the couch. 
 
    “Checking on things, huh?” She asks. 
 
    “Yeah. Like you said: it’s about checking all the loose ends. No stone unturned right?” I take a long swig of my beer. The cold liquid calms the fire of acid burning my insides. 
 
    “Someone from my staff should call me in the morning. Whether they have something or it’s just the status quo call, I don’t know. One foot in front of the other. It’s all we got.” 
 
    “For right now,” I say, confidence or the beer on an empty stomach talking. 
 
    “For right now,” she agrees, her voice a little more rational sounding considering our situation. She grabs another file folder as she leans further into the couch. Following her lead, I reach for a file as well. We might be drunk before we find anything else substantial, but it’s worth a shot. It’s not like either of us will be sleeping anyway. I need to keep my mind busy until I know Will is out of danger. I don’t expect miracles, but the word ‘stable’ would mean so much right now. Either way — it’s going to be a long night. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After too many hours of searching and reading, and rereading, and nothing really popping out at me, I must have passed out. Captain Udall woke me with news Will got out of a second surgery around three in the morning. He’s not out of the woods, not even listed as stable — but I’ll take it. Marlow had already left to go to the local FBI office and see if she could shake the tree a bit.  
 
    Me, I decided to head out and get some coffee with Logan. Looking at my watch, I know he’s about twenty minutes late. That’s less than usual which means the coffee I bought for him will still be warm. As I see him running alongside the windows of the café, dodging rain puddles, I have to smile a bit. He always has an entertaining entrance. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m late again,” he says as he falls into the seat across from me. Dropping his wet coat on the chair, he flips open his bag and grabs a cylindrical device. Logan drops his bag and twists the device in his hands. Placing it in the center of the table, he grabs his cell phone and checks something.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing? And what the hell is that?” I say as I point at the cylinder. He simply raises his index finger. 
 
    “And we’re good.” 
 
    “We’re good with what?” 
 
    “Jammer. No tracking, turning on our phones remotely, or other equally nasty tech stuff. Think of it as a nice bubble of protection for our table.” He smiles brightly. 
 
    “What about the people sitting within earshot? It would be rather simple for them to just make a phone call later and tell everyone what they heard.” I smile at him as his face falls. He didn’t think of that, but I respect the attempt. 
 
    “Well, we’re still gonna use it.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, geek monkey.” I sip my coffee and feel the warmth start working its way into my bloodstream. “Will got out of surgery at three this morning, but he’s got a long road ahead of him. That’s all they told me. Now, tell me what’s new in the land of information.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear. Before I tell you the rest, I got a call from Hadley last night.” His smile could light up a room. It’s rather nauseating. 
 
    “How is she?” 
 
    “Great, she was doing some action sequences, which was totally new for her. She has a butt double, which bothers me a bit, truthfully.” I let out a small chuckle that causes Logan to stop talking and stare at me. I swallow my smile and wave my hand for him to continue. I don’t trust myself if I open my mouth right now. 
 
    “Anyway, she said Chase was loving being on a film set. They have some tutor working with him to keep him up to par with the kids in his grade right now.” Those simple words simultaneously excites and soothes me. It’s not like I forgot about him—far from it. However, hearing that he’s still learning and having a ball, that calms my soul in so many ways. 
 
    “Thank you,” I force out. I really miss my family. I don’t like this and the case is taking much longer to solve than I want. 
 
    “Frankie’s not doing so hot.” My eyes shoot up and lock with his. “She’s apparently lively with Chase but other than that, she’s hiding out. She doesn’t get as involved as Hadley wants her to. She misses you a lot.” 
 
    “She should consider it a bit of a vacation. She’s on some secret location on a secret movie set with one of her best friends.” 
 
    My weak voice betrays my intentions with those words. I would rather have her with me here. I want her safe, but I’m selfish. 
 
    “They know you’re fine, and I shared a little about our case. Nothing too deep, but I thought Frankie might be able to help us with a profile. Plus, it would give her something to do to feel less helpless.” 
 
    “Smart man.” 
 
    “Happy wife, happy life,” he says. My eyebrow goes up quizzically. “You know, so I’ve heard.” He wrings his hands in front of me trying to disperse the energy surging through his body. I continue to stare at him, enjoying watching him squirm. It feels very normal, a little ray of humanity seeping through the dark clouds around us. “So, about the case?” He changes the subject and my bubble of peace bursts. 
 
    “Did you find anything specific?” 
 
    “Marlow meeting us here?” Logan looks around the room for our fellow FBI Agent. 
 
    “She’s at the bureau trying to see if they’ve found anything. If she makes it here, excellent. If not, so be it. I’ll update her when I see her.” 
 
    “Got it.” Logan pulls a black file folder out of his backpack. He places it on the table before sliding it over to me as his head looks around again. It takes everything in my being to stifle my laughter. I feel a smile gracing my face so I know I haven’t succeeded well in covering everything. I open the file as I shake my head. 
 
    “What am I looking at?” 
 
    “Anything and everything we’ve got on Tucker Winslow.” Flipping through the first few pages of the file, my blood begins to run cold. 
 
    “Where was he born? Who are his parents? Birth certificate?” I continue flipping through the file, searching for the pertinent information every child should have. 
 
    “I dug into all the usual sources online and then went on the dark web. There’s nothing on Tucker Winslow before high school. It’s like he didn’t exist or at least in that version of himself. I couldn’t find a previous alias, so he could be illegal or a refuge from another country. Maybe he’s been in the witness protection program.” 
 
    “You’ve been around Hadley too long,” I say as a goofy grin graces his face. Shaking my head, I turn my attention back to the file. How can someone get in this country without some kind of digital trail? If he did have the papers at one point, where the hell did they go? If he was in some kind of program, they would have created an entirely new persona. All the documents would have been created to protect him. There would be some kind of documentation from birth. This kid has nothing. In this post 9/11 world, that’s a huge red flag. My gut says something is way off. 
 
    Suddenly, another file drops into my arms from on high. Looking up through my eyelids at the offending human, I see Marlow sipping on an obscene concoction she calls coffee. She shrugs out of her wet coat and hangs it over the back before sitting. The sugary smell of her caramel, whipped-cream infused chemistry experiment makes my stomach turn. That could also be the lack of breakfast and stress — but I choose to blame it on her drink. I begin to wonder if there’s actually any coffee in there. 
 
    “What’s this?” Logan asks as he reaches for the file. Marlow smacks his hand quickly. He pulls back as if his mother had just punished him for touching a hot stove. 
 
    “Tucker Winslow.” She pulls up a chair, sits and crosses her legs, the slacks pulling up slightly revealing four-inch black stilettos. The woman might have style, but those cannot be comfortable. Her pencil skirt, one-size-too-small shirt and her hair styled perfectly – all screams ‘I’ve got to be in control’. Yet, yesterday she was calm, relaxed, and more flexible with her thoughts. Today she was with the local FBI. She must feel the need to showcase power and position in front of the men there. 
 
    “If you’re done analyzing my work attire, detective, we can move forward,” she smirks before taking a sip of her diabetic-coma inducing coffee. If Frankie were here she would have smacked the back of my head for staring, assuming the wrong thing. Blame the degree, that’s my excuse and I’m sticking with it. 
 
    “Tell me what we’ve got.” I lean back in my chair drinking my coffee, flipping through the pages of the new information. 
 
    “Mister Logan here,” Marlow nods in his direction, “did his due diligence and a thorough job in searching for everything, even those things on the darker side of life.” 
 
    “How’d you know?” Logan questions. 
 
    “Logan, we’re the FBI.” She lets that sink in for a minute, watching Logan begin to squirm in his chair. 
 
    “Can they see everything?” Logan says and fidgets in his seat as Marlow smiles. He leans back, his leg bouncing as his eyes dart around the room. I’m sure he’s running through all the various websites he’s visited or the video chats he’s had with Hadley. I shake my head, trying to remove that image quickly. 
 
    “She’s kidding, Logan. Calm down,” I say as my eyes remain closed thinking of happy thoughts that don’t involve my sister-from-another-mister in bed with her boyfriend. 
 
    “Are you? Kidding, I mean?” His voice sounding so innocent and somewhat afraid of her answer. 
 
    “Yes, but it was so worth it to see your face.” 
 
    “Then how’d you know what I searched for?” 
 
    “Because thanks to the previous case files, I know your work ethic and pattern. We traced what you did based on your past searches. Couple that with your signature that you leave everywhere, and here we are.” Logan closes his mouth and leans back in the chair. 
 
    “I think I need another coffee.” He gets up and looks around the room once more. I’m sure he knows Marlow is kidding, but he’s a paranoid conspiracy theorist at heart. 
 
    “Seriously, what am I looking at here?” I pull her back to the case at hand. 
 
    “You’re looking at everything Tucker Winslow was before he became Tucker Winslow.” Marlow reaches forward and takes the file out of my hands. She flips through a few items before pulling a page out and handing it to me. My eyes widen as I look over the document which was sorely missing from the original file. 
 
    I start reading aloud. “Emilio Valez, mother is Alexa Valez and the father isn’t listed. He was born in Puerto Rico and must have come here with his mother when Garrison brought her here. Why didn’t he have to apply for any paperwork?” 
 
    “Because, Puerto Ricans are full United States citizens. The minute Emilio was born, he had full rights in our country. So if Garrison wanted to fly both of them to New York all it would take is a simple plane ticket. Nothing to claim, no worries or concerns. He could have been flying anywhere. No one would care.” 
 
    “Are we sure it’s his son?” 
 
    “Considering he paid for the kid to go to an exclusive grammar school and an even more elite high school, I’d say he was. Not to mention the documentation from doctors that list him as the father.” 
 
    “Then why not on the birth certificate?” 
 
    “We can only speculate. Maybe Alexa didn’t want his name on the form? Maybe she couldn’t reach him when she found out she was pregnant?” 
 
    “Maybe the cartels controlling the area she lived in would have killed her son?” I suggest. 
 
    “That is one of our working theories. However, it falls apart when Emilio and his mother begin making regular trips to Puerto Rico. Only to return a few days later. When asked, it was always a family event. She was even quoted as saying ‘you know how we Latinos are’ playing up the ignorance of the security agent. Rather offensive, but the agent was unsure how to respond to her comments. Wrong or not, he did what he felt was best and let it slide.” 
 
    “They were running drugs and he became something of a drug mule.” 
 
    “Probably.” Marlow hands me a few more pages before sucking down the last of her drink. “After Valez’s travel, cocaine became more prominent on the street. There were two versions, one very pure and expensive version. Then you had the hacked street version.” 
 
    “Laced with everything under the kitchen sink.” 
 
    “Mixed with baby powder, talc, asbestos powder and in some cases straight up poison. Anything to make it go further.” 
 
    “How many fatalities during this period?” 
 
    “We saw a notable increase in deaths among sex workers and homeless victims. Sadly, they could never truly tie these mixes to the body.” She hands me one case report of a Jane Doe. 
 
    “So, because there were so many other possibilities for death it was hard to pinpoint just one. I get it, but my God what this woman went through. Sexual trauma, evidence of long-standing physical abuse, and needle marks everywhere. Why haven’t we found this woman’s family?” 
 
    “Because her teeth were knocked out or pulled out voluntarily, prints aren’t in the system, and her DNA isn’t on file anywhere. Whoever she is, she managed to pull her tricks and stay away from lockup. It’s not pretty Jasmine, but it’s the reality of drugs. Unless we find a specific mixture linked only to his brand, we can’t hang these victims around his neck.” 
 
    “Then we hang the new ones and get justice for all of them,” I say, exuding more confidence than I really have. 
 
    “That requires digging deeper into Valez, Garrison, and his two sons.” Her tone shifts as she almost looks through me. I know what she’s referring to, and I’m sure she found the information. I don’t need to verbalize everything I’ve been through let alone where I made significant mistakes. 
 
    “Considering your tone change, I’m sure you found out about my brother. What’s the point of rehashing it now?” 
 
    She tosses a photo on the table. The full color 8x10 of my body on the floor, Will holding a bloody rag to my chest. It’s rather surreal seeing yourself in a photo, knowing the truth about what happened but not really remembering any of it. Will’s face looks ashen, his hands red, and his eyes frantic. I look . . . my body looks like death. 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “Keith Garrison shot you and according to medical reports, you died on the table before being resuscitated.” 
 
    “That about sums it up.” I chug some hot coffee, burning my throat to quench the anxiety rolling up from my stomach. 
 
    “I’m concerned about your involvement in this case.” 
 
    “If the captain hasn’t pulled me, One Police Plaza hasn’t asked for my dismissal, and my girlfriend thinks it’s okay, I don’t see why you should be worried. I’ve been after Garrison since day one. I plan on sticking with it until it’s over.” 
 
    “Jasmine . . .” 
 
    “The Seattle Slayer.” My voice stops her cold. She knows exactly what I’m talking about. That’s her case that she can’t let go of. The one that always gets away no matter how hard she hunts him. 
 
    “Okay.” Her voice is softer, but colder. Her eyes telegraph disappointment mixed with anger and hurt. Two strong-willed women fighting for the same justice, yet somehow at odds with each other. Like the rest of our gender worldwide, we put each other down before lending each other a hand. Nature of the beast, I suppose. 
 
    “I got you each a refill.” Logan arrives just in time to break the tension. “Especially you Jazz, cause once Frankie comes back you’re off coffee for a long time. I guessed on your drink Agent Marlow, I hope you like it.” Logan places a whipped-cream-covered drink in front of Marlow, but her eyes never leave mine. 
 
    Logan notices the tension. “Okay, what did I miss?” He picks up the photo of me off the table and falls back into his seat. He looks up to me and back to the photo. I can only imagine what’s going through that techie brain of his. 
 
    “It’s nothing.” I grab Emilio Valez’s file and the new coffee Logan bought me. I stand up, preparing to leave. 
 
    “Detective?” Marlow begins to reach for me but thinks better of it.  
 
    “Look, you fill Logan in on what he needs to dig into. I’m going to head to the lab and see if they have anything new. After that, I’m going to scour the cold case files and see if I can connect these cases’ victims to Garrison or Valez.” 
 
    “I can search for that if you want,” Logan adds. 
 
    “No thanks. Sometimes I just need to sit in a dusty old room and read actual paper. Get a feel for things.” He simply nods in understanding. 
 
    Without saying another word, I leave the building. Marlow pushed my buttons back there, and I know why she did it, but it doesn’t make it right. My mother always told me it was never what I said to her that hurt, but the tone in which I said it. Marlow was almost accusatory, cold and harsher than she needed to be. She could have easily asked me about it instead of throwing a photo in front of me.  
 
    As I walk out into the rain, my hand goes to the scar that lies between my breasts. Seeing that picture made me relive the pain, the burning. I can feel the fear of it happening again begin to roll down my spine and goosebumps start to form on my skin. One Valez is good. Valez squared is formidable. They had me fooled. I’ve been a step behind, but that ends now. Alexa and Emilio Valez don’t know it right now, but justice is coming for these victims. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    The crime lab is a place for answers or more questions. It all depends on the evidence. It’s also a place you can waste hours of your life waiting. It’s worse than a doctor’s office when waiting for your appointment that was scheduled to begin an hour ago. Sitting in this plush chair, I wish science was more like television shows. You know, where the Crime Scene Investigator finds some sort of fluid on a victim’s body and runs the test. Within a great little montage, the results come back and the killer is caught within the forty-five-minute show. In reality, we wait . . . we pray . . . we play games on our phone and we become impatient. 
 
    “Is Doctor Brown in?” I ask the secretary for what feels like the fiftieth time. 
 
    “Yes, detective, but as I told you she is in a meeting,” she answers matter-of-factly, while typing a mile a minute on her cell phone. 
 
    “Excellent, thanks.” I get up and walk to the doors and wait for them to slide open, but nothing happens. 
 
    “Someone will come get you shortly,” the receptionist says without looking up from her phone. Just as a snarky reply forms in my mind, the doors open up and someone walks out. Quietly, I duck into the lab area, my eyes watching the kid to see if she noticed me moving. When I realize she has no clue I’ve moved, I shake my head. Great security we’ve got here. That’s like a mother staring at her phone telling her kids to ‘stay where I can see you’. 
 
    Walking around the corridors, I watch the people mill about. I wonder what they’re thinking or if this is the only case they’re working on. Knowing the reality of our system as it is, there is no ‘one case’ or down time for that matter. Once a sample is tested, there is another one waiting in the wings. The backlog in rape kit testing is enough to keep this lab running 24-7 for months. It’s a sad state of affairs. 
 
    Stopping in front of Doctor Brown’s office, I see the back of Victor’s head sitting in a chair. I hear his voice, but I can’t quite understand what he’s saying. The doc though? She’s smiling brightly. I tap on the glass and the doc’s face falls. I know I’m interrupting, but what can you do? She reaches under her desk and I assume pushes a button because the doors swoosh open. 
 
    “Hey doc, Victor. How are you both doing today?” I ask, as I sit down next to the coroner across from Brown. 
 
    “I was planning on coming to get you when my meeting was over, detective. Is there a reason you couldn’t wait?” She says, more professional rather than angry. But ticked off nonetheless. 
 
    “Murder, multiple bodies, long lost son of Garrison’s . . . and my impatience. It’s been days, doc,” I answer honestly. 
 
    “Wait, Garrison has another son?” Victor asks quickly as if his mind just had a light-bulb pop on. 
 
    “Apparently, he and Valez had a son. Emilio. Or as we all know him: Tucker Winslow. Logan and Marlow are having a pow-wow right now about it. Maybe they can find a sample of his DNA somewhere and the doc here can test it against the samples we found.” 
 
    “Firstly, it’s been two days at the most. Secondly, about the samples . . .” Brown exhales a breathy laugh. “Jasmine, the samples are small and some are so degraded they’ll be impossible to test. Unfortunately, when it comes to the DNA, there really isn’t much of a case here.” Brown leans back in her chair. The frustration rolls off her shoulders in waves, her hands firmly clasped together on her lap. 
 
    “I get it doc, it’s just anything at this point would be helpful.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, don’t retail employees randomly get drug tested?” Victor pipes in. 
 
    “Depends on the company and their policies. Why?” I ask. 
 
    “Because if he was tested recently, we might be able to get a DNA profile from it,” Brown says, visibly more hopeful as she processes that information. “It’s a long shot, but it’s possible. I’ll call the district attorney on the case and see what he can do. They might have his information still on file with the testing lab.” 
 
    “Excellent. Anything else I should know?” I ask, trying to get out of the lab and back to my notes. 
 
    “We’ve got the preliminary report on the bullet used to kill Judge Killian,” Brown says. 
 
    “I thought the gun wasn’t recovered?” I ask, a bit confused at the new information. 
 
    “It wasn’t, but when I was doing the autopsy I found the bullet lodged in the fourth rib.” Victor says. 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like our killer,” I start “Take out the fact that they used a gun for this victim, but why not remove the bullet? This wasn’t a street shoot-out or a drug deal gone wrong. This was a high-level judge that would most assuredly warrant significant press coverage, police scrutiny, and whatever else the politicians demand we do. The first thing I would do is remove anything that could be analyzed.”  
 
    “He tried. With the amount of blood it was easily obscured. When I cleaned the body, I found that the wound track had been enlarged. I tried to get a mold of it, but the damage was too extensive to give me an idea of weapon size. All I can tell you is they dug into the man’s chest, broke a rib trying to get to the bullet, and failed.” Victor finishes calmly. 
 
    “We don’t have a weapon to compare it to so how would the ballistics report help here?” I ask honestly. 
 
    “Simple,” Lillian Brown pulls my attention to her, “the same gun was used in other homicides in our database.” 
 
    “So, we can dig through some cold cases and see what turns up?” My voice a bit lighter knowing we might finally have a lead. 
 
    “I already took the liberty to do that for you.” Brown hands me a piece of paper with five case numbers listed on it. “Captain Udall said to share this information with you only.” 
 
    “Thanks. Victor, can you kick your team into high gear? I need information or anything you can find on the cargo container victims. Maybe we missed something.” 
 
    “We’re still processing them actually. The judge took priority,” he says quietly. I know it bothers him that he can’t be more on top of the evidence pile right now, but who could with the amount of it. Maybe the idea was to bury us under an overabundance of evidence so we’d miss the smaller things. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll see if Marlow can get you her people to help out. We need to crack down now.” My phone rings and I see Mia Evert’s name on the screen. I nod to the two of them before exiting Lillian’s office. After the door shuts behind me, I take a deep breath and answer. 
 
    “Steele.” 
 
    “Jasmine, it’s Mia.” Her voice is so small, hollow, and lost. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” I walk back along the corridor heading for the elevators. My mind focusing on one foot in front of the other. If I don’t, I might not make it. 
 
    “He opened his eyes briefly. Other than that, no change. I promised him . . . ” her voice breaks. I hear her take a few deep breaths and let them out slowly, trying to calm her emotions. “He would want you to know that he’s still not awake. The doctors said he’s critical, but stable. There’s nothing more they can do for him.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Mia.” 
 
    “Jasmine, please, stop!” Mia barks at me. “I’ve been hearing that all day from whatever officer, Marine, or whoever comes in here. None of that is going to make my husband get up and walk out of here. I promised him I would keep you posted should something like this happen. I’ve done that. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to call my daughters.”  
 
    She hangs up the phone before I can reply. The elevator dings its arrival and I step inside. My earlier happier feeling is long gone with the phone call. What the hell does critical but stable mean anyway? It’s like saying you’re going to hell, but only the left leg since it was possessed. Or better yet, it’s like being a Yankees and a Mets fan . . . nope, can’t happen. You are one or the other; there is no in-between. You can respect all aspects of the game, but not both teams. Either way you look at it, my friend is lying on his back fighting for his life. All because someone decided he no longer needed to live it. His wife didn’t matter. His children weren’t a factor. There was a human being, a gun, and a choice. I feel bad for whoever the shooter was. They made the wrong choice. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The basement is dark, dank, and all-around gloomy. There are a few officers down here keeping the sealed room cataloged and doing the mundane work associated with this area. I wonder if they prefer it down here. It’s quiet, no one is shooting at you, and sometimes people like me come down and ask for help. Otherwise, it’s catalogued, entered into the system, and put in the shelving units. The ventilation system is loud as hell down here. It sounds like a bat repeatedly slamming into a wall every five seconds. There’s got to be a compromise between needing the most powerful air system and it being quiet enough to think. The constant hammering would drive me bonkers. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I ask the officer behind a bulletproof Lexan window. It’s then that I notice a little silver button with a microphone is embedded in the wall to the right. “Excuse me,” I say again with my thumb firmly planted on the button. 
 
    The officer, older with a white goatee, turns to face me. He has the most piercing blue eyes silhouetted by the dark circles under them. He gingerly stands up from his perch and limps over to the window. I guess that’s why he’s down here. Not because he wants to be, but out of necessity. The hierarchy wouldn’t want this to be the face of our precinct when you walk in. They want you to see the healthiest and best the NYPD has to offer. At least mine does and it’s all up to the captain. If you’re injured or maimed in the line of duty, you work outside the view of the average citizen. Hell, he made me hide in my office for a long time until I could use my arm fully. Before then, I looked like a baby trying to fully understand grasping items for the first time. I am not ambidextrous. Well, I can be, but usually Frankie’s involved in that. 
 
    “Can I see your credentials?” The officer brings me back to reality as he slides a metal drawer out of the wall. 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I slip my identification in the drawer only to watch it get eaten by the old school bank teller drawer. He holds my wallet up to the Lexan, the picture facing him as he studies me. 
 
    “Reason for visiting us in the dungeon?” I place the paper Doctor Brown gave me up to the divider and let him read through it. I don’t want to go into too much detail. I know there’s a connection, but I’m not quite sure what I’m going to find. If he talks to any of his buddies or radios upstairs, that might get people’s hopes up. Or maybe I’m not one to share information readily. I lean more to the latter. 
 
    The drawer hits me in the crotch. My eyes lock with the officer who has a slight smile on his face. Not a malicious one, but more like my father used to give me when he smacked the back of my head. A reality check — again. Lowering the paper, I fold it back up. I grab my wallet and put it in the inside breast pocket of my jacket. 
 
    “Can you help me find these boxes?” 
 
    “Since the new updates, everything is clearly marked, but someone upstairs must like you. They called ahead and requested the boxes be put in the last room to the right. Walk to the door.” He drags his bum leg out of the office. 
 
    I walk over to the large, metal-frame door. The suction of the door alerts me to its opening. The officer stands on the other side. I walk into the room and the icy conditions of the air hits my face hard. Brisk doesn’t do it justice. It reminds me of diving in a dry suit — everything is perfectly warm, but the skin on your face is frozen. The officer pushes several buttons and the door closes behind me. 
 
    He starts in on a speech he’s given thousands of times: “Nothing leaves here without proper authorization. There are rooms in the back to go over the information in the boxes and a photocopier in the last room on the right. Copy what you need because, I say again, nothing leaves this place without proper authorization.” 
 
    “I understand. No reason to repeat yourself.”  
 
    “You say that now, but like everyone who has come down here since the dawn of cold cases, someone always tries to sneak something out. Let me know when you’re ready to leave. I’ll check you over before opening the door. Now, walk down the center aisle to the end, make a right, walk to the back and the last room is waiting for you.” He walks back into the office and closes the door behind him. Stickler for the rules, good yet annoying in the same instance. 
 
    I open up the folded piece of paper and look at the list of five case files. Looking back up at the rows upon rows of unsolved cases, boxes upon boxes of evidence and what feels like miles of travel between each row — I’m overwhelmed. So many cases without any closure. So many families never knowing what happened to their child. So many women never finding out if the DNA of their rapist could lead to a match in the system.  
 
    It’s at this moment I appreciate all those around me. Without them, and my own idiocy, my brother’s case would be on a shelf here. 
 
    As I walk past the first row, I swear I hear Hadley in the back of my head screaming ‘we kill so many trees for paper, everything should be digital and then Logan could have just searched for what you needed!’ I know she’s right, but that would assume all the evidence was still sitting in the actual box. What if someone snuck it out? Sure, the officer I met seems to follow the rules. He’s not the only one working all the time. There’s a gaggle of officers stuck down here. A lot of people anyone could slip by. A list of people that might not be happy to be down here or not take their oath seriously. Hell, maybe there is just one person in here who just does his job enough to get a pension and doesn’t care. I love the blue line, but every job has at least one asshole, a vile human being and dumbass who does the minimal work required. 
 
    Walking into my assigned room, I see five boxes neatly stacked on a table on the left wall. Another table with chairs sits perpendicular to it after a small walkway gap. Walking in, I grab the first box and place it on the main table. Might as well start with the first one placed there. I slide the top off and grab the file and any other papers sitting in the box. I don’t need to look at all the sealed evidence until something pops from the page. I might just do myself a favor and verify what is mentioned in the paper is in the actual box. Never know when I might need to reference it in the future. I push the box to the end of the table and sit down. Time to read. 
 
    “Jessica Banks, twenty-two, Bronx address, reported missing on November 3, 2005. Body recovered April 15, 2010 after a raid on a drug cartel home.” I read aloud to myself. “Body found in a freezer, hidden in a secret room with various drugs, street value ranging from one to four million dollars.” 
 
    “Took us a full week to thaw her out properly.” I look up to see Victor standing in the doorway. 
 
    “I thought you were going to work on the cargo container victims. We need that evidence, Vic.” I raise my voice a little more than I intend. 
 
    “I know, but truthfully there is nothing more I can do up there. I have my team working on it, filing all the paperwork, and doing it all by the book. Jasmine, there is nothing more to find. I can tell you how they died, I can pinpoint how long they suffered — but the evidence to put someone away isn’t there. I can be of more help to you here.” 
 
    Victor doesn’t wait for me to reply. He just walks in and drops his ass in the chair across from me. He grabs some of the other files in front of me and begins scanning the pages. I want to tell him to go upstairs, but looking over at the other boxes — I know I need his help. 
 
    “You said it took you a week to thaw her out? Why?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like you can just shove a body into the microwave, defrost it, and then do an autopsy. A human being is not some meal you can just push a button and go.” 
 
    “Ugh. You have officially turned me off from my microwave forever.” 
 
    “The point is, a body needs to be defrosted slowly. We had to put her in refrigeration and slowly thaw her out. That way I could perform a proper autopsy and gather any evidence that was frozen with her.” 
 
    “According to the paperwork, she was shot by the same gun that killed Judge Killian.” I say flipping through the file. “Was that the cause of death?” 
 
    “No,” he says simply. 
 
    I flip through several pages, scanning them quickly. My stomach churns when I read a line in Victor’s report. I look up and meet his gaze. His eyes seem to glaze over, and the torment of past images plays across his face. This is one that haunted him at night for a long time. 
 
    “The evidence showed she had been sexually assaulted repeatedly. There was significant vaginal and rectal tearing. Her jaw had been broken similar to those in other countries where girls are sold into the slave trade. Simply put, this young woman was brutalized in every way a man can violate a woman.” He recites from memory. 
 
    “DNA?” 
 
    “Rape kit is probably still in the box. It was never tested.” 
 
    “Why the hell not?” I ask as agitation fills my bones. 
 
    “Money? The fact is her parents were both deceased by the time her body was recovered. Without them pushing this case, it went cold.” Victor leans back staring at the photos of Jessica. 
 
    “She was found in Brooklyn, an abandoned building. One GSW, vicious sexual trauma, several broken ribs and a broken jaw. Internal bleeding the cause of death?” I ask. 
 
    “She froze to death,” he states flatly. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Evidence shows that she was shot, violated, and was shoved in that freezer alive. If I remember the report, it said there was a lock preventing the hatch from being opened. Before you ask, her blood was frozen in the ice below her body. That indicates her heart was pumping it out of her wounds as she was placed in the freezer. I can’t say for certain she was awake when she went in, but she was definitely alive.” 
 
    I grab some paper from the desk and start writing. Name, birthday, lived, location went missing, body found, bullet caliber, ethnicity and any other information that could connect all these cases. I put all the paper in the box and slide it to the side. Victor stands, opens the next box, and grabs the files inside. He drops the police report on the desk and opens the coroner’s report. Leaning back, I open the thinner police report. 
 
    “Mason Fourier, seventeen, male, shot during an altercation on a basketball court.” I read the top section of the police report. 
 
    “Single gunshot to the chest, pronounced dead at the scene. Nothing stands out with this one,” Victor says, as his eyes scan the medical reports. 
 
    “Except the bullet matches the one from Banks case.” I add the information from the case file onto the piece of paper next to me. Rolling the chair along the floor, I flip the next three box tops off and grab the files inside. My OCD gets the better of me as I lay them out meticulously, edge-to-edge, on the table. Each coroner report faces Victor and the police reports are in front of me. We’ll see if we can compare notes and get something going. I’d rather not stay in the dungeon longer than I have to. 
 
    “Vanessa Goertz, twenty-nine, reported missing January 2007. Last seen leaving a club in Manhattan with her girlfriend, Kesha Williams.” The words fall out of my mouth like a teacher discussing a historical war. “Body was found three months later when a construction company bought some abandoned buildings in Nassau County. Body was discovered in the basement stashed in an old freezer.” I drop the file on the table and rub my temples. 
 
    “Coroner wrote that the power must have been out for an extended period of time. The remains were significantly decomposed. Cause of death could not be confirmed. The bones were severely broken, most likely due to the positioning of the body in the smaller freezer. Based on this report, it seems the coroner basically only covered the basics. He found dental records to match the body and returned her bones to the family. He writes time of death could not be determined either. There were no forensics at the scene, no attempt to recover any evidence from the bones or the freezer. This was sloppy all around.” Victor closes the file and grabs the fourth one. “This case is significantly flawed, but why connect it to the others?” He says. 
 
    “Kesha Williams, twenty-seven, body recovered in the trunk of an impounded vehicle in Nassau County. Single gunshot to the head. Ballistics matches,” I say and look up at Victor. 
 
    “Evidence of sexual assault. Vaginal tearing and her jaw was broken. I can only assume for more methods of violation.” Victor says, anger slowly pouring out with his words. 
 
    “How come no one noticed this? How come this file is here and not in Nassau County?” 
 
    “Because they would have to admit they fucked up?” Victor and I look up to see Logan standing in the doorway, laptop under his left arm. “I could have saved you both so much trouble if you had allowed me to search for all these cases online.” 
 
    “I still believe in good old-fashioned police work,” I say, while flipping through the final case file. 
 
    “That last one is Miranda Watkins, mother of two killed by a stray bullet in a drive-by shooting,” Logan says. “Two jobs, hard worker, and a casualty of the neighborhood. Much like the previous two, Nassau County didn’t want to deal with it. The coroner appears useless and the police officers wanted to clear the scene as soon as possible. Obviously, the construction company had a bid that was rather suspect from the beginning. Then a body shows up putting a wrench in the building plans. County gets involved and makes it go away. According to the conspiracy websites, since the bodies were both found on the border, they handed them over to NYPD citing budgetary constraints.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit,” Victor says. “A child could have written a more thorough report with crayons. There’s no detail about the bones, the fluids, or if there were any particulates encapsulated within. This was either a rush job or the individual was inept.” Victor’s face turns red, and I can see his anger is about three seconds from the surface. 
 
    “Okay, so we know the reports were a mess throughout all of these cases. How the hell did we not connect them? Seriously, there is a fucking bullet connecting all of them and yet we miss it?” I add running my hand through my hair. 
 
    “This is the cold case room. We keep it all nice and organized in case we ever need to access it, but we never expect to,” Logan explains. “You can put the blame squarely on money and desire, or lack of either. The fact is the money isn’t here for us to chase ghosts, Jasmine. And if someone doesn’t have a bug up their ass about a particular case, it winds up in purgatory down here. I’ve got all the tech in the world, but I use it to catch the bad guys. I can pull all the camera footage, tracking, or whatever else you need, but without a rape kit being tested, we don’t have a smoking gun of DNA for a conviction.” 
 
    “So Nassau County shuffles it to us and we bury it in the basement.” Victor rubs his temples in disgust. “This bullshit is out of hand.” 
 
    “Nature of the beast. Not enough of the good guys to handle it all. Let alone the bad seeds within our ranks who like to straddle the lines,” Logan answers. 
 
    “Okay, enough with the grandstanding. I know you didn’t come down here to have some philosophical conversation with us, so out with it.” I say, my patience with these cases is running thin. 
 
    Logan sets his laptop on the table and flips it open. The screen illuminates and a map comes into view with blue and red colored dots on it. 
 
    “The blue dots are where the victims went missing and the red ones are where the bodies were recovered. Now in the case of Kesha Williams, her recovery can’t be included in this theory. She could have been dumped in a car and the police towed it to their impound lot. Everything else fits though.” 
 
    “Explain,” I state quickly. 
 
    Logan leans forward, his fingers fly across the keyboard like Chase after he’s had too much sugar. Another set of colored dots appears on the screen. They almost match up entirely. 
 
    “The purple ones are the new bodies we’ve found. The green ones, known activity of Emilio Valez or as we know him Tucker Winslow. The orange ones were suspected deals that Garrison has been connected to via FBI and dark web surveillance. Now, this could simply be a mother taking her son to work.” Logan finishes proudly. 
 
    “Or a son starting to take over the family business,” I add. 
 
    “Is that enough for a warrant?” Victor asks. 
 
    “Seriously?” I pause. “I don’t know. It should be. I’m going to get this over to the Captain and see what he can do. If we grab Valez junior, then maybe mama will come out of hiding. I need copies of all your findings.” I look up to Logan. 
 
    “Already emailed. Securely, of course. Once you get to Cap’s, you can print it out there. Go. Now. Victor and I will put all this back.” 
 
    I don’t hesitate to bolt out the door leaving the two men to clean up the mess. This could be the break we’re looking for. Grabbing my cell phone, I send a quick message to Marlow with Captain Udall’s address. I don’t want to deal with the wrath of the FBI by not keeping her in the loop. Hopefully, they’ve found more information about the case because in my heart I know this isn’t enough. It should be enough to at least get a search warrant for Tucker Winslow’s place. I mean, Emilio Valez’s place. Keeping his alias straight is going to give me a headache. I just want this over soon. My phone vibrates and I look at the screen. Blocked number, but the message makes me smile. Two words I so desperately needed to hear, “Love You.” It could be fake, but I’m going to choose to believe it’s her. I need it to be. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When I get to the ancient, five-story pre-WWII building, I see Marlow leaning against the wall. Her cell phone glued to her ear, her hand in her hair, one high heel placed firmly on the brick wall behind her and one on the ground. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she looked like she had gone a few rounds with her friends at the Bureau. Walking up to the building, I notice there’s no doorman. I push the buzzer and wait in silence. 
 
    “Call me when you have something.” She pushes the hang up button with anger. “Sometimes I wish I could just slam the phone down in anger like we used to.” 
 
    I laugh in response. 
 
    “Showing your age, agent? Besides you can still slam your phone down. You just break it and get a new one.” 
 
    “You realize you sound like my oldest son, right?” Marlow says as I press the buzzer again. 
 
    “There’s a difference though. I pay my own bills.” I press the button again, getting impatient. “He said he was heading home.” 
 
    Marlow pushes on the door and it easily swings open. She looks at me, and a slight concern begins creeping up. “How long you think this has been broken?” 
 
    I hold the door open and look at locking mechanism. Seeing a few new scratch marks, the hair on the back of my neck stands up. “These are fresh,” I point out. 
 
    “Okay, so one of the people in the building might have forgotten their key and broke in.” 
 
    Staying calm, the two of us walk through a second broken security door. My foot taps on the warped egg cream colored linoleum floor as Marlow presses the elevator button. The dilapidated elevator struggles to open as we step up into it. The creaky old doors shut as the box shakes every few feet as it moves up to the fifth floor. Finally, with a sound like a dying animal, it dings and the doors open onto the floor. Walking down the long, wavy, warped hallway, I first notice the utter silence. No one’s home or else everyone is sleeping. No parties. No kids screaming. No dogs. Nothing. 
 
    Marlow knocks on the Captain’s door. No response. 
 
    “You mind if I do this?” She holds up a lock pick set. 
 
    “Why didn’t you show me that downstairs?” 
 
    “Those were security doors, this is the Captain’s door. We can be responsible for one of our own, just not all five floors.” I simply nod in response and watch her go to work. Kneeling down she keeps her eyes focused on the lock as she pulls out the appropriate tools. 
 
    “I first learned to do this in the fifth grade. My dad taught my brothers and I. Became a bit of a game to see who could break out of Master locks faster.” The door clicks. “I always won.” Marlow gently pushes the door open. I step inside with her behind me. My feet stop short at the edge of the living area, my heart beats faster, and I feel the coldness creep in. The door closes behind me, and I hear her heels clack to stop next to me. 
 
    “Oh God,” Marlow says. Captain Udall is splayed out on the floor. 
 
    Mechanically, I walk over, careful to avoid the pool of blood, lean down and check for a pulse. None. I look up at Marlow and shake my head. She immediately pulls out her phone and calls it in. I feel the subtle vibration in my suit jacket pocket and reach for my phone. The ringtone sound of my nephew’s voice for some reason never registering with my ears. It’s as if they’ve shut off. 
 
    “Steele.” I say trying to compose myself. 
 
    “Detective, good of you to take my call,” Valez whispers through the line. I wave my hand in the air to get Marlow’s attention. When she turns around, I point to my phone and mouth ‘Valez.’ 
 
    “I need you to put a trace on Detective Steele’s cell phone right away!” She says quietly to the agents on the other line. 
 
    “Just wanted to say how sorry I am for your loss.” 
 
    “Was it you or Emilio?” I hear a soft gasp of surprise on the other end of the line.  
 
    “Aren’t you the clever one? Detective, you should know my son does what he’s told. Beyond that, he is a good boy. He also knows how to send a message. One the boss hopes you will understand. He figured one body in a coma and one on the floor would make himself clear. Apparently, it’s not clear enough. Just walk away detective or I will watch you bleed to death, slowly, myself. Maybe I’ll be called a hero for killing a cop with a grudge. Times have changed and so has perception about your lovely wall of blue.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I doubt the people are so stupid enough to believe a tale from a drug smuggling whore who happens to kill people for fun.” 
 
    “Oh, Jasmine. It’s never fun. It’s always business. If that makes me a monster, you’re in that classification with me. Or does the murder of a fellow officer by your hands not count?” 
 
    I look over at Marlow who swings her hand in a circular motion. She wants me to keep her talking on the phone. For what reason, I don’t know. It’s the digital age, traces should be almost immediate. Talking is not what I want to do right now. Talk is cheap. I want to find her. 
 
    “Tell me where you are and you can decide for yourself what kind of monster I am.” 
 
    “Not yet detective, but soon. I promise.” The line goes dead. 
 
    “Where is she?” I ask as I put the phone back in my pocket. She hangs up her phone and looks up at me. Her one hand slightly shakes as she composes herself. 
 
    “Police are on their way there now. Victor and a team are headed here,” Marlow says calmly. 
 
    “I asked a question.” 
 
    Marlow looks at the captain’s lifeless body. “At my hotel. Probably in the lobby.” 
 
    “Or in your room. Meant to scare you.” I pause a second, letting the information sink in. “Wait a minute, you’ve been crashing at my place, Captain’s orders. Why the hell do you have a hotel room?” 
 
    “I had no intention of staying with you until Captain Udall insisted. He can be rather persuasive. Then I just kept it as a backup in case your place was compromised.” 
 
    “Instead, she found where your place was and is taunting you.” 
 
    “I’ve had worse. Nothing I can do about it, so let’s process this scene before the higher ups get here and kick you out.” 
 
    She walks away from me into the small kitchen as she puts on a pair of gloves. I look down at Captain Tyler Udall, his unfocused, cloudy eyes stare right back at me. Kneeling down, I look over his neck wound. The shiny white of bone smiling up at me through the torn flesh. Looking down at his hands, I see they’re bloodied and bruised. 
 
    “He put up a fight. Not that I’d expect anything less.” I say solemnly. 
 
    “That’s good. We might have DNA.” 
 
    “We will. Captain would ensure we did,” I say plainly. 
 
    Standing up, I look around the place. Blood splatter, probably from arterial spray, litter the walls in an almost abstract art design. No empty spaces in the spray or the pooling blood. A laptop sitting on the half wall that serves as a kitchen counter grabs my attention. It’s powered off and covered in blood. Might have shorted out. 
 
    “Killed him from behind.” The coldness pours out with each word. 
 
    “Detective, if you need to leave, I can handle this until the crime scene unit arrives,” Marlow says. 
 
    “No,” I say. “There’s no void in the blood on the wall or the floor. So Emilio comes up behind Tyler, and slices his throat.” 
 
    “But he would have been covered in blood, no?” Marlow questions. She walks behind me, her heels allowing her to almost be at my full five foot nine frame. Her one hand covers my mouth while her other motions across my neck. She’s right, his hand should have created a void of some kind. 
 
    “Unless the captain didn’t anticipate it or was incapacitated.” 
 
    “A BOLO was released with Emilio’s image stating he was wanted. We added his alias of Tucker Winslow.” 
 
    Looking around, I see the captain’s cell phone on the small, blood-covered end table. Marlow follows my gaze and sees the device. Walking around the pool on the floor, she picks up the phone with her gloved hands. The once white phone has red in the grooves, the side buttons, and screen.  
 
    “I’ll bag it and bring it to Logan. See if he can get anything off it.” 
 
    “Assuming the captain didn’t read the email, Emilio might have contacted him.” I say, grasping for straws. 
 
    “It’s possible. This was the only witness to the game store murders. Udall wouldn’t be doing his job if he didn’t offer to help.” 
 
    “But why at his place? Captain wouldn’t do that. Rule whatever number, never bring them to your private residence. We have safe houses or public meeting places for that. Why was he here? What was he doing that ruffled Emilio’s feathers?” I ask. 
 
    The door opens and several uniformed officers carefully stream in. Victor walks right in behind the officers. His hand up behind him, to stop his assistant. I can see the young woman standing in the hallway with a gurney and a black bag. Victor stands over the captain’s body and looks around the room. His face stoic and almost cold. Standing next to him, I simply place my hand on his back for comfort. 
 
    “I want you to lock this scene down tight. When the crime unit gets here, ensure they document everything in this place. I don’t care if it’s a piece of dust from the floor. I want it all. Make sure this gets to Logan in tech, understand?” I hand him the bagged cell phone. In the background, I hear Marlow barking orders. 
 
    “Steele, we have to go.” I turn around and look at Marlow who has car keys out in her hands. “We’ll take my car. The officers can bring yours back.” I take my keys out and place them in the hand open in front of me. Doesn’t matter who took them, I’m in no shape to drive anyway. “Vic, I want Logan going through every bit of tech in there. If his fridge has a television, I want to know what the captain was ordering, got it?” 
 
    “I got it.” 
 
    “Emilio or Tucker or whatever the fuck he goes by now — I want to know why he was here. I need answers,” I say, my words coming out rushed and cold. 
 
    “Steele, they can handle it,” I hear Marlow softly say behind me. Looking at Victor, I know she’s right. His eyes focus on the scene around him presumably taking it all in. Our leader is gone. My surrogate father is gone. There’s nothing I can do to fix it. Turning around, I follow Marlow to the elevator and push the button for the lobby. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I ask, and we step into the elevator. 
 
    “The hotel. Valez left me a message.” Another creaky elevator ride down, and the door dings and she confidently walks out into the night air. I follow in time, like the military marching to their new assignment. 
 
    “What kind of message?” 
 
    “In one of my other cases, it would be a body, or parts of one, a bomb, or something else to grab our attention. Sadly, this time it’s an envelope.” 
 
    She unlocks the car and the two of us wordlessly get inside. The message left for Marlow was meant to be subdued. I’m sure of it. Udall was the real message. They can get to any one of us at any time. I thought Will was their warning shot. Maybe he was and we didn’t listen. Either way, they’ve stepped beyond just me wanting to bring them down. Now the entire family of blue will be hunting them down. I doubt anyone will blink an eye if an officer removes either of these people from the plane of existence. They better hope Marlow and I find them before someone else does. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The silence from the trip over continues as we walk down the long hallway past various police officers. They stand against the wall, just staring like we’re two dead women walking. It’s either that or they feel so horrible they can’t look me in the eye. I prefer the former. 
 
    “Agent Marlow,” a man in a black suit calls to my associate. He’s tall, and leans over Marlow as if trying to show his dominance. His dark black, curly hair brushes the collar of his too small jacket. His triceps pop when he holds his arm straight down to his side. He must spend a lot of time in the gym, but that combined with how he leans forward makes me immediately not like him. Maybe it’s just sticking up for my temporary partner, but he’s one to watch. 
 
    “Agent Sharp, what’s going on here?” Marlow waves her arms around focusing on the large assortment of government personnel. 
 
    “Suspicious package found in your hotel room with sensitive material? Protocol.” 
 
    “You’re full of shit. This is overkill not to mention there are concerns over access to my hotel room.” Marlow walks past Sharp, and I follow silently behind her. Sharp leans against the wall, like a puppy who's been scolded. “Everyone out,” Marlow’s voice booms across the room. Her motherly tone manages to get everyone to pay attention as they scurry out of the room. She slams the door closed after the last lemming leaves. I wonder if she can teach that to me. It would come in handy when Chase won’t get off his damn XBOX and go to bed. 
 
    “I know this is a ‘captain obvious’ question, but how would she have gotten in here?” I ask, looking around. 
 
    “Someone with determination? There’s a way . . . but Agent Sharp was stationed in the adjoining room.” She absentmindedly throws at me. 
 
    “And I haven’t met him before, because . . . ” I trail off waiting for her to answer the question. 
 
    “He was sent here to monitor all the information but basically to stay the hell out of the way,” Marlow says as she looks around the room. Her words are chosen carefully, but her voice is unconvincing. 
 
    “You’re telling me an agent was sent with you and told to not engage. This is the United States Government, if you told them you couldn’t use the restroom they would create a team to discuss it. Then you’d have one guy with the duty to watch you poop, another to analyze the process, one to study the product, and then an entire department to discuss the report.” Marlow stops looking around the room and stares at me. Her one eyebrow raises slightly higher than the other in what I hope is amusement. 
 
    “I cannot confirm nor deny that the protocol you stated would be accurate.” She nods as she says those words. She’s following my lead, regardless of the negative weight sitting on both our shoulders. 
 
    I head into the bathroom. The sink is immaculate, unused. The soap is still sealed in the cheap plastic bag it shipped in. The bottles of shampoo and condition seem to have been unused. Nothing seems out of place. 
 
    “Everything was locked in here. FBI files, information on various financial dealings — this is where I had my team send everything.” I hear Marlow talking from the other room. I turn to reply, but a reflection off the mirror grabs my attention. Stepping closer, I lean over the vanity to get a closer look. A light colored film rests on top of the glass. Could be something, might be nothing. 
 
    “Everything was left unguarded?” I ask Marlow as I walk back into the main room. She’s lying on her back, gloved hands on the foot of the bed with her head peering underneath.  
 
    “Sharp was supposed to be here. Like I said, the team should have been in here working.” She slides out from under the bed and sits up. She spins on her butt, faces the foot of the bed and falls down to her back. As she looks under the dresser, she slides her hand along the exposed edges. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask as Marlow slowly climbs up from the floor to stand. 
 
    “Being thorough. If Valez was in this room, she might have left a bug behind. Maybe the bug was in here before she entered and then I wonder who placed it. Could be an inside job.”  
 
    “Or it could be left from someone who stayed here before you.” 
 
    “True, but unlikely, until you look around, you never know,” she says as she walks to the entryway door. She flips the light switch a few times. The lights flicker as any normal human being would expect. Marlow reaches into her pocket and pulls out a small Swiss Army knife. Flipping it open she unscrews the light switch faceplate. A small amount of white dust drops to the carpet like the dandruff on Agent Sharp’s jacket. 
 
    “It’s just my normal routine. I prefer to check things myself.” She looks at me as she pulls the cover off the light switch. She starts to unscrew the actual switch as she continues to talk. “Kind of like when I’m watching my sons play basketball. They’re such good kids, but my youngest can’t play the game to save his life. So, I go in prepared for him to ride the bench.” She pulls the switch forward, moving the wires around. “My husband, he’s the coach, tries to teach him all the time. It just doesn’t stick. I go down to the games and watch my boys play. When the game is done, I have to be equally proud of them no matter what. So, you have a routine or you just stay prepared for anything.” She reaches the knife into the hole in the wall. When she leans back, she pulls out a small square black box from the hole in the wall. 
 
    “I get it. I’m starting to learn that with Chase. You have to be ready for anything with kids.” I continue the pointless conversation as she places the square black box on the dresser. She opens a bag and slides it inside without cutting the wire and shoves it in her front suit pocket. After that’s done, she quickly starts putting the fixture back together. 
 
    “Trials and tribulations. Sometimes you think you’re doing things out of character, but in reality you just need to see where that action leads.” She nods to me as she places the last screw into the switch plate. I know she’s referencing the bug. Normally an officer would handle it and get it back to our tech department. The fact that she’s put it in her pocket means she’s as concerned about the individuals outside in the hallway as well as the ones we know about. 
 
    I grab the evidence bag with the manila envelope in it and place it under my arm. Marlow opens the door and walks outside. Sharp stands there, almost anxiously, waiting to see if Marlow’s going to say something. Instead of saying anything, she pulls a clipboard out of another agent’s hands and signs something. I assume it’s the chain of evidence for the folder. She smiles and pushes past Agent Sharp. Saying nothing, I follow her down the hallway and out of the hotel. 
 
    Silently we walk to the car, faster than how we entered. Marlow, as if on a mission, gets into the car and cranks the engine. I jump in the car before she can take off without me. 
 
    “Mind telling me where the fire is?” Considering the previous scene, my heart can’t take much more shit today. 
 
    “Text Logan,” is all she says to me. I do as she asks and notice I have a missed call from Will’s wife. Hitting the app on my phone, I play the message. 
 
    “Jasmine, the officers here are saying that Captain Udall was killed. Was it the same woman? Is Will safe here? He’s starting to show some improvement, and I’m scared at how the news might stop that. I’ll move him if I have to. Please, tell me someone is close to catching her. ” The message ends. Close, no. Eventual, fuck yes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The precinct is quiet, empty, and cold. It’s obvious everyone is on edge with the death of my captain. The air is charged with negative energy, and it makes me want to run away. While in the hotel room, I could focus on the task at hand. I could ignore the events seared into my mind from earlier this evening. Now, being around this somber place, it’s impossible to avoid it. 
 
    Walking into Logan’s little basement arena, the energy feels so different than upstairs. People move about like always, investigating, talking — living. Like when I was little and I missed school. I asked my mother why the teachers gave me work to do. She told me that the world didn’t revolve around me. She wasn’t being mean or malicious — just honest. Life moves on. The people down here know all about the captain, but he wasn’t their boss. He was just a person they spoke to on occasion. That doesn’t mean they’re bad people — just a different circle. 
 
    “Jazz, Karina, how are you two holding up?” Logan comes up to us and wraps me in a hug before I can answer. Considering Frankie, Chase, Hadley, and Will are out of commission for various reasons — this is more welcomed than I care to admit. Letting go, he steps to the side and pulls Marlow into an embrace. The woman has been stoic and almost cold since the hotel, and it’s as if a switch has been flipped within her. Logan lets go of Marlow and takes a step back looking at the two of us. 
 
    “We’re doing as well as can be expected,” I blurt out wanting to move this conversation further along. 
 
    “I understand,” Logan states simply. “I haven’t had a chance to look over Captain Udall’s things yet. His phone is being cleaned before we can even try to access things. His laptop is on my desk.” 
 
    “That’s not why we’re here,” Marlow adds. “Can we discuss this in your office?” 
 
    Logan looks at her questioningly but motions for us to follow him. Walking through the rows of desks used to be entertaining, now I find myself a bit irritated. I wish these people would slow down, maybe stop. Show some kind of reverence for a decorated officer who was murdered, but I have to remind myself of reality. There is a job to do. Walking into the office, Logan sits at his desk and looks at the two of us anxiously. 
 
    “You have that jammer?” Marlow says. Logan shrugs, opens a drawer, and pulls out the device. He clicks it on. Marlow pulls out the bug from her pocket and drops it in front of him. 
 
    Logan quickly picks it up, brings it closer to his face for inspection. If he had one of those magnifying eye pieces of a jeweler, I’m sure he would have used it. His face, riddled with intrigue, stares at the little device. 
 
    “You know what it is?” Marlow asks. 
 
    “Item, yes. Make and model, no. This is new.” 
 
    “What do you mean new?” Marlow asks as she sits down. I follow suit. 
 
    “I mean, I’ve never seen this before. Considering I work here and am a nerd for all things tech, I can safely assume this isn’t readily available on the market yet.” 
 
    “Which means keep it under wraps until such a time as we have more information.” 
 
    “Karina, I appreciate . . .” 
 
    “No, Logan you don’t. The captain is dead, Valez was in my hotel, and all of the sudden there’s a bug there. I want to know why, how, who, and whatever else you can dig up.” 
 
    “Is there a possibility another agent put the bug in there to keep tabs on you?” I ask, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “Anything is possible, but I’d rather not question why my own department would be spying on me.” Marlow stands up, fixes her jacket, and promptly leaves the office without saying another word. 
 
    “She’s green, huh?” Logan asks me. 
 
    “No, she’s a longstanding FBI Agent. She just has too much faith in her job and the people around her. I don’t think she’s ever had reason to question those around her. She’s from Seattle.” 
 
    “I don’t think it matters where you’re from — assholes and criminals are everywhere.” 
 
    “Where there’s a will, there’s someone who will kill. Keep me posted on everything, okay?” 
 
    Logan nods as I walk out of the office. Agent Karina Marlow, the tough-as-nails protector of the law, stands near the slow-as-hell elevator. The way she leans from side to side, makes me feel bad for her. This has to be the first time someone in her inner circle might have undermined her. I finally catch up to her as the doors open revealing an empty car. We both step in, and she pushes the floor for the garage. 
 
    “Wine?” She mumbles. 
 
    “Red.” I answer as the doors close and ends our conversation. It’s going to be a long night. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The room smells of sweat and blood. The salty droplets roll down my forehead, along my cheekbone and down my jaw. An errant one ends up along my upper lip and slips into my mouth. My mouth guard, protruding forward, protects my teeth from the fist flying through the air. A glove whizzes past my guard, connects to the padding, and sends the salt water mixture flying off my face to the floor. I twist my body, bend my right arm, and shift forward. My gloved fist connecting under the ribcage of the man opposite me. I hear the gasp. His mouth guard falls to the floor. My weaker left hand swings full force from the side and connects squarely with his head. The man falls to his knees, his hand raised. He surrenders and I back away. 
 
    Two other officers in gym clothing help him off the mat. Neither will look at me. I’m sure my anger is palpable. It’s been four full days and Captain Udall’s body lies at the funeral home now. Tomorrow’s the full ‘pomp and circumstance’ funeral at the cemetery. The public viewing was yesterday; today is immediate family only. His family is refusing to let any of the “blues” in. I look around, my eyes asking for another opponent. Everyone turns me down. I guess taking out three officers in a row is a bad thing. 
 
    The speed bag hangs from the wall begging to be beaten. I oblige. One punch. Then two. Then three in order. Now a rhythm, beating the life out of who harmed my family. Dishing out the inner rage I feel building up inside again. This isn’t where I wanted to be. I promised Frankie I wouldn’t go down that rabbit hole, yet here I am. She’s not here to make this pain go away. No one is. I sent them all away. 
 
    Will is here. He’s lying in a hospital bed, the tube removed from his throat recently, and he’s improving slowly. His wife sits by his side. His three daughters alternate who takes care of her. They haven’t called or asked for help. Yesterday, they made it clear I was to focus on the case. It’s what Will would want and what they need. So I’m here clearing my mind. Focusing on the punches. Dealing with the pain in my hands and right shoulder. Pain means I’m alive. Sore means I’m healing. Sweat means my heart is beating. I have to hold onto that. Captain Udall won’t ever be able to again. I owe it to myself, and him.  
 
    “What did that bag ever do to you?” 
 
    “It happened to be here.” I answer. 
 
    “Want to hit something that can fight back?” 
 
    I turn around and see Marlow in full gear and skintight workout clothing. She pops her mouth guard in and eggs me on. Looking around quickly, I can tell the male officers are entertained by her and the prospect of a cat fight. I walk back to the main mat area and turn to face her. I’m barely facing her when my head snaps back to the right side and I fall to the floor face first. The smell of the mat fills my nostrils along with the scent of blood. Sucker punch. Looking towards her, I see her bouncing on her feet. 
 
    One swift motion with my leg and I knock her to the floor. She lands on her ass hard and rolls slightly. Her hand runs along her tail-bone, and she laughs through her mouth guard. I let her stand up. I want to beat her fair and square. Her left leg flies at my head, and I barely manage to block it. It’s not going to be a fair fight. I know that now. This bitch has skills she didn’t share with the class.  
 
    She smiles at what I can only assume is a look of surprise on my face. 
 
    Her gait shifts to her left leg. This time I’m ready and catch her leg midair and land a square punch right above her belly button and toss her leg to my right. Marlow spins around and stumbles backwards. She holds her left gloved hand over her stomach. 
 
    “Illegal punch, Steele,” she mumbles through the plastic in her mouth. 
 
    “And your kick was legal? Above the belly button is legal in boxing,” I reply just as horribly. 
 
    “Keep your hands up and feel the emotion rolling off you into each punch,” I can hear the captain in my head saying. “Just focus Jasmine, watch their eyes not their feet.” 
 
    In a blur, Marlow connects with my face and then my right side. Several blows and I reach forward grabbing her around the waist before pushing her backwards. Looking down at the red skin, I know I’m going to be purple in an hour — maybe two. Bouncing on my feet, she comes at me again. I feel rather than see her fists. The flurry of punches between the two of us must be a sight to see. My biceps burn with every thrust forward. The sweat rolls into my eyes, mixing with tears as they roll down my face. Her fist connects with my face, and I feel the instant pain below my right eye. 
 
    My body hits the mat hard. I just lay there. Every muscle hurts. My hands hurt. My eye hurts. My head . . . my head feels clear! I feel the floor shift next to me, and I see Marlow lying face up, on the floor. Her lip split, bleeding, and already swollen. Her head gear did nothing to protect her pasty skin from my blows. We must look like a sorry pair. 
 
    “Better?” She spits her mouth guard upwards and the bloody thing falls to the floor with a splat. 
 
    “I’m fine. You?” I mutter. I push the plastic out of my mouth and into my hand. I see her eyes are a little clearer than before. She needed this as much as I did. 
 
    “I think you actually are fine. Yeah, I’m good. This waiting game has been weighing me down. Along with my unsolved caseload at home, it’s been a bit stressful. A lot stressful.” She stares at the ceiling. 
 
    “I get it. Hopefully, Logan has something for us.” 
 
    “Excuse me, detective?” I hear a voice near me. The young officer looks at me as if waiting for my permission to speak again. Maybe it’s the blood on my face and gloves.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Doctor Hayes asked for you.” I nod and wave him off. He scurries away quickly. I must scare him. 
 
    “Doctor Hayes?” Marlow asks. 
 
    “Victor. He’s all professional when sending messengers. All by-the-regs, but for all intents and purposes he is known as Doctor Hayes.” I roll up to a sitting position and stretch my neck out, and crack it side-to-side. I stand and pull off the boxing gear and dump it in a ‘to be cleaned’ bin. 
 
    “Wanna shower and be out of here in twenty?” I ask. 
 
    “Not with you, but thanks for asking. I’ll see you out here in twenty minutes.” She laughs as she walks into the locker room. A few male officers snicker near me, and I know they’ve heard the conversation. I tilt my head menacingly and stare. They shut up.  
 
    “That’s not what I meant!” I call after her as I head into the locker room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    That familiar feel of death is on me as I walk into the room. The cold, chemical smell hits my nostrils and my stomach tightens. It’s a smell you never forget or get used to. At some point you just stop noticing it as being bothersome. First, you start with Vick’s Vapor Rub under your nose. As time goes on you move to a generic lotion. Then it’s tissues jammed up the nostrils. Before you know it, you’re here standing like I am. Nothing on your face to block the odor of death. In some ways, it might become comforting. Reminding you that you’re still alive. And on other days, it reminds you of the vile and heartless underbelly of our society. 
 
    Seeing people you know on the slab has ways of changing your view of this room. It used to be just room where victims were brought in. You feel horrible, but there’s a detachment from it. My nephew put it in perspective; you don’t see a cow die or be butchered. You just eat the burger. It’s a crude comparison but a similar idea. I hate this room now. 
 
    “His body isn’t here, Jasmine,” Victor says from behind me as I stare at the wall of frozen lockers. The numbers where my family members have rested call my eyes to them. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Where’s Karina?” 
 
    “Wanted to check in with the bosses in Seattle.” I turn from the wall of containment units to face Victor. He looks tired and drawn. “How have you been holding up?” 
 
    He walks over to his assistant’s desk and sits on the stool. His right arm slowly filters through the hair on his head. The longer strands lean back on his scalp, staying there briefly before falling back to their previous position. His hands have a slight tremor I haven’t seen before. This saga of never-ending torment is taking its toll. One would have to be a psychopath for it not to. 
 
    “As well as can be expected. It’s not easy doing an autopsy on the body of someone you know. Then, I’ve got the big-wigs hanging over me every move I made . . . it was difficult to do my job.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say in response. There’s nothing else I can say to make it better. We all know that this is a higher level officer’s murder. Those are scrutinized just like the high-profile media cases. The ones that make every news station, every hour, every Internet video, and splash and trend all over social media. Those are the only cases more scrutinized. 
 
    “That’s why you couldn’t be down here when I was done.” He looks up to me with sadness in his expression. He feels guilty for me being on the outside looking in. If he only knew. Walking to the slab nearest him, I lean on it for support. 
 
