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Dedication


This one is for all of you – my readers.  
Thank you for helping me build one of the best careers a person could ever want. 




Epigraph


“If there ever comes a day when we can’t be together. Keep me in your heart. I’ll be there forever.” – Winnie the Pooh




Also by T.K. Eldridge


This is the sixth book in the Partners in Crime Supernatural Mysteries series.  

You can find all of T.K. Eldridge’s books at TKEldridge.com and at your favorite online shop. 
For updates and new releases, sign up for the newsletter here, at https://tkeldridge.com/newsletter/. 




Chapter one

It had taken Tyler a while to be able to relax while driving around town. He still found himself staring a little too long at road debris or people who just stood on the side of the road. It made him twitchy, but this was Harbor, not some rubble-strewn patrol quadrant in Syria. 
Now he found some peace in driving the coastal roads and walking the beaches. He preferred it at this time of year, when it was too cold for most people. March in New England was filled with wet, cold days that were either snow or rain or both, coupled with teasing hints of spring. 
Today, he had plans to take the path along the cliffs in Harbor Point Park. The trees would shelter him some from the snow that kept spitting off and on, and he would be able to sit and breathe. Ever since he hung up his uniform, it had been hard for Tyler to figure out what he wanted to do next. He knew his brain wasn’t as good as it used to be, after the times he’d been knocked on his ass from a couple of IEDs. At least he had his ass. Stony had lost half of his ass and one of his legs with the last one. He was going to be in rehab for a while.
Tyler? He just sometimes forgot words for things, or had headaches so bad he had to keep his eyes closed and try to not breathe so loud. Flashing lights, sudden noises - they all made him twitch and jump. When he’d come home, he had spent a lot of time just trying to remember how to be a person again. Shani, his girlfriend, couldn’t handle how messed up he was, so he moved back in with his mom. At least his mom didn’t have to duck when he had a nightmare. 
It was safer for everyone if he stayed at his mom’s place for a while. She had that little apartment in the walk-out basement that she’d been renting to vacationers for extra income, but now he paid her rent out of his disability and retirement, and he couldn’t hurt anyone when he lived alone. It worked out just fine. He wanted to work, but he had so many doctor’s appointments, therapist appointments, evaluations, and so on – he didn’t have time for a job right now. He had a roof over his head, he could buy his own gas, food, smokes, and beer, so he was okay. Okay wasn’t a bad place to be, considering.
Tyler slid out of the truck, pulled up his hood and zipped up his jacket. His light brown hair had started to curl a bit, now that it was growing out. Brown eyes, constantly shadowed these days, were set in a face carved with sharp angles and planes. Tyler bore the lightly tanned skin of his mixed-race heritage and had kept his lean, muscular build from his years in the Army. He took a breath of the pine and salt-scented air before he locked the truck and put the keys in his zipper pocket. A bottle of water was stuffed into one pocket, a couple of protein bars in the other before he tugged his gloves into place. 
The trail led through the trees and split off a few times. One path would lead to the clearing where teenagers liked to have a bonfire and party. Another would lead deeper into the trees, while the one he liked best went along the cliff edge with just a few trees here and there between you and the forty-foot drop into the ocean. He trudged the path, the snow making it all so quiet as he found the place he considered his spot. A huge hemlock tree, the branches sweeping low, made the perfect shelter. He could sit on a moss-covered rock under those branches and watch the ocean, smell the salt and the trees, and just be. 
Tyler sat and sipped at his water, lit a cigarette and smoked, then field-stripped it and put the filter in his pocket. If he got a little cold, it reminded him he could still feel the cold. Back against the tree, ass on the rock, feet stretched out in front of him, Tyler fell asleep. 
The entity watched as Tyler settled in, but when the man fell asleep, he crept closer. He could feel the damage in this one. The last two? They’d been too mentally healthy, and he would only manage a few moments of connection before he was shoved back out of their bodies. This one had deliciously broken pieces and blank spots he could hook himself into. 
Tyler’s dream shifted and he saw himself sitting by the tree, as the shadow of a man reached out to him and cupped his face. He looked up at the darkness as it slowly swallowed him whole.
The pain is what woke him first. Tyler’s whole body hurt, and he could taste blood in his mouth. He tried to move, and the pain flared white-hot. He cried out, then opened his eyes. Confusion, disorientation washed over him in waves. He had been in the forest, against a tree. How did he get into his truck, and into the side of a building? The school? What the hell had happened?
A dark chuckle shivered through his mind, and he whimpered. “Shadow man,” he whispered. 
“You’re mine now, Tyler. All mine.”
When they pulled him out of the wreck, he stared up at the cops and tried to tell them it was the shadow man that made him do it, but the pain surged again, and he was out cold.




Chapter two

Aidan tapped on the door and stepped into the office. “I need you two and Mike to head over to the high school. There was a demonstration going on in the field next to the parking lot, and someone drove a truck through the field, then smashed into the side of the school. Ambulances and patrol cops are all over it, but there are dead and injured and I need my best team on this. This is going to be all over the news.”
Both of them sighed, then got to their feet. 
“Mike, you go see what’s what?” Jamie asked. “We’ll be there as soon as traffic and our sirens allow.”
“You’ve got it,” Mike said and disappeared. 
“How many?” Jack asked Aidan as they pulled on their coats.
“Right now, four dead, three critical – one of which is the driver, and about fifteen wounded. It wasn’t a huge gathering, and most of them scattered when the truck went up over the curb,” Aidan said. 
“Be straight with me now,” Jamie said to Aidan. “Why are you giving this to us and not the next team on rotation?”
Aidan turned to Jamie and cleared his throat. “The driver is Janna’s cousin, Tyler. He just got back from Syria a few months ago, and was diagnosed with PTSD.”
“Oh, shit. Okay, we’re on it. We’ll let you know when we have more info,” Jamie said and gave Aidan’s arm a pat on the way out.
“This is already a mine field and we’ve not even started,” Jack muttered as they pulled up to the school. She tugged a knit cap down over her short dark hair and turned her sharp, green-eyed gaze on Jamie. “Better put on a hat. It may be almost May, but it’s cold as hell out there.”
Jamie ran a hand over his close-cropped dark curls, blue eyes narrowed as he scanned the chaos in front of them, then grabbed his hat. They sat in the car for a moment and watched the activity, then Mike popped into the back seat – and he had company. “Guys, this is Blake. Their twin is Parker. Blake shoved Parker out of the path of the truck and took the hit, so they’re with me. Parker is on the way to the hospital with a concussion and a broken clavicle.” 
Jack and Jamie turned to greet the person seated next to Mike. Hair pulled back into a short ponytail up high, with the sides and lower back shaved. The angular features and clothes made it impossible to tell what gender the ghost preferred. 
Jack arched a brow at Mike, then turned to Blake. “Which pronouns do you prefer?”
That’s when Blake finally smiled. “They/them, please. Both Parker and I are non-binary. This was a protest against the school board trying to restrict pronouns and gender expression in the school. I’m still not sure what happened, but I saw that truck come right at us, and I shoved my twin out of the way. I don’t remember anything after that until Mike came over and tapped my shoulder. I had been seated beside Parker while the EMTs worked on them, but they kept ignoring me.” Blake turned to Mike. “So, I’m dead? I’m only seventeen.”
“Yeah, you’re dead. Sorry, kid. These two have to work, but I can take you to check on your twin, then I’ll help you with whatever next steps you want,” Mike said.
“I need to make sure Parker is okay, and…” Blake’s voice trailed off. “Well, shit. I’m dead. What the hell was that guy thinking?” 
“We heard that the driver is a veteran with PTSD,” Jamie said. “We’ll figure out what happened soon enough. You go check on your twin and hang with Mike. He’ll help you.”
“Thank you. All of you.” Blake turned to Mike. “Okay, let’s go see Parker now?”
Once Mike and Blake disappeared, Jack scrubbed her face with her hands. “Seventeen. Dammit. Okay, let’s go sort this clusterfuck out.”
The screech of metal brought them over to the pickup truck half-embedded in the brick wall of the school’s gymnasium. Firefighters worked on cutting the back door off to get into the cab.
“The driver’s still in there?” Jack asked.
“Yeah, we can’t pull the truck back or the wall will collapse and crush the cab. We can’t go in from the windshield because the front of the cab is folded in on the driver. So we put in supports and now we’re trying to go in through the back and cut the seat to drop it backwards and slide the driver out,” the captain said. 
“How did you ID the driver?” Jamie asked.
“A couple of unies ran the plates and matched the license to what we could see of the driver. Then one crawled in enough to put a collar on him and get his prints. It’s Tyler Jones,” the captain replied.
As they finally secured Tyler to a backboard and slid him out of the cab, he looked up at Jack and Jamie and whispered. “The ghost made me do it.”
“What ghost made you do what, Tyler?” Jack asked.
“The shadow man,” he rasped, then closed his eyes.
Jack and Jamie looked at each other. “The shadow man?”
“Haven’t you heard about that? It’s a local legend,” the captain said with a shiver. “The shadow man is a dark shadow, about eight feet tall, with claws for hands and glowing red eyes. They say it’s the ghost of a pirate hung on the Commons in the early 1800’s, and that he’ll come for you if you get greedy. My grampa used to tell us stories about the old pirates and horror folk tales. The guy’s head got rattled hard and maybe he’s on something, but those old stories still creep me out.”
The captain walked away, and Jack and Jamie stood and looked out over the chaos. 
“The ghost made him do it,” Jamie muttered. “Yeah, this doesn’t sound good at all.”
“Let’s get to work. I get the feeling we’re in a race against time to wrap this up before it gets a lot worse for us,” Jack said. 
“I hear you,” Jamie replied as they made their way across the field. “A dead heat between us and the ghosts. Oh, goodie.”
[image: image-placeholder]It took hours before Jack and Jamie could leave the scene. They headed back to the station to write up the report and Aidan was in their office almost before they sat down.
“What can you tell me?” Aidan asked.
“Not a whole lot right now, Lieutenant. Four kids are dead, eighteen wounded, three are in critical, including the driver, Tyler Jones. Tox screen came back clean on him already, but he’s in a medically induced coma due to brain swelling. It’s touch and go there,” Jamie said.
“Then there’s Sharra Michaels, sixteen, and Edison Santana, seventeen, who are in the ICU from multiple broken bones and internal injuries,” Jack added. “Other victims have been treated and released. Lots of broken arms and legs, cracked ribs, that sort of thing.”
“Janna’s at the hospital with her Aunt Viola, Tyler’s mom. Janna’s Uncle Tim, Tyler’s dad, died in Iraq in 2003. Tyler was around eight or so when he lost his dad. His mom has raised him alone since,” Aidan said. “He had a girlfriend he had been living with whenever he came home between deployments, and then for a couple of months after he got out, but it didn’t work out and he ended up in his mom’s vacation rental unit in the walk-out basement.”
“Who’s the girlfriend?” Jack asked.
“Shani Patel. She lives in the East End and runs her own bakery. Lives up above it. Nice place, great pastries – and a good person,” Aidan said. “From what Janna told me, Shani still loves Tyler, but his violent night terrors made it hard to share space with him. After the third time he attacked her while they were both asleep, she asked him to move out.”
“That’s rough,” Jamie said. “But it’s also something we’ve heard a lot of with returning soldiers. We’ll need to talk to Shani, his mom, and Janna at some point. For now, can you get the media liaison to keep it generic?”
“I’m trying, but this is a hot click for them, so you know they’re going to be all over this. We can, for now, hold the names of the victims since they’re minors, and the driver, based on the investigation, but that’s it,” Aidan said.
“We’ll head over to Shani’s place and talk to her, then we’ve got to catch up with Mike. One of the dead is Blake Collins, and they’re hanging around. Their twin, Parker, was injured and went off in a bus, but it looks like Parker was released,” Jack said.
“What about the other three?” Aidan asked.
“They weren’t around while we were there. If they come back, Mike’s got a couple of his minions watching and will scoop them up,” Jamie replied.
“Even after all this time, I still have moments where the realization that there are ghosts on your team can set me back a bit. I’ve seen it. I’ve spoken with Mike. I know it’s a thing – but it doesn’t feel real,” Aidan said. 
“Trust me. Even after a couple of years of this, I still catch myself questioning my sanity,” Jamie replied. “We’ve got this, LT. Let us know when it’d be a good time to talk to Janna and her aunt, okay?”
“I’ll text you. It’ll probably be some time tomorrow,” Aidan replied.
“Give Janna our love,” Jack said to Aidan as they headed back out. “We’ll do our best to figure out what happened.”
Aidan paused and tugged on his ear. “The thing is? This is so not typical of Tyler. He’s a soldier, yeah, but he’s a good person. He doesn’t have anger issues. His PTSD is from a traumatic brain injury diagnosis – as well as his experiences of pulling the body parts of his buddies out of the wreckage. So, yeah. None of this makes sense. Find out what happened, please.”
Jack and Jamie were silent as they got into Jamie’s truck. Jack put the address for Shani’s bakery into the GPS and leaned back to look out of the window. 
“I don’t know how we’re going to make this better for Tyler, Janna, Aidan, or the rest of that family. You’d think they’d lost enough,” Jack said.
“And the woman we’re about to speak to, had to make the hardest decision of her life. To send the man she loves away, to protect herself? That’s brutal,” Jamie said. “I don’t know if I could do it if it was Tara.”
“Or if I could do it, if it was Kendrick,” Jack replied. “However, I am going to tap his knowledge when I get home. I want to know more about TBIs and PTSD as we’re navigating this case.”
Mike’s voice spoke up from the back seat and they both jumped. “You’re going to want to do some research on the Shadow Man legends, too.”
“Jaysus, Mike, you scared me,” Jack said and turned to look at him. “You’re buying that story about the shadow man thing making Tyler do it?”
“I don’t know what I’m buying yet,” Mike said. He might be a ghost, but to those who could see him, he was as solid as any living being. Of course, he was dressed in jeans, sneakers, and a sweatshirt, his dark hair cropped military short with a moustache and goatee in permanent residence on his angled face. His skin was light, his eyes a blue-gray, and his solid, muscular build showed a man comfortable in his skin. Unfortunately, his skin and bones were no longer needed. 
“Two of the other dead kids showed up. Oscar and Angela. Jessa Maines apparently crossed over right away. They’re already gone, so no, we can’t ask them again, but they both said they saw a dark shadow of a man with glowing red eyes behind the wheel of the truck. They didn’t recognize Tyler Jones at all,” Mike said.
“Huh,” Jamie said. “What can you tell us about this shadow man thing?”
“Nothing much. I’ve got to ask around, and I want to talk to Mari. She worked this area for, what, fifty years with Bernie? If there was something like that around, they probably ran into it at one point or another,” Mike said.
“Well, we’ve got to go talk to Shani Patel, Tyler’s girlfriend. Let us know what you find out,” Jamie said.
“Will do. Stay safe, you two,” Mike replied and blinked out. 




Chapter three

They pulled into the parking lot for the block of shops that held the bakery, a coffee shop, a bookstore, and a beauty salon. 
“This is a nice setup,” Jack said. “Clean, well-kept, and feels like a family neighborhood.” They got out of the truck and took a look around.
“Her place is on the end, here. I bet that locked gate back there, leads right up to her apartment,” Jamie replied. “A little yard, a nice screened porch, plenty of trees. And oh my gods, the scent of baked goods. We’ll be buying some to go.”
Jack chuckled. “If they have eclairs? I’m buying four.”
It was between lunch and dinner when they stepped inside, so the worst of the crowds were gone. A few small tables were set about for those who wanted to eat inside, but the majority of the space was a curve of glass counter, filled with pastries and baked goods. Everything from crusty loaves of bread to the most delicate of puff pastries were displayed behind gleaming glass and chrome. 
“Hello, how can I help you today?” The woman behind the counter wore her glossy black hair in a twist with a net over it. She had dark eyes, tawny skin, and a face of delicate proportions on a slender frame wrapped in a chef’s jacket and apron over black slacks. 
“I’m Detective Jack Forbes and this is Detective Jamie Kennedy. We’re here to speak to Shani Patel?” Jack said.
“I’m Shani Patel. What is this in reference to?” Shani asked.
“Tyler Jones,” Jamie said. 
They watched her face as a flurry of emotions crossed it before it settled on fear. “He’s not dead, is he?”
“No, ma’am. He’s not dead. He is in the hospital, however. His truck drove through a protest group of teenagers at the high school and into a brick wall,” Jamie said. 
Shani’s hand covered her mouth, and she shook her head. She walked around the end of the counter and went to the front door, flipped the sign to closed and turned the lock, then pulled the shade down. Only then did she find a chair and drop into it. “How bad?”
“How bad is he? Or how bad is the damage?” Jamie asked. “Because four kids are dead, two more in critical condition, and another dozen or so with broken bones.”
Jack went to the water jug and filled a cup, then brought it over to Shani and sat beside her. “Here, sip this. Tyler wasn’t on drugs or anything. His tox screen came back clean. We’re checking for mechanical issues on the truck, but that’s going to take some time. We know you and Tyler were together for a long time, but that he recently moved into his mom’s rental space. What can you tell us?”
“We met at a friend’s party, back when I had just started culinary school, and he was working in construction. The connection was there in an instant. We’ve been together ever since. I think that was around 2013? We got an apartment together a year later, and then the company he was working for had some trouble. He wanted to do more than just construction, so we talked about it, and he enlisted.” Shani took another sip of water. “He wanted to be like his father, and serve. At first, it was clearly good for him. He matured and became more…refined, I guess is the word. He gave me money towards this place, and I bought it while he was on his second deployment. He came home and helped me with some of the repairs and updates, and was here when I opened.”
Jamie took a seat near the two of them, pulled out his notebook and took notes.
“The name, Sweet Somethings, was his idea. He used to tease me that he loved whispering ‘sweet nothings’ in my ear. Then he was deployed again, and again. This last one, to Syria, was the worst. The plan had been for him to put in his eight and get out. This would’ve been his last deployment anyway, but they made sure of it when they sent him home broken.”
“You asked him to move out,” Jack said. “What happened?”
“It wasn’t easy to ask him to move out. And we both agreed it was only temporary. The VA is slow to get things done, and he needs a lot of therapy and medical attention right now. They’ve learned a lot about TBIs, but each person’s injuries are different, and it can take time to get the medication balanced out.”
Jack shook her head and put a hand on Shani’s arm. “I’m not criticizing. Not even a little bit. We need to get as much information as possible so we can help Tyler.”
“The last time, I woke up and Tyler was straddling me, his hands around my throat. I had to grab his balls and twist to wake him up enough to let me go,” Shani murmured, her voice soft. A hand reached up to rub her throat, as she remembered the incident. “We both agreed that was too close. I could handle a flailing fist, or his jerking upright and screaming bloody murder – but nearly choking me to death was too much.”
“Yeah, I think I’d have a few issues with that myself,” Jamie said. 
Jack glared at him, then turned back to Shani. “Go on.”
“He wasn’t even sleeping in our bed by that time. He’d taken to sleeping in the guest room, but somehow, he’d broken the lock on my door and ended up on top of me – all while still asleep. His mom has alarms on all of her outside doors and the one that connects to the rental unit, in case he has another incident, but we think it’s been different because he hasn’t lived there since it was all redone, so it’s not familiar enough to wander while out of it.”
“That sounds logical,” Jack said. “So, do you still see each other?”
“Oh, yeah. We try and meet a few times a week for dinner, or he’ll come over while I’m doing the morning baking and have coffee and breakfast with me. This is just a temporary thing, until…” Shani stopped and looked up at Jack. “Now I have to worry about him ending up in jail, don’t I?”
Jack gave her a slight nod. “It looks that way. Unless we can find mechanical failure on the truck, it looks like Tyler aimed it at the group of kids and drove a loop through the whole group, then into the wall of the school.”
Shani covered her face with her hands and took a few breaths before she folded her hands in her lap. “I’d like to go see him at the hospital.”
“We’re done here. Thank you for your time,” Jack said. She slid her card across the table. “Call me if you think of anything, or have any questions.”
“Thank you,” Shani replied, then looked over at the counter. “Let me box up some stuff for you to take with you. I’m not going to be able to sell all of this today anyway.” 
“We’ll pay for it,” Jamie said. “And it’s appreciated. Do you donate to the Harbor Against Hunger group?”
Shani smiled as she got to her feet. “I do. They come around every morning around six and I give them the day-old stuff.”
“Shani, we’re going to do what we can to figure out what happened with Tyler. Our lieutenant is also our friend – as is his wife, Janna – Tyler’s cousin. So he’s like family, and we won’t let this just slide,” Jack said. 
“Thank you,” Shani said. “It helps, knowing you’re not just looking to throw him in a cage and give up.”
“That’s not how we do things,” Jamie said. “And thank you for the goodies.” 
Once they’d paid and left the shop, Jack took the small box of eclairs and opened it to pull one out. She leaned against the side of the truck and took a bite. Her eyes half-closed in pleasure and she groaned. “So good,” she mumbled around a mouthful of cream and pastry. 
“Couldn’t wait?” Jamie teased.
“Nope. After that? Chocolate and sugar are just what I needed.” Jack took another bite, chewed and swallowed before she continued. “This case is gonna be a bitch.”
“Yep. It is,” Jamie agreed. “In more ways than one. We’ve got dead kids, hurt kids, and family all tangled up in it. Let’s drop some of this off at the precinct, then head back to my place and see what we can pull together. Sound good?”
“Yeah, sounds good. And you’ve got good coffee so I can have the next one with caffeine,” Jack said as she licked chocolate off of her fingers and buckled herself in.
“I know you run, but I still don’t understand how you can eat what you do, and stay so fit,” Jamie grumbled. “I have two pastries and I have to put in an extra hour in the gym.”
“At least you have the lap pool,” Jack replied.
“Yeah, and now that I’ve got that enclosed and heated, I can use it all year round. You should leave a swimsuit at my place so you can use it, too,” Jamie said.
“I may take you up on that,” Jack started to reply when her phone chirped with a message. She glanced down and frowned. “Aidan sent a text. Tyler coded and they brought him back, but it’s not looking good. Let’s get this stuff dropped off and get to work. I want to talk to Doc sooner rather than later.”
“I’ll drop you at the garage, take in the boxes. You grab your vehicle and a couple of boxes and head over to the morgue to talk to Doc and we’ll meet up back at my place after,” Jamie suggested.
“That sounds like a plan,” Jack replied as she sent a message to Doc that she’d be there in twenty minutes.
They were already running out of time and the case had just started.




Chapter four

Blake perched on the dresser next to the bed and watched the rise and fall of Parker’s chest. As long as they kept breathing, things were okay. Not great, but okay. They watched their parents come in and hold Parker’s hand, kiss their brow, then sob into each other’s hair. 
Blake’s heart ached for them, but right now, their focus was all on their twin. They’d already gone to check on Sharra and Edison at the hospital, but the hospital was creepy. So many ghosts wandering around, lost and confused. Mike had stuck around for a few to help cross some of them over, but Blake needed to see Parker, so they’d headed home. 
“Parker, wake up. I need to know you’re okay,” Blake said after their parents finally left the room.
“I’m tired, leave me alone,” Parker grumbled.
Blake blinked, then launched themselves off of the dresser and sat on the side of the bed. “Parker, can you hear me?”
“Of course I can hear you, Blake. Fuck off, okay? Pain meds are making me tired as hell.”
“Mom and Dad can’t hear me, because I’m dead. But you can. Maybe it’s a twin thing?” Blake asked.
“What the fuck do you mean, you’re dead?” Parker asked and opened their eyes. They stared at each other, then Parker lifted their arm and went to put a hand on Blake’s leg, and it hit the bed. “MOM!” Parker screamed. “DAD!”
Their parents raced into the room and Parker stared at Blake. “Tell me you see them.”
“See who, honey?” Willa Collins asked as she moved to sit beside her child. 
“Blake. Tell me you see Blake sitting right here,” Parker said and patted the spot near Blake’s leg.
“Parker, Blake was killed today. We told you this already, but the drugs might have confused things. I’m so sorry,” Sean Collins told them. 
“But I can see them,” Parker insisted.
Willa pulled the covers up and tucked them around Parker’s chest. “Just rest, honey. You need to rest. Would you like some water? Some soup?”
Blake gave their twin a wry smile. “I told you, I’m dead. They can’t see me, but you can. Don’t freak them out anymore, okay? I’ve been watching them cry for hours.”
“I’m sorry,” Parker finally said. “Must be the drugs. I’d love some soup, Mom. Thank you.”
Sean reached over and gave Parker’s toes a light squeeze through the covers. “It’s okay, Parks. Just rest. We’ll get that soup for you in a few.” 
They left and closed the door behind them, and Parker rubbed their good hand over their face. “What the fuck happened?”
“A truck drove into the protest group. Oscar, Angela, and Jessa all died, too. Sharra and Edison are still in the ICU along with the guy that was behind the wheel,” Blake said.
“You mean the driver,” Parker snarled.
“No, the guy behind the wheel. The driver was the Shadow Man. I saw it. Big and black with red glowing eyes.”
“Right. Not only are you dead, but you’re also hallucinating. Or maybe it’s me who’s hallucinating. Leave me alone, okay?” Parker said and shifted against the pile of pillows, closed their eyes and turned their face away from Blake.
“I’ll go check on the ‘rents. You rest. I love ya, twinnie,” Blake said, their voice soft as they passed through the door and left the room.
A tear slid down Parker’s cheek, but they didn’t watch Blake go. 
[image: image-placeholder]Jack made her way down the corridor, her boots echoing against the tile. The smell of flowers, chemicals, and death filled the space. No matter what they used to clean, the death smell never went away. 
Dr. Kendrick Finney stitched the Y incision he’d cut into the body of Oscar Ruiz. He looked up through the plastic visor when he heard the door open and smiled behind his mask. “I’m almost done. You want to grab dinner on the way home?”
Jack spoke for the dead. That’s what a homicide detective did. But Doc? He listened to the story their bodies told him. 
“Yeah, I’m craving Thai. It’s been a couple of months since we’ve had it,” Jack said. She gave a nod to the teenager on the slab in front of him. “Anything interesting?”
“His injuries are in line with being hit by a truck, but this kid had a lot of old damage. Spiral fractures in both arms, broken fingers, old burn scars, and two old cranial fractures. He was listed as fifteen years old, and somewhere between birth and age six, he had no less than a dozen injuries that required medical treatment,” Doc said.
“I haven’t read his file yet, but I pulled it. Sounds like abuse, right?”
“Yeah. Lots of it. I did pull his file. His mother was an addict and ended up self-terminating when Oscar was six. His father is unknown. Maternal grandfather took him in and raised him. No more abuse injuries after that. A broken ankle from a skateboarding accident three years ago, but that’s it,” Doc said.
“I want to pick your brain on some stuff, but it can wait until we’re out of here. How long do you need to wrap up?” Jack asked.
“What stuff?” Doc asked. “And about fifteen minutes. I’ll have Lester finish up here, and I need to clean up and grab my gear.”
“TBIs and PTSD stuff. I remember you said you did a paper on it or something, right?” Jack followed him to the scrub room, then into his office. 
“I did, as a part of one of my theses in grad school. This is about Janna’s cousin, Tyler? The driver?”
“Yeah. He was medically discharged due to a traumatic brain injury when his patrol vehicle hit an IED,” Jack explained. “He doesn’t have anger issues or violent tendencies when awake, but he nearly choked out his girlfriend in his sleep one night. He’s being treated with therapy and medication, but everyone we’ve spoken to has said how out of character something like this would be for Tyler.”
“One of the things to understand is that the injury has most likely healed by this point. A TBI is an injury that one can heal from. PTSD often follows a severe TBI, but people often misuse the terms or interchange them,” Doc explained as he grabbed his coat and shut off his office lights. The sound of their steps echoed on the tiles as Doc led Jack to the exit, then held the door for her. “How about I leave my car here and you just drop me back on the way home?”
“Sure, that works for me,” Jack said and headed towards her SUV. “So, the injury is one thing, the PTSD another, but anything that causes a severe TBI often also causes PTSD, correct?”
“Sort of. In combat, yes, that is more often the case. However, as with anything brain-related, there are as many variants as there are people with injuries. Also, veterans seem to have symptoms longer than civilians – up to two years in some cases.”
“That means Tyler could still be healing from his TBI, as it’s only been about ten months,” Jack said.
“Yes. Until I can see his medical records, I couldn’t tell you for sure what his situation might be,” Doc said.
“Well, it may be a non-issue. He coded earlier and they brought him back,” Jack said as they parked in front of the restaurant. “I spoke to his girlfriend, Shani, and she adores him, but they both agreed it wasn’t safe for her to have him in her space until he progressed in his treatments. Anyone who moves out of his home to protect someone he loves, isn’t about to go driving his truck through a crowd of kids. None of this makes any sense,” Jack said.
Doc took her hand and lifted it to his lips. “Let’s go get some food and spend some time together. I’ll answer any questions you want about this stuff, but I’m starving and the idea of a meal we don’t have to cook or clean up after is appealing after today.”
Jack smiled at him and leaned over to press a kiss to his lips. “Let’s go eat. Oh, and I have pastries for later. Shani owns Sweet Somethings over in the East End. Lunch was two eclairs, so real food right now sounds amazing.”
“You had eclairs? I feel so neglected,” Doc teased as they got out and held hands on the way into the restaurant. 
“I saved you two. The other two in the box are mine.”
“Don’t worry, love. I know better than to get between you and chocolate,” Doc laughed as they settled into a table near the window. 
“Then dessert is on me. Eclairs and coffee at home in front of a fire sounds perfect,” Jack said. “Let’s order.”
“One of these days, you’ll let me show you other uses for chocolate syrup,” Doc whispered. The blush that stained Jack’s cheeks was worth every moment.




