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Dedication


Taking risks is part of life. Putting yourself out there for love is one of the greatest risks of all.
I'm so proud of my son for taking risks. Love you, Wayne.









Epigraph


“Once I catch you in one lie, it makes me question everything you said.” -Frank Ocean 
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Chapter One


Noah checked his reflection in the window one more time before he got off the bus at the last stop on Shore Drive. He was finally starting to fill out, and it was about three months before he turned eighteen. He had started to think he’d never catch up to the other guys his age, but the time spent lifting weights was finally showing in the strain of his t-shirt across his chest and the tightness in the arms of his favorite button down shirt. Noah hoped he’d get a couple of new pairs of jeans before school started but living in the group home meant it was a crap shoot. He’d probably end up getting some hand me downs from the bigger boys when the Res noticed his jeans were too short. The new Resident in Charge, or Res, was the worst one yet. He spent all of his time on his laptop and had to be reminded to order groceries on a regular basis. They never lasted that long, so there wasn’t really a point in trying to train the Res in how to take care of the twenty-five kids that lived in the house at any given time.
For Noah, he learned early that the only person he could truly count on was himself. He went to school, worked at the local fast food joint, and bought what he needed. Tonight was special, because he’d bought something for his girlfriend, Soraya. A delicate gold necklace with a heart that had been engraved with their initials rested in a black velvet bag in his pocket – a token of their first six months together. It had taken him four of those months to save up enough to get the gift. No cheap stainless steel electroplated gold for his girl, no sir. Soraya was used to the finer things, so he couldn’t be giving her some cheap crap for their anniversary. There were only a few memories Noah had of his mother, and one was her telling him that you should start something as you mean to go on. Do it right, give it your best, because once you set the bar, you knew where the beginning of things would be and could mark your progress from there.
Someday he’d be able to buy her emeralds, diamonds, and rubies, but for now, it was just a tiny heart in real gold. He’d have to make sure to give it to her away from her friends. Noah knew they were only her friends and he was allowed to hang with them because she wanted him there. They were all children of the well-to-do in Harbor and he didn’t belong. As far as the group were concerned, Noah ranked lower than the kids of their household help – and he knew it.
Noah had met Soraya Halston at school when they’d been put in a group in Chemistry. Her humor, intelligence, and quick wit won him over as much as her honey blond hair and bright green eyes. Her best friends, Ashley Wentworth and Hailey Sewell had spent most of the past six months trying to talk Soraya out of being with him. The other two in their group, Montgomery “Monty” Weatherby and Spenser Newport had welcomed a third male, until they found out he was a throw-away kid. They tolerated him for Soraya’s sake, but they went out of their way to make him feel uncomfortable. Noah just did his best to ignore the jabs and snarky comments so he could spend time with Soraya.
Tonight they were supposed to be having a bonfire on the cliff above the beach and Noah looked forward to cuddling with Soraya on one of the huge logs that surrounded the fire pit. He made his way along the path through the trees, the light from the bonfire a beacon that led him on. Noah could hear the laughter and chatter of the group, his hand curled around the velvet necklace bag as he stopped to gather his nerve.
Noah had been so focused on seeing Soraya, he never heard the step behind him. The blow to the back of his head dropped him to the ground, the scent of pine needles strong as he tried to suck in a breath to scream. Nothing seemed to be working right. He felt hands grab him and lift him up, then he was flying through the air. Noah bounced once off the cliff wall, so he never felt himself land at the bottom. His last thought was of Soraya.
 
 




Chapter Two


The late Michael Donovan sat on the roof of Jameson Kennedy’s house, watching his still-living partner flip burgers on the grill while the Red Sox battled the Yankees in the playoffs on the outdoor screen. Jameson – Jamie to his friends – had a new partner in Jacquelyn Forbes. Jack and her son Avery sprawled on the porch couch, while ex-cop, now PI, Joseph Mahoney and his partner, Dafydd Llewellyn, and their Sergeant Lincoln Tremont sat at the table.
“Don’t you miss being down there?” Mike’s companion asked.
“I do,” Mike said. “But I’m pretty lucky that I have a friend that is willing to make accommodations for me. He listens to me and helps me feel useful.”
“And he solved your murder?”
“He did. Turns out my murder was an accident, but it was part of a chain of events that took down two criminal organizations before the case was done. That’s rather good teamwork, if you ask me.”
“And you think he can figure out what happened to me?”
Mike turned to look at the teenager that sat beside him. “Noah, I think if anyone’s going to figure it out, it’ll be Jameson Kennedy. But he’s not going to be doing it alone. I’m going to help.”
“But you remembered some of what happened to you. I haven’t. Well, not yet, anyway,” Noah said.
“And they haven’t found your body yet,” Mike replied. “Once we figure that out, the rest will come.”
Mike had been dead for several months and he was still in the process of figuring things out about being dead and interacting with the living. The only person he’d met so far among the living that could see him was Jamie. If he touched another ghost, then Jamie could see and hear them too, otherwise he could only see Mike.
Word had got out among the newly dead that if they were murdered, they could find Mike and maybe get help. He hadn’t let Jamie know about this development yet. Before Mike died, he and Jamie had been partners for eight years. They had grown as close as brothers, but after Mike died, they learned even more about each other. Jamie’s ex-wife, Elise, was now parent to their two kids, Maureen and Kevin, as well as Mike and his insane criminal ex-wife, Kathleen’s two kids, Colleen and Eddie. Mike’s father had moved down to the Florida Keys where Elise now lived with the four kids and bought the house next door to help. Getting the kids out of Harbor, Massachusetts and away from the news and drama had been a wise choice. Mike had gone down there to see his two, and they looked as happy as two kids who’d lost both of their parents could look.
“Just stick with us, Noah,” Mike said. “Jamie on one side of the Veil and me on the other? We’ll figure it out. His new living partner is a pretty smart cop, too, from what I can tell. I’m sure she’ll be useful.”
 
Later that evening, Jamie drained the bottle of water as he made his way through his newly built house. He sat on the bed and pulled off his shirt, giving it a halfhearted toss in the general direction of the hamper.
“You done partying it up?” Mike said as Jamie sat on the side of the bed.
“Was a good time,” Jamie said.
“I’m glad. No, really. You deserve some fun and relaxation,” Mike replied.
“I’m going to sleep in tomorrow, then go for a run on the beach, and when I come back from Florida, I’m going to get myself a rescue dog. It’s time I got myself a companion,” Jamie said.
“Just don’t get one of those little fluffball things. Get a dog that can run the beach with you,” Mike suggested. “Speaking of companions, I have someone for you to meet.”
“Another dead person?” Jamie asked.
Mike gestured to someone, then took the hand of a teenage kid.
“Aw, hell,” Jamie said with a sigh.
“Jamie, this is Noah Riggs. He died, he thinks, sometime over the last twenty-four hours, but his body hasn’t been found yet. Tomorrow morning, after your run, maybe you could help us look?” Mike asked.
“Like I’m gonna say no?” Jamie replied. “Hi, Noah. When it’s daylight, I’ll help you look. Maybe someone will have called in a missing person or something by then.”
“Thank you, sir,” Noah replied. “But no one will call it in. I live in a group home and they don’t check who is and who isn’t around every night. They kinda don’t care much.”
Jamie scrubbed his hands over his face and rolled fully onto his bed. “I’m too drunk and tired to even think clearly right now, so let me get some sleep and we’ll work on it tomorrow.”
“See?” Mike said. “I told you he’d help. That’s what we do. We solve murders. Even though I’m dead now, I still work with the best partner in existence.”
A faint snore drifted up from where Jamie lay across his bed.
“Uh huh,” Noah replied as he eyed Jamie’s half-dressed body sprawled across the top of the blankets. “If you say so.”
[image: image-placeholder]Jack dropped her son Avery off at his dorm then headed to the tiny apartment she currently slept in. She wouldn’t exactly say she lived in it since most of her boxes were just stacked in the living room and the only furniture she had taken out of storage was a bed, a folding table, and one chair. It was intended to be temporary while she found something better, and now she’d been here a few months and finally put an offer down on a Craftsman bungalow near the water. It needed some work, but Jack needed to stay busy. 
Jack put her keys and wallet on the counter, poured herself water and took two aspirin before she got into bed. Phone charging and alarm set, she rolled over and thought about her new problem. How to bring up to her partner that she, too, could see ghosts. Oh, how did she know? Her ghost told her that his ghost had ratted him out. Earlier, at Mike’s place, she’d been on the deck with Avery and saw Ellis standing beside him.
“I know you see me,” the girl said.
Jack covered her mouth with her hand, her words barely audible. “Not here. Wait until later.” A shiver ran through Jack as she took a swallow of her drink. She really wanted something stronger, but she was driving Avery back to campus after the cookout.
“Go to the bathroom, we can talk there,” the girl said.
Jack got to her feet and set the soda on the arm of her chair. “Be right back,” she told Avery and ducked into the house. The half bath was under the stairs and she stepped inside, locked the door, and turned on the water. “Ellis, you can’t just show up and demand I speak to you. I’ve already had to rearrange my life because of this shit.”
“Like I chose to die and end up being a ghost that only you can see?” Ellis replied. “I was twenty-two years old, clean, and trying to start a new life. My death? It’s on your hands.”
“No, your death is on Samson Rhodes’ hands. He’s the one that shot you. Quit playing the guilt trip card. It doesn’t work. I had to give up my job, my friends, my family, my home – because you wouldn’t leave me alone. You cause me trouble here? I’ll ignore you until the end of time. I swear it,” Jack hissed at the girl’s shade.
“There’s another ghost here,” Ellis said. “I told him not to tell Jamie about me, so relax. His name is Michael Donovan. He talks to Jamie all the time.”
Jack leaned back against the sink and stared at Ellis. “He...what?”
“Y’know how I talk to you? Mike talks to Jamie. You should probably talk to him about me. He’s like the only person in the world who would understand.”
“I don’t know. I’m still so new here,” Jack said with a sigh. “Look, just leave me alone today, okay? I want to spend time with my new team and with Avery. Come find me when I get home tonight if you need to chat.”
“Whatever,” Ellis said and disappeared.
Jack sighed and punched her pillow. What were the odds that she’d end up with the one partner that might understand? But could she really take that chance? The only reason she was able to get a new job was because her last boss kept the crazy talk out of her file – as long as she got out of his precinct. It had cost her everything. Her beautiful apartment had sold for enough to help her buy the new house, but she missed it. She missed the neighborhood she’d lived in for most of her life, the friends and family that were now so far away—it made her feel homesick. Jack pulled the covers up and curled around an extra pillow. It soaked up her tears while she cried herself to sleep.
 




Chapter Three


The next morning, Jamie got up, pulled on his shorts and a t-shirt, then crossed the street in front of his new house to take the stairs from the break wall to the beach. A quick stretch and he headed down the beach towards the cliffs, sneakers pounding into the wet sand as the tide continued to go out. The harbor that gave the city the name was one of many along the Massachusetts coast. A history of ocean trade and fishing could still be seen in the few private lobster or fishing crew boats that set out from the docks. Most mornings, Jamie would see them pulling out in the misty fog of predawn as he did his run, but he had the next four days off so he was out later than usual. He was looking forward to flying down to Florida that evening to spend the long weekend with the kids. 
Then he remembered Mike’s companion last night. He knew that Mike had had a problem with time passing when he’d first died, so the when of it happening could still be in question. Once Jamie got home, he showered, changed, grabbed coffee and food, and opened up his laptop to do some research. ‘Noah Riggs’ brought up nothing in several databases, and there had not been any reports of a body found.
“Mike,” Jamie called. “Need you a moment.”
Mike dropped into the chair across from him and leaned on the table. “You rang?”
“Were you reading over my shoulder again?” Jamie asked and shook his head. “I’m not seeing anything on Noah Riggs yet. I also cannot cancel this weekend. I’m going to put together an email, send it to Jack and have her keep an eye out. I’m only gone a couple of days, then I’ll be back and can dive into this.”
“He said he just died,” Mike said.
“And remember how time got convoluted for you when you were newly dead? He could have died a week ago or eight hours ago, we have no way of knowing.”
“That’s true. Okay, send what you can to Jack and I’ll let her ghost know what’s going on,” Mike said.
“Her...what?”
“Her ghost. Ellis Calder. Ellis was her CI and died in her arms in New York. That’s why she’s up here. She wasn’t as good at keeping her mouth shut about the weird stuff as you were,” Mike said.
“So...Jack can see ghosts? Can she see you?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t checked. Maybe I’ll give it a shot while you’re down south.”
“Great. Now how do I phrase this email? I don’t want to put in an email that either of us can see ghosts.”
“Yeah, good luck with that,” Mike replied.
[image: image-placeholder]Jack got Jamie’s email later that morning and if Ellis hadn’t told her he could see ghosts too, she would’ve thought he’d let a squirrel run across his keyboard then hit send.
“My guess is you got a tip you can’t discuss and want me to look into this kid that you know is missing, presumably dead, but can’t say how you know. I’ll check into Noah Riggs, but when you get back from Florida, we need to have an off-the-books heart to heart. Agreed?” Jack sent that email reply to Jamie and a few minutes later got back a one word answer. “Agreed.”
Since Jamie was away for a few days, Jack had also taken two days off to close on her new place and move in. She got Avery and a few of his college buddies to help her with the move and with getting some of the repair and upgrading work started. The house was solid, but needed the hardwood floors redone, some paint, and a bit of updating. For now, she set up her bed and desk in the living room so she could get the bedroom and office done first. Once everything was unloaded and stacked around the living and dining room space, Jack drove the moving team back to campus and paid them in a stack of pizzas and soft drinks. One more stop to pick up the floor refinishing equipment and the rest of Jack’s time off was booked solid. Two rooms sanded and swept, first coat laid down, and Jack stretched out in her recliner, laptop on a stack of boxes to one side. Pizza and a beer kept her company while she went over the various reports to see if Noah Riggs or a missing boy had popped yet. Nothing.
Jack fell asleep in the recliner, woke in the middle of the night to use the bathroom, then fell onto her bed and pulled the comforter over herself. She woke to the scent of coffee brewing and reached for her gun under her jacket next to the bed.
“Hello?” Jack called out.
“Hey, Mom, I’m sorry if I woke you,” Avery said as he came out of the kitchen. “You said ten, and when I got here, you were really sleeping, so I made coffee and grabbed some breakfast sandwiches from the coffee shop up the street.”
Jack let go of the gun and scrubbed her face. “Forgot I gave you a key. Kinda forgot where I was when I first woke up.”
“No worries. Looks like the first coat dried well in those two rooms. Let’s eat and let you wake up, and I’ll work on the bathroom?”
“Sure, that would be a great help. I’ll get the second coat down in those two rooms and start painting the kitchen. You probably want to pull the sink and toilet before you do the little bit of painting in there, then put the new ones in so you’re not painting around stuff.”
“Yeah, I thought that would be a good way to do it, too. It helps that it’s not a big space, I should have the new stuff in place in a couple of hours,” Avery said. “Guess those summers spent helping Uncle Anson paid off after all, huh?”
Anson, her ex’s brother, was a contractor and worked on a lot of old buildings. Avery had spent the last three summers working with Anson to make some money – and learn new skills. Jack, along with Avery’s father, Andrew, had wanted Avery to have the option to do trade or academics, so they’d exposed him to both. Andrew worked in finance in New York City, and he didn’t want Avery following in his footsteps. It was, as Andrew put it, a soulless business. Avery had chosen a technical engineering degree because it would allow him to design and develop new tech. He hoped to work on space tech when he graduated.
“I’m really glad you’re here, Avery. I appreciate you lending a hand with all of this,” Jack said.
“Are you kidding?” Avery replied. “I’m psyched that you’re settling here. I love Harbor, it’s a city, but a lot less intense than New York, and if I’m going to be stuck here for the next three to six years, it’s nice to have somewhere to come home to.”
“Three to six years?” Jack asked.
“Yeah, a little over three to finish the undergrad degree, then two more for grad school. If I’m going to do this thing, I need to do it right. I’ll get the grad degree and work on projects and in the labs around the area to get experience. Get a job and have the benefits for the job include that they pay for my doctorate.”
Jack shook her head lightly, then leaned over to kiss his cheek. “You amaze me, my brilliant son. If you ever get tired of the dorm life, we can talk to your Dad again about that tiny home idea. Now that I have my own property, you could lay a slab in the backyard and open the fence to the street that runs behind the house down to the beach. You’d have your own entrance, your own place, and we could plug you into the water and power here with an RV hookup, and you can pitch in for the utility bill. It’d be a lot cheaper than paying the residency fees at the college.”
Avery looked out the kitchen window into the back yard. “Y’know, that’s sounding pretty awesome, actually. I’ve already decided I hate dorm life but didn’t see any affordable options. I don’t want to move back in with my Mom, no offense, but I’m liking the independence. But I miss showering by myself, having the food I buy not get stolen out of the fridge, and being able to fall asleep and not be jerked awake by a fight in the commons room or someone’s slammed door.”
“Then it’s decided. You’ve got, what, a few weeks left in the semester? Call your father, get the house ordered, and you can set up the back yard for it. You can sleep in the office room on the Murphy bed until it arrives – once we get the office finished and the Murphy installed, that is.”
 “I better get my ass in gear then,” Avery said. “Love you, Mom.”
“Love you too, son. I’ll be right behind you. Just need to check my work messages.”
Jack watched Avery gather up his tools and head into the bathroom, then refilled her coffee and settled with her cup and her phone. She hated answering emails on her phone, so Jack pulled out her laptop and got to work. Still no alerts on a John Doe body, or on Noah Riggs. A death certificate for a Noah Riggs popped up but it was for a baby back in 2004, and that was all Jack could find. She closed the laptop and tucked it safely away before she started the prep to paint in the kitchen. By the time they stopped for lunch, Avery had painted the bathroom, scrubbed and repaired the handful of cracked tiles, and put the new toilet in place. Jack had all of the cabinet doors and drawer fronts washed, sanded, and laid out to paint, and the cleaning and taping done inside.
Avery ran out to grab them sandwiches from the deli, and they sat on the front porch and ate.
“This is going to be nice when it’s done, Mom,” Avery said. “Get a couple of comfortable chairs out here and I can see you sitting with a glass of wine, watching the world go by.”
“I’m looking forward to that, too. I have those old wicker chairs my folks gave me. They need new cushions but hose them down and they’ll look perfect out here.”
“I was thinking, would you be okay with a flagstone patio out back? That area where it’s all dirt needs something, and I could do the work if you bought the materials. I was thinking of new brick steps put over the chipped concrete, then flagstone with a fire pit area and a path to where the slab will be. Then build up a couple of brick raised planting beds and plant a couple of trees for more shade?”
“You want to do all that?” Jack asked.
“Yeah, I do. I’ll have all summer with only work keeping me busy, so I’ll have time to do stuff. Free labor, you buy the materials, and it’ll be gorgeous out here by the time fall rolls around. Whaddya say?”
“I say it’s a deal. As long as you also handle mowing the grass, what little there is of it.”
“Deal,” Avery said.




Chapter Four


By the time Avery was back in class on Monday, and Jack back in the office, the bedroom and office were painted and partially furnished, the bathroom was updated and sparkled, and the kitchen was painted with new hardware, new faucet, and appliances were on order.
When Jamie showed up on Tuesday, Jack was on her second cup of coffee and trying to wipe a splatter of paint off of one of her work shoes with a cleaning cloth.
“You look like you’ve been having fun,” Jamie said as he stepped into their shared office and shut the door. “I brought donuts and fresh coffee from Dunkies. You want some?”
Jamie looked tan and more relaxed than Jack had ever seen him. “Yes, gods, yes. Please. Sugar. Caffeine. Ibuprofen. Muscle liniment. You look good, I think I hate you a little bit.”
“Ibuprofen in the end drawer in the wall cabinets. Muscle liniment is probably under the top layer of stuff in that same drawer. Are you okay?” Jamie asked.
“Just feeling my age,” Jack said as she got up to check the drawer. “Avery and I spent the weekend working on the house. I would’ve worked a little slower, but that boy doesn’t stop and now I’m regretting the pace.”
“He’s what, nineteen? Twenty? Even I know I can’t keep up with a kid anymore. Liking the place, though?”
“Yeah, I love it. It’s a solid little house and it feels good to have something that’s all mine,” Jack said. “How were the kids?”
“They were great. Big Mike, Mike’s father, let me stay in his place next door and he’s really taken to those kids – all four of them, not just his two grandkids. Elise, Big Mike, and the kids are all doing exceptionally well and I can relax on that front,” Jamie said. “But speaking of kids, any hits on Noah Riggs?”
“No, nothing. The only hit I got on the name was a death certificate for a baby back in 2004. No John Doe’s that fit the age range either.”
They settled in with their coffee and donuts – and ibuprofen – and started their day. Once Jamie had waded through the backlog from being away for a few days, he looked up at Jack.
“What would you say to a drive along the beach? We need to talk, I don’t want to have that conversation here, and I have to check something out.”
Jack looked both nervous and nauseous. “I guess?”
“Jack, relax. Please. I’m about to either make you breathe easier or think I’m a raving lunatic. Either way, I’m driving, so grab your coffee and let’s go.”
Jamie told the Sarge they were checking out a tip about a possible body and would call in if it was real. This kind of thing happened often enough that no one would think twice about them going out to find a body – and either finding it or not. It happened more often to cops that worked a coastal beat. A dead dolphin or shark, tangled in seaweed, a lobster trap or some floats all twisted up with driftwood could, in certain light, look a lot like a body. There were also enough bodies and body parts that washed up on the shores that they would check out each call expecting to find something they’d need to work. Just look up the stories of human feet in shoes that have washed up on the shores of the Pacific over the past few years. One never knew if they’d find a pretty seashell or a Converse All Star with toes included.
Jamie drove them to Shore Drive that ran for several miles along the coastline – and in front of Jamie’s new house. He pulled them into a parking area a little past his house and parked, then turned to Jack.
“First off, let me start by whatever is said in this car, stays in this car. If you think I’m nuts, you can ask for a new partner – but I’m hoping I’ve been given good intel.” Jamie took a breath, let it out, then said “I can see, and talk to, my dead partner, Michael Donovan. He’s not in the car right now, but he’s been around the two of us before.”
Jack put down her coffee and let out a breath of her own. “I can see and speak with Ellis Calder, the twenty-four year old CI of mine who died in my arms a little over a year ago.”
Jamie held out his hand to Jack. “Hi, I’m Jamie, and I not only see dead people, I talk to them.” He had a grin on his face that Jack couldn’t resist.
Jack held out her hand and laughed. “Hi, I’m Jack and I talk to dead people and sometimes they talk back.”
They both chuckled and settled back into their seats with their coffee.
“So, now what do we do?” Jack asked.
“Well, share our intel. Mike brought Noah Riggs’ ghost to meet me just before I left for Florida. I’m still figuring this crap out, but when Mike first died, he was really confused about time spans and distances. Noah was, obviously, dead – but had no idea how or when or what in regards to his death. The last thing he remembered was that he was headed to a party on the cliffs over at the tail end of Harbor Point Park.”
“He could be out to sea somewhere by now,” Jack said. “If he fell into the ocean, the tides and currents could have taken him anywhere.”
“That’s why I asked you to see what you could find and to keep an eye on anything that popped up while I was gone. I felt bad, leaving just after meeting the kid’s ghost, but I couldn’t cancel the trip and who knew how long he’d been dead? He could’ve been gone a week, a month, a year – who knows?” Jamie paused, then peered at Jack. “Is Ellis here?”
“No, not now. She’s kind of a pain in my ass, to be frank, and I actively encourage her to leave me alone.”
“Mike likes to hang out in the guest room in my new place. He’s figured out how to get the voice app to listen to him so he can turn the TV on and off and change channels.”
“That’s what Ellis was talking about. She said something about hanging with a guy that could change channels. I didn’t get it. Figured she was just being a smart ass.”
“Anyway, Mike can touch another spirit – and then I can see that spirit too. Has Ellis tried that for you, yet?”
“No, she’s not introduced me to any other ghosts, or done anything except complain that I was responsible for her death.”
“I read the file,” Jamie said after a moment. “Mike told me about Ellis and I looked up the case. She was shot by Samson Rhodes, the dealer that she was trying to take down for you. On her own. Without backup or support. The only reason you caught Rhodes was because you found her discarded cell phone and the recording she’d made of her own murder. That is not your fault, Jack. I’m guessing that she showed you where the phone was?”
“Yeah, she did. And my logical mind knows I’m not responsible, but I had told her just a couple of days before that I’d be out of her life and off her back once Rhodes was off the streets. She decided to try and hurry along that eventuality.”
“So she tried framing him and got killed. That’s still not on you, Jack. Is that why you ended up in Harbor?”
“My captain said that if I left his precinct and found another job, he’d not put the crazy talk in my file. I wasn’t as circumspect as you when I first saw Ellis. I told my old partner, who was threatened by my closure rate and rising marks, and he made me out to be a nut job. I ended up losing my home, my friends, my job, all of it. I decided to try Harbor because Avery was in school here. It’s worked out for the better, but I’m still pissed that I was forced into making the change.”
“That whole situation sucks, but I’m glad you’re here now,” Jamie said. “So, want to go see if we can find a body?”
“Gee, you say the most romantic things, partner,” Jack said with a laugh.
Jamie started up the car and drove them up to the parking area for Harbor Point. They pulled on light jackets with ‘police’ on the back and pulled their shields out to hang from the chains around their necks, clearly visible against their chests. Radios, flashlights, guns, and cell phones in place, they locked up the car and headed along the coastal hiking trail.
This time of day, there weren’t many people in the park. A few runners, a couple of hikers, but the kids were still in school and most people were at work, so Jack and Jamie had the trail to themselves more often than not. They went in about a hundred yards, then took turns with one on the trail, one in the brush closer to the cliff side, both of them looking for anything that seemed out of place.
“Avery told me there’s a clearing up here somewhere, where kids have bonfire parties. If Noah was coming out here for a party, want to bet that’s where he was headed?” Jack said.
“That’s where I’d be headed,” Jamie replied as they took one of the side trails that led closer to the cliffs. “I’m just doing my best to keep us along the cliff edge, since he said he remembered cliffs.”
“Hey, I think I found something,” Jack said moments later. She pulled out her flashlight and pointed it at a large splash of blood on a branch and some ground-cover plants.
“Has there been rain since I left?” Jamie asked.
“Nope. So dry that they’re talking burn warnings so as to not spark wildfires,” Jack replied.
Jamie pulled out his phone and took pictures of the area, the blood, then tied a bit of twine around a sapling nearby so they could find the spot again. “Let’s keep looking. We can’t call out the crime scene techs for a blood spot with nothing else to support it.”
Jack took the trail this time and Jamie walked in the brush. He slowed after a couple of steps and took more pictures. “Drag marks here.”
He turned and walked over to the very edge of the cliffs and with one hand wrapped around a tree trunk, he leaned over and looked down. “Call it in, Jack. We’ve got a body.” Below him, wedged into the rocks, were the battered and waterlogged remains of a person. Gender, age – none of that could be determined from this distance, but the body was wearing the same plaid shirt and jeans that Jamie had seen on the ghost in his house five days ago. “We found you, Noah,” he whispered and pulled back, dug the crime scene tape out of his bag, and started to mark off the area that would also include the blood splatter they’d found a few moments earlier.
Jack walked over to peer down and shook her head. “How can you tell it’s him?”
“He’s wearing the same clothes as when I ‘met’ him five days ago,” Jamie replied.
“My next question? Who doesn’t report a kid missing for five fucking days?” Jack said.
“Someone who didn’t realize he was missing? Or knew he was – and didn’t care,” Jamie replied.
“That’s just not okay. Not even a little bit,” Jack said.
“Nope. It is most definitely not okay.”
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Jamie turned when he heard Mike’s voice behind him, talking to Noah. “Trust me kid, you don’t want to go see your body. Not like this.”
Jamie looked from Mike to where he was talking. “I can’t see him, Mike. But, Noah, if you can hear me, he’s right. Wait until the medical examiner gets you all cleaned up first.”
Mike put a hand on Noah’s shoulder and suddenly Jamie could see him.
“Noah,” Jamie started and the boy shook his head hard.
“I need to see, to know that I really am dead,” Noah said.
“It’s not going to look like you,” Jamie said, voice low. “Five days in the water, that body barely resembles a human being. It’s really messy.”
“I’ve seen death before,” Noah said. “I’ll be okay.” He pulled away from Mike and Jamie could no longer see him, but he could see Mike’s face as he watched the other spirit go over to where the body was being unwrapped on the basket stretcher by the medical examiner.
Mike winced and looked at Jamie. “Know of any good therapists for ghosts?”
“Heh, no,” Jamie replied. “Have you learned any more about the kid?”
“Not much. He’s been pretty quiet, but I get the impression he was like that alive, too. He’s been worried about his girlfriend, Soraya Halston. Said he went to check on her and she was angry and crying,” Mike said.
Jamie took a moment to write the name in his notebook, then turned to Jack. “Mike says the boy had a girlfriend, Soraya Halston.” He turned back to Mike. “Where did he live?”
Mike shook his head. “I didn’t find out. I’ll try and get more out of him now that his body’s been found. I’ll come find you the minute I get something. I’m gonna go pull him away now. Stay safe, you two.”
Jamie watched Mike fade as he walked towards the body. “No idea where he lived yet, but Mike said he’d get more out of him and let us know. We won’t get prints with a body in the water that long, but maybe he’s got a wallet or something on him,” he said to Jack.
“Here’s hoping. Going to be hard to explain how we know who he is without some way of identifying the body,” Jack said.
One of the assistants to the medical examiner walked towards them with evidence bags in hand. “There was a wallet and a small velvet bag containing a necklace in the victim’s pockets, detectives. I called ahead and Dr. Finney said I could give them to you.”
“Thanks,” Jack said as she held out her hands for the bags, then passed the bag containing the wallet to Jamie.
Jamie still had his gloves on, so he pulled the bag open and opened the wallet. “A student ID for Noah Riggs from Harbor High School, a bus pass, a couple of photos, a bank card and about forty dollars,” Jamie said.
The assistant took a photo of the student ID and gave Jamie a nod. “I’ll let Dr. Finney know the probable identity, so we can check for dental records. Thank you, Detective.”
“At least the high school should have his residential address, correct?” Jack said.
“Yeah, and since we know he’s in the system, maybe there are relatives somewhere that might care what happened to this kid,” Jamie said.
“If no one else cares – we do,” Jack replied.
 