    “Nothing to feel bad about. It’s the nature of the beast. Garrison has his hands in so many pockets; people are trying to cover their assess. Make sure they’re not in harm’s way, you know? When this thing totally breaks, when Logan delivers his full report to the FBI . . . who knows what other chips might fall? No one wants to be on that list or on this slab. Can’t blame them for acting like billionaires chasing tax breaks — it’s inevitable.” 
 
    “You and your analogies.” Victor chuckles a bit before shaking his head at me. “You’re crazy, you know that?” 
 
    “Of course she does. I’m sure she enjoys the idea of it,” Marlow says as she walks into the room. “Sorry I’m late.” 
 
    “What did they say?” I ask. 
 
    “Agent Sharp had checked in with them before Valez left me the files. They want copies. I have Logan sending them everything.” 
 
    “Including the bug?” 
 
    “Bug?” Victor butts in, but I silence him with a wave of my hand. 
 
    “Not until we speak with Logan. I can’t share information I don’t have.” 
 
    Marlow shrugs and turns her attention to Victor. “Someone left a bug in my hotel room. I don’t think it’s from the two suspects we seem to be unable to catch. I think it was an inside job on my end.” 
 
    “And you willingly said all of that in my morgue because you thought it was safer? You realize there are cameras everywhere?” 
 
    Marlow smiles at him before turning her attention back to me. She wants them to know she’s looking into it. If the NYPD does share all the information with the FBI, they’ll know about this conversation soon. Then they will confiscate the bug from Logan downstairs before we even get there. That means it’s an insider. It’s impatient and impulsive on Marlow’s part. I hope she has a good reason for it. 
 
    “What can you tell us about any and all of the bodies that have come through here?” I push the conversation back to the original case at hand. Victor spins around and logs into the computer on the desk.  
 
    “The container autopsies were all completed, with many hours of overtime and manpower. Sadly, DNA records and identifications might take a long time. The majority of the victims we were able to ID were immigrants. They showed significant signs of physical abuse. Some of the women suffered sexual trauma. We can assume by the injuries, none of it was consensual.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” I ask. 
 
    “With that level of decomp, you can never be sure of anything. Based on the evidence Doctor Brown and myself discovered, we concluded it was almost a certainty. Several of the men had severe rectal tearing. We can’t conclusively say how the wounds occurred, but three of the men bled out from their injuries in the container.” 
 
    “Doctor Hayes, how did they die?” Marlow asks.  
 
    “What I thought before, I can now confirm. The majority of these victims slowly died of terminal dehydration.” 
 
    “Christ. How long?” I say.  
 
    “For the elderly, probably within a day or so of being locked away. The younger, more physically fit victims—it was five to seven days. Maybe longer.” 
 
    “That sounds horrible,” Marlow pipes in. 
 
    “Normally, dehydration is considered a pain-free way to die. Many have stated terminally ill patients are in a vegetative state or a calm one. They feel no pain as they pass on.” Victor takes a slow deep breath and pauses. “But, in this case, there is the mental torment of knowing what is to befall you. They were locked away. No fluids. No bathrooms. Disease was beginning to form in the cells of the dead. It was a horrific way to die. It was no better than the gas chambers of World War II or the Pig Basket Massacre—in fact probably worse. People who can do . . . this, who are capable of harming people as casualties of their own mind’s bullshit . . . they need to be put down.” 
 
    Victor turns back to the computer and brings up another file. I see Captain Udall’s face smiling back at us. Various awards, accolades, and honors are listed below his image. He was a decorated officer. He was an honorable man and an even better friend. We had our differences and butted heads on numerous occasions, but this one . . .this one cuts deep. Just to know he’s gone. He died doing what he loved. And I’m sure all of that means absolutely nothing to his wife. 
 
    “The captain was in very good health for someone his age. His neck was cut, severing the major arteries, resulting in his death.” 
 
    “That explains the visual of the scene,” I say to Marlow. It was obvious what happened, but confirmation is what we need before we can move forward. 
 
    “Anything else we should know about?” Marlow asks Victor. 
 
    “He had defensive wounds. A lot of them. If Emilio Valez or whatever his name is did do this — they took a beating. Severe bruising to his knuckles on his left hand. Bruising to the sternum, ribs, and a lacerated kidney. He also managed to break his right hand on the assailant’s mouth.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure of that?” I ask curiously. 
 
    “The upper front teeth left an indentation on the skin and bones. Doctor Brown is investigating the residue on the skin as well as the swab of his teeth.” 
 
    “Good for you, Tyler,” I say under my breath.  
 
    “I’m not sure skin residue will help all that much. According to the FBI and the NYPD, the DNA of our two wanted individuals is not in the system.” Marlow says as her cell phone rings. She quickly answers it. “Marlow.” Her face goes slack and she turns to lock eyes with me.  
 
    “What?” I whisper to her. She waves me off and points to the doors. I assume we’re on the move. 
 
    “Thanks for everything, Vic. Tell the doc if she finds anything interesting to give me a call,” I say in a lower tone as I follow Marlow out to the elevator. I catch up to her just as she hangs up the phone. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “They confiscated everything,” she says as she walks in the elevator. I think I catch a glimpse of a smile mixed with a grimace on her face. I numbly walk in alongside her and watch the doors close. Shit just got real. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You ever try to catch up to someone who is walking like they’re on a mission? You have to walk twice as fast, almost run. I’ve got three inches on Marlow in height, which translates to approximately eight inches more per stride, but damn can she motor when she wants to. She’s already out of the elevator and pulls open the doors to the tech’s lab before I’ve even taken a step outside. Walking twice as fast as a normal human being should, I manage to stay two desks behind her. She’s in Logan’s office, but I manage to catch up to her before they can talk. The office is a mess. 
 
    “Love what you’ve done with the place, Logan.” 
 
    The sarcasm drips from my lips. How did we go from a slightly-more-complex-than-we-would- like-it case to the Feds coming in and taking everything? 
 
    “They took all the main stuff and even my backups,” he says, and scoots onto his stomach and crawls on the floor under his desk.  
 
    “Logan you called me, so can we please get on with it? I assumed they would be watching. I hoped it would be swift, but even by Bureau standards this is a bit nuts,” Marlow says as she looks around the office. It basically looks like my nephew ran in here on a sugar high and destroyed the place.  
 
    “Done!” Logan screams from under his desk. His hand pops up from the floor and waves us towards it. This kid has been a bit nutty in recent days but this has to take the cake. The two of us walk to the other side of the desk, and we see a smiling Logan on the floor. He holds his finger up to his lips while his other hand points to the floor. I slowly make my way to the floor. This body is tired, recently took a beating in the ring, and is riddled with previous injuries, so it takes a moment. Once seated Indian style, Marlow and I wait patiently for Logan to say something. He pulls out that trusty little jammer, flips it on, and drops to the floor. 
 
    “Because I’m a good tech and an even better conspiracy theorist, I have a backup for my backups.” He smiles at the two of us. 
 
    “Paranoid is a bit more accurate,” I tease him. “Is there a reason we can’t sit in those comfortable chairs by your desk?” 
 
    “Cameras and lip reading,” he calmly answers as if it was common knowledge. 
 
    “What did you find?” Marlow interjects bringing us back to the case at hand. 
 
    “There were several documents in the folder left by Valez. I’m still investigating who the people are, but it’s like a ‘who’s who’ of the political realm. There are bank accounts, connections to bills our government passed to ensure pharmaceutical companies made profits, and that’s just the tip of the iceberg. I’m digging deeper, but this is everything you need to make a case against Garrison and put him away for many lifetimes.” 
 
    “Why would she leave that for me?” Marlow asks. 
 
    “Maybe to make a deal for her son? She had to know what he was up to,” I answer bitterly. 
 
    “Maybe, but that doesn’t make much sense,” Marlow replies. “Why give me more information that could assist in putting you away for life?” 
 
    “Unless it was a deal for her life as well,” I add. I see Marlow’s eyes open a bit wider. 
 
    “Turning over as an informant.” She shakes her head in disgust. “If she has information that was worth a clean slate, the government would give her anything.” 
 
    “They went after Snowden, what makes her so special?” Logan counters. 
 
    “Snowden released information the government didn’t want the general population to know. He broke the golden rule of politics and power.” Marlow says. 
 
    “What was that?” Logan asks. 
 
    “He refused to keep his head down, do his job, and shut up. Blowing the whistle only works in the movies—not in the real world. He should have gone through proper channels,” she answers. 
 
    “Even at our level, we all know those avenues aren’t always honorable,” I throw in. “Hell, all it takes is one corrupt cop and the rest of us are painted as villains. Not to mention, the peons are always the scapegoat when things go south quickly. No one cares about a mayor who releases orders to force a crackdown on things in a specific way. They only care about those who enacted it. Just like anything else, who you see is who you blame.” 
 
    “If she was switching sides, why clean up the mess?” Marlow asks. “Why kill those kids in the store? Why the containers? Why be involved in any of this to begin with? Why not just flee to another country with your son and break away? I’m sure she had enough money to handle it.” 
 
    “There has to be more to it than that,” I add, shrugging my shoulders. “Anything on the bug?” 
 
    “The bug that you found wasn’t meant to spy on you at all.” Logan answers. 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because this model is known as the Q-Bug. It has a forty-eight hour standby time but only a seven-hour usage time. It’s rechargeable, but that would have been pointless if they were tracking you.” 
 
    “So who planted it and why is still a concern,” I say. 
 
    “Yes and no,” Logan replies. “The bug has a SIM card that was connected to a cell phone via code and text message. It’s also virtually undetectable as it gives off no major markers of a bug. Whoever placed this in the wall wanted to be able to record the smallest whisper from thirty-five feet away. This baby has virtually no distance limitation,” Logan gushes. 
 
    “You sound envious, Logan,” Marlow says. Her frustration and anger begin to seep out with her words. 
 
    “About the tech? Hell, yea. About why it was there? No, not one bit.” 
 
    “Can you trace the SIM card?” Marlow asks. 
 
    “I tried, but the government spoiled my attempts.” 
 
    “Anything recorded?” I ask. 
 
    “Not at all. This specific model was meant for the person to listen to the conversation from their cell phone. This wasn’t meant to record,” Logan says. 
 
    “Why put it there then?” I ask Marlow. 
 
    “To pay attention to the person they knew was in the room? To listen in on a deal gone wrong? Or to put me off the real bug?” 
 
    “You’re starting to sound like Logan,” I say as Logan keeps nodding at Marlow. 
 
    “She has a point, Jasmine. Why would they put a bug like this in there? First, they would have to have access to the room at all times. Second, they have to know who is in there and when. They have forty-eight hours, but if you are unsure of when someone will enter that’s not a lot of time. And most important, it doesn’t record a damn thing. So why this bug? Why put it in the wall?” 
 
    He’s right. This is too shoddy. It doesn’t fit into the mold of what the FBI would do in a case like this. If they were waiting for Alexa Valez, they would have put a bug in which recorded all the time. Then it would have been spying on Marlow as well. They had to know our fugitive would be in there. They had to know she would leave something behind. Yet the question remains, why this bug and why these two days? 
 
    “I think it’s time we sit down with Agent Sharp,” I say to Marlow. 
 
    “I’ll handle that, you need to focus on your eulogy for the funeral.” Marlow stands and heads out of the office before I can argue with her. I look at Logan whose expression is more somber now. 
 
    “Jazz . . . ” Logan starts, but I wave at him to shut up. 
 
    “Forget it.” 
 
    “I know Agent Marlow left, but do you want to discuss the Captain’s things?” Logan sheepishly asks. 
 
    “Tell me.” I say, emotionless. I’m truly not sure if I want to hear this. 
 
    “He has several files on the Valez family in Puerto Rico. He was investigating those that came to this country and settled in our area. He had notes in file folders on his laptop with names, locations, investment properties. Most in Brooklyn, some in Queens. I assume he was trying to find a living relative willing to speak to him. Most he contacted were deceased or unavailable every time he called. He wrote the letters AA, BD and 11:30 PM on his calendar yesterday.” 
 
    “A meeting he missed,” I say solemnly. 
 
    “There’s more. His cell phone had several calls to a group of officers. All of them were undercover following you, Agent Marlow, and Emilio Valez, aka Tucker — whatever. There were several text messages sent to him discussing locations and more. His computer outlined his suspicions on Emilio Valez but laid out no specific proof.” 
 
    “If they were following Valez, how did he murder him in his own house?” 
 
    “That’s the thing, I was looking at the footage from his laptop, and I think he had an idea.” Logan says typing away at his keyboard. I’m beyond confused at the moment, but there’s nothing I can say until my brain processes everything. He turns his laptop around and plays a video. Udall stares at the screen and waves his hand as he smiles. He leans back on a chair and takes a deep breath. “I think this is it. After this case I’m going to retire. I’ve still got a few years in me, but I want to live a bit. Go places with my wife, maybe paint the garage like I’ve been promising Sandra. Either way, I think it’s time.” 
 
    There’s a knock at the door and I hear him say ‘Just a minute’ to something off screen. He walks out of frame, and I see his gun sitting on the coffee table. A gun we didn’t find at the scene. Emilio Valez enters and looks around the room. His body language is off. His white shirt untucked, his jeans and jacket dirty. He’s not standing aggressively, he’s almost shaking as if nervous. Udall enters the frame with his back to the laptop camera.  
 
    “What can I do for you, Tucker,” Udall asks. 
 
    “You told me to call you if I ever needed anything,” Emilio says, his hands twitching. 
 
    “I told you to come into the precinct. This is my home. How did you find me?” 
 
    “I just needed to talk to you, and the officers wouldn’t help me. That bitch was out to get me. I know it.” Emilio rubs his head as if trying to clean something off his scalp. 
 
    “Steele? She was just doing her job,” Udall says defending me. 
 
    “Nah, she knows too much. You think I wanted to be a part of this shit? You think I like cleaning up after my father? That fucker didn’t even know I existed, but all of the sudden I’m his golden boy.” His hands keep shaking. 
 
    “What about your father? Who — ” 
 
    “Don’t act like you don’t know what I’m talking about! She told me you all know, that FBI bitch figured it all out!” 
 
    “I don’t, okay, but why don’t we go downtown and talk. We can make sure you’re safe. Your father can’t hurt you anymore.” The captain says soothingly. 
 
    “Of course he can,” Emilio laughs. “Irving Garrison can’t hurt me? Mom was right, it’s about time I make my own path.” Udall’s eyes get wide as it all becomes apparent to him. Emilio pulls out a knife and lunges at the captain. Udall easily dodges the motion and holds his hands up. Emilio looks over to the gun and back to the Captain. 
 
    “Pick that up!” Emilio tells him. 
 
    “I don’t need it. You’re just confused and scared. I can help you.” Udall tries one more time. Emilio hangs his head, and I can hear him mumbling something to himself. 
 
    In a swift motion, Emilio comes after Udall again. This time he manages to cut the captain on the arm. Udall looks at his arm quickly, and I can tell his demeanor has changed. I knew he wasn’t going to pick up the gun. It’s not his way. He was trained to use a gun as a deterrent, but he hated it. If he felt he could disarm and restrain someone he would. Emilio comes at him again, madly slashing the air. The captain jumps back each time. On the last movement of the blade, he grabs Emilio’s arm and hits the elbow joint hard. The sound of the knife hitting the floor rattles the speakers. 
 
    Emilio head-butts the captain, forcing him back into the half wall the laptop was resting on. The screen wobbles but settles back down. The two men fight back and forth, exchanging blows. Udall tosses Emilio across the room and he lands on the coffee table shattering it into pieces. The gun skitters away. 
 
    “I’m gonna say it again, Tucker! You don’t have to do this! I can help you. All you’ve done so far is get into a friendly fight. I’m sure my neighbors have already called the cops. When they get here, I’ll twist the story that way, kid. Just don’t do this,” Udall pleads with Emilio. 
 
    Emilio stands up and rubs his hand over his bloody lip. He wipes the fluid onto his jacket and takes a deep breath. In a flash, he hits the Captain in the face with the gun. Udall turns and spits blood on the camera of the laptop. He hits Udall two more times the same way, leaving the captain breathless and barely holding on. Emilio bends down and comes back into frame with the knife in his hand. 
 
    “You can’t help me, Pops. Don’t worry, this is just business. Always is.” He reaches around and slices Udall’s throat. No hold of his head. No disruption in the spray. The blood rushes out along his skin. The captain grabs his throat as he tries to fight the inevitable loss of life. Emilio walks away out of frame. You can hear the door close as Udall fights to stay alive. His free hand punches the keyboard, but nothing happens. He turns to walk out of frame. The gurgling sound hits my ears and makes me nauseated. The gurgles slowly die down until I hear what sounds like a body hitting the floor. 
 
    Logan stops the video. 
 
    “He tried to call 911, but the blood loss was too great,” he says sadly. 
 
    “That’s why the phone was covered in his blood,” I say. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Logan whispers. 
 
    I say nothing to him as I stand and head towards the exit. Even after all this information, I don’t know what to think. I need to focus on the next task. I have a speech to write. Marlow is handling the interview of her colleague. I need to come up with something witty and compelling for a funeral. I’m not good at this kind of thing. Hell, I rewrote a KISS song for my brother’s eulogy. I know he would have loved it. The rest of the family, not so much. It wasn’t for them though. It never is. It’s a salute to those gone by, so fuck those who don’t like it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Standing outside the captain’s former office, my heart skips. It feels like yesterday I was in my most uncomfortable suit trying to make an impression. A first-time detective, with the desire to change the world and the fashion sense of a newborn baby. His laughter as I tried to sit down in the chair and not rip my pants. The outfit was so tight in the wrong places, but he never made me feel worse for it. Udall knew this was what I had in my closet from my thinner days. He didn’t really know me, but he knew me well enough to expect I wouldn’t go shopping for new threads. I always had the “If you last more than a week, you can buy more clothes” attitude. 
 
    My first shift Udall drove me around. Apparently, my new partner’s kid was in the hospital and he wanted to make sure I learned the ‘Tyler Udall’ way. We went over all the paperwork, the processes, and all the mundane, day-to-day things which went with being a cop in his precinct. I remember he showed me to my first desk in the main area. An old, green metal monstrosity with a top right shelf that liked to stick. Nothing fancy, but usable. That was his mantra — anything can be worked with. You just have to find a way. Except when it came to my suit. He took me shopping that night and insisted I buy some clothes that actually fit. Apparently, jeans and tee shirts didn’t work with a dress coat, either. 
 
    Sitting in his chair, looking around the small space, it’s heartbreaking. The walls once littered with awards seem empty. The frames of cops he’d met throughout his career are gone. He was never one to brag about who he knew. In fact, he preferred to show off the faces of all those officers he respected. I remember there was an image of a Port Authority Officer in one frame. That man’s image was the biggest of them all, and I asked the captain why it was there. He told me that ‘man was a hero, did his best to save lives in New York’s darkest day’. I spin the chair around to look out the window—his window—and the ordinary view over a few brick buildings makes me smile. 
 
    That was my boss. While others in charge had images of the mayor or some commendation ceremony covering their walls, Captain Udall had ordinary men and women. He was such a contrarian to the rest of the people I know. If someone said jump, Udall would have a conversation about it and why it was necessary. He’d hold a door, just because he could. He used to tell me nothing happens because people just sit around waiting for it. We have to seize life but do it in a way so we don’t prohibit others from doing the same. He’s the reason I am the way I am today. At least on this side of the badge. He made me a good cop and what I hope is an even better detective. 
 
    “Can I help you?” I hear a voice from the door to the captain’s office. I turn around and see a man, wearing jeans, a Yankees baseball cap, and a Cutter and Buck polo shirt. He’s holding a box overflowing with items. 
 
    “I should be asking you that,” I answer with annoyance in my voice. 
 
    The man walks around the desk and drops his box on the desk in front of me. He stares at me, as if challenging me in some way. I have no idea who he is or what the hell he wants. I just want him to get out of Udall’s office and let me wallow in peace. 
 
    “Thomas Zeile,” he holds his hand out in front of me. “Your new captain.” 
 
    Those three words cut through my chest faster than a knife through a tomato. Udall’s been replaced that quickly? Who the hell thought this was a smart idea? We should all be given time to mourn and work through what we’re feeling. I don’t expect a month, but two weeks would have been nice. This guy shows up after four days and expects me to be cordial. Fuck him. I stand up and bump into his hand. He retracts it as he smiles at me. I walk around him and stand in front of the desk. He pulls out the metal name paper weight and places it on his desk for me to see. 
 
    “I know all about you, Detective Steele. Your reputation precedes you.” 
 
    “Don’t believe everything you hear,” I say. 
 
    “Of course. Then again they were all good things. Personally, I think it’s all bullshit.” He says as he places a picture of a woman and a baby on his desk. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I cross my arms defensively. I don’t know what this guy is trying to do, but I don’t need it right now. 
 
    “I think your reputation is shit. You get the job done so everyone loves you, but you’re arrogant, impulsive, and loud. I respect your results, but from now on things are going to be run a bit differently.” He sits down in the captain’s chair and looks up at me. 
 
    “With all due respect, sir, my skills are just fine. My actions are my own and my results speak for themselves.” 
 
    “Yes, they do. I agree with you on that. You manage to close cases that most people wouldn’t touch. Even when you have one sitting on a shelf in cold storage, your notes and investigation skills are impeccable. That was never in question though.”  
 
    “Then what is it?” I ask. 
 
    “The attitude. The inability to take a back seat. The fact that you get too involved in some cases to the point of putting your team at risk. You run headfirst into war without looking to see if you have backup. You’d last five minutes in a war zone.” 
 
    “Good thing we’re in New York and not Afghanistan,” I answer smugly. 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong. The streets out there are our own version of the Middle East. We fight crime, guns, drugs, and home-grown terrorists. We have the best and worst in the world walking through Times Square any given day of the week. You need support detective, or you’re going to be pushing tickets for the rest of your career.” 
 
    “That would never happen. My jacket is full of commendations to prevent a demotion. Not to mention the union would have a field day. So, captain, I don’t think I will ever be pushing tickets again. Maybe ride a desk if I piss you off, but never tickets.” 
 
    I lower my arms and place my hands in my pockets. I’m not going to let him scare me or get under my skin. He might sit in that chair, but he will never be Captain Udall to me. I have to deal with that and so will he. Thomas Zeile has some big shoes to fill and he might break under the weight. For Udall, I will adapt and thrive. I won’t falter. 
 
    “Good. That’s what I want to hear.” He places his feet on the corner of the desk. 
 
    “What?” I answer, a bit lost to the direction of the conversation. 
 
    “I want you to be on your toes. I want the best in my division, and I won’t stand for anything less. You’re still impulsive and your arrogance is on display for me right now. You’ll follow orders though, and you will get results. You won’t have a choice because I’m in charge now and that’s the way it is. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I say as I turn around and head for the door. 
 
    “I know the funeral is tomorrow, but I expect the file on the Garrison case by the end of the day. I want to go over everything.” 
 
    “I’ll get it now.” I want to leave but one question keeps nagging at me. “How did you get assigned here so quickly?” I ask bluntly. My back remains facing the new captain. 
 
    “High profile case, quick turnaround. Crime doesn’t stop so we can mourn one of our own. It’s not pleasant, but it’s the reality.” His voice is even and calm.  
 
    I walk out and head back to my office. The cold reality of change once again slaps me in the face like a cold winter snow storm. Life moves on no matter how hard we try to hold onto it. I wish I could say otherwise, but I don’t think this is going to be an easy transition for me. I feel it in my gut. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Dress blues. Starchy, unrelenting, uncomfortable. I feel the weight of the badge hanging on my chest. The weight of other medals and bars only making me more cognizant of where I am. I am aware of the tightness in these shiny black shoes. I walk in step: right, then left, then right, left. The frozen ground is unrelenting and painful underfoot. The wind whips around and smacks me in the face with the reality. The sun beats down on my skin, but warms nothing on this frigid day. Reality and mother nature have unknowingly conspired to make the day worse than it already was. 
 
    The silent and somber procession follows the box to a pre-dug hole in the middle of a cemetery, a dirt brown scar which stands out in a field of fading autumn grass and granite headstones. The dirt is covered by some green tarp made to look like AstroTurf. The metal folding chairs have been placed perfectly in a row, awaiting the arrival of the family. One by one they fall in line. Officers of all ranks and positions stand alongside. Row by row, the chairs fill up. The flag covered box, rests above the depths of nothingness. The brushed aluminum cranks hold it suspended and stretched to the limit of its capacity.  
 
    I hate these places. And I hate these things, and I hate people in boxes and I hate watching families weep, and I most of all hate why we’re here today. Rationally, it makes sense to me but I can’t logically wrap my brain around it. Good people die while the true vile in society seem to thrive. Tyler Udall wasn’t one of the bad guys. He wasn’t dark or vile. He was a good man. A former soldier with a heart as big as his city. Yet, it’s his body in the box. The skin will dry out, mummify, and be nothing more than an artifact of the future generations. Either that or he’ll be dug up and burned when no living relative can complain. Space on this planet is more and more limited, so why not reuse space by evicting the old tenants? One way or another, this is not, nor shall it ever be, a pleasant experience. 
 
    The priest stands tall in his stark black uniform leading the dead to the promised land. His long coat trying to fight away the coming blast of cold from invading the warmth like I am in my heart. The pages of his book flipping in the breeze as the prayer falls from his lips forever lost in the air around us. He finally closes it, and closes his eyes. He’s going to go off script and speak from the heart. Something I’m sure he’s done countless times before. 
 
    “Captain Tyler Udall, was a man of the people,” the priest begins. “He was a man of his faith. He was a devoted husband to his wife, Sandra. Looking at their life together, one would say it was incomplete without children. Tyler, however, would always disagree. He and Sandra referred to all of his officers as sons or daughters. They fully embraced and loved every one of you here today. Each and every one of you is a living testament to the man that Captain Tyler Udall was. Henceforth, the way you live your lives, the way you perform your duties, the way you treat your fellow man, all of these things will continually reflect . . . him. You’re his legacy now. You’re the ones who’ll show, by their actions, the man that he was. He is being accepted into the kingdom of heaven to be with our heavenly father forever. There are no tears for he has passed on to a greater pasture. Amen.” 
 
    The crowd mumbles an Amen and there is an uncomfortable silence. Sandra turns around and her eyes catch mine. It’s my turn to speak. I extract myself from the crowd and move around the hole in the ground. I stand behind the podium and angle the microphone to the proper height. This move is more about wasting time so I can get my breathing under control than needing the microphone adjusted. Once that’s settled, I pull out a stack of index cards. 
 
    “Sandra asked me to speak today because I’ve known Cap my entire career. Apparently, it was in his will that I stand here and tell you all about him. I personally think he wanted me to give this speech as a final lesson in public speaking.”  
 
    I take a breath as some of the people chuckle slightly. My nerves, and a sorrow and a torment I can’t run from, slowly creep to my chest and I feel my heart begin to race. I look over to Sandra, whose eyes harbor so much pain but still manage to show a deep love for us all. She gives me the strength to continue. I look down at the cards and flip them over. Frankie often says ‘you speak from the heart; you’ll open yourself up to healing.’ I hope she’s right because otherwise I’m going to sound like a fool. 
 
    “I stayed up last night writing this speech, trying to pry out the right words to say. Agent Marlow must have thought I was mad by how many times I recited it while she tried to sleep upstairs. I wanted it to be perfect. I wanted every word to have the proper inflection, emotion, and purpose that it deserves. Not because I’m overly obsessive with anything I touch, but because he deserved it.” 
 
    I take a breath and watch Sandra’s face. She is who I need to speak to, the rest of them don’t matter. They are the block people in the background of a badly coded video game.  
 
    “When I was just starting out, I was beyond green. I hated paperwork and felt that trees needed to survive longer than we did. I remember telling the Captain that if we didn’t kill trees maybe people would stop killing each other. He didn’t dignify that with a response. He just placed a pile of papers on my desk and sat down next to me. Sandra was waiting on him for hours that night, but he was by my side. He forced me to do all of my work properly. Lesson one: you can’t skate by doing shoddy work and relying on talent. Sometimes you have to work hard doing things you hate to be a well-rounded person and police officer.” 
 
    I shift my weight from my left to my right, stare into the faux veneer wood on the face of the podium and swallow thickly. 
 
    “When I became a detective, cap walked me to a new desk. Which, of course, was broken.” More scattered, knowing chuckles from the crowd. “It was rusted, the top shelf barely opened, and the light didn’t work. He told me he’d make sure the lamp was fixed or replaced. I remember looking at that desk and being in awe of it. Sure, it was a horrible piece of shit, but it was mine. This one I had really earned. I sat proudly at that desk, working with it to the best of my ability. When I hit my one-year anniversary, I came into the precinct and there was a shiny new, puke-green desk with working drawers and lamp. I’ll never forget Tyler patting me on the back and telling me I had earned it. Lesson two: you will be repaid for hard, honest work if you put the time in.” 
 
    A single tear slides down my face, but I do nothing to stop it. If I don’t show attention to it, maybe people will ignore my tears. As more begin to fall, I exhale and inhale trying to steady myself. 
 
    “Cap was always there for me in the darkest times. When I lost my brother and my sister-in-law, Cap was there at the scene. He told me the truth and didn’t sugarcoat it. He walked me down the aisle of the church funeral. Not because he wanted to, but because I needed him to. And it was something I didn’t need to tell him — he just knew. He almost carried me to my family’s plots as their boxes were lowered into the ground. He kept me standing upright as I greeted everyone who came by afterwards. He pulled the liquor bottles out of my hand when I had too much to drink at the wake. He and Sandra let my nephew Chase stay with them when my world fell down, came crashing down. I could never thank them enough for that.” 
 
    I smile through my tears at Sandra, who has matching tears of her own. 
 
    “Tyler Udall was a man who put his life behind others. He would help you by lifting you up. He would push you to be the absolute best person you could be. He never left you alone to fall. He was the ultimate support in that trust exercise. If you dropped back, he’d catch you. There was no other man like him in my division and there never will be again.” I finish. 
 
    The officers in my division mumble in agreement. Captain Zeile walks over to me and hands me one of the police radios. This is going to be one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. Taking a deep breath, I press the button on the side and begin the last call. 
 
    “Dispatch to 7403.” 
 
    I release the button. Nothing but static hits the microphone. I press the button again. 
 
    “Dispatch to 7403.” 
 
    Releasing the button, I once again hear the sound of static. I press it again. 
 
    “Dispatch to 7403.” 
 
    I say one final time, waiting for the response I know will never come. I press the button down one final time with a shaky hand. 
 
    “No response from Captain Tyler Udall. Badge number 7403 is out of service after forty-four years and eight months of service. Although you are gone, you will never be forgotten. Rest in peace, our friend.” 
 
    I release the button and hand the radio back to my new boss. The color guard walks around and removes the flag from the casket. As they begin to ritually fold it up, I walk toward the back of the pack. I hear the orders for the firing salute to begin. Seven shooters, aiming to the sky for the tribute. They perfectly time three shots each as the sound echoes across the cemetery. It’s the final stage of the funeral. This makes it real, but the gun salute means it’s over. Tomorrow people will expect us all to go back to normal like we’re robots. It’s the circle of life. Following the motion of my fellow brothers in blue, I raise my hand one last time to salute my surrogate father. I promise myself right then, that I will always be the human being he was proudest of. 
 
    Sandra walks up to me and opens up her arms. The woman knows me so well. I lean forward and feel her warmth envelop me. Her lips press firmly on my head before she releases me. Her hand caresses the side of my face with a painful smile. Just like that, she passes by me and into the limo waiting nearby. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The steam from the cup rises and I find myself staring at it, watching it trail upwards and fade into nothing. Sometimes when the door opens, it dances around alive. It’s my third cup. The first to be consumed while it’s hot. Frankie wouldn’t be happy with the large amount of caffeine I’ve consumed right about now. I think she’d give me a reprieve considering the situation. I miss my family. I miss Chase so much it hurts, but it isn’t safe yet. I need them safe for my own selfish reasons. 
 
    “You ought to buy stock in the company if you’re going to come here so much.” 
 
    I look up to see Logan carrying a ridiculously large cup of something. Lord knows what that boy drinks. “Wanna try it?” He takes a sip from the overly large straw. 
 
    “No thanks. I’ll stick to plain, ordinary lattes. Thank you.” 
 
    “Your loss. Nothing like piles of mocha, caramel, and whipped cream, infused with about five shots of espresso, and blended perfectly with ice.” 
 
    “Describing coffee or a dessert? Seriously, what ever happened to ordinary coffee?” 
 
    “Went out of style when the man bun came to pass.” I open my mouth to reply but he holds his hand up with that insane drink. “I know what you think of that hair style. Let it go.” 
 
    “How’s the lab?” 
 
    “We have a huge case with lots of number crap coming up, so things are a bit crazy.” 
 
    “What’s it entail?” I ask. 
 
    “Tech billionaire. He never paid his taxes and claimed questionable deductions.” 
 
    “And that’s different from any other rich person because . . . ?” 
 
    “Because he wasn’t the one doing the taxes. Sure, he benefited from them, but the company behind his filings was lying through their teeth. On top of that, he managed to get bank account numbers, et cetera, all legit, right? He needed them in case he had to pay taxes or bills whatever. He had an almost undetectable algorithm that removed a minuscule amount of money from the accounts for every transaction the client made. Then it was all transferred to an offshore account that we have no control over.” 
 
    “Skimming in the new world.” 
 
    “Precisely.” He takes a sip of his drink and looks at me. “The funeral was nice.” 
 
    “As nice as it could be.” 
 
    “Marlow wasn’t there,” he adds. 
 
    “She’s working on the case and didn’t really know the captain well. Can’t blame her. Funerals are one of the worst things we do in this life,” I say, before sipping some of my now lukewarm coffee. 
 
    “She’s been involved with this Garrison case almost as long as you have.” 
 
    “Explain,” I say flatly. 
 
    “Based on her email and search history . . . ” 
 
    “You hacked a federal agent’s email?” I say a little louder than I meant to. 
 
    “Jesus, just tell everyone why don’t you?” He looks around nervously before leaning forward. “I just wanted to see what we were getting into. Considering she ran off yesterday to talk to that other agent. So I did a bit of digging.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “She’s clean. Like really clean. Apparently, she uncovered a lot of back-door dealings when the new Seattle tech boom started. Various permits were given without having to go through the rigorous process. There were reports of police ignoring the underhanded dealings on the streets, et cetera.” 
 
    “Someone had the locals in their back pocket. Sounds familiar.” 
 
    “That’s the point. She and Sharp blew it wide open. Problem was, all those implicated either retired, fled, or mysteriously disappeared before any charges could be brought against them. Many were protected by the local unions so no one had to, or desired to, talk.” 
 
    “When was this?” I ask. 
 
    “Before the information was leaked to the social world via the internet.” Logan leans back, smiling at me.  
 
    “So they came here as a team to get their hands on Garrison, the head of the dragon,” I say as my mind processes the information. 
 
    “You’re getting there,” he replies. 
 
    “But she’s been more focused on getting closer to Valez and her son. Well, now her son is going to prison for murder whether she tries to help him or not.” 
 
    “Yup.” He sucks on that straw and it makes a slight squeaking noise as it rubs along the plastic lip of the lid. 
 
    “The bug freaked her out and made her want to speak to her partner in crime. Not because they were spying on her, but because he wanted to know why Valez was in Marlow’s room.” 
 
    “One more for the gold.” He’s patronizing me on a day I’m not in the mood for it. 
 
    “They’re both here to bring Alexa Valez in as an informant. Not unheard of and she alluded to it before, but it doesn’t make it any easier to swallow.” After the words leave my mouth, my body runs cold. 
 
    “And you win first place. That is exactly where my head went after reading the correspondence. Whoever brings Valez in gets the big money. The rest of us get Garrison and her son. That’s it.” 
 
    “Which means the corruption goes much higher than we have clearance for.” 
 
    “Could go all the way to the top. Maybe even the Illuminati are involved. Better yet, Valez knows the names of the ruling class. You know, the ones who own all the power and money in the world. The ones who start wars to create more profit for themselves. When inventors die or mysteriously disappear and all their research dies with them, it’s these people — ” Logan says as he continues his conspiracy rant. 
 
    “Anything on this AA or DB from the calendar?” I ask cutting him off. 
 
    “I found a cousin named Anthony Amica on the Upper West Side. He’s got a rap sheet for various drug possessions with intent to sell. He’s also been involved with some not so nice mob characters.” Logan slips me the address on a piece of paper. 
 
    “Paper?” 
 
    “Less traceable.” 
 
    “Get back to your office. I’ve got a lot to think about and a new partner to confront. Keep digging on everything—and I mean everything, Logan. I want to know if Valez has contacted Agent Marlow or Sharp recently. If there’s anything, you’ll find it,” I finish. 
 
    “If I disappear without a trace—” Logan starts. 
 
    “You’re not getting paranoid, I mean more paranoid, on me right now, are you? Please, just go back to your office and keep digging.” 
 
    Logan stands up and leaves me alone in the coffee shop. Marlow’s been hiding some information from me even after Captain Udall insisted we be open with her. This is why I’ve always hated working with government agencies. If they have an agenda, it’s their way or the highway. Damn anyone who gets in their path. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The upper west side, where the air is richer along with the prices of everything. Walking around the corner bodega Logan gave me the address to, I wait for the customer buying his Lotto ticket to leave. Once he’s done, I walk up to the counter and pull my jacket to the side, showing my badge. 
 
    “I’m looking for Anthony Amica,” I say calmly as to not alarm the guy. 
 
    “I no know him. You have wrong place. No want trouble.” He raises his hands up and I lower my head. Why is it people automatically assume you want trouble when you show your badge. 
 
    “No trouble. I need his help. Nothing bad.” I try to reassure him. 
 
    The man’s head turns to the left and he points one finger at a super tall, very built and imposing figure in the back stocking shelves. Taking a deep breath, I head to the giant and pray he is the non-violent reformed type. 
 
    “Excuse me, Mr. Amica?” 
 
    He turns and looks down at, all five foot nine inches of my height, and smiles. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Who might you be?” His deep bass of a voice would make my brother’s old bass tubes sound pathetic. 
 
    “Detective Steele. I was hoping you might be able to help me with something?” 
 
    He holds his massive hand out to me and I accept his offer. His fingers engulfing mind in a firm handshake.  
 
    “Pleasure to meet you. We can talk, but not here.” He holds his hand up in the air, getting his boss’s attention. “I’m heading out back for a smoke.” 
 
    The guy behind the counter nods, and Anthony pulls me by the hand through the maze of shelves to a hidden back door. My gut is a bit torn here. He doesn’t appear to be threatening me, but he has a firm grip on my hand, is leading me to a dark alley, and I doubt I can restrain him. This is not a good situation. 
 
    The door swings open, he swings me around, and my back hits a brick wall. I’m going to have to disinfect my coat when I get home, is the first thing running through my mind. The small square shaped area has a narrow one-way exit to the street. Not sure how any human being would fit through it, but if that is my way out — I’ll have to make it work. 
 
    “What you looking for me for?” He asks. His tone deepening if that was even possible. 
 
    “I need information on a murder case.” 
 
    “I don’t know nothing.” He pulls out a joint and lights it. He inhales and looks at my face. “What? You gonna arrest me?” 
 
    “I doubt my cuffs would fit,” I say sarcastically. 
 
    Anthony stares at me for a few seconds before he exhales. He then chuckles a little bit before turning his attention to the blue sky. 
 
    “I need to know if you were meeting someone at 11:30 PM at BD.” 
 
    “No, and anyone who said I was is a liar. I was at home with my kid who’s sick.” 
 
    “Do you know the Valez family?” 
 
    “You know I do or you wouldn’t be asking.” He continues to keep his focus on the sky as he enjoys his joint. 
 
    “Alexa Valez is wanted for questioning . . .” 
 
    “I said I don’t know nothing.” He pinches off the end of his joint and turns to head inside. “I’ve done whatever I need to to take care of my family, detective.” 
 
    “I understand . . .” 
 
    “No, you don’t.” He pulls open the door slightly. “Those people are not my family. I don’t talk or do shit for them. They leave me be.” 
 
    Anthony walks inside and leaves me in the cold alley wondering what the hell just happened. I grab my phone and dial Logan. 
 
    “Any news on double A?” He sounds tired and stressed to the limit. 
 
    “Dead end so keep digging,” I say before hanging up the phone. We need to find who the captain was meeting. For all I know it has nothing to do with this case. It could have been a personal trainer or a party planner for his anniversary — anyone. Sanity is screaming at me to find out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The poor punching bag recoils crisply from my right fist. As it moves back towards me, I wallop with my left. This is what I need right now. To help me process everything. No more jumping before looking. Now it’s beat the shit out of a bag and let my brain marinate on everything going on. Let the words, information, and conversations filter through my mind so I can sort out the fact from fiction. Like dealing with politics on television. Sometimes you have to watch a debate, then search for hours figuring out what was real. In the end, you realize all the candidates are lying sacks of shit and no one is truly good. So you vote for the lesser of two evils. That’s my brain right now. Figuring out which person is the least evil. 
 
    “Back at the bag again?” I hear Marlow’s voice, and it breaks me from my silent process. I ignore her and continue beating the bag. I pour every last ounce of anger into each punch. Better that than the words from my mouth. “You ignoring me, Steele?” She adds. 
 
    “Nope.” I say as I throw a right hook so hard it pops my knuckles loudly. Shaking my hand a bit, I remove my glove to make sure nothing’s broken. Marlow walks around in front of me and places her hands on both side of the punching bag.  
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I was you,” I say to her, my words filled with disdain. My eyes burn into hers as I put my hand back in my glove. 
 
    “You think I’m afraid you’re going to hit me? We’ve been there before. You didn’t do that much damage. At least nothing that makeup can’t cover.” She sarcastically throws at me. 
 
    I punch the bag and she bounces back a bit. I continue the barrage, watching her struggle to keep up. I have to admit it feels good. 
 
    “I spoke to Logan,” she says. I get a little cross-footed, and my punch is very weak. “He attacked me for undermining his friend and the integrity of the department.” 
 
    “That about sums it up,” I say, walking away from her and over to the water fountain. Leaning forward, I take a sip and close my eyes. The cool liquid quenches my thirst, and also my need to feel something. 
 
    “You have a right to be angry.” 
 
    I stand up, push past her and march back over to the bag. I want to ignore her. I want her to go away. Apparently neither of those are going to be an option. I need her help as much as she needs mine. 
 
    “Start talking and don’t lie or leave anything out,” I say as I punch the bag. 
 
    “I came across Valez’s name during the investigation in Seattle. We had no idea how she was connected, but we knew she was someone Garrison kept close. Real close. She was in every photo, video, you name it. So we did some digging and found out her history.” 
 
    “Logan said it was pretty easy to find,” I say, and swipe a glove over my sweat-drenched forehead. “He did some digging on his own and found all he needed to know about her. And you acted like this was all new information.” I continue to punch the bag harder, my anger coming to the surface again. 
 
    “You found what the bureau wanted you to find. Just enough for you to be on her tail, but not enough to connect her to crimes.” 
 
    “You knew about her son then?” I stop punching and turn to look at her. 
 
    Marlow rubs the back of her neck and walks over to the gray cinder block wall near the door. She leans against it and slides down to the floor. I can see all the fight roll right off of her and dissipate away. In that moment, she looks more human than she has in a long time. The anger slowly moves out of my pores with the droplets of sweat. I walk over to the wall and sit on the floor next to her. Slowly, I remove my boxing gloves. It gives me time to plan what I’m going to say next. 
 
    “We never knew he was that violent. I never saw an image of him as an adult. They were baby pictures but that was about it. Even with the age progression imaging software, there were too many unknown variables. He looks nothing like them. Jasmine, if we had . . . if I had known . . .” 
 
    “You weren’t here when we had him in interrogation. You weren’t around when we got the case. If you were, then I’d hold you responsible, but this isn’t on you. This is solely on him. He chose to kill a police officer. He sealed his fate, and I pray to everything that’s holy you aren’t going to get him out of it.” 
 
    “No. We sent a BOLO to every department in the tri-state area. If he’s in the area, we will find him and hold him accountable.” 
 
    “And his mother?” 
 
    Marlow exhales loudly next to me. I’m sure she’s trying to form her words carefully and not upset me. But the thing is: neither answer is going to work for me. I see the benefit of bringing her in as an informant. I also want her to rot in a prison cell for the rest of her life. Well — that’s a lie. I want her dead. She’s a murderer, plain and simple. There’s no nice guy underneath there we’re going to uncover. 
 
    “My orders are to turn her if she wants that. Agent Sharp thought he would get a nice promotion if he brought her in before me,” she says simply. 
 
    “So, what? He bugs your place on the off chance that you’ll be there to talk to her?” I ask. 
 
    “No, he answered a message left for me at the hotel’s front desk. She said she would be at my hotel room that night. He activated the bug when she showed up. He answered the door and from what I was told she wasn’t thrilled to see him.” Marlow says as she runs her hand through her hair. 
 
    “Why would she be? I don’t like the woman or respect her but he set her up,” I add. 
 
    “Exactly. She apparently made enough noise that the people complained and a member of our team was notified. The agents entered the room and ignored her. Hell, some of them say they never even saw her leaning against the wall. Once Sharp was busy dealing with his mess, she walked out the front door and into the world. She left the file for me.” 
 
    “Sharp and your team suck.” I laugh a little bit. 
 
    “That’s why the entire team is on a flight back home and I’m still here.” 
 
    “The FBI is quick to cover things up.” 
 
    “Probably.” She ponders this for a bit. “I don’t know. I just go by what’s in front of me. I have several agents who were ill-equipped to handle being out in the field and are being put behind a desk, pending a review. The missing piece for me is still the information on the bug.” 
 
    “Logan said it didn’t store any kind of sound. It was simply so he could hear it. Considering he was in the same room, that’s a bit foolish.” 
 
    “Sharp admitted to modifying the bug. It recorded everything to his cell phone. That’s why they made sure to confiscate it the minute they knew I had it,” she fills in. 
 
    “If Logan had more time he would have uncovered everything she said, and if it was valuable, we could have used it to bring her down. He hasn’t even had time to look over the documents we left him.” 
 
    “My boss already confiscated them,” Marlow says. “Before you question why Logan didn’t mention it, I doubt he would have noticed. He was with you at the funeral when they went in. As far as the bug, I doubt it’s that. I’m more concerned it was more names that the government didn’t want being released to our level of personnel.”  
 
    “Those papers must have said something good for you to want them so bad.” 
 
    “From what I’ve been told — and take it with a grain of salt — it’s all the financials of specific individuals we already know are connected to this whole case. It also has information about Garrison and his dealings, payoffs and more. It proves one major thing: he isn’t the head of the dragon. Who that is, of course, is way above my pay grade.” 
 
    “Are you talking shadow government conspiracy crap? That is not really up my alley. Let’s just stick to what I know, which is Valez wanted to protect her son, Emilio. What happens if we find her? What are you planning to do? How far are you willing to go?” I ask bluntly. “I need to know if I’m watching my back from her or you or both.” 
 
    Marlow looks at me with a shocked expression. I think my words hit home and not in a good manner. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about me. Valez, she’s a wild card. She might feel slighted and not want anything to do with us. Hell, she might want to roll over on everyone, but what she wants in return might be too high. I’m not the boss in charge of what is or isn’t. I have a job to do. My first order of business is to help you capture Garrison and Valez. After that . . .” 
 
    “We have to let you take her,” I say and shake my head. 
 
    “She’ll never face a minute of punitive time.” Marlow says. “Her son, if caught, is all yours.” 
 
    “You think she’ll go for that?” I laugh as I ask what I assume is a no-brainer type of question. 
 
    “Valez is dead if she goes to prison. The gangs she screwed over along with Garrison will kill her in a day. Two at most. Men aren’t treated the same way. Emilio and Irving will put the fault squarely on her.” 
 
    “She’ll take it for her son, but not for him,” I say with a bit of question in my voice. 
 
    “Trust me, she’ll do it for both of them. She’s not a bad woman underneath all of the . . .” Marlow spaces out a bit as if trying to find the proper words. 
 
    “Murder, deceit, blood, torture, thievery, and more? Whatever you say, Karina. She shot my fucking partner and called me to taunt me about it. If she pulls a gun on me, I’m putting a bullet in her.” I stand up and walk away but she stops me at the door with her voice. 
 
    “I expect nothing less. Just remember we aren’t sure who shot Will. Considering her son’s actions of late — there’s a bit of doubt,” she says to my back. 
 
    “One of us is wrong. The evidence points to you. I pray you’re right, cause otherwise we’re gonna be walking into a world of hurt.” I walk out of the gym without allowing her to reply. 
 
    I didn’t say it exactly, but Marlow knows how I feel — that this was all a crock of shit. Valez deserves to be in prison along with the rest of her family. I don’t care if she’s dead in two days. Frankly, she brought that upon herself. You can’t ask for immunity or safety or whatever. It’s just like the person who cries in court begging for forgiveness. Were they remorseful for what they actually did or just getting caught? Most times it’s the latter rather than the former. I wish it wasn’t that way, but that’s humanity for you. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Standing in my office, I stare at the dry erase board. The lines now connect all the players together. Everyone’s on there and part of me wants to put Agent Sharp along with the bungling idiots at the Bureau on there as well, but I’m at work. If Frankie were here, she’d have psychological profiles of everyone. I’d know what to expect. Right now I’m going off my education that I haven’t used for a few years. Literally, we’re waiting on the lynch pin. Once we have that, everything falls into place. One by one they’ll all fall. Then my girlfriend and my nephew can come home. 
 
    “You reek like bad socks, Steele,” Captain Zeile says from behind me. 
 
    “Was working out in the gym, sir,” I say, my attention remaining on the board in front of me. 
 
    “I smell that. You could have showered before coming upstairs and gracing my nose with your presence.” 
 
    I walk behind my desk and sit down in my chair. I watch as he takes a seat across from me and crosses his legs. This conversation is going to take a bit. I can already tell by the way he’s looking at me. He points to my New York Met’s pennants that hang on the back wall behind my desk. 
 
    “Such a big wall for so few banners. I doubt I’d have the room,” he smirks. I remember his baseball cap. He’s a fucking New York Yankees fan. Great. That’s all I need. A man who counts as having twenty-seven rings, most from a time when there were sixteen teams or less. Bring up the 80s and most Yankee fans feign ignorance. Don’t get me started on the steroids or Roger Clemons throwing a bat at Mike Piazza. He better be a decent fan and not an arrogant asshole. 
 
    “Anything I can do for you, boss?” I say as I grab my joke zombie medical needle pen, click it over and over.  
 
    “Straight to the point, I like it. I was looking over the file you so graciously dropped on my desk. I also came to an agreement with the FBI. There are certain files that they can’t decipher. It turns out Mr. Pevy is amazing with this technological aspect and is willing to assist them. Anything pertaining to the case in New York we will be able to have and use to our advantage. Anything else, Mr. Pevy will ensure gets to the FBI alone.” 
 
    “Logan is excellent at his job, and I’m sure will make the FBI quite happy.” 
 
    “Yes, well, we want Mr. Pevy to stay with us. Let’s hope he doesn’t make them too happy. Beyond that, have you run down through the case yet?” 
 
    “Agent Marlow and I have been through this several times. We know Garrison is connected to all these individuals on the board if not more. The problem is we have no definitive proof putting him or Alexa Valez in direct contact with him. The district attorney won’t touch this with a ten-foot pole without something more concrete.” 
 
    “We have a dead judge,” he says. “We can easily put them away for that.” 
 
    “He was a pedophile and in possession of massive amounts of child pornography. Not only that, but all of his cases would be considered suspect. Garrison’s people ensured he was given a pass on his predilections for a verdict, dismissal or silence. You pick one,” I say, confident in our evidentiary discovery to this point. 
 
    “Well, according to your notes, Valez was in charge of her son who is wanted in connection to several murders. Including one of our own. He should be our focus.” 
 
    “He is, sir. Agent Marlow put out an APB throughout the tri-state area. If anyone sees him, we’ll find him. Valez is the key to everything. My instincts tell me she’s playing us, and the system, to her advantage,” I add. 
 
    “Knowledge is power and she has information we all want. Puts us all in a difficult situation. If the feds want her, they’re going to take her no matter what we do. Technically, this case should never have even been in our hands. All of these crimes crossed state lines and yet here you are working it. Tyler Udall must have thought very highly of you to put his career in jeopardy for you and your team.” 
 
    That stops me in my tracks. Captain Udall stuck his neck out for me with the FBI? That explains a little bit more about Marlow and her team being here, but why? To allow me to bring this all to a close? Why didn’t he let me in on everything he was working on? None of this makes sense. 
 
    “Captain Udall was having Winslow Tucker, who we know now is Emilio Valez followed, but the officers assigned to him say they lost him. Considering everything we know, I can guarantee you that something is off. I don’t want to say the officers might be on the take . . .” 
 
    “But they might have noticed something that seemed out of place. You won’t be able to talk to them, so let me handle that. I’ll make sure to keep you out of it. Anything else I should be aware of?” 
 
    “My nephew Chase and Doctor Francesca Ryan are in hiding with associates of mine.” 
 
    “The captain had that information in his file, but I appreciate the candidness. I can assume that your relationship with Doctor Ryan won’t be a problem, correct?” He stands up and rubs his hands together. 
 
    “No, sir. It hasn’t been and never will be.” 
 
    “I’ll let you know what the other officers say. Considering everything that happened, they might have just kept their mouths shut. I prefer to air on the side of innocence.” Thomas says as he walks to my door. “One more thing Steele, just because you have a great baseball player on your team, don’t enjoy them too much. They always seem to play better as a Yankee. So, when you’re ready, we’ll welcome you to our side of town.” 
 
    Before I can say anything in response, my new captain walks out of my office. He might have meant for it to be a little ribbing between friends, but we aren’t there yet. It’s a little like reminding the teams who have never won anything about that fact. No one wants to hear that shit. He’s just trying to get my mind to focus on something else. Don’t have to like it, but I get it. My eyes fall from the doorway to the image of Frankie, Chase, and I on my desk. I miss her so much it hurts. Captain Tyler Udall once said that ‘life was always meant to be lived, not merely survived.’ Maybe he’s right and it’s time for me to do something for myself. It’s time to deal with the item in my sock drawer. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Hospitals are the most sterile places on the planet. And more people die from infections within those wall than anywhere else. I hate these places. White walls, bright fluorescent lights, the metronome beeping from all the machines. A beep to remind you a person’s still alive. The patients might be awake, but the beeps are still here. As I walk down this endless hallway, I see family after family sitting next to beds and I know what they’re going through. I wish all too well that I didn’t. 
 
    I walk into Will’s room, and it feels more colorful than the rest of the place. Balloons block most of the view out of the window. I wonder if they want to be as free as Will’s spirit is right now. The horizontal ledge of a heat vent showcases an abundance of get well cards. Some random stuffed animals fill up what little space is left.  
 
    Will lies peacefully, after what I have heard is a long day of stretching from a very good looking nurse. The tube might be gone, but he’s not fully conscious yet. He is sometimes awake for an hour or two but then he’s out again for another twenty.  
 
    He’s got a contraption on his finger and an intravenous needle connected to a bag. All normal things, and yet very disturbing to see. Sitting down in a chair next to his bed, I take hold of his hand. 
 
    “I know you can’t hear me, but everyone says to talk anyway. So I’m talking. This case — our case — is driving me crazy. Every time I think we’re one step ahead, the FBI or some twist comes forward and throws things sideways. Now Valez might not be the one who shot you, even though my gut tells me it was her. Then we have these cold cases all connected to the gun that shot Judge Killian. No one knows the location of the gun and I get the feeling it’s been lost in the shuffle. For all I know it’s not worth investigating at all. Then the captain is murdered, and we find video, and it’s that Tucker kid. . . who’s really Emilio Valez and is Irving Garrison’s son.” 
 
    I lean back and find myself laughing a bit. Nothing too loud, thankfully. 
 
    “How crazy does this sound, partner? It’s like a bad soap opera. I guess I wouldn’t be surprised if Valez was secretly married to one of Garrison’s cousins after divorcing Irving. If this was on television we’d be in the running for some Emmy awards.” 
 
    I laugh to myself a little louder this time. The beeping of his machines brings me back to the reality of the situation. Did they just start going at a faster rate? I’m not sure. 
 
    “He seems to respond to laughter more than just people talking to him.” Mia says from behind me. “Or when the nurse comes in to stretch his limbs.” 
 
    I look up and gesture with my hand to offer her my seat. She shakes her head and walks in, coffee in hand. She calmly sits down in the chair next to me. Her face is worn, her eyes drawn and puffy. I doubt she’s slept soundly in a really long time. Between the kids, school, and being here — I don’t know how she’s still standing. 
 
    “What have the doctors said?” 
 
    “He’s on the right path. His brain is healing, slower than we’d like, but healing. No matter what happens, we’re looking at a long road. Physical therapy, police psychologists, and whatever else the job requires him to do.” 
 
    “Maybe he’ll retire?” I say. I don’t mean it though. I can’t imagine working every day without him around. Damn him for being such a part of my family. This is why people work alone. 
 
    “He’d never give it up.” She sips her coffee. “When he was overseas, I used to think about all the danger he would get into. He still never talks to me about his nightmares. He needed a purpose and being a detective gives him that.” 
 
    “I’m sure he will when he’s ready.” I try to reassure her. 
 
    “No, he won’t and that’s okay. He doesn’t think I notice the change, how happy he’s become . . . since meeting you. He talks to you. He opens up to you. He needs someone that he can trust like that in his life. I know I’ve been harsh on the phone, but he’s alive because of you.” 
 
    “He was shot because of me,” I say, my voice wavering. 
 
    “No honey, he was shot because some lunatic in this world wanted to hurt both of you. Will is alive inside because you help him find hope again. He loves our daughters, but he has a nephew to spoil. He loves teaching him lacrosse and playing with him. The two of them grilling in the backyard laughing at the girls in the pool, it brought him back. It gave me my husband back. This room, this situation, isn’t your fault. I shouldn’t have made you feel that way. I should be thanking you for being our family and not turning your back on him when he goes off.” 
 
    I pull her into a tight hug, fighting the tears that threaten to fall. Indirectly, I have my family back as well. I have a big brother, a sister-in-law and three nieces. Life has been muddy as hell, but maybe it’s time to walk in the light. 
 
    “How are the kids doing?” I change the subject as I pull back from the hug. 
 
    “They’re good. School is driving them crazy, as it should. We’ve got surprise quizzes, dances, dating, and of course gossip about who’s doing what.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re keeping their lives pretty normal.” 
 
    “I’m trying, but they know he’s missing at the dinner table. They know he’s not around when they need boy advice. Will won’t be there next week when this boy picks up our daughter for the school dance. She’s struggling with that.” 
 
    “Well if she needs a replacement, I know a number of officers willing to fill in. I’m sure plenty of fierce looking Marines would be willing to as well.” 
 
    “That makes me feel very wealthy, but we both know it wouldn’t be the same. He just needs more time to heal.” 
 
    “I can be there if you want, scare the poor boy with my gun or something.” 
 
    Mia breaks out in to a deep belly laugh for the first time since her husband ended up here. “Will once promised me that you two would be dressed in your uniforms with guns at the ready. Something about heading to the shooting range and would this boy like to come.” 
 
    Our laughter fills the room before an alarm goes off on my cell phone. 
 
    “Go, take care of business.” Mia says. 
 
    I hug her goodbye, thankful for the distraction and hopeful conversation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The trip to the hospital was good, but I have to sit down with Marlow and have a serious conversation about this case. Maybe Captain Udall’s murder paused the case, but now it’s time for a full-court press. I drop my keys on the table, and grab a mug and pour myself a cup of fresh coffee. One of my current roommates must have made it. The door opens and Victor walks in wearing the same clothes as the night before. The two of us stare at each other awkwardly before he smiles and walks past me.  
 
    “Steele, is that you?” I hear Marlow from the living room. 
 
    “Grab some coffee and get your ass in here.” 
 
    Walking into the living room, I almost drop my coffee cup. The white board we have hanging around the house is covered with what I assume is Marlow’s handwriting. Strings connect various pieces of furniture to the board. Marlow stands in the center of it all. Her hair pulled back in a tight ponytail. It’s a stark contrast to her normal perfect part with free flowing hair. She bounces around the obstacle course barefoot, in jeans and a button-down shirt. Gone are her heels and power suits. What the hell happened while I was gone? 
 
    “I’m here. Mind telling me what you’ve been up to?” I say. 
 
    “Your new captain grilled me about where we are in our investigation,” she says as she moves things around on the coffee table in the middle of the room. “It annoyed me actually.” 
 
    “Welcome to the club. Doesn’t explain what’s going on here.” 
 
    “I was annoyed,” she says. “So, I went back to the drawing board to where we were before Udall’s murder. I made some phone calls and dug a bit deeper into the cold case files.” 
 
    Now she has my attention. I duck under some strings, barely balancing my coffee along my way to the center of the mess. 
 
    “Tell me what I’m looking at.” 
 
    “Okay.” She drops the remaining papers on the coffee table. “I went through the old files you copied. There were no connections between location, age, victims, or really anything. The only thing tying them all together was a gun.” 
 
    “The same gun that was used to kill Judge Killian. All of this is in the reports. Without the gun, we can’t connect anything. We need a ballistics comparison report,” I say, with a bit of confusion in my tone. I really don’t know where she’s going with this. Plus, I am emotionally drained. Not a good combination right now. 
 
    “Yes. And they were all digitized even though they were cold cases. That in itself is a miracle. The fact that they were also all transferred into our cold case locker, also suspicious.” 
 
    “Not really,” I say. “During various moves, our precinct had the largest temperature controlled environment. I don’t know how or why specific ones ended up there, but they did. Maybe the original precincts had a flood or some issue. Who knows how New York handles it — as long as they do.” 
 
    “Captain Udall requested they be transferred.” She hands me a requisition form with Udall’s signature on them. I read over the page carefully. He requested they be transferred the minute we found the body of Judge Killian. Why was he being so secretive? It’s simply not possible he had anything to do with these crimes. That wasn’t his way, so there has to be a reason. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” she says. “I don’t know why he requested them, but I’m certain he had nothing to do with it. So, I called in some favors from the bureau.” She hands me another file. It’s full of pages detailing Udall’s life. 
 
    “You had them run a background check on him?” I ask. 
 
    “I didn’t need to. We have them on all NYPD captains as per regulations. What I needed was to find the connection. It kept me up all night. There never was a case that crossed paths with the cases connected to the gun. That being said, he went to high school with Merthyl Williams. Mr. Williams is the father of Kesha Williams.” 
 
    “Our murder victim from Nassau County,” I say. Now I’m intrigued. 
 
    “Last seen with her girlfriend Vanessa Goertz outside a club in the city. Her father kept investigating and pulled an old high school buddy into the fold. Now, based on the captain’s notes, he wasn’t going to pull anyone into this side project until he had a solid lead.” She pulls out some files which were buried under a stack of paper. 
 
    “How did you get those files? Logan said he was still working on them.” I say. 
 
    “Quid pro quo. He wanted to chat with his girlfriend on a secure line, and I wanted the information. He’s probably still working on the FBI files and the rest of the laptop now. He sent me these files as soon as he found them.” She smiles as I scan through the images, documents, and handwritten notes. Logan was getting closer to the weapon but not the person or reason behind it. 
 
    “He found the gun?” I ask, almost in shock. 
 
    “Not exactly. He looked at every case that ever came through involving a 9mm handgun, and then he had them test it against the bullet casings from the Williams case.” 
 
    “He found a match.” I say. 
 
    “Yep. Beretta M9. The case involved a self-inflicted gunshot wound. A Desert Storm veteran shot himself. The ballistics tech said the gun striations matched the casings. Considering the number of soldiers returning from war during that time period, it was enough to limit our search pool to a few thousand people.” 
 
    “Still too large a net.” 
 
