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Chapter 1
A pillow covered the man’s head but the distinctive, maroon liquid seeped through the entire right side of the fabric and into the bedding below. An earthy, metallic odor filled the room; the smell was all too familiar to those observing the scene. The man, dead from an apparent gunshot wound to his temple, lay on his stomach with arms still wrapped around another pillow. There was no indication that he was ever aware that an intruder had entered his room to end his life. 
It was impossible to miss the note resting on the man’s back. The simple, white paper in a single word indicated that someone had played judge, jury and executioner. In typed print, “Guilty” proclaimed to the world that this man had sinned. His story remains to be told but his life clearly came to a very abrupt conclusion. 
Detectives Ava Castillo and Bennett Myers of the Detroit Police Department, clad in gloves and booties to avoid contaminating potential evidence, viewed the scene carefully. Both had observed too many deceased bodies since joining the homicide department while still fairly early in their law enforcement careers, yet the note left by the killer was unique to their experiences. Ava spoke as she scribbled some details in her notebook. “The note has made it clear that there is a trail we need to follow. This guy ticked someone off in a big way.”
Bennett flipped open a wallet on the dresser. “According to the ID, this is Michael Lewis but that will need to be confirmed once we can view his face and check other forms of identification. I will look him up in the computer database when we get back to the car. From my initial review of the apartment it seems he lives alone. This is the only bedroom and I only see male clothes in the open closet. He could have a male companion but the limited amount of clothes suggests one person. A single toothbrush on the shelf over the sink also makes it likely he lived here alone.”
“Rebecca, the neighbor, called this in a little after midnight. She had been reading and wanted to take her dog out one last time before going to bed. The door to this apartment was fully ajar and that caught her attention. The bedroom at the end of the hall is partially visible from the entryway so she viewed just enough to make out the pillow covered head and what appeared to be blood. She retreated to her own place and called 911. Officer Crandall said that we will want to talk to Rebecca more thoroughly but that she doesn’t have high hopes for much more information. Her initial interview revealed that the neighbor doesn’t know the victim other than brief nods in passing. Rebecca has not lived here too long but claims to be generally reclusive. She keeps to herself and didn’t even know our victim’s name.”
Ava thought that surely the neighbor must have some additional information. “What about the gunshot noise?”
“I asked Officer Crandall about that too. Rebecca was reading from about 9:00 until bedtime with no television or music on. She said she has been home since yesterday afternoon following her work shift. Rebecca insists that she didn’t hear a shot and also claimed that her dog would have started yelping like crazy if that had occurred. He is very sensitive to thunderstorms, fireworks and other loud noises. Maybe a silencer was used but that isn’t something our typical perps bother with.”
“The scene looks very fresh so this definitely happened recently. The medical examiner will help pinpoint the time of death but my guess is within the past hour or two at the most.”
Ava and Bennett continued to examine the scene in general although the evidence technicians would arrive soon to take over. Bennett commented about the decorative pillow. “This was smart. It eliminated the possibility of the shooter being exposed to blood spatter. I have a feeling that this man or woman was careful and confident. I don’t see any signs of mess or robbery in the apartment. A few fairly expensive items are in the living room but were left undisturbed. I think our shooter got in, took out the victim and got out quickly. Leaving the door open had to be intentional so I think this was meant to be discovered by morning time at the latest.”
“I agree on all counts,” said Ava.
The forensic science technicians arrived and listened while Ava and Bennett summarized what they knew so far and provided instructions. The detectives got out of the way and headed outside.
“Detective Bradford! Got a minute?” someone shouted out.
Ava cringed. She recognized that voice as belonging to Dylan Green, the crime beat reporter for The Detroit Times. Although admittedly a decent reporter, Dylan’s personality left a lot to be desired. He was nosy but all reporters require that trait so Ava supposed that was fair. What Ava disliked was his arrogance and know-it-all attitude. It didn’t help that he was the only reporter to focus on Ava having a romantic relationship with her protectee last fall and winter. The rest of the media let that go and focused on the positive outcome.
