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      “Sooner or later everyone sits down to a banquet of consequences.” 


    

    
      - Robert Louis Stevenson


    

  







  
  
  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.

* * *

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.

Done with the paperwork, Jack decided to take the rest of the evening off and settle in front of the TV with a glass of wine and a bowl of popcorn. Time to forget work and politics for a while.








  
  
  Chapter Three

  
  




Mike sat on the second floor balcony of Jamie’s place, staring out at the midnight sea. The tide was high, so the slap of the waves could be heard more clearly from his position across the street from the beach. Melly Warren paced the balcony beside him.

“I am really worried about my kids, Mr. Donovan. Please help me?” Melly asked.

“I get it. I left my kids behind, too. But you’re the wife of a politician and the last time I got Jamie and Jack involved in a case, the politics almost got them killed,” Mike replied.

“Trey is a congressman-elect. He’s not even sworn in yet. I’m sure he’s the one that killed me. He threatened it so often, it was just a matter of time.”

“Look, Mrs. Warren,” Mike started.

“Please, just call me Melly,” Melly interrupted.

“Okay, look, Melly,” Mike said. “You don’t even remember how you died yet. You don’t know where your body is or where your death happened. Give it a day or so and things will start to come back to you. When that happens, we’ll revisit the idea of me passing the case on to Jack and Jamie. Okay?”

“I’ve already been over here for four days, right? Maybe five?”

“Being a ghost isn’t an exact science, Melly. I’m still learning stuff and I’ve been here almost a year now. When – or if – you ever remember more details, we’ll talk.”

Jamie walked out onto the balcony from his bedroom and looked at Mike. “Who are you arguing with?”

“No one,” Mike said.

Jamie arched a brow and gave him a look. “Didn’t Noah tell you to introduce us to Melly? Why are you holding back?”

Mike grumbled and reached out a hand, and there she was. A pretty brunette with soft brown eyes and cupid bow lips stood beside Mike, clad a simple silk sheath dress in dark gold. She wore a gold and diamond necklace, matching earrings, bracelet, a diamond wedding band, and a slender gold watch for accessories. On her feet, strappy gold Louboutin shoes with the tell-tale red soles. Her hair seemed long but had been pulled up in a loose bun with soft tendrils that brushed her cheeks.

“Melly, I presume?” Jamie asked.

“Thank you, Mr. Donovan,” Melly said to Mike, then turned to Jamie. “I’m Amelia Warren, but my friends call me Melly. Please, I’d like you to call me Melly.”

“Well, Melly, I’m Jameson Kennedy, but my friends call me Jamie. I’m glad I finally get to meet you.”

“Not my idea,” Mike grumbled. “Her husband is Congressman-elect Channing Alistair Warren III, also known as Trey. She has twin teenagers, Channing and Elizabeth – and she’s worried about the kids.”

“Why are you worried about the children?” Jamie asked Melly.

“Because I’m pretty sure their father killed me and he’s a monster. I protected them from the worst of it, and now I’m not there to keep that shield up for them.”

Jamie looked at Mike, and Mike filled him in. “She doesn’t know where her body is or remember her death. Not where, or when, or anything. We figure she’s been on this side for at least four days, maybe longer.”

“And there’s been nothing in the news about the Congressman suffering a loss, or having his wife missing, so that’s a red flag,” Jamie said.

“Maybe she’s in a coma in the hospital or something?” Mike said.

“That would’ve been in the news, too,” Jamie replied. “Okay, first thing tomorrow, I’ll do some digging. Jack should be here around breakfast and we can get started. Don’t wander too far, Melly. I’ll need Mike to get us to see you to answer questions.”

“Against my better judgement,” Mike said. “You two blame me for this, I’m going to remind you that I didn’t want to do this.”

“Fine, Mike. You’re blameless. Now please keep it down? I’m going to get some sleep,” Jamie said.

“Thank you, Jamie,” Melly said as he stepped inside.

* * *

Jack showed up at Jamie’s place the next morning with fresh blueberry muffins she’d baked before coming over.

“I figured you’d have the coffee already, so I baked. I know, don’t get used to it. I finished all my paperwork and had time on my hands,” Jack said.

“Are they any good?” Jamie asked as he eyed the container warily.

“I ate one already, and left some for Avery, so if they’re not edible, you’ll be the only one complaining.”

“Come on into the office. We’ve got a mystery,” Jamie said as he picked a muffin out of the container.

“Mike finally introduced you to the new ghost?”

“Yeah. And, as we’ve discovered is a common problem this early on, she has no clue when or where she got killed. The only thing we know for sure is that she’s not conscious. I’m assuming she’s dead, but it could be a coma. Did you know that was a thing?”

“Jamie, I didn’t know ghosts were a thing until Ellis,” Jack said as she put her bag down in the office. “But it makes sense, in a way. Unconscious and trapped – or dead – could put the soul or consciousness or whatever you want to call it in a state of limbo.”

Ellis Calder had been one of Jack’s criminal informants, or CIs, when she worked in New York City. Ellis had tried to speed up the take down of a drug lord and ended up dying in Jack’s arms. Her ghost showed up and made Jack’s life a living hell for a while. Eventually, Ellis followed Jack to Harbor, Massachusetts and met Mike – and had a change of heart. It had only been a few days since Ellis had crossed over and found her peace. Somehow, in her crossing, she gave Jack the ability to occasionally see ghosts other than Ellis, so now Jack could see Mike. It certainly made things easier for Jack to be able to see him herself and not have to get everything translated and relayed through Jamie.

Jamie sat back with his coffee and looked at Jack for a minute, doing his best to assess her current state of mind. “How are you doing? I mean, truth time.”

Jack leaned back and took a sip of her own coffee. “Truth time, huh? Well, I love my house and having Avery close, so that’s all good. I’m not really comfortable in the precinct yet, and the leaks from my old precinct calling guys in this one to tell them I’m unstable isn’t helping the situation. Doesn’t matter, though. I’m a cop to my bones. I don’t think I could do anything else other than solve cases.”

“What if you could solve cases and never have to deal with precinct bullshit again?”

“You found a magic wand or something?” Jack replied.

“Or something. Remember Joey Mahoney?”

“Yeah, the guy you partnered with after Mike. Didn’t he quit and open a PI firm?” Jack paused. “Ohhh.”

“Yeah, Joey came by and asked me if I was ready to give up the PD and join the PI firm. I told him I wouldn’t leave you hanging. He suggested we work a case for him on the side and see if we like it. We get paid for doing a side job and see how the system works.”

“Can we work as PIs and police?”

“Well, we’d have to file for a license, but it’s no different than working security on off hours.”

“How much for the license?” Jack asked.

“Don’t worry about that, it’s covered. Joey wants us to work for him, he covers the license costs, etc. Because we’re already law enforcement, we don’t need to take a class, but we do have to pass a written test. We can take it online at any time, but Joey advised us to read the book first, then take the test. It’s mostly so we understand the difference between PD and PI. What we can and cannot do.”

“What’s the case, do you know?”

“Not yet. He knew just having a case out there was enough to tempt me. And, to be frank, I’m really fucking tired of being looked at as if I were the criminal instead of Paul Giannetti or Katie Donovan. Just because the crimes were committed by a cop and a cop’s wife, doesn’t mean they get a free pass. The only reason it’s bearable at all right now is because Sarge is backing us. That’s not going to be for much longer, though. He’s due to retire in the next year or so. Sooner if he can manage it.”

“Gods, if not for Sarge I would’ve packed up and applied somewhere else after the first week,” Jack said. “Okay, let’s do this. Let’s give this PI thing a try and see how it goes.”

“Let’s download the book and read it tonight, then we can come together here tomorrow morning and take the test. I’ll call Joey to get us registered and paid up,” Jamie said. “For now, let’s see what we can do about Melly Warren.”

“Have you let Sarge know what we’re doing? With the case and the possible PI gig?” Jack asked.

“Not until I know if we even have a case,” Jamie said. “If we think we do, then I’ll call him.”








  
  
  Chapter Four

  
  




They’d both taken the private investigator’s exam and Jack was still teasing Jamie with her near-perfect score compared to his almost-near-perfect score. She’d earned a ninety-eight and he’d ended up with a ninety-four out of a possible one hundred on the exam. Now it was up to Joey to get their licenses and identification sometime in the next week, and then they could get started on the case. Both Jack and Jamie had also had to pick a secondary weapon to use as their police-issued weapon could not be used for PI case work. They had spent the last three hours at the range, making sure they were both comfortable with their new weapons. Even though Jack had gone with an identical Glock to the one she carried for work, each individual gun had its own quirks and she wanted to make sure she was comfortable with the new one. Jamie had gone for a .45 instead of the 9mm and was singing its praises as they loaded their gear and themselves into his SUV.

Jamie’s phone rang and Jack muttered, “Saved by the phone.”

“Ha-ha,” Jamie said as he hit the ignition on the vehicle and answered the phone through the Bluetooth. “Kennedy here.”

“Jamie, it’s Shane Collier. I got that information you were looking for.”

“Hey, Shane, Jack’s here with me,” Jamie said. Shane was one of the best intel people Jamie knew and he consulted for everyone from the US government to Harbor PD, as well as certain agencies that would remain nameless.

“Hi, Jack,” Shane replied. “The best I’ve got for you two is that Amelia Warren went to a party on a yacht and disappeared. The party was a fundraiser for a cancer center the Warrens had endowed a few years ago and she would make appearances a couple of times a year at these events.”

“Was her husband with her?” Jack asked.

“No. While she was on the yacht, he was the guest of honor speaker at another event in New Haven at his old alma mater. Several hundred people are his alibi.”

“Did the yacht leave the harbor that night?” Jamie asked. Most party cruises just did loops of the sheltered harbor area so they were never too far from shore.

“I’ll have to check on that. I’m waiting for a copy of their route,” Shane said. “And no one reported Mrs. Warren as missing. She got on, but cameras at the dock never show her getting off.”

“The event organizers didn’t notice? That’s unusual, isn’t it?” Jack asked.

“Very. Most of these things have a checklist of who gets on board, and who gets off. This one didn’t check who got off,” Shane replied.

“Can you get us a list of the event attendees?” Jamie asked.

“Already in your inbox. There were some cameras and some video. I’ll have all of that uploaded to the cloud account and you can download it when you get home. Oh, and by the way – the sooner the two of you stop dancing around with Harbor PD and go work for Resolute Investigations, the sooner I’ll be more amenable to helping you out with things like this.”

Jamie chuckled. “Thanks, Shane. Your opinion has been noted. Payment the usual way?”

“You know it. I gotta pay taxes like the rest of you. Stay safe, both of you. My gut isn’t liking this one even a little bit.”

“Later, Shane,” Jack said and the call disconnected. “Now that’s an interesting twist and we’ve barely started. I’m thinking Melly is at the bottom of the ocean, and not in the harbor. If she was in the harbor, there’s a good chance the way the tides and currents go, she would’ve already been beached somewhere, right?”

“There are a ton of places around the harbor where a body could have washed up and no one has laid eyes on it yet. Rocky cliff bottoms or under a pier or dock somewhere would mean she wasn’t spotted until someone cruised by or swam near her.”

“Let me guess, we can’t get teams out there looking for her body if we can’t prove she might be in the water, correct?” Jack said.

“Correct. And it doesn’t help that Melly herself can’t tell us how she died – or where. Or where her body is right now,” Jamie said.

“So, sort of like a regular murder case then,” Jack teased. “We’ve become spoiled.”

“I suppose we have,” Jamie said with a laugh. “Let’s grab lunch and head back to my place. See if maybe Melly has remembered anything, or if we can jog her memory by telling her about the party boat trip.”

“I’m still confused about one major point,” Jack said. “If she’s been gone since the cruise – and that was five days ago – why has she not been reported missing? I mean, the kids would’ve noticed even if the husband wasn’t around and didn’t realize.”

“As soon as we can speak to them – with a valid reason for speaking to them – we’ll ask. Without a missing person report or someone asking us to do a wellness check, we can’t be rolling up on a politician’s family and asking why they didn’t report a member as missing.”

“In particular, we can’t roll up on a politician’s house and ask. We’re barely allowed in public as it is after blowing up the governor’s senate race by arresting his son,” Jack said.

“That, too,” Jamie agreed.

Half an hour later, they climbed out of the SUV into Jamie’s garage and headed inside.

“Mike, you around?” Jamie called out. “Need you and Melly in the office if you’ve got a minute.”

“You mean he might have something else on his schedule?” Jack asked.

“Hey, just because I’m dead doesn’t mean I don’t have plans,” Mike replied as he floated through the wall beside Jack.

“Gah, don’t do that,” Jack yelped as she jumped at his sudden appearance.

Jamie chuckled. “He’s good at that. Okay, Mike, is Melly around?”

“She’s watching her kids right now. I can send one of my minions to get her if you need her?”

“Yeah, we need her. We learned she’d been on a harbor cruise party boat. Hoping that if we tell her what we know, it might trigger some memories. Has she remembered anything else?” Jamie asked.

“She remembered being at an event, but not which one. She said she’d given a speech, then accepted a glass of champagne from someone – and that’s it,” Mike said.

“Maybe there were drugs in the champagne,” Jack said. “Rohypnol can paralyze someone and cause amnesia. That would explain why Melly can’t remember.”

“So, she got roofied and killed? That’d make sense,” Mike said.

Mike turned away from them and spoke to someone they couldn’t see. “Go get Melly, please. They need to talk to her. Thanks.” He then turned back and held out his hands. “Sent Tenny. He’ll go get her for us.”

“Tenny?” Jamie asked.

“Tennyson – one of the spirits over here. He likes being helpful,” Mike said.

Jack arched a brow and Jamie shook his head. “Best to not ask. Okay, I’ll go make a pot of coffee, you go ahead and get set up.”

Mike followed Jack into the office and perched on the corner of the table they used as a work space.

“Something I can do for you, Mike?” Jack asked after a few minutes of silence.

“No, I’m just watching. I’m glad Jameson has a solid partner who doesn’t think he’s crazy. I guess the Universe does have a sense of humor. I mean, the odds of his getting a partner that not only believes in ghosts but can see them like he can? That’s kind of amazing.”

“I’m glad it worked out this way, too. The ‘crazy cop lady’ stories had tanked my career in the city, and I chose Harbor because it was where Avery planned on being for the next few years. I probably should have looked further out because the crazy rumors got leaked here, too.”

“You and Jamie will do well as PIs. Probably better than you do as cops, and that’s saying something. Everything you do as a cop is now tainted by the harassment and bullshit you guys have to wade through every day. You won’t have that to worry about, working for Joey.”

“But we still can’t tell Joey how we get our info,” Jack said.

“We don’t have to report every information source as a PI,” Jamie said as he came in with their favorite mugs and the carafe full of coffee. “So, we can put down that we were told information that the ghosts tell us, and just say it was an anonymous source.”

“What about when the prosecutors get ready to work the case?” Jack asked.

“We’re the first line,” Jamie said. “For criminal cases, we then pass the information to Dai’s connections in law enforcement – usually at the state level – and they distribute the case and information to someone to verify what they can and prepare it for court.”

“And as PIs you won’t be getting assigned criminal cases. Mostly missing persons, cheating spouses, information collection, stuff like that is what you’d handle. The dead people I introduce you to, you can gather and work the case, then pass it off and let Dai’s connections tie it up in a pretty bow. No more putting you two in the crosshairs,” Mike said.

“Huh. Well, I know Avery will appreciate me not being the target in their sights anymore. He’s not interested in law enforcement except as to how it plays to his readers.”

“I’d like to be able to drop that rider on my insurance I now have to carry after my place got shot up,” Jamie said.

“Let’s not get too excited,” Jack said. “We’re still Harbor PD and we’ve got about ten days of administrative leave left to try and solve this case.”

“Is Melly here?” Jamie asked Mike.

Mike reached out a hand and Melly appeared. “She just got here.”

“Hey, Melly,” Jack said. “We’ve learned a little bit, and we’re hoping what we tell you might help jog your memory.”

“Before you go into that, I have something for you. Trey told the kids that I’m on a spa retreat vacation that he gave me as a surprise,” Melly said.

“Well, that answers the ‘why has this not been reported yet’ question,” Jamie said. He poured two mugs of coffee and settled into his seat across the table from Jack. 

“We learned that you were on a harbor cruise party boat on Saturday night. It was for the Ribbon Benefit and you gave a speech. We were told you were definitely aboard and gave the speech, but no one remembers seeing you get off – and they didn’t do a checklist as people departed,” Jack said.

“That’s a cancer benefit I do every year. My mother died from breast cancer, so I feel like I’m giving something back when I do that one. I guess that explains my outfit,” Melly said as she looked down at the evening attire. “I guess this is better than spending eternity in my pajamas.” She gave Mike a side-eye look.

“These are not pajamas. Who do you know sleeps in their jeans? It was my day off and I was doing a quick trip to the grocery store. Jeans and a sweatshirt are perfectly normal day off attire,” Mike replied.

Melly started to laugh. “Gotcha.”

Jamie snorted into his coffee. “She got you good, Mikey.”

“Try and think back through each step you do remember,” Jack said to Melly. “Maybe it’ll help trigger something. You remember picking out your outfit?”

“Well, I didn’t pick it out. Trey had his assistant pick it out for me. I’m not allowed to pick my own attire for events. It might prove to be inappropriate or embarrassing for Trey. But I do remember Alis saying I couldn’t wear the pearls that night.”

Jack blinked at Melly’s pragmatic tone and shook her head. “Okay, then what?”

“I showered, did my makeup, fixed my hair, then got dressed. Trey checked me over to make sure I met his approval, and I kissed Liz and told her to go finish her homework. Channing was at his friend’s house for the night. I got into the hired car, then took off my earrings and put them in my purse. I hated those earrings. I exchanged them for these smaller gold squares as they’re more comfortable.”

Melly stopped talking and looked at the floor. “I remember the car stopping at the bottom of the gangplank. I got out, checked in with the attendant there, and made my way up onto the yacht. I was about ten minutes early, so I asked someone to show me to the cabin they had set aside for me to go over my speech and have some privacy.”

No one wanted to speak and interrupt the flow of memories, but Melly had started a slight rocking of her body. Mike kept her hand in his with a light grip.

“Once the boat had pulled out into the harbor, I left the cabin to find something to eat. I chatted with a few people I knew…and that’s where things get confusing. I remember bits of conversations, but not exactly who I was speaking to. I remember the podium and the lights, but don’t remember my speech at all. It’s just bits and pieces after that.”

“That’s really good, Melly,” Jack said, her voice soft. “That’s more than you remembered last time. Why don’t you go relax? We’ll be good with this for a while. If you remember anything else – people or conversations – just tell Mike and he’ll let us know.”

They sipped coffee and waited a few minutes until Mike said Melly was upstairs.

“Someone drugged her on that boat and either her body is still on it, was tossed overboard, or she was removed from the boat and disposed of elsewhere,” Mike said.

“How would they get her off the boat without someone noticing she was dead?” Jamie asked.

“Suitcase, catering cart, duffel bag, there are a lot of ways they could do it. Let’s be honest, she’s maybe a buck-twenty soaking wet, so it’d be no trouble at all to fold her up small enough to be carried off,” Jack said.

“And the spa weekend that she doesn’t remember? If we can find out where he supposedly sent her, then we can confirm she’s not there,” Jamie said.

Jack typed on her keyboard for a moment, then picked up her phone. “Shh,” she whispered to Jamie as the phone rang.

“Congressman-elect Channing Warren’s office, Elektra speaking, how may I direct your call?”

“Hello, Elektra, this is Jaqueline Forbes. I’m trying to reach Melly Warren, but her phone says the voicemail is full,” Jack said.

“Oh, I’ve been finding that myself when I call her. I heard that Congressman Warren surprised her with a spa trip. Maybe she just shut off her phone?”

“Maybe. Do you know where the spa is? I’ve got one of those coming up myself. Maybe we’ll cross paths there,” Jack said, her tone that of a woman without a care in the world.

“I heard someone say it was Willow Bend, some place in Virginia. It supposedly is on an old plantation and there’s a river or something,” Elektra said. “If you’d like, I can take a message for when Mrs. Warren calls in?”

“Oh, that’s okay. Melly has my number. If you hear from her, ask her to give Jaqueline a call, please?”

“I’ll do that,” Elektra said. “Have a lovely day.”

As the call disconnected, Jack gave an all-over body shudder. “I’m most definitely not the trophy wife type. I get squicked just trying to pretend to be one on the phone.”

Jamie chuckled, then looked up from his phone. “Old Willow Bend Plantation Retreat & Spa, just a little south east of Jamestown on the York River. Want the number?”

“How about you do this one? It must be a thing for husbands to buy spa trips for their wives, right?” Jack said.

Jamie just made a face at her, then dialed the number. He, too, put the phone on speaker.

“Old Willow Bend Plantation Retreat and Spa, Shelby speaking, how might I help you?”

“Well, hello, Shelby, this is Jameson Kennedy. I’m interested in one of your spa packages as a gift for my wife. Her dear friend, Amelia Warren, is supposedly there right now, enjoying your facility’s services.”

“I’d be happy to help you with that, Mr. Kennedy. Let me see if I can find out what package Mrs. Warren is enjoying and we can work on coordinating that surprise for your wife.”

They listened to Ashokan Farewell on repeat for a good five minutes before the dulcet tones of Shelby returned to the call.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Kennedy. It seems that the spa weekend Mr. Warren ordered for his wife was cancelled last week. She would have been here from last Sunday through Friday, but it was cancelled last Saturday.”

“Do you know who cancelled it?” Jamie asked.

“There’s no notation, but it would’ve had to have been either Mr. Warren or Mrs. Warren, their representative or staff. They would need to know the booking number and the credit card used to pay for it in order to cancel.”

“I appreciate your help with this. I guess I’ll have to reach out to the Congressman myself and see what the package was. Maybe both ladies can attend together next time.”

“I hope we do get to see them both here soon. Have a good day and thank you for calling,” Shelby said and disconnected the call.

“She was awfully ready with information for such an exclusive place, wasn’t she?” Jack said.

“It’s the last name. They hear ‘Kennedy’ and immediately think of JFK and his clan,” Jamie said.

“I see. Well, where’s your compound?” Jack teased, then sobered. “So, even though they’ve cancelled the trip, and someone is aware that Melly’s not at the spa - no one has reported her missing. They’ve created a gap without having to pay for it. That’s the hole in all of this, though. The spa trip that isn’t happening.”

“And we can’t do much until there’s an official missing person report, or we’re risking getting fired before we can quit,” Jamie said. He was interrupted by his phone ringing. “It’s Joey.” He hit answer and set the phone on the table. “Hey, Joey. You’ve got Jack and me here on speaker. What’s up?”

“I’ve got two license and ID folders, hot off the presses. You two have time to come in and pick them up – and get briefed on a case? It’s not the one I had originally intended to give you. This one just came in today and I think it’s one you can really sink your teeth into,” Joey said.

“Well, we just hit a brick wall with the case we’re messing with right now, so I don’t see why we can’t head over. See you in about fifteen minutes,” Jamie said.

“Yeah, I’m good with that. As long as Jamie drives,” Jack said. “I hate trying to find parking around your place.”

“See you both in a few then,” Joey said and disconnected the call.

“Guess I’m driving,” Jamie said with a chuckle. “Grab a couple of those muffins. Joey has a vicious sweet tooth. I bet he’d like them.”

“Good idea. I’m going to get something to put them in from your kitchen. Tuck my laptop in your safe, please?”

“Will do.” They’d gotten into the habit of locking their laptops and sensitive files in the huge fire safe Jamie had in his office after having people try to steal things while on the last case. At this point, they were both wondering what kinds of changes they’d be adapting to next.








  
  
  Chapter Five

  
  




Parking was a challenge, as usual, when they got to the storefront where Resolute Investigations resided.

“Couldn’t he have found a place with better parking?” Jack asked.

“Not with this location. There’s a new parking structure being built at the end of the block. Once that’s done, parking won’t be such an issue,” Jamie said. “Besides, he didn’t waste any time getting up and running. Property this close to the city center goes fast.”

“I take it you were behind him being able to grab this?” Jack asked.

“I invested a good chunk into the business to help him get started. I figured it was a good way to share the wealth and set myself up for a steady income stream down the road.”

“And now you’re going to get paid to work for the company you partially own. How’s that for advance planning?”

“Honestly? I never thought about leaving the police force – until I realized I dreaded going into the precinct now. When something is that off, then it’s time to reconsider. When my gut is telling me it’s time to go, then I need to listen – no matter how much I don’t want to. And my gut has been telling me it’s time to go for a couple of months now.”

“Let’s see how this case works out and decide if we want to go this route or consider something else,” Jack said as they got out of the SUV and walked towards the building.

The front of the building was clean red brick with a wide window and a glass door to the side. ‘Resolute Investigations, LLC’ and a magnifying glass logo in black and gold spread across the window and on the upper pane of the door. Inside, light gray walls with white trim, black padded chairs and glass tables marked out a small waiting area to the left with a reception desk directly in front of the door. The man behind the desk wore a dark suit with a dark gold tie over a white dress shirt, his hair slightly longer than a military crew cut, but not by much.

“Welcome to Resolute Investigations, how might I assist you today?” he said.

“Hi, I’m Jameson Kennedy and this is Jaqueline Forbes. We’re here to see Joey…” Jamie started when he heard a yell from the doorway behind the receptionist.

“Get in here, you two,” Joey called out. “They’re our new hires, Antonio. Meet Jamie and Jack.” He finished the introductions as he stepped through the doorway with a huge smile on his face.

“Nice to meet you, Antonio. Looks like we’re expected,” Jack said as she walked towards Joey.

“Expected and eagerly awaited,” Joey replied. “Come on in, I’ll show you around and then we’ll get started.”

“Nice to meet you both,” Antonio said as he settled back behind the desk and tapped the phone. “Resolute Investigations, Antonio speaking, how may I direct your call?”

They stepped through the doorway into a space that had a kitchenette, coffee and tea station, a table with four chairs in the middle and a couch off to one side. Short hallways led off in different directions and Joey waved them down the one to the left. They passed a bathroom, another door that led back out to the waiting area and stopped outside a glass-walled conference room. “This is where we have team meetings or meet with clients. Dai and I have offices on this side, and you two will have offices on the other side. I have the onboarding packets in here,” Joey said as he stepped into the conference room. “You can take these home and finish them up over the next couple of days. I just need you to both sign the non-disclosure agreement before we can talk about the case.”

They all sat down while Jack and Jamie went through their folders and signed several documents each. They slid them over to Joey and when they were done, he let out a soft breath.

“Thank you. This case needs the two of you. Nathaniel Dellarosa has reported his mistress as a missing person. The police aren’t interested because she’s a known party girl – LaSherie Fantasia. And yes, that’s her legal name. They think she’s just leaving him hanging to make him sweat. Apparently, she’s done it before. So, he decided to go private and hired us to find her.”

“I think I’m already liking this,” Jamie said with a smirk. “Find the party girl with the stripper name so her rich and connected sugar daddy stops worrying.”

“Her ‘sugar daddy’ isn’t just rich and connected,” Jack said. “He’s the head of the state’s Fusion Center for Counterterrorism, correct?” She turned to Joey to confirm what she’d just said.

“Yeah, that’s him. He’s a politician and an intel wonk so he appears trustworthy, but I wouldn’t trust him. Dai said he’s one of those guys that smiles to your face and stabs you in the back. He came to us because he knew Dai was here and thought it would get him to the front of the line. I didn’t tell him there was no line because neither Dai nor I wanted to work this one. He’s called twice a day for the past two days and I only said we’d take the case today, so yeah, he’s gonna be a pain in the ass.”

“Lovely. Well, let’s get what info you have and then we’ll go pay Mr. Dellarosa a visit,” Jamie said.

“I need the rest of those forms back to me tomorrow, so don’t forget. There are a ton of hoops to jump through so we can keep doing what we do. Stay safe out there. Remember, you get hurt on this job, it’s a different kind of insurance than what you get as a cop. I’d say it’s better, but it’s still too much paperwork – so don’t get hurt.”

“Yes, Mom,” Jamie said. “No, seriously, we’re going to be fine. Relax.”

“Uh huh. And how did your last case go? I think I’ll stay stressed, thank you very much,” Joey replied.

“Hey, that wasn’t our fault,” Jack contested. “We were just doing our jobs.”

“I can hear it now,” Joey moaned. “Go, get out of here.”

* * *

Settled back in Jamie’s SUV, Jack flipped through the electronic file Joey had sent to their phones. She read off the address of Dellarosa’s residence and Jamie pulled into traffic.

“Dellarosa said he bought the condo for her three years ago, but they had been together for two years before that. His wife was his high-school sweetheart. Melisande Vincenti Dellarosa was hit by a drunk driver seven years ago and it put her in a wheelchair. Nathaniel and Melisande are still best friends, and she apparently knows about his mistress and is fine with him getting relief on the side, as long as it’s not with a horde of women. Melisande was pregnant with their first child when the accident happened and they lost the baby. She’s unable to have children now, so they’re in the process of adopting. According to Nathaniel, LaSherie wanted to have a baby with him and he couldn’t do that to Melisande, and they fought. LaSherie ran out of the condo and by the time he got downstairs, she was gone.”

“We will need to check the cameras at the condo building to see if they back up his story,” Jamie said.

“I’m not buying this story,” Jack said. “It’s a little too perfectly heart-breaking. Damaged wife, dead baby, accepting of mistress – mistress wants more and he can’t hurt his wife. It all reads like a script for a soap opera.”

“Or a well-crafted political piece,” Jamie said. “Let’s see what he says in person, and if we can disrupt his little fairy tale.”

“We’re not a little sarcastic or jaded now, are we?” Jack quipped and Jamie gave a snort of amusement.

“After the last case, I’d be surprised if we weren’t jaded. Let’s see what this one brings, shall we?” Jamie said as they parked in front of a one story brick home that boasted wide windows with a view of several paved pathways that wound around the house and through the raised bed gardens.

The faint hum of tires on pavement had Jack turning until she spotted a woman across the yard in a low profile wheelchair, a straw gardening hat on her head, gloves on her hands, and a basket in her lap. The woman turned to look at Jack, then shifted her attention back to the garden bed to her side.

“That must be Melisande,” Jack said to Jamie. “I guess I could go talk to her while you handle the husband?”

“No, let’s stay together. You catch things I don’t, and vice versa, and we don’t want to mess this up,” Jamie said.

“Nervous?” Jack asked.

“A little, yeah. I know it’s not logical. It’s just starting something new always makes me a little jittery,” Jamie said.

“This isn’t new, it’s the same old shit we do every day, just with a different ID card to flash,” Jack said. “Don’t get all twitchy on me now. We need this PI thing to work out.”

“Good point,” Jamie said as he pressed the button to ring the doorbell.

A man with dark hair, bright blue eyes, and the kind of tan one gets from tanning beds and golf courses opened the door. “Tell me what paper you’re from so I can get you fired,” he snapped.

Jamie held up his PI identification. “Jameson Kennedy and Jacqueline Forbes here from Resolute Investigations. You asked to have an investigation?”

“Oh, right. Come on in. Sorry, the press has been relentless,” the man said.

“Are you Nathaniel Dellarosa?” Jack asked.

“I am. Please, call me Nate. We can speak in my office,” he said as he led them down a short corridor to open pocket doors in a wide archway.

The room beyond was lined with bookshelves on three walls, the fourth being mostly windows and French doors that led out into a side terrace with gardens beyond. A massive desk sat at one end of the room, with a collection of leather wing chairs and side tables at the other end in front of a fireplace that currently held a silk flower arrangement on the hearth instead of logs. Antique Persian area rugs had been layered over polished hardwood that silenced their footsteps as they took seats near the hearth.