    “Not when you cross-reference them with Garrison’s corporations, Valez, and the M9.” She slams a photo onto the white board of a soldier in uniform. The last name Mendes printed on his uniform. “Jorge Mendes, killed in action on Christmas Day in 1990. His family requested all of his things. His gun was deemed unserviceable and sent with his personal effects to the family.” 
 
    “If it was unserviceable, how the hell was it used in these murders?” 
 
    “Ask his nephew, Emilio Valez a.k.a. Tucker Winslow.” She hands me an image of a young-looking Emilio with his uncle in full uniform. 
 
    “That makes no sense. If he died in 1990 and Emilio’s in this photo . . .” 
 
    “He’s 31 years old. He happens to look much younger so when his false identity was created, it was readily accepted. No reason to doubt it truthfully. On paper he was a good kid, worked hard at his part-time job and school.” 
 
    “You’re telling me we’ve been sitting on this information and couldn’t connect the damn dots?” I ask. 
 
    “I appreciate your emotions, but there were tons of people who dropped the ball on this one,” she says curtly. She’s right. There are hundreds of cases that cross my desk every year that I never look at twice. Some I never even read fully. You canvas, read what you can, and do what you can before moving on. If nothing breaks within the first forty-eight hours, it’s almost understood the case is gonna be boxed up and put downstairs. Without the manpower, money, or time — some things will never change. 
 
    “Logan did a thorough search of Emilio Valez, why didn’t this come up?” 
 
    “That’s where my people screwed up,” Marlow says “The information we entered for Valez in our search was very specific. The birthday month was transposed to a zero-one instead of ten. Since we were being rather precise in our parameters, it spit back what we asked for. When we expanded our search to only our soldier and his connections, did a lot of background checking and found what we needed.” 
 
    I feel a sarcastic and not so nice comment on the tip of my tongue. My phone buzzes in my pocket, pulling that thought and phrase away. Logan has sent me a simple text message — ‘Get Here.’ Straightforward and to the point. I show my phone to Marlow and she nods and runs off. 
 
    This case finally seems to be coming together. I love it, but I’m a bit overwhelmed by it. I want this case to stick. I want it all to be black and white. I don’t want anyone walking. Let these bastards who want to try and trim a few years off their sentences with information not wind up becoming informants. This whole thing reeks of lies, greed, power, and innocent blood. Another day in the life of politicians and the top one percent. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Marlow and I make record time getting back to the precinct. The place is busy as hell and we immediately know something’s up. Captain Zeile stands in the corner with a group of Feds. It must be some kind of heated conversation. The new captain’s neck is red, and the FBI Agent has a vein popping out in the center of his forehead. If we weren’t in a hurry, I’d like to watch. See how the new captain handles himself in a pressure cooker situation.  
 
    Marlow pulls me by my left elbow into the elevator. We are headed down into the depths, unsure of what awaits us there. 
 
    The doors slide open revealing more men in black along with a half-dozen plainclothes officers. They start to push their way into the elevator car, barely giving Marlow and myself enough room to exit. The two of us stare at the door. I can’t be sure what she’s thinking, but I feel like I was just on a rush-hour subway at Times Square. Not something I enjoy nor is it something everyone needs to experience. 
 
    “What the hell is going on here?” Marlow asks. Her tone ensures no response from me is necessary.  
 
    Turning our attention to Logan’s domain, every desk is being used and the main front screen has a large listing of names on it. Every tech is chatting on their headset and the cacophony of sound rushes to my ears. The noise is so deafening that I can’t focus on any specific voice or word. Shaking my head, I walk faster into Logan’s office and shut the door after Marlow. 
 
    “I understand, sir.” Logan holds up one finger indicating we need to wait. “My team will keep track of it in real time.” 
 
    He slams the phone down on the desk and rubs his temples. He looks awful, like he hasn’t slept in a week. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” I ask with a little more venom in my voice than I intend. 
 
    “All hell is breaking loose,” he answers as he cracks his neck to the right, then the left. 
 
    “I can see that. Would you mind explaining it, please?” Marlow says, and I hear her ‘mother voice’ come out in full force. 
 
    Logan walks over to the side of his office and pulls up the shades revealing the main floor. He points to the main screen. A name blinks wildly before it is crossed out and dimmed in color. 
 
    “I decoded the entire FBI sheet from the New York area. What you see there is a list of every known associate, employee, parolee involved in the entire scheme. The powers- that-be decided that we weren’t going to vet the list before arresting everyone and anyone on that damn thing. So, since five this morning my team has been tracking, monitoring, and assisting in arresting over one hundred people,” he says. His voice is filled with exhaustion and frustration. 
 
    “How close to the top?” Marlow asks. 
 
    Logan walks back around his desk and falls into his chair. He snaps open his laptop a little harder than necessary. He spins the laptop around showing us a diagram of various boxes too small to read. Marlow leans forward, blocking my view and reads. I see her squint her eyes as she focuses on the screen. 
 
    “Can you make anything out?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah. Lots of names I don’t recognize, several I do, and a lot of empty boxes at the top,” she replies. 
 
    “That’s the long and short of it. We’ve managed to get all of those people on the chart and we’ve organized them by how we assume they connect,” Logan says as he leans back in his chair. “For all we know that chart is flawed and one of the lower guys is actually the head of the whole damn thing.” 
 
    “You don’t believe that,” I say. 
 
    “No. I know the majority of those people are simply hired help,” Logan starts. “They’re the fall guys. Like the TSA agents at the airports, or the guys at the container facility in security. . . they’re the everyday people who kept the operation running at the ground level. Then, you have a lot of names of former politicians from the five boroughs, Long Island. The list up there on the main screen that’s just here in the city. The Feds are handling the other lists, and from what I gather, many of the names appear here and there and everywhere.”  
 
    “Do you think Irving Garrison is the head or not?” I ask. 
 
    “He’s not. Based on his past dealings, financials, and everything else we could dig up. Garrison’s a high-level player, but he’s not the top dog. The money trail is a dead-end in other countries. I can’t tell you where or when it started, but he was brought in around 1989 or 1990. And that’s when his market shares dropped in his own company. Three months later, after being so close to bankruptcy, he suddenly has the capital to get involved with real estate, government fundraisers, and more,” Logan adds quickly. 
 
    “The question is: did he spend his early years doing research on all of these people or did he get pulled into something to get his ass out of trouble?” Marlow asks both of us. 
 
    “Frankie created a psych profile for him back when we were going after his son, Keith.” I say. “He’s a power-hungry man. He’s used to getting his way and doesn’t appreciate anyone rocking the boat. If he was brought into the fold, it had to be on his terms and with his ability to profit from it. Irving Garrison isn’t one to put anyone or anything ahead of his own greed. He’s lost his son to the police, his girlfriend is cleaning up his mess and might turn on him, and his other son is a cop killer on top of that. This has got to be screwing him up mentally.”  
 
    “Add in your vendetta, and he’s got his hands full,” Marlow adds and stares at me. I know how she meant it, but this is neither the time nor place. I’m about to answer her harshly when an alarm sounds on Logan’s computer. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” I ask, as Logan frantically slaps at the keys again. His eyes dart around the screen as a smile slowly forms on his face. He writes something down on a piece of paper and hands it to me. It’s an address in Connecticut. My eyes must convey my confusion because Logan once again wags his finger in front of my face. 
 
    “I had software running in the background, checking all the cameras in the tri-state area. I also did some checking into the security at all the local airports. And then I sent a bulletin to all hotels surrounding the airports, just in case. If anyone saw him nearby they would just have to click a link and type in their location.” 
 
    “So what is it?” I ask, impatiently. 
 
    “It’s the hotel where Emilio Valez is.” 
 
    “Do they know he’s wanted in connection to a few murders?” Marlow asks. 
 
    “No, I just said he was an EDP who was missing from a local hospital. They were told not to contact or speak to the individual.” Logan leans back and smiles. “Now, get on the road before I call this in. Local police will be there before you obviously, but hopefully Agent Karina Marlow can flash her FBI badge and take control of the situation.” He looks at Marlow and snaps his fingers. His phone rings, he waves us off and answers the call. We start to leave as I hear the beginnings of the conversation from Logan to whoever is on the other end. Marlow and I move out in silence. The heaviness of the information we’d just been given weighs on both of us. The case is coming to a head quickly. I’m praying it ends well. Too many people have died already. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The drive is tedious. Marlow and I sit in silence as we try to get out of the city and into Connecticut. Turning left onto Route 5, we see local police stationed all along the street. A small barricade stops us from entering the Airport Inn parking lot. We turn into the parking lot of a building next to it. On the other side of the street we can see cars in the distance. Considering how recently they got the word, I’m impressed by the speed at which they got the roadblocks up. An officer taps on Marlow’s window. She holds her identification badge against the window, ignoring whatever it was the officer is mumbling to her. He nods, points, and waves us in. 
 
    Looking in the side mirror, I see teams of blue moving the barricades further back. I’m sure they want to keep more people from getting into this lot. One look and it’s easy to see this building gives them a perfect place to set up without being seen. The L-shape of the structure allows for them to hide their cars and the command center. Marlow slows the car down to park in a spot next to the building. We exit the vehicle and Marlow goes into power mode instantly. She walks right up to the nearest officer and shows her badge once again. 
 
    “I need to speak to the officer in charge.” 
 
    “Captain Hart, he’s inside the command center.” He points to a large trailer parked alongside the back wall. 
 
    Marlow and I walk over to the black box and knock on the door. It swiftly opens and a man in a white shirt stares at the two of us. His round physique, square-frame glasses, and the sweat on his brow tell us he’s not used to this kind of situation. 
 
    “Captain Hart, I’m Agent Karina Marlow from the FBI and this is Detective Jasmine Steele of the NYPD.” 
 
    “I was told to expect you,” he says and immediately looks calmer. “Come on in.” 
 
    The inside of the trailer looks like a smaller version of a command center for a terrorist attack unit. One side of the trailer is a wall of monitors, manned by three techs wearing headsets, ready to pass along information. Their eyes diligently watch various images, some infrared, to get a better idea of the civilian situation. 
 
    “Where do we stand?” Marlow asks. 
 
    “What we know right now is that Valez checked into a hotel room at 1:30 this afternoon. We’ve been told it’s a room at the back of the hotel so he shouldn’t be able to see the road or our cars.” 
 
    “Or us if we have to come from the front side,” I say to Marlow. I can see the gears working in her head as to how to approach this. 
 
    “Anything else?” she asks. 
 
    “We’ve blocked off traffic as far as we can. The surrounding buildings have been evacuated as well as many as we could get to in the hotel with our plainclothes officers. Other than that, we were told to wait for you and Detective Steele.” He places his thumbs in his belt and shrugs. 
 
    “Can we bring up a satellite map of the area?” 
 
    “Sure.” Captain Hart leans on the shoulder of the tech in front of him. The man nods and begins typing away. In a matter of seconds we have an overhead view of the hotel courtesy of Google Maps. 
 
    “As you can see, there’s four buildings. The one in the lowest right corner of the land is towards that grove of trees. We tapped on the windows of all inhabitants and told them to vacate. We asked them to leave their cars so that it didn’t look like a mass exodus.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I say, as the captain points to the next building.  
 
    “The building closest to it — this L-shaped one —” Hart says “is under renovation so it was already empty. The building directly off the road in front of that L-shaped one is the main office. They’re keeping us posted if Valez comes in or calls for anything from room service. The final building at the top shaped like an S is where he’s staying. He asked for a room in the back closest to the tree line. We’re assuming that’s in case he has to run — he’d want cover.” 
 
    The captain points to the line of trees outside of the building. My eyes move to the right of his hand and notice an open green space similar to a golf course and then another set of trees, beyond that there’s a highway and a densely forested area. If he manages to get away from us, we could lose him in the woods or in the house of an innocent homeowner. 
 
    “We can’t let him get out of the hotel. If he gets through us and into those trees . . . ” I start. 
 
    “He could end up anywhere,” Hart says. “This is a small town. The people here are calm and trusting. We don’t lock our doors at night, and Valez could hurt any one of them on the way out of town.” 
 
    “Is there a way to alert the local people without tipping off our perp?” I ask. 
 
    “We have the emergency alert system, but we don’t have a way to remove specific buildings from the broadcast. We would have to cut the connection to the hotel and hope he doesn’t notice his television going dead,” the captain says. 
 
    “It’s a risk I’m willing to take. We can’t have any innocents getting hurt. Call the front office and see if they can turn off the feed for the television and let the emergency network do their thing,” Marlow says as I stare at the map. I notice a small building north of the hotel with no description. 
 
    “What’s that building there?” I point to the map and the tech zooms in. Childcare Center pops up on the screen and my heart sinks. We have children in the area. “We need to evacuate that place now.” 
 
    Hart talks to an officer behind him. The man flies out the door before I can read his name off his uniform. I assume they’ll call the team on the other side of the roadblock. They wouldn’t want to risk being seen.  
 
    “So how do we handle this?” I ask Marlow. 
 
    “We have the element of surprise for now, but that won’t last long. It might not even be to our advantage right now. The question is, do we care how we bring him in?” she asks. 
 
    “You mean dead or alive?” I ask, and she locks eyes with me. “I want him alive. He needs to face a judge, but more importantly he might have information for us.” 
 
    “Then we hit him head on. We call his room and we try to get him to talk. We place officers at the tree line to cut him off, and if forced to, we shoot to slow him down. If he can’t be subdued and poses a direct threat. . . ” Marlow pauses and looks at the monitors in front of her. “Shoot to kill.” 
 
    Captain Hart grabs a phone off the wall of the command center. He punches in the hotel’s number. 
 
    “This is Captain Hart, connect me to Mr. Valez’s room.” He simple says before holding the phone out to Marlow. 
 
    “You have a history with him, you talk.” She grabs the receiver and tilts it with the receiver facing the ceiling. I lean in, getting as close as possible to hear the other side of the conversation. We don’t have the ability to put it on speaker phone so this is going to have to do. 
 
    “Hello,” the boyish voice radiates through the phone.  
 
    “Mr. Winslow? This is Detective Steele.” Thoughts flood my mind as to what he’s going to ask me. How did I find him? What do I want? There are so many things that can trigger him to run, guns blazing toward the trees. He’s already killed an officer, possibly more if he was behind the game store bombing. The acid in my stomach starts to bubble up my throat. 
 
    “Yes, detective, how can I help you?” The innocent voice causes the hair on the back of my neck to stand up. 
 
    “We’ve been investigating your work associates murder for some time now, and I know that Captain Udall said he would keep you safe. He passed away recently, and I felt it was my responsibility to take over that job.” I roll my eyes at no one in particular. What the hell was I saying? He knows this is bullshit, I can hear it in his tone. He’s playing it safe and waiting for me to make the first mistake. 
 
    “I see.” His voice drops a bit, and I hear some muffled noise in the background. I grab Marlow’s hand and shake her a bit. She leans back and looks at me. I mouth ‘Running’ and she immediately understands what I said.  
 
    “Tucker?” I ask. 
 
    No response. 
 
    One of the techs raises his hand in the air to get our attention. His screen very clearly shows Emilio walking outside of his hotel room. I drop the phone and run out of the trailer with Marlow right behind me. Grabbing my gun, we round the side of the building. 
 
    “We’re sitting ducks if we come straight at him. If he turns the corner he has a clear shot and a vest isn’t going to stop a headshot,” I say to Marlow, and she weighs our options. We’re stuck here until the other officers do the job. Not ideal, but it’s our reality. 
 
    “Suspect is leaving the hotel room,” one of the officer’s walkie-talkies springs to life. “Heading down the stairs on the north side of the building. Waiting to engage.” 
 
    I tap Marlow on the shoulder. I motion to run around the building and head for the action. If he’s on the north side, he won’t have a shot. The two of us set up with our guns raised and hurry across the lot to the first building. 
 
    “Get down!” I hear an officer shout from the side of the building. Marlow and I continue to move forward. “Police, get down!” The same voice screams again. It’s obvious Emilio isn’t about to listen. 
 
    Marlow and I turn the corner and face the building with Valez’s hotel room. One shot echoes across the area. Marlow and I run full speed to find safety against the building. Another shot rings out and I hear glass shattering. Looking around the corner of the brick building, I see Valez leaning against a car. Officers block the parking lot and the tree line. His only path is to go back up the stairs and possibly commit suicide.  
 
    I walk away from Marlow and up the back stairs. If he rushes up the stairs, I’ll meet him. I hear Marlow screaming after me in a hushed tone. I quietly move up the stairs and lean against the door. I curse myself for not having anything to check around the corner. I slowly lean out from my safe haven just in time to see Emilio’s back to me as he shoots wildly. I raise my gun to shoot and aim at his knee before thinking better of it. If I shoot him, he goes to the hospital, and if Marlow wants to bring him in — he can’t be harmed.  
 
    I take a deep breath and silently start running towards him. He turns around as I’m rushing at him full speed. His arm moves upwards, gun in his hand. This was a stupid idea, but I’m all in now. I slam into him full force, knocking his body hard to the ground and dislodging the gun from his hands. It slides along the walkway as I feel a knee come up into my side. The pain shoots through me hard and fast and a gasp of air exits my lungs. My forearm presses firmly on his throat, trying to force him to stop. Another jab into my rib cage and I’m sure I’m going to breath shallow breaths for a few hours. His fists hit anything they can come in contact with. The kid is bigger than me. Nothing I can do but hold on and keep him struggling to breathe. 
 
    I hear footsteps on the stairs, and the sound of the military grade boots at full speed. It’s not long before I hear various clicks of metal and screaming orders. I feel metal in my hand as someone hands me a set of handcuffs. An officer comes to the side of me, once I get off he forces Valez face down on the walkway. Pressing my knee hard into his back to keep him in one place, I cuff his left hand hard. 
 
    “Emilio Valez, you are under arrest for the murder of Captain Tyler Udall. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided for you. Do you understand these rights as I have said them to you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You want to tell me what the hell happened?” I ask. 
 
    “With what?” He asks. 
 
    “Everything?” I pull him up and look into his eyes. They dart around taking in the scene but slow down to rest solely on me. Realization of what I’m asking is sinking in. He smiles slowly and confidently. 
 
    “I’d like a lawyer.” That ends any chance I have of him speaking. Damn law says that anything he tells me from now on is inadmissible in court. I know if I ask him anything now he would be truthful. I also know everyone here would deny he asked for a lawyer. He shot at us and is now smiling — we’d all lie to get justice. Tyler Udall wouldn’t do it that way. And neither will I. 
 
    I push him against the wall hard. My hands fly around his body, frisking him for any other weapons than the gun Marlow is currently bagging up as evidence. I feel a hard object in his chest pocket.  
 
    “Officer, a bag please.” The officer hands me a small plastic bag. I turn it inside out and enter the pocket carefully. I pull out a knife. Dried blood in the handle. Carefully, I turn the bag right-side-out to prevent contamination from my skin. I wonder if it’s the captain’s blood. He stares at me as I do this. His eyes vacant, almost sad. I’m not sure if he’s sad he got caught or for what he did. I complete my frisk and find nothing else. I push him towards the stairs, back to the cruiser and New York City. Marlow thanks the local police as she follows behind me. I don’t know if he’s going to talk, but it is going to be a long ride back to the city. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    After a long, silent trip back to the city, Marlow and I would rather call it a day, but the new captain is up our ass. We pull into a reserved parking spot and lean back in the car seats. I’m so tired. Between the letdown from the adrenaline rush and our inability to get Emilio Valez to talk, I don’t have the want or energy to deal with anything else today. Marlow turns the engine off and looks over at me. Her skin is pale, almost gray and her hair is all over the place. We look like a haggard set of crazed fools. 
 
    We drag ourselves into the conference room. Logan, Victor, Lillian Brown, and Captain Zeile are already there waiting. I have no idea why the entire team needs to be here. We’ll give Brown the gun, but there’s no new dead body to autopsy. I don’t get this whole ‘huddle the whole team together’ thing at work. I prefer my living room without a captain overseeing how we decipher things. He also wouldn’t get to see how often we throw shit out our asses to try to make sense of randomness. Plus, there’s alcohol and pizza with bacon and we don’t like to share. 
 
    “Detective Steele, Agent Marlow, thank you for making such good time. I know you two must be exhausted.” 
 
    We silently plop into chairs at the large mahogany conference table. Logan jumps to his feet and rushes behind us. Before I can register what has happened or ask why, there are two cups of steaming coffee on the table in front of each of us. Logan smiles at me before sitting back down. He knows this case is heading to its climax, and Frankie will soon be home. Then, it’s withdrawal and herbal tea for me. 
 
    “Now that we’re all here, get me up to speed,” Zeile says, mostly to me and Marlow. 
 
    “We recovered this M9 at the hotel when we arrested Emilio Valez.” Marlow places the gun, still in its collection bag, on the table. “Doctor Brown should be able to run a ballistics test to verify if it’s a match to the previous cases.” 
 
    I set the knife in the plastic bag on the table next to the gun. “I found this in his pocket. It was bagged and tagged like the gun, so there shouldn’t be any contaminants.” I say. 
 
    “Shouldn’t be?” Brown asks. 
 
    “We did everything by the book, doctor. We’re just both very tired.” Marlow answers for me. 
 
    “Valez go to central booking?” 
 
    “Yes sir, we brought him straight to Rikers Island. He was processed and is being held there until arraignment,” I say. 
 
    “Did you get anything out of him on the way back?” 
 
    “Not a peep. At the motel he asked for a lawyer in front of several witnesses. He should have a public defender later today. We can interrogate him then,” Marlow says. 
 
    “Doctor Brown, would you please take the two items and start your analysis? And make sure they are entered correctly into the database. You can box them up as well.” 
 
    “I’ll let you know what I find.” Brown stands, grabs the two, sealed evidence bags and heads out the door on a mission. It seems like everyone is on edge with this new leader of ours.  
 
    “Victor, anything else to add?” 
 
    Victor looks around the room, confusion on his face. He’s already submitted his reports on all the victims. I’m sure Zeile has read it more than once. His question to Victor makes me uneasy, but I can’t say why exactly.  
 
    “Not really, no. Autopsies are done, evidence cataloged, reports written and filed.” 
 
    “Very well. Thank you for your time.” 
 
    Victor stands and walks to the door. 
 
    “On your way down, please let Doctor Brown know that I’m having Valez’s clothing brought over from Rikers. I want a full workup on everything. I know she’s got a great staff, but if you’re not busy feel free to step in and assist her. This case is all hands on deck,” Zeile says as he spins his chair to face the door. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Victor says with a smile as he exits the conference room. It’s just the three of us and the boss now.  
 
    “I’ve noticed a spike in online chatter about Garrison’s money,” Logan says. “I keep trying to trace where these payments originated from, but the feeds bounce all over the place before they randomly end somewhere. One ended in the middle of the Bermuda Triangle in the water. We know he’s funneled money as well as his earnings from his business. We know he’s the money man who pays the employees.”  
 
    “For all we know there are multiple Garrison-level people all over the world. If we are thinking full-out conspiracy, this could be a global thing with a group of people running the show,” Marlow mumbles as she sips her coffee. 
 
    “She has a point,” I add before Zeile can speak. “I hate Garrison as much as the next guy, but we know he is a small cog in a bigger machine. How big, who it involves, and what its main purpose is. . . unknown. Personally, I don’t care. We have to focus on the main people we are able to arrest and prosecute. Let Marlow and her team handle the rest. Right now we need to get Alexa Valez and Garrison.”  
 
    “How do you plan on doing that?” Zeile asks.  
 
    “Irving Garrison has been underground for months,” Logan says. “No one’s seen him. There’s no activity on any of his accounts or credit cards. All his cars and real estate holdings are being watched. Nothing’s doing. It’s like he vanished into cyberspace somewhere. I’ve gone online, sent out BOLOs, searched hours of video footage, and he’s not on it. No airports or bus terminals. I don’t know how the hell he managed to run.” 
 
    “I know it hasn’t been very long, but he has to be somewhere,” Zeile says “A man that high profile doesn’t simply disappear. He has to have help. One way or another his face will pop up again and when it does — we’ll be waiting. In the meantime Logan, keep digging into everything you can. The rest of your team is gonna be busy vetting all of the arrests, so you’re on your own for now. Just keep working.” 
 
    Logan nods his head, stands up, and walks out.  
 
    “We’ve got Alexa’s son,” Marlow starts “And while it’s a long shot — the longest of shots, really — she might be willing to come in when the news runs the story. If she calls, we might be able to get her to flip on Garrison in exchange for immunity and a new identity. All lines of communication are remaining open, but it really is in her court.” Marlow tries unsuccessfully to hide a yawn. Captain Zeile opens a file and slides each of us a piece of paper. There is a name on the piece of paper, but no image, and no more detail. 
 
    “Aneesa Arias? Who’s this?” I ask.  
 
    “She’s one of the women recently apprehended in the raids. She was released a few hours later; Feds are quiet on why. She was previously convicted of fraud and served 30 months in federal prison. She worked closely with Valez as she was—get this—her aunt. We tried to get more information, but she was less than helpful.” 
 
    “Considering the situation, I’m not surprised at her lack of help. How is it we’re just finding out about their relationship now?” I ask. 
 
    “She’s married, two kids, and never went by to her maiden name. She also happens to have been born here and not in Puerto Rico. Even her crime wasn’t connected back to the Garrison family until we dug into his financials. Without the decoded list, the connection might never have been found,” Zeile states dryly. 
 
    I look over her name. “Aneesa Arias,” I say, more to myself than anyone else. 
 
    “Do you know her?” Zeile asks me. 
 
    “No, but the Cap,” I stop myself. “Captain Udall had an appointment scheduled with the initials AA and BD. If this is who he was meeting, her reluctance to help makes sense.” 
 
    “So we go talk to the aunt.” Marlow rubs her eyes and blinks several times. 
 
    “I suggest the two of you grab a few hours shuteye downstairs before heading to Rikers. Emilio Valez has to know something. I’ll let the District Attorney know we’re talking to him. Keep the lines of communication open. Have to give them the feeling of transparency,” he says. 
 
    “He’s going to want a deal,” I say. 
 
    “Well then,” Zeile says as he stands and straightens his tie, “Tell him you’ll see what you can do. He’ll have a lawyer with him. It’s his job to decipher your promises. After you’re done there, go grab lunch at Alexa Valez’s aunt’s diner. See if she’s willing to chat with the two of you.” 
 
    He leaves Marlow and I sitting at the table, both of us half out of it. She looks down at her coffee and yawns loudly, and I can’t help but laugh out loud at her. It’s been that kind of thirty-six hours. We’ve been running non-stop since yesterday morning. Time to crash in the smelly pit of metal bunk beds for a few hours. Then shower and put on the same clothes from the night before. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Three hours in a room that reminds me of college. Three hours with my eyes closed begging for some rest. Three hours feeling life seeping into my dream world. At what point do dreams spill over into the conscious plane? When do the nightmares of sleep begin to seep into the ether around you? It’s times like these, when I need to rest that my mind is a torrent of activity. To shut it down is paramount to putting a bullet in my head. Three hours of silence . . . it was pure torture. 
 
    “We’re here,” Marlow says from the driver’s seat. Our trip through the city passed me by like a blur, in a blink of an eye. Looking around, I see the buildings directly in front of us. Marlow crossed the bridge into Rikers Island without having to take the bus. How did that happen? 
 
    “No bus?” 
 
    “FBI doesn’t have to play park ‘n ride. I know that’s how it’s done for everyone else around here, but we’ve got priority right now.” She exits the vehicle and I slowly follow. 
 
    “Frankie interviewed here once,” I say as I take in the surroundings. 
 
    “And?” Marlow asks, truly interested as we walk through cars on our way to the holding cells. 
 
    “There was a riot the day she interviewed, so one of the other medical personnel had to pick her up by the shuttle buses. She said security was really tight and the only thing keeping you from the inmates was a thick door with metal on the glass. She wasn’t too fond of the layout, walking a mile to the cells, which was scary since there had been a riot that very morning. The staff irritated her, too. Something about saying everyone was guilty regardless of their mental capacity. She never was one for quick judgments. Hell, she still yells at me for jumping to conclusions, so you can imagine how she feels about grouping people together instead of case-by-case.” 
 
    I smile, thinking about our conversations gone by. I really miss my family. 
 
    “I can’t wait to meet this girl of yours. If she’s anything like you say, we’ll get along just fine,” Marlow says. She pulls open the door of a large brick building, and I walk inside and am struck by the contrast, by the lack of light. The fluorescents flicker from old fixtures attached to the ceiling. Metal bars on everything. Cold, bleak, and dreary smacks you in the face just inches within the first door. 
 
    An officer taps on a window at the end of the small entryway. We both walk over and she points to a sign above the barrier. It reads ‘Present ID for Entry’. A metal drawer pops out from the wall and the two of us place our badges inside. The woman closes it hard and grabs both items quickly. Her eyes dart from the identifications up to our faces. I’m sure they get several hundred people through these doors on a daily basis, but Fort Knox it isn’t. Sadly, that is the nature of the beast. Every time you try to make something more secure, you open up more vulnerabilities. Just looking around the room, I can easily see a few. 
 
    The drawer flies open with our badges inside. We take them back and a loud buzzing sound greets our ears. A door to our right clicks open. The two of us walks through it and there stands two more officers and a metal detector. Removing all metal, we walk through the machines with ease. One final window at the end, we sign in and leave our weapons locked up. Can’t have an inmate taking control of the situation and being armed. 
 
    Finally, after walking through a maze of tunnels, doors, and metal bars, we end up in an interview room. The heavy door locks as it closes. One metal table, bolted to the floor. Minimal light. Dark, chipped paint all over the cinder block walls. I grab one metal chair and find it moves with ease. Thankfully, it isn’t bolted down. There are two odd metal hoops on the table. I assume to attach handcuffs to. 
 
    One wall has the two-way mirror within it. I’m sure there will be a few officers in there making sure we don’t say or do anything detrimental to their jobs. We step out of line, the lawyer won’t have to put us back before they do. Can’t blame them. They’re outnumbered and work hard to keep some kind of peace. 
 
    The door opens and a young woman walks in. Her outfit clean and newly pressed. Her shoes shine and she carries a very expensive-looking briefcase. She sets it on the desk and looks up at Marlow and myself. She smirks as she pulls the chair out and sits down. A few seconds later, the door opens again and Emilio Valez enters. With each step he drags the ankle chains along the floor. A longer chain connects a set of chains around his wrists. His hands look red and irritated. The officers push him in a chair and attach his chains to the hooks on the table. Marlow and I sit in chairs across from them. 
 
    “My client is here as a courtesy,” the woman says. 
 
    “Courtesy or not, he’s not going anywhere for a long time,” Marlow replies and smiles coldly back at her. 
 
    “If that’s the case, then he’ll be going back to his cell,” his lawyer says. 
 
    “My gut said you were innocent from the very beginning,” I say. “How did I get it so wrong? Was it how shocked you seemed? How you manipulated everyone? I can’t put my finger on it.” 
 
    “It was easy,” Emilio starts. His lawyer places her hand on his forearm and whispers something to him. 
 
    “We’ll talk, but we want a deal,” she says.  
 
    “He murdered at least one cop,” I say. “A well-respected captain in the NYPD. You’ll be lucky if he gets a chance at parole.” I’m not going to sugarcoat it or try to lie and not get caught. Based on everything we know about this kid, which isn’t much, he knows killing a cop was a deal breaker. I’m sure he could plead down the murders of his friends at work, or even the drug deals but not the other murders. 
 
    “Who needs parole?” He speaks up. His lawyer leans over again but he stares right at me instead. “She can’t do anything to me now can she?” He replies to his counsel while staring at me. 
 
    “What do you want, Emilio?” Marlow asks. 
 
    “Tell me detective, does your nephew still play shooter games? Does he beat you? How’s his aim? I’m sure in the game it’s pretty good, but if it meant his life . . . ” Emilio smiles at me and I feel a shift in the room. 
 
    “It wouldn’t get that far,” I reply. 
 
    “Oh yes, because his auntie would shoot me down in cold blood. Wouldn’t you?” His eyes are dead, almost vacant and unrelenting. There’s a chill starting at the base of my skull slowly radiating down my spine. This is not the game I was expecting or wanting to play. 
 
    “Without a second thought,” I say, trying to stop the stutter that wants to come out. 
 
    “Why don’t we let these two women leave us alone. I’m sure we can have a much nicer conversation without them,” he says and leans back as far as the chains will allow him. 
 
    “I have to advise against that,” the woman speaks up again. 
 
    “I agree with her,” Marlow interjects quickly. 
 
    “It’s fine. You two can stay on the other side of the glass with the rest of them.” I say as Marlow looks at me in disbelief. I’ll be stuck in a room with a man chained to a table. He might be attached to the metal, but the nightmares he can create go far beyond this room. As the two women leave, a creeping fear slowly begins to take hold. I’ve been in hundreds of interview rooms and this is something I’ve never felt before. God, I wish Frankie was here right now. The door slams shut, and I bounce a bit in my chair from the suddenness of the sound. 
 
    “Detective Jasmine Steele, can I call you Jasmine?” 
 
    “No,” I say. “And I’ll be the one asking the ques—”  
 
    “Oh come on now, Jasmine. That isn’t the way to get what you came here for.” His smile unnerves me. 
 
    “Where is your mother?” I ask simply. 
 
    “Wherever she is,” he replies coldly. 
 
    “Let’s talk about the video store.” 
 
    “Let’s.” He leans back, a smirk never leaving his face. 
 
    “Did you kill the employees you worked with?” I ask, trying to change the subject. 
 
    “Of course I did. Did you enjoy the fireworks? Heard you had a bit of hearing trouble after.” he replies again. 
 
    “An officer died in your fireworks.” I add. 
 
    “Collateral damage in our line of work is always a possibility.” His smooth voice causes the hairs on my arms to stand up. 
 
    “Why did you torture the victims?” I follow up quickly. 
 
    “They refused to do as they were told. They ignored my calls. There was a pickup and they weren’t doing their job. I found them fucking on the back room desk. If that was more important than my work, then they deserved to be punished.” 
 
    “But why not just kill them? Why torture them?” I ask again. 
 
    “Jasmine, sometimes it’s not ‘why’ the kill, but the ‘how’ of death. I wanted to see how far the body could go. How would the blood spray? The body and all its inner workings is rather fascinating. It was also a message to the others. Needed to get some folk’s attention. No more deviating from the path,” he says, his tone never shifting. 
 
    “Others?” 
 
    “There are always others around the state, country, you name it. You didn’t just think this one little store was the beginning and end all did you? Come on now, Jasmine, you’re smarter than that.” 
 
    He snickers. “Where is your mother?” I try again. 
 
    “He didn’t scream you know. Your captain? I half expected him to. I guess I cut his throat a little too deep. He just gurgled. It was sad, really. Such a strong and powerful opponent knocked down to such a small, childlike sound. I expected more.” His monotonous tone makes the hairs on my arm stand up. I want to reach across the table, grab his shirt, and slam his head into the table. I want him to feel the pain he has caused so many people. 
 
    “Why did you kill him?” My voice wavers a bit, and Emilio picks up on it and smiles at me. He senses weakness. 
 
    “Why does a bear kill salmon when they head upstream? It’s how they stay alive. He was catching up to me, and I figured what’s the worst that could happen? It doesn’t matter now anyway.” 
 
    “You’re openly admitting to killing them all?” I say, looking for him to accept the murders. 
 
    “How many is all, Jasmine? You begin to lose count after a while. Some you remember like a beautiful sunny day, but most fade into the nothingness of desire as their life pours out of their skin.” 
 
    He leans forward and gets as close as humanly possible to me. “I would have loved to watch your girlfriend bleed beneath me. Maybe let your nephew play his games while she begged for release. You couldn’t draw your gun fast enough, Jasmine. That’s what you don’t understand. You might try and catch everyone in every case that comes across your desk, but someone like me will always be out there waiting,” he says calmly. 
 
    I look him over once more. His eyes burn into mine, and his body appears relaxed and loose. This is the true Emilio Valez. He’s a psychopath. He manipulated everyone and we fell for it. I push my chair back. 
 
    “No, wait, Jasmine, leaving so soon? C’mon, stay and chat.” His monotonous voice taunts me. 
 
     I stand, ignoring his pleas to talk more. I bang on the door and within seconds it opens. I walk out the door quickly, without a second thought. I hear Emilio screaming after me. His voice echoes around me but the words never reach my mind. It no longer matters what he says. He has no desire to help us catch his mother. We’re a means to distraction, and I don’t want to play anymore. 
 
    Marlow pops out into the hallway and looks at my face. Her mouth moves, but I just close my eyes. I need to manage the emotions swirling within me before I can speak. The only way to erase the image of Frankie bleeding out is to close this case. 
 
    “Brooklyn,” I say as I head down the hallway. Marlow nods and walks beside me. I don’t know if she’s ever faced someone like Emilio. I’ve been played and it feels like shit. My gut let me down. It won’t happen again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sounds of a local diner, something my mother and I used to enjoy. The two of us, if not at a Starbucks, would sit over eggs and bacon discussing what was new with us. It was something I always looked forward to and miss so much. Watching the waitresses flying around the room, ensuring coffee cups are filled, plates are removed quickly to stay on top of everything. It’s organized chaos. Sitting at the counter, a cup of warm coffee in my hand, I try and absorb the environment. I let the warmth of my memories bring me some strength before facing the rest of my day. I hear Marlow talking to the waitress. She’s probably asking for Arias. 
 
    “Sure honey, wait one minute,” I hear the waitress say in response. I enjoy a few more seconds of my personal peace, before shutting everything off and entering work mode. Sad thing to do, but no human being can really handle this much death and not have an off switch. 
 
    An older Hispanic woman walks over towards us. She politely refills my coffee cup and looks at Marlow. The agent nods and is rewarded with freshly brewed coffee poured into her half-empty mug. 
 
    “I know you ladies aren’t here for our pie. How can I help you?” She says and sets the pot down on the counter. 
 
    “Are you Aneesa Arias?” I ask quietly as to not disrupt the other patrons or cause a scene. 
 
    “Yes, I am. If this has anything to do with yesterday, just forget it. I have a lawyer and if I need to, I will call him.” she replies. Her face is calm and her voice strong and determined. 
 
    “Not at all, ma’am,” Marlow says and raises her hands in a show of submission. 
 
    “We aren’t here for anything you’ve done in the past, Mrs. Arias. I’m curious if you were planning on meeting Captain Tyler Udall?” Her face changes when I mention his name. There’s no doubt in my mind she meant to meet him. 
 
    “Terrible thing, what happened to him,” she says quietly. She refills my half empty cup of coffee. 
 
    “Would you tell us what he wanted with you?” Marlow asks. 
 
    “Probably the same as you. My niece Alexa.” 
 
    “From the information we’ve managed to gather, the Garrison and Valez families are rather dangerous. Why come forward?” 
 
    “Before he was killed, Tyler promised to help my daughter. She’s got in with a bad crowd and can’t get out. I just wanted to get her into a rehab we could afford.” 
 
    There’s an ache and a helplessness in her voice that any parent would understand. We’d put ourselves in front of a moving train to help our kids. 
 
    “I promise to do the best I can to help you, if you can tell us what you know,” I say, before sipping some of my coffee. 
 
    “I don’t exactly know what to tell you, truthfully. She’s my niece. She got involved with the wrong crowd like my daughter. She pulled us all into it and now it’s finally crashing down,” she replies. Her hand shakes as she picks up the pot to place it back on the warming plate. 
 
    “I understand that, ma’am,” Marlow says. “We were just hoping you could tell us more about her. Maybe there is something in her childhood we missed. Anything that seems unimportant to you, could be vital to us.” 
 
    The woman turns around again and closes her eyes. I see the strain of years of hard work written on her face. Her crow’s feet deep and well-worn. The darkness under her eyes from lack of sleep. The slight hint of gray at her hairline. She’s a woman who, based on everything I’ve read, has struggled to survive. She turned her life around when she got married. She has a son and a daughter; I hope she’ll fight to do what’s right now. Live by example and not hide from these people. We can’t offer her much, but I pray the desire for justice is enough. 
 
    “Give me a minute and we’ll talk in the corner by the restrooms. I can’t promise you anything, but I’ll tell you what I know.” She walks away from us. Marlow and I walk over to the area by the restroom. We grab a secluded table that is hidden from most of the patrons and settle in. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Marlow asks me. It takes everything not to laugh since my instincts seem to have taken a vacation during this case. “One mistake doesn’t negate your feelings,” she says, forcing me to stop my self-deprecation. 
 
    “She’s been around the block. Either of her own volition or someone else’s doing. She looks older than she is, was struggling with her right arm, and she stands slightly hunched forward. Probably the years of hard work in here,” I say simply, not giving anything away. 
 
    “Thanks for the physical evaluation, but I was hoping to discuss more than that,” Marlow says, as she sips her coffee. 
 
    “She’s angry,” I say. “Probably at the police for yesterday’s incident, but it could be deeper than that. She seems family-oriented; she’s got a necklace around her neck with initials kid charms with gemstones in them. Maybe they’re her children. Either way, she moves forward in her life and here we are dragging her backwards. I can’t blame her for being edgy. Your take?”  
 
    “She’s tired. Like you said, we’re bringing up her past and it could be causing issues in her life. One way or another, she might be willing to talk simply to get us all the hell out of her face.”  
 
    Aneesa walks over and politely sits down. Her cup is piled high with a large cone of whipped cream on top. She takes the spoon from the table, scoops up a small amount, and sticks it in her mouth. 
 
    “Had to give up coffee so many years ago. Found a love for hot chocolate that I never had before. I blame my husband for the whipped cream part, but it’s something we share to this day,” she says as she takes another spoonful in her mouth. “Alexa never liked something like this. Felt it was a waste of time. Even when she was little, everything was fast-paced and organized. She once cleaned up my kitchen. I couldn’t find my measuring spoons for weeks.” 
 
    “Sounds like a normal kid,” I add to the conversation, hoping to keep her moving on the same train of thought. 
 
    “I never asked your names.” Aneesa says as her eyes focus on the cup in front of her. 
 
    “I’m Detective Steele and this is Agent Marlow.” I answer. 
 
    “Feds working with the locals. My niece must be hitting the shit hard.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Marlow asks. 
 
    “She was such a love when she was younger. Sure, she had some issues, especially with the cleaning, planning, and making us all follow a list thing, but she had such a big heart. Her daddy, he was a mess when he got into a bottle. Got himself mixed up with the wrong people.” 
 
    “We know her father was a trafficker. She used drugs and alcohol when she was a teenager,” I say. My hope is she’ll move the memories a little closer to the present. 
 
    “Her daddy had a shipping boat.” Aneesa says. “He would take frequent trips to New York, make deliveries in Brooklyn, and come back down. He was constantly on the water and made a good living, but then he started having issues making his times. Was late and started losing clients. Turned out he was drinking on his runs and got caught by the Coast Guard. When he finally returned home, he was penniless and had a family to support. He made deals with the locals and started running drugs.” 
 
    “He was a boat runner?” Marlow asks, for clarification. 
 
    “Yes, if they couldn’t get the drugs to Miami, Alexa’s father would ship it direct to New York. He always made the run so no one was the wiser. Not to mention the amount of drugs in Puerto Rico was so abundant, it was easy to get it off the islands.” 
 
    “Did he ever start using?” I ask. 
 
    “No, he was a liquor man. Always at the bottom of a bottle. He could drink a paycheck in a few hours. It was a talent in his mind, I’m sure. The men would have killed him if he dabbled in the cargo. My sister told me he was drinking more than he made. We both assumed he started skimming off the top and selling on his own.” 
 
    She takes a sip full of whipped-cream-infused hot chocolate. “She was scared for her and Alexa. We started planning a way to get them out of the house and to the mainland.” 
 
    “We know Alexa was taken, so she never made it to the continental United States. Can you tell us what happened?” Marlow asks. 
 
    “My sister called me on the phone. He was drunk and yelling at them again. I told her to pack and come over. We would all share a room and figure it out. Maybe get police protection if we could. She said she would come when I heard a loud bang. The police said that must have been when they knocked the door down. I heard my sister screaming for her life and then two shots. Her voice never came back over the phone again. Alexa, she screamed for her daddy, and I heard him slurring his words. He begged them to leave his little girl alone.” 
 
    “Did you call the police?” 
 
    “My neighbor had come over when she heard me yelling into the phone. She called,” Aneesa says, her eyes glossy. “I heard them, making all that noise. I know what they were doing to her. I heard her father whimpering like a fool, doing nothing but watching. I knew my niece would never be the same again.” 
 
    “Did you expect them to take her?” I ask. 
 
    “No, that was a surprise. I expected to find them all dead, but the man in charge that day liked her. He took her under his wing, used her body, and taught her how to play the game.” 
 
    “When did she meet Irving Garrison?” Marlow asks. 
 
    “I’m not sure. I felt the pressure of the local gangs coming for me. They knew I was related, so I fled to the mainland on a boat. I fought my way through hard times and started working here,” she says as she plays with her mug. 
 
    “But Alexa found you,” I say, stating the obvious. 
 
    “Yes. She had a young boy in her arms. I told her I wanted nothing to do with whatever she was into.” 
 
    “But you did it anyway,” Marlow adds and Aneesa nods. 
 
    “She dropped an envelope in front of me. There was so much cash in bills I had never seen before. I was desperate and behind on my rent. She promised I wouldn’t have to hurt anyone, just get information to and from specific locations. I didn’t know some of the documents I was delivering were forged, but I always knew it wasn’t legal.” 
 
    “Did you ever meet Irving Garrison?” I ask. 
 
    “Once. He was playing with Emilio on the floor of Alexa’s apartment at the time. Real fatherly. Told me about his other son in the police academy. Said he was very thankful for all my hard work. Made the hair on my neck stand up. He shook my hand so firm he almost broke my fingers. Swore if I ever saw him again, I’d look the other way.” 
 
    “Is that why you never mentioned this to the police officers?” Marlow asks as she scribbles notes on a pad in front of her. 
 
    “My little time working with them got me a sentence. I was going to prison for fraud, Agent Marlow. I didn’t know how long I’d be in prison, but I knew Alexa and her boyfriend didn’t play games. That handshake was enough of a warning. I kept my mouth shut and did my time. When I got out, thankfully my job and apartment were still here waiting.” 
 
    She sighs loudly. “I’m sure they had something to do with it, but I didn’t want to know. I just wanted to go back to my old life.” 
 
    “I understand. Can you tell me more about this place in Brooklyn?” I ask, going back to an earlier point in the conversation. 
 
    “Building 820 in the Navy Yard. It’s a massive open warehouse where I did most of my pick-ups. They had containers in there filled with whatever they smuggled. They had rows of rooms along one wall and lots and lots of people working there, like it was a normal storage place. I swear if I knew there were people in those things, I would have called the cops right then,” she says, her voice rising in fear. 
 
    “I don’t doubt that, Aneesa, and it’s okay. You said it yourself, you were in deep and needed the cash. We’re not here to bust you on anything. We just need to know everything you remember,” I say. 
 
    “It should be empty now. Cops seized most of the stuff when they shut him down. That’s what the papers say anyway. Can’t trust much of nothing from them,” she finishes. 
 
    “Does Irving Garrison strike you as the kind of guy who’d just abandon a warehouse?” I ask Marlow. 
 
    “I didn’t know him well enough. I do know if there was an inkling of a raid he had a plan. There were escape routes, meet up points, weapons at the ready. I doubt he would hide there though. He’d rarely be there and Alexa was in charge most of the time.” Her eyes widen as she understands what I’m asking. The two of us stand up. I open my wallet and give Aneesa a twenty dollar bill and my card. “Detective, my niece isn’t perfect, but please don’t kill her.” She begs. 
 
    “If something happens, you call me.” 
 
    The two of us sprint out the door, and I frantically dial Zeile’s direct line. After three rings, he finally picks up and answers with a chipper voice. 
 
    “Captain Zeile speaking.” 
 
    “Cap, it’s Steele. We have some information about an old warehouse of Garrison’s in the Brooklyn Navy Yard. Marlow and I are in route, but we need backup just in case. Have Logan access satellites and do a heat image of the area. See if anyone’s in there.” 
 
    “Brooklyn Navy Yard? That’s a big place. Got anything to narrow it down?” he asks. 
 
    “Tell him focus on Building 820.” 
 
    “I’m sending backup and I’ll call the yard. They should be able to close off the area to local traffic. You do not go in until we know more. There are civilians in there working. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” I end the call and hop in the car with Marlow. 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “Wait for backup, don’t go in, the usual. Logan’s gonna get us what he can.” 
 
    She doesn’t wait for me to put my seatbelt on before we’re peeling out of the parking lot and fighting the traffic. It will be an hour before we’re even close to the yard. We’re probably stuck there until nightfall. Easier to get closer when the moon shines above you. The sunlight will make us that much easier to spot. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Forty-five minutes later Marlow whips into the yard and asks the attendant where building 820 is. He starts to give her a hard time about entering the lot, and she simply flashes her badge. It’s nice having the all-access pass sometimes. He points in a general direction as Marlow drives through the gate. We immediately notice a batch of patrol cars hidden behind a building. We pull up next to them and park. I get out of the car and show my credentials to the nearest officer. A few other officers come to the two of us and stand almost at attention. 
 
    “Anything we need to know about the building?” Marlow jumps right in with questions. 
 
    “It’s been under renovation since last year but since political debates went on nearby, they put it on hold and started working on other ones. We’ve isolated a soft perimeter and have officers staked out on all sides of the building,” the male officer says. 
 
    “You are?” 
 
    “Officer Finley, ma’am.” 
 
    “Agent Marlow, not ma’am. Now who’s in charge here, Finley?” 
 
    “You are, Agent Marlow. Word we got from headquarters was that we were to secure the area and wait for you and Detective Steele,” he says. 
 
    “If the debates were nearby the Secret Service had to investigate the building beforehand since it was empty. Did they leave any updated reports?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes.” Finley walks us over to a small folding table with some scattered pages on it and a laptop that looks like it could survive a war. He opens a file and displays it on a screen. “They pointed out that two of the loading bay doors had been sealed permanently from the inside. The yard plans on reopening them, but haven’t gotten around to it yet. The upstairs floors are blocked off from the main floor.” 
 
    “Does anyone have access to the upper floors?” Marlow asks. 
 
    “Not that we can tell. The rear doors were bolted shut while they dealt with asbestos issues. The only entry points are one door on the side and one in the back. Both could be covered, one or both of them could have an alarm or be booby-trapped. We can’t be sure until we get closer,” Finley answers. My phone rings and I answer it quickly. 
 
    “Is the building unlocked?” Marlow asks. 
 
    “We’re not sure,” he replies. 
 
    “Steele,” I answer, my voice more authoritative than ever. Easier to cover up the nerves. 
 
    “It’s Logan. I did some scans and managed to find out that someone has been going in and out of there. Whether they are inside or not at this point — can’t help you with that. The walls and ceiling of this place is like a fortress,” he says. 
 
    “Can you confirm it’s Valez?” 
 
    “Not with certainty. Based on images from the street cams though, it’s possible. They made sure to hide their face from all cameras, but one’s a woman, and the height and build are pretty close to Valez. I also checked the scanning records for when people enter the lot. The ID is legit. And probably stolen. The yard has a policy of reissuing the same cards if you have a letter from your job and ten bucks.” 
 
    “So, we’re going in blind?” I say. 
 
    “Be careful Jazz,” Logan says. I hang up and turn towards Marlow.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Marlow asks. 
 
    “We have no confirmation she’s in there or that it’s even her. We have no real way in or out in case she blows the place with us in it. Not to mention we’re running off a hunch instead of evidence. We’re not making this easy on ourselves. We can wait for nightfall or we can go in now.” 
 
    “We can be seen if we go in now. Too easy for them to take an uncontested shot.” Marlow comments. 
 
    “Not if only one of us goes in.” 
 
    “You’re out of your fucking mind,” Marlow says harshly. 
 
    “We need answers. If she’s in there, I’ll radio you. If not, then we can move on to the next stop,” I argue. 
 
    “She’ll kill you before you get a chance,” Marlow says. 
 
    “She’s been calling me just like Keith Garrison used to. She’ll talk to me,” I say, trying to sound more confident than I really am. 
 
    “You’re wired at all times. We record everything, and if you mention your family, we’re storming the castle. If the doors are locked, you turn around and we storm the castle later tonight. Understand?” She says firmly. 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” I ask. 
 
    “No,” she says.  
 
    Marlow turns to bark orders to the other officers. I remove my jacket and unbutton my shirt to my waist. If this wasn’t such a serious endeavor I’d be a little shyer about flashing everyone around me. A small receiver is slammed into my hand and I see Marlow standing there. Her mouth continues to move, but I block her out. She manhandles me as she attaches the wire to my chest before tucking the almost minuscule box in my back pocket. 
 
    My breathing slows as I button my shirt. My eyes focus on each button as if forcing my mind to stay on one thing at a time. If I go in there with my head a mess, it’s over. 
 
    “You got it?” Marlow’s words finally break through my focus. “You mention Chase and we crash the party. That’s your safe word.” 
 
    “Yeah, got it.” I say as I feel my cell vibrate in my pocket again. “Steele,” I answer meekly. 
 
    “He’s fully awake! Jasmine, he’s awake and talking!” 
 
    I hear the joy in Mia’s voice and Will trying to talk over his wife and daughters. “That’s amazing news, Mia. Thank you, I needed to know that.” I say with little enthusiasm in my voice. 
 
    “Jasmine, what are you doing?” I hear the noise in the background fade out. I assume she left the room to yell at me. “You can’t tell me can you.”  
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Whatever it is . . . promise me you’ll be safe,” she pleads. 
 
    “I have to go now.” I hang up the phone before I can say anything else. I hold it out to Marlow, who puts it in her jacket pocket. 
 
    I grab the bulletproof vest Marlow has in her hand and toss it over my shoulder. My shaky hands Velcro it shut. I pull my suit jacket over the top of it and try to give a look of normality. 
 
    “You know this idea is shit, right?” Marlow says. I nod and tap on her on the shoulder. 
 
    Without another word, I walk past her and the other officers. I will be alone with only my thoughts until I hit the side door of building 820. Normally my brain is so busy that even yoga struggles to shut it down. Yet, here I am counting my footsteps. This is not how I envisioned my day going.  
 
    One foot in front of the other. Keep moving. Focus on the task. Primary objective is simple: stay alive. I talk to myself to calm the nerves, but I’m not sure it’s helping. 
 
    I arrive at the door and pull on the handle and the door swings open. That makes me happy and scares the crap out of me. No lights are on in the building, only the waning sun from the outside filtering in the dirty windows illuminates the space. I leave my gun at my side. If she is here and can see me, I don’t want to seem like a threat. 
 
    “Police. If anyone’s here, I need you to vacate the premises.” My authoritative voice bounces off the walls. I see the rows of rooms Aneesa was talking about. I wonder how many people have been through this building before. What illegal activities were running rampant here? With this much space, it could have been anything and everything. I wonder if they were doing this when the Navy still controlled this port. Were they functioning right under the government’s nose? My mind wanders as I reach the center of the room. The wide open space, rooms along the wall and a loft built high above give a myriad of places for Valez to hide — or to shoot from. 
 
    “Police,” I say again. 
 
    “I heard you the first time, detective.” Valez’s voice echoes throughout the room. I turn slowly around trying to find its location. 
 
    “Alexa?” I ask. 
 
    “No, it’s your dead mother. Come now, detective, let’s not play stupid. It’s beneath you,” Valez says. The voice resonates in the somewhat empty factory. She must be up in the loft area for her voice to carry like that. 
 
    “Okay,” I say. “It’s just you and me. No one else. I’m armed but it’s in my holster. What about you?” 
 
    “I’m armed and pointing it right at your head.”  
 
    I hear her voice to my right and cock my head to see Alexa leaning on the metal railing of the loft. “One move and I could remove you from our existence.” 
 
    “That would really suck for me,” I reply. 
 
    “There must be something really wrong with you. How many times do you need to be in a life or death situation before you wake up? Maybe it’s not the situations, maybe it’s the cop in you. Maybe you want the life or death thrill. You need it to breathe.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I say. “Then again I’m not the woman holding the gun. Maybe you need the thrill of the kill to make your day better? With everything you’ve been through, maybe you need to take someone out to forget your own pain.”  
 
    Valez laughs loudly and it bounces all over the room. The sound slowly echoes down to silence. 
 
    “I don’t like to kill anyone or anything. It’s not the best part of this job. Not much is though. It was supposed to be a means to an end. A way to get out of Puerto Rico and have a life for my son.” She taps the gun against the railing and I see she’s lowered it. “I love what I do detective. I make people happy by supplying them with what they need, or rather, want. Women, men, animals, sex, drugs — you name it and we can provide it. All a perfectly simple job with imports and exports. It’s just a business, Jasmine.” 
 
    “People were beaten, raped, killed, starved, tortured, and whatever else they could think of.”  
 
    “What they do with the product when it leaves our warehouse is none of our concern. Irving and I had an understanding and we kept to it. You though, you were the anomaly. One stupid mistake by his eldest son and you were brought into our lives. Why do you fight so hard?” 
 
    “It’s my job. It’s the oath I took,” I say. I turn again, and I’m nearly facing her.  
 
    “It has to be more than that. The police in my country take an oath, too,” she says. There’s a sadness, a loathing, in her voice, what is that? Then I realize: her aunt called the police but that didn’t stop her being abused. 
 
    “What happened to you was inexcusable Alexa, but this needs to end without bloodshed,” I plead. 
 
    “That night only made me realize my body was merely a tool. My mind a force to be reckoned with and my limbs became my weapons. The police didn’t just watch them; they took turns as well. It’s how it is with that kind of corruption. Not so anymore. I made sure of that. Even in the darkness a light can be seen. If I looked close enough, I was able to see that light.” 
 
    Valez slowly walks down a flight of rickety wooden stairs. They creak with every step and part of me wishes they would collapse beneath her. I’d easily be able to stop everything. She raises her gun and keeps it on me. Her eyes are more focused than before which sets off an alarm in my brain. 
 
    “What will you do if I shoot you, detective?” She asks. 
 
    “Writhe in pain on the floor. You’re not going to shoot me, Alexa,” I answer. 
 
    “One shot to the head and you’re free. Isn’t that what you wanted not too long ago? To be free from the responsibilities of life in general? To find your family and spend the afterlife with them? You’re so sweetly gullible. There is nothing else, detective. After this, we simply evaporate into the ether. It’s as if we never even lived in the first place.”  
 
    She stops on the fourth step from the bottom and takes aim. Her thumb raises up and I hear her pull the hammer back. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you just shoot me when I walked in? You don’t want to do this, Alexa,” I say. 
 
    “Wanting and being forced to are very different things. My son’s life hangs in the balance,” she says. There’s a new quiver in her words, an uncertainty.  
 
    “He’s in Rikers Island pending trial. He made it clear he has connections inside. He’s safe among his people,” I say. I know it’s a lie — no one is ever truly safe behind bars, no matter who you know. 
 
    “He’s not safe anywhere as long as his father is alive,” she says, and again I think I hear some sadness in her voice. “But you, you are the price he demands of me to keep my son alive. You once thought he wanted your friend, but it was always to get to you. Hurt you, harm you, and now kill you.” 
 
    Far off to my right I hear a soft shuffling. I see the flash simultaneously as the shot is fired. 
 
    “No!” I scream. 
 
    The shot catches Valez in the legs, and her gun tatters away on the stairs. She crumbles to her knees and makes a desperate but unsuccessful attempt to grab the railing, and rolls the final four steps to the ground. Blood gushes from her thigh. I see Marlow approach, but it’s from the other side. So who fired the shot?  
 
    I quickly strip off my suit jacket and wrap it around her leg. I tie the sleeves together tightly as a tourniquet. Marlow rushes over to me, and I see her grab the gun forgotten on the ground. She grabs her walkie-talkie and calls in for a bus to our location immediately. 
 
    “Let me die,” Valez weakly begs. 
 
    “Can’t do that,” I say. I keep the pressure on her leg as my hands turn red. 
 
    “After all I’ve done to you. What’s wrong with you, Steele? Not normal. . .” Valez leans back and raps the back of her head on the ground repeatedly. Officer Finley grabs her head gently preventing her from hurting herself further. 
 
    Marlow leans down and handcuffs her as she recites her Miranda Rights. I can feel the blood pumping slower out of her leg. She’s about to pass out. We’re running out of time. As I hear the ambulance in the background, I crank down another turn on the tourniquet and lean into the wound with all my weight.  
 
    Marlow screams a string of profanities at an officer. He hangs his head down. I see the gun in his hand. He fired without provocation. Without my call. She could have shot me the second I walked in. She wasn’t going to shoot. She wanted us to shoot her and we did. 
 
    The paramedics show up and push me aside. The two women work on Valez. They stick needles in her arms and call out numbers to each other. I have no idea what they’re doing.  
 
    I raise my hands up to my eye level and I see the blood.  
 
    I’ve seen plenty in my time on the force, but this blood makes my stomach roll. One of the paramedics stands and grabs my hands. They want to know if I have any injuries. I shake my head that I’m okay. My mind, it flashes and all I see is my brother’s body. The blood on the floor forming a pool. Just like now. The cement in front of me turns brownish-red as Valez’s life force streams out of her.  
 
    An EMT streaks in with a gurney. The paramedics pick up Valez and place her on it and rush out of the building. Two officers grab me and pull me with them outside. The blood is slowly drying on my skin, staining it. Before I know what’s happening, a paramedic in the back of the medical wagon pulls me up and forces me into a seat. She buckles me in as the officers close the doors. They bang slightly and the ambulance jerks in motion. Sirens are blasting. I can’t stop thinking about what Valez said. Why was I surrounded by blood and death? Did I need the adrenaline to survive? 
 
    The paramedic looks at me and continues talking. I just blink. I don’t have the energy to reply. She grabs my arm and wraps a rubber cord around my bicep. She taps my arm and a vein pops to the surface. In one swift motion, a small needle enters my arm and I feel the bile rise up my throat. I hate needles more than blood. I throw up onto the floor only slightly embarrassed. The EMT ignores my biological release and stabs another concoction into the IV feed. It isn’t long before my eyelids feel heavy and my head lolls to the side. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    I peel open my eyes and can tell by the sleep in them I’ve been out for a long time. I go to raise my right arm but it’s restrained. I swing my left hand over and feel the IV still there. Shit. That means I’ve been given lots of drugs. Yet another entry into my file. And probably a month of Sundays on desk duty. I lean towards the window and see a sunset in bloom. Or is it a sunrise? How long have I been here this time?  
 
    Every part of me feels like it weighs so much more than it normally does. I feel like someone has set a bag of rocks on my chest and my stomach and my thighs. I let my eyelids drop back shut.  
 
    “Open your eyes, Steele,” Marlow says. I’m grateful to hear a friendly voice I recognize. 
 
    “I don’t want to,” I drawl out. 
 
    She slides my eyelids back and the bright sunlight of the room blinds me. I recoil back and cover my face. I hold my hand over my eyes, and spread my fingers and peek through them. I slowly let in light to allow my eyes to adjust. When they do, I see that Marlow is sitting on the edge of the bed, her eyes dark and gray. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I ask her as my voice clears the sleep away. 
 
    “It’s been a long day,” she says. 
 
    “How long have I been out?” 
 
    “Forty-eight hours. Your body needed rest since you haven’t been sleeping,” she answers. 
 
    I sit up, fighting the ache in my body from being in one position for too long. I’m relatively wide awake and more coherent now. 
 
    “Valez?” 
 
    “Alive and in the prison ward section of this lovely establishment.”  
 
    She rubs the back of her neck, and I see the tension as her muscles flex. 
 
    “What aren’t you telling me?” I ask. “If it’s my family . . .” 
 
    “No, according to Logan they’re fine. We contacted Frankie. Took me a few hours to convince her not to come home. She may still show up. Stubborn like her wife.” She smiles as she says the new pronoun for Frankie. 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “Emilio Valez was killed in Rikers. Homemade shiv. He was stabbed in the kidneys while in the shower. Guards didn’t hear a thing, and when they found him he had already bled out.” 
 