“That would be Detective Castillo, as you know.”
“What is going on in there?”
“I see you are still a slave to the flashing cop car lights.”
“We all need to make a living.”
“Alright. We have a homicide. It is a male with a single gunshot wound. That is all you get for now, Dylan.”
“Come on, Ava. You can do better than that. Detective Myers, do you have anything to add?”
Bennett responded, “Let’s see. Do you have that it is a deceased male with a single gunshot wound? If so then you’ve got everything. See ya later, Green.”
Ava and Bennett moved to their car. Bennett logged into the computer and did a records search on Michael Lewis. 
“Well, that didn’t take long. Assuming that this is the body upstairs, I know what the guilty note refers to. Two years ago, Lewis was arrested and tried for three murders and an attempted murder committed during a home invasion. The parents, Jack and Christine Morgan, and their daughter Cassie, age 13, were all fatally shot. The intruder was spooked by the return of the 17 year-old son, Noah Morgan, who was coming back from a late night party after a high school dance. Noah was shot as the intruder escaped but the wound to his shoulder was not life threatening. The guy got away with just a laptop and a few other small items making it all so much more pointless, not that any amount makes it better.”
“So, why wasn’t this guy in jail?”
Bennett continued, “The jury determined that there was not enough evidence to convict him. I will have to look into the case further for details, but I think our shooter did not approve of that outcome.”
“Noah Morgan’s whereabouts tonight need to be checked. We should also look into any other people with significant ties to the family. Parents and close friends will all need to be considered.”
“Okay, Ava. I really hoped to head home for some shuteye but I think we should pay a visit to Noah Morgan before he has a chance to calm down and destroy or hide evidence. Can you find an address for him?”
“I’m on it. Give me a sec.”
Upon discovering that Noah Morgan lived near Wayne State University where he is also enrolled, Ava and Bennett drove to his apartment complex. They identified the red, two door Jeep Wrangler that is registered to Noah in the parking lot. WSU stickers decorated the back window. Upon inspection, the engine of the old vehicle was cool on this chilly September evening. Hours had passed since the murder so the lack of engine heat didn’t indicate much. Weapons in hand, Ava and Bennett knocked on the door of the ground level apartment. After a few more attempts with increased volume, a sleepy looking young man in gym shorts and a Detroit Red Wings T-shirt opened the door.
“Whoa!” he said, suddenly much more alert after seeing the guns on display. “What is going on?”
Ava took charge as she displayed her badge, “I am Detective Castillo and this is my partner, Detective Myers. Are you Noah Morgan?”
“Yes,” Noah responded apprehensively.
“First, when people come to the door in the middle of the night you should ask for identification before opening the door.”
“Right, my bad. Why are you here?”
Bennett displayed his badge and then asked if they could move inside to discuss a few things. Noah agreed and opened the door further allowing them access. The studio apartment was small, dingy and reeked of old pizza boxes, stale beer and what could only be described as teenage boy feet. The decor was typical for a college student lacking the funds and ambition to decorate. A ripped couch, stained recliner and milk crate tables made up the main seating area. Greta Van Fleet and The White Stripes posters adorned the walls. Bennett had to appreciate the nods to bands from their home state. 
After a quick review of the small space, Ava and Bennett holstered their weapons and commenced their questioning. Ava went first. “Noah, could you describe your activities this evening?”
“Why? Am I a suspect for something? I don’t have anything to hide but you are making me very nervous. Police showing up in the middle of the night and asking questions can’t be a good thing.”
Ava tried to reassure Noah. “I am sorry for that. Hopefully, we won’t be here long. So, can you go over your night with us?”
“I had to work until 8:00. I deliver pizza for Jet’s. I brought a pizza home for dinner and watched some stuff on YouTube while I ate. Then I studied for an exam until I went to bed, probably around midnight. I attend Wayne State and hope to come out of it with a law degree someday. I don’t intend to live in this shithole longer than necessary.”
“What kind of law do you plan to practice?” Ava asked.