Chapter five

He’d managed to stay close to Tyler, even though when he was unconscious, it had shoved him out for a while. When Tyler had died in the ICU and they’d brought him back, the door to entry had been blocked. A coma? He could work with that. Dead? That kind of ruined the fun. Now, the entity was looking for a new puppet. 
The woman sat on the fire escape outside her kitchen window. She wore jeans and a t-shirt that were clean, but worn, an old cardigan wrapped around her thin frame, and sneakers with duct tape holding the sole on at the toe of one foot. The cigarette trailed a thin stream of smoke as gray as the streaks in her light brown hair. 
When he’d been alive, he had preferred his victims to be women. Age didn’t matter. Looks didn’t matter. He just loved the sounds of their screams. As time went on, he learned that younger men could scream just as sweetly, so he expanded his criteria. 
Now that he was in spirit form, he wanted them broken, but still functional. This one? She had had strength at one time, but life had beaten her down so badly, there was no fight left in her. He slid in and watched the cigarette fall through the fire escape grate as she shuddered…and became his. 
[image: image-placeholder]Two days after Tyler Jones drove his pickup truck through a crowd of teenagers, forty-three-year-old Jennifer Hilby, a resident of Zamora Court, went to the Archwood Retirement home on Bunker Street around ten at night. She had stolen a car from the used lot on Station Street, stopped at the Kwik Mart Gas-n-Go a block over and filled three gas cans with fuel, then drove off without paying. 
Once she’d reached Archwood, she’d used paracord to tie the exits shut, then splashed gasoline on the doors, the lower windows, and around the foundation of the one-story building. Having taken the time to shut off the water main, Jennifer then lit the fuel and sat on the hood of the stolen car to watch the building burn. 
When police and fire crews arrived at the scene, the building was fully engulfed. The sprinkler system didn’t engage, since the water supply had been cut off. The police arrested Jennifer on the stolen car and gasoline charges, but they didn’t know she’d started the fire until they saw the security footage from the medical center across the street. 
Jack read the report and shook her head. “This is a homicide, sure, but it’s a weird one.”
“What do you mean?” Jamie asked. 
“Jennifer Hilby and the Archwood fire. She hasn’t spoken a word. Not to anyone. They have her on a psych hold right now, but it’s like she’s not even in there,” Jack said.
Jamie tapped a few keys and frowned. “One hundred and eighty-three dead in that one. Residents, staff, and one visitor that was spending the night with their mother who was in their last hours. The doors were tied shut, or the fire outside the doors was too hot to get through. A couple of people went out windows, but Hilby had completely encircled the building with flames. The three that got out, died from their injuries within hours. What’s her record look like?”
“She doesn’t have one. Victim of two domestic calls, no charges filed. Her husband disappeared a couple of years back. We found him down in Florida with another woman, has been for over a year. Her daughter is on the streets, and her son was killed in a drive-by shooting six months ago. She lost her job last week due to corporate downsizing and when the unies got to her apartment, there wasn’t much in the way of food in the place,” Jack said. “She was an admin for Best Bytes, for two years. You think she just snapped?”
“I have no clue,” Jamie said. “Sounds like life kicked the shit out of her, so maybe she wanted to kick back? But why a retirement home full of old people she didn’t even know?”
Jack held up a hand, then tapped a few keys and frowned. “You’re right. No one tied to her, or her ex, is in this place. Her parents died years ago in Maine, where they moved back in the nineties. Her ex’s parents live in Ohio. This makes absolutely no sense.”
“Let’s go talk to her and see if we can get anything,” Jamie said and shut his laptop. “Hey, Mike, you around?”
Mike showed up as they buckled into their seats in Jamie’s truck. “You rang?”
“Heh. Cute. Yeah, we’re going to go see Jennifer Hilby. She’s been completely uncommunicative since they picked her up, so we’re hoping you can come along and see if there’s something otherworldly going on that we can’t see,” Jack said.
“She’s the one that torched Archwood?” Mike asked.
“Yep. And there are no ties between her and that place. Nothing,” Jamie replied.
“I just got done over there. Most of them crossed right on over, but some of the staff weren’t so ready to go. What a mess,” Mike said.
“Here’s hoping we can get something out of her,” Jack said. 
[image: image-placeholder]By the time they got through the screening process to sit down with Jennifer, both Jack and Jamie were grinding their teeth. The room they’d been given to speak to her in looked like a hospital waiting room. The furniture was bolted to the floor with a low table set between four padded chairs. No windows, and a two-way mirror on one wall where the walls were painted in a mustard yellow that did nothing to cheer the place up. 
Jennifer was led into the room and pushed down to sit in a chair. Her hands were cuffed together, shackles on her ankles, and a chain that ran between her ankles to keep her from running. Jack thought it was overkill since the woman barely looked like she was breathing. 
Once the door was shut, Mike leaned over and stared into Jennifer’s eyes. “I see you, you fucker. Get out of her and leave her alone.”
“Something in there?” Jack asked, her voice a whisper as they suspected someone would be watching their interview.
“Yeah. I can sense it, but I can’t reach it,” Mike said. 
“Hello, Jennifer. I’m Detective Kennedy and this is my partner, Detective Forbes. We’d like to ask you a few questions,” Jamie started.
Laughter echoed in the room, but Jennifer didn’t move. 
“It’s laughing at us,” Jack whispered. 
“Yeah, it is,” Mike said and reached a hand into Jennifer’s chest. A black shimmer outlined her form for a moment, then all hell broke loose. 
Mike was thrown towards a wall and went through it. Jennifer started to scream as if she were being tortured, and she arched her back and slid out of the chair onto the floor. 
Jack leapt forward to keep Jennifer’s head from hitting the floor, then the woman snapped her head to the side and tried to bite Jack’s arm. Jack jerked back and stumbled to her feet while Jamie pulled her away from where Jennifer screamed and thrashed about on the floor. 
Two aides rushed into the room, one with a syringe they stuck into Jennifer’s arm while the other held her down. Once the woman went limp, they both sank back to their heels. 
“What the fuck?” Jack asked.
“No idea,” one of the aides said. “We were watching in case you needed any assistance. Neither one of you touched her, and she just went wild. Are you two okay?”
“Yeah, we’re fine. I’m going to guess that she’s going to be out for a while. Can someone call us when she wakes up?” Jamie asked.
“Sure, if the doc says it’s okay. Leave your info at the desk,” the other aide said as they got a gurney and lifted Jennifer onto it. 
Jack and Jamie made their way out to the parking lot and sat in the car for a few minutes. “I want to talk to Mike, but I’m worried that he’ll need a bit to recharge.”
“No, I’m fine,” Mike said from the seats behind them. 
Jack let out a breath and turned to glare at him. “Are you trying to give me a coronary?”
Mike smirked. “You know you want a piece of this when you cross over,” he teased. 
Jack gave him a whole-body shudder. “Ugh, no thanks.” 
“Okay, you two. What the hell was that, Mike?” Jamie said as he pulled the truck out of the lot and into traffic.
“I think it was that shadow man entity that Tyler was talking about. I’m supposed to go see Mari when she lets me know she’s back at the Vatican, to find out more about this thing,” Mike said. “Whatever it was, it was a spirit form, and it was not Jennifer Hilby’s own soul or any part of her.”
“You mean, she was possessed?” Jack asked.
“Pretty much, yeah. That’s what it looked like. This thing was using her like a skin suit,” Mike said.
“That’s disgusting,” Jamie replied. “Is there any protection against that?”
“Well, the old indigenous people’s legends say that a skinwalker can be defeated if one discovers their human identity. I’m hoping Mari has some ideas on how we go about doing that. They also say that carrying juniper berries, or covering the skin with cedar ash can ward against it. I don’t advise anyone to go coating themselves in ashes,” Mike said.
“How do you know this?” Jamie asked. 
“I used to read a lot of indigenous people’s legends and folklore. Then I got to talk to Running Bear, the ghost of a Mi’kmaq shaman who had been waiting for his wife to cross over so they could go on together,” Mike said. “He was fascinating to listen to.”
“Okay, so assuming this thing is a skin-walker or something along those lines, it is now locked down in Jennifer Hilby?” Jack asked
“I have no idea how this shit works,” Mike and Jamie both said at the same time. 
“Jinx!” They both then yelled – again at the same time.
“Boys,” Jack said with a sigh. “Could we not?” She shook her head and looked at Mike. “Go find someone that knows about this stuff, will you? I’m going to call Father Lucian Moreno and see if he can recommend a local expert, or some books, or something. Drop me by my vehicle, please, Jamie. I’m going to dig into this from home.”
“I’m supposed to meet the wedding organizer with Tara tonight, so I need to get home myself,” Jamie said.
“Have you set a date?” Jack asked.
“No, but we’re hoping we can do this in late summer or early fall. Cool enough to wear a tux and not die from the heat, but warm enough to not need snow gear,” Jamie said.
“Good luck with that,” Mike quipped and disappeared.
“What he said,” Jack replied with a grin as she got out of the truck and shut the door. 
Jamie drove away, then grinned to himself. He was looking forward to the wedding, and that surprised him most of all.




Chapter six

Jack sipped her coffee and tapped the screen to turn the page. This was the third book she had downloaded to try and learn more about whatever this thing might be.
“Still digging?” Doc asked as he moved behind her to rub her shoulders.
“Yeah. I’ll be honest, I’m not convinced this is a possession thing. I’m still leaning towards good, old-fashioned, mental illness,” Jack said.
Doc found a knot of muscle at the base of her neck and Jack groaned. “Yeah, right there. That’s perfect. Oh, gods, don’t stop. Ever.”
Doc chuckled and leaned in to kiss her jaw below her ear. “It’s late. Give it a rest for now and come to bed.”
“I’ve a request to Father Lucian to call me as soon as possible. Since Vatican City is six hours ahead of us, I should probably get to sleep so when he calls at the butt-crack of dawn, I can be somewhat coherent,” Jack said. 
“Okay, so no marathon lovemaking tonight. Got it,” Doc teased. “I’ll go put the chocolate syrup away.”
“Haha, very funny. Let’s go to bed, and I’ll remind you why we don’t need syrup in bed,” Jack laughed as she tugged him towards the bedroom.
As expected, her phone rang at six the next morning. Jack had managed a shower and was in her robe and slippers, glaring at the coffee pot for brewing so slowly. 
“Forbes here,” she said as she answered the call.
“Detective, it’s Father Moreno. My apologies for the early hour, but I have a flight to catch shortly and wanted to reach out before too much time had passed. How can I help you?” 
“We’ve got a strange series of events, Father, and I need some information. Perhaps a resource that I could best use to educate myself. It seems we have something called a “shadow man” in town. An associate of Mike’s, an indigenous people’s shaman, called it a skinwalker.”
“I see,” said the priest. “Then I guess it’s a good thing I’m on my way to the States. I have to be in New York City next week, but I wanted to visit friends and family in Harbor before I drove down to New York. Do you have time, perhaps tomorrow afternoon, to meet with me?”
“I will make time. Thank you, Father,” Jack said.
“I will bring some materials for you to read, and I will try and contact an expert to join us at our meeting. Where would you like to gather?”
“I’m going to assume we’ll meet at Detective Kennedy’s penthouse. He has an office there that has the privacy and resources we’ll need. If that needs to change, I’ll text you with the update, but for now – assume that’s the location.”
“Understood. Give my best to Dr. Finney and Detective Kennedy. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Safe travels, Father Moreno. We’ll see you tomorrow,” Jack said and disconnected the call.
Doc came up behind her and pulled her close. “So he’s coming to the states?”
“Yeah. Said he had to be in New York City for something and was coming early to visit friends and family. I thought he’d written off all of his family,” Jack mused.
“Family isn’t necessarily blood. Remember?” Doc said as he kissed her cheek and went to pull down their favorite mugs. 
“True. I guess I just went to blood family because of how he’s connected to Mari and the case with Noah. At least he has been less of a dick since Mari started working with him.”
“And because the team took down Creegan, he owes you guys,” Doc reminded her as he handed her the mug of life-giving bean juice. “How about I make us some breakfast? French toast sound good?”
“That sounds perfect. I’ll go get dressed,” Jack said and kissed him before she took her coffee with her to the bedroom.
“I don’t mind you not being dressed,” Doc called out.
“Yeah, but it’d ruin my rep at the station,” Jack yelled back.
“Or improve it!” Doc called out and they both laughed. 
Some days, he didn’t know how he’d managed to live without her, Doc thought to himself as he pulled out the tools and ingredients for breakfast. Life was just so much brighter with her in it. 
[image: image-placeholder]Jack set a box of pastries down on the table in their office at the precinct, and pulled out extra mugs, creamer, and sweetener in preparation for their morning meetings. Jamie had gone down to escort Mrs. Jones and Janna up to the office. Tyler was still in a coma, and in ICU, but with every day that passed, his chances of survival had a miniscule increase. 
“Come in and take a seat,” Jack said as Jamie held the door for the two women. She went to Janna and accepted the hug the other woman gave her. 
“I’m glad it’s the two of you,” Janna whispered to Jack. 
“I don’t want to be too long,” Viola Jones said. “Shani’s with Ty now, but she’s got a business to run and can’t stay there forever.”
“We’ll do our best to make this brief,” Jamie said. “Let me take your coats.”
While Jamie hung their outerwear on the coat rack, Jack slid mugs under the machine spout and popped in pods to make their coffee. 
“There are pastries if you’re hungry,” Jack offered. “How’s Tyler doing, Mrs. Jones?”
“He hasn’t woken up yet,” Viola Jones replied. “And call me Vi.”
“It’s a medically induced coma, Aunt Vi,” Janna said. “He’s not going to wake up on his own. The doctors are monitoring his brain activity,” she said to Jack.
When Jack met Janna’s eyes, she gave a faint negative shake of her head. The prognosis wasn’t good. 
“We’re going to ask you a few questions Mrs.…er, Vi. And then we’ll have a uniform take you back to the hospital while we speak with Janna. I know the Lieutenant plans on taking her to lunch, then bringing her to you with some food later today,” Jamie said.
“Aidan is a good boy,” Vi said as she sipped her coffee. “He’s been taking real good care of us. And I know he’ll figure out who did this to my Ty.”
“Well, that’s why you’re here, ma’am. We’re the detectives on the case and we’ve already spoken to Shani and Aidan about Tyler, now we’d like to ask you some questions,” Jack said.
“Let’s get to it, then,” Vi said as she put a turnover on the plate and began to pick it apart.
“Tell us what a regular day for Tyler would be like,” Jamie asked.
They went through his schedule for the week before the event, his doctor’s appointments and therapy visits. They went over how many times he had dinner with his Mom, or with Shani, or ordered in a pizza. Nothing in the days and weeks leading up to the attack showed any signs of added stress or growing frustrations. 
“There was one thing, though,” Vi said after a bite of the turnover. “He said he’d been having a lot of weird dreams the last couple of days. Like someone was trying to take him over. He told his therapist about it, and she adjusted his medication, but then the accident happened and…” she shrugged. “I brought you a key,” Vi pulled it out of her purse and handed it to Jamie. “It’s to Tyler’s place. Just give it to Aidan when you’re done. Janna said you’d probably want to take a look at his place, and no one’s been in there since the morning he drove up to the cliffs to hike.”
“Thank you,” Jamie said. “We’ll make sure to get this back to Aidan.” He got to his feet and stepped out of the office to make a short call, then came back in. “Officer Dembry will drive you back to the hospital. Thank you for your time, Mrs. Jones.”
“Thank you, Detective,” Vi said as she pulled on her coat. “I’ll see you later, Janna.”
“I’ll bring you some lunch and fresh tea, Aunt Vi,” Janna replied. When Vi had left, Janna sank back into her chair. “Good gods, this is a clusterfuck.”
Jack reached out to squeeze Janna’s hand. “How are you holding up?”
“I’m tired, but Aunt Vi was there for me when my folks flipped out about me going into the police academy. I lived with her for about a year until I got my own place. I may be back in my parents’ good graces now that I’m in law school, but I haven’t forgotten who helped me get here.”
“We’re following a few leads, but is there anything you can tell us about Tyler? Things a mother might have hand-waved or ignored?” Jamie asked.
“Tyler was a good soldier, followed the rules and his orders, but I never thought the service was a good fit for him. He’s artistic and a gentle soul. He creates the most beautiful pieces of furniture or art with wood. The storage shed out behind Vi’s place was turned into his workshop and he would spend hours out there – even while he lived with Shani, he would come by to work on things. Last time I saw him in the shop, he had a small area fenced in with a stray cat that had just had kittens. He was taking care of them until he could get the Mama cat up to the shelter to be spayed.”
“That doesn’t sound like a rabid killer to me,” Jack said.
“He’s not. He was a driver in the Army. Which is also why he blames himself for the last attack that sent him home. Only one of the other guys that had been with him, survived – and he’s missing pieces. The others were all killed.”
“Then it’s your opinion that there is no way Tyler voluntarily drove his truck into a group of teenagers with the intent to harm or kill?” Jamie asked.
“No way. That’s not Tyler’s MO at all. He loves kids, animals, and creating art. Have they gone over the truck yet? Any chance of mechanical issues?” Janna asked.
“They’ve not found anything yet, but it’s still in process,” Jack said. “You know, you can reach out to us anytime, Janna. Once a cop, always a cop.”
“I know, and I appreciate it. I’m going to go find Aidan now and get some downtime. Let me know if you need anything that will help with this, okay?”
“We will, thank you,” Jamie said. 
“Oh, one last thing,” Janna said as she stood in the doorway, coat over her arm. “Aunt Vi won’t speak it, but the doctor’s don’t think Tyler’s brain activity is going to come back to normal. I’m still praying a miracle happens, but I’m also preparing for the day I have to tell Shani and Vi to let him go.”
Jack closed her eyes and bowed her head as Janna left the office. The door closed behind her, and Jamie sighed. “Well, that just sucks.”
“It does, but if he survives, he’ll spend the rest of his life in some kind of cell. Either a mental ward or a prison,” Jack said.
“True. Because we can’t use the ‘possessed by an evil entity’ as a defense,” Jamie replied.
“Nope, we can’t.”




Chapter seven

The next afternoon, Jack and Jamie worked in his home office and waited for Father Lucian to arrive. Mike showed up first, with Mari in tow. 
“Hey, look who I found wandering around,” Mike said.
“Mari, it’s great to see you. How are you?” Jack asked the ghost of their friend, Sister Robert Mary – also known as Mariana Marino. 
“I’m well. It’s good to be back in town,” Mari said. “I went and checked on St. Agnes’ to see how things were going. It’s strange to see my old office looking so different, but things seem to be moving along there. They’ve put up a picture of me and a memorial plaque, which is strange and somehow touching.”
“Well, you were quite the influence on a lot of people. What can you tell us about this person Father Lucian is bringing with him?” Jamie asked.
“Dr. Paloma Bishop, one of the head librarians at the Harbor Public Library. She’s a leading expert, worldwide, on occult literature and research,” Mari said.
“Interesting. And she’ll be able to help us learn more about what we’re up against?” Jack asked.
“That’s the hope, anyway,” Mari muttered. “Look, I’ve seen a lot of things over my years as both a principal, a nun, and an anchor for Bernie while she worked with the Watchers. I’ve never seen a skinwalker entity before and I didn’t even know they existed.”
“I honestly was banking on the PTSD or some mental illness disorder,” Jack said. “Until we met with Jennifer Hilby.”
“Yeah, I was the same,” Jamie said. “Then I watched Mike reach into her chest and get blown through the wall, and that thing laughed at us.”
“Father Lucian Moreno and Dr. Paloma Bishop to see Detective Jameson Kennedy,” came the announcement through the home system from the concierge at the desk in the lobby.
“This is Jameson Kennedy. Escort them up, please,” Jamie replied. He got to his feet and paused to look back at the ghosts. “Does Dr. Bishop see you?”
Mari chuckled. “Yes, she does. Why else would she have majored in occult studies with such success?”
“One never knows,” Jamie muttered and went to open the door for their guests.
Jack got to her feet to greet the new arrivals and after handshakes and pleasantries, the four of them were seated around the polished wood table with coffee and cookies set out for each one. Father Lucian had the olive-hued skin and dark eyes of his Mediterranean ancestry, while Dr. Bishop’s long, blond braid and ice blue eyes brought to mind the Valkyries of legend. Tall, lean, and pale, she moved like a warrior, with grace and economy of motion. 
“Last time we met, your hair was just as white, but a lot longer,” Jamie said to the priest. 
“It was time to go back to a crew cut for a while. Summer’s coming and air conditioning is not as common in Italy as it is in the States,” Lucian said with a smile. He turned to Dr. Bishop. “Michael Donovan and Mariana Moreno are also around,” Father Lucian said, “But they’re not presently in the room.”
“Mike is showing Mari the recent updates to the balcony terraces,” Jamie replied. “Let me start by saying we both appreciate your time and knowledge being offered to help us with our case.”
“I am fascinated by the possibilities of what you may be working with,” Dr. Bishop said. 
“Those possibilities have killed a lot of people, some of them kids,” Jack retorted. 
“Forgive me, I don’t mean to make light of what has happened, but to have a skinwalker actually present is a rarity,” she replied.
“Thank the gods for that,” Jack said.
“They have been around since the beginning of time. Some belief systems have explained them away as beneficial – taking over a weaker being in order to help them accomplish a necessary task, while others have claimed them the ultimate of all things evil and the source of the Church’s demonic possession tales,” Dr. Bishop explained.
“I’ve seen demonic possession,” Father Lucian said to the doctor. “And it is not a tale.”
“And your belief system explains such things as demons, while the Navajo, Hopi, and other tribes believe skinwalkers are malevolent witches that can transform into animals. Wampanoag, Mohegan, and other Algonquian tribes have the Wendigo who are cold and cannibalistic. Spirit possession exists across all cultures and belief systems,” Dr. Bishop explained. “Catholic, Protestant, Islam, Judaism, Witchcraft, Vodou, Hoodoo, and so on. In fact, while the majority of Western cultures consider spirit possession to be an evil thing, Judaism has the transmigration of souls seeking perfection with a dybbuk inhabiting a person until it has atoned for its sin. And many of the African diaspora religions review possessing spirits as a way for them to rebuke misconduct in the living, or to bring healing.”
“Well, this asshole took possession of a military veteran who creates art and fosters feral kittens, and drove his truck into a crowd of teenagers, killing four and putting three more in the ICU, including the driver. Then it took control of a woman who had lost everything, and had her torch a retirement home, leaving one hundred and eighty-three people dead,” Jack said. “I’m going to go out on a limb here and say that this isn’t a beneficent spirit, looking to heal anyone.”
Dr. Bishop lifted a hand towards Jack. “Easy, I’m not saying that what you’re dealing with is a good spirit. I’m just explaining that every culture and belief system has something that we could point to and say, ‘this is spirit related’. That just because a spirit gets inside of someone, it isn’t always with a negative intent. Kind of giving us all some idea of the scope and breadth of the subject. 
“Do I believe this is a malevolent spirit? Yes, I do. So, with that in mind, I’m going to suggest you see if you can get Mari or Mike to speak with it. If they can get a name, then there’s a better chance of shutting it down. Which, again, depends on your belief structures.”
Mike and Mari stepped through the outer wall from the terrace into the room. 
“Or I could just make sure I toss it into the River,” Mike said. “I have the Rope. I don’t even have to touch it.”
“But,” Mari added, “He can’t just do that if it’s riding someone else’s body, because there’s a chance he’d get the innocent’s spirit as well and that would be horrible.”
“Wait, you can do both?” Dr. Bishop seemed excited as she turned to Mike. “River and Rope?” She turned to Mari then. “Have you ever…?”
Mari shook her head no and gave the doctor a look that said, very clearly, she was speaking out of turn. 
Mike shook his head and sighed. “Okay, spill. You know I don’t appreciate secrets.”
“It’s not important,” Mari said.
“Then why did you just tell Dr. Bishop to shut up with your eyes?” Jack asked, one brow arched in suspicion at Mari. 
“The records show that the only times a Guardian has access to both the River and the Rope, is when it is needed to take down a revenant,” Dr. Bishop replied. “Revenant is another term used, or another variant, of being possessed, but usually means possession of a corpse, not a living body. Yet, the more advanced and archaic texts….”
“Please, Dr. Bishop,” Jamie interrupted. “We’re not your students or research assistants. And we know Mike has those abilities as he’s used them to save lives, including my own. I don’t mean to be rude, but we’ve got a murderer to stop. Can you give us any specifics on doing that other than to find out its name?”
She shook her head. “There’s not much else to say. Get the name so you can call it out of the body it’s inhabiting, if it’s in one, then have Mike use the Rope to send it to the River. It’s not complicated when you have a Guardian of Mike’s power around. If you didn’t, there would be a lot more involved – like using an exorcism or putting the carrier into a medically-induced coma to get the entity to leave.”
“Before you go,” Jack asked Dr. Bishop. “What is the general consensus on what the Rope and the River really are?”
“I can answer that one,” Father Lucian said as he put down his mug.  “The rope is a symbol of hope and salvation, based off of the Hebrew word tikvah which means hope – and also means cord or rope. Being able to bind the spirits with the rope gives them a chance to stop their chaotic actions and find the path to the light.”
“And the River is the boundary between the worlds. The River Styx or ‘crossing the Jordan’ are two such analogies for the boundary between the living world and the dead,” Dr. Bishop said. “The so-called River may not be a river at all, but our minds need terms and images we can process. It’s a…”
“Thank you, doctor,” Father Lucian was the one to interrupt her, this time. 
“Sorry,” Dr. Bishop said with a wry smile. “I get excited about sharing knowledge.”
“And we appreciate you sharing what you know,” Jamie said. “Thank you.”
Father Lucian got to his feet. “I’ll see that Dr. Bishop gets home safely. Thank you, all of you, for your time. You have my number. If you need me, do not hesitate to reach out.”
Jack and Jamie also got to their feet and shook Father Lucian’s hand, then Dr. Bishop’s. 
Dr. Bishop pulled a couple of business cards out of her purse and laid them on the table. “Here’s my contact info as well. Please let me know how this all plays out? And if you have any questions, just call.”
Once they left, Mari and Mike came over and settled in the emptied chairs. 
“I don’t think she gets out much,” Mike said about Dr. Bishop. 
Jack gave a wry snort. “Ya think? Her concept of the reality that we’re dealing with was so far from actual, concrete results and their impact, it was horrifying. We have nearly two hundred dead bodies and she’s excited that a revenant-entity thing exists. I wanted to slap her.”
“Did she really tell us anything new?” Mike asked. “I mean, we knew it’d have to be me that tossed it overboard.”
“Well, she did tell us we needed the entity’s name in order to call it out of whatever body it happens to be in,” Mari replied.
Jamie came back into the office after seeing them out and scrubbed a hand over his face. “Well, that was a waste of an hour of my life I’ll never get back.” He turned to Jack. “Thank you for not bitchslapping that clueless twat.”
Jack snorted laughter and shook her head. “I thought you were being so polite and kind. I wanted to scream at her and slap the photos of the bodies down on the table in front of her.”
“I’m glad you didn’t. We’d be cleaning up puke right now,” Jamie grumbled.
“Mari, what can you tell us about these kinds of entities?” Jack asked. “Because to be fair, I’d rather listen to what you have to say than some academic with no concept of reality.”
“I’ve never dealt with a rider before. Do I believe in possession? Yes, but not like you see on movies or TV. I’ll have to do some research on my own and get back to you about it. With Luc taking some time to be with family, and his lecture sessions in New York City, I’ll have the freedom to help Mike with anything he needs around here for a couple of weeks. So, consider me at your service,” Mari said.
“Thank you. That means a lot,” Mike replied. 
“Yeah, it does. Thanks,” Jack said.
“How do you propose finding this thing before we’re cleaning up more bodies?” Jamie asked.
“I think we should use Mike’s so-called minions. Get as many eyes and ears out there as possible. The minute someone sees something off, we go check it out. If it’s the revenant, then we do what we have to do, to send it on its way,” Mari said.
“Didn’t Bernie have minions?” Mike asked.
“No, she had me,” Mari replied, tone wry. “I did manage to get a few of the other spirits that were always around to do some watching for me now and then, but you’re the first Guardian I’ve met that actually has their own army of spirits around to help.”
“I wouldn’t call it an army, per se,” Mike said. “There are only about twenty or thirty of them. They’re not ready to cross, they’re not hurting anyone by being around, and they like feeling useful. Most of them are waiting for their children or partners to cross over, or keeping a promise to watch over someone.”
“I don’t have a problem with it,” Mari told him. “I think it’s brilliant, to be honest. But I also think they could be very useful in helping to find this revenant.”
“Then let’s go start talking to them,” Mike said to Mari. “Call out if you need us,” he told Jack and Jamie. 
“Stay safe,” Jamie replied, and the two ghosts disappeared. “While they’re out rounding up their troops – yes, I’m keeping that analogy – you and I have a pile of regular cop business to handle.”
“Ah, yes,” Jack sighed. “Paperwork.”