Chapter Five


Jamie drove while Jack called the school and made an appointment with the office administrator. He didn’t listen to what she said as he wove through traffic and tried to calm his temper. Kids being neglected, abused, and unloved hit Jamie at a personal level.
When his dad was alive, their family was loving, involved with each other, and fairly normal. After his dad died, his mom checked out and left eleven-year-old Jamie to make sure he and his little sister, Mary Colleen, had meals, clean clothes, and got to school. MC’s eighth birthday had Jamie trying to bake a cake and his mom finally got out of bed to help them when he burned the cake and the smoke detectors went off.
His mom pulled it together for a couple of years after that, then MC got leukemia and died just after her tenth birthday. She went fast and Jamie was just shy of thirteen when MC died. His mom gave up then. She sat in the living room and lived on cigarettes and whiskey, and whatever food Jamie could badger her into eating. Ma didn’t come to his high school graduation, she was too ill. Four weeks later, cancer took her and Jamie was alone. Sure, he had a couple of aunts and uncles, a handful of cousins, but they all lived in other states. No one lived nearby.
Jamie cleaned up the house, put a few things in storage, then sold the place and the car. He used some of the funds to buy a newer used car, and to rent an apartment, then he went to college. Jamie got himself a Bachelor’s degree in Criminal Justice with a minor in Psychology, and the day after graduation, he started at the police academy.
“The principal will see us,” Jack said.
Her words interrupted Jamie’s reminiscing and he took a breath. “Sounds good. Sorry, I was a mile away. I can relate to Noah. I didn’t end up in foster care permanently, but I spent a few months in it now and then. Whenever a teacher reported that my mom wasn’t showing up for conferences, they’d do a wellness check and find Ma drunk off her ass. I did the best I could to keep the house clean, but I was a teenage boy and working to make sure the lights stayed on and there was a little food in the house. The first couple of years after my sister MC died, it was rough and I got stuck in homes. I soon figured out that if the house was clean, there was food in the fridge, and I had clean clothes to wear, they couldn’t take me away. I learned how to do the things I needed to do, so I would never have to go back to a foster situation.”
“I had no idea,” Jack said.
“Of course you didn’t. I don’t tell anyone. Even Mike only knew a little of it. I never talk about my past or my family. They’re gone, what’s the point?” Jamie replied. He parked the car in front of the school and got out, then waited for Jack before they walked up to the entrance. A flash of their badges and the guard let them inside. Jamie led the way to the office.
“Is this where your kids used to go to school?” Jack asked.
“Yeah. Mike’s kids too. It’s got the middle school off to the left, the high school to the right. The principal manages both schools, so the offices are set in a section between them.”
They stepped into the office space and Jamie turned to greet the older man that stood inside, a folder in his hands. “Dr. McEwan, it’s good to see you again,” Jamie said.
“Detective Kennedy, when I heard you were coming by, I told my staff I’d talk to you myself. It’s good to see you, too,” the principal said.
“Dr. McEwan, this is my partner, Jacquelyn Forbes. Jack, this is the man that made sure I graduated,” Jamie said.
“Thank you for meeting with us,” Jack said as she shook the principal’s hand. 
“Would you like coffee or water?” Dr. McEwan asked.
“Coffee, black, would be great,” Jamie said. “We’ve been going all morning.”
“Same, please,” Jack said as they followed the principal into his office. By the time they’d all taken their seats, a young man came in with a tray holding a carafe of coffee and three mugs. He set it down on the corner of the desk and turned to leave.
“Thank you, Sam,” Dr. McEwan said, and got a polite nod in return, then the door was shut behind him.
Coffee was poured and mugs handed out before the conversation started.
“So, you’re here to talk about one of my students?” Dr. McEwan asked.
“Yes, sir,” Jamie replied. “Noah Riggs. We need to see his file, if possible. It’s not officially been confirmed, and nothing’s been announced, but we found his body this morning, on the rocks below Harbor Point Park’s cliff side.”
Dr. McEwan set his mug down on the desk and stared at Jamie. “Noah’s dead? Damn, I knew I should’ve looked for them sooner. What a waste. That kid had promise.” He typed briefly on his laptop, then picked up his mug once more.
“What can you tell us about him?” Jack asked as she sipped her coffee.
“Noah is...was...smart, responsible, caring, and quiet. They didn’t seem to have a lot of friends, but one of those kids that floated around the outer edges of other cliques. When Noah started dating Soraya Halston, there was a bit of acceptance by proxy, and I saw more social involvement. They seemed happier lately and Geraldine Braun, one of our guidance counselors, had been assisting Noah with college applications. Noah was getting the grades that would have led to scholarships. Aging out of the foster care system is a rough passage for many of our kids, but Noah had lined up a summer residency program at Harbor University to bridge the gap between hitting eighteen and getting into college.”
A tap at the door and Sam opened it to hand Dr. McEwan a tablet, then ducked back out.
“Is that Noah’s file?” Jamie asked.
Dr. McEwan gave Jamie a nod and handed over the tablet. Jamie held it so Jack could see as well and tapped the screen.
Jack’s phone rang and she apologized, then got to her feet and stepped out of the office to answer the call.
Jamie skimmed the file, then froze. “Wait, Noah Riggs was transgender?”
Dr. McEwan gave him a nod. “Noah has always presented as male, and only a handful of us were aware. The school nurse has been handling the management of Noah’s puberty repression medication since they transferred here a few years back.”
Jack stepped back in and put her phone back in her pocket. “That was Dr. Finney about Noah’s autopsy.”
“He told you that Noah was transgender?” Jamie said.
“Yeah, how did you know?” Jack asked.
Jamie waved the tablet.
“How widespread was this knowledge?” Jack asked.
“Very limited. We did all we could to help Noah keep their cover. My sister’s eldest daughter is also transgender, so I had an educated idea of what we’d need to do to help Noah. One solid thing in our favor was the gender neutral nature of their name. Noah was always Noah. They were put into the system at age nine as a boy,” Dr. McEwan said.
“Gawds,” Jack whispered. “What put him into the system?”
“His mother,” Dr. McEwan said. “She had stage four breast cancer and a friend had applied to be his foster parent. Donna was great with Noah for about two years before she died in a car accident and he ended up in a group home. He’s been in and out of the group home a handful of times. Some families were fine with a young boy – but got rather upset when the young boy ended up being discovered to have female genitalia.”
“Jeeze, if it weren’t for bad luck, Noah would have no luck,” Jamie muttered. “Did his mom not have any family to leave Noah with?”
“Not that we could discover. I hired a private investigator and they couldn’t find anyone,” Dr. McEwan said.
“Noah was lucky to have you in his corner,” Jack said. “I’ll admit, when we first took this case, I thought no one cared about this kid. I’m glad to find out I was wrong.”
“I tried to foster Noah myself, but as a single parent who works ridiculous hours, they wouldn’t clear me. I did the best I could with what we had to work with, but Noah was stubbornly independent and often didn’t share what was going on in their life,” Dr. McEwan bowed his head and let out a soft sigh. “I had a feeling something bad had happened when three days went by and Noah didn’t check in. Once or twice over the past year, Noah had taken a couple of days off of school to either work extra shifts or to just take a ‘mental health’ break and go camping. I figured that’s what had happened at first, but when it got to five days, I started asking around if anyone had seen Noah. The resident advisor at the group home is barely functional himself, but he said he’d seen Noah a couple of days back. If I hadn’t heard from Noah by the end of school today, I had planned on calling the police.” He shook his head and looked up at the two detectives, eyes shining with unshed tears. “I’ll do what I can to help you, because I feel like I let Noah down, yet again.”
“According to Dr. Finney, Noah likely died Friday night sometime between nine and midnight. Nothing you did or didn’t do would’ve changed the outcome of this event, Dr. McEwan,” Jack said.
“May we have a copy of this file?” Jamie asked. “And I’ll need contact information for the group home, any of Noah’s friends you think might know anything, and for his girlfriend Soraya.”
“Of course,” Dr. McEwan said and tapped a button on his desk phone. “Sam, could you come in here for a moment?”
When Sam entered, Dr. McEwan asked him to put Noah’s file and all of the other information we requested on a data stick. Sam left to take care of that and Jamie took a moment to flip through the information on the tablet.
“You said only a handful of people had access to this information. How confident are you of that?” Jamie asked.
“Very. The records system is on a closed network. The server and my laptop are the only things connected. I can download files to my laptop, but I cannot access the files from outside the school. Sam, Daniella, and I are the only people who have access to the server and we can connect a tablet to download files, as in the tablet you’re holding now, or onto a coded data stick, but that’s it. And no, I don’t believe Daniella or Sam have been compromised. Sam’s been my assistant for five years now and Daniella’s been the office administrator since before you were going to school here,” Dr. McEwan told Jamie.
“So, someone could, hypothetically, download the information and leave with it?” Jack asked.
“Hypothetically...the only people that could do that would be myself, Daniella, or Sam. No one else has access. There’s a biometric thumbprint scanner on the server,” Dr. McEwan said.
“And you said that the counselor, Geraldine Braun, and the school nurse,” Jamie paused and looked at the tablet, “Meghan Delaney, also were aware of Noah’s gender?”
“Yes,” Dr. McEwan said. “Noah is not the only transgender student we have in our school, and they are both adept with helping those students.”
Jamie held up a hand. “Easy. I’m not making judgments, just trying to gather all the facts. I wouldn’t even know how to go about addressing the issues a child has to deal with when making those kinds of decisions. Like Jack said, I am glad to know someone cared about Noah.”
Dr. McEwan’s expression softened. “You probably understand Noah’s situation better than most, Jamie. I’m glad you’re working on this case.”
A chime sounded on the principal’s laptop and he sighed. “I’m sorry, but I’ve got a meeting I can’t ignore that starts in about ten minutes.” He pulled out a pen and wrote his cell number on the back of his business card. “Here, text me anytime and I’ll call you back as soon as I’m able. Anything you need, let me know.” He paused, then met their eyes once more. “Let me know when I can claim Noah’s body. I’ll take care of the funeral arrangements.”
“That’s generous of you, sir,” Jamie said. “I’ll be sure to let them know to contact you. It may be a while, though.”
“Whatever it takes,” Dr. McEwan said. “At least I can do one last thing for Noah.”
Jack and Jamie got to their feet and left the office.
Jamie handed the tablet back to Sam and collected the data stick. “Thanks, Sam. Appreciate your help with this.”
“Of course,” Sam replied. “Anything for Dr. Mac.”
Jamie gave him a faint smile and joined Jack in the hallway.
“Let’s see if the guidance counselor is available,” Jack said.
“Good idea,” Jamie replied.
“Are you thinking it’s a possible hate crime?” Jack asked.
“Only if the person that killed Noah, knew they were transgender. I agree we need to talk to the counselor and the nurse, but I’m thinking the only person that matters right now is Soraya Halston.”
“Want to just see if we can find her, then?”
“I do. I didn’t get the impression she was in school today, or Dr. McEwan would’ve said something. I’ll double check with Sam if you want to take this and get it uploaded into the system?” Jamie asked as he handed Jack the data stick.
“Sure thing. I’ll see you in the car,” Jack said.
Jamie stuck his head back into the office to have his suspicions confirmed and went to join Jack in the car. “She’s been out all week,” Jamie said.
“Soraya Halston is the daughter of Reginald and Marissa Halston,” Jack said. “That’s gonna make talking to the girl a bloody minefield.”
“Halston Industries’ Reginald Halston?” Jamie asked.
“Yep. Granddaddy’s company and Reggie barely has to work. He spends more time donating to politicians, both locally and in DC, than he does sitting behind a desk at the office,” Jack said. 
Jamie put the address into the car’s GPS. “I didn’t realize you were that tuned in to local politics. I’ve heard the name, had a vague idea he had deep pockets, but that’s about it. If he’s not dead, or making people dead, I don’t tend to spend a lot of time worrying about it.”
Jamie’s phone rang and he hit the button on the steering wheel. “Kennedy here,” he said.
“Kennedy, you and Forbes get to the morgue. Doc Finney found something he needs to go over with you,” Sarge said.
“We were about to go talk to Noah’s girlfriend,” Jamie said.
“That can wait. Doc needs you now.”
“Understood, Sarge. On our way,” Jamie replied and ended the call.
“I wonder what that’s all about?” Jack asked.
“No idea, but if Finney is saying we need to go now, it could be something that won’t last. Guess we talk to Soraya tomorrow,” Jamie said.
When they finished at the morgue, both Jack and Jamie had more questions than answers. Some of Finney’s findings didn’t seem to have anything to do with the case, but they’d know more as time went on.
 




Chapter Six


Jack finished rinsing the paint brushes and wiped her hands on a rag. The last room was painted and other than needing a couple of spots touched up, she could put the brushes away.
“It’s starting to feel like home,” Avery said as he carried a bag of trash out of the bedroom and set it by the door.
“You’ve been a huge part of helping make it that way,” Jack said. “I’ve got beef stew in the slow cooker and I grabbed some rolls on the way home. You’re staying for dinner, right?”
“Definitely. Home cooking versus dorm food? No contest.”
They settled around the table in the kitchen and Avery buttered his roll before he spoke. “So, I spoke to Dad. I showed him which tiny home I wanted and he said he’d try and get it here before the end of summer. He does want you to call him when you get a chance. My guess is he wants to make sure you’re on board with the plan.”
“You and I made a deal,” Jack said. “You stick to your part and I’ll stick to mine. And if the delivery is delayed, you can still use the bed in the office, but you’ll have to deal with me working in your space.”
“Not a problem for me,” Avery said. “I’m just grateful I won’t have to live in the dorms any longer. I’m excited to get to work on the yard this summer. You’re going to love what I’ve got planned.”
“I know I’ll like whatever you do. Just remember I don’t have your father’s budget, okay?”
“Yes, Mother,” Avery said, his tone full of teasing laughter.
“Smartass,” Jack replied and took a bite of food. It was a good thing her mouth was full because Ellis appeared next to Avery and her instinct to curse was muffled by the stew. A quick shake of her head and Jack tried to warn the ghost away, but no luck.
“We need to talk, Jack. I’ll wait until Avery goes home, but don’t think I won’t wake you up to have this conversation,” Ellis said.
Jack did an ‘okay’ symbol with her fingers under the edge of the table and Ellis gave her a nod before fading once more.
“Are your friends going to be in town for the summer?” Jack asked.
“A couple of them will be. Oh, I had a question. While I’m living here this summer, what are your rules about me having guests over?”
“Hanging out guests or overnight guests?”
“Both?” Avery said.
“Well, if you and a couple of friends are drinking and they’re not safe to drive, then crashing on the couch or the floor is fine. If you’re talking about romantic partners, I’d rather not. Do I care if you have friends over? It’ll be no different than when we lived in New York. No trashing the house, no getting into my stuff, but if they can respect the place, they’re welcome to come hang out and spend time here.”
“I don’t have time for romantic partners right now. That’s too much effort taken away from my plans. If that changes, I’ll let you know,” Avery said.
“I appreciate that,” Jack said. “You’ve always been very mature and self-aware in regards to romantic entanglements. I just don’t want to be surprised by a strange person in the house when I carry a gun, y’know?”
“Oh, I know,” Avery replied. “Like that time I showed up unexpectedly and you almost pulled a gun on me?”
“I didn’t pull a gun on you,” Jack said.
“No, you didn’t – but your hand was on it under your pillow. I get the cop instinct thing, but that made me really wake up to what you must deal with on a regular basis.”
“What do you mean?”
“You never really stop being a cop. You can shift gears when you get home, but you never turn it off. It’s been worse since your CI got killed. I know you got called to the scene in the middle of the ball game, and Derek and I had to take a cab home. By the time you got home, you looked really shook.”
“I was. Ellis went out on her own to try and trap Samson, and it got her killed. We had a plan to take him down, but we were waiting on a warrant. She got tired of waiting. I understand it, but I just wish her lack of patience hadn’t ended up with her dead. And then things got rough at work – and you know the rest.”
“Whatever case you’re working on now, seems to be hitting you as hard as Ellis’s case did. Are you going to be okay? Is there anything I can do?”
Jack reached over and squeezed Avery’s hand. “I love you for asking, but no, not really. I mean, helping me with the house is a huge help. It gets my mind off of the day’s work and onto the minutiae of updating and remodeling.”
“And today was bad, huh?”
“It was. A kid was killed and we’ve got next to nothing to work with.”
“Aw, man. I’m sorry, Mom. You’ve always said kids are the worst. Well, I can move in here later this week and just drive to the campus to do my finals, if that’s okay? Then I can be here to accept deliveries and work on stuff – and help distract you when you get home.”
Jack was quiet for a few minutes as she mopped up the stew gravy with her roll and ate it. “I think that’s a good idea, Avery. You can also get started on the yard so your spot is ready if your father manages to get things moved along with the delivery.”
“Thanks, Mom. I’ll start bringing my stuff over tomorrow. Two car loads and I should have it all here. I’ll also contribute to the grocery bill. I’ve got a side job doing editing for an online company, so I can do it from my laptop wherever I am.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Jack said. “I may be pulling late hours the next few days now that we have a couple of things to dig into. You’ve got your own key and you know the alarm codes, so stay and go as you wish.”
“Thanks, Mom. I appreciate it.”
“Hey, you’re doing your share and I do enjoy the company,” Jack said as her phone buzzed. She pulled it out and sighed. “Gotta take this. Can you clean up after dinner?”
“No problem,” Avery said as Jack headed out to the front porch. “Forbes here.”
“Jack, it’s Jamie. I went through all of the stuff they brought back from the murder scene and found a metal piece that looks like it was part of the old fencing. Finney’s confirmed it was the murder weapon.”
“So they grabbed a hunk of pipe nearby and hit him. That sounds more like a murder of opportunity than a planned attack.”
“That’s my thinking as well. The techs are looking for prints, but they only found a partial and it was under the blood, so it may not even be related to the case. They said it looks like whoever used it, wore gloves.”
“And that comes back to premeditated. Why would someone be wearing gloves when it’s hot outside? This case gets more confusing by the minute. You're still going to pick me up tomorrow morning?”
“Yep. I’ll be at your front door by eight. Getting people out of bed means we’ve got a better chance of catching them with their walls down.”
“I’ll see you then. G’night, Jamie.”
“Goodnight, Jack.”
The call ended and Jack sat where she was for a moment, trying to make the pieces fit.
Ellis sat down beside her and gestured to the phone. “Put it to your ear so if Avery sees you, he’ll think you’re still on a call.”
“Good one,” Jack said and put the phone back up to her ear. “So what do you need to talk about?”
“I’ve been spending time with Michael Donovan and he had some ideas on how I could be more helpful. Because I’m closer in age to Noah than Mike is, I can better relate to some of the situations and might have a clearer take on some things. Noah is really worried about Soraya. He said her family was against the two of them being together and really made it difficult for them. Soraya knew he was trans and supported him, but her family only found out a couple of weeks back and they forbade her from seeing him. They were even talking about putting her in a boarding school to keep them apart,” Ellis said.
“Well, when we go question her tomorrow, we can see if she felt her family was antagonistic enough to kill to keep them apart,” Jack said.
“Noah seems to think they were. Her uncle pulled him aside at work about a week before he was killed, and told him if they saw him near Soraya again, they’d make it so he’d only remember what it was like to walk.”
“Jeesh,” Jack said. “Fun times. So, I don’t know how this whole ghost thing works, but can you keep an eye on Soraya and let me know if something happens, or she’s relocated or whatever?”
“I think I can. I’ll give it a try and if I can’t, I’ll let you know,” Ellis said.
“Thanks. Knowing she’s okay – hell, knowing where she is, will be a big help. When people have the kind of money the Halston’s have, they can make it very difficult to get information. Thanks again, Ellis.”
“You’re welcome. See ya,” Ellis said and faded from view.
The sound of Avery approaching from inside made Jack tuck her phone away. He nudged the door open with his hip and stepped out onto the porch with two mugs in his hands. “Thought you might like a coffee.”
“That sounds perfect,” Jack said as she accepted the mug and relaxed back into the chair. For now, she shoved the case into the background and enjoyed this time with her son.
[image: image-placeholder]Mike sat in one of the balcony chairs, Jamie in the other, as they both enjoyed the ocean views.
“Damn, I miss beer,” Mike grumbled as Jamie took a swig from his bottle.
“You know I’d offer you one, but I don’t want to be mopping up beer from the chair,” Jamie replied.
“Smartass,” Mike said and put his feet up on the railing. “Gotta admit, though. I love this view. It’s nice in the middle of the day, too, when the bikinis come out to play.”
“I’ve not been able to enjoy that aspect too much yet. Where’s Noah?”
“Hanging around Soraya. He’s worried about her,” Mike said.
“Well, hopefully Jack and I get a chance to talk to her tomorrow. Did you know Noah was trans?”
“No, but unless this is a hate crime, why does it matter?” Mike asked.
“Because it’s more likely that it’s a hate crime, considering he was seeing Soraya Halston and her family supports politicians that run on ‘family values’ platforms. Having their daughter tied to a transgender person would cause them no end of grief if the news got out.”
“Good point. I’m wondering how much of the case hinges on her, and how much hinges on Noah being Noah. Have you learned anything new?” Mike asked.
“Just that he was hit in the back of the head with a pipe picked up at the scene, then tossed over the cliff. I’d think it was a crime of opportunity, except for the lack of fingerprints on the murder weapon. That means someone wore gloves – and it’s been warm weather, so why would someone be wearing gloves, unless they expected to need a way to hide their prints?”
“This case is weird, but then, we’ve solved weird ones before,” Mike said.
“Like that one where the guy was drowned in his own fish tank and the only way we figured out where he died was because the particles in the water in his lungs matched the water in the tank? That was weird. He’d been drowned, then his co-worker that killed him dried his hair and put a clean shirt on his body, cleaned the house, and did a load of laundry. I mean, that’s a lot of work to go to, to hide a crime,” Jamie said.
“That’s the case that made Finney’s career, too. He always liked us best after that,” Mike said.
“Yeah, made it easy to get the results ahead of some of the others. Still gives us a boost, but with the new regulations, we don’t get to jump to the front of the line too often.”
“Speaking of results, I asked Noah to listen to what was said around the Halston house and report it back to us. Maybe he’ll hear something we can use.”
Jamie lifted his bottle in a toast. “Here’s hoping.”
 




Chapter Seven


Noah sat and watched Soraya sleep. Not being able to touch her, to feel the softness of her skin or the silk of her hair was its own special kind of torture. Seeing the tears on her cheeks broke Noah’s heart. Exhausted after another argument with her parents, Soraya ran to her room, curled around the rainbow unicorn stuffed animal he’d won for her at the carnival during spring break, and cried herself to sleep. Her parents wanted her to agree to go to a boarding school outside of London, England. Soraya didn’t want to disappear to some foreign country and lose the few friends she had. Noah knew this but couldn’t tell Soraya to go to London and get a fresh start away from all of this mess.
She couldn’t hear him.
Sitting here, while she slept, wouldn’t help him help her, so he headed back to Jamie’s place where Mike sat on the upstairs balcony, looking out over the water.
“Whatcha doin?” Noah asked.
“Thinking,” Mike replied. “Where’ve you been?”
“Watching Soraya. She got into another fight with her parents about boarding school. She’s sleeping now. It’s killing me, watching her suffer like this.”
“Then maybe you should stop watching,” Mike said as he turned to look at the other ghost. “I miss my kids, but you don’t see me spending all of my time in Florida, torturing myself with my inability to connect to them anymore.”
“I don’t know if I can stop yet,” Noah said. “Her family doesn’t care about her feelings, just how it looks to their colleagues or whatever. Her father is still pissed that she didn’t stop seeing me after he told her to stop. Raya is a stubborn lady, and she didn’t care that I wasn’t physically myself yet. She knew I had to wait until I was eighteen. She loved who I was as a person, not what my body looked like.”
“Did you hear anything interesting while you were there?” Mike asked.
“Nothing about how I died if that’s what you mean. Her parents are just happy I’m gone out of her life. They didn’t care how it happened, just that now they don’t have to worry about their daughter being around one of Them. Meaning not cis-het people. They want her to be with someone who can be presented at the country club without embarrassment.”
“Well, screw them,” Mike said. “Did you get hassled a lot for being who you are?”
“Not really, because not many people knew I was different under my clothes. I’ve been taking meds to block puberty changes since I was ten. I never really grew breasts – but then I never grew facial hair either.”
“Kid, I didn’t grow any facial hair worth discussing until I was nearly twenty-two. The curse of being a mix of Irish and Native American – among other things. I’m a real mutt, but I have more Irish and Abenaki in me than anything else.”
“I have no idea what I am. Mom died when I was so young and I never knew who my father was. It was always Mom and me, then Mom, Donna, and me. Then mom died and then Donna died. Now, I’m dead. I hope I’ll move on at some point. I want to see my Mom again. Do we see our dead people again?” Noah asked.
“I don’t know,” Mike said. “I never moved on – obviously. I’m still here.”
“Do you think you’ll ever move on?”
“No clue. I thought, for a while there, that once my body was buried, I’d be forced to move on. I ended up in a place that was, well, nothingness. A voice gave me a choice, and I chose coming back to solve my murder. Once the murder was solved, I thought that’d be it – but I’m still here. I’m still helping, still relevant, and still doing what I can for others – like you. So, until I can’t be much help any longer, I guess I’ll be sticking around.”
“I’m glad you’re here,” Noah said with a sigh. “I’d be freaking out for reals if you weren’t here to help me figure it all out.”
“Just lean back and enjoy the beauty,” Mike said. “Sometimes, the best parts of being dead are being able to simply exist in the moment.”
Noah leaned back and put his feet up on the railing. “Y’know, you’re right. This is kinda nice.”
“Yeah, kid. It’s kinda nice.”
[image: image-placeholder]Jack and Jamie showed up at the Halston estate a little after noon. They identified themselves to the butler and were shown into a magazine quality sitting room where one of the candle holders on the marble mantle probably cost more than their yearly salary. Neither one sat as they waited for the Halston’s to make an appearance.
The click of heels brought their attention to the arched entryway where Marissa Halston, in a couture silk dress and pearls, stepped into the room. “Good afternoon, detectives. I’m Marissa Halston. How can I help you?”
“We need to speak with your daughter, Soraya, Mrs. Halston. Could you have her join us? We just have a few questions about the death of her friend, Noah Riggs,” Jack said.
“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Marissa replied. “Soraya is unwell and not fit for company.”
Jamie reached into the inside pocket of his suit coat and pulled out a folded paper. “We have a summons for her to appear for questioning at the station, but we would rather just have her sit here with you and answer our questions. Then we can leave you all alone. It’s for the case, and unfortunately, murder trumps most any excuse.”
“Let me speak to my husband,” Marissa said as she turned and left the room.
A woman in a white blouse, black slacks and a black apron appeared a few moments later. “Would you like a coffee, water, or anything else?”
“No, thank you,” Jack said. “We won’t be here long.”
Jamie gave her a faint smile and shook his head, then turned back to look out the window.
Jack approached the woman and held out a business card. “I’m Jack Forbes, a homicide detective with Harbor PD. Do you know anything about Noah Riggs?”
“No, ma’am. I’m just a maid here,” she replied as she took the card and slid it into a pocket.
“What’s your name?” Jack asked.
“Maria Juarez,” the woman said.
“Is Soraya home today?”
“Yes, Miss Soraya is up in her room. She is most upset about…”
“Maria, you’re dismissed. Go back to the kitchen,” Marissa snapped as she came up behind the woman.
Maria jumped, startled, then ducked her head and scurried away.
“I did not give you permission to question my staff,” Marissa said.
“I don’t need your permission, Mrs. Halston,” Jack reminded her. “Now, where is your daughter?”
“I’ve changed my mind. You can’t speak with her.”
“Oh, I think you might have misunderstood us,” Jamie said as he turned to look at the woman. “We were not asking your permission. Now that Soraya is over the age of sixteen, we do not need your permission to question her. We were trying to be polite and considerate. Now, we’ll just go get her ourselves and bring her down to the station. I’m sure the media will love to see us walking her through the front door to discuss a murder.”
Marissa Halston raised one well-manicured hand to them. “No, no, just give me a moment. I’ll go get her. We don’t need a spectacle.”
“I had a feeling you’d come to see things our way,” Jamie said.
It took about fifteen minutes, but soon Marissa reappeared with Soraya. Hair neatly braided, face washed, clothes changed, Soraya looked every inch the proper school girl—except for the reddened eyes, pale skin, and expression of utter hopelessness on her face.
“Soraya, I’m Detective Jack Forbes, and this is my partner, Detective Jamie Kennedy. Jamie and I have a few questions for you, if you don’t mind?” Jack said as she stepped closer to the girl.
“If it helps find out who killed my Noah, I don’t mind,” Soraya said.
“Thank you,” Jamie replied. “Can we sit down?”
“Sure,” Soraya said and moved to sit in a wing chair at the end of one of the three sofas in the room. Jack sat closest to the girl and Jamie on Jack’s other side. Marissa sat at the far end of one of the other sofas where she could listen, but not be involved.
Jamie took out a tablet and set it up to take notes while Jack leaned her elbows on her knees, clasped her hands, and met Soraya’s gaze.
“I want to start by saying I am so sorry for your loss,” Jack said.
A faint snort of derision came from Marissa, but a look from Jamie had Mrs. Halston sinking back into her seat in silence.
“Thank you,” Soraya said. “Noah was very special, and I’m not sure how to go on without him in my life.”
“We’ve heard how wonderful he was,” Jack said. “But we also know he was special in ways some people might find distasteful. Do you know anyone that might want to harm Noah?”
“The only people that knew how special Noah was, were my parents, a couple of the school staff, and me. He’d kept the secret since he was small, so people just assumed he was as he appeared. It’s my fault my parents found out. I got in a fight with my mother because Noah wasn’t a country club kid and she didn’t think he was good enough. She accused me of having sex, and I screamed that we weren’t because he hadn’t had his surgery yet. Then it got worse because I was in love with a ‘freak’ and a ‘pervert’.” Soraya’s gaze turned to her mother, the anger and hate nearly palpable. “It wouldn’t surprise me to find out that they had something to do with his death.”
“Oh, no. We had nothing to do with killing a child,” Marissa stuttered. “How could you say such things, Soraya?”
“Well, you want me to go to a boarding school in England and leave all of my friends behind. I’d rather become emancipated and go find a job somewhere,” Soraya said.
Marissa gasped, hand to her throat, horror in her expression. “Please, Soraya…”
“Back to Noah, please,” Jack said to the girl. “Did you have plans to meet the night he went missing?”
“Yeah, we did. I got a ride out to the bonfire on the cliffs with Ashley Wentworth. Noah was supposed to meet me there and hang out for a while. He never showed up.”
“We know he got off the bus a little after seven that night, and we found where he was killed, just off the path near the cliffs. Whoever killed him, tossed his body over the edge. That’s why no one found him until we got a tip to go look over the edge,” Jack said.
Soraya hugged herself and a tear slid down her cheek. “I was pissed when he didn’t show up. He’d been talking about this big surprise he had for me and he couldn’t wait to see my face when he gave it to me. Then he never got there. I called and left messages, but he never answered.”
“So, Noah had a phone?” Jamie asked.
“Yeah, just one of those pay as you go burner types,” Soraya said.
“Could you give us the number, please?” Jamie asked.
“Sure,” Soraya said and pulled out her phone and read off the number.
“Thank you,” Jamie said.
“Is there anything else you can think of?” Jack asked.
“Noah said that a car had been following him the past week or so. A black four-door sedan with tinted windows. He thought it looked like a government car. The plates had those tinted screens over them that keeps them from being read by traffic cams, so he never got the plate. He texted me a picture of it, though.”
“Can you bring that picture up?” Jack asked.
Soraya searched through her phone, then showed Jack the image.
“Mind if I send that to myself?” Jack asked. When Soraya shook her head, Jack took the phone and sent the image to herself, then pulled out her phone and transferred it to Jamie’s tablet. He pulled it up and hit a few keys, then sent the enhanced image to the tech squad to see if they could get the rest of the plate.
“This is going to help, Soraya,” Jack said. She handed the girl her business card. “My cell is on there. If you think of anything else, you can call or just text.” She leaned in closer and murmured to the girl. “Honestly, if I were you? I’d go to England. Get a fresh start. I’m sure Noah would want you to live your life. You both had big dreams – now it’s up to you to live them for both of you.”
Soraya paused at the words, then nodded. “You’re probably right. Noah would want me to keep going. Thank you, Detective Forbes. Please, let me know if I can help in any other way.”
“I will. Thank you, Soraya,” Jack said and turned to Marissa as she stood. “Thank you, Mrs. Halston. This has been extremely helpful. Good day.”
Marissa looked a bit shocked at the detective's encouragement to her daughter, and simply nodded as they left.
“Well, that went better than expected,” Jamie said as they got into the car.
“And we got a lead. Here’s hoping tech can figure out what the plate is on that car. Black sedans are a dime a dozen these days.”
“Makes me wonder who might have been following Noah, and why. Did Halston put a tail on the kid? Were cops or feds interested in him for anything?” Jamie said.
“Why would the feds be interested in a foster kid?” Jack asked.
“No idea. Just spitballing.”
“I think we need to dig a little deeper into Noah Riggs and find out what the kid was into, if anything.”
“Let’s stop at my place and see if Mike has anything to add. Maybe Noah has info for us,” Jamie said.
“And you can order lunch,” Jack replied.
“And I can order lunch,” Jamie said with a laugh.
 