“I would like to be a prosecutor so I suppose that means I’ll be working on your side eventually. My grades are good so far but I still have a long way to go.”
Ava continued, “Is there anyone else who can confirm that you were home all evening? A roommate, girlfriend or neighbor perhaps?”
“Nope. It was just me.  As you can see, this place is barely big enough for one person.  My neighbors are questionable people so I tend to keep my distance.  You still haven’t explained why you are here.”
Bennett replied, “There was a murder this evening and your name came up during our initial research so we wanted to check in.”
“Hey, I have nothing to do with whatever you are investigating.  Are you here to arrest me for something? Who died?”
“Are you familiar with Michael Lewis?” Ava asked. 
Noah’s face crumpled as if he had just been punched in the gut. He slowly moved toward the couch and sat on the arm. “Oh, shit. That is who was killed? Good riddance. I can’t blame you for coming here, but I didn't do it. Michael Lewis is exactly the reason I’m going into law.  That guy got off because the prosecutor’s office screwed up the case. I was floored when the jury came back with their verdict. It was like experiencing my family’s deaths all over again. If there is a Hell, I hope that Lewis will roast there for all eternity.”
“That’s understandable,” this comment coming from Bennett. “Detective Castillo and I are terribly sorry for your losses and what you had to endure that night. I appreciate your understanding the reason for our visit. We still need to cover a few more things. Do you own a gun, Noah?”
“No. After what I went through I certainly want nothing to do with guns.”
“Not even for your own protection? I could understand you being nervous about your surroundings. This apartment complex wouldn’t exactly make me feel safe.”
“It is true that a few of the neighbors are kind of sketchy but I can’t imagine anyone breaking into my apartment. What would they expect to find in a pit like this?”
Ava jumped in with a few questions of her own. “Have you had any contact with Michael Lewis? Have you followed his actions after the trial or know where he resided?”
“I don’t know what happened to that piece of crap since then. I just hoped that he wouldn’t hurt anyone else. My life will never be the same again. I can’t bring back Mom, Dad and Cassie but I think about them every day. Almost every hour, really.” Noah’s eyes were glassy and he looked shattered.
Ava rested her hand on Noah’s shoulder to offer what little comfort she could. “I am sorry to reopen this wound. Contact me if you think of anything that might be relevant to this case. I will admit that we need to investigate you further. Don’t be surprised if you encounter us getting in your business a bit. Again, we apologize but will do what needs to be done to exclude you as a suspect. You have a clear motive.” Ava withheld the information about the note. Neither Noah nor the press will get that detail.
“There is no reopening of the wound because it never closed. I get it. I really do. If I were you I would investigate me too. Would you like to look around my apartment more? Although you can see pretty much everything from where you are standing anyway, I don’t mind.”
Bennett said, “We don’t have a warrant but if you are offering we would be foolish not to accept. Give us a minute and then we will let you get back to bed.” 
Bennett and Ava did a reasonably thorough search but, as promised, didn’t take too long due to the small area. No evidence of blood, a gun or ammunition could be found. They checked dirty clothes carefully for any sign of spatter. Noah had a printer and standard white paper just like most everyone has in their homes. Ava did take a photo of the paper packaging and requested to take a sample sheet with her. Noah had an inquisitive look but agreed without comment. Ava handed Noah her contact card and collected his cell phone number in return. “We do ask that you stay in the area. Do you have any plans to travel?”
“Nope. I couldn’t afford to even if I had the time. You will find me at school, work or here. I don’t lead a very exciting life.” 
“Thank you for being so cooperative, Noah,” said Bennett. “Hopefully you can still get some sleep.”
“I don’t see that happening after all of this. I might as well make some coffee and be productive for a while. Good luck with your case although I can’t say that I’m unhappy about the whole thing.” 
Noah closed the door and Ava and Bennett returned to their car. Once inside, Bennett set the car in motion back to the station and asked Ava for her opinions about Noah.