Chapter eight

Aurelia Burgess lit the new cigarette with the glowing end of the last one. The bricks were warm against her back, and the mechanical stuff all over the roof helped block the wind. As far as she was concerned, this was a better way to spend fifth period than in gym class. Lia had no interest in having her clothes stolen out of her locker and tossed into a running shower for a third time this year. 
It wasn’t so bad last year, when CeCe was still around. Best friends from the moment they met, CeCe had been fierce and kept Lia from being bullied. Then CeCe’s parents had been killed in the Harvest Festival bombing and she had to go live with her grandma in Maine. Lia didn’t know what it was like to have real parents. Hers had been out of her life since she was four. She had fosters, and while the Olson’s were nice enough, they didn’t have a lot of money and didn’t spend the money they got from the state on Lia. She wore thrift store finds she either bought with her own money, or stole when she didn’t have the money to spend. 
Well, it wasn’t really stealing if she went through the bags in the donation shed before they were sorted at the store, right? Anyway, the sweater she had on was one of her favorites. A dark purple with only one hole near the bottom on the side. A hole she’d carefully stitched shut so you couldn’t even tell. But with her luck, Lia had been spotted by LaToya James, and it had been one of her sweaters that her mother had donated. Now the sweater had three more holes from where LaToya and her bitch squad had pulled on it and jerked Lia around in the hallway. When they’d finally left her alone, Lia had gone to her locker, grabbed her things, and headed up to the roof. She couldn’t go home yet because Mrs. Olsen would just drive her right back to school and threaten to call the cops.  So, she sat up here, out of the wind, and smoked cigarettes she’d stolen from Mr. Olsen’s packs. Just a couple each time, so he didn’t notice – but it meant she had almost a whole pack each week. 
The creak of the door made Lia’s head snap up and she barely breathed so she could listen. The scent of coffee drifted to her, and she swallowed the sudden rush of saliva in her mouth. 
“Lia? You up here?” Andy Peters wove his way through the maze and paused when he saw Lia curled against the brick wall. “Hey, you okay?”
Lia shrugged. “I’m fine. What are you doing up here?”
“I brought you a coffee. Sixth period just started, and I’ve already taken the test, so Mr. Gibson said I could go to the library,” Andy replied.
Lia shifted over a bit on the concrete lip so there’d be room for Andy to sit. “Thanks for the coffee," she said as he handed her one of the two paper cups. “How’d you know I was up here?”
“I heard BoyToy and her crew talking about how they’d messed with you, and figured this is where you’d go.” 
Lia snorted a little at the nickname for LaToya. “BoyToy?”
“Well, she’s banged nearly every guy with a pulse in the school, including half of the teachers, right?” Andy replied. 
A sip of the coffee and Lia blinked in surprise. “You know how I like my coffee?”
Andy blushed and it was his turn to shrug. “Light and sweet with a dash of cinnamon. I’ve watched you fix it a few times, and I remember stuff like that.”
“It’s been a while since I’ve had one, so thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” After a few minutes, Andy said, “I’m sorry they tore your sweater. That’s a great color on you.”
“I think I can fix it again,” Lia replied. “I’ve still got some of the stuff I used to fix it the first time.”
“Most of my clothes are hand-me-downs from my two older brothers. The only things I get new for school are my shoes and my notebooks and stuff,” Andy said. “So don’t feel bad about wearing used stuff. You always look cute anyway.”
“Are you flirting with me, Andy Peters?” Lia asked.
“Sort of?”
“Well, I sort of like it,” Lia replied with a grin. 
By the time the final bell rang, they’d agreed to meet up that evening for pizza at Morelli’s and then Andy would walk her home. To show her he knew where she lived, he walked her home from school, then whistled the whole way to his house a couple of blocks over. 
From a really shitty day to the best day ever, Lia bounced up the steps and into the house. She took off her shoes and lined them up in the cubby by the door, carried her book bag up to her room, then changed out of her sweater so she didn’t have a bunch of questions to answer. An old sweatshirt was pulled on over her tank top and she went back downstairs to tend to her chores. 
There were four kids who lived with the Olsen’s and Lia was now the eldest. Rachel had been the eldest and shared a room with Lia, but once she hit eighteen and the state money stopped, the Olsen’s had kicked her out. Lia was only a junior in high school because she’d missed a year between foster placements, so the chances of her being able to get her diploma were slim, since she’d be eighteen in a couple of months and the Olsen’s would kick her out, too. For now, Lia did what they asked and had the room to herself. Mostly. Except for those nights when Mr. Olsen got drunk. 
Dishes done, trash taken out, Lia went up to her room to see if she had something from her latest scavenger hunt that would be a good pizza date top. Since Andy liked her in dark purple, she found the other top she had in that color and laid it out on Rachel’s old bed. She fixed her hair, used the little bits of makeup she had, then sat down to fix the holes in her sweater. 
Music played on her school laptop while she worked, so she didn’t hear Mr. Olsen come home, or his steps on the stairs. Lost in her daydreams, she literally squeaked when the door slammed open and he stood there, glaring at her. 
“I’ve been calling for you, you little slut. Didn’t you hear me?”
“No, sir. I’m sorry sir,” Lia said as she got to her feet and put the sweater on her chair. “What did you need me for? I’ll get to it right away.”
He smiled then, and shut the door behind him. 
Lia whimpered.
By the time he was done with her, it was late, and she was battered and sore. Lia got into the shower and let the water run scalding hot as she tried to scrub the feel of him off of her skin. It was too late for her to meet Andy for pizza, not that she’d want him to see her like this anyway. She’d send him a message on the computer, since she didn’t have a cell phone to call him. Hopefully, he’d understand.
A tank top and sleep shorts were still almost too much on her skin, but she didn’t feel safe sleeping naked, so she crawled under the covers and closed her eyes. Luckily for Lia, she didn’t realize when she was invaded yet one more time that evening as the entity slid into her and smiled. 




Chapter nine

When Jack and Jamie got to the Olsen’s home, the uniformed officers that had been first on scene had the three little kids in the back seat of their patrol car, while the eldest, one Aurelia Burgess, seventeen, sat on the front step with a blanket around her hips. Blood covered the girl from her hair to her bare feet, bruises showing through the streaks and smears. She stared blankly into space as one of the EMTs checked her over.
“Is any of that blood hers?” Jack asked the medic.
She shook her head. “Doesn’t appear to be, but she’s got fresh bruising that’s less than ten hours old, all over her.” The EMT stood and leaned over towards Jack and whispered, “I’ve been doing this a long time and if this girl wasn’t brutally raped, I don’t know my job.”
Jack gave the EMT a nod, then crouched down near Lia. “Hey there. I’m Jack. Could you tell me what happened?”
Lia stared into space for a beat or two longer, then her head slowly turned and stared at Jack. The voice that came out of her was gravely and male, and it had both Jack and the EMT recoiling. 
“Jacqueline Forbes, you will know my name. I killed this one’s parents, and now I’ve made her my weapon and my tool. I will see you all bathed in blood before I am done.”
Jack snarled and leaned in, her voice a low hiss. “Bring it, asshole, because when we’re done with you, you’ll wish hell was all you had to worry about.” 
She stood up and turned to the EMT. “Give her something that knocks her ass out. Trust me on this. The sooner she’s unconscious, the sooner that thing will leave her alone.”
The EMT crossed themselves, then took a breath. “I’ve heard of this shit before, but never seen it myself. Poor kid.” She fixed a syringe and injected it into Lia’s upper arm, then wrapped her back up in the blanket and had her partner help to slide the girl onto the gurney at the bottom of the steps. Once Lia was loaded up, Jack turned to Jamie. “Get ahold of Mike. The revenant is nearby. He is, or was, in that girl.”
Jamie took a few steps away and put his phone up to his ear, then called for Mike. When Mike and Mari showed up, he sent Mari in the ambulance with the girl and then led Mike inside the house. 
“Everyone out,” Jack said. “You can come back in when we’re done.”
The crime scene techs and other uniforms left with some grumbling, then Jack shut the door. “It was in that girl. It spoke to me, knew my name. Said it had killed her parents years ago and had made her its tool. The EMT also said that the girl had signs of having been brutally raped within the past few hours.”
“We can dig into her parents once we’re done here. What happened?” Jamie asked.
“I was told it was a double homicide. Isaac and Janet Olsen are foster parents and have been for nearly fifteen years. No kids of their own. There are three kids under the age of ten that were safely removed from the home and CFS will have them checked out and rehomed,” Jack said as she looked at the notes on her phone. 
Mike went upstairs first while Jack and Jamie took a look around the first level. 
“Very clean, well-kept. Nothing fancy, but nice enough,” Jack said. “But something feels off, and not the bodies upstairs.”
“It’s too clean for a house with four kids and three of them under ten,” Jamie replied as he looked in the kitchen cabinets and refrigerator. “No snack foods. No juice boxes. Nothing that says kids live here.”
“Guys, you’ll want to see this,” Mike called out from upstairs. 
They followed the bloody footprints up the stairs and to the left where the door to the master bedroom stood open. Janet Olsen’s body lay half in and half out of the master bathroom, face down, while Isaac Olsen’s body remained on the bed. Blood splatter was everywhere, but it was the two ghosts that perched on the foot of the bed that got their attention. 
Mike stood before them with the Rope in his hand. “Detectives? These two excuses for human beings are Isaac and Janet. Why don’t you tell these Detectives what you told me?”
“Fuck you,” Isaac snarled. “They can’t touch us now.”
Mike snapped his wrist and the Rope wound around Isaac’s upper torso – then Mike tugged. Once. Isaac screamed, then started to babble. “Okay, okay. I’ll talk.”
“This is disgusting,” Janet said. “All we’ve ever done is give those rotten little shits a good home and put food in their bellies. And this is how we’re repaid for our kindness?”
“You call raping and abusing a young girl…kindness?” Jack asked.
“It’s not rape when they belong to you,” Janet sniffed. “It’s what we’re owed.”
Jack half-growled. “You’re lucky you’re already dead.” She turned away and paced out into the hallway to try and calm her fury. 
“What happened?” Jamie asked. 
“When Isaac came down to dinner after his relaxation time with that bitch, Lia, the other brats and I all had dinner together. Lia didn’t come to eat, so she didn’t get food. I don’t let them bring food up into their bedrooms, or eat anything outside of mealtimes. She didn’t bother to come to the table, she could go hungry,” Janet said.
“After we ate and the kids cleaned up the kitchen, Janet and I watched some TV, and I went up to spend some time with Dora before I went to bed,” Isaac continued. “I woke up when that cunt drove a knife into my dick.”
Jack choked on the sudden burst of laughter, then swallowed the rest of it as she leaned against the door frame, then paused. “Wait, you fucked with the ten-year-old first?”
“It was her turn,” Isaac snapped. “Do you want to hear what happened or not?”
“Go on,” Jamie urged. 
“I tried to grab the knife and she slashed me across the throat, then went after Janet,” Isaac said.
“I almost got into the bathroom, but she stabbed me in the back of the neck. I don’t remember much after that until I found myself standing at the window, watching cops crawl all over my house,” Janet said. “I hope you lock her up and throw away the key.”
“Personally? I want to give the kid a party. You two got what you deserved,” Jack said and turned to head back downstairs. “I’m done with them.”
Jamie shook his head and looked at Mike. “You know what to do.”
“With pleasure,” Mike replied. 
Jamie watched as the swirling black hole grew in size. The two ghosts started to panic, but Mike twisted the Rope around them both – and dropped them into the hole. A faint sucking sound could be heard, then silence as the black disappeared.
“Flushing the shit down the drain,” Mike said as he coiled the Rope back up. “Are you going to make a case of abuse and some kind of psychotic break?”
“Yeah. Get the kid some help and give her a chance to have some kind of life. It’s going to be a rough road, but at least she won’t be getting raped and starved anymore,” Jamie said as he joined Jack downstairs. 
“I want to look up her parents and see if we can get a name for this fucker. And while I know the revenant is evil and murderous, I’m finding it hard to hate on it for killing those two assholes,” Jack said.
“I’m in agreement with you there,” Jamie replied as they stepped outside. He turned to the officers at the door. “Go ahead and finish up. Thanks for your work.”
“Yes, sir,” one officer said and gestured to the crime scene techs. 
Mike waited until they were back at their vehicles before he spoke again. “I’m going to join Mari at the hospital and see if she learned anything from the kid. Yell if you need me.”
“Thanks, Mike,” Jack said and got into her SUV. “Your place?” she asked Jamie.
“Yeah, let’s go there so we can talk to the ghosts and not look like lunatics,” Jamie replied.
“Besides, you have better coffee than the station,” Jack said and shut the door.
“Yes, I do have better coffee,” Jamie muttered as he got into his truck and followed Jack down the road.




Chapter ten

“I found her parents,” Jack said about an hour after they got to Jamie’s place. They were both seated at the table in Jamie’s office, laptops open, file folders and notebook spread across the gleaming surface. 
“Amelia and Remington Burgess were killed in what was, at first, called a home invasion robbery gone bad. They had one child, Aurelia, age four, who was found in the tool shed in the back yard of their Cambridge home,” Jack read from the report. “Gods, they didn’t find the kid until almost twelve hours later. They had to bring in dogs because they thought it had been a murder-kidnapping.”
“A four-year-old, in a tool shed, for twelve-plus hours? Jeezus,” Jamie replied. “So who did it?”
“Matty Joshin,” Jack said. 
“That’s the revenant, then? Matteus Wallace Joshin?” Jamie asked.
“That’s my guess. He said he’d killed her parents, when he spoke through the girl earlier today. They got a confession from Joshin when they picked him up a year or so later.”
“Didn’t he confess to a whole string of home invasion murders?” Jamie asked.
“Not just home invasions. He would select young women that he found appealing, stalk them, then murder them and anyone else that was in the residence. He admitted to fourteen victims when they brought him in. He was on death row, but a fellow inmate took exception to Joshin breathing the same air as him, and stabbed him to death in the shower,” Jack said.
“And now we get to deal with the murderous bastard as a ghost with enough power to ride the living. How…lucky we are,” Jamie grumbled. 
Jamie’s phone rang then, and he answered it. “Kennedy.” A moment later he sighed. “Send it through.” He put his phone down on the table and hit the speaker button.
“Is this the detective handling Lia Burgess’ case?” The voice was young, and female.
“It is. I’m Detective Kennedy and my partner is also here, Detective Forbes. Who is this?” Jamie said.
“Rachel Levine. I know Lia because until four months ago, I lived in that hellhole, too. Does she need a character witness or anything? Because I’ll tell anyone that asks how horrible those assholes were to us. I couldn’t help her while she was living there, but I want to do anything I can.”
“Hey, Rachel. This is Jack Forbes, Jamie’s partner. Could you meet us somewhere and talk with us? Answer some questions?” 
“Sure. As long as it’s on a public transit stop, I can be there. I don’t have a car,” Rachel said.
“How about Books & Beans on Newbury?” Jack asked.
“I can be there in about thirty minutes,” Rachel replied. “As long as you’re buying. Their coffee is great, but a little pricey for my wallet.”
“We’ll buy you lunch and coffee,” Jack replied. “See you then.”
“See you,” Rachel said and disconnected the call. 
“Well, this should be interesting,” Jack said as she shut down the laptop and started to clean up her space. 
“Let me see if there’s a file on Ms. Levine,” Jamie replied. 
Jack stacked folders into the basket on the table, then picked up their mugs and put them in the kitchen. By the time she got back, Jamie was reading intently.
“Find something?” Jack asked.
“Yeah. A couple of hits for vagrancy, one for suspected prostitution, but there’s an address on file now at Rainbow Ridge, unit 610. Also says she’s employed by them in the office. Good for her,” Jamie said.
“Come on, we need to get going. I’ll let you drive this time because I hate parking over there,” Jack said. 
“Gee, thanks. You’ll let me drive,” Jamie rolled his eyes and shut down his laptop. “Bet you’re gonna let me pay for it all, too.”
Jack batted her lashes at him and grinned. “But of course! You’re a true gentleman, Jameson Kennedy. Thank you for offering.”
“Good thing you bring a lot of baked goods over, or I’d feel taken advantage of,” Jamie muttered.
Parking was a nightmare, as usual, so Jamie dropped Jack off outside the café and went to find parking while she went inside to grab a table they could use. Towards the back, tucked between a couple of bookcases, the table had space for four chairs, so Jack filled one with her coat, settled back, and watched the door. 
When the waitress approached, Jack smiled. “Three menus, please. My partner is parking the car and we’re expecting someone to meet us here. She may ask for Kennedy and Forbes. That’s us.”
The waitress smiled and handed Jack the menus. “I’ll bring a pot of coffee and three mugs, and you can let me know when you’re ready to order. If your friend looks lost, I’ll direct her your way.”
“Thank you,” Jack replied with a smile and picked up a menu to see what the day’s special might be. 
Jamie came in and led a young woman towards their table. “Jack, this is Rachel. Rachel? This is Jack Forbes.”
Once they were settled, the waitress brought over the pot of coffee and asked to take their orders.
Jack smiled at Rachel. “Order anything you want. And get a sandwich plate boxed up to go for later.” 
Rachel blushed, gave the waitress her order, then fixed her coffee while Jack and Jamie placed their orders. She took a sip, then wrapped both hands around the mug. “I want to start by saying I am not sorry those evil people are dead. I called the hospital and told them Lia was my sister and they said she was under observation and stable. I guess that means she’s in a psych hold, right?”
“Yes, that’s right. Even we have to wait a couple of days before we can speak with her,” Jack said. 
“What about the other kids? Dora, Marty, and Jules?” Rachel asked.
“CFS took them. Dora spent the night in the pediatric ward, but the other two are in an emergency foster placement, together, for now,” Jamie said.
“That’s what I figured,” Rachel said with a sigh. She thumped back in the seat and shook her head. “The only thing that could’ve made Lia lose it was if that asshole went after the little ones. She and I could take it because we’re older and bigger. It tears up the little ones, not that he ever cared about that.”
“I’m going to ask a stupid question here, but it has to be asked as part of the procedure. Did you ever report him?” Jack asked, her tone gentle.
“I did, once. To the caseworker, Mrs. Sigfield, that came around to check on the place. She told me I was a liar and should be ashamed of myself for saying such horrible things about such good people.” Rachel rolled her eyes. “Right. They’re just so great. I had just finished high school a week before my eighteenth birthday. The day I turned eighteen, Janet handed me a box of trash bags and told me to pack up my shit and get out. Happy birthday to me.”
“It looks like you landed on your feet, though,” Jamie said.
“It took me a while, but yeah. Now I’ve got a job and a little place of my own. I know Lia turns eighteen in a couple of weeks, and I was keeping tabs on her so I could move her in with me when they tossed her out. I guess that’s not happening now, if she’s going to be put away for murder.”
“From what we can determine, it was self-defense and defense of a minor, brought on by significant abuse and neglect,” Jack said. “She’ll probably get probation and counseling. Are you willing to testify to the situation in the household?”
“Damn straight. I’ll tell them how many times I went to the clinic to get birth control, or a morning-after pill,” Rachel said. “I’ll tell them about the time he and his fishing buddy used me so hard I was out of school for a week. Or the first time he went after Lia and that bitch gave her a Valium to keep her from screaming too much.”
Jack huffed a breath and flattened her palms on the table. “We know this kind of shit happens, and we do what we can to stop it, but that didn’t help you, or Lia. I’m so sorry. We’re going to do what we can to make sure Lia, and Dora, get the help they need.”
The waitress arrived with their food and conversation stopped for a few minutes while they fixed their sandwiches and sampled the soup. 
“This is really good. I’m still learning how to cook some things, but videos and online demos are helping,” Rachel said. “And I know this isn’t your fault. There are evil people and there are wonderful people. I’ve met both kinds. I just don’t want Lia stuck in jail over something she really had no control over.”
“You have no idea,” Jamie muttered into his soup, then said more clearly, “She shouldn’t spend any time in jail. Right now, she’s being given care to help her get through what happened. Isaac did a real number on her earlier that day, and she was beat up before she ever picked up the knife.”
“Lia is a strong kid. She’ll work through this, and I want to help her,” Rachel said. “I’m taking classes towards a degree in psychology, because I want to be able to help other kids.”
They talked about Rachel’s classes and how did she like the admin work she was doing while they ate. As they finished up, Jack turned to Rachel and handed her a card. 
“On the back is my personal cell number. Call me any time. But I’d also like it if you called me and let me know what you’re doing on Sunday. I love to bake, and I usually do a lot of baking on Sundays because it’s relaxing, and then we have treats all week. If you want to come by, I can teach you a few things.”
Rachel’s eyes grew wide, and she stared at Jack. “Are you serious?”
Jack grinned. “Yeah, I am. I think it’d be fun. My son likes to cook, but he’s got his own place and goes to college, so we don’t get to mess around in the kitchen like we used to. You let me know what time works for you, and I’ll come pick you up and we’ll do a shopping trip, then head back and make some things.”
Rachel’s smile faded a little. “I can’t afford to buy a lot of stuff right now. I only get paid every two weeks and I budget hard.”
“Did I say you had to pay for anything? I’m good for it,” Jack said. “But I appreciate you thinking you had to contribute. That, right there? That’s part of why I’m offering this to you. You don’t expect handouts. You want to work for what you get. Let me help you get there a little easier, and have some fun together while we do. Okay?”
Rachel smiled more, then and gave Jack a shy nod. “Okay. Thank you. Both of you. Let me make sure you have my number so you can keep me updated on Lia? Please? I figure she’ll need a place when she gets released and I’m the closest she’s got to family in the whole world.”
“We’ll make sure you’re kept in the loop,” Jamie said. “And if you’d like, we can drop you off at home. We go right by there.”
“That’d be great, thank you. I don’t mind public transit, but a ride is always welcome,” Rachel replied. 
Jamie got up to pay for the meals and came back with a bag and a tray of to-go coffees. “Here, fix it at the table and we’ll take them to go. I’ve got your dinner in the bag.”
When they dropped off Rachel, she thanked them profusely before she headed inside. Jack turned to Jamie with a smirk. “What else did you put in that bag for her?”
“A grilled chicken salad, two muffins, two slices of cake, a fruit cup, and another sandwich platter. I’m also going to send her a prepaid card for the supermarket down the street here, so she can load up on groceries,” Jamie said.
Jack reached out and patted his arm.
“What was that for?” Jamie asked.
“For being an awesome human being,” Jack replied. “I got a good gut feeling about that kid, which is why I offered the cooking lessons.”
“Same here,” Jamie said. “Her mother died from an overdose when Rachel was eight. She went right into the Olsen’s from eight years old and stayed there until she was eighteen. Knowing what we know now - that child probably spent most of those ten years being molested and abused – and yet she’s looking forward to helping others. That takes a special kind of person.”
“It does,” Jack said. “It really does.”