Chapter Eight


Jamie and Jack grabbed drive-thru food and brought it back to his place. They sat at the kitchen counter and started to eat when Mike came down the stairs.
“What’s news?” Mike asked.
“Well, we met with Soraya,” Jamie said, then turned to Jack. “Mike’s here.”
“You talked to Soraya?” Noah asked, and Jamie heard him as the kid grabbed Mike’s shoulder so Jamie could see him.
“Noah’s here, too,” Jamie told Jack. “Too bad Ellis wasn’t around, we could try and get it so we could all see each other.”
“Ellis is upstairs,” Mike said. “She’s watching a movie. Give me a minute, I’ll get her.”
“Apparently, Ellis is upstairs watching a movie, so Mike’s going to go get her,” Jamie said.
Jack swallowed a mouthful of food and shook her head. “If anyone had told me that I’d be waiting to have a conversation with three ghosts about the murder of one of them – with my partner, no less, I’d have told them they were crazy. Yet, here we are.”
Jamie finished off half his sandwich before Mike returned. “Did you get her?”
“Yeah, she’s just being a pain in my ass,” Mike said and reached out to take the hand of the other two ghosts.
“Quit being a pain in the ass, Ellis,” Jack said at the same time Mike was talking.
“I don’t like being told what to do,” Ellis said and Jamie blinked.
“Woah, hey there,” Jamie said.
“Holy...wow,” Jack said. “I can see all three of them. You must be Mike. Honored to meet you. And you’re Noah, right?”
“Yeah, thank you for doing what you’re doing. So you guys talked to Soraya?” Noah said.
“We did. Jack really connected with her,” Jamie said.
“She’s hurting, and her mother is a piece of work, but I think she’ll be okay. I told her that she should go to London and start fresh. Live the dreams the two of you planned for the both of you,” Jack said.
“Thank you. That’s what I would’ve told her to do if she could hear me. She needs to get away from those so-called parents of hers and figure out her own life,” Noah said.
“I had Noah hanging out at the Halston house to see if he could hear anything about his murder, but…” Mike started, and Noah interrupted.
“As much as they wanted me out of Soraya’s life, I don’t think they had anything to do with my death. I’ve also been hanging around her so-called friends, Ashley Wentworth, Hailey Sewell, Monty Weatherby and Spenser Newport. They didn’t seem too broken up about my death, but they were worried about Soraya moving away. Seems Monty’s father was counting on Monty’s connection to Soraya to help fund the Governor’s bid for Senate. If Raya moves away, he loses that ‘in’ with Mr. Halston.”
“Right,” Jack said. “Sean Donnegan is running for Aaron Stillson’s Senate seat.” She turned to Jamie, “Stillson is retiring and Donnegan is hoping to step into the seat. His competition is Aidan Flynn, the philanthropist from Sturbridge. Flynn has the money, but Donnegan has the political experience and the connections to give him a leg up over Flynn.”
“And Flynn doesn’t have ties to the Irish mob,” Mike said. “Unlike Donnegan.”
“Wait, is Donnegan related to Jack Donnegan, that guy we put away four years ago for killing those six members of the Marino crime family?” Jamie asked.
“Yep. Jack Donnegan is Sean’s uncle. Sean’s father is Patrick, Jack’s younger brother,” Mike said.
“And Patrick has kept his nose clean?” Jamie asked.
“From what we know so far, yeah. There were seven Donnegan siblings – Jack, Patrick, Jimmy, Mary Kate, Sheilagh, Joey, and Ian. Word on the street had Jimmy stepping up and taking over the family business. Mary Kate married into the business, Sheilagh moved to Seattle and basically disowned her family, and the two youngest boys help Jimmy run things,” Mike said.
“I didn’t realize you’d kept such close tabs on them,” Jamie said to Mike.
“Well, I didn’t intend to, but my father was friends with their neighbor and the gossip was shared. It seemed useful to know what was going on with the family and their business, so I listened,” Mike said.
“What are the odds that Patrick stayed out of the business? When all of his local siblings are working it or married into it?” Ellis asked.
“Slim to none,” Jamie said. “But people around Harbor know better than to dig into Patrick Donnegan’s activities because their chances of ending up dead are pretty high.”
“That’ll change when DC starts digging into Sean,” Jack said.
“I’m not so sure,” Jamie said. “Sean has done a lot of feel-good work around the state. He even set up an organized crime task force when the Marino family started trying to take back their neighborhood from the Double Tre’s. People talked it up a lot, considering his family name.”
“So, the task force went after the Marino family, doing the work for the Donnegan clan while making Sean look like a hero. That’s pretty slick,” Jack said.
“I’m not sure what all of this has to do with me being dead,” Noah said. “Unless one of my stories pissed off the wrong person.”
“What stories?” Jamie asked.
“I wanted to be an investigative journalist. I wrote a few Op Ed pieces for the Harbor Daily News,” Noah said.
“How many is a few?” Jack asked.
“Twenty? Thirty? I dunno. I’ve been doing it for a couple of years now.”
“That’s impressive,” Mike said. “What kinds of stuff did you write about?”
“The sewage leaking into the harbor and killing off the fishing was the most recent one. Got the city to cite the maintenance crew for not fixing it, and got it cleaned up. Before that, I wrote one about the foster care system and how kids just disappeared sometimes and no one knew anything about where they’d ended up.”
“Holy crap, kid. You didn’t pick fluffy topics, did you?” Ellis said.
“Investigative journalism isn’t just writing a news piece. It’s about digging into a subject and collecting all of the data before you lay it all out in an article. I always looked for things that people didn’t know much about, like the sewage leak. The foster kid story got started because one of the guys that cycled in and out of the group home like I did, just disappeared. I still don’t know where he ended up. The Res that watched over us didn’t even have paperwork on Artie. It was like he never existed,” Noah said.
“What do you think happened to Artie?” Jack asked.
“I think he got sold,” Noah replied.
“Sold? Like human trafficking sold?” Mike asked.
“Yeah. Every couple of months, another kid would disappear. Considering how long it took to find my body, it’s possible they could’ve been killed, but I don’t think so. I found a few invoices in the Res’ office that looked suspicious. If you ever find my phone, there were pictures of them on it.”
Jamie looked at Jack and she gave him a nod. “We’ll look into it, Noah,” he said.
“Appreciate it,” Noah replied, then paused. “I know this is not real important or anything, but if you guys happen to find out who my father was, I’d like to know. Hopefully, before I poof or whatever.”
“Well, we’ve got DNA so we can try that. I’ll see what we can come up with,” Jack said. She turned to Ellis and smiled. “You’ve been really helpful today. Thanks.”
“I was gonna skip out and go watch the rest of my movie, but my being here means you can see Mike and Noah, and it helps with the case. I can watch the movie any time. It’s not like I’m on a deadline or anything,” Ellis replied.
“Huh. Deadline. Good pun,” Noah said and Ellis gave him a playful punch in the arm.
“That’s me. Pun Master Supreme,” Ellis quipped and they all laughed.
Jamie looked at his phone. “Okay, we’ve got to get back to work. Let us know if you guys hear anything else useful.”
Jack got up and cleared the trash and the three ghosts stayed touching until the two living people left the house.
“We’re lucky they’re willing to work with us,” Noah said.
“I didn’t give Jack much of a chance. In fact, I was kind of an asshole to her when I first died. Watching how the two of you are with them, makes me feel bad,” Ellis said.
“Well, not like it’s too late to change things,” Mike told her.
“Maybe,” Ellis replied. “Maybe.”
[image: image-placeholder]Jack and Jamie got into the car and as Jamie pulled away from the house, Jack let out a sigh.
“What’s up?” Jamie asked.
“My life is so weird. And now we have leads upon leads to look at with Noah’s death. Does it have anything to do with the articles he wrote? We’ll have to dig those up. Maybe it’s got something to do with being transgender – just a simple hate crime. Or maybe it’s something completely different and we’ve just not put together the pieces yet.”
“Yeah, there’s a lot to work through. Let’s start gathering up the articles and taking a mile-high view of what we’ve got, when we get back to the station. See if we can make some sense of it,” Jamie said.
“Sounds like a plan,” Jack replied.
 




Chapter Nine


Jack got home closer to nine than she liked, but it had taken them some time to pull the data she and Jamie wanted to look over. Expecting to walk into a dark, empty house, she was pleasantly surprised to see a couple of lights on and, when she stepped inside, the aroma of cooked food and fresh coffee.
“Avery, I’m home,” Jack called out.
“In the kitchen, Mom,” Avery replied.
Jack kicked off her shoes and put them in the rack by the door, then tucked her messenger bag next to the couch. She stopped in the hall closet to put her gun and badge in the safe, then went into the bathroom to wash up. When Jack stepped into the kitchen, Avery pointed at the little table, then turned back to the lasagna he was dishing up.
“I decided to make dinner when I saw you were going to be late. I figured if you wanted to eat, it’d be here, and if you didn’t, then it’d heat up good later,” Avery said.
“This is wonderful, thank you. Anything I can do to help?”
“Nope. I made a salad, there are garlic breadsticks in the oven, and the lasagna has set for fifteen minutes so it’s good to go. Do you want wine or coffee?”
“One glass of wine with dinner, then I’ll have the coffee when I dive back into my files,” Jack said.
Avery moved around the kitchen, handing over the bottle of wine, pulling the breadsticks out of the oven, and setting the plates of lasagna on the table. “Did I forget anything?” he mused. “Nope. I think it’s all here.”
“Sit, my brilliant and loving son. I appreciate this more than words can say,” Jack said.
“Still working on that dead kid case?” Avery asked as he passed her the basket of breadsticks and took the wine to fill his own glass.
“Yeah, and it gets more convoluted every time I turn around. The motive could have been a simple hate crime, or it could have been because of an article he wrote for the paper, or it could have been any number of things.”
“Do you need any help pulling up old articles or something? Now that I’m working for the paper sometimes, I have access to all of their databases,” Avery said.
Jack thought about it for a moment while she enjoyed her meal. “You’d have to be very careful that you didn’t talk about it to anyone. And I mean anyone. The paper sent over the ten most recent articles, but they said they’d need a week or more to pull up the older ones. That makes zero sense to me, since the articles are all in a database. Why would they not send all of them?”
“Because they’re trying to hide something,” Avery said. “I’ll go pull them up and put them on a thumb drive for you after dinner. Who are they under?”
“Noah Riggs,” Jack said.
“Wait…” Avery put his fork down and leaned back. “Noah is the one that died? That’s whose case you’re working on?”
“I’m sorry, did you know him?” Jack asked.
“Yeah, he was a brilliant journalist and a good kid,” Avery said. “I’d heard he’d gone missing, but not that he’d died.”
“I’m so sorry, hon,” Jack said and reached out to cover Avery’s hand with her own. “Shitty way to find out about your friend. If I’d known, I’d have told you sooner.”
“It’s okay, Mom. I know you don’t talk about cases. I just didn’t put it all together.”
“I know you told me you were doing editing, I didn’t know it was for the Harbor Daily?”
“I do some for them, and some for a couple of local authors. I’m getting a solid reputation, so I’ve had to turn down some work, or push it out further. I don’t want to book my schedule so tight that I don’t have time to get the yard done.”
“That’s impressive. I’m proud of you.”
Avery gave her a wry grin. “I’m proud of me, too. Now eat your dinner. I know you’ve probably missed a few meals.”
“I’ve been getting at least one good meal a day. Jamie’s a bit of a fitness nut and he likes to run, so he makes sure he gets in a decent, healthy meal around midday.”
“Well, I’ll have to thank him for taking such good care of my Moms.”
“Uh huh. I guess because you cooked, I clean up?”
“Not tonight. I cleaned while I cooked, so I’ll put the dinner dishes in the dishwasher and get the coffee while you set up to work, then I’ll join you and pull down those articles.”
“Sounds good to me. What did you put in this lasagna? It’s delicious.”
“I followed Nana’s recipe. Oh, I did get the yard marked out today. Where the concrete slab will go, the pathways, the garden beds, and so on. Tomorrow I’ll pick up the sod cutter and start clearing the sections that need it.”
“When’s your last exam?”
“Thursday morning, then I’m free. I’ve already moved my stuff here and put in the mail forwarding. I’ll be late on Thursday as the guys and I are going to go to the beach to celebrate. A whole bunch of us are having a bonfire and grilling. And yes, we got the permits.”
“Good to hear. Just stay safe and remember Jamie’s place faces the beach so if something happens and you can’t get to me, he’s real close.”
“Yes, Mom. Relax, Mom.”
Jack put down her fork and picked up her wine, then sighed. “Noah was going to a bonfire on the cliffs at Harbor Point Park – and he died. I just need you to be safe, okay?”
Avery sobered and gave her a nod. “I’ll be safe, Mom. I always am. I might have one beer, but I don’t like getting drunk. I don’t know everyone that’s going to be there, so I wouldn’t feel safe doing that anyway.”
“And I trust you to make good decisions, Avery. It’s the people around you I don’t trust. But I know that your father and I taught you well, so be patient with my worry, okay?”
“I will be. I guess there’s something that happens when you’re a parent. You immediately develop these weird skills like, eyes in the back of your head, and a radar for when we’re doing something we shouldn’t,” Avery teased. “I love you for that. Not so much when I was thirteen, but I appreciate it more now.”
“Gods, when you were thirteen, you gave your father and I a run for our money. I know a lot of it had to do with us fighting so much, and then separating. I know that was hard on you. None of it was about you though,” Jack said.
“I know, Mom. The therapist explained that to me almost as many times as you and Dad said it to me. Now that I’m an adult, I understand that sometimes relationships just don’t work out. The two of you staying together? That wasn’t healthy. Not with the way you guys fought. I know you still care about each other, but not in the way a married couple needs to feel in order to keep things going.”
“You’re in this world because of something we shared, and that will never go away. But we’re very different people now, than we were when we met. We grew apart instead of together. It happens. I just hope it never happens to you. I want your dad to find happiness in his life – and I hope someday, I might as well. But right now? I like my life. I have my career and I’m making new friends, and I’m here with you. It’s all good.”
Avery got up and filled his mom’s favorite mug with coffee, then handed it to her. “Go, get started. I’ll clean up and join you in a few.”
“I love you, too,” Jack said. She knew Avery told her he loved her in so many ways. Some of those ways included things like making her dinner or filling her mug. Cherishing the little things, Jack kissed his cheek and headed out of the kitchen.
In the living room, she adjusted the coffee table into a work surface and plugged in her laptop. Soon she had files spread out on the surface, along with her tools:  highlighters, her favorite pen, a notepad, her phone, and her coffee. Now she was ready to work. The notes from the conversation earlier in the day with the three ghosts was transcribed into her cloud file that she kept for herself. Jack made note of the article subjects that Noah had mentioned – the foster kids disappearing and the sewage issues.
Avery came in and set his laptop on his folded legs and started to type. “I’m in the database. Want me to pull down all of Noah’s articles?”
“At least the last six months, please. And if you see any written about foster kids going missing or the sewage leaking? I’d like those right away. Oh, and only download them to the cloud, then transfer by drive. I don’t want anyone able to track them to you, or to me directly.”
“You know that they could still figure it out, right?” Avery said.
“Yeah, I do know that, but there’s no reason we have to make it easy for them.”
A few more minutes went by, and Avery made a ‘huh’ sound. “This is weird.”
“What’s weird?”
“Noah was really consistent in posting articles and op-ed pieces, at least one every two weeks. About three and a half months ago, things got less consistent. Or they got deleted. I also found the sewage article, but nothing on foster kids going missing.”
Jack pulled out her phone and made a call. “Jamie, it’s Jack. You’re on speaker with Avery and me.”
“Hey, Avery. What’s up, Jack?”
“Hey, Jamie,” Avery said.
“Avery is gathering up the last six months of Noah’s articles, since he, as a part-time employee of the paper, has access to the database. Problem is, he’s not finding everything. Do you have someone who can check the database and find out if stuff has been deleted?”
“I think so? I can make a couple of calls. Tell me more?”
“I went looking for the foster kids article, and the sewage article that Mom asked me to find. I found the sewage one – but nothing on foster kids. Are you guys sure there was one?” Avery said.
“We’re sure,” Jack said.
“There was more than one person that mentioned the article, so we know it existed at some point,” Jamie replied.
“Then yeah, something got deleted. As I told Mom, it looks like Noah was pretty regular about submitting articles every two weeks. From what I can gather, I should have a dozen articles for six months of work. I have nine. Three are missing.”
“Maybe if we can figure out what those three articles were about, we might catch a clue as to who murdered Noah. Thanks, Avery. Good work.”
“If I can help any more, let me know? Noah was a good kid and an excellent journalist. This just sucks,” Avery said.
“I’ll do that,” Jamie said.
“Let me know what your tech friend needs, if anything, Jamie. I’ll get the copy of the articles we did get, and the dates for the missing ones uploaded to the cloud tonight, so you can look for yourself,” Jack said.
“Sounds good. Goodnight, you two.”
“Goodnight, Jamie,” Jack said and disconnected the call.
Avery handed her the thumb drive and she made quick work of plugging it in and uploading the information. “This is going to help a lot, Avery. Thanks.”
“I like helping,” he said and settled back down to his own work.
Jack skimmed through the articles, then started at the oldest one and read each one through, making notes of things to ask Noah, and which things she needed to check out with her own resources.
It was late when Jack finally went to bed, head full of questions and holes in the puzzle of who killed Noah – and why.
 




Chapter Ten


Jack grabbed breakfast for herself and Jamie, then showed up at his house at the same time he was coming back from his morning run.
“Jack? Um, hi?” Jamie said. “What’s up?”
“We need to go to the group home,” Jack said.
“The uniforms checked that place out,” Jamie replied. “We didn’t think it was important because they hadn’t even noticed Noah was missing for several days.”
“Well, it’s important now. Go shower. I’ve got breakfast and you can eat on the way over.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Jamie said with a grin and a salute. “I’ll be about fifteen minutes. You want to come in?”
“No, I’m going to finish my breakfast out here so I can drive,” Jack said.
Less than fifteen minutes later, Jamie climbed into the passenger seat of Jack’s car. “Thanks for breakfast. So, what has you so intent on visiting the group home today?”
“We need to find Noah’s notes and articles. Did he say if he had a laptop or anything?” Jack asked.
“Hang on, I’ll go ask.” Jamie got out of the car and ran back into the house. A few minutes later he was back. “He told me where to find his stuff. Let’s go.”
“It’s in the group home?”
“Yeah. I’ll eat and then tell you when we get there.”
Just before they pulled up to the group home, Jamie wiped his mouth and took a swallow of coffee. “Noah said there’s a loose piece of wall paneling behind the head of his bed. A shoe box tucked inside holds his notebooks and a few personal things. His laptop is in his backpack, stuffed into his school locker. I’ll call Dr. McEwan and see if they’ve emptied his locker yet.”
“How did he have a laptop?” Jack asked.
“The last family he stayed with gave him an old one that barely worked. He got the computer science teacher to help him fix it up.”
“Resourceful kid.”
“Probably why he’s still around,” Jamie said as he pulled up their case file on his tablet. “The senior resident advisor is Glen Harvey. He’s who the officers spoke with when they were here.”
“I got the impression from Noah that none of the advisors were particularly adept at being human,” Jack said.
“That’s what I picked up as well,” Jamie replied. “Let’s go see how accurate we are, shall we?”
The big, old, Victorian-style house was in decent repair, but still had that worn down look. A public building with a lot of wear and tear doesn’t lend itself to high marks in appearance. When they stepped inside, the lack of noise told them it was the middle of a school day. A voice, in mid-argument, likely on a phone since they could only hear one side, led them to an office space near the front of the building.
“No, you promised me I’d get paid, no matter what. I’ve done what you asked. You got what you wanted. Where’s my money?”
The man held a cell phone to his ear as he paced the cluttered room. Jeans, work boots, and a t-shirt under a short sleeved dress shirt didn’t tell them if he was in charge or one of the kids. The beard helped mark him as an adult, but the long hair pulled back into a ponytail made it questionable. He turned to pace back toward them and froze. “Uh, I’ve gotta go. No, I’ll call you back. I’d better see a deposit before then.”
Call disconnected, he pocketed the phone as he asked, “Who are you? Can I help you with something?”
Badges were shown as Jamie spoke. “Detectives Kennedy and Forbes. We’re looking for Glen Harvey?”
“Uh, that’s me. What’s going on?” Glen asked.
“We need to collect Noah Riggs’ belongings and take a look at his sleeping space.”
“His clothes and stuff were already shared among the kids. Clothes are always needed here, and he didn’t need ‘em anymore.”
“What about books, papers, things like that?” Jack asked.
“I think it got stuffed in a box. You can go upstairs and see where he slept, whatever good it does you. He was in room three on the left, bed C. Everything’s labeled. I’ll see if I can find anything we have of his.”
“You do that,” Jamie said and headed out of the office.
Jack stared at Glen for a long moment. “I sincerely hope you find his things. I’d hate to have to write you up for theft.”
Glen’s face paled and he nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll look hard.”
As soon as Jack was out of the room, she could hear Glen cursing as he opened one of the doors with a loud creak. She hurried her steps to catch up with Jamie, and found him behind bed C, a shoe box in hand. “That was fast.”
“It was easy to pop off. There are about thirty notebooks in here, a packet of photos and a few odds and ends. I don’t see anything else in here, just this box. I’ll take this out to the car while you see what our unpaid hero has found?”
 “Sure thing.” Jack looked around the space. Four twin beds were crowded into the room with a couple of tote bins under each bed and a small table with a lamp beside each one. She pulled out the totes under Noah’s bed and found clothes for a much smaller boy. “Looks like this is someone else’s bed already.”
“Yeah, beds in these places don’t stay empty very long,” Jamie replied. “Let me get this out of here before our friend Glen decides to go through it. I’ll call Dr. McEwan from the car.”
“Let’s go. I’ll pop in on Mr. Harvey and make sure he doesn’t pull an invisible rabbit,” Jack said.
“Ah, a Jimmy Stewart fan. We’ll have to binge old movies some night,” Jamie said as he headed down the stairs, Jack right behind him. He kept going right out the door while Jack turned into the office.
“Mr. Harvey, any luck?” Jack asked as she stepped into the office once more. She found Glen Harvey hunched over a file box, digging through the contents. He was also on the phone again.
“I don’t see any notebooks. No, they’re not here. No, they’re not anywhere else, either. I went through all of the freak’s shit. If they were in his locker, they’re gone now. That got cleaned out the day the cops showed up and that principal is holding tight. No amount of money was gonna make him cough it up.” A pause in the conversation and Jack leaned against the door frame, one brow arched. She pulled out her phone and texted Jamie to get a trace on Harvey’s phone and find out who was on the other end of this call.
“Look, I told you. If I found any notebooks or anything, I’d give them to you. Fifty bucks a pop is a nice bonus. So when I say there are no notebooks in the box of shit that kid left behind, I’m being serious. Yeah, you too.” Glen disconnected the call and tossed the phone on the desk, then slapped the lid back on the box and turned to see Jack standing in the doorway. He jumped, startled, and looked decidedly guilty.
“Is that Noah’s box of things?” Jack asked.
“Yep. All here,” Glen replied and stood to hand her the box. “Anything else?”
“Not right now, but don’t leave town,” Jack said and carried the box out to the car as Glen Harvey stuttered behind her.
“That asshole is involved in this somehow,” Jack snarled as she set the box in the back seat.
“The call came from a burner phone that pinged off a tower downtown. So, it’s someone local, but no way to find out who the person is from a trace,” Jamie said. “What did he say when you were in there?”
“He was saying he hadn’t found any notebooks and that getting paid fifty bucks per notebook was plenty of incentive, but it didn’t matter if there were no notebooks to find.”
“Guess it’s a good thing I found them, then. This is nearly two grand worth of notebooks. But that makes me wonder who is looking for them, and why. I’ve left tech to monitor that burner phone and if any other calls come in, to try and trace it. Sarge is getting the warrant for us as we speak. Let’s head back to my place with this stuff and get Noah to help us figure out what’s important here.”
“Stop by the school, first. We need to grab his backpack. Harvey was extremely interested in that, and I don’t want it to go missing,” Jack said.
“I called Dr. McEwan about that already. He locked it in a cabinet in his office, but it is now missing. Someone already stole it. He called it in and crime scene techs are dusting for prints – but a high school office is going to have hundreds of prints. Don’t expect much,” Jamie said.
“So, our best chance is the stuff in these boxes?” Jack asked.
“That and being able to talk to Noah. Hopefully, the stuff in the boxes backs up what he tells us, because ‘ghostly CI’ is not something we want to put on our reports.”
“No, no, it isn’t,” Jack agreed.
[image: image-placeholder]Two hours later, Jamie got up and stretched, then reached for the carafe to refill both mugs. “Okay, so we have eight notebooks that relate to the four articles that were deleted. After what we heard Glen Harvey saying, I think we need to look at the foster kid article first. Agreed?”
“Agreed,” the four other voices said.
“I can walk you through the article, based on that notebook there,” Noah said as he pointed at a blue memo-sized one with a green rubber band around it.
“I’m impressed you fit all of these into that shoe box. Although, a shoe box for hiking boots does give you a bit more room,” Ellis said.
“Harvey got new boots and I took the box out of the trash. He never even noticed,” Noah said. “The memo notepads are what I used for research and interview notes. The steno notebooks are where I wrote things out when I didn’t have my laptop.”
Jack was looking through the photos and paused to show one to Noah. “Is this with your mom?” It showed Noah at about six years old next to a woman with a striking resemblance to Sophia Loren.
“Yeah, that’s my mom. Sophie Riggs. The photo with the blue car in it? That’s my second mom, Donna Taylor,” Noah said.
“Who are the people in this one?” Jack asked as she showed a faded photo of what looked like a backyard party with a crowd of people in it.
“That’s my christening. I’m the baby in my mom’s arms. Donna is in the back there, but I don’t know who any of the other people are. I found it in Mom’s stuff that Donna had saved after Donna died and grabbed it. I always hoped that someday I’d figure out who the people were and maybe find the rest of my family,” Noah replied.
“I wonder if our techs could maybe do some facial recognition on it and maybe find out who these people are,” Jack said. “I know it’s a little late, but I’d like to be able to tell you who some of these people were.”
“That’d be cool, thanks,” Noah said.
“I think we’ve got enough to get started. Thanks, everyone,” Jamie said. “You kids can go watch TV or something.”
“Awesome,” Ellis said and disappeared up the stairs. Of course, with Ellis gone, Jack couldn’t see or hear Noah and Mike.
“Go on up, Noah. Let me talk to Jamie for a minute?” Mike said.
“Sure, Mike. Thanks again, Jamie,” Noah replied and headed on up.
Mike leaned on the table. “Have Jack put that party photo out again, please?”
Jamie reached over for the photo. “Mike wants to take a closer look.” He set the photo on the table and watched Mike’s face. “Do you recognize anyone there?”
“Yeah, the lady in the blue lace dress? That’s Carina Marino, Matteus Marino’s mother. And Noah’s mother looks an awful lot like Carina, don’t you think?” Mike said.
“You think Noah’s mother is a Marino?” Jamie said.
“I do. Not sure how you’re going to figure out if it’s true or not, but I’d look into it. The answer to why Noah was killed might be right there in that picture,” Mike said.
Jack stared at Jamie, then tapped her fingers on the table. “I can’t hear him anymore, remember?”
“Oh, right. Sorry. Mike said that the lady in the blue lace dress is Carina Marino, Matteus Marino’s mother. He also said that Sophie looks a lot like Carina,” Jamie told Jack.
“Well, wouldn’t that be a twist no one saw coming?” Jack muttered.
“Talk about a hundred new questions,” Jamie added. “Did she marry someone named Riggs? Did she change her name and disappear with her baby to get away from the family business? Who is Noah’s father? How could she have hidden right under their noses in the same town and never have been noticed?”
“Rich people don’t see poor people,” Mike said. “She and Noah rented places, moved around a lot, and then she got sick. They moved in with Donna Taylor – but I’m doubting Taylor is her real name either at this point. Not if she was at that christening party.”
“Okay, I’ll take the photos home and scan them to the cloud. I’ve got to go grab dinner and see what Avery’s been up to. Tomorrow is his last exam, so I’ll have a lot more time then,” Jack said.
“Sounds good to me. I’ll go over the notebooks and ask Noah to explain stuff. I’ll try and get it all typed up and uploaded for you,” Jamie replied.
“You’re both calling it a day, and then working through the night. That part? I don’t miss that at all,” Mike said. “Tell Jack I said thanks and to be careful. If we’re dancing into Marino territory, you both need your heads on a swivel.”
Jamie passed Mike’s message along while she gathered up her things.
“I’ll do that. Set your alarms tonight. I know you tend to forget. Don’t forget. Not with this stuff in the house.”
“Good point. I’ll also put it in the fire safe before I go to bed,” Jamie replied.
“She’s a good cop,” Mike said as Jack closed the front door behind her. “You’ve got a good partner there.”
“It also helps that she understands about ghosts. I think the universe was watching out for me when they paired us up.”
“Or maybe the universe was giving her a little grace. She lost a lot because of her reaction to Ellis. You had Joey in your corner – and you both still lost a lot,” Mike said.
“I didn’t…” Jamie started and Mike interrupted him.
“Don’t try to sugarcoat it, Jameson Kennedy. I know you still get shit at the station, and people don’t trust you like they should. Sarge can stomp on some of it, but you end up taking a lot of it on the chin, and I’m sorry for that.”
“It’s not your fault, Mike. You didn’t ask to get killed. You didn’t ask to have a cheating scumbag of an ex-wife that nearly got me killed, too. It is what it is. We just have to keep moving forward as best we can.”
“We still make a good team,” Mike said.
“Yes, my brother. We still make a damned good team. Speaking of Joey, I should see how he’s doing.”
“He and Dai are living together in Joey’s house, and he’s enjoying the new gig as a Private Investigator. Dai retired from working for the government intelligence agency we can’t discuss and works with Joey. I stop in and check on them now and again. You should do that, too. I know you’re both busy and all, but friends that are like family? Those are rare,” Mike said.
“Damn, I’ve been out of the loop. I’ll give him a call tomorrow. Tonight? I have to type this up and figure out what we’ve got.”
“Just yell if you need me to bring Noah down to translate something,” Mike said.
“Will do. Thanks,” Jamie replied, his attention already bouncing between notebooks and his laptop.
 