“He appears very genuine. By no means am I ruling him out but he didn’t come off as someone who just committed a crime of vengeance. He expressed what I would consider to be appropriate emotions. If acting, he is very good at it. Let’s look into traffic camera footage tomorrow to see if this Jeep did go anywhere after Noah got home at 8:00. We should check in at the college and his work to see if he has had any recent behavior swings. Noah’s fingerprints are already on file because they took them for exclusion purposes when investigating Michael Lewis’s home invasion and murders. Gosh, he survived a horrific night.”
“Don’t get too sympathetic. He is still our one and only suspect at the moment. That night, as awful as it was, is the only thing in Michael Lewis’s record and he was found innocent, whether that is actually true or not. If he had something else to be guilty for we will have to figure that out.”
“Don’t worry, Bennett. I’m not putting blinders on.”
They pulled into the lot to return their department issued sedan, said goodbye for the night and wearily got into their own vehicles to go home. Bennett’s eight-year-old daughter, Tracy, was at her grandparents’ house for the night so he was heading home to an empty house. Four years have passed since his wife Lora died in a car accident, yet some part of him always felt like she would be waiting in bed for him when he arrived late on nights like this. Bennett understood Noah’s comment about wounds never healing much too well. He was feeling restless but still hoped he could get in three hours of sleep before reporting back in the morning to see what the crime techs and the medical examiner might have discovered. 
Bennett entered the quiet house and stopped as he passed the fireplace mantle to admire the painting Tracy had created for him as a gift last Christmas. For such a young girl, her painting lessons had done wonders to make the most of her natural talent. Tracy’s teacher had guided Tracy in recreating a photo of Lora, Tracy and himself on a snow sled.  That day of joy was followed by the accident a short time later. Bennett’s blue eyes shone brightly and his tufts of red hair stuck out haphazardly from under his cap. Lora’s long, blond locks flowed down her ski jacket reminding Bennett of the many times he curled those strands in his hands. Lora’s bright grin lit up the painting just as it always did in person. Finally, Tracy painted herself in current form instead of the three-year-old version in the actual photograph from that day. The excitement in her eyes and her adorable blond pigtails brought a bigger smile to Bennett’s face. She is so much a mini version of Lora. He sure loved his girls. 
Losing Lora in an accident was horrendous but to lose your entire family in a heinous act of murder that you barely escaped from yourself is almost unimaginable. If Noah killed Michael Lewis, Bennett would have to arrest him but he certainly wouldn’t blame him.

Chapter 2
Ava snuck into the bedroom quietly so as not to wake up her husband Luke. As tired as she was, seeing his sandy brown waves of hair and muscular arms and chest gave Ava thoughts that she shouldn’t be having at four in the morning. Not every girl has an NFL quarterback in her bed so who could blame her? 
So much had happened since she was summoned by Chief Anderson over a year ago to pose as Luke Bradford’s girlfriend while solving the case of escalating threats made against him. She learned a lot about Detroit Wheels football during those months and discovered that Luke wasn’t the arrogant professional football player that she expected. The case was resolved in dramatic fashion but their love that grew carried on. After Luke proposed in March, he and Ava decided that there was no sense in, to quote a very special lady friend, “dilly-dallying around.”  Ava’s family fully loved and accepted Luke but the rushed wedding in July was still a surprise to her Papá and Mamá. Ava had to convince them that there was no grandchild on the way, just a bride and groom eager to tie the knot. With the help of Luke’s generous salary and the connections of the Wheels’ owners and good friends, Emily and Matteo Cannas, the small but elegant wedding came together beautifully.  Ava’s mother ensured that a few Latino traditions were worked into the ceremony and cried at various times, nearly as much as Luke’s mom who had brought a box of tissues for the occasion.
After the normal bedtime preparation rituals, Ava gently slid under the covers. An arm wrapped around her accompanied by a mumbled greeting, “Hello, Mrs. Bradford. I love you.” Ava smiled as she nestled in to be spooned by her husband. Ava had retained her maiden name for professional reasons. Being married to one of the city’s biggest sports stars isn’t something she wanted to draw attention to when on the job, yet every day Luke found an opportunity to refer to her as Mrs. Bradford and Ava cherished it each time. 