A young woman dressed in slacks and a silk blouse came in a moment later and Nate turned to her. “Santana, could you bring a coffee tray, please?”

“Yes, Mr. Dellarosa,” Santana said as she pulled the doors closed and walked away.

“My wife’s assistant, but she’s been indispensable to me as well the past few days. I’m hoping you can find LaSherie. She’s been gone too long,” Nate said. “She’s precious to me and I’m concerned that she’s come to harm in some way.”

“Why would you think she’s come to harm?” Jack asked.

“Why else would she be gone so long?” Nate replied. “We’ve had our arguments before, but she always comes back to me. The longest she’s ever been away unplanned was three days and that’s because a storm grounded the plane. It’s been forever now.”

“According to our notes, it’s been four days,” Jamie said. “We’ll need to get into her condo and take a look around. As you’re the registered owner, we only need your permission – and a key if you have it.”

“It feels like weeks already,” Nate said. “Let me get you a key.” He got to his feet and went to the desk to dig around in the drawers.

Jack rolled her eyes at Jamie and shook her head slightly. Nate’s propensity for drama was really getting on her nerves.

“Here’s the key card,” Nate said as he handed a fob to Jamie. “This will open the main lobby door, give access to the elevators, and allow you into her condo. Please don’t lose it, getting them to make and re-code a new one is a pain.”

“How many times have you had to get that done?” Jack asked, tone casual.

“Four or five times. Sherie was not the best at keeping track of things like keys or her phone,” Nate replied.

“Are the missing ones deactivated?” Jamie asked.

“How would they do that if they’re lost? No, they just make up new ones.”

Jack made a note to check with the security office at the condo building to find out if they recoded the locks when fobs were lost, or just made a new fob.

“Here’s a card for Resolute. Call if you think of anything else,” Jamie said.

Nate took the card, then glanced up as Santana returned with a coffee tray. “Thank you, Santana.”

She set the tray down, then turned to leave. She paused and Jack looked at her. Santana gave Jack a look, then flicked her gaze to Nate before she slid out through the doors. 

“We’ll be going so we can go to the condo. If we have any questions, we’ll call you,” Jack said and headed for the door.

“I can see you out,” Nate offered.

“I think we’ll be fine. Enjoy your coffee,” Jamie said and followed Jack. Neither one took the direct path back to the front door but wandered the house as much as they thought they could get away with to get a sense of Nate and his wife’s living situation. Once they were both outside and headed to the car, Jack noticed Melisande wasn’t out in front any longer.

Jamie headed out towards the condo building and Jack let out a breath. “He was all over the place in there. It was confusing.”

“You mean that he acted guilty and not guilty all rolled into one?”

“Exactly that. Like he knew something he wanted to tell us but couldn’t, and that he was afraid. Speaking of knowing something, I need to try and contact Santana. She gave me a look when she left that has me curious,” Jack said. “I looked for her inside, but didn’t see her.”

“That house is more like a museum than a home,” Jamie said.

“Yeah, it’s clear which rooms are for show and which were for actual use. There’s no way Melisande’s wheelchair could navigate that front parlor with the sheer amount of furniture crammed into that room. The room towards the back of the house with more space and less furniture? That’s where she spends more time. The space for a wheelchair next to a side table where glasses and a basket of yarn rested tells me that’s her spot to watch TV,” Jack said

“I saw some high end art pieces in several rooms,” Jamie said. “Whatever their situation, the Dellarosa’s are not hurting for money.”

“So, if we’re looking at the four L’s of motive – love, lust, loyalty, and loot – it’s clear their motive wouldn’t be loot,” Jack said.

“Maybe not, but let’s not rule it out yet. Besides, they’re the victims, worried about someone they care for,” Jamie said.

“Maybe,” Jack said. “I got the feeling that Nate was worried about LaSherie and was afraid of what we might find. He didn’t read like a victim at all. He also seemed rather flustered for someone who works in counterterrorism. Aren’t they usually more calm?”

They parked across the street from the condo building. The steel and glass tower rose twenty stories with the top ten floors able to enjoy an ocean view. LaSherie’s unit took up one quarter of the eighteenth floor.

“This place must’ve cost nearly as much as that house we just visited,” Jack said.

“The condos with the ocean view start at 1.2 million,” Jamie said as they stepped into the elevator. When he saw Jack’s look of surprise, he shrugged. “I looked at them when I was house hunting. I wasn’t sure if I wanted a yard or not.”

The elevator let them out on the eighteenth floor and unit B was to their left. The key fob beeped as the door unlocked and they stepped inside.

“Apparently LaSherie likes color,” Jack said. The walls were white – as were the cabinets in the kitchen – but the rest of the place was color. Bright red countertop appliances, carpets of abstract jewel tones on the hardwood and tile floors, as well as in the throws and pillows on the brown leather furniture. The bright colors of the art pieces on shelves and side tables filled the space with a joie de vivre one could feel. They wore gloves as they walked through the place, trying to disturb very little as they looked for notes, pamphlets, something that would tell them where LaSherie had gone.

Jack took the bedroom and bathroom while Jamie took the guest room and bath. Jack called out as she left the bathroom with a bottle in her hand. “Jamie, we’ve got a problem.”

“What did you find?” Jamie asked.

Jack held up a bottle of prescription prenatal vitamins. “Says they were prescribed by Dr. Ortiz. I know he won’t tell us anything, but I might be able to get some information if I show up as a friend.”

“What information would you be getting?”

“How far along she is. If she’s only just pregnant, then maybe Nate doesn’t know. But if she’s four or five months? Then he has to know.”

“Which means he lied to us. He didn’t want her getting pregnant because it would upset Melisande,” Jamie said.

“And if she just told him she was and he lost his shit? That’s motive right there. Do you still have that black light in your car?”

“Yeah, and I got a new bottle of luminol from mail order. I’ll go get it and take a look. You pull the curtains and blinds.”

While Jamie went to get the supplies, Jack made her way through the condo and closed all the blinds and curtains, turning on a light in each room. The whole place smelled freshly cleaned, but that was probably a cleaning service. The trash bins were all emptied with fresh liners inside, and the fridge had food in it, but no fresh produce, dairy, or meat. It looked like LaSherie had planned on a trip away, but if that were the case, she would’ve taken her vitamins, toothbrush, hair brush, and so on. Those things were still in her bathroom and bedroom.

Jamie came back in with a duffel bag. He took the time to lock and bolt the door behind him, then set the bag on the sofa. “I grabbed a few things and shoved them in here. I think we’re going to need to look at setting up kit bags for ourselves – something I didn’t think about until today.”

“The place looks professionally cleaned, and if not for the toiletries and medicine left behind, I’d think she’d gone on a planned trip. I noticed the bleach smell was strongest in the hallway between her bedroom and the half bath. Maybe we should start there?” Jack said.

“As good a place as any,” Jamie said. He closed the doors to the other rooms, then sprayed the luminol on the lower half of the walls and across the tile floor. 

Jack shut off the hallway light and Jamie turned on the blacklight. Smears and splatters showed up all over the end of the short hallway nearest her bedroom, with streaks leading under the bedroom door.

“Holy hell,” Jack whispered.

Jamie opened the bedroom door, sprayed more around the entry area, and shut off the light. He kept following the streaks and splatters until they ended in a puddle beside the bed. “We need to call this in and get crime scene techs on site.”

“There’s too much blood for this to be anything but a murder,” Jack said. “Right? I’m not imagining this?”

“Yes, this is a murder. Here, take the gear back down to the car and stay there. I’ll shut off the lights and lock up, and call Sarge from the car.”

“No, we’ll do it together. Pack up the bag, I’ll go put the blinds and curtains back as they were and we’ll leave together.”

“Whichever, just hurry,” Jamie said.

They locked up and got into the SUV, then Jamie called Sarge. “Hey, Sarge. We were on a case to help out Joey, and we found what we believe to be a murder scene.”

”Of course, you did. Because the two of you couldn’t just get a simple missing person case,” Sarge said. “Fill me in.”

“We’re working the missing person case of LaSherie Fantasia and got a key to her apartment from Nate Dellarosa. We used luminol and a light and found blood trace in the hallway and master bedroom – enough that it has to be a murder scene. We left and locked up as soon as we found that. We were wearing gloves and didn’t find anything else of importance,” Jamie said.

“We did find prenatal vitamins in her bathroom,” Jack added. “Which could lead to motive for murder based on what we know from Dellarosa.”

“I’ll send techs in to go over the place and give it to Haggerty and Jones so they can go pick up Nathaniel Dellarosa for questioning. Put the key in the case file at Resolute in case we need it for anything, and so you’re not tagged as having it out and about while we turn this into an official investigation.”

“Got it, Sarge. Talk to you later,” Jamie said and disconnected the call.

“Let’s go fill in Joey on what happened and get this key into the case file. I don’t feel comfortable having it on us anymore,” Jack said.

“Yeah, me neither. We don’t need to be blamed for something else.”








  
  
  Chapter Six

  
  




Two days after they’d visited LaSherie’s apartment, Jack and Jamie were in the office at Jamie’s place when there was a knock on the door. Jack was going through phone records they’d just received for Melly Warren’s phone and didn’t even look up as Jamie left to answer it.

The low rumble of a familiar voice had Jack leaving her laptop and wandering out to see what was going on.

“And there she is,” Sarge said. “I wanted to talk to the two of you without worrying about being overheard. Is the coffee on?”

“It is, we have a fresh pot and Jack made apple turnovers last night, so we have pastries,” Jamie said.

“I didn’t know you baked, Jack,” Sarge said.

“I didn’t until I had time on my hands and a kitchen I love to work in,” Jack replied. “Let’s go sit on the back deck. I need some fresh air.”

They all found seats around the table on the back deck, coffee and pastries handed around. Sarge took a couple of bites, washed down with coffee, before he spoke.

“I put in for my retirement – and it was granted immediately.”

“Woah,” Jamie said.

“What does that mean?” Jack asked.

“It means when I leave here, I go back to the office and pack up my things – and I’m done. My wife is planning a retirement party for this weekend and I’d like you both to be there.”

Jack looked at Jamie and bit her lower lip.

“This means we have to decide now,” Jamie said to Jack.

“You really do,” Sarge said. “Because they’re making Jerome Fabian the new sergeant.”

“Oh, hell no,” Jamie said with a sigh. “Yeah, we need to put in our papers today. If we don’t, Fabian will find some charges to plant on us and destroy us. He’s had it in for me ever since I beat his records at the Academy.”

“He’s a dirty cop and we all know it – but the Chief thinks Fabian shits gold bricks, so you need to get your papers in today or they’ll get flagged and you’ll lose everything,” Sarge said.

“How do we do this and get it done today?” Jack asked.

Jamie got to his feet and went inside, then came back out with a folder and a pen. “Sarge and I prepared for this a couple of weeks back – just in case,” he said.

He opened the folder and slid a stack of paper over to Jack, then took the rest for himself. He signed his name and dated it in three places, then handed the pen to Jack. “All you have to do is sign and Sarge will take them. Date it for yesterday.”

Jack sucked in a breath, took the pen, and began to read. She signed where it said and handed it all back to Jamie. “Now what?”

“Now the hardest part,” Sarge said. “You hand over your badges and guns.”

Jack felt like she was severing a limb as she unclipped her badge from her belt and slid it across the table towards Sarge. “My gun is inside. I’ll give it to you when we go back in.”

“I’ve got the zip ties to lock them in my pocket. They’ll go into a locked box for sixty days and then be reassigned to someone. Your badge numbers will retire with you,” Sarge said. “I’m so sorry things played out this way – but I hope you two find happiness working with Mahoney.”

“It’s going to be an adjustment, but I think we’ll be better off away from the PD. It’s become too toxic for us to not end up a footnote in some crime blog,” Jamie said.

“I’m more worried about making enough to pay my bills,” Jack said with a sigh.

“Don’t worry about that. I feel responsible for you being caught up in my backwash after Mike’s murder case, so I set up a trust fund that will pay you a monthly dividend that’s a bit more than what you were making as a cop. It’s not taking anything out of my pocket, not really. I’ve got a fantastic investment manager and have already doubled my money, so don’t argue with me,” Jamie said.

“I like to eat, so I won’t argue – but if I can make enough as a PI, then I’ll be sending it back,” Jack said.

“Don’t argue,” Sarge said. “He’s right. If I’d paired you with someone else, you’d still be a cop right now, not giving up your career. I’ve done my time and it’s time for me to go – but they’re rushing my ass out the door so they can continue their corrupt games. I have an appointment with the district attorney tomorrow morning, to fill him in on all the data I’ve been collecting. The department is going to have a major shakeup over the next few months – so you won’t want to be there for that anyway.”

Sarge finished up his pastry and coffee, then got to his feet. He tucked their badges into a pocket and picked up the paperwork. “Okay, kids. Let’s get those guns locked down and I’ll go put all of this in motion. You’ll get a small pension because you’ve not done a full twenty, but it’ll be something. I look forward to seeing you both this weekend. Stay safe out there.”

They got their guns and watched as Sarge slid the cable through the barrel and open chamber, then locked it and tagged it with their badge numbers. He put them into a small bag Jamie gave him and headed out.

Jack sat down heavily in her chair after the door closed behind Sarge. “I feel cheated.”

“I get that,” Jamie said. “Cheated, and a bit like we dodged a bullet too, yeah?”

“Yeah. I am beyond grateful Sarge is willing to help us out like this. Otherwise, we’d be in a real mess. I also don’t feel right about taking your money,” Jack said.

“Well, it was Mike’s money, not mine. He left it to me. If you’re worried about it, let’s ask him?”

“I’m glad he’s sharing. You’re family now, Jack, so suck it up,” Mike said and they both jumped.

“Where’ve you been?” Jamie asked.

“Around. I have someone you need to meet,” Mike said and held out his hand. A moment later, a beautiful woman with long braids and blue eyes that shone bright against her dark skin was holding Mike’s hand. Her free hand cradled a small bump at her belly.

“LaSherie,” Jack said. “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

“I’m just glad someone knows now,” LaSherie said. “I saw you two in my condo and I followed you back here, but I still get confused sometimes and Mike helped me understand what was happening.”

“Was it Nate?” Jamie asked.

“No, it was someone I’ve never met before. He said he was doing Nate a favor, though,” LaSherie said. “I don’t understand how it could be a favor for Nate. He was excited about the baby.”

“But Melisande was not, correct?” Jack said.

“Oh, she said she was, but if you looked at her when she thought no one was looking, she looked angry. I think she was only okay on the surface, but really hated the idea. I’ve only met her twice. Nate liked to keep his two worlds separate.”

“How far along were you?” Jack asked.

“Twenty-nine weeks. It’s a little boy. We were going to name him Ethan,” LaSherie said as she stroked her belly. “Mike says I might get to meet him when I cross over. I want to make sure I’m not forgotten first.”

“Well, we know the detectives that have your case now, and we’ll make sure they get all of the information we have so they can solve it,” Jamie said.

“I thought you guys were detectives?” LaSherie asked.

“We were. Now we’re private investigators. Doesn’t change the fact we’ll still help solve your case, just the methods we can use,” Jamie said.

“What happened?” Mike asked.

“We’ll fill you in later. For now, we need to see if we can find a way to sort out who killed LaSherie,” Jamie said.

LaSherie looked around the office and tugged Mike towards the murder board for Melly. Beside the photo of Melly was one of Melly and Trey and the twins. “I know this man,” LaSherie said. “He’s the one I let into my condo that night. Nate said he’d be coming by with some paperwork for me to sign so the baby would have a trust fund. I poured him a scotch and got myself some juice, then had to go find a pen. The next thing I remember is sitting on my bed, looking down at my body and all of the blood everywhere. Then I was at the yacht club on the docks. Then I was nowhere, until I ended up back at the condo – and you two came in.”

“What do you remember about the yacht club?” Jack asked.

“I watched two men load one of those trunks you have in college onto one of the yachts, then they took the boat out away from the dock and I don’t remember anything until being at the condo when you two came in. I didn’t see who the men were. Just jeans, black hoodies, gloves on their hands and sneakers on their feet.”

Mike gave her hand a light squeeze. “Did you feel that it was your body in that trunk?”

LaSherie looked like she was pondering the question, then gave a faint nod. “I think it was in there. That’s why I was drawn there, right?” she asked Mike.

“I think so, yeah,” Mike said. “Which means they probably tossed your body and the trunk overboard when they got out deep enough.”

“You’re sure this is the man you saw?” Jack asked as she pulled up a photo of Trey on her phone.

“No, I’m not totally sure. He sort of looks familiar?” LaSherie said.

“Well, he was just elected to congress,” Jamie said. “His picture has been all over the news as well as billboards and bus signs.”

“Oh, that’s probably it then. I remember the guy who came to my place had on a very nice grey wool suit with a brightly colored pocket square. It had a paisley design on it in jewel tones of red, green, blue, and yellow. I wanted to know where he’d bought it so I could get one for Nate.”

“Did he tell you?” Jack asked.

“He said it was a gift from his wife and he didn’t know where she’d bought it, then patted his pockets and apologized for not having brought a pen. I went to find one and brought it back, and that’s the last thing I remember.”

“Do you remember anything else about him?” Mike asked.

“He smelled like incense and he was handsome. I think he was white, but I don’t clearly remember anything else about him. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize, it’s okay. You were probably drugged and some of the stuff out there can cause short term amnesia so you don’t remember what happened just before or during,” Jack said. “Which, considering your situation, is probably a blessing in disguise for you. Just makes it tough on us.”

“Why don’t you go upstairs to the balcony and rest?” Mike said. “If you remember anything, just let me know. I know how confusing it is right now, and every little scrap of memory might be useful.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t do more. I’ll try and remember, but I don’t want to stay around too much longer. I’d like to cross over and get to meet my son.”

“We understand. Go on up,” Mike said, then released her hand as she left the room. He stayed silent for a few moments, then said, “She’s upstairs.”

“Without a timeline, we have no way to know if it was Trey or someone else. The condo building has cameras all over, right? Maybe we can take a look?” Jack said.

“No, we can’t. But Haggerty and Jones can. We’ll just tell them a confidential informant gave us a tip and let them look. And yes, this is going to be the pain in the ass portion of not being a cop any longer,” Jamie said.

“Yeah, about that,” Mike said. “What the actual fuck?”

“Sarge said that when he put in his retirement papers, they told him he was done that day. They made Jerome Fabian the new sergeant and…” Jamie said.

“And Fabian is a lying, dirty, scum-sucking fucktard,” Mike finished. “So, you filed your papers?”

“Well, Jamie and Sarge already had a jump on that. They had the packets all filled out – all we had to do was sign and date – and we dated it for the day before so Sarge could handle it for us as his last duty,” Jack said. “Speaking of which, I’m going to take a couple of file boxes and go in and pack up all of our stuff and take it over to Resolute. You trust me to pack up your things?”

“I do, but you shouldn’t have to do it all alone,” Jamie said.

“You going in there is fuel on the fire. I’m just guilty by association, so they’ll leave me alone. I’ll get it all, and I’ll bring Avery to help,” Jack said. “Speaking of which, I should call him and get a move on. You two work with Melly and LaSherie and see if you can find out what the blood evidence gave as a possible timeline?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Mike said with a wink. “Leave us to work with the ladies, yessiree.”

“Quit being a pervert, Mike,” Jamie said. “One’s pregnant and one’s married. You can’t mess with that even if they are dead.”

“But is she still married if she’s dead and he’s not? Is that like a reverse widow?” Mike said.

Jack just shook her head and grabbed her keys. “See you two later.”

“What’s a ‘reverse widow’? I swear, if you try and tell me ghost sex is a thing,” Jamie said to Mike.

Jack left the two of them bantering in the office and pulled out her phone as she got into her car. She wanted everything out of the office before the word of their leaving the force spread too far.

“Avery, it’s Mom. I’m on the way home and I need you to come give me a hand with something. I’ll treat you to food after.”
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Avery put the last box on the floor against the wall and dropped into one of the leather chairs in Jack’s new office. “I like the new digs,” he said. “Classier. You’ll have to get some art or something for the walls, though. Framed certificates and diplomas to make your clients feel you’re capable, art to show you have interests outside of solving their little dramas, and a bottle of scotch in the drawer because what private eye doesn’t have one in their desk?”

“Has anyone ever told you you’re a smartass?” Jack said to her son. “I mean, I appreciate the help, but the critique…”

“Mom, I meant it in the most positive sense. I think this is a good move for you and Jamie. Being a cop may be what you think you have to do – but this uses all of your best skills and is less likely to get you shot by someone who is jealous of your rank or case load or whatever.”

“I guess I still feel raw,” Jack said.

“And you have every right to feel raw, cheated, and whatever else you’re feeling. But don’t let it slow you down. This is a great opportunity and will probably mean less stress and drama for you and for Jamie.”

“And less stress and worry for you?”

“That too, yeah. So, can we get Thai food? I’d rather have Thai than pizza.”

“Thai sounds good. Let me call Jamie and maybe we can get him to join us? If that’s okay with you?”

“Mom, if I wanted alone time, I’d have asked you to not include him. Jamie’s good people and he’s family now, right? Partners become family? Besides, his other family is in Florida. We’re all he’s got right now.”

Jack grabbed Avery’s head in her arm and kissed his forehead, then tousled his hair before she pressed the button on her phone. “Jamie, Avery and I are going for Thai food. Want to join us?”

“Sounds great. The place down the street from the new office?”

“Sure. I don’t know of another one. We’ll get a table. Oh, and all of your stuff is in your office here at Resolute. We got everything and I left the office keys in the door so they can’t even ding us for key replacements. Time to celebrate a new chapter,” Jack said, but her voice cracked slightly on that last sentence and betrayed the emotions simmering under the surface.

“Order drinks and appetizers and I’ll be there. We’ll be fine, Jack. I know it,” Jamie said and the call disconnected.

“Come on, Mom. Let’s go celebrate,” Avery said as he got to his feet and wrapped an arm around Jack’s shoulders. “Change is scary, but it’s good, right? Just like you always told me.”

“How did you get so wise?”

“I have a wise mom,” Avery said.

***

The three of them had devoured the appetizers and meals, and now just relaxed with drinks while they waited for the check.

“I want to tell him,” Jack said to Jamie. “But not if you’re not okay with it.”

“Tell him if you want. He should probably know,” Jamie replied.

“Tell me what?” Avery asked.

“You’re going to think we’re crazy, but I wanted to tell you while Jamie was here to back me up,” Jack said.

“And you can’t write about it or tell anyone. No one. Seriously, it could destroy our credibility and make it so we can’t even do the PI work,” Jamie said.

“Okay, this sounds serious,” Avery said as he leaned in, arms on the table.

“We can both see ghosts. That’s how we get some of our case information,” Jack said.

“No, seriously – what do you need to tell me?” Avery asked with a laugh.

“That’s the truth. I can see Michael Donovan, my dead partner. It’s how we solved his murder. He introduces us to ghosts that need our help – and that’s how we got Noah’s case, and now this new case,” Jamie said.

“And I could see Ellis, but she’s crossed over and made it so that I can see Mike now, too.”

Avery looked from one to the other, then thudded back against his chair and shook his head. “Woah. I don’t know what to think. You know me, I need to see it to believe it.”

“I don’t know if you’ll be able to see Mike, but we can try later. But we’re both very serious. You’re the only person outside of us and the ghosts that now know this,” Jack said.

“I know that neither one of you qualifies as mentally unstable, so I understand that the two of you believe you see ghosts and get information from them that helps you solve cases. Have you considered it’s some type of hallucination?” Avery asked.

“I saw Ellis back in New York City,” Jack said. “And then again at the housewarming at Jamie’s. Then more often after Mike got her to actually be useful instead of a raging twat. I’ve seen the other ghosts and spoken with them. I know it’s hard to wrap your head around – but you saw what happened to me back in New York. They kept the crazy lady stuff out of my jacket so I could get a new job, but that’s why I had to leave.”

“Telling you is a risk,” Jamie said. “But it’s a risk we’re both willing to take because we trust you and you’ve been helpful with some of our case work. It’s exhausting trying to keep this a secret, and we’re probably going to tell Joey at some point as well, but not yet.”

“Telling Joey is a must, but I think we need to get him and Dai halfway into a bottle of good whiskey before we broach the subject. Otherwise, we’ll never get him to buy in on us following some of the leads we get,” Jack said.

“True. We can’t plead ‘confidential informant’ and have him not want to see the file on the CI,” Jamie said.

The server placed the bill on the table and Jack reached for it, but Jamie got it first. “My treat. I’m just glad you guys invited me. Solo dinners get old fast.”

“Are they really solo, though? Can’t you just ask Mike to come chat with you while you eat?” Avery teased.

“Ha ha, very funny,” Jamie retorted as they got to their feet and headed out. “Let’s go back to my place and see if we can put his doubts to rest.”

“Yes, please,” Avery said.

“I guess that’s a plan?” Jack replied. “I need to stop at the dry cleaners first.”

“Avery can come with me,” Jamie said.

“If he wants to, that’s fine with me. I just wanted to drop off our dress blues at the dry cleaners. No need to pack them away dirty,” Jack said.

“Appreciate that. We’ll see you at my place,” Jamie said as Avery headed over towards Jamie’s car.

Jack dropped off the uniforms at the dry cleaners, then stopped at the bakery next door and picked up a box of assorted confections. Sugar and caffeine were her main food groups lately. Guess it was a good thing she could run twice a day now with her new schedule.

“Now, knock that the fuck off,” Jack said to herself as she got into her car. “Emo Jack is no fun.”

“Should you really be talking to yourself?” a voice said and Jack found herself drawing her weapon from the console holster and pointing it at…nothing.

“Show yourself.”

The shape of a man began to settle in the passenger’s seat of her car. “You can put that away. I’m already dead.”

Jack slowly put her gun back in the holster. “Who are you and why the fuck are you in my car?”

“Joel Johnson, and I’m here because word is out that you and your partner help those of us on the other side who got sent here ahead of schedule,” the man said. He was more solid now, with brown hair and eyes in lightly tanned skin. He looked fit and about mid-thirties, dressed in a button-down shirt and jeans, the sleeves rolled up to below his elbows and brown slip-ons on his feet with no socks.

“Do you know what happened to you?” Jack asked.

“I was murdered. Want to see my body?” Joel replied.

“Not right this minute, no. Let’s go to my partner’s place so we can just do this once, okay?” Jack buckled in and pulled into traffic to head to Jamie’s house. Once there, she pulled into the garage and shut off the car.

“Okay, could you get out? I don’t want to reach through you to get my pastries.”

Joel laughed at her then and slid through the closed car door. Jack grabbed the box and her phone and headed inside.

“I stopped at the bakery and got sugar. Hope you’ve got the coffee on because I brought company,” Jack called out as she stopped in the kitchen to grab napkins before carrying everything into the office.

“Who’s the company?” Avery asked as he took the box from her, then his gaze shifted to behind his mom. “Oh, hi. I’m Avery,” he said and held out a hand to Joel.

Joel grinned mischievously and reached out for Avery’s hand – but of course Avery couldn’t feel anything. “I’m Joel, and I’m dead.”

Avery jerked his hand back and stared. “Well, that’s new.”

“Did you not try him with Mike?” Jack asked Jamie.

“Mike’s not here. Not sure where he’s off to. Guess we know he can see ghosts though,” Jamie said.

“Holy hell, you’re really dead?” Avery asked Joel.

“Sit down, bud. You’re looking a little pale,” Joel said to Avery. “Eat one of those pastries. Sugar is good for shock.”

Avery put the box down on a side table, pulled out a random pastry and took a bite – then sat down while he chewed and stared at Joel.

Jack handed Avery a napkin. “Here, don’t make a mess. Dead or alive, he’s here to get help.”

“Wow, that’s some pure mom-level stuff right there. Don’t make a mess in front of the company, even if he is dead,” Joel said with a laugh. “Damn.”

“Watch it. That’s my mom you’re talking about,” Avery said. “Dead or not, I’ll kick your ass.”

“You can’t even shake my hand,” Joel taunted.

“Boys, if you can’t behave, you can both leave,” Jack said, hands on hips.

“Yes, ma’am,” they said in unison, then Joel sighed. “I miss pastries. Those look great. That bakery was one of my favorite stops every Friday.”

“Were you killed near there?” Jack asked.

“Oh, no. My body is in my car at the bottom of the bluffs off of Shore Drive, about five miles out from the yacht club, headed north. The computer system was hacked in my car and it went through the guard rail and over. I died on impact,” Joel said.

“How long ago was this?” Jamie asked.

“A few hours ago? I don’t know. Time is weird over here,” Joel said.

“What kind of car?” Jack asked as she poured herself a mug of coffee.

“Audi A8, dark blue. It’s dark so they probably won’t see it until morning or if they get some serious lights out there,” Joel said.

Jamie was on the phone with Aidan Haggerty. “Hey Aidan, it’s Jamie Kennedy. Yeah, I know, but it’s for the best. Anyway, a friend’s kid saw a hole in the guardrail about five miles north of the yacht club on Shore Drive. It was too dark to see much and no safe place to pull over, but it didn’t look right. Can you get someone to check it out?”

Everyone was quiet while Jamie spoke on the phone.

“Let me know what happened if you can? Appreciate it, Aidan. Yeah, we’re going to be at Sarge’s retirement party. We’ll see you and Janna there. Stay safe,” Jamie said and disconnected the call. “He’s sending out a radio car to check it out and will let us know.”

“He and Jones are going to the retirement party, too?” Jack asked.

“Yeah, we’ll get to see them there. I think we need to really cultivate that relationship so we have a solid law enforcement team to reach out to when things get outside our bailiwick,” Jamie said. “One outside of Dai’s connections.”

“So, someone’s going to find my body? Great. How about we figure out who killed me?” Joel asked.

“We’ve already got two murder cases on our plate, what’s one more?” Jack offered with a sigh. She opened her laptop and pulled up a case template. “Okay, so what can you tell us? Are you married? Single? Dating? How are your relationships? Who benefits most from you being dead?”

“Woah, slow down lady. Sorry if this is an inconvenience, but it’s kinda putting a crimp in my plans too, ya know?” Joel said.

“Yeah, I get it. It’s just that lately the ghosts we’ve been trying to help aren’t very forthcoming with information,” Jack said.

“That’s because they were drugged,” Jamie said. “But yeah, it’s pretty frustrating.”

“I think my corpse trumps your frustration,” Joel sniffed.

“You’d think so, right? But after having ghost after ghost come through, it stops being a surprise and is just part of the job,” Jack said. “So, what’s your relationship status?”

“Married. Jeremiah Johnson has been my husband for five years now. We both work for Sentry Security Systems in the IT department – that’s where we met.”

“And things with you and Jeremiah have been okay?” Jack asked.

“Jerry has been acting a little cagey the past few months, but we talked last night and things seemed fine. Oh, someone should call him and let him know I’m dead.”

“They’ll let him know when they get an ID on your body. We can’t do that anymore, we’re private investigators, not detectives,” Jamie said.

“Okay, let’s make this quick because I want to be there when they tell him,” Joel said. “Work has been stressful, and I think we both got a bit cranky with each other, but that happens in relationships. We talked it out and last night was really nice. I left work before Jerry because I wanted to go to that steak house on the edge of Harbor and get us a nice meal for takeout, then bring it home and set it all up with candles and stuff. I was on the way there when the car started to act crazy. It slowed down, then the whole console lit up like an arcade game. Lights flashing and the radio going off and on, the GPS voice stuttering random words – and then the brakes went out and the car sped up. I tried to keep it on the road, but at that curve, the wheel locked up and I went right through the guardrail. I remember jerking on the door handle as the car headed towards the cliff, but the locks engaged.” Joel’s voice trailed off and he wrapped his arms around himself. “It still doesn’t seem real.”