Chapter Eleven


Jack beat Jamie into the station the next morning, the stack of photos in her messenger bag. She knew she should catalog them and put them into evidence, but the implications of that had her hesitating. She wanted to talk to Jamie before she did anything. The door opened and she looked up, expecting Jamie, only to see Sarge instead. He closed the door behind him and leaned against it.
“Good morning, Jack. Jamie due in soon?” Sarge asked.
Lincoln Tremont was a fit Black man in his early fifties who had been in charge of this crew of detectives for a dozen years or more. He loved his wife and kids, enjoyed the first of what he hoped were many grandchildren, and looked forward to the not-too-distant day when he could retire and putter in his wood shop instead of dealing with death and horror every day.
“He should be here any minute,” Jack said. “Something wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong – yet. I got a call from Governor Donnegan’s office about you two going out to the group home yesterday?”
“What the hell does the Governor have to do with us investigating our case?” Jack asked.
“Seems that particular group home is a pet project, and he personally chose Glen Harvey to be the senior resident authority at that home,” Sarge said.
Jamie tapped on the door, and Sarge moved aside to let him in.
“Sarge, everything okay?” Jamie asked.
“Not sure. I was just telling Jack that one of Donnegan’s aides called me yesterday from the Governor’s office. Wanted to know why the two of you were ‘harassing’ Glen Harvey.”
“Because he’s an incompetent asshole and likely doing illegal things with those kids?” Jamie said.
“I hadn’t got to that part yet,” Jack added. “See, while we were there to collect Noah Riggs’ belongings, I overheard a phone conversation between Harvey and someone on a burner phone. He was telling the other person that he hadn’t found Noah’s notebooks, even with the fifty bucks per notebook incentive.”
“Huh. Did you two find them?” Sarge asked.
“Yes, we did. Along with some personal photos that are putting one hell of a spin on this case. I wanted to ask you, Sarge – should I tag them into evidence? I’m concerned if I do, it may alert the wrong people,” Jack said.
“What do you mean?” Sarge asked.
“She means we’ve discovered that Noah Riggs’ mother may well be Sophia Marino, the sister of Matteus Marino,” Jamie said.
“Well, isn’t that a whole nasty bag of fucks,” Sarge said. He thought for a moment, then sighed. “Put them in an evidence bag and tag them, then give them to me and I’ll put them in my safe. The investigation into various members of the Harbor PD and their ties to organized crime is still ongoing. If anyone asks, I’ll tell them it was for the safety of my detectives working the case.”
“I’m going to go pull the missing person’s file on Sophia. It’s old enough that it’s still paper in the archives. No one will know I’m digging it up,” Jamie said.
“No, I’ll go get it. I can pull a whole box of files and no one would think twice. Too many people are waiting for you to fuck up, so let me handle that,” Sarge said.
“What about the Governor?” Jack asked.
“I’ll deal with the politics. If you need to bring Harvey in for anything, I’ll send Haggerty and Jones to pick him up and I’ll oversee the whole thing.”
“We put in for a warrant to track and trace his phone and the burner he had called about the notebooks,” Jamie said.
“Yeah, it came across my desk and I sent it on. Tech is working on it and hopefully we’ll find out who the person on the other end of those calls is. My guess? Someone in the Governor’s office. How else did they know about you two going to the home?” Sarge said.
“Not like we called it in or anything. We’ve been incredibly careful about not announcing where we’re going or what we’re doing on the radio. A text to you is good enough for now,” Jamie said.
“This ‘accidental death’ is turning into one hell of a case. You two keep making sure I know what’s going on and where you’re going, and we’ll be good,” Sarge said.
“We’ll do that, Sarge. Right now, we have the photos that Jack scanned and a few she wants to get facial recognition run on, and the notes I made on one of Noah’s articles that we think might be a motivator for some of the behavior we’re seeing. We’ll go over those and see where we need to look next.”
“Send me the files you want facial rec done on, Jack. I’ll run them myself,” Sarge said.
Jack pulled out her phone, tapped a few keys, and sent the file to Sarge’s phone. “There you go. No interoffice transfers so no one can backtrace it.” She pulled a couple of evidence bags out of the cabinet and slid the packet of photos that she had tagged and listed. The info fields on the bag filled out and the photos slid inside, Jack handed it to Sarge. “All yours, sir. As we go through the notebooks, we can bag and tag those as well. I think they should also go to you. If someone downtown was willing to pay for them, they have something we need to find inside.”
“Agreed,” Sarge said. “You two get out of here and do your work elsewhere. Call if you need anything, and keep me updated more than once daily, please. This department investigation should be wrapped up by the end of the month, so we only have a couple of weeks left before we can work on rebuilding trust around here.”
“We can set up at my place,” Jamie said. “I have space set up for an office that’s more than large enough for the two of us.”
“That works for me,” Jack said. “Avery is doing landscape construction at my place.”
“I’ll swing by on my lunch break with the files. I’ll pull the Sophia Marino case files and any other files I think might be useful,” Sarge said.
“Thanks, Sarge. See you in a bit. We’ll order lunch and you can eat with us?” Jack said.
“I’d like that. Now get out of here,” Sarge replied.
[image: image-placeholder]Laptops and supplies got shoved into their bags, files and notebooks were dumped into a couple of boxes, and Jamie locked their office on the way out. They knew it wouldn’t stay locked long, but at least anything sensitive they had, they’d taken with them.
“Let’s stop at Dunkies and get some muffins and donuts to go,” Jamie said.
“And coffee. I want a large dark roast and you should pick up a bag of coffee we can make at the house,” Jack said. “You go to Dunkies and I’m going to swing by my place and let Avery know I’ll be late.”
“I’ll see you at my place, then,” Jamie said and they headed to their respective vehicles.
Jamie was in the drive-thru line at Dunkies when Jack called him.
“Jamie, I’m driving past my house because a black sedan is following me. There is no front plate, so I can’t give you that. Windows are tinted and it’s staying a car or two behind me, but it ran a light over on Peachman Ave to keep up with me and gave itself away. Sounds like the same car Noah said was following him.”
Jamie thought for a minute, then came up with a plan. “Okay, you know that beach parking spot about four houses down from my place? It’s a lot that fits about ten cars? Go there. Park. Leave the car running and lock your doors. I’ll be there in a minute. If they approach, drive off and call me again. I want to see what they do.”
“That’s a good plan,” Jack said. “Maybe we can box them in and figure out who they are.”
“Kind of what I was hoping for,” Jamie said.
“Hey, Jamie? Don’t forget my coffee. I’m gonna need it after this.”
“Cute, Jack. See you soon.”




Chapter Twelve


Jack pulled into the small lot and backed her car into the space, so it looked like she was setting up to watch the waves. She adjusted her mirrors and slid her gun under her thigh with the grip between her legs. Cell phone in hand, she called Avery.
“Hey Avery, I’m going to be working at Jamie’s place the rest of the day and will probably be late getting in. Don’t wait for me for dinner, I’ll just eat here. Love you, kiddo. Stay safe, okay?” Jack left the message on his voicemail as she watched the sedan pull into the lot and park right next to her. She glanced over, then away, keeping the phone up to her ear as if she were still talking. Letting her thumb hit the speed dial, she called Jamie.
“They just backed in right next to me. How close are you?”
“Just passing my place now. I’ll pull across the front on their driver’s side. When I get out, you get out and control the passenger side.”
“That’s a plan I can get behind,” Jack replied.
Less than a minute later, Jamie pulled his car past Jack’s and angle-blocked the sedan in their spot. Jack put her car in gear and pulled out enough to block them on her side, then both got out and pointed their guns at the side windows.
“This is the Harbor PD. Get out of your car with your hands up. Now!” Jamie yelled.
Both doors opened and the first thing they each saw was a badge held high in one hand, the other hand also held up and empty. “We’re FBI,” the driver said as they finished getting out.
Jack leaned forward and grabbed the ID out of the passenger’s hand and looked it over.
“Looks legit,” Jack said.
Jamie holstered his weapon and reached for the driver’s ID. “Why were you following my partner?” He read the ID, then handed it back. “Agent Richard Haviland?”
Jack handed the passenger back his ID. “Agent Thomas Cohen,” she said as she holstered her gun.
“We were tipped off that something illegal was going on, so we were following you both at different times, trying to figure it out,” Haviland said.
“Shut up, Dick,” Cohen said.
“Are you the same two that were following Noah Riggs around?” Jack asked.
“Yeah, we were,” Haviland replied at the same time Cohen snapped, “None of your business.”
Jamie laughed. “Wow, you’re top pick with the FBI, huh?” His laughter faded and he glared at the two agents. “You’re interfering in the investigation of a homicide. Stay out of our way.”
“You’re interfering in a federal investigation, stay out of our way,” Cohen replied. “Get in the car, Dick. We’re done here.”
Haviland sighed, and Jamie heard the mutter the agent released under his breath. “It’s Rick – and you’re the dick, asshole.”
Jamie and Jack got into their cars and moved them enough for the agents to pull away, then Jamie leaned out his window. “My place,” he said and headed out, Jack right behind him.
Jamie opened both garage bays and they both pulled their cars into the garage. Jamie watched until Jack was fully inside, then closed the doors before they got out.
“No point in advertising that we’re both here, and that we’re carrying file boxes into the house. Let’s get all this inside, then can you call Sarge and let him know about the Fibbies while I get the coffee started?”
“Sure,” Jack replied. “Maybe he can get them off our asses for a bit. Although, I think Rick might be willing to talk if we can get him away from his partner.”
They carried everything inside and Jack pulled out her phone while Jamie headed into the kitchen. When Jamie returned with travel mugs full of coffee and a plate of muffins and donuts, Jack was setting up her laptop on one end of the table.
“Here, I put the coffees into travel mugs so we don’t spill,” Jamie said. “What did Sarge say?”
“That’s a good idea,” Jack replied with a nod towards the mugs. “And it’ll stay hot longer. Uh, Sarge said he’d discuss it when he came over in about an hour and hung up. I got the impression someone was in the office with him.”
They worked in silence for a few minutes, getting themselves set up and the files sorted out.
“I don’t suppose you have a white board?” Jack asked.
“No, but I can get one delivered. I thought about that earlier. Two of them. One for a murder board, one for brainstorming and tracking clues,” Jamie said.
“Can you get them on wheels? And multi-colored markers. I like to use red, blue, green, and black.”
Jamie typed on his laptop for a moment, then grinned. “Having money is kinda nice. Two of them will be here before five.” He got up and took a framed landscape off the wall. “For now, we can use this wall and sticky notes to get started.”
Coffee was refilled as they worked and it took a knock on the door to interrupt them. “I’ll be right back,” Jamie said as Jack stuck another note on the wall.
“Jack, can you come out here for a minute?” Jamie called out.
Jack frowned because his voice sounded off. She tucked her gun into the back of her jeans and pulled her shirt down over it as she cautiously made her way out of the office. She paused when she saw the FBI agent, Haviland, in the doorway. “What’s going on?” she asked.
“Agent Haviland would like to speak with us,” Jamie said.
Ellis appeared to Jack’s right, inside the kitchen archway. “His partner is trying to break into the garage. Mike is telling Jamie, and I’m telling you. I saw Jamie turn on the alarm system, so if the asswipe does manage to get the door open, the alarm is going to scare the fuck out of them both.”
“I’m sorry, detectives,” Haviland said. “He’s a dick and my superior. I’m supposed to keep you distracted while he does something I do not approve of.”
“Like break into my garage?” Jamie asked.
Haviland looked surprised. “How did you know?”
“We have our ways. Look, we were hoping you would talk to us away from Agent Cohen. How about you come back in a couple of hours without him and we can have a more open conversation?” Jack said.
“That sounds like a good idea. I think he’s dirty, but I haven’t proven it yet. Set off your alarm early and I’ll go get him out of here,” Haviland said.
Jamie reached out and tapped a button, and the alarm blared. Haviland gave them both a nod and headed out, while Jack went towards the garage, gun drawn, and Jamie silenced the alarm and went to the front door to glare at the Fibbies.
“He didn’t get inside,” Jack said. “Everything’s secure,” she reported as she returned from a quick look around the garage space. “Thanks, Ellis. Appreciate you helping out.”
“You’re welcome, Jack. We’ll keep an eye on things outside for you two, and report anything unusual,” Ellis said.
“Sarge is coming by. Tall Black man with close-cropped hair.”
“Got it. Mike says he knows him, so we’re good. Good luck with the case,” Ellis said and disappeared.
Jack went back into the office, put her gun on the side of the table, and called Avery.
“Hey, Mom. Everything okay?”
“Things with this case are getting weird, Avery. Make sure you lock up and set the alarm tonight, okay? Don’t let anyone in without clearing them with me first,” Jack said.
“Weird how? There was a black sedan parked across the street for a couple of hours today, but they’re gone now. I kept the house and the gate into the yard locked up because I felt uneasy.”
“Yeah, that's kind of weird. I’ll explain more when I get home, but for now, bunker down and stay in, okay?”
“Got it. Love you, Mom.”
“Love you too, Avery. I’ll call when I’m on my way home.”
“See you then. Bye.”
The call disconnected and Jack set the phone next to her gun. This wasn’t the first time a case had come this close to home, but at least now Avery was grown enough, and trained enough, to defend himself if necessary. The last time, he’d been barely a teenager and things had been shaky with his father. She’d nearly lost the shared custody of Avery when a dirty cop had leaked her home address to a gang member whose brother she had arrested the week before. Avery had hidden in the panic room Andrew had insisted they install shortly after Avery had been born. Until that time, it had never been used. Jack had been beyond grateful it existed then, instead of the waste of money she had previously considered it to be. Their home had been trashed, but Avery was fine and things could be replaced. Now? Avery was almost as good a shot as his mother and had been trained in hand to hand combat.
“You okay?” Jamie asked when he came back into the room with a fresh pot of coffee.
“Yeah, I called Avery to check on him and tell him to bunker down. He said the black sedan had been outside the house for a couple of hours today.”
“What the hell is this case leading us into?” Jamie mused. “Politics, power plays by rich people, government institutions, organized crime, dirty feds, and dead kids. What are we missing?”
“You forgot dirty cops and family history,” Jack said.
“Right. So, where are we with this mess?” Jamie asked as he stepped back to look over the sticky  notes on the wall.
“Still waiting on the call logs from Noah’s phone. I’m betting the phone itself is somewhere in the harbor, but with the phone number from Soraya, we can get the calls and texts. We also need to find the three missing articles. We can ask Noah about that after Sarge is gone,” Jack said. “We know one article was about the foster kids. It looks like one of the other articles that went missing is about local politics and how so many of the younger voters are changing how they want to see elections handled.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, most new voters, aged eighteen to about twenty-five, don’t register with the two party system. Many of them prefer to register Independent so they can vote on the issues and the person running, not along party lines. It looks like Noah did a piece discussing how that trend would impact the Governor’s race,” Jack said.
“Again, another reason the Governor might be interested in this case,” Jamie said. “Sarge should be bringing the case files we need, and hopefully some results from facial recognition on those photos, and maybe, if we’re really lucky, some info on that burner that was calling Harvey.”
“It feels like we have a lot of questions and not a lot of information. Every time we get another piece of the puzzle, it just expands the size of the whole bloody thing,” Jack said. “What started out as the case of a murdered foster kid is now tied to organized crime families, the governor’s office, the FBI, and the local newspaper.”
“And a partridge in a pear tree,” Jamie joked. “Okay, let’s switch things up. I’ll go over the photos you scanned with Mike and see if the enlarged images on the computer screen help us identify anyone else. You go over the notebooks and scan what I haven’t finished and maybe we’ll figure out what that other article is that’s missing. We’ve got a little over an hour before Sarge gets here, and I’d like to give him some of those notebooks to store away from us.”
Jack tucked her earbuds into her ears, turned on some music, and pulled out the portable scanner. While Jack lost herself in the notebooks, Jamie turned to Mike. “Okay, is Noah around?”
Mike reached out and put a hand on Noah’s shoulder. “He’s right here. Let’s blow up that christening photo and see if anyone else looks familiar,” Mike said.
“I was too little to remember that party,” Noah said.
“I get that, but maybe someone from that party came around now and then when you were a kid? You recognized Donna, so maybe someone Donna knew, or your mom knew, showed up at some point?” Mike said.
“Okay, here’s the enlarged photo. Take your time, Noah,” Jamie said.
A few moments passed before Noah pointed to a man near Donna. “That guy came around a couple of times. When Mom first got sick, and then just before Donna moved us into the cottage.”
Mike leaned in and whistled low. “That’s Paddy Donnegan.”
“Patrick Donnegan? Sean’s father?” Jamie asked.
“Yep. Things are starting to make sense,” Mike said. “Kid?” He turned to Noah and slapped his shoulder. “I think your father was a Donnegan and your mother was a Marino. No wonder your mom went into hiding with you.”
“Might also explain why things went south between the two families around the time Noah was born,” Jamie said.
“I’m responsible for a war between crime families?” Noah said.
“Not by your actions, kid. I’m betting your mom made no secret about who your father was and when he refused to step up and do the right thing, it all went to shit. Honor is a big deal with Italian families. Matteus Marino is a sociopath, so he probably decided your death was the answer and that’s why your mother disappeared with you,” Mike said.
“You think my uncle might have killed me?” Noah asked.
“No, he never would get his hands dirty personally. If he was behind it, he had someone else do it. It’s another thread to follow, anyway,” Mike said, then paused. “Ellis says Sarge is coming up the walk. We’ll get out of your hair until he goes.”
“Thanks guys,” Jamie said, then got to his feet and tapped Jack’s shoulder. “Hey, Sarge is here.”
Jack pulled her earbuds out and stretched. “I’d like to keep working on these before we give them to Sarge. You’ve got a fire safe, right?”
“Yeah, I can put them in there tonight and we can maybe both get them finished by tomorrow afternoon,” Jamie said. A knock on the door and he went to let Sarge in. 
Jack greeted them both when they came in carrying boxes, then headed out again. She got up to go use the bathroom under the stairs when the first shot came through the front door and chipped the wooden stair bannister inches above her head. Jack dove back into the office, grabbed her weapon and shut off the lights before she crouch-walked her way into the hall once more. “Jamie? Sarge?”
“Stay where you are, Forbes,” Sarge snapped out.
“Gonna shut the door, Sarge,” Jamie replied. “It’s steel, so it’ll slow them down a little.”
“Do it,” Sarge said. “You push it shut and I’ll lock it over here.”
Another bullet came through the door as it started to close, sinking into the hallway wall.
“Who the fuck is shooting at us?” Jack hissed.
“My guess is Agent Cohen,” Jamie said. “I saw a black SUV with government plates parked across the street when we got the last load of stuff out of Sarge’s truck.”
“Do we call it in?” Jack asked.
“No, I call in a favor,” Sarge said and pulled out his phone. “If you can kill the lights in here, do it.”
Jack ducked into the kitchen and shut off the lights in there, then reached her hand up around the other side of the wall and hit the switch for the table lamp that was illuminating the living room. Now, the only light in the house came from the glow of appliance clocks or the small safety light in the bathroom and the hallway. “That should help,” Jack said.
Jamie got over to one of the windows and peered up over the sill. “The SUV is still there, and there’s a rifle barrel sticking out of the back driver’s side window.”
“Owen, it’s Lincoln. I’ve got a government SUV trying to take out myself and two of my detectives. Care to come break up this little party?” Sarge said, then gave him the address. “Looks like the shooter is in the back behind the driver, as there is a rifle barrel sticking out of that window.”
A bullet came through the window near Sarge and shattered the glass in a photo hanging on the wall opposite. “No, no one’s hit. He’s just keeping us down right now. I’ll stay on, sure,” Sarge said.
The sound of sirens could be heard in the distance, but then they faded. Minutes passed as two more bullets came through the front windows, but the three of them stayed down and waited. Soon, two military-style armored vehicles with HPD SWAT emblazoned on the sides roared down the quiet street and boxed in the SUV. SWAT team members surrounded the vehicle and pulled the shooter out and onto the ground.
“Thanks, Owen. Appreciate the assist,” Sarge said and hung up. “Let’s go say hi to our uninvited guest, shall we?”
“Sarge is badass,” Jack said as she holstered her weapon.
“Yes, yes, he is,” Jamie replied as he opened the front door and followed Sarge outside.




Chapter Thirteen


By the time the scene was cleared and Cohen had been hauled off, it was late. There were holes where bullets had been dug out of the plaster, and sheets of plywood covering the two front windows.
“How does the clean up always look worse than the actual damage?” Jamie said as he looked around. “Good thing I have excellent insurance and can get this fixed tomorrow.”
Sarge stepped into the house and closed the door behind him. “A radio car will sit on the house tonight until you can get the windows fixed. I’ve also got people out looking for Agent Haviland, even though you insist he’s not a threat.”
“I don’t believe he is,” Jack said. “He tried to talk to us, but Cohen was not having it.”
“Either way, until we can clear him, he needs to be brought in. Now, I don’t know about you two, but I’m starving. I ordered a couple of pizzas and they’ll be here in about fifteen minutes. Why don’t you find us drinks or something and I’ll wait for the delivery? We can eat and take a breath, then I’ll give you a quick run-through on what I brought. Is your safe big enough for all of this, Kennedy?”
“Yeah, it’s the size of a closet. We can stack the boxes and laptops inside and they’ll be safe. I don’t know about the two of you, but after we eat, I’m going to want to call it a night. Can we maybe go over what you brought while we eat and then dive in tomorrow morning?”
“Sure, that works for me,” Sarge said. “I’ll do roll call, then come over and help you sort it all out.”
“Oh, Jamie, the white boards came while you were in here with CSI. I had them put the boxes in the garage next to your car,” Jack said.
“Good, we can set those up tomorrow, too,” Jamie said.
While Sarge watched for the pizza, Jamie and Jack cleaned up the office and stored everything in the safe. It was a tight fit, but at least they knew it’d be secure there.
Plates, bottles of water and soft drinks were set out and the three of them ate in silence for a few minutes until Sarge pulled out his phone. “I have a list on here of what’s in the boxes, so I know if someone asks where the files went.” He then read off the list of files and information he’d brought over.
“Why those other cases along with Sophia Marino’s?” Jamie asked.
“Three of the women disappeared around the same time as Sophia, and only one body was found. I’m thinking Donna Donnegan is Donna Taylor,” Sarge said. “She was married to Jack Donnegan until she got a divorce about a month before she disappeared.”
“What was her maiden name?” Jack asked.
“I don’t know, but I bet it was Taylor,” Sarge said. “The body was Maria Parisi. She’d gone to St. Agnes with Sophia. They were best friends and she had been dating Matteus when she disappeared. General consensus was that someone angry at the Marino family had killed her.”
“At least we have Noah’s phone records now. That should help give us a better timeline of the day he died,” Jamie said. “We also think we’ve identified another member of the christening party gathering. Patrick Donnegan.”
“Well, now that we know Donna was a Donnegan too, that makes more sense. Can we get Noah’s DNA results anytime soon?” Jack asked.
“They should be done in another couple of days. Then we’ll run the results against the database and see what comes up,” Sarge said. He put down his half-eaten slice and sighed. “I know I didn’t bring the gunfight to your door, but I’m worried about you two.”
“We can handle this, Sarge,” Jamie said. 
“I’ve been in worse situations,” Jack replied.
Sarge lifted a hand and shook his head. “I know you’re both capable. That’s not my problem. Sometimes, sending the troops into harm's way can make me pause. This case is becoming bigger than the three of us, so please, by whatever you hold holy, keep me in the loop. I’m going to head out. Jack? Want me to follow you home to make sure it’s all good there?”
“No, Sarge, I’m okay. Avery is on alert and would have called me if there were any problems. Thanks for the pizza and we’ll see you tomorrow after roll call. Stay safe,” Jack said.
Once Sarge left, Jack called out, “Ellis, I need to talk to you.” She visibly jumped when a voice came from her right.
“You don’t have to yell. I’m right here,” Ellis said.
“Well, I couldn’t see you. Anyway, I need you to hang around my house tomorrow and keep an eye on Avery for me. You up for that?” Jack said.
“Watching Avery without a shirt as he does manual labor? Sure, I’m totally game for that,” Ellis replied.
Jack rolled her eyes. “Whatever it takes. Anything happens, you can get me fast, right?”
“Within seconds,” Ellis replied.
“Excellent, thank you. That’ll help me stay focused where I need to be and not worrying about someone showing up to cause him trouble.”
Jamie yawned and Jack got to her feet to give him a hand cleaning up. “You want to come stay at my place tonight?” Jack asked Jamie. “I have a guest bed you can use and Avery can take the couch.”
“Naw, I’ll be good here. Mike and Noah are going to be a back-up alarm system and the radio car is out there,” Jamie said.
“You need anything, call me, okay?” Jack said as she gathered up her messenger bag and keys.
“Back at you, partner. See you in the morning,” Jamie said. He watched as she backed out of the garage, then hit the button to close the door and waited until her car had turned the corner before he locked up and went up to bed. 
“Sarge’s instincts on this case are not wrong,” Mike said from where he sat in a chair near the front windows of Jamie’s bedroom.
“No, they’re probably not,” Jamie said with a sigh. “You brought us a tangled one, old friend. I feel for Noah, but I’m not interested in joining you on that side of things anytime soon.”
“You being over here would suck, because then who would I talk to? Sarge? If he could see me, he would’ve by now.”
“And you’d lose access to the voice controlled TV across the hall,” Jamie replied as he peeled off his shirt and jeans. “I’m exhausted. Please, wake me up if someone decides my house needs more bullet holes, otherwise let me sleep.”
“You’ve got it, Jamie. Get some rest. I’ve got your back,” Mike replied. He sat and watched his friend sink into sleep, then turned his attention to the window and the night beyond. Some nights he didn’t mind not being able to sleep. This was one of them. He’d watch his friend’s back and those two officers stuck in the radio car, and make sure they all survived the night.
It was the least he could do, after bringing this case to Jamie’s door. 
[image: image-placeholder]The next morning, Jamie went for his run as the sun was just coming up. He got back to the house and brought out fresh coffee to the two officers in the radio car. They’d be stuck there for a couple more hours until eight when the glass repair company was scheduled to show up. Back inside, Jamie showered, put on clean jeans and a t-shirt, and went into the garage to pull the white board boxes into the house and get them assembled.
Jack showed up at eight with a couple of bags full of food. One held breakfast sandwiches, fruit, juice, and pastries, the other held salad fixings and grilled chicken, chips and pickles. “We’ve been eating a lot of crap. I figured I’d contribute a couple of healthy meals. Granted, pastries aren’t healthy, but a little sugar with our caffeine is always good.”
“Awesome, breakfast and lunch are taken care of. Thank you,” Jamie said. “Let me find room in the fridge for the lunch stuff and you can help unload the safe. I just finished putting the white boards together.”
“Oh, excellent. We can go over the new stuff and put the updated timeline on the white board and clean up the sticky note wall.”
A knock sounded on the door and Jack took the package of tomatoes out of Jamie’s hands. “Go answer that. I’ll finish up here.”
Jamie found the glass repair team at the door and let them inside, then waved the radio car away. By the time he’d finished with the paperwork and questions, Jack had set up a folding table against the wall and put the sandwiches, fruit, juice, and carafe of coffee on it, along with travel mugs and paper goods. She had also pulled the rest of the boxes and laptops out of the safe and set up a station for herself to work from.
“I brought a couple of little tables so we could have food and drink near to hand but not on the same table as the computers and files. If we’re going to be working here for the next few days, we might as well be comfortable, right?” Jack said.
“It’s kinda brilliant,” Jamie replied as he plugged his laptop into the power strip on the table and let it boot up while he got himself some breakfast. “Thanks for thinking of this. And here I thought I was slick for figuring out the travel mugs to avoid spills.”
Jack chuckled as she leaned back with one of the files in her hands. “Oh, I was thinking maybe you and Mike should go over the case files and see if local cases and history help you get any insight, and I’ll work on the phone logs and searches?” She reached out and set the case file on the small stack. “It makes sense for you two to go over them, since Mike worked gangs and you both grew up here.”
“Good idea. Besides, you’re better at the database stuff than I am,” Jamie said.
Jack’s phone rang and she tapped the button to answer it on speaker. “Forbes here.”
“Jack, it’s Sergeant Tremont.”
“Hey, Sarge. You’re on speaker. Jamie’s here with me,” Jack said.
“Good, so I only have to say this once. I’ll be a little late. Unies found Richard Haviland this morning. He’s up at County Hospital, getting a once over. He was tied up and gagged in the trunk of the sedan the two of them had been using. A little dehydrated and a possible concussion are about the extent of it, as far as we know. I’m going to send Haggerty and Jones over to the hospital to question him, then I’ll be by.”
“Glad they found him alive,” Jack said.
“Windows are being repaired right now, Sarge, so I sent the radio car on its way. See you when you get here. Jack brought breakfast, so you can eat when you get here,” Jamie said.
“Sounds great. See you soon.”
Once the call disconnected, Jack got to her feet and began to pull the stick notes off of the wall – in order. She turned to one of the white boards, pulled out a marker, and got to work. While she worked on retracing the timeline and putting the bits of information they had in the correct places, Jamie pulled the folders close and called Mike down.
“Where’s Noah?” Jamie asked Mike.
“He’s at Soraya’s, watching her pack. She’s flying to Heathrow tomorrow, so this is his last chance to see her easily,” Mike said.
“I’m glad she’s going,” Jamie said. “She needs to get away from all of this. Anyway, Jack had the idea that the two of us going over the old case files made more sense than her going over them. We’ve lived here our whole lives and with your experience working gangs, you might have a better idea of who or what some of this is than she would.”
“She’s a smart one,” Mike said. “Okay, let’s open up the first one. Maria Parisi. We know she’s dead because they found her body. I don’t think her death had anything to do with the other three if I’m being honest. I think Maria’s death is simply a case of a crazy-assed boyfriend. I’d almost lay bets that Matteus Marino killed her in a fit of rage and tossed her body into one of the foot soldier’s trunks and told them to dump her somewhere.”
“I agree with you, but if all four disappeared around the same time, Maria’s death could be because she refused to spill on the other three and Matteus snapped,” Jamie said.
“Entirely possible. The only one that might still be alive is Gabriella Romano. If Sophia Marino was Sophie Riggs and Donna Donnegan was Donna Taylor, then they’re both gone. I wonder why Gabriella didn’t step up and try to help Noah? Maybe it was just too much of a risk after Donna was killed,” Mike said.
“I wouldn’t even know where to start looking for Gabriella,” Jamie said. “Any ideas?”
“The morgue? Harbor View Cemetery?” Mike sighed. “I know, I’m not much help. Okay, let’s go over Gabriella’s file and see if we get any hints.”
Time passed as they went through files, case notes, and faded mimeograph copies of statements that bled purple ink onto fingers and the pages beneath.
“Hey, this one, I think it’s a neighbor’s statement? It says that Gabi took a job as a nanny for one of her friends, but the baby died and she couldn’t bring herself to work as one again. She had been looking in New York City for work to get away from the memories. Maybe she’s still in the city?” Jamie said.
“Maybe the dead baby was Noah going into hiding?” Mike said.
“Let’s see if we can find out what family she worked for, and check the story,” Jamie said and pulled his laptop closer. “I can’t find any work documentation saying she ever worked as a nanny. Maybe that was just a cover so she could leave with an excuse?”
“If I were best friends with two mafia ladies and needed to get the hell out of town, you bet I’d have a cover story that didn’t have anyone looking for me,” Mike said. “I’d also have a new identity and make sure it was convincing because I knew they’d come looking for me when my friends disappeared.”
“Let’s back burner Gabriella for now and see what the files say about Sophie and Donna,” Jamie said. “I don’t think Gabi is relevant to Noah’s case right now, other than to confirm some of our suspicions.”
“I agree. I’m curious as to who was investigating Sophia’s disappearance,” Mike said. “Who were the case officers?”
“Arturo Dibiasi and Liam Leahy,” Jamie read the names off the inside front page of the folder.
“Of course. A cousin of the Marino’s and an IRA sympathizer. They’re both dead now. Dibiasi died on the job and Leahy had prostate cancer. Ball rot was too kind for that asshole,” Mike said.
“Tell us how you really feel, Mike,” Jamie smirked and shook his head, then sobered. “Wait, are there any Marino cousins in the HPD right now?”
“That would take some digging,” Mike said. “I don’t know off the top of my head. Sarge might know.”
“How did Dibiasi die?” Jamie asked.
“We were told it was a drive-by shooting, but rumors got around that Leahy had shot him when he found Dibiasi on top of Leahy’s wife. He waited until they were in the alley outside their apartment building and shot him. No one could prove it, so he got buried with honors and his wife got his pension. Leahy wasn’t trying to hurt the wife and kids, just the asshole he’d called partner for years,” Mike said.
“What about Leahy’s wife?” Jamie asked.
“Well, she wasn’t willing, so she was fine. Dibiasi had been threatening her with hurting her kids or shooting Liam if she didn’t put out. I can’t say I blame Leahy for blowing a hole in the bastard. I probably would’ve done the same,” Mike replied.
“If Leahy was the injured party, why did you say he deserved worse?”
“Because he took payoffs and buried cases so many times, there was a saying that a missing file might’ve ‘pulled a Leahy’. He left so many families without answers, without closure, that I hope he’s having to face them in the afterlife as part of his punishment.” Mike paused, looked over his shoulder, gave a nod, then turned back to Jamie. “Sarge is here.”
“How do you know?”
“One of my merry band just told me he pulled into your driveway,” Mike said. “I’ll head out and patrol. Yell when you’re ready for me to come back.”
“Thanks, Mike,” Jamie said and got to his feet. “Sarge is here, Jack.”
“Okay,” Jack said, gaze locked on her screen as her fingers danced across the keyboard.
Jamie decided to leave her be and let her follow whatever trail she was on. He got to the living room as Sarge stepped over the threshold. “Hey, Sarge.”
“Kennedy. Looks like your windows will be done in a few minutes,” Sarge said.
“Yes, sir. We’re just making sure the sealant is dry before we clean things up,” one of the workmen said.
“Appreciate you coming out so fast,” Jamie told the workers. “Call out when you’re done, please.”
“Will do, sir,” another one answered.
Jamie gestured toward the hallway and followed Sarge into the office. “Want something to eat? Coffee?”
“Coffee for now. Let me fill you two in on what I’ve learned this morning,” Sarge said as he sank down into one of the leather wing chairs.
Jack looked up and blinked. “Oh, hey Sarge. Sorry, I got lost down a rabbit hole.”
Jamie handed Sarge a coffee and a cruller in a napkin.
“My gods, Mike did teach you something,” Sarge teased Jamie and took a bite, then a sip. A sigh of contentment and he closed his eyes in appreciation, then opened them and looked from Jamie to Jack. “So, Haviland had been trying to get someone to realize that Cohen was dirty, but because Cohen had seniority and awards, they didn’t listen to him. Now? Now they’re listening. An off-shore bank account with deposits from German and Russian banks  - which could mean anything since many shady politicians use German banks for transactions. Haviland thinks Sean Donnegan has been paying Cohen to trip up his opponents or anyone against his run for Senate. They’ve met at Donnegan’s compound on the Cape and at the Governor’s mansion a few times. It also seems that Cohen has a taste for underage girls, shared by Donnegan and supplied by Jimmy D, Sean’s brother. I asked Haviland if he had heard of Glen Harvey – and he said that Jimmy D and Harvey were close friends and Harvey helped supply Jimmy with the boys and girls he peddled to the rich pedos.”
“The article Noah wrote about the foster kids going missing. I bet that’s because they’re being sold to Jimmy Donnegan and his clients,” Jack said. 
“I’d say that’s a good bet,” Sarge replied. “But since the article was deleted, we don’t know for sure what the kid said.”
“We do know,” Jack said. “My son, Avery, works for the paper part time. He found the paper archives and pulled the issue that had the story in it – and took a picture with his phone. I skimmed it, but it was pretty generic. It hinted at more, but never said names or pointed fingers. More a case of ‘there’s smoke over here, someone should look for the fire’ kind of article.”
“Okay, so that’s not likely what caused Noah Rigg’s death,” Sarge said. “You said you had a handful of possible reasons. Hate crime being one of them?”
“We can dig into Soraya’s friends and see if anything comes up. I don’t think we’ll find much there, though. Every time we turn around, something else is tied to the Governor’s office, and now with Cohen? I think Sean Donnegan or one of his lackeys is behind Noah’s death,” Jamie said.
“Great. Just when you think the politics is handled, something like this shows up,” Sarge said. “Okay, pour me more coffee and hand me one of those sandwiches? I’ll set my laptop up here and see if the DNA or any other forensic evidence has come back. We’ll get to the bottom of this, one way or another.”
 