    “Does she know?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes. She’s accepted our plea agreement. As long as she cooperates, we keep her safe and hidden. If at any time she breaks the agreement, she goes into a federal penitentiary for life without the chance of parole.” 
 
    “She accepted that shitty deal? She’s becoming an informant for the government. With the information she has on the other players, she could have asked for immunity.” 
 
    “She did,” Marlow says and the shock must be written on my face. “Someone told me that justice has to be served so we refused to give her a sweetheart deal. She needs to know she can pay for her crimes at any time. The agency guaranteed not to use our clause indiscriminately, but she also understands she can’t play us for fools. Keeps us both honest, I hope.” Marlow says.  
 
    “I want to talk to her.” My words cause her to stop moving and stare right at me. 
 
    “You’ve been getting antibiotics pumped into your system—” 
 
    “In case she has some blood disorder like AIDS or Hep C? Yeah, I know. It’s protocol.” I reach over and pull out my IV and bend my arm up. A trickle of blood slides down to the point of my elbow. I slide out the side of the bed opposite Marlow and start looking for my clothes. 
 
    “In the bottom drawer. I had Logan watch over you while I went to the house. Made sure everything was safe, grabbed some clothes, and came back.” 
 
    Marlow reaches for some gauze and tape off the nearby table. “Here, damn it, before you bleed all over everything.” She expertly rips a length of stretch tape and tacks it to the side of the table, roughly straightens my arm and presses the cotton ball in the crook. 
 
    “Hold,” she says. And I push down on the gauze while she grabs the tape and finishes taping the gauze to my injection site.  
 
    “Frankie must be angry.” I walk over and open the bottom drawer and grab a long sleeve shirt, jeans and undergarments. Marlow turns away to offer me privacy while I change.  
 
    “Nah, she’s just worried. She’s not here to protect you, what do you expect?” Marlow says, talking up at the ceiling. 
 
    “Tell me about Valez’s injuries before the nurses come in wondering why I disconnected everything,” I say. I dress as fast as possible. 
 
    “I told them you’d be out of here the minute you woke up. They were fully briefed. They didn’t like the idea, but the docs already said you could go home once you woke up. You just expedited the process. As for Alexa Valez, the bullet pierced the femoral artery. She was damn lucky. The bullet somehow managed to plug part of the hole it created. Your tourniquet probably saved her life. She had extensive surgery, blood transfusions, and the other medical jargon. End result: she survived but it was a damn miracle.” 
 
    “She awake?” I ask. 
 
    “She’s been in and out since the surgery. I assume that means we’re making a trip upstairs?” 
 
    Saying nothing, I slip on my boots and tie them. Throwing on the leather jacket that was in the drawer, I head out of the room. I see the nurse on duty stand up and place a clipboard on the edge of the counter. I look at it and see they’re discharge forms. I turn my back towards Marlow who shrugs her shoulders. 
 
    “Feds have a lot of pull when we need to. Doc said you could go when you woke up, we had the papers ready for when you did. Besides, I’m paying attention to you or face the wrath of your girl.” 
 
    Marlow passes me as I sign the forms. The two of us walk up the two flights of stairs to the prison ward floor. I show my badge to the guards and they let us through the main gate. One at a time the metal gates open, we step inside and then they close behind us. Systematically they click and slam. It’s a very claustrophobic feeling as you get further through them. I know each area needs to be cornered off with various directions, but the rat in a maze analogy sits in my mind. The final gate is opened by an officer with a key. I nod my thanks and follow Marlow down the hallway. 
 
    She stops in the doorway of the first room. The view out the window faces the city and the new Freedom Tower is perfectly framed in the square space. The bars the only hindrance to the full image. I take a few steps in and realize Marlow isn’t following me. She stands at the doorway and turns her back to us. She’s giving me privacy to talk to Valez, but why? 
 
    “Detective,” I hear Valez whisper. I turn my attention to the woman lying frail on the bed in front of me. Gone are her confident facial expressions. Her eyes are red and puffy, I assume from crying. Her hands look bonier and thinner than before. Everything about her looks less threatening. She’s become mortal. 
 
    “Valez,” I say.  
 
    I pull up the guest chair and take a seat next to her bed. She leans her head to face the window. 
 
    “It’s such a beautiful view, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is. I preferred the original,” I say, remembering the twin towers. 
 
    “Me too, but change comes whether we like it or not,” she says. She raises her eyes up to meet mine. “The doctors said you were instrumental in saving my life. I want to know why. Why did you keep fighting?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I know I have information you want, but why put yourself at risk? One of the nurses told me you were downstairs unconscious. They were pumping you full of meds apparently. I told them to test my blood. See if I have anything that could make you ill,” she says as she yawns. The thought comes that I ought to find that nurse and arrest him. The last thing they are allowed to do is share personal information of anyone to an inmate. He should know better. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answer. “It felt like the right thing to do at the time.” 
 
    “You’re contrarian,” she says. Her voice drops and a single tear falls down her face. “My son has paid for his crimes. I’ll pay for mine.” 
 
    “Where is Garrison? I need to know. You at least owe me that,” I say. 
 
    She gingerly reaches over to the side table and grabs a pen and paper. She writes down an address. Below that, she writes a string of numbers with letters and a time listed next to it. Her hand shakes as she hands me the note before dropping the pen on the bed. 
 
    “What’s this?” I ask. 
 
    “You gave me my life. I’m giving you what you want. Revenge or maybe acceptance, I truly don’t care. I’ve got nothing left but a lifetime to think. Please, just let me sleep now,” she lays her head back and says nothing further. I take the hint and walk to Marlow outside the door. I hold up the sheet.  
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “An address to where, I don’t know, and some numbers with a time. Maybe Logan can make sense of it. Valez acted like this will lead me to Garrison. Either way, if it’s where Garrison is, we need to take a minute and regroup. I’ll be shocked if he’s alone.” 
 
    We make our way out of the prison ward. I’ve seen this address before, but I can’t pinpoint where. Once I can shove it into a GPS, I’ll figure it out. On the way back to my house, I’ll call Logan and have him check through things. Once he figures out what we’re up against, we’ll head out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A keypad with six digits. That’s all that keeps Chase out of my armory. I’m sure he could easily figure it out. I type in the code, pull the handle, and swing open the heavy steel door. Inside are more guns than I or any other cop really needs. I grab my thigh holsters and attach them. I always did love the Lara Croft/Tomb Raider look. I check my everyday Glock 9mm — 15 in the clip, one in the chamber — and put it in the right holster. I slide open the drawer in the safe and grab a second Glock, check the clip and chamber a round. I slap it into the left holster. 
 
    I grab the bullet-proof vest off a hanger next to the safe and slip it on. The Velcro seals with my hand’s pressure. I feel the tightness coming back to my chest when I realize I’m heading back into the fray. I need a break, but it’s never the right time. I grab a belt with several black pockets and clip it to my waist. Reaching in the back of the safe, I pull out a steel box. I dump the contents onto a nearby desk and a half dozen empty clips clatter out. I grab a box of ammo, and in a routine I’ve done a thousand times, rapidly load bullets into all of them. I take all the clips and place them in every empty pocket on the belt. 
 
    “Jesus, Steele, where did you get all this?” Marlow asks. 
 
    I hand her a belt that matches mine in one hand and shove the box in the other. There’s no time to talk right now. After typing the address into the GPS, we know Garrison is hiding out at the container terminal in Brooklyn. It makes sense as the walls are closing around him. This is his only play to try and get out of the country and not be detected. If he pays cash, it’s as easy as pie — someone is bound to take a score that big. My phone rings. 
 
    “Steele,” I answer. I see Logan’s name on the screen and hit speakerphone. As usual he sounds like an excited teenager.  
 
    “It’s a container number. He’s shipping himself out in five hours.” 
 
    “Ship’s destination?” I ask. 
 
    “Cuba,” Logan says and his tone shifts dramatically. I understand why. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I hit end on the phone and slam the safe shut with a loud clang. I open my dresser drawer and reach all the way into the back. Grabbing a small black box, I hip check the drawer closed. Flipping it open, I pull the ring out. I feel Marlow looking at me, but I say nothing. I put the ring in my jeans pocket before heading out of the room. Running downstairs, I hear Frankie in my head telling me to stop what I am doing and think about things. I open the fridge and grab two beers out as Marlow’s footfalls follow me into the kitchen. She drops the box with a few clips still inside on the counter. I place them on the table and fall into a seat. I pop open a beer and look at her. Marlow shakes her head as I take a long swig. 
 
    “A beer? Right now? Jesus . . .” Marlow hesitates a second and pops the other bottle open and drinks.  
 
    “We need a game plan. One that we can win, and I need to calm my nerves, hence the beer.” 
 
    “You were in the hospital a few hours ago, you shouldn’t be drinking,” she says and grabs my beer. She pulls out a bottle of water from the fridge and places it in my hand. Then I watch as she takes a final swig before pouring both beers down the drain.  
 
    There goes my liquid courage. One sip won’t affect me at all, but she’s right. I open the bottle and chug the ice cold water. It fights back at first, the chill hits my teeth causing pain to shoot through me. 
 
    I slam the empty bottle to the table and look over to Marlow who’s leaning against the counter. I’m sure Logan has already notified the higher ups what’s going on. Even with all of those men around us, all that manpower — we still might be outnumbered or outgunned. Unlike the men that work for Garrison, should his men be manning the ship, we have a legal obligation to protect the innocent at the shipyard. His ship will be leaving at a peak time of day. That means any number of civilians and workers can be walking around that area. 
 
    “He’s heading to Cuba,” I say. 
 
    “I heard. Perfect place for him to recover.” 
 
    “Regardless of our recently improved relations with them, there’s still no extradition treaty,” I say. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “We don’t get him before he gets on that vessel, we lose him.” 
 
    “Theoretically, yes. We still have the Coast Guard and worst case the Navy could come into play.” 
 
    “Stop a vessel bound for Cuba?” I say. “That would open the doors for an international incident regardless of the reason. Their government is none too fond of ours, remember?” 
 
    I grab Chase’s iPad, which has been sitting on the kitchen table since he left. I turn it on, enter his passcode, and open the maps app. I launch the maps app and type in the address and click satellite view. 
 
    “You know this isn’t the most up-to-date or accurate, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, the number of containers change every day. The layout for this location is very specific though. And they have fixed buildings already in place. Maybe we can get a better idea of how to approach safely.” 
 
    I zoom in on the site and see a small building off the main road, a parking lot, and what looks like a huge metal shed on either side of it. Three areas of dock space for ships to unload form a ‘C’ around the main land mass. Three main rows of containers. One really long one on the top dock, smaller ones on the left and right dock, and another massive one by the main building. 
 
    There are to be two smaller solid structures between the office building and the first row of containers, as well as two small cargo container areas by the parking lot and metal shed. It’s a massive amount of space and at any given time it could mean cover for the police or we might be in the open.  
 
    I guess it all depends on what’s there now, and if the ship heading to Cuba is off loading or loading up. That’s it. I hand the iPad to Marlow and her eyes scan the area. 
 
    “It’s not going to be easy,” she says. “If we have the element of surprise, it will help a lot.” 
 
    “Then we go in silently. No sirens, no loud walkies.” 
 
    “Garrison’s guys are gonna be professionals.” 
 
    “Of course. Whether hired guns or just workers, they’re gonna be focused on getting the work done. Distractions aren’t going to work. Hell, a hurricane probably wouldn’t work.”  
 
    I rub my eyes as a migraine begins to form behind my eyes. 
 
    “That’s our plan then,” Marlow says. “Logan gets us the current image, and we hide behind containers before announcing ourselves and taking them all into custody.” 
 
    “Awfully ambitious,” I say with a smirk. 
 
    “Work with what you have, Steele. If I’ve taught you nothing else while here, it’s to accept what you’ve got and use it.” Marlow grabs the box and heads out the door to the car. 
 
    I flip the tablet back around and go to the home screen. There, staring back at me, is an image of Chase, myself, and Frankie dressed up as characters from the Mass Effect universe on Halloween. She had no idea why she had to be blue, let alone why Hadley’s makeup people were putting prosthetics on her head. It was a gift for Chase really. He wanted me to be Commander Shepard, the leader of the ship. Frankie was Liara, Shepard’s soulmate in my play-throughs, and he got to be a Krogen and smash things. Needless to say, he loved running headfirst into the pile of pumpkins we had carved that week. Poor kid would have got a concussion if we hadn’t stopped him. 
 
    “He’s such a good kid,” I say aloud. “I wish you could see him now, Henry. You’d be so proud.” 
 
    The screen dims to blackness and I know it locked back up. Closing my eyes, I hear my mother telling me to slow down. ‘Just focus on your breathing,’ she would say. ‘Feel every beat of your heart. Feel the life pumping within your chest. Feel your essence expand within you and accept your truth.’ My eyes pop open at that moment. She never explained to me what that meant, but at this moment I understand. My truth, my reason for saving Valez and others . . . it’s not to be different. It’s not to be difficult. It’s to ensure that the world is a little bit safer for the woman I love and a nephew who has me whipped. Simple in essence, but accepting it is a separate beast altogether. This overwhelming calm flows from my head all the way to my toes. Control what you can, Steele. Put the rest of your faith in your team and your abilities. Nothing else you can do. 
 
    The horn honks outside and I walk out the door. I silently pray to my mother to watch over me. May she bring us all home unharmed to our families. This time is just as dangerous as any of the others, but it feels like this time there’s more on the other side. So, I have to be sure to come home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The silence at the dock is overwhelming. No one says anything as we march by. The officers nod and continue to gear up in the relative safety their trucks provide, parked behind the main building. Marlow and I walk up to the main group. Captain Zeile and a few other high-ranking officials huddle and whisper back and forth. I know we said silence, but seeing grown men whisper and use hand signals isn’t something I see every day. Marlow slaps my arm to bring my focus back.  
 
    Zeile walks away from his officer buddies and waves us over to the main table. 
 
    “Okay, you two are going to be the leads. Your job is simple; you are to capture Irving Garrison. Everyone else’s job is to ensure the two of you succeed. We have a small window here. The ship isn’t leaving right away, but we want to ensure the least amount of casualties,” he says, while pointing to his charts that I can’t read. 
 
    “What’s the cover look like?” I ask. 
 
    He flips out a blown up satellite image on a tablet. He zooms in and with a small pen highlights the path he wants us to take. 
 
    “We’re lucky.” He points his pen to the first row of containers. “We’ve got full coverage. Few ships made drop-offs in the morning on their way further up the coast. The first row in front of the storage unit building is completely full. Thirteen containers wide, two deep and four high. There’s no walkway through them so we have to go around.” 
 
    “If we go around, we’ll be spotted,” Marlow says. 
 
    “Not necessarily. The row in front of it is broken into two sections. The one on the left is full at six wide and three high. The one on the right only has four of the six filled and one in height.” Zeile points to the layout on the touch screen. 
 
    “That seems to be the easy part,” I say, pointing to the row directly in front of the cargo ship. 
 
    “Out of thirteen possible spots, only seven are being used and they also run one container high.”  
 
    “What’s this on our left?” Marlow asks, pointing at a collection of squares north of the boat. 
 
    “Owner said they stack the old wood pallets there until they dispose of them. It might provide some cover but you would be more exposed,” Zeile answers. 
 
    “The boat?” I ask. 
 
    “Harbor master,” Zeile says as he steps aside. 
 
    An older man, long beard, calloused and dirty hands from a hard day’s work, rolls out a blueprint sheet. The old and worn documents look like they were shoved in a drawer for eons. 
 
    “The vessel was built in 2004, but it’s a workhorse with very little room to hide. From the stern to the bow, she was meant to carry as much cargo as possible. She’s been unloading a bunch of containers on her trip back home, so the center of her deck is somewhat full. They have most of the weight in the center of the boat, so the starboard and port should be clear to move about.” He points to various points on the blueprints. 
 
    “That leaves us out in the open,” I say looking over the plans. 
 
    “Yes and no. It’s definitely something you have to consider. Most likely the individual you are looking for is in the deck house here,” he says, and points to the tall structure towards the stern of the boat. “It’s six levels. Top floor is where the captain pilots the vessel. From there down is the galley and living quarters. The lower you go, the smaller and more cramped the living spaces.” He finishes, rolls up the blueprint and looks at us. 
 
    “Garrison would be towards the top floors,” Marlow says. “Entry points to those floors?” 
 
    “Steps on both port and starboard sides of the ship,” The harbor master adds. 
 
    “Ways onto the actual vessel?” I ask. 
 
    “They have two gangways set up. One bow, one stern. You can see for yourself on the security camera feed.” 
 
    He hands me a small tablet showing the various camera feeds on the lot. The gangway in the stern is lower than the bow. Might be easier to enter, but both entryways are very risky. 
 
    “We’ll be monitoring these feeds to be your eyes in the sky,” Zeile says. “In the meantime, we have snipers hidden on top of the storage and main buildings. We’ve stationed uniforms along the first and second rows already. Mostly to ensure no one got close to us but also to be ready when we storm the boat.” 
 
    “They obviously have a crew and several guards on board. Are they Garrison’s or civilian company men?” I ask. 
 
    “Sadly, we believe it’s a mix of both.” Zeile replies. 
 
    “Shit,” Marlow and I say in unison. 
 
    Zeile takes a breath and a grim look crosses his face. “We have to do the best we can. We won’t know who is who, if they raise a gun — do what you have to do. Simple as that.” 
 
    “Collateral damage?” Marlow asks. 
 
    “Not ideal, but there is nothing any of us can do if it escalates that far. The two of you will have to infiltrate and search the best you can. Once it’s safe, we’ll bring more on board to help. Mr. Pevy, will also have eyes in the sky should he be seen above deck, as well as infrared scans to pay attention to the two of you.” 
 
    “How will he distinguish us from them?” I ask. 
 
    Zeile reaches into his bag and grabs two round semi-circle-like items. He hands one to each of us. Spinning it in my hand, I truly have no idea what the hell it is. 
 
    “According to Mr. Pevy, these are personal cooling systems. I don’t know how he did it, nor do I care. He said they will give you a different look on the camera so he can tell you apart. That’s all I care about. Make sure the ear-bud is in so we can all communicate with you if there’s something you should know. Turn them on and go to the first group of officers. I know this is going to be a play-by-the-hip-op. Udall trusted in you, Steele, don’t make me look like a fool for doing the same. Now move out.” With that, Zeile walks away. The entire team of higher ups walks into a command center trailer. Safe from the flying bullets, of course. Frustrating as hell, but it doesn’t change the job we have to do. 
 
    “You ready for this?” Marlow asks me as she places the cooling thing around her neck, slides the ear-bud in her right ear and flips it on. 
 
    “Not at all, you?” I reply as I gear up as well. 
 
    “Nope. Let’s try not to get shot.” She smiles. 
 
    “Works for me,” I smirk. 
 
    I grab my gun from my left leg and verify it’s loaded. Marlow does the same. We walk up to the first row of containers, confident in the height to hide our approach. 
 
    “You think they know we’re here?” Marlow tosses out. 
 
    “I want to say no due to all this shit piled here. Part of me though thinks they could be playing it coy right now. Who knows?” I answer. 
 
    We meet up with five officers lining the closest row of concealment provided by the containers. I look over to the young faces and see discomfort in them. They’re ready for orders, and I’m sure they have been trained to handle anything. They just look very ill at the moment. Like the feeling you get when you’ve got to make a speech in front of a room full of people but you don’t want to; it’s like that. Yet, they could die giving that speech. Marlow stands with the rest of the officers and looks at me intently. 
 
    “Agent Marlow is with me, the rest of you split in half. Meet up with the other officers in the next row. Once there, Marlow and I are going to move forward on our own to the stacked pallets. Once we do that, we will announce our presence and pray for a quick resolution. When that fails, you will protect yourselves and your fellow officers. Make sure you pass this information along to the other officers stationed in the next row. Everyone goes home tonight, understand?” I say with more confidence than I have internally. 
 
    They all mumble in response and I hold my gun at the ready. It’s time to move. Crouching down to minimize my height, I turn the corner and rush to the next row of containers. I meet with the next group and repeat the same game plan I told the others. I look over at Marlow, she’s holding her pistol in her hand waiting on my mark. I nod to her and she rushes from behind cover and over to the pallets. Counting to ten Mississippi’s in my head, I follow suit. 
 
    I look through the holes of the palettes and wonder if this was such a great idea. One properly placed shot or a lucky one, we’re hit. Marlow taps me on the shin, and I see her almost lying on the ground. I lie down near her, making myself as small as possible. 
 
    “This is the police. You’re sur . . .”  
 
    Before I can finish my thought, gunshots sound out shredding the pallets and caroming off the first row of cargo containers behind us. Like we fully expected, this is going to end in blood. Peeking through the wood, I can see the front gangway and several individuals running onto the dock. The back gangway seems to have been abandoned. That’s either luck, idiocy, or like Marlow said before — trap. 
 
    I hear a few shots from our snipers followed by splashes of water. The gunfire erupts on both sides now, sounding like an orchestra of violence. Marlow fires a few shots off while I survey the stern part of the boat and surrounding dock. Machines, more pallets and a crane — that’s the ticket. 
 
    “There’s a crane before the gangway. If we can get to it safely, we should be able to get aboard,” I say, as Marlow cranks off another few shots.  
 
    “Then let’s go,” she says as she pops up and runs over to the back of the crane, discharging her weapon as she goes. 
 
    I follow suit, focusing on my firing as I try my best to make it to cover. The sniper fire echoes loudly over the riot, and I turn my head to the left quickly. A man falls to the floor of the dock, his shot at me would have been uncontested. Getting to the crane, I catch my breath and look over to the gangway; no one is on it. 
 
    “They’ll be waiting on board,” Marlow says. 
 
    “We stick together,” I answer. 
 
    Breaking out into a full sprint, I cross the rest of the space onto the dock and up the gangway. I hear Marlow a few steps behind me. 
 
    “You can’t be here!” A voice directly to my right says. He swings his fist and connects with my face knocking me into the nearby stairs. I hear Marlow engage in a fist fight as I look up to see another crew member running towards them. Sliding my foot out, I trip the man. He and I get up at the same time and my fist swings as hard as my brother taught me. It connects with his gut and he falls over instantly. I swing my leg up and kick him in the face, knocking him out cold. I taste blood on my lip as I turn to see Marlow finishing off the other guy with a flurry of punches to the temple and cheeks. 
 
    “Which side you want?” She asks. 
 
    “We stay together,” I adamantly state. 
 
    She begins walking up the rusted metal staircase, slowly and methodically. Her gun pointed ahead of her, ready to fire at anyone who is a threat. I follow closely behind, ensuring no one else has a clear shot from the deck. The ship’s horn sounds, and I hear the engines revving up. 
 
    “They’re trying to leave port!” Marlow says as she quickens her pace. 
 
    We push open the door on the fifth floor. We begin to walk through the length of a hallway with one door on the left and one further down on the right. The captain exits his cabin at the end of the hallway, stares at us for a second before bolting out of the area. Marlow rushes after him and I follow suit, until I hear the door open and close behind me. Looking back, I come face to face with Irving Garrison. He stops, smiles as if taunting me. I raise my weapon, but before I can say anything he too, is running. Without giving it a second thought, I chase after him. 
 
    I fly down the flights of stairs to the main deck. Two steps at a time to keep up with him. He runs along the starboard side of the boat and makes a left into the center of the main deck. I rush along the starboard side in hot pursuit. The gunfire on the dock continues at a vicious pace, but it seems further away to me than before. I stop at the corner and peer around the bend. The containers have been oddly spaced. Stacked together in the middle, then stacked towards the sides to allow movement in the middle of the deck. More places to hide. 
 
    I move to make my way around the corner and two shots pop off. One hits the container next to me, the other pierces my skin. I fire a few rounds off and return to my original place. Looking at the side of my leg, I see where the bullet grazed my skin. Blood drips out slowly and the pain is palatable. 
 
    “We’ve got you surrounded. There’s nowhere to go Garrison, just give it up,” I say. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    I try again. “You turn yourself in now, the FBI might be willing to cut you a deal. You get to spend the rest of your life in club fed.” 
 
    Silence. I peer around the corner again and make a break for the next row. A crew member turns the corner, gun raised, and I put two in his chest before he can respond. He stumbles, wavers before falling over the railing and into the water. The ship’s horn sounds again. It feels like we’re moving. Running out of time.  
 
    I follow along the containers to the starboard railing, hoping to see who’s around the corner. I see Garrison running between the containers, and I immediately run full speed towards him. He fires his gun over his shoulder, missing wildly. I duck behind the second to last row of containers on the long boat. My back slams the metal, and I feel the skin begin to bruise. I turn along the starboard side and open fire where I saw Garrison last. 
 
    “It’s over, just end this now!” I scream. I’m getting tired of running. 
 
    Gunshots ricochet from the metal I’m leaning on and some lodge in the deck boards. The unmistakable sound of clicking rings in my ears. He’s run out of bullets. 
 
    “Why’d you wait so long! You should have run sooner. Hell, you could have been in Cuba for months.” I turn the corner, gun raised. I don’t see him right away and turn my attention to the starboard side of the containers. 
 
    I hear a faint grunt followed by a rush of footsteps. Before I can respond to the approaching attacker, I feel myself get hit around the waist. My gun falls out of my hand and clatters to the deck. The railing slams my back like a baseball player swinging for a home run. I punch the body holding me as we race towards the water. 
 
    Garrison releases his hold and pushes away from me just before we slam into the water. My left shoulder pops out of joint on impact. My back feels like it’s been broken, beaten, and bruised. My lungs burn as I force my mouth to stay shut. My legs kick but the bullet proof vest holds me down. My right hand shakes and fumbles to rip open the Velcro straps. Screaming under water as I have to move my arm, I release the entire breath I was holding. Not a smart move. 
 
    Frantically, my legs kick to the surface as fast as humanly possible. Breaking the plane of water into an oasis of oxygen, I breathe in deeply with every gasp. It’s then that I remember I’m not alone. Spinning around in circles while treading water, I see nothing but the normal waves of the harbor. Where the hell could he be? 
 
    In an instant, I’m pulled under water again. Garrison climbs up my body as he pushes me further below the surface. His arms wrap around my throat in a headlock, forcing me to fight my instincts to breathe no matter where your body is. I punch his forearms, but he barely budges. Feeling the urge to breathe overwhelm me, I elbow him in the groin. His arms release enough for me to latch down on his forearm. 
 
    I bite down hard and shake my head from side to side. I need to break skin, get him to bleed and go on the defensive. He fights me hard, pulling his arm, pushing me hard. I release his skin and taste the blood in my mouth. My body naturally expels the blood-filled water out of my mouth as I gasp desperately again. 
 
    I feel my ponytail being held in a fist and another hand pressing on my scalp downward. I reach up with my left hand punching at anything I can reach. Every swing sends an incredible, searing pain through my shoulder. My fist finally connects with something bony and the hold on my hair loosens. My vision clears and I see Irving propelling himself out of the water again. He pushes me back under hard before I can grab another breath. 
 
    There’s a serenity that comes over you as you start to drown. I don’t know if it’s because your body is overwhelmed with the stimuli of dying or if it’s the idea of being back in the womb. Either way, it’s as if you feel free. Your mind begins to wander away as your limbs begin to feel weak. Each punch is slower. My head thrashing about is more sluggish than before. Then I see images of my family. The ones I fight for. 
 
    My legs swing up in the water slowly. I manage to bend in half as my legs wrap around Irving’s waist. In a split second, I squeeze tightly and pull him under the water. His grip lets go of my head and I push myself off of him to spit water out of my mouth as I desperately fill my lungs with air. I feel him punching my legs. I feel his body shaking. I could easily kill him right now as I squeeze my legs tighter. 
 
    I reach down and grab his shirt tightly. I pull him to the surface and use my right arm to wrap it around his throat. He fights; I can still take him out. He struggles and kicks. He head-butts me once, and we both sink below the surface again. I manage to get us back up to breathe when I hear several clicks. The two of us stop moving and look up to see the Coast Guard with weapons pointed at the two of us. 
 
    Garrison simply raises his arms out of the water. The case is done. Everything is done. Henry and Belinda can rest now. I can rest now. I feel his weight pulled off me as he is lifted aboard. After they cuff him, two men lift me out of the water. My left arm screaming at me with each twist or turn. I look over at the man who was indirectly responsible for so much torment in my life. 
 
    “Why?” I ask with so much emotion laced behind the one word question. With everything that’s gone on, I want to know what the meaning behind his actions were. I hear the boat pull up alongside the main dock. They grab Garrison and I jump up to face him. 
 
    “Answer me,” I ask, almost beg.  
 
    Silence. He makes eye contact and I think I see a smirk form. That’s a mistake. A big mistake. I rear back and head-butt him with a ferocity that nearly lifts me off my feet. I hear the satisfying snap of nose cartilage breaking. Blood begins to pour. 
 
    “You were supposed to be right behind me.” I hear Marlow say. I turn to see her waiting on the dock for me. With her help, I step off the boat and onto dry land. I hear the boat rev back up and pull away from the pier. 
 
    “I thought you were supposed to be behind me,” I toss back at her. 
 
    “Maybe Logan should have had these stupid things have communication between the two of us.” 
 
    She laughs. “That would have been logical,” I say, looking out into the water. 
 
    “Bus is waiting to take you to the hospital. I don’t care what you say, but this time you’re there for a few days, if not more. I’m also getting Logan to call Frankie and get her on the first plane back. I’m not getting blamed for this,” Marlow says, pushing on my injured arm, trying to hide the slight fear in her voice. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask. 
 
    “We’re not dead. We get to see our families. Some of our guys are critical, but so far no fatalities. That’s what I call a good day. Now come on.” 
 
    “I’ll be there in a second,” I say, and she leaves me be.  
 
    I look out into the water, and I feel the last few years come rolling over me. Tears fall from my eyes, but I don’t shake or wail. It’s as if relief has finally found me. Reaching into my skin-tight jeans, I pull out the diamond ring. So much was tied to this ring. Henry and I went out to buy it together. The night I planned on proposing, he and Belinda died. I lost myself and Frankie after that. Then there I was on the precipice of freedom . . . and this ring brings back the weight of it all. 
 
    I wind up and throw the worst lefty toss into the water. A bolt of pain shoots down my shoulder into my arm. The ring makes a slight plopping sound before disappearing forever under the surface. I could have returned it. I could have given it away. So much I could have done, but the negative would always be with it. Water is cleansing. Water washes away all the torment. My mother always told me that if you throw a rock into a lake, the water will ripple and eventually calm but the lake is forever changed. That’s me now. That ring, these experiences have forever changed me but it’s time to move on. I turn away from the water and head up to the ambulance. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It’s been ten months since Garrison was arrested. His mainland bank accounts are still frozen, and Logan also managed to close all of his overseas accounts. Without a dollar to his name, Irving Garrison has the best lawyer the city of New York can provide. The kid he has is good. Better than a piece of shit like him deserves in my opinion, but the law is the law.  
 
    Once everything here had settled, Marlow flew back to Seattle. She sent me pictures of her family at the airport holding up various ‘welcome home’ signs. Of course her kids texted me once with an image of her kissing her husband. It was cute, but probably not something she wanted to share. 
 
    Will had a solid six months of intense physical therapy with me nearby working on my shoulder. He’s managed a full physical recovery, but he’s still seeing the department shrink. Can’t blame him. He was knocking on death’s door but managed to come back. He still has to be cleared for active duty and pass his reassessment test. He’s got a village of friends and family helping him out every step of the way. I’m sure his desk duty will last only as long as he desires it to. 
 
    “I’ll be there in the morning,” I say into my phone. The district attorney wants to go over my testimony again, as if I could ever forget anything. 
 
    “Steele, I need you to speak to Detective Everts. He’s not returning my calls,” Barbara Prince, our newly appointed District Attorney, says. 
 
    “The man just wants to spend time with his family. Give him a little leeway, okay?” 
 
    “He’s had ten months. The judge won’t grant more time because he’s making up for being shot.” 
 
    I hear the frustration in her voice. I get it, I do. This case is big and the FBI are waiting in the wings to take Garrison to Federal court. Prince has promised to work her butt off to get an honest and fair trial. Agent Sharp promised justice. Either way, pressuring us to run around like sheep when we need a break – doesn’t work. The office might feel the stress of winning, but they wouldn’t have even had a chance without us grunts. 
 
    “I’m gonna let that go and not say what I’d like to. I’ll talk to him, but not for you or your fucking department. I’ll make sure he calls you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I hear her voice calm down. 
 
    “One more thing. You might want to remember that without us grunts you wouldn’t have anything. Maybe think about that before you talk to my partner again.” 
 
    Before she can answer, I hang up. I have better things to do than sit here and get into a pissing match. Getting out of my car, I walk into the park. The smell of exhaust, the sound of the cars, and the pressure of the city slowly falls away with every step I take. Chase’s laughter flows on the breeze and reaches my ears. I missed his laugh when he was away. He tells me stories of ice cream trips, movie marathons, and forts being built with the agents assigned to protect them. Part of me is jealous for missing out on those moments, but I am so thankful he has positive memories about it all. 
 
    “Aunt Jazz!” 
 
    Chase runs up full force, slamming his body into mine. His arms wrapping tightly around me as I lean down and hug him back.  
 
    “You’re late,” he says and looks up at me. 
 
    “I know buddy, work stuff.” 
 
    “Can you stay?” His pleading eyes bore a hole right through my heart. God, kids really do have us adults wrapped around their fingers. 
 
    “Yeah, little man. No more work for the rest of the day.” 
 
    His big smile washes away all the stress from my day. He hugs me tightly again before running off towards Will. My partner stands by the grill, one hand on his hip, the other holds the spatula as if he was a British soldier on guard of the grill. Chase stops next to him and assumes the same position. People say I’m a big kid. They haven’t seen Will and Chase when they want something. Well, more like when Chase wants something and his best buddy Will tag-teams the parental units. 
 
    Walking over to the bench, I sit down next to Frankie. Her eyes are closed, and her face raised towards the sun — she’s stunningly beautiful. I lean back and just try to calm my racing heart. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” she asks.  
 
    “Nothing much,” I lie. My eyes focus on Will and Chase a few feet in front of me. 
 
    “Jasmine . . .” she grabs my right hand and winces in disgust. “Your hand is cold and clammy. You’re either lying or really nervous.” 
 
    “I know you found the ring in my drawer.” I hear her body shift against the wooden bench next to me. I swear her eyes are burning into the side of my face. 
 
    “I, well . . .” she stammers. 
 
    “Henry and I went to a store and I saw it. When I bought it, I knew we weren’t ready to get married anytime soon, but I had to get it. Henry, he was all about me having it for the right time. I remember asking my mom what the hell I was thinking. She just told me I was finally letting my heart make some decisions. When I was ready, I planned everything out and was nervous as hell. Then my phone rang. I stood you up that night.” 
 
    “The night Henry died,” she says, barely above a whisper. 
 
    I take a deep breath and ease it back out through my nose. I have a lot to say. A lot to apologize for. My mother has been right in the past, so maybe letting my heart do some talking isn’t such a bad thing. 
 
    “When my phone rang and they threatened Chase, I lost it. I made promises to my brother and I couldn’t keep them. Not really. I felt vulnerable, lost, terrified that whoever it was would be right around the next corner. When Keith Garrison was chasing me down, I wanted to die. I figured if I was gone, he would leave you and Chase alone.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t have solved anything, Jasmine. Chase would have been devastated. Hell, we were both a mess the entire time you were in the hospital. Not to mention your friends would never have stopped until they caught who took you from us. It wasn’t going to end until Irving Garrison was caught.” 
 
    “Then I fell down the rabbit hole, Frankie. I just had you back. I couldn’t get that nagging voice out of my head. I had to figure it out. I had to find him. I had to stop the wheel. I know I’m not perfect, and I know you were angry at me for sending you and Chase away. I know it hurt you that I stayed behind.” 
 
    “I could have helped you. We’re a team, remember?” 
 
    “You’re Chase’s other mother. If something happened to me, he would be safe. I know that sounds cold, but that’s the nature of my job, Frankie.” 
 
    I feel her lean back on the bench. She knows I’m right, but she doesn’t have to like it. Reaching my right hand into my pocket, I hold onto my prized possession tightly. 
 
    “You’ve always grounded me. Didn’t matter how dark I went or how lost I was; you always pull me back. When you found that ring, my heart was racing. I kept thinking back to the night I decided to propose. The night my brother was killed. It was such a beautiful ring, but now there were so many bad things attached to it. Yet, I couldn’t get rid of it. All this time it just sat in my drawer. I couldn’t look at it or even imagine it being on your finger.” 
 
    “I understand.” She says as a hint of sadness in her voice betrays her true emotions. 
 
    Pulling my hand out my pocket, I rest it on my thigh as I take a deep breath for courage. Exhaling slowly, I open her palm and place a small diamond solitaire inside. It’s nothing fancy. Not like the first one, but this one means more to me than any I could buy. We’re not those people anymore. My eyes remain forward, vulnerability and fear preventing me from looking at her. 
 
    “I can’t promise you my job won’t be dangerous every day. And I can’t promise you that I won’t occasionally lose my way. What I can promise you is that I will protect you and Chase until I have no breath left. I promise to protect this city and make you proud. With the same ring that my father proposed to my mom many moons ago, I promise to love you for as long as I live. If you’re willing to take a chance on me, that is.” 
 
    I feel her moving next to me, but my fear keeps me from looking at her. Giving her my mother’s ring, got rid of the old one, it was a massive step forward. Rejection at this point would break me. Her hand glides to my cheek and she pulls me to face her.  
 
    “Jasmine, we’re both truly imperfect people. But I would love nothing more than being flawed with the love of my life.” 
 
    Before I can reply, her lips gently touch mine. All the fear flows along my skin and into the bench away from my heart. She’s always had a way to do that for me. Frankie is perfect to me and I can’t wait to marry her. I don’t think either of us have a clear idea where our lives will take us. I just know I have the person I need to keep me grounded while I continue to do my job. That’s the one thing I am sure about. Crime never stops, but Will and I will do our best to slow it down a little. Because there is so much more to life than just being a cog in a machine, there’s family, love, and hope. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ### THE END ### 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Author's Note 
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    I normally don’t write notes within my books, but I wanted to take a moment of your time to thank you for reading my novels. My writing is a very personal thing. Associates of mine swear they can see me as Jasmine Steele and my wife Sheila as Frankie. I have said in many interviews that she is part me and part who I wish I could be. Creative types always put some of who we are into what we create. It’s the nature of the beast. It makes me smile, but I try to let her be a somewhat separate entity. 
 
    There is one character that is truly based on someone I knew. Jasmine’s grandmother was truly based on mine. Her pug was named Tuffy, not King. She was strong, intelligent, loving and accepting of all her family members. She came over to this country with my mother after surviving the war in Germany. She and my grandfather, who passed away in 2009, built a life here in New York. They worked very hard to provide and always instilled that work ethic in me and my brothers. 
 
    The reason I bring all this up . . . she passed away before this book was finished. 
 
    People ask me what the hardest part of writing Steele Intent was. My answer has always been Chapter 8. That was only half of the truth. I had a significantly hard time writing Chapter 11 where Jasmine talks to her grandmother. That was purely Kimberly talking to her Oma. I dreaded the day I lost the oldest musketeer in the trio of mom, me, and Oma. 
 
    From the moment she made me pancakes to the last time I saw her, she was always supportive. She might not have understood what I was doing, why I was doing it — but she always asked if I was happy. That was really what mattered — my happiness. 
 
    The last moment I saw her, she had been sleeping for quite some time. I sat next to her, smiled, and told her I loved her. She opened her eyes and smiled back. That was her goodbye to me . . . and just like her, it was perfect for me. 
 
    Like my Oma said, life is more fun when you have happiness within you. May you all find it and thank you for allowing me to have it by writing. 
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 FOREWORD 
 
      
 
    Murder is easy. Cleanup is hard. 
 
    The evacuation of fluids when life ends. No one ever talks about that. There’s an inherent indignity that a person goes through when they transition. It’s something we are taught to prevent from the time we are potty trained. We meet death the same way we meet the world: noises and mess.  
 
    It’s something your family or medical staff needs to clean. Whether at home or in the hospital, a professional checks vitals and verifies the end. Charts are created and filled out. Information given to the family about the next steps. Nothing is left to chance. It’s a thought-out and well-organized process, removing any and all emotion from it. It’s a one-two punch that every breathing individual on this planet will face. It’s inevitable, but our timelines are unknown. 
 
    Murder is different. The face in the crowd, seemingly innocuous, makes a choice. Like every other person on this planet they act according to their desire. They have a story that should clearly explain why they’ve done the crime. But they’re cunning. The words that fall from their lips may run perpendicular to the evidence. The laws, human decency, are all subject to interpretation in the assailant’s mind. In the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders or DSM-V, the Bible of the American Psychiatric Association, we have a specific classification for them. In society, they’re just listed as mentally unstable or at worst psychopathic with no hope for integration into society. The DSM-V makes that crystal clear.  
 
    They are the ones who blend in easily with society, a smile on their face and a helping hand. Their eyes scanning each individual as they walk by on the busy New York City streets. Most of the horde have no idea they’re being observed. They hustle past with their cell phone pressed tightly to their ear, briefcase slung over their shoulder and a coffee cup in their free hand. But out of the blur, eventually one face slows time. 
 
    There is any number of reasons why, but they’ll never truly know. The pull to their latest choice is as strong as the desire for water when stranded and floating aimlessly in the Atlantic. They form a list—a catalog if you will—of all those who have come before. The memories come flooding back, comparing the previous ones to the new. The victim elicits that je ne sais quoi and the hourglass turns over to begin the game again. 
 
    The board is set then. Two players forged in a heated battle of strategy, wits, and survival. The victim goes about her day, unaware someone is logging her trips to the gym, to that favorite grocery store, to the theatre. Her home becomes their favorite place. Their pleasure is elicited by watching her sleep, crawling into her bed when she’s not around and leaving their mark without her knowing. Each step, each link in the chain of information, gets them one step closer to the climactic confrontation. 
 
    Sometimes a rapport will be built. The killer wanting to be even closer if the situation provides access. At their heart the psychopath is a manipulative, Oscar-winning actor. They can portray anything convincingly with the life of their victim as their trophy. Calmly, they wait for the right moment for the final play with the least interference from the outside world. 
 
    It’s then that the more difficult elements come to the forefront. There can be no hesitation once the decision has been made. There can be no turning around or stopping midway. Their tools must be brought with them, or the room must be set precisely to exact specifications. They must be aware of the prying eyes of those nearby and how sound might travel to them. The process to finish the job to fulfillment is a must. If interrupted, a messy and quick death would be implemented. Tying up loose ends would be difficult and the true essence of the mission will have failed. The hunt then starts up immediately to replace the displeasure they had with the previous choice. 
 
    But they are rarely interrupted. There’s no uncertainty as they watch you from the park bench. No doubt when they laugh with you over a dinner date. There’s no fear of being caught as her lips crush theirs in the elevator on the way to her floor. There’s no concern as she pulls them drunkenly to her room. 
 
    She sloppily swats at clothing, trying to remove the barrier. The killer tosses a duffel bag to the floor before fumbling with their belt. There’s no hesitation in lifting her up and slamming her to the bed. The tearing of clothing, however expensive, is inconsequential to their needs. The feeling of skin pressed up against each other elicits pleasure, but it’s not enough for them. It’s never enough. 
 
    She begs, her slurred words demanding pleasure. There’s no room for uncertainty as she grabs the killer’s back and tries to control the situation. Knowing full well the time is close, they take her. With every thrust, her voice becomes more ragged and sweat forms on her brow. That doesn’t concern the assailant. They feel themselves growing rigid, their hands fisting the pillows and sheets below. 
 
    Before they can lose their edge, hands wrap around her throat and squeeze as pleasure radiates throughout their entire body. The woman’s eyes, widened with fear as her fists punch the arms above her. Her strength, resilience, was all planned for. That’s why they went for drinks, to take the edge off. The fists slow as her breathing stops. They finish and remove themselves. 
 
    Cleanup begins in earnest now. Time is not a concern or worry. The most beautiful works of art take time and this one will be a masterpiece. Opening the bag, they pull out their small bottles to clean. A funnel, small bottle of a mixed solution, a rag and a small switchblade are all the tools they need. They fill the victim again with the liquid. Wiping her skin with a wet rag to cleanse her of their touch. Once complete, they carve a small heart in between her breasts before pouring the rest of the solution down the shower drain. 
 
    After dressing themselves and packing up their tools, they pull out their calling card. The murderer places one white carnation on her stomach with the petals touching the bottom point of the heart. They’ve given her the ultimate gift, and she accepted. Pulling out their cell phone, they take a few pictures before walking out of the room as if nothing happened. Duffel bag over their shoulder as they saunter to the elevator passing other patrons on the way. No one the wiser that a dead woman is still somewhat warm behind one of the doors. 
 
    Walking back into the streets of the city that never sleeps, the faces once again blur as the desire has been satiated. The varying societal levels are meaningless to this predator. Job titles, money or notoriety can’t save you when your face comes into focus. It’s all about methodology, precision, and power. Everyone is below them on the playing field of life. In the killer’s mind, being chosen and defiled is the most precious gift they can give the victim. The sounds, mess, and possible fighting during the act is the victim’s gift back to the assailant. Every part becomes the musicians in the orchestra playing the most exotic, euphoric and erotic arrangement. It quenches the thirst until the urge rears its ugly head again. 
 
    Most people move around the world like cattle on their way to slaughter. Death has no problem taking anyone at any time, but most people meet it at the end of a long journey. For those unlucky enough to be the face in focus, their life has already met its end. They just haven’t played their final song… yet. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter One 
 
    THE RIGHT TRIGGERS 
 
      
 
    Standing in front of the darkened room, I’m slowly pacing back and forth between two large white projection screens. The one on my left shows a ghastly murder scene. A black woman on her back with a sheet covering her legs, a white carnation over her stomach and a heart cut into her skin between her blurred-out breasts. Her glazed-over eyes stare at nothing in particular. Her neck covered in blackish bruises in the shape of a hand. 
 
    “Reyna Lewis was staying in the Bogart Hotel downtown. She was a professor from Maryland State University visiting the city with her friend, Eve Quid and Eve’s sister Jillian.” The works fall out of my mouth quickly, nerves from engaging in public speaking etching their way into my tone. “She was murdered the day before she was to return home to Maryland. Eve found her body the next morning when Reyna didn’t answer her phone.” 
 
    My eyes glance over the packed auditorium of John Jay College of Criminal Justice, room L63. More than two hundred people cram into the space, listening to me spout off about a three-year-old cold case. In some ways it’s exhilarating to be back in my alma mater, but it’s also terrifying. The accusatory glances of those judging me for just trying to do the right thing. I click another button on the remote and the screen on my right comes to life with a typed-out list. 
 
    “We know she met someone at a bar the first night she was in the city. Based on her sister Jillian Quid’s statement, we know that she ran into this individual three additional times. The final time, Jillian told police they were at a bar drinking to their last night in town. Ms. Quid was inebriated and unable to narrow down the time frame in which Reyna returned to her room. We do know the killer left his calling card on her skin between the flower and the heart.” I walk over to the list of information screen and stand below it. 
 
    “The list you see here is all we have to go on. White male, could be middle-aged, average height and build. No one could remember him walking in or out of the hotel. No cameras in the hallway and no witnesses were sober enough to pick him out on the bar’s surveillance. Even the bartenders that evening state everyone was like everyone else – a customer needing a drink. He was your everyday individual who worked a job and went home. The only concrete information we know for sure is his affinity for white carnations and carving up the victim’s skin.” Walking back to the podium, I wave at a professor by the light switch. He flips two upwards and the entire room illuminates. 
 
    “I could go on about the evidence, or lack thereof in this case, but I want to hear from you. What do you see? What do you want to know? Ask me whatever comes to your mind.” I finish and look around the room. Silence. I see a few people lingering over the crime scene image. “I can switch to another image if you would like. Anyone?”  
 
    Again, I’m met with silence. Finally, I see a hand gingerly raise in the back of the room. 
 
    “In the back — could you please stand up so I can see you?” 
 
    A young man, very tall, jeans and a polo shirt barely covering his torso, stands up. “I look at the scene and I want to know if she recently had intercourse or was assaulted,” he asks as he leans nervously from one foot to the other.  
 
    “Good start.” I move to the front of the podium to make it more intimate. My nerves are long forgotten. I focus on the student who remains standing to wait for my answer. “According to the coroner’s report there was evidence of sexual intercourse before her death. Due to the lack of vaginal tearing, one could assume it leans more to the consensual side, but we can’t be certain of either.” 
 
    “Fluids?” The young man squeaks out. 
 
    “Inconclusive.” I reach over the podium and grab the remote. I aim it at the screen to my right and bring up another image of the body on the coroner’s table. “The killer fully cleaned his victim. If there was any DNA on the body, his efforts contaminated and degraded it.” 
 
    The young man sits down as he digests the information. Another hand pops up closer to the front. An older woman stands, her glasses reflect the lights above preventing me from seeing her face clearly. 
 
    “In the image you have on the screen, the bed looks a mess but the room looks clean. I would look at the rest of the room to see if the killer cleaned up or left fingerprints or some other evidence behind,” she says. 
 
    “Crime scene was normal. Nothing out of the ordinary. Her larger suitcase was packed. Smaller carryon was open on a luggage rack. We assume she was planning on packing the rest of her toiletries and clothing in the morning before leaving. Nothing to indicate the perpetrator cleaned anything up but the victim herself.” 
 
    “Fingerprints…” she continues. 
 
    “We dusted the entire room. Found several of them. It’s a hotel room with a myriad of people coming and going on a daily basis. We also spoke to housekeeping later on. Due to Reyna being a rather neat guest, they barely cleaned. Wiped a bit here and there, but overall the cleanliness was lacking. They made the bed, put out more soaps and other products. Again, you could assume this was good for the evidence, but it turns out that housekeeping had a routinely bad record. They’re on a tight schedule and things fall through the cracks. When pressed, the cleaning staff could not account for a full cleaning of the room. Any fingerprints found, could easily be fought over in court. For it to be worthwhile to the case, it needs to be found in direct proximity or on the body.” 
 
    The door creaks open and I see Frankie Ryan standing at the top of the stairs. She slowly descends towards me. “In regards to fingerprints, you should remember they are not a one-stop shop for a conviction. This isn’t a Hollywood script, it’s reality. Even if you get a usable print, it’s not the beginning and end-all of a case. The computers are not going to spit you out an answer the minute you drop it in there. You might get a hit, but you can’t use it as your definitive proof. You need to build a case around everything. Make sure you uncover as much as humanly possible before handing it over to the District Attorney or your bosses. A fingerprint’s just the beginning. You need to answer the how, but sometimes the why is the most difficult to ascertain. Which is why I will now hand you over to my esteemed colleague, Dr. Francesca Ryan.” 
 
    The audience claps as Frankie walks in front of the podium and looks at the two images. She picks up the remote and turns both screens off. I lean on the wall by the descending staircase. Close enough to be part of the conversation, but far enough away to give her some space. 
 
    “Detective Steele told you about the Carnation Killer’s scene, but for me the bigger picture is the psychology behind him. Four victims, all different heights, religions, and ethnicities. Some were from out of town, some lived here in the city and some out in the suburbs. None of them interacted or crossed paths. Their ages ranged from twenties to late fifties. It’s as if he doesn’t have a pattern at all.” 
 
    “But he has to. Even randomness is a pattern,” a male student says from the front row. 
 
    “In theory, yes.” Frankie walks right up to the student and stares at him. He squirms under her attention. “But what is that pattern? Is it physical? Psychological? Does he stalk them? How long does he give them to live? What tools does he use consistently? Why? Can you answer anything other than a random pattern is in theory, a pattern?”  
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “That’s the point. We don’t know. At this current time, the evidence doesn’t back up any one specific theory. The mind of a psychopath or sociopath is similar to a huge puzzle. Now, if you bought one at a store, we could put the framing together and then fill in the picture according to the layout on the box. These individuals seem to be normal. They work among us, live next door and give no indication that they are outside the parameters of the puzzle. Yet, upon further inspection, we see they have no borders. They have no set image that they live by. They just seem to exist in their own world with the rest of us as simple spectators.” 
 
    A hand pops up in the center of the room. Frankie acknowledges him with a nod and the gentleman stands up. His short haircut, jeans, shirt, and suit jacket scream professional but casual. 
 
    “As a psychologist, how do you study these types of criminals? How do you create a profile for them?”  
 
    “That depends. If I get to sit in a room with the accused, I could follow Hare’s Psychology Checklist. I’d be able to see the shallow emotions, the traits that are more prominent in a case like this. In most scenarios, however, I’m given images like the ones you saw on the screens earlier. I’ll have access to all evidence that has been collected and somehow, I have to put all of that into an assessment or profile. How do I do it? Very meticulously. You study every photograph closely. You scour through your books to see if anything clicks. It’s a long, arduous process, but it’s what you have to do.” 
 
    Frankie turns her attention from the individual who asked the question back to the whole room. 
 
    “Psychology is not an exact science. I can sit here and tell you all the tricks I’ve learned over the years in the field but it wouldn’t help you. They’re my tricks that developed through my own personal experiences. We must be as accurate as we can be and most of the time that means leaving a lot for interpretation. Gray areas exist because life isn’t always black and white. For those of you going into some kind of police work, you will have books full of rules and regulations to follow. The rest of us, we have to read between the lines. We can’t just say ‘he shot someone’ and move on. We have to know why. We have to figure out what his mindset might have been during the act itself. That information could change the course of the trial itself, but more importantly, it could determine sentencing. The motive, the reasons behind every act means a mentally incompetent person could get the medical help they need versus punitive punishment and possible recidivism.” 
 
    A faculty member walks across the stage and stands next to Frankie. He’s talking to the crowd, but my focus is on my fiancé. She hates speaking in front of others more so than I do, but she handled her five minutes rather well. I just have to get through the after-presentation refreshments in the adjacent room and everything will be back to normal. Frankie walks over and stands next to me as the speaker wraps up the presentation and dismisses the group. 
 
    “You used most of the time we were allotted,” she whispers, a half smirk etched on her face. 
 
    “Blame the nerves,” I say with a large smile across my face. If we weren’t in our professional roles, I would kiss her for emphasis. 
 
    “Well, you do tend to babble when they kick in,” Frankie says and nudges me with her shoulder.  
 
    “Excuse me, Dr. Ryan?” A student stands patiently waiting to talk to her.  
 
    “Yes?” She answers and turns in the student’s direction. 
 
    “Your fiancé is a very smart woman,” a man says behind me. 
 
    Frankie’s conversation fades away as I turn around. The gentleman stands taller than my five-foot-nine frame. His dark blue jeans, button-down shirt, and a black sport coat are pure hipster. His black Timberland boots seemed almost out of place. His bald head reflects the LED lights from the ceiling and sunglasses block the color of his eyes. 
 
    “Yes, she is,” I say, trying to decipher the meaning behind his words. 
 
    “I’m being rude, forgive me. I’ve read all about this case. It’s fascinating really,” he says, holding his hand out for me to shake. I accept it. 
 
    “True crime junkie or professional?” I say, feeling his firm grip around my hand. My tone lighter and more relaxed than before. 
 
    “A bit of both, I’m afraid. I teach various psychology classes to the undergraduates and a few graduates. Got an email and here I am.” 
 
    “Graduates, what class?” 
 
    “This semester, Clinical Interviewing.”  
 
    “Oh, God I hated that class. My friend and I would start a conversation that would last all semester just to stop our professor from talking.” 
 
    “It is a rather droll class,” he laughs as his eyes never leave mine. “I’m surprised you didn’t get kicked out or end up in the Dean’s office.” 
 
    “Nah, we weren’t horrible. Just annoying. Rite of passage, you know?” 
 
    “I can certainly understand that,” he says in a hushed tone that makes me a bit uncomfortable. 
 
    “Well, thank you for teaching the future generations of New Yorkers. Did you enjoy the talk?” I change the subject as my eyes dart to Frankie who’s standing off to the side in a conversation of her own. Her hands animatedly wave about. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I was surprised the press didn’t leak more information regarding the crime scenes when they happened. I’m even more surprised you shared the case with us here,” he says. 
 
    “Well, at the time there was so much misinformation out there we were concerned about reality being lost in all the speculation…” 
 
    “So, the department held it back,” he interjects. 
 
    “Not so much held back as it was conscious sharing. Like the images I showed of the crime scene, those are part of the public file. We released things on our website, various government pages. All readily accessible for the media and community,” I answer. 
 
    “Based on that statement, one can assume there is more hiding behind the scenes.” 
 
    “I wish I could tell you, but it’s still an active investigation.” 
 
    “You think he’ll ever be caught?” 
 
    “I think so. As technology advances, it helps us close older cases with new methods. One always has to have a positive outlook on things like this,” I answer truthfully. In the last year or so, I’ve seen amazing things out of hard-working people in the department. Everyone from Lillian Brown in forensics to Logan Pevy in tech – there’s always a new angle on a crime scene. It might not always work right away, like with the Carnation Killer case, but it works in time. 
 
    “I don’t know. I think this one might just get away with it. He seems calculated, smarter than the average criminal. Maybe a bit of Jack the Ripper mixed with the Zodiac Killer,” he tosses out. 
 
    “Those are rather big shoes to fill for a man who plays with flowers. You’re right though, he is smart. We’re more patient. We can wait,” I answer a little firmer than before. 
 
    “But at what cost? How many more people need to die? I don’t mean to sound disheartening or crass, but you’ve got four bodies on your table. How many more do you need before this case gets taken away from you and your team? Your job is to find killers, not continue to wait while you attempt to figure out puzzles. This individual seems better at this than you are in catching him. The evidence never lies.”  
 
    “He won’t stop until we catch him, it’s basic psychology.” 
 
    “The original detective, Gino Reyes – your old partner I believe – said the same thing. Drank himself to death after he retired. Maybe it’s time to admit that you need help and let someone else take over? It’s not your fault, but poster child for the NYPD or not, you aren’t any closer to catching him than you were when he took a hiatus.” 
 
    “He did take a break and I know the trail might appear colder than normal, but I don’t give up. Especially when a narcissistic limp dick needs to get off on hurting women. I became a detective to stop people like him, not walk away from a difficult scenario.” 
 
    “Sounds like you should put that out to the media – Detective Steele Challenges Carnation Killer – news at eleven,” he says, laughing to himself. 
 
    “Look, I appreciate you attending the conference, but don’t try…” 
 
    “The reception is in the next room, Jasmine. Shall we go?” Frankie says, her hand gingerly touching my elbow. My eyes firmly bore holes into the male asshole in front of me. 
 
    “It was a pleasure talking with you, detective,” he says before he casually walks away. Frankie tugs at my elbow and I turn to face her.  
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Sure, just another day and another dipshit telling me how to do my job. Even if he is a bit right,” I say, resigned. 
 
    “What do you mean?” She asks, lifting my chin so my eyes meet hers. 
 
    “Maybe it’s time to send this over to the FBI.” 
 
    “Maybe you could talk to Karina and ask her?” Frankie says. 
 
    “Well, Agent Marlow is on a much-deserved vacation after helping us with Garrison. Besides, she has her own serial killer to catch in Seattle. Maybe we just need fresh eyes,” I say, looking around at the now empty lecture room. 
 
    “Then let’s go deal with the other presenters over refreshments before heading back to work.”  
 
    “Or maybe you can…” 
 
    “Jasmine, please don’t leave me here with other psychology professionals. Everyone is analyzing everything we say or do. It’s rather unpleasant,” she begs. 
 
    “You’re guilty of it, too!” I retort. 
 
    “I was trained that way!” She laughs in reply. “Look, it’s easier to handle the scrutiny with someone by my side. Please?” 
 
    My cell phone rings before I can answer. Captain Zeile’s name flashes on the screen and I look up apologetically at Frankie. Looks like drinks with the psychological crew will have to wait. 
 
    “Steele,” I answer, still holding her hand. 
 
    “Are you free?” He asks. 
 
    “Presentation is over and I didn’t paint anyone’s shoes with my stomach contents. I’d say it was a resounding success,” I answer happily. 
 
    “Good, get back to the station. One PP is getting on my ass about your paperwork from the Garrison case. There’s also another matter we need to discuss,” he finishes. 
 
    “On my way,” I say and hang up.  
 
    “Let me walk you out,” Frankie says, linking her arm in mine. “You know it’s rude to just hang up the phone without saying goodbye.” 
 
    “But they do it in all the cool movies,” I answer as we walk up the stairs. 
 
    “This is real life, darling. We show courtesy and compassion. We don’t have a magic phone booth or some gun that puts demons back into the ground… although that last one is a sword now.” 
 
    “Aww, you’ve been binge-watching Doctor Who and Wynonna Earp! I’m so proud,” I laugh as we reach the hallway. 
 
    “Yes, well, someone has to understand what the hell you all are talking about at the dinner table. You, Chase and Hadley drive me crazy. Besides, she’s dragging us to Comic-Con this year so I might as well educate myself. You better make sure you get those dates in October off.” She says before kissing my chapped lips. “Now go before I drag you in there with me.” 
 
    I lean forward and rub my lips on hers for Chapstick. She pushes me off with a grimace and smacks my left shoulder. “You goof! Go serve and protect… yourself from papercuts,” she laughs as she walks into the adjacent room.  
 
    Walking to the escalator, my phone beeps. A text message from my recuperating partner Will Everts floats along the screen. Opening it up, I see an image of Will standing with his hands on his hips in a Superman pose outside of the hospital. The words Finally Free underneath it. It was touch-and-go for a while, but he pulled through and apparently is headed home. I’m sure his wife Mia and their daughters will drive him crazy for a long time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The media still hangs around the precinct like parasitic bacteria trying to gather more information about the Garrison case. The man whose son drove drunk and killed my brother and his wife. The man who tried to ruin me and take my life. The man on a ladder of corruption that ranged from low-level gang members to Judge Killian. The press made us darlings, but none of us wanted to be. 
 
    It’s been a hot minute, but as the U.S. District Attorney, the FBI and even the CIA keep digging, more names are called with indictments. I knew Irving Garrison had some reach, but it turns out he was only part of a much larger machine. He remained loyal, but the low-level associates sang like canaries. The more that gave up names, the higher up the chain it went. This past week, three Congressmen were connected and arrested. They proclaim their innocence, but according to Logan the evidence is too damning. 
 
    The worst part is that it seems never-ending. My piece of the case is over. I’ve testified. I’m trying to get back to the everyday. I’m even in therapy to deal with the anger that remains. Even helps with the insecurity that pops up every now and again. I just want to get back to helping people. But with greater scrutiny, comes more intense paperwork. Dotting my I’s and crossing my T’s was not why I got a badge. Indirectly, murder in my area is down. So, I’ll take it. 
 
    Walking through the pen to my office, it’s hard not to notice the new energy that radiates in the place. Blame the new captain for all this comradery, no bullshit, wall-of-blue attitude. He’s already forced a few transfers of those members not making the cut. Everyone knows of the one probie he made cry in the middle of the squad room. The story has changed the more it was told, but the kid was removed from his duties as an officer. That’s where the story ends. No idea if there was an appeal, but the new boss is cleaning house. After Captain Udall was murdered and few of our own were arrested for corruption, he’s doing his best to clear our precinct’s name. Even if that means pimping out his not-so-favorite anti-social detective — namely, me. 
 
    “Detective?” Zeile’s voice echoes from across the hall. “Come here for a minute.” 
 
    The captain’s office has changed in the past few months. The photos of Tyler Udall with his friends, various other officers, and his wife are long gone. New York Yankees paraphernalia seems to cover almost every wall in all its nauseating glory. The worst being a 2000 World Series Champions banner hanging up near the coat rack. Any other ideas about who the man is is hidden from view. No personal photos or speaking of his family. I don’t even know if he’s in a serious relationship or married.  
 