“And you don’t think it was a simple mechanical failure?” Jamie asked.

“No. Not with everything going off like that at once. A cascade effect would have made sense, but this was all at once and with no warning,” Joel said. “Remember, tech is my jam. This was a hack, no question in my mind.”

“Then my next question. Who would want you dead? Who benefits?” Jack asked.

“Well, the only one who benefits is Jerry. We both have million dollar policies for accidental death and dismemberment,” Joel said. “As for who would want me dead? Probably Andy Patton. I fired him last week because he’d been downloading porn on his work computer. He was seven months away from a twenty-year retirement package.”

“Okay. Go be with Jerry. But, please - come back if you remember anything or hear anything you think we might want to know,” Jack said.

“I will. I’ll be back. No one else can see me, or so it seems. Thanks. I really do appreciate you guys helping me out.” Joel was there – and then he wasn’t.

Avery got up and poured himself a coffee, then turned to look at his mom. “Woah.”

“Yeah, woah. It’s a lot to process, I get that. Ask us anything – but remember, you can’t talk about this to anyone but the two of us right now, okay?” Jack said.

“I hear you. I also understand why this would be hard to keep quiet – and harder still to tell anyone. I’m glad you told me, though. There have been a few times I thought you were having some…issues. I have seen you talking to what appeared to be yourself through the window.”

“Ellis used to hang around the house a lot, to keep an eye on things. I never thought I’d say this, but I do miss her,” Jack said.

“Why couldn’t I see her?” Avery asked.

“Probably because you didn’t know you should be able to,” Jamie said. “I’ve been doing some research and reading on the power of the mind. So much of our brains are untapped and unused. No one fully understands everything about how the mind works – but everyone seems to agree that the power of suggestion plays a big part. What we believe, what we accept, that changes as we grow and learn – and I don’t think it’s any different with learning about the afterlife.”

“Okay, what happened while I was gone?” Mike said as he slid through the wall into the office.

“We had a chat with a new ghost that contacted Jack and followed her here,” Jamie said. “Oh, and Avery? This is Mike Donovan.”

Avery stared at Mike, the coffee mug paused halfway to his mouth.

“Hi, Avery. Drink before you spill,” Mike said.

Avery took a sip, then carefully put the cup on the table and sat back in his chair. “Nice to finally meet you.”

“It’s still new for him, Mike,” Jack said. “And the new guy is Joel Johnson who died in a car wreck. He went to be with his husband while the officers did the notification.”

“Well, whoever he is, Melly is freaked right the fuck out. She says he was the one who gave her the champagne that was the last thing she remembered. It’s highly likely that he’s the one that killed her,” Mike said.

“Well, shit,” Jamie muttered.
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“What the hell kind of case do we have here?” Jack said. “Is it one tangled ball of crap or are there three different cases?”

Jack and Jamie were in Jack’s office at Resolute. She’d had one whole wall covered halfway up with white board so they had a permanent ‘murder board’ set up they could reuse over and over again. There was even a cover that unfolded over the wall to hide it from clients or random passersby.

The new board was already covered with photos and notes as Jack and Jamie tried to untangle the myriad threads they’d collected from the three ghosts and their investigation to this point.

“We have Melly Warren who disappeared after her speech. She thinks her husband did it, but he has a rock solid alibi – and now she says Joel Johnson was the one who drugged her. Then we have LaSherie Fantasia who thinks Trey Warren might have been the one that killed her but isn’t sure – and we don’t have a time frame for that one yet,” Jamie said.

“There’s also Melisande and Nate Dellarosa who both had reason to want LaSherie gone - and now we have Joel Johnson, and no idea who offed him,” Jack said. “Also, I’m questioning Melly’s memory, because Joel’s name is not on the list of event attendees.”

“Okay, so let’s take it back to the basics. Let’s see if we can find a connection between them all. That should tell us whether they’re separate cases or all linked,” Jamie said.

They sat at a round table in the middle of the room. Jack had shoved the desk against the wall and used it for the drawer space and a coffee station on top. The two of them had become so accustomed to working together, the table and chairs set up suited their process better.

A tap on the door a couple of hours later had them glancing up to see Joey stick his head in. “Hey, you two, can I interrupt?”

“You’re the boss,” Jamie said with a grin.

“Come on in. Excuse the mess, I’m still unpacking,” Jack said.

“There are three boxes against the wall and a stack of frames – that’s not a mess,” Joey said as he took a seat at the table. “I wanted to check in with you both and see if you needed anything. I was also hoping for an update on whatever it is you’re working on.”

“We’re still working on those murders,” Jamie said. “CSI said that it’s pretty clear with the amount of blood at LaSherie’s home, that she’s deceased, but they don’t have a body. They’re trying to narrow down the timeline so we can find out if any of our suspects have an alibi. And yes, officially it is Aidan Haggerty and Janna Jones’ case, but it was ours first and Dellarosa is paying us for an answer, correct? So, until we have an answer, we’re going to keep working it.”

“And what’s the rest of this? Melly Warren, Joel Johnson – where’d this come from?” Joey asked.

“Well, we had Melly’s case while we were still with the PD, and the PD didn’t pick it up. No body, no crime. She’s not even been officially reported missing,” Jack said. “And we just learned about Joel last night – but he might also be a suspect in one of the killings.”

“So, where did you get the leads?” Joey asked.

“You wouldn’t believe us if we told you,” Jack said.

“Woah, you really want to go there now?” Jamie said to Jack.

“Might as well. I’m tired of the tap dance of who knows what and trying to do this job with one hand tied behind my back because I can’t tell the people we work with that we got the information from the murdered victim’s ghost,” Jack said.

Joey looked from Jamie to Jack, then blinked. “Wait a minute – you mean to tell me you got the information from ghosts? Are you two drinking on the job?”

“How do you think Jamie knew to look in the back of that closet, behind a false panel, while the house was on fire – to save the money Mike had hidden?” Jack asked Joey. “Divine providence? God whispering to him in his moment of fear?” She shook her head and gave a wry snort of laughter. “Mike showed him right where it was, then helped him get out of the house.”

“Is that true?” Joey asked Jamie.

“Yeah, it’s true.”

“Why didn’t you guys say something before?”

“Do you believe us?” Jack asked Joey. “I mean, truly believe us?”

“Honestly? I don’t know. But if you’re both saying you can see ghosts and that’s how you got your information, who am I to judge? There’s a lot of things out there that I can’t explain, and honestly – the fact that Michael Donovan’s ghost has been helping you out makes a lot more sense than you just ‘guessed’ or whatever. I thought maybe you had a couple of really good confidential informants or something.” Joey laughed at himself. “I guess you do, just not quite how I was imagining.”

“You’re not going to fire us for being crazy?” Jack asked.

“Hell no. You’re two of the best detectives I’ve ever known. I don’t care how you get your information as long as you can prove it’s true when things are all wrapped up.”

“We can prove it,” Jamie said, his tone quiet. He looked over behind Jack and she turned to see Mike leaned up against the wall.

Joey followed Jamie’s gaze and then froze for a second. Slowly he got to his feet and made his way towards Mike.

“Are you real?” Joey whispered.

“Boo,” Mike said.

“Fucking seriously, Donovan?” Joey yelled, then gave a short laugh. “Either I’m dreaming, or I’ve lost my mind. Or you’re slipping me some really good drugs.”

“Or you’re finally seeing what’s been there all along,” Jamie said.

“You’re a fan of Shakespeare, Mahoney. Stranger things, and all that,” Mike said. “By the way, good job setting this place up. I can guarantee there won’t be a shortage of cases – just maybe a question of who pays you when they’re solved.”

“Something up, Mike?” Jamie asked.

“Yeah. Melly’s body’s been found. A stolen car was abandoned in the mall parking lot over the Harbor border in Watertown. The smell caught the attention of a bunch of kids skate boarding nearby and one of them called it in. Her body was in the trunk,” Mike said.

“And Watertown PD will take the case until Harbor can prove it’s theirs,” Joey said, then turned to Jamie. “Didn’t you tip off Haggerty and Jones about her?”

“No, not Melly. We never had any actionable intelligence we could prove. Melly told us she was dead, and we figured out she was likely drugged while on a party boat after her speech but didn’t know how they got her off the ship or what happened to her afterwards,” Jack said. “Her husband’s office said she was on a spa getaway – but the spa said the trip was cancelled the night of the gala when she disappeared.”

“And Trey Warren, her husband, has a solid alibi for the night she disappeared. He was surrounded by a few hundred people at another event in New Haven,” Jamie said.

“She doesn’t know who killed her?” Joey asked.

“We think both Melly and LaSherie were drugged with something like Rohypnol. Short term amnesia is part of the side effects,” Jack said.

“Last night, when Melly saw Joel’s ghost, she freaked out,” Mike said. “She said he was the guy that handed her the champagne after her speech. She barely remembered that and doesn’t remember much beyond flashes afterwards. So, it’s possible Joel Johnson drugged Melly and helped put her in that trunk. If the little turdstain would only come back so we could question him.”

“If he’s the one who did it, we still need to know why. None of this makes any sense,” Jamie said. “There has to be motive, and we can’t find what connection Joel Johnson would have with Melly Warren that would be consistent enough to create motive for murder.”

A beeping from Joey’s watch had him headed for the door. “Got a conference call in five minutes. I’ll come back and brainstorm when I’m done.” He paused and turned to look back at Mike, then smiled. “Damn, but it’s good to see you, Donovan. If I am seeing you and not just hallucinating. I have a billion questions and I really want to dive into this case with all of you. So much to process.” Joey muttered to himself as he turned down the hallway towards his office. “I knew it had to be something, but I never would’ve guessed ghosts.”

“He handled that better than I suspected he would,” Jamie said.

“When nothing else makes sense, sometimes the weird is the right answer,” Jack replied. “He’s got the answer, now he just has to accept it.”

“I’m going to call Aidan and find out if they have a time of death estimate from the CSI examination of LaSherie’s place, and I’ll hint about Melly Warren and the body being found. Maybe he can get us some information,” Jamie said as he headed towards his office next door.

“Is Melly around?” Jack asked Mike.

“No, she went to see her body. It’s going to be hard for her because decomp after that many days, it’s gonna be ugly. I told her once she saw the body to go be with her kids when the notification came through,” Mike said.

“I want to know what Trey’s reaction is going to be when they notify him,” Jack said. “Since he was clearly behind it enough to cancel the spa weekend, even if he didn’t do the deed himself.”

“We still don’t know if Trey is the one that cancelled it, either,” Jamie reminded her.

“Maybe I should go be with her. Her learned behavior of submission and fear around Trey will not help her situation,” Mike said.

“I think that’d be a good thing,” Jack replied. “She trusts you and feels safe with you, so having you there for this will be helpful. I didn’t want to suggest it, but I’m glad you thought of it.”

“Okay, I’ll go take care of her and report back. If that little weasel Joel shows up, yell for me,” Mike said.

“Will do. Give Melly a hug from me,” Jack said as Mike headed towards the window and disappeared through it.

Once she had her office to herself, Jack bent back over her laptop and kept digging. She had to find the connections somewhere. No good cop ever believed in coincidences.
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Mike would’ve expected Melly to be in zombie mode, or even just the quiet shadow in the corner. He did not expect her to be raging and pacing, throwing furious energy around with enough power to knock things off of shelves and side tables.

“Fucking piece of shit asshole,” Melly raged. She stomped right up to Trey and screamed in his face. “I hope your dick shrivels the rest of the way and your balls rot and fall off.”

Mike put a hand on her arm. “Melly, what happened? You need to calm down. You burn all this energy and you won’t be able to appear to anyone.”

“He told my babies that I died like the drug addicted whore he always knew me to be,” Melly seethed. “He told them the police said there were drugs in my system. Rohypnol and ketamine. Party drugs. How could they already know that?”

“They can’t without a lab and it takes a couple of days. He lied. There may well have been those drugs in your system, but they were used to incapacitate you and kill you. We’ll find out the truth after the autopsy. You know he’s a waste of space – we’ll get him taken care of and your kids will learn the truth. Trust me and my team,” Mike said.

Melly turned then and searched Mike’s face for the truth in his words. A breath caught in her throat and she hugged him, face buried into his chest. “I’m so glad you’re helping me. I’d be lost without you and the others.”

Mike lifted one arm to awkwardly pat her shoulder, then stepped back to look around the room. “Where are the kids?”

“They went up to their suite. They each have a bedroom and bathroom on either side of a shared space where their TV and computers and so on are kept. I don’t like them having computers and TV’s in their bedrooms, or they’d never be away from a screen.”

Mike moved them closer to Trey to listen in on his phone conversation.

“Someone was supposed to make sure her body was never found. What kind of an idiot are you?” Trey said.

“I don’t care. The plan has to happen the way we all agreed or it doesn’t work. I did my part. They’ll never find her. Now you need to…what? They killed the wrong one?” Trey started to laugh. “I’m out. Anything points to me and I’ll make sure it all points to you.” He disconnected the call, then threw the phone at the fireplace hearth where it shattered into pieces. Trey went to the bar, poured himself a liberal drink, then sat with the glass in one hand, the bottle in the other, and proceeded to get drunk.

Mike put an arm around Melly. “Let’s get out of here – unless you want to go upstairs and stay with your kids?”

“You go, Mike. I’m going to watch over my kids for a while. I’ll be fine,” Melly said.

“I know you’ll be fine,” Mike replied. “You’re one strong lady.”

Melly gave him a half smile, then turned and made her way through the house. Mike watched Trey for a few more minutes, then blinked out to go back to Jamie’s. What he’d overheard didn’t make sense. Yet. 

* * *

“Figures, when you want a ghost to show up, they don’t,” Jack said as she collected the pages off the printer.

“Which ghost is that?” Jamie asked.

“Joel. I want to question him about Melly’s reaction.” Jack handed the pages to Jamie and sat back down.

“What are these pages?” Jamie asked.

“Membership lists at the various country clubs and yacht clubs in the area. Trey Warren has memberships at two country clubs and three yacht clubs up and down the coast. One of each in Harbor, then Connecticut and New York. Joel and Jerry Johnson and Nate and Melisande Dellarosa are also members of the same country club in Harbor – but not Melly Warren.”

“Which one in Harbor?” Jamie asked as he sorted through the pages.

“High Reaches country club and Cove Harbor Yacht club. Trey is the only one with the yacht club membership.”

“The clubs are the only place they all overlap?” Jamie asked.

“No, they’re also all members of some of the same charities and boards – that’s where Melly connects to the Dellarosas. She never matches up with the Johnsons.”

“This is good work. Thanks, Jack.”

“I don’t think it’s enough,” Jack said. “The ties are really thin and could easily be considered circumstantial. It’s like saying they all shopped at the same grocery store or visited the same coffee shop. It’s a city, yes, but Harbor isn’t a geographically large city, so having overlap is expected.”

“Doesn’t help that they’re all wealthy enough to move in the same circles, either. I mean, the Johnsons really weren’t all that well off, but they presented as if they were. A few bad investments cost them a chunk of their portfolio and their cards were all near the limits,” Jamie said.

“Million dollar life insurance policies suddenly look very appealing, don’t they?” Jack said.

“The others were in decent shape financially. LaSherie was bringing in five figures every month with her writing career. Did you know she was a romance novelist? New York Times bestseller and everything,” Jamie said.

“Huh. What name did she publish under?” Jack asked.

“Sherill Fanning. Her birth name was Cherie Fanning, but she changed it to LaSherie Fantasia when she was adopted by John and Mary Fantasia when she was twelve. Mary was her mother’s best friend, and when her mother died, Mary had been named guardian. LaSherie was a good student and graduated from Columbia with a degree in business and a minor in literature. She published her first two books while she was still in college and kept going after she graduated.”

“I think I’ve read a couple of her books. If I’m remembering correctly, they were smart and sexy, and the heroines were never victims. Good stories. Who gets her estate now?” Jack asked.

“Mary is still alive and is the sole beneficiary. She lives in New Hampshire, just over the border. Think we need to visit her?”

“No, not until we have an answer for her. She’s got enough to deal with right now – the loss of her girl and her grandbaby and no bodies to bury.”

“Then let’s find her some answers. Time of death was estimated to be on the fourteenth, between nine at night and two in the morning. I wonder what Trey Warren was doing on the fourteenth?” Jamie said.

“Trey is now dealing with the discovery of his wife’s decomposed body. He should be a little off his game, right? Now would be a great time to try and get some answers from that arrogant prick,” Jack said.

“You just don’t like him because of how he treated Melly,” Jamie said.

“That’s part of it. Controlling asshole with a misogynistic streak a mile wide? Yeah, bring it on. I’ll dance with this prick.”

“Then let’s go see what Trey can tell us,” Jamie said. “I’ll drive.” 

* * *

They pulled up through the open gates and parked at the front of the house. Before they got out of the SUV, Mike popped into the back seat.

“Hey, guys. Whatcha doin’ here?” Mike asked.

“Jack wants to verbally kick Trey in the balls,” Jamie said.

“I want to find out if he has an alibi for the night LaSherie died,” Jack said. “And, yes, verbally kick him in the balls.”

“What are you doing out here?” Jamie asked.

“I blinked back to your place, but you weren’t there, so I decided to come back here and keep an eye on things. Melly is upstairs, watching over her kids. Trey is getting drunk in the living room. He smashed his phone after talking to someone about half an hour ago, so he’s primed and ready,” Mike said.

“If he opens the door for us,” Jack said. They got out and headed up to the front door. Jack pressed the doorbell four or five times in rapid succession, just to be annoying.

“What?” Trey said as he opened the door and glared at them.

“Mr. Warren? I’m Jacqueline Forbes and this is my associate, Jameson Kennedy from Resolute Investigations. We’d like to ask you a few questions,” Jack said.

“Fuck off,” Trey said and started to close the door.

“You really do want to talk to us,” Jamie said. “Before we hand over our investigation notes to Detectives Haggerty and Jones.”

“You don’t have a damned thing because I’m not an idiot. I have an alibi for my wife’s murder,” Trey spat the words at them, his level of inebriation causing him to grab the door frame to steady himself.

“What about LaSherie Fantasia?” Jack asked.

“What about her?” Trey said.

“Where were you when she was killed?”

“Who knows? Who cares? You can’t touch me. I’m an elected congressman and the grieving widower with two children who miss their mother terribly. Try and pin anything on me and you’ll fail.”

“Yeah, we’ve heard that before. Ask the previous governor, Sean Donnegan, how that worked out for him.” Jamie said. “So, where were you on the night of the fourteenth?”

“Probably at the club. I’d check my calendar, but my phone broke,” Trey said.

“You mean you smashed it into your fireplace?” Jack said.

“How do you know that? Were you watching me?” Trey turned around, then looked back at the two of them. The door slammed shut in their faces.

Mike grinned. “I’ll take it from here.” He slipped through the closed door and followed Trey into the house. A few moments later, he stuck his head back out through the closed door. “He’s tearing the place apart, looking for hidden cameras. I think you’ve caught his attention. Stick a card in the door and leave me with him. I’ll let you know what happens.”

“Thanks, Mike. See you in a bit,” Jamie said. Once back in the SUV, he turned to Jack. “Notice how he didn’t deny knowing her?”

“Yeah, I caught that. He also said he was probably at the club. I’m assuming he means either the country club or the yacht club. I think we should give Haggerty and Jones the tip and let them harass him now,” Jack said.

“We’ll see them tomorrow night at Sarge’s retirement party, but maybe it’d be better if we invited them back to one of our places for drinks?”

“Sure. You reach out since you know them better. See if they want to come by my place tonight. We’ll light a fire in the fire pit and hang out in the yard. Roast marshmallows and drink beer – and plot the downfall of Trey Warren.”

“I’ll call now, then drop you at the office so you can get your car. I’ll bring the beer, you find marshmallows, chocolate, and graham crackers,” Jamie said.

“Oh, yes. Sugar, chocolate, and beer. Perfect plotting fuel,” Jack said with a laugh.

Jamie hit a button and said, “Call Aidan Haggerty.”

“Calling Aidan Haggerty,” the voice replied, then two beeps and Aidan’s voice came through the speakers.

“Haggerty here.”

“Aidan, it’s Jamie and Jack, we’re in the car and you’re on speaker. We’ve got some stuff to share and thought it’d be best to invite you and Janna over to Jack’s place for beer around the fire pit.”

“Wanted to catch you both before the retirement party,” Jack added.

“Let me ask Janna,” he said. A moment later he spoke again. “We’ll be there in about two hours if that works? We’re wrapping up a couple of things and we just had pizza, so don’t worry about feeding us.”

“We’re getting marshmallows, chocolate, and graham crackers, so there will be dessert,” Jack said.

“Sounds good. See you in a couple of hours,” Aidan said and disconnected the call.

“How have they not been called out as a couple yet?” Jack asked.

“Sarge knew. He took them aside and threatened to separate them but splitting them up would be too risky with the assholes currently at the precinct. No one else has figured it out or cares enough to say anything.”

“But doesn’t that skew their ability to focus on the situation and not on whether each other is safe?” Jack asked.

“Maybe? I don’t know. They’ve been a couple for a while now. It seems to be working out okay for them so far.”

“How about you?” Jack asked. “Are you considering dating again?”

“Who would I date? You’re the only non-criminal, living woman I’m seeing at the moment, and as much as I love you, you’re family. Like a sister, not a lover,” Jamie said.

“I agree. I see you as a good friend or brotherly type person, nothing romantic at all. You’re family. And yeah, I’d like someone in my life in that way, but not right now. We’re adjusting to a lot of changes and until I feel settled, I’m not going to even entertain the idea of romance with anyone.”

“After Elise and I divorced, I was in a dark place for a while. She’s not a bad person, and she’s a great mom to my kids and Mike’s kids. She got lonely and I focused on work and the kids – and not her. We lost sight of what was important,” Jamie said. “Her cheating was a call for attention, not an attempt to hurt me. It took me a while to figure that out.”

“Andrew and I grew apart. We ended up with different goals and dreams. He wanted someone for whom he could anticipate their needs and fulfill them. I was too unpredictable with my work schedule and demands. He’s happy now with his new lady and I’m glad he’s found someone that suits him so well,” Jack said.

“Well, Avery seems like a good kid, so you two managed to work together well enough for that, yeah?”

“Yeah, he’s awesome, but I think that’s mostly on Avery himself. He’s always been highly intelligent and self-sufficient. I’m really lucky to have a son like him.”

Jamie pulled into the lot next to Jack’s car. “I’ll be over in about half an hour. I’m going to go home and change, then grab the beer.”

“Sounds good. I’m going to change as well and do a quick pick up before people show up,” Jack said as she got out. “Stay safe, my friend. See you soon.”
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Jack invited Avery to join them at the fire pit and he offered to handle building the fire while she finished getting things ready. The strings of solar lights added a festive ambiance to the back yard area and the chairs gathered around the fire pit had arms wide enough to hold a glass and a small plate. A rolling cooler full of ice and a table to hold the food was all they really needed. Jack set out grapes and apples, a cheese and cracker platter, and the fixings for the marshmallow dessert. Long roasting forks were laid out on the lip of the fire pit so everyone could help themselves.

Jamie showed up and proceeded to shove the bottles of beer into the ice so they could stay chilled. “This yard looks fantastic, Avery. You did a great job.”

“Thanks. If I get tight for funds, I’ll design yours, too,” Avery said. “But I’d rather not have to do another one of these this year. Next year, maybe.”

“It was a lot of work,” Jack said, “But the results are amazing. It’s better than I imagined and I’m looking forward to many more gatherings out here.”

“As long as we can afford to live here,” Avery said. “I’m worried, Mom. I mean, I get that a cop’s salary isn’t much, but you don’t get paid as much as a PI, do you?”

“Your mom’s going to be fine, Avery,” Jamie said. “I’m seeing to that.”

“Wait, you’re not…I mean…together?” Avery asked.

Jack snorted a laugh and Jamie shook his head. “No, not like that. It’s just that I feel I’m partially responsible for your mom’s loss of career. If she’d not been partnered with me, she’d still be a cop. When I inherited Mike’s money last year, I put a lot of it into trusts for the kids, but I also invested a good portion. I’ve got a great financial advisor and I’ve already nearly doubled the money. I set up a fund for your mom so she’d have a monthly stipend that’s a bit more than what she made as a police officer.”

“And I told him I’m not comfortable with that,” Jack said.

“Get comfortable with it,” Mike told her from his perch on the arm of one of the chairs.

“That’s still going to take some getting used to,” Avery said as he startled at the sound of Mike’s voice from behind him.

“Why should I get comfortable with it?” Jack asked Mike.

“Because I want you to have a share. You and Avery have become like family over the past year. I would feel better knowing that you’re both taken care of and don’t have to worry about finances. That way I don’t feel guilty when you’re working cases I’ve brought to you that don’t have a paying customer on the other end,” Mike said.

“Okay, I can understand that – but I’m not good with feeling like I’m being taken care of,” Jack said.

“Look at it as an insurance policy being paid out because bad shit happened,” Avery suggested.

Jamie pointed at Avery. “Smart kid you’ve got there, Ms. Forbes. Might want to be listening to him.”

“Uh huh. I’m not going to say no right now, because I’m not an idiot. However, I reserve the right to change my mind,” Jack said.

“I’ll accept that,” Mike said.

“Like you really have a choice?” Jack retorted. “I mean, what are you going to do? Haunt me?”

Laughter filled the night, interrupted by Mike getting to his feet. “Hey, I think your guests are here. I’m going to poof. Enjoy yourselves.”

Jack turned and went into the house to meet Aidan Haggerty and Janna Jones at the front door. “Welcome, come on in. We’re going out back, but if you need the bathroom, it’s off the hall that way,” Jack said as she led them through and out the back door.

“Your house is wonderful,” Janna said. “You and your son did most of the work?”

“Yes, and he did most of the backyard makeover with a little help from his uncle,” Jack said.

“Talented young man,” Aidan said as he stopped to take in the view before he followed them towards the fire pit. “Now, this is a nice way to unwind after a day in hell.”

Jamie handed Aidan a beer and turned to Janna. “Beer? Soft drink? Coffee?”

“Beer, please. I figure if booze and chocolate can’t fix today, nothing will,” Janna replied.

“Let me introduce you to my son, Avery,” Jack said as they settled around the fire.

“This is beautiful work, Avery. You sure you don’t want a career as a landscaper?” Aidan asked.

“Naw. It’s more of a hobby. I’m going to school for engineering,” Avery said.

“What happened today?” Jack asked Janna.

“Another day of dealing with Dellarosa. Gods, that man is a whiny drama bitch,” Janna said as she stretched her legs out and sighed.

Jack snorted a soft laugh. “I struggled to not roll my eyes at his theatrics when we went to meet him. He’s special, isn’t he?”

“It’s his wife that creeps me the fuck out,” Jenna replied. “She’s the one that wears the pants in that family, not Nate.”

“We didn’t have the pleasure. I saw her across the yard, but she never came in to speak with us. Nate hired Resolute, so we only spoke with him,” Jack said.

“Did you ever get the security feeds from LaSherie’s condo?” Jamie asked.

“We did, but we’ve not had five minutes to look at them. You want a peek?” Aidan asked.

“We do,” Jack replied. “We had a tip that Trey Warren visited her the night she disappeared.”

“We also had the feeds pulled for the past month from High Reaches and Cove Harbor. It took three warrants and a judge personally going to Cove Harbor and demanding they hand it over or he’d revoke his membership – but we got them,” Janna said.

“How the hell did you manage that?” Jamie asked.

“Sarge,” both Janna and Aidan said in unison.

“One last good deed for us before he walked out the door. I don’t blame you guys for pulling the plug. Fabian is an asshole and he’s got a hard-on for women in uniform,” Janna said.

“If you’re game, you can pass the files to us and we’ll dig through them, share anything we find and spare you the eye-burning pain of thousands of hours of video skimming,” Jamie said. “We’ve got more resources that aren’t out to fuck any of us over.”

Janna looked at Aidan and he reached in his pocket, pulled out a ten dollar bill, then slapped it into her hand. “You won that one.” He then pulled out a thumb drive and leaned over to hand it to Jamie. “Janna bet me you’d offer to help because this whole mess had been your case before you left and she swore you’d still be working on it from your side. I didn’t think you would. She’s the smarter one of the two of us.”

“We’ve got some information to share with you both as well, but let’s have some food and relax a bit first, huh?” Jack said as she handed out skewers and passed the bowl of marshmallows around.

“As much as I want melted chocolatey goodness, you can’t go saying that and leaving me hanging,” Janna said a few minutes later as the first roasted marshmallows were sandwiched with chocolate bar pieces and graham crackers.

“There was one thing we needed to follow up on and haven’t been able to do, yet,” Jack said. “Nate said lost fobs were just replaced with newly programmed ones. Old ones weren’t deprogrammed or whatever they’d do with them. So, there should be three or four passcode fobs that would allow someone into the building, the elevators, and LaSherie’s condo still floating around out there somewhere. My thought was that it felt very convenient to have ‘lost’ fobs that allowed access and the only way to know who had used one was by watching the video.”

“That’s a good point,” Janna replied. “You’re thinking maybe one of the so-called lost fobs ended up in the hands of LaSherie’s murderer?”

“Yep. Question is, who gave it to the murderer?” Jack said.

“How convinced are you that these two murders are connected?” Aidan asked.

“Three murders,” Jamie corrected. “We’re thinking Joel Johnson was somehow involved in Melly Warren’s murder, based on something a CI said. Then Trey Warren is possibly connected to LaSherie’s murder, and now Joel Johnson is dead and I’m betting his car was sabotaged.”

“You’re making some pretty big leaps there, my friend,” Aidan said as he leaned forward, beer bottle in hand. “Do you have anything to back that all up?”

“Not yet, but I’m hoping those video files will have some answers,” Jamie replied. “Trust me, if we can find enough solid evidence, I will wrap it all up with a nice big bow for you two.”

“If you can come up with that, then I will treat you both to a steak dinner at Harbor House,” Aidan said.

“How come they get dinner at Harbor House and I’m lucky to get a coffee in the morning?” Janna teased.

“Because you get all of me, and I’m better than any steak dinner,” Aidan replied, then leaned over and gave her a kiss.

“At least we can be ourselves around you two. You’ve no idea how hard it is to avoid being familiar with each other around other cops,” Janna said.

“I’m surprised Sarge let you two stay partners once he found out you were intimate,” Jack said. “Doesn’t that make it hard to keep your perspective when things get dangerous?”

“Yes and no,” Aidan said. “We’ve learned to trust each other’s competence over the years. We’ve only been a couple for the last two, but we’ve been partners for nearly eight years over all.”

“We’ve also still maintained a successful, high closure rate. That’s kept people from trying to split us up. The Powers That Be don’t want to mess up a good thing,” Janna said.

“It’s how they were with Mike and I,” Jamie said. “We had a high closure rate and consistent success, so they didn’t mess with us. Shit didn’t go sideways until Mike was murdered and all the rest happened. Jack and I had a good success rate, but we weren’t given the time to build on that before the pressure and abuse got to be too much. Once Sarge told us he was pulling the pin, we decided it wasn’t worth watching our good names get trashed. Best to leave while things were still salvageable.”

“Well, if they start trashing us, we’ll stop by and talk to Mahoney,” Aidan said.

“Yeah, we’ve already discussed our options,” Janna added. “I’d like to go back to school and finish my law degree, and Aidan could work with you guys at Resolute. But that’s not a right now thing, just a future option we’ve considered.”