Chapter Fourteen


It took the three of them two solid days of digging through data, files, test results, and cold cases before they had at least a framework for the case. When Sarge would leave in the evening, Mike would come in and help Jamie while Jack would head home, have dinner with Avery, then retreat to her bedroom to work and talk to Ellis. 
Since Cohen had been arrested, there had been no issues with people hanging around the house that didn’t belong there. Ellis made it exceedingly clear that she didn’t like a couple of Avery’s friends. She had commentary on Carlisle Shanahan, one of the newer members of the dorm and frat group, and on Remy, the one that Jack hadn’t liked from the first time she met him. Remington Farraday was a rich, spoiled brat with a hearty dose of misogyny. Jack made a silent bet that Remy would end up being arrested for rape or domestic assault before his college career was over. Of course, his parents would buy him out of any lasting damage, but he was that kind of asshole. Carlisle was the one member Jack had not yet met. He didn’t start hanging out with the group until finals week and had managed to avoid a face to face with Jack ever since. Ellis seemed to think Carlisle’s avoidance of Jack was intentional. 
“The minute Avery would mention you were on the way home, Carl was packing up his shit and headed for the door,” Ellis said. “He’s also a snoop. I caught him in the bathroom, going through the medicine cabinet, and he tried to poke around your desk in the office, but Avery caught him before he’d done more than move a couple of pages around.”
“I’ll talk to Avery about him. With the weirdness of this case, I don’t want to automatically assume the guy is bad news, but I also don’t want to ignore the fact that he showed up late to the party and is snooping around,” Jack said. “Anything else?”
“Well, the back yard is looking great and the concrete slab is ready for Avery’s tiny house. I guess he’s waiting for the electrician to come set up the outdoor RV power connection, but he had a friend whose father is a plumber come help him run the piping for cold water to the slab,” Ellis said.
“Crap, I’ve not even been home early enough the past few days to see the back yard before it’s too dark. I’ll have to take a look in the morning before I head out.”
“You’ve raised a good man, Jack. He’s smart, aware, considerate, and he’s got a huge heart. Don’t worry so much about him, and don’t leave him in the dark about what’s going on and what you do,” Ellis said.
“You mean, tell him about you?”
“You probably should. I mean, I’m learning stuff from Mike – and I figured out a few things on my own. Watch.” Ellis reached out her hand, clenched her jaw, and swiped her whole hand down over the light switch – and it turned off.
“Oh, wow. You can influence physical things now?” Jack said. “Can you turn it back on?”
“Not yet. That takes a lot out of me still. In fact, I need to go rest and recharge. Stay out of trouble for a couple of hours, would ya?” Ellis asked, her voice a lot softer than before.
“I’ll do my best,” Jack replied as Ellis faded away. 
Jack got up and turned the light back on, then went out to double check that the house was locked up and the alarm had been set. Ellis being around when Jack couldn’t be, gave Jack a sense of comfort that the ghost’s sudden need to recharge had shattered.
She noticed the light was off in Avery’s room, so she poured herself a glass of juice and headed to bed. Jack had no idea that this was the last peaceful evening she’d have for a while.
[image: image-placeholder]Jack and Jamie were seated in the office when a knock sounded. Jamie got up to answer it and Jack opened the app to access the front door camera so she could see who it was. Jamie had installed the added security after Cohen’s assault on the house and gave Jack access from the house network so she could back him up if needed.
When Jack saw who was at the door, she grabbed her gun and dashed across the hall, then crept up into the kitchen where she had a clear shot to the door. Jamie looked back, saw her in place, then opened the door, his own weapon in hand, behind his back.
“Agent Haviland. What can I do for you?” Jamie asked.
“I’m sorry to bother you, but Sergeant Tremont said you and Detective Forbes were working here. He said he would call and let you know, but there was an officer down call that came in while I was leaving his office, so maybe he forgot? I’ll wait while you reach out to him if you prefer,” said Haviland.
“Yeah, let me call him,” Jamie said. “Wait right here. Sorry if it seems rude, but after what your partner did, I’m being cautious.”
Haviland sighed. “I know, and I’m sorry for not being able to stop him. I’ll just sit right here and wait. Take your time.”
Jamie shut the door and Jack joined him in the living room as he called Sarge. The phone rang a few times before it was answered.
“Sarge, it’s Kennedy and Forbes here…” Jamie started, the phone set on speaker.
“Haviland checks out. I sent him to you. I’ll call you back. Someone took out two officers in a radio car about twenty minutes ago.”
“Oh hell, Sarge. Who were they?” Jack asked.
“Whittier and Carlson. I’ll call later,” Sarge said and disconnected the call.
“Shit. Whittier was slated to retire in six months and Carlson has only been in uniform a little over a year,” Jamie said.
“Damn, that sucks. We’ll have to see who’s doing the collections and make sure we contribute.” Jack took a breath and sighed. “Well, Sarge did say Haviland was okay. Do we let him in?”
“Yeah, but keep your gun handy,” Jamie replied.
Jack tucked hers into the back holster and pulled her shirt down over it, then went into the kitchen to get a clean mug.
“Come on in,” Jamie said as he opened the door once more.
Haviland got to his feet and stepped inside. “Thanks.”
“Want coffee?” Jack asked from the kitchen.
“That’d be great, thank you. Black, please,” Haviland said as Jamie led him over to the kitchen table. “Also, please call me Rick?”
Jack set a mug down in front of him and went into the office to get hers and Jamie’s mugs and the carafe of coffee. Once she returned, she filled all three mugs and sat on Haviland’s other side so he was pinned between them.
Once Rick had filled his mug, he took a sip, then set the cup down. “I know I wasn’t responsible for my partner’s actions, but I still feel like I should apologize. I came here to try and give you both information that might help your case. Am I supposed to share this?  Probably not, but the agency can go fuck itself for all the support they’ve given me the past few days.”
“Are you leaving the agency, Rick?” Jack asked.
“Maybe. I’m undecided. The way they handled my concerns about Cohen, and then nearly crucified me after he went completely off the rails doesn’t lend itself to warm, fuzzy feelings or relationships built on trust.”
“What’s your status with the agency now?” Jamie asked.
“Health suspension until cleared by psych and med. I’m still getting paid, but I have to be cleared mentally and physically before I can go back on the clock,” Rick said.
“So, standard operating procedure for most law enforcement or first responder situations. Okay, here’s what I think we need. Can you fill us in on what you and Cohen were doing in Harbor?” Jamie said.
“I’ll share as much as I can. Some details, you’ll have to figure out for yourself, but I can make it easy for you to do so. Understand?” Rick said.
“Got it,” Jack said.
“We were sent here because Cohen and the Governor were friends in college. One of those Ivy League frat buddy things.  They’d always make me wait outside the office while they had their ‘meetings’. Afterwards, Cohen would take us to different places to question people or stake-out and watch them.”
“Anyone in particular?” Jack asked.
“That kid Noah that died. We followed him around for almost three weeks. Cohen followed him even when I wasn’t with him. That kid? He worked his ass off, took care of the younger kids in the group home. He’d help them with their homework, bring them treats if they worked hard. He loved that Halston girl and treated her like gold. I hope you find out who killed him. It’s not okay that he’s dead,” Rick said.
“Did you ever hear them mention any Op Ed articles?” Jamie asked.
“Not Cohen and the Governor, no. The only weird thing I remember Cohen saying was something about how there are times that people don’t even know the truth of who they are. It was like he was thinking out loud because when I asked him what he’d said, he said it was nothing,” Rick said. “Once the kid died, we started trying to track the two of you. That’s when things got really weird.”
Jack arched a brow and looked over at Jamie, who just shrugged and turned back to Rick.
“Weird, how?” Jamie asked.
“You’ll think I really do need the psych eval if I tell you. It was just weird shit. Seeing things that weren’t there, doors closing on their own – one stake out, the car kept turning on like someone was pushing the starter button. It went from just randomly starting, to starting up with the lights on high and the radio blaring – it got so bad we had to call it and drive off because the whole damned neighborhood was waking up.”
Jack covered her mouth with her hand, but it didn’t hide the snort of laughter that slipped free.
“Oh, I’d think it was funny, too – but it scared the piss out of me,” Rick said.
Jack’s laughter got louder, joined by Jamie’s chuckles. Soon, her head was on her arm on the table and she was laughing so hard she was hiccupping.
“I didn’t think it was that funny, guys,” Rick grumbled into his mug as he sipped his coffee.
“I’m sorry,” Jack gasped, “but I can sympathize. Just visualizing Cohen’s face as he tries to deal with it, is really hysterical.”
Rick chuckled and shrugged. “It was pretty funny to watch him come completely unglued. He swore he saw the dead kid sitting on the hood of the car, making faces at him.”
“What’s that Shakespeare quote from Hamlet? ‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy’? I think that fits the world at large, Rick. I’ve seen and experienced things that just have no rational explanation. Maybe he did see the kid’s ghost, who knows?” Jamie said.
As the laughter quieted, Jack leaned in and put her elbows on the table, her hands wrapped around her mug. She looked into Rick’s eyes as she spoke. “I know this is a hard question to answer, but I’m going to ask it. Do you think Cohen killed Noah?”
Rick didn’t answer right away. He took another swallow of coffee and looked down into the mug. “Once, I would’ve said no way, not my partner. I can’t say that now. I don’t know if he did or not, but it would not surprise me. The only reason I haven’t laid that death on the table along with his other crimes is because Donnegan was raging when he heard about the kid’s death. I don’t think Cohen would’ve risked pissing off his friend like that. Not with the kinds of power Donnegan controls.”
“But you can’t say he did or didn’t with any real surety, right?” Jamie asked.
“Not with any real surety, no. My gut says he didn’t do it, but he might be involved with, or know something about who did do it. I mean, he bound and gagged me, shoved me in a trunk, and then when he got arrested, didn’t tell anyone where he left me. If it weren’t for them hunting me down, I’d be dead. So, could he kill? Yes. Do I think he killed the kid? Not sure, but I don’t think so.”
“Where do you think we should be looking, then? What’s your best guess?” Jack refilled his cup as she spoke, then slid the carafe over to Jamie so he could fill his own.
“All roads lead to Sean Donnegan or those close to him. I have no idea why Donnegan would want some foster kid watched, or why he’d care if the kid was killed, but that’s where I’d be looking,” Rick said.
“What about Weatherby?” Jack asked. “We know there was something between Donnegan and Weatherby – the kid was friends with Soraya Halston so her father could finance Donnegan through Weatherby’s connection.”
“No, that’s not right,” Rick said. “Weatherby wanted to be Donnegan’s chosen replacement for Governor, to keep Aidan Flynn from getting the mansion. If he could get Halston to fund the Senate run and put his PAC behind Donnegan, then Donnegan would give him the nod. Halston was being coy, though. He didn’t like Weatherby, but he didn’t want to piss off Donnegan, so he kept dodging the final moment. Now that Soraya is out of play, Weatherby doesn’t have a hook and I heard that Halston has publicly backed Flynn as of yesterday.”
“Well, that takes that thread out of play,” Jamie said. “We figured out the Halston’s weren’t involved, but we weren’t sure about the Weatherby kid and his family.”
“You mean Montgomery, aka Monty Weatherby?” Rick asked.
“Yeah,” Jamie replied.
“That kid is a real piece of work. He’s the one that told the Halston girl that Noah blew her off because he didn’t really care about her. He wanted in her pants and was pissed she was with a poor kid.”
“How do you know so much about Monty?” Jack asked.
“He hung around Sean’s kid, Carlisle. Like, all the time,” Rick said.
“Sean’s kid’s name is Carlisle? Does he go to college in town?”
“He goes to Yale but came home a couple of weeks ago and started hanging out at the local branch of the frat he belongs to down there. Why are you asking, Jack?” Rick said.
“A kid named Carlisle Shanahan has been hanging around with my son Avery and his friends. He’s new to their group and just started showing up during exam week at Harbor.”
“Yeah, that’s the governor’s kid. Carlisle goes by his middle name, which is also his mother’s maiden name, to supposedly ‘distance’ himself from the pressures of being the Governor’s son,” Rick said.
“Huh. I’ll have to talk to Avery about him,” Jack muttered. 
“Look, I know you don’t have any reason to trust me, and I understand keeping your investigation closed to any random viewers – I think it’s smart with this case, with all of the weirdness and power plays happening around it. However, if you have questions or need to bounce things off of me, I am ready, willing, and able to answer as much as I can. If I cannot answer it, I’ll tell you who to have your sergeant ask to get the answers. Sound good?”
“Sounds good, Rick. Thank you. You’ve already kept us from following one dead end. Hang in there, okay? I’ve been on the shit end of things, as has Jamie, and we can both sympathize,” Jack said as she rose from her chair. “I’ll walk you out.”
Jamie leaned back in his chair and gave Rick a nod. “Stay safe, Rick. We might be calling on you at some point. Appreciate you coming by.”
“Good luck to you both,” Rick said as Jack opened the door and he stepped out on the landing. He turned and handed a card to Jack. “This has my personal cell on it. Call me anytime. I mean it.”
“Thanks, Rick. Take care,” Jack said as she took the card and stepped back, the door closed between them. She took a moment to lock it and hit the alarm to turn it on before she went back towards the kitchen.
“I think we can believe him,” Jack said as she picked up her cup from the table.
“I think we can, too,” Jamie replied. “Mike thinks he’s being straight with us, and Noah said Weatherby was an asshole to Soraya until a few months back, so it fits with what he was telling us. Now – what can you tell me about this Carlisle kid?”
“You know I sent Ellis to my place to keep an eye on things, right? Well, she told me last night that this Carlisle kid has been snooping around when Avery isn’t watching. Avery caught him going through my desk papers, and Ellis saw him going through the bathroom cabinets.”
“Wonderful. I’d hazard a guess that the kid was encouraged to befriend Avery so he could find out where we are with the case,” Jamie said.
“Oh, I already figured that out. It also means my laptop is locked up if I’m not actively working on it. I’d suggest I leave it here, but I do too much work at home to not have it.”
“True. Just be aware of what paperwork you leave around,” Jamie advised.
“When Ellis told me that, the next morning I went and cleared my desk of all the papers, household or otherwise, and put them in my little fire safe. It’s one of the portable ones, but I had it bolted to the floor in my walk-in closet, so it would make some noise if he were to try and get at it.”
“Okay, so what are we waiting on? Let’s make a list,” Jamie said. “The results of Noah’s DNA run against the various databases, a deeper dive into the texts and calls from Noah’s phone…”
“We need to find out if there are still any Marino family members in the HPD, and we should see if Sarge needs any help with the Whittier and Carlson shootings. There’s also that third article that went missing. Avery can’t find it – it was torn out of the hard copy as well as deleted from the database. The notebooks that seem to relate to it are about following the money donated to political candidates and how dark money has always manipulated elections. We need to talk to Noah about that one.”
“Let’s get to work,” Jamie said.




Chapter Fifteen


It was close to the end of the day when Sarge’s number popped up on Jamie’s phone. He tapped the speaker and answered, “Hey, Sarge. Jack and I are here, you’re on speaker.”
“I won’t be by today, sorry. This thing with Whittier and Carlson has blown way the hell up.”
“What’s going on, Sarge?” Jack asked. “Anything we can do to help?”
“Keep digging. They were sitting on the group home and helping track Glen Harvey’s movements, and someone took them out, execution style. CSI says a sniper took them both out within seconds of each other, right through the back window of the car. They never had a chance.”
Jack sucked in a breath and Jamie let out a low, “Damn, Sarge.”
“I’ve called in the sex crimes team to go over some of the information you two have pulled up, and the article about the foster kids going missing, along with what Haviland shared. Let’s see if they can draw any lines.”
“They just need enough to get a warrant to question Harvey. I’m betting the minute the pressure starts to come down on him, he’ll crack like a rotten egg,” Jack said. “The way he was freaking out on the phone call I overheard, he’s already feeling the pressure.”
“It has to be rock solid, though,” Jamie added. “Not so much to get Harvey, but to get him to spill on Jimmy D and the governor. Remember that case a few years back where they had documentation, witnesses, and sworn statements about that rich guy supplying underage girls all over the world? That case was tight, until the guy supposedly committed suicide in his jail cell. If you think Sean Donnegan and his family are above those kinds of dirty tricks, I’ve got a bridge to sell you.”
“I hear you. Both of you. Be careful and I’ll come by for breakfast tomorrow if I can.” He paused, then spoke again. “Forbes, I got a call from a NYC detective named Robbins. He said he wanted to warn me that you were mentally unstable and should not be carrying a gun. I thanked him for his information, and promptly dismissed the bullshit. I hesitate to bring it up because I know it was designed to try and shake your standing with me – and I didn’t want you worrying about that with this nightmare of a case we’ve got going on. I just want you to know that I don’t take bullshit like that into consideration. I’ve seen your work first hand and you’re one of the best detectives I’ve had the honor of working with. I’m telling you because I don’t want it to get to you through side channels and have you questioning my position. Are we good?”
“We’re good, Sarge. Thanks for letting me know. Robbins and I clashed from day one. He’s an old timer who doesn’t think women should wear a badge, and…” Jack started, but Sarge interrupted her.
“Say no more. I figured it was something like that, but again, I’d rather be up front with you than have it come at you unannounced. Call it a day, you two. The next few days are going to be interesting.”
“Thanks, Sarge. Take it easy,” Jamie said as the call disconnected. “So, where can I find this Robbins so I can teach him some manners?”
Jack laughed. “Don’t waste your breath. He’s about six months away from retiring if he survives to that point. That man never met a donut he didn’t eat.”
“It bothers me with the timing, though,” Jamie said.
“Hey, he probably just figured out that I was gone. He’s not the sharpest knife in the drawer. If that’s the best he’s got, we’re good. I’ve got Noah’s call logs uploaded on my laptop. I’ll take it home and work on it there. I want to try and surprise the boys and see if I can meet this Carlisle for myself.”
“Give me a call later, so I know you’re okay?”
“Sure,” Jack said as she packed up her things. “Don’t forget to lock it all up in the safe. G’night, Jamie.”
“Goodnight, Jack,” Jamie replied. He heard the door shut to the garage, then the garage door open and close.
“Noah’s riding home with her to make sure she’s safe, and so he can check in with Ellis,” Mike said.
“Good. I know she’s perfectly capable of protecting herself, but this case is too deadly already and I’m worried,” Jamie replied.
“Whittier moved on right away, but Carlson hung around for a bit before she moved on. She said they saw Harvey helping a teenage girl into a van just before they were shot. The girl looked drugged and completely out of it. She gave me the plates – but I have no idea how you’re going to run them and explain where you got the information,” Mike said.
“I’ll tell Sarge it’s from a CI I told to keep an eye on the place. I don’t have to tell him the informant no longer breathes,” Jamie said. “Give me the plate, I’ll ask Sarge to run it.”
Mike gave him the information and Jamie texted Sarge to please run it in relation to the case.
“I texted him. He’s got a lot going on right now, a call isn’t necessary. He can get to it and send it over whenever he gets a chance. I kinda hate how we have to do everything with an extra step, but until the station’s staff is cleared, it’s just smart,” Jamie said.
“If it keeps you and Jack alive, then it’s a good thing,” Mike said. “Even if it is a pain in the ass.”
“Yes, Moooommm,” Jamie teased back. 
“You can joke all you want, my friend, but I’m regretting bringing Noah to meet you. I didn’t expect the feds to shoot up your house, or a sniper to take out a couple of Unies. This case is almost as messy as the case around my murder. Keep your head on a swivel and I’ll keep my band of merry ghosts on the payroll to add a layer of protection, okay?”
“I hear you, Mike. I hear you. I have to joke or I’ll let the stress get to me. You know this.”
“Yeah, I know this. Check the alarms and go to bed. Watch some TV or something to shift gears. You know you always come up with the answers when you’re not directly thinking about it.”
“Good point. I think I’ll do just that. G’night, my friend,” Jamie said and got up to close up the house for the night.  The TV put him to sleep before he’d managed to get halfway through the show he’d turned on.
Mike used the voice activated controls to turn off the TV and sat in the dark by the window once more. He would keep watch as long as he was allowed. What, or Whoever, had allowed him to return and stay on this plane as a ghost didn’t give him a time frame on how long he had. Was it forever? Was it just a few months? Years? Until Jameson Kennedy no longer walked among the living? Michael Donovan’s body may have been turned to ash, but he could still feel emotions. He tried to not think about the future too often. All of those stories he’d read, about supernatural and paranormal situations, didn't truly prepare him for being a ghost. Vampires were undead, but they could still see and be seen. They could interact with the physical world the same way as a breathing human, but depending on the lore, they didn’t enjoy the taste of food and drink. They also had to watch everyone they’d ever loved, grow old and die. While Mike missed the taste of a steak and a good beer, he could adapt to not being able to touch or taste. It was watching those he cared about, going on with their lives and grieving him that hit him the hardest.
Mike had gone to Florida twice since he’d died, to see his family. His dad, Mike senior, and his kids, Maureen and Kevin, were doing well. Mike still had a hard time with how much Kathleen had betrayed them all. His wife sat in prison and would be there for decades, for her part in his murder and her solo murder of another young woman. Katie was mentally damaged, and the kids were better off without her in their lives. He just wished it hadn’t cost him his life before they figured it all out.
Figuring out Mike’s murder had had a high cost for Jamie. His reputation and respect in the department had taken a hit, and their friend Joey Mahoney had quit the force. Things still hadn’t settled out at the station, to the point where Jamie had almost quit himself. Sarge didn’t want to lose one of his best detectives, hence why he was playing intermediary and giving them so much leeway on where they worked. That, and the fact that they’d already lost Paul Giannetti, Joey’s old partner, to corruption. Paulie had said there were others but refused to name names unless he got some comforts in prison. They’d decided to investigate the whole precinct rather than give any benefits to Paulie. Mike had to respect that, but they weren’t finding what they needed and he was afraid for Jamie and Jack if they went back into the precinct before the rest of the vermin had been exposed.
Life and death were a given for everyone. It was how one lived that life, and how one died, that separated the good from the bad, the lucky from the cursed. Mike had done his best to live a good life and ended up being murdered. Jamie had worked hard to live a good life, so Mike was going to do his best to keep him from getting dead before his time. It was the least he could do.
[image: image-placeholder]Jack parked in front of the neighbor’s house and slung her messenger bag with her laptop so the strap was across her front and the bag against her back. She put her gun in the side holster, locked her car, and headed for her house. It was a couple of hours earlier than she’d been coming in, and she hadn’t sent a message to Avery to let him know she was on her way. As she got closer, she could hear voices and laughter from inside the house through the open windows.
“Come on, Avery. Your mom might be a detective, but I heard she’s not all that. She won’t notice if we drink some of the vodka. Just fill it back up with water,” a male voice said.
“What do you mean, you heard something about her?” Avery asked.
“Tell him, Carlisle,” a voice Jack recognized as Remington’s spoke up.
“Yeah, tell me, Carlisle. And I said put the fucking bottle down,” Avery said.
A clank of glass on wood, and the voice Jack now knew to be Carlisle’s, spoke once more. “I heard from my dad that your mom had to leave New York and find a cop job anywhere else because she was crazy. She went nuts after some druggy whore got killed and died in her arms, then started telling people she could see ghosts. I guess Harbor PD was desperate because they hired her. Then they paired her up with the detective who has gone through more partners in one year than most have in their whole career. Kennedy’s just as fucked up as your mom is, ever since his partner got killed, then the next partner was accused of being part of both organized crime and a murder. Oh, and then Kennedy’s dead partner’s wife gets put away for murdering someone she thought was coming on to her boyfriend – Kennedy’s last partner’s old partner. I know, it’s like a soap opera, but it’s all true. Just ask around.”
Jack had quietly unlocked the door while Carlisle spoke, and stepped into the room. “No need to ask. I can answer any questions you want. But I have some first.” She gave a nod to Avery, then turned to the other two boys in the room. “Remington, I’ve met. You must be Carlisle Shanahan Donnegan.”
Carlisle’s mouth dropped open, then audibly snapped shut.
“Donnegan, huh?” Avery said. “Guess she’s a lot sharper than you thought. Slick, how you didn’t use your real last name. Can’t blame you, though. I wouldn’t want to admit that Sean Donnegan was my father, either.”
“Don’t talk about my father,” Carlisle said as he got to his feet.
“So, it’s okay for you to talk about my mother, but I can’t say anything about your father? Get the fuck out of here. Both of you,” Avery snarled, hands curled into fists.
“Easy, son. I’m sure Mr. Donnegan can find the door on his own. Mr. Farraday, will you make sure your guest finds his way home safely?” Jack said.
“Yes, Detective Forbes. I’ll make sure he gets home okay,” Remington said as he got to his feet and tugged on Carlisle’s arm. “Come on, man. Let’s go.”
“Watch yourself, Detective,” Carlisle said with a sneer. “You’re tangled in a net that’s gonna get you caught up in things you won’t be able to get out of. Like dolphins that die when tuna are caught, you might not be the target, but collateral damage comes in all shapes and sizes.” His gaze turned to Avery, then back to Jack, before he let Remington tug him towards the door. As soon as they were both out, Avery stomped to the door and locked it, his forehead pressed to the wood as he calmed himself.
“I’m sorry, Mom,” he breathed.
“Not your fault, Avery,” Jack said. “I’m sorry I didn’t message you, but I wanted to catch Carlisle before he could scurry off.”
“You knew he was avoiding you?”
“I suspected as much. When I found out who his father was, I decided to pop home early to try and catch him still here. I wanted to see his reaction. I didn’t expect to walk in on him telling you what a fuck up I was.”
“He’s a dick, Mom. I asked Remy and Jeff to not bring him by any more. Jeff stopped coming around when Carl was going to be here, that’s how much of a dick he’s been to everyone. Remy tolerates him because his stepmom is friends with Carl’s parents.”
Jack paused and looked at Avery. “Do you know Remy’s stepmom’s name?”
Avery tipped his head as he thought. “I remember Carlisle making a joke about her being closer to Remy’s age than Mr. Farraday’s age. I think her name is Gabby? She’s from New York. Remy said she was a New York City socialite when his father decided to marry her.”
Jack shook her head. “It can’t be that easy.”
“What?”
“Nevermind. Can you get me something light to eat? I’m hungry, and exhausted, so I don't want a big meal. Just soup or something would be great. I’m going to sit here and check something on my laptop,” Jack said.
“Sure, Mom. How about tomato basil soup and a grilled cheese sandwich?”
“That sounds perfect,” Jack said as she pulled out her laptop and turned it on. Soon she had the wedding announcement for Gabriella Rosa and Reynardo Farraday. Farraday was a widower with a young son, who had found love with the young and beautiful Gabriella Rosa. Remington’s mother had died in childbirth, and the boy had been five when his father married Gabriella. Jack made note of the fact that the wedding happened within a year of Donna’s car accident. That might explain why Gabi never tried to find Noah. Jack felt it was more likely that when Reynardo brought his new wife back to Harbor and they began to mingle in society, Donnegan recognized her and she didn’t dare go for Noah with Sean’s eyes on her.
Avery brought over a mug of soup and the sandwich, so Jack sent the information to the cloud and closed the computer down once more.
“Thanks for this,” Jack said as she took a sip of soup, then reached for half the sandwich.
“If you get a chance to look out back in the daylight, I’d like your opinion on what I’ve managed to get done so far. Dad said the house should be delivered in a few days. I put the bills for the plumbing and the electrical work on the fridge. They’re not as high as the quotes because I helped dig and stuff.”
“I’ll make sure to look in the morning. Jamie has someone coming to patch plaster and paint the damaged spots in his living room tomorrow morning, so I’m going to work from here until he calls and says the coast is clear.”
“Awesome. I’ll make breakfast and we can walk the yard and I can explain it all,” Avery said, the excitement visible in spite of his attempts to be cool.
Jack leaned over and kissed his shoulder. “I’d love to do that. I’m so proud of you for taking this project on, and for saving me money. Sweat equity is a thing too many people discredit.”
Avery gave her a hug and announced he was going to bed. Jack cleaned up her dishes, put her laptop and bag in the safe, and was soon asleep herself.
She had no idea how long she was asleep before she jerked awake at the touch of a gloved hand over her mouth and a hissed voice in her ear.
“Scream and it’ll be the last thing you do. Understood?”
Jack gave a faint nod, eyes taking in the cloth-covered head close to hers, the scent of peppermint filling her nostrils. The hand lifted from her mouth and grabbed her wrists, the sound of the zip tie loud in the quiet room. 
“Sit up.” 
Jack slid herself up in the bed but didn’t put her feet out from under the covers. “What do you want?”
One gloved hand ripped the covers off the bed to expose her legs. Jack slept in a tank top and cotton shorts, so when he pulled the covers off, she dove off the far side of the bed and grabbed the little .38 revolver held by a magnet under her night stand. With her hands fastened in front of her, she could hold the gun steady as she came up to a crouch on the side of the bed, gun aimed at the intruder.
He started to reach behind him and Jack snapped the order, “Hands where I can see them. Move again and I’ll put a bullet in you.”
Another voice came from the hallway. “You don’t want to do that, Detective.” The hall light came on and she saw a second figure, dressed all in black like the first, with a gun pointed at Avery’s head. He was zip-cuffed as she was, and she could tell just by looking at him that he was angry and alert. Whoever these intruders were, they didn’t know Jack and Avery – and at one time, Andrew – had trained for situations such as this. 
Jack met Avery’s eyes and gave him a faint nod. They both did a countdown in their heads, and when they hit one, Avery dropped like a stone, causing his captor to become unbalanced. His bound fists came up and slammed into the man’s genitals, and he dropped. Avery brought his hands down to his stomach and snapped the zip tie, then grabbed the gun from the incapacitated man and pointed it at him.
While Avery was taking out his captor, Jack kept her gun pointed at her captor and got to her feet. “Turn and face the wall, put your hands on the back of your head and interlace your fingers.” When he hesitated, she fired a round into the wall just past his ear and he yelped and did as instructed. “Okay, now face down on the floor.” As he shifted to the new position, Jack put her gun down long enough to snap her own zip tie, then grabbed the gun once more and pulled cuffs out of a dresser drawer. She got her intruder cuffed, found his gun tucked in a belt holster in back, then handed the other pair to Avery. Once they were both cuffed, Jack grabbed her phone and dialed 911. “This is Detective Forbes, badge number…” she reported the break in and asked for backup. Next call was to Jamie with a request to call Sarge. Then she took the gun from Avery and asked him to get her one of her t-shirt dresses so she could at least be more covered up.
“You should just let us go, Detective. Less of a mess if we just disappear,” her assailant spoke.
Jack chuckled and reached over to grab the fabric covering at the top of the man’s head and pulled. Black spandex slid off and revealed tanned skin, blue eyes, and a military crew cut of gray and dark hair. The man gave her a faint smile and shook his head. “Big mistake. We could’ve let it all go if you never saw our faces.”
Avery brought her the dress she’d asked for and went to answer the door.
“You really think the officers showing up to take you in, would leave the masks on? Fat chance,” Jack said. She walked over to the other man and pulled his mask off. Red hair, green eyes, and freckled skin – and a face she did not recognize. She didn’t know either of them and that bothered her more than it probably should.
Avery came back to the hallway with two officers behind him. When Jack heard the door open and the sound of the officer’s voices, she slid her gun into a dresser drawer and tugged the t-shirt dress down over her shorts and tank top.
“Detective Forbes? I’m Officer Murphy and this is Officer Gunnersen.” A tall, dark haired man in uniform was followed by a slender woman with short, light hair.
Jack proceeded to explain what happened and pointed to the two guns that lay on her dresser. “The one on the left belongs to this man here, and the one on the right belongs to the man in the hallway. I didn’t get their names – figured you could search them and get all that. My gun is secured.”
“Smart,” Murphy said. “It’s always best if they’re searched when there are witnesses, as well as more than one person to restrain each subject.”
“Precisely why I waited. I do want to know who they are and I’m going to get dressed so my partner and I can question them. This is probably related to our current case,” Jack said. “If you can take care of them and give my son and I a moment to get properly dressed?”
“Not a problem, Detective,” Murphy replied.
“Jack? Jack, are you okay?” Jamie’s voice rang out through the house until he stopped outside the crowded hallway.
“That’s my partner, Detective Kennedy,” Jack said. “I’m fine, Jamie. Officers Murphy and Gunnersen are taking custody of the intruders. Maybe you can help find out who they are while Avery and I get dressed?”
“If the officers don’t mind?” Jamie said as he backed out into the living room.
Soon everyone was in the main part of the house and Jack pulled Avery into a hug. “You were amazing. I’m so proud of you. Now, get dressed because I’m not leaving you here tonight until we know what the hell is going on. You can sleep in the on-call room at the station.”
“I’m not going to be sleeping any time soon,” Avery said. “Adrenaline rush is worse than coffee late at night. I’ll be ready in a few minutes.”
Jack locked her bedroom door and went to touch the hole in the new paint job she would have to patch up later. A soft breath escaped as she processed just how close this night had come to going badly. Her hands shook as she pulled on underclothes, a t-shirt, jeans, her soft hiking boots, and a blazer. The boots made her feel more steady, and the blazer gave the illusion of a capable woman – but right now, Jack was reeling. Had she forgotten to turn on the alarm? No, she clearly remembered arming it. How did they get in without setting it off? Who the hell were these two – and who had sent them? What did they want with her and Avery? So many questions and she wouldn’t be getting any of the answers here. Jack undid her sleep braid, ran a brush through her hair, and pulled it up into a ponytail before she stepped back out of her room.
Avery came out of the bathroom in jeans, sneakers, and a hoodie, freshly shaved and with a backpack over one shoulder. “I can get some work done if you set me up in your office.”
“Yeah, we can do that. Just stay close to me until we get you settled, okay?” Jack said.
“Will do,” Avery replied.