    “Sir,” I say, trying to avoid looking at Derek Jeter’s smiling face on the wall behind his desk. 
 
    “We’ve been getting some calls requesting interviews with you,” he begins. “I’ve informed the higher-ups that it isn’t in our best interest for you to sit down and discuss things.” 
 
    “Thank you.” The stress in my shoulders relaxes a bit. 
 
    “I learned my lesson last time,” he says and shakes his head. 
 
    “They shouldn’t have asked about Frankie.” 
 
    “She was part of the investigation.” 
 
    “Yes, she was. If the reporter was asking about the case, I’d answer. Prodding me for questions of who’s on top, are you the male in the relationship… whatever, it was a bit out of line.” 
 
    “I would have handled it.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Using Mr. Pevy to expose that the reporter was homophobic was illegal and you used department hours. You could have been disciplined.” He walks around his desk, his glasses sliding to rest on the tip of his nose as he glares at me. 
 
    “Not at all. Logan worked from home, used previous clips that had aired in the past, brought up old Tweets and Facebook posts. Nothing that wasn’t already in the public domain.” I shrug. 
 
    “Just because you can, doesn’t mean you should. Next time you cut the interview short and come to me. I’ll handle it. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I say, somewhat happy that this conversation is over. Morally, I regretted exposing the reporter for the hypocrite he was… but it didn’t make it right. You have to rise above the vitriol in order to better the world around you. Easily said via platitudes but difficult to execute in real time. 
 
    “In the meantime, Detective Everts is still out. I’ve got a new detective filling in until he clears medical and all the other happy horseshit. I’m assigning her to you for the time being. She has an active case the higher-ups want closed as soon as possible. Maybe she’ll help you deal with all that damn paperwork you have to finish.” He waves his hand in the air as he sits down at his desk, effectively dismissing me. 
 
    “Cap, just remember that I’m meeting Frankie at a venue for the wedding tomorrow. Might not be able to answer my phone, so text if it’s an emergency okay?” I say slowly backing away. 
 
    “Yes, yes, now go,” he says while reading something on his desk.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Walking into my office, there’s a young black woman sitting in Will’s chair. Her eyes peer through her frameless glasses as she writes some notes frantically. The free-flowing curls of her jet-black hair bounce around as she works. Her entire body is engrossed in the task at hand. The sound of the door closing behind me pulls her eyes up to meet mine. 
 
    “Detective Steele?” She asks with a slight uptick in her voice. 
 
    “That’s me. You’re the new temp?” I say. I want her to know that I already have a partner. 
 
    “Temp?” She says with slight confusion in her voice. 
 
    “You’re sitting at my partner’s desk.”  
 
    “Captain Zeile said I should sit here until Detective Everts comes back,” she says, finally understanding my comments. 
 
    “Excellent.” The sarcasm oozes in my tone more than it should. “You have a name?” 
 
    “Sydney Locke.” 
 
    “Jasmine Steele.” She smiles in acknowledgment before turning her attention back to her notes. 
 
    “What’re you working on?” I say. I toss my jacket on my chair before sitting on the edge of my desk. 
 
    “A case that isn’t sitting well with me,” she answers, never looking up from the page. 
 
    “This wouldn’t be the case the man on high wants finished quickly, would it?” I answer with air quotes and hand motions. 
 
    Sydney leans back in the chair, her attention fully on me now. She closes the file but never breaks eye contact. It’s obvious she is not about to trust me regardless of my name in this place or in the media. 
 
    “Answer me one question and then, maybe, I’ll answer yours.” She intertwines her fingers over her waist.  
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “Why did you go to the film set when you know shit was going to hit the fan? Did you not graduate the same academy I did?” 
 
    “I did, and I was fourth in my class.” 
 
    “I graduated first in mine.” 
 
    “And this ‘my-standing-is-better-than-your-standing’ is important why?” 
 
    “Well, that stunt you pulled put women back at least three decades,” she says, shrugging her shoulders. “Maybe times have changed since your day, but I don’t remember the suicide mission class.” 
 
    “One of my best friends was in danger…” 
 
    “You should have pulled yourself off the case or told Detective Everts. Seriously, what is it with women thinking they should run before thinking? We’re smarter than that.” She smirks at me.  
 
    It’s then I truly take her in. The heeled boots giving her about three more inches in height. Classy outfit with a modern fashionable flair to it, simple accessories and minimal makeup. Her light brown eyes highlight some freckles on her nose and, just barely hidden under the collar of her button-down shirt, is a tattoo. This woman exudes confidence as well as a small rebelliousness. I like her already. 
 
    “I wasn’t in a good headspace. Made a rash decision to deal with the situation. Right or wrong, it’s over and I have a partner I can trust to always have my back.” 
 
    She stands and with three of her shorter strides, ends up in front of me. She extends her hand out into the space between us.  
 
    “You’re forgiven.”  
 
    “I’m forgiv— “ 
 
    She cuts me off. “We all make stupid mistakes. Just nice to hear someone admit it.” 
 
    “Admitting mistakes gets you sued,” I offer my hand and she shakes it, firmly. Her chipped nails dig a bit into my skin forcing me to let go earlier than I intended. 
 
    “If you screwed up enough to be sued, you wouldn’t be working here,” she answers simply before leaning against Will’s desk. She leans back, never removes her eyes from me as she grabs the file on her desk. “The DA wants to fast-track this case but something’s not right. I had hoped to talk with Detective Everts, but that’s not going to happen for obvious reasons.”  
 
    She holds the file out for me. Instead of taking it, I walk over to the whiteboard filled with Irving Garrison connections. The old information has been on here for so long I don’t even remember what any other case looks like. So many years of my life all on one inanimate dry erase board. 
 
    But it’s time to move on. Grabbing the eraser, I make quick work of cleaning it off. Within seconds, the entire surface is clear. The dual meaning isn’t lost on me, but it takes a few seconds and a deep breath to put the eraser back. 
 
    “Write it out,” I say to Sydney, handing her a black marker. 
 
    She drops the file back on Will’s desk and walks to the board. She stands in front of the board and starts writing down all the aspects of the crime in the left column. 
 
    “If you need the file at any time, I’ll grab it for you.” 
 
    “Trust me, I know it by heart at this point.” She writes the name Douglas Keets on the board in all capital letters. I grab the file and flip through it. 
 
    “According to this, Keets had no priors or even a juvenile record. How did you manage to get your hands on that information?” 
 
    “He gave us permission to dig into everything. Signed a waiver with his lawyer present.” 
 
    “Everyone has skeletons in their closet. Risky signing a document like that.” 
 
    “He maintains his innocence and probably assumed the information we found would exonerate him.” 
 
    “I assume it hasn’t,” I answer, my head still in the file. 
 
    “Very astute, detective,” Sydney says sarcastically. “The psychiatrist on his case said he believes Keets suffered from first-break schizophrenia. Legally, he should be placed in a facility for a competency exam.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t still be on this case if it was that simple. Cynical me says they’d medicate him in Riker’s so he seems more normal. Cheaper, easier and gets a conviction on the charge the DA actually feels he can prosecute and win. The question is why? How is it being fast-tracked and by whom?” I close the file and place it on my desk. 
 
    “That depends on a few things. Keets was honorably discharged from the Marine Corps last year. He had some difficulty getting back on his feet, so he moved in with his mother and step-father.”  
 
    She writes their names under victims. 
 
    “He’s accused of killing his family? That changes the ballgame.” 
 
    “That’s why he told us to dig. So, I did. He was starting to get back on his feet working with wounded vets at a church. It didn’t pay much, but according to the priest Keets was getting as much help as he was giving.” 
 
    “We both know personal opinions are biased and unreliable. What does the evidence tell you?” I ask. 
 
    “I never said he didn’t do it. I just don’t think he can be held accountable for his actions.” She walks back to her desk and pulls out another stack of files. Dropping them on Will’s desk, she spreads out them over the desktop, opening several to tagged pages. Various images, medical files and military history are mixed up with several sections blacked out. 
 
    “According to his medical records, there was no indication of mental disease or a history of it in his family.” She hands me a piece of paper with his vital statistics and chunks of information redacted from view. 
 
    “He was thirty-seven. Normally first breaks happen before the age of thirty,” I say to myself. 
 
    “Yes, but men usually exhibit symptoms earlier in their lives than women. So, theoretically, this individual should have shown some kind of psychosis by the time he entered the Marines.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. It could have appeared after he was deployed,” I say simply. 
 
    “True, but given the stress required to perform at the high level that his position demanded, the break should have been sooner.” 
 
    My gut says she’s right, but each human being has a different response to stress. It’s why psychology is so gray, it has to be a case-by-case basis. This guy should have broken sooner rather than later. I don’t think he would have survived one day in Iraq, let alone the full extent of his tour if he was mentally ill. My god, he would have endangered his entire platoon every moment he was there.  
 
    Dropping that piece of paper on the desk, I scan several others. My eyes fall on his military photo and some notes scribbled on the photocopied page. He never finished his second tour but was honorably discharged. 
 
    “Any symptoms or triggers listed in his file?” 
 
    “None that I can tell. His files were heavily redacted as you can see.” She picks up another photocopied piece of paper. It’s a photo. She hands it to me and all I can focus on is a bloody and battered Keets in his uniform. “He was injured in the line of duty. Ambushed while doing a routine sweep. Ended up losing his leg to infection from shrapnel. The mission, who was there, what exactly happened – it’s all hidden under black lines.” 
 
    “Let me guess, you want to know what happened but the Department of Justice and the Pentagon have been less than helpful.” 
 
    “They keep transferring me to the other without any care in the world. It’s as if once a soldier is home, they’re no longer the government’s problem.” 
 
    “That’s exactly how it is,” I say, putting the image down. “Okay. This is all good evidence, but the fact is evidence is king. If it says it points to Keets, then he’s going to pay for the crime.” 
 
    Sydney reaches down into her bag again and pulls out another file. She holds it to her chest for a few seconds before handing it over to me. “What if someone pushed him to it? Or at least primed the situation knowing the outcome.” 
 
    Flipping it open, a grainy security footage screen capture of an older man similar in height and look of Keets pulls my attention. The name next to the image is Otto Keets. Implicated in several robberies, extortion, sexual assault and a litany of other charges. Looking through the family history, I see that Douglas is a distant cousin. 
 
    “Before you ask, he might not be a direct blood cousin but Otto was a fixture in Douglas’s life. He kept tabs on his deployment, they had consistent contact via emails or social media. Having talked with neighbors, Otto was seen. Regularly,” she adds. 
 
    “Doesn’t prove much though,” I answer. 
 
    “Maybe not, but it shows a pattern of being connected to some rather unsavory characters.” Sydney spits this out and I find myself smiling at her words. “Did I say something?” 
 
    “My mother used to say the kids I hung out with were unsavory characters. Even after all of them became successful, she still didn’t like them.” I look up to a confused detective. I clear my throat and look back to the file. “No history of employment? Didn’t the detectives wonder how he could afford a two-bedroom apartment in Chelsea?” 
 
    “Sure, just not the ones on this case.”  
 
    She takes the file from my hand and drops it back on her desk. Sydney walks to the board and writes some more information down quickly. “According to my informant, Otto was moving tainted money through Katherine Keets’s job as a bank teller. When Douglas came home, he stumbled upon what his mother was doing. He convinced her to come clean to the cops.” 
 
    “Kid comes home after a massive trauma and has the wherewithal to talk his mother out of a money laundering bid? I don’t know. That sounds too far of a stretch.” 
 
    “He wasn’t all there though. There’s an elderly neighbor across the hall. She said Douglas would help her with her bags all the time. She noticed him being quiet but respectful. One day she made him tea and told him to sit down. The two of them talked about his deployment. The minute she pushed him about life now that he’s home, Douglas excused himself.” 
 
    “If everything you’re telling me is accurate, it doesn’t sound like someone suffering from schizophrenia. Any psychological testing done?” 
 
    “No, not at all. Douglas refused all tests, needles – anything that was deemed too personal. All I know is, Kathrine left a message with the detective listed on the casefile about coming in to discuss Otto Keets. The next day, the whole family is wiped out and we have a retired Marine who has no memory of the incident at hand.” 
 
    “Where’s Otto Keets now?” 
 
    “Allegedly on business overseas. He was here for the funerals, but informed the district attorney it would be too painful to watch the trial. Since the evidence was damning enough, the prosecution let him go. I have a suspicion he’s behind this. I know the evidence says it’s Douglas, but we both know things aren’t always as they appear.” 
 
    “One of these things is not like the other… one of these things is not the same.” I sing softly to myself as I scan the board. Sydney stares at me, her face once again riddled with confusion. “Not a Sesame Street fan?” I ask and she shakes her head. I continue. “Think about the case as a whole. DNA doesn’t lie. It’s hard as hell to fake unless you have some genius intelligence and a massive lab somewhere. Either way you go, the DA has a perp he can get a conviction against. The other is circumstantial. No testing. Detachment, aggressiveness…” 
 
    “I did some research and Douglas wasn’t on any medication but…” 
 
    “Post-traumatic stress disorder,” I blurt out, cutting her off. “A vet suffers in silence. There are support groups all over. If you can find someone willing to talk to you about his case, then you can possibly piece together what might have happened. It wouldn’t be too difficult for Otto to set off the right triggers and put his cousin in a full-fledged response.” 
 
    “But it explains a lot more, including the memory loss.” 
 
    “It’s almost impossible to prove without a 730 exam or at least a proper psychological assessment,” I add. 
 
    “Maybe Doctor Ryan could take a look at these files?” She asks me. Instantly, I wonder if she was just sharing this case with me due to my connection. Frankie is one of the best there is and we don’t hide our relationship. We’re professional and in the past she’s gone on the stand to defend someone I gathered evidence against. It rarely comes between us, but neither one of us has ever condoned using our connection to garner special assistance. 
 
    “I can’t ask her that. If it was an assigned case that’s one thing, but I can’t…” 
 
    “I’ll talk to her, all I’m asking is for an introduction,” Sydney continues. 
 
    “Call the office. Anyone in that office will investigate it if there’s just cause,” I say. Sydney continues to stare at the board, arms crossed and defiant. She’s angry at my answer, and I understand her response. “How many years have you been a detective?” I ask.  
 
    “That doesn’t change my ability to do the job!” 
 
    “I didn’t say it did.” My voice lowers, trying to bring a calm feeling to the conversation. “We have to work together and it’s my job to make sure your concerns are brought to the right people. If I bring this to Doctor Ryan, the defense could use it against you. Lord knows they’ve tried against me and my team. We’ve got years of experience getting around the bullshit. You don’t.” 
 
    “Silence is key,” she answers quickly. 
 
    “The walls have ears. Trust me, nothing stays quiet for too long. It’s too obvious a connection. I know you’re stressed and this case needs to be handled as soon as possible, but you have to do it right. From someone who ran into the devil’s den without backup and almost paid the price…” 
 
    “I get it. Doesn’t mean I like it.” Sydney erases the board quickly, drops the eraser into the tray below and cleans the files off Will’s desk. Her frustration oozes off her body in waves. She’s a smart detective, but you can tell she’s green.  
 
    My old captain would have loved training her. Tyler Udall’s first lesson to me was to always clean up after myself. ‘You never know who’s watching you, Jasmine.’ The second, never stop learning or innovating. You’re dead in the water otherwise. I can see that in her. Her ability to hide emotions will come in time. It takes experience, and sometimes a case that hits you hard. Or maybe two... or three.  
 
    Sitting at my desk, looking over the folders piled high on my left, I remember learning that lesson when I was in graduate school. Nothing like trying to keep a straight face as an inmate pleases himself in front of you. Each time I would go on the prison ward, ask if he had completed his task in crayon and he would ignore me. The first time I was in complete shock. I had no idea how to handle it. I stumbled over my words and he had the response he wanted. I remember taking such a hot shower that night my skin was dark red. I needed to remove the feeling of that man ogling me, objectifying everything that I was. It was an impossible task. 
 
    This continued for almost a week. I found myself asking him inane questions from whatever psychological exam I was administering. He’d refuse to answer simple questions intended to gauge his intelligence, his family history was incomplete – I had nothing to report to my bosses. I never got any answers, but he always requested my presence on the ward. If there was any question on any form, he would request my presence. Like a trained seal, I complied. 
 
    During the second week, something in me broke. Meetings with the inmate were cut short if I went to see him at all. I always locked eyes with him but remained calm and unfeeling. After his last refusal to fill out a simple form, I went to my supervisor with what I had. I had wide-eyed hopes of helping people, but in this case, he didn’t want it. So, somewhere in this man’s file, for all the world to read publicly, is a psychological report on his desire for pleasure over medical assistance. I’m sure it was read at his trial. Either way, that one-page report is a part of his medical record forever. 
 
    I didn’t want to write it. I didn’t even want to be a part of the situation, but we all have to play the cards we’re dealt. I learned the hard way that not everyone will respect you and not everyone wants your help. 
 
    “Integrity.” The word rolls out of my mouth as the memories of my internship stay fresh in my mind. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Sydney’s voice bounces around the room. 
 
    “It’s what separates us from them. No matter how much some criminal pushes, we stay the course, no matter how difficult it is.” I look up from my desk and see Sydney staring at me, her emotions still etched on her face. I write something down on my Post-it notepad, before tossing the pad to Sydney. “Call Agent Karina Marlow. We worked together in the past; she has more resources that could help you. If she doesn’t answer, then call Dr. Ryan’s office.” 
 
    “What happened to muddying up the waters?” 
 
    “She’s a Fed. I’m only recommending her because of the military connection. She might be able to get more solid information for you. Besides, I’m not engaged to her. Less mud, more of a morning fog before it burns off.” 
 
    “And if I call Dr. Ryan?” 
 
    “We’ll deal with that bridge if we have to cross it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she says, tearing off the number before tossing the pad back to me. 
 
    I catch the pad and dump it back on the mess that is my desk. There’s so much against the two of us at the moment from the outside world, if I can help her, I will. She seems like a smart one, but time will tell if she can handle the bullshit that is a patriarchal society. It’s harder in here than it ever will be on the streets. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    OUT OF HIDING 
 
      
 
    A banging on the front door pulls me out of peaceful slumber, alone. Frankie’s probably getting Chase ready for school. More banging on the poor red fiberglass door. I jump up, and run down the stairs two at a time in my pajamas. 
 
    “Jazz, are you in there?” This time the doorbell rings. “Dammit Jazz, I need your help. Like now!” The doorbell chimes again. 
 
    “Hold on!” I scream as I unlock the bolt before swinging the door open. Hadley stands there in a baseball cap, sunglasses, and a black leather jacket. She looks worse for wear as she pushes by me and into the house. 
 
    “You have any coffee?” She paces into the kitchen. 
 
    “You know where the pods are,” I say, locking the kitchen door back up. Leaning against it, I watch Hadley rush around the kitchen. 
 
    Hadley’s career is on the upward swing lately and with it comes added stress. When I was working with Agent Marlow, Hadley took care of Chase and Frankie on some secret Disney film set. No one knew where they were except the production crew. It freaked me out at the time but was absolutely necessary. We couldn’t risk the perp having access to any of our family members. It’s been a few months since she returned, but she’s been nonstop ever since. Maybe it’s the nondisclosure agreement she signed on the film or the increased scrutiny from fans and paparazzi. Either way, she’s family and if she needs to bang on my door to have a reprieve, so be it. 
 
    “You have to save me,” she gushes while fighting to put the pod in the coffee machine. I walk over and take the coffee out of her shaking hands and place it in correctly. I press the button to start the brewing process and turn my attention to a pale-faced Hadley. 
 
    “You wanted this career, Hadley. Whatever’s happening is okay. You just have to adjust to it, that’s all,” I say, trying to calm her down. 
 
    “Not that, the other thing before that thing became a big thing. Then that thing went somewhere because of the other thing and now I have to attend something to support that thing!” She rambles as she paces in my kitchen. The pot beeps and I’m thankful for the intrusion since I have absolutely no idea what the hell she’s talking about.  
 
    She continues to dig a trench in my floor as her hands wave wildly about, her eyes darting around but no words coming out of her mouth. I’m at a loss. I never took sign language and lord knows I don’t speak Hadley Short Hand or HSH as my chosen family calls it. Chase seems to be the best interpreter, but he’s getting ready for school and I’m in the devil’s den. 
 
    He tried to teach me their language a bit during the ‘Cool Auntie Days’ but it just flies over my head like rocket science. The two of them became really close during his time on set, and I’m so thankful for it. Those days out with Hadley are sort of like therapy for Chase. They grab pancakes, see horror or action films I would never even consider seeing. She’s good for him, but right now… I need her to stop and be an adult for five seconds. 
 
    “Hadley!” I yell and hold out her cup of brewed coffee. “Please stop pacing and speak in a language I can understand?” 
 
    “Haven’t you been listening?” She asks, sipping from her cup. 
 
    “You haven’t been saying much, just pacing, waving your hands around like you walked through a spider web and almost killing Frankie’s coffee machine,” I answer. 
 
    “I need your help.” She exhales slowly. 
 
    “From the thing before the thing.” I laugh. 
 
    “Exactly!” She answers and plops down at the kitchen table. “Do you have anything to snack on that won’t get my trainer pissed at me?” 
 
    Since she got back, Hadley’s all about being healthy and focusing on what goes into her body. Something about needing to be able to stay healthy on set for long periods of time. Her costar on the film she’s currently shooting spread some stomach virus through the cast and crew like the plague. She was the only one who managed to avoid it. It’s a bit amusing though since she meets her trainers in a high-end gym no normal people have access to. She’s like a politician with a secret lover. We tease her about it but secretly we’re all thankful she’s doing well. Even if it means we don’t see her as much. 
 
    “So, you’ll do it then?” She asks, her eyes looking like a sad puppy as she pleads with me. I still have no idea what she’s asking for. All I know is this is the same look Chase gives me when he wants a new video game or a second scoop of chocolate ice cream. 
 
    Before I can answer the doorbell rings again. I open it to reveal Will in dark blue jeans, a bomber jacket and his aviator glasses. If I didn’t know he had almost died eight months ago, his appearance at my door wouldn’t be abnormal. For me, it’s a blessing and a curse. I want him back to work with me, but he needs time to heal and recertify. 
 
    “Kid ready?” He asks walking into my now somewhat crowded kitchen. “Cute pjs by the way.” I look down at my rainbow unicorn clad pants and shrug. 
 
    “Gift from the kid for my birthday. You taking him today?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s career day at school,” he answers. He takes off his sunglasses and clips them to the collar of his shirt. “He didn’t tell you, did he?” 
 
    “Uncle Will, you made it!” Chase rushes into the room, his faded KISS backpack swinging behind him. He stops right in front of the former Marine and salutes. Will returns the gesture before Chase launches himself at Will’s legs. “You’re even early!” 
 
    “Of course, little man. Did you expect anything else from me?” He leans down and pulls Chase into a gentle hug.  
 
    My nephew lets go and turns around to face me, his hand firmly in Will’s grasp. His radiant smile reminds me of my brother Henry. He’s growing up so fast, and his temperament is so much like his parents it’s scary. Part of me loves this passage of time, but I dread the battles I know we’re going to have. If he’s anything at all like the people who brought him into this world, he’s going to be taller than me, stubborn as hell and have a bottomless pit for a stomach.  
 
    “Uncle Will is going to Career Day with you?” I ask simply, trying to not sound jealous. I had hoped he would ask me first.  
 
    “Yup! He’s gonna talk about the Marines and how it’s not like video games at all. It’s gonna be so cool!” He says excitedly.  
 
    “Are you going to spend the whole day or are you coming by the office for some testing?” I ask Will. 
 
    “Depends on the kid. Shrink says I’m close to heading back, but you know how they are,” he answers honestly. 
 
    “Do tell Will, how are we?” Frankie says from the doorway.  
 
    “You’re wonderful,” Will quickly places his sunglasses back on and smiles at all of us. “It’s been a pleasure, ladies, but I really must get this tiny human to school. See you later!” 
 
    Chase takes the hint and rushes out of the house dragging the large muscular Marine with him. I close the door behind the two Keystone Kops before turning my attention back to Hadley. Her leg is bouncing vigorously, her mug is empty and she’s staring into space. 
 
    “How long as she been like that?” Frankie asks, her heels clicking against the tiled floor. 
 
    “I don’t know, since she got here? Before Will got here, rambling in HSH.” 
 
    “And you let Chase leave before deciphering?” She smiles at my shrug. “I’m sorry I forgot to tell you. Will’s become the big man in his life and he comes with the real-life Call of Duty experience,” she finishes with air quotes. 
 
    “It’s fine, as long as the kid is happy nothing else matters,” I say, giving my fiancé a good morning kiss. 
 
    “Seriously, can you two not do that all the time?” Hadley pipes up from the table. “Just get married and start being miserable like my parents. This happy stuff is kinda gross.” 
 
    “She speaks!” Frankie says through laughter. Her engagement ring shimmering in the light still brings a massive smile to my face. After all the bullshit I’ve put her through, she’s still the love of my life. Now if only we could decide on a wedding date, size, and venue – everything would be fine. As if Frankie can read my mind she asks:  
 
    “Don’t forget to meet me at the venue during lunch, okay?” She grabs her keys from the hook and stands by the door. She pulls me in for another kiss and a tight hug. “If we finish early, we can get lunch together.” Her breath feels so hot on my skin directly below my ear that my brain stops functioning. My knees shake and my hands tighten into fists behind her back. She knows exactly what’s she’s doing. I love it.  
 
    “You’re coming right?” Hadley’s voice barely registers in my ears. 
 
    “I wish,” Frankie mumbles with a suggestive grin. 
 
    “Yup,” I say breathlessly. 
 
    Hadley jumps up from her chair causing Frankie and I to jump apart. “Excellent! I’ll make sure you two are on the guest list for the premiere. It’ll have some Q&A after, red carpet and all that crap. So, come prepared!” She gives Frankie a quick hug before turning to me. “You are a lifesaver.” She kisses me on my cheek before exiting my house. 
 
    “What the hell did we just agree to?” I ask Frankie. 
 
    “A red-carpet movie premiere, apparently,” she answers with a smile. “Oh, before I forget, my father and brothers are coming to visit. They want to discuss the wedding. Love you.” She closes the door quickly behind her. I suddenly have the urge to throw up. 
 
    Upstairs my cell phone rings and I rush back into the bedroom to grab it. 
 
    “Steele?” I answer slightly out of breath. 
 
    “I know you had plans today, but I’m sending Sydney to pick you up. We might have another Carnation Killer case or a copycat. Either way, clear your plate until further notice.” Zeile says. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I answer and quickly hanging up. The tension in my shoulders builds as I think about the cold case file sitting in my desk drawer. The one I spoke about only a day ago. It’s moments like this where you pray it isn’t a copycat so you can catch them in a mistake. Then you feel guilty, because someone else had to die for you to find it. No one ever wins.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Exiting the elevator, several officers pass us in the hallway. Captain Zeile waits by the conference room door. The drive out of our jurisdiction was annoying with traffic unable to move regardless of the sirens. Nature of the beast during the morning rush hour. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Body’s inside. Doctor Hayes is already in there with the crime scene unit. Photos were already taken to preserve the crime scene, but we needed to get a jump on this fast.” He answers. 
 
    “If the victim was pronounced, normally no one should go in before detectives do,” I say, a bit defiant. This is the first major case he’s overseeing me, so we need to get on the same page. 
 
    “New order, Steele. I’m personally involved in every case that needs it.” He pulls his shoulders back and stands taller than before. 
 
    “This is out of our jurisdiction. Even if it is our cold case, the locals have control over this section,” I say. The unfamiliar faces of two detectives in the hallway turn my way. Their expressions are full of frustration and borderline anger. 
 
    “New protocol from One PP,” he says as if that explains everything. “I’ll see you back at the office.” He turns away and walks down the hallway away from the scene. 
 
    “Now that he’s gone, we’re going in,” the younger, more fit, and disgruntled detective says. A uniformed officer holds up his hand preventing him from entering the scene. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but we’ve got specific orders from Captain Zeile. No one in or out that hasn’t been approved,” the middle-aged cop blandly recites. 
 
    “Just let us in. It’s our district, our body, which means it’s our case,” the second detective with a sorry attempt for facial hair says. 
 
    “And I’m one year away from my twenty. I don’t give a shit about you and your case. I just keep my head down, do what I’m told and retire with a full pension.”  
 
    “Excuse me,” Sydney says to the men as she flashes her badge. “I believe we’re on the list.”  
 
    “Well shit Steele, you got a new partner since you almost got your last one killed? Another case of numbers, right? Gotta keep up with equality! Then again, maybe it’s for the best. She dies, the department doesn’t lose much,” the second detective continues. 
 
    I see Sydney’s face harden and I do my best to push her a bit behind me. I’m the senior detective and it’s my job to protect her. I flip open my badge for the officer at the door to scan. He nods and waves us in. The chubby detective with the scruff of facial hair grabs my arm harshly and I turn to meet his eyes. 
 
    “Look, Steele…” I look at him, shocked he knows my name. “Everyone knows who you are. The token dyke for NYPD equality. Maybe that’s why you got away with all the bullshit with the Garrison case. Either way, when this all calms down, you’ll be remembered as the bitch who stole what’s ours.” I yank my arm free of his grasp and step into his personal space. 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck what you think of me, but a person is dead. If this is all about case numbers feel free to take it. This killer’s been sitting in my drawer for years. It’ll fuck with your padded stats. Now get out of my face.” 
 
    The two of them back off slowly as if that would somehow intimidate me more. I watch them until they’re out of sight. The uniformed officer stands calmly to the side, pretending he didn’t hear anything. 
 
    “You okay?” Sydney asks. 
 
    “Nothing I haven’t faced before. You?” I ask. 
 
    “Same.” Her eyes remain focused on the empty hallway. If looks could kill, those two would be burned to a crisp. 
 
    “Thankfully not everyone is like him, right?” I say to the officer at the door. 
 
    “Just getting my twenty, ma’am.” He dismisses me. Nope, like every other job in America, there are those who just want to get paid and others who live quietly under the patriarchal bullshit. Either way, no one wants to rock the boat that they’re standing in. Regardless of the negative effects their lack of action causes. 
 
    Walking into the hotel room, I see Medical Examiner Victor Hayes by the body. There are only two other people in the room. There’re usually more CSI team members in here covering every possible surface with fingerprint dust. Victor notices me scanning the area.  
 
    “I kicked them out,” he says from near the bed. I walk over to him and give him a questioning glare. “The other CSIs. Told them more than two would mess with the evidence we have. Namely our Jane Doe here.” 
 
    Her body is white, almost ghastly pale. A dried blood drip from the cuts on her chest has rolled down below her breast, staining the sheets. “He didn’t clean her up.” I look over to Sydney to see that she’s taking notes. She’s already on it. 
 
    “Maybe he was in a rush?” She asks. 
 
    “Maybe or maybe it isn’t him?” I answer. 
 
    “Or they just didn’t wait for her body to hit full rigor or for the blood to clot. I’m pretty sure it’s the same person.” Victor says. He holds up a swap from the body. “I normally wait until we’re back at the lab, but I swabbed her vaginal canal just in case. Smells like… you know.” 
 
    It is him. Or her. Whoever it is has decided to come out of hiding and kill again. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Sydney asks quietly. 
 
    “I’ll explain later. Just write the smell is consistent with previous cases, please,” I say, trying to calm the roil of acid in my empty stomach. That’s the last thing I need right now. “Do we have any idea who she is?” 
 
    “Not currently,” one of the CSIs answers. “Luggage tags were removed. Wallet is missing.” We’re taking everything to the lab. Once Dr. Hayes removes the body, we’ll check the rest of the room for any particulates.” 
 
    “Thorough, but it’s going to bury you under a lot of needless evidence. No one cleans as well as they say,” I toss back. “Vic, I need whatever you can as soon as you can.” 
 
    Two men walk in with a long black bag. The sound of the zipper opening makes the hair on my neck stand up. Death comes for us all in the end, but it doesn’t make it any easier to accept. Two sets of gloved hands lift Jane Doe’s body up and place her in the bag. The zip sound hits me once again before the two men lift the bag up and carry the victim out of the room and toward the waiting gurney in the hallway. 
 
    “I’ll get what I can to you as soon as possible,” Victor says as he heads out of the room. 
 
    “Hey Vic?” He turns. “Priority one,” I say simply. He nods in understanding and walks out of view. 
 
    I kneel by the bed, looking over the crumbled-up sheets. The victim was naked and left on the bed for us to find. “You have a light?” I ask one of the CSIs as I point to the bed. He hands me a long bar Ultraviolet light. Clicking it on reveals what appear to be semen stains. “We’ll need the sheets,” I say as I click the light off. 
 
    Nothing else in the room looks overly disturbed. It looks used, as it should. This is the standard modus operandi. Walking around the room, taking in the commonness of it all – it’s frustrating. The bathroom is much of the same. Toiletries laid out on the sink. Tub dry, clean. Shower drain might hold something, but once again nothing seems to stand out.  
 
    Walking back into the bedroom, I watch Sydney as she snaps photos of the scene on her cell phone. She walks around the room, getting what seems to be awkward angles for images. 
 
    “What do you see?” I ask her. 
 
    “Just trying to get into the mind of the killer. I find photos from their point of view helps me recreate the crime in my head,” she says putting her phone back in her blazer. “Other than that, everything is too…” 
 
    “Normal.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    I watch Sydney walk around the crime scene taking it all in. No blood splatter on the walls, no evidence of a fight anywhere – this is going to be another notch on the Carnation Killer’s belt. Another torment on mine.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An hour later we pull up to Woodlake Public Cemetery. I ignore the confused look on Sydney’s face as I exit the car. I walk along the grass, following the line of headstones. All purchased at one point in time in preparation of the afterlife, or just the housing of your corpse. I hear the door close behind me followed by muttering as Sydney’s heels sink into the dirt. 
 
    “Mind telling me why we’re here?” She asks. 
 
    I continue walking until I come across a headstone I know all too well. The carved letters of Reyna Lewis stare back at me. The stone, weathered from years of the local storms, pollution and whatever else mother nature sticks to it. 
 
    “Her best friend had her buried here. Reyna had no family, just her friends and a dog. Eve insisted that she would love being this close to the city for eternity. Apparently, the two of them had been traveling together since college. Eve hasn’t been back since Reyna’s murder.” The wind blows, sending a chill up my spine. I shove my hands into my pants pocket, but my eyes remain firmly on the grave. 
 
    “Why’d you bring me here?” 
 
    “Reyna was just a normal woman enjoying a weekend away, living her life. Then someone decides she’s the one to die. It’s a reality that too many detectives forget. The job helps desensitize every compassionate fiber in your being with time,” I say softly. 
 
    “You wouldn’t be here if it had,” Sydney replies almost defiantly. 
 
    “My family is a few rows over. I used to go there all the time. It reminded me there was something unfinished.” 
 
    “The Garrison case.” 
 
    “Yeah, that little obsession of mine.” 
 
    “Now you come here instead. You’ve switched one for another.” 
 
    “There’s going to be more detectives like the one today. The ones who want to bring you down because of your orientation, color of your skin or because you prefer heels. You have to find something, anything, to bring you back to why you do this.” I kneel down and pull out a small weed by the headstone. “For me, it’s closure for the families. Garrison was mine, the Keets family deserves it as well. We can’t forget the reason we have a job. To catch the individual out there who decided to harm an innocent person.” 
 
    “And if they’re not innocent?” She counters. 
 
    I trace the lines of Reyna’s name, committing the feel to memory once again. Sydney stands behind me and I can feel her eyes boring into the back of my head. Once I’m finished, I stand up and fix my jacket. 
 
    “No one deserves violence thrust upon them,” I answer simply. 
 
    “Some criminals do,” she answers. She turns to walk away, but I grab her forearm and stop her. 
 
    “I don’t care who has done what. No one deserves to be violated.” 
 
    She turns, walks into my space and stops directly in front of me. Her brown eyes harden as she tilts her head up to stare me down. 
 
    “You did everything you could to bring down your boogeyman. Don’t go high and mighty now detective. Lying doesn’t suit you.” She turns and walks away; her heels slip on the turf and she curses under her breath.  
 
    I follow her to the car and several thoughts rush through my mind. A drop of rain hits my jacket and pulls my attention. The wet stain spreads like a virus until another one hits. Then another. My pace quickens as the raindrops are so thick you can see them. I slip into the driver’s side of the car as the sky pours down on us. Sydney stares out the window, looking at the rows of memories lost. 
 
    “You’re right. I might not have broken any laws and I did everything that I could to bring him down. I didn’t think about the people I lost. Hell, I almost lost my life and for what? To bring down an asshole and his family,” I say. Sydney continues to stare out the window, so I continue. “It didn’t help me deal with the issues at home. I still had a kid to raise, a heart to win back, friendships to repair.” 
 
    “What’s your point, Steele?” She asks sharply. 
 
    “I let it consume me. So, yeah, I’m a fucking hypocrite to a point. I also go to a shitload of therapy and have decided to keep my integrity. It’s all we have in this job. I saw you at the scene. If those two fools started a fight, you would have finished it,” I say. 
 
    “You have no idea what it’s like. You can hide your dyke side. I can’t hide my skin color,” she says, instantly regretting her choice of words. “I didn’t mean…” 
 
    “Yes, you did. It’s all good. And you’re right. Theoretically, I can. Sadly, it doesn’t work when your fiancée is one of our Forensic Psychologists.” I lean back in the seat, snap my seatbelt in place before cranking the car. “This case has haunted me since Reyna died. She was the third victim.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “Until further notice, you’re stuck as my partner. That means your needs are mine and vice versa. Keets is your obsession. Carnation asshole is my current one. Deal?” 
 
    She turns to face me, her face calmer than before. She nods her head and that’s all the affirmation I need. I begin to drive through the blinding rain back to the precinct. 
 
    “That being said, you have any advice for someone seeing her soon-to-be-in-laws this weekend?” I say, changing the subject. 
 
    “Don’t drink before you meet them and if you go out, don’t order fish. Ever.” She laughs and I feel the tension in the car dissipate instantly. 
 
    I know I didn’t need to bring her here. It was for me to get my points across. Maybe I made them, maybe I didn’t. I just know we’re on the same page, working as a team until the boss says otherwise. That’s all I wanted.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Walking in the front door, I place my keys on the small table before dropping down on the bench by the door. I can hear faintly hear Chase yelling at something upstairs in his room. Probably a multi-player shooter game or something similar. Frankie’s hushed voice emanates from the kitchen. I kick my shoes off and head that way. Maybe pizza and old episodes of our favorite show will wash away today. About two steps from the room, Frankie’s tone shifts and her decibel level increases. Not to the point of yelling, but where she is crystal clear to whomever she’s talking to. 
 
    “I know you’re upset but I expect you to be nice.” She pauses and I swear I could hear the eye roll or huff of discontent. “Waylon, I don’t care. This is what I want. You, dad and Wyatt need to respect that.” 
 
    Leaning on the wall just out of view, I tap my head gently against the sheetrock. Frankie’s family was never a fan of mine. I was always the kid with big dreams and little to show for it. When I went into the academy, I thought they would somehow be more accepting of her dating me. The discontent shifted from money to not coming home after one of my shifts. 
 
    When we separated, Frankie talked to her middle brother Waylon. He was her partner in crime growing up, so leaning on him was a natural piece of our breakup. It turned out to be a blessing that she hadn’t told her older brother Wade or her father for a couple of months. Hadley assumed it was her way of hoping we’d get back together. I always felt it was her embarrassment at what happened. Our epic failure.  
 
    Either way, I was very thankful Wade was not privy to any information that gave him an excuse to come to New York and bury me in an endzone somewhere. He’s a part-time high school football coach, so when I asked for permission to marry Frankie, he threatened to hide the body under the goalposts. At least it was more creative than her dad. He just told me he had a shotgun and knew how to use it. Maybe they’d end my existence as a team. 
 
    When we decided to try again, I knew her family was unhappy. I’m sure her father, Wyatt, wanted her to find a stable, loving gentleman to make her happy. He was never in our faces about his displeasure for her preference, but when it came up, he spoke about his dreams for her future being dashed. So, when she accepted my proposal Wyatt was a bit miffed at the whole thing. First, it was me all over again. Second, I didn’t ask his permission this time. I didn’t know there was an expiration date on things like this, but apparently, I stepped outside the lines and incurred an offsides call with about sixty-yard penalty or something like that. 
 
    “Dad, please stop this.” Frankie continues, her voice strained with emotion. “I love her. I love Chase, he’s as close to a grandson…” I hear her take a deep breath. “I understand. I’ll see you when you’re in town.”  
 
    She drops the phone on the table and it’s then I make my presence known. She looks up at me, her eyes full of unshed tears, her face blank and her body slumped in a way I don’t see often. She looks beaten. 
 
    “How much did you hear?” She asks softly as a few tears fall. 
 
    “Only your side, but a little.” I walk in and sit next to her. I take both her hands in mine, the engagement ring scraping the inside of my palm with the pressure. “What happened?” 
 
    “They don’t approve,” she says and laughs sarcastically. “My brothers don’t want me to marry someone who left my father and me…” She swallows hard. “What did I ever do to make him hate me so much?” She breaks. 
 
    “He doesn’t hate you, Frankie. He’s angry at me. That he couldn’t protect you from what I did,” I say, trying to calm her. “Can you blame them? All of them wanted you to be happy and then I fucked it all up. It’s natural for them to be leery of anything I say or do.” My lips press against our joined hands. 
 
    “It’s not up to them, Jasmine.” She pulls her right hand away and lifts my chin to meet her gaze. “We hurt each other. End of story. Full stop. I can’t keep going back there. We’re moving forward and getting married. Chase is going to be our ring bearer…” 
 
    “Or best man,” I chuckle lightly. 
 
    “I think Victor might be upset with that,” Frankie responds with a smile. “Point is, this is about us. They’re either in or they’re not. I can’t let them live my life. It’s you and I versus the world. For forever and a day.” 
 
    “Always and forever,” I reply simply. “When do they come in?” 
 
    “The three of them are coming in this Friday and fly out Tuesday.” 
 
    “You want Chase to be here? I’m sure I can talk to Will, see if he can take him for a boy’s weekend,” I offer. 
 
    “I’d love that, but I’d also like Chase and all our friends to be around. I don’t want to walk on eggshells this time. I want my family to see my life… my real existence. Not something I cater to them. I can’t do that anymore.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to, ever again,” I say, leaning closer to her. 
 
    Frankie’s hands reach around my neck and bury themselves in my long brown hair. Her nails scratch gently on my scalp and I find myself pulling her onto my lap. Her skirt riding up slightly, my hands resting on her bare thighs. Her breath hits my nose and my heart rate increases exponentially. Frankie’s lips graze mine as my hands pull her body firmly against me. I kiss her hard, showering her with all the confidence and love I can.  
 
    “Parental units, I’m hungry,” Chase says turning the corner into the kitchen. “Ewww! Oh my God, my eyes!” He screams, rubbing his eyes as he rushes back into the living room. 
 
    Frankie lifts herself off my lap and kisses my nose. “I’ll go find out what the darling child wants to eat for dinner. I have a feeling a call to the pizza place will be happening.” 
 
    “I’m blind, Mama! How can I play video games if I’m blind,” Chase continues his antics from the other room. 
 
    We both stop dead. Chase has never called either of us something other than aunt. This is a new development. 
 
    “Good luck with that one,” I say trying to diffuse the tension. 
 
    “He’s got your family genetics, just remember that,” she answers. 
 
    “He’s biologically related to me. I can’t fix that. You chose to adopt him,” I say. 
 
    “My lord you two are so alike he might as well be your son!” She tosses at me walking out of the room. 
 
    My son … I like the sound of that. I wish my brother was still here but giving me Chase was the greatest gift I could ever ask for. He helped me understand unconditional love. He gave me a family I never knew I needed. He gave me a reason to keep fighting. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    ONE SMART STEP AT A TIME 
 
      
 
    It’s 4 a.m. and for the first time in a long time, I’m not the only person in my office at this ungodly hour. Most detectives don’t keep normal hours anyway, but with Will out until he can pass all of his recertifications, it’s unusual to have company. Me, myself, and I are alone for most days. Today though, Sydney is sitting in Will’s chair. Boxes litter what was once my organized and clean office. 
 
    “Morning, Steele,” she says without looking up. “I got you a peppermint tea.” She looks up at me. “Captain said you can’t have coffee.” 
 
    “It’s an acid reflux thing, not a ‘dying-on-the-side-of-the-road’ thing,” I grumble. 
 
    I step over the boxes, drape my leather jacket over the back of my chair and grab the tea off the desk. It smells heavenly but it’s hot as hell when I take a sip and cringe in pain as the fluid scorches my esophagus. 
 
    “It’s hot.” 
 
    “No shit.”  
 
    “Don’t go spitting that all over the case files,” she says as she gets up from Will’s desk. 
 
    “You got all the case files released to us? Already?” I don’t mask my astonishment. 
 
    “Captain fast-tracked it. Feels like strings were pulled at the highest level,” Sydney says with a slight uptick in her voice. 
 
    “New captain, new response time, I guess,” I say. I pick up the box closest to my feet and drop it on my desk. 
 
    “Or our necks are gonna be on the line with this one,” Sydney replies. 
 
    “They always are, Sydney.” I toss the top of the evidence box to the floor. “One thing’s for sure, we’re starting from square one here. We’re going to have to re-interview, revisit, re-whatever to figure this out. I don’t think the powers that be will accept another body dropped on the department.” 
 
    Sydney grabs the box closest to her and places it on her desk, flips open the top and pulls out the files. She pushes evidence bags around before looking at a piece of paper in the box. 
 
    “Some of the evidence was destroyed in this one,” she says holding up a wrinkled piece of paper. “Looks like water damage.” She looks into the box and moves some bags around. “The evidence bags might be fine, but the paperwork is going to be difficult to read.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can get the important details. It’s the detective’s notes I’d be more concerned about,” I answer as I continue to flip through the papers in another file. 
 
    “You weren’t the lead on this?” 
 
    “Nope, my old partner Gino Reyes was,” I say, voice thick with regret. “We’re going to need to go through everything, maybe recreate the crime scenes based on the photos and interview people again.” 
 
    “Let me get the main files out, we’ll set up a timeline on the board,” she says and reads a name off of a file. “Detective Reyes, he caught the case with the first victim… Olivia Anders.” 
 
    “Yea, good guy… career killing case.” 
 
    She stands and walks up to the dry erase boards, grabs a marker, and writes the first victim’s name on the top and underlines it. “Found in the back of an abandoned van in the Bronx.” She pauses and flips through the pages. “That can’t be right.” 
 
    “It is,” I say. “Mrs. Anders was a wife and mother of two from Syracuse, New York. Her husband Nick had to drive down and identify the body.” 
 
    “What is a white, middle-aged woman doing in the back of a van in the Bronx?” Sydney adds incredulously. 
 
    “Being murdered apparently.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” she replies sharply. 
 
    “I do. No drugs in her system. No affair. Was down in the city for some me-time at a high-end spa. Alcohol was well over the legal limit, so Reyes assumed she was unconscious during… everything.” 
 
    “I don’t know any woman who would want to go to New York City alone for a spa weekend.” 
 
    “She had a ticket to see Hamilton in her luggage.” 
 
    “Okay, see now that is a reason to come to the city,” Sydney says with a slight smirk. 
 
    “Nick said his wife loved coming to the city alone for a weekend every now and again. She would see a show, have some spa treatments and go home. Apparently, when her daughter was old enough, she planned on bringing her along. Simple, boring family,” I say as I lean on my desk near Sydney. 
 
    “So, what was so special about her?” She flips through the crime scene photos.” “One white carnation, heart carved into her skin by the petals…and cleaned?” 
 
    “Clorox-based cleaning solution. Wiped down the whole body, flushed her vaginal canal to kill any and all DNA. Reports state the hearts are carved after she’s cleaned. Makes logical sense,” I recite from memory. 
 
    “All of them like this?” 
 
    “Different races, religions, social circles, ages – you name it. No real trail.” 
 
    “Can you trace the flowers?” 
 
    “Generic white carnations? Every place in the city sells them. The shops closest to the crime scenes hadn’t sold any during the time frame of the murder. It’s gotta be part of the kit he carries around. That being said, we can’t canvas every single flower shop in the five boroughs and Long Island.” 
 
    “Long Island?” 
 
    “Elizabeth Cook, found in her apartment in Westbury. Nassau County kicked it back to the city since she was victim number four.” 
 
    “You get a lot of that, huh?” She looks over at my obvious confusion and holds her hands up in mock surrender. “The Garrison case. There was a body in a cooler in Nassau County. Cops handed it to you.” 
 
    “Trust me, if Cook were the first victim, I would have given everything over to them. Not because I’m an asshole, but maybe the case might be different.” Sydney continues reading files notes and writing on the whiteboard.  
 
    “You think they would have solved it before more victims were found?” 
 
    “That’s the thing, I don’t know. I just remember my old partner Gino Reyes making me work every possible corner, angle, forensic evidence runs… you name it, he made me run it. Just felt like we missed everything. Like we are always two steps behind the killer rather than ahead of him. I have watched this case eat away at everyone who touches it.” 
 
    “Hasn’t killed you,” Sydney comments, staring at the board. 
 
    “I wasn’t the lead investigator. After Reyes… retired, they pawned it off on some other detective. I was still too new for them to trust me with it. So, I focused on my own demons. For better or for worse.” I stand next to her looking over the whiteboard. “And now, you’re here with me, staring at this board of information hoping we can figure this out before number six.” 
 
    “Shit’s gonna hit the fan if we don’t. I heard the captain telling you people are watching your every move. Media and right wingers love a shit show.” she says. She crosses her arms and surveys the board. 
 
    “Probably.” I remain silent for a few seconds. “Cook always seemed like an extraneous variable. An outlier if you will. Everything else was in the metropolitan area. So, the question is: if her death was a mistake, why was he away from his normal haunts?” 
 
    “Until we find some kind of pattern, we won’t know for sure.” 
 
    “I say we hit the forensics first. Let me introduce you to Dr. Brown and beg her to retest everything we have in these boxes. Maybe her team can find something to put us on track.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Exiting the elevator to the forensics lab, I show my ID to the woman sitting at the desk before I sign in. Sydney follows suit before we walk through the glass doors into the pristine, overly white labs. We’re in a section of Manhattan where dirt is a major color combination, housed in an unassuming brick precinct building and we have two major labs that would make any science fiction fan geek out. 
 
    “The whole point of a vacation is to get away from all of this,” I hear Dr. Lillian Brown say through the glass doors. “I understand that Victor, but you promised me Hawaii for a romantic getaway and now you’re offering me Montauk in the middle of winter!”  
 
    The back of her chair moves as she shifts from one side to the other. I know she started seeing Vic outside of work, but I wasn’t aware they were up to romantic getaway status. Maybe I should sit my friend down and explain to him the meaning of romance – or commitment. He seems to be struggling with that since his divorce was finalized. 
 
    “I understand work is important, but it doesn’t come first. Figure out the dates and we are going to Hawaii so I can lay out on the beach.”  
 
    The chair spins around and her face twists up into a serious mom look. “I know I don’t tan but that doesn’t mean my ass doesn’t want to be drinking a Mai Tai while relaxing on a fucking beach!” She slams the phone down and rubs her eyes. After what feels like an uncomfortable eternity, I knock gently on the glass doors. Lillian looks up, blushes and smirks before pushing a button to open the doors. 
 
    “How much did you hear?” She asks. 
 
    “It’s got to be nice having doors only you can open, but wow that sound carries through. Mai Tais?” I answer sarcastically. 
 
    “You’re an ass.” 
 
    “Not usually, more of an ignorant oaf and someone who uses humor when she’s truly uncomfortable, so yup that’s me.” 
 
    “I’m Detective Sydney Locke,” Sydney says and extends her hand.  
 
    “Where are my manners?” Lillian says, standing and taking hold of Sydney’s outstretched hand. “Dr. Lillian Brown.” 
 
    “If there’s a scrap of evidence this one will find it, so make sure you hide anything you don’t want her to analyze,” I say. I don’t notice I’m shifting from one foot to the next. 
 
    “What is wrong with you, Jasmine?” Lillian asks me. 
 
    “Nothing,” I add quickly. 
 
    “Is this about the bachelorette party Hadley and I are planning for Frankie?” She folds her arms. 
 
    “No, why would it be. I mean, you’re all going to go out and spend lots of money on drinks, and do fun things to celebrate, and I won’t…” 
 
    “You’re babbling,” Lillian cuts me off. “Just stop thinking about it. Frankie is going to have a good time before walking down the aisle. That’s all I’m going to say. It’s a surprise and we both know you and secrets don’t go hand-in-hand.” 
 
    “Okay,” I finish and flop into a seat across from her desk. “That’s not what we’re here about.” 
 
    “I assumed as much.” Lillian walks around her desk and sits down. She motions for Sydney to sit next to me. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Redo all testing from the Carnation Killer’s case files?” Sydney blurts out quickly. 
 
    Lillian leans back in her chair and laughs a bit at the absurdity of the request. She looks between Sydney and me a few times before leaning forward again. She types frantically on her keyboard. 
 
    “All the information is in the database; I don’t see a reason to retest.” 
 
    “With all due respect to the previous doc who handled this, we need fresh eyes. You weren’t here when the other victims came in. You’ll be getting the evidence to test from the most recent one. In order to do a proper analysis, you should understand the previous files to compare them to,” I state, sounding like a former professor of mine. 
 
    “You sell it well, but I could easily read the information from the file for comparison,” she counters. 
 
    “But you might notice something from the other files that was missed. Detective Steele has been working on this case since the early stages. I’ve only come onboard recently so I’m catching up. It would really help us if you could start from scratch with me.” Sydney pleads. 
 
    “She’s good,” Lillian comments and eyes me as she leans back in her chair. “Did your mother teach you how to manipulate people with your words?” 
 
    “No,” Sydney says with a bit of defiance in her voice. The two women stare each other down until Lillian’s hard exterior breaks into a slight smirk. “My uncle. He could con you out of anything in your closet or bank account.” 
 
    “How many marriages?” Lillian pries deeper. 
 
    “Five marriages, one failed engagement and several loves of his life,” Sydney says without emotion. “The only person he ever loved more than himself is his reflection.” 
 
    Lillian breaks out into sincere laughter. She leans forward and looks over some papers on her desk. “If you have a deadline, I can’t promise we’ll make it. Victor should be sending up the new samples and those are the priority. That being said, I think I can try and make sure all extra personnel are working on retesting everything from those previous cases,” She says. When Lillian lays on professionalism heavy she reminds me of my father in teacher mode. 
 
    “No deadlines, Lil. Just do the best you can as soon as humanly possible. Hell, maybe we get lucky and he made a mistake this time,” I answer as I stand up. 
 
    “Probability for that would be slim to…” Sydney stops talking as she sees the look of disbelief on my face. “Sorry, I just state facts randomly sometimes.” 
 
    “Great, working with a human Wikipedia page,” I mumble turning toward Lillian. “Let me know when you have anything or need anything or whatever. Okay?” 
 
    She waves her hand to dismiss us as she turns the volume up on a Herbie Hancock song emanating from her computer speakers. I hold the door open for Sydney and follow her out. 
 
    “Where to now?” She asks. 
 
    “Well, now we go back to the office and continue breaking down the timeline while we shove unhealthy burgers and fries down our throats,” I say, a little happier than I intend as I walk down the hall away from her. 
 
    “Couldn’t we get a salad or something a bit… smarter?” She asks.  
 
    “We could, but that would make me really unhappy at the moment. Stressful times call for bad, fatty foods.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Lunch, Locke, my treat. Then we’re gonna go through the rest of those boxes when I get back.” 
 
    I step into the elevator and smile at her confusion. Sometimes you have to take a step back and breathe before you move forward. It’s something I adopted from Captain Tyler Udall. There are days I miss my old captain and replay his funeral over and over again in my mind. One smart step at a time, no more going it alone. I grab my wallet from my back pocket, flip it open and stare at a miniature replica pin of Tyler’s badge. My fingers graze the outline of it. His wife gave it to me after the funeral as a reminder. We always have each other’s backs but demand the best as well. We’re never alone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The whiteboard has information scattered all over it. My bacon burger and fries sit half-eaten on my desk, while Sydney’s was gone a long time ago. Looking at the stack of minutia on my desk, I can feel the tension in my neck growing. Beyond this case there’s another stack of papers waiting to be filed, signed and organized. And then all of the reports I’m letting lapse. That’s the one side of the job that no one likes: paperwork. 
 
    “If I stare at this any longer, I swear to God my eyes are going to bleed,” I say, rubbing my eyes back to life. 
 
    “We’ve been at it for hours and I can’t see any pattern at all. Is it possible that he’s truly random?” Sydney asks before gulping down some of her Diet Coke. 
 
    “The one thing I’ve learned between school, cases and various true crime series that I’ve binged-watched — there’s no such thing as random. Everything has a point, a purpose or a connection of some kind.” I stand up and walk to the board. 
 
    “All different women, different ages, no apparent connection in any way as for location or work or school… I have no fucking clue how this son of a bitch finds these women.” Sydney says. 
 
    “The problem we have right now is that we’re faced with half the equation. We only have what he leaves behind,” I say absentmindedly. 
 
    “That usually is what we deal with, Steele. It’s not like we can just sit there and call him in and have a full conversation or judicial hearing.” 
 
    “I understand that, but maybe there is a pattern and we don’t have all the pieces of the puzzle to put it together. There has to be something—maybe an Internet search history, school history, anything… that can lead us to whomever this person is. I’m praying it’s in the forensics or that something falls into our lap because at this point…” I say and toss my unfinished food in the trash. “It’s only a matter of time before we have another victim on her hands.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” She asks. 
 
    “I think we need to stop for the day. Victor’s still working on the newest body. Lillian is going through all of the evidence of the current case and all the previous ones. At this point, we’re in a holding pattern. What else can we do except bang our heads against the table and pray the blood leaves us a line from point A to point B? We need sleep and we need to look at this with fresh eyes in the morning. Maybe something triggers me when I get home, it’s happened to me before.” 
 
    “Would you mind if I stay here a little while longer and continue going through everything?” She’s staring at the picture of the newest victim in front of her. 
 
    “Just don’t stay too late. I don’t need to worry about you getting home in one piece.” I grab my jacket and put it on as my cell phone beeps with the message. “Looks like Victor’s having trouble with the identification. He says he needed to request security clearance.” 
 
    “That’s not a good thing for us, is it?” 
 
    “Depends. Could work in our favor, or it can blow up in our faces and we’ll have the entire Police Department or government breathing down our necks. Hell, if that’s the case, they might take it away from us,” I say pulling open the office door. 
 
    “Would that be such a bad thing? They have more resources and you’ve worked with the FBI before.” 
 
    “The one thing you’ll learn about the government — and this department — is that they’re both the old boys club. They’ve got great intentions, but they lack the finesse that some of these cases require. It’s not for lack of trying, it’s just the way they’ve been raised and trained. I got lucky with Agent Marlow. Anyone else would’ve stepped on my toes, ignored my team and taken full control without having had one step in my shoes.” I say before leaving the office in closing the door behind me. 
 
    Since the end of the Garrison case, there’s been a spotlight on my precinct and the NYPD for their assistance with the Seattle branch of the FBI. There’s also been increased scrutiny on everything that had my name attached to it. There were a few lawyers who combed through every case my hands ever touched just looking for a reason for a retrial. Hell, they even came up with what they called the Steele Defense. They claimed I had a personal vendetta, used extreme measures and some other bullshit. I stopped listening when one they claimed I had the scientific means, the motive, and the access to change their client’s DNA sample that was found within the body of the woman he killed. I might be a bitch, but I still need my nephews help to set up anything on my cell phone, Wi-Fi, XBOX — you name it. I don’t think it’s in my repertoire to change DNA. I’m no Barbara McClintock. 
 
    Not like attorneys don’t use everything they can to get you to slip up. They are there for one reason and one reason only – acquittal or worst case, leniency in sentencing. One of the first cases I testified in, a perp tried to prove this lowly beat cop had it in for him. His lawyer went on the attack ripping me apart for my connections to the accused. He spoke of the many visits to Riker’s Island which were all recorded and documented by the case file. 
 
    The fact that I was a secondary officer to the DA as protection was omitted. Not precisely a lie, but not quite the proper setting either. I remember the cheap suit, Drakkar-wearing, sideburns-from-the-70s leaning over the edge of the witness booth trying to intimidate me. He spoke about me being a new officer in my crisp polyester khakis of a uniform and wanted people to respect me. I spoke in facts as my training officer taught me. Routine stop, eyes were bloodshot, jittery – all the signs of something being off. Enough to insist on a sobriety test, which the driver refused. 
 
    Jerry, my training officer, took the lead since I was so green and unsure of the next steps. I remember his eyes kept darting to the trunk of the old white Pontiac with rust spots everywhere. The Dalmatian-looking car housed more than we could have imagined. Once Jerry opened the trunk, guy takes off in the other direction.  
 
    The guy’s wife was bound and bloodied. Her injuries were pretty severe, but her eyes are what stuck with me to this day. The fear they housed were like nothing I had seen before. Sadly, I’ve seen the look many times over since then. People in situations out of their control all show the same fear, doesn’t matter their color, religion… it’s all the same torment. 
 
    I remember the lawyer just ignored everything I said and immediately asked why I kept staring at his client during the trial. I was trying to figure out what turns a human being into such a vile individual. Blame my degree, but my brain couldn’t process why a person could do those horrible things to a woman he loved. Needless to say, they attacked me harder stating I tried to use my new-found authority to seduce the assailant. He rejected me and I created this unfounded fear to get revenge. Didn’t matter that another officer testified in line with me or that the hospital showcased her injuries – this was getting questionable glances.  
 
    There are a few moments in my career that have brought a smile to my face. Informing the defense attorney that I was gay, seeing his face, and his clients, were one of the priceless ones. They tried to change tactics, but the jury wanted nothing to do with it. He went away for a long time. Just proves that a defense team will come up with anything to get their client off. Sadly, innocent people get lumped into this desperation from a guilty individual.  
 
    That fraudulent defense case aside, the news media ran wild with how we had managed to take down a large corruption ring. Some of them went into full detail of the case and the victims involved. Others found a way to twist it, use it to drum up fear in their fan base. We even had some Senators from Washington demanding we provide them with any and all information about the illegal immigrants that were granted asylum. They missed the point completely. Women were raped, tortured and beaten. It took a hell of a lot of courage for them to speak up against their assailants. Like I said: the old boys lack finesse.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    DREAMERS DEN 
 
      
 
    Warmth surrounds me on this Friday morning. A weekend with dinners, festivals and whatever gets lumped into my schedule, is just around the corner. Frankie’s small frame wrapped around me, her soft snoring in my ear is the most beautiful way to wake up. 
 
    “What’s going on in that mind of yours?” She mumbles, half awake. 
 
    “Nothing much. Just enjoying this moment,” I reply, my voice low, hard to hear. 
 
    Her arms quickly release me, my back hits the bed, and Frankie stares down at me. Her eyes concerned, hand on my face as she rests on her left forearm. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “We’re not sleeping?” I toss out quickly. Her defiant face forces the next sarcastic comment out of my mouth to fade away into the ether. “Your family comes in today and I have this case to focus on. If Wade, Wyatt, and Waylon didn’t dislike me before, they will now. I can’t just walk out of work to…” 
 
    Her lips press against mine silencing me. Pulling her gently above me, her one leg falling between mine and her hands find purchase in my hair. It’s a dance we’ve always managed to perform to a pleasurable perfection. 
 
    “Aunt Jazz!” 
 
    At least we did before the tiny human lived in this house. Her head hits my chest as our breathing levels out. 
 