“Good, because right now, we need you two as our connection to law enforcement. At least until we can wrap up this mess,” Jamie said.

“And then what? You won’t need us anymore?” Janna asked.

“Hah, like that’ll happen. For me, I can already tell it’s going to be an adjustment. How far we can take things on our side before we have to pass them over,” Jack said. “That, and how little power there is behind our requests now that we’re not cops.”

“Working together, all four – correction five – of us is the best answer we’ve got right now to doing what we do best. Serve and protect is what four of us swore an oath to do,” Jamie said. “We all know that what we do matters, and nothing happens in a vacuum. Avery has been invaluable in his assistance with a few of our cases, that’s why I’m including him.”

“I may not be a cop, but I’m a cop’s son. I’ve seen what it takes to stop evil from winning, and I’m here to do what I can. If my research and tech skills can help, then I’m happy to help,” Avery said.

“Fighting crime and the evil that people do doesn’t stop being my job just because I carry a different kind of badge,” Jack said. “Let’s get these assholes and bring justice to the dead. We’re their only voices now.”

The clink of beer bottles as they touched them in a toast rang out across the yard.
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Melly watched her children sleep, curled around each other like they used to when they were small. Channing looked more like her father than he did Trey’s side of the family, while Liz was a carbon copy of Melly herself, but with Trey’s eyes. They had fallen asleep on the giant beanbag chair in their common area, Liz’s head on Channing’s chest, tears drying on her cheeks. They were just a month shy of their seventeenth birthday, about to start their senior year in high school in the fall – and their world had shifted on its axis. Channing was her champion. He’d gone up against his father more than once and paid the price in beatings and punishments. Liz did her best to become invisible around Trey.

Melly knew that her children were intelligent and had seen how Trey treated her, how she’d lived her life. Just a few weeks ago, the three of them had had a talk about leaving and starting over. Melly had been afraid to leave because Trey had told her, more than once, that if she tried to take his children and leave him, he’d kill all three of them. They’d discussed the risks and both had begged her to speak to a lawyer, or the cops, or both. She’d been afraid. Now, she’d lost them forever.

It hadn’t started out like this, with her afraid and with him controlling literally everything. Twenty-two years ago, they’d been young, in love, and the best of friends. Then they’d lost their first child, a daughter, to stillbirth. Then two sons, a year apart – one a miscarriage at six months, the other stillborn. Doctors recommended she not get pregnant again, but neither one of them wanted that. She wanted her own children. Living children. It became an obsession. They went to see specialist after specialist, and finally she’d become pregnant with the twins. After the fourth month, she was on bed rest for all but a couple of hours a day and Trey’s way of handling things was to schedule and control what she ate, her medications, how much exercise she had – even how hot her shower could be.

Melly let him. She focused all of her energy on birthing healthy, live babies. Stuck in bed, she read voraciously across a wide range of genres. She spent time working on her art. Sketchbooks and colored pencils littered the side table, the floor, even under the bed.

Trey took to staying in one of the guest rooms so he wouldn’t disturb her sleep. Melly missed him holding her in the night, but he’d often crawl into bed in the early morning to hold her, stroke her bulging belly, and talk to the babies. At first, she thought it was sweet, but then she wished he’d spend some of that time talking to her, too.

The babies were born a touch under five weeks early and spent the first week in the neonatal intensive care, then the regular neonatal unit before they could bring them home. The cesarean delivery had been difficult for Melly to heal from, but while the babies were in the hospital, she’d been there every day and had pumped breast milk until she could nurse them. When they were brought home, they slept in the same bassinet within arm’s reach of Melly’s side of the bed. Trey tried to lay down rules about how they should be handled, but when it came to her children, Melly refused to let him control her. She nursed them, bathed them, and changed them all by herself.

Trey gave up after the first week and put all of his energy into his work. He’d tried to hire a nanny and Melly fired her when she showed up at the door. Melly had never known her father, and her mother had died when she was in high school. Trey’s parents had died when he was ten years old, and they were both only children, so they didn’t have close family to call on for help. He’d been raised by his father’s sister through a series of boarding schools and summer camps. Basically, Trey had lost his parents and had to figure out the rest of life on his own. Melly understood that his fear of abandonment translated into his obsession with control, but it didn’t excuse the extremes he had eventually developed.

Extremes that had cost Melly her life. Even though she knew Trey had an alibi for her death, the only way she would’ve been killed would have been at his command. The team had to find a way to bring him down. Her children’s future depended on it.
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Jamie zipped the last pocket shut on the gear bag and hefted it to check the weight.

“That’s not going to be too heavy for Jack, is it?” Mike asked.

“No, it shouldn’t be. She’s no weakling,” Jamie said. “I kept the weight under forty pounds and they have shoulder straps to make it easier to carry.”

“I still think you went overboard,” Mike said.

“I don’t think so,” Jamie replied. “We don’t have crime scene techs or uniformed patrol officers to do the grunt work anymore. That’s all on us now. We want prints lifted, we need to do it ourselves – or we wait for whichever detective gets the case to maybe file the paperwork so Haggerty and Jones can check it out and let us know about the results. That will be so far down the road as to not even matter anymore.”

“You’ve still got to be careful you don’t damage evidence or cause problems that get cases tossed. I mean, how good are you at dusting anyway?”

“Jack is better at it than I am. She had trained in forensics before she went full cop,” Jamie said. “Hey, even if we never use half of this stuff, I’d rather have it and not need it, than need it and not have it, right?”

“Boy scout,” Mike grumbled.

“Not even close. Who was the one who always had gloves or a flashlight when you needed them? Wasn’t you, my friend.”

“Yeah, yeah. Oh, by the way, I’m going to be at the retirement party. I want to listen in and see if anyone says anything interesting. Consider me your invisible bugging device,” Mike said.

“Sounds like a plan. Have Melly or LaSherie remembered anything new?”

“Melly’s not remembered anything since Joel, and LaSherie is struggling to stay on this side long enough to get answers,” Mike replied. “I don’t think she’ll be around much longer, to be honest. She wants to just cross over and meet her son. The only thing holding her here right now is Mary. Making sure Mary is taken care of is her last desire over here.”

“Then once this retirement party is over, we’ll focus on making sure Mary is okay. Let her know, would you?”

“I’ll do that. Seems that without a body, or a definitive answer to whether or not LaSherie is dead, the insurance company won’t pay out her claim. We need someone to confess and get it on record.”

“Avery has already started combing through the videos. Joey has a new program that helps with facial recognition, so hopefully we’ll have some answers soon,” Jamie said. “Oh, Joel hasn’t shown back up yet, has he?”

“Not that I’ve seen. My minions haven’t seen him either. Want me to send a few out to look for him?” Mike asked.

“Yeah, do that. And what’s with the minions?”

“They’re just souls that aren’t motivated to cross over yet. They like being useful, so I put them to work,” Mike said.

“Interesting. Although, every time you say something about your minions, I keep visualizing you seated on a throne, petting a long-haired white cat,” Jamie said.

“Ha ha. Very funny. It’s more like herding cats, to be honest. Some of them are reliable, but most of them are easily distracted and will wander off without notice.”

“Too bad you couldn’t promise them donuts like you used to with the new recruits at crime scenes,” Jamie said. “Four dozen donuts and a vat of coffee would get us better results than standing over the techs and breathing heavily. Never ceased to amaze me.”

“Hey, are you bringing a gift for Sarge?” Mike asked.

“I am. Jack helped me decide, so it’s from both of us. I got him one of those picture frames that you load up with photos from your phone or whatever and it cycles through them. I had Avery scan some old photos, then pulled together some over the years and put them on it. There’s room for a couple thousand, so he can add to it. We also got them a four-day weekend at an inn in Bar Harbor, Maine. Comes complete with an all-day fishing trip for him and a spa day for Mrs. Sarge, all meals covered, and so on.”

“Mrs. Sarge is Eleanor Tremont. Not Mrs. Sarge,” Mike said. “But that sounds like a great trip. A chance for them to get away and catch their breath before their new life starts.”

“That was the idea,” Jamie said. “Okay, I’m going to load these up in the car, then go shower and change. I’m picking up Jack and we’re driving together. Avery’s car is in the shop until Monday, so she wanted to leave hers for him to use if he needed it. He’s really doing us a solid with his help on those videos.”

“He’s a good kid. I’m glad you guys told him about us ghosts,” Mike said. “I’ll see you there. Stay safe.”

***

They were not the first to arrive, but Jack and Jamie managed to get to the party soon enough to be considered ‘on time’. The original plan had been to rent a hall, but with the current state of the HPD politics, it ended up being safer to hold it at Sarge’s house instead. A non-public venue meant they had more leeway in keeping undesirable attendees out. Two grills were fired up on the back patio and a table in the living room held a growing stack of gifts. The youngest Tremont, Ellie, directed them inside and told them where the gift table could be found. Jack put the wrapped photo frame gift on the table and handed the envelope with the weekend trip to Jamie.

“Let’s give this to them directly. It’s too small and could get lost,” Jack said.

“Good point,” Jamie said. “Let’s go find them.”

They found the couple on the back deck, welcoming their guests with laughter, handshakes, and for some, hugs. Sarge pulled Jamie in for a quick back-slap hug, then accepted one from Jack.

“So glad you two could be here,” Sarge said. “Lennie, this is Jack Forbes. You’ve heard me tell you about her.”

Eleanor Tremont turned to greet Jack with a smile and a handshake, then hugged Jamie. “You’ve been a stranger, Jameson Kennedy.”

Sarge was tall and lean, while his wife was about five foot five with curves to make a model envious. They made a striking couple standing side by side, and the love between them was visible in the tiny touches and glances they shared.

“Lennie, you know how work gets,” Jamie replied. “I’m sorry, I’ll do better. But first, this is for the two of you.” Jamie handed the envelope to Mrs. Sarge.

“Hey, it’s my party, how come she gets to open a gift?” Sarge teased.

“Because now that you’re going to be home all the time, she needs a treat, too,” Jack teased right back.

“Oh, Linc, look at this. What a wonderful gift – thank you, both of you. We’ve not had a chance to catch our breath, so this will give us that,” Lennie said.

“The day he’s got a full day of fishing is the day you get a full spa day, so you’re both doing something special for yourselves,” Jack said. “I would’ve gone fishing and cut the spa day down to a mani-pedi, but Jamie said you’d enjoy being spoiled and weren’t a fan of fishing.”

“I like sitting on the ground or a dock and fishing. I’m not a fan of boats. This is perfect, Jack. I’m going to get spoiled,” Lennie said.

“Like the queen you are,” Sarge replied and kissed his wife’s brow.

Aidan showed up with an arm around Janna and handed Jamie a beer. “Time for me to kick your ass in horseshoes,” he said to Jamie.

“I’m in for that,” Sarge said and the three men left the deck for the horseshoe pitch in the back of the yard.

“Thank you both for being here,” Lennie said, her voice kept low so only Janna and Jack could hear her. “He needed to know his team still respected him. The way this has all gone down is shameful and if I were twenty years younger, I’d be giving those assholes more than a few words.”

“Sarge is the best,” Jack said. “He’s protected me – and Jamie – as best he can from things going on outside his control.”

“And he’s allowed Aidan and me to keep our private life private and not drag it across the tongues of everyone in the precinct,” Janna said. “Those of us who love Sarge are going to have a rough go of things. I’m just hoping Aidan and I can weather the storm and stay cops. I’m not overly hopeful about that, though. I’ve already made arrangements if things implode so we can keep surviving.”

“When being a cop meant you were as at risk from those in uniform as you were from those out of it, it stopped being about protecting and serving the community and became about surviving the job. That’s when I started pushing for Linc to get out. He felt responsible for all of you, though, and knew if he bailed early, it would cost all of us. Then Mike Donovan was killed and it all went to shit so fast,” Lennie said. “I was terrified every day that someone would shoot him in the parking lot or something. I even wanted us to leave Harbor, but Linc has reminded me that this is our home and if we let them run us off, we’re letting them win.”

“The chances of them bothering you and yours now that Sarge has retired are pretty slim, but some of us are going to be keeping an eye on things for a while,” Janna said.

“And we both appreciate that,” Lennie said as she hugged Janna. “You ladies go get a drink and something to eat. This is a party, not a funeral.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jack said with a laugh as she followed Janna towards the coolers where beer, soft drinks, and wine spritzers were packed in ice.

“I’m going to stick to soft drinks,” Jack said. “I’ve had a feeling all day that we were sitting on a powder keg. I want a clear head, just in case.”

“I hear you,” Janna replied. “I almost didn’t come today because of a bad dream last night. I’ve felt like a storm was rolling in for days now.”

“Hopefully it’s just our stress, coloring our emotions,” Jack said.

“Do you really believe that?” Janna asked as she opened her cola.

“Not even a little bit,” Jack replied.








  
  
  Chapter Thirteen

  
  




Early afternoon stretched well into the evening and people flowed in and out of the party. Food and drinks were replenished regularly, but Jack and Janna stuck to their non-alcoholic choices. A crowd of roughly thirty people were scattered between the inside and outside areas when an angry shout came from inside.

Jack followed the noise of the argument to just inside the front door where Lance, Sarge’s eldest at twenty-two, faced off with Jeremy Fabian and a handful of his associates.

“I said, you’re not welcome. Leave,” Lance said as he stood in the entryway, arms crossed over his chest.

“This is your father’s house, not yours. You can’t tell me…” Jeremy started when Jack stepped up beside Lance.

“Lance is a resident of this property and of legal adult age. He has every right to decide you’re unwelcome, Mr. Fabian. I suggest you and your posse find another party to crash,” Jack said.

“Hey, look, guys. It’s the crazy cop that says she sees ghosts,” Jeremy said. “I bet her turncoat partner is around here somewhere, too. You remember him – Jameson Kennedy? The guy that used to be a cop who turned on his own kind?”

A fist came from the other side of Lance, and Jack cursed under her breath as the blow caught Jeremy under the chin with enough force to lift him off his feet and throw him back into the guys that had shown up with him. “Jamie…” Jack started to say when she realized it wasn’t Jamie that had thrown the punch – but Sarge himself.

“Let me make it clear, Fabian. You and your little cult can fuck right the hell off of my property,” Sarge said.

“I’m going to sue you!” Jeremy screamed at Sarge as blood from where he bit his own lip dripped onto his shirt.

“You can’t. I’m defending my family on my own property from unwanted intruders. You were warned, more than once. Now go, before I decide you’re even more of a threat and put a bullet in you.”

Jack watched the hands of the four men behind Jeremy. Three of them had their hands on the butts of their guns but hadn’t drawn them yet. The fourth had been supporting Jeremy until he stood back up.

“I see an armed group of uninvited, belligerent guests. I do believe I am in fear for my life,” Jack said.

“I think we’re all in fear for our lives,” Sarge added.

That phrase had the desired effect. “We need to go, boss,” the one that had caught Jeremy said.

“I’ll sue you,” Jeremy hissed at Sarge. “I’m going to make your life a living hell.”

Sarge smiled, turned to look up at the camera in the corner of the entryway and smiled. “Make sure to send a copy of this to the Board and to our lawyer.” He then turned back to Jeremy who had followed his line of sight and paled under the angry flush. “Oh, yes. This whole event has been recorded and will be reserved using the latest forensic measures so no one can be accused of tampering. It helps that a couple of forensic specialists are here tonight, so don’t worry. It will be handled with precision and professional integrity. Something it seems you’re lacking. Now, get the fuck off of my property before I have you escorted off.”

Jeremy spat blood on the floor and stormed out behind his four companions. No one moved until they saw the cars pull away, then Sarge let out a breath and turned to his son.

“Lance, you did well. Thank you.”

“No worries, Dad. I was holding fistfuls of my shirt so I wouldn’t swing at him myself. I’m really glad you did,” Lance said. “Leo is in the office, watching it all on the camera, ready to call the uniforms if we had to.”

Emily, the second to the youngest Tremont, came in with a roll of paper towels and a plastic baggie. “I got this to wipe up that mess and bag it for evidence.”

“Smart girl, but we’ve got a couple of real forensic specialists here at the party. Go ask Ken Finney if he’ll do a collection for us?” Sarge asked Emily.

“Okay, be right back,” Emily said and went to find Dr. Finney, the medical examiner.

“You’ve trained your kids well,” Jack said to Sarge.

“Lance finished his undergrad work in Criminal Justice and is headed to the FBI academy in Quantico in a couple of weeks. Leo is studying law, Emily wants to go into Intelligence work – she’s the tech head of the family, and Ellie hasn’t decided yet.” 

“Impressive,” Jack said. She stepped back as Dr. Finney came in through the front door with his kit bag, a large, squared case with sides that folded down if needed.

“Emily said there was blood and saliva to collect?” Finney asked.

“Right there,” Sarge said and pointed to the splatter of spit. “It’s Jeremy Fabian’s. I want to make sure if he denies anything, we have DNA evidence to prove he was here.”

“Understood,” Finney said as he pulled on nitrile gloves and gathered his tools. A swab, a cap, an evidence bag filled out and the swab slid inside. A second and third swab were done just to be thorough, and then Finney pulled out some paper wipes and a disinfectant spray and cleaned up the mess. “All done. I’ll file two of these in the lab, one with the state. That way if anything goes missing, we’ve got backup.”

“Good thinking. I wouldn’t put it past Fabian to destroy evidence,” Sarge said.

“He’s done it before,” Dr. Finney muttered.

“Do you have that documented?” Jack asked.

“I do, but on its own, it’s not enough. There’s only a couple of instances I’ve been able to document, but I know he’s done it more than that. It’s enough to show a pattern of behavior, but not enough to bring to the Board,” Dr. Finney said.

From behind her, Jack heard Mike call her name. She took a step back instead of turning to look – and saw Dr. Finney look up. Recognition lit his expression and he gave a faint smile and a nod to Mike, then glanced to the side, saw Jack looking at him, and winked at her. Of course, the M.E. would see ghosts, Jack thought as she turned and stepped out of the still-open front door.

“What, Mike?” Jack asked.

“I got in the car with Fabian and his friend. He was on the phone with Commissioner Grimes before they’d even cleared the neighborhood. Apparently, Jerry and Lee are old friends, if you count Jerry holding something over Lee as being friendly. I wanted you to know how high up it went, so you and the others could take precautions. I’m going back to hang out for a bit and see what else I learn. I’ll come find you guys tonight or tomorrow and update you,” Mike said.

“Woah, okay. Thanks. Oh, and did you know about Finney?” Jack asked.

“What, that he can see us? Yeah, I know. He’s good people,” Mike said. “Let Jamie know, yeah?”

“I will,” Jack said as Mike went poof. She stepped back inside, then paused near Dr. Finney. “You and I need to have a chat, Doc.”

“Yeah, looks like it,” Dr. Finney replied with a grin. “What did he say?”

“Fabian called Grimes. I’ll tell you later.”

“Shit.”

“Yep. And then some.” Jack shook her head and smiled as she moved away to go find Jamie.

She found him with a brownie in one hand, a cup of coffee in the other as he chatted with Aidan and a couple of other guys from the precinct.

“Hey, can I talk to you for a moment?”

Jamie made his excuses and followed her off the deck to a shadowed part of the yard. “Mike got in the car with Fabian and heard him call Grimes. He’s got something on Grimes and is using it as leverage. Mike wanted to get back so he said he’d fill us in later, but he wanted us to know how high up this went.”

“Jaysus,” Jamie said with a sigh. “We knew it went above Sarge, but we weren’t sure just how high. It goes to the very top? That’s going to be tough.”

“And that’s why I am so glad I have you as a partner,” Jack said. “You didn’t say anything about quitting, just that it added a level of difficulty. You’re awesome.”

“Well, I don’t know about you, but I signed up to uphold the law. While we’re not cops anymore, we still have that oath and that duty. At least, I feel like I do,” Jamie said.

“I agree,” Jack said. “Oh, we also need to have a chat with Dr. Finney.”

“Why?”

“Because he saw Mike when he showed up to talk to me. Doc winked at me and as I came to find you, I told him we needed to have a chat – and he agreed. Mike said that Doc has been able to see him for a while.”

“That makes sense, I suppose. Speaking of making sense, I got a text from Sister Robert? She said that she’d been trying to reach you but thinks she might have the wrong number, so she tried me instead.”

“Huh. I’ll give her a call. Did it seem urgent?” Jack asked.

“No, just that she wanted to contact you. That’s the school principal at St. Agnes’, right?”

“Yes, and she’s a wonderful person, who also sees ghosts. We had planned to sit down and talk about it sometime, but life got in the way. I’m glad she reached out. I’ll give her a call tomorrow,” Jack said.

“I remember how easily she cleared up all of our questions in that case. Smart lady with a big heart. I’ll reply that I passed the message on and you’ll call her tomorrow.”

“Now I have to make sure not to forget,” Jack said. “Failing to follow through on a promise to a nun is right up there on my nightmare bucket list.”

“Did Sarge really slug Fabian?” Jamie asked.

“He most certainly did. A solid uppercut that would’ve laid him out on the floor if his buddies weren’t behind him to catch him. The whole thing was videotaped and I’m not laying any bets that parts of it will be put to music and released online. Those kids of Sarge’s are impressive.”

“Are you about ready to wrap it up here? It’s been a long day and it sounds like tomorrow is going to be a busy one.”

“Yeah, I’m ready to go. Let’s go say our farewells. See if you can get Dr. Finney to meet up with us? I don’t care if it’s at one of our houses, or at Resolute. Whichever he’s most comfortable with,” Jack said.

“I’ll do that. I’ve known him for a while, and he’ll probably want to meet at my place, so as to have plausible deniability if anyone asks him officially what he’s been doing. Visiting an old friend is still legal, last time I checked.”

“At least, it is right now. Who knows what our status will be in a week?” Jack grumbled.
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Monday morning found Jack pulling fresh chocolate muffins out of her oven. The coffee was brewed and the kitchen table set for two. Sister Robert was coming by and Jack figured chocolate muffins with chocolate chips were a good choice. Who didn’t like chocolate?

She’d sent Sister Robert a text on Sunday afternoon, and Jack had received a call that evening. They decided to meet in the morning since school hadn’t started yet and Sister Robert had some free time. Jack told Jamie she’d be in later – and promised to save him a couple of muffins.

Jack was surprised to see Sister Robert in slacks, a blouse, and a blue head scarf that wrapped around her head like a turban with a bit of a tail that covered the nape of her neck. “You look different,” Jack blurted, then covered her mouth. “I’m sorry, that was rude.”

Sister Robert laughed. “No, it’s fine. This is my incognito nun look. I’m still following the rules of modesty and hair covering, but your neighbors won’t be questioning why a nun was at your house. I dress like this when I travel or go shopping. It’s safer.” She paused and looked around the entry and living room. “This is lovely. Thank you for having me as a guest.”

“Thank you for coming,” Jack replied. “I made chocolate muffins to go with our coffee. Come into the kitchen.”

“I could smell the chocolate when I got to the door. It’s wonderful. I’m also going to apologize for not having your correct number. I put the number from your card into my phone and transposed two of the digits,” Sister Robert said. “For many years we were not allowed to use smart phones, per the orders of Pope Francis. However, if our work demands we have access to one, then we are given special dispensation. I’m still relatively new with the technology and it trips me up sometimes.”

“I’m just glad you reached out to Jamie. I had planned on getting back in touch with you myself, but life has been a bit chaotic,” Jack said as she put a plate of muffins on the table. “Do you want coffee or tea or something else? Please, take a seat.”

“Coffee would be perfect,” Sister Robert said as she sat down and put her purse on the floor. “You can relax, you know. I left my ruler to smack knuckles back at the office.”

Jack chuckled ruefully, then poured them both coffee before she joined her at the table. “I’m trying to make a good impression. You’re someone I’d like to keep in my circle.”

“You and I are part of a very small, select group,” Sister Robert said as she took a muffin and placed it on the plate in front of her. “We can speak to – and for – the dead.”

Jack sipped her coffee and watched the sister’s face as she spoke.

“When I was a young initiate, in my undergrad studies, I was given a job through the church to help the bereaved by blessing and preparing bodies for burial. Not like what a mortuary would do, but after they were embalmed and before they were made up. We would work in pairs to bathe the body, then bless the body with sacred oils and holy water. We’d say prayers, and wrap them in clean, white linen. Then the priest would come in and give a final blessing over all of the bodies at once. Some families would leave the bodies like that, put them in a simple casket, and bury them. Others would opt for the makeup and dressing and presentation funeral arrangements.”

“That must’ve been a difficult task,” Jack said.

“At first, it was extremely difficult. I was paired with a much older nun, Sister Bernadette. She would talk to the dead as if they were standing right there. It freaked me out until one day, lost in my own thoughts, I answered a question without thinking. I looked up and Sister Bernadette wasn’t in the room – but the ghost of the woman I was bathing stood beside me as clear and solid as if she were alive once more. She had asked me if I would put some lotion on her hands. Maria Santini had died from breast cancer at age fifty-two. She had worked hard her whole life but had taken very good care of her skin. Maria’s hands looked ten years younger. I stared at the ghost, then looked down at the body, then back up at the ghost. She saw my confusion and smiled, then explained that only a precious few could see them after death, and those who could were blessed by the angels.”

“I don’t know if I’d always consider it a blessing,” Jack said as she stared down into her mug. “The pressure to solve the murders is even more intense when the victim is staring you in the face.”

“I can’t even imagine,” Sister Robert said. “Maria Santini was the first ghost I spoke with, but she was far from the last. I did that job for six years, the last two as the senior member of the team, instructing a younger sister.”

“What happened when Sister Bernadette came back to the room?” Jack asked.

“I must’ve looked odd because she hurried over to me and made me sit down, then got me a cup of water. She asked me if I was ill, and I said that Maria Santini had asked me to lotion her hands. Sister Bernie smiled and patted my shoulder. ‘Welcome to the club,’ she said. She told me she’d take me out to dinner after we finished so we could talk away from the convent. We finished up – and yes, I did gently and thoroughly rub a rose-scented lotion on Maria’s hands, face, and feet before I wrapped her up. She thanked me, but I didn’t respond. I felt as if the world had tipped on its axis and I was sliding off.”

“I thought I had a brain aneurysm or something,” Jack said.

“I can understand that,” Sister Robert said. “The church walks a fine line when it comes to ghosts or spirits. They don’t outright say they don’t exist, because there’s a whole tradition of belief in the communion of saints and purgatory, of visions and messages in burning bushes – so how do you decry what’s in the holy book? The church still does exorcisms, verifies miracles, and canonizes saints – so to say that ghosts are evil or don’t exist makes no sense.”

“I told my partner I’d seen Ellis’s ghost when it happened, because I was still in shock. He told our superiors and I was given the option of leaving the precinct and finding a job somewhere else or being outed as a psychological risk and lose my badge forever,” Jack said. “Ellis Calder was my confidential informant and she died in my arms. I held her until the coroner took her from me. He gave me some water and wipes to clean the blood off of my hands and face. I got into our squad car and Ellis leaned over the seat and told me she was sorry she didn’t wait. I screamed, then burst into tears.”

“Oh, no,” Sister Robert sighed. “I hate that. I cry when I get frustrated – which only frustrates me more. Vicious cycle.”

“Yeah, that happens to me, too, sometimes. But this was just not being able to save her and knowing if she’d just waited a little bit longer, she’d still be alive,” Jack said. “I thought I was hallucinating or had maybe taken a blow to the head that I didn’t remember in the chaos of everything. Doran stuck his head in the car to see if I was okay, and I told him Ellis’ ghost was in the car. He called the paramedics over and they gave me a Valium and told me to go home and rest. The next day I went into work and there were posters all over the place with Ellis’ face faded out and ‘have you seen me?’ printed above it, with ‘Call Ghostbusters’ underneath. I was called into my lieutenant’s office and suspended with pay pending a psychiatric review. My career in New York city was over at that point, but I didn’t know it until a couple of months later. I sold my apartment, packed up my shit, and took the job offer in Harbor because my son had just started college here.”

“And since you’ve been here, you’ve met other ghosts, yes?”

“Yeah. At first, I could only see them if Ellis was touching the other ghost. When she crossed over, something changed and now I can see them if they let me,” Jack said. “There’s a handful of us now that can see them.”

“A handful?” Sister Robert asked. “How?”

“Well, it’s rather difficult to work closely with people you trust and care about – and lie to them about everything. So, Jamie and me, then my son Avery and our friend – and now boss – Joey. Mike shows up often, and Saturday there was an incident and I noticed Dr. Finney, the coroner, could see Mike. Doc winked at me about it. I’ve asked Jamie to get him to speak with us so we can learn more from his side of things, just like I’m sitting here with you to learn more.”

Sister Robert frowned. “That’s a lot of people. You all need to be very careful. The last time a group of people could see ghosts, the Vatican sent a team out. They were all shamed and discredited, and one ended up in prison. Two of them changed names and disappeared as if in witness protection.”

Jack leaned back. “You’re not going to report us, are you?”

“At this time? No, but you need to rein it in. The more that know, or can see, the more at risk we all are. Tell me, have you noticed a lot more activity coming your way?”

“Well, yeah – but that’s because I can see them without Ellis’ help now, right?”

“Yes and no. When word got out on the other side of the veil that I could see them, I was inundated with spirits wanting me to give messages to their families and friends. I had to leave that job, and I spent a year in England for some of my graduate studies work to break the cycle. Now, it’s not a problem. Sister Bernadette died the year after I finished my PhD and became my gatekeeper. No one gets to me without going through Sister Bernie,” Sister Robert said.

“Then Michael Donovan is our gatekeeper,” Jack said. “No one gets to us without Mike’s approval. Once he introduces us, then we do what we can to work with them. I hadn’t seen any ghosts without Mike first introducing us until the other day when one popped into the front seat of my car.”

“What was different about that ghost?”

“I felt uncomfortable around him. I got the same feeling from his presence as I would get from being around criminals who had committed the most vicious crimes.”

“Did his actions make you think he was evil?” Sister Robert asked.

“No, but one of the other ghosts freaked out and said he was the one that gave her the drugged champagne she drank just before she died. We haven’t seen him around since and Mike has some of his minions watching for him, so I’m not sure what to think anymore.”

Sister Robert picked up her purse off the floor and dug around inside. She came out with a small jewelry box that she handed to Jack. “I brought this for you. It’s been blessed by the Pope and has a drop of holy water inside. I also got a long chain for it so it’ll hang lower and you can hide it inside your clothes.” She set a second box down on the table. “This one is for Jameson.”

Jack opened the box and saw a silver saint’s medal for St. Michael the Archangel. “The patron saint of law enforcement and EMTs. Thank you. I have my father’s medal in my wallet. It’s too fragile to wear on a chain any longer. This means a lot.” She slid the chain over her head and looked at the charm once more before she tucked it into her bra. “What do you believe the medal will do for me?”

“It will help protect you from those spirits whose intentions are less than beneficent. You’ll probably still see them, but they won’t be able to influence you negatively.”

“I truly appreciate this. I hadn’t thought about getting a protective charm or anything. To be honest, I’ve kind of been going with the flow and learning as time goes on. Things have been moving rather quickly over the past few months.”

“Reach out to me any time, Jack. I’d be honored to help you navigate this new journey. I want to leave you with one thought, if I may?” Sister Robert asked.

“Of course,” Jack said.

“While all of this talk about ghosts and protection, know there is a solid, scientific aspect to ground you in all of the ‘woo woo’ talk. Albert Einstein said that ‘everything is energy and that is all there is to it. Match the frequency of the reality you want and you cannot help but get that reality. It can be no other way. This is not philosophy. This is physics.’ Energy never goes away, Jack. It simply changes form. The soul has weight and substance, or so some scientists believe. These beings that we interact with are real – and the change in your reality has helped you see them. Don’t underestimate them.”