Chapter Sixteen


Jack and Avery stepped into the main room of the house just as Murphy and Gunnersen led the two intruders down the front walkway. Sarge and Jamie stood in the living room with two new officers as Sarge gave them orders to do a thorough walk around the outside of the house.
“Glad to see you’re unharmed, Forbes,” Sarge said. “Avery, you’re okay, too?”
“Yes, sir, Sergeant Tremont,” Avery replied. 
“Didn’t I tell you to just call me Sarge?” Sarge joked, then sobered. “Walk me through what happened?”
Jack and Avery each told their tale and when they were done, Sarge sighed. “You’re sure you set the alarm?” he asked Jack.
“She did,” Avery said. “Because I knew she was exhausted, I got up and double checked after she went to bed, and it was armed and operational.”
“Is the alarm still working?” Jamie asked.
Jack walked over to the panel, then grabbed a tissue and flipped the panel down. “It’s fine. Just disarmed. Either they knew a bypass code, or they knew the code that only Avery and I know.”
“I’ll have the techs dust it, although they were both wearing gloves so it probably won’t help,” Sarge said.
“Did you get their names?” Jack asked Jamie.
“Nope. Neither one was carrying ID or a cell phone. We’ll have to wait until the prints get run,” Jamie replied.
“We should get over to the station so we can question them,” Jack said. “I’m going to set Avery up in our office, if you’re good with that?”
“Not a problem with me,” Sarge said. “I’ll leave a car on the house and you should reset the alarm with a new code.”
“Avery in our office is fine with me, too,” Jamie said. “I’m also going to suggest you leave your car here so it looks like someone’s still home, and I’ll be your transportation.”
“Okay with me,” Jack said. “You go ahead with Jamie, Avery. It’ll take me a moment to reset the code.”
Jamie and Avery headed out, and Jack turned and stopped Sarge from following them.
“Sarge, I fired my personal weapon during the intrusion, but only once and into the wall. I know CSI isn’t usually called in, in instances like this, so if we can just get them to dust the alarm panel and leave the rest of the house alone, I’d be grateful. I don’t want them taking my personal weapon.”
“I think I can arrange that,” Sarge said. “I’m glad you told me in case those two make a stink about it. I’ll wait by the door. You go ahead and change the code and set it, and we can make sure it’s all locked up.”
“Are you coming to the station, too?” Jack asked Sarge as they made their way down the steps to the vehicles.
“Yes, I want to make sure there are no issues. I can always go home to shower and change after roll call if I have to,” Sarge replied.
“See you there, then,” Jack said as she climbed into Jamie’s car. 
When they got to the precinct, Sarge offered to get Avery settled in the office so Jack and Jamie could head in the other direction to get their targets into interviews as soon as possible.
 “Which one do you want to start with?” Jamie asked.
“The one that was in charge,” Jack said. “The one that went after me.”
“Works for me,” Jamie said. “I’ll take the lead, so they can’t make a stink about you verbally assaulting the guy for going after you.”
“I’ll stay quiet for the most part, add clarity or ask something I think might be missed, but otherwise, it’s your show,” Jack said.
“Coffee first?” Jamie asked.
“Gods, yes. I’m still feeling the adrenaline, but I’ll need caffeine sooner rather than later.”
Jamie told the desk sergeant that they were ready to interview the suspects. “Do we have names and files on them yet?”
“It’s coming, Detective. Both popped in the military ID system first, then in the criminal database. Files are being put together as we speak and I’ll have them for you before you go in to talk to them.”
“Excellent, thank you, Sergeant,” Jamie said and joined Jack in the break room to get their coffee.
“So, they did get IDs on them?” Jack asked.
“Seems like it. They’re putting the files together right now, and we’ll have them before we go inside.”
“Oh, look at what we’ve got here, boys and girls. It’s Kennedy and Forbes, the derelict duo,” the voice of Saul Lowell rang out in the break room.
“Shut up, Lowell,” Jamie said as he went to move past him to leave the room.
Saul shifted his stance and blocked the door. “I’m not done with you yet.”
Jack stepped up to Saul and got right in his face. “Careful, Saul. Keep it up and I’ll have to tell your wife I saw you slip the bartender your number at the Copper the other night.”
Saul’s face paled and then flushed bright red. “Fuck you, Forbes.”
“Eww, no, thank you,” Jack replied with a shudder. “I don’t dare go where so many have gone before. At least, not without a wide-spectrum antibiotic.”
Laughter rang out across the room full of cubicles and cops behind Lowell and he stepped aside. “Fucking crazy cunt,” he muttered under his breath.
Jamie walked past Saul and Jack paused at the mutter. Teeth bared, she smiled up into Saul’s face and widened her eyes. “Don’t you forget it,” she whispered back before she followed Jamie over to the officer standing near the interview rooms.
“Here are the files, detectives,” the officer said and handed one to each of them. “John Richardson is in room three and George Gomez is in room four. I’ve got a man stationed outside each one, so if you need help, holler.”
“Thank you,” Jamie said as he took the folder and flipped it open.
Jack leaned over to read over his shoulder. “Hmm, Special Forces, dishonorable discharge, wife left him due to domestic violence. He sounds like a charming fellow.”
“They’re still working on getting access to his financials. I want to know who paid him to go after you,” Jamie said. “And I’m betting it was someone in Donnegan’s office.”
“I’ve also been trying to figure out how someone could disarm the alarm. My guess is either Carlisle saw Avery disarm the alarm and remembered the code, or they have a contact in the alarm company that gave them the info. Following the K.I.S.S. format for most things…” At Jamie's look of confusion, Jack explained, “KISS, Keep It Stupidly Simple – anyway, I’m leaning towards Carlisle, the little shit stain.”
Jamie chuckled at her explanation of KISS, then nodded. “I’d go with Carlisle as the explanation as well. Okay, let’s go see what Mr. Richardson has to say, shall we?”
They entered the room and sat in the two chairs facing Richardson, their backs to the two-way mirror and the camera in the corner of the room that would record the whole conversation.
“John Richardson – dishonorably discharged from the US Army, divorced from his wife of six years on charges of domestic violence – you sound like the poster boy for fuck up of the year,” Jamie said as he opened the file folder on the table in front of him.
“You’d know about being a fuck up, wouldn’t you, Jameson Kennedy?” Richardson replied.
“Who do you work for?” Jamie asked.
“Myself. I’m an independent contractor.”
“Then who paid you to break into Ms. Forbes’ home and assault her?”
“I’m afraid that falls under client confidentiality. I’d like my lawyer now.”
“So, what were you hoping to learn from me?” Jack said, as her gaze drifted casually from the file in her hands to the man handcuffed to the table in front of her.
“I’m not saying a damned thing with him sitting here,” Richardson replied.
Jack handed Jamie the folder for George Gomez and smiled. “Would you be so kind as to give me a moment with Mr. Richardson?”
“Of course. I need more coffee anyway,” Jamie said as he got to his feet. He took Gomez’s file and left Richardson’s on the table, then headed out.
Once the door closed, Jack slid the file in front of her and waited. Silence was a great tool in situations like this. It was human instinct to fill the silence, and Jack could sit there all night if that’s what it took.
After about ten minutes, Richardson spoke up. “Aren’t you going to ask me again?”
“Ask you what? Oh, no. I thought you were bright enough to remember the question from fifteen minutes ago,” Jack said, still reading over the file.
Richardson’s fists slammed into the metal table and he pushed to his feet to lean over and get in Jack’s face. “Listen you little bitch. You won’t be so lucky next time. Donnegan is going to be the next senator and nothing you do is going to derail that plan.”
Jack reached for her coffee and took a sip before she looked up into Richardson’s face. “I’d suggest you sit your ass back down, Johnny.”
Richardson roared and Jack sighed, set her coffee on the floor and got to her feet. The file was dropped into her chair before she reached up and pinched the muscle between his neck and shoulder, then twisted. Richardson cried out and dropped back into his chair as he rolled his shoulder to ease the pain.
Now it was Jack’s turn to get in his face. “I suggest you start telling me everything, or I’ll make sure you’re put in a cell with the biggest asshole in the prison. You threatened my son. All bets are off. I don’t care if I get written up for abusing a suspect, as long as I get what I need.”
Richardson stayed silent.
“Well, there’s also the fact that if you help us before Gomez does, you get the golden ticket from the assistant district attorney. Could mean a lot less jail time,” Jack said.
“I’ll get bailed out before the ink dries on my paperwork,” Richardson said.
“And bail doesn’t mean free. That’s a temporary reprieve. Even Donnegan can’t keep your ass out of jail for assaulting a cop and her son in the privacy of her home. What was so important that you took that risk?”
“I was supposed to find out what you knew about Donnegan.”
“What do you mean, what I know? In relation to what?”
“In relation to anything,” Richardson said.
“I know he’s the governor and is running for a senate seat. I also know that his family is connected to the Irish mob and organized crime, but there is no proof that Sean Donnegan is part of any of that.”
“Then I was given bad intel,” Richardson grumbled. “We were told you were investigating Donnegan’s involvement in some case and we were supposed to tell you to leave him alone. I’m sorry for breaking into your house.”
“Thanks for the apology, but that’s not going to get you off. Nor is it going to make Carlisle welcome in my home again, since he’s the one that gave you the alarm code,” Jack said as she closed the file and got to her feet.
“How’d you…uh, no he didn’t,” Richardson fumbled and Jack just smiled.
“Oh, by the way Johnny? I wasn’t looking at Sean Donnegan before, but I am now.”
Jack shut the door behind her on the soft, “…well, shit…” from Richardson.
“That was a beautiful thing to watch,” Jamie said. “Ready to tackle Gomez?”
“My turn to hit the ladies’ room, then get a fresh coffee. I left my last one on the floor in there. Meet you at the door in ten?” Jack said.
“Sure thing,” Jamie replied and took Richardson’s file from her.
When Jack returned, she handed the officer at the door a fresh cup of coffee. “Here you go, Daniels. Let him stew a bit longer, then you can take him down to holding. We’re done with him for now.”
“Thanks, Forbes. Appreciate it,” Daniels said as he accepted the coffee. “I’ll see that he gets a nice cozy cell with a selection of holding’s finest.”
“Knew I could count on you,” Jack said with a wink and they both laughed. She turned and followed Jamie down the hall to the room where George Gomez had been waiting.
“You should take the lead on this one. This is the guy that held a gun to Avery’s head, right?” Jamie said.
“He is. Don’t let me get my hands on him, though, because I might make it so he can never father children of his own.”
“Hey, Avery is family now. You’re not the only one that wants to rip his balls off,” Jamie said and opened the door.
Before they were fully inside, Gomez spoke up. “Lawyer.”
“George Gomez, I’m Detective Kennedy, and I believe you know my partner, Detective Forbes?” Jamie said as they took their seats. The setup in this room was the same as the last one they were in with Richardson, the camera blinking in the corner behind them.
“Lawyer,” Gomez said again.
“Yeah, we heard you. You’re going to have to wait. It’s the ass-crack of dawn and Johnny was cooperative, so he gets one first,” Jack said. “How about you? You going to be cooperative, or is Johnny going to get all of the treats?”
Gomez stared straight ahead between the two of them and didn’t speak.
Jack sighed and leaned an elbow on the table. “Well, Georgie, let me explain something to you. Breaking and entering, assault on a cop and her family – those aren’t light charges.”
Gomez still didn’t speak.
“George,” Jack said, her tone casual and light. “You put a gun to my son’s head. My son. I’m doing my best to stay calm and civil, but it’s becoming difficult. The fact that someone gave you, as Richardson put it, ‘bad intel’ and Sean Donnegan and his asshole son, Carlisle, sent you into my home to threaten us? That makes me want to do bad things to all of you.” Jack sighed and swirled the dregs of the coffee in her cup. “Unfortunately, I can’t legally do shit to you, not openly anyway. I can make life rather uncomfortable for a while, and I think I’ll do just that.”
Jamie glanced over at Jack, then back to Gomez. “You should probably say something useful. We’ve got a couple of return customers down in holding who love to play with the fresh meat.”
“I’d like to see them try,” Gomez said, then turned to Jack. “We’ll be out of here in a couple of hours and you’ll still be looking over your shoulder.”
Jack chuckled. “Oh, honey. Was that supposed to be intimidating? You’re going to have to try harder. Tell me what you were supposed to gain from breaking into my house and assaulting my son and me?”
“Lawyer.”
“Gomez,” Jamie said. “Richardson is working with the ADA to get a lesser sentence because he talked with us. Wouldn’t you like to get a shorter sentence? Maybe put it all on Richardson and get out of it altogether?”
“Bullshit. Richardson didn’t talk,” Gomez said.
“Oh? Then how do we know Donnegan paid you, and that he got the alarm codes for you from his son, Carlisle?” Jack asked.
The look of shock on Gomez’s face was priceless. “That…fucker,” Gomez growled.
“So, care to chat?” Jack asked.
“Richardson runs Blackstar Incorporated. On the surface, it’s a legitimate private security firm – but that’s not all we do. Some of us can also be hired for off-book jobs, like the one tonight. We only take off-book jobs for the Donnegan clan.”
“Like their private army?” Jamie asked.
“Pretty much, yeah,” Gomez said. “We’ve had to clean up a few situations for that little punk, Carlisle, to keep his ass out of jail. Roughed up a couple of guys that tried to put the moves on his sister, Moira – stuff like that. We also collect information and strong-arm people – like what we were supposed to do with you.”
“So, you were trying to get information from me for Sean Donnegan?” Jack asked.
“Yeah,” Gomez said. “He wanted to know what you had on him and if you were trying to tie him to that dead kid. He didn’t have anything to do with that kid getting killed. I can tell you that for certain. He lost his shit and started crying when we told him Noah was dead. I’ve never seen him like that before. It was weird.”
“Who do you think killed Noah?” Jamie asked.
“I don’t have the faintest clue,” Gomez replied. “If I did, I’d bring the fucker to Donnegan and let him deal with them. That’d move me right on up the ladder and keep me in his good graces for a while.”
“We’ll let the ADA know you’ve been helpful,” Jack said as she got to her feet.
“Hey, Detective?” Gomez said to Jack. “If I were you, I’d make sure that little fucker Carlisle stayed far away. I’ve served with, and worked with, some seriously fucked up people. That kid makes me uneasy.”
“I appreciate the insight,” Jack said. “But I’ve already reached the conclusion that Carlisle Donnegan is no good.”
“Don’t say I didn’t warn ya,” Gomez muttered as Jamie followed her out into the hallway.
“We’re done with him,” Jamie said to the officer. “You can put him in holding. Thanks for being out here for us.”
“You’re welcome, Kennedy. Stay safe out there,” the officer said and opened the door to get Gomez.
“Now we talk to Sarge?” Jack asked.
“Yep. Now we talk to Sarge,” Jamie replied. “And make copies of these files before we turn them back in.”




Chapter Seventeen


Jack and Jamie stopped in the supply room to make copies of the two files, then handed the originals to a clerk to return back downstairs. Jack stopped at their office to check on Avery, then joined Jamie outside Sarge’s office.
“How’s Avery doing?” Jamie asked.
“He had two cans of soda and a bag of chips on the table, headphones on, and was typing away on his laptop. He waved and went right back to work, so I left him alone,” Jack said.
“Sarge is on the phone. He asked for a minute,” Jamie said. “What do you think of what we’ve learned?”
“No surprises, honestly. I knew Carlisle was up to no good, thanks to Ellis. Speaking of which, I would like to know where the hell she was when these guys were breaking in. I didn’t see her or hear anything at all from her.”
“I think she might have been training with Mike tonight,” Jamie said. “She’s going to beat herself up over this, isn’t she?”
“Yeah, probably. No way she could’ve known, though. The alarm should’ve been sufficient.”
“Come in, you two,” Sarge called out, so they opened the door and stepped in. “What did you find out?”
“Sean Donnegan hired them to find out if we were trying to pin Noah’s murder on him. Carlisle stole my alarm code and gave it to them,” Jack said.
“And Richardson runs Blackstar, a private security firm that does off-book jobs for Donnegan and his family. If we can get him to give sworn testimony on that, Donnegan is finally tied to his family and we’ve got him for running a private militia,” Jamie added.
“Do you think Donnegan had anything to do with Noah Riggs’ death?” Sarge asked.
“No, I don’t think he had anything to do with it,” Jack said. “Not with what Gomez told us.”
“I don’t think so, either,” Jamie said. “Gomez said Sean was really upset and in tears over Noah’s death. I think Sean knew Noah was his kid and grieved like any parent would.”
“That doesn’t mean someone around Donnegan wasn’t involved in Noah’s murder. We’ll still keep looking at the family connections and suspects, but not at Sean Donnegan himself,” Jack said.
“Avery said he thinks Carlisle saw him enter the alarm code,” Sarge said.
“We know it was Carlisle. Richardson told us it was. Gomez also warned us that Carlisle was a nasty bit of work and I should make sure he’s not around my family any longer. I said that wasn’t going to be an issue,” Jack said.
“They’ll be in holding until arraignment around ten this morning. They’ll probably get bail,” Sarge said. “You two go home and catch some sleep before you have to be in court. I’m going to nap on the couch over there.”
“Thanks, Sarge. See you in a few hours,” Jack said. “I’ll go get Avery and meet you in the lobby?”
“Sure. I’ll bring the files and put them in the safe at my place,” Jamie said.
Jack got Avery and locked up the office to head out. They were entering the lobby when the alarms went off and everyone started to scramble. Jack pulled Avery to the door and shoved him outside. “Go to Jamie. Now. Run,” she yelled.
Avery took off and Jack ran back inside to the desk officer. “What’s going on?” she asked, badge pressed to the protective glass.
“Alarms are for holding. They’ve called for four ambulances. That’s all I’ve got right now,” the desk officer said.
“Thanks for the info,” Jack replied and headed for the doors. She didn’t want to be in the middle of this and the farther they were from the station, the less likely they’d be accused of being part of it. Once she reached Jamie’s car, she slid into the passenger seat. “Get us out of here.”
“What’s going on?” Jamie asked as he backed out and headed away from the precinct.
“Alarms went off in holding. They’ve called for four ambulances. We can ask Sarge later, but for right now, the further away from that mess, the better for us. We don’t need them blaming us for anything, and I can promise you that Richardson and Gomez are tangled up in it somehow.”
“Well, change of plans then,” Jamie said. “We’re going to stop at the all-night diner and get breakfast. Witnesses seeing us there will be the best defense right now.”
“I could eat,” Avery said from the back seat.
“You can always eat,” Jack teased back. “Sorry if I scared you back there, son. If they locked down the station, or if it was an active shooter scenario, I wanted you out of the way.”
“I get it, Mom. It’s okay,” Avery said. “I’m glad you could think through the chaos. I sure couldn’t.”
They were getting seated in a booth at the diner when Jamie’s phone chimed a message first, then Jack’s. They read the message and Jamie got to his feet. “Order me the farmer’s breakfast with orange juice and coffee. I’ll go call him.”
“Thanks, Jamie,” Jack said as she put her phone down and picked up a menu.
“Was that about the alarm?” Avery asked, voice low.
“Yeah, Jamie will get the full story and let us know. Get whatever you want. You’ve earned it tonight.”
Their orders were placed and both were fixing their coffee when Jamie came back inside and rejoined them. “Richardson and Gomez are dead. Daniels is in ICU and the guard that was outside their cell – Tolbert? He’s in surgery. Somehow, a guy they brought in for a DUI hid a 3D printed gun on him, and a ceramic knife. He took out Richardson and Gomez, then stabbed Daniels twice and shot Tolbert who tripped the alarm before he went down. Responding officers tackled him and he somehow got a cyanide capsule and was dead before they got him cuffed. This is some high level shit.”
“Does that mean they’ll be coming after us?” Avery asked.
“No, because we heard it, but then so did the techs recording everything, the assistant district attorney behind the two-way glass and whatever aides they had with them…there are too many people that heard what those two said for them to take us all out,” Jack said.
“And the recording goes to a cloud and gets sent to the DA, the head of detectives, Sarge, and anyone else with an interest in this case, so even trying to delete the recording is futile,” Jamie said. “The killing of Gomez and Richardson was a message and I think it was pretty clear. I’m just curious who was sending it.”
They all fell silent while the waitress delivered their food and refilled their coffee cups. A round of ‘thank you’ and she left them to tuck in to the meal. All three were quiet but for sips and the clink of fork against plate as they thought over the events of the past few days.
“I think we might be looking at this the wrong way,” Jack said after she washed a mouthful of waffles down with a sip of coffee.
“How do you mean?” Jamie asked.
“We’ve been looking at Noah’s murder like a regular murder. Why did they kill him? News article? Politics? Gender bias? Hate crime? His girlfriend? I think we need to take a step back and clear all of that off the table and go back to basics. Every murder is based around lust, love, loathing, or loot. I think the family connections are the answer here.”
“So that would be love? Or loathing?” Avery asked.
“Or both,” Jack said. “Love can be out of jealousy or passion, a sexual release found in the killing, and so on. Loathing can be hating who or what Noah was, or what Noah represented to that person.”
“We could still be talking about a hate crime then, correct?” Avery said.
“Well, yes, but loathing and a hate crime are the same thing. I just want us to go back and look at this all through the lens of family. Think about it – everything we’ve been finding out, circles back to the Donnegan and Marino families and what ties Noah might have had to those families. Sarge said he sent the DNA over, but we haven’t had a moment to look at it yet. That was supposed to be first on the list this morning. I suggest we go home, grab a couple of hours of sleep, shower, change, go back to Jamie’s and start looking at the DNA and how the family connections fit in all of this,” Jack said.
“I’m behind that plan,” Jamie said. “Let’s finish up here and I’ll drop you two at home. No court today, since they’re, well…dead.”
“I’m good with that plan,” Jack said. Avery nodded with a mouthful of food.