Chapter eleven

“I wanted to thank you both for the work you did for Tyler,” Aidan said as he stepped into their office Friday morning. “The family really appreciates it.”
“What’s his status?” Jamie asked.
“They’re moving him to a facility for long-term care on Monday. He’s not coming out of the coma, and he’s stable, otherwise. They see some brain activity, enough to not call him brain dead, but not enough to pull him out of it. There is a small sliver of hope that he may heal up enough over time and come out of it on his own. No one really knows.”
“I’m so sorry, Aidan. That’s rough for the family, and for Shani,” Jack said.
“We’re mourning and hoping, all in the same breath. But everyone has said how well you two handled everything and it is truly appreciated. I wanted you to know that. Now, with that said, what do you have on the Olsen murders?”
“If anyone ever asks, I never said this,” Jamie said, “But good riddance to two horrible people.”
They laid out the case as they knew it, complete with the ties to Matty Joshin. When they were done, Aidan sat back and scrubbed his hands over his face.
“Okay, so Lia and Dora are being taken care of, the two littlest are safely away,” Aidan said, “and you’ve already talked to the DA about getting exigent circumstances decided for Lia with probation and continued treatment?”
“Yep. And Lia is going to be released the day before her eighteenth birthday, so she can stay with Rachel Levine. We’re working on making that situation a little easier for them,” Jamie said. 
“You know, Jamie, you can’t fix everything,” Aidan chided him. “I get that you have the money to help, but you keep doing this and you won’t have it for long.”
“When it takes so little to make a huge difference in a couple of lives? I’ll keep doing it. Tara and I are taken care of. My kids, Mike’s kids, they’re all taken care of. For the rest of their lives. Anything else, is gravy,” Jamie said. 
“Well, it’s your money,” Aidan grumbled. 
“Yeah, it is. And if I can make someone else’s life a little easier, I’m going to do that,” Jamie replied.
“We’ll send you our reports by the end of the day, sir,” Jack said as she got up and opened the door. 
Aidan gave her a nod, looked back at Jamie, then left the office. 
“What did you do that for?” Jamie asked.
“I didn’t want the two of you getting into it over something stupid. You want to help? That’s awesome. Go for it,” Jack said. “It’s not his place to argue about how you spend your money, as long as the cases are getting handled. And for his part, he’s under a lot of stress and worry about his family, so he’s not thinking clearly. You both needed a time out. Now, tell me what you want to do to help the girls?”
“I actually need your help with it. When Rachel comes over on Sunday, find out about her living situation. Find out if she likes her job or is only doing it to survive,” Jamie said. “A couple of months ago, I bought a six-family building over near Harbor University and it’ll be done being fixed up at the end of the month. I’m opening it up to occupancy first of next month, and thought giving the girls one of the units would be good. I’d also give them a living stipend and pay for them to attend Harbor University, if that’s what they want.”
“That’s a big gift,” Jack said. “But I like it. I can help them with the furnishings and stuff, since you’re handling the space itself.”
“So, talk to Rachel, see what she says. We can talk to Lia on Monday. The DA should have the paperwork handled by then, so we can give her the final answer on everything,” Jamie said.
“That sounds like a plan,” Jack replied. “Speaking of plans, have you heard from Mike or Mari?”
“No, not yet. I figure they might be around at home tonight, and I can find out how things are going then.”
“We need to tell them we’ve got a name,” Jack said. “But I always feel bad, calling for them or summoning them, or whatever it is.”
“You’re right, we do need to let them know. Let’s call them now,” Jamie said.
“Naw, just let them know tonight when you see them,” Jack said. “If they’re following someone or tracking, us calling will just fuck that up. Besides, I want to get home earlier tonight and have a nice dinner for Doc. It’ll be a year since we got serious about each other.”
“Then go. I’ll finish up the reports and send them off. And I’ll keep my fingers crossed we have nothing to run out for tonight,” Jamie said.
“Well-phrased,” Jack replied. “No curses or jinxes allowed. If you need anything, just call. Thanks, Jamie.”
“You’re welcome,” Jamie replied as Jack gathered up her stuff and left. 
[image: image-placeholder]Taking time for small celebrations was important, Jack reminded herself, as she looked around the chaos of her kitchen. Potatoes au gratin, steamed asparagus, braised lamb chops, and a chocolate mousse for dessert had turned her kitchen into a disaster. She had cleaned up some as she went, but it was hard to juggle all of the different parts to the meal. By the time she had the worst of it cleared up and the hot parts in the warming oven, there was maybe ten minutes before Doc would get home. 
A quick shower, clean clothes, and Jack was setting the little table for two in front of the fireplace. A fire was lit, candles ready to go, and wine opened and set aside to breathe. She heard the door open and turned with a smile.
“Welcome home, love,” Jack said. 
Doc came in, shoulders slumped, then paused to take in the setting. “I forgot something.”
“No, love. It’s just a small celebration for us. You didn’t forget anything. Why don’t you go wash up and get comfortable, and I’ll get dinner on the table?”
Doc hung up his coat, dropped his bag on the bench, and slipped off his shoes. He walked over to Jack and leaned down to kiss her. “It smells amazing. Give me about five minutes, and I’ll be ready.”
“I’ll be here,” Jack said with a smile. She’d just put the last dish down on the table when Doc returned, dressed in black lounge pants and a long-sleeved t-shirt. They weren’t grungy, work-around-the-house clothes, but comfortable, like what she was wearing with her leggings and tunic-length sweater. 
As they both sat, Doc looked at the feast, then up at Jack. “What are we celebrating?”
“It’s been a year since we first got serious about each other, and I wanted to do something nice for you. A good meal and some time together seemed appropriate.”
“It’s been a rough day, so I’m glad for this,” Doc said. “And beyond grateful for you,” he added as he reached for her hand and gave it a light squeeze. “How was your day?”
“Interesting, but nothing overly stressful. Are you still going to Sean’s place to watch the game on Sunday?”
“That’s the plan, why?” Doc asked as he took a bite of food. 
“I’m going to pick up a new friend and take her shopping, then bring her back here to teach her how to make a few things. Have some fun with my usual Sunday bake-a-thon,” Jack replied. 
“As long as I get goodies, I’m happy,” Doc said. “So, tell me about this new friend?”
“Her name’s Rachel Levine, and she’s an amazingly resilient young woman. I’m impressed with her.”
“That’s hard to do – impress you, I mean. You’ve got high standards. No, I don’t mean this as a bad thing – it’s good. I’m just saying if she’s impressed you, she must be something special.”
“She’s had a hard road, and is more concerned with helping someone else out, than what she’ll get out of it. That’s the kind of person I want to encourage and support. She’s been watching videos online to learn how to cook things, so I suggested she come by and hang out and learn from me,” Jack said, then took a bite of food. After a moment, she continued. “I miss the times when Avery would come hang out and try new recipes with me, so this is going to be fun for me, too.”
Jack took a sip of wine and watched Doc eat. “You want to tell me why you had a rough day?”
“Jessa Maine’s parents refused to claim her body for burial. They said if I couldn’t make their son look ‘normal’ they didn’t want anything to do with ‘it’,” Doc said. “It took every ounce of my willpower to keep from going over the table at them. It seems that Jessa became emancipated at sixteen, after they threw her out for being evil and against the Bible. She got a job, shared an apartment with four other people, and was due to graduate high school in June.”
“That poor girl,” Jack murmured. 
“The school has a collection going to bury the three that died, but I’m going to make sure Jessa has a proper headstone with her name and her favorite quote on it,” Doc said. 
“What quote is that?”
“It’s by Ralph Waldo Emerson, and it says, “To be yourself in a world that is constantly trying to make you something else is the greatest accomplishment.”
“That’s a wonderful quote. I’m sure Jessa will appreciate it. Did you see her?” Jack asked.
“No, I’m guessing she crossed over right away. You guys didn’t see her at the scene, and she wasn’t around the morgue. I just hope she’s found peace,” Doc said. 
“Who’s working on the Olsen bodies?” Jack asked.
“Connolly. He’s been coming along. Doesn’t miss a thing, but gets awful twitchy when he’s being watched,” Doc said.
“You’re a good teacher, Kendrick. He’ll be fine. And you won’t be seeing their ghosts around at all. Mike flushed them,” Jack said with a shiver. “Evil fuckers. Acting like they were so giving and caring, and raping the children under their roof. Rachel lived with them for ten years and tried to keep them from going after the younger ones. We met when she wanted to talk to me and Jamie about what living there was like, and that Lia would only have snapped if they went after one of the babies.”
“You guys talked to the ghosts?” Doc asked.
“Yeah. They said the kids ‘owed’ them sexual favors because they kept them fed and sheltered. Sick people. I’m glad they’re rotting in hell, or whatever place the evil ones go.”
“I know we do what we do, because we’re called to serve,” Doc said. “But sometimes, it takes a little more effort to not let the darkness swallow the light. That’s why I appreciate you doing this dinner for us. It’s the moments where we stop and appreciate what we have, that help us stay strong.”
“So right, my love. Now, how about dessert?” Jack asked and leaned over to give him a kiss. 




Chapter twelve

“Today was my funeral,” Blake said to Mike. “It was hard to watch my family be in so much pain.”
“How is Parker holding up?” Mike asked.
“They’re healing. They’ve not gone back to school yet. The folks are talking about having Parker finish the year from home, but I think that’s a mistake. I’m trying to convince Parker that they need to go back and get into a routine again,” Blake said. 
“What’s the argument?” Mike asked. “I mean, what is the reason Parker is giving you for not wanting to go back?”
“They don’t care anymore. Depression was always a thing with us, and we’ve got medication and therapy that was helping, but this…” Blake said.
“Yeah, this just dumped a steaming bowl of crap into the middle of it all. Does Parker talk to you?”
“Sometimes. They’re not sure if they’ve lost their mind, or if I’m really there. Which brings me to why I’m here, now,” Blake said. “I was wondering if you’d come with me and talk to Parker with me, so they could see it’s not just me that’s around?”
“I guess I could do that. What if it freaks them out more?” Mike asked. “What if they decide they don’t want to see or hear you anymore?”
Blake chewed their lip then shrugged. “It’s a chance we’ve got to take. I can’t watch my twin spiral like this and not try to fix it.”
“Then let’s go talk to Parker,” Mike said. “But I need to get someone to hang out here and keep an eye on Lia, in case that asshole comes back.”
Mike got Tennyson to take over watching Lia who was spending the afternoon reading a book in her room at the psychiatric facility just outside of Harbor. It was specifically designed for kids and teens, and Lia seemed to be doing really well there. 
When Mike and Blake showed up at the Collins home, there were people everywhere. Inside, outside, on the lawn, on the deck. Cars were lined up down the street and in the parking lot of the church a few houses away. 
“Looks like a lot of people came to be here for your family,” Mike said. “That’s a good thing.”
“Yeah, but it means finding Parker alone is going to be a problem,” Blake said as they led Mike through the wall of the house into Parker’s bedroom. “Or not.”
Parker sat on one of the beds, arm in a sling, suit coat on the back of a chair. They’d kicked off their dress shoes and the tie was balled up on the dresser. 
“Oh, gods. They hate dressing in suits. It’s too masculine,” Blake whispered to Mike. 
“Do they prefer dressing as a girl?” Mike asked. “No insult intended, seriously – I’m just trying to understand.”
“Neither one of us likes being told we’re a boy or a girl. We prefer neutral outfits. Parker’s favorite color is green, and we both love soft blue jeans and good hiking boots. They even have a blousy shirt they love that looks great with a green embroidered vest that was my favorite.” 
“Okay, that makes sense. I’ve only met a few non-binary people and it’s something I’m still learning about, so thank you for educating me – even though that’s not your job. It’s mine, to figure it out and learn so I can be more understanding,” Mike said.
“Wow, that’s really cool that you get that,” Blake said. “People like to put gender on clothing, when it’s really not necessary.” They went over and crouched in front of Parker. “Hey, twinnie. You should get out of those clothes and into something comfortable.”
“You’re not here, and I can’t because Dad made me promise,” Parker said.
“I am here, and the funeral’s over. You can change now. Come on, get changed and let’s go for a walk down to the creek,” Blake said.
Mike and Blake went through the wall and waited while Parker changed their clothes. A few minutes passed and Parker opened the bedroom window and climbed out to join them. The three of them headed around the side of the house and into the trees before anyone could stop them. Soon they were under the green canopy of spring leaves, following a well-worn trail through the undergrowth. 
“There’s a creek down here with a couple of huge rocks we like to sit on,” Blake said. “It’s one of our favorite places to go when we need to think.”
“I can’t keep seeing you and talking to you like you’re here,” Parker said. “They’ll put me on stronger drugs if they find out and I don’t like feeling like a zombie already.”
“That’s why I brought Mike with me,” Blake said. “You can see him, right?”
“I can see a guy with you, yeah,” Parker said.
“Hi, Parker. I’m Michael Donovan. I was a detective before I was killed a couple of years ago. Now I help solve crimes and work with the spirits on this side now.”
“Why are you here?” Parker asked Mike.
“Because you needed to know that seeing ghosts is not a psychosis. Some people can, some can’t. It’s like being good at math or a fast runner. It just is,” Mike said. 
Parker turned to Blake and sniffled. “I wish I could hug you. I’m sorry I’ve been such an asshole, but I don’t know how to do this without you.”
“You’re not doing it without me,” Blake said. “I’m here. Sorta.”
“Look, it’s an adjustment,” Mike said. “I get that. But you’re lucky to have each other. Blake wouldn’t be here if they didn’t have you, Parker, to be an anchor. Just like I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t have my partner and friend, Jamie. And now I get to do stuff that really helps Jamie and the rest of his team. We work together to solve murders and help the victims find peace.”
“So if I don’t want Blake around, they’d disappear?” Parker asked, a touch of panic in their voice.
“No, not quite. See, Blake wants to be here to help watch over you. So they get to stay. If they didn’t have someone they wanted to be here for, they’d have crossed over. Usually. Sometimes, spirits stick around because they want justice, or have unfinished business.”
“What happened to the guy that hit us?” Parker asked.
“He’s in a coma and they don’t think he’s going to make it,” Mike explained. “But he didn’t do that, not really. The evil entity, a revenant, took over his body and did it. My friends and I are hunting this thing down.”
“How’d something take over his body?” Blake asked.
“Tyler is his name. He’s a veteran and had a TBI – a traumatic brain injury. He also has PTSD. So, he was susceptible, or vulnerable, to this thing taking him over. It’s taken over a couple of people and done some horrible things. That’s why my friends and I are watching and listening. We’re trying to catch it before it kills again.”
“That sucks for Tyler. I hope he makes it, because it’s not fair to lose everything just because you were in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Blake said.
“Life’s not fair,” Parker replied. “But at least I’ve got you around to talk to.”
“I’m gonna head out, you two. Take care of each other, and you can always call for me if you need me. And you,” Mike said to Parker. “Reach out to Detectives Kennedy and Forbes if you need anything. They’re my friends and they can see Blake, too.”
“I’ll do that. Thank you, sir,” Parker replied.
Mike walked back down the path a bit, so he could listen to the twins as they started to talk about the funeral guests. He laughed when he heard Blake ask Parker if he’d seen what Jenny Hawkins was wearing and if Jenny thought it was appropriate funeral attire. They both laughed, and Mike sighed. They were going to be okay, so he headed back to Lia.




Chapter thirteen

Mike popped back in, and Lia was asleep on her bed, but Tennyson wasn’t in the room. He started to call out, and felt a pulling that told him someone was in trouble. 
On the outside of the wall to Lia’s room, Tennyson was in a fight with a figure all in black. “Matty Joshin! Let him go!” Mike yelled.
The figure paused, then reached out and Mike watched in horror as it tore a claw through Tennyson’s throat. Laughter poured out of Joshin’s mouth as he threw his arms wide and disappeared. 
Mike ran to Tennyson’s side and held the other ghost in his arms. “I don’t know what to do,” Mike said to his friend. “I’m so sorry.”
“Help me cross,” Tenny said. “It’s time. I don’t want to just fade away.”
Mike lifted Tenny in his arms and turned away from the building. “May your crossing be one of peace, and may you know how much I valued your friendship. Light and love to you, Tennyson.”
The light grew from a soft glow to a brilliance that hurt his eyes to look on it, as Mike laid his friend down and backed away. 
The light drew closer, and Tennyson whispered, “Thank you, my friend.” Then it flashed brilliant white and disappeared, taking Tenny with it. 
Mike’s heart ached at the loss of his friend and his true second-in-command that he relied on for the past couple of years. That pain soon gave way to fury. “Matty Joshin, I am going to take you down, you fucker. Count on it.” 
[image: image-placeholder]Essie Johnson pulled another batch of cookies out of the oven and smiled. The scent of chocolate chip and peanut butter cookies filled her house and, to Essie? That smelled like love. 
It had been a while since Essie had felt up to baking again. That stroke she’d had right around Christmas had set her back a bit. But with spring coming, the neighborhood kids would be out and about again, and she always had a cookie for the kids. Most people kept a cookie jar in their kitchen, but Essie kept hers by the front door, so when she sat on the porch with her coffee, she didn’t have to go far to get the kids their cookies. 
There was something off about the last couple of batches, though. Essie couldn’t quite put her finger on it. She couldn’t exactly taste them herself with the diabetes and all, but they looked right and smelled good, so it was probably just her own self-doubt. It had been a while since she’d baked, and to be honest? She’d surprised herself with the overwhelming desire that morning, and the strength and stamina to actually do it. 
It took less than twelve hours from when that last batch came out of the oven, for the first child to end up in the emergency room of Harbor General. Within twenty-four hours, eighteen kids had been admitted and two had died. Six adults had also been admitted with the same symptoms and Jerry Dalton, a postal worker, had died in a wave of vomit and pain. 
Jack and Jamie spoke to the kids, the parents, and the adults that were all showing signs of ethylene glycol poisoning. 
“When Tallie came home, she was fine?” Jack asked Missy Lowe, Tallie’s mother. 
“She was. She’d been out playing with the other neighborhood kids. It’s one of the nice things about living on a cul-de-sac. There’s a big spot for the kids to ride their bikes or skateboards that doesn’t have a lot of traffic, and they all get to know each other. Tallie loved to ride her scooter with Grace and Keelie,” Missy said as she stroked the hair back from Tallie’s forehead. The child looked lost in the big bed, but the soft beep of the machines told them she was still alive. “They say she’ll need a kidney transplant, and dialysis until that can happen. Grace is the same. Keelie didn’t get as sick, but the Brown family? I don’t know how they’re going to manage. Georgie was such a cute little boy.”
“Mrs. Lowe, did Tallie say anything about her day when she came home? Did the kids see anyone different, or go anywhere together?” Jack asked. 
Missy shook her head no, her attention on her child. 
“If you think of anything, here’s my card. Call me, okay?” Jack said and handed over a business card then left the room. 
Jamie stood outside in the hallway, tapping notes into his tablet. “Anything?”
“No, but she’s pretty focused on keeping her kid alive,” Jack said. 
“CSU hasn’t found anything that could’ve hit all of these people at the same time,” Jamie said as he read the information on his tablet. “But Doc is doing the autopsies on George Brown and Amy Eames. He said it looked like it was something they ate. Cookies?”
Jack turned and went back into the room. “I’m sorry to bother you again, Mrs. Lowe, but did Tallie say anything about someone giving the kids cookies?”
“Oh, Essie Johnson always gives out cookies. She bakes them herself. She’s like the neighborhood grandma,” Missy said, then paused and dug into her purse. “I have one here. Tallie brought it home for me.” She held out a giant chocolate chip cookie, wrapped in paper towel.
Jack hurried over and grabbed a plastic bag off of a side table. “Put it in here, and go wash your hands.”
Once the cookie was in the bag, Missy gave Jack a puzzled look. “Why? What’s wrong?”
“They think there’s something in the cookies,” Jack said.
“That’s not possible,” Missy insisted. “Miss Essie is the sweetest woman. The whole neighborhood rallied around when she had a stroke at Christmas. We took turns cleaning her house and bringing her meals. She had a nurse stopping in for a bit, but she doesn’t have kids of her own, or any family nearby. She’s our family.”
Jack shook her head. “It’s probably an accident. We’ll go talk to her and see if we can get to the bottom of this. Go wash up, okay?”
Missy gave a faint nod to Jack and went to the bathroom to wash her hands. 
Jack stepped out and held up the bag. “Cookie. Essie Johnson, the neighborhood grandma, makes them and hands them out to everyone.”
“Let’s go talk to Essie Johnson,” Jamie said. 




Chapter fourteen

When Estelle Johnson opened the door to Jack and Jamie, Jack had to agree that she looked like a grandma. Essie had short, curly salt-and-pepper hair, sepia skin with a map of wrinkles that spoke of years of laughter, and dark brown eyes that took in their badges with careful scrutiny. 
“Come in, come in,” Essie said as she stepped back to give them room to enter. “I can’t imagine why the police are at my door.”
“Have you heard about the children, Miss Johnson?” Jamie asked.
“Land sakes, what’s wrong with the children? What happened?” Essie asked as she put a hand on the back of a chair to steady herself. Then she stopped and shook her head. “Would you like some coffee? I just made a pot.”
“No, thank you. Have you had any of the cookies you baked?” Jack asked.
“No, I can’t eat them. I’ve got the diabetes,” Essie said, then stared at Jack in horror. “Something in my cookies made them sick?”
Jamie nodded. “Yes, ma’am. That’s what it looks like.”
Essie pointed to the two-gallon jar next to the front door. “They’re all in there. Take them and throw them away. I don’t even want to touch them if it made those precious babies ill.”
Jack went to Essie and guided her over to a seat while Jamie opened the jar and took a look inside, then closed it up again. 
“Tell us about making these cookies,” Jack asked, her tone gentle.
“I’ve had a rough go since the stroke at Christmas. Didn’t really feel strong enough to make my cookies for the kids until the other day,” Essie said. “One minute I was sitting in my chair, watching my stories, the next I was in the kitchen, pulling the first batch out of the oven. I don’t remember how I got there, but I was just so happy that I’d felt strong enough to do it.”
“Then you gave cookies to the kids, to Mr. Dalton, the mail carrier, gave them some extra to take home to their parents, right?” Jack asked.
“That’s right. I even wrapped up a tin of them for Jerry…Mr. Dalton…to take to Mrs. Miller over on Gates Ave. We used to play cards, Harriet and I, and she’s been down with a bad hip.”
Jamie gave Jack a nod and stepped out onto the porch to call it in. Someone needed to get over to Mrs. Miller’s place right away.
“Essie, the cookies had anti-freeze in them. Some of the people that ate them got really sick, and some died,” Jack said. “Do you remember putting anything different in the batter?”
“Oh, no. No. I never would’ve…not the babies!” Essie cried out and grabbed her jaw. She went gray and sweat beaded on her skin before she passed out. 
Jack checked for a pulse, then slid her onto the floor. “Call a bus!” she yelled to Jamie as she started CPR. 
Jamie rushed back in, phone to his ear as he called for an ambulance. The dark laughter resonated around them and filled the room. 
“Too late, again. You’re both pathetic,” Joshin yelled. “Good luck stopping me. Haha - you can’t!”
“Mike, he’s here,” Jamie yelled. “Get this fucker, would ya?”
Mike popped in, growled once, then popped out to track the revenant. 
Mari joined them a few moments later, and held out her hand to Essie. “Come on, Essie. It’s time to find your peace.”
Jack leaned back and stopped CPR as she watched the spirit rise.
“I’m so sorry,” Essie said. “I never meant to hurt anyone.”
“Essie, you didn’t hurt anyone. Matty Joshin did. He used you. It’s not on your soul at all. Go in peace,” Jamie said.
“I’m sorry,” Jack whispered to Essie as she got to her feet and went outside. 
Jamie watched as Mari led Essie to the light. Once Essie was gone, Mari sighed. “Mike will be tracking that fucker all over town. I'll see if I can help. Take care, you two.”
Jack shook her head when the EMTs showed up. “She’s gone. She’s in on the floor. Estelle Johnson, eighty-two.”
They went inside and went through their process anyway, while Jack went to the truck and slid into the seat. Rage and frustration had her shaking, and she knew she couldn’t deal with people in this state, so she pulled a bottle of water out of the cooler and took a few swallows before she did some box breathing to calm herself and reclaim her focus.
“Are you okay?” Jamie asked as he leaned against the side of the truck.
“No, not really. This fucker has to be stopped. He’s destroying good people’s lives, killing just for the sake of killing, and we can’t do a damned thing,” Jack snarled and stomped a foot against the floor. “Mari and Mike haven’t been able to pin him down. How the fuck do you stop a serial killer when they’re already dead?”
“And when people speak of Essie Johnson now, it won’t be the kindly grandma that loved everyone around her, it’ll be the cookie lady that poisoned a neighborhood and killed four people,” Jamie said.
“Four? Harriet, right?” Jack asked.
“Yeah, she’s been dead a few hours,” Jamie said. 
“Tyler, Essie, Lia, Jennifer – none of them were evil. None of them would have, on their own merits, done anything to harm another person,” Jack said. “Yet, they’re all killers now.  Matty Joshin has to pay for this. All of this.”
“I don’t even know how to warn the public about this,” Jamie said. “If you’ve any mental illness or weakness, you’re susceptible to the ghost of a serial killer making you a killer, too? We can’t say anything about it. We can’t protect anyone from it.”
Jack took a slow breath, then let it out again. “Okay, let’s go take care of Essie and do our best damage control. Something got mixed up and it happened, it wasn’t intentional – and that’s not a lie.”
“Good way to look at it,” Jamie said. “Damage control. And here are the crime scene techs. Time to get to work.”




Chapter fifteen

“The death toll keeps climbing and you’re no closer to stopping this freak,” Aidan snapped. He paced back and forth in front of Commissioner Tremont’s desk, and glared at Jack and Jamie as they sat facing the desk.
“Yes, sir. Unfortunately, we don’t have cuffs that work on a revenant,” Jamie snapped back. 
“Easy, guys,” Jack said with a sigh. “Look, we’re doing our best. This thing can take out ghosts, and Mike’s already lost Tennyson. He and Mari are trying to track it down and bind it, but it’s slick and sneaky. They can’t just grab it and toss it in the River when it’s inside another being because it could shatter the living person’s soul.”
“And the fact that the four of us are even having this discussion is hard for me to wrap my mind around,” the Commissioner said. 
“We’re doing damage control as best we can for the victims of the revenant,” Jamie said. “But unless you’ve got something productive to offer, LT, crawling up our asses over this isn’t going to help anyone.”
“Look, we realize this has touched your family, Aidan,” Jack said. “And it’s heartbreaking what happened to Tyler. But we’re all doing our very best and that’s all we’ve got. If it’s not sufficient for you, then go ahead, give the case to another team.” She gave Aidan a wry smile. “Good luck finding someone else that can wrap their heads around the fact that the revenant of a serial killer has racked up over two hundred more kills…after he was buried.”
Tremont stood and went to Aidan and put a hand on his shoulder. “Aidan, you’re one of my best, but this case is too close to home for you. I’m going to ask you to step aside and have Kennedy and Forbes report directly to me on this one.”
Aidan opened his mouth to argue, then let it snap shut and gave the commissioner a nod. “You’re right, sir,” he said, then turned to Jack and Jamie. “And I’m sorry for lashing out at you. I should’ve recused myself from this one on day one, and I thought I could keep enough distance to still be useful. That’s obviously not the case anymore.”
“It’s okay, LT. We understand, but we are, seriously, doing our very best. We’re both frustrated and pissed off about this whole thing, too,” Jamie said.
“Why don’t you all get on out of here. It’s Saturday, for Pete’s sake. Go do something relaxing,” Tremont said. “Forbes? Kennedy? I want to see your murder books and boards on Monday. Where’s the best place for that?”
“Jamie’s office,” Jack said. “We have to edit what we put up at the precinct, but the wall of white board at Jamie’s place has it all.”
“Then I’ll be there at nine sharp on Monday morning to go over the whole thing with you. Until then, get out of here and get some rest. That’s an order.”
“Yes, sir,” they all said and left the office. 
In the elevator to the garage, Aidan sighed. “I am sorry about losing it back there.”
“Look, we’re friends outside of work. We understand this is shitty beyond belief,” Jamie said. “But we are doing everything we can.”
“I know you are. Both of you. And Mike. Just, give him my best, will ya?” Aidan said as the doors opened, and he walked quickly over to his car. 
Jack and Jamie moved a little more slowly. 
“I’m going to order in a nice dinner for Tara tonight and spend some time just hanging out with her. Her big show is next week, and all of her pieces are done, so she’ll need some downtime herself,” Jamie said.
“And I’m going to go home and make up a list to shop with Rachel tomorrow and have our cooking lesson day together,” Jack said. “Don’t be insulted if I say I hope I don’t see you until Monday.”
Jamie chuckled. “Nope, not insulted. I’m hoping the same thing,” he replied. 
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“This was a great idea,” Tara said as she reached for her beer and took a sip.
“I’ve missed you the past couple of weeks. Me, with this case, and you with your showing, had us going full speed in opposite directions,” Jamie said. 
“How’s the case going?” 
“It’s…going. It’s frustrating as fuck, to be completely honest. I need to put it aside for a bit and see if my brain comes up with some answers that I’m just not seeing. How about you? How’s the showing setup going?”
“It’s almost done. We’re just waiting for a couple of pieces that we sold, to be picked up over the next couple of days, then we’ll be able to set out the last of it. People have already put in offers on two of the paintings and the opening night isn’t until Wednesday,” Tara said. “You’ll be there, right?”
“Unless I get called out on an emergency, yes. Jack, Doc, Avery, even the Comish and Mrs. Tremont are all planning on attending,” Jamie replied.
“I know you can’t tell if someone’s going to get murdered or not, and I’ve learned to be flexible, but this is important, so I’m hoping everything waits for a few hours,” Tara said.
“If something tied to our existing cases happens, then yeah, I’ll have to go tend to it – but I’m hopeful I’ll get to enjoy your evening with you.” Jamie pulled her close and kissed her cheek. “I know it’s tough being with a cop, but you handle it well.”
“I knew you were a cop when I started dating you. It’s who you are as much as it’s what you do. I don’t expect you to change any of that. I only say something because I know that, sometimes, you do have options and I’m hoping this is one of those times.” Tara leaned up to brush a kiss on his lips. “I’ve forgotten what the movie is about. How about we clean this up and go to bed?”
“Dessert, for the win,” Jamie replied, then kissed her back.
“Oh, baby, oh, baby,” Tara teased him back and they both laughed. She lifted a hand to his cheek and met his eyes. “I am beyond in love with you. Thank you for being in my life.”
“And I am beyond in love with you. Thank you, for being in my life,” Jamie replied. 