“I won’t,” Jack said, her tone soft.  

Both women got to their feet and Sister Robert offered Jack a hug. “You’re not alone in this, Jack. This can be a blessing, this ability. A gift. You and your friends are helping bring peace to those whose lives were ended too soon. That is a noble and admirable task. Just also be aware that there are those out there who don’t want you to be able to help and find justice. They, too, have the ability to speak with the dead and can make your lives difficult. Don’t be afraid to reach out.”

“Thank you, Sister. Here, let me wrap up a couple of muffins for you to take with you,” Jack said. Sister Robert used the facilities while Jack wrapped up the treat and they shared another hug before Sister Robert left in her little blue Prius. Jack stood in the doorway and watched until the car had turned the corner before she locked the door and went to clean up. She had a lot to tell Jamie, and they both had precautions to take before they went too much further. Sometimes, knowing more made the burden heavier – and the risks more real.
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“Sister Robert gave you a physics lesson?” Jamie asked as Jack shared the conversation highlights from that morning.

“That, and a warning. Oh, and this is for you. Blessed by the Pope, has a drop of holy water inside. They’re supposed to help keep us safe from the less friendly spirits that might want to disrupt what we’re doing,” Jack said as she handed him the jewelry box. “St. Michael, patron saint of law enforcement. If you don’t want to wear it, tuck the charm in your wallet. Either way, it can’t hurt and it might help.”

“Don’t you have to truly believe for these things to work?” Jamie asked.

“You don’t believe at all?”

“Oh, I do, but sometimes I doubt. Will it still work?”

“I think it would still work, yeah,” Jack said. “Worst case? Keep it on you for me. I feel better knowing we’ve got a little something on our side.”

“Sounds like the good Sister got to you, huh?” Jamie asked.

“She told me her story and we discussed a bit about what the church said about ghosts – which is a lot and yet nothing definitive. Sister Robert also warned us to not get too wide of a circle of people who can see ghosts. The last time, the Vatican came in and wiped out the group to the degree that two people changed their names and disappeared. Slander, defamation, accusations – supposedly one person ended up in prison. So, let’s not get on the Vatican’s radar, shall we?” Jack said.

“Then I guess it’s good Dr. Finney is going to come by this evening to visit,” Jamie said with a grin. “I’m looking forward to hearing his story.”

“Oh, Avery pulled what he could get off of the condo videos. The four hours around the time of LaSherie’s death are missing. As in, static and snow in the recording and no visible images to determine who might have been there during that time. The same problems with the recordings happened at the condo building and the two clubs. Whoever visited, managed to erase the only possible evidence of their existence,” Jack said.

“That sounds like either an inside job or a bribe. I’d bet on a bribe,” Jamie said.

“That’s what I’m thinking. I had Avery share the information with Haggerty and Jones. I mean, they know it was him, but it’s anonymous on the records. He’s taking a ride around the area today to see if there are any other cameras that might have caught either the front or back entrances of the building during that four hour span. He’ll tell the detectives and they’ll let us know if they can get any more data or video.”

“I still think it’s interesting that Sister Robert quoted Einstein. That quote has kind of been rattling around in my head since I first started seeing Mike and wondering if I had brain damage or something,” Jamie said. “There’s so much that Einstein wrote about, talked about – that wasn’t even proven until recently. Years after his death, his ideas about time, space, energy, matter – they’re all being proven. I’ve also realized that quote is a lot more accurate than I suspected because once we tell someone about the ghosts – they can see them too. Their reality is adjusted, just like ours was.”

“And now we have to stop telling people so we don’t piss off the Vatican. I’ve seen enough movies and TV shows to not want to be on their radar,” Jack said.

“Mike, you around?” Jamie called out.

“I’m here, what’s up?” Mike said as he walked through the outside wall into the office space. “Don’t you two have to be in the office today?”

“We are – the home office. I told Joey we were meeting with some folks that felt more comfortable coming to our homes than any official office visit, and he’s fine with it as long as we solve cases,” Jamie said. “Jack met with Sister Robert this morning and we’re going to get some work done here before we talk to Dr. Finney this evening.”

“Whatcha need me for?” Mike asked.

“We need you to find Joel Johnson – and give us an update on Melly and LaSherie?” Jack said.

“Melly is spending most of her time around her kids – when she’s not tormenting her husband. She’s become quite adept at impacting physical spaces. He’s replaced every light bulb in the house and has an electrician coming in for the third time in a week to test the wiring. He’s replaced his cell phone twice due to hearing his wife’s voice coming through when he’s not even using the phone. Trey isn’t sleeping well, is losing weight, and looks like hell. I’m kinda proud of my little protégé.”

“That sounds impressive,” Jamie said. “What about LaSherie?”

“She’s been spending time with Mary, doing her best to comfort her. As soon as she knows Mary is going to be taken care of, she’s gone.”

“And now Joel,” Jack said.

“I’ll head to his house and see if he’s hanging around his husband. No one’s seen him out and about since he showed up here.”

“Appreciate it, Mike. I think if we can ask Joel a few questions, we might get some ideas of what’s really going on here,” Jack said.

* * *

The rest of the day was spent filling out forms, filing requests, and updating contact information with the various agencies and informants they wanted to keep in touch with now that they weren’t with the Harbor PD. Jamie ordered from the local Chinese place and had it delivered – and Dr. Finney pulled in as the delivery driver was backing out.

“Ken, talk about timing,” Jamie said as he welcomed him inside. “I ordered the beef and pea pods you liked.”

“Thanks, Jamie. Hey, Jack. Appreciate you guys being willing to make this as casual as possible,” Ken said.

“Nice to see you again, Dr. Finney,” Jack said.

“Call me Ken if you would? We’re not at work and I’d like to think we’re friends.”

“Of course,” Jack said as she put a handful of silverware on the table. “There’s iced tea, beer, water, soft drinks – what would you like?”

“I’m on call, so let’s settle with iced tea,” Ken said. “I’m guessing all of the vague phrasing about why you guys needed me here is because of Mike being around still?”

Jamie unpacked the take-out bag, then grabbed the iced tea pitcher and glasses. “Well, he had me thinking I had brain damage or something when I first saw him. He was the first ghost I’d ever seen – and Jack has her own story, but we’re both about the same amount of time with the experiences.”

“I was in my second year of residency when I saw my first ghost,” Ken said. “My mentor in the program heard my scream and came in to see me staring at the spirit of the woman I was currently working on. He calmed me down, answered her questions, and then took me out for a drink. Not everyone can see them, he said. He’d only known two others, besides me. I’ve since met a handful of people over the years, but you two are the first ones that I’ve really known well enough to discuss it with.”

“It cost me my job in New York but finding myself partnered with Jamie has made it all worth it. Granted, we’re not cops anymore – but we’re still solving mysteries,” Jack said.

“Mike introduces us to the newly dead that need some help. That’s how we ended up with the Noah Riggs case – and the Melly Warren case,” Jamie said.

“And how we know LaSherie Fantasia was murdered, and probably Joel Johnson. We also know Joel was the person that Melly Warren says handed her the drugged champagne the night she died,” Jack said.

“This makes so much sense,” Ken said. “How you guys came up with information so quickly that then had facts that fit. You really are superheroes, with spirit-based sidekicks.”

“Heh, we should put that on our business cards,” Jamie said.

Food was passed around, then Jack asked, “What do you think is going on with these cases? I mean, we have our theories and information, but I’d love to know what your take is.”

“You know I can’t officially share information, right?” Ken said. “But hypothetically I’m thinking they’re not connected by evidence at all. If your CIs are telling you they are connected, you’re going to need confessions or hard proof. The bodies aren’t giving me anything that supports that theory.”

“From what we have gathered, Trey Warren may have been the one to kill LaSherie, and Joel Johnson killed Melly Warren. We’re not sure where Joel’s death fits in all of this yet, but Mike has gone to see if he can find him and bring him to us so we can ask him some questions,” Jamie said.

“Sounds like that old Hitchcock movie from the 1950’s – Stranger on a Train,” Ken said.

“Oh, right. Wasn’t that a novel, too?” Jack asked.

“It was. Patricia Highsmith wrote it. I’m an old film noir buff, so I happen to know this stuff. Basically, two men meet, the psychopath convinces the patsy to kill the one he wants dead, and he kills the patsy’s wife. It all goes sideways, but the idea has been used in other films and stories since.”

“I wonder,” Jamie said. “The only connection we’ve been able to find between some of the players is that they were all members of the same country club circle.”

“See? It’s possible. Not necessarily probable – but it is possible,” Ken said. He took a mouthful of food just as his phone chirped. He pulled it out, read the text, then blinked as he chewed and swallowed. “Uh, I’ve got a body. I can’t bring you both, but I might be able to smuggle Jack in if she wants to put on a uniform and help bag up a body.”

“Why would I want to do that?” Jack asked with a laugh.

“Because the dead body is Nathaniel Dellarosa,” Ken replied.
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Jamie wouldn’t let them leave him behind, so they headed off first and he wrapped up the food before he followed in his own vehicle. He would stay back out of the way, but he did call for Mike once he was on the road.

“What happened?” Mike asked. “And Joel’s been around his husband, but he wasn’t there when I was.”

“Nate Dellarosa is dead. Ken and Jack are going in, with her in disguise as one of his assistants. I want you with me in case we can talk to his ghost. You up for it?”

“Definitely,” Mike said.

They pulled up about four houses down from the chaos that marked the Dellarosa house. Flashing lights, crime scene tape, reporters, looky-loos – the familiar madness that marked a homicide scene had Jamie missing his badge for a solid minute or two. “Wait, how do you know Joel was around his husband?”

“There was a strong energy trace of him. He’s still on this side, and he seems to be spending most of his time around Jeremiah,” Mike said. “Let me get a closer look at things inside. I’ll be back.”

“I’ll be here,” Jamie said. He took his travel mug of coffee out and sat on the hood of his car with an egg roll and his drink.

People flowed in and out of the chaos while Jamie watched, but no one seemed to pay him much attention until a soft ‘psst’ sound made him look around. A figure dressed in black leggings and an oversized hoodie with the hood pulled up, black and white running shoes on their feet, edged its way up the side of the car to stop in the shadows near the driver’s side door.

“What?” Jamie asked. “Were you trying to get my attention?”

“Shh, it’s Santana, Mrs. D’s assistant,” she said. “I don’t want to get in the middle of that right now.”

“I don’t blame you, but you know the cops are going to want to talk to you, right?” Jamie said.

“I know. Honestly, if that psycho bitch could’ve waited another twenty-four hours, I’d have been long gone.”

“What do you mean?” Jamie asked. “Hey, want some water or something? I’ve got a couple of bottles in the car.”

“No, I’m okay, but thanks. I was talking about Sandi Dellarosa. If she could’ve waited another day before she offed her husband, I would’ve already been on a plane out of the country,” Santana said.

“Melisande killed Nate?”

“Oh, yeah. She gave him two sleeping pills and then shot him up with morphine. She’d been talking about various ways to poison him to death for years now and had decided that this would be the easiest. He was an asshole, but he didn’t deserve that nut job in his life.”

“Were you there?”

“Not when she did it. I’d gone for a run,” Santana said.

Jamie smirked. “In all black, on a dark road at night?”

Santana lifted the hoodie to reveal a form-fitting tank top that picked up every drop of light and turned her into a neon-green beacon. “I also have a headlamp in my pocket. I just tie the hoodie around my waist and then pull it on when I get back so I don’t glow all the way across the yard. Came in handy tonight when I saw all of the lights from about a mile away.”

“Then you don’t really know what happened, do you,” Jamie said.

“Oh, yes I do. Unless she got totally fed up and just shot him, the drugs are how she did it. Sandi Dellarosa was nothing if not thorough in her research and planning. First, she gets her boyfriend to off LaSherie and the baby, then she frames her husband – or tries to. You and that partner of yours really pissed her off when you didn’t come back and arrest Nate.”

“Who’s her boyfriend?” Jamie asked.

“Trey Warren. And before you ask, yes, she can still have sex. She has full sensation, but her legs don’t work. Although, poor Nate probably thought she’d lost that ability too, the way she’d been treating him.” Santana caught Jamie’s look and shrugged. “Hey, the guy was a first class piece of shit, but I’ll be the first one to tell you that if I had been in his shoes, I probably would’ve taken it all and run a long time ago.”

“We suspected Trey, but we have no proof. The security cameras in the lobby and hallways at the condo building went down the four hours around the time of death for LaSherie,” Jamie said. “Do you have anything that would be proof of everything you’re saying?”

“Give me your number again,” Santana said as she pulled out her cell phone. “And I’ll send you some stuff. I don’t know if you’d consider it enough proof, but it’s what I’ve got.”

Jamie gave her his number and she entered it, then scrolled a bit, tapped the screen, then pocketed her phone. He felt his phone vibrate with the signal he’d had an incoming message but didn’t take it out to check. Not while she was still standing here.

“Let me give you the name and number of a detective that’s still on the force that I trust. Janna Jones and her partner, Aidan Haggerty, are excellent detectives and good people. You’ll need to talk to someone, and they’re the people I’d go to if it were me,” Jamie said. He rattled off their numbers and Santana put them into her phone, too. “What are you going to do next?”

“I’m going to call a rideshare, stop at my storage unit to get some clothes, and find a hotel for the night.” Santana paused, then let out a sigh. “Probably the Lodge Inn if you want to check on me later. I’ll call your friends and talk to them in the morning.”

“Sounds good, Santana. Stay safe, okay? If you need anything, call me,” Jamie said.

Santana looked towards the house once more and shook her head. “Nothing like having circumstances rip your plans to shreds. Thanks for everything, Mr. Kennedy.”

“It’s Jamie,” he said as he watched her walk away from the lights and noise. Five minutes later, a car pulled up and she got in. Jamie took a photo of the back end of the car as it turned around to head back out of the area. Worst case? He had something to use to help track her down.

“Is it safe now?” Mike asked.

“Well, Santana’s gone, so I guess so?” Jamie replied. “What did you learn?”

Mike faded into view about a foot from where Jamie stood against his car, then reached out and tugged someone else closer. “No running off. I told you, you don’t want to just go skittering around and getting yourself into trouble.”

“Hello, Nate,” Jamie said as he saw the new ghost become visible. “Which was it? Pills or a bullet?”

“Pills,” Mike said. “I think Nate here would’ve puked if he’d had to see his body with a hole in it.”

“I can’t believe this is real. I’m not dead, this is just a bad dream. Wake up, Nate. This is just a dream,” Nate said as he stumbled into view, arms wrapped around himself. For a man who had been known to get manicures and who dressed impeccably while alive, Nate Dellarosa was going to spend his afterlife in baggy sweatpants and an 80’s hair band t-shirt with a hole in the shoulder. Oh, and barefoot. No thousand dollar Italian loafers in the afterlife for Nate, nope.

“Get a grip, man,” Jamie said to Nate. “Your new reality is calling.”

“How can you see me if I’m dead?” Nate asked Jamie.

“It’s magic. Now, what’s the last thing you remember?” Jamie asked.

“No, seriously, how can you see me?”

“Just lucky, I guess. Mike, give him a shake, would ya? I need some coherency out of him.”

Mike gave Nate a little shake, then hauled off and slapped him across the face. Nate suddenly calmed and took a quivering breath.

“Okay, okay. I’m getting better. Is there any whiskey around?” Nate asked.

“Doesn’t matter, you can’t eat or drink anyway,” Mike said. “Now, answer the man. What’s the last thing you remember?”

“I was having trouble sleeping, so Melisande gave me a couple of her over-the-counter sleep aids. I settled in and fell asleep. Then I was standing next to the bed, looking at myself and Melisande was on the phone with the emergency operator. She sounded frantic but looked calm. It was weird.”

“What else do you remember?” Jamie asked.

“There was a syringe in one of my hands, but I never would do that. I hate needles,” Nate said.

Jamie turned to Mike. “Santana said that the wife talked about various ways of killing him and had decided that sleeping pills to knock him out, then shoot him full of morphine would be the best way. I’m betting that’s what Doc will find when he does the autopsy.”

“But I don’t want an autopsy,” Nate wailed. “Oh, gods. I need to get different clothes. I can’t be seen like this.”

“Do what you can, Mike. I need to find Aidan and Janna. Is the wife under arrest yet?” Jamie asked.

“She’s being brought down to the station for questioning, in spite of her playing up the crippled widow card. I’ll swing by and tell Doc she’s the doer, then take this one somewhere to calm his ass down. He’s no good to us like this,” Mike said.

“Good luck with that,” Jamie said as he gave the whimpering Nate a sideways look. “I didn’t think it was possible for this guy to be more pathetic. I was wrong.”

Mike dragged Nate along and Jamie got back into his vehicle. He sent a text to Aidan and asked them to call him as soon as they got a moment and that it was about Nate. Then he opened up the message from Santana. A collection of video files, images of documents, and recorded conversations filled his inbox, so he forwarded them to the cloud server he shared with Jack, then sent her a text that he was headed home and to call him. He could be of more use sorting through the things Santana sent him than if he continued to sit outside the house and listen to Nate whine. It was time to get to work.

* * *

Jack had tucked her hair up into a paper cap, then under a hat to help hide who she was. A mask and goggles, gloves and the baggy jumpsuit that most crime scene assistants wore did more to hide her identity than any fancy wig and makeup might have done.

Head down, she carried a gear case into the crime scene right behind Dr. Finney. They made their way to a wing of the house Jack hadn’t seen the last time she’d been here, and into the owner’s suite. In the center of the far wall, a pair of queen-sized beds sat on either side of a cabinet. One bed had equipment to help a wheelchair bound person lift themselves in and out. The other bed had Nate Dellarosa’s dead body sprawled across the sheets.

“This bedroom is almost as large as some of the apartments I’ve lived in,” Dr. Finney muttered as he crossed the polished floor to where the body was being photographed by one of his team. “Put the case on that chair and open it up, then hand me whatever I ask for. Got it?” he said to Jack.

“Got it, boss,” Jack replied with a grin.

For Jack, it was fascinating to have an up close and personal view of what the medical examiner did at a crime scene. It didn’t seem like much, but he pointed out a few things he wanted photographed before they would even touch the body. Jack handed Doc vials and sampling tubes to collect trace elements that might get lost in transfer. She watched as he labeled and then sealed them before they were handed back to her to store in the case.

“Okay, bag him up. Make sure to get the bedding bagged up, too. I’m taking the syringe and vial to test at the lab, so let the team know,” Dr. Finney said to the room full of techs and investigators. He turned to Jack and gave her a nod to follow him, so she snapped the case shut and headed out behind him.

“We need to do a wipe test of the wife and anyone else that might have touched the body,” Doc said.

“They have an assistant, Santana, but I don’t know of any other household members,” Jack replied.

Doc stepped into the family room where two uniformed officers stood near Melisande Dellarosa’s wheelchair. One of her wrists was handcuffed to a bar on the chair.

“I need you to remove the cuffs temporarily,” Dr. Finney said to one of the officers. “I need to do a trace wipe of her hands.”

“Sure, Doc, one sec,” the officer replied and bent to unlock the cuff. “No funny business,” he warned Melisande.

“Fuck off,” Melisande replied. “I do not consent to this test.”

“You don’t have to consent. I’m doing it anyway. You’ve been arrested, correct? You want evidence to clear you? Let me wipe a cloth on your hands,” Dr. Finney said.

Melisande rolled her eyes, then stuck out her hands, palms up. Dr. Finney handed Jack a bag, then pulled out a wipe and scrubbed the left hand palm and top, then tucked the wipe into the bag and sealed it before he repeated the process with the woman’s right hand.

“All done. You can cuff her again,” Doc said. “Where’s the assistant? Was there anyone else in the house tonight?” he asked the officer.

“No one else has been here tonight. The assistant is being tracked down, but she’s not been here all night,” the officer said.

Jack could feel Melisande’s stare, but she kept her head down and stayed behind Doc. They’d never been up close to the woman, so she didn’t expect to be recognized.

Doc tugged on Jack’s sleeve and they went back out to his truck. “She sure didn’t look like the grieving widow, did she?” Doc said.

“They weren’t exactly a loving couple,” Jack said. “I didn’t see his ghost, did you?”

“Nope. That happens sometimes, though. They can take anywhere from a few hours to a few days to show up. I’ve had them pop in when I’m unloading the bag onto the table – and have walked into the morgue to find them standing and staring at the drawer that holds their earthly remains. Sometimes they don’t show up until after the funeral. I don’t know why some show up and some just go right on through.”

Jack pulled out her phone as they drove away from the scene. “Jamie needs me to call him. Is it okay if I go ahead and do that?”

“Of course. I can drop you back at his place before I take these samples in, if you want?”

“That’s probably a good idea. My car is there, and the less contact I have with stuff, the better.”

Jack put the phone on speaker and dialed Jamie. “Hey, Jamie. I’ve got you on speaker. Doc’s driving me back to your place.”

“Hey, guys. I came home because I spent some time speaking with Santana. She gave me a bunch of information and I’ll need your help going through it, Jack.”

“The cops are looking for her,” Jack said.

“I figured. I sent a text to Janna and Aidan. Santana says that Melisande is the killer. She used sleeping pills to knock Nate out and then shot him full of morphine.”

“Well, that’ll be easy enough to prove. I’ll run the bloodwork and tox screens as soon as I get his body on the table,” Doc said.

“Mike has Nate’s ghost. He’s even more whiney and pathetic dead than he was alive. Mike’s going to try and calm him down so we can get some coherent answers out of him.”

“Wow, I didn’t think it was possible for that guy to be more whiney. Ugh,” Jack said.

“Mike said he was going to stop by and tell you guys that Melisande was the doer, but I guess he didn’t?”

“No, but we weren’t there very long, and it was a packed house. Tons of people in and out, so we weren’t alone long enough for him to catch us,” Doc said.

“Be safe getting here,” Jamie said. “Things are moving quickly.”

“We’ll be safe. See you shortly,” Jack said and disconnected the call. She turned to Doc as she pocketed her phone. “What will the wipes possibly show?”

“Well, they collect trace evidence that even if she used soap and water, may well show up. If she shot him up with morphine and some dripped on her hands, the wipe would pick it up. It’s not a smoking gun, but it is one more piece of the puzzle.”

“I am eager to see what Santana shared with Jamie. She may well be the piece that pulls this all together.”

“Good luck with that. I’ve got a long night ahead. Talk to me anytime, okay?” Doc said. 

“Thanks, Doc. I appreciate everything,” Jack replied as she got out of the truck in front of Jamie’s house. She peeled off the jumpsuit and put the cap and suit on the front seat. “Stay safe.”

“You too,” Doc replied and drove away.

“Doc’s not the only one that’s going to have a long night,” Jack murmured as she knocked on Jamie’s door.
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“Well, the good news is that Aidan and Janna caught the Dellarosa case since they were already working on LaSherie’s case,” Jamie said as he and Jack tucked into the reheated takeout from earlier. “That makes sharing information easier.”

“Did you tell them where to find Santana?” Jack asked.

“I did. I gave them her number and said she had planned on staying at the Lodge Inn tonight. They’re going to go sit with her and put an officer on the place to make sure she’s safe. She’s the best chance they’ve got to get a conviction.”

“I can’t believe the stuff she sent you. Screen shots of financials, recordings of Melisande discussing how she wanted to kill Nate and of her frustrations with the failure of her setup to pin LaSherie’s murder on him. They can even go arrest Trey Warren with this information.”

“If I were them, I’d wait until Melisande was fully aware of how screwed she is, and then get her to roll over on Warren. The recording is good, but a verbal confession in front of witnesses is better. Warren’s a politician and we know how slippery they can be when it comes to convictions.”

“I’m just glad we’re not in the middle of this one,” Jack said. “As in, we’re not the face of taking down a politician this time.”

“I hear you,” Jamie replied. “So, do we think Melisande was behind all of the murders?”

“That’s too easy. I can see her wanting LaSherie dead, for a variety of reasons – the baby, her husband, maybe Nate wanted to leave Melisande and go be with LaSherie and raise their baby? I mean, just one of those is a solid enough motive.”

“What about Trey being behind it all?” Jamie asked.

“Well, we know he didn’t kill Melly. A couple hundred people is a pretty solid alibi. I doubt he had anything to do with Joel Johnson, either. We have Santana’s word that Trey did it on Melisande’s behalf, and we have calls between Melisande and Trey, receipts for gifts and meals that Melisande gave to Trey – that one I can see,” Jack said. “Has Mike found Joel Johnson yet?”

“No, and I don’t expect him to anytime soon. Nate Dellarosa’s ghost is a handful,” Jamie replied. “Hey, let’s call it a night. I want to swing by and talk to Santana in the morning and make sure she’s okay.”

“Sure. Want me to come with you tomorrow?”

“No, it’s fine. I’ve got this. Let’s meet at Resolute at ten and update Joey on what we’ve got and see if he’s got anything else we should be working on since Nate’s dead and I’m guessing we’re done working on LaSherie’s case in any official capacity,” Jamie said.

“Oh, right. I didn’t even think about that part. Dead Nate and an arrested Melisande means getting paid for the work done so far is going to be tough. I’ll bring donuts to sweeten Joey’s mood,” Jack said.

“Already you’re learning,” Jamie said with a grin. 

* * *

Jamie showed his ID to the officer seated outside Santana’s hotel room door, then tapped on it as he juggled the cup carrier and a bag of food. When she opened the door, he smiled and handed her the cups. “I bring caffeine and sugar in the form of chocolate pastries. Not exactly the breakfast of champions but guaranteed to brighten your mood.”

“Mr. Kennedy,” Santana said. “This is a surprise. Uh, come in?”

“It’s Jamie. Unless you want me to start calling you Ms. Moreno?”

“Okay, Jamie,” Santana said. “Thanks for the breakfast. I ordered a room service omelet, but it wasn’t exactly satisfying.” She put the cup carrier on the table and picked one out. “Is there any difference between them?”

“No, both are black. I have cream and sweeteners in the bag. I didn’t know how you took it and figured this was the safest bet.” Jamie put the bag down and took the smaller bag of coffee fixings out to hand to her. “This is a nice room.”

The room held a king-sized bed, a table and chairs, a window with a view of the back garden and trees, and a bathroom with a huge walk-in shower. It was mid-grade towards the higher end, but still reasonably priced.

“It’s quiet. That’s what I needed most,” Santana said.

They both sat at the table and Jamie handed her the bag of pastries to pick from while he added cream to his coffee. “Did you already speak to Aidan and Janna?”

“I did, and you were right. They are good people and good detectives. I gave them all of the data that I shared with you, and answered a bunch of their questions, then signed a statement. I’m just grateful they didn’t make me go down to the station and let me do it all here. They recorded it on their phone apps and everything.”

Jamie watched slender fingers pick apart the pastry she’d selected. “You know, that’s supposed to be eaten, not shredded for packing material.” His light tease brought a faint smile to her lips.

“I guess I’m still processing everything,” Santana said. “I didn’t get much sleep last night. I just…I don’t feel safe.” She reached out and put one of her hands on Jamie’s. “I should say, I didn’t feel safe – until now. Now that you’re here.”

Jamie watched her fingers caress his hand, then turned his hand over to clasp hers and tug her to him. She slid out of her chair and into his lap. His senses filled with the scent of her, the heat of her body and the taste of her lips. Thoughts skittered and faded as the warmth of her body heated up his own.

Santana’s fingers curled into Jamie’s hair as she writhed on his lap. “I’ve wanted to kiss you since I first saw you,” she said.

He’d liked what he’d seen the first time he laid eyes on her, but Jamie had never imagined this. Not until last night, when she’d looked so vulnerable and lost, yet fierce and full of fight. Even in his brief imaginings, he hadn’t been able to conjure up the taste of her, the feel of her against him.

Santana tugged his dress shirt out of his pants and began to unbutton it, her lips fused to his the whole time. She clearly had a single-minded focus and it wasn’t on chocolate pastries.

Jamie slid his hands up under her t-shirt and she stopped undressing him long enough to pull her shirt over her head and toss it aside. It had been a couple of years since he’d let himself fall into a woman, but with her bared breasts in his face, Jamie let himself go all in. Mike always did say Jamie was a sucker for a nice rack.

When they finally surfaced a couple of hours later, Jamie went to dispose of the condom and wash up, then brought bottles of water back to bed with him.

“That was amazing,” he murmured to her as he leaned in to give her a kiss.

“I’m feeling pretty good myself,” Santana replied. “Unfortunately, our drinks are now cold. We should get some fresh coffee and maybe some food?”

Jamie picked up his phone and cursed low. “I’m sorry, I can’t. I have to be in the office twenty minutes ago.” He started to gather up his clothes until Santana wound her arms around his shoulders and kissed his ear.

“We could do dinner tonight?” Santana asked. “Your detective friends said I couldn’t go back to the house until this afternoon with an escort to collect my things as it’s a crime scene. I can stop on the way back and pick up food we can reheat in the microwave here?”

“That sounds tempting, but I can’t make any promises. We’ve got a lot of work to do on this case and my being late isn’t going to win me any points,” Jamie said as he buttoned up his shirt. He pulled his gun and wallet out of the nightstand drawer and clipped the holster to his belt before he pulled on his jacket.

“I’ll give you a call when I’m done at the house and see what your schedule will allow,” Santana said.

“I can agree to that,” Jamie said as he gave her one last kiss. “Be safe, lovely. I’ll talk to you soon.” He waited until she’d pulled on her robe before he opened the door, gave a nod to the officer, and left the hotel.

It wasn’t until he had buckled himself into his vehicle and started the engine that his brain caught up with the rest of him. “What the actual fuck was I thinking?” Jamie said out loud.

“I don’t know, but she looks good naked,” Mike said from the passenger’s seat.

“Bloody hell!” Jamie yelled, then closed his eyes and took a few breaths. “Not. Funny.”

“Hey, I didn’t stay for the show. I popped in to tell you something and saw her naked on the bed. You were in the bathroom. I left and waited here instead. You’re welcome.”

“Gee, thanks,” Jamie grumbled as he pulled out of the lot and headed towards Resolute’s offices. “I didn’t go there with bedding her as part of the plan, you know. It just happened.”

“You just fell on top of her with your dick out?” Mike said.

“Don’t be an ass, Michael Donovan. That’s the first woman I’ve been to bed with in probably three years. I only dated one person seriously enough to take her to bed after Elise, and Anisa made it so I didn’t want to be with another one for a good long while.”

“Yeah, she fucked with your head,” Mike agreed. “Not sure that a crime victim is a good choice either, though.”

“She’s not a victim. She’s victim-adjacent.”

“What the hell is ‘victim adjacent’? Is that like a five second rule if you drop a meatball on the floor? It’s okay if it’s only a little connected?”

“Shut up about it now, okay? What did you need to tell me?” Jamie asked.

“After spending the longest night of my life – or death – with Nate Dellarosa, I can tell you that he didn’t know anything about the plot to murder LaSherie. When he saw her ghost, they hugged each other and wandered down to the beach to be alone,” Mike said.

“Here’s hoping they stick around a little longer. Aidan and Janna are trying to get a warrant to search Trey Warren’s house and vehicles, but it’s been too long. He’s probably had whatever car he used professionally detailed by now,” Jamie said.

“I haven’t seen Melly in a couple of days. I can go ask her if she’s learned anything. I’ll do that while you show up late for work, smelling of perfume and sex,” Mike said with a grin.

“Asshole. Get out of my car,” Jamie grumped as he pulled into a spot a few buildings away from Resolute. “Make yourself useful for once, will ya?”

Mike smirked at Jamie’s attempt to hide his smile and disappeared. Jamie couldn’t deny the fact he did appreciate being able to still have his best friend around, even though he was dead. Not many people could say that.