    “He’s going to be with Will for most of the weekend. As for my family, let me handle them. I took a few days off to show them around the city…” 
 
    “Lose them in Central Park and come home for an afternoon delight?” I ask with a smile on my face. She raises her head up and smacks my arm. 
 
    “You have a one-track mind!” 
 
    “Do you blame me?” I kiss her nose. “You’re stunning.” 
 
    “Mama!” Chase screams up the stairs. “I can’t reach the cereal.” 
 
    “Aunt Frankie will be right down!” I call back to Chase. I’m not sure if he’s aware of his change in moniker for her or if she’s comfortable with it. 
 
    She shakes her head and slowly pulls herself out of bed. The short t-shirt she borrowed from me falls off her shoulder, revealing her one and only tattoo. A simple tiger, her self-chosen spirit animal, crawling his way up her skin. It begs for attention, but I force myself to stay put. 
 
    “I moved the cereal to the bottom shelf so he could feed himself in the morning.” 
 
    “And I moved it back to the top one. I want him to eat healthier options, not sugar and genetically engineered chemical food.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t attack my Lucky Charms like that! They got me through college and are the snack of champions. Not to mention, magically delicious!” 
 
    “What? It’s the favorite food of diabetics everywhere. I got you off coffee, I can get the kid to eat oatmeal every other day.” 
 
    “Oh my God, you have become my mother. If you take away my chocolate addiction, I will hide your Broadway musical collection!” I say. 
 
    “It’s in iTunes,” she counters. 
 
    “I’ll change your password and give you nothing but Nickelback, Vanilla Ice and other obscure random songs that will irritate you forever.” I sit up and smile. 
 
    She crawls on the mattress and kisses me hard on the lips. My body instantly responding to her touch with a soft moan of desire. 
 
    “Do that and you’ll never see my birthmark again.” She kisses me softly again before walking out of the room. 
 
    “You wouldn’t do that!” I yell after her. The laughter greeting my ears makes my heart fall for her even more. It’s a blessing to have this relationship, for better or worse, growing together as one. 
 
    My cell phone vibrates against the wood nightstand, the image of my favorite metrosexual stares at me with a smirk. Victor calling before his normal working hours has notoriously been a bad sign. 
 
    “Vic…” I manage to get out. 
 
    “We have a serious problem, Jazz. You better get here, like now,” he stammers out before hanging up the phone. My head hits the headboard hard. It’s not going to be a good day… fuck -it’s not going to be a good weekend.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first thing that hits me walking into the precinct are the gaggle of men dressed in fatigues talking to my boss. Two of them are higher in rank based on the number of stripes on their lapels. The rest feel like a supporting cast of characters for a show of strength rather than necessity. Holding my peppermint tea in one hand, and my office key in the other I move through the crowd trying to reach the security of my office. 
 
    “Steele,” Zeile’s voice rings over the noise in the pen, stopping me in my tracks. My well-worn boots squeak on the grey linoleum tile as I turn to face the testosterone-laden orchestra. 
 
    “Yes?” I ask. 
 
    “My office,” he says as he takes three large steps to pass by me. I stand in place as each individual walks directly in front of me, none of them allowing me to move from where I am. After they’re all beyond me, I see Sydney walking into the office with her bag slung over one shoulder and a rather large coffee in her hand. 
 
    “Syd, not a morning person today?” I say. She ignores this and maneuvers around the front desk. “Well?” 
 
    “Was here late yesterday, figured it wouldn’t hurt to only be on time for once.” She looks down the hallway to where Zeile waits, arms folded, fatherly scorn riddled on his face. 
 
    “Military showed up and apparently I have to attend a meeting,” I say. “Wanna join?” 
 
    “Don’t you have to be invited?” She says as we drag ourselves toward the office. 
 
    “Come on, be the wingman at a bad wedding. You know you want to,” I whisper. 
 
    “I’d rather not, considering the other case…” 
 
    “Great, come on.” I pull her toward the room. “Might help Keets in the end.” 
 
    I walk in and over to the right wall and lean against a low filing cabinet. Sydney props herself up beside me. The captain closes the door, fixes his jacket, and walks to take his seat behind his desk. It’s then that I notice everyone is sitting, but the two of us. It’s funny in a way. I’m used to the common courtesy of offering your seat to a woman or someone in need. Considering Sydney’s heels, it would have been a kind gesture.  
 
    Conversely, standing conveys an idea of domination or power. We are above all the men in the room. We can lean down over them for intimidation or other oppressive movements. It’s a fascinating feeling knowing that these individuals switched everything up. It makes me apprehensive. Simply put, no one knowingly gives up that kind of leverage unless they want you to feel in control. The military is rather versed in this form of reverse psychology. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I say to the man sitting closest to me. “Would you mind standing so my colleague could sit?” 
 
    He turns to the man with two stars on his shirt. The slight nod from the older man and the younger gentleman immediately jumps to his feet. Sydney thanks him before sitting down. The silence in the room is palatable and rather irritating. 
 
    “Captain, is there a reason we’re all in here? We do have open cases to handle.” I break the tension. 
 
    “Yes, well, I’m sure Dr. Hayes informed you of our difficulty in identifying the victim.” He leans back in his chair, pulls his tie down a bit as if getting oxygen is an issue. “Well, these gentlemen are here…” 
 
    The oldest looking man, his white hair hidden under his hat, stands and leans on the captain’s desk. He pulls his cap off with his right hand, places it under his left arm and folds his hands together. The wrinkles of time wrap around his face like a labyrinth of memories.  
 
    “I’ll get right to the point here; this room is a need to know. I understand you and your associate need to be here for obvious reasons. The victim’s name is Emelia Smith.” 
 
    “Rank?” I ask. 
 
    “None. She’s the daughter of a high-ranking official with access to sensitive information.” 
 
    “And you think this is connected?” Sydney asks and pulls out a small notepad. 
 
    “Suffice it to say there is some concern this is premeditated.” 
 
    “Can you give us anything more to work with here?” I say. My tone is thick with irritation. Zeile notices and gives me a glare.  
 
    “Detective Steele, I can give you some documents, but I’m not at liberty to share anything further. We request you keep us informed of the case as it progresses.” He waves his hands and the other men stand, salute and exit the room. It’s somewhat startling how synchronized their movements are. “We are well aware of the possible connection to your serial. That being said, we are capable of handling this case if necessary.” 
 
    “I understand,” I glance at his badge, “…Carter?” 
 
    “Major General Dennis Carter.” He says, standing upright, shoulders pushed back and his hands grasped behind his back. 
 
    “Major General, I appreciate you coming down here, but we can handle the case. If something comes up, we’ll be in touch.” Captain Zeile says from the safety behind his desk. 
 
    Carter walks right up to me and stops quickly. 
 
    “Sergeant Everts was under my command for the majority of his career in the military. He’s an excellent soldier, better human being, you’re lucky to have him as your partner,” he says, holding his hand out in front of me. 
 
    He’s missing most of his index finger and his thumbnail is badly scarred as if torn by a beast’s teeth. My right-hand fits in his. The small nub moves as if grabbing hold with a phantom finger. It’s a haunting reminder of the ramifications of war. He can see my curiosity.  
 
    “Bullet,” he says softly. “Blew it right off before I even knew what happened. Wrapped the stump in a bandana and kept fighting.” He finishes and lets go of my hand. Carter fixes his hat back over his crew cut, crisply turns and walks out. 
 
    “Now we have the military involved,” Sydney says. “I guess this would be the ‘exponentially bad’ part.” 
 
    “Depends on what hoops they make us jump through.” The words fall out of my mouth as I try to wash the image of a bloody, handkerchief covered stump out of my mind. 
 
    “If you find any evidence this is a copycat or made to look like the Carnation Killer, you are to hand it off immediately,” Zeile says. 
 
    “Cap, we’ve never given up cases that quickly.” 
 
    “Steele, pick and choose your battles. If it’s outside of the parameters, pass it off. Understood?”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” I say. Zeile walks to the door and holds it open. Sydney and I leave the room. Sydney walks to our office and enters. I’m about to turn and knock on Zeile’s door when I hear her voice. 
 
    “Steele?” Sydney calls from inside our office across the hall. 
 
    I expect the military dropped off boxes of information with various black lines riddling the pages. The office is going to be a clusterfuck of information. Taking a deep breath, I walk into the small shared space to see our original case files still there. The boxes lined up neatly, the board in its place and a clean floor. No mess. No extra information to sort through. Just Sydney standing in the middle, holding one solitary binder. It has to be at least three inches thick, but that’s it. 
 
    “This is everything.” She says. “And when I mean everything, I mean actual printouts of emails. Copies of things and whatever else. Best part…” She drops the binder on our desk and flips it open. The black color covers the majority of every page. “It’s like they don’t really want help!” 
 
    I kick the door closed behind me, drop my stuff on my desk, and look over the binder. Scanning one email, I can see all names and important identifying information have been redacted. There are words here and there, clues that you can use to piece together an idea of the contents. It’s not much and is a bit of a pain in the ass, but better than nothing. 
 
    “Devil’s advocate,” I say flipping through some additional pages, “This is a national security issue and they gave us everything they could legally release.” 
 
    “You really believe that?” 
 
    “I’m just too tired to fight the bullshit today. I want to focus and stop being five steps behind CK. I want to make sure this body can be tied to him, to make sure he’s back, and this isn’t a superlative attempt at imitation.” I stretch and my neck pops. I flop into my chair and it squeals from age and usage. “You keep going through the notes from the Olivia Anders. I’ll try to see if anything pops out of these files. 
 
    This kind of tedious work requires noise-canceling headphones and my Broadway show tunes playlist. I used to have it play when I was writing in college. My ripped songs from Phantom of the Opera, Les Misérables to Grease used to blast from my old lacking-in-bass computer speakers. Now the digital versions have replaced the old low-quality versions, the selection consists of some of those originals, but also movie musicals. Hugh Jackman’s voice rings out quite often, telling me all kinds of positive things from The Greatest Showman to Lin Manuel Miranda rapping through Hamilton. 
 
    Flipping open the file, ninety-percent of the first page is covered in redactions. Only the words, email, contact and daughter’s name are visible. There’s no point in adding a page like this. It simply wastes my time and pads the binder. This might prove to be more difficult than I hoped. Second page, more information regarding mailings and suspicious packages. No direct words connecting Emelia to these documents. Pulling out my tablet, I click it on and write some notes. 
 
    My eyes continue to skim across the lack of information when I notice a hand suddenly appear directly in front of my face. My body jerks backward in surprise, promptly hitting the floor as the chair bounces off the wall behind me. While I was dead to the world, Logan came into the office and thought being two inches from my face was the appropriate course of action to gain my attention. If I had my weapon or mace, he’d be screaming in pain right now.  
 
    “Really, Logan?” 
 
    “What?” He holds his arms out as he snickers. 
 
    “Is there something you needed?” I say and pull myself back into my office chair. 
 
    “Our victim used Apple Pay for her bar tab the night before she was killed,” he says. He holds out his tablet which shows the receipt. Seven dollars and fifty cents. “Probably only bought a beer and left.” 
 
    “Or she paid before someone else covered the cost.” I stand, grab my jacket. Sydney grabs the keys and waits by the door. 
 
    “Address?” 
 
    “I’ll text it to you.” 
 
    I usher Logan out of the office and Sydney locks it behind us. The three of us head down the hallway. 
 
    “You’re doing the red-carpet thing tonight, right?” He asks. 
 
    “Yes, I promised Hadley,” I begin walking away from him, holding my phone in the air. “Still waiting for the address.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sydney drives like my grandmother. Her heel off her right foot, driving with the tip of her big toe and sitting straight up. The GPS on her phone barks directions to Dreamers Den. The name sounds like a strip joint. 
 
    “So, red-carpet event tonight?” Sydney asks. 
 
    “Yeah, Hadley has some festival premiere thing.” 
 
    “It’s really nice of you to support her.” 
 
    “She’s one of the Musketeers. Where she needs us, we follow, swords raised for battle.” I’m staring out the window at the raindrops rolling sideways as we drive through the pothole-lined streets. 
 
    “Is it her new film or…” 
 
    “No. Something she did a long time ago. Ties That Bind, I think.” 
 
    The cruiser turns right on 10th Avenue and the hairs on my neck stand up. My attention stays on the street signs as we pass them. Forty-five…. Forty-nine…. Fifty-five. Please keep going. Pass it. Go on.  
 
    Sydney turns left on 57th Street, settling my stomach before it erupts again seeing the bar sign. She stops the car, parks in front of a fire hydrant before putting the police placard in the windshield. I climb out, the rain pelting my head. 
 
    Walking into the bar brings me back to my twenties. There are wood barstools and high tables by the bar surrounded by televisions. The rest of the room has lower wood tables, benches or chairs like any other place. The old lacquer chipping away worse than when I last walked in. The stale smell of alcohol tickling the back of my throat making me swallow the acidic bile. 
 
    “Steele?” Sydney asks. 
 
    “Yeah, good,” I answer, forcing my heart to slow, mind to disassociate itself. No one can hurt you here. It might be the same bar, but he’s not here. Not anymore. Ownership has changed. It’s different now. The words float through my mind, my fists clenched, my body feeling miles away from my pounding chest. 
 
    “Sorry, we’re not open yet,” A middle-aged man says. He walks towards us, drying his hands with a dishtowel. 
 
    “We’re looking for the owner,” Sydney says holding her badge for the man to look over. 
 
    I don’t move or show my badge. I use these moments to allow my attack to subside. The beating in my chest slows and my body feels like mine again. 
 
    “That would be me. Well, I’m one of them, anyway.”  
 
    He extends his hand to Sydney, “Shawn Brandy.” 
 
    She shakes his hand, her knuckles turning to a lighter brown as she applies slightly higher than normal pressure. Handshakes are the most fascinating thing beyond signatures and reasons for murder. It’s the first impression. A way to showcase your strength, professionalism, or weakness in the simplest of motions. I’ve had firm grips from all spectrums of society. A politician with a clammy but firm grip, nervous but still in control. A murderer with a firm, calm grip with a smile that reached his ears. He never showed an ounce of remorse and radiated pride in his crimes and diversity among his victims. 
 
    The worst handshake was that of a movie producer I met recently. Hadley introduced us proudly, and my hand was met with the oddest connection ever. His index and middle finger entered my palm, his thumb barely touching the outside of my hand. He shook weakly, almost feebly. There was no power, confidence, or comfortability. My impression turned out to be true as Hadley filled us in with stories of his inability to make decisions. Apparently, he was better at writing checks than doing any actual work. He only desired to be known, loved and lauded for work he was obviously unable to do on his own. 
 
    First impressions matter for this reason and more. It gives insight into who you are as a human being. Sydney bears down with her grip. 
 
    Right now, watching Mr. Brandy smiling, standing tall, accepting the excess pressure from a short black woman with a badge, is impressive. He’s not intimidated. He simply pulls his hand back, shakes it out, and smiles at her. 
 
    “I guess what they say is very true.” He smiles. 
 
    “That would be?” 
 
    “Short but powerful packages.” He waves to the bar stools. “Something like that anyway. So, what can I do for you both?” 
 
    “Have you seen this woman? She might have been here Tuesday evening?” I ask, holding up my cell phone with Emelia Smith’s image on it. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s a regular. I think she’s a graduate student. Good kid.” He leans against the bar. “Something happen to her?” 
 
    “Do you have camera footage? Receipts?” I ask, ignoring his question. 
 
    He drops the rag on the bar top and crosses his arms. “We have footage, but it’s aimed at our employees. Ensures our pours are accurate and money isn’t being skimmed. Beyond that, I don’t have much. Everything is digital and eco-friendly. Receipts are emailed.” 
 
    “Was she with anyone that night?” Sydney interjects. 
 
    “I really don’t know. My partner was helping out with the bar area. I made sure security, the food and music were all going strong.” 
 
    “Is your partner here?” I ask. 
 
    “No, Karl teaches English to the undergrads next door. Grammar Nazi by day and bar owner at night.” 
 
    “Karl . . .?” I ask.  
 
    “Schlect. Karl Schlect, my business partner.”  
 
    “Would you know if he’s there now?” Sydney follows up. 
 
    “At school? No, no classes on Friday. He’s taking care of my mom tonight, but he’ll be here tomorrow around ten in the morning to start the day.” 
 
    I move off the bar and shiver one last time as my eyes dart around the place. Pictures of various high school and college teams litter the walls. Some autographed memorabilia of older sports stars hang in frames or shadow boxes. Everything about this place screams college and sports bar. A framed image of two teenage boys kneeling on their helmets sits above the bar behind Brandy’s head. Thankfully the design is very different from when I was here last. “Why did you change the name?” I ask without thinking. 
 
    “We hated it. Dive Bar was generic and Karl wanted something that supported the local college and community. We’ve got so many people with hopes and dreams of the future. He wanted Dreamer’s Den. I preferred something less porn sounding, but he had more money so he named it.” 
 
    “Odd name for a college sports bar.” Sydney pipes up. 
 
    “Yeah well, I wanted University Hall to give kids a proper sounding place of entry. Could you imagine telling your parents you went to University Hall to study? It would be an easy cover. But sadly, those who cut the checks, have all the power.” 
 
    “Would have been a better choice.” My monotone voice hits the surrounding walls. My eyes focus on the small booth in the back-left corner. I can still hear his laugh as he hit on a young woman, barely of legal age for intercourse let alone anywhere near drinking age. I can still smell the stale cigars in his shirt, calloused hands on my young skin and the subsequent pain that followed. 
 
    “Hey, you okay?” Sydney asks as her hand on my shoulder jolts me out of my memories. 
 
    “Yeah, I think we’re done for now.” I pull out my card and hand it to Shawn. “If you can think of anything else, please let us know.” 
 
    Walking out the door, the setting sun hits the tall buildings casting shadows along the streets. The mix of light and dark greys mimic the swirling emotions running rampant through my chest. The secrets of my youth coming up my esophagus in the form of bile as the memory of cigars remains in my nasal cavity. The brain tricking my body into feeling as though the pain, fear, and insecurity is fresh and new. The trunk I’ve hidden my darkest demons in has begun to crack. I know the nightmares of my teenage and early college years will revisit me again. The weight of my innocence lost all those years ago will prevent me from closing my eyes. 
 
    I’m being assaulted all over again.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    THE FAMILY I NEEDED 
 
      
 
    As we pull up to the premiere, rolling spotlights and people pack behind police barricades, filling both sides of the street. Media and camera flashes light up an already bright area. The scrolling Jumbotron background with NY Indy Fest and various advertisers repeats for what looks like the full avenue. 
 
    “We’ll be pulling up shortly, ma’am,” the driver says. His bleached white gloves stop at the base of his thumb. A faded symbol tattoo, blueish green shows against his pale skin before the cuff of his white shirt and the layer of his black suit. His short haircut holds his hat in place. Through the windshield, the backlog of limos comes into view. A half dozen in line, like planes on a runway. 
 
    “Someone from the production team will come to get us. They’ll be people on the carpet telling us how to progress down the carpet, okay?” Hadley says as she shifts her breasts in her strapless top. “Why did I decide to wear this? I’m falling out of this thing.” 
 
    “You’re fine, Had. Just breathe,” Frankie says. Her long hair is up in loose curls, bouncing with every turn of her head. The floor-length red dress, with the slit up the left leg, along with her five-inch heels, shows off her stunning frame. The desire to take her home for myself is beaten back by my desire to let the world see the beauty that Frankie and Hadley embody inside and out. Let the world see how lucky Logan and I are. 
 
    “You okay there, Steele?” Logan asks, sitting across from me. His tuxedo perfectly fitted to his surprisingly fit frame. 
 
    “Yeah, just thinking,” I answer. 
 
    “Leave work at the precinct,” Frankie’s voice whispers in my ear. “For one night, just enjoy this.” 
 
    My fingers clasp hers like they’ve done so many times before. Memories from earlier in the day creep back in. The smells, sounds, and feelings as if it was currently happening. My hand tightens around hers and I know she’s wondering why. The overwhelming feeling of fear, the unknown and people staring at me cause an anxiety attack to push against my inner wall of strength. It takes everything in Frankie’s grip and previous words to have me keep it at bay. My mother singing a lullaby to me in German rings through my mind and slowly I feel more like myself again. 
 
    The door pulls open, revealing a long red-carpet-covered sidewalk. Never releasing Frankie’s hand, I step out of the limo with the driver’s assistance. My boot heel touches the ground, but the sound is muffled by the cacophony of camera shutters. My tailored tuxedo is comfortable except for the lack of a shirt under the low-cut coat. Hadley insisted I wear something more modern. I initially pushed back against it, until I saw how my fiancé looked at me. I’d wear a potato sack if it gave me the same desired expression. 
 
    The two of us stand hand-in-hand off to the side slightly. A woman in front of me with a headset and holding a clipboard barks some directions into the small boom mic by her mouth. Hadley exits the limo and the noise increases ten-fold. Her sleek, black gown hits the floor as the driver ensures it misses the puddle by the curb. Logan holds out his elbow for her to take, which she does. The woman in the headset waves them down the carpet immediately. 
 
    “Once they hit the second mark on the carpet, you two will go down okay?” She screams over the throng of fans. “Okay, go!” She says quickly, her clipboard presses into my back and pushes me forward. 
 
    I take a few tentative steps down the walkway and bright lights instantly blind the two of us. Frankie pulls me closer, her arm twisting around mine. Ahead of us are reporter’s voices, fans, and photographers screaming for Hadley to turn towards them. We hit the first piece of tape and turn to face the wall of media. The flashes coat us like a torrential downpour. My eyes dart around looking for a focal point. Once I find one, it dies only to pop up somewhere else. Like teasing a cat with a laser pointer, we look around, shift our weight as the woman nearby tells us to walk to the second spot. Rinse and repeat. At the end of the tsunami of discomfort, a reporter waits to cause more anxiety for me. 
 
    “Hi, how are you?” She asks casually. 
 
    “We’re doing lovely; how are you?” Frankie answers and drags me by the hand forward into the lobby. Dealing with the press is the last thing either of us wants.  
 
    “I don’t know if she was done,” I say. 
 
    “I know, but I was. I know you were. Honey, we’re not built for this. We can smile and look pretty but I don’t give a fuck who you’re wearing. Your jewelry is your grandmothers, nails are chipped and don’t think I didn’t notice your side piece on your ankle. This is not our scene.” She spins, grabs the lapel of my tuxedo jacket and pulls me close. 
 
    “Be careful, I’m not wearing a bra,” her eyes slink down my bare skin as her face begins to flush. 
 
    “Then let’s go enjoy this evening before I rip it off right here.” She kisses me passionately before pulling me down to the end of the mass of people and into the building. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The fancy awards dinner was nice, but food that was edible would have been appreciated. I poke my filet mignon with my fork and the surface bends but barely gives. There’s a green concoction on my plate which is a mix of spinach, Brussels sprouts, and what I think is bok choy. I eat the bread on the table: it’s simple, no crazy spices or ingredients I can’t spell. These awards dinners always have great desserts, though. Best to save room for that. 
 
    I look over at Logan, who’s having as much luck with his steak as I did with mine. Our eyes meet. He stabs his steak once more and gives up.  
 
    “I was thinking about the case,” Logan says, before going off on a tangent. “How in the hell do you overcook a filet like this? This is brutal-“ 
 
    “Logan!” I cut him off. “You were thinking about the case?” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah. Well, this guy has to be really smart, you know? The women he’s killed, none of them really used social media or had a significant digital footprint during their meeting. Like nothing posted of the guy at all. That’s like stupidly difficult right now considering how people literally LIVE for likes, hearts or retweets.” Logan says. He’s had a few glasses of wine and is slightly slurring his words. 
 
    “Maybe,” I say. “But it could also be that the killer and victim were too busy with one another to bother posting images or tweets. I’ve never understood the desire to post your entire like or a fucking sex selfie. It’s a bit personal, plus those images are forever. So, to me, that’s not really out of the ordinary,” I answer. Logan’s face is red in the cheeks. Significantly red. 
 
    “Logan?” Frankie prods a bit after hearing the last bit. “Do you and Hadley…” 
 
    Logan changes gears quickly. “I’ve got my team working on the cell phones of all the victims. Just in case they took photos but didn’t post them and he deleted them. Maybe the phone pings all coordinate somewhere, could help.”  
 
    “Okay, let me know if they follow some kind of pattern that you can make sense of.” 
 
    An older woman approaches a podium and begins to speak. “Ladies and gentleman, thank you so much for coming this evening.” She looks around the room, her elegant black sequined dress catching the lights from above. She moves her foot slightly out of her overly high heels. She barely moves her mouth, shows no real facial expression, possibly due to the thick spray-paint make-up. Her words continue to be blurred out by the scratching of her manicured nails that could scoop your eye out in one motion against the wood. “And tonight, we honor, Hadley Moreno for her contributions to the independent film community, her boundless talent that takes us to new heights and her tireless effort supporting cancer research projects.” 
 
    Hadley stands there, elegant, stunning, beaming with pride as the audience claps furiously. The photographers continue to click away, but in my mind, I see flashbacks of her struggle. All those tears from failed auditions, fear of the next one, the terror of actually landing the role she wanted, to now. Her confidence, the talent shining through the screens to hit the eyes of those who once overlooked her. There’s a pride boiling in our chests seeing her success. I wish Victor could be here, but he and Lillian had to work the case.  
 
    The applause slows and one by one the crowd all sit back down. Hadley holds a piece of paper in her hand, probably a speech written from one of her agents or the new publicist. Words that might mean something to them, but likely don’t fully express her thoughts. After a few seconds of silence, she folds the paper back up and places it to the side. 
 
    “My publicist gave me a beautiful speech to read, but I don’t want to bore you with name dropping. Thank you to everyone who has ever given me guidance, all of my teachers, managers, and agents through the years. You know who you are.” She pauses and blinks furiously. “This is my first major recognition for anything I’ve done and it’s going to mess up my face!” 
 
    She and the audience chuckle slightly. “I’ve dreamed of standing in front of my peers holding an award since I was old enough to hold a brush and look in the mirror. I would recite the lines of a film, pretending to be the lead heroine saving the day. I would reenact every memorable scene, perfecting my accents along the way. My mother, bless her soul, never truly understood my desire to play someone other than myself. She demanded I get a back-up degree and I did. If she only knew that pushing me toward my degree would surround me with people supporting my true desire.” She pauses, takes a deep breath, and looks over to our table.  
 
    Frankie reaches back and takes hold of my hand. Her grip firm, comforting. She knows I dislike the attention, especially when it comes to compliments or gratitude. 
 
    “I met Jasmine Steele when we were both blinded by the lights of the fictitious world of our own making. Studying the mind, seeing how we could bend words or actions to our will. As I’m sure many of you have read, she’s a workaholic with a tiny human to take care of. Yet, she always made time for her friends… her family. I might get a text at three in the morning asking about my audition the previous day, but she always reached out. It’s why I leaned on her for support when Ties That Bind came across my desk. You know someone loves you when they show you the proper way to handcuff another human being,” she says suggestively. “I can never thank you enough for that by the way.” 
 
    Logan drops his face into his hands while the room erupts in laughter. “Truthfully, this award is because of the village I have around me. My best friends, my protectors, and my chosen family. I can’t imagine being on this ride without you all. Thank you for the yesterdays and for all the tomorrows. I love you all.” She turns back to the audience. “Thank you.” 
 
    She slowly descends the stage but several people stop her along the way. Logan looking red in the face from embarrassment, but also from tears, continues clapping. The pride he has in his girlfriend shining through. I was unsure of their relationship at first, but seeing them like this is a blessing.  
 
    My phone vibrates in my pocket with a new message. 
 
    “You okay?” Frankie asks. 
 
    I read the message. “I have to go. Victor says it’s important, left a file on my desk. Tell Hadley I’m proud of her.” 
 
    Frankie kisses me quickly. “Don’t stay out too late, okay?” 
 
    I smile and kiss her one more time before heading towards the door.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I hear yelling as I walk out of the elevator. It seems to be coming from my office. “What the…?” 
 
    Walking through the desks in that direction and hearing the wolf whistles from other officers on the night shift just irritates me more. Say I look nice, don’t whistle or ogle me like a pound of bacon freshly out of the oven.  
 
    One step into my office, and it sounds like a warzone. Sydney stands as tall as possible, her hands firmly grasping her hips. 
 
    “If you’d stop yelling for five minutes, I would explain…” she says. 
 
    “What? That a soldier’s daughter was killed? That I’ve been put on the sidelines because of a minor injury and you’ve made yourself comfortable in my chair?” Will’s voice rises higher. His right arm waves around to emphasize each word. This is not like my partner at all. 
 
    “Hey,” I say, trying to stop this confrontation. 
 
    “The captain said you were on desk duty and not to bother you. You’re a liability out in the field until you’re cleared!” Sydney ignores my interruption. 
 
    “I’ve had blood pouring in my eyes and still managed to complete my mission. I’m not a liability to anyone,” Will shouts. 
 
    “Well, you’re not in the desert anymore!” 
 
    “That’s good because you wouldn’t survive one minute!” 
 
    “Shut up!” My voice booms over their heads, bouncing off the walls and echoing into the main entrance area. 
 
    The two of them finally turn around to see me standing there, dressed to the nines, angry and frustrated. I stare at Will before pointing to my chair. He slowly moves, his body showing signs of discomfort with every motion. Once he manages to get into my chair, I look over to Sydney and point to her desk. Shaking her head, she follows suit. 
 
    “I was out at an important event and I get a text message from Victor telling me the precinct turned into Thunderdome. I show up and you two are at each other’s throats in my fucking office.” 
 
    “I’m sorry he did that…” 
 
    “Stop, I’m talking. Not you, Will.” I turn quickly to Sydney and raise my hand to stop her from even thinking about responding. “So, Will is going to speak first. Then Sydney. If you talk over one another, turn this into a screaming match or a whose dick is bigger, I swear on my mother’s grave I will go ahead and kick you out of this office. Then I’ll go to the captain and have a write up put in each of your jackets. I don’t give a fuck. I’m tired, my feet fucking hurt and I could be eating some five-star chocolate right now!” I look back and forth like a tennis match. “Good?” They nod. “Will, go.” 
 
    “A friend of mine called me about the Carnation Killer’s latest victim. I came here to talk to Captain Zeile about being reinstated so I can help. I came in and… Detective Locke was not only sitting at my desk but also threatening me.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Think before you open your mouth right now. So not in the mood for sandbox bullshit.” I say, staring daggers at Sydney. She slinks back in her chair as if admonished by her mother. “How did she threaten you?” 
 
    “She was going to turn me into the captain.” 
 
    “You said you had planned on speaking to him. That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “He refused to fully reinstate me,” Will says softly. 
 
    “So, you’re on desk duty.” He nods. “Let me get this straight, you spoke to the boss, he said no and you walked into our office to investigate anyway?” 
 
    “Her father was one of us.” 
 
    “Yes, he was, but that doesn’t give you permission to come in here and stir the pot.” I turn to Sydney. “You, speak.” 
 
    “I was looking over some evidence Victor sent up when Detective Everts stormed in demanding to see Emelia Smith’s file. I refused and he started sorting through everything looking for it. It got a bit heated.” 
 
    “A bit? More like Bette Davis and Joan Crawford fight!” The two of them look at me, confusion evident on their faces. “Jesus, look it up, people. Fucking classic Hollywood feud! Whatever. Look, here’s what’s going to happen. Sydney is going to use your desk until such a time that you are fully cleared to return. Will, you are going to do whatever the boss wants you to do so that I can get my partner back. If we have any questions about the current case, we will ask you. If there is something you can assist us with, that won’t endanger your wellbeing, we will ask. Sydney will not piss you off, step on toes, or otherwise irritate the fuck out of you by being too close to the book. Am I clear?” 
 
    They both nod. It hits me that Will was supposed to be babysitting Chase during this altercation. 
 
    “Who’s watching Chase?” 
 
    “Maya and the girls. Star Wars marathon. He refused to leave because the good ones were going to start.” 
 
    “If I may?” Sydney asks, standing with a file folder in her hands. “I know you’re on desk duty, but maybe there is something you can investigate for me. It will require getting a lot of information over the phone, deal with red tape and other items. I know Dr. Ryan is also looking over the psychological profiles.” 
 
    “What is it?” Will asks, hopeful. 
 
    Sydney walks across the room and hands him a file. I’m sure it’s the Keets case. She’s always wanted his input and pull with other people. Watching the two of them start to talk like human beings, I grab Victor’s file off my desk, walk out of the door and run into the captain. 
 
    “My office, now.” 
 
    “Sir, I know what this looks like, but I’m sure…” 
 
    “Close the door behind you, detective.” 
 
    I do as I was told before sitting in front of the captain’s chair. His expression reminds me of my mother’s ‘I’m not angry with you, just beyond disappointed’ look. God, I hated that more than a spanking. 
 
    “I promise you Will and Sydney are working through it. That… outburst won’t happen again.” 
 
    “I don’t care about Locke and Everts. They don’t want to work together, I’ll transfer them both or take their damn badges. I want to know who the hell you’ve been talking to? We agreed, no press!” He drops a copy of the early edition of tomorrows New York Post right in front of me. 
 
    My face with Sydney right behind me, plastered on the cover. Various sensational words riddle the headline but no images of the new victim. Flipping over to the article, the headline grabs me STEELE vs CARNATION KILLER. Holy shit they make it out to sound like a tournament bracket. Scanning over the first few rows of information, it’s obvious someone has been making stuff up. 
 
    “Captain, you know this isn’t true right? They’re using public information to formulate these ideas. I never spoke to anyone or issued any ultimatum to the killer. They say it’s a person of color, mid to late fifties from various witness accounts! We have no witnesses to speak of at all. This is utter bullshit.” 
 
    “If you’re lying to me Steele, this means your badge. You understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Then I’ll handle it. Get out of my office.” He says grabbing the phone and most likely calling our public relations department. This is going to require a statement from the department, hopefully without my assistance. The door clicks shut behind me as the captain’s voice reaches my ears. 
 
    “We’ve got a situation.” That’s an understatement. 
 
    Pulling out my phone, I send Victor a quick text asking about this new evidence. Within seconds, the reply comes through. He’s no longer in the office but can meet me there in the morning to discuss it…on a Saturday. His next text is short, all caps, and to the point: READ THE FILE. 
 
    I’m not looking forward to it. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    CLEAN SLATE FOR THE AFTERLIFE 
 
      
 
    The autopsy freezers line the wall in a meaningless grid, bodies stacked on top of one another. Void of life by design and reality. Just that sterling silver look with a matching handle, a business-card-sized opening for a typed-up name. It’s clinical, efficient, and still sends chills down my spine. It’s a place no normal person should ever see. 
 
    The last images of my loved ones being housed inside remain forever etched in my brain. The pasty white look of my mother’s face and skin. My frail-looking father who died without telling me he loved me. My sister-in-law, her face deformed from glass, metal, and parts of a tree from the car wreck that took her life. My brother, his legs torn and tattered from the dashboard. The lack of healing and harsh stitches – the remnants of life-saving procedures – pictures that linger behind to torment. It replaces the beautiful memories and flashes in front of your eyes when you think of them. It’s why Victor never moves the sheet below the neck, if at all. 
 
    “You’re early,” Victor says, opening the door to his closet-sized office and dropping his bag on the desk. 
 
    “Couldn’t sleep,” I say. I can’t help staring at the squares of death. 
 
    “Dreams of the past or something more sinister?” 
 
    “Aren’t they one in the same thing?”  
 
    He slides into his white coat as he glides across the plain linoleum flooring. I can feel his eyes on me, trying to figure out the meaning behind my words. 
 
    “You told Sydney you found something new?” I say, to change the discussion. 
 
    “Yes, but I’m not sure how much I can help with it. Lillian has to run her tests…”  
 
    “Vic, pretend we’re in kindergarten, more show and tell, less waving around of arms,” I say. 
 
    “Right.” He walks over to the second column of compartments. “I’m surprised the military hasn’t removed her body from us yet.” 
 
    “Conspiracy theories just grow like vines in your mind, don’t they?” I say. 
 
    “No need to get snippy.” He pulls on the latch and pushes the door open. “Just wondering if those binders show anything or was it all just a Sharpie investment.” 
 
    “It would be printer ink, not a Sharpie. I won’t ask why you were looking at evidence in my locked office…” 
 
    “Detective Locke was there and I only glanced at the one binder. She was reading the other one. Rather flustered with it, I might add.” He pulls out the long tray and folds back the white sheet. 
 
    Emelia Smith lies there, cold and rigid. Her perpetually tan-colored skin, now almost an alabaster white except for the purple and black outlines of fingers. The bruising covering both sides of her neck showcases the ferocity of her end. 
 
    “What did you find?” 
 
    “Basic signs of sexual intercourse. Like the others, her vaginal cavity was filled with a water and bleach combination. The body was washed down with the same solution, so any possible DNA evidence on the skin was too contaminated to even attempt to run.” 
 
    “Then how can you be sure they had sex before death?” 
 
    “Bruising around her entryway. Based on that, I would conclude she and her killer had vigorous relations during her death.” 
 
    “You make it sound so technical.” I move away from the body, “If that’s all you found, it’s not very helpful. Everything you’ve mentioned is what we have on all of the other women.” 
 
    “True. Emelia gave us something else.” Victor covers her body back up, slides the metal tray holding the body back into the locker until it clicks. He closes the door, putting her back into darkness. 
 
    “You should have led with that,” I say. Victor ignores my snarkiness and walks around to a new mobile computer center.  
 
    “I needed to show you the basics first. You know damned well if I showed you the new stuff, you would rush out to Lillian’s office and harass her without having the full picture.” 
 
    I say nothing as he begins to pound away at the defenseless keyboard. An X-ray pops up on the screen and he turns the monitor to face me. The dental images of Emelia cover the screen. A small set of circles covers her upper and lower teeth. 
 
    “What am I looking at?” 
 
    “Emelia’s dental x-ray. Those circles are where we found skin cells.” 
 
    “She bit him,” I say, my voice lower but tinged with some hope. 
 
    “I sent the samples over to Lillian. Maybe we get lucky and get a hit.” 
 
    “Possible, but we wouldn’t be able to connect it to the other cases. Besides, it would show he was there, but couldn’t possibly get the jury to believe that teeth make the killer.” I turn my attention back to the grid of metal doors. 
 
    “Worked on Ted Bundy.” 
 
    “Yes, who had a reputation and accusations in several over states at the time of his arrest in Florida.” 
 
    “Yes, well… maybe this individual has a history we don’t know about.” He continues trying to defend his moot point. 
 
    “Why didn’t he clean her up? Brush her teeth? He must have known she bit him hard enough, it doesn’t fit the profile.” 
 
    “None of the other victims had clean teeth. Residue from drinks, previous meals, all matching their stomach contents. Maybe he just didn’t see the need.” 
 
    “What do you always say?” 
 
    “Behavior and science are black and white. You can try to cover it up, deviate or straight up lie, but the essence of truth always remains.” 
 
    “Exactly. The essence of truth. Either something changed or it was a deliberate action. Maybe Frankie can figure it out.” I turn, hit the elevator button and wait for the door to swish open. 
 
    “There’s one other option.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I ask, looking over my shoulder. 
 
    “Copycat? Maybe it was a hit and they made a mistake?” 
 
    “Bare hands or gloves?” 
 
    “Bare hands.” 
 
    “I’ll have Lillian compare all of them. If everything lines up, we’ll know for sure.” I step into the elevator and head down to the science lab. 
 
    None of this makes any kind of sense. The military getting involved just wasted my time. Might not be a lot but it deviated our attention and that’s never smart. It took a day or so to almost definitively prove that they have no connection to this case. I don’t believe in coincidences. There’s something more to this than they’re allowing us to see. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The crime lab is busy as usual. People slide on their stools from desks to their microscopes. Reminds me of the fun my brother and I had at my grandparent’s business. We would race each other down the hallway in office chairs. The dents in the wall showed our passion and competitiveness. The fact that they were never fixed just proved that my family cared more about our memories and fun than they did proper behavior. At least when there was no one else around. A family-run business and the employees become the family of choice. It’s all gone now. 
 
    Lillian walks up and stands next to me. “Jasmine?”  
 
    “Lillian.” 
 
    “One of these days I’m going to remove the wheels from those damn things.” 
 
    I’m watching a young woman bouncing on her stool to the beat of the music in her headphones. “Prevent contamination or mishandling of evidence?”  
 
    “Well, there’s that, but also because half of them are uncoordinated and end up falling. It’s a horrid amount of paperwork. Besides, I’ve always had to stand, misery loves company.” 
 
    “You’re evil; you know that?”  
 
    Lillian smiles and turns toward her office, waving me along as she struts. Her designer heels making a clickety-clack sound as they meet the white linoleum flooring. A male intern passes her and stumbles over his feet. Lillian has that aura about her. The sex appeal mixed with a massive amount of intimidation. She makes no apologies for her ability, looks, or intelligence. She has yet to be put off by anything, other than Victor of course. He’s the only one who can easily knock her off-kilter. 
 
    “I’m assuming Victor sent you my way.” It’s a statement, not a question. 
 
    “Something about new evidence he sent to your department.” As I follow her my Timberland boots squeak and echo down the hall bringing unwanted attention my way. 
 
    Lillian walks up to a wall panel and places her hand on a screen. After a few seconds it turns green. She then leans forward for a retinal scan. All this security around the lab and I can see Logan hacking it in minutes. Nothing is ever truly protected from the will of those with stubborn streaks, funding or governmental threats. 
 
    The glass doors retract with a swishing sound that reminds me of the entryways in Star Trek. They part and slide to opposite sides as we walk into the middle of the room. I’ve never been in Lillian’s personal lab before. One wall is floor-to-ceiling shelves along its entirety. There are glass beakers of various sizes along the middle row down the whole wall that beckon me to pick one up. I shove my hands into my pockets with force.  
 
    The doors shut behind me making the same sound as when they opened. Lillian walks into the room and grabs her long white lab coat. Her arms slip through the sleeves with ease, and she flips her hair over the collar. 
 
    I take in in the rest of the room. The other two walls are lined with a countertop, stools, and file drawers every few feet. On top are several microscopes and various high-end machines that I’m sure do things beyond my comprehension. In the center of the room is an island housing several computer monitors, keyboards, and a printer on each end. Boxes labeled Carnation Killer are stacked on the floor against the island.  
 
    “You okay, detective?” Lillian asks. It’s then I’ve realized I haven’t moved from the doorway. 
 
    “It’s just – I’ve never been in here before.” 
 
    “Want the dime tour then?” She asks, and I nod. “Okay, the room is bulletproof glass. Everything in here is tempered so if it does break, it won’t shatter. The machines on the left wall all deal with liquid evidence and the ones on the right wall deal with everything else. Everything is hands off. Got it?” 
 
    “Yup.” I walk right in front of the row of computer monitors, hands firmly in my pockets. 
 
    “Wonderful.” Lillian begins to click a mouse and frantically types away at her keyboard. She doesn’t look up but asks, “What’s with the hands in the pockets?” 
 
    “Bull in a china shop,” I say, shrugging my shoulders. 
 
    “You’re not a child, so please remove them. Rest assured everything is insured to the nines should you not heed my previous warnings.” She continues to type. 
 
    “Still, my mother would kick my ass if I touched anything. It’s drilled into my genetic coding.” 
 
    “Understood.” The printer roars to life. The gears rotating, the paper sliding from the tray and laser ink emblazoned on it. A hot page shoots into the tray as the printer sighs to a stop. “So, we know the other victims’ bodies were void of any testable DNA.” 
 
    “They were degraded with bleach or contaminated in some other way.” 
 
    “Precisely.” She grabs the page and looks it over. “Emelia had testable quantities in her mouth.” She hands me the page. “No hits in the system, but if you get a suspect, we can compare samples.” 
 
    Grabbing the sheet, I look over the peaks and valleys of the reds, blues, greens and blacks. Everything that uniquely makes us who we are plotted out in simple charts. No one else will ever match this charting. Your mother and father each match about half of it, but this is my killer. On a piece of paper, my serial killer now has a profile. It’s a chilling moment. This is the first tactile thing I have on him. 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense to me. He consistently goes to the trouble of concealing his identity but then he makes a gaffe like this? He must have felt himself being bitten. Why not clean her mouth?” I’m still staring at the profile. 
 
    “That’s Dr. Ryan’s expertise. Maybe she or one of her colleagues can shed some light on it. Not my area. I’m only the one who can connect Mr. Smith here to the other murders.” 
 
    “Everything we have on the others is circumstantial at best. Bruising patterns, M.O. I’m running on empty doc,” I say. 
 
    “Plant genetics.”  
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Lillian moves to another workstation and begins to type on a different keyboard and a television set resting near the doors comes to life. An image of a molecular slide appears on the screen. “Plant DNA. The DNA is as unique as ours. I can’t match them to each other like we do with humans due to the chloroplasts, but I can tell you the fertilizer ratio used.” 
 
    “I don’t see how this helps or what it means, truthfully.” 
 
    “The fertilizer. Used to grow the carnations.” By my blank look she can tell I’m rolling blank tape. She continues. “Before I transferred here, I worked a case involving a body burned in a barrel. No physical evidence was available due to the intense heat. The coroner identified the body with dental records, but forensically we had very little to work with.” 
 
    Lillian types away and the television screen switches to a gallery of crime scene photos. A myriad of trees, a small clearing, an old rusted barrel but nothing discernable that draws my attention. 
 
    “Middle of the woods, how’d the barrel and body get there. Tire tracks?” I ask. 
 
    “Some, generic ones that are on every Ford F150 in the area. Too many candidates, but it was used to support the case against the perpetrator.” 
 
    “Sounds violent, personal. Bad relationship? Family drama?” 
 
    “Thinking like a true detective and less like a scientist.” She chuckles a bit. “Lived with her father, no significant other. Only child. Father had an alibi but it couldn’t be corroborated.” 
 
    “Friends? Co-workers? Online presence?” 
 
    “All different accounts and statements.” She clicks on some photos to enlarge them. The angle showing a blue barrel with several rust spots under the tree. The victim’s boney arm sticking up from the center. 
 
    “Perception and personal experience tend to filter what we perceive or think,” I say. “You see something a specific way, express what you hear or read in a way that your brain comprehends. That’s why I don’t rely solely on eyewitness testimony.” 
 
    “Precisely. Science, however, never lies. We found a partial number on the barrel. That led us to the main company who made them. Then we found trace elements inside the container that led us to a manure factory.” 
 
    “How many employees using that model truck?” 
 
    “Fifteen.” She hits the keyboard again and opens up several images of test results and a newspaper article. “I keep a protected folder with this information inside. To inspire me, motivate me. When I feel like I’ve hit a brick wall, it reminds me that anything can be deciphered with determination, creativity, and ingenuity.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “We were given permission to cut the tree down. Before you get upset, once the case was over, we planted several more as per our agreement with the town.” She highlights a photo showing the cross-section of the tree. “We took several samples for DNA extraction, chemical test and several slices of the tree to examine its rings. I won’t go into the details of the science behind it, but we found there were trace chemicals in the samples that shouldn’t be there. We also found a disruption in the rings where a chemical was introduced from an outside source. When we figured it out, we got the composition of the accelerant and compared it to the owners of those trucks. Her father’s truck used that specific brand of gas around the block from his house. The tires matched and he was responsible for unloading the barrels at his firm. It was enough to convict.” 
 
    “But not a slam dunk. How can this help us with flowers?” 
 
    “The nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium levels could be tested and it seems the fertilizer used was a five-ten-five system. Pretty common. After further testing, I found trace elements of micronutrients from seaweed extracts, borax, and other complex sugars. I searched the databases for fertilizers matching this breakdown, and I came back with Age Old Bloom. It’s an organic one sold online. And in a few stores locally.” 
 
    “It’s not perfect, but it’s a start. How many stores is ‘a few’?” 
 
    “About fifty.” 
 
    “Can you email the list to Logan and tell him to cross-reference all the information we have with the store locations? Maybe he can narrow it down.” I say, staring at the label of organic liquid feed. 
 
    “I compared all the carnations, they all were grown with the same compounds. So, I can say this person is probably growing these on their own. You find the source; I can compare them.” 
 
    “Unless you add bleach.” 
 
    “Sugar and a penny. Helps with the pH levels. My mother had a green thumb. I can’t keep a cactus alive.” 
 
    “Thanks, Lillian.” I walk out of her office and down the hall. 
 
    Whenever we had flowers in my house my mother always added a small amount of Clorox bleach to the water mixture. Her carnations would last longer than average and always seemed to be so vibrant. My grandmother did the same. It was something she learned as a child growing up on a farm and had passed it down. This might be part of what the case is missing, the simpler in its complexity, science. Technology needs to catch up quickly, and I need a person willing and educated enough to use it. 
 
    I need Frankie’s brain…now.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Frankie’s receptionist sits behind her desk, headset firmly covering one ear and a boom mic hovering near her mouth. Her long, manicured nails graze the surface of her cell phone as I stand leaning on the wood, waiting for her to notice me. The office phone drags her attention away from the iPhone as she answers. The slight shrill of her voice reminds me of an older woman working as a phone operator in the 1950s.  
 
    Her attention glides up to me and she raises her index finger before turning away again. The bright yellow nail polish makes me more aware of the sharpness of those weapons. The creative side of my brain wanders with thoughts of a villain who gouges eyes out with a sharp middle fingernail. 
 
    The sign hanging above the desk never fails to bring me back to reality. A smirk forms on my face, natural and impossible to stop. Frankie’s last name in full three-dimensional block letters with her two other partners’ names. She got her degree and worked her way up from a small assistant sitting in on cases, studying and writing up all the reports, transcribing notes and all that other shit work no one likes. 
 
    “Jasmine?” Frankie’s melodic voice calls from behind me. 
 
    “Out of the office meeting?” I ask. 
 
    “I met my brothers for coffee since I had a bit of an open schedule right now.” She motions to the hallway to her office. 
 
    “How are they?” I toss out nervously. 
 
    “Enjoying the city. It’s been a while since they’ve been here. Waylon still hopes he’ll run into someone famous. Wade made sure they hit that soup place from Seinfeld.” She opens the door to her office. “I never understood the popularity of that show. Made no sense to me.” I walk into the office but don’t sit down. She closes the door and places her jacket on the coat rack by the door. “It’s not like you to show up unannounced and I doubt you want to hear about your future brothers-in-law…” 
 
    “Bleach!” The words tumble out of my mouth as I begin to pace the office. 
 
    “Okay, a simple text to pick some up would have been sufficient.” 
 
    “The killer. Bleach. He’s covering up his tracks, that part’s pretty obvious. I mean, whenever you have soiled whites or something that needs to be disinfected, you use bleach. It manages to eradicate everything if you use it correctly. Theoretically, it gives you a clean slate. It allows you to use the shirt again, to try and not get mom’s tomato sauce on it,” I rattle off with my arms moving in the air. The Italian in me is overwhelming the German politeness as my boots continue to squeak, slide, and whine across the hardwood floors. 
 
    “Jasmine…” 
 
    “The question is why? Is the flower more about purity than the historical secret admirer reference point?” 
 
    “Jasmine…” 
 
    “He grows them, nurtures them to maturity, shows them care and love. Then he rips them from their roots, and they’re destined to die in a few weeks.” Frankie stands in front of me, blocking my path. My legs move of their own volition, turning me around and I continue. “How can someone so meticulous with his tools, calling cards and his routine slip up like this? Did he want us to find out? Did he know? If he made a mistake, what does it actually mean?” 
 
    “Jasmine!” Frankie’s hands grab my biceps stopping my forward motion. She holds my gaze for a few seconds until my breathing slows back to a normal pace. “Would you mind slowing down and explaining to me what the hell you’re rambling on about?” 
 
    “Carnation Killer.” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    Her hands fall from my arms and part of me misses the instant connection. I walk over to the couch and fall into its plush, comforting embrace. 
 
    “The flowers are homegrown. He uses a specific fertilizer that is sold mainly online, but also in a few stores locally.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t shop online. Not for something like this.” 
 
    “I agree. Everything we’ve got says it would go outside of his profile.” I say. 
 
    “Yes, and online orders can be traced. PayPal, credit cards, whatever, it all has a digital signature. He’d consider it more dangerous since you provide account numbers. Then the police would be able to see what else the person has purchased, where they’ve shopped, et cetera,” she says leaning back on her desk. The palms of her hands rest on the top of the wood as her fingers curl underneath, tapping in time to her words. 
 
    “Well, yes. That’s very ‘detective-y’ of you.” 
 
    “I am marrying one, you know. Now, what does bleach have to do with this? Beyond your ramblings, which I have no reference point for.” 
 
    I slowly begin speaking. “Mom and grandma always put bleach in their flowers. They said it would help them live longer. I think he’s using it as an image representing their souls being kept alive and a clean slate for the afterlife.”  
 
    Frankie stands up, runs her right hand through her hair before folding them in front of her. “Wow…” She says, looking at me seriously. “That is a lot to unpack and process. Do you have any psychological inference that led you down this path?” 
 
    “Just my instinctual bullshit from the degree and years of being a cop.” 
 
    “Right. Well, that’s wonderful, but it won’t hold up in court.” She loosens her arms and drops one hand to her right hip. “I haven’t started an official profile yet, but your theory is plausible. It might fit.”  
 
    “In our profiling class, we learned to look for the little things. The one aspect of your personality that seeps through regardless of your best attempts to hide it.” 
 
    “While that may be true, we learned that in our handwriting analysis class.” She smiles at me. “Our profiling professor taught via the monotonous textbook and we were both irritated the entire semester.”  
 
    “I can’t believe the professor retired…” 
 
    “Died. She died before the start of the fall term.” 
 
    “Shit, didn’t know that. Regardless, my point is, I think this guy grows the flowers to what he considers perfection. They’re devoid of color, dyes and any non-organic chemicals. When they’re ready, he finds the perfect victim to accept his offering. They meet, begin to have consensual sex before he kills them during his climax. Then he cleans the bodies of any trace of sex. They get a clean slate for the ferryman,” I say. 
 
    “Psychopathic tendencies abound. You might be on the right track, but we also know flowers have a short lifespan. If he waits for the flowers to bloom, then picks his victims, they might not last that long.” 
 
    “Not every flower has a mate,” I answer. “Some are destined to roam the earth until they die, alone and unwanted. Like him.” 
 
    “Did you have one too many energy drinks? You’re being really philosophical without any prompting. Or alcohol,” she says. 
 
    “No. Just thinking too much. Hadley’s award, your family in town, Chase growing up, this case being cold for so many years… I know I wouldn’t survive without knowing who hurt someone I loved. It’s the family’s closure that’s got me like this.” 
 
    Frankie kneels in front of me on the couch and places her hands on my knees. “I understand this inherited case has been very difficult. You might be on point with all of your analysis, but I have the reputation and the doctorate. Let me look over everything and put something together for the file. You find the evidence to back up your gut. You never know what you might find. Technology has changed a hell of a lot in the last few years. Shake the old trees. See if anything new falls out.” 
 
    “I just can’t shed this feeling, this hunch.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t expect you to. That makes you a better detective in the long run. All I am asking is that you focus on what you do best. Get the evidence to put him away. Focus on what you can control and allow me to handle what I can, as well.” Her calming voice washes over me. “We’ll catch him. Your team is too good not to.” 
 
    Frankie’s right. My team is a formidable one and it’s only a matter of time. It’s historically accurate and destined to repeat itself. 
 
    “I just think…” 
 
    The taste of her lips on mine surrounds me with a warmth of strength and love. I pull her forward and lean back on the couch. Her heels hit the floor, hands sliding along my sides to the underside of my breasts. Without a doubt this is extremely unprofessional, but for some reason we both become insatiable when intelligence shines through. It’s sexy, it’s hot, and it stops my brain from processing anything other than our pleasure for the moment. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    SADDLED WITH EACH OTHER 
 
      
 
    The workday ends with no major breaks in the case and I finish all of the paperwork from previous ones. Without any further excuses to avoid it, I head to the restaurant to meet Frankie’s family for dinner. I’m late, but not terribly so. There’s a crowd in the doorway that begrudgingly parts as I step up to the hostess’ counter. 
 
    “I’m here for a reservation under Ryan,” I say. The hostess looks frazzled and underpaid. 
 
    She scans the list and stops on the name. “Yes, your party is already here. Follow me.” 
 
    The line behind me mumbles their irritation at having to wait for the hostess to return. We weave through the tightly-packed tables in Times Square’s hottest Italian restaurant. The hostess stops and points over to a laughing Frankie and Chase. The three other participants sit with their backs to me. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I center myself and head over with all the enthusiasm of a convict heading to the firing squad. I hadn’t wanted Chase to be here this evening. I wanted a buffer for him, but then again maybe he can be one for me. He’s innocent. Maybe they will be less likely to rip my head off with a child at the table. 
 
    “And you managed to beat that level?” Waylon’s deep raspy voice hits my eardrums. 
 
    “Jasmine, you made it!” Frankie’s smile brightens the room and immediately puts me at ease. 
 
    Wyatt Ryan stands from the table and turns to face me. He struggles with his right leg, the cane he uses to walk just barely out of reach. The tall six-foot man intimidates with his full head of white hair, solid frame, and piercing blue eyes. His gaze bores holes into my soul as I extend my hand. 
 
    “Mr. Ryan,” I say, with a slight vibration of my voice. 
 
    “Detective.” He grasps my hand so tight I feel my index finger knuckle pop into position. 
 
    “Daddy…” Frankie says with an underlying warning in her tone. 
 
    He releases my hand but never breaks eye contact. I look over to the other two men facing forward in their chairs.  
 
    “Wade, Waylon it’s nice to see you again.” They don’t even turn around to acknowledge my presence. 
 
    “You probably suck at it,” Chase’s voice rises above the silence calling my attention. 
 
    “Chase, that is not how we speak to your uncles,” Frankie says. The word ‘uncles’ grates on my nerves. They’re not his uncles, let alone friends right now. They’re simply her brothers until we’re married and even then, that title might never come out of my mouth for them. 
 
    “It’s okay Frankie, kids, right?” Waylon says. “Wade does suck. He’s too busy with his truck to care about gaming.” He takes a long pull from his beer bottle. He leans over the table, stabs a ravioli with his fork and places the entire thing in his mouth. The sauce hitting the end of his full beard and rolling down to the napkin tucked into his collar. His stomach protrudes and hits the table in front of him. His legs manspread a bit to give more breathing room. He’s gained weight since the last time I saw him. 
 
    I slink around the table, Wyatt’s eyes following my movements I’m sure. Sliding into the bench next to Chase, I kiss the top of his head.  
 
    “Aunt Jazz!” He brushes his hands through his hair to wipe it away. 
 
    “Still calling you his aunt?” Wyatt asks, pointedly. 
 
    “It’s what I am,” I answer, with my mother’s voice erupting from deep within my chest. 
 
    Frankie changes gears to try and diffuse the situation. “I ordered the chicken cutlets for you and Chase to share. I know you don’t like all the cheese.”  
 
    “Then why’d we come here? I mean it, screams cheese, plus cheese divided by garlic.” Wade adds with a slight chuckle. “We could have found a great steak place or maybe some of that sushi stuff you’re always tryin’ to get me to eat. Claire won’t even consider the stuff, but you know me…” 
 
    “You see food, you eat it.” Frankie says. Her eyes are firmly focused on her father. 
 
    “Yeah, kids hate it though,” Wade says. “Pickiest eaters I’ve ever met you know? Casey and Wendall don’t eat nothing unless their mother does. Like she’s the marker for if it’s good or not. I made bacon and Wendall just stared at it for ten minutes. It was the craziest thing. You figure his sister would grab it, but mom was at work so they didn’t eat nothing but the toast. I mean who doesn’t like bacon? Am I right?”  
 
    “They don’t like bacon?” Chase asks Wade. 
 
    “They haven’t tried it. I have to wait until we’re all together and make it again. Then they’ll enjoy it.” He smiles back.  
 
    I look up to Wade and try to convey my appreciation for the change of subject. His physically intimidating muscles, clean-shaven face, piercing green eyes and military crew cut makes him less approachable for most people. Frankie’s middle brother has always been her teddy bear. She’d be on a video call with me during school, and when we’d fight, he’d remind her about how hard relationships are.  
 
    He should know though. He and his wife Claire are saddled with each other for eternity. Neither one truly happy with the other. The one night of passion they shared ended up with a positive stick and two traditional families demanding a wedding. Wade dropped out of college and went to work at the local factory as a supervisor thanks to his dad. He never talks about Claire’s job or if she’s happy or not. He’s all about his kids and the classic Chevy he’s rebuilding. 
 
    “Hey Chase, you like cars?” Wade asks. 
 
    “I guess. I’m really good at racing games but Aunt Jazz doesn’t let me drive yet,” he says. 
 
    “You have a little bit of growing up to do before we give you keys to a car, Chase,” Frankie says, with a lighthearted feel to her voice. 
 
    “What about Legos, little man?” Wade asks while shoving a piece of steak into his mouth. 
 
    “I love Legos! I have a lot of the architecture ones.” 
 
    “Well, working on cars is just like working with Legos,” Wade says. His eyes slide slightly to meet mine. “No matter how much you try, the pieces go together exactly as they’re supposed to. You can build what you want, but it’s always the same connection. Unless you destroy the foundation of the Lego or the car part, there are literally only two options: connection or disconnection. Just the way God made ‘em.” He answers as he shows another piece of food in his mouth. 
 
    “But aren’t all these pieces made out of plastic molds that man creates? And considering that man created them, what stops man from changing them?” Frankie asks Wade. 
 
    “Just because man created the mold doesn’t mean that it wasn’t information handed down from a higher power.” Wyatt adds. 
 
    “But once again that higher power has to give the information to man. That man then has to develop, interpret and process what’s been told to him in a way that makes rational sense. In other words, the mold is made based on an idea of the higher power, but truly is more of a picture of the man than the original words,” Frankie fires back. 
 
    “You sound just like mom,” Waylon says. “Changing the subject… Maybe Chase and I can get together for a game night while we're here. Can’t have the poor kid stuck on certain levels that we could easily beat together.” 
 
    “I already told you I passed that level,” Chase answers. He’s oblivious to the tension hovering over the table. 
 
    “We have to see what your Uncle Will has planned for the two of you, but I don’t see why not,” I say, trying to extend an olive branch. 
 
    Frankie stares at me, confusion written all over her face. I can’t tell if she’s happy that I’ve acquiesced to Waylon’s request or irritated. I don’t know what she’s got planned, but I’m sure a night playing video games is something that we can fit in. Truthfully, I’d prefer if that night included Will. I don’t need Chase’s head being filled with lies about me or his parents. 
 
    “Francesca tells me you’re working on a new case,” Wyatt says. 
 
    “Forgive me, sir, but every day can bring a new case in. Not sure which one she’s referring to.” I busy myself with cutting up food for Chase and I. 
 
    “Is it the one on the news? The one with the flower?” Waylon asks. “Heard he’s been around for a while. Made the news all the way out in Colorado.” 
 
    “That’s one of them. I can’t go into any detail about any of them though, I hope you understand,” I say. 
 
    “Well if what the news is saying is true these are all unfaithful women,” Wade says. 
 
    My anger is rising. “You have a daughter, don’t you?” I ask. 
 
    “So?” He answers back and slightly puffs out his chest. 
 
    “What if she was a victim? Assaulted?” I ask. 
 
    “My girl wouldn’t be one of them. She wouldn’t make the mistakes that her mother made. I’m raising her right. She knows her place, knows her faith and she knows I don’t tolerate any straying from it,” Wade says. He leans back in his chair and crosses his arms in front of him for emphasis. 
 
    “I understand you’re a traditionalist…” I start to say. 
 
    “I’m sorry I can’t handle this fake family dinner anymore,” Wade says and drops the napkin over his plate. “After all that crap she put you through, I can’t give you my blessing Frankie. Truthfully, I don’t understand this relationship you have. It ain’t real and it ain’t right. You don’t have to like me for it, but I love you Frankie and I’m just trying to save you from yourself.” 
 