Chapter sixteen

Jack and Rachel carried the bags into Jack’s place and piled everything on the kitchen table. 
“Wow, this is a really nice place,” Rachel said. “I love this kitchen.”
“My son, Avery, and I did most of this. His uncle Anson helped with the things that were beyond the skills he and I have,” Jack replied. “Let’s get this stuff sorted and have a coffee before we get started. We can go over what we’ll be making, and I can show you how to organize it so we’re not making more work for ourselves.”
“Sounds great,” Rachel replied and soon they had the supplies sorted and were seated at the table with a notebook and their coffee. 
“So, because I like to make stuff for the week on Sunday, I try and do my prep work first,” Jack explained. “That means getting all of the berries washed, the stuff that needs to be peeled and chopped all done, and so on. That way, when you’re putting together the recipes, you just have to combine the ingredients and go, not stop to prep for each one.”
“That makes sense. And because we’re doing two kinds of muffins, a casserole, and a soup, there will be a lot of prep, right?” Rachel asked.
“Right,” Jack replied. 
As they washed the produce and got out the cookware, Jack approached the conversation Jamie wanted her to have. 
“If you stop working at the Ridge, do you lose your apartment?” Jack asked. “I mean, is the place you’re living in, tied to the job?”
“Yeah, it is. But it’s okay while I’m going to school,” Rachel said. “It’ll take me longer to get my degree, but at least I can work towards it and I’m not on the streets anymore.”
“What would you say if you were given a place to live, rent free, a stipend to live off of, and a scholarship to Harbor University?” Jack asked.
“I’d wonder where my fucking fairy godmother was,” Rachel said with a laugh. “Then I’d wonder if you were on drugs or something. That kind of thing doesn’t happen to girls like me.”
Jack smiled and turned to look at Rachel. “What if it did?”
Rachel laughed and shook her head as she worked on peeling the potatoes. When Jack didn’t say anything more right away, Rachel turned to look at her, then stopped and put the knife down. “Wait a minute. What are you saying?”
“How tied to your job and your place at the Ridge are you? If you had options, would you take them?”
“If I had options? Yeah. I’d take them. I mean, I worked hard to get this place, but it’s not what I want to do the rest of my life.”
“You know that Jamie and I are not hurting for money, right?” Jack asked.
“I kind of got that impression, but it’s rude to ask.”
“Jamie bought a six-unit house near Harbor University, and it’ll be done with the remodel at the end of this month. Like, next week. He’ll give you the place, rent free, pay you and Lia a monthly stipend so you can afford groceries and essentials, and a full, four-year scholarship to Harbor U. I’m going to take you shopping and get you furniture, dishes, bedding, all that stuff. All you, and Lia, have to do is study your asses off and stay out of trouble.”
Rachel stumbled back a couple of steps and dropped into a chair. Her mouth hung open and she stared at Jack for a few minutes, then burst into tears and covered her face with her hands.
“Oh, no. Rachel, don’t cry,” Jack said. 
“You don’t understand,” Rachel sniffled into her hands until Jack handed her a napkin. “This is a dream, right? I’m gonna wake up and…”
“No, hon. It’s not a dream. Jamie and I enjoy helping people when we can. You and Lia deserve a solid chance at a good life, and this is one way we can help.” 
“How can you trust that we’ll stick with it? That we won’t just trash the place and sell everything or something?” Rachel asked. “I mean, I was on the streets. Lia snapped and murdered two people.”
“And because you’re asking me that, I know it’s a good decision,” Jack said. She handed Rachel a box of tissues and sat at the table with her. “Sometimes, a person just needs someone to give them a chance. I’ve had people do that for me, more than once in my life. The fact that I’m now in a position to do that for others? It’s a good thing.”
“So you pay it forward, yeah?” Rachel said.
“Yep. Exactly that. And you and Lia can pay it forward when you’re able. Now, are you ready to learn some new recipes? Because I’m sending you home with a slow cooker, so you can make this yourself,” Jack said.
Rachel got up when Jack did, and wrapped her arms around Jack’s waist in a hug. “Thank you,” she whispered, then pulled back and went into the powder room to wash up and pull herself together. 
Jack knew that Rachel wasn’t a hugger – not many kids who’d lived her life were – and that the hug she’d just received was a huge gift. 
That fed her soul more than the laughter and learning they enjoyed the rest of the day. 
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“I called him by name, and it didn’t do shit,” Mike said. “Wasn’t it supposed to pull him to me?”
“As far as I know, yes,” Mari replied. “What did you call him?” 
“Matty Joshin,” Mike said.
“Ah,” Mari replied. “You have to use the full name. Matteus Wallace Joshin.”
“Seriously? It has to be that specific?” Mike was beyond frustrated now. “What if there wasn’t someone like me around to stop this thing? What would happen?”
“A lot of people would continue to die until the revenant met up with someone who was stronger in spirit. Basically, it’d screw up and try to slide into someone who wasn’t so easy to control – and that person would banish it. Or it’d get stuck in someone and end up with a priest doing an exorcism, or whatever faith practice was used to end possessions.”
“That sounds like an awfully shitty way to do things,” Mike said. “A lot of people have died already and we’re not any closer to stopping this thing.”
“It doesn’t help that no two of you on your team have the same belief structure,” Mari said. “Tara was raised in a household of both Jewish and Catholic faiths. Jamie is a lapsed Catholic. Jack doesn’t practice any faith but leans towards a generic spiritualism. You’re a lapsed Catholic that went to a Protestant church for your ex-wife.  Kendrick is more Buddhist in practice than anything. When you toss all of that together, you get a spiritual salad that has a variety of strengths and weaknesses – the largest weakness being that there is no one way to address the issue.”
“Yeah, see, that’s where I think you’re wrong. You see it as a weakness, when I see it as a strength. If one way doesn’t work, we try something else,” Mike said. “The other thing is – we all believe in love. Facts are facts, follow your heart, and trust your friends. That’s how we’ve faced everything we’ve had thrown at us the past two years.”
“Maybe,” Mari said. “Maybe that’ll be enough. I don’t know.” She shook her head, then looked out over the city. “It’s not like anything else has worked so far.”
“Chin up, Mari. I’ve got some ideas. I’m going to get my minions to go out in pairs and see what we can find. Don’t lose faith in us yet,” Mike said. “I haven’t.”




Chapter seventeen

Jack paced the floor in front of the whiteboard that laid out each attack and the timelines while Jamie typed up the last notes for the murder book. 
“Coffee, crullers, and a good presentation of just how fucked we are. Yeah, the Comish should love that,” Jack grumbled.
“He’ll like the coffee and crullers,” Jamie said. “At least we’ve got that going for us.”
“The fact that we have a hierarchy of people that don’t think we’re fucking nutjobs? That’s something pretty amazing to have going for us,” Jack said. 
“True. I sometimes forget to put things in perspective,” Jamie said as he leaned back and stretched. 
“We wouldn’t be partners right now, if not for Lincoln Tremont,” Jack said. “So, yeah – put it in perspective. He didn’t listen to them calling me crazy. He gave you the option of working with me, and then we realized we could both see ghosts. That’s a pretty good twist of fate, if you ask me.”
“The look on his face when Mike started talking to him. That was…” Jamie’s buzzer sounded, and he got to his feet. “Looks like he’s here. I’ll go let him in.”
Jack could hear them talking as Jamie led the commissioner back to the office. She refilled her mug, then poured one for their guest before she selected a raspberry filled donut and put them by her seat. When the commissioner came in, Jack greeted him with a “Good morning, sir,” then handed him the mug.
“Crullers,” the Comish said. “You guys are the best. Good morning, Forbes. Let me take a look at your board while I enjoy this coffee, then you can run me through it.”
Jack took her seat and watched him go over the board while she enjoyed her donut and coffee. “Not an easy one, by any stretch,” Jack said as he reached the end of the board for the second time.
“No, it’s not,” the Comish said as he came over and sat at the table, then helped himself to a cruller. “What about the murder book?”
Jamie turned his laptop around and slid it over so the commissioner could see the screen. He walked him through the layout, then sat back while the man read through parts and skimmed others. 
“You’ve both done a great job with this, so keep that in mind as I say this next part. I think you’re going to have to just cook ’em and book ’em.”
“But…” Jack started to say at the same time Jamie said, “Sir…”
Lincoln Tremont held up a hand. “Wait. Hear me out. The media has got ahold of these stories, obviously, and the mayor is trying to keep the panic down. We all know these cases are connected, but we can’t play it that way for the public – or the mayor. Aurelia Burgess’ case has brought a lot of sympathy due to the abuse, and the decision to not put her on trial was well-received. However, Tyler Jones is considered a murderous bastard by the public and there have been questions about whether or not we’re being overly gentle with him because he’s a cop’s relative.”
“The man is a decorated war veteran and in a coma. They don’t think he’ll ever come out of it. Are we supposed to handcuff him to his bed, just to make the public feel better?” Jamie asked.
Jack scrubbed a hand over her face. “I bet they’re thrilled that Jennifer Hilby will spend the rest of her life in a psych ward.”
“They are,” the Comish said to Jack, then turned to Jamie. “The DA is going to file charges that, if Tyler ever wakes up and remembers what he’s done, then he’ll end up in jail. That’s a ‘for now’ thing. We can probably get those charges dismissed in a few months, but it’ll calm the public.”
“This isn’t right,” Jamie said.
“No, it’s not. But it’s the law. And you both know that the law, and justice, are not always on the same side of the scales.”
Jack drained her mug and put it down with a thud on the table. “So we treat these as separate cases in public, but in here, we can continue to try and stop Matty Joshin?”
The commissioner pointed a finger at Jack and nodded. “That’s it, in one. Your team knows this is bigger than a handful of incidents, but I have to play the politics for the public here. Now, have you figured out a way to stop this thing yet?”
“No,” Jamie said and slumped in his chair. “We’ve had theories and possibilities, but the one time we were close enough, we didn’t have the tools with us. He’s toying with us now, and we’re all doing our best to be ready to jump when he tries again. Mike lost one of his guys on that side to this thing already, so he’s even more driven to shut it down.”
“He told me about Tennyson. He also said that he’s been working with Sister Robert, who goes by Mari now? Anyway, he wanted me to know that this was not as easy as the other cases you’ve taken on, and I appreciated his insight and candor. It was also strange to think of the principal of my kids’ old school was working a case with a dead detective from my squad.” The commissioner shook his head and laughed. “Sorry, but this whole thing still blows my mind sometimes.”
“It does us, too,” Jack said kindly. “And Mike is right. This one is unlike anything else we’ve dealt with.”
“If anyone can catch this fucker, it’s you two and the team you’ve built. I have faith in you,” the commissioner said. “I’m going to recommend you keep working it from here. Trying to explain to the rest of the precinct is one reason, but the main reason is that it’ll be less painful for your lieutenant. Aidan’s struggling with his family connections to this, so let’s make it easier on him, shall we?”
“That works for me,” Jamie said. “The less grief we cause him, the better.”
“It’s good for me, too,” Jack replied. “As long as Jamie and Tara are cool with us being here, I can work pretty much anywhere.”
Mike paused as he entered the room, then sighed. “Commissioner, good to see you. Let me guess, the politics is making our jobs even more difficult?”
“Hello, Donovan,” the commissioner said. “Yeah, politics is the worst part of my job. However, I believe we’ve found a suitable work-around for now. One that will ease some of the in-your-face that Aidan has to deal with, too.”
“Good. He and Janna don’t need added stress right now,” Mike said, then went to look at the whiteboard and the timeline. 
“Here and here are where had a chance and blew it,” Mike said as he pointed to the spots in the timeline. “Probably want to add those in.”
Jamie got up and went to make a couple of cross marks on the timeline. “What do you want me to write there?” he asked Mike.
“Mike blew it, and Mike blew it again?” Mike said.
“Hey, you sound really down on yourself. That’s not okay,” Jack said. “We’re all struggling here.”
“Yeah, but you didn’t have a chat with Mari where she said that when these things rampaged before, a lot more people died until the revenant made a mistake,” Mike said, “and tried to slip into a person who was spiritually stronger and could lock it down. Then an exorcism or whatever faith-based practice was used, would banish the revenant.” 
“Oof, yeah. Waiting for a serial killer to make a mistake isn’t my idea of the best way to handle this,” Jack said. “Did she have any other ideas?”
“Not really. So it’s on us to figure this out,” Mike said.
The commissioner looked at his phone and sighed. “I’ve got to head into the office. If you need me for anything, just call my personal number. This is top priority and any cases not related to this one, you will pass off to someone else. Good luck.”
“Thank you, sir,” Jack said as Jamie got up to walk him out. 
When they’d left, Jack turned to Mike. “You’re not frustrated as much as you’re pissed off, right?”
Mike just pointed a finger at her, then tapped his nose. 
“Well, we’re pretty pissed, too. There is nothing that seems to work on catching this asshole before he ruins lives and stacks up the body count, so how about you ditch the attitude and help brainstorm?”
Mike whirled on her and got right up in her face. “What the fuck do you know about my attitude? You have no clue about what I’m dealing with, and you can shut your fucking mouth.”
Jack narrowed her gaze and slowly got to her feet. “First off, get the hell out of my face. Second, your attitude is pretty clear, and if you don’t share what you’re dealing with, how the fuck are we supposed to know what’s going on?” Jack gave him a tight smile. “And if you ever tell me to shut my fucking mouth again, I’ll find one of your minions to kick your ass for me.”
He took a step back, then turned and moved towards the windows. “I feel like I’m failing you, the team, the city…I can’t get one asshole off the streets, and I’m supposed to be this powerful Guardian thing.”
“You’re doing more in your afterlife than most people do in their living life. Don’t be so hard on yourself. Our own expectations are often much higher than anyone else’s for us,” Jack said. “And while that’s often a good thing, and motivates us to be better – it’s also a good way to knock our feet out from under us when we slip up.”
Mike sighed. “You’re right. And I apologize for taking my frustrations out on you. That wasn’t even a little okay.”
“No, it wasn’t,” Jack said. “But it’s not like you can punch a wall or something.”
Mike rolled his eyes and snorted amusedly. “No kidding. I punch a wall these days and end up falling through to the other side.”
“I accept your apology, Mike. But we’re a team, and I’m not here to be abused.”
“Who’s abusing what?” Jamie asked as he returned to the office. 
“Nothing, anymore. Mike and I had a little discussion, but we’re good now,” Jack said.
“The frustration is getting to me,” Mike added. “And I was a dick. Jack called me out on it, and I apologized.”
“It’s getting to all of us,” Jamie said. “But you still shouldn’t be a dick to your partners.”
“Yeah, yeah, so what’s next? I’ve got spotters all over the city. If one catches a whiff, they’ll summon me, and I’ll try and take it down,” Mike said. “The problem is there’s so much conflicting information on how to do it, what to do, what not to do…I really don’t want to be responsible for ripping a good soul out of a body and turning that person into a plant.”
“Look at it like pulling your weapon,” Jamie said. “If you pull it out, you fully intend to use it, and hope like hell you never have to. But if putting some perp down saves a few lives, then you do it, right?”
“Yeah, but if I shoot and kill someone, their soul can go wherever it’s supposed to go,” Mike said. “If I rip the soul out of a living person, the body exists, but there’s no person left inside – and the soul is lost. That’s not even close to the same thing as killing someone. It’s destroying the essence of who they are, and there is no reincarnation, no punishment, no peace.”
They were all silent for a few moments, absorbing just how catastrophic that would be. Then Jack took a breath and pushed to her feet. “Well, then we’d better be damned sure we do this right, yes?”
Agreement rang out from Mike and Jamie. 
“I’m going to start digging into anything I can find on Matty Joshin. I want to talk to his lawyers, his cell mates, and see if we can build a picture of this asshole,” Jack said.
“You’re thinking it might give us some clues on where he’ll strike next,” Jamie said.
“Or the kinds of people he prefers. The targets he’ll be looking for,” Mike added.
“Yes, all of that. We need to get a better picture of this guy so we can, maybe, get ahead of him,” Jack replied.
“Then let’s get to work,” Jamie said. 




Chapter eighteen

Lia sat on her bed, an e-reader propped up against her knees. Things were better than they’d been in a very long time. She was no longer on medication and the meditation practices she’d been learning were doing wonders for those moments of anxiety that showed up without warning. 
Being able to have enough food, whenever she was hungry, was new. Having clothes that no one else had worn before, felt strange. The only thing she had that wasn’t new was a dark purple cardigan that Rachel had brought her. It was warm and comforting, and felt like a hug, so she wore it all the time. 
The watchfulness at night was still there, but that’s because she didn’t feel truly safe in the hospital. Too many strangers and unknowns. Sleep happened in two-hour segments, if that. A change in the light, a sound, and Lia would be wide awake and holding her breath so she could listen. 
When Rachel came by a few days earlier and told her they’d have their own apartment, an income, and they’d be able to go to school, Lia had cried. She wasn’t the kind of person that cried easily, but for that? She cried. 
Being in here, she’d pretty much decided she’d fucked her life up forever and would end up finding some culvert to live in. Rachel had insisted she could live with her, but she knew the place she had at Rainbow Ridge was tiny and that she struggled to make ends meet. Lia didn’t want to be a burden on her sister-friend. 
This, though? This was like a fairy godmother story. A safe, nice place to live? Each of them with their own room? A third room that they could use for an office space, so their study stuff wasn’t all over the house?  That’s like – rich people level of living. A stipend enough to buy all the food they could ever want, clothes when they needed them, supplies for school? And school. College. Lia had dreamed of going to college, but didn’t think she’d ever make it. She was a good student, but not top of her class. It was hard to get really good grades when you were often hungry, cold, or just hurting from being abused the night before. 
The school had shifted her to online classes after the Olsen’s were killed, so she had finished up the last few things she needed to do to get her high school diploma. Most of it had been done already. They’d had finals the week before it all blew up, so all she’d had was a couple of final papers and a quiz or two. 
That meant she could apply for college. She’d looked at some of the programs on Rachel’s phone with her, but it was too much to decide right now. Rachel had suggested just taking a general liberal arts degree for the first year and trying out a bunch of stuff to see what she liked. That idea sat well with Lia, so she leaned towards doing that for now.
Three more days and she’d be out of here. Four more days and she’d be eighteen. Rachel promised a party, and she said that Detective Forbes – Jack – wanted them to come to her house for cake and ice cream, and shopping for the apartment. Rachel had emailed her pictures of the apartment and they would have a few basic things there so when she got out, they could sleep there. She was already in love with the wood floors, wide windows, fresh paint and brand-new appliances.  The rest, they’d pick out together, with Jack. 
Lia already knew she wanted an old-fashioned white metal bed frame, a white dresser, and white side tables. She wanted a quilt and a comforter, soft rugs on the floors, and furniture that invited you to curl up in it. She wanted things that were clean, light, comfortable, and nothing that looked like it belonged in an office building. Floral dishes and colorful appliances that made cooking fun were a definite must-have. Lia could almost see it all, already. 
She fell asleep with her book in her lap and a smile on her face, dreams of the new life she would be living, danced in her head.  
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“I know Lia is excited about helping to pick out the furniture, but I know what her dream bedroom is, so doing this for her as a birthday surprise is excellent. Thank you,” Rachel said.
“Your room’s pretty slick, too,” Avery said. “I like the tufted headboard-footboard thing you’ve got going on. Can’t fit that in my tiny house, but I like the look of it.”
“Are you sure that’s the look Lia wants?” Jack asked. “It’s rather old-fashioned looking.”
“The white metal bed, white furniture, lace curtains, colorful braided rugs, are all from pictures she used to tape into her journal when I lived with her,” Rachel said. “I know she wanted a comforter and a quilt, but I figure the comforter is a good start and she can find the kind of quilt she wants later. At least, this way, she can be here the minute she’s released. No couch surfing.”
“And getting your stuff here?” Doc asked. “Do you need help with that?”
“I’ve brought over what I could carry on public transit, but I’ll need a pickup truck for the last few things,” Rachel said. “I’m leaving most of the furniture with one of my friends who has been using plastic crates for everything. My art pieces, my plants, stuff like that? I want that here.”
“I can come by tomorrow with my truck and get it for you, if you want?” Avery said. 
“That’d be great, thanks,” Rachel said. “Jamie set up the bank accounts for us already, so I gave my notice yesterday and they said I had until the weekend to clear out my space. Not to be mean or anything, because they know I’m going to be okay – but the waiting list for the Ridge is long and someone else needs that apartment.”
“Let’s meet up at ten at the Ridge, then,” Avery said. “I’ve got a two-o’clock class, so we can get it done early and I can be at class in plenty of time.”
“That works. Thank you,” Rachel said. “Jack, do you need me to do anything for the party for Lia?”
“Nope. Jamie is picking her up at the facility and signing her out on his guardianship for the few hours before she turns eighteen, and he’ll bring her here,” Jack said. “Then you two come to our place the next day for lunch, cake and ice cream, and shopping.”
“I can’t wait. This is going to be awesome,” Rachel said as she leaned back and sighed. “I’m stuffed. Thank you again, Doc, for getting the pizza and drinks. And thank you, all of you, for helping move stuff up here and get it set up. I can’t believe I have my own washer and dryer. I can’t believe how gorgeous this place is going to be. Honestly? I can’t believe my life. Knowing that I’ve got a safe place to live, clothes to wear, plenty of food, and the chance to go to college and improve my life? That’s magical. Lia said that, too. She said it’s like the old fairy tales, when you go through hell, then the fairy godmother comes along and gets you all set up, and you get to keep it all as long as you keep doing good with your life.”
“I just wish you two hadn’t had to go through hell first,” Jack said, her voice soft. “But I’m glad to be a part of making your lives better.”
“And if you two need any help with courses, or finding your way around campus, you have me, now. Just consider me your honorary big brother,” Avery said with a grin.
“Trust me, Avery,” Rachel said. “If I liked guys, the last thing I’d want you to be is a big brother.”
Everyone laughed as Avery’s cheeks flushed. “Gee, thanks. But seriously, I’m kinda interested in a couple of people and doing my best to stay open to the possibilities with them. You don’t need a date person hanging around in your space yet. You and Lia need to figure out what life looks like when you’re in a good space.”
“You’re right,” Rachel said. “And thank you for big brother status.”
“I’ll see you in the morning, Rachel,” Avery said as he got to his feet. “I’ll grab the last of the packing material and get it into the truck, then I’ll drop it at the recycling center on the way home. I’ve got some work to get to.”
Rachel got to her feet and gave Avery a hug. “Thank you. Seriously. I can’t say thanks enough.”
“Just have me over sometime to make Mom’s blueberry muffins and we’ll call it even,” Avery said with a grin, then headed for the door. 
Doc picked up the pizza boxes and put them in the kitchen while Rachel and Jack cleaned up the rest of the dinner debris. 
“I put some milk, eggs, cheese, and bread in the refrigerator for you to have breakfast tomorrow. There’s also some coffee pods and I brought a couple of old mugs for you to use until you pick out your own dishes,” Jack said. “The frying pan and toaster are loans until yours are chosen and delivered. I wanted you to be able to make food in your own space.”
Rachel hugged Jack and shook her head. “You think of everything. I’m so grateful.”
“I figure we’ll get your stuff delivered and set up over the next few days, and when you’re ready to sign up for classes, Jamie said to call him and he’d take you both up to meet the Dean and get the paperwork started,” Jack said.
“I was wondering how that worked. Lia and I talked about it a little, and she’s hoping to just take a liberal arts general course load for the first year and see what she likes.”
“That’s a good idea,” Doc said. “I didn’t know what I wanted to do until I hit my third semester. Then I found a love for biology and sciences that I’d never had in high school.”
“I knew I wanted to be a cop after my first criminal psychology class,” Jack said. “I wanted to hunt the monsters.”
“And now you do,” Rachel said. “Because no one is more of a monster than someone who destroys a life. Whether that’s by killing them as in murder, or by killing something inside of them with abuse and neglect.”
“Sometimes, you get lucky,” Jack said as she pulled on her coat and reached out a hand to cup Rachel’s cheek. “Sometimes, you find someone who hasn’t let the abuse and neglect kill that light inside. I’m so happy I get to be a part of your world, Rachel. Now, get some rest. We’ve got a busy few days ahead of us.”
“I will. Thank you,” Rachel said.
As they stepped out, she shut the door, engaged the locks, and set the alarm. Then she went to put the leftover pizza in the fridge and wipe down the already clean counters. It felt so good to have such a beautiful space. 
A shower, with plenty of hot water, then clean pajamas and a bed that felt like a cloud had Rachel asleep within an hour. 




Chapter nineteen

Lia felt like she was in a daze. The bedroom of her dreams was more comfortable than she’d imagined, and the morning spent shopping for the rest of the stuff they needed, or stuff Jack said they needed, was surreal. 
Now she sat at a table with people who legit seemed to care about her, having cake and ice cream for her eighteenth birthday. She leaned over to Rachel and whispered, “Pinch me so I know I’m not dreaming.”
“You’re not dreaming, sis,” Rachel said with a smile. “But yeah, it’s kind of amazing, isn’t it?”
“How about we plan,” Jamie said to the two girls, “on the three of us going to see the Dean the Monday after next? That’ll give you a week to get the deliveries unpacked and settled, pick up supplies, and Avery the time to set up your laptops and workstations.”
“And some time to catch your breath,” Jack said.
“I need to wait until my high school diploma is sent to me,” Lia said.
“No, you don’t. It’s on record that you graduated, and that’s all the university needs,” Jamie replied.
Lia sat back in her chair and shook her head. “It’s amazing how fast money cuts through all of the bullshit.”
“It is, isn’t it?” Jamie said. “I grew up comfortable, until my dad was killed in a robbery at his store. My mom checked out and I had a little sister. I know what it’s like to not have enough to eat, to worry if you’ll get to stay in the space you’re living in, and what it’s like to not have clothes that fit properly, or things that are clean and not so worn out you want to hide.”
Lia’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears and Rachel reached under the table to squeeze her hand.
“So you’re helping us because you get it?” Lia asked.
“Exactly right,” Jamie said. “I’ve been there. I understand. And because a friend of mine died and left me a lot of money that I invested wisely, I can now help others. Like the two of you.”
“I never worried about having enough to eat, or clean clothes to wear,” Jack said. “But I’ve worked with plenty of people who did worry about that. Like Jamie, I had a friend leave me money and had some good investment advice, so while I’m not on the same level as Jamie, I’m able to help out now and then.”
Lia turned to Rachel. “Someday, when you and I are able to, I want to be able to help others like us.” She turned to Jamie and Jack. “I think I want to study business and finance. Rachel can be the doctor and I’ll run the business side of things and invest the money, so we get rich like you guys.”
“That’s not a bad plan,” Avery said. “But make sure it’s something you love. I’d still take all kinds of classes that first year and see what’s out there. I loved building things, but when I first started college, I had no idea what I’d end up doing. Now I’m in engineering and robotics and it’s like I get to play, every day.”
“What if they want to do something that doesn’t involve college?” Doc asked. “Like a trade?”
Jamie shrugged. “That’s okay, too. If you decide you want to go to a trade school and learn a skill that way, that’s fine with me. You don’t have to go to college to make something of yourself.”
“Some trades make people more money than a college degree,” Jack said. “Look at Avery’s uncle, Anson. He’s a carpenter and master woodworker. He owns three houses, two cars, and a boat.”
“Woah, that’s cool,” Lia said. “I’d like to try college, but if it’s not for me, I’m not going to have to move out of the apartment, am I?”
“Of course not,” Jamie said. “That apartment isn’t being rented by the two of you. You own it. Your names, both of your names, are on the deed. It’s your home forever. If one of you wants to move out some day in the future, you can sell your share to the one staying.”
“Wait, what?” Rachel said and looked from Jamie to Jack. “What if something breaks, or the roof leaks?”
“Easy,” Jamie said with a chuckle. “I still own the building, and I’m renting out the other units. It’s like owning a condo. You own the unit and the stuff inside it. If something breaks in the unit itself, and you two are finished with training and school and working – then you pay to fix it. For now, just call me and I’ll get it handled. If something breaks that impacts the whole building – like the roof – I take care of it as the building’s owner. Make sense?”
Lia choked out a soft, “Excuse me,” and bolted from the room.  
Rachel started to get to her feet and Jack shook her head. “I’ll take care of it,” Jack said and followed Lia out to the covered front porch. 
Lia, huddled in her coat, hugged her knees and rocked in one of the chairs. “I’m sorry. I just needed to get a breath.”
Jack pulled her coat on and sat down in the chair nearest Lia. “It’s okay. I know it’s been a lot. If there had been a way to slowly integrate everything for you, we’d have done that – but housing, furnishings, clothes, school – that’s all kind of tied together, y’know?”
“I don’t remember doing it,” Lia said after a few moments.
“Doing what?” Jack asked.
“I don’t remember killing the Olsen’s. I fell asleep, then when I woke up, I was on the front step, wrapped in one of those EMT blankets, covered in blood.”
“What do you think happened?” Jack asked.
“I think something inside me just snapped when I heard Dora crying. I don’t remember hearing her crying, but she said that she cried out and then I was just there, and I slapped Mr. Olsen and he chased me into the master bedroom. She heard Mrs. Olsen scream, then a strange man’s voice laughing, so she hid in her closet and shut the doors. She didn’t come out until the cops came, hours later.”
Jack sat in silence for a few moments, then said, “I can tell you what happened, but you’ll probably think I’m the crazy one.”
Lia shook her head. “I’m afraid that I’m going to snap again and hurt someone else. I’m so afraid that I asked Rachel to lock her bedroom door at night.”
“Oh, honey,” Jack said with a sigh. “It’s not you. It’s really not you. There’s something called a revenant, that’s sliding into people when they’re vulnerable, and using them like a weapon. It spoke to me that morning when I found you on the steps. It was the revenant’s laugh, that Dora heard.”
“Like a demon possession?” Lia asked, a look of horror on her face.
“Sort of. Except it doesn’t stay. You’re not as vulnerable as you once were. You’re not being medicated into a zombie state and you’re stronger, more hopeful, and eager for the future. You’re the exact opposite of what he needs in a person he’s going to take over,” Jack said and reached out to pat Lia’s arm. “You can relax and just enjoy your new life. You’re not going to suddenly snap and kill your sister.”
Lia sniffled and reached over to hug Jack. “I wish you were my mom. I’ve missed having a mom so much.”
Jack hugged the girl and smiled. “Well, you can consider me your honorary mom, if you want. I mean, Avery’s already calling himself your big brother.”
Lia leaned back and swiped her sleeve over her face. “That’d be awesome. And I’m sorry I’m all waterworks over here. I’ve been so afraid that I’d hurt Rachel and ruin all of this.”
“How about we go inside, and you open your presents,” Jack said.
“Wait, there’s presents? I thought all of the apartment stuff was the present,” Lia asked.
“Naw, that’s just stuff you two need to be comfortable. Presents are for your birthday,” Jack said and got to her feet to tug Lia out of the chair. 
“This really is happening, isn’t it?” Lia whispered to herself.
“Yes, lovey. It really is happening,” Jack replied as they stepped back inside. 