Once inside the building, he gave a wave to Antonio and made a beeline for his office. The spray bottle of fabric freshener was used on his clothes while he still wore them to combat any lingering perfume and sex aromas. He grabbed a can of cola out of his mini-fridge and went to find Jack and Joey. Voices led him to Jack’s office where he stuck his head inside, then grabbed a seat. “Sorry I’m late. Got hung up and lost track of time.”

“Was she worth it?” Jack asked with a wink.

“Oh, hell. Mike reported in already?” Jamie asked with a sigh.

“Just a moment ago. I won’t ask what you were thinking, because it’s obvious you weren’t,” Joey said. “However, the information Santana Moreno shared with you before you fucked her has been somewhat useful.”

“Hey, watch it. She’s not involved in this,” Jamie said.

“How do you know that? Because she whispered it in your ear?” Joey asked. “How could she not be involved? She was the assistant to the murderer and sometimes to the victim. She told you that she was there when Melisande Dellarosa plotted her husband’s death. That’s kind of involved, don’t you think?”

“Back off, Mahoney. I don’t make snide comments about who you’re in bed with, I’d appreciate the same consideration,” Jamie said as he got to his feet. “In fact, maybe I’d be better off somewhere else today.”

“Gentlemen, you can both take a breath. Joey? You’re our boss – and while you and Jamie have also been friends, you’ve stepped way over the line with this one,” Jack said. “Jamie? Sit down and let’s get to work. We don’t have time for you to get your panties in a twist.”

“It wasn’t his panties…” Joey started and Jack just gave him that ‘mom’ look that guaranteed he would rethink his comment immediately. “Right. I’ve got a conference call I need to get on. Let me know if you need anything.” He paused at the doorway, opened his mouth – closed it again – then sighed. “Don’t worry about getting paid for the Dellarosa case. We got a check for the balance up to last week a couple of days ago. Any difference, the shop will make it up to you.”

“Appreciate that,” Jack said. “We’ll have a report finalized for you by tomorrow at close of business.”

“No rush, as long as I get it,” Joey said and he turned down the hallway.

“I…” Jamie started and Jack shook her head.

“Don’t. Just don’t. Melisande Dellarosa has been booked and is being arraigned this afternoon for the murder of her husband. Janna sent me a text to let me know,” Jack said. “Mike told me that Nate is spending time with LaSherie and that he doesn’t think he knows anything about her murder.”

“He told me that as well. We need to talk to Jeremiah Johnson and bring Mike in case Joel shows up. Janna and Aidan are also still working on a warrant for Warren’s place, but it’s not looking like they’re going to get one without something more solid to get their foot in the door,” Jamie said as he read messages on his phone. “I’ll go work on my part of the report and call Mike back to see if he’ll come with us to the Johnson’s.”

“Sounds good. Oh, and maybe take a shower and change?” Jack wrinkled her nose.

“Yeah, I’ll work on the report, then go clean up,” Jamie said and left the room.








  
  
  Chapter Eighteen

  
  




The Johnson residence was a townhouse close to downtown Harbor. The neighborhood had rows of old brick townhouses with classic shutters and wrought iron features, tiny yards in front and old maples and oaks that lined the street. Mixed in with the residences were shops and restaurants that gave the area a hip, upbeat feeling. A high end coffee shop sat on the corner and two doors down was the Johnson place. The scent of roasting beans filled the air as Jack and Jamie knocked on Jeremiah Johnson’s door at ten on a Saturday morning.

“Can I help you?” the man said as he opened the door. Jeremiah looked freshly groomed, his dark hair curled with some kind of styling gel and his cargo shorts had sharp creases. A pale blue polo shirt highlighted his blue eyes and on his feet were gray felt slippers.

Jamie handed Jeremiah his card. “I’m Jameson Kennedy and this is my partner, Jacqueline Forbes. We’re with Resolute Investigations and we were hoping you might give us a moment of your time.”

“Uh, sure. Come on in. Please, leave your shoes by the door,” Jeremiah said. Gleaming hardwood floors and an off-white shag rug visible from just inside the door explained the need to leave the shoes behind.

“Our condolences for your loss,” Jack said as she slid her shoes off and followed Jeremiah, her socks slipping on the polished wood.

“Did you know Joel?” Jeremiah asked.

“We’d met once,” Jamie said. “At an event that Amelia Warren spoke at. It was on one of those harbor cruise boats.”

“Oh, yeah. The one for breast cancer. I was supposed to be there, but I ended up with a stomach bug that afternoon and stayed home. It was strange, I felt better the next day and usually I don’t get over things that quickly,” Jeremiah said.

“Did Joel catch it at all?” Jack asked.

“No, and he didn’t get home until almost six in the morning. He said the boat had had some trouble and needed to be towed back to the marina.”

“That’s funny, I don’t remember that happening. We were off the boat by eleven and back home by one in the morning,” Jack said as she turned to Jamie. “Isn’t that right?”

“From what I remember, yes. Maybe it was car trouble and not boat trouble he meant?” Jamie asked.

“Maybe. It’s hard to remember some of the last days with any clarity. One minute we’re planning a romantic dinner at home, the next I’m opening my door to two officers who tell me that my husband is gone.”

Jeremiah stopped in the first room they came to, a designer-quality living room, and turned to a photo of the two men in formal tuxedos with rose boutonnieres. “We were so happy at first. The past two years, money had been our biggest issue. Joel didn’t want to scale back and conserve, and I didn’t want to keep trying to live at the country club level of expenses. We fought so often, I feared we’d have to separate. Now? Now I don’t have any financial worries. I didn’t realize the life insurance policies were that valuable. Joel must’ve increased them on his own, because being handed three million dollars just because your husband died was a bit of a shock.”

“Wow, I can see how that might be,” Jamie said. He had on one blue sock and one black one and had not noticed until he’d been asked to remove his shoes.

“Well, at least you don’t need to worry about your finances at a time when you really should just focus on your grief,” Jack said.

“Joel was taking care of me even when I didn’t know it,” Jeremiah said, then sighed and turned back to them. “I’m sorry, please, have a seat. Would you like coffee or water?”

“We’re fine, thanks,” Jamie said as he perched on the edge of a black leather loveseat. “We wanted to ask you if you have ever seen any of these people.” He pulled out his phone and tapped a few times before he turned it towards Jeremiah. “I’ll show you a few photos and you can just let us know if you know them?”

“Sure, I can do that,” Jeremiah said and moved to sit beside Jamie. “I know that man. Nate Dellarosa. We’ve done some security work at the counterterrorism offices.”

Jamie slid his finger across the screen to bring up the next image. “And that’s Trey Warren. Not one of my favorite people, to be honest, but we’ve had to associate with him and his poor wife a few times at the country club.”

“That one is LaSherie Fantasia. Her picture was all over the news when she went missing,” Jeremiah said as Jamie moved to the next image. “Why are you asking me about these people?”

“We were hired by Nate Dellarosa to find LaSherie. We believe all of these people are somehow connected and wanted to know if they were also connected to you and Joel,” Jack said.

“The last time I saw some of them was at the country club movie night about three months back. Joel had talked me into going and I knew I’d never get to enjoy the movie, so I tried to back out. I ended up getting there late and we fought on the way home, which is how I remember it. Nate had given Joel a ride to the event since Joel had been on site at Nate’s offices to do an update. He was so thrilled to be rubbing elbows with that crowd. I don’t know why. They were all horrible people. Nate cheated on his crippled wife with LaSherie but pretended LaSherie didn’t exist if he happened to see her in public. Trey Warren treated his wife as if she were a mindless doll that he could rough up whenever he wished. Money didn’t make them better.”

“Did Joel have any enemies that you know of?” Jamie asked. “Anyone he fought with, or felt threatened by?”

Jeremiah paused for a moment and gave the question some thought. “The only person I ever remember him saying he felt intimidated by was Trey Warren. He said he saw him lose his temper once, and when he was done, the guy was put in the ICU for a month. Warren told Joel that if he said anything, Joel would be in the bed right beside him.”

“Well, that fits with being threatened. That’s horrible,” Jack said. “How long ago was this?”

“About two weeks after the movie night at the club,” Jeremiah said.

Jamie got to his feet and handed Jeremiah one of his cards. “This has been helpful, Mr. Johnson. Again, we’re sorry for your loss and appreciate you speaking with us. If you remember anything else, please give me a call.”

“Oh, there was one thing that struck me as odd. It’s about the life insurance policies. They were upgraded two days after that movie night. Joel’s was increased to a million and a half and mine was increased to three million. They double with the accidental death rider on the policies, so if I’d been the one to die, Joel would’ve been handed six million. He never said a thing to me about any of it.”

“Thanks for your time,” Jack said. “Take care.”

The two of them stepped outside and turned toward the coffee shop. “One for the road?” Jack asked.

“Yes, please,” Jamie replied. They got their coffee and walked back to the SUV, where they were surprised to find Mike in the back seat with Joel in a headlock.

“About time you two got here. This one’s slippery,” Mike said.

“Hey, Joel. Whatcha been up to?” Jamie asked as he got in and turned to look at the back seat.

“Tell him to let me go,” Joel said.

“Only if you promise to stick around so we can chat,” Jamie said.

“He’s probably afraid we’ll make him cry or something,” Jack offered casually. “Pansies do that.”

“Watch it, bitch. I may be gay, but I’m no pansy,” Joel snarled.

“Yeah, you are. You arranged for someone to kill Jeremiah, but you got offed instead. He’s the sweetest man who is heartbroken and mourning you – his potential killer. You’re a real piece of work,” Jack replied as she glared at Joel.

“Who fucked up?” Jamie asked. “Was it Nate Dellarosa?”

“Hah, he’s the pansy. Weak, pathetic excuse of a man. His wife has more balls than he ever could dream of having,” Joel said.

“So, who killed you?” Jack asked.

“Doesn’t matter. I’m not talking. I’m just going to make their life miserable for a while,” Joel said. “Now fuck off.”

Mike caught Jamie’s eye and with a nod, he released Joel. Joel immediately popped out of the vehicle - and out of sight.

“How did you figure it was Jeremiah that was supposed to die?” Mike asked Jack.

“The insurance policies. Joel’s was upped to one point five mil while Jeremiah’s was up to three mil. I wasn’t positive, but it was a good guess,” Jack said.

“Good catch,” Mike said. “I caught him in the kitchen, eavesdropping on the conversation. He was pissed that you guys were there. His negative energy is getting stronger, too. I almost couldn’t hold him.”

“I didn’t get that queasy feeling I got from him the last time he was near,” Jack said.

“It’s the pendants from Sister Robert,” Mike replied. “He couldn’t go near the two of you in the house, even though he tried – and he got weaker when you got into the SUV. It was still hard for me to hang on to him, but the energy signature weakened. I know that doesn’t make much sense, but it’s like his light dimmed when you got in, yet it stayed a sickly hue.”

“Well, it’s nice to know something’s working in our favor,” Jamie muttered as he buckled in and started the engine. “Mike, any chance you can figure out who he’s haunting? That might be our missing piece.”

“I can give it a try,” Mike said. “I’ll pop in later and give you an update.”

“Stay safe, Mike,” Jack said.

“Always. You two be careful, too,” Mike said before he disappeared.

“What’s eating you?” Jack asked Jamie.

“I feel like the answer is right in front of me, but I just can’t see it. The pieces are starting to fall into place, but I’m not even sure what the big picture is yet.”

“It’s the weekend. Drop me off and go do something fun. I’m going to go home, change, and go for a run, then hang out with Avery for a bit. He wants to learn how to make my lasagna.”

“That’s a good idea. I think I just need to do something else for a bit and let my mind work on the problem in the background, y’know?”

“I understand completely,” Jack said.
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Jamie dropped Jack off and called Santana the minute he got back onto the main road.

“Hello, Jameson. To what do I owe this pleasure?” Santana said, the Bluetooth filling the SUV with her voice.

Jamie felt his whole body relax at just the sound of her and smiled. “Hello, beautiful. I was wondering what you were doing today and if I could spend some time with you?”

“Well, I’m staying in a long-term suite at the place over on Newbury and got the last of my stuff out of the Dellarosa place yesterday. I can’t leave town yet, but at least the city is paying my rent. I’m bored out of my mind, though. What did you have in mind?”

“I was thinking of an afternoon at my place on the beach, maybe dinner?” Jamie turned onto a side road to get to the hotel Santana mentioned.

“Should I pack a bathing suit?”

“Do you really want to spend time on the sand?” Jamie said with a low laugh.

“No, not really. But I do want to spend time with you. Come get me?”

“Already on my way. See you in about fifteen minutes,” Jamie replied.

“I do love a man who knows what he wants. See you soon, lover.”

The call disconnected and Jamie felt his mood brighten considerably. Case? What case? He had a beautiful woman who wanted to spend time with him. Nothing else mattered.

Santana met him out front, pulling the SUV door open and climbing in before he could get out and open the door for her. She tucked a tote bag between her feet, then leaned over and gave him a kiss. “Let’s go. I can’t wait to see your place.”

Jamie kissed her back, then smiled. “It’s only about twenty minutes from here. Do you want to stop and pick up food for later now, or just order in when we get hungry?”

“I brought wine and snacks, we can just order when we get hungry,” Santana said. “I plan on working up one hell of an appetite.”

“I love the way you think,” Jamie replied.

* * *

Jack changed and went for a good five mile run, then showered and pulled on her favorite hanging around the house clothes before she called Avery. “You want to do this lasagna thing, you best get over here.”

“Be there in a minute. Finishing up a couple of things. Don’t start without me!”

“Don’t take too long,” Jack said and hung up.

Water bottle filled with water and a touch of fresh lemon, Jack sipped to rehydrate after her run while she pulled out all of the ingredients they would need to prep. First, they had to make the noodles, then while the noodles rested, they would work on the meats and veggies. She took out two jars of her homemade, home-canned pasta sauce and added them to the pile on the counters.

“Hey, Mom,” Avery said as he came in and went right to the sink to wash his hands.

“Hey, son,” Jack replied with a grin and kissed his cheek. “Are you ready for this? It’s a lot of work.”

“I’m so ready. I get that it’s a lot of work, but we make enough to freeze and it’s several meals each, so it’s worth it,” Avery said. “Where do we start?”

“We need to make the noodles first, then we can work on the rest of it while the noodles rest a bit. Do you remember how to make the noodles?”

“Mostly. I might need to check a couple of things…” Avery said as they got started. Conversation went from what kind of flour to use, to school classes coming up and the article he had just submitted. “You might want to check with Sarge,” he suggested. “Things are heating up with the corruption charges against Commissioner Grimes and the Harbor PD.”

“Wait, what?” Jack asked. “Back up and fill me in, please.”

“Grimes was arraigned this morning in federal court on corruption and racketeering charges. Jerome Fabian, Keith Carpenter, Stephanie Michelson, and a few others were also charged. Sarge’s evidence and testimony at the Grand Jury yesterday has blown up the Harbor PD.”

Jack sat down in one of the chairs and took a large swallow of her water.

“Mom, are you okay? I thought you knew this was going on,” Avery said.

“I didn’t know about the Grand Jury or the charges. Sarge had said he had evidence he would be giving to a judge, but…wow.”

“Are you going to call Jamie?”

“Not right now. I do want to call Sarge and check in. Jamie needs a day off, he was getting cranky today. Let me wash up and call Sarge. Can you finish the noodles by yourself?”

“Of course. Go ahead. I’ll just turn on some music.”

Jack washed the dough and flour off of her hands and grabbed her phone. She went out onto the front porch and dropped into one of the wicker chairs before she dialed Sarge’s number.

“Hello, Jack. I’m fine. Better than fine, actually. How are you?” Sarge said when he answered the phone.

Jack laughed. “Hey, Sarge. I’m glad you’re okay. I’m sorry I haven’t stayed up on what was going on with you. The cases we’re working on have been pretty time consuming.”

“So I’ve heard,” Sarge replied. “Haggerty and Jones have been singing yours and Jamie’s praises to me. Don’t worry, they don’t tell anyone else.”

“I miss policing,” Jack said. “If all the assholes are arrested, do you think I can go back?”

“Do you really want to go back if Jamie doesn’t?”

“I think he misses it, too. It’s a lot harder to get things done as a PI than it was as a cop. But, with the upheaval right now, I’m glad I’m not there.”

“Next weekend, Lennie and I are taking that weekend you guys gave us. When we come back, I want to meet with you and Jamie. Is that acceptable?” Sarge said.

“Very much so. Anything we can do in the meantime to help you guys out?”

“Stay alive, stay out of trouble, and stay flexible. Big changes are in the wind and one never knows what might be around the corner.”

“Good advice, Sarge. Stay strong and stay safe, my friend. Give my love to Lennie,” Jack said.

“Same back atcha. Stay safe, Jack.”

The call disconnected and Jack sat there for a few minutes, pondering what Sarge had meant with some of the things he’d said. “Well, no use torturing myself. I’ll find out in a week or so.” She got to her feet and headed back inside. There was lasagna to finish making, and a son’s company to enjoy.
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Jamie woke to the sound of the front door as it closed, the chirping of his phone from the house alarm demanding to be reset told him it wasn’t Jack that closed the door. He grabbed his phone and rolled out of bed in time to see Santana climb into a rideshare car and pull away.

He reset the alarm and sat back down on the bed, his head hazy and his mouth dry as dust.

“You need a shower, a couple of pain relievers, and about a gallon of water,” Mike said. “Then you need to change your alarm code, do a factory reset on your phone, and update the security on it.”

“Huh?”

“Shower. Go. Now,” Mike said.

“Yeah, shower,” Jamie said and got to his feet to stumble into the bathroom

Once he heard the water start, Mike settled in the doorway to the bathroom. “Waking up yet?”

“Not really,” Jamie said. “What did you say about my phone?”

“She put a spy app on it. You need to take it back to factory settings and re-upload what you need step by step. Then you need to change all of your passwords and the alarm codes.”

“How do you know this?”

“I watched her do it. There’s something wrong with that woman, and you need to stop thinking with your dick,” Mike said.

“I really wish you could make coffee,” Jamie whined.

“I’m getting Jack,” Mike said and disappeared.

“Fuck,” Jamie muttered as he let the water beat down on him. Everything felt wrapped in fog, even his movements. He dropped the body wash bottle twice before he finally got some onto the sponge. One hand stayed flat against the tiles as he washed because when he tried to stand on his own, the whole room swam. Clean enough, Jamie didn’t dare try shaving. He’d probably slit his own throat. He brushed his teeth, took a couple of pills, and pulled on a pair of shorts and a t-shirt before he lay back down in his bed.

He didn’t know how much time had passed, but when he opened his eyes again, Jack was pacing in his room and his right arm sported a new bandage. “What the hell?”

“Shut up, you idiot,” Jack said. “You’ve been drugged. Doc took some blood. We need to find out what that bitch gave you so we know if you need a hospital or just a pot of coffee.”

“I feel less out of it than I did when I got up earlier,” Jamie said. “And I’d kill for a cup of coffee.”

“Can you walk okay?” Jack asked. “Here, let me help you.” She stood beside him as he sat up, then made sure he didn’t fall over when he got to his feet.

“The room’s a little wavy, but I’m feeling pretty steady. Let me use the bathroom and I’ll come down for coffee. Seriously, Jack, I’m feeling okay. I’ll take it slow and hold the railing, okay?”

“You fall down those stairs and break your neck, I’m going to kick your ass. Hear me?” Jack said as she left the room. “Fucking idiot. If he’d ended up dead…”

Her voice faded away as she went down the stairs and Jamie used the facilities, washed up and splashed some water on his face. He hadn’t lied, he did feel better than before – but that wasn’t saying much. Whatever had happened last night, he didn’t remember a damned thing.

“How long before Doc knows what happened?” Jamie asked as he stepped into the kitchen.

“He said it could take a couple of hours. It’s been a couple of hours, so we should know soon. What do you remember?” Jack asked as she handed him a mug of coffee.

“Visiting Jeremiah. Didn’t Mike have Joel in the car? I think?” Jamie said as he sat down and took a swallow of his coffee. Brow furrowed, he tried to piece things together. “Where’s my phone?”

“Avery has it. He’s with Leo, Sarge’s son. They’re doing a forensic copy of your phone to prove it was tampered with, then they’ll wipe it and reset it so you can upload your apps on a clean base.”

“What the hell happened?” Jamie asked. He got to his feet, swayed a little, then sat back down. “Could you get me a couple of bottles of water, please?”

Jack pulled two bottles of water out of the fridge and handed them to Jamie, then sat at the table with him. “Mike said you brought Santana back here and after a tour of the house, you two ended up in bed. There were take-out containers from Mikado’s on the bedroom floor, so it fits with Mike’s report that you ordered take out, brought it up to the bedroom, and continued the evening’s entertainment. There was sake and beer, which is probably how she got the drug into you. According to Mike, Santana left around eight in a rideshare car after she’d showered, put on clean clothes, picked up any sign of her presence, put the glasses and utensils from last night in the dishwasher and turned it on. She put the spy app on your phone, tried to hack your safe, but failed, went through your desk and searched your house before she left.”

“Jaysus,” Jamie whispered, then downed half of a bottle of water. “I don’t remember her being here at all.”

Jack’s phone rang and she hit the speaker button. “Hey, Doc. You’re on speaker. Jamie’s here.”

“Oh, good. Rohypnol and ecstasy were found in the sample. Jamie? Drink at least a gallon of water today. Put some lemon in it to help flush your system. Eat four or five small meals, but make sure you eat some protein. If you still feel off tomorrow, go to your regular doctor and get a work up,” Dr. Finney said.

“I’m going to be okay, though?” Jamie asked.

“Yeah, you should be fine. Just flush your system and don’t drive or do anything that needs clarity or focus for today. You’re lucky you’re in such good shape and she didn’t give you too large a dose. There was no ketamine in this mix, so we’re lucky.”

“She didn’t want him dead, just incapacitated,” Jack said.

“That’s what it looks like. Okay, I’ll come by later to make sure you’re doing okay, Jamie. Glad to hear you up and about,” Doc said.

“Thanks, Ken. I appreciate your help with this. I really didn’t need another ER visit with me acting like a nut job,” Jamie said.

“You’re most welcome, my friend. Take care, Jack. See you later.”

The call disconnected and Jamie put his head in his hands. “Holy hell, I’m lucky.”

“Yeah, you are,” Jack said and patted his arm.

“Where’s Mike now?” Jamie asked.

“Watching Santana. Following her around to figure out what she’s up to.”

“Could you maybe make me a sandwich or something? I’m not hungry, but Doc said to eat and I’m afraid I’ll cut my hand off if I use a knife right now.”

“I’ve got something better. Are you up for some homemade lasagna with homemade noodles, sauce, and loaded with sausage and ricotta?” Jack asked with a grin.

“Oh, gods yes. That sounds perfect,” Jamie said. “I’ll even eat it cold.”

“No, you will not eat my masterpiece cold. Let me warm it up and you can start with some bread and butter first,” Jack said as she bustled around the kitchen, getting out plates and food.

“Jack?” Jamie said, voice low.

“Yeah?”

“Thank you. I don’t know what the fuck I’d be doing right now if not for you and everyone else. You’re family and that means so damned much right now.”

“Back atcha, my friend. Now drink that water while I get this food going. Once your head clears a bit more, I’ve got news.”

“News?” Jamie asked.

“Yeah. Sarge went before a Grand Jury and Grimes, Fabian, and a bunch of the others were arraigned on corruption and racketeering charges. The Harbor PD has been blown sky high and when it all settles, the rotten apples will be gone.”

Jamie just sat there and blinked at Jack. “They’re all in jail?”

“Yep. Sarge said to hold on to our cookies because next week when he comes back after his weekend we gave them, he wants to talk. How would you feel about being a cop again?”

“I’d love it, but only if the precinct is on the up and up. That’s going to take time, though.”

“It will take a few months, but as long as we’re open to the possibilities, I have a feeling Sarge will be able to make it happen.”

“We’ll have to see about still helping Joey out, though. He’s put a lot into us working for him,” Jamie said. “I mean, I get that this is an easier gig, but it’s…well…”

“Boring. It’s boring as hell. You can say it. I know we’ve both been thinking it. The only reason I haven’t said anything is because we’ve still been working the murders so it’s kept things interesting. Those two divorce cases? I don’t even want to look at them. Taking pictures of someone cheating on their spouse feels slimy to me. I didn’t give this career change a lot of thought when it all happened, but as things progressed, I started to realize this was not what I wanted.” Jack set two plates of lasagna on the table and sat down with Jamie. “I mean – yeah, I want to work with you. I want to help people. I just don’t feel that the PI gig is for me.”

“What will you do if not this?” Jamie asked around a mouthful of lasagna. “Open your own restaurant? Because this is fucking amazing.”

“No,” Jack laughed. “And thanks for the compliment. I had thought about a few options, but nothing really appeals. I want to be a cop. It’s truly my life’s calling and I miss it.”

“Well, you don’t want to move – and unless Sarge can help, the Harbor PD isn’t an option, right? What will you do?” Jamie asked.

“I wanted to look at other types of policing. State, federal, private security, stuff like that. I haven’t really explored other options,” Jack said.

“Private security is less exciting than PI work,” Jamie warned. “I did some side jobs when the kids were small to help bring in extra money. You don’t do any case solving of any kind. Just protection and precaution stuff. But I get what you’re saying. Let’s just see what Sarge says when he comes back and fills us in?”

“That’s what I’m going to do. There’s been a lot of change and upheaval already. I plan to just keep doing what we’re doing until I get more information. Information from Sarge as well as what I look up for myself.”

Mike popped in just then. “Call Aidan and tell him Santana’s booked a flight to the Cayman Islands to leave tonight. He’ll probably want to keep her from leaving the country.”

Jack picked up her phone and made the call on speaker.

“Haggerty here.”

“Hey, Aidan. Jamie and I are here and you’re on speaker. We just got a tip from one of our CI’s that Santana Moreno has booked a flight, leaving tonight, for the Cayman Islands. Might want to interrupt her plans,” Jack said.

“Goddamn…right, I’ll get a couple of Unies to pick her up. Dr. Finney told me she assaulted Jamie. Is he pressing charges?”

“If it helps you guys, yeah, sure. Can you come here to get my statement? I’m not good to drive and I’m still doing my best to avoid the precinct,” Jamie said.

“As you’ve probably heard, things here are a lot less risky than they have been. They’re also a lot more chaotic. On top of the ones that were convicted, there have been nearly thirty people that just up and quit and about a dozen that took early retirement. Anyway, I’ll be by as soon as I get those patrol guys to grab her up. See you in a bit.”

Aidan disconnected the call and Jack turned to Mike. “Go watch her, please. If patrol can’t find her, I’ll call you back and get her location.”

“My thoughts exactly. See ya,” Mike said and disappeared.

“At least Aidan is willing to come here to get your statement. I wasn’t enjoying the idea of you puking in my car,” Jack teased.

“Very funny,” Jamie grumped. “Okay, I’ve finished both bottles of water. Could I have more coffee, please?”

“Only if you promise to shower once you’ve finished it?” Jack asked as she refilled his mug and started to clear the table.

“I’m going to bring it upstairs with me. I don’t feel shaky any longer, just off. Like after you’ve had the flu and the fever breaks? Yeah, like that. A shower will probably help. Thank you, Jack,” Jamie said and gave her shoulder a pat as he picked up his cup and headed upstairs.

“I’ll be in the office and I’ll keep an ear out for Aidan. Take your time,” Jack replied. “And you’re welcome.”
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Aidan got Jamie’s statement, then stayed long enough to have a cup of coffee and catch them up on current events at the precinct. “Andrea, the office manager? She quit without notice just before I left to come here. She packed up her stuff, carried her box out to her car, came back in and dropped her ID on the reception desk and said, ‘I’m out.’ It’s been like that for the past few days, ever since the Grand Jury decisions came down.”

“Here’s hoping that whoever is in charge of hiring when this all settles out, does a better job of background checks and screening than the last one, right?” Jack said.

“Hey, they hired you,” Jamie teased and Jack swatted his arm.

“Yeah, fuck you too, Jameson Kennedy,” Jack replied with a laugh.

“No, you don’t want to go there. Make sure Santana didn’t give him more than a roofie, huh?” Aidan said with a smirk.

Jack burst out laughing and Jaime growled as the blush crawled up his neck to his face. “Not funny. Okay, a little funny,” he said, his fingers held about a half inch apart.

“We don’t see each other that way,” Jack told Aidan. “Which you already know. Speaking of seeing each other – where’s Janna?”

“She’s with the uniforms, going after Santana. I wanted to make sure Ms. Moreno got booked properly since things are such a mess at the precinct. Janna can guarantee every box is filled out appropriately.”

“And she can search Santana since she’s female,” Jack said.

“That, and she isn’t here to embarrass Jamie by taking his statement about the wild orgy last night,” Aidan said.

“Okay, okay, enough picking on my apparently less than memorable sex life. Have you spoken to Sarge recently?” Jamie asked.

“He called a couple of days ago to check in with Janna and I. He was worried about backlash against us because we were friends. There was no backlash. Nothing. Those involved are more interested in covering their own asses than being up ours.” Aidan’s phone chirped and he read a text on the screen. “Janna says Ms. Moreno is being booked at this very minute. I had texted that we had your statement and she should be charged with assault.”

“What’s happening with Melisande Dellarosa?” Jack asked.

“Her trial will be in a few months. She’s being held at county until then. They set bail at five million since she was a flight risk,” Aidan said.

“How was she a flight risk?” Jamie asked.

“She’d already bought a ticket for the Maldives – before she killed Nate. She’d already transferred as much of their mutual finances as possible. All she had to do was get on the plane,” Aidan said.

“Guess premeditated gets tacked on to murder, even without Santana’s recordings of Melisande plotting his demise,” Jack said.

“Oh, she’s not going anywhere but prison for the rest of her life,” Aidan said. “I just wish things would clear up enough that we could get that warrant for Trey Warren and put him in a cell right next to her.”

“We spoke to Jeremiah Johnson yesterday,” Jamie said. “Looks like Jeremiah was the one that was supposed to die, not Joel. Joel had increased both of their life insurance policies, but Jeremiah’s was double the value of Joel’s.”

“Heh. Well, that doesn’t tell us who hacked the car controls, but it gives us a different angle to try,” Aidan said. “Tech verified the car had been hacked, but it had been done remotely and routed through so many VPNs that they can’t pinpoint where it originated.” He paused then added, “Tech also verified that of the four lost fobs from Ms. Fantasia’s condo, three were still active and functioning. They used some kind of signal tracking with information from the security company at the condo building. Tech also told them how to shut off the lost fobs, so those three will be non-functioning soon, if not already.”

“That’s good to hear. Oh, Mi…uh, my CI said that Trey Warren isn’t doing so well. He’s lost weight, isn’t sleeping well, seems to be acting paranoid about things like the house wiring, his cell phone, stuff like that,” Jamie said.

“I’ve heard the same thing,” Jack said with a sideways glance at Jamie. 

“I’ll see if we can go have a chat with the guy. Okay, I need to get back and get this filed so it can go on the record. You two be careful. I’m the cop and you’re getting in it more than I am. Jeeze,” Aidan said.

“You be safe, too. See you later,” Jack said.

“Thanks for coming out,” Jamie added.

A wave as he got into his vehicle, and Jamie closed the door.

“Are you okay?” Jack asked. “That was almost a slip we can’t afford.”

“I know. I’m still feeling a little spacey, but that was a whoops, nothing more.”

“As long as you’re sure,” Jack said. “Avery sent a text a moment ago. He went over all of the yacht and country club footage and didn’t see Santana in any of it. Even used one of those facial recognition apps – nothing.”