    Wade stands up, grabs his coat from behind the chair and begins forcefully moves through the throngs of people and out of sight. Without saying a word, Wyatt follows suit. Waylon wipes his mouth with his napkin and leans back in his chair slightly. The conflict of whether to stay or go is evident on his face. Chase looks confused and looks back and forth between Frankie and I. I smile and tousle his hair. 
 
    “You don’t have to stay, Waylon,” Frankie says with a shaky voice. One look at her and I can see the unshed tears as she blinks furiously. Her arm wrapped tightly around Chase as he continues eating his chicken. 
 
    “You know I just want you being happy, Frankie. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. I can’t understand your relationship, or what you feel for each other. I only do what mom taught me to do and that’s to protect my baby sister. I know dad thinks I’m just a pencil-pushing, lazy sack of shit teacher, but it doesn’t take a lot to know you love Jasmine.” 
 
    “I do, very much,” she says as a few tears escape. 
 
    “Dad and Wade will come around. They love you too much not to.” Waylon stands and grabs his jacket. “Jasmine, you ever pull that leavin’ crap again… Well, let’s just agree that you should never do it again. It’s not just about you anymore.” 
 
    Waylon slips his coat on and meanders through the maze of tables and out the front door. The waiter comes to the table and I can hear Frankie mumbling to him as he grabs a plate or two to take back to the kitchen. This dinner was supposed to be a family gathering to catch up and laugh together. Instead, it turned into a Thanksgiving meal from hell after a massive political theft of office. Both sides stayed firm in their beliefs, one voted third party because they didn’t like any of the other candidates and one was oblivious and didn’t vote. This felt exactly like that. 
 
    “Could be worse,” I say. 
 
    “Are you serious?” Frankie says. She angrily signs the check that her family ran out on. 
 
    I watch my fiancé get Chase ready to leave as her hands shake. The waiter hands me the food they wrapped up while my mind was elsewhere. From start to finish, I think it was ten or fifteen minutes before it all went south. If that small amount of time felt like an eternity, I can only imagine what the wedding is going to be like. Maybe it will be more of a Royal Rumble with the only survivor of the four of us allowed to survive. Unless things quickly change for the better, Frankie is going to get hurt no matter how this situation ends. 
 
    When you can’t protect the ones you love, the guilt within you grows exponentially. She might lose her biological family if she stays with me. She will lose her chosen family if she doesn’t. It’s an impossible decision. It’s also one she shouldn’t have to make. Waylon’s right, this isn’t about just me anymore. Just like it isn’t about them or their beliefs. It’s about their little sister being happy. Something they seem to have forgotten. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    RAISING THE STAKES 
 
      
 
    The smell of breakfast hits my nostrils as I get ready for another day. Show tunes flow up the stairs to my ears, along with the melodic voice of my fiancé singing along. Standing in the doorway of the kitchen, Frankie slides from the stove to the table in her fuzzy slipper socks. Her cellphone and a Bose Bluetooth speaker rest on the counter near the Keurig we use strictly for tea. 
 
    I hear her singing: “From now on….and we will come back home, and we will come back home, home again!” She continues to sings while putting some rice onto both of our plates. She’ll never accept the compliment, but her voice is beautiful. She took lessons as a child but stopped when her mother died. She told me it wasn’t the same. I never pushed. 
 
    Pearl Ryan is something of a mystery to me. She died after a long battle with cancer. I’ve asked about her medical history, considering it might be hereditary, but Frankie just says the doctors know and that’s it. I wish she would open up about it, but it’s something I have to be patient with. I know the pain of losing a parent, but the idea that what killed her could devour you as well… that is a whole different therapy session. I just hope she tells me eventually. I’ve watched too many people shrivel away and die from disease. I need to know what we might face so I can attempt to prepare myself. Foolish, but still a necessity for my mind to have time. 
 
    “What did I do to deserve bacon, eggs, and bacon fried rice?” I ask. Frankie spins around and almost loses her balance. 
 
    “Shit, Jasmine! You scared me.”  
 
    She puts water in the frying pan and places it back on the stove. 
 
    “Sorry, just admiring your voice and the smell of crispy bacon.” I sit down in my chair and wait patiently for her to join me. 
 
    “Your tea might be lukewarm. I let you sleep a bit longer.” 
 
    “It is, but I can easily reheat it,” I say. “So, why did you make my favorite breakfast? What do you need me to do today?”  
 
    “Nothing. Can’t I just make some comfort food for my beautiful fiancé for no specific reason?” She asks. She takes a bite of her bacon and begins mixing her food together. Her downcast eyes indicate there is more to it than that.  
 
    “You can, but it is a bit out of character.” I notice there are only two plates on the table and scan the house. “Frankie, where’s Chase?”  
 
    “I asked Will to take him for the weekend. He agreed to allow Waylon to come over and have a game night. Before you get upset, I gave him some money for food and snacks. I would like Chase to have a relationship with my family in whatever limited capacity that is. I hope you understand,” she says and takes another bite of food. 
 
    “I do and it’s okay. You could have woken me up to let me know or just ask me if I was cool with it. Then I would have been awake to talk about the elephant in the room.” I stop eating and place my hand over hers. “Frankie, we promised no secrets.” 
 
    She sets her fork down before holding onto my hand tightly. “I do want him to know my family. They’re my blood and he could use good people around him. But truthfully, I didn’t want him to be around to hear me say things about my family. I don’t want him to be jaded because of my thoughts. I want him to make his own opinions.” 
 
    Her hand grasps mine for support. There’s turmoil and pain behind her eyes, they’re darker than normal. The darker rings around her eyes showing her lack of sleep from the night before. She’s been processing throughout the evening. Whatever she’s figured out, I can already see she’s made a decision. 
 
    “I’m going to tell my father and Wade to go home. I don’t need their negativity anywhere near me, near us. I get enough of it every day at work. Fuck, I hear all the homophobic bullshit on the news every day. I don’t want Chase to be exposed by that kind of rhetoric being directed towards us from people who raised me. It’s easy to dismiss evil and cruelty in the world when they aren’t related to you. I don’t think I could get through explaining how my father and brother hate me for being with the one I love. He’s still so innocent…I can’t do it yet.” 
 
    “Sweetie, he’s been exposed to it. He’s already dealt with worse on a slightly smaller scale, right?” 
 
    “But not from people who are supposed to love you unconditionally. People like us who raise children and tell them we’ll always have their best interests at heart. Not from my daddy…” She stops as her voices cracks and tears slowly roll down her face. 
 
    I never believed my father loved me. He never expressed it. Wade Ryan never let his girl go a day without a kiss on her head or being tucked in at night. He was a cold man, but he loves his little girl. 
 
    “Anyway…” she continues as water hits her cheeks before she brushes them away. “I’ve been looking over your Keets case and I think I have some answers for you.” 
 
    “I’ve got your back, Frankie. I don’t care what they think. You want us here, we stay. You want us to leave, we’ll figure out visitation. The most important thing is for you to be happy. I’ll give up everything to ensure that.” I squeeze her hand and swallow the dread forming in my chest. “I guess Marlow was busy or Locke just went ahead and called you about this.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “Not really. You were saying?” I shove some eggs in my mouth and force them down with a hard swallow. The bile rushes down my esophagus with the food into my empty stomach. The pain in it from my anxiety almost forces my body to bend in half. My entire body clenches tightly fighting itself. 
 
    “First, I did look through all the paperwork and attempted to understand all the military jargon. Well, what wasn’t redacted. I swear there’s no point in releasing half of it if you can’t read it.” She wipes the lingering tears away from her face and goes back to eating between words. “The physical evidence does implicate him in these murders. That being said, there were some things that didn’t sit well with me.”  
 
    She reaches over to a small pile of papers on the table and pulls out a steno pad. “It’s true he exhibited signs of schizophrenia when he returned to civilian life. However, he was never given the Rorschach or any other exam for insight into his symptoms. His medical report never even takes his military experiences overseas into account or record. I’ve had patients who suffered from PTSD with auditory hallucinations, some visual ones as well. It’s not uncommon.” 
 
    “So, the original doc was wrong or exorbitantly inept?” 
 
    “No, I don’t like to use right or wrong. Everything is somewhat subjective without proper testing. I have no idea why the district attorney or his offices didn’t notice the glaring errors in the testing. It’s shoddy work at least and, in my opinion, criminal to have this pathetic write-up.” 
 
    “Well, from what I understand, Keets refused all testing.” 
 
    “A court order would have forced him to comply. The doctor made no attempt to secure one. Even if he didn’t, there should have been some references to possible mental issues caused by his actions in the desert.” 
 
    “Even with that, we both know he would be difficult at best and combative at worst. Can someone demand his full jacket be released? I’ve got wild ideas, but no idea what can actually be done in this case.” 
 
    “It’s a waste of time and resources to try and get all the information about his experiences. They’ll claim national security and it will be denied. He could have gotten a hangnail and it would be protected under those same pretenses. We could speak to the rest of his unit, assuming they’re back on American soil and available.” 
 
    “Circles upon circles of red tape.” 
 
    “Even though they have valid reasons, it’s a no-win situation. So, after scouring all of this information, there are areas where the redactions are slightly lighter than others. If I tilt the paper under the light, I can actually make out some snippets of a gunfight and something about children being there. Those words give me enough concern about his mental stability after his tours. Add that to the financials and one could make a case for not guilty by mental disease or defect.” 
 
    “You know our district attorney refers to that with the same disdain as the Twinkie Defense,” I smile sipping my tea. 
 
    “Yes, well, there was an uproar when Hostess went out of business but that isn’t the case here. Sugar or lack thereof didn’t cause him to murder his family. Seeing a child bleed out in the middle of a sandy dune might. Especially if you wonder whose bullet took the life — yours or theirs. Either way, if you weren’t there would this child have died? Those questions can cripple a normal human being but with the visuals of war… I would imagine his attorneys know all of this. I’m surprised you didn’t come right out and tell Locke this information.” 
 
    “Giving her the number to our FBI contact and permission to call your office was already asking for trouble. I don’t need another case being pulled aside or having my name splashed in the press. I just wanted to focus on my own to-do list, ya know?” I chug some of my cooler tea to continue pressing the pain down. “I suspected some of what you said, but I also know people lie through their teeth to get out of serving time. Malingerers do exist and they fuck up the history of a decent science.” 
 
    “Well, now that I’ve gotten involved, I have to go to the prosecution with this. Your name will come up.” 
 
    “I was never truly attached to it. Will’s handling the office side, so you can work with him on it. Contact Major General Dennis Carter. For whatever reason, he decided to interject himself into a case that wasn’t his concern. He owes me one, so use my ‘get some information free’ card.” 
 
    “That might not go over well.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but it’s also possible that he’s not so bad a guy. He might have been doing what he thought was right even if it did complicate things. I know the government needs to stay out of our way until they have evidence proving they need to be involved. If you do talk to him, maybe suggest that? I think Marlow’s sick of me texting her my complaints,” I say, finishing up my last piece of bacon before placing the silverware on the plate. 
 
    “I’ll make some calls, but Will’s with Chase and Waylon.” 
 
    “If you trust your brother… then I guess I’ll have to trust him alone with Chase for a little bit.” My cell phone begins to rattle across the table. “Steele.” 
 
    Frankie takes her last bite, stands and begins clearing off the table. I watch her closely as the captain rattles off more information in my ear. She fills the dishwasher, catches the expression on my face and abruptly stops everything.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” She mouths to me. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I ask meekly. “I’ll be there.” 
 
    I disconnect the call, jump to my feet and scan the room for my car keys. 
 
    “Jasmine?” She tries to get my attention, but my eyes continue to look around for keys that should be near the door. 
 
    “Sweetheart?” 
 
    “Do you know where my keys are?” 
 
    “On the hook by the door, where you always put them.” She’s right; they’re hanging next to all the keys on the hinge side of the door. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “I need you to watch Chase and work with Will on the Keets case, please.” The nerves rolling down my spine come out in the shakiness of my voice. 
 
    “I will, now tell me what’s got you so worked up?” 
 
    “Someone just walked into the station asking to speak with me.” I turn to face Frankie. “He says I’ve been looking for him. If he’s the killer, why would he do that? I mean he’s gotten away with it for so long, why come to me now?” 
 
    “Sure, it’s not a prank?” 
 
    “Zeile doesn’t seem to think so. Says the guy is willing to give proof, but will only talk to me.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    Frankie dries her hands on a rag quickly before grabbing her phone, keys, and jacket. “You get to the precinct and I’ll get the profile. This action might fit if we look at the bigger picture. If it’s a challenge to you and the team, he’s raising the stakes a bit. You said it yourself, he’s gotten away with it for so long so there has to be a reason. Maybe he wants more of a rush?” She pushes me out the door. “Go, do what you do best. I’ll call you if I have anything.” 
 
    “Be safe.” 
 
    “I’ll have Will work the military angle from there as well. Come home to me.” I kiss her and slam the door behind me.  
 
    Sitting in my car waiting for it to warm up, my stomach churns with the negative anxiety that I managed to keep in check throughout breakfast. The unknowns and the questions roll around in my head like the balls on a billiards table after a break. If he is the killer and we fail to show enough cause to charge him, he could walk out a free man. Everything that comes after will be on my shoulders and mine alone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I walk out of the elevator from the depths of the parking garage. It’s somewhat of a surreal experience. Officers stand with their backs to me, bringing to life the figurative phrase ‘wall of blue’. Cameras flash and record my every step from the main lobby as reporters scream questions. I spy Zeile on the other side of the crowd and I head towards him. Several plainclothes detectives look at me, some with disdain and others with valid concern. I may have just been handed this case on a silver platter, or it could destroy my career. And then there are the lives of countless future victims. Nothing to worry about. 
 
    “Detective, if you’ll follow me please,” Captain Zeile says. 
 
    Once we’re out of earshot I whisper: “You okay?” 
 
    “Let’s get to your office, shall we?”  
 
    He clears a path through the throng of detectives and officers milling around the front area. The congestion might look good in images or video, but overall, it’s a smokescreen. It’s never this crowded up front.  
 
    Walking into my office, there’s one person standing in the middle of the room. Someone who shouldn’t be here, let alone be allowed in during this ruckus.  
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “You have five minutes while our other visitor goes through the proper security processes.” He holds up five fingers to emphasize his point before heading into his office. I close the door, blocking out the sound beyond the walls. 
 
    “Frankie know you’re here?” 
 
    “No, she called me and canceled lunch. Busy case.” 
 
    “I’ll call her.” My hands fumble with my cell phone in my jacket pocket. 
 
    “Don’t.” Wyatt gently lifts the photo of Frankie, Chase, and I off my desk. His calloused hand tracing the outlines of all of our faces. His eyes have a longing in them buried beneath the saddlebags of time. “She’s like her mother. Needs to stay focused on tasks at hand. It’s easier than the emotions from not being in control.” 
 
    “She’s also an in-demand professional. Frankie’s busy because she is one of the best criminal psychologists in this city. She chooses to help people, even if it means time away from her family because it’s the right thing to do. It’s what she feels she needs to do,” I say. If he wants to attack me that’s fine, but Frankie is off limits. 
 
    “You get awfully protective of her,” he says, with a slight drawl to his words. “Ever think her keeping busy was a compliment? Pearl was the same way. Everyone loved her, needed her help with one thing or another. She was the best kindergarten teacher, won awards too. The stress of helping out the kids who had nothing, fighting the idiots who sit at a desk…” He pauses and I hear him take a deep breath as he places the frame back in its original location. “It broke her more times than I could fix, I guess. Cancer just did the rest.” 
 
    He pushes off my desk and walks right up to me. Hands in his pockets, worn eyes staring through me. 
 
    “I don’t know what she sees in ya. I don’t know why she is the way she is. I’m sure she could find a good man to spend the rest of her life with.” He stops and continues his long deep breathing as if trying to find the words to say next. 
 
    Part of me wants to fire back words of anger about not being able to choose who you love, but I stand frozen to the spot. More out of respect for Frankie than anything else. Sometimes it’s the hardest thing a human being can do – be silent. 
 
    “God help me she loves you. And God help me… I love my daughter, and that nephew of yours makes me laugh like I haven’t in ages.” He chuckles slightly before his face morphs into a significantly scary serious one. “You break her heart again and I swear to God they’ll never find your body. Understand me?” 
 
    I’m stunned. I don’t know what to do, so I nod. He pats me on the shoulder and moves past me. “Don’t worry about Wade. He’s just a little shit that needs guidance. I’ll handle him. Might take a while, but I’ll handle him.”  
 
    He finishes his statement and slowly makes his way out of my office with his cane. If I weren’t an adult, I would have wet myself. That man and his family are old school, hard-working people that know how to scare the bejesus out of you with one look. I have no doubt in my mind that Frankie would never find the body. 
 
    “Steele?” 
 
    I hear the captain’s voice behind me, pulling me back to the task at hand. I fix my shirt collar, crack my neck, and exhale. I turn and head into the dungeon. 
 
    “What do we know?”  
 
    “Nothing much. He walked in, said he knew you and would like to speak with you about the Carnation Killer case. When pressed, the admitting officer states he refused to give more information unless you were present. Office assumes he’s the killer,” Zeile answers. 
 
    “Exact words?” I press. 
 
    “Nope and nothing on tape or written. That’s why you need to get a confession out of him. Otherwise, we have twenty-four hours to either charge him or let him go.” 
 
    “Get a court order for his DNA immediately.” 
 
    “Already on it. Dr. Brown said the test would take one to two days regardless. He’ll be out the door by then.” 
 
    “We sure this isn’t a crank?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, but you go into that room and give me your impression. You’ve been attached to this case; you’d know it right away.” I lock eyes with him and reach for my phone. 
 
    “Logan,” I say. “I need you to talk to the captain, get all the information you have and do as much digging as you can.” I hand my cell to Zeile as I remove my gun and place it in my desk drawer. “I can’t go in there looking for a fight. It’s conversational and you’ll be watching the whole time.” 
 
    “His name’s…” 
 
    “Don’t tell me. Conversational, introductions and all. Just make sure you’re recording. Give Logan access to the feed and see if you can get Dr. Ryan in to watch somehow. Maybe they can see something we can’t.” 
 
    I hear the captain talking to Logan and some loud music in the background of the conversation. Oh shit, Logan’s with Hadley. Shit — she has the closing ceremonies of the festival tonight. She’s still upset I left early, even if she says she understands. At least I think she does; if she hasn’t called to yell at me, I’m usually in the clear. She’s been doing some press for the new film and awards season. Even Logan’s been pissy about lack of girlfriend time. 
 
    Right now, though, I need to win an acting award of my own. Considering he came in two hours ago, I have approximately twenty-two more to figure out who he is, what he wants and if he’s actually our guy. I don’t know which is worse: hunting down the killer or playing a game of roulette with the lives of future victims. Twenty-two hours. I crack my neck one more time and walk into the interview room. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    PURITY AND GOOD LUCK 
 
      
 
    The interview room is the same cold, nondescript room in every police station. There’s cement, gray walls, two chairs and a metal table in the middle, bolted to the floor. An average-build white male sits perfectly upright in one of the metal chairs. His hands clasped together in handcuffs, resting on top of something. He remains steadfast, looking forward as if he can see Captain Zeile through the one-way mirror. The door hinges screech as I close it and walk into the unknown. 
 
    “I’m sorry to keep you waiting.” I grab the chair and sit across from the man. His eyes are unflinching in their constant focal point. “My name is Detective St…” 
 
    “Detective Jasmine Steele holds a John Jay College of Criminal Justice Masters of Forensic Psychology degree. I saw your talk on the Carnation Killer. It was rather informative, although slightly misguided.”  
 
    His calm demeanor sends a slight chill up my spine. Slowly, his dark eyes slide down the wall, over the table, and up my torso until they lock onto mine. Facial hair has begun to grow on his jawline, maybe a day or two worth.  
 
    “You like it?” He says as my eyes dart around his face for recognition. His cold grin is something I’ve never born witness to in my entire career. It’s calculated, designed to get a response out. It pushes my entire body back in the chair without a verbal or physical threat. He feels in control. “I’ve never had one before. Now is as good a time as any, don’t you think?” 
 
    “If that is your sort of thing, I don’t see why not,” I mindlessly answer. 
 
    “Ahh yes, you prefer the fairer sex, like Doctor Ryan. My apologies in not properly presenting myself.” He continues to hold this sadistic grin. I feel the goose bumps rising on my arms, thankful for the long sleeve button down I grabbed this morning. “You do have exquisite taste.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” 
 
    His head perfectly shaved. No tattoos visible on his neck or wrists. No earrings. Never grew his facial hair out before. My brain racks over all the faces that pushed across my path during the conference. Nerves and discomfort make everything blur together until the face of the man in front of me comes into view. The one who questioned my abilities. The professor. 
 
    “Forgive me, I don’t remember your name.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know it, as I never gave it. Karl Schlect. My business associate, Mr. Brandy, said you were looking for me.” He finishes. “Dreamers Den.” He adds quickly. 
 
    “I appreciate you coming in.” 
 
    “You felt technology would catch this killer of yours. Do you still feel this is the case?” His questions quickly push me back on my heels in a defensive posture. 
 
    “I think anything is possible with the proper team in place.” 
 
    “Yes, Detective Locke is a new addition to the team. Hard-headed and steadfast. An interesting counterpoint to you, don’t you think?”  
 
    My expression must give me away because he spins the newspaper from the captain’s office so I can read it. “I was allowed to keep it. Worst it could give you was a paper cut, detective. Interesting reading though.” He flips to the article and there’s a picture of Locke and myself leaving the crime scene. “The media are fickle, aren’t they? One minute you’re everyone’s darling, but the next minute they hang this murder around your inability to solve a case.” 
 
    “I don’t work for them.” 
 
    “Very true, you work for the taxpaying public of this city. Which I happen to be a resident of.” He leans back in his chair, letting the paper rest between us. “You’re quoted as saying that the killer was a ‘narcissistic limp dick needs to get off on hurting women.’ Rather out of character for a woman of your standing, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I do believe this individual might have some psychological issues, yes.” My voice firm but emotionless. My mind is running a mile a minute. That smug voice. Where have I . . .? 
 
    At the conference. The man who confronted me, tried to bait me into an argument at the time. He almost succeeded but Frankie pulled me away from it. Is this is the man we’ve been looking for or just the true crime enthusiast he claims to be? “You would know the context of my statement best, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “And the prodigal child remembers.” His smile finally reaches his eyes, but it’s eerie and feels more like a jeering clown. “Before you ask, no I didn’t write this, nor did I make a call to a reporter. No, see, your voice carries to the rafters and beyond. Your fiancé tried to keep it down, but you kept going. So, now the metro area knows of your challenge and disdain for the man.” 
 
    “I appreciate you coming in, but do you have anything to add to this investigation?” 
 
    “Well, anything to assist one of our more famous alumni! The infallible Jasmine Steele of John Jay College.” His arms hang straight across the table as he slowly claps. 
 
    “That’s not accurate.” 
 
    “Which part?” He stops clapping. His hands rest on the table, thumbs pressing hard into the metal. 
 
    “I’m just doing my job. Now, is there anything…” 
 
    “Modesty doesn’t suit you, Jasmine. We both know you’re much more secure in yourself than that. Please don’t play self-deprecating detective on me. It’s insulting.” Schlect pulls his hands back and folds them on his lap. He’s emotionless and almost too calm. He shows no signs of discomfort in a room with the heat a bit higher than normal. His skin is pale, not flushed or showing signs of nervous sweat. His voice is a normal wave of timbre throughout this entire conversation. He’s a psychopath. 
 
    I know I’ve given away my understanding of the situation because the creepy clown smile returns to his face. He’s showing me the game board, but he has pieces in play everywhere. Risking every smaller or inconsequential piece to lure me in that direction. Anything to win. Frankie’s words radiate through my mind all at once. He is here to take back whatever power or notoriety he feels I’ve taken from him. 
 
    “Now that we have an understanding, please ask your questions.” He sits up in a perfect right angle, crosses his left leg over his right and places his clasped hands on his knee. 
 
    “We have evidence that a few women were last seen in your bar the day they died.” It’s a statement rather than a question. More of a fuck you to Schlect for giving me permission to do my job. 
 
    “It is a popular destination for single women, students, and other living, breathing individuals,” he counters. 
 
    “We would need to know everything you can, video surveillance or credit card receipts.” 
 
    “You don’t need those things.” A small smile creeps across his face. 
 
    “We’re trying to pinpoint the exact time of abduction or…” 
 
    “You know what the white carnation stands for?” He asks. 
 
    “In high school they gave out white carnations for a secret admirer.” 
 
    “What school? Parochial or public” 
 
    “Catholic, does this really matter?” 
 
    “Pity to be denied a proper education for the means of a watered-down book of man’s interpretation of the truth and the light.” 
 
    “Mr. Schlect…” 
 
    “Karl. We’re both on the same plane, Jasmine.” His eyes slide above me to the glass for a few seconds before returning to meet mine. “Wir sind hier gleich.” His perfect German accent rolls out filling the room. His words claiming to be equals in here proves that this man has been studying me. 
 
    “Karl…” I say, planning my next move. No one outside of my core friends knows I speak German. He’s trying to keep this between him and me. A power play. If I follow suit, he wins the move, but he also might be more open to speaking honestly. If I refuse to acknowledge his lead in it might be an insult and he could walk out the door. “Hast du diese Frauen getötet?“ 
 
    His laughter bounces off the walls reaching my ears in surround sound. As quickly as it begins, he stops. His face falls back to the stoic black expression hiding all the bits of information I need. “You should know better than to ask that,” he answers in English. “Your mother taught you well. The accent is flawless.” 
 
    “Grandmother.” I counter. “I’ll ask again. Did you kill those women?” 
 
    “The white carnation symbolizes purity and luck. Using the white carnations as a secret admirer in your Catholic school is interesting.” He’s running me in circles with no direct north. “What does that mean to you, Jasmine?” 
 
    “It’s a flower.” 
 
    “Oh, come now, you’re smarter than that. Why would a person leave something that means purity and good luck on a body? You’ve spoken to crowds and the press about the crime scenes, the fact that the flower was in full bloom, the heart carved just above it. Why would someone do that?” He presses.  
 
    I never got my doctorate and I’ve never been expert enough to discuss things like this. Frankie would be the better option, but I’m cornered. 
 
    “Since you were also at my talk, you would remember he washed their bodies clean.” He closes his eyes and inhales. It’s like he’s remembering. “One could infer that he was making them pure and clean for the afterlife. The carnation is the ultimate symbol of it.” 
 
    He looks me in the eyes: “Es ist pure schönheit.“ 
 
    “What’s pure beauty?” I ask. I’m hoping he sticks with English. I need those behind the glass being able to follow the more important parts. 
 
    “The flower, perfect, untainted, clean of chemicals and dyes. It’s practically untouched as God intended. You understand.” 
 
    “The bodies… prepared for the world beyond the veil.” 
 
    “Possibly. Maybe that’s what the killer wants. That would make sense if that was what really mattered, but is it?” 
 
    “I think it’s a mix of both power and relinquishing it at the same time.” 
 
    “Intriguing sentiment, but how do you suppose someone as powerful as your killer would be able to let go of all that strength he wields?” He raises his eyebrows at me, a smile slowly creeps across his face. I resist the urge to shudder. 
 
    “It’s a balance.” I take a deep breath and channel my internal analysis computer to work double-time. “The victims are all women looking for some connection, if only for a night. The Carnation Killer seems to long for the same thing, but he needs control over the entire event. Once their life is taken, there is a release of control. The body is cleaned, prepared for the police to find later. It’s a strategic game of sorts. He puts a piece on the board as he wishes it to be found and we must interpret it. But he no longer has control over the situation. I do.” 
 
    “Or he relinquishes control to God and his judgment of the released soul,” he says. “As you said, the flower could exemplify this very clearly.”  
 
    His meanderings are wasting my time. He’s made his first move on the board. Time for a counter that brings him back to the realm of reality. 
 
    “The organic compounds we found in the flowers were still created by man. Not really pure there, Karl. So, the message would be lost in the scientific breakdown. If you have information…” 
 
    “Interesting thought.” He leans forward, his elbows resting on the table and his eyes scanning over my entire being. “But not unexpected.” 
 
    “You came to see me, Karl. Can you help us or not?” 
 
    He quickly spins out of his chair. His standing over me is meant to be oppressive. The laughter pours out of his mouth like venom, spraying and bouncing off the walls. The feeling burns through my soul to nerves of steel I pretend to have. 
 
    “I have been helping you, but you haven’t been paying attention.” 
 
    “No Schlect, I’ve been listing to the ramblings of a man trying to be relevant to me. I don’t know why I should care. I’m not indulging you anymore.” I stand up and walk to the door and rap twice. It swings inward. “Schönen Tag noch,“ I say before slamming the door behind me.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I walk back into the captain’s office and see Frankie standing at the glass. She has an expression on her face I can’t read. Captain Zeile looks over at me and hits a button on the wall which cuts off the sound from the other room. 
 
    “What did you say to him?” She asks. 
 
    “Have a good day.” 
 
    “Why would you say that? We don’t want him to leave!” Captain Zeile raises his voice. 
 
    “She didn’t,” Frankie interjects. “She dismissed him. A dangerous move.”  
 
    Frankie looks me over before leaning back against the one-way mirror. I can tell thoughts are running rampant in her mind as she tries to connect the dots. One thing I know for sure is the killer is sitting in our interrogation room. Twenty-one hours until release. We’re running out of time. 
 
    “Have Logan dig up everything he can on Karl Schlect. I’m heading over to my alma mater and see if they have anything on him. When we met, he mentioned teaching psychology classes for undergraduates and graduates at John Jay. I think it’s time to raid his office and see what information his associates can give us.” 
 
    “You broke through the first layer, Jasmine, but you’re going to need much more to break him,” Frankie says. In the interrogation room, Karl’s eyes are locked on the glass. “He really gives me the creeps.” 
 
    “What do you think? Is he our guy?” Zeile asks. The two of us nod in agreement. “Then you do what you have to and let me figure out a way to hold him.” 
 
    “Hold him on old parking tickets until you can garner up enough evidence for the charges you want.” Frankie tosses out. 
 
    “Honey, while I appreciate the sentiment, you’ve worked here long enough to know we don’t just do that. It’s a bit more complicated than that.” 
 
    “I know, just desperate times…” She finishes. 
 
    “Get going; I’ll talk to Logan and call Xavier ahead of time. The president of John Jay… we happen to know one another.” He pauses, holding the phone in his hand. “Full resources available, understand?” Zeile looks at me. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I turn to look at the glass one more time. Schlect still in his chair, legs crossed, perfect posture and his hands clasped on his knees. His eyes continue to stare at the glass, but there is one small shimmer on his forehead. We’ve managed to break the façade a little bit. Now we have to shatter it.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At any other time, walking down the hallways of my old college would bring a smile to my face. Knowing the truth behind my visit makes me less eager to look around or chat up some former professors. I feel more like breaking hallway etiquette and running as fast as possible to the principal’s office.  
 
    In the plain white office, a simple wooden desk sits off to the left of the door. A young male sits behind it. 
 
    “Excuse me…” I say. 
 
    “Can I help you?” He asks. 
 
    “I’m here to see President Dorsey. I’m Detective Steele.” I flash my badge. 
 
    “You can go on in, he’s expecting you. Can I get you something to drink?” He says. 
 
    “No, thank you,” I say and knock on the door before opening it. 
 
    Xavier Dorsey, retired FBI agent and now president of a school we nicknamed "Terrorism-U”. The images on the wall boast of a prolific career, with various awards and connections made throughout his time. Each image showcasing a fit, muscular man that contrasts the man sitting behind the chair. 
 
    He stands, holding onto the desk to support, his belly sticking out well beyond his belt line. He trudges slowly, his right leg slightly drags across the carpet as he steps. Closing the door behind me, I meet him halfway. He reaches with his left hand for a firm handshake. He sees me notice this. 
 
    “Bullet to the spine. The right one doesn’t work too well anymore,” Xavier says, before dragging himself back to his chair. 
 
    “I’m sorry…” 
 
    “You’re not the first person to notice and not say anything.” He slides into his chair, using the desk as support. “You didn’t make a negative comment, so you fall into one of two groups. The one who just stares, never asks and tries to look away from it or you’re the one who analyzes my every move trying to figure it out. Considering your background, I’m guessing the latter.” 
 
    “Sir…” 
 
    “Take a seat, detective. I know you’re here to talk about Mr. Schlect but I prefer to look you in the eye without contorting my neck in awkward positions.” The president says with his left-hand gesturing toward the two empty chairs in front of him. 
 
    “Sir, I understand Schlect was on staff here. Could you tell me if he had any complaints during his tenure?” I say as I slip into the seat. 
 
    “Well, I’ve been here for three years now so I wasn’t privy to anything out of the ordinary. I’ve looked through his file and didn’t see anything of note. He had a high passing rate, reviews at the end of the terms all seem above average.” 
 
    “Would you have a list of students or other instructors he talks to…” I begin. 
 
    “Detective, you know I can’t just turn over a list to you. He hasn’t even been arrested. We pride ourselves on protecting our students and faculty from prying eyes. If there is something to be investigated, tell me now and I will take this matter to the union.” 
 
    I decide to try another tack. “Did Mr. Schlect oversee any after-school activities? Extra hours? Anything additional to the requirements of being a professor here?” 
 
    “Nothing that isn’t readily available for you to find on Google.” 
 
    “Would you allow me access to his office?” 
 
    “Not without a warrant.” He leans forward in his chair, both elbows firmly on the oak desk. “Now, detective, you might be a highly regarded alumnus here, but you haven’t answered my question.” 
 
    “It’s because I can’t, sir. Everything is ongoing. You know how that is.” 
 
    “I do.” He leans back and shifts in his chair. His face contorts before setting back to an unreadable gaze. “I also know when you could be wasting all of our time searching for something that isn’t there. I assume you can show yourself out.” 
 
    “Thank you for your time.” My words bounce off the door as I close it behind me. 
 
    “You should check out the bar,” The young student says to me. His floppy brown hair covering his right eye as he leans further over his desk. “The president won’t want me telling you this, but Mr. Schlect runs the bar Dreamers Den. He’d give you drinks if you’re lucky.” 
 
    “Underage?” 
 
    He nods while staring at the door behind him. I doubt it would move without us hearing the president struggling to reach us. 
 
    “Why are you telling me this? Did he do something to you?” 
 
    “No…” He leans back, moves his hair out of his face as his eyes dart past me. 
 
    “I don’t give a shit what it is. I just want to know what I’m getting into.” My tone is low as to not raise suspicion. 
 
    “He slept with Zaria. I was so close to asking her out and he just, bam, nails it.” 
 
    “Right. How old is she?” 
 
    “Twenty.” 
 
    “Student?” 
 
    “Not in his class, she came with me to the bar one night. Thought it would help me loosen up a bit.” 
 
    “She got drinks and you didn’t.” He nods again, but his eyes fall to the desk forcing his hair to obstruct his face. I lean over the desk. “Listen, kid, you and your friends better watch your asses. You don’t want to be caught. It might cost you more than you think.” 
 
    I walk out of the room without waiting to hear another word out of him. I can hear the whimpering echo down the hallway as a realization of what I said sinks in. He’s scared shitless that I’m going to rat him out, but in actuality I won’t do anything. He didn’t ply anyone with drinks or harm anyone. He was just willfully stupid. I was that age once… totally vanilla, strait-laced, never drank — but I was that ignorantly youthful. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dreamers Den smells like a rank old bar. The stale odor of beer filters through the air more than the testosterone from older men hitting on the younger college students. It’s pathetic, it’s disgusting and, in some cases, really illegal. 
 
    “Detective, what brings you by? Can I get you a drink?” Shawn asks as he ushers me in and away from the patrons sitting at his tables. 
 
    “No thank you. You’re open early.” 
 
    “It’s the weekend. If we’re not open, we’re not making money.” He answers quickly. “Besides, it’s almost noon. It’s like early lunch for the crowds in the area.” 
 
    “It’s noon,” I say, more to myself than anyone else. Sixteen hours until Schlect’s release. I’ve lost more time than I thought. “Karl Schlect. Start talking.” 
 
    “Karl? Did you get to talk to him? I told you, I’m not blowing up his spot just cause you…” 
 
    My hands are around his shirt collar before I can stop myself. “I’m not here to be nice, asshole. I need information and you either give it to me or I toss your ass in a cell for obstruction. Or serving minors.” 
 
    He taps my hand and fixes his shirt quickly. He walks over to one of his staff and whispers something in their ear. He tilts his head at me and moves through the small crowd of patrons. I follow him, some people look at the badge attached to my belt and then up at me. One male grabs the drink in front of his young female companion. He smiles and sips it, pretending both beverages on the table are his. A simple bottle of beer and a bright blue fruit drink. They don’t really taste well together and his scowl shows his disdain.  
 
    “Word to the wise, prisoners have a serious disdain for pedophiles. You ply her with liquor, have your way with her, and you’ll be labeled,” I whisper to the table so only the two of them hear me. 
 
    “I’m legal,” the girl says, a bright yellow paper bracelet adorns her right wrist. “Eighteen.” Young freshman, probably the first time in the big city thinking she can handle the world. All she sees are bright lights and people being nice. I see the underbelly below all the real acts of kindness. Her naivete of invincibility could be her downfall if she doesn’t wise up to reality. 
 
    “You might be kiddo, but if he gets you drunk you can’t give consent and he’ll get labeled.” 
 
    “By who?” She questions again. 
 
    “Whoever puts him in lockup,” I answer. 
 
    The man continues to force both drinks down his throat. One gulp of blue sweetness followed by his beer chaser. With every sip, I can see his face contort. Karma is such a wonderful beast. If I had more time, I’d stay to ensure every last sugary drop made it past his lips. Instead, I smile at the two of them before walking into Shawn’s office in the back. I have bigger issues at hand. 
 
    It’s sparsely decorated. One desk, one computer, file cabinet, gray walls, and a flickering set of fluorescent lights above. Nothing seems used. It’s covered in a layer of dust so thick I could write in it. It’s dated, it smells and they obviously haven’t spent money or time in here. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “I told you, I want to know everything about Schlect. Violent? Controlling? Anything odd, or strange I should know about him?” I say looking around the small office for clues. 
 
    “Man’s smart as hell. Like photographic memory smart. We grew up together in Garden City, he sold his parents’ house a year or so later. Still drives by to see what the new owners have done to the place. He wasn’t thrilled with the recent renovation.” Shawn mutters quickly. “He’s got a dark streak in him, but nothing I haven’t seen before.” 
 
    “How dark? Has he hurt anyone in front of you?” I ask, my attention fully on him. 
 
    “Well, he would have these moments where he would mumble shit to himself. Like after he messed up on the baseball field or fail a test. Had a bunch of those moments in college too. He’d just start punching himself in the head while talking to himself.” Brandy must feel he’s said too much because his eyes widen and his stance changes to a more protective posture. “But he got that all worked out. No meds, nothing. Went to the gym, ate right, graduated with honors…” 
 
    “You can’t cure mental illness with vitamins, proper diet and exercise. You need significant psychological help. I promise you if he was sick then and was never seen by a doctor… he’s still sick. He might have found a way to cope with it that you don’t know about.” I try to refocus the conversation. “Why did you go into business with him?” 
 
    “I was struggling. We were deep in the red. He came in one day with all these great ideas to get people in here.” 
 
    “Like selling to minors?”  
 
    “No. I lowered the age for entry, but those who aren’t drinking age get bracelets. If the bartender sees a yellow one, he can’t pour. It’s simple, pour to a minor and they’re shown the door. I don’t joke about that,” he says quickly. 
 
    “I walked in the door and saw several of your clientele buying drinks for much younger girls.” 
 
    “We can’t legislate morality here, detective. I can only do so much.” 
 
    “Maybe, but pandering to the males in the area who would love to date a younger woman to deflower her? Now, that’s an interesting sales pitch.”  
 
    “We run ladies’ nights and other single events. The college kids don’t keep us in business; otherwise I wouldn’t have needed him to buy into the bar in the first place!” He raises his voice while stepping forward into my space.  
 
    “How did a professor at a city university have enough money to invest in your bar? It’s not like they’re sitting on piles of cash.”. 
 
    Shawn backs up, he turns around in the small space before dropping in the only chair in the room. A puff of dust rises from his action; if I stay much longer my allergies will make themselves known. 
 
    “He got some money from his mom’s inheritance. Told me he wanted to help me out since he had a stable income.” 
 
    “When did she die?” 
 
    “Five or six years ago. Something to do with her heart.” 
 
    “Anything else you want to share?” 
 
    He leans back in the chair, quiet. I’m sure I could wrangle more out of him but it would take more time than I’ve got. I turn and grab the doorknob but stop myself from leaving.  
 
    “If you think of anything else, let me know. Keep better tabs on your customers and bartenders. They keep pulling the same shit, I’ll shut you down and throw you in jail. Consider this your one and only warning.” I turn the knob and stroll through the bar looking at the older patrons, almost begging them to say something. 
 
    The male from before is gone, but the young freshman is in the corner with some other girls. I don’t know why anyone would come to a bar to study, but there are books on the table for the illusion if nothing else. Innocence oozes off them like an aphrodisiac to single men and women. Hopefully they’ll be wise enough to protect themselves.  
 
    I pray to whatever is out there that I raise Chase to be as respectful as possible. He’s going to be headstrong like his father, smart like his mother, and willful like me. Frankie might be the only one to reel him in, but I don’t want him to be caught off guard. The word no is powerful, and he has to understand that. I don’t care if he’s in trouble for doing the right thing. I’d rather bail him out for defending a woman than for abusing her. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    THE LONG GAME 
 
      
 
    The drive back to the precinct during the lunch rush was nothing compared to the foot traffic outside the doors. The gaggle of reporters stands with their backs to the doors, mouths moving a mile a minute relaying information to a waiting public. Cameraman holding heavy equipment on slightly sagging shoulders record the feeds. There are vans scattered along the street, a mobile command center for each one of the news crews who litter the area like confetti in Times Square on New Year’s Eve. 
 
    Every human being that walks by is scanned, assessed for importance and some are assaulted with questions. Watching the probation officers walk through, their heads down, mouths shut and facial expressions almost begging to be left alone. They’re not experienced enough to know the way around the wall of bullshit. It’s an art that you hone after years of this inconvenience. The media is our friend when we need, but also parasitic when we don’t. 
 
    “Detective Steele…” a female reporter calls my name as I try to maneuver through the throngs of people. “Is it true the Carnation Killer turned himself in?” She continues as flashes of light blind my vision. 
 
    “No comment.” I use my right hand in front of my body, carefully moving through the zombie horde of reporters. 
 
    “Does the police department have evidence connecting this man to the murders?” Another reporter calls out over the other voices. 
 
    “No comment, if you’ll excuse me.” I continue to push my way to the metal barricade that seems to be holding the swarm back. It’s working as well as a fork to eat soup. No officers manning the perimeter, just useless bars. 
 
    “Back up!” I hear Will’s voice bellow over the masses. “Come on people, behind the barricades!” 
 
    A strong hand grabs my arm and gently pulls me forward. I can hear more questions being thrown at me, blending together in the background. The metal gate screeches against the concrete as I open it. Several uniformed officers file out, finally taking positions along the boundary. The screaming voices of the media fade as we walk into the front hall of the precinct. 
 
    “Thanks for the assist,” I say, pawing at my face trying to rub the flashes out of my vision. 
 
    “All good. Figured a little lady like you would need help,” Will says with a slight laugh. 
 
    “Hey, I was fine until the camera flashes like the fucking sun. What the hell was up with all of that?” 
 
    “Doing their job,” he says. “You good?” 
 
    “Yeah, where’s the captain?” I ask. 
 
    “Conference room, waiting on us. Shit hit the fan. Come on.” 
 
    I look back to the growing media presence beyond the small glass doorway. The amount of people out there leads me to believe there was a leak somewhere within these walls. Either that or Schlect set something in motion before even showing up here. No matter what the reason, the spotlight on this precinct isn’t going to make the higher-ups too thrilled. That alone will put my captain on edge, which means the rest of us are fucked. 
 
    “Steele, come on.” 
 
    Jumping up the three stairs to the main floor landing, I follow Will to the conference room. The rest of the precinct continues to move about at a normal speed. That’s a good sign to me, the normalcy of most officers’ speed from point A to point B. Will looks at me surveying the room. 
 
    “It’s all for show,” he says. “Captain put a ton of guys on scut work to look busy. Filing papers, entering forms into the new computer systems, anything to look like everything is normal here. The cap even brought in extra officers to look fully staffed. It’s all a pretty elaborate con.”  
 
    “I’m not surprised. It’s a smart play considering how people will believe what they see more than the reality of statistics, reports or you know, reality. The general population has issues wrapping their brains around things they can’t conceptually understand. It’s not that they’re dumb, they just prefer to ignore what’s in front of them than actually face a terrifying prospect. It makes perfect sense.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far, but it’s easier to put faith in abstracts than take responsibility. I learned that when I was five. It’s why the US is a sue-happy country and billionaires get wealthier by the second.” 
 
    “And you call me cynical?” I ask. I turn to look him in the eyes and stop at the conference room doors. 
 
    “Not cynical: realist. We see the underbelly every day. They…” he tilts his head towards the lobby “…don’t. They see it after we clean it up so it doesn’t rile the population into a frenzy.” He pulls open the heavy wood door leading into the conference room.  
 
    The two of us walk inside the already tension-filled room. Captain Ziele stands by the window, his suit jacket resting on the back of a chair. His voice is low, but his tone is deep –almost defensive – as he talks on his cell phone. His right hand holds a coffee that sloshes with each aggressive wave as the conversation continues. 
 
    Sydney sits at the table, a foot-high stack of papers in front of her. She scribbles notes across a small scrap of paper as the other hand slides pages around in seemingly random order.  
 
    Major General Carter stands at attention with his guards. Will walks up to them, shakes hands and they talk in a low mumble I can’t quite decipher. 
 
    At the other end of the table, Logan sits with Frankie, his head buried in his laptop screen while his cell phone lights up every few seconds. His eyes dart back and forth when it does, like someone staring at a train moving by. 
 
    “You look overwhelmed.” Frankie’s voice hits my ears. 
 
    Her suit jacket open, hair down and slightly out of place. Her heels resting to the right of her chair. She looks stressed as she sips her tea. 
 
    “How bad?” 
 
    “Depends on which case you’re referring to,” she says softly. “One isn’t good and one is pure shit.” 
 
    “I understand!” The captain’s voice echoes through the room. He disconnects his phone and squeezes it tightly. I can tell he wants to throw it, or anything he can grab, somewhere. I know that kind of frustration. He turns, places both his hands flat on the table and stares at me. “Steele, please tell me you found out something.” 
 
    “I wish I did. President won’t release information other than he has no complaints. Shawn Brandy, his business partner, says he was a good guy looking to help a friend out when his mother died. Said he might have some anger issues, but without evidence to back that up, it’s all conjecture. They appear to serve alcohol to minors, but we don’t have time to get the evidence to hold it over his head regardless of my threats.” I look around the room. “Anyone else?” 
 
    “You threatened him?” Zeile stares at me, a small vein making itself known on his forehead. 
 
    “Maybe threatened is a strong word. I just advised him that he needs to watch his employees in a strong fashion.” 
 
    Zeile runs his hands along his neck, trying to rub the tension away. “Please tell me we have a lead?” The room is silent, causing the hair on the back of my neck to rise up in alarm. “He can’t be this clean. Logan? Money? Paper trail from his mother’s inheritance? Social media? Anything?” 
 
    “I looked everywhere,” Logan says. “His accounts are normal for someone in his position. The inheritance from his mother a few years ago and subsequent sale of the house. That’s it. No parking tickets, no outstanding debts or warrants. Literally he is as off the grid as one can be without disconnecting from society.” 
 
    “Profile? Anything we can use?” I look over to Frankie. 
 
    “Professionally, he fits the profile of a psychopath. He has urges to be the most powerful in any given situation depending on who he attaches himself to. You said he put money into his friend’s bar?” I nod in response. “That fits. The file says the most recent victim was last seen there. Maybe it’s his hunting ground? If nothing else, it gives him power over his friend.” 
 
    “So, he can move freely because Shawn won’t question his motives,” Sydney adds. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “But there was no connection from the other victims to the bar. Just the one.” Logan adds. 
 
    “Can we please talk about the bigger issue at hand?” Carter says loudly. 
 
    “A serial killer walks into our precinct and that isn’t the bigger issue?” I ask coldly. 
 
    “Not when a man committed suicide while in our custody,” Zeile says softly. 
 
    The room quiets, all attention on him waiting for more information. He turns, places his phone on the table and loosens his tie. 
 
    “Douglas Keets was found hanging in his cell this morning. He tied the bedsheet around his neck and attached it to the bars.” 
 
    “How? The walls are solid; only the doors have metal bars. You can’t get high enough and the surveillance…” 
 
    “You shorten it enough where you just sit down and asphyxiate yourself,” Frankie says. “I’ve seen it in person. In my opinion, it takes more determination to do it that way. You can easily get up and out of your predicament.” 
 
    “One PP is coming down hard on both of these cases. Everts, can you shed some insight here?” Zeile cuts in, his voice strained. 
 
    “I didn’t get to do much digging, but I think Keets was suffering from PTSD,” Will says. “He would have had an interesting case of mental disease or defect.” 
 
    “So, in essence, a soldier who needed help died in your care? Why wasn’t he in a mental facility instead of jail awaiting arraignment?” Carter’s voice rises. 
 
    Zeile shouts back. “Because Keets refused to speak to our psychologists let alone wait months for an appointment at the VA. His cousin has power of attorney and didn’t want him forcibly medicated either. Then there’s the little fact that he was being held on multiple murder charges. Where the hell did you think he would go? My officers followed protocol! We’re in the business of following the law, not reading minds or making decisions for people. We reopened the case when more information came to light. We will continue to proceed with the investigation…” 
 
    “No, you won’t. The Pentagon will be handling it henceforth.” Carter moves away from his team and heads for the door. “Sergeant Everts, you will be handing everything over to us immediately.” 
 
    “I understand the request, Major General but…” 
 
    “Do as he says, Everts,” Zeile says. “Is that all you came here to do? This could have been handled over the phone.” He’s right, there was no reason to come here and demand control. A simple phone call would have been sufficient. 
 
    “The Pentagon wanted to inform you that our investigation will also involve this precinct and your team, Captain Zeile. If there was any impropriety, we will find it. Good day,” Major General Carter says before walking out the door. Will looks back at the rest of us, reluctantly follows Carter and closes the door behind him. 
 
    “Okay then, back to Schlect,” Zeile says. “Someone please give me something.” 
 
    “We have five hours before we’re required to charge or release him,” Logan mutters. 
 
    “Something helpful,” Zeile says. He unlocks his phone and flops into a chair. 
 
    “Media attention got kicked into high gear from the New York Times,” Logan says. “Apparently he sent them a package to be opened at noon today. It ran online before hitting the evening edition.” He spins his laptop around and shows everyone at the table. 
 
    Frankie reaches for the computer, “May I?” Logan pushes it in her direction. 
 
    “After the Times published the op-ed, TMZ grabbed it, followed by social media and other news outlets,” Logan finishes. 
 
    “Which means all the families know,” Sydney adds. 
 
    “If he admits guilt in the article, we’ve got him,” Logan says.  
 
    “I thought you were the scientist,” Sydney says. “Where’s the evidence? What’s to say this isn’t just a hoax?” 
 
    “Maybe he’s got something from one of the crime scenes,” Logan says.  
 
    “He’s too smart for that. Why would he come here and play us but then just release what is basically a confession to the press? It doesn’t fit.” I add. 
 
    “He didn’t.” The entire room focuses on Frankie who keeps her eyes glued to Logan’s computer screen. “His word choices, phraseology… it’s almost perfect. Schlect continues to make inferences to his deeds, but never actually admits to the act itself. He only talks about things the police have already released and never once connects himself to the victims.” She looks up from the computer. “He’s playing the long game here, and he fully expects to win.” 
 
    “Coming in here was the first move,” Sydney says softly. 
 
    “Exactly, he put you in a position expecting the desired result,” Frankie says. 
 
    “I went to the bar and spoke to the school. Found his connections, but nothing of substance.” I say. 
 
    “Which is exactly what you should have done. It was procedure and you might think you've moved forward in the game, but…” 
 
    “It’s part of the bigger strategy to kick my ass. We’re playing his game and his rules, not ours.” 
 
    “Precisely, you need to figure out his next move and counter it. It might not be legal or even ethical. You have to think like him, Jasmine.” 
 
    “Easier said than done, Doctor Ryan,” Zeile says. “We’ve got nothing but his words, some minor evidence that leads us nowhere and an article that was written by his own hand. I’m not feeling very confident at the moment.” He leans back in his chair. 
 
    “Let me go back in there and talk with him,” I say. The room falls into an uncomfortable silence. “He wanted to talk to me in the first place. Let me show him that I took the bait and won the round or whatever. Maybe he tells me something, maybe not. You guys keep crunching the numbers and profile, let me talk to the piece of shit.” 
 
    Captain Zeile stands and puts his suit jacket back on. “Okay, but the first indication of this going sideways Doctor Ryan pulls you out of there. In the meantime, Locke, work on a statement with legal. Discuss with them how to handle the victims’ families before calling all of them. Make sure you follow their advice explicitly. We don’t need to incite a riot. After that I’ll make a statement to the press while the rest of you work your asses off to put figure it out. I don’t care if it’s a parking ticket from Montana ten years ago. Find me something. The entire precinct is at your disposal. Use the manpower.” 
 
    Zeile and Locke quickly head out of the room to their respective tasks. Logan grabs his computer, flips it closed and drops his cell into his back pocket. “I’ll work better with my full system and staff in the dungeon. I’ll call if I find anything,” he says and walks out of the room. 
 
    “You sure you can handle this?” Frankie asks. 
 
    “Is anyone ever prepared for something like this?” My hands in fists as I try to mentally prepare for the interview. 
 
    “You said you went back to the bar.” 
 
    “I had to,” I say. I know where she’s steering this conversation and I’m trying like hell to avoid it. 
 
    “Jasmine, if you need to talk about it…” 
 
    “Frankie, I love you with every ounce of my being, but I can’t focus on that right now. This isn’t the time for it.” I sound harsher than I intend. 
 
    “I didn’t mean now. When this is finished, you need to talk to me. You promised no more shutting down. Give me your word,” she says and crosses her arms tightly across her chest. 
 
    “You have my word.” I kiss her forehead looking for some comfort. Leaning back, I feel the mask come down over my face, the cold harshness of my other persona. The one who hides, locks away, and goes after people like Schlect. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The room is slightly colder than before, both in temperature and in tension. A paper cup full of coffee, probably cold, rests in the center of the table. Schlect stands in front of the one-way mirror, eerily staring at himself. His hands clasped behind him and his back rigidly straight. 
 
    Walking further into the room, he spins on his heels and in one fluid motion sits in the chair closest to the mirror. Effectively putting him in the interviewer’s position, one of power. His back effectively blocking Frankie from any subtle expression or twitch of his face. The cameras angled at the other chair will be blind to his musings.  
 
    There’s always a power struggle with psychopathic personalities, especially someone who feels they are always one step ahead. The question for me is how to proceed. We’re in a police station but I’m not sure I feel entirely comfortable alone in the room with him, especially with him unrestrained. There’s an unpredictability that I have to account for. The interviewer’s chair is closer to the door and a safe exit. To sit in the other gives him an advantage mentally and strategically. 
 
    He looks over to me and waves to the chair across the table. I nod before I step out and motion to the officer nearest the pen. His name tag reads Hucek. He’s a familiar face from a shift I’m not familiar with, the late shift. Our paths have only crossed occasionally.  
 
    “Officer Hucek, who uncuffed him?” 
 
    He’s a big, swarthy man in his 30s. Obviously got a few years under his belt. Enough to know he wouldn’t have done this on his own. “Captain requested it. I think it’s cause he’s not been charged with nothing yet.” I stare and make a decision.  
 
    “I’d like you in the room with me then, please.” 
 
    “No problem, Detective.”  
 
    I step back into the room and Karl looks up. Then notices Hucek following.  
 
    “Jasmine. Tsk, tsk. You don’t feel at ease with me alone in this room?” 
 
    I ignore the comment and stand at the wall opposite him. “Karl…” 
 
    “Jasmine. You were doing such a good job building rapport, and now this.” He nods his head towards Hucek, who stands against the wall near the door. I lean over and look into the paper cup. “Maybe you’re not as worthy as I thought.”  
 
    “Didn’t like your coffee?” I ask, making sure I’m leaning over him so he has to look up to me to speak. I saunter back to the wall. 
 
    “It was nothing to write home about.” 
 
    “There’s a Starbucks down the street. I’m sure we could get you something more palatable to your tastes.” 
 
    “I prefer to brew my own Italian espresso roast at home. I’ll have a cup soon, but thank you for the offer,” he says looking at his watch. “I’m guessing you checked in with Xavier?” 
 
    “He speaks highly of you. Says the students enjoy your classes. Apparently, you’re a model teacher there.” I embellish everything to stoke his ego. I shift off the wall and make a point of standing behind him while I speak. “Then again, Clinical Interviewing could be taught by any fool with a psychology degree. You just have to read from the book and use the standard tests. Lord knows my professor did. Even the basic psych classes you handled can’t be that involved. It’s not like you’re instilling the values of profiling, addictions or forensic analysis of a crime scene into the future generations of America. You just want to make them understand how to talk to people in a specific situation. Sesame Street offers more information on a daily basis.” 
 
    “The younger generations are ill-equipped to speak, let alone communicate,” he says.  
 
    “They live in a world of shitty emojis and text language. The young ladies are the most ill-equipped to deal with anything presented to them outside of likes or followers. Without me, civil communication would cease to exist.” I continue to circle the table as I talk. 
 
    “Maybe, but in the bigger picture of John Jay College, you are primarily an undergraduate professor who gets kids through required classes. You do the same at the graduate level when they throw you a class every now and then. You don’t rock the boat but you don’t build it either. You just exist to row and move it along.” I stop and bend over the table and put my fists knuckles down. My hands turn white from the pressure. “You’re a cog in the bigger machine. You disappear into the crowd because you’re nothing.” 
 
    “Maybe the crowd is where I want to stay. It’s quiet, calm, attracts less attention,” he counters. “I enjoy diversifying my talents, giving a little bit to anyone willing to accept the attention. You, Detective Jasmine Steele, are a one trick pony with systematic answers, by-the-book decisions and a love of your own worth. The way you went after Garrison was nothing short of pure egomaniacal behavior. You add nothing to this scenario, you only detract from it.” His eyes squint ever so slightly. “You are a villain in your own story.” 
 
    “Possibly... Maybe I am a narcissistic fuck, but I’m the one who had people standing in the back to hear me speak. I have name recognition in my alma mater, my city and with the FBI.” I pull the chair out and sit down, resting my feet on the table making sure the bottom of my feet face him — an insult in some countries. “Let’s cut through the shit. You’re wasting my time. Either you have something to offer this investigation, or get the fuck out of my precinct,” I say. He doesn’t flinch. “I am curious though; did you invest in the bar to get women more pliable to your whims or was it a business endeavor?” 
 
    “Is that what you’ve deduced, detective?” 
 
    Silence falls over the room for several minutes. His face remains still, giving no information at all. My arms slowly snake around my midsection. My eyes never leave his. My heels remain firmly planted on the table. In a game such as this, there’s one simple rule: do not break contact unless you have the next move planned out. 
 
    “You’re trying to test me, but all you are doing is wasting time.” 
 
    He obviously knows what move to bring this game to the next level. 
 
    “Maybe I am, but I still own you until we either arrest you for serving minors or a parking ticket for all I care. I’ve got time,” I say and stand up. He casually glances at his watch.  
 
    “Do you though? Looks like you’ve only got about another twenty minutes left on your side.” He leans forward and sighs. “Time is such a fickle thing. As children it’s this entity we cannot understand and yet we chase it. We’re taught that with age comes knowledge, respect, and opportunities for new things. Then we are left to drift in the waters of time. Slowly drowning in the speed with which life is passing us all by. So, I ask again, do you really believe you have all the time in the world? Or that our killer’s next victims do?” 
 
    “Not all the time in the world. I only said that I have these few fleeting moments to engage with you before something comes up. That will alleviate this crunch and allow us to continue our pursuit of you in regard to the murders of these four women. You should relish these minutes right now. The ones where your wrists aren’t shackled to your ankles. Where the air conditioning and two-way mirror offer you entertainment. In the near future, you’ll be sitting in a cell with no windows. Your every thought, plate of food, what you read or your masturbatory habits will be monitored.” I shrug. 
 
    “You really think so, detective?” He laughs. “Why, you haven’t even charged me with a crime. What makes you think -“ 
 
    “You’re going away, Schlect. You’re not nearly as smart as you think. Everything ends today.” 
 
    He begins to slowly clap his hands. “Bravo, bravo! I bring out the best in you, Jasmine.” He leans further forward, his chest pressing against the metal. “But you’re so self-absorbed, detective. It wasn’t our short time together that I was lamenting.” 
 
    The acid in my stomach churns at his words. The game has another player. One we’re not aware of. My feet drop to the floor on their own accord. My gaze shifts, eyes solely focused on his next words. 
 
    “Humor me, Jasmine. Do you remember the first car accident you were ever in?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “The first arrest you ever made?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The first time you ever shot another human being?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say. “Is there a point to this?” 
 
    “We never forget the first time we do something dramatic in our lives. It’s ingrained in the recesses of our minds, fully accessible at any given moment.” He stands, looks at his watch and straightens out his shirt.  
 
    “But those are all in the past,” I say. 
 
    The door opens and Zeile stands there a look of resignation on his face. That’s when I know we have nothing to hold him. 
 
    “Tick, tock, tick, tock, Detective Steele.” He glances one last time at his watch. “I must be going, but it was lovely… talking with you,” he says and holds out his hand. Against my better judgment, I clasp my hand in his. He pulls me full force to him, his free arm around my back in a hug. Officer Hucek lurches towards but I hold up a hand to stop him.  
 
    Schlect whispers in my ear, “Why would you forget the one that started it all? Why remove her when you can find her every chance you want and relive the glory all over again? Her life’s always in my hands. She’s desperate for sustenance that I give on a weekly visit. Her screams entice me more than any other woman I’ve had. Making her mine over, and over again — it’s glorious and fills in the gaps between dance partners.” 
 
    My hand clenches his tighter than before. He lets go and shakes my hand free before walking out of the room. From the hall I can hear him say “Tick tock, tick tock.” 
 
    “Please tell me you heard him?” I say. 
 
    “No, what did he say?” 
 
    “If you didn’t hear it, neither did the cameras.” I walk right up to Zeile. “He admitted his first victim is still alive to be assaulted whenever he desires. We need to find something to bring him in before he’s in the wind.” 
 
    Gunfire pulls everyone back to the present. Three quick shots. I flatten myself against the wall, Hucek pulls his service revolver and quickly checks the hall. Screams echo off the concrete. I open the conference room and see Frankie hiding under the table, safe. She moves towards me, but my hand stops her. I mouth, ‘stay’ and close the door before she can argue. 
 
    Officers rush past us down the hallway, obscuring the initial view of the scene. I follow the crowd, out the front door and into the street. White flashbulbs go off in rapid succession. Ziele stands with one hand on his hip and the other in his hair screaming something to an officer next to him. 
 
    The sounds of the crowd fade away as an ever-growing dark pool of blood forms on the sidewalk. Karl Schlect lies on his back, eyes staring at the darkened sky. His shirt with three small red marks. Several officers try to prevent the media from getting proper images, but there’s no hiding the scene. 
 