Chapter twenty

Stanley had been working with Mike Donovan for about eight months now, and he liked having something to do other than watch his kids and grandkids live their lives. Granted, that was entertaining and all, but he had found himself getting bored. 
That wasn’t an issue any longer. Boredom, that is. He got to watch all kinds of people, doing all kinds of different things. For so long he’d assumed he was stuck to being around just his own family, but that wasn’t the case any longer. Mike had freed him, and he couldn’t be more grateful. 
He was paired up with Ellsworth, and they seemed to work well together. Both had worked in construction at various points in their lives, and both had done farm work, so they had some things in common they could talk about. They’d also both served in the military, with Ellsworth during World War II in the army and Stanley during Vietnam in the Air Force. Granted, Ellsworth had died a good twenty years before Stanley and Ell had been in his eighties, while Stan had been in his early forties, but there were enough similarities. 
Right now, they were hanging around the Harbor Community Center where kids went after school for tutoring, sports, craft stuff, and so on. It was better, Stan supposed, than the kids being home alone. Ell was taking another pass around inside the building while Stan kept an eye on the troublemakers that liked to hang out on the bleachers behind the Center and cause problems. One of those troublemakers was Stan’s own grandson, Orion. 
The kid was seventeen and thought he was a man grown. He’d got himself messed up with drugs and hanging around assholes, and nothing Stan’s son or daughter-in-law did seemed to work. Lord knows, they’d tried. The cops had caught Orion trying to sell stolen cell phones a couple of months back and he got off with community service at the Center. Except, he only hung out with his friends and didn’t do the service part that he’d been ordered to do. 
Right now? Orion was higher than a Thunderchief on a bombing run and Stanley wished he could smack the kid in the back of the head and talk some sense into him. Stan leaned against the chain link fencing that surrounded the ball court and watched the kids joking around, smoking, and playing on their phones. His mind wandered for a little while as he remembered his son, Orson, when he was Orion’s age. He’d been a good student, a star athlete, and a respectful son. Oh, sure, they’d had their battles of wills, but Orson loved and respected his parents. Stan had to wonder if Orion even cared about his own. 
A flicker of shadow had Stan on alert. Mike had said it was a shadow form that slid into people, and in the bright afternoon light, shadows on the bleachers were not common. Stan moved closer, and saw the shadow slide right into Orion. He screamed for Ell and then for Mike, but he wasn’t waiting. That was his grandson up there, and he’d be damned if he’d stand by and let that thing fuck up that kid more than he already was. 
Stan launched himself at Orion and grabbed at the edges of the shadow, half-tearing it out of the boy’s body. “Matty Joshin, stay the hell away from my boy!” he yelled. 
Ellsworth appeared and grabbed onto Joshin, and pulled. “Get out of ‘im, ya stupid git,” Ell yelled, then he yelled again for Mike. “Get yer ass over here and help us.”
Orion didn’t move. He sat, frozen, eyes locked on something in the distance, while the ghosts battled for his very existence. The other kids didn’t obviously react to what they couldn’t see, but a bunch of them cleared a space around Orion without discussing it. People sensed things they couldn’t see, and the danger had the kids edging away. 
Mike showed up and grabbed the Rope as he dove into the fray. He wound the Rope around Joshin’s torso, and that slowed the fight. 
“Matteus Wallace Joshin, I banish you to the afterlife and away from this plane,” Mike called out in a clear, loud voice. 
“Wait,” Stan yelled. “Ell’s hand is caught in the Rope.” He pulled on the rope to loosen it enough for Ellsworth to get his hand out – and Joshin spun around and disappeared.
“Fuck,” Mike yelled. “Are you fucking kidding me right now?”
Ell clung to Stan for a moment and they both looked up at Mike. 
Mike stood there and shook for a moment, then let out a huff of breath and turned to the kid. “Is your grandson okay, Stan?”
Stan let go of Ell and turned to Orion. “He doesn’t look okay,” Stan said. “Can you get him some help?”
“Yeah, I’ll be back. If Joshin returns, holler,” Mike grumbled and disappeared.  
[image: image-placeholder]Orion Nowak was taken to Harbor General and held for observation. He was still catatonic when the EMTs, Jack and Jamie had shown up. The doctors suspected a drug-induced stroke, but the team knew it was something else. With no way to explain that a serial killer’s ghost had tried to take over his body, they left it to the doctors to do their best to help the kid. 
Stan had apologized repeatedly for loosening the Rope enough for Joshin to escape. “I didn’t think he’d be able to escape with one loop loosened enough for Ell to pull his hand free.”
“And he shouldn’t have been able to,” Mike said. “Stop beating yourself up about it, Stan. We got him once, we’ll get him again.”
“I’m going to go stay with Orion. Orson and Ariana are taking turns at the hospital so one or the other is always with the other kids,” Stan said.
“If you need us, yell,” Mike told him. 
Once Stan left, Jamie turned to Mike. “What exactly happened?”
Mike told them all of it, then sighed. “I was so pissed, but Stan was right to pull Ell’s hand out of the tangle. He would’ve been ripped into the River, too.”
“But-“ Jamie started to say, and Mike cut him off. 
“I know. One soul versus the many who may die. That’s no way to treat a dedicated World War II veteran who’s only done good as one of my minions. Besides, loosening one loop shouldn’t have allowed Joshin to get free of all of it, but apparently he’s just that powerful,” Mike said. 
“Now you know for the next time,” Jack said. “At least we know two ghosts can pull him out and hold him. That’s good information.”
“At this point, any information is good information,” Jamie grumbled. 
“I’m glad they stopped him,” Jack said. “Can you imagine what a teenager as strong as Orion could have done in a community center full of little kids?” She shuddered at the thought and typed the last few words into her report. 
“Ellsworth Davies,” Jamie read out loud. “Born November 2, 1916, in Quincy, Massachusetts, married Melody Watts in 1939, then went to war. He enlisted in December 1941 after Pearl Harbor. Their first child was born while he was overseas, last two were after the war. He died in May of 2000, and Melody died in 2010. They raised their family in Quincy, and his son, Elton, still lives in the family home with his son, Ellsworth Jr. and family.” Jamie let out a soft whistle. “He was awarded a Distinguished Service medal and a Purple Heart. I’m glad he didn’t get flushed. Anyone who’s earned a DSM deserves all the respect.”
“I’ll tell him you’re both appreciative of his help with this case,” Mike said, sounding a little sorry he’d been so upset. 
“Please do,” Jamie said. “And I guess we go back to keeping an ear to the ground and having your troops watching and waiting.”
“I guess so. But I will tell them that with two of them, it is possible to disrupt the revenant’s plans and hold it down,” Mike said. “Here’s hoping the next time, we can flush this fucker once and for all.”
“Here’s hoping,” Jack said in agreement.




Chapter twenty-one

Father Jubal Gaines closed the door to the rectory and made his way towards the church. Wednesday evening Mass at St. Joseph’s would begin in about twenty minutes and with Father Riordan down with a stomach bug, he was going to have to cover the service. 
For the past couple of months, Father Gaines had been having a crisis of faith. Well, that’s what they called it when you realized that you really didn’t want to be doing what you were doing any longer. He’d been a priest for nearly twenty years, and he was just tired. So bloody tired. The monsignor was coming down in a couple of days to counsel him and he was going to ask to be relieved of his position. He didn’t know if he wanted to give up being a priest completely, but he needed some time to decide if this was what he wanted to continue doing.  
Matty Joshin couldn’t contain his glee when he slid right in and took over Jubal Gaines’ body without even a struggle. It was almost too easy, but then when they gave up, they made it so very tempting.
Once inside the church, he went into the sacristy and opened the locked cabinet. An old Remington Bushmaster rifle was in there with three loaded clips and a box of ammunition, left over from when there had been riots throughout the city and people had come to the church for sanctuary. Father Esposito had stored it there just in case and it hadn’t been touched in a dozen years. Time to see if it still worked.
Wednesday Mass didn’t usually have a large crowd, but this was a memorial mass for Giuseppe Romero and a good number of his family and friends were present. From Giuseppe’s widow, Maria to his newest great-grandson, Joseph Martinelli, there were nearly forty members that qualified as friends and family, as well as the usual handful of devotees that always came to Mass.  Father Gaines made his way to the pulpit, the rifle hidden under his robes until he was in place, then he pulled it clear and kept it out of sight. 
“The Lord be with you,” Father Gaines said.
“And also with you,” the congregation replied.
“Let us pray,” the priest intoned and when everyone bowed their heads, he brought up the rifle and proceeded to spray the congregation with bullets.  
[image: image-placeholder]Mike arrived at St. Joseph’s when he had felt the sudden influx of spirits that needed to cross over. The first patrol cars were pulled up outside when he zipped into the church and raced towards the priest who had stepped down from the altar and now wandered the aisles, shooting anything that moved. 
“Matteus Wallace Joshin! I demand you release this man,” Mike yelled. 
The priest turned and fired at the ghost, the bullets shattering a stained-glass window behind Mike. 
“Not gonna happen,” Joshin said. “I’m having too much fun.”
Mike knew it was Joshin speaking, since the priest’s mouth never moved. “Your fun is over,” Mike said, and pulled out the Rope.
“Go ahead. Bind us. Send me and this priest into the darkness. I dare you,” Joshin replied. 
A faint mewling sound had Mike turning to see where the noise was coming from, so he missed the first flying tackle by Ellsworth. The grunt of surprise from Joshin and the clatter of the rifle as it hit the stone floor snapped Mike’s attention back around in time to see Stanley grab on, too. The two of them ripped Joshin free of the priest who then collapsed unconscious on the floor. 
“Get him, Mike,” Ellsworth yelled as they struggled to hold on to the powerful revenant. 
Joshin threw Stan off of him with enough force to send the ghost sailing through the pews and partway through a wall. Mike spun the Rope and sent it at Joshin where it wound around one arm, so he pulled and jerked Joshin away from Ellsworth. The Rope struggled to wrap around Joshin as the revenant fought it off, so Mike grabbed more of it and hugged Joshin to his chest as he pulled it tight. 
“Time to go,” Mike said as the pit to the River opened beneath them. He pushed Joshin towards the swirling black mass, one hand still wrapped with the Rope to help guide the entity into the River. 
As Joshin started to fall, he reached out and grabbed Mike’s hand and pulled – and both Michael Donovan and Matteus Wallace Joshin disappeared from view.
Ellsworth yelled “Nooo!” as he watched Mike disappear. 
Stanley gasped, then crouched near the priest. Father Gaines’ spirit sat up and looked around. He then looked up at Stan and whispered, “Please forgive me.” A bright light appeared next to the priest, and he turned towards it – and disappeared as well.
Stan and Ell looked at each other, then at the spirits that were slowly sliding into the light.
“We need to help these people,” Ell said.
“And then we need to tell Jack and Jamie what happened,” Stan replied.
“I guess so,” Ell replied. The two men straightened themselves out and started to guide the spirits toward the light. 




Chapter twenty-two

Ellsworth and Stanley stood in Jamie’s office after they’d explained what had happened at St. Joe’s. 
“Mike’s…gone?” Jamie asked as he dropped into a chair. “No. It’s just a temporary thing. He’ll be back.”
“We watched him and Joshin drop into the River, sir. No one comes back from the River,” Ell said. 
“And there were no survivors at the church?” Jack asked.
“They found a four-month-old baby beneath the bodies of his uncle and mother, and he’s still alive. He has a concussion and a bullet graze wound on one leg, but Joseph Martinelli is alive,” Stan replied. “Everyone else is dead. Most died on scene, one died enroute to Harbor General, and two died in surgery. Fifty-six in total, including Father Jubal Gaines.”
“Does the baby have any living family?” Jack asked again.
“His father was working and couldn’t attend the Mass, so yeah, he’s got that,” Stan said. “There are only about a dozen members of the Romero family left alive – and other than little Joey, they were all at work or school instead of attending the Mass.”
“Thank you for letting us know what happened,” Jack said. “You can go.”
“Call out for us if you need anything,” Stan said. “We’re happy to help. We’re no Mike Donovan, but we still want to help.”
“Thanks, Stan,” Jamie said and watched the two fade away. “I don’t buy it that that’s it for Michael Donovan. He’ll be back.”
“And what if he doesn’t come back?” Jack asked, her tone gentle. “What if we have to continue on without him?”
“The Watchers will send someone else to be Guardian for the area and we can still see ghosts,” Jamie said. “But I’m not counting him out until we’re sure.”
Jack reached over and gave Jamie’s hand a pat, then looked at the reports from the church massacre. “We’re not primaries on this one, but we can add it to the collection of Joshin massacres.”
“Yeah, we don’t need to be the primaries on it when we have Stan and Ell’s witness statements,” Jamie replied. “And Mike can update us when he gets back.”
Jack just gave Jamie a look, then shook her head. 
“What?” Jamie asked.
“Why don’t you call Father Lucian and have him ask Mari about Mike?” Jack finally said. 
“I’ll give it a couple of days, first,” Jamie replied. “He’s burned himself out more than once and needed some recharge time. I don’t want Lucian and Mari rushing back to assign someone new when Mike will be back eventually.”
“And…” Jack started to say, and Jamie cut her off.
“And if he’s not back in a couple of weeks, then I’ll call. But I’m not ready to believe he’s truly gone this time,” Jamie said, his voice soft. “He’s supposed to stand up with you, for me, at my wedding to Tara.”
Jack let it drop. “If he got rid of Joshin, then we can wrap this one up. Want me to talk to the commissioner, or do you want to handle that?”
“I’ll do it,” Jamie said. “You’ve written up most of the side report stuff. Why don’t you head home early? I’ll swing by Government Plaza and update Comish, then we can all meet at the gallery for Tara’s show tonight.”
“Okay, I’ll see you then,” Jack said as she shut down her laptop and packed up her things. If he wasn’t ready to discuss it, then he wasn’t ready to discuss it. Grief had its own timetable and who was she to force it? Besides, he wasn’t the only one that hoped Mike came back. Even if she didn’t think it was possible for him to do so.  
[image: image-placeholder]Jamie refused to accept that Mike was truly gone, even if logic insisted it was the case. He paced outside of the commissioner’s office while he waited for him to finish up a conference call until Linda, his assistant, got up and stood in his path.
“Detective Kennedy,” Linda started to say, then reached out a hand to touch his arm. “Jamie, I’ve asked you three times if you wanted coffee or water, and you’ve not even recognized that I’m speaking to you. Are you okay?”
Jamie gave Linda a wry smile and lightly patted her hand. “I’m sorry. I’m okay, just a lot on my mind. And thanks for the offer, but I just need to get this update done so I can get home and change. Tara’s big show is at the gallery, tonight.”
“Well, he’s ready for you. Go on inside,” Linda said. “And give Tara my best.”
“I will. Thank you,” Jamie replied and went into the office of the top cop in the state. 
“Commissioner,” Jamie said as he stepped inside and saluted. 
“Come on in, Kennedy. Eleanor’s bringing me a clean shirt and tie for the gallery show tonight. I’m looking forward to it,” Lincoln Tremont said. “So, why are you here, giving me an in-person update when you should be at home, helping Tara?”
“Because Mike grabbed Matty Joshin today and then both of them fell into the River,” Jamie said, and his voice cracked before he took a breath and continued on. “Ellsworth and Stan were there and gave me their report. Joshin took over Father Jubal Gaines and killed all of those people, and Gaines died and crossed over after Joshin was gone.”
“The ME’s office said Father Gaines died of a massive coronary,” the Comish said, “Which is probably a blessing, considering.”
“That’s entirely possible, sir,” Jamie replied. “I don’t know.”
“Jamie, what’s wrong?” 
“Mike fell into the River with the revenant, sir. The other ghosts don’t think he’s coming back.”
“Oh, no,” the commissioner whispered and sighed. “Can’t you reach out to the Vatican and find out for sure?”
“I’m worried if I tell them, they’ll jump right in and send a new Guardian for the area, and it may just be that Mike needs some recharge time before he can come back. I want to hold on to hope, for now,” Jamie said. 
“I can understand that. Well, Donovan’s always been good about beating the odds. I’m with you in that we just give it a little time. If you need anything from me, you know you just have to ask.”
“Thank you, sir. I want to wait until after tonight, to say something to Tara. I don’t want to ruin her show,” Jamie said.
“Roger that. I’m also going to give you and Jack a few days off. Come back at it next Monday and pick up the rotation once more, okay?”
“I think we could both use the break. I’ll see you tonight, sir.”
“Stay safe out there,” the commissioner said as he watched Jamie leave. Once the doors were shut, he leaned back and sighed, then spoke to the empty room. “Dammit, Donovan. You’d better not be gone. But, son? If you went so you could get rid of that nightmare? Thank you. From the bottom of my heart, thank you.”




Chapter twenty-three

The gallery show was a huge success and Jamie let his worry fade for a while to soak up some of Tara’s joy. By the time they were dropped off outside their building, both were a little tipsy from the champagne, and Jamie held tight to Tara so she wouldn’t trip in her heels. Heels that Tara promptly removed when they were in the elevator. She dropped them on the floor once they were inside and padded over to the kitchen to pull out bottles of electrolyte water. One was shoved into Jamie’s hands as she opened the other and drank. 
“Oh, I needed that. Gods, I was feeling so dehydrated,” Tara said with a sigh. 
Jamie opened his own water and drank some, then reached out a hand to brush her hair back from her cheek. “You were a star, tonight. Congratulations, my love.”
“All the years I’ve owned the gallery, I’d never done a big show of my own work before. Oh, sure, I’d put a few pieces up for sale now and then, but without any fanfare or announcements,” Tara said, then turned to kiss the palm of his hand. “Tonight felt magical. I need a shower before bed – want to join me?”
“Sure, I’ll be there in a minute,” Jamie replied. 
Tara kissed him and carried her bottle of water down the hall and into the bedroom. Jamie watched her go, then capped his own bottle and went into the room he thought of as Mike’s place. The lights were out, the TV was silent, and no ghosts were present. 
“Mike, could you check in soon, please? I’m worried, man,” Jamie said.
The silence filled the room and Jamie sighed. He stepped out and closed the door behind him, then forced a smile to his face and went to find Tara.  
[image: image-placeholder]“What was so off with Jamie tonight?” Doc asked Jack as they got ready for bed.
“Mike might be gone for good,” Jack said as she rolled over to face him and pulled the covers up.
“Wait, what?” Doc asked and sat up. “Mike’s gone gone?”
“Maybe. Stan and Ell saw him fall into the River with the revenant. No one comes back from that, usually. At least, that’s what we’ve been told,” Jack said.
“Oh, hell,” Doc said. “Jamie seemed off but if this is true, then he’s going to have to grieve Mike all over again.”
“I know, and I don’t know how to help him. I mean, I’ve never lost a partner in the line of duty, and sure, Ellis was my intro to seeing ghosts, but when she crossed, it was expected by me, and wanted by her. It wasn’t an accidental ‘take themselves out while ending evil’ kind of situation.”
“How long are you going to wait to see if he comes back before you reach out to Father Lucian?” Dock asked.
“I’ll give it two weeks,” Jack said. “We’ve seen him disappear for long stretches before, but not much more than ten days – and that’s been a good year since he needed that long to recharge. If he’s not back in two weeks, then I’ll call the Vatican and see if Mari can come help us out.”
“Why not longer than two weeks?” Doc asked.
“Because the backlog of souls that would need to be crossed over would start to grow exponentially and having that many souls around,” Jack started to say.
“Right, the more ghosts, the more tension, stress, fighting, crime, and so on that builds up because people are sensing the increased number of restless dead,” Doc finished. “I didn’t think about that, to be honest.”
“The number of things I consider these days, that I never knew were a thing? Yeah, it’s a lot. Like, how long can the minions like Stan and Ell keep the ghost population down? Are the minions going to just cross over themselves if they don’t have Mike around to give them something to do? Who’s going to step into his shoes if he doesn’t come back – and is it going to be someone we can work with?”
Doc pulled her close and gave her a kiss. “Don’t borrow trouble. Take each step as it comes and know that you’re not having to take them alone. Now, you looked amazing in that dress tonight, and I’ve been thinking about getting you out of it all evening. How about I distract your thoughts with something a little more fun?”
Jack chuckled and wound a leg up over his hip. “I think a little fun is just what my doctor ordered.”
“So it is,” Doc said and made sure she wasn’t interested in talking about ghosts for a while.  
[image: image-placeholder]Mike sat on a rock next to a river that glittered in the sunlight. He knew this place – it was where his father used to take him when they would have their rare fishing trips together. Pine trees and fields of wildflowers filled the air with their fragrance, while the sun-warmed rock heated him to his bones through the blue jeans he wore. 
“What are you doing here, Mikey?” 
The voice had Mike turning so quickly he almost slid off the rock, then he paused. “You’re not my Dad. He’s not dead yet,” Mike said as he watched the man approach him.
“No, I’m not your Dad, but it was a visage that you would be comfortable with,” the man said. “You can call me John. And I think I asked you a question. What are you doing here, Michael Donovan?”
“Well, John, I ended up falling into the River when I captured a revenant that went by the name of Matty Joshin,” Mike said. “So now I’m here. Wherever here is.”
“Do you want to go back?” John asked as he approached Mike and sat on another nearby rock, arms looped about his bent knee.
“Yeah, I do. My friends and I make a good team, and I’ve got people that count on me still,” Mike said. “But we both know that wanting something, and getting it, are two very different things.”
“No one ever said you had to stay here,” John said. “And you’ve been here a while.”
“How long’s a while?” Mike asked.
John just shrugged. “Time is rather…fluid…here. It could have been a few hours, a few days, or a few decades. No way to really know. But that brings us back to my question – do you want to go back? Really want to go back?”
“I already said yes,” Mike replied. “What do I need to do to get back there?”
John pointed to a door that stood by itself, frame and all, on the edge of the tree line nearby. “Go through the door.”
“Wait, I have a couple of questions first,” Mike said.
“I figured you might,” John replied. “No, the revenant will not be able to return. His soul will need significant cleansing before it is ready to be reborn, if it ever reaches a state where it can be given another cycle.”
“But…,” Mike started to say, and John smiled. 
“You can return after falling into the River because you offered yourself as sacrifice for mankind’s greater good,” John explained. “That’s not your intended ending.”
“What is my intended ending?” Mike asked.
John just smiled and shook his head. “Not even a Guardian gets to know this for themselves, but know that it is in the distant future after an afterlife of doing many good deeds.”
Mike slid off the rock, brushed off the backside of his jeans and looked at John. “It’s weird. You sort of look like my Dad, but not really, and you sound more like my partner Jamie than you do my father.”
“It worked to make you comfortable enough to speak with me, didn’t it?” John said.
Mike gave him a nod and a faint shrug.
“Then, objective achieved. Go on through the door, Michael Donovan. And thank you for doing what you do,” John said.
Mike started towards the door, then paused to look back and ask another question – but John was gone. The feeling of urgency grew, and he remembered what John had said – it could’ve been hours, days, or years that he’d been hanging around here. He started to jog a little faster, then pulled open the door and crossed over.




Chapter twenty-four

Jack and Doc hosted the July fourth barbecue, and everyone was there. Friends and family, co-workers, Lia and Rachel, Avery and some of his friends, and Tara and Jamie filled the back yard and flowed in and out of the house. The grill was manned by Doc, Avery, and Jamie in turns as they filled platters with burgers, hot dogs, grilled sausage, and chicken. A row of tables under the porch shade were loaded with everything from bowls of fruit salad, macaroni salad, three kinds of potato salad, to buns and rolls, corn on the cob, and grilled veggie kabobs. Cupcakes, brownies, and cookies were on another table and washtubs full of ice and bottled beverages were set strategically around the yard.
A game of volleyball was taking place in Avery’s driveway at the very back of the yard, and another game of cornhole was happening in the side yard of the house. People came and went as their schedules permitted, or when the little ones got too tired. Lincoln and Eleanor Tremont showed up with their two youngest and the kids went to hang out with Avery’s group – that included Lia and Rachel. 
“How are the girls getting along?” Ella asked Jack as they found a shady spot to sit and eat. “Lia and Rachel, I mean.”
“They’re blossoming,” Jack said with a smile. “That’s truly the only way to describe it. They’re taking classes during the summer, and they’ve been helping Jamie by acting as managers for the house. They answer questions, call locksmiths and repairmen when needed, and clear everything through Jamie so he knows what’s going on.”
“That’s good to hear. How’s Lia doing, really?” Ella asked. “You know I used to do social work and counseling, so I know that someone coming from what she went through is going to need a lot of help.”
Jack nodded. “I know, and we’ve made sure she’s seeing a good therapist. The court ordered that she get therapy and counseling as part of her release, and she’s found the therapy to be helpful.”
“That’s good. Is she having nightmares or difficulty with fugue states?” Ella asked.
“Some nightmares, but she’s learned how to interrupt them and makes notes to discuss it with her therapist,” Jack said. “Did…I mean, do you…” She fumbled into silence and Ella smiled. 
“You mean, did Linc tell me what really happened and that it wasn’t Lia who committed the murders? Yes. And I will admit the first time he told me he had a conversation with Michael Donovan, long after we had attended his funeral?  I thought he was having a stroke.”
Jack snorted laughter and shook her head, but the smile faded. “Mike sacrificed himself to end the revenant that was murdering so many people. Jamie’s still counting on his return, but I’m not. If he’s not back by the end of the year, then the Vatican will send a new Guardian for Harbor.”
“Why so long?” Ella asked.
“Because finding a Guardian takes a while, I guess. And they’re not really worried about it. Mari will pop over once in a while to clear the backlog,” Jack said. 
“Is it true that the revenant was Matty Joshin?” Ella asked.
“Yeah. We caught on when he slid into Tyler Jones, but who knows how many others he took over before we figured it out?” Jack sighed. “I can’t let myself worry about that too much, though. It’s a good way to make you crazy.”
“So, Lia,” Ella started to ask, and Jack reached out to take her hand. 
“Lia has no memory of Joshin taking her over, and she knows she was not responsible for the deaths,” Jack said. “She also knows she can’t really talk about it, but the therapist worked with the Watchers for a few years, so she’s aware of things like ghosts and revenants.”
“How did you manage that?” Ella asked. “Getting her a therapist that would be able to handle the whole truth?”
Jack smiled. “Your husband and Jamie, together. The Vatican sent a list of therapists that knew about ghosts and revenants, and the two of them worked with the courts to make sure Lia was assigned to one that was a good fit for her.”
“That’s really good to hear,” Ella said and settled back in her chair to watch the crowd. “You’ve built a good life here, Jack. It’s a comfort to see how well things are going.”
“Your husband took a chance on me, and I made damned sure he wouldn’t regret it,” Jack said. “Of course, it helps that Jamie and I both see ghosts, so we can be honest and upfront with each other. It was brutal those first few weeks when we didn’t dare expose our truth to each other.”
“I can’t even imagine,” Ella said. “Oh, boy, I think I ate too much. The food is excellent. How about we go play a game of cornhole and see if we can beat the boys?”
Jack laughed and got to her feet. “I think that’s a brilliant idea.”
Jamie watched Jack and Ella Tremont together and smiled, then turned back to the commissioner. “No, there’s been no word. I still have hope, though. I don’t believe Mike would just disappear and not send me a message somehow.”
“I suppose you’re right about that. Here, hand me a platter. I think the last of the chicken is finally done,” Linc said as he turned a piece over and lifted it with the tongs. 
“You know I didn’t invite you here to do the work,” Doc said as he approached the two men at the grill. 
“We know. But it’s a joyful thing, playing with food and fire,” Linc replied. 
“The commissioner wants a platter for the chicken,” Jamie said. “I’ll go get one.”
“I’ve told you, Jameson Kennedy – call me Linc when we’re off duty,” he yelled after Jamie, then turned to Doc. “He still has hope.”
“I know,” Doc said with a sigh. “Jack doesn’t. But then, as she said, she wasn’t his partner for years and her exposure to ghosts was not a death in the line.”
“Well, it was a death while she was on duty, just not a cop that died. Her CI, and a kid no less, means it wasn’t an easy introduction for her, either,” Linc replied.
“What do you think?” Doc asked as he held out a plate for the chicken.
“I think that there are stranger things betwixt heaven and earth,” Linc said. “And yes, I’m going to apologize for mangling Shakespeare, but it’s true. Things change constantly and it’s up to us to adapt and grow. I know it took me a bit to adapt to seeing Donovan in my office that day, and to understand some of the answers my detectives were giving me about where they got certain bits of information.”
“I’ve been seeing ghosts for a very long time. It’s one of the reasons I became a medical examiner instead of a surgeon or something,” Doc said. “One of my best friends drowned when we were kids, and he showed up in my bedroom the next day. He hung around for a few years until he finally crossed over. After that? I saw them everywhere. As much as it was a pain in the ass when I was younger, it was a solid benefit when I became an ME. Being able to ask the ghost why they had a scar here or there, or if they remembered what had happened before they ended up on my table? That made things a lot easier. People just assumed I was an extremely gifted scientist, not that I was also getting the information from the ghosts.”
“I can see how that could be a benefit – and a hindrance,” Linc said. “Beneficial in that it gives you a direction to look in, but a hindrance when you had to prove something, and the evidence might not have leaned in that direction.”
“Exactly that,” Doc said. “But it also forced me to match up what I heard with what I saw. So if they insisted they were hit with an axe, but the markings looked more like a hammer, I had to show that it was one of those axes with a hammer head opposite the blade edge. That’s the most simplistic example, but it gives you an idea. Now, even if the ghosts aren’t there, I’ve got a well-trained eye for the weird.”
Jamie came back with a platter and looked confused. “Where’d the chicken go?”
“I grabbed a plate instead. Bring that over here, we’ll use it for the last of the sausage and call it done for now,” Doc said. 
Jamie handed him the platter. “I’m going to go grab a plate of food for myself before the kids inhale it all.”
“We’ll both keep an eye on our Jamie,” Linc said to Doc, as they watched Jamie look over the food options. “And make sure Tara knows to reach out to us if he needs us.”
“That works for me. Now, how about we get some of this food for ourselves? A pack of youngsters will descend like locusts, and we’ll end up with one wing and a cherry tomato,” Doc said as they headed over towards the food. 
“Sounds like a plan,” Linc replied with a laugh.  
[image: image-placeholder]Before it grew too dark, they carried blankets and folding chairs across the street and down a short path to the rocky thread of shoreline. The harbor carved a section out of the granite and gave them just enough space to sit and watch the fireworks being shot off of a barge in the middle of the harbor. 
“The last time we did this, we were watching them from the beach across the street from your old place,” Jack said to Jamie. “A year makes a lot of changes, doesn’t it?”
Jamie looked over to where Tara sat with Lia and Rachel, and smiled. “It most certainly does.” He turned then to meet Jack’s eyes. “You are my partner, yes – but you’re also my family. I’m so grateful for this huge, chaotic, amazing clan we’ve created. Thank you.”
Jack arched a brow at Jamie and grinned. “Are you getting all squishy on me, Jamie?” She batted her lashes, then gave him a playful punch on his upper arm. 
“Hey, I never used to say this shit, and I regretted it. So, I’m saying it now,” Jamie grumbled, then stuck his tongue out at her. 
“Eww, Tara, Jamie stuck his tongue out at me!” Jack yelled and everyone laughed. 
“Children, don’t you make me get up out of this chair,” Linc said in his best ‘Dad’s gonna get ya’ tone, and the laughter grew.
Jack leaned in towards Jamie as her eyes tracked the first of the fireworks launched into the night sky. “Thank you for giving me a chance to be a part of this, too. It’s a good thing we’ve got here.”
“Yes, yes it is,” Jamie replied as he reached out for Tara and pulled her close. “It’s a very good thing.”