“I love you too, honey, but get back to sleep. You have a game in three days and need to be well rested or Coach Phillips will have my butt.”
“Nobody else gets near that area except me. Welcome home. I am sorry you had such a late night. I will be quiet because you are the one who needs to get some rest.” Luke stretched his neck to place a kiss on Ava’s cheek and then settled back into cuddle mode. It wasn’t long before both drifted off to sleep.
The alarm at seven o’clock came much too soon. Luke bounded up, apparently well rested, while Ava groaned and pulled the covers higher over her head. It wasn’t long before Luke returned bearing a gift from the gods. He used the steaming mug of coffee to lure Ava out of bed and into the bathroom. She took a sip and basked in its perfection. Luke always knew just the right amount of hazelnut creamer that she liked. With the coffee transfer complete, Luke departed to go for his usual run leaving Ava to settle into her morning in silence as she always preferred. She didn’t always get to follow her morning routine because sometimes duty called and she had to hustle. That made her extra appreciative of the quiet mornings when she could get them.
After drying from her shower, Ava had just donned her cozy robe and fuzzy slippers when her phone started buzzing on the dresser. She looked at it in disgust but knew she had to answer. Immediately upon accepting the call, she heard Bennett’s daughter Tracy speaking enthusiastically.
“Good morning, Ava! How are you today? I am great. I am just eating my granola and yogurt for breakfast before I have to go to school. My yogurt is Greek. Why do Greeks have special yogurt? Do other countries have special kinds of yogurt? You never hear of Australian yogurt or Chinese yogurt. Did I tell you that I get to read the morning announcements at school today? Everyone gets to take turns and I am so excited. After school I have a robotics team meeting. We get to build a robot that moves balls around a special course and competes against other schools’ robots. I am sure ours will be the best one. Bryson’s dad is an engineer and he is coaching us.  He really knows his stuff.”
“Um, Tracy. Could I interrupt?”
“Of course, Ava.”
“It is always great to hear from you. You know you are my favorite girl on the planet although I suppose my baby niece is now in the running too, but why are you calling so very early this morning?”
“Well, I am probably not supposed to tell you this but we girls have to stick together. Daddy told me that you would not have had enough time to complete your morning rituals and would be grumpy if he called. He figured you wouldn’t get mad at me so he asked me to make the call instead. Are you on your second cup of coffee yet?”
“I am not.”
“Oh darn. I am sorry. I need to go brush my teeth but Daddy just came back into the kitchen so you can talk to him now. Don’t forget to brush your teeth too. My dentist recommends two minutes. Have a great day, Ava. I love you!”
“I love you too, Tracykins.”
Ava listened to Bennett and Tracy discussing the time and whether Tracy’s homework was in her bag. Then Bennett came on the phone.
“Good morning, Ava.”
“Shame on you. Using Tracy to do your dirty work is a low move. Next time be a man and deal with my morning disposition yourself.”
“I humbly apologize and promise to accept all consequences for early calls in the future. Now that we have that handled, let’s move on. Chief Anderson wants to meet with us at 8:30. Knowing that your commute from Northville will take a bit, I think you should be on the road soon. Actually you should have been on the road five minutes ago.”
“Ughh! Why are you still talking to me then?”
“To bring cheer to your day, of course. Actually, Tracy did that but I do what I can to add on.”
“Bye, Bennie.”
Ava scurried to get dressed. In an impressive eight minutes she was ready to leave. She jotted a note to Luke apologizing for leaving before he returned, filled a coffee travel mug and was out the door. As she drove toward the expressway she spotted Luke jogging toward the house. She mostly kept her eyes on the road while sneaking peeks at Luke’s very fine form. They traded smiles and waves and continued in opposite directions.