“So, she’s only peripherally involved in the Dellarosa thing and decided to drug me to…what? Search my place? Steal from me? That’s pretty sad,” Jamie said.

“I don’t think she was trying to steal stuff for money,” Jack said. “She didn’t take anything that we could see, and you had your watch and wallet sitting right there on the dresser. She didn’t even touch the cash in the wallet, right?”

“Not that I can tell. Maybe twenty bucks is missing, but if she took that it was probably for the rideshare,” Jamie said. “Hey, I’m going to go lie down for a bit. Will you hang out and wake me when Doc gets here?”

“Sure thing. I’ll go get some work done in the office. Go rest, I’ll be here,” Jack said. She watched him go up the stairs with a worried expression on her face. The physical impact of what Santana had done to Jamie was one thing, but Jack was more concerned about the rest of him. He’d been hesitant to open his heart to a woman, and now this. The heart took a lot longer to heal, as Jack knew quite well. This sucked.

* * *

Jack lost herself in paperwork and research for over an hour before Dr. Finney knocked on Jamie’s door. She got up and went to let him in, a smile for the man who’d become a solid friend. “Hey, Doc. Want some coffee?”

“I could use a cup, yeah. Where’s Jamie?” Doc asked as he came in.

“Upstairs, sleeping. He ate something solid and drank about five bottles of water, as well as two cups of coffee,” Jack said.

“Let him sleep a bit longer. I need a moment to catch my breath. It’s been one of those days,” Doc said as he followed Jack into the kitchen.

“Hungry? I brought homemade lasagna. I can heat you up some,” Jack offered.

“You’re a goddess, you know that, right? Food and coffee will fix me right up. Thank you,” Doc said and dropped into a chair at the kitchen table.

“Talk to me,” Jack said as she put a plate in to warm. She put some bread and butter on the table, handed Doc his coffee, then picked up hers and joined him. Jack took a moment to appreciate how good looking Kendrick Finney really was, then focused on what he was saying.

Doc took a good swallow of the coffee, then reached for the bread and butter. “We found LaSherie’s body today. Well, I say ‘we’ when I mean someone who had to go under the remains of the old grand pier to untangle some line from their boat. They found a steamer trunk and, thinking it might hold buried treasure, they dragged it onto their party boat and opened it up. We had to DNA type the three idiots on the boat because they all puked.”

“Ugh, that’s nasty,” Jack said and sighed. “At least she’s been found. Now her insurance will pay out and Mary will be taken care of. She’s been hanging around, waiting to make sure Mary would be okay before she moves on. I’ll have Mike let her know.”

“Huh, I didn’t realize she was still hanging around. Where is she now?” Doc asked.

“Probably off with Nate Dellarosa. They’ve been inseparable since he died. I guess it was true love for them,” Jack said. The timer let her know Doc’s food was ready, so she got up to get his plate and nearly ran into Jamie.

“I smelled the lasagna,” Jamie said, then turned to Doc. “Hey, Ken. Thanks again for taking care of things earlier.”

“Sit down and I’ll heat you up some, too. This one is Doc’s,” Jack said as she put the plate in front of the man. Bottles of water were put in front of both of them before she went to heat up more food.

“You’re welcome,” Doc said to Jamie, then sighed happily. “This is heaven. Don’t ask me anything for at least two minutes. I need to savor and enjoy this gift.”

“Doc was just telling me they found LaSherie’s body. We need to tell Mike so he can let her know. Mary will be taken care of now, so she can cross,” Jack said.

“Good. I’m glad. I felt guilty. LaSherie had to deal with us doing other things. It must’ve felt like finding her body didn’t take the precedence it should have,” Jamie said as he took a seat. “And to be honest, it couldn’t. Not really.”

“That’s because we were more focused on keeping the body count down. That’s not a bad thing,” Jack said.

Doc spoke up then. “I think the body count might be a little higher than you suspect. I’ve had three other bodies show up – and they’re all associated with members of the country club.”

“Meaning, they’re all tied to Trey Warren somehow?” Jamie asked.

“It’s looking that way,” Doc said.

“I’m still not sold on Warren being the ringleader,” Jack said. “And no, I can’t tell you exactly why – it’s just a gut feeling.”

“Who else would it be?” Jamie asked.

“You never know who might be behind something, or what is going on that you can’t see. Take the Grand Jury, for example. I had given Sarge the evidence tampering information I had collected, and he used it to confirm things he already knew. He spoke to the District Attorney about two weeks after Mike was killed, and that started this whole ball rolling,” Doc said. 

“I was wondering how things happened so quickly,” Jack said. 

“They called me to testify, and after about an hour, I was dismissed. The District Attorney really knew what he was doing and had spoken out about police corruption before, so he wasn’t going to wait on this,” Doc said. “Now, not to change the subject, but I’m wondering if Santana wasn’t the ringleader.”

“As much as my situation might prove otherwise, I’m going to have to say I don’t believe that one. Why would she have given the information that showed Melisande plotted Nate’s death? I think it’s Trey Warren.” Jamie started to count on his fingers. “Money, influence, social standing, political impact, and willingness to take someone out if necessary. Those are all things that point to him clearly being in charge.”

“Putting the spotlight on Melisande takes the light off of herself,” Jack said. “Santana is intelligent, inventive, and she drugged your ass, Jamie. What purpose would there be in doing that? Think about it. If you didn’t have Mike here to give us a play-by-play of what happened, you would have zero memory of her even being in your house. If not for your ghostly side-kick, she’d be long gone.”

Jamie focused on his food and took a couple of bites. “You have a point,” he finally conceded. “But what would be the purpose of the other deaths? Melly, Joel – or Jeremiah, if he was the intended target?”

“Payment for services rendered?” Doc asked. “Maybe those deaths were arranged to cover up something else.”

“Well, we’re not going to figure it out sitting here,” Jack said. “Let’s see what Mike can tell us when he gets back.”

“Jamie, do you feel well enough to be left alone?” Doc asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Still a little wobbly, but not to the point I’m going to fall on my face,” Jamie said.

“Great. Jack, I need to head out, but would you be willing to go out to dinner with me tomorrow?” Doc asked.

“Dinner?” Jack said and blinked in surprise. “Uh, sure, that’d be nice.”

The smile on Doc’s face spoke volumes. “Fantastic. I’ll pick you up at your place at eight? Dress for a nice place.”

Jack felt her cheeks flush and refused to look at Jamie. “I’m looking forward to it. Thanks, Kendrick.”

“You’re welcome, Jacqueline,” Doc said as he got to his feet and put his plate in the sink. “Thanks for the lasagna. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Jamie got to his feet and followed Doc out so he could reset the alarm and lock the door. He came back to the kitchen with a grin on his face. “The man is smitten.”

“Didn’t I just say I wasn’t going to do this? Date anyone?” Jack said with a sigh. “But one look at those big blue eyes and I was lost.”

“At least we know he won’t roofie you,” Jamie teased.

Jack threw the dish towel at him, then shook her head in a laugh. “What a pair we are, huh?”

“We’re definitely a pair of…something,” Jamie said. “Go home. I’m going back to bed with my TV remote and bottles of water. If I need you, I’ll call. Thanks for everything, Jack.”

“You’re welcome, Jamie. See you tomorrow.”
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Nate and LaSherie sat on the couch, holding hands. Mike sat on the arm of the couch and rested one hand on LaSherie’s shoulder so the ghosts were visible to Jack and Jamie.

“Thank you for being here,” Jack said. “We wanted to catch you up on some developments.”

“LaSherie, your body has been found and positively identified. Mary will be taken care of,” Jamie said.

LaSherie’s breath caught and she closed her eyes, then let out a sigh. “Thank you, Jesus.”

“Nate, the toxicology report showed fatal levels of morphine in your system. They also have the recorded conversations that Santana shared to prove Melisande murdered you. She’s pled guilty to get a couple of special considerations for her time in prison, but she’ll be going away for a long time,” Jack said.

“What you’re saying is, the reasons we had for staying are cleared up and we can move on?” Nate asked.

“That’s what they’re saying,” Mike said.

“Thank you. All of you,” LaSherie said. “Nate? Let’s go meet our boy.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t more help,” Nate said. “I also wanted to apologize to you, Mr. Kennedy. I should have warned you about Santana. She and Melisande have been lovers for years. The idea that they would kill me in order to escape makes me angry. All Melisande had to do was ask. I could’ve had my life with Sherie and she could’ve had hers with Santana. Instead, we have death and imprisonment. What a waste.”

Jamie blinked in surprise at Nate’s words, then stuttered out an “It’s okay.”

“I have one question for you, Nate,” Jack said. “Why did you lie about the argument when we interviewed you that first time?”

“We had argued earlier that day and I left the condo to go for a walk. I need to walk when I’m angry,” LaSherie said. “Nate was gone before I got back. I called him and we cleared up the argument – and that was the night I was killed.”

“Ah, okay. That makes more sense then. I’m sorry things ended up like this, but I’m glad you’re together,” Jack said.

The two ghosts got to their feet and turned towards the doorway. Mike let his hand fall away and for the moment, they were still visible.

“Do you see it?” LaSherie asked Nate.

“I do. Look at how beautiful it is!” Nate replied.

Hands clasped tightly together, they stepped towards the light and disappeared. A feeling of released pressure and elation filled the room before fading.

“That never gets old,” Jack whispered.

“Well, I think I’ll go shower,” Jamie said.

“What?” Mike asked him. “Why do you need to shower?”

“I believe he’s feeling used,” Jack told Mike. “Leave him be.” 

* * *

Jack was deep into research when Jamie came back down a couple of hours later.

“Your coffee’s gone cold, want some fresh?” Jamie asked.

“Sure, thanks,” Jack said as she kept her gaze on the screen.

Jamie left with her mug and returned with fresh coffee for both of them and a bag of cookies. He put the mug down and waved the bag in front of her face.

Jack grumbled and sat back, then snatched the bag out of his hands. “Way to break my focus.”

“What are you working on?”

“Did you know that Joel Johnson worked for a company that designed computer systems for several types of vehicles? Apparently, there’s not a lot of difference when you get into the guts of them. Similar to computers, they all need the same basic parts. It’s the type of parts and how it all works together or is presented that varies.”

“I guess his saying that he would know if his car was hacked or not wasn’t a lie, then,” Jamie said.

“I want to talk to Avery about this. Some of the tech speak is above my understanding, but he might get it.”

“I’ve got a better idea. Shane Collier said he’d be much more amenable to helping us out when we weren’t Harbor PD. How about I bring him in on this?” Jamie said.

“Tell me about this guy,” Jack said as she took a couple of cookies and her coffee, then leaned back to focus on Jamie.

“Shane and I met when I was still a newbie cop on patrol. My partner and I had stopped for food and as we walked back to the car, we heard a scream in an alley. Shane was a student then and worked at one of the restaurants, and when he’d stepped out for a smoke break, someone attacked him. They beat him with a metal pipe before they went into the place to rob it.

“Unfortunately for Shane, they broke his spine in two places and put him in a wheelchair. He eventually finished school online, but after the assault, he developed agoraphobia and couldn’t bear to be outside of his safe space.”

“Oh, hell. How old was he?” Jack asked.

“Twenty-one. In his junior year at the local Ivy League school. He’s brilliant and gifted when it comes to all things technology-based. Over the years, he’s become a well-known resource for a variety of government and other agencies. He now lives in a very nice house in a secure enclave on the water. He has a customized SUV he can drive if he really needs to go anywhere, but he rarely leaves his estate. The agoraphobia has eased some, but not enough for him to be comfortable outside his space for any length of time. I’ve been to his place twice, but he mostly works over video chats with secure connections.”

“What do you think he can tell us?” Jack asked.

“You’re wondering if maybe Joel had set up the sabotage for when Jeremiah would be driving, but something happened and it got him instead, right?” Jamie asked.

“That’s the theory I’ve been working on, yeah.”

“Maybe Shane can tell us if that’s a solid theory or total bullshit. He can get the files from the PD because he’s a licensed and bonded consultant with the department.”

“I thought he hated Harbor PD?” Jack asked.

“He does – but he still works with them now and again. Shane noticed issues of corruption years ago, so he started tracking and cataloguing them - and reporting to Sarge.”

“Ohhh, well that makes a lot more sense now. Give me a few to put what I’ve found into a coherent format, then we can hand it off. For now I’ve just been saving links and pasting notes in a blank document.”

“It usually takes a bit for him to get back to me. I’ll send him a text and he’ll give me a time to call,” Jamie said. “How about I order sandwiches or something?”

“Sure,” Jack said as she worked on the document. “I’d like pepper steak and cheese.”

Jamie didn’t bother Jack again until he called her to come to the kitchen and eat. By then Jack had pulled all of the information into a document complete with bullet points and reference links, along with notes on theories they’d developed over the lifetime of the case. She dropped into a seat at the table and rubbed her eyes.

“The file is ready. I’ve put everything in it and made it easy to skim and check sources,” Jack said. “Thanks for the sandwich. I didn’t want to lose my focus and miss something.”

“Shane said to video chat him in about an hour. He’d like the file first, though.”

Jack pulled out her phone and emailed the file to Jamie. “There, now you have it and can forward it to him.” She unwrapped her sub and took a bite. Around the mouthful, she mumbled, “I didn’t realize how hungry I was.”

They ate in silence for a few minutes, then Jack wiped her mouth and took a drink. “We need to get the information about the three other bodies Doc told us about that are also linked to the country club.”

“He told Aidan about them possibly being connected, and Aidan sent the electronic copies of the files over to us. I just forgot about them until you said something. Sorry about that.”

“No worries. We can take a look at them after we talk to Shane. I still think Trey Warren is in this mess up to his eyeballs, but I’m starting to wonder if he’s just one of the players and not the ringleader after all,” Jack said.

“Who do you think is in charge?” Jamie asked.

“I don’t think it’s just one person. Let’s see what Shane finds out before I say too much more. I don’t want to color your impressions with my wild theories.”

“Then let’s finish up and go spend some time with Mr. Brilliance,” Jamie said.








  
  
  Chapter Twenty-Three

  
  




Shane Collier was a good looking Black man with a bald head, neatly trimmed goatee, and arms the size of small tree trunks. The video only showed him from about mid-chest on up, and behind him, dark drapes hid any view or way to tell his location.

“Shane, my man. I’d like you to meet Jack Forbes, my partner,” Jamie said.

“Jamie, looking a little tired there. Getting too old for the race?” Shane teased. “Nice to meet you, Jack. What are you doing, working with this old geezer?”

“I’ll ‘old geezer’ you, boyo,” Jamie teased back.

“Nice to meet you too, Shane. Did you have any trouble following the file we sent over?” Jack asked.

“No, that was beautifully done. Made my job very easy,” Shane said. “Before we go too far, I’m glad you two avoided the implosion at HPD. I think the restructuring is going to be a positive change for policing in our city.”

“Thank you for your part in making it happen,” Jamie said. “Sarge hasn’t filled us in yet, he’s enjoying a trip we gifted him and Lennie, but he said he’d catch us up later.”

“Then I won’t spoil his surprise. Now, about the information you sent me – I did a little digging and there were three more bodies tied to the country club that have shown up in the past few weeks. Melly Warren was not the first after the movie night. The first was Arturo Mendoza, the head of the Mendoza cartel who spends his summers in Harbor and his winters in Bogota, Colombia. He was shot twice in the back of the head while on his yacht and dumped overboard. His body ended up on a beach in Duxbury. It was chalked up to a gang killing, but in light of everything you’ve sent me, I think it needs to be looked at again.”

Jack was writing as Shane spoke, then looked up at the screen. “What is your take on it?”

“It wasn’t a very well-kept secret that Mendoza liked his partners young. Boys, girls, didn’t matter. He didn’t think he had to keep his hands off of the children of his fellow club members, and it earned him more than one warning from the club management,” Shane said.

“Woah,” Jack said. “That’s a whole lot of motive.”

“And a whole lot of suspects. Wait, I remember he got arrested once, but it didn’t stick. He was released in hours,” Jamie said.

“That’s because he was friends with Leland Grimes. They golfed together,” Shane said.

“And friends with Judge Williams,” Jamie added. “Did the judge get caught up in the house cleaning, too? I haven’t checked.”

“Judges Williams, Hesselman, and Banderman were all charged and are being disbarred. Williams is fighting it, but the other two pled guilty for lesser sentences,” Shane said.

“What about the other bodies?” Jack asked.

“Peter Petroski, CEO of Global Financial, the well-known banking conglomerate. He was ruled a suicide until they found ligature marks on his wrists. Petey downed three bottles of pills from his medicine cabinet and died from the overdose. His daughter, Petra, age twenty, is the only heir to a twelve billion dollar empire. Her alibi is that she was at a party with a few hundred witnesses,” Shane said. “She doesn’t seem to have an alibi for when Mendoza was killed, however.”

“That’s interesting,” Jamie said. “And what about the last one?”

“I saved the best for last. Michelino Moreno, elder brother of one Santana Moreno, died in a car crash about a hundred yards further up the road from where Joel Johnson went over the cliffs. Mickey was an ‘entrepreneur’ who liked fast cars and supermodels. He made his money dealing drugs to the rich and famous, until he got enough of it to invest and then he just managed his dealers from a distance.”

Jamie’s face darkened as he swallowed his anger. “I really don’t like being used. That woman has a lot of questions to answer.”

“Wait, Santana’s brother died a few weeks ago, and she didn’t say a thing? Did they have any relationship at all, do you know?” Jack asked.

“She had a restraining order against him,” Shane said, voice quiet. “One of Mickey’s favorite pastimes seems to have been abusing his sister to the point she was hospitalized four times from the time she was thirteen until she turned eighteen. When she was legally an adult, she filed a restraining order and moved in with a friend of the family. She stayed with a woman named Kay Winslow until she graduated high school and got into college.”

“What’s the story there?” Jack asked. “If he was abusing her, didn’t their parents intervene? Or did she not have any then? How much older was the brother?”

“Mickey was about ten years older than Santana. His father married Santana’s mother when he was seven. His mother had died in childbirth with a second child. Santana was born just before Mickey turned ten and when he was twenty-two, their parents were killed in a plane crash. He assumed guardianship of Santana and proceeded to make her life a living hell. Honestly, the stuff I’ve learned about her brother, he’s lucky he’s dead because I’d have been hard pressed to not want to put a bullet in him myself,” Shane said.

“Send us the info for Kay Winslow, please? I think we need to talk to her,” Jamie said.

“No problem,” Shane replied. “She lives about an hour south of here, just over the border in Connecticut.”

“And all of these deaths, the three you just told us about, and the four we’ve already been working, were all done after the movie night at the country club?” Jack asked. “What kind of movie was it they watched?”

Shane answered with a wry laugh. “Hitchcock’s Strangers on a Train. It was a classic movie night.”

“Irony isn’t lost at all, is it?” Jack replied.

“Not even a little bit,” Jamie said.

“Oh, could you do me a favor?” Shane asked. “Could one of you ask your detective friends to run Santana’s prints against the unidentified prints found at Petroski’s murder scene? I think she might have been the one to do that one. I’m betting Petra Petroski did Arturo. He’d already been punished once for trying to get in her pants. As for Michelino? Your guy Joel is my prime suspect there.”

“That brings me back to one of the main questions I had for you,” Jamie said. “The PD tech crew found that yes, the computer system in Joel’s car had been hacked, but couldn’t trace it back. What did you find?”

“Joel. He’d programmed the system to be triggered when he set it off using his smartphone. He hadn’t taken into consideration the automatic system update that his phone ran while he was driving. My guess is that he planned on killing his husband, Jeremiah, but ended up offing himself,” Shane said.

Jack couldn’t help the snort of laughter that slipped out before she slapped a hand over her mouth. “Sorry but couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy. His husband was so upset and so very sweet. When he told us about the insurance policies, I knew that Joel had planned on killing Jeremiah.”

“Shane, we can’t thank you enough for all of your help,” Jamie said. “Your brilliance, once again, may have helped us wrap this all up.”

“Anytime, my friend. You know I’m here for you. Besides, you pay well,” Shane said with a smile.

“It was great meeting you, Shane,” Jack said.

“And you, Jack. Don’t let the old geezer get you into too much trouble, a’ight?”

“Not happening,” Jack replied. “I’m too good at getting into my own trouble.”

“Hey, both of you, make sure you listen all the way through to what Sarge says before you jump to conclusions, hear me?” Shane said, the laughter gone from his voice. “That man cares about you both, and too many others to name. Stay strong, stay safe, Shane out.”

The screen went dark and Jamie reached over to shut it down. “Well, that wasn’t ominous or anything.”

“I’m going to head home and get some sleep,” Jack said. “Let’s head to Connecticut early tomorrow, so we can be back here in time for me to go out with Doc, okay?”

“Of course. Can’t stand up your first date in how long?” Jamie teased.

“Just for that, you can clean up your own kitchen,” Jack replied as she packed up her things. “Goodnight, Jamie.”

“See you in the morning, Jack. I’ll be there to pick you up at eight.”
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Kay Winslow lived in a pretty little house just over the border from Massachusetts into Connecticut. It was one of those picture perfect small New England towns with a gazebo in the square and no buildings taller than four stories high. Painted a soft yellow with crisp white trim and black shutters, the house boasted beautiful gardens and a front porch that just begged to be enjoyed with a pitcher of lemonade.

“This is almost too perfect,” Jack said. “Like a movie set.”

“No wonder Santana wanted to live here,” Jamie added. “It looks like a home.”

Jack knocked on the door and took a step back so as not to seem intimidating.

A slender woman opened the inside door but kept the screen door closed. Silver gray hair hung in a braid down to her waist, while tanned skin and dark eyes looked suspiciously at them. “May I help you?”

“We’re looking for Kay Winslow? I’m Jacqueline Forbes and this is my partner, Jameson Kennedy. We’re with Resolute Investigations, a private investigator firm,” Jack said. Both Jack and Jamie held out their ID wallets so the woman could read them.

“I’m Kay Winslow,” the woman said. “What is this about?”

“We’d just like to ask you a few questions about Santana Moreno,” Jamie said.

Kay sighed and unlocked the screen door to give it a little push. “Come on in.”

They followed her into a sitting room with the dining space and a kitchen beyond. To the side, an arched opening led into a hallway.

“This is lovely,” Jack said. “I have a Craftsman style bungalow that I just fixed up with my son.”

“I did most of the work here myself, too,” Kay said as she relaxed some. “Would you like some coffee? Or water? I just made a pot.”

“Coffee would be great,” Jamie said.

“Come sit at the table,” Kay said and led them through the room. “What did Santana get herself into this time?”

“The people she was working for had some trouble and it looks like she got caught up in it,” Jack said.

“I heard about that. That poor man – I hope his wife gets the death penalty,” Kay said, her tone hard. “She is a horrible person. I didn’t like Tana working for them, but she liked the money. She was saving up to open her own business.”

“What kind of business?” Jamie asked.

“Something to do with matching up people who needed assistants with assistants who needed jobs. I don’t know what she called it. Executive assistants or something like that,” Kay said. She put a mug of coffee in front of each of them, then spoons, cream, and sugar before she sat down with her own cup.

“A staffing agency. Those tend to be successful when promoted properly,” Jack said. “What can you tell us about Santana’s brother?”

“Michelino is evil. He should be in a cell right next to that Dellarosa woman,” Kay said.

Jack looked at Jamie in surprise. “You don’t know, then,” Jamie said. “He was killed in a car accident a few weeks ago.”

“Good,” Kay said. “Couldn’t have happened to a more deserving person.”

Kay took a sip of her coffee, but Jack could see a tremble in her hands so Jack reached out and laid a hand on Kay’s arm.

“It’s okay. We know some of it, and we’d like to try and help Santana, but we need to know the whole story. Are you up to telling it?”

The woman bowed her head, both hands wrapped around her mug. Kay took a few slow breaths, then lifted her gaze to meet Jack’s. “Are you up to hearing it? It’s not a pretty story. I will tell it if you tell me first what’s going on with my girl.”

“Santana has been arrested for assault. She drugged me without my consent and if my friends hadn’t come over when they did, I could’ve been seriously harmed. She’s also being questioned regarding the Dellarosa situation,” Jamie said.

“Thank you for telling me,” Kay said. “Santana’s mother, Cristiana, was a sweet woman who only wanted a family and a man to care for. When she met Manuel Moreno and his son, she thought she’d found a treasure. Manuel treated her like a queen, and for a while, they were happy. When Santana was born, Manuel was thrilled to have a princess to spoil, but Michelino was angry that he now had to share the attention of his parents. Sibling rivalry is common when an older only child has to adjust, but it was extreme with Michelino. I had been friends with Cristiana since we were children, so when she needed someone to help her with the children, I agreed. One of us had to be on watch at all times, or Michelino would try and harm the baby. He finally learned to not risk his father’s anger, but it didn’t stop the torment. Santana didn’t know a moment’s peace when her brother was around. Finally, Manuel sent the boy to a boarding school when he was twelve. I found a home of my own nearby and stayed close with the family, often having Santana stay with me when Michelino came home for visits.”

Jack and Jamie stayed silent while Kay spoke, afraid to interrupt the story.

“Then Cristiana and Manuel were killed in the plane crash on their way back from vacation. Michelino had his own place by then and was deep into his drug dealing enterprise. Santana had been with me when the crash happened, and I petitioned to keep her with me, but the courts awarded guardianship to her brother. I prayed for that girl every day and night, but he destroyed what sweetness had remained. He would reward his friends by letting them use her. If she fought or tried to run, he would beat her, starve her, keep her locked in a cage in his room – it was horrible. I kept trying to get her released to me, but he had cops in his pocket by then. I nearly died twice myself at his hands, so Tana begged me to stop and when she was eighteen, she’d come to me. And she did.” Kay took a sip of her coffee, then sniffed softly. “We tried to heal together, but it wasn’t the same. I helped her get into college, and I made sure she always knew she had a home with me, but the past year or so I’ve only seen her once for a few hours for my birthday and calls on the holidays.”

“It sounds like you did everything you could in a difficult situation,” Jack said. “I’m going to give you the names and numbers of the detectives handling her case. I think it would be helpful for Santana if you told them what you’ve told us.” She wrote down Aidan and Janna’s information on the back of one of her own cards and slid it towards Kay.

“I did press charges so they could keep her safe, but I can drop them just as easily,” Jamie said. “We need to know how involved she was in everything that’s happened, and if she was simply a bystander, then she’ll be released.”

“Thank you for telling me this,” Kay said. “I have worried that my girl was letting the darkness in and turning from the light and all things good. That Dellarosa woman encouraged Tana to lie and deceive.” She sniffed hard and reached for a tissue to dab at her eyes. “Forgive me, it is difficult to speak of the loss of my friend and the evil done to her child. I tried to keep my promise to Cristiana, but I failed. I will bear that burden until my own time of passing.”

Jack shook her head. “You did more than most and risked everything. That doesn’t sound like failing to me. Call Aidan and Janna, tell them what you told us. It could help.”

Jamie got to his feet. “We should get going, but I want to thank you for letting us into your home and telling us the story.”

“Yes, thank you,” Jack said.

Kay rose slowly from her chair and led them to the front door. “I will call these detectives. If you see my girl, tell her I love her and I’m here for her if you would?”

“We will. Thank you again, Ms. Winslow,” Jack said as they stepped outside.

Both Jack and Jamie were silent as they got into the SUV and pulled away.

“Stop at the fast food place before the highway, please. I need to use the restroom,” Jack said.

“No problem. I could use a break myself,” Jamie said. “As for the story – I guess some of Santana’s behavior makes sense now.”

“It does, but that’s still no excuse. Lots of people have come from horrific backgrounds and they don’t go around drugging or killing. She had options and choices, and someone who loved her and was willing to give her a home – and she made her choice,” Jack said.

“True. She had choices – she just chose the wrong ones,” Jamie said.

“I sincerely hope she’s not the one that killed Petroski. That will break Kay Winslow’s heart even more,” Jack said. 

* * *

Dinner with Kendrick had been amazing. He took her to the Chart House on the wharf and then they went for a walk before they got back into his car and stopped at an ice cream shop where they each got a cup of ice cream, then sat on the trunk of his car to eat it. She was in a silk and lace navy blue dress and heels, and he wore a suit and tie, but loosened the tie during the walk and spread his jacket on the car before she sat down. The conversation was excellent, and he made her laugh more than once, so Jack didn’t think twice when he leaned in to kiss her. A kiss so wonderful, she almost dropped her ice cream.

“Wow,” Jack whispered as she used a napkin to wipe a drip of ice cream from the side of the cup. She took a bite of the blackberry dessert to cool herself down before she looked over at him again.

Doc reached out and tucked a few of her short curls behind her ear, then gave her a smile. “Wow is right. Thank you for coming out with me tonight. I’m having a fantastic time.”

“I’m having a pretty great time myself,” Jack said. “I’m glad you asked. I didn’t think I was ready to date again, but you’ve shown me differently.”

“I hope your willingness to date might also be exclusive?” Doc asked. “I mean, I’ll understand if you want to see others, but I’m not going to be seeing anyone else. Not after tonight.”

“You have seen others recently?” Jack asked.

“Not for about a month. I had been seeing a woman I met at a gala, but we went out about five times and it was pleasant, but there was no spark. I think we can both agree there’s more than just pleasantries between us.”

“Um, yeah,” Jack said as she scooped up the last bit of ice cream. “I don’t think I’ll be dating anyone else, but I want to take this slow, okay?” She looked up at Doc and gave him a smile. “I want to do it right, not rush and screw it up. We’re friends, and we work together – I don’t want that to get ruined if dating doesn’t end up being a good thing.”

“I understand. That sounds like a wise plan to me, too. I like the friendship we’ve been developing, and I love working with you and Jamie. It’s rare to find someone I can be completely honest with – you know, ghosts and all.”

“Exactly that,” Jack said as she slid off the car to toss her cup in a nearby waste can. “It’s getting late – or early. Maybe we should head back? It’s been a long day with the drive down to Connecticut this morning.”

“Of course, let me just toss this and we can go,” Doc said as he disposed of his own cup.

Jack picked up his suit coat off the trunk and folded it over her arm while Doc opened her car door for her. She leaned in to kiss him again, then smiled. “Thank you, Kendrick.”

“I could get used to that,” Doc said.

“Same here,” Jack replied as they pulled into traffic and headed to Jack’s place.

When they pulled up, Doc got out, opened her door, and walked her up to the front porch. “I’d ask to come in for a coffee, but I’m on call this weekend and I have a feeling if I came in, it’d be tomorrow before I left. Thank you for a wonderful evening, Jacqueline.”

“Thank you, Kendrick. Stay safe, my friend,” Jack said and they shared another kiss before he reluctantly stepped back and watched as she turned the key and went inside.

Doc whistled all the way back to his car, and Jack watched through the glass in the door – a smile on her face as she turned out the lights.
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Melly had been keeping watch over her kids almost constantly since she died. It wasn’t like she had anything else on her schedule, and it made her feel better to know what was going on with them. They had finally returned to school, which gave Melly more time to harass Trey. It felt good to know that she was bothering him. He didn’t look well. Lack of sleep and the nearly constant drinking had aged him horribly over the past weeks. Even Alis, his assistant, had quit because of his persistent abuse. He’d mostly left the kids alone and spent his time in his study, screaming into his phone or drinking until he passed out.

Channing had taken a credit card out of his father’s wallet and used it to order delivery food for himself and Liz, and they’d ordered groceries delivered when they finally felt up to cooking for themselves again. They would leave food in the fridge for their father, and sometimes he’d eat it, but more often he’d make a sandwich and then drink the rest of his meals.