Chapter twenty-five

August settled in and classes started for the fall semester. Lia and Rachel learned to schedule time together to clean their home, try new recipes in their amazing kitchen, or just sprawl on the sofa and watch a movie. They even argued over who had the bigger crush on one of their professors, a Daryl Lee that taught History 101. 
Jamie told them now that school was in full session, that that was their job and he would be hiring a building manager to handle the repairs, maintenance, and keeping the entryway clean and paths cleared when snow started.
“It feels weird to not be working,” Rachel said one evening as they made dinner together. “I mean, I like having the time to really focus on my studies, but I’ve always had some kind of job, since I was fourteen, and it feels strange.”
“I hear you. But I’ve decided to embrace it and enjoy it. We didn’t get to have a carefree childhood, but we can try and have some carefree moments for ourselves now,” Lia replied.
“Carefree still feels guilty, though,” Rachel said as she pulled a pan of rolls out of the oven. “Look at this. Fresh bread rolls and beef stew for dinner. I can’t believe we can make this kind of food in our own kitchen. That? That doesn’t feel guilty at all.”
Lia grabbed a hot roll off of the pan and juggled it between her hands before she tore it open and took a bite. Her eyes half-closed in pleasure as she chewed and swallowed. “Nope, doesn’t taste guilty either. And no one to tell us we can’t eat more than one, or tell us we can’t have any because we looked at them funny.”
They settled down at the table with their food and enjoyed it in silence for a few minutes, then Rachel took a swallow of her water before she spoke.
“I know you weren’t responsible for killing the Olsens, so I’m not worried about you hurting me.”
“Wait…what?” Lia said as she chewed her mouthful and swallowed. “You know?”
“The nightmares you’ve been having are all about that asshole showing up in your room. None of them are about the killings,” Rachel said.
“Jack told me that it was a revenant – an evil spirit – that took me over, and that it’s gone forever now,” Lia said. “A lot of people would think I was truly insane if I ever said that, so I’ve just accepted that I’ll be okay because I’m stronger now, and moved on.” 
“What does your therapist think?” Rachel asked.
“She thinks I’ll be fine. That my instinct to protect Dora kicked in and the revenant took advantage of my trauma and redirected me," Lia said.
“Wait,” Rachel said. “Your therapist knows about the revenant?”
“Yeah, she used to work with some group out of the Vatican or something. Jamie and Jack made sure they could get someone I could be upfront and honest with, and not worry about being labeled a nutcase.”
“That’s awesome,” Rachel said, then smiled. “We’ve got some really impressive fairy godparents.”
“Yes, we most certainly do,” Lia agreed. “Now, since you cooked, I’ll clean up and load the dishwasher. I’ve got maybe an hour of homework left, then we can watch another episode of First Kill?”
“Sounds perfect. I can finish up the notes for my paper, and we can have dessert while we watch,” Rachel replied.
“Chocolate ice cream, for the win!” Lia crowed and they both laughed. 
[image: image-placeholder]“Detective Forbes, meet Detective Kennedy at 1810 Rampart Drive for a 10-54. Dispatch out.”
Jack rolled over, her phone in her hand, and replied, “Forbes en route. Twenty minutes.” She pulled on jeans, boots, and the rest of her gear and was out the door into the first hints of dawn. 
Once in her SUV, she called Jamie. “You there yet?”
“Just pulled up, and I have coffee for you,” Jamie replied.
“Thank the gods,” Jack replied. “I’m about ten minutes out. See you shortly.” The call disconnected and Jack hit the gas. 
They’d been on their usual rotation without any major hiccups after the Joshin case, but it still felt weird to not have Mike doing a preliminary scouting of the scene and telling them if the ghost was around or not.  
Jack pulled up and flashed her badge as she got out of the SUV and made her way past the police tape to the brick townhouse that rose four stories above the tree-lined street. Jamie met her inside the front door.
“Looks like a murder-suicide,” Jamie muttered to Jack as she pulled booties on over her boots and pulled on her gloves. “Two bodies are down here, two more upstairs.”
“Great,” Jack sighed. “Can you clear the house? Get them all out so we can do our walk through.”
She moved out of the foyer, through the first archway on the right and stood in the living room. The furnishings were maybe five years old, in good condition and a classic style. Sofa, reclining wing chairs, a coffee table with a box for the remotes, and a TV hung over the gas-log fireplace. A fight had come through here, as a couple of the lamps were on the floor, one of the chairs had been tipped over, and a plant scattered dirt from the broken pot across the rug. 
Jack stepped back out into the foyer and crossed over to the dining room which seemed relatively untouched, then into the kitchen. She paused in the doorway and took in the scene. 
Jamie showed up at her side and sighed. “House is cleared. The body draped over the island is Constance Braun, forty-three, a lawyer with Sax & Goldsmith.” He walked around the pool of blood and pointed to another body that lay over the threshold to the garage with the feet inside the kitchen, the upper torso in the garage. “This is Erik Braun, forty-five, recently fired from his position as general manager of Cooper Westing.” 
Jack looked at the bodies, crouched down to examine them more closely, then got to her feet and gave Jamie a nod. They headed upstairs and found Erik Junior – EJ, aged sixteen and his sister Cassidy, age fifteen, both killed in their beds from a single gunshot wound to the head. 
“Well, I’m going to hope they were asleep when this happened,” Jack said. 
“We were,” the girl’s voice came from behind Jack, and she spun around. 
“Oh, hi,” Jack said with a wry smile. “Sorry about that. We didn’t know you were here. Cassidy, right?”
“Yeah, I’m Cassidy, and that’s my brother, EJ,” Cassidy said. “You can see us, huh?” EJ slid out from a shadowed corner and gave them a faint wave. 
“Yep, Jamie and I can both see you. I’m Detective Jack Forbes and this is my partner, Detective Jamie Kennedy,” Jack said. “Do you know what happened?”
“Other than we were shot in the head? No, not really,” Cassidy said. “I think my father did it, though. He’s been a mess for a month or so.”
“She’s right,” EJ said. “Mom and Dad have been fighting a lot. He wanted to move us all to Texas or something, and Mom said no, that he could find another job around here. He said people were saying bad things about him so he wouldn’t be able to work, and Mom told him to grow up and get his shit together.”
“Did you two already see your parents downstairs?” Jamie asked.
They both nodded yes. “It looks like Mom put up a hell of a fight,” EJ said. “The house is trashed.”
“EJ? Cassie? Are you two here?” A woman’s voice filled the house as Constance Braun called out for her children.
“We’re upstairs, Mom,” Cassidy replied, and Constance’s ghost showed up between the two kids a moment later. 
Constance pulled her children close and kissed them, then looked up at Jack and Jamie. “I’m sorry, who are you?”
“These are the detectives that caught our case,” EJ said. “They’re nice, Mom.”
“Mrs. Braun, I’m Detective Jack Forbes and this is Detective Jamie Kennedy. Could you maybe tell us what happened?” Jack asked. 
“My husband, Erik, lost his everlovin’ mind, that’s what. I fell asleep in my office downstairs, and woke up to the sound of gunshots. I ran out into the living room and Erik was tearing things apart. He said he was looking for the key to the safe,” Constance shook her head. “We don’t have a safe. When I told him that, he threw a lamp at me. I ran for the kitchen where I knew my cell phone was charging and tried to dial emergency services, but he came up behind me and hit me on the back of the head. I grabbed one of the kitchen knives and stabbed him, but he shot me, and I fell over the counter. That’s the last thing I remember. When I came back, I saw his body in the doorway, so I’m guessing I probably killed him. I didn’t know he’d already murdered our children.”
“Did you see his ghost?” Jamie asked. 
“For a minute before it got sucked into a black swirly thing and disappeared. I needed to check on my babies,” Constance said and shook her head. “I’m so sorry, my loves. You deserved so much better.”
“All of you did,” Jack said. “We’ll take care of things from here. Do you have anyone in particular we should contact first?”
“Erik’s parents are dead, but mine are still around,” Constance said. “They live just over the border in Connecticut. Let them know first, and they’ll tell my sister and brother, and Erik’s brother. There are wills and funeral arrangements and the deeds for the plots at Harbor Hills Cemetery in my file drawer downstairs. It should be pretty straightforward.”
“Thank you. I hope the three of you find what you need on the other side. There should be a bright light when it’s time for you to go,” Jamie said. 
“It’s been shining since I came back, but I couldn’t leave my kids,” Constance said. “You guys ready?”
Cassidy and EJ took their mother’s hands and the three walked down the hallway and into the light. 
“I’ll take the desk while you bag up the weapons?” Jack asked. 
“Sure. And then we get to drive down to Connecticut and destroy someone’s day,” Jamie said. 
“At least we know who to contact and that everything is taken care of. That’s a small light in all of this darkness,” Jack replied as they went back downstairs.
“I suppose it is,” Jamie said. “I suppose it is.”




Chapter twenty-six

Jamie spent most of August and the early part of September torn between wedding tasks and murder. The two of them, Jack and Jamie, had figured out a decent enough rhythm for working that didn’t include Mike, but it still felt ‘off’ to Jamie. He held on to the hope that Mike would return, but as more and more time passed, he started to wonder if maybe his friend was truly gone this time.  It wasn’t something Jamie was ready to deal with, to be honest. He just pushed it aside and kept the hope in his heart. 
He and Tara discussed it more than once, and one morning, over coffee and waffles, Tara took his hand. 
“If it helps you to believe and hope, then continue to believe and hope. There’s nothing wrong with that,” Tara said. “Mike has surprised us all more than once, so I don’t see any reason why this time would be any different.”
“But Jack thinks I’m tormenting myself by holding on to the hope that he’ll return,” Jamie said. “And maybe I am, but I want him to be a part of our day, and if I accept that he’s truly gone, then he won’t be.”
“Just follow your heart, my love. That’s all any of us can do,” Tara said. “We don’t know how things work on the other side, and we don’t have answers to what did or didn’t happen. This isn’t something we can research or study to figure out the answer. We just have to have faith.”
Jamie caressed her cheek and smiled. “You’re so wise. How’d I get so lucky?”
“Fate and faith,” Tara said and kissed him. “Now, do I need to take Jack aside and tell her to ease up?”
“Oh, no,” Jamie said. “Jack’s being fine. She’s just trying to be protective of me, and it’s appreciated. I think she’s worried I’ll just implode at some critical point. I’m not worried about that. If and when I have to deal with this, I’ll deal with it. I’ve mourned Michael Donovan before.”
“She cares about you, and that’s wonderful,” Tara said. “You can talk to me about your heart, but you can talk to Jack about cop stuff, and that’s important. Having people that understand the various facets of you is a good thing.”
“I suppose you’re right in this, too,” Jamie said with a chuckle and kissed her. “Now, is there anything you need me to do today? Wedding stuff or house stuff or whatever?”
“No, I’m good for now,” Tara replied. “Why don’t we go have a swim and just relax for a little bit?”
“That sounds ideal. Last one in the pool is a rotten egg,” Jamie yelled as he headed towards the terrace doors, clothes tossed off as he ran. 
[image: image-placeholder]Jack took a pan of muffins out of the oven and set them down on the cooling rack. Hips swayed to the 80’s and 90’s rock that filled the little house. This was her happy place, right here, right now. A kitchen full of good things, a house full of music, the windows open to the summer ocean breezes, and the knowledge that her partner and her son were nearby and immersed in their own happy place things. 
Avery was in the back yard with a couple of his friends, working on a new type of drone and she could hear them laughing and calling out now and again. They were going to grill hot dogs and burgers later and Jack had promised to provide the potato salad in exchange for a couple of burgers. 
Doc was in his workshop shed that he and Avery had built out shortly after he’d moved in. He’d started out with a little space in Jack’s basement, but now he had a whole space that was insulated and wired so he could work in it all year round. The double doors were open to the air, with a screen curtain that kept the bugs at bay. 
Inside, Doc had two distinct areas. One side of the area had equipment, jars, bins, and bowls where he studied different kinds of bugs and fungi. The other side had a ventilation hood over a long table that held shards of glass and bits of metal, with clips holding the current stained-glass work in progress. 
That’s where Jack found him, bent over the frame with pliers and a soldering iron, when she came out with fresh iced tea and warm blueberry muffins. “Hey, I brought you a snack,” she said.
“Oh, good timing. This has to sit for a bit before I can do the next part,” Doc replied. He got to his feet and pulled off his goggles and gloves before he went to the sink to wash up. “Let’s sit outside, it’s cooler.”
There were two Adirondack chairs on the little porch of the shed, so Jack placed the jug of iced tea down and poured them each a glass, then handed him the muffins. 
“None for you?” Doc asked as he went to hand one of the muffins back.
“I ate mine already. I just wanted to take a break out here with you for a minute,” Jack replied.
Doc paused before he took a bite of his muffin, and leaned over to kiss Jack’s cheek. “I missed you, too.” 
They watched Avery and his friends huddle over the drone with tools and notebooks scattered across the table. One did something and they all laughed, and two of them fist-bumped each other. 
“They look like they’re really enjoying themselves,” Jack said. “It’s good to see.”
“It really is. And we’ll get to enjoy their excitement over a shared meal later. Hear their stories about how this one or that one figured out the problem,” Doc said. “They’re making memories right now, that will last a lifetime.”
“You have some memories of times like this?” Jack asked.
“Yeah. But it was my friend Roy and I, finding a new kind of mushroom or a pool of tadpoles. We wandered the forests and creek beds around our neighborhood every day, all day long. Even in the winter, we’d find ways to stay outside for hours.”
“What about after Roy drowned?” Jack asked. “Did you still spend time out in the woods?”
“Not at first. But then it was the best place for us to be so I could talk to his ghost without people thinking I was crazy,” Doc said.
“I can’t imagine what that was like for you,” Jack said as she sipped her tea. “Twelve years old and having to deal with loss and a ghost.”
“I think it was easier to have it happen when I was a kid. Kids aren’t as rigid in their belief systems or in what is or is not real,” Doc replied. 
“True, I didn’t think of that. Avery had an imaginary friend when he was very small. Like, before preschool aged. Robin was his name and he had me set a place at the table for Robin and make sure to tuck him in at night when I would tuck in Avery.” Jack watched her son and his friends for a moment. “He outgrew Robin after he started preschool. Someone probably told him it was childish or stupid, and he just stopped. But it makes me wonder if he was seeing a child’s ghost even then.”
“He may well have been,” Doc said. “He saw them clearly enough when we told him it was a thing.”
“Yeah, he did. I had a hard time with Ellis when it first happened because I felt so guilty and angry over her death. It was stupid and wasteful and then there she was, being a complete asshole to me, even after death. I blamed myself, she blamed me, it was a mess. Then there was Mike,” Jack said with a sigh. “And goddamn if I don’t miss that man.”
“I miss him, too. He would sometimes hang out in the morgue and talk with me while I worked. A lot of the dead show up there and are so confused and disoriented, it helped us both to have him there,” Doc said. “We’d talk about sports, TV, movies, music, people…it made the time pass.”
“I didn’t know you guys hung out so much,” Jack said. “That’s cool.”
“Ellsworth has been hanging around the morgue lately, filling in for Mike,” Doc said. “His stories are amazing. No one was there for a couple of weeks, and I had to keep stopping what I was doing to calm down the newly dead. Ellsworth came by one day to check on a body he’d found, and he saw me arguing with a ghost. He took them aside, calmed them down, and helped them move on. Ever since, he’s been hanging out more. It helps.”
“Oh, wow, that’s cool. I’m glad some of the others are stepping up. Do I still hope Mike comes back? Sure, but we’re going to be okay without him,” Jack said. “Just don’t tell Jamie I said that. He’s expecting Mike to show up at any moment.”
“I don’t discuss Mike with Jamie, because my heart aches as well. Mike was my friend, too,” Doc said and reached out to hold Jack’s free hand. “For a lot of years. From the time he was a patrol cop and would come in and talk baseball with me.”
They sat in silence for a while, held hands and sipped tea, then Doc spoke again. “Mike was not the first ghost of someone I was close to, that I got to see. My grandparents were killed in a plane crash when I was twenty-three, and I saw them when they came to say goodbye. I know I told you they were gone and how, but we never really talked about it. My parents were good people, but very caught up in their own lives. They divorced when I finished high school and remarried while I was in college. I spent more time with Grammy and Gramps when I was in high school than I did with my parents. Gramps taught me how to drive and Grammy taught me how to cook and do laundry and such. They were flying back to Arizona after my college graduation and the plane went down in a storm. I was in my shitty little apartment near the college campus when they both walked in, and I thought they were physically there. I didn’t realize at first that they were dead.”
“That must’ve been hard,” Jack murmured and squeezed his hand.
“They stayed around for a couple of weeks. I flew out to Arizona and went through their house with them. Found their wills and funeral arrangements and everything. They’d left it all to me, so I packed up the stuff they said I’d want when I got older, and a few things I had warm memories attached to, then sold all the rest. The money helped me buy my apartment and kept me afloat through medical school and beyond.”
“Sounds like it’s a lot more helpful to have the ghosts tell you where their super-secret hiding place is, than it is to try and find it after the fact,” Jack said with a smile. “Speaking of that apartment, how are the tenants working out? I haven’t even thought of your old place.”
“Well, you know I did that vacation rental thing for a bit, but then Sam Deter, the tech that came on board a couple of months ago, needed a place and I rented it to him. He and his wife are expecting their first, and they take really good care of the place. It’s nice to know someone is being considerate and looking at it as their home, not just a place to sleep.”
“Hey, Mom,” Avery called out. “We can smell the cookies. Could we have some?”
Jack laughed and got to her feet, then kissed Doc. “I love you, Kendrick. I’ll hide some of the cookies for us for later, don’t worry.” She turned to Avery and his friends. “Come up to the house and I’ll give you a few. And don’t worry, the potato salad is ready for dinner. I just hope someone knows how to do burgers without turning them into hockey pucks.”
“One time,” Avery moaned. “I overcooked them one time and she’ll never let me live it down.”
Laughter filled the yard as Jack carried her glass back inside and got the cookies. 




Chapter twenty-seven

When Jack showed up at the precinct on Monday morning, Jamie was standing outside their office with a box in one hand, the other carefully peeling plastic sticky images off of the wall of glass with the other.  Pin-up girl style images of brides and cartoon grooms were mixed with more raunchy line-drawing style penis and boob art. There must’ve been a hundred of them on the glass and all Jack could do was laugh.
“Yeah, you think it’s funny now. Wait until I get the Lieutenant to make you help me take them down,” Jamie grumbled good-naturedly.
“Not my problem. I’m not the one getting hitched,” Jack retorted and went into the office. 
Jack got started on the never-ending pile of paperwork that was the bane of every cop’s existence when an alert came up on her phone. “Forbes here,” she said.
“Dispatch to Detectives Forbes and Kennedy. Report to Arbor Terrace, see the manager. Reports of a possible 10-54.”
“On our way, Forbes out.” 
“Dispatch notes Forbes and Kennedy enroute to Arbor Terrace. Dispatch out.”
Jack grabbed her wallet and keys and stepped out of the office. “Let’s go, I’m driving,” she said to Jamie.
Jamie dropped the box on the floor and sighed. “Hallelujah. I’ll give fifty bucks to whoever finishes peeling these fuckers off the glass,” he called out as they hit the stairs towards the garage.
“Arbor Terrace,” Jamie said once they were in the SUV. “Nice townhouse units. Mostly active older folks and families.”
“I want to know why they’re not sure if it’s a dead body or not. Don’t they have management pass keys or something?” Jack asked as they pulled into the main parking area near the offices.
“I guess we’re about to find out,” Jamie said. 
They opened the office door, and a woman gave them a tight smile. “Welcome to Arbor Terrace, how can I help you today?” She wore a cotton dress covered in giant red and yellow roses on a white background, white pumps, and fake pearls the size of marbles. Her hair looked like it had half a can of Aqua Net holding the short curls in place. 
“We’re looking for the manager,” Jack said. 
“I’m sorry, Mr. Agnew is unavailable at the moment,” she said.
“Then he needs to become available. He did call for the police, did he not? I’m Detective Forbes and this is my partner, Detective Kennedy,” Jack said.
“Oh, well, why didn’t you say so? I’m Mimi Agnew. George is over by building six. The tenants have been complaining of a horrible smell coming from Arlene Springford’s unit for a few days now, but Arlene is in Orlando, visiting her grandkids, so we can’t just go inside without notifying her,” Mimi said. “And I’ve left her several messages, but she’s not responded.”
“Does George have the master key?” Jamie asked.
“He does, but he didn’t want to open the door without the police with him,” Mimi said. “She probably just forgot to take out her trash before she left. He gets so flustered about the silliest things.”
“Okay, Mimi. You stay here and we’ll drive over and help George,” Jack said and left the woman babbling about how silly George was as they left the office.
“She’s not really that stupid, is she?” Jack asked once Jamie was back in the SUV.
“Yes and no. People don’t want to admit there’s a dead body around,” Jamie said. “And they’ll come up with all kinds of excuses as to why something is a certain way.”
They stopped outside a row of four townhouses with a large number six on the parking lot end of the brick structure. They could see George pacing near a set of concrete steps with a shiny black railing. He wore a polo shirt in bright yellow, tucked into creased khaki slacks with a brown leather belt and brown loafers. His head was bald and gleamed in the light. 
“George Agnew?” Jack called out and held up her badge. “Detectives Forbes and Kennedy. Your wife sent us over.”
“Thank gods, yes, I think there’s something dead in there. I’ve smelled dead before, but it was a racoon. This smells worse. I’m afraid to go inside,” George babbled at them much like his wife had earlier. 
Jack looked at Jamie and blinked, then turned back to George. “Do you have the master key?”
“Here you go. You can go in, and I’ll wait here. Mimi thinks it’s just the trash being left behind, but I know what week-old trash smells like and it’s not that smell. That’s a dead thing smell.”
Jack took the master key and when she stepped up on the front steps, the smell hit her. “Yep, that’s a dead thing smell. You stay out here, George.” She opened the door and pushed it in, and the smell rolled out like a physical thing. All three of them turned away and took a moment to breathe and control their gag reflex. George took a few steps further back and pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket to cover his mouth and nose. 
The buzz of flies led them to the bathroom where a body lay in the tub. As bloated and disfigured as it was, they could tell it had probably been female. They backed out of the bathroom and closed the door, then cleared the rest of the house. A handbag sat on the table near the door, and the wallet inside belonged to Arlene Springford. They stepped out into the fresh air and sucked in a few breaths before Jamie called for the ME and CSI to come process the scene. 
“Where is Mrs. Springford’s car?” Jack asked George. 
“It’s not in her usual spot, and I didn’t see it in the lot, so we assumed she’d driven herself to the airport. Usually she takes a cab, but the car was gone,” George said. “Is it a dead animal inside?”
“No, George. It’s Arlene. Dead in her bathtub. We’ve called the medical examiner and crime scene people to come process and take her out of there,” Jamie said as he joined them. “What kind of car did Arlene have?” 
George looked it up on his phone and gave them the information, and Jack put a BOLO out on the car. 
Jack came back over and told George, “I had them put a Be On the Lookout for Arlene’s car. It may be stolen. We can’t tell if she died of natural causes or if someone helped her along, so until the ME can tell us, this is a crime scene and no one can go in there, okay?”
“Yes, Detective,” George said. “I should let her children know.”
“We’ll take care of that when we have some information, George. Please don’t call anyone or speak to any reporters or anything until we say it’s okay, got it?” Jamie said. “You could help a killer go free if you say the wrong thing at the wrong time. So, no discussing it. Not with anyone.”
“Not even my Mimi?” George asked.
“Do you think she can keep this a secret?” Jack replied.
“No,” George said with a sigh. “I’ll just tell her the police are handling it and hope you can let me say something soon. This is going to be so hard.”
“Not as hard as things are right now for Arlene,” Jack muttered.
Apparently, George heard her because he looked abashed and turned away. 
“Go on back to the office, George. Here’s your master key. We’ll take it from here,” Jamie said and sent the man on his way. 
Once George was gone, Jack leaned against a tree. “I’m not going back in there until the body is out and the techs are working the place. They can open all of the windows and I won’t want to hurl with every breath.”
“Do you think she was murdered?” Jamie asked.
“No clue, but the car being gone makes me wonder. The house didn’t look tossed, so maybe someone just took advantage of the car sitting for a couple of days and stole it, and it has nothing to do with Arlene rotting in her bathtub,” Jack replied. 
The coroner’s van pulled up and two of Doc’s assistants got out. Jack went over to the van and gave them a heads up, so they took the time to pull on the hazmat suits and grab the air filter packs, then pulled the gurney and specialty bag up to the stairs and inside. 
Jack watched some of the neighbors come out and she gave Jamie a nod. “Ready to talk to the lookie-loos?”
“Let’s go. You take the left, I’ll take the right,” Jamie said. 
By the time they’d hit the first ten or so each, a patrol car had shown up to help with crowd control and a couple of uniforms started to take down names and contact information. Jack and Jamie went and sat in her SUV to wait out the coroner’s team and go over their notes so far.
“I got either ‘she was a lovely person’ or ‘that rabid bitch complained about everything’,” Jack said. 
“Same here,” Jamie replied. “A couple of the older folks said she seemed nice enough, but anyone under forty pretty much found her reprehensible.”
“At least we’re not dealing with her ghost,” Jack replied. “Because not being able to bitchslap her would suck.” 
Jamie snorted laughter and shook his head. “We’re not going to be able to do much inside until the techs are done, and we need the coroner’s office to tell us how she died. I’m going to guess that it was a heart attack in the tub and the car being gone is just someone who paid attention and took the car that hadn’t moved in a while.”
“You’re probably right,” Jack said. “Besides, who’d steal a ten-year-old Taurus? They’re not exactly hot commodities.”
“Let’s get out of here and write up our reports and wait to see what they say for cause of death. If it is murder, then we can come back and go over the place after it’s had some time to air out,” Jamie said.
Jack started up the SUV and waited for the patrol cops to clear the crowd around them so they could back out. She pulled up next to the officer and smiled. “We’re going to go write up our reports and let that place air out a bit. Lock it up and put the tape over the front and back doors when the techs are done, would you? We can’t do much more until the cause of death is determined.”
“Yes, sir, Detective,” the officer said. “I’m Officer Pearson and my partner is Officer Hill. We’ll take point on this for now.”
“Sounds good, Pearson. Stay safe out there,” Jack said, and they pulled away. 
“He didn’t look old enough to shave,” Jamie muttered.
“I know. They keep getting younger every time I turn around. Did you see that new guy from the Antonelli Street station? I wanted to ask him if his mother knew he was playing dress up,” Jack muttered. “He looked about twelve.”
Jamie laughed. “The one with red hair and freckles? Yeah, I saw him. Officer Muldoon. Graduated from the academy two years ago.”
“How old was he when he went in? Eight? Jeezus,” Jack retorted. 
When they got back to the precinct, the glass had been cleared of all of the stickers, and the box was on the floor by the door with a note that said, Take them home and put them up there. You’re welcome. 
Jamie opened the office door and used his foot to slide the box inside, then shut the door behind them. “No one claimed to have cleaned it up, so I guess I don’t have to pay out the fifty.”
“I dunno, I think they’d add something to the penthouse walls of glass,” Jack teased as she got them each a coffee. 
Aidan stuck his head in and sniffed. “I smell good coffee.”
“Come on in, LT. I’ll get you a cup,” Jack said and popped a fresh pod into the machine. 
“You two caught the stinker, huh?” Aidan asked.
“Yeah, but it may not be murder,” Jamie said. “We’re going to have to let the coroner tell us. I’m thinking heart attack in the tub. Her purse was right there by the door with her wallet and car keys in it. There were some nice jewelry pieces on the counter in the bathroom, and some of the art pieces and electronics would’ve gone for good money.”
“Her car is gone, but we think that was just a matter of convenience. It’s been sitting there for a few days and not moved, so someone decided it was a good target,” Jack said.
“Okay, then once this is wrapped up, you two are off rotation for the next two weeks. Jamie gets married and Jack gets a vacation,” Aidan said. 
“You’re not going to make her work with a floater?” Jamie asked. “Aww, come on, LT. I was hoping she’d be so tired of working with assholes, she’d welcome me back with open arms.”
“The two of you never voluntarily take time off, and you can’t carry it all over, year after year. This is my way of making sure I don’t get written up for not allowing my cops to take breaks,” Aidan replied.
Jack handed Aidan the coffee and sat at her desk. “I’ll write this one up, Jamie. You go on and get out of here. Take some time for yourself before Tara has you running all over hell and creation. I’ll see you tomorrow when I come over for the bachelorette party.”
“Wait, I thought you were his best man?” Aidan asked. “Aren’t you supposed to do the bachelor party?”
“I did. I arranged the whole thing,” Jack said. “I sent out the invites, made the reservations, and I’m handing it over to Doc and the Comish to handle the actual operation of the thing. I’m going to attend the bachelorette party and do lady things while you get to enjoy liquor, cigars, fine dining, and poker.”
“Janna’s really looking forward to the bachelorette party. She’s been buried in studies with law school and a weekend of celebration is just what we both need,” Aidan replied. “Thank you for including us.”
“You’re family,” Jamie said. “Of course you’re included.”
Aidan toasted Jamie with his mug. “So, get out of here already?” 
“Yes, sir,” Jamie said and packed up his stuff, rinsed out his mug, and headed for the door. 
Just before he stepped out, Aidan picked up the box, a smirk on his face, and handed it to Jamie. “Don’t forget this. I didn’t spend half an hour putting them up there for you to ignore my gift.”
“Oh, man,” Jamie said with a laugh. “You asshole.”
“You betcha. Get out of here,” Aidan said with a laugh. 
“That? That was awesome,” Jack said once Jamie had left. “Well done, sir.”
“I do my best. Now finish up that report and you get on out of here, too. See you later,” Aidan said.