Chapter 3
Ava and Bennett sat in Police Chief Rachel Anderson’s office at headquarters discussing last night’s homicide. The preliminary reports from the techs were in. The scene was as clean as a shooting can be. The blood was confined to the area around and below the pillow. A single 9 mm bullet was found embedded in the mattress under the victim’s head. Initial analysis of the lands and grooves, bullet caliber and rifling twist narrowed down the options for the brand of gun but did not pinpoint one. Likely candidates are a Walther PDP Compact, Glock 19, CZ P10c and the Smith and Wesson M&P 2.0.
Bennett set the report back on the chief’s desk. “I am surprised that ballistics returned a report on that already. Was someone working the overnight shift?”
Chief Anderson answered, “When I received the report last night about the homicide with a special note, my Spidey-sense kicked in so I requested this to be prioritized. Someone taking justice into their own hands has the potential to be a media fiasco. I have stressed to everyone involved that the presence of a note can be relayed to the press at some point upon my approval if we feel it necessary, but absolutely no details about the note shall be made public. I don’t want to even see so much as the color of the paper being mentioned. The last thing we need is a bunch of vigilante, copycat killers.”
“Do we have an analysis of the note yet?” asked Ava.
The chief responded, “Not much yet. The lab is testing for prints and such now. One thing to note was that it was trimmed down from a larger page. It appears to be from a standard sheet of printer paper that was cut down to approximately 10.6 centimeters wide by 8.1 centimeters tall. The cut lines are not quite straight and they have a few jagged edges to indicate scissors instead of something like a paper cutter. The print was size 32, Arial font. That doesn’t tell us much but it all goes into the report. You never know what will matter later. We will need to wait for all of the prints and hair and fiber samples from the scene to be processed.”
“We will let you know when those come in,” said Ava. “Do we have any information about the body and wound?”
“Chief Medical Examiner Lockwood arrived shortly after you left while the techs were doing their work. Based on the body temperature, lack of rigor mortis and the stage of blood coagulation, she estimated the time of death to be between eleven and midnight. That is all preliminary but she felt fairly confident in her initial impressions.”
With a good start to the scene analysis in hand, the group moved on to discuss the next steps. Ava described their impressions from the Noah Morgan interview. Then they devised a plan for investigating Noah further. Ava will check into Noah’s background including his college and employment history. She will also locate and interview those who associate with him, particularly any extended family or friends of the victims who could potentially be out for revenge. Bennett will work with the traffic division to report on activity of Noah’s Jeep as well as vehicles in the area of the victim’s apartment. Maybe they can get lucky with the traffic cams. He will also dig deeper into the case files for any clues to follow up on. Finally, he will also look further into the life of Michael Lewis. Perhaps he had continued a life of crime and made other enemies. Chief Anderson will ensure that a standard media statement is written and approved by her before its release. It will read as a typical shooting with no mention of a note or other details at this time. 
“Thanks, Ava and Bennett. What other cases are assigned to you right now?”
“We have the gang related, double homicide that is pretty much ready to be handed over to the prosecutor’s office. Other than that, we have just been offering assistance on a few cases being handled by other teams. The city has thankfully been behaving itself as of late.”
“Good. Let’s reconvene at five o’clock and see where everything stands in this investigation. Now get to work.”
And so they did. While Bennett parked at his desk to work from his computer, Ava hit the road. Her first stop was the Jet’s Pizza location that employs Noah Morgan. The manager explained that Noah is a good employee. He is on time, friendly and does not waste time as some of his less stellar employees do. The manager confirmed that Noah worked until eight o’clock last night and that he had worked the same shift with him. He remembered that Noah’s behavior was normal. He did not sense any heightened level of anxiety or anything else out of the ordinary.
The investigation at WSU was not highly productive. FERPA laws protect the privacy of students and Ava knew that without a subpoena she would hit a wall. Still, she was able to access some publicly available records that confirmed what Noah said about his grades being good. He made the Dean’s List every semester since enrolling.
Ava went out on a limb and called Noah to see if he would provide the name of a few friends to interview. Once again, Noah was cooperative, claiming that he wants to clear his name and reemphasizing that he has nothing to hide. The first friend did not answer Ava’s call so she left a voice message.  The second friend, Ashley Merriweather, agreed to meet Ava in the Student Center building. She was already there doing work between classes. Ava followed Ashley’s directions and found her sipping from a Starbucks cup while viewing something on her laptop.