A representative from the congressional office had come to the house a couple of days ago and read Trey the riot act. Told him if he didn’t pull himself together, he’d lose his seat due to gross negligence and they’d give it to his competitor. That seemed to have reached his pickled brain cells and he put the bottles aside – except for a shot in the morning and a glass at night. Today, he’d even managed a short trip into the office while the kids were at school but came home a couple of hours later and started drinking again.

The twins came home, laughing and chattering as they hung up their jackets and headed into the kitchen to get drinks and snacks to take upstairs to do their homework. Channing stopped short when he saw his father in the kitchen, and Liz nearly ran into him.

“Watch it, Moose,” Liz teased her brother before she saw what made him stop short. “Oh, hello, sir.”

“Did you just hit your brother?” Trey asked Liz, eyes narrowed.

“It was just a pat, sir,” Liz said, voice soft.

“I didn’t even feel it, sir,” Channing added.

“Come over here, girl,” Trey said.

“Stay here, Liz,” Channing said. “We’re going upstairs to do our homework.” He took Liz’s hand and turned towards the stairs. “Go,” he whispered to her.

Trey started towards them. “You dare defy me?”

Channing stepped between his father and his sister. “When it comes to my sister, I do. We’ll be down later to make dinner. We’d like it if you joined us.”

Liz hurried up the stairs with both of their bookbags, then leaned over the railing to listen.

“I’d rather eat dirt. Now, get out of my way, boy. I need to have a few words with your sister,” Trey said as he pushed past Channing and headed up the stairs.

“You smell like a bar,” Channing said to his father’s back as he hurried up behind him.

Trey spotted Liz at the top of the stairs and made a beeline right for her. She backed up away from him, and Channing rushed up to get between Trey and Liz once more.

“Boy, you need to stop interfering,” Trey said and pushed at Channing to shove him aside.

Channing shoved back. “I told you, you’re not touching her.”

Trey’s fist flew towards Channing, and Channing ducked under Trey’s arm and shoved his shoulder into his father’s chest. Trey flew back and landed on his backside, his face nearly purple with rage.

“I’m going to teach you a lesson you’ll never forget,” he roared as he lurched to his feet. “I’m going to beat you senseless, then I’m going to see if your sister is any better than her mother was at servicing my needs.”

Melly had hoped Channing could protect Liz, but when she heard those words from their father, she lost control. She drew every ounce of rage at the man in front of her, every ounce of mother bear love and protection for her children and slammed both hands into Trey’s chest. “Not MY children, you won’t!”

The twins told the police that their father’s constant drunken state must’ve been behind his fall over the banister onto the marble floor below. There were more than enough people to support his persistent state of inebriation since his wife’s murder. Trey Warren lingered in a comatose state for a few hours before he died. The twins’ guardian, a family friend, came to bring them to his home where his wife and children welcomed them while the Warren home was a crime scene. Once the house was released, they went back to live there with a housekeeper that also served as a nanny.

Neither one of them ever said anything about seeing their mother’s ghost shove their father over the railing, but they felt her presence and told her how much they loved her and missed her.

Melly never saw Trey’s ghost, and she didn’t care to look for him. She hoped he’d been sucked into whatever darkness waited for people like him.
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“Melly sends her thanks, but she’s going to stay with her kids and not rush to cross over,” Mike said as he sat with Jack and Jamie in the office.

“She really shoved his ass over the banister, huh? Good for her,” Jack said. “Nothing is more fierce than a mother protecting her children.”

“Have the twins said anything?” Jamie asked.

“About seeing their mother’s ghost kill their father? No,” Mike said. “But I’ve heard them talking about how they know she’s nearby, keeping watch over them like a guardian angel. That’s a fairly healthy way of looking at things for them.”

“Okay, gentlemen. I’m done for the day. I sent the photos of the wife and her boyfriend for the Allenton case to Joey, so that’s all done. I’ve got a date,” Jack said as she gathered up her things.

“Is this date three or four?” Jamie asked.

“Five,” Jack replied.

“Five dates in how many days? Ten?” Mike teased. “Sounds like it’s getting serious.”

“We’re having fun. The friendship is growing and the rest will happen when it happens. We don’t want to screw this up, y’know?” Jack said.

“I hear you,” Jamie replied. “Speaking of which, Tara – the lady I met at the bank? We’re going out tomorrow.”

“How did that happen?” Mike asked. “Was she robbing the place? Because that seems more your speed.”

Jamie threw a balled up sheet of paper at Mike and it bounced off the wall. “Shut yer pie hole, Michael Donovan. We were waiting to get into our safety deposit boxes and started talking. Turns out she likes jazz music as much as I do, so we’re going to dinner and then to a jazz club.”

“Have you run a background check on her yet?” Jack asked. “I’m not joking, have you?”

Jamie blushed and gave a one-shoulder shrug. “I might have.”

“And she’s clean?” Jack asked.

“Not even a speeding ticket. She’s an artist and owns that gallery over on Commonwealth. Sometimes she teaches at the local colleges, but this year she’s been focusing on her own work,” Jamie said.

“Well, good luck with her, then. It’s about time you found someone decent,” Jack said. “See you tomorrow, guys.”

“Don’t forget, we’re meeting up with Sarge tomorrow,” Jamie reminded her.

“I haven’t forgotten. I’m curious as to what his surprise is that Shane wouldn’t spoil,” Jack said as she stepped outside. “Bye.”

“I guess she’s really looking forward to her date,” Mike said.

“They’re good for each other, and they’re both able to see you and your friends, so it’s safe for them to talk without having to censor their words. I envy them that. The only woman I know besides Jack that can see ghosts is Sister Robert and I’m pretty sure she’s not interested in dating,” Jamie said.

“Um, yeah. I think you can bank on that,” Mike replied, looking a little uncomfortable at the idea of Jamie dating a nun. “Don’t say that again, okay? That’s just…eww.”

“Have you seen Joel Johnson around?” Jamie asked.

“No, and I have no idea who he’s bothering, so I can’t help you there,” Mike said. “And he’s not bothering Melisande Dellarosa. I checked on her in prison.”

“Did you check on Santana?” Jamie asked.

“No. Want me to?”

“Yeah. I want to know what’s going on with her. I haven’t bothered Aidan and Janna about the case in a few days either, so I should probably check with them. Let me do that now and maybe you can go check on her?”

“Sure, I’ll do that and come right back,” Mike said and disappeared.

Jamie dialed Aidan’s number and listened to the ring until he heard Aidan’s voice.

“Haggerty here. What’s up, Jamie?”

“Hey, Aidan. I was wondering if you could give me an update on things? Mainly I’m interested in what’s happening with Santana Moreno’s case.”

“Well, they identified her prints at the Peter Petroski murder, but she’s getting a reduced sentence because of the evidence she shared and her statement about Melisande Dellarosa plotting to kill Nate. She’ll do three years, with probation after that with good behavior. She’s being transferred to a minimum security prison in Connecticut so she’ll be near Kay Winslow for visits.”

“Wow, she really got a sweet deal.”

“Kay Winslow’s statement about the abuse and suffering Santana dealt with from her brother went a long way to softening the judge’s heart. Seems she killed Petroski as part of an agreement with Petra. Petra would pay to have someone kill Michelino. Lucky for Petra, she’s in the Maldives right now and there’s no extradition, so she can’t be in a cell next to Santana. She ever shows up in the states, she’ll find herself in jail.”

“But Michelino died in a car accident. Was it like Joel’s?” Jamie asked.

“Tech is going over the wreckage again, but I’m betting it was. In fact, I’d bet that Joel did it for the payment from Petra.”

“Okay, so Joel killed Michelino Moreno, possibly Melly Warren, and then himself – when he had planned on it being Jeremiah instead. Santana killed Petroski, we’re pretty sure that Trey Warren killed LaSherie Fantasia, and Melisande killed Nate Dellarosa. Who killed Arturo Mendoza?”

“We don’t know, and we might never know. But if this is one of those Stranger on a Train scenarios like Shane suggested, then I’m thinking it was Petra who shot Arturo. There were three reports of Mendoza being cited for assault and lewd behavior, two of which were against Petra Petroski. She could’ve lured him onto his boat and shot him, then disappeared and no one would say boo.”

“Shane told you about that theory, huh? I guess it makes sense if it all matches up like we think it does.”

“I’ve gotta say, I’m not shedding any tears for the loss of Petroski, Moreno, Mendoza, Trey Warren, or Joel Johnson. The trash got taken out.”

“Don’t forget Melisande Dellarosa. She let her jealousy and greed get the better of her. She could’ve just let Nate go with LaSherie and then taken her share and gone off with Santana and been happy, but I guess that wasn’t meant to be.”

“Speaking of things meant to be, have you spoken with Sarge yet?”

“No, we’re meeting up with him tomorrow, why?”

“Call me after. I don’t want to say any more.”

“Great, now you’re getting all mysterious and cagey. Take care, Aidan. Talk to you tomorrow, then.”

“Stay safe, my friend,” Aidan said and disconnected the call.

“We really need to talk to Joel,” Jamie said with a sigh. He wasn’t speaking to anyone but himself this time, but that was okay with him. He knew that with three murders possibly on Joel’s shoulders, it was likely that the whole thing was Joel’s idea. Not that there would be any justice in the courts of the living, but maybe there was some kind of justice in the realms of the dead. Either way, answering those last few questions would quiet his own mind.
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Sarge showed up at the Resolute offices at ten the next morning to join Jamie, Jack, Dai, and Joey in the conference room. He looked rested and happy as he poured himself a cup of coffee and selected a cup of fruit from the buffet set out on the table.

“Thank you for agreeing to meet with me. I’ve got some big news, and I’m hoping you will let me say my piece before you start asking questions,” Sarge said.

“Go for it, Sarge,” Joey said as he sat down next to Dai with his own coffee.

“I’ve got to say, I’m curious as to what’s going on. Both Shane and Aidan hinted at a surprise, but wouldn’t spill, so get to it, please?” Jamie said.

Sarge laughed and leaned back in the chair. “I’ve accepted the position of Police Commissioner for the city of Harbor, Massachusetts. The announcement will be made tomorrow.”

“So much for retirement, huh?” Joey said.

“Congrats, Sarge…er…Commissioner. That’s wonderful,” Jack added.

Sarge held up a hand. “Please. So, with that, I had the opportunity to make some changes. I’m restructuring the departments and as of tomorrow, Aidan Haggerty will be the Chief of Detectives, with no hierarchy between him and the detectives under his command. He will report directly to me. I’m streamlining a lot and cutting out a bunch of the bureaucracy so there’s less chance of things getting shoved under the rug. With that said, I’d like to invite the three of you that were once my detectives, back to the precinct. Full reinstatement with a pay raise if you agree.”

Joey turned to Dai, and Dai said, “If it’s what you want, do it. Or we can just agree to being a consulting firm when the new Comish needs us.”

“I like what we’re doing, but I’d like to help the department when we can,” Joey said.

Jack looked over at Jamie, then to Joey. “Would you be upset if we went back to policing? You really gave us a chance here, but I have to say, I really miss being a cop.”

“Upset? No. We’re family. Besides, if Haggerty is Chief of D’s – wait, what about Jones? Anyway, if they’re not out there, then we’ll need you two to be our cop connection,” Joey said.

“Janna Jones is going to retire and go to law school. I won’t spoil their surprise by saying more, so talk to them,” Sarge said.

Jamie sat there and listened to everyone before he turned to Jack. “I’m with you. We’re partners, and if that means we get to be detectives again, then I’m in, one hundred percent.”

“Great. I was hoping for at least this,” Sarge said. “Now, before we make it public that you’re back on the force, I’d like to have you work out of here for a bit longer while you investigate some of the members of the department. I don’t think we got rid of all of the bad apples, and while some of them took themselves off the board, I believe there are still a few lurking.”

“Huh. That sounds kind of fun,” Jack said. “What did Lennie say about all of this?”

“After over a month of me being home, she’s eager for me to get back to work. She’s just grateful it’s behind a desk and not anywhere near the streets. In fact, I get a security detail and everything. She’s just thrilled,” Sarge said, his tone wry.

That got them all laughing and Jamie lifted his mug. “To Sarge…er…Comish.”

“To Comish!” they chorused.

“Okay, okay, settle down. I’ve got paperwork for Jack and Jamie, and a contract for Joey and Dai to look over. You two going to be okay with Jamie and Jack using this place as a cover for a while?”

“How long is a while?” Dai asked. “There’s no rush, we’ve got other investigators and we don’t need their offices yet, but are we talking months? Years?”

“Months, up to maybe a year. I don’t know how long it’ll take to dig as deep as they’ll need to go,” Sarge said.

“We can work with that,” Joey said with a nod from Dai.

“Thank you. I know it’s a lot to ask, but I don’t know anyone else I trust enough to pull this off. The animosity many of them showed to you both should help make this easier for you to bluff your way around,” he said to Jack and Jamie.

“Does Aidan know about this plan?” Jamie asked.

“He does, so you can speak openly with him about it,” Sarge said. “He and I both will be contacts for you, but I’ll be making resources available to Joey and Dai so you can access databases and reports without having to file ten pages of paperwork every time you need to check something.”

Jamie got to his feet, snapped to attention, and gave Sarge a perfect salute. Jack was a half-step behind him with the same.

“Honored to serve, Commissioner Tremont,” Jamie said.

“Honored to serve, Commissioner,” Jack echoed.

Sarge’s face showed his emotion for a brief moment before he stood and saluted them in return. “Serve with honor, Detectives.”

* * *

Jack kept looking at her badge and smiling. It felt like a piece of her soul had been returned and it filled her with a quiet joy.

“You know we’ll have to be careful with these. We can’t let the wrong people see them,” Jamie said as he put his badge in a drawer of his desk at Resolute.

“I know, but I’m just so happy it’s back in my hands. I hadn’t realized just how much I missed having this.”

“Let’s go pick up Avery and celebrate, and we can call Aidan on the way,” Jamie said.

“You’re driving, because I want a drink,” Jack replied.

“Fine with me. Ever since that episode with Santana, I’ve not really wanted a drink as often as I used to. A beer now and then, but that’s pretty much it. Let’s go, partner.”

Once in Jamie’s SUV, he dialed Aidan’s number and put it on the car’s Bluetooth. “Aidan, you’re on speaker with Jack and I. Congrats, Chief.”

“Thank you. I’m still trying to wrap my head around it. Janna is excited to be heading to law school, too. But first, we’re going to get married on New Year’s Eve. We’d like the two of you and your plus-one’s to be there. It’ll be what Janna is calling ‘an intimate gathering’ so under fifty people and at her father’s place.”

“I’ll say yes already, what about you, Jamie?” Jack said.

“Definitely a yes from me. Congratulations again.”

“The idea of law school has been growing with Janna for a while now, and if we can’t be partners, she doesn’t want to stay with the department. I’m good with that, because if I can’t be there to watch her back, I’d rather she wasn’t there at all, y’know?”

“I hear you,” Jack said. “I don’t know if I’d want to keep doing this without Jamie as my partner. Speaking of which, my plus one will be Doc Finney.”

“I’d heard a rumor about that. Good choice, Jack. Ken’s good people. Have you told him about your reinstatement yet?”

“No, I’ll do that tomorrow. He’s on call tonight,” Jack said.

“Then I won’t spoil the surprise. Go enjoy your evening and after all of the announcements are made, I’ll come by Jamie’s for a ‘visit from a friend’ and we’ll make plans on how this will all work. Sound good?”

“Sounds good, Chief. Give Janna our best,” Jamie said.

“Later, Chief,” Jack added before the call was disconnected. “I’m not surprised, are you?”

“About them getting married? No. And I can understand Janna’s decision about school and not staying with the department if she’d not be with Aidan. Did you let Avery know we were coming?”

“I texted him. He wants a steak. I happen to think that sounds fantastic,” Jack said.

“Harbor House it is,” Jamie said. “My treat.”








  
  
  Chapter Twenty-Eight

  
  




Jack’s phone woke her from a deep, wine-enhanced sleep around four in the morning. “Forbes here,” she mumbled into the phone.

“Sorry, Jack. Mike’s here and he’s got Joel with him. Do you want to be in on this?” Jamie asked.

“I’m still groggy and maybe hungover. Can you just fill me in?” Jack asked.

“Sure, sorry for waking you. Go back to sleep,” Jamie said and hung up.

Jack groaned and rolled over, then got out of bed to use the bathroom. Two glasses of water and a couple of aspirin later, she crawled back into bed and was asleep again before her head hit the pillow.

* * *

Jamie leaned against his headboard as he watched Mike shove Joel into a chair. A glowing rope wound around Joel’s chest and Mike held an end of it.

“What’s that rope thing, Mike?” Jamie asked.

“One of my minions gave it to me. It will keep a spirit from being able to disappear as long as they’re bound by it,” Mike said. “There are a few other things it can do, too.”

“I’m not saying a fucking word,” Joel snarled.

“Yeah, that’s one of the things it can do, too,” Mike said. “Watch.” He turned to Joel. “Did you kill Melly Warren?”

Joel struggled but words ground out between clenched teeth. “I drugged her and stuffed her into a suitcase to get her off the boat, then shoved her in the back of a stolen car and paid someone to drive her out of state. Idiot dumped the car in that parking lot.”

“What about Michelino Moreno?” Jamie asked.

“You heard the man,” Mike said. “What about Moreno?”

“Hacked his car’s computer. At least that one I got right. Fucking phone update messed up my plans for Jeremiah,” Joel said.

“Who killed LaSherie Fantasia?” Mike asked.

“Trey Warren. He drugged her, and he was going to just stuff her in the trunk and drop it off his boat, but she fell and hit her head and blood went everywhere. He got her into the trunk and hired a cleaning service to come in and scrub the scene.”

“What about Arturo Mendoza?” Jamie asked.

“Who the fuck cares?” Joel shouted. “What are you going to do, arrest me?” He started to laugh and Mike gave the rope a tug. Joel choked a bit and glowered at Mike.

“Arturo Mendoza,” Mike said.

“Petra shot him. She really wanted him dead, so I told him that I’d tricked her into getting on ‘my’ boat and it was really his. He was so eager to drop his pants, he never saw it coming.”

“Was it your plan to mimic Strangers on a Train?” Jamie asked.

“Brilliant, wasn’t it?” Joel said. “Kept you all running around in circles for a while.”

“It would’ve been good if you hadn’t run into a pair of detectives who could see ghosts,” Jamie said.

“Yeah, well, hard to plan for that when you don’t believe in ghosts until you are one,” Joel said. “Am I done now? You gonna let me go?” he said to Mike.

“Oh, you’re done now,” Mike said. He pulled Joel to his feet and the smile on Mike’s face was not a nice one. “Bye, asshole.” Mike gave the rope a hard pull that spun Joel around a couple of times and Mike stepped back. A black swirl opened up at Joel’s feet and with a soft sucking sound, Joel’s scream was cut off as he was pulled into it. The swirl disappeared as fast as it had appeared, leaving the room unchanged.

“What the actual fuck was that?” Jamie asked in a choked rasp.

“I just flushed the turd,” Mike said. “He’s gone for good now. Oh, and he was trying to haunt Santana, but she never noticed a thing.”

“How did you know how to do all of that?” Jamie asked.

“I’ve been learning a few new things over here. I figure if I’m going to be actively policing the shadow side, I should know how to take care of the problems I find.”

“Well, uh, thank you?” Jamie said. “Oh, I’ve got some news for you.” He then caught Mike up on their new status, as well as the changes for Aidan, Janna, and Sarge.

“I’m glad you guys will get to do what you’re best at, and I’m happy to hear that people who understand what it means to be a good cop are now in positions where they can enforce positive change,” Mike said.

“And I’m glad you’re still around to help us clean house. I need to get back to sleep, will you be keeping watch?”

“Always, Jamie. You know I’ve got your back,” Mike said.








  
  
  Chapter Twenty-Nine

  
  




Jack rolled out of bed around ten in the morning, then made herself go for a run. Best way to get the toxins out of one’s system was to sweat them out. Back home, she showered and pulled on jeans and a t-shirt, then started a load of laundry while the coffee brewed.

“Jamie, did you call me last night?” Jack asked when he answered her call.

“Yeah, I did. Mike caught Joel. We were right. Joel killed Michelino and Melly, and then himself when he meant to kill Jeremiah. Petra killed Mendoza and Trey killed LaSherie. We can’t prove all of it, but at least we know, right?”

“Wow, yeah. Where’s Joel now?”

“Uh, I don’t know. Mike sent him into some black spiral that sucked him down and then disappeared. Mike said he ‘flushed the turd’.”

“And you saw that?”

“I did. It was creepy. Anyway, Aidan’s coming over around two, can you be here?”

“I’ll be there. I’m doing a few household chores and caffeinating, then I’ll come by.”

“Alrighty, see you then,” Jamie said and disconnected the call.

Jack was at Jamie’s place by one and she’d even stopped to get pastries at their favorite bakery. She carried the box inside and called out “Jamie, it’s Jack. I brought apology sugar.”

“In the office,” Jamie called out.

Jack stepped into the office to find Jamie at his laptop and Mike pacing behind him.

“Oh, good, you got brain fuel. I’m writing up everything with this case so even if we can’t file it officially, we know what happened,” Jamie said.

“What are you doing, Mike? Supervising?” Jack teased.

“Making sure he doesn’t fuck it up,” Mike said with a grin.

“Please tell me you got those turnovers I like?” Jamie asked.

“I did. Here,” Jack handed him one on a napkin, then went to get herself a coffee. She came back in and sat down in her usual spot. “Did Jamie fill you in on the changes?” she asked Mike.

“He did. Congrats. I think it’s going to be fun to be all secret squirrel in the department,” Mike said.

“I don’t know if ‘fun’ is the word I’d use, but it’ll be something,” Jack said.

They worked together for a bit until Mike told them Aidan was at the door. Jamie went to let him in and Mike faded out so as not to distract Jamie and Jack.

“Coffee and pastries,” Aidan said. “It’s almost like you knew I was coming or something.”

“Haha, smartass,” Jamie said. “Wait, do I have to be all deferential and shit now that you’re my boss?”

“Not when we’re at your home, idjit,” Aidan teased.

“Who’s the idjit? I didn’t just accept the desk job from hell,” Jamie teased back.

“Okay, boys. Let’s get to work. I have stuff that needs doing,” Jack said with a smile.

It took them about half an hour to work out how best to handle the charge they’d been given. Aidan would be bringing them in on cases as ‘consultants’ under the Resolute umbrella and that would give them access to the others in the precinct. They’d report to him directly, but if they needed anything fast, they were to ask Joey and Dai. Their new Comish would get regular reports as needed, and he would be a last resort if they really got stuck.

“I’m going to register your personal weapons you’ve been using as PI’s and get the ballistics information in the event they’re used while you’re working for the department. You can get a department issued piece when you’re officially in the open as detectives once more. I’ll make sure you get an ammo fund and you keep up with your practice time, agreed?” Aidan said.

“Agreed. That sounds good to me,” Jamie said.

Jack’s phone chirped and she pulled it out of her pocket just as Aidan’s and Jamie’s phones also went off. Jack’s message was from Doc and it chilled her to the bone.

“Let me know you’re okay. A bomb just went off downtown at the Harvest festival in the park and I know you said you planned on going with Avery. There are bodies everywhere. It’s bad, love. Reply, please.”

“Oh, hell,” Jack breathed and sent back to Doc, “I’m fine, at Jamie’s. Avery is at school to buy books, then he planned to come right home. I need to check on him. Be safe, love.”

Jack dialed Avery’s number, but it went to voicemail. “Let me know you’re okay,” she said into the phone, then repeated the message as a text.

“I need to go,” Aidan said and ran out of the room, the sound of the front door a punctuation to his speedy departure.

“I’m fine, why?” Avery replied.

“Stay at school. Bomb went off downtown at the festival. You’re safer at school than in transit. There could be more.” Jack sent back.

“Will do. Stay safe, Mom. Love you.”

“Love you more.” Jack replied, then looked up at Jamie.

“Avery is fine, he’s at campus. Kendrick is headed into the chaos. He said there are bodies everywhere and it’s bad. We should go help, but we need to wait before we do, in case they’ve got a secondary explosion planned for first responders,” Jack said.

“We need to wait for another reason,” Jamie said.

“What’s that?”

“Do you really want to be able to see ghosts as they stumble around, lost and confused, before they figure out where to go?”

“Oh, hell no. Good point. Turn on the TV?” Jack asked.

Mike popped back in. “I’m going there to see if I can help the newly dead move on more quickly. Stay here, please, until I come back to get you.”

“What do you know, Mike?” Jamie asked.

“There are hundreds of dead, and there’s gunfire now, keeping the first responders from getting to the wounded. A couple of my minions are letting Doc know where to go to be safe, so we’ll take care of him, Jack. Just stay here. If I can get Avery to safety, I will. I promise,” Mike said, then disappeared.

Jack watched the screen as the news cameras tried to capture what was happening, but then gunfire broke out and the cameraman ran, the bounce of the image in time with his steps. 

The newscaster, out of breath, spoke over the sound of screams and gunfire. “We’ve taken shelter in an alley. One of our camera people was shot and we had to leave him behind.” Her voice broke on a sob. “He wasn’t breathing. This is Candace Cassidy with channel seven news.”

The camera kept panning over the scene and caught first one person, then another as they tried to run to safety and were shot down. Another explosion could be heard in the distance, then more screams.

“What the hell is happening in our city?” Jack whispered.

“I don’t know, but for the first time, I wish we couldn’t see the dead,” Jamie replied.

Jack’s phone rang and she answered without looking at it. “Forbes here.”

“Help me. Please.”

Jack looked down at the screen and saw that it was Sister Robert. “Sister Robert, where are you?”

“…now and at the hour of our death…amen…I’m sorry…” and the call disconnected.

“No!” Jack yelled.

“Don’t yell, Jacqueline. It was my time,” Sister Robert said from a spot to Jack’s right.

“Dammit! Don’t do that!” Jack snapped, then covered her mouth with her hand and stared at Sister Robert’s ghost. “Oh, Sister. I’m so sorry.”

“Hello, Sister,” Jamie said. “I’m sorry to see you here like this.”

“Well, we’ve got work to do, don’t we?” Sister Robert said. “Someone is behind the explosions and gunfire. You two need to make sure they’re brought to justice.”

“We’ll see to it, but we’ve got people out there right now and we are not going into the line of fire, or around a few hundred newly dead,” Jamie said.

“That’s wise, I suppose. I see your guardian isn’t here. Michael Donovan, correct?” Sister Robert said.

“He’s helping the newly dead,” Jack said.

“Then I’ll go give him a hand. I’ll be back later. Oh, and please, call me Mari. I am dead, so I am no longer a member of the Order of St. Agnes. I am defying God’s will by not going directly to him after death.”

“Or maybe God wants you to stick around and help us get justice for you and all of the others. Remember, Sis…er, Mary. God doesn’t like us to presume to think for him,” Jack said.

“Very true, Jack. I’ll go help Michael and come back later,” Mari said and disappeared.

“So, our next ghost to help get justice and cross over happens to be a nun who knows more about seeing the dead than we’ve managed to learn so far,” Jamie said.

“Here’s hoping we don’t have a crowd of them like we did recently. I get tired just thinking of having to deal with five or more, never mind hundreds. Better make a fresh pot of coffee, we’re going to have a late night,” Jack said with a sigh. 

* * *

Mike returned a few hours later with Mari, then Doc and Avery pulled into Jamie’s driveway a few minutes later.

“We led them through safe areas to get them here,” Mike said. “And thank you for sending Sist…er, Mari to help. There are only a handful of spirits that didn’t cross and they should head over as soon as they see their loved ones.”

Jack opened the door and gave Avery a hug, then released him and hugged Doc just as tightly. “I’m so glad to see you both safely here.”

“I need to shower and get some sleep before I head out again. I’ve been awake for thirty-two hours. Please tell me I can sleep here?” Doc said.

“I drove us here,” Avery said. “I hope there’s food. The vending machines at school suck for meals.”

“I’ll get you something to eat,” Jamie said to Avery, then added to Doc, “Jack can show you to the guest room and shower. There are sweats and t-shirts in the dresser, you’re welcome to help yourself.”

“You’re a gentleman and a scholar. Bless you,” Doc said and swayed on his feet.

“Okay, let’s get upstairs and get you taken care of,” Jack said and pushed him towards the stairs and up.

It wasn’t long before Avery was fed and asleep on the couch, Doc was showered and asleep in the guest room, and Jack and Jamie quietly ate their own food in the kitchen. Mari and Mike had gone to try and help more ghosts, so the house was quiet.

“Our loved ones are safe, fed, and resting. We should rest, too,” Jamie said.

“We will. I’m going to go up and curl against Kendrick and appreciate that he’s still warm and breathing. Did you talk to Tara?” Jack said.

“Ms. Zimmerman is in her apartment above the gallery, safe and sound. She opened the gallery to shelter people until the all-clear was sounded. She’s pretty special,” Jamie said.

“I look forward to getting to meet her,” Jack said with a smile. “Hey, Jamie? Thank you for being in this all the way with me. I know I couldn’t do this without you.”

“All the way, until the end,” Jamie said. “We’re family, Jack. You, me, Avery, Doc, our whole little circle. Family isn’t always blood relatives, it’s who we’ve chosen to love and trust.”

“To family,” Jack said and raised her bottle of water.

“Family,” Jamie replied and tapped his bottle to hers.




THE END
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Sneak Preview of “Dead Reckoning”




Chapter One

 Mariana Moreno closed her eyes and visualized for all she was worth. The dark blue wimple and her shorn grey locks became a silver cap of hair in a neat pixie cut. The blue cardigan and white blouse was replaced by a brightly colored tunic in silk with elbow-length flared sleeves, and the demure blue skirt and sensible black shoes became dark purple leggings and suede ankle boots of a matching hue.

Mari had forgotten how powerful purple made her feel. She did a little twirl and laughed in pure delight.

“Okay, now it’ll be easier to not be calling you Sister Robert,” Mike said. “Mariana, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Shall we get back to work?”

“Call me Mari, Michael,” Mari said. 

“Then call me Mike,” he replied.

“I’ll do my best.” Mari stood in the middle of the park and turned to take in the debris and damage, as well as the crowds of law enforcement from the FBI down to the local PD that swarmed the scene. 

“The first bomb was here, in a metal trash can at the entrance to the food court. The second one was over there, under the bleachers next to the dance floor. Both placed for highest body count and greatest damage,” Mike said.

“I’m just glad they’ve collected all of the bodies,” Mari said. “I can’t say it was comfortable seeing my own corpse lying under the booth.”

“I hear you. I was so confused when I died, that I didn’t realize I was dead until I ended up next to my body on the gurney in the morgue,” Mike said. “You’d think for a homicide detective, I’d have been used to dead bodies, but that was a shock.”

“All of the years I spent preparing bodies for burial didn’t really prepare me for seeing my own on the ground, with pieces missing,” Mari said. “At least the two kids that were helping me at the school booth were alive. I don’t know what warned me, but something told me just seconds before it blew, to shove them under the booth. The shock wave of the explosion collapsed the booth on them, but concussions and a few broken bones can be healed.”

“You were a hero to the very end, Sis…er, Mari. I’m sorry, it’s going to take me a bit to stop calling you Sister Robert,” Mike said.

“I was Sister Robert Mary for forty years, Mike. It’s okay. But now, since I have ignored the light to stay and help, I don’t feel I can call myself that any longer. I’m just Mariana Moreno, once more.”

“Well, Mari, let’s go wander the scene and collect information. Jamie and Jack are going to need our help with this one,” Mike said.

“Sounds like a plan,” Mari said.
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