Chapter twenty-eight

Tara had asked her best friend since high school, Gia Ziegler, to be her maid of honor. Gia lived in San Francisco these days, though, so she’d had to do a lot of the planning long-distance. On this September weekend, she was in Harbor once more. Instead of a wild night at a club, they’d decided to have a girl’s night at the penthouse and send Jamie off with Doc, with orders for him to sleep it off in Jack and Doc’s guest room. 
Once Tara had filled Gia in on the bachelor party Jack had planned for Jamie, she turned to Jack. “You set up a fantastic evening for them with the ritzy gentlemen’s club and the steak dinner at Oceanside, and managed to avoid having to smell the cigars by coming here and partying with us.”
“I couldn’t miss a pajama party that had a pool, hot tub, champagne, and a chocolate fountain,” Jack said with a laugh. “Besides, I bought you the best gift.”
“Ooh, presents,” Tara said with a smile. “I hope it’s really raunchy.”
“Oh, girlfriend, you know it,” Jack laughed, and they joined the rest of the ladies in the living room. 
They laughed at Gia’s stories about a much younger Tara, and Jack finally asked, “Okay, so how did you two - who seem to be wildly different types of women – end up friends?”
“Zeigler and Zimmerman. The last two names in the alphabet in our grade. We ended up in the same homeroom class from third grade on up and always had to sit next to each other,” Tara said.
“We hated each other at first. She was quiet, nerdy, and beautiful, while I was awkward, with braces and bad skin,” Gia said. “I wanted to be a cheerleader, and Tara wanted to be a librarian.”
“That was only for a couple of years,” Tara said. “Then we were both cheerleaders for about six months until I broke my arm during a game.”
“Ouch,” Jack said as she tucked her feet up and sipped her champagne. 
“The quarterback, Bobby Warner, carried her off the field and they dated for almost a year after that,” Gia said. “It was so romantic, until it wasn’t.”
“I refused to put out and he tried to force the issue. Robert Warner went on to rape three other girls and is doing his second stretch in prison for beating up his seven-month’s pregnant sister, and she lost the baby. Murder and attempted murder,” Tara replied. 
Jack winced and reached over to refill Tara’s glass. “Now you’ve got a murder cop about to be your husband. Talk about going from one extreme to the other.”
Tara held out her glass and smiled at Jack. “I went from an asshole to a true partner. There is no comparison.” They tapped glasses and Jack saluted Tara.
There were eight women at the party in total, with Ella Tremont making an appearance to have a drink and deliver her gift before she went back home. “I know I could stay, but my little Ella is home alone. While she’s a capable young woman, I worry. She’s just turned fifteen, but with Linc’s job…”
“No need to explain, Ellie,” Jack said. “We’re just glad you could make an appearance.”
Tara opened the gift at Ellie’s insistence and gasped. She slowly drew out a delicate lace-trimmed handkerchief with blue ribbon embroidery. “This is exquisite,” Tara whispered, then looked up at Ellie. “And it’s very old.”
“My great-great-grandmother had probably close to fifty lace-trimmed handkerchiefs that she’d made,” Ella said. “She tatted the lace, then embroidered the lace onto the linen squares and added ribbon embroidery to each one. My sister and I each had a few, and she only had boys. I have two girls, and there are enough pieces to pass down for many more generations. I figured the something old and something blue would be covered by this.”
“This is too much. Thank you,” Tara said, then reached out to hug Ellie. “I appreciate this so very much.”
“Well, shit,” Jack said with a dramatic sigh. “She’s gonna hate the dildo collection I got her.”
Everyone cracked up laughing and Ella nearly choked on the mouthful of champagne she’d just taken. “Jacqueline Forbes, you didn’t!”
“Wanna bet?” Jack said and waggled her brows.
“Okay, let’s do presents,” Gia said. “Because now I want to know what Jack ended up getting our Tara.”
There were naughty gifts and nice ones – everything from a basket full of penis-shaped foods from pasta to chocolates, to gorgeous silk nightgowns in a rainbow of colors.  Jack had spent days collecting all of the penis-shaped foods, but she’d also bought a beautiful lace peignoir set she’d seen Tara admiring online one day. 
They went for the food after the gifts and Ella pulled Jack aside. “Thank you for including Linc and me in the celebrations. We look at Jamie as one of our own, and while we’re a bit older than the rest of you, it really is wonderful to be included.”
“I sent Linc with Doc to make sure the pack of them didn’t end up in a jail cell. Have you seen our men when they get going?” Jack teased, then hugged Ellie. “You’re all family. This is family that means more to me than some of my blood relatives. You’re always, always welcome at any gathering or event.”
“It’s been difficult with Linc’s new job, to stay connected with the people we really care about. So many of the cops don’t want to hang around after hours with the commissioner because they feel they need to have a layer of distance between them for respect or something,” Ella said. “It’s been hard on Linc, to give up some of those friendships after so many years.”
“I’m so sorry. People can be stupid. In my heart, he’s still Sarge, but he’s earned the respect of being called commissioner,” Jack said. “And there aren’t many who would be able to handle the…added information that Jamie and I work with.”
“That’s very true, but he appreciates you two as much as you do him. Now, let me say my farewells and head on home. Enjoy yourself, Jacqueline. You’ve earned this.”
Jack watched as Ella hugged Tara, and was hugged by Gia, Janna, and the others. Once Ella left, the music got turned up and the dancing started.  
[image: image-placeholder]Jamie leaned back and watched the group gathered around the poker table. Doc, Linc, Aidan, Joey, Joey’s partner Dai, Tara’s brother, Ennis, and Jamie made up the party. 
“Are you gonna bet or just sit there and dream about the cards you don’t have?” Joey teased Doc. 
“Careful, son. I whupped your ass the last time we played,” Doc replied and slid a couple more chips across the table. 
“I remember that it was me who won the last time we played,” Jamie spoke up. 
“That may be so,” Doc said. “But I still whupped Joey’s ass.”
“I’m glad I don’t get to play poker with the lot of you very often,” Ennis said with a laugh. “You’re cutthroat.”
“I’m the only one that does cutting, Professor,” Doc said. “And that’s only after they’ve been laid out on my table.”
“When are your parents coming into town, Ennis?” Linc asked. 
“They’re settling into the hotel tonight. Dad had one last lecture to handle today, so they drove up and had dinner, then settled in,” Ennis said. “It was nice of you, Jamie, to make sure we had rooms in the same place the ceremony would be held. And to have Cardinal Moreno doing the ceremony beside Rabbi Reubens? That was a nice touch. Impressed both the folks.”
“Cardinal Moreno, Lucian, is a friend, and he is friends with Rabbi Reubens, so he arranged for both of them to be here. That we’re doing it in the conservatory at such a historic location meant they were both on neutral territory and could work together,” Jamie replied. 
Joey leaned over and whispered to Jamie. “I thought Father Lucian was…just a Father – not a Cardinal?”
“When he’s working on a case, he prefers Father Lucian. The pomp and fuss that a Cardinal has to deal with when traveling would negate some of his usefulness,” Jamie replied. 
“Oh, I guess I can see that,” Joey said as he tossed his cards down. “Fold.”
“Woah, I think Linc won that one,” Jamie said with a laugh. “Way to go, Commissioner. I’m going to take a break and enjoy a cigar out on the terrace. Who wants to join me?”
They all topped off their drinks and headed outside to admire the night views of the city and the water while smoking expensive cigars and sharing an even more valuable camaraderie.
“I’m glad you’ve found happiness once more, Jameson,” Linc said. “You and Tara make a good pairing.”
“Tara is my partner in every way,” Jamie said. “Elise and I were so young when we married, and we grew into people that didn’t work well together anymore. Tara and I are older and wiser, and we know what we both want, what we can tolerate – or not – and we have a healthy respect for each other. I think that’s going to make all the difference.”
“Ella and I were in college when we met,” Linc said. “She already had a solid sense of self, and I was still figuring out who I was. We managed to work together as we grew, but I think that was mostly on her, because she made sure we communicated about everything.”
“Tara’s the same way,” Jamie replied. “She doesn’t let me brood or mope about anything.”
“Marriage is a series of promises, and as long as I keep that up front and center, I know we’ll be fine,” Linc said. “That’s not to say we’ve not had our rough patches. We have, and we’ve worked them out and figured out how to move on after the fact.”
“This is a damned good cigar,” Ennis said. “Too bad Dad didn’t make it, he’d have enjoyed this.”
“Jack had a small humidor selection and a bottle of the exquisite single malt sent to their suite for your father. He can sit out on the balcony and enjoy a cigar and a glass of good whiskey on his own,” Jamie said. “She also had a bottle of champagne and some chocolate-dipped strawberries sent up for your mother.”
“Now that’s class,” Ennis replied. “I’m looking forward to meeting Jack tomorrow.”
“Hey, Jamie,” Joey asked. “How come you guys didn’t do a rehearsal dinner thing?”
“Because Tara and I know what we’re doing, and we wanted to party, then have the wedding – and party more at the reception,” Jamie replied. 
“They’ve got Gia, Jack, and the two of them standing up there,” Linc said. “They don’t need to practice with a whole entourage like Ella and I had. No joke, there were ten attendants on either side. Two flower girls, a ring bearer, a junior usher…it was a three-ring circus and then some.” 
Jamie paled at the thought. “No, no thank you. It was bad enough with the first one when there were four on either side. I wanted simple, Tara wanted elegant, and we both got what we wanted.”




Chapter twenty-nine

Jamie’s tuxedo, the boutonnieres for Jamie and Isaac Zimmerman, and Jamie’s gift for Jack, were delivered to Doc and Jack’s place so they could dress there and not interrupt the chaos at the penthouse.
Jack got her hair and makeup done, then got dressed in the flowy silk pants in a silvery hue with the cap-sleeved top of blue silk shot with silver and darker blue threads. She wore two-inch silver heels on her feet, a silver and sapphire necklace that dipped front and back where the top left deep V’s, and a pair of silver and sapphire earrings completed her outfit. 
“I’ll leave Gia here to help you, Tara. I’ve got to head over to the hotel and make sure everything’s ready,” Jack said. “See you in an hour.”
Gia was already dressed in a pale blue sheath dress with a collar of sapphires around her throat and earrings that brushed her shoulders. “I’ll have her there with bells on,” she told Jack. “See you all soon.”
At the hotel, Jack checked that the florist and wedding planner had done as Tara requested, and then she found the side room where Jamie and Doc were hanging out. 
“Did you make sure Mr. Z has his flower?” Jack asked as she stepped into the room.
“I did,” Doc said. “And may I take this moment to say, you are exquisite.” He took her hand and leaned in to kiss her cheek. “Absolutely stunning.”
“Wait until you see the bride,” Jack quipped and turned to Jamie. “Damn, you don’t even look a little bit nervous.”
“I’m too happy to be nervous. I’m about to marry my best friend,” Jamie said with a huge grin. A dark gray tuxedo with a dark blue silk bowtie over a white shirt and cummerbund brought out the blue in Jamie’s eyes. 
“You look sharp, partner. They’ll be here within the hour, so let’s have a drink and relax,” Jack said.
“Do you have the rings?” Jamie asked her. 
“Yes,” Jack replied and patted the pocket in her pants. “I made sure the seamstress put deep pockets in these so I could carry things around and not worry about them falling out.”
“Smart,” Doc said. “Ennis and Esther are making sure the parents are taken care of, and they’ll have Mr. Zimmerman in place for Tara.”
“So everything’s set,” Jack said and passed around the flutes of champagne. 
“I wish I could I get one of those.” A voice came from behind Jamie, and they all turned to see Mike seated on the arm of the loveseat.
“Oh, good gods,” Jamie said and put his glass down to approach his friend. “Where the hell have you been?”
“How long have I been gone?” Mike asked. “I’m guessing a while since you’re getting married. Unless you knocked Tara up and she moved up the date?”
“No, we’re not having kids, and you’ve been gone for months. Stan and Ellsworth told us you’d fallen into the River and there was no coming back,” Jamie said. “But I never gave up hope.”
“He didn’t,” Jack said. “I had, but he never did. It’s good to see you, Michael Donovan.”
“Welcome back, old friend,” Doc said, then took a good swallow of champagne. He pulled Jack to him and kissed the top of her head. “He came back,” he whispered, and she smiled up at him, then patted his chest. 
“I went to shove Joshin into the River and he grabbed me and pulled me with him. I couldn’t break free without risking losing him again. I figured it was a good trade-off,” Mike said. “Next thing I know, I’m at my Dad’s old fishing spot, sitting on a rock by the river and it was a gorgeous day. A man named John came and spoke to me, and told me I could come back, so I did.”
“Months, Mike,” Jamie said and bit his lip. “Mari’s been coming around to help clear out the backlog, and Stan, Ell, and a few of the others have stepped up and helped a lot. Thank you, though, for getting rid of Joshin. Now, can you find a suit and come stand with us while I marry Tara?”
“I think I can manage that,” Mike said and suddenly he was in a navy suit with a light blue tie and pocket square.
“Oh, look, he even matches,” Jack teased. 
Jamie bowed his head and wiped at his eyes. “Now this day is going to be perfect,” he choked out.
There were moments during the day that stood out in Jack’s memory after the fact. The look on Jamie’s face when he first saw Tara at the end of the aisle. Her dark red locks were twisted into a fanciful and elegant updo with diamonds and pearls scattered like stars against her hair. A family heirloom veil had been pinned to the back and flowed past her hips, and more diamonds and pearls dripped from her ears and around her neck. The Kennedy emerald gleamed on her right hand so Jamie could slide the band onto her left – a circle of diamonds and emeralds with a Celtic knotwork border that matched Jamie’s band of knotwork with no gemstones.
Tara’s dress was strapless ivory silk sheath that clung to her curves and spilled into folds from hips to ankles. There was an overlay of lace and crystals that covered her arms and upper chest for the ceremony, then the lace could be removed, and the skirt pinned up in back for dancing. Jack figured Jamie never even registered the dress, because his gaze was locked on Tara’s – as Tara’s was locked on his throughout the whole ceremony. 
“Now I know what love looks like on someone else’s face,” Doc whispered to Jack as they waited outside the reception hall. 
“I agree,” Jack said. “But then again, I see that every time I see your face.”
Doc sighed appreciatively and kissed her before the doors opened and they all entered to music and applause. 
Other moments included Jamie, Doc, and Lincoln Tremont line dancing – with Mike right there with them.  Tara dancing with her father, and Jamie dancing with Maura, Tara’s mother. 
Jamie’s children weren’t at the wedding, but Tara and Jamie were going down to Florida before they went on their honeymoon cruise, so the kids could meet her in person and spend some time with them. Elise had called earlier in the week and the kids had all video chatted with Jamie and Tara, and they were all excited about visiting some of the tourist spots in the Keys. 
When the couple finally left for their hotel room upstairs, Jack scooped her shoes up off the chair where she’d left them and turned to Doc. “I’m ready for a shower and bed. How about you?”
“It’s been a really long day, so I’m all in. But we don’t have to drive or call a cab. Jamie arranged for a town car to take us home,” Doc said. 
“Fantastic. Let’s go,” Jack said, and they left the party to the younger guests. 
In the car, the divider up between the back and the driver, Jack snuggled into Doc’s side and closed her eyes. 
“Hello, Mike,” Doc said, and Jack jerked upright.
“You can rest, Jack,” Mike said. “I just figured I’d catch up with Doc for a minute. I’m going to leave the newlyweds alone and go keep an eye on the penthouse. Maybe catch up on The Equalizer.”
“It’s okay. I’m really glad you’re back,” Jack said. “But are you back for good? Are you still a Guardian? Has something changed?”
“Yes, I think I’m back for good, and yes, I’m still a Guardian,” Mike said. “As for changes? I have no clue. For me, it feels like a few hours passed – not a few months.”
“We’re going to sleep in tomorrow, take a rest day. Gia is making sure all of the gifts get to the penthouse and the cleaning staff can get in and straighten it up, then she’s flying back to California. Monday, we’re headed to the Cayman Islands for a vacation, but if you want to come hang out with us tomorrow, you’re welcome to,” Jack said.
“Can Gia see ghosts?” Mike asked.
“Not that we know of,” Doc replied. 
“Then yeah, I’d like to come hang out with you two for a bit tomorrow. I’ll wait until Gia leaves so I can keep an eye on things there, then I’ll come over. Thanks, guys.”
“You’re welcome, Mike. It’s good to have you home,” Doc said.




Chapter thirty

Doc poured the coffee and sat down at the table with Jack. “French toast, fresh berries, and bacon. I know your favorites,” he said to her.
“This is wonderful, thank you,” Jack replied. “I think yesterday went really well.”
“I agree,” Doc said. “The ceremony was beautiful and heartfelt, the reception was fun, and the food was fantastic. Best part? Our friends celebrated their love with all of us in the manner they desired.”
“Naw, the best part was me returning in time to be a part of it,” Mike said as he appeared next to the table. “Oh, man. French toast, bacon, and coffee. You sure know how to drive the knife into a man.”
“I made it for Jack,” Doc quipped. “Back off.”
“Sometimes, I wish I could smell things. Then I hear about the DB you guys caught just before the wedding and I’m so glad I can’t,” Mike said.
“Eww, thanks for the reminder,” Jack said as she made a face at Mike. “At least that one wasn’t murder, so it’s not our case anymore.”
“Fell asleep in the tub and had a heart attack. Never knew what hit her,” Doc said. 
“And her car was towed, not stolen,” Jack said. “She kept parking it in the slot closest to her house, but that wasn’t her assigned place. A neighbor called it in and had it towed. The woman was mean to most of her neighbors, so it’s not a surprise that someone got fed up and did that.”
“A warning to you all,” Mike teased. “Be nice to me or I’ll get your car towed.”
“Right,” Doc said with a laugh and shook his head. “Mike, you know if you could eat it, I’d have a plate at the table for you, every day.”
“I know, Doc. I have to joke about it, though, or it becomes a painful reminder of all of the things I don’t get to enjoy,” Mike said. “Watching Jamie marry that beautiful soul yesterday made me wish I had a chance to find that again myself.”
Jack put her fork down and wiped her mouth. “I’d like to hear about what you saw on the other side.”
“I told you guys,” Mike said. “I was at my Dad’s favorite fishing spot on the river. A couple of big granite stones with moss all over them, the wildflowers in the grassy clearing, and the scent of pine and spruce from the tree line a few yards away.”
“So, the other side looks just like this, only cleaner and more beautiful?” Jack asked.
“From what I saw? Yeah,” Mike said. “Remember, though. For me, I spent a couple of hours over there, and for you here, it was months. I also didn’t go wandering around and see what else I might experience.”
“Did you let Mari know you were back?” Doc asked.
“Yeah. I told Lucian and he called for her and we caught up on what she’s been doing,” Mike replied. “All’s good there. No new Guardians are being sent here – you’re stuck with me.”
“Gee, darn,” Jack said, her tone dry. 
“Ha ha. Very funny,” Mike retorted. “Also, I think I’m going to talk to the minions and see if they want to keep doing what they stepped up to do. It’ll give me more time to handle what only I can handle. I don’t have to do all of the things myself.”
“I’ve enjoyed Ellsworth’s company,” Doc said. “He’s not you, and I hope you still come hang out sometimes, but he’s good with the newly dead.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” Mike said. “And yeah, I’ll still come hang out with you, of course. I enjoy that myself.”
“Today we’re going to clean the house, get all of the perishables over to Avery, make sure all of the laundry is done, and pack up for our trip,” Jack said. “You’re welcome to hang out here or whatever. We’ll be back in ten days, then we’re doing house projects until I have to go back to work.” She eyed Mike and sighed. “Too bad you can’t hold a hammer any longer.”
Mike’s expression was one of surprise and Jack snorted laughter. “Sorry, can’t hold the serious face. I know you’d much rather hold a coffee cup and a slice of bacon.”
“I missed my family,” Mike said. “I’m glad I’m here with you again.”
“We missed you, too, Mike,” Jack said. “We’re glad you’re here with us. It was weird, trying to solve murders without you rounding up the ghosts and checking things out before we went into a scene. I’ve become spoiled.”
“And until Ell showed up to help, I had forgotten how much easier you make my job by tending to the newly dead. It was rough for a few days,” Doc said. “You, my old friend, are greatly appreciated.”
“Thanks, that’s good to hear,” Mike said. “Now, I may not be able to hold a hammer, but I can tell you where that weird, whistling sound is coming from in the basement.”
“What weird whistling sound?” Jack asked.
Mike lifted up his arms and shivered all over as he made the standard ghost sound, “Woooooo.”
Doc nearly snorted his coffee as they all burst into laughter. 
“Michael Donovan, you’re a jerk,” Jack laughed.  
[image: image-placeholder]Jamie and Tara were a little more than a week into their honeymoon. They were on what had been billed as an ‘exclusive’ cruise, with a ship that held only about fifty guests – as well as staff and crew. Their suite had a balcony with enough space for two lounge chairs and a couple of small tables, a private bath and an amazingly comfortable bed. 
It had become a habit for one of them to wake and order breakfast, then when it arrived to set it out on the balcony so they could enjoy the passing views while they ate. Jamie was having a second cup of coffee while Tara went in to shower, when Mike showed up and sat himself on Tara’s empty seat. 
“Good morning,” Mike said, and Jamie nearly bobbled the coffee cup. 
“Dammit, don’t startle me like that,” Jamie grumped. “What are you doing here? Is something wrong?”
“No, no. Everything’s fine,” Mike said. “I just missed you and figured you’d been away for a week, so you’d have caught your breath and I could spend a few minutes.”
“Oh, okay. Jack and Doc doing well?” Jamie asked.
“Yeah, they’re in the Caymans for a couple more days, then home,” Mike said. “I think that while she’s having fun, she’s ready to get back to work. How about you?”
“I’m so relaxed, I’ve begun to hate shoes,” Jamie replied. “But I’m also ready to get back into it. I’m enjoying my time with Tara, but even she’s taken to sketching out new pieces she wants to paint. I think we’re just the kind of people that love our work.”
“That’s not a bad thing, my friend,” Mike said. “Not even a little bit.”
“I am also beyond grateful that you came back,” Jamie said. “We’ve made ourselves a solid little family, haven’t we? The two of us, Tara, Jack, Doc, Avery, Linc and Ella Tremont, Lia and Rachel – the love simply grows with each person we add to the group. It’s kind of amazing, when you think about it.”
“I told Mari a while back that our differences are our strengths,” Mike said. “I told her that love is love, facts are facts, and when you can follow your heart and trust your friends, nothing can keep you down. I didn’t realize just how true that was until I came back, and you all told me how much you still needed and wanted me.”
“That’s all true,” Jamie replied. “And family is not just blood. Family is made up of those who love you, care about you, and want you to be the best version of yourself you can be. They’ll fight for you and sacrifice for you, make you laugh and make you cry. Family is a powerful thing. I’m so glad you’re a part of mine, Michael Donovan.”
“And you’re always a part of mine, Jameson Kennedy,” Mike said. “So, if you’re not gonna let me peek at Tara in the shower, could you at least figure out how to get me some coffee and a donut?”
Jamie rolled his eyes and they both laughed. “Mike, you’re an asshole, but you’re still my partner. Dammit.”
The End
Check out the first in a new series – Rook – A Chess Club Mystery. https://books2read.com/chessclubRook

The Chess Club - Six outcasts met in high school when they joined the chess club. It's fifteen years after graduation, and they're all back in Lakeridge to bury one of their own.
Coming home means something different to each one - and life has a special surprise in store for every single one of them.
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