Ava approached and asked, “Hello, are you Ashley Merriweather?”
Ashley closed her laptop and gestured for Ava to sit down. “That’s me.”
“I introduced myself on the phone but here is my badge to confirm that I am a detective. I’m Ava Castillo. It is nice to meet you, Ashley.”
“Wait. You are the cop that saved Luke Bradford. I recognize you from all of the press after the Super Bowl.  This is very cool. Noah gave me a heads up that you would call but I don’t know how I can help.”
“Just tell me a bit about Noah. How long have you known him?”
“We go back to middle school. We were casual friends then. You know, we shared some of the same classes but never hung out. We got a little closer during freshman year of high school because some mutual friends were dating. By default, we ended up at a lot of the same gatherings. Noah is a super nice guy so I started spending a lot of time with him. We never dated or anything but we became close friends. 
“When Noah’s family died he tried to pull away from me but I wouldn’t let him. He distanced himself from most everything else. After a few weeks away from everyone, Noah returned to school and his teachers made accommodations to get him on track with his classes. He didn’t attend parties or sporting events as he had in the past but he still hung out with me. He moved in with his grandparents which conveniently was only a few blocks from my house. I think he needed space from them because they were so distraught too. So, Noah would come by often. Sometimes we just did homework or watched TV and didn’t talk much. Other times he would pour out his heart about how much he missed his family. My parents were happy to have him around and help him in any way possible. By the time we graduated, we both knew that we would be attending Wayne State together and joining their pre-law program, so here we are.” 
Ava smiled and nodded. “I am glad you were there for him. Obviously, Noah experienced a tremendous amount of trauma. How do you think he is handling that now?”
“He has his ups and downs. I know it is often on his mind. Birthdays, holidays and other special occasions are particularly rough. He cried a lot after our high school graduation. He did not want to come to the ceremony but I convinced him that he needed to be strong. His parents were so proud of Noah’s academic success and would have never let him miss graduation. All four of his grandparents attended and, even though it was very difficult, I think it was a positive experience. It helped them all move forward.”
“I probably should have asked Noah about this, but has he seen any counselors or therapists to help him with his grief and trauma?”
“At first he did. People from various agencies were swarming him, trying to help so it was too much at first. He quickly stopped talking to everyone. Eventually, he found a school counselor that he really connected with. Mrs. McCourt wasn’t specialized in grief counseling like some of the others were, but she found a way to get inside Noah’s head. He often told me about how much their conversations helped him.  Between unloading to the counselor and me, I think Noah did as well as anyone could expect in dealing with the situation. I don’t think he has seen anyone after high school but I feel that he is doing well.”
“Does Noah talk about Michael Lewis much?”
“Look, I get why you are here. Noah told me that Lewis was killed last night and we are both happy and relieved to hear it. I could say that Noah never gave Lewis a second thought but we both know that’s not true. Of course, Noah despised that poor excuse for a human being. We’ve spent hours discussing why he would do something so heinous just to steal stuff from a house. We assumed he would be locked up forever but then your prosecutor made mistake after mistake. I attended the trial with Noah and couldn’t believe the incompetence. I don’t understand how he can still work for Wayne County. All that aside, Noah has not been seething and ranting about revenge. That is just not Noah’s personality. Yes, he hated the guy but he would never kill anyone.”
“Did you receive any calls or texts from Noah last night?”
“No, we had dinner together the night before but we didn’t touch base yesterday.”
“Thank you, Ashley. I feel like you really provided a good perspective about Noah. I am sure he is very grateful for all of the support you have given him these last few years. If you think of anything else I should know, you still have my number available on your phone from my call this morning. I appreciate the time you spent with me but I will let you get back to work. I remember what college is like. It seems like there is never enough time to do everything.”
“Thank you, Detective Castillo. I am happy to help because I know that Noah wouldn’t do this.”