Chapter Eighteen 


Jack had planned on bringing Avery with her to Jamie’s place, but they’d both forgotten that his uncle Anson would be arriving today to help finish up the last bits of the backyard remodel. The fencing and parking space work needed more than one person, so Avery had called Anson and he’d agreed to come help. Knowing Anson would be there eased Jack’s worry, so she left them to get to work and headed over to Jamie’s. 
She parked in the garage and closed the door behind her before she got out of the car. The inside door from the garage was open and the scent of fresh-brewed coffee wafted out of the house.
“If you’re bribing me with caffeine, it’s working,” Jack called out as she stepped into the house.
“You can close the door behind you. I opened it when I heard the alarm chirp that the door was opening,” Jamie said as he came out of the kitchen with a carafe and her favorite mug. “No Avery? I thought he was coming with you.”
“We both forgot his Uncle Anson would be there today to help him with the fence and parking area. Anson will be staying for a couple of days, so I felt safe leaving him behind.”
“Come see what I’ve learned,” Jamie said and led them into the office. He poured Jack a coffee and refilled his own cup as he spoke. “I listened to what you said at the diner, so I pulled up the DNA report and it is a familial match to Jack Donnegan – and to Matteus Marino.”
“I knew it,” Jack said with a grin. “Bow to my superior sleuthing abilities.”
“Yes, yes, you were correct. As usual,” Jamie teased back. “So, I started to build a family tree…”
That was as far as Jamie got before Mike rushed into the room. “Guys, we’ve got a problem,” Mike said.
Jack turned and blinked at Mike. “What problem? And why can I see you?”
“I’m not sure, but that’s part of the problem. We were upstairs watching a movie last night when one of my watchers came to tell Ellis there was a problem at your place. She got up to head over there and couldn’t leave this house. None of us could. It was like there was a bubble over the place. Instead of listening to the two of them freaking out all night, I got them to practice and train with me. Then Jamie came home, but when I went to talk to him, he couldn’t hear me.”
“What the hell?” Jamie said. “Did you figure out what it was?”
“No,” Mike said. “But a little while later, Ellis got up and turned to me and gave me a hug. She said ‘Take care of Jack for me. Let her know I don’t blame her for any of it and I’m glad she was there for me at the end.’ Then she turned and there was a smile on her face I’d never seen before. I heard her whisper ‘Nana’ and she took two steps and was gone. I felt her leave. She passed over. After she left, I felt different, but I was still trying to figure out what had happened earlier. That’s when Noah came in and shook my hand, thanked me for everything, and said his moms were here to take him home. He stepped off the balcony and into the light. He’s passed over, too.”
“And now I can see you,” Jack said as she sat down, both hands wrapped around her mug. “Well, I’m glad they’ve moved on and found some kind of peace or happiness or whatever, but what kept you all trapped here, and then had them both move on?”
Jamie leaned against the table, eyes on Mike. “Were either of them religious?”
“Both were raised Catholic – for a little while, anyway,” Mike said.
“I think we need to go have a word with Father Michael O’Leary,” Jamie said.
“Mary Kate Donnegan O’Leary’s brother in law?” Mike asked.
“That one, exactly. Donnegan had two of his Blackstar goons go after Jack and Avery last night. They talked to us and got killed in holding. Officer Daniels is in ICU and Tolbert, the guard, is in surgery. The guy, we didn’t have a name earlier, also offed himself with a cyanide capsule once he was taken down. I’m thinking Donnegan might have been hedging his bets,” Jamie said.
“Before we go anywhere, let’s finish sorting out this mess, shall we?” Jack said. “I’d rather not face a priest without all of my facts lined up.”
“That’s smart,” a new voice said. “Because as much as I love my moms, I’m not ready to cross yet and I want to get answers.”
“Noah, you’re back?” Mike asked as they all turned toward the doorway. “You’re not stuck here now, are you?”
“Naw, I can go back when we’re done here. I explained that we still didn’t know who killed me and that I was being helpful. I told them I needed to finish this to find peace, so here I am,” Noah said.
“I can see him,” Jack whispered.
“I can see him, too,” Jamie replied. “And Mike’s not touching him.”
“This priest, he’s my uncle by marriage?” Noah asked.
“He’s the brother in law of your grand aunt, Mary Kate,” Jamie said. “We’ve found familial DNA matches to Jack Donnegan and Matteus Marino.”
“That means your mother was born Sophia Marino and your dad is probably Sean Donnegan. We can’t say that he’s your father for certain, but it’s a good guess,” Jack said, her voice tender. “We know you’re a Donnegan, but just not able to prove which one. Considering what we learned last night about Sean’s reaction to your death, we’re fairly sure.”
“Then why didn’t he come for me after Donna died?” Noah asked.
“Good question, and not one we have an answer for yet,” Jamie said.
“But we’ll find the answer,” Mike added.
“Do you think Father O’Leary might know something about the whole ghost thing?” Noah asked.
“I haven’t the foggiest,” Jamie said. “But if we’re talking about spirits, ghosts, and the afterlife, might as well consult the one religious organization that has card-carrying exorcists on the payroll, right?”
“I still have questions,” Jack said. “But I’m not sure I really want the answers. Let’s just get everything organized and make sure we know what we know before we show up at whatever church he’s at.”
“He’s at Sacred Heart parish over on Quarry Street,” Mike said.
“Thanks, Mike,” Jack said. “But back to you, Jameson Kennedy. Why do you suddenly think we need to talk to O’Leary? Why not just any priest?”
“Yeah,” Mike said. “Why this one specifically?”
“Because Jamie read my notes on the article I didn’t get to publish,” Noah said. “The one where I pointed out that two of the major crime families left in Harbor had deep ties to many organizations in the city. Law enforcement and legal, municipal organizations, political groups and certain politicians – and the Catholic church.”
“What ties do the Marinos have to the church?” Jack asked.
“Sister Robert Mary, principal at St. Agnes’ parochial school and member of the convent at St. Agnes Church. They also have a priest in service, but he is on retreat at the Vatican currently,” Noah said.
“Yeah, let’s talk to the good Father at Sacred Heart instead of the principal nun at St. Agnes’. We’ve got a better chance of making headway with Father O’Leary than a nun used to handling several hundred children and their teaching staff,” Jamie said.
“Scared?” Noah teased.
“Nope. Just managing expectations,” Jamie replied. Jack and Mike chuckled.
“Okay, back to work,” Jack said and bent over her laptop.
[image: image-placeholder]Sacred Heart parish had been built in the late 1880’s and like most Catholic churches in New England, it was a monument to the Vatican’s deep pockets. Gray granite stone and elegant stained glass marked the outside of the structure. The massive oak and wrought iron doors barely made a sound as Jack pulled one open enough to let them both in. The church was open for confession at this time every day, so they knew they had a good chance at catching Father O’Leary on the premises.
Jamie picked up a bulletin, then silently pointed out a line to Jack. “Yesterday,” Jamie said. Above his finger was printed ‘A Mass for the Lost Souls of the Dead’.
Jack tipped her head in silent query, and Jamie leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Why things with the ghosts changed.”
“I don’t know…” Jack whispered in reply.
“Welcome to our church. Is there something I can do for you today?” The voice came from behind Jamie and they both turned to look at the priest who had spoken. Six feet tall, a full head of silver hair in a neat trim, and the standard black shirt, slacks, and shoes with the white collar of a priest.
“Hello, Father. We had some questions and were hoping to speak with Father O’Leary?” Jamie said.
“I’m Father O’Leary,” he replied, tone wary.
“Is there somewhere private we might talk?” Jack asked and tucked her hands around Jamie’s elbow. It gave the impression they were a couple seeking guidance. Jack hoped the ruse would get them the privacy they needed.
“Of course, my child. This way,” O’Leary said and turned to lead them up the side aisle of the church to a door tucked in the shadows. Once through the door, the corridor opened to a carpeted passage full of light from windows that lined one side of the hall. Doors opened off the other side and he led them into a spacious office lined with shelves on three walls and decorated with photos and certifications on the third. They sat around a table and Father O’Leary offered them bottles of water from a mini fridge hidden inside an ornate cabinet.
“Thank you for the water – and for seeing us without an appointment,” Jamie said once they were all seated. “We need to ask if it’s true you’re the Vatican’s expert on ghosts.”
“I have done a lot of research and study on the matter of lingering souls, but I would hesitate to call myself an expert,” O’Leary said. “Are you having a problem with strange phenomena?”
“No, but we’ve both had experiences with ghosts. One that we had become acquainted with – well, she crossed over yesterday. I noticed that you held a Mass for Lost Souls and I think that had something to do with it,” Jamie said.
“It is my hope that it did help,” O’Leary said.
“Getting rid of the ghosts we’re trying to help is not helping us,” Jack replied.
“If the body is gone, the soul needs to move on to Purgatory in order to be sorted into the final place of rest,” O’Leary said. “It is an abomination for a soul to remain tied to the earthly plane.”
“Yeah, we’re gonna have to disagree on that one,” Jack muttered. 
“What if the souls were given a choice and chose to remain behind for a time?” Jamie said.
“That’s not how God does things,” O’Leary replied.
“Again, gonna have to disagree,” Jack said. “We know for a fact some were given a choice and returned for a time. How do we know? We’ve communicated with them. So, no amount of your praying, Masses, or whatever else you try is going to deny them the free will choice to remain.”
“Okay, who are you two?” O’Leary asked.
“Detectives Forbes and Kennedy,” Jamie replied as he pointed to Jack and himself. “And we’re working on solving your nephew’s murder.”
“Niece,” O’Leary said. “Sinead Mariana Donnegan was born a girl.”
“Nephew,” Jack and Jamie replied, then Jamie continued with “When did Sean realize Sophia and his child were still in  Harbor?”
“Just after Sophia died. He knew Donna would care for the child, so he left them be. He was rising in the political sphere and had a wife and growing family of his own. Bringing Sophia’s child into his home would have caused some difficulties,” O’Leary said.
“Why didn’t he step up when Donna died?” Jack asked.
“Same reasons. He was in his first session as governor and an illegitimate, mentally unstable child? That would have been a political nightmare.”
“Noah is far from unstable. He was a bright, hard-working kid who just wanted to be loved. He’d even earned a full-ride scholarship to Harbor University for Journalism. That’s a kid anyone would be proud to call their own,” Jack said.
“The child didn’t even know what their gender should be. That’s a mental illness,” O’Leary said.
“Yeah, I don’t need a sermon on how fucked up the church is when it comes to transgender issues and how science has already proven you’re wrong,” Jack said.
“How would you feel if your Avery decided he was now a she?” O’Leary sneered.
“First off, keep my son’s name out of your mouth. Secondly, if Avery decided that they were happiest in a body that matched how they felt inside and it was a female form instead of the male form they were given at birth? I would support them with everything in me.” Jack turned to Jamie. “I can’t with this one. I’ll be outside.”
Jack left the office, the door banging against the wall as she left. O’Leary looked at Jamie and arched a brow.
“If you think I’m going to apologize for my partner, you’re wrong. She wasn’t raised Catholic, so she doesn’t have the training I do to sit and listen to you even when I agree that you’re wrong. I will tell you this, Father. Let Sean Donnegan know that we know he’s trying to keep this all under wraps. It’s coming out. All of it. And if he comes after us again, there are others who are fully informed about this case and will carry on with it.” Jamie got to his feet and gave the priest a faint smile. “Oh, one last thing. If you really want to learn about ghosts, you can call me anytime and I’ll introduce you to one.”
“Sean isn’t going to let this ruin him now,” the priest called out as Jamie headed for the exit.
“He doesn’t have any say in it anymore, Father,” Jamie called back as he joined Jack near an exit door and followed her outside.
They both took deep breaths and Jack turned to look at the building. “I’m sorry if I embarrassed you in there, Jamie. I just couldn’t listen to his crap any longer. I know there’s a lot of good in the church, and a lot of people find solace and comfort in their faith – but the ignorance and bigotry, the power-hungry control is something I cannot tolerate.”
“You didn’t embarrass me, Jack. I just wish I hadn’t been trained to stay quiet about so much.”
“Let’s go talk to Sister Robert Mary. I want to know what the Marino clan knows about Noah,” Jack said.
“And I want to know why Noah’s birth certificate doesn’t say Sinead Donnegan,” Jamie added.




Chapter Nineteen


Sister Robert Mary did not like to be interrupted, but her secretary didn’t want to say no to two detectives, so interrupted she was. Dressed in a navy skirt, white blouse, blue cardigan, black tie shoes and a crisp veil over a coif, Sister Robert glared at Jack and Jamie as they entered her office. She stood near the window, hands folded against her skirt.
“As Sister Magdalene knows, I do not like to be interrupted, but apparently you’re more intimidating than I am,” Sister Robert said. The unspoken ‘I’ll fix that oversight’ had the poor secretary in fits and the door rattled as she shut it behind them.
“We apologize for the interruption, Sister, but our questions could not wait. I am Detective Kennedy and this is my partner, Detective Forbes. We need to discuss the death of your niece’s child and hope you could help us.”
“Which niece?”
“Sophia,” Jamie said.
“Sophia’s been gone for years. Her child was left in the care of a friend, then we lost track of the child.”
“Noah Riggs was murdered recently and our investigation has had us questioning members of the Donnegan crime family,” Jack said.
Sister Robert sat heavily in the chair behind her desk and waved to the two chairs in front for them to sit. “I didn’t know,” she said, her voice soft. “We knew Sophia had gone into hiding with the baby, changed names and so on. We also knew Donna Donnegan had been doing her best to help, and then took the child after cancer took Sofie, but when Donna was killed in that car accident, we couldn’t find the child.”
“Donnegan knew that Noah was in foster care all this time,” Jack said.
“I could say something wholly ungracious right now, but I’m not going to.” She sighed, her shoulders slumped, her head bowed. “We tried to help Sofie when we could – the whole family, I mean – but we knew how afraid she was of Donnegan’s men and she’d asked us to stop trying to help because he’d track her through us,” Sister Robert explained. “When Sofie got cancer, Donna got a new ID and changed her name and went to help. Donna would come to the church and we’d give them supplies, money, whatever we’d put together for them. She was headed back to the child with the month’s supplies from the family when she realized Donnegan’s men were following her. In her attempt to lose them, she lost control of the car and was killed. I heard the crash on the phone.”
“Noah was in the foster system from that point forward. He had a full scholarship to Harbor University upon graduation in a few months. He held down two jobs, one that had him writing investigative journalism pieces for the Harbor Daily. He helped the younger kids in the group home where he lived. And he was killed a couple of weeks ago and thrown away like garbage,” Jack said. “He was an impressive person and deserved to be appreciated and loved.”
“He sounds wonderful. I wish I had had the chance to know him – and help him,” Sister Robert said.
“I am grateful you’re calling Noah a ‘him’,” Jamie said. “Father O’Leary was not as considerate.”
“I have worked with thousands of children over the years and I know that while God may not make any mistakes, he sometimes gives us challenges to overcome. Science often has the answers to those challenges. If a person happens to be born into a body that presents itself in a way that does not match the person’s heart and soul, then we are lucky that science can correct that issue. I know that is not the mainstream line many of faith follow – but transgender people are no less in need of scientific assistance to become their true selves than a person born with any other medical issue that needs attention to help the body function better.”
“That’s very well said,” Jack replied. “I should also let you know that Dr. McEwan has said he would pay for Noah’s funeral.”
“I know Seamus well. I will reach out to him and ask if he would allow some of Noah’s family to attend,” Sister Robert replied.
“I am sure he would be happy to include anyone who wishes to celebrate Noah’s life,” Jamie said. “If you’re amenable, Sister, I’d like to ask you about how we all ended up here. We found a photo from Noah’s christening party. Donna Taylor Donnegan, Sophia, Patrick Donnegan were all present. We recognized Carina Marino and her son Matteus – in fact, it was matching Noah’s DNA to Matteus and to Jack Donnegan as familial connections that brought us to your door.”
“Do you have this picture? I can try and help you identify the others. I was there, but I spent most of my time in the house, managing the kitchen,” Sister Robert said.
Jamie opened a zipped leather folio that held some of the case notes and pulled out the photo. He handed it across the desk and Sister Robert smiled. “There’s something about old photos,” she said. “They bring us back to that moment so clearly. The mood of the day was generally happy, but the undercurrents were strong. Sophia loved Sean, in spite of his family. I don’t believe Sean loved Sophia enough to fight his family for the right to claim her. He tried, but he was weak. When Jack and Matteus got into it a week after the christening, soldiers on both sides were left dead in the streets. A couple of the Donnegan soldiers threatened Sophia and the baby – and Sean did nothing. That told the rest of them that she was fair game. The family sent her away for a few months, but the minute she was back in town, it all started up again. A party for Noah’s first birthday ended up with four dead in our front yard from a drive-by shooting. One of the dead was another niece, Antonia. She was just three years old.”
“I thought there was a code or something that kept them from going after women and children?” Jack asked.
“That’s pure Hollywood,” Sister Robert said. “Families are often targeted because they are the heart and soul of a clan. A week later, Sophia had made plans to disappear. New identity, new bank account, and so on. Sean tried to steal Noah from her the day before she disappeared. He forced her car off the road and tried to take the car seat out of the car. Sophia stabbed him and drove up on the sidewalk to get away. She was gone that night.”
“No wonder she went into hiding. What a nightmare,” Jack said. “She had a rough time of it, from what we have been able to learn. And then the cancer seemed to take her quickly.”
“She had breast cancer and didn’t go get checkups like she should have because she didn’t want her medical information out there to be used to find her. And don’t even try to tell me about privacy laws because criminals don’t care about privacy. By the time she did see someone, and had the mastectomy, it had already gone into her lymph nodes. Chemo and radiation gave her a few more months, but she couldn’t be saved. Donna had filed for divorce from Jack the year before, but when she heard about Sophia’s diagnosis, she pushed to get it done quickly, then went underground to help her friend and Noah.”
“She sounds like an amazing friend,” Jack said.
“Donna, Sophia, Maria, and Gabriella were thick as thieves from the time they met in school at age five. Now, Gabi is the only one left and she chose her hell. I pray for her daily because the only way she’ll ever get free from Reynardo Farraday is in a body bag. He’s so tight with Sean Donnegan, he won’t blink unless he gets Sean’s permission.”
“We should have come to speak to you days ago,” Jamie said, awe in his tone. “You’ve just solidified all of the ‘maybe’ questions we’ve been struggling with for the past week.”
“I’m invisible when it comes to the family. They forget I have ears when they get into their cups, and they assume that the veil covers an empty brain. I have a Ph.D. in Education and a Masters in Psychology.”
“Thank you for being so upfront with us,” Jack said. “I am so grateful you sat down with us and have helped our case so much.”
“If it’s okay with you both, I’d like to hang on to this picture for a day or so. I will list out all of the people in it and get it back to you.”
“That’s fine but let me give you my cell number and a secure email that doesn’t go through the station. We know that we’re being watched, so much of our time is spent away from the precinct,” Jamie said.
As they prepared to leave, Sister Robert gave them her card. “My cell number is on the back. Call me if you have any questions. I’d also like to ask if I could have Noah’s personal belongings when you’re done?”
“We were going to release them to Dr. McEwan. Perhaps we could have the two of you come pick them up and go through them together?” Jamie said.
“I’m sure we can work something out,” Sister Robert replied. “Seamus is one of the few educators that believes as I do when it comes to people who are different. Society has a responsibility to treat both differently abled and LGBTQ+ people with decency, kindness, and respect. Unfortunately, what seems obvious to you and me is not so to too many in positions of power. That has to change.” 
Jack paused at the door and turned back to Sister Robert. “May I ask you another question?”
“Of course,” Sister Robert said.
“What are your beliefs in regard to ghosts?”
“The Bible teaches us…” Sister Robert started and Jack interrupted her.
“I know the Bible’s version, Sister. I want to know what you believe. I have had experiences that have proved to me that souls can linger past death and communicate with us before they move on. Do you believe that?”
Sister Robert met Jack’s gaze and gave her a faint smile. “What did Shakespeare say about ‘stranger things betwixt heaven and earth’? I think he knew more than he let on, old Will. I know that I have experienced things that would be considered improbable by biblical teachings – but my own experiences cannot be denied. Why do you ask?”
“Let me think on it a bit, and maybe I’ll explain more later, if that’s okay?”
“That’s fine with me. We’ll talk again soon. I’ll pray for you both.”
“Thank you, Sister Robert. Good afternoon.” Jack closed the door behind her and jogged to catch up with Jamie. “Let’s grab subs on the way to your place. I’m starved.”
“Only if I pay. I want the largest meatball sub I can find,” Jamie said.
“Funny, I was craving an Italian cold cut sub,” Jack said and they both laughed.




Chapter Twenty


Avery and Anson sprawled on the brick steps that led from a small landing outside the back door, down to a patio. A sitting area near a grill resided under a pergola with a canvas sail shelter from rain or sun. Nearby a circle of Adirondack-style chairs clustered around a flagstone fire pit, the path from the patio to the fire pit a curve of stone. A matched curve of stone wove through the yard around raised planter beds with vegetables and herbs to the concrete slab where Avery’s home would sit as of tomorrow. A faux rock covered the electric and water connectors for the slab so it all blended into the scenery. A fence of black steel with composite material as the slats gave the yard privacy and security without ever needing to paint the fence or worry about rot. A double door gate shielded a short gravel parking area large enough to maneuver the tiny home through. A remote would slide one side of it back to allow parking or leaving, but easy to close and attached to the alarm system for security purposes.
“This came out better than I pictured it in my head,” Avery said.
“I gotta hand it to you, kid. This is impressive. What made you think of using the composite for the fence?” Anson asked.
“You used it for that deck on that place in Long Island we worked on. I liked working with the stuff and really didn’t want to have to do fence maintenance next year. I picked a blue-grey that was close to the siding color, got it capped on both ends, then pre-drilled holes in the fence framing so it could be fastened as if it were going on a deck. No difference if it’s horizontal or vertical when it comes to the actual process, right?”
“Right,” Anson replied. “It’s brilliant and so obvious, I’m ashamed I didn’t think of it myself. I will be stealing this idea forthwith.”
“Steal away. I’m just glad you could come help out. I wanted the fencing and gates done before the house got delivered and we just made it.”
“Let’s go grab a couple of beers and those sandwiches I picked up and come back out. It’s cooler out here than in the house right now,” Anson said.
“I’ll go get them. You go ahead and find a seat,” Avery said as he got up and went inside. Moments later he was back outside and unloaded wrapped sandwiches, beer, and a bag of chips onto the table.
“The sail shade was a good idea. Just enough to protect someone seated out here but not so much to interrupt the view,” Anson said as he reached for his sandwich.
“Mom’s not one to pay attention to the weather when she’s deep into a case. I can see her out here, working on her laptop, and getting drenched without the sail.”
“How are you doing here with Jack?”
“We’re doing really well. I hated living on campus, but until Mom moved out here, I really didn’t see how I’d afford an off campus place. Dad offered to cover it all, but that’s not fair either. This is a great compromise on all our parts. Mom gets me close but not in her space, I get privacy and my own place, with expenses I can manage while still keeping my focus on class, and Dad feels like he’s still taking care of me, without having to be on tap every month.”
“Your mom is really good people. I’m glad you’re staying connected to her. I wish my brother weren’t such a dick, but we can’t pick family, can we?”
“Dad’s not too bad. He just doesn’t get outside his head enough to pay attention to the real world.”
“At least your parents are amenable with each other. Some divorces end up so acrimonious, the people can’t even speak to each other around the pain.”
“Like you and Josie?” Avery asked.
“Like me and Josie, yeah. The pain she caused me? I don’t know if I’ll ever fully heal from that. It’s made me not trust my judgement when it comes to people, romantically interested or otherwise. I’m wary and cautious when before I would trust first, let them show me otherwise after the fact. Now, trust has to be earned and it’s not always fair to the other person.”
“Do you hate her for what she did? Just dropping you like that and walking off with someone else?”
“No. Hate only hurts me and does nothing to Josie. I want her to find happiness, but I also worry about Christian. If he gets hurt or can’t perform the way she needs, he’ll end up getting dumped for the next person. She did it to Terrance before me, and then me when I nearly died from that construction accident, so it’s a pattern. Unless she gets help, she’ll do it to Christian. Besides, to be blunt, I don’t have to do anything. Karma works and what you put out into the world, comes back to you. Keep treating people’s hearts like they’re disposable and soon you’ll learn how that feels in a very real way.”
“That’s really…I don’t know, adult?” Avery said. “It’s unusual, I guess is what I mean.”
“Unusual? Maybe. But people who don’t keep their vows or oaths will learn the hard way that a person’s word really does matter. Making a promise and sticking with it? That’s not easy, nor is it meant to be – but the benefits are worthwhile. Loyalty and trust are precious things.”
“And I trust you, but not too many people beyond a handful, so I get that.”
“You’ve never let me down, Avery. That tells me you learned something of value from your mom. She’s never backed down from a fight, and she fought hard to keep your dad. He just didn’t want it as much as she did. Then again, he was always the one who’d flip the game board up in the air if he were losing so no one would win.”
They ate in silence for a bit, both lost in their thoughts. A swallow of beer and Anson looked over at Avery. “So, are you going to tell me why your mother had planned to take you to work with her this morning? I take it that’s not a normal event?”
Avery choked on his mouthful and washed it down with a swallow of beer. “Uh, well, this case is one of the worst I’ve known about.”
“She’s worked some hairy ones. I’ve heard of a few. What makes this one worse?”
“Well, two guys broke into the house the other night, and Mom and I took them down. We grabbed a couple of hours of sleep and I’d just got out of the shower when you showed up. We’d both forgotten you would be here in all of the drama.”
“Now I understand the elaborate alarm system,” Anson said. “You’re both okay?”
“Yeah, remember those training things Mom would have us do? Well, I snapped my zip cuffs and took my guy down, then she tossed me cuffs and I got him restrained. It happened fast and I didn’t have time to be scared until I sat in her office later and it hit me, we could’ve died. I got some sugar into me and focused on my work until we came home. She’s a brilliant detective and I’m so proud of her and the work she’s doing here.”
“What’s so risky about this case?”
“It started out about a dead foster kid and has become something between the Donnegan and Marino crime families, with politics and dirty cops and a rogue FBI agent….it’s like something out of one of those police crime dramas on TV.”
“Woah, that’s a lot.”
“And I knew the kid. Noah Riggs. I mean, we didn’t hang out together or anything, but he did investigative reporting for the same paper I do editing for on the side. He was good. Really good. Like Pulitzer quality work before he was twenty level of good. Mom and Jamie first thought he was killed because he was transgender. Then they thought maybe it was because of one of his articles. Now they’re trying to figure out who did it before someone else dies.”
“I’m glad I only have to deal with construction accidents and not bullets on the job,” Anson said with a shake of his head.
“Now you know why I want to go into space technology. No bullets there, either,” Avery said with a laugh.
“How about we shower and pick up the house, then you and I hit a movie or something? We’ll have more work tomorrow once the house gets here, but for now I think we deserve some down time,” Anson suggested.
“I’m all for that. I’ll text mom and let her know where we’re headed. It’s part of our agreement when she’s on hairy cases. I keep her informed about where I am and with whom so she doesn’t worry.”
“Fine, you start with the living room and I’ll do the kitchen. You shower first because I hog the hot water.”
“Deal. Thanks, Uncle Anson. I’m glad you’re here.”
“I’m glad I’m here too, kid.” 
[image: image-placeholder]Noah raced into Jamie’s house and down the hall to the office, then shouted in frustration when the two detectives weren’t there.
“What’s wrong?” Mike yelled as he came down the stairs.
“Something’s going on at the group home and I can’t find Jack or Jamie.”
“What’s going on? What did you see?” Mike asked.
“The kids were all pissed off or crying and carrying their stuff in trash bags as they were loaded onto a school bus. The place was being emptied out and lots of people in FBI jackets were carrying boxes and computers and stuff out to a van.”
“Sounds like the place got raided. Don’t worry about the kids. They’ll get put in other group homes in the area. It’ll suck for a bit, but they’re not in any trouble. In fact, if the FBI raided it, then I’m betting they did find evidence of trafficking going on. That’s a good thing. Those kids are safer now that it’s being shut down.”
“Oh, yeah, that is a good thing. Sorry, but seeing all those little ones crying and dragging trash bags just hit me hard.”
“I’ll talk to Jamie about getting them duffel bag kits so they don’t have to use trash bags. We did that a couple of times when I was on the force. Duffel bags with the kids name on it, some toiletries and a new outfit so they felt more comfortable. Little things but it makes a big difference, right?”
“Yeah, it does. I got one of those kits. First new shoes I’d had in I don’t know how long. Plain black kicks, but they were clean, new, and mine. No one else had had them before.”
“I’m sorry life was so rough for you, kid. I’m just glad we’re helping you figure out what happened. Everyone deserves answers.”
“I am grateful, Mike. I really am. I just wish it wasn’t putting Jack and Jamie at risk. I thought about just staying gone, but they wouldn’t stop trying to find answers at this point, right?”
“No, they’re in it until it’s done now.” Mike paused and gave Noah a nod. “They’re pulling into the garage. Why don’t you ask them about the group home?”
Noah headed out to the kitchen to wait for the detectives to enter. “I need to ask you something,” Noah blurted out before Jamie had managed to turn the light on.
“Jeezus,” Jamie gasped. “You scared the piss out of me. At least wait until I turn the lights on before you start talking to me, okay? I’d hate to shoot a ghost and put another hole in my freshly repaired walls.”
“I’m sorry,” Noah sighed. “I just came from the group home and the kids were crying and getting loaded on a bus.”
Mike stepped up then. “I think the FBI raided the home and it upset Noah. Could you check and see where the kids are being taken and maybe do a duffel bag run for them like we did before?”
“Yeah, I’ll check what’s going on and set up the bags tomorrow. Sarge has been full out all day, and we’ve got some news to share ourselves, if you two want to come sit at the table with us while we eat?” Jamie said.
Jack put the bag on the table and left to use the bathroom to wash up before she came back and sat down. “Avery just texted that he and Anson were going to a movie at the Roxie and would text me when they got home.”
“I’ll get the drinks if you unload the bag,” Jamie said to Jack, then turned to Noah. “Your birth name was Sinead Mariana Donnegan. A little past your first birthday, you and your mom went into hiding with new names – and that’s when you became Noah Riggs. Noah is a gender neutral name, so I don’t know if she dressed you as a boy then, or later.”
“I asked for boy clothes when I was three. I remember having girl clothes before that. Dresses and bows – and I hated them. They felt wrong,” Noah said.
“Your grand aunt, Sister Robert Mary, was genuinely sad that you were gone. The Marino family had tried to help take care of you and your mother, but Sofie was terrified – rightfully so – that the Donnegans would find you if they kept taking assistance. Donna had just picked up the family’s monthly donation at the church when she realized she was being followed by Donnegan soldiers. She called the sister and said she was being followed – then the sister heard the crash on the phone. They didn’t know where you were and couldn’t find you.”
“But the Donnegans knew where you were all along. They left you in the system rather than have an illegitimate transgender child cause difficulties for Sean Donnegan’s political career,” Jack said.
“Sean Donnegan, the governor, is your father. Sister Robert Mary confirmed our suspicions. Your mother loved him, but he was too weak to fight for you and your mom. Once she’d died – and then Donna – they left you in the system because Sean was already married with kids and rising fast in politics,” Jamie said.
“Sister Robert is going to reach out to Dr. McEwan and help with your funeral and make sure the celebration of your life has some family in attendance,” Jack said. “I thought you might like to know that some of your family wanted you and tried to find you.”
“That’s kinda nice,” Noah said. “I just wish they’d found me before I was killed.”
“I do too, hon. I do too,” Jack said. 
“What are your next steps then?” Noah asked.
“I’ll call Sarge in the morning and find out about the kids and the group home for you, then we have a visit to the Governor,” Jack said.
“Tomorrow, we go talk to Sean Donnegan. He can either talk to us in his office, or we’ll drag his ass down to the station and make a media circus out of it. Either way, we’ll get some answers,” Jamie said.
“Tonight, we put what we’ve learned today into the case files, then I go sleep for at least eight hours. I’m dragging ass after being up most of last night,” Jack said.
“I’ll take care of the case files. You eat and head home. Tomorrow’s going to be here bright and early. We have to hit the governor’s office before eight or we’ll get sidelined while he’s in meetings,” Jamie said.
“Come get me, then. I’ll have the coffee,” Jack said as she cleaned up her wrappers. “See you at seven?”
“I’ll be there with bells on,” Jamie said.
“Like a cat,” Noah teased.
“Careful, boyo, or I’ll figure out how to bell a ghost,” Jamie teased back.
Mike followed Jack out to her car. “Good work today. I’ll make sure Noah absorbs everything you two learned for him today. Get home safe, okay?”
“Thanks, Mike. Give that boy a hug from me. He makes my mama’s heart ache. Goodnight.”
“Night, Jack.”