    Two other officers push an older white-haired male through the throngs and up the stairs into the precinct. I can only assume he’s the one who shot Schlect. Another officer follows behind holding a small caliber handgun hanging on his pencil so as not to disturb any prints.  
 
    Dread washes over me as I watch the blood continue to flow out of Schlect. I lost the battle but he enticed me to another round with information of his first victim. He’s kept her alive for this long and I assume she’s well hidden from the world. He must give her food, water, and other sustenance. This means someone out there definitely doesn’t have all the time in the world.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    BURNING OUR TIME 
 
      
 
    The morgue is always the quietest place in the entire building. That’s especially true today. The media frenzy outside has increased exponentially with the murder of Karl Schlect. Once every channel and social media feed was filled with video of the shooting, the captain moved the press back to a full one-block perimeter. His press conference went through the available details explaining it was an ongoing investigation. 
 
    Schlect walked into our precinct annoyed at the original newspaper article and was shot after his own Times op-ed implied he was the killer. They say serial killers are meticulous and rarely caught if they manage to keep their composure. BTK, Ted Bundy – they were caught due to mistakes brought on by ego. One wanted the press and notoriety of a serial killer. He was long gone and forgotten until he contacted the local papers. The other thought he was smarter, couldn’t control his compulsion and killed without his normal plan. They both needed control and were caught because of their lapse in judgment. 
 
    Karl Schlect belongs right there with the two of those men. He probably wanted to put more pressure on the team and myself to catch the killer. He never anticipated the readers wouldn’t follow the article per se. They would follow the conclusions of the media and online communities. He was dead the minute the first person pointed the finger at him on Twitter. 
 
    No one in the precinct went home after the shooting. Some members of the press were too close to the crime and their clothing and equipment sit with Doctor Brown in forensics. They’re now waiting to give their statements to uniformed officers for the DA. 
 
    The rest of us remain, sleeping in shifts in the locker rooms. Once awake, we were dragged into an interview room with Internal Affairs. Their questioning in quick-fire sessions, hoping you slip up or give them a set of answers to cover the entire NYPD from a lawsuit. In this situation, they’re as helpful as an enema for a broken arm. Yet, here I sit, in the quiet of the morgue watching Schlect’s liver being weighed. No closer to closing this case than before he walked into my interview room. 
 
    Victor moves slowly and mechanically through the procedure. Most of the time, it’s a rather disgusting practice to witness. The body photographed thoroughly. Evidence collected from the external areas and orifices, then washed clean, and then a scalpel splits the flesh open. Body parts are checked, removed and placed in the metal scale. Dictation recorded for a future report that may never see the light of day or help us in this case.  
 
    He does all this meticulous work to give a voice to those who can no longer speak. Those words hit my ears so often that it feels like a cliché. Yet, here he is, talking to the victim as he tries to understand what happened. The rational side of me thinks that’s a waste of time considering the man is no longer breathing. The psychology part of my brain reminds me that we’re both surrounded by death every day. Sometimes we need a few unconventional means to deal with it. Otherwise, we’d all be alcoholics, drug addicts or villains ourselves. 
 
    Watching his routine calms the burning discontent slowly growing in my stomach. The last words of a killer remain at the forefront of my mind. There’s one more out there and we might be able to save her. 
 
    “How long can someone survive without food or water?” I ask. 
 
    “Depends on a lot of things. Gandhi survived twenty-one days of total starvation with only sips of water. A body can go a long time without food, but that could also depend on your genetics, current BMI and a ton of other factors. Overall the scientific consensus is about three weeks give or take without food. Water is a different story, you’ll have around three days.” Victor pauses and looks over at me. “Going on an extreme diet? There are some horrific side effects beyond the obvious risk of death.” 
 
    “Three weeks…” My mind wanders off. 
 
    “Three weeks no food. Again, you’d die long before that without any fluids in your system.” He pulls out the long intestine and coils it into the scale. “You seem to be missing that part.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “Jasmine, it’s basic biology. We’re mostly made of water. It’s in our blood, joints, flushes out waste, and assists in temperature control. Of course, outside temperatures, health and a lot of other factors can change the duration by a day or so. Three to four days is about the max,” he finishes. “Why?” 
 
    “Schlect told me he kept his first alive for encore performances,” I say. “Tell Lillian I need her to get on those samples you sent her ASAP. If you find anything abnormal, shoot me a message. I’ll be upstairs trying to convince the powers that be we might have a chance at redemption.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Voices echo down the hallway and only increase in intensity as I get closer to the conference room. I know from the tone the captain is getting reamed. 
 
    I knock on the door and hear the voices hush as I wait. “Come in,” a deep voice, unknown to me says. Walking into the room, I see Zeile sitting in his usual seat at the head of the table, beneath the one window in the room. To his left and right are several suits, lawyers or power people, all sitting rigidly in their chairs. Will and Sydney sit at the other end, small and unassuming in their chairs. The tension punches me square in the face, making every step into the room difficult. 
 
    “Steele, what do you need?” Zeile asks. 
 
    “Cap, I think we need to discuss the last words of Schlect before…” 
 
    “He was murdered in front of your precinct. Two deaths in twenty-four hours must be a record!” A man directly to the left of Zeile interrupts me. It’s the same powerful voice that ordered my entry. 
 
    “Technically Keets died on Rikers awaiting trial, not in holding here,” I say. “Schlect was murdered out of our custody. We had to let him go. But don’t let facts get in the way of your diatribe.” 
 
    “Watch it, detective,” he says. 
 
    “I would, but time is of the essence and you’re wasting mine.” 
 
    “One more word and I’ll have your badge!” 
 
    “Why don’t we all calm down here!” Zeile stands quickly drawing all attention to him. “Everts, has Major General Carter taken all the Keets information from the precinct?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. At this point, they are in the lead and will call if they need assistance,” Will says. “Commissioner, I understand you are disturbed by the two situations, but Steele is correct. Neither individual was in our custody at the time of either incident. While protocols can be increased to give more security, we can only plan for so many extraneous variables.” 
 
    “Commissioner?” I mouth to Will. He nods his head slowly.  
 
    “That’s a great speech, Everts. Want to give that to the general public? I’m sure they would love to hear it isn’t our fault. That doesn’t work,” Zeile says. 
 
    “It would if you kept the rogue assholes with a badge under wraps, but the wall of blue…”  
 
    “Sydney!” Will cuts her off before any damage can be done to her career.  
 
    The commissioner abruptly stands, smooths down the bottom of his suit jacket and nods to the rest of his entourage. Two of them pile stacks of files into their briefcases and file out of the room. The rest follow silently, leaving their boss alone. 
 
    “I’ll say this once and only once. This precinct and all parties involved with these two cases will be under increased scrutiny. We will be considering any and all measures to ensure the negative press does not damage the reputation of the entire NYPD. I understand you are new here Captain Zeile, but maybe this position is not a good fit for you.”  
 
    He walks to the door and stops right next to me. “You were given a break for the Garrison case due to the positive press it received. You won’t be receiving the same treatment this time around.” He leaves, slamming the door so hard it bounces back half way. 
 
    “He’s pleasant,” Frankie says as she walks through the open doorway. 
 
    “Doctor Ryan, thank you for coming back on such short notice,” Zeile says. He settles back into his chair.  
 
    “Of course.” She says squeezing my hand and looks me in the eyes. “Did you get any sleep?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “I’ll be fine. How’s Chase?” 
 
    “Playing video games and wondering when you’re planning on helping him get past the zombie boss from hell.” 
 
    The words warm my heart and I would love to kiss her right now. Keeping our professional distance, I smile while holding her hand as tightly as I can. Frankie turns away from our intimate moment and takes a seat next to the captain.  
 
    “So, what did you find?” He asks. 
 
    “Not much. Several evaluations were done over the years. They all indicate that Schlect was diagnosed with narcissistic personality disorder in his teenage years. Every report felt he had psychopathic tendencies. The first one was completed when he was only sixteen and concluded if his psychosis was not addressed it would escalate.” 
 
    “How did he fall through the cracks? With these reports, someone could have done something.” Sydney says. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter right now, Locke. Doctor Ryan, did these papers give you any other information we can use?” 
 
    “Firstly, he never fell through the cracks. These kinds of records can be sealed since he never committed a crime and was a minor. I wish I had more for you, but I don’t. The judge gave us emergency access but we don’t know if he was sent to different doctors, ever used an alias… we’re at a dead end.” Frankie concludes. 
 
    “Who shot Schlect?” I ask. 
 
    “General Henry Smith,” Sydney says quietly. 
 
    “Smith? Emelia’s father?” I quickly toss out. 
 
    “The very one,” Zeile says. “Locke contacted every family and gave them each the official statement. It took time, and unfortunately General Smith was already moving forward with his final mission.” 
 
    Those words are so very true, knowing it would be his last free moment. Being a military man, Smith knew the act of shooting anyone would give him a sentence equivalent to death. The minute Schlect’s body stopped breathing, he would be given twenty years or more. Considering his age, he’ll die upstate somewhere. The conditions surrounding his actions might bring him some sympathy and I have a feeling the Pentagon will want his case. He’s a decorated war hero with national security clearance, Carter will want to hide him to keep those secrets hidden. 
 
    “Carter had to give him a heads up,” Will mutters to our surprise. “I’m just saying what you’re all thinking.” 
 
    “No matter what we believe, we won’t be throwing around accusations. That’s not how we operate,” Zeile says. “We might be up shit creek here, but we might have another victim if we don’t focus our attention.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you have led with that?” Sydney says, sitting up a little straighter in her chair. 
 
    “We were getting to it. Doctor Ryan was going over the medical history of our perpetrator.” Zeile finishes. “Steele, why do you look like you’re going to throw up?” 
 
    “Because our timeline just shrunk exponentially while I was talking to Victor.” I grab a piece of paper and a pen. “Schlect told me he was planning on visiting his living victim the next day. He mentioned going to her once a week. He said she would be desperate for sustenance by the time he gets to her.” I scribble some numbers on the piece of paper for basic math that my brain can’t seem to compute at the moment. “We have anywhere from a minimum of twelve hours to a maximum forty-eight hours to find her. It’s just a guess, but much longer than that and we are in code red territory.” 
 
    “I understand this needs to be of the utmost importance, but we cannot deny the other side of the equation here,” Frankie says. “This woman might not exist, this might be another game. We could be using taxpayer resources for nothing. We just need to be prepared for that possible outcome and the retribution that might follow from your superiors.” 
 
    “I agree with Doctor Ryan, and I understand we can’t afford another misstep right now,” Zeile says. “We’ll assume your numbers are right for the girl. I don’t want to play games with this. Until further notice, everyone is working.”  
 
    “I need a warrant for Dreamers Den, his adjunct office at John Jay and whatever apartment he has listed,” I throw out. 
 
    “Everts will take the school. You go to his apartment. Locke will handle the bar. I want Mr. Levy and Doctor Brown kept in the loop with all information. Forensics might not be what solves cases, but it’s the nail in the fucking coffin. So, let’s go.” 
 
    “Sir…”. 
 
    “That’s my decision and it’s final. Divide and conquer.” Zeile stands and leaves the conference room followed by Will and Sydney. 
 
    Frankie hangs back and closes the door behind them. Her hands grip my arms tightly as her eyes scan mine. “Sweetheart, you need to talk to me.” 
 
    “Now is most assuredly not the time.” 
 
    “It will take a few minutes for Captain Zeile to call the DA or ADA and get a judge to sign off. We’re in a holding pattern until then.” 
 
    “I could be waiting outside of the apartment for the call to come in.” 
 
    There are moments in life that we have to face daily, but right now at this moment in time I don’t want to. I want my attention on the woman who could be dying somewhere waiting for her keeper to come home. My mind focuses on just rushing out the door and ransacking everything and anything regardless of rules or regulations. If not for the massive bullseye we seem to have acquired on our doors, I would be doing just that. 
 
    Frankie sits in a chair, patiently waiting.  
 
    “I saw him at that bar when I was going to grad school, you know this,” I say. “Why do you need me to repeat myself?” 
 
    “Because you’ve never really talked about it at all. In fact, you just mentioned why you never wanted to hang there ever again.” Frankie grabs my hand, rubs her thumb over my skin and kisses my palm. “I know whatever happened is difficult for you. I also know we promised to put secrets behind us. Going back to the bar churned up something negative and it’s my job as your fiancé to help you handle it before you let that energy overwhelm you.” 
 
    “Doesn’t help to have your family in town, having to deal with their judgment and the possibility of another body on our heads – just a great day dear!” I snap. My phone vibrates taking both of our attention away from the matter. Logan’s sent me a message with Schlect’s address in Washington Heights. “I love you, but I can’t do this right now—I don’t have the time—and I need you to respect that.” 
 
    She drops my hand, stands up, and opens the door. “I’m going to go into your office if anyone needs me. Until then, I want you to remember that my family might be as messed up as ever, but they’re part of me. They’re my blood for better or worse. They also haven’t raised concern that they’re watching our son while we’re working on this case. In fact, my father commended you on your dedication to this case. He might not have said it in the way I would like, but it was a step in the right direction. My point is, all this negative blame game bullshit doesn’t work with me anymore. So, I’d appreciate it if you could move beyond it,” Frankie says as she leaves the conference room. 
 
    Normally I would have felt guilty to not answering her questions, but right now, I don’t. My mind can’t access the darkest trenches of my childhood without having a drink. Not to mention the need to get back to the surface and focus on the task I have in finding this missing woman. I don’t know how I’m going to tell her everything, but when this is handled, hopefully I’ll be able to. 
 
    I shoot a text back to Logan asking him to look deeper at Shawn Brandy. His financials might be an open book, but maybe he has an internet presence we aren’t aware of. I want him to rip apart everything, from the schools they attended to when they lost their virginity. No holds barred, no kindness, no bullshit. The response is immediate: a thumbs up emoji. Right now, the best place I can be is parked in front of the apartment building waiting for someone to contact me. 
 
    My phone rings as I walk out of the conference room. “Steele?” 
 
    “Detective, the warrant is signed and in my hand. Go,” the captain tells me quickly before hanging up. 
 
    Pushing through the crowd to my car, I duck under the police tape which is still out front. The mass of people outside waiting for another press release push against the cruiser as I pass the barricades. All of them moving about as if this was the most important part of their day. None of them know something darker is looming around the corner.  
 
    A woman, locked in a box or a small room, no water, no food, screaming for help, and no one can hear her. Those people can’t comprehend that thought process. It’s not in their wheelhouse. I wish it were never part of mine. 
 
    Even if we find her in time, if she is in fact real, there will always be someone screaming. Sometimes, it’s me.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Schlect’s first-floor apartment size is rather impressive. The old building has a small courtyard for all three units on this floor. After fighting with the manager for a few minutes and showing him a copy of the warrant on my phone, he opened the door and quickly left. I’m sure he doesn’t want anything to do with us in his building. 
 
    The forensic team is on its way so I am careful not to disturb specific items. Using latex gloves, I push the door open into an open dining room, kitchen, living room combination. One door off the kitchen leads to the outdoor space. The three others must lead to the two bedrooms and bathroom. 
 
    Closing the door behind me, I head into the kitchen. One cabinet slightly ajar hiding two boxes of unopened breakfast cereal. The adjacent door houses canned goods from vegetables to soups. Nothing of interest near or around them. The next set of cabinets hold glassware, plates, and coffee mugs. Everything meticulously stacked in a precise, orderly fashion. 
 
    The fridge is the same. Plastic containers with labels on them labeled for each day. Each day a clean, organized pile of three green, red, and clear bins. The writing on top indicates the red was meat, green for vegetables, and clear for a carbohydrate or fruit. Water bottles fill the entire bottom row of the narrow unit. Everything points to the reports showing Schlect’s need and desire to control every aspect of life. It must have given him some calm to just grab what was needed and not have to think about it. 
 
    A small dining room table hugs the wall. The two wooden chairs sit at each end. Both sides could be raised to increase the surface area. There were no other chairs anywhere. Classic loner behavior.  
 
    The living room takes up the majority of the apartment. A black leather couch shimmers, looking almost wet. I run my hand across the surface. It feels and smells like it’s recently been cleaned and possibly lotioned as well. A blanket, neatly folded, rests along the back. The couch recliner buttons smell of a bleach-based cleaning agent.  
 
    The glass entertainment center holds no dust or fingerprints that my eye can pick up. The television, towers holding movies, and video games appear wiped clean as well. It is obvious the entire main area has been scrubbed down to ensure there isn’t a speck of evidence left behind. Schlect expected us to be here relatively soon after his interview. He ensured there would be no evidence left behind to collect. It was a smart move if he had made it home alive. 
 
    The first door on my right leads to a barren excuse for a bedroom. The sparse furniture includes a desk, a two-drawer wood file cabinet, and an old office chair. The wood floor is bare. The sole trash can is empty. There’s a shredder next to the desk. Lifting up the top with the edge of my jacket sleeve, my suspicions were correct. It’s empty — another dead end. 
 
    The second door leads to a more realistic-sized bedroom. The double pressure doors open up to a simple closet. The left has shelving from floor to ceiling. Each level has a different item of clothing or linens. Everything folded perfectly and organized with purpose. Shoes lined up on the floor. Tall boots in the back row. The front row split between sneakers and dressier ones. Picking up a pair in the front, the treads are clean. Grabbing up one from the back, the same thing rings true. No evidence. 
 
    Pants are hung perfectly on the clothes rack, organized by color, jeans then dress slacks. Shirts, both hanging in the closet and the ones in the dresser, pristine and orderly. Nothing in this entire apartment so far can assist me in getting one step closer to the mind of this maniac. He’s got control issues, but that doesn’t help me one fucking bit. The queen size bed, that I know for a fact he would never bring a victim to, sits untouched. 
 
    “Detective?” A voice from the forensic team calls out. 
 
    “One minute.”  
 
    Walking into the living room, I see several forensic team members in full hazmat get up waiting for my go ahead. Hopefully they can find something before I lose my mind in this meticulous madness. 
 
    “Rip this place apart. Find me something, anything.” 
 
    The six techs flood the place, each heading into a different room. The captain promised no expense would be spared just in case there is another victim. Nothing puts my mind at ease right now. There are no personal photos anywhere I can see. No paintings or posters. Nothing to give this place an individualistic touch. This is strictly home base for a psycho in-between his hunting activities.  
 
    I step into the courtyard to get a breath. The cool breeze forces hairs to stand at attention as I look around. No table outside, just a beautiful stone patio and a homemade greenhouse. Elaborate electric components run along one side leading to a covered outdoor outlet. That must be some kind of temperature control for the cold winters. A small lock holds it all closed. I tap on the glass and point a tech to the door. 
 
    “I need bolt cutters,” I say as the cold makes my voice waver and teeth chatter. 
 
    The tech hands me a massive pair of cutters that could easily lop off a human finger. I look down at the luggage-sized master lock and have to laugh. This is the epitome of overkill. Angling the lock between the blade, I squeeze the handles and easily snap both sides. The slightly bleached black lock falls to the ground. I toss the cutters back to the tech, slip the latch open and step inside. 
 
    You can clean up every drop of dust or dirt. You can remove everything you think might be found to implicate yourself. Yet there’s a human tendency to overlook the things we love or admire. I could never remove my computer or clean it to the point of being useless to investigators. Schlect couldn’t remove this greenhouse filled with his children. It would be like throwing away his favorite murder weapon. The beautifully blooming white carnations cover the shelves. The bottom rows house smaller pots with what appears to be fresh new growth. Below the last shelf, a small set of gardening gloves and a cutter. 
 
    “I need this all bagged, soil, pots... I want it all.” I say to the tech standing next to me. 
 
    Pulling out my phone I dial Zeile. 
 
    “Steele, find anything?” 
 
    “A greenhouse with white carnations. Doesn’t help find the girl, but it looks like we might have evidence proving he’s the Carnation Killer. Beyond that, the place is absolutely spotless. I’ll have to wait on the science techs to do their thing.” I say. “Any luck from the other locations?” 
 
    “The office was shared space so nothing useful. We have tons of papers from the bar. Locke and Everts are flipping through it quickly, looking for anything, but forensics will continue to go through it all piece by piece.” 
 
    “I’ll come back and lend a hand. This place looks like it’s staged to sell. I doubt they’ll find anything beyond the obvious, but you never know.” 
 
    “We’re burning our time faster than I’d like. Emergency police protocol.” Zeile replies. 
 
    The phone disconnects and the gravity of the situation continues to push me further into darkness. Zeile just told me to go against the books and use my sirens. I’ve done it before, but being given permission just makes this situation feel all the direr.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    ONE FOCUS 
 
      
 
    The conference room is crowded once again but this time with boxes instead of people. Sydney is at the head of the table, an empty box at her feet and a stack of paper in front of her. She grabs a sheet, scans it quickly and either puts it in front of her or back into the box. Every few seconds she runs her hand along her neck and attempts to stretch. Between the Keets case and this, Sydney has gotten a trial by fire. I feel bad for her, but in the end, it will make her a stronger detective. 
 
    Will stands at the far side of the table, boxes all around him. He scans pages, sorts through a box quickly and then drops it back to the floor. I don’t understand what his process is, but it doesn’t look very effective. His muscles strain against his shirt as he lifts another box onto the table and flips the top off. I wonder how his gunshot wound feels with all his exertion. 
 
    I hang my jacket on the back of the chair in front of me and grab a box from the floor. Flipping it open, I see there are several file folders with random scribbling on the headers. The papers within are old tax forms, discolored with age. I doubt they were on the up-and-up with the government so this box will have to go to Forensic Accounting. The rest of the box seems like more of the same. I close it up and place it away from the others. I don’t want to waste time going through the same one twice. 
 
    The next box appears to be random loose papers. Some receipts from liquor companies. Payroll information. Another box for the people with windows in their offices. The next two are more of the same. Lots of normal, random items that seem to fill the needs of running a bar. 
 
    “Found some photos,” Sydney pipes up. “Several women in the bar with Brandy.” 
 
    “Look like patrons? Adults? Gotta give me more than that, Sydney,” Will says. 
 
    “These girls are not legal by any stretch. I’d bet my yearly salary on it,” she says. She slides a stack of photos to Will. 
 
    His eyes scan each one quickly as his face turns redder by the image.  
 
    “Add it to the ‘illegal activity involving minors’ section.” He hands her back the photos. 
 
    Sydney closes up the box and walks it to the corner where there are already six stacked high. She looks at the pile and starts a new one adjacent to it. 
 
    “So, I’m going on the assumption Dreamers Den was a pedophile’s playground?” I ask. 
 
    “From what I’ve seen thus far, it was more of a place for the owner to get his rocks off. Doesn’t seem like any of his clients were getting their kicks, though I wouldn’t put it past them,” Will says. He grabs another box and begins to look through it, slower this time. 
 
    I grab the one near my feet and flip the top onto the table. Some random photos of women, smiling. Another of an elderly woman hugging her two dogs. An older woman, cooking in the kitchen for what I can only assume was a party based on the pots on the stove. The images looked like a normal American family. 
 
    The papers under the photos are faded and impossible to read. Forensics might be able to see what is written with their light instruments so I put them to the side. Another receipt grabs my attention, Flowers by Janine, Garden City. The handwritten receipt logged some carnation bulbs, several bags of potting soil and on the bottom lists two bags of Age Old Bloom. They paid in cash. 
 
    “Captain…” I yell. “I think I found something.” 
 
    Zeile rushes in, his tie long gone and his top button undone. His hair is a mess, and he looks ragged like we all do right now. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    I say nothing and hand him the receipt. I know he’s read the file and knows all the pertinent information in it. No need to say it again. 
 
    “Brandy?” He asks. 
 
    “Paid cash. Might not have been just Schlect. It could have been Brandy. Or both of them,” I answer. 
 
    “Which makes the DA’s case against General Smith even stronger,” he says and hands the pages back to me. “What are these behind you? You sort through them?” 
 
    “Forensic Accounting, it’s all the taxes and other crap like it.” 
 
    “What about that one by you, Locke?” He points to the leaning tower of boxes. 
 
    “All kiddie porn, underage liquor sales, you name it.” 
 
    “Okay, I can start moving them out of here then. I’ll get accounting down here and have SVU pick up the rest.” He grabs the box behind me and moves out of the room.  
 
    The only other captain I’ve ever had who was in the trenches with us was Tyler Udall. When he died, I never thought we’d have another good one. Hell, I never thought this Yankees fan would hold his weight, let alone fill in those shoes. Today, he’s earning my respect. 
 
    I place the incriminating receipt over to the side, where I start a pile of what will hopefully be Carnation Killer evidence. The next few pages are so worn from being folded into a square, it almost rips apart as I open them. My gloves tentatively pull the item apart on the table. The grooves look like worn leather creases, the edges yellowed from oxygen and poor packing. The words almost completely gone, but the faded header remains – Garden City High School. 
 
    Another folder behind it holds meaningless papers, notes and other ramblings that a psychologist will have to evaluate. I continue to dig and come across a few more photos. Two young teens kneeling each with one hand on their football helmets, in full uniform. I remember seeing a similar photo behind the bar of Dreamers Den. 
 
    I toss the photos on the pile of new information and push deeper into the box. A small square, the size of a credit card slides under my thumbnail in the glove causing a hole. A blood spot appears under the glove. I move my hand away preventing any contamination of the evidence. Using my other hand, I pull the offending object out. Unfolding it, another photo comes into the frame. The same two boys, but older, with their arms around a beautiful young woman in what appear to be graduation gowns. The boy on the right still has his cap on, the other two are missing theirs. On the back it says CUNY Graduation Day.  
 
    Flipping through several other images, the same female shows up in all of them. It’s hard to tell if the rest were taken before or after graduation, but there is always one of the boys in each image with her.  
 
    My cell phone beeps. I check the screen. It’s Logan asking if we’ve found anything. 
 
    “Guys, I’m going to take these photos down to Logan, see if he can do some facial recognition. I also found some high school and college documentation, so if you catch anything like that, put it to the side okay?” 
 
    “On it.” Sydney agrees and Will nods as he digs into another box. 
 
    I snap off the torn glove and toss it in the trash, and grab a new one. If these images are younger versions of Brandy and Schlect, maybe it will lead to a lead. Fake or not, we can use them as a reason to send people out there. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I grab the small handful of photos and head into the elevator. The usual ding announcing my arrival on the tech floor seems to take longer than normal right now. There are more people down in the pits of the precinct than before. Eyeballing a path through the techs, I can hear Logan talking over most of them. Holding my hand above the heads, I point towards the large corner office. Logan nods his head and starts heading to meet me. 
 
    Walking into the office, I step around Logan’s desk and carefully put down the few things I pulled out of the box upstairs. 
 
    “I don’t know if these give us anything, but if Brandy and Schlect go back all the way to high school, then maybe there’s something there we didn’t think of.” 
 
    “Could be, it was before the internet and social media so this might take some time. But let’s start with a simple search of the high school and college.” Logan types frantically. “I have a random question for you.” 
 
    “If you can ask while you’re working, go for it,” I answer and stare at the screen behind his desk. 
 
    “Has Hadley spoken to you recently?” 
 
    “No, last I saw her was at that awards dinner.” 
 
    “She’s in L.A. right now. Some minor reshoots. Then a marketing tour for a few months before coming back home. I might go to see her when she’s in London. Do the whole touristy thing, Jack the Ripper tour and all that stuff.” 
 
    “Sounds like she’s fine. Focus Logan. Are you finding anything?” 
 
    “Not yet.”  
 
    “I told her if she ever needed me to just text or call. I don’t want to bother her while she’s living out her dream. Call me a bad friend, but a text saying ‘hi’ is more than enough for me.” 
 
    “It’s not that…”  
 
    The search stops with two names blinking in highlighted yellow. 
 
    “Schlect and Brandy have known each other since 2002 as freshmen when they were on the JV football team,” Logan says as he clicks a few other keys. The two names come up again in a CUNY Queens College pops up. “They apparently went to the same college as well. 
 
    “Where did they live?” I ask. 
 
    Logan starts typing again, digging deeper into their history. “Both lived on Brompton Avenue, next door to one another. Give me a second to bring up the exact location.” 
 
    “Why are you so worried about Had?” I ask, watching screen after screen pop open on the copied mounted monitor. It borders on headache inducing. 
 
    “There we go.”  
 
    The screen in front of me shows the houses and ownership listing. 
 
    “What am I looking at?” 
 
    “Schlect household was in Ruby Schlect’s name until her death in 2012. Everything transferred to her only son Karl. He sold the house the following year. Brandy’s house is still under the ownership of Maria Brandy. According to this, she’s still alive and in her sixties. Husband worked for the government at Northrop Grumman until the late 90s when he was laid off. According to this, they got divorced, she kept the house and he moved to Washington DC for a new job. She was a teacher in the school district until she retired.” 
 
    “Where the hell was all this information before?” I ask. 
 
    “Weren’t looking for it. We had specific parameters to search. You know we can only provide what you ask for, right? Computers and forensics don’t just magically create evidence to suit your needs, jumpstart or finish your case,” Logan says. 
 
    “I know that. I—I’m more pissed at myself. I just wonder why we didn’t think to look for this.” 
 
    “No reason to. We had one focus due to Schlect and now with the missing victim? That just makes it worse.” 
 
    I grab the well-worn photo from the pile and hand it to Logan. “Can we do anything with this? Seems to be the best shot of their faces, thought that would help.” 
 
    “It’s possible, but I can’t make any promises.”  
 
    “I just need the best you got. I need to know who the girl is in the photo.” 
 
    Logan snaps on his latex gloves before taking the photo to a high-powered scanner. Hitting several buttons, he waits for the image to show up on the wall in front of me. He brings the photo out and places it in a plastic bag, sealing it from the elements. Before sitting down, he pulls off the gloves and tosses them in the trash. 
 
    “God, I’m tired of fucking gloves.” He sits down and begins inputting the image into one a facial recognition database. “You think she’s our missing woman?” 
 
    “I hope so,” I reply, my face glued to the screen in front of me. “Check everything, missing persons, DMV, whatever we have access to. Just run it all.” 
 
    “That might take longer than we have.” 
 
    Logan crops the image and adds several points to her face creating a computerized mapping of the contours of her skin. It slides to the left of the screen and begins placing other images over our photo. 
 
    “If it’s too much, can we narrow it down to the DMV in Nassau County with a Garden City address? Is that possible?” I ask, turning around to stare at Logan’s back as he stares at the screen in front of him. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” he says. He clicks a few pictures and the screen behind me beeps. An image of a missing person’s report for a Spencer Mere fills the entire screen.  
 
    “According to her file, she went missing since 2012. Last seen a week after graduating with her MBA,” he says.  
 
    “Files online?” 
 
    I can hear Logan clicking away as I read the report listed on the screen. Everything is minimal information. I need that report to get into who was interviewed during the investigation. 
 
    “It was scanned last year. I just sent you the link” He finishes as I run out the door holding a thumbs up over my head as I go.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Frankie sits in my office chair reading through a file on the desk. Without saying a word, I roll her chair away from my computer and load up my email. After what seems like thirty or so clicks, I pull Spencer Mere’s file and start scanning.  
 
    Missing since 2012, last seen leaving a graduation party. Due to the hazy memory of those in attendance, the eyewitness testimony is suspect at best. Several kegs and bottles of hard liquor were found by the bar, as well as a white substance on the coffee tables. Tests confirmed cocaine but no one could remember who brought it with them. Overall, a party out of hand with no police involvement until the disappearance was reported. 
 
    The last two to see her alive were Schlect and Brandy. Subsequent interviews were brief and based on the notes, useless. Maria Brandy vouched that both boys were home when Spencer disappeared. Both of their cell phones pinged off a tower right near their house — no ransom calls, no demands. She just fell off the face of the earth. 
 
    Handwritten notes on a small piece of paper show the unanswered questions the detectives had. Runaway? Murder? No credit card use. No cell phone calls, text or data usage. No social media. No trace. Someone had to help her, but who?  
 
    “How can a young woman just fall off the grid?” I ask Frankie. 
 
    “Year?” 
 
    “2012.” 
 
    “Although it might seem a bit difficult to understand, some people just walk away from technology altogether. Cash is still king. If you’re willing to give up the plastic . . ..” 
 
    “That makes no sense for a woman who was in all of these photos. She just graduated with her master’s degree, why walk away?” 
 
    “Again, any number of reasons. I’d need more information to try and help you. Who are we talking about?” 
 
    “Spencer Mere, went to college with Brandy and Schlect. She’s in a ton of photos Brandy kept in a box at the bar. I think they might have done these murders together, but it goes against everything I was ever trained to know. Psychopaths aren’t known to work with a partner in most—if not all—situations.” 
 
    “Unless he was a pawn. A second in command. Not powerful enough or strong enough mentally to overtake the leader, but allowed to stay around for the pleasure of the leader,” she says. The pieces begin to click into place in my mind. 
 
    “If they’ve been doing this since they were in their twenties…” 
 
    “Logically there could be more bodies you’ve never known about.” 
 
    “Locke!” I scream at the top of my lungs. She comes rushing into the office with Zeile and Will on her heels. “We’re going to Garden City. Cap, we’ll need local cops at this location and see if we can get a warrant immediately.” I hand him a piece of paper with the scribbled address. 
 
    “Give me five minutes and I’ll come with,” Will says. 
 
    “You’re not cleared yet,” I say, and grab my NYPD jacket. 
 
    “You’re not doing this alone!” 
 
    “Did you not just hear me tell the cap we need locals for backup? Locke is cleared for field work.” I place my hand on his bicep. “We don’t have time for this. Please.”  
 
    Will knows I’m right and relents. “I’ll have Logan track Shawn Brandy’s cell phone. See if it’s on and pinging.”  
 
    “Thanks, partner. Let me know if it is. Frankie, let me know if anything jumps out of you in that file. We’re kind of going in blind here, but we're running out of time.” 
 
    Before they can say another word, I’m out the door with Sydney hot on my heels. She grabs an NYPD jacket off a random officer’s desk as we head down. I can hear her promising to return it. I know we need to hurry. If she is being held captive in the Brandy home, how did Maria not know about it? We need to consider her an accomplice, to err on the side of caution. Either way, I’m not alone. Not this time. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    TWISTED AND RESIGNED 
 
      
 
    Out the car window the rows of houses, varying in size with a good amount of property and trees, zip by one after another. The newer McMansions that cover most of their postage stamp of land, stand out compared to the other more modest homes. These original homes just seem to mimic one another—cookie-cutter homes. The only real difference seems to be driveway and front door locations. 
 
    Some are more modern than others, but this is the average suburban neighborhood. It’s one of the things people love so much about the New York City area and Long Island, the diversity within the monotony. The variations of skin tone on this block alone represent more of America than most people see in a lifetime out west. The freedom of expression in hair color, religious decorations in gardens, the massive trucks in one driveway to the small ultra-compact in another — it washes over you that we can truly live together — all of us. 
 
    Even with the issues Nassau County has with its government, expensive real estate, and high taxes, I’ve always wished to bring Chase back home. I wanted him to grow up where my brother Henry — his father — and I did. He could run in the same parks, walk in the same streets, enjoy the same simplicity of life. 
 
    “Steele,” Sydney calls my name as she slows the car down. “That’s the house.” It’s a beautiful two-story ranch style house slightly further away from us. The white horizontal siding is old and bulging on the sides, but clean. The red window shutters have faded from years of sun exposure, but the windows pristine. The front porch has hanging flower baskets every few feet. It looks like the all-American house without the white picket fence. 
 
    Across the street two black sedans are idling. I assume the captain told them to be discreet which would explain the lack of visible cruisers. Still, I wish they would have parked a few houses away. Sydney turns the engine off and the two of us head to the first vehicle. Tapping on the driver’s side window, the woman lowers it slightly. 
 
    “Get in,” she says. Sydney and I quickly slide in the backseat. 
 
    “I’m Detective Steele and this is my partner Detective Locke. I assume you’re from NCPD?” 
 
    “Detective Fleming and this is my partner Detective Salinas. Detectives Moran and Bradley are in the car behind us. Captain told us to be at your disposal but be inconspicuous. We’ve got officers around the block waiting for the call should we need them. Want to give us the details of the situation?” 
 
    “We have reason to believe a woman is possibly being held against her will at this property. Our investigation into the Carnation Killer led us to his childhood best friend and business partner who grew up in this house. His mother still lives here, and we don’t have a warrant yet,” I answer. 
 
    “You got this from the guy who was shot in front of your precinct?” Salinas says. 
 
    “Yeah, well, before that happened, he told me of his first victim, one he would brutalize on a weekly basis.” 
 
    “And you’re sure he wasn’t talking out his ass? I mean criminals lie, it’s part of who they are,” Salinas continues. 
 
    “Until proven otherwise, we prefer to assume she’s alive and real,” Sydney says 
 
    “Did you run the plates of the car in the driveway?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah, registered to Maria Brandy,” Fleming answers. She hands Sydney and I small boxes. “Those are your earpieces and a small battery-operated microphone.” 
 
    I slip the battery pack in my back pocket and run the wire through my shirt and clip it to my bra. I leave my shirt untucked to hide everything. That plus my jacket makes them nearly invisible. Popping the small device in my ear, I instantly hate the feeling of it. Sydney and I hand both boxes back and Fleming drops them into the center console. 
 
    “Everything’s set up to the right frequency so we’ll all hear you loud and clear. When you get outside do a quick mic check. If one fails, just don’t go getting separated. They’re sensitive enough to piggyback if necessary.”  
 
    I nod and exit the car. My footsteps barely register on the newly tarred street to the postcard-perfect house. “Fleming, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Loud and clear.” Her voice rings loudly in my ear. 
 
    “Locke checking in.” I hear in an awkward stereo as Sydney checks in. 
 
    “All clear,” Fleming says.  
 
    Heading up the stairs into an unknown environment has usually been my forte, but right now I am not happy to be doing this. Pushing the button for the doorbell, the lights above me flash as do the ones that I can see through the door glass.  
 
    An elderly woman opens the door with a large smile on her face. It’s then that I notice the sticker on the window pane near the door. The woman is deaf. There was no indication of that in the file that I saw. It would put the alibi into question immediately. They had to know this when they interviewed her and it’s another reason to continue with the investigation. My blood boils a bit before I calm down and smile at the woman in front of me.  
 
    Having no conversational knowledge of sign language or time to wait for an interpreter, I have to use what’s available. Pulling out my cell phone, I type a quick message asking if she’s Maria Brandy. I hold it up for her to read. She nods with a slight questioning look in her eyes. 
 
    I pull out my badge and show her my photo before pointing to myself. Sydney holds hers out as well. The woman leans forward, squints heavily as she takes in the information in front of her. When she leans back into the doorway, her arms cross in a defensive manner. This might be more difficult than I thought. 
 
    I write on my phone quickly asking if she would be willing to help us with the cold case of Spencer Mere. She loosens her arms a little bit and motions for the two of us to come in. After closing the door, she walks over to the couch and points for us to sit down. Once there, she motions to her mouth as if holding a glass. I shake my head no but say thank you in sign language, the only one I really know. 
 
    She sits across from us and I type on my phone and ask her if she knew Spencer Mere. I hand her my device and she leans back as if carefully pondering her answer. She types her answer and hands it to me. 
 
    Her answer is simple – yes. 
 
    Knowing I have to save all this information for future reference, I continue on the next line. I ask if Shawn was friends with Karl and Spencer. I hand her the phone and once again she takes a few seconds before handing it back to me. 
 
    Another simple — yes. 
 
    I ask about their relationship, were they all friends or more? 
 
    Her answer: They met in college and became friends. Karl dated Spencer the entire time. 
 
    More information I didn’t have before. If she broke up with him, it might stand to reason he would want to keep her around as long as possible to get revenge. 
 
    Did Shawn like Spencer? I write out on my phone. 
 
    Maria tilts her head, thinking. She types out a few lines, but then stops, rethinks things and deletes everything. She writes for a few seconds before handing the device back to me. 
 
    Her answer is longer this time, more involved. Spencer would have been better off with Shawn, but he would never do anything to break his friendship with either of them. They were three peas in a pod. 
 
    Did he love her? I follow up. 
 
    She nods ever so slightly. 
 
    Fleming’s authoritative voice rings in my ear. “Everything alright, Steele? You’re awfully quiet in there.” Sydney looks at me signifying she’s heard this too. Sydney nonchalantly turns as if to gaze around the room and whispers “She’s deaf. We’re typing on Steele’s phone.” 
 
    “Roger that. Let us know if you need anything,” Fleming replies a bit calmer. 
 
    Continuing with Mrs. Brandy, I ask about the last night Spencer was seen alive. Her eyes close and it seems like she’s reaching into the depth of her memory to give me factual information. Either that or a way to bullshit her way out of a poor answer.  
 
    My phone rests in my hand and I scan over her answer. The boys went to meet Spencer at a party for her graduation that night, not too far from here. Shawn came in the front door around one or two in the morning, I think. He told me he would be in his room playing video games. I asked if Spencer was with them, he said she was with her friends. 
 
    I ask if the car outside is hers. 
 
    She shakes her head, laughs while pointing to herself and fake driving. 
 
    I lean my head down as I slowly type on the phone.  
 
    “Her son set up a car in her name?” Sydney asks. 
 
    “Wouldn’t be the first time a criminal did that to cover his tracks,” I mumble so my lips barely move. 
 
    “I’ll call it in,” Fleming says in my ear. 
 
    I hand Maria my phone asking if her son still comes to visit her. She nods as she types out her answer. Yes, once a week. 
 
    I ask if Karl does as well. She nods and points to her previous answer before shaking her hand a bit. I don’t quite follow, so I type in a question mark. She grabs my phone. Every other week, but not this time. Shawn came back instead. My boys take good care of me. 
 
    I ask if Shawn is on the property. 
 
    Her answer goes back to simple ones – Yes. 
 
    I ask where. 
 
    His man-cave in the basement. 
 
    I write one more line asking if we could speak to him. She nods and writes out her answer. I thank her again before getting up to leave. Sydney follows me unaware of anything. I’ll have approximately two minutes to fill everyone in before heading into the basement. 
 
    Walking on the porch, I wave to Maria and put my hands together in a ‘thanks’ gesture and bow slightly before closing the door. I walk a few steps away to ensure she can’t won’t be able to read my lips as I talk. 
 
    “Okay everyone, basement only has a back entrance. Shawn is down there, she said he brought supplies for her and stores them downstairs. Old school storm shelter entrance. We’re going to be sitting ducks so don’t be too far away.” My mind is already putting together all the things that could go wrong. 
 
    Sydney reads through the conversation with Mrs. Brandy on my phone as I look over at the closed door leading to the hidden basement area. If he’s right behind the door armed, we’re dead. If he’s hiding at the base of the stairs armed, we’re dead. Our only hope is that he’s further inside and unarmed.  
 
    “We each grab a side, pull it open and stay down. Then we’ll check, got it?” I say to Sydney. She nods. “Okay. On three,” I say. 
 
    Both of us grab a handle before I mouth one, two, three. Both sides spring open, but nothing happens. Using my phone’s mirror app, I look down the steps. Seeing nothing there, I motion to Sydney. The two of us slowly descend the stairs, guns raised and checking in every direction. 
 
    At the base of the steps I realize how big the place is. The massive space has storage shelves on the left that lead to one door. Stacks of water, toilet paper, paper towels, and other cleaning supplies cover the entire shelving system. I motion Sydney to the door in front of us. She nods, walks in front of me and stands next to the door, hand on the knob – waiting. Once in position, I nod and she whips open the door. I dart inside the bathroom, gun raised at a mirror and almost fire at my reflection.  
 
    Catching my breath, we walk into the rest of the empty space. A couch and a television with various game systems below it rest along one wall. A kitchen nook, with the bare essentials: stove, sink, and a small fridge. Two more doors are on the other side of the room. We slowly creep towards them.  
 
    One of them has additional padlocks all over it, and the door feels colder than the others to the touch. I point to the other door. Sydney quietly opens it so that we can verify no one is in there waiting for us. Just a desk, file cabinets, and random boxes fill the place. 
 
    Stepping back from the doors, I whisper into my microphone. 
 
    “We’re in the basement, there’s a door down here with several open padlocks hanging on their clasps. He’s got to be in there, so be ready,” I whisper. 
 
    “On the side of the house, on your mark,” Fleming says quickly. 
 
    I walk silently edge up to the side of the door and point to the doorknob again. Sydney grabs it, raises her gun and mouths the countdown. On three she pushes the door open and I rush inside with my gun raised. Immediately my feet slip out from under me, and my head slams into the floor. I see Sydney stop her movement and remain outside. My vision is a bit hazy, but my hand is coated red with blood. 
 
    “No need for a bus. Call the medical examiner,” Sydney tells the rest of the team. 
 
    “Everybody, stand down. Salinas — handle the call to the coroner. I’ll make sure Mrs. Brandy doesn’t leave the house,” Fleming’s voice is painful with my throbbing head. 
 
    Sitting upright, I come face to face with Spencer Mere. Lying on her stomach, her face directly staring at me. Her naked body showcases the bruises of years of abuse. Her eyes gray and glazed over, lips solidly blue. My stained hand reaches for a pulse and find none under the ice-cold skin. The fluid beneath her sliced throat is dry and flakes off when I remove my fingers. 
 
    Beyond her rests the body of Shawn Brandy. I move forward and grab a small end table, using it to stand up. My bloody handprint adding to the evidence to be collected in the room. I lean forward and press my fingers to his neck. No pulse, but his skin is still lukewarm to the touch. Both of his wrists are a mangled mess of meat from the straight razor resting in his right hand. 
 
    The scene is rife with the sadness of a tormented woman, who was tortured for the last few years. Her face twisted and resigned as if she knew the end was near. The positioning of the bodies suggests Brandy killed her in an act of rage during intercourse. He then finished himself off by committing suicide. That would explain the grotesque look of pleasure that seems to be etched on Shawn’s face.  
 
    Useless and unnecessary. That is all I can think of as I hear more voices coming down the stairs. She didn’t have to die. Shawn was facing a ton of other charges, so I understand his cowardly way out. But Spencer — he could have just let her let go. My emotions feel somewhere between a pure, raging scream and a bleak numbness. I hate this resolution. Absolutely hate it. 
 
    Looking at the mirror, the full amount of blood coating my hair and clothing becomes clear. The blood soaking around my boots is reminiscent of the precinct earlier. The body of Schlect lying on his back, blood pooling around him. I feel as out of control now as I did then. 
 
    If General Smith had just been patient, we might have caught him. We could have found a way, but one man decided to avenge his daughter’s death and indirectly took another father’s away. I also know it will continue if people let grief take them over and they stop thinking about the bigger picture. Maybe it’s the way of the world nowadays. They want justice so badly, they’ll destroy everyone around them to get it. Consequences be damned. 
 
    “Steele?” Sydney says behind me. 
 
    “Yeah?” I almost whisper. 
 
    “Crime scene unit’s here. They have clothes for you to wear. Fleming said you can shower at the 25th before we head back. The coroner is transporting the bodies to Victor per Zeile’s request.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I turn away from the bodies and step into the main living area. Two people in white hazmat suits meet me and slowly remove my clothing. Normally this would be intrusive and humiliating, but I feel on autopilot, my rage fading into sadness. My hair gets combed through, which hurts like a bitch, before being put in what looks like a clear shower cap. 
 
    As I climb into the back of one of the two CSI trucks, I see Maria on the porch crying into Fleming’s arms. Her screams reaching everyone’s ears but her own. She had no idea what her son was actively participating in. She’s all alone now, in a world that won’t communicate with her. She’s been victimized as much as the women they killed. All attacked and harmed in the name of a grotesque pleasure masquerading as love. 
 
    The doors close and we lurch forward due to the movement. I allow my eyes to close and darkness to fill my view.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    CHOSEN FAMILY 
 
      
 
    Courtrooms have never been a comfortable location for me. Between the idiotic lawsuits that should never happen to the high-level crimes that I’m forced to testify in – they’re not places for the faint of heart. After my testimony against General Smith, I’ve been sitting in a small conference room the district attorney said I could hide in.  
 
    The media blocks most of the entrances. Beyond that there are protestors for both sides of the equation. Some of them view the murder as a means to an end, less taxpayer money wasted on the hunt and subsequent housing of Schlect. Others feel Smith deserves punishment, but leniency. I see the law as a simple case of black and white. The U.S. Constitution doesn’t mention it by name, but murder is still against the law in every state. Even though he pleaded not guilty, I don’t see how any of the logical defenses could apply in his case. This was an emotional response, but one he planned and understood. The fact that he remained at the scene after the shooting gave credence to this. 
 
    The lawyer’s words make me want a drink so bad it hurts. He kept drilling the what-ifs into my head. If Schlect had lived, would we have found Spencer Mere alive? If Schlect lived, could we have arrested him for the murders? The list goes on, but the pressure of the unknown was palpable. I answered as truthfully as possible. 
 
    The reality of the situation is: I really don’t know. Sure, in theory it makes perfect sense. I could have followed him, and maybe he would have tripped up somewhere down the line and we could have found her. Conversely, he might have killed several other women before we even got close to enough to get a warrant. 
 
    It’s a no-win argument that people will discuss for years to come. The only thing I know for sure is that the decision was not Smith’s to make. It was the laws. No one is above that. Those little words on a page that dictate how we interact with one another. They’re not difficult to follow, but we are not the judge, jury, and executioner. Not Smith. Not me. Not Schlect. We have a method, a drawn-out, overly-filled-with-red-tape, process that is meant to ensure innocence before guilt. That is meant to ensure justice. Justice or not this case will echo in my conscious for some time. 
 
    The conference room door opens and there’s Frankie. “Penny for your thoughts?” She asks. 
 
    “Do you think I might have caught him if I had more time?” I ask. 
 
    “I don’t know.” She sits next to me. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Would someone else have gotten hurt because of my inability?” 
 
    “Jasmine, I don’t understand where this is coming from.” 
 
    I slide around in my chair to face her, my eyes focused on my hands in my lap. “When I was a kid, my best friend Di and I would hang out at her house all the time. We would pretend we were superheroes or famous actors or singers. We’d stay in her basement where her father built this whole kids’ playroom. We’d play there for hours laughing and just being kids, you know?” 
 
    Frankie reaches forward and takes my hands in hers. My eyes look up at her, and I can feel the pressure of tears behind mine. My face feels warm, my chest heavy, and I’m starting to sweat. 
 
    “I was twelve when we were hanging out. I think we were watching a movie or something on TV, I don’t quite remember. Her father came down and told Di to go upstairs and help her mother get dinner ready. I offered to help, but he told me to stay here and relax.” The tears start to fall and I try to look anywhere but at my fiancé. For her part, she does nothing but stays silent and supportive. 
 
    “I don’t remember much, but his… it was never inside. Just hands, touches, kisses… things you know? Every time I tried to find the courage to tell anyone — I mean who would believe a kid who wanted to tell stories for a living? No one really took me seriously, so I locked it away. I pretended it never happened and each time I went to the house it did, happen again—that is. Then I’d go home, take a hot bath and a ton of pain meds, say it was someone else, not me that it had happened to, and move on.” 
 
    “Baby…” she starts. 
 
    “Please, just… we went to that bar in college; it reminded me of everything…. because he was sitting there. He was there and hitting on another young girl. I kept thinking if I had put him away, this person wouldn’t be a possible victim. That if she was, or had been… hurt, then that was on me,” I stumble through my tears, my voice shaking as I gasp for air. “You know he didn’t even recognize me. He saw me and offered to buy me a beer. I could feel his breath on my neck. It made me feel so small again, like I was in that basement with the musty smell and his hands down my pants. I left the bar without saying a word. I’m sure he went back to that girl and took her home. I let her become a notch on his victim board.” 
 
    “And when you went Dreamers Den and saw the same thing, it hit you hard.” 
 
    “Yeah, and then the lawyer today asking me that? God, I’m no better than General Smith. I wanted Di’s father dead. I still want to resurrect him just to shoot his dick off.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” she says. “None of this was ever your fault. He had control over his own actions. You were only a child.” 
 
    “I know that, but I promised no more secrets and you’ve been patient. I never told anyone, not my mother, grandmother… hell not even my doc later in life. I need you to know this anxiety I get is never going to stop if I don’t face it. I managed to hide it for so long but I don’t want to anymore. I need to deal with it. Nightmares, memories, all of it. I need you to be there. You’re the only thing that grounds me and I don’t think I can do this — not without you. You need to know I’m still a broken mess. You love me anyway, right?” I finish and drop my head on her shoulder and letting the full weight of my confession fall to the floor. 
 
    “I love you no matter what.” She pauses kissing my head. “I’m here and I’m not going anywhere. Whatever happens, I’ll be here to hold your hand, wipe your tears. For forever and a day.” Frankie pushes me back gently and places both her hands on either side of my head. “I know we’ve talked about a big wedding… well, my dream wedding with a live band, cocktail hour, the long white train, and tons of guests.” 
 
    “I don’t think I know enough people to fill up my side of the aisle,” I try to laugh but it sounds more like a forced snort as I can barely breathe. 
 
    “I don’t need that, any of it. All I need is you, flawed, broken, stubborn old you. And our son.” 
 
    “Nephew.” 
 
    “We didn’t give birth to him, but we’re raising him and we love him as if he’s our own. I consider him my son and if he calls me his mama again, I won’t correct him and neither will you. It’s his choice. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Frankie lets go of my face, reaches into her bag and grabs a tissue. I wipe down my face before blowing my nose. After a few tissues get used and tossed in the trash bin, she stands and fixes her black pencil skirt. 
 
    “Come with me.” She extends her hand. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I ask. 
 
    “Please just trust me?” 
 
    Without saying another word, I take her hand and we walk out the of room. The hallway is still crowded, probably from another case letting out. Frankie takes a hard right, opens a door and we head up the stairs. 
 
    “I love you more than life itself, you know that, right?” She stops on the third-floor landing. “Right?” She asks again. 
 
    I nod in reply not trusting the words that would come out of my mouth. 
 
    “Good. I set this all up before… well, the conversation we had downstairs. So, if you say no, it’s okay. I promise.” She opens the entryway and heads three doors down. She walks into another room where a secretary is almost blinding me with her overly whitened toothy smile. 
 
    “What is this?” I ask, my throat still sore from crying. 
 
    “I don’t want the fanfare. I just want you, our friends and my family. That’s it.” She motions behind her and I can see her father in a suit with Waylon behind him. I notice Wade missing from the trip and silently question Frankie. 
 
    “He asked for more time. I’ll give it to him, but I won’t stop living my life while he comes around. Not anymore.” 
 
    Will steps forward in his Marine blues, his hands resting on the shoulders of Chase in dress slacks and a button-down shirt. His father’s blue checker tie hangs slightly askew and it looks absolutely perfect. 
 
    “Frankie…” I start but my heart pounds against my sternum with every breath. “We don’t have a license.” 
 
    “Yes, we do. Plus, the waiting period will be waived by the Honorable Justice Powell, if you agree to marry me right here and now,” she finishes. 
 
    Without saying another word, I take her hand in mine and walk into the judge’s chambers. It’s then I see Hadley, Logan, Victor, Lillian and Captain Zeile standing on what would be my side of the aisle. Chosen family, standing there to represent me.  
 
    “Mia and the girls send their love. They couldn’t make it back from her mother’s in time,” Will says softly next to me. 
 
    I say nothing, but continue to take in the people around me. Justice Powell stands in front of his desk, book in hand waiting for us. 
 
    “Hadley, would you be my maid of honor?” I ask, finally opening my mouth to those around me. 
 
    She smiles, wraps her arms around me in a gentle hug before standing next to me. 
 
    “Victor, be my man of honor?” Frankie says and laughs as he proceeds to fix his tie before kissing her cheek and taking his place next to her. 
 
    “Finally,” Justice Powell begins. “I’ve known you both by reputation and the pleasure of speaking with you over the course of your careers. It’s an honor to be able to do this for you. So, without further ado, do you have a ring?” He asks and my eyes fill with concern. Hadley taps my arm and hands me a thin black tungsten carbide ring with a ring of diamonds in the middle. 
 
    “Apparently, I do,” I say as nerves rattle my voice. The group softly laughs around me. 
 
    “Place the ring on the end of her finger and repeat after me. I, Jasmine Steele, take thee, Francesca Ryan, to be my lawfully wedded wife. To have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer or for poorer, for as long as we both shall live. With this ring, I thee wed.” 
 
    “I, Jasmine Steele, take thee, Francesca Ryan, to be my lawfully wedded wife. To have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer or for poorer, for as long as we both shall live. With this ring, I thee wed.” I slide the ring down her finger. 
 
    “Doctor Ryan would you please place your ring on the end of Detective Steele’s finger and repeat after me. I, Francesca Ryan, take thee, Jasmine Steele, to be my lawfully wedded wife. To have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer or for poorer, for as long as we both shall live. With this ring, I thee wed.” 
 
    “I, Francesca Ryan, take thee, Jasmine Steele, to be my lawfully wedded wife. To have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer or for poorer for as long as we both shall live. With this ring, I thee wed.” She slides the thicker matching band on my finger and I feel everything at once: soaring joy, love and pride. 
 
    “You two have proven that you can have patience with one another. You have shown courage in the face of the unknown together. You have made the commitment to be true to your journey as one unit. It is a blessing and sometimes it will be hard, but I have faith you two will make it work. Jasmine and Francesca, as you two have promised to love and cherish one another by the vows you have said to each other, it is an honor to declare you wife and wife. You may kiss the bride.” 
 
    Frankie launches herself toward me in a kiss so powerful it makes my stomach do a somersault. I hear Chase make some discontented sound and I’m sure Will is covering his eyes. She moves away from me and is instantly picked up by Waylon in a tight hug. Wyatt walks up to me and holds out his hand. I accept it, and we say nothing. It’s a small gesture, and I know it is all for Frankie’s benefit – but I’ll take it. 
 
    Hadley hugs me from behind followed by Will, and then Chase around my legs. So many hugs and well wishes it almost makes me forget my parents weren’t alive to witness this. I wonder if my mother would have been angry that I was married without her with me. I hope my family is proud of how far I’ve come, how long it took to get here and how happy I finally am. 
 
    “Steele?” Zeile says to me. “Walk with me for a second?” 
 
    I walk into the secretary’s area watching my family open up a cheap bottle of ginger ale to celebrate. Their laughter echoes into the hallway. 
 
    “One PP decided on opening up a new task force in conjunction with the FBI. We’re going to work with the whatever cases they hand us. It might be local, might be out of our normal jurisdiction. A cleanup crew if you will. It’s not a step up or down, so don’t worry about your title. Same pay, probably longer hours and might include some travel out of state as needed. I can promise you it will include the same lack of gratitude regardless of the outcome.” 
 
    “Sounds like the normal shifting of chairs and titles when they need to cover their asses. No matter what your preferred sports team might be, it was a pleasure working with you. I appreciate you had my back on these last few cases.” The words ring true as I hold my hand out to my boss. 
 
    “I’m heading it,” he says. 
 
    “What? They’ve shifted you out? Because of Schlect? Can they do this?” 
 
    “Yes and no.” He raises his hands in a calming manner. “They were rather upset by how everything went down. So, I’m being moved to the sub-basement in the new division along with you, Everts and Locke. We’ll have access to all of our regular people for forensics, tech or psych. The cases come from on high, so they are who we report to directly.” 
 
    “In other words, the cases no one wants with a tighter leash.” 
 
    “Maybe, or the ones only we can handle. We’re a good team, Steele. Maybe this is an indirect promotion. I think it gives us more leeway to deal with cases in our way, less red tape but still by the letter of the law. I know we’re going to get higher profile ones since you are the media’s darling detective. No matter what, we don’t have a choice. Everyone starts on Monday morning. Our stuff is being moved as we speak.” He finishes. 
 
    “Windows?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” 
 
    “Do I still have to call you Captain or is Thomas on the table?” 
 
    He laughs and pats me on the shoulder. “Call me Thomas and I’ll use your head to make a window. I’m still the captain of our unit, never forget that.” He squeezes my shoulder as he smiles brightly. “Congrats on marrying Doctor Ryan. She’s a good one, so don’t fuck it up.” He lets go of me and slides his hands in his pockets as he leaves the room. 
 
    Will comes outside and hands me a small glass of ginger ale. “He told you?” 
 
    “Monday morning, yup. How do you feel about it?” 
 
    “Might be more interesting. Not just dealing with death anymore,” he says and takes a sip of his drink. 
 
    “No, but we could get worse cases.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “The ones with living victims,” I answer before walking back into the judge’s chambers. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Frankie is sound asleep next to me and I can’t help but watch her chest rise and fall. Her face so calm and beautiful, free of stress. Her eyes darting back and forth from deep sleep. It’s a blessing I never thought I would ever truly get to enjoy. I know that we planned for this, but having it actually happen is beyond my greatest hopes. My wife is asleep. My wife. Those two words will never cease to cause my heart to swell or a smile to form on my face. 
 
    My phone vibrates on the end table next to me with a text message. 
 
    I’m downstairs. – Hadley 
 
    I slide out of bed and throw on a sweatshirt to combat the chill of the cold seeping into my bones.  
 
    Hadley stands on my stoop, holding a box in her hands and a bag over her shoulder. Her mascara is dried in dark streaks down her face. Her hair uncharacteristically wild and out of place. 
 
    “I didn’t know where to go.” She sniffles. 
 
    “Did you call Logan?” 
 
    “I don’t… I didn’t want...” 
 
    I grab the box out of her hands and place it on the floor as she comes inside. Her body hits the couch and her arms fold into themselves. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I ask, closing the door and sitting next to her. 
 
    “I came home and my apartment was a mess.” She fumbles for her cell phone, hands shaking violently. “They got in and left me this.” She hands me her phone. 
 
    I see you.  
 
    Written in red streaky letters on her wall in the living area.  
 
    “There are more.” 
 
    I slide across the screen bringing up the next image. Her bedroom, an utter mess. The bed sheets missing, what looks like a used condom lying on her pillow. Clothing all over the floor ripped — or more accurately — shredded. 
 
    The bathroom is destroyed with toiletries strewn over the floor. The living room and kitchen look about the same. The window near the fire escape draws my attention. The glass broken and the bars seem to have been torn off somehow. 
 
    “They were cut,” Hadley says as I zoom in the photo. “I haven’t been home a lot so who knows how long they’ve been working on it. I mean, I’ve been getting letters for at least six months, so maybe that long?” 
 
    “Letters?” I ask and hand the phone back to her. She simply points to the box. “That’s why Logan was asking if I spoke to you.” 
 
    “I’ve been on the road promoting the new film but he’s been worried. He keeps trying to find where they all come from, but the production company said to keep him away from it. They didn’t want the bad press,” she says. “I don’t want him to get hurt.” 
 
    “That’s why you came here.” She nods and I pull her head to my shoulder in a tight hug allowing her tears to be absorbed into my clothing. “I know my couch isn’t that comfy, but it’s yours until we get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    I grab my cell phone from my sweatshirt pocket and send a quick message to Zeile explaining the situation and asking him to have someone search her apartment for clues of any kind. The reply is almost instantaneous. 
 
    On it. Fill me in ASAP. 
 
    “How’s it feel to be married?” Hadley asks to change the subject as she shakes in my arms. 
 
    I grab the blanket off the back of the couch, cover her up and slide to the end. She drops her head to my lap as I lift my feet to rest on the coffee table. 
 
    “Feels like I can finally breathe,” I say and start to run my fingers through her hair. “Now you rest. I’ll stay awake and keep you safe.” 
 
    “You don’t have to. I can make coffee.” She yawns. 
 
    “Sleep.” 
 
    It takes a few minutes before her soft stuffy snores fill the living room. Life once again reminds me that it is never done with any of us. We can be happy for moments, but to truly appreciate them we must experience the bad ones. So, I’ll stay awake as my wife, best friend and… son sleep safely. It’s my job. I accept the responsibility of guarding the door, ensuring only those who treat my family properly are allowed to enter. For the first time in my life, it’s one duty I take on willingly and with pride. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ### THE END ### 
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