Chapter Twenty-One


The next morning, Jack showered, dressed, and made coffee as silently as possible. She carried both travel mugs out to the front porch and leaned against the railing to enjoy the morning mist rising as the sun climbed behind the trees. Jamie pulled up just before seven and she got into the car and handed him a mug.
“A Hawaiian Blue and Columbian blend this morning. I’ve been experimenting with new beans,” Jack told him.
“It’s caffeine. Coffee. I’ll take it,” Jamie said.
“Before we do anything we can’t walk back, how about I call Sarge and tell him where we’re going? He’s had our backs all through this and the only thing he’s asked is that we keep him in the loop. How about we hold up our end of things?” Jack said.
“He might try to talk us out of it,” Jamie grumbled. “But you’re right. Let’s call him.” He used the car’s Bluetooth to call Sarge so they could both participate.
“Tremont here.”
“Hey Sarge, it’s Jamie and Jack. We’re on our way to the governor’s office to have a chat with Sean Donnegan about his son’s murder. You asked us to keep you in the loop, so we’re calling,” Jamie said.
“Gee, thanks for the heads up. I told you I’d handle the politics, didn’t I? Don’t go hassling the governor in his office. I’ll get him to meet off site for a talk that won’t cause us issues or make waves for him. Do not go there now.”
“Sarge, we have enough to really need to speak to him,” Jack said. “We have witnesses that say he knew Noah was his child and knew he was in foster care but left him there to avoid embarrassment in his campaigns.”
“And that’s enough to get him to agree to come speak with us. It is not enough for you to go crashing around like bulls in a china shop and cause me more headaches.” They heard him sigh. “Go to Dora’s Diner and I’ll meet you there and we can strategize. If you’re not there by the time I’m getting my first coffee poured, you’re both suspended. Hear me?”
“We hear you, Sarge,” they both replied. Then the call was disconnected.
“I think he’s a little irked,” Jack said, tone dry.
“Ya think?” Jamie replied as he pulled the car into a U-turn and headed back towards the diner. “Well, at least we’ll get breakfast with our ass reaming.”
Jack and Jamie were seated in a back corner booth, coffee carafe on the table and their food order placed when Sarge slid into the seat opposite them.
He poured his coffee, took a sip, then looked them both in the eye before he spoke. “Thank you for listening to me. I didn’t want to get into it on the phone, but his office has already been trying to do damage control by reaching out to us yesterday after you visited Father O’Leary.”
“Of course they did. It wasn’t O’Leary that gave us anything useful, though. It was Mariana Marino, also known as Sister Robert Mary of St. Agnes,” Jamie said.
“Seems while the Donnegan family knew all along where Noah was, the Marino family had tried to find Noah and take care of him.” Jack outlined the rest of the story for Sarge.
“And because Donna kept Noah’s location secret to protect him, no one from the Marino family knew where the kid was to go get him,” Sarge said. “What a mess.”
“But Donnegan knew and left him to be afraid and alone until he called Dr. McEwan and told him Donna didn’t come home. Dr. McEwan called around and learned about Donna’s death. He took Noah in for a few days, but the state took the boy and put him in the foster system instead of letting McEwan keep him. Donnegan wanted the kid in a group home so he could keep an eye on him,” Jamie said.
“Speaking of group homes, the FBI raided last night?” Jack asked.
“Yeah, I got your text and looked into it. They arrested Glen Harvey on child trafficking and endangerment charges and shut the place down. That’s the other reason I didn’t want you storming the castle this morning. I heard through the grapevine that the FBI might be visiting there and you two do not need to be in the middle of all of that.”
“Well, crap. The FBI will stomp all over our little murder case and take Donnegan out of our reach,” Jamie said.
“I did put a bug in Haviland’s ear that you two would like to speak with Donnegan, and he said he’d make sure you had an hour or two with the man. It may be today, it may be tomorrow, I don’t know,” Sarge said. He placed his order when their food was put in front of them, and the server apologized for not getting to him sooner.  “It’s okay,” Sarge said. “Back here in the corner, we’re easy to miss.”  She came back with his food before Jack and Jamie had finished putting butter and syrup on their plates.
“Seems like the only time we get to talk is when we’re eating,” Jack said.
“That’s because it’s the only time we stop working long enough to share what we’re learning,” Jamie replied.
“You know how that old joke about cops and donuts started?” Sarge said. “Because late night diners used to be the only places open twenty-four-seven. A lot of diners had a rule about not using the facilities unless you were a paying customer – and donuts were the cheapest thing on the menu that could be easily carried. So, they’d buy a donut, use the facilities, and get back on the road.”
Jack’s phone chirped and she looked at the screen. “Avery’s house is being delivered right now. He and Anson will have it all connected and set up so he can sleep in it tonight.”
“That’s awesome. I admire how you and Avery have figured out a way to fill your needs for privacy and individual space and still be close,” Sarge said.
“He’s a good kid,” Jack said. “And he’s becoming an exceptional young man. I’m proud of everything he’s done to make this work for us both. I’m also grateful his father has deep pockets and could spring for the house for him. It’s something he can use for years and sell to finance a place with land of its own down the road if he desires.”
“I can’t wait to see how it looks all finished,” Jamie said. “I might hire Avery to come add some personality to my yard.”
“When you’re both done eating, why don’t you go over to Jack’s and check out the new addition. I’ll call you when Donnegan is available for you. Trust me to get you time to talk to him, okay? I know you think he’s behind Noah’s murder. I don’t think he, personally, killed the kid, but he might have ordered it done.”
“I don’t think he even did that,” Jack said. “But speaking with him could get us answers into who in the family fought the hardest to keep Noah in the system. Who didn’t want the kid brought into the fold? Why did they hide his location from the Marino family members who wanted to help Noah? Does the hate and conflict run so deep as to cost a child their chance at a good life?”
“We’re also aware that the faintest hint of this coming out right now is risky for Donnegan. He’s not going to want any scandal or taint to touch him when he’s this close to a senate seat. That’s our bargaining chip right there. Tell us what you know or your campaign is fucked,” Jamie said.
“I’m pretty sure his campaign is fucked anyway,” Sarge said. “The FBI has him connected to the trafficking at the group home.”
“Oh. Ohhh,” Jack said, eyes wide. “Well, here’s hoping they don’t tell him that before we get to talk to him, otherwise he might try to leverage what he knows about Noah’s murder against the FBI’s charges.”
“Yeah, and the FBI doesn’t play that game,” Jamie said.
“You two get going. I’ll call Haviland and see if he’ll play with us. I’ve got this,” Sarge said.
“Naw, Sarge. I’m the rich one. I’ve got it. You get us a chance to talk to Donnegan and I’ll treat you to steak next,” Jamie said as they slid out of the booth.
Back at Jack’s place, they got out of Jamie’s car and headed around the side of the house, through the gate, and into a whirlwind of activity.
Anson, Avery, and two strangers were crawling around the outside of a beautiful tiny home perched on the concrete slab. The two strangers were fitting a deck to the far side where the front door would open out while Anson and Avery wrapped the bottom with a protective and decorative shielding.
“Wow, looks amazing,” Jack called out and Avery nearly skipped over to her in his excitement.
“Wait until you see inside. It’s incredible. Dad added things I had wanted but didn’t tack on because of the cost. It has a bed that raises up to the ceiling to give more floor space during the day and lowers at night. The whole bathroom is a wet room with a towel storage on the outside of the door and a sealed cabinet inside.”
“Easy, son. I think Anson needs you to finish what you were doing,” Jack said with a laugh. “Go get that done and you can show me all of it afterwards.”
Jamie leaned over to whisper near her ear as Avery ran back to finish. “This yard is amazing. Let’s go sit on the patio and stay out of the way until they’re done?”
“I need to reach out to Dr. McEwan and make sure he and Sister Robert have connected. We also need to know when Noah’s service will be,” Jack said as they got out of the way and took seats where they could watch the work being done.
Jamie waited until Jack was done texting before he spoke up once more. “I’m worried about Mike.”
Jack tipped her head and frowned at him. “What about Mike? What are you worried about?”
“With Ellis gone, and Noah about to leave, he’ll be on his own again. I think he liked having them around so he didn’t feel lonely. I know he likes that he’s helping, but I wonder if I’m being selfish when I rely on him with these cases.”
“Has he said anything that makes you think he regrets staying on?” 
“No, not particularly. I just saw his face when Noah returned, and when the kid said he’d be leaving again. It went from relief to pain. He was relieved Noah had come back and seemed happy. Then he looked pained when Noah said he’d be leaving again. I can’t even imagine what it must be like for him, being in the world but not really a part of it,” Jamie said.
“His input has been invaluable in this case. The experience he had with the gangs and organized crime really opened up avenues we would not otherwise have found. Or if we did eventually find them, it would have taken us a lot longer. He and Noah also identified key people in that photo.”
“I know, and I’ve thanked him for helping us. I just wish there was something more I could do.”
Avery came over, his smile bigger than Jack had seen in a long while. “Ready for the tour?”
Anson saw the two delivery and set up people back to their truck, then closed the gates as Jack and Jamie followed Avery up the steps.
“This little porch is nice. Big enough for a couple of chairs,” Jack said.
“I hadn’t expected this. Dad added it – and the awning that retracts or expands as needed,” Avery said as he pointed out the rolled up fabric over the door.
Two French-style doors opened wide and let the outdoors in as they stepped into the space. Jack exclaimed appreciatively over every knob and faucet while Jamie and Anson stepped out on the porch out of the way.
“I’m impressed with this thing,” Anson said. “So much so that I think I’m going to study how to build them and maybe figure out how to make a few myself.”
“You’re a licensed contractor, right?” Jamie asked. “Shouldn’t be too difficult to adjust foundation built concepts to something like this.”
“Well, there’s weight and load, flexibility and so on to consider, but you’re right. If I can build houses and complexes, I should be able to do this.”
“How is something like this going to stand up to a New England winter?” Jamie asked.
“Well, that’s what the wrap around the base is for, to protect and shelter the underside,” Anson explained. “The pipes are wrapped and insulated, and he can heat it with an electric heater, or the little wood-burning micro stove in the corner of the sitting area. They’re designed for tiny spaces, so one regular split of wood, cut in half, will heat the place for about eight hours. He’ll be fine in here in the worst weather. As for hurricanes and such that can hit coastal areas like this, the metal legs in the four corners are bolted into the concrete. It’s sheltered by the houses around it, and if a stray wind does catch it, it’s not going anywhere.” 
Jack came out of the house and joined them on the porch. “We’ve got to go, Jamie. Sarge called. Anson, you’ll be here tonight?”
“Yeah, we’re going to string solar lights around the yard and light a fire in the fire pit, order pizza and enjoy the fruits of our labor,” Anson said.
“Keep him safe,” Jack whispered. “This case just imploded.”
“Set the alarm on your way out,” Anson replied, expression serious. “We’re good here.”
“It’s gorgeous, Avery. Enjoy your night and celebrate with Anson. I’ll try and get home in time to have a beer with you two,” Jack said as she and Jamie jogged across the yard.
“What did Sarge say?” Jamie asked.
“Haviland shot Sean Donnegan. He’s in surgery at Harborview Medical,” Jack replied.
“Well, shit,” Jamie muttered.




Chapter Twenty-two


“In breaking news, Governor Sean Donnegan is in surgery at Harborview Medical Center. During a raid by the FBI on the governor’s offices, Governor Donnegan drew a weapon and was shot by FBI Agent in Charge Richard Haviland. There are no further updates at this time. This is an ongoing investigation and we will give you updates as we get them. This is Sarah Brighton with WLHV TV news.”
The TV in the corner of the waiting room said nothing and everything. Jack and Jamie flashed their badges and pushed past the crowd to get to the private room where Haviland and Sarge and a handful of other FBI and Harbor PD had gathered. When Sarge saw them, he beckoned them over and pushed a space around them so they could talk with Haviland in some semblance of privacy.
“Rick, are you okay?” Jack asked Haviland.
“I’m fine. Everything was going smooth until I told Donnegan I had to cuff him. He pulled a .45 out from under his desk and fired. It just missed me,” Haviland said as he showed them the hole in his suit coat. “I drew my weapon and fired, hit him center mass three times, just as we’re trained to do. He dropped like a stone.”
“It was a legit shoot,” Sarge said. “He fired first, you returned fire, it’s all good.”
“Except now we don’t have him where we can find out why he was caught up in all of this, or what he knew about Noah’s death,” Haviland said. “I’m sorry, guys. I know you needed to talk to him. Hopefully, he’ll survive and you’ll still get your chance.”
“We’re just glad that you are okay,” Jamie said. “Is there anything we can do for you right now?”
Rick shook his head and sat back down. “Nothing I can think of. I just wish some of these people would clear out. It’s crowded and hot in here.”
Jack looked at Sarge and he gave her a nod. “Listen up,” Jack yelled. “I said, listen up.” The room fell silent and everyone looked at Jack. “Agent Haviland could use some space. Go find somewhere else to hover and give the man a little room. If you’re not truly needed here, get out there and get the rest of the information needed to lock this case down. Got it? Go.”
A couple of people came over to Haviland and shook his hand, then left with all but the four of them and one other person.
“I’m Rick’s new partner,” the young woman said. “Aimee Walsh.”
“Hi Aimee, I’m Jack Forbes and this is my partner, Jamie Kennedy,” Jack said as she held out a hand to shake. “How are you holding up?”
“I’m fine. I was by the door of the office when it all went down. I saw the whole thing. I still don’t know how Rick managed to not get hit. They were as close as you and Sarge to each other.”
“Someone was watching out for me,” Rick said. “That’s my answer and I’m sticking to it.”
“You guys need drinks? Food? Can I go grab takeout and make the wait a little easier?” Jamie asked.
“Yeah, food and something besides the nasty coffee here would be great. I ate half a candy bar Aimee made me choke down because I was shaking and she didn’t want me to go into shock,” Rick said.
“Smart lady. I’ll go get some food and be back shortly,” Jamie said as he headed out.
Jack pulled chairs over and had Aimee sit with them. “Where’s Donnegan’s family?”
“No clue. I had the local FBI office call his wife and let her know he was in surgery. She hung up and refused to answer when they called back,” Rick said.
“That’s weird,” Jack said. “I thought Caitlin Shanahan Donnegan was the epitome of the perfect, doting wife and mother.”
“Caitlin and her daughter, Moira, are in Italy right now on some sabbatical. More like a shopping spree,” Rick said.
“So, Carlisle is the only one here with Dad?” Jack asked.
“Apparently. The office called the house and left a message with the staff,” Rick said.
“When was the last update from the doctors?” Jack looked at Sarge for that one.
“About half an hour ago. They said it’d be another three hours at least before they’d be done. They came in and handed an evidence bag over to the agent handling the case. It had the one bullet that didn’t go all the way through, and it’s been taken to the crime lab,” Sarge said. “They said it’s touch and go, but he’s got a good chance of making it through surgery.”
“How certain are you that he knows something about Noah’s death?” Rick asked Jack.
“We’ve learned that the Donnegans knew the kid was in foster care the whole time and hid the information from the Marino family that wanted to take Noah in and care for him. They left the kid in foster care because to bring him into the clan would have caused difficulties for Sean’s political career,” Jack said.
“That’s disgusting,” Aimee muttered. “But about what I’d expect from the Donnegans.”
“Aimee here has spent most of her career dealing with white collar organized crime. She has been working on taking down the Donnegans for a few years now,” Rick said.
“I’d love to see that little punk, Carlisle, behind bars too,” Jack said. “He stole the alarm code and gave it to Sean so a couple of the Donnegan soldiers could break into my house. They threatened me and my son until we turned the tables on them and put them in cuffs.”
“Carlisle is being groomed to take his Uncle Jack’s place, with the political savvy of his father. He’s exhibited the behaviors of a textbook sociopath, but no one will say it because of Sean,” Aimee said.
“I’m beginning to think Noah lucked out, not being brought into the Donnegan fold,” Jack said. “Although I wish the Marino family had found him. Sister Robert was truly upset when she learned of his death. She’s contacted Dr. McEwan and they’re arranging the celebration of Noah’s life.”
The door opened and a figure in jeans and a hoodie slipped inside, then closed the door quietly behind them.
“I’m sorry, this room is occupied,” Jack said as she got to her feet.
A hand pushed the hoodie back and Carlisle stood before them. He drew a 9mm out of his hoodie pocket and pointed it at them. “Sit down and shut up, you stupid bitch. I want to know which one of you shot my father.”
“Why do you need to know that?” Jack asked Carlisle. “He’s going to survive. The doctors told us he’ll be fine.”
“I said shut up,” Carlisle hissed at her. “I’ll deal with you later. Right now, I want to know who shot my father so I can balance the scales.”
“We’re not going to tell you,” Jack said.
Carlisle turned and fired a shot at Jack, but she dove to the floor and it sank into the wall where she once stood. “I said shut up.”
Jack slowly sat up and kept her eyes on Carlisle. “Well, now that you’ve fired a gun in a hospital, alarms will be going off and you’ve got about ten seconds before all hell breaks loose.”
“Just tell me who shot my father,” Carlisle wailed. “He can’t die. Not now. I’ve done so much to help him. It’s always been Pops and me. Mom had Moira, and Pops had me. That’s how it’s always been. I couldn’t let it change. I made sure it would never change. Pops said he had to do the right thing, but that freak would’ve ruined everything. I don’t even know what to call it? Sister? Brother? It was damaged goods and we couldn’t have something like that in our family. It’s bad enough Moira was kissing girls, but that’s easily explained as experimentation. That freak was beyond experimenting.”
Jack had speed-dialed Jamie when Carlisle first burst into the room, her phone on speaker in her pocket so he could hear the whole thing. They had left their weapons in his car because guns were frowned upon in the hospital. As a result, it was no surprise to Jack when the door slowly began to open behind Carlisle as he ranted.
“You were the one that killed Noah?” Jack asked.
“I did it, yeah. Clubbed it like a baby seal and tossed the body over the cliff. Not sure how you even knew to look for it there. It should’ve washed out to sea before you found it,” Carlisle said.
“Just lucky I guess,” Jack said. “Why don’t you put the gun down and I’ll take you to the doctor that’s got the info on your Pops?”
“Because I need to tell him I took care of this, too,” Carlisle said. “He’s too soft. I’m not. I can do the hard things he won’t.”
It happened fast. Jamie tackled Carlisle from behind and Jack darted over to kick the gun out of his hand. In seconds, cuffs were on Carlisle’s wrists and his howls of frustrated rage could be heard down the hall.
“Carlisle Donnegan, you are under arrest for the murder of Noah Riggs…” Jamie started and continued to read him his rights. He handed him off to a uniform outside the door while Jack traded the 9mm for the bag of take out Jamie had left with another officer in the hall.
“My turn to need food to stop the shaking,” Jack said with a broken laugh as she handed Jamie the bag and sat down.
“Congratulations on getting your killer,” Sarge said. “You handled that beautifully. I’m proud you’re one of mine.”
“I’m pretty proud she’s my partner, too,” Jamie said.
“And now my asking you to dinner makes me look like a suck up,” Rick said and everyone laughed. 
[image: image-placeholder]A touch under three hours later and Sean Donnegan was coming around in a private room, one wrist handcuffed to the bed and an officer outside his door. Jamie and Rick sat next to the bed, playing cards on the rolling table.
“What the hell?” Sean rasped.
“Hey there. Welcome back to the land of the living. I’m Agent Rick Haviland and this is Detective Jameson Kennedy. We’ve got some questions for you.”
“I almost died, can’t it wait?” Sean grumbled.
“Nope. See, your younger son, Carlisle, is being arraigned for the murder of your eldest son, Noah. He confessed in a room full of cops and FBI agents. Smart boy you got there,” Rick said.
Sean, for once, remained silent.
“And you’re under arrest for human trafficking, corruption, and a whole list of things that I’ll explain to you when there’s a lawyer standing by,” Rick continued.
“What are you here for?” Sean asked Jamie.
“I have one question for you,” Jamie said. “Why did you leave Noah in foster care? Were you so in love with your political career that you’d let your own flesh and blood suffer like that?”
Sean didn’t answer, just looked away.
“I need some air,” Rick said and left the room.
Noah stood on the other side of the bed. Jamie’s eyes widened and then Sean gasped when he saw the figure.
“You’re dead,” Sean whispered.
“Yeah, I am. I see you know who I am, though, huh?” Noah said to Sean.
“You’re Sin…I mean, Noah.”
“Right. I’m Noah. I suppose it’s comforting to know I wasn’t killed because of my gender. But finding out my own brother killed me? That’s rude. I just wanted you to know that I blame you for this. When you die, I’ll be there to make sure your failings are well known,” Noah said. “I hope you suffer a good long while before you join us, though. You deserve the pain.”
“Gee, Sean, who are you talking to?” Jamie asked.
“It’s the drugs,” Sean grumbled. “I’m hallucinating.”
“No, you’re not,” Jamie and Noah both said in unison.
“Noah helped solve his own murder. You missed out on an awesome kid, Sean. Your loss. I mean it,” Jamie said, then he turned to Noah. “I’ll be at your service tomorrow. Get out of here, you’ve earned the respite.”
“See you tomorrow, Jamie. Thanks for everything,” Noah replied and faded away.
Jamie got to his feet and looked at Sean. “I hope you rot in prison, knowing you could have had something so amazing and you threw it away.” He turned and headed for the door, but Sean’s voice made him pause for just a moment before he left.
“You’re right. I was weak. I wish I’d died,” Sean said.
The door closed behind Jamie.





Chapter Twenty-three


“Those calls we couldn’t figure out - that we thought might have been Soraya’s burner phone? They were really Carlisle?” Jack asked.
“Yep. He used a voice modulator and made it sound like a girl’s voice and tried to get Noah to show up a couple of different places so he could kill him. Noah finally responded that he’d see her at the bonfire on the cliffs – and that’s how Carlisle knew where to get him,” Jamie said as they took their seats at the cemetery. Behind the priest, the mausoleum for the Marino family stood open, ready to receive the urn of ashes.
“I’m glad I’m going to be where Mom and Donna are,” Noah said as he stood between Mike and Jamie.
“I think Dr. McEwan and Sister Robert did a beautiful job. The service was wonderful and this will be brief and meaningful,” Jack said.
“I like how they made a scholarship in my name for kids in the foster system. That’s going to help a lot of kids,” Noah said.
“And they’ve started a fund for foster kids who are transgender and need financial support for their medical bills, both physical and mental. I contributed to that one,” Jamie said. “People should be able to have bodies on the outside that match the person on the inside.”
“I can’t thank you all enough. I feel peace – finally. True peace,” Noah said.
Jack looked up at Sister Robert who stopped beside her and appeared to be looking at Noah.
A smile curled the Sister’s lips and she murmured, “I will keep you in my prayers, my dear Noah. Give your Mama and Donna both hugs from me and my gratitude for keeping you safe as long as they did. I only wish I could have found you sooner. May God’s blessing keep you.”
“Thank you, Zietta,” Noah replied and blew her a kiss.
Sister Robert gave Noah a nod, then looked at Jack and arched a brow. “We’ll talk. Don’t worry, neither one of us is crazy.”
“Uh huh,” Jack muttered and Noah laughed.
“That’s my cue, folks. Thank you, again, for everything,” Noah said, then turned to Mike and took his hands. “You need to go help Melly. Jack and Jamie know you don’t really have a choice who comes to you. Bring her to them and let them help.”
Mike sighed. “I’ll think about it.”
“Do it,” Noah chided, then turned and stepped towards the mausoleum.
A blessing was said, holy water sprinkled, and the urn was placed inside. A flash of light that Mike, Jack, Jamie – and probably Sister Robert – could see flared bright and faded.
As people got up to head to the reception at St. Agnes’ gathering hall, Jack and Jamie turned to Mike. “Who’s Melly?”
Mike rolled his eyes. “Don’t you dare blame me for bringing this one to you. I wasn’t going to, but you had to ask.”
“Whatever. Who’s Melly?” Jamie asked.
“She’s this young woman that showed up this morning. She’s really confused so I figured I’d wait until she had a better idea of what happened,” Mike said.
“I think you need to fill us in on what you know so far,” Jack said as they headed towards the car.
“She’s late twenties, married, says she has kids, and her name’s Melly, or Amelia Warren. She doesn’t know how she died or where she lived, but it’s probably somewhere close since the newly dead don’t really travel far,” Mike said.
“Looks like we have a new case,” Jack said to Jamie.
“Looks that way to me. What do you say we skip the free food and go meet Melly?” Jamie asked.
“You’re driving. Let’s go,” Jack replied.
“You’re gonna blame me for this one, I know it,” Mike grumbled from the back seat.
The End

Want more? Check out Dead to Rights, the third book in the Partners in Crime series! https://books2read.com/Dead2Rights

Someone had killed Melly Warren.
Melly herself had let them know when Mike brought her to meet Jack & Jamie. 
She knew that her killer had most likely been her husband. Seemed like a simple case, right? Domestic violence, arrest the husband, case closed.
Not so much. When Jack and Jamie think they’ve got the case in the bag, everything gets upended with a twist even Mike didn’t see coming.
Just when you think you’ve got the killer dead to rights, you find out there’s a whole lot more going on and the list of dead - and killers - gets a whole lot longer.




Preview of Dead to Rights


Chapter One
Melly Warren was dead, that much she knew. How she’d died, well, that she didn’t remember. The why? Oh, she knew that. Sort of. It was because she’d said the wrong thing or done something he didn’t approve of – and he’d finally had enough. At least, that’s what she suspected. Her husband, Trey, or Congressman-elect Channing Alistair Warren III had very exacting standards for how a wife should look, act, behave, and so on. Melly rarely managed to meet all of those standards on a good day. It looked like today had not been a particularly good day at all.
The others on this side told her to go talk to this guy, Mike Donovan. Said he could help. She hoped he really could because her babies didn’t have her to protect them anymore. Teenagers never met anyone’s standards, and Channing and Liz had no idea how dangerous their father truly could be. Melly needed Mike to help before the twins learned that the monster wasn’t under the bed – he was in the master bedroom.
Chapter Two
Jamie answered the knock at his door and was met with a bag of take-out food to the chest and the smiling face of his friend, Joey Mahoney.  
“You’ve been avoiding me,” Joey said as he stepped inside. “No invites to come hang out, no showing up at my door with take-out to harass me for information. I mean, where’s the love? What the hell, man?”
“I know you follow the news,” Jamie said. “So you know damned well what’s been keeping me busy. That whole almost dying – again – to solve a case thing?” 
“Bah, you didn’t almost die. They shot up your brand new house and pissed you off. That was their mistake, and we both know it. Piss you off and that’s pouring fuel on the fire of your already pig-headed Celtic 
determination to solve the case.”
“You still know me too well,” Jamie said and gripped Joey’s wrist as Joey grabbed his. “I’m glad you’re here. It’s been too long. How’s Dai?”
They unpacked Thai food and settled down to eat. “Dai’s good. He’s a brilliant asset in the PI business. His intellect, combined with his connections? That’s gold right there,” Joey said. His partner, Dai – Daffyd Llewellyn - had recently retired from government intelligence and now worked with Joey in his new private investigation business. Joey and Jamie had been partners for a brief time after Mike’s murder while Joey’s partner, Paulie Giannetti had been busy with other things. Namely, organized crime and Mike’s widow – not necessarily in that order.  The two of them had uncovered a few bad cops and that earned them some
negative attention. It got to be too much for Joey, and he quit the force and opened his own PI business.
“You know, you could come work with me. You’ve already invested enough to be a partner,” Joey said.
“What about Jack, though? She’s good people and I can’t leave her stranded. I won’t do that to her,” Jamie said.
“Bring her with you. We’ve got more work than we can handle. I’ve had to turn away cases for the past two weeks. I hired more staff, some just for the office work, so Dai and I could focus on the investigative tasks.”
They ate in silence for a few minutes, then Joey spoke again. “How about this? You can do side jobs while still with the Harbor police, as long as there’s no conflict of interest, right?”
“Right,” Jamie said.
“You two work a case for me and see if you like it? I’ll pay you both, bring you on as part time staff. You work it when you have time around your regular policing and see what you think.”
Jamie thought for a moment. Things at the station had been not great since Mike’s murder and all of the negative stuff solving it had uncovered. The only one at the station still behind him, besides Jack, was
Sergeant Lincoln Tremont and Sarge was coming up on retirement soon. 
“I’d have to talk to Jack about all of this. If she’s not in, then I’m not either. Not right now, anyway. Agreed?”
“Agreed. Now, tell me all the gossip,” Joey said. 
Jamie laughed and started to fill him in on the latest at the Harbor Police Department. 
[image: image-placeholder]Jack enjoyed having her place all to herself once more. Avery’s tiny house at the far end of her back yard kept them close enough to be involved in each other’s lives but gave them both the privacy they craved. Her
son was a lot like her, Jack knew, and when they were deep into their work, they needed the solitude. Avery’s summer was filled with plans to spend weekends with his friends, but during the week he worked as a freelance editor for a couple of local authors as well as a writer for the city paper. 
Jack’s home office was also her guest room when needed – but now she enjoyed having the Murphy bed hidden in its cabinet and her desk set up for ultimate productivity. This, of course, included the mini one-cup brewer on the cabinet behind her. It kept the coffee fresh and kept her from procrastinating with multiple walks into the kitchen for a refill.
Sarge had given them a couple of days off after the last case, but Jack couldn’t not work for more than a day. Lately, she’d found she could get a lot more done at home, or at Jamie’s office at his house, than she could at the station. Things there were getting less and less comfortable for Jamie, and to some degree for herself. Word had been passed around from her old New York City precinct to the guys at Harbor, Massachusetts that Jacqueline Forbes was crazy and shouldn’t be carrying a gun or wearing a badge. General consensus seemed to think that Jack and Jamie deserved each other. The crazy NY cop and the guy who snitched on his fellow cops.
Jack didn’t know how to be anything but a cop, so she didn’t see any other real options. The cop in her never shut off. She was always paying attention and on alert – and that skill had saved her life more than once. Jack knew that detective work was five percent law, ten percent clues, and eight-five percent gut instinct. Jamie worked the same way, which is why they were such a fantastic team.  Unfortunately, another large part of policing resided in politics. Inter-office politics and city-wide politics all impacted the job to one degree or another. Considering their last case had ended the governor’s time in office prematurely – and cancelled his dreams of a senate seat – neither the office level or city level politicians were what you might call ‘happy’ with Jack and Jamie.

Grab your copy of Dead to Rights at your favorite shop! https://books2read.com/Dead2Rights
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