Ava stood, shook Ashley’s hand and walked away. She was just about to leave the food court when Ashley called out one more thing. “Detective Castillo, be sure to take good care of that quarterback of yours. We need to get back to the Super Bowl this season.”
Ava turned and laughed. “I will do my best. He is a pleasure to take care of.”
“No doubt!” Ashley gushed.

Chapter 4
Ava’s next task was to locate the grandparents of Noah Morgan. They had lost a son or daughter to Michael Lewis so they needed to be included in the investigation. Ava found their names in the case files from a few years ago. She did not know if the addresses were still current but they were local so it shouldn’t take long to find out. Elizabeth and Henry Mischley were closest to Ava’s current location so she started with them.
She arrived at a well maintained, two story house not far from Henry Ford Hospital. After parking along the street, Ava walked up the drive while admiring the various flowers that were hanging on for the season in September. The many maple trees on the street were just starting to change color and the temperature was perfect. Ava loved this time of the year in Michigan. 
A Detroit Wheels banner hanging on the porch made Ava smile. The front door was propped open inside while a screen door allowed the fresh air to circulate into the home. Ava rang the doorbell. The sounds of a dog scampering to the door and barking enthusiastically were followed by a man saying, “Hold on. Let me take care of this beast.” He picked up the Lhasa Apso, hardly a beast. “Sorry, Daisy thinks she is a ferocious guard dog.”
“I understand. She is pretty adorable for an attack dog. Hello, I am Detroit Police Detective Ava Castillo. Are you Henry Mischley?”
“Yes, I am. Aren’t you the officer who married Luke Bradford?”
Ava laughed and nodded. “Apparently it is hard to escape that fact. Maybe by next year everyone will forget.” 
“The city owes a lot to you. To what do I owe the honor of your visit, Detective?”
“If you have time, I would like to speak with you and your wife. Unfortunately, I need to ask some questions related to the loss of your daughter and family.”
“We can talk but sadly it is just me. Elizabeth passed last year after a cardiac episode. I think her heart was too broken and she couldn’t go on. Christine was our only child and life will never be the same without her, Jack and our sweet granddaughter Cassie.” Henry put the dog down and stepped outside. “Let’s sit on the porch. There won’t be too many more beautiful days like this. Plus, Daisy will feel like she defended the house successfully.”
“I am so sorry to hear about your wife.”
“We had 53 wonderful years together. That is more than many have to appreciate. I just wish her last year had been as happy as the others.”
“Me too. I regret stirring up memories of the death of your loved ones but I have to inform you that Michael Lewis was killed last night.”
Henry closed his eyes, remained silent for a moment and then muttered quietly, “I hope the good Lord finds a way to forgive him. I certainly have tried but I am not there yet.”
“Have you kept abreast of Lewis’s whereabouts and activities since the trial?” inquired Ava.
“That trial was a joke. That man should have never walked the streets. I don’t know what he has done since then but I half expected to see his name in the paper again for another tragic crime.”
“I understand that your grandson came to live with you before going to college. How did he handle things?”
“I’m no dummy, Detective Castillo. You think Noah killed Lewis. Hell, no! There were probably a line of other people that had reason to knock off that scum but it wouldn’t have been Noah.”
“I apologize, Mr. Mischley, but the questions need to be asked.”
“Noah struggled at first just like we all did. Elizabeth and I probably failed him because we were too distraught. We did the best we could but I think Noah was more of a support for us than the other way around. He did get a lot of help from a friend and her parents; I think her name was Ashley. A counselor at school also took him under her wing. He made it through the rest of the school year and still graduated with honors. My wife and I were so proud of him. When he started at WSU, we wanted Noah to continue living with us but he insisted he needed to be on his own. I am sure it had more to do with escaping Elizabeth’s depression than needing independence. Either way, he is doing really well and he stops by frequently to keep this old man company and say hi to Daisy. We often enjoy a few games of backgammon while feasting on a pizza that he often brings along.”
“He sounds like a good grandson. You mentioned that Christine was your only child. Are there any other relatives or friends that she was particularly close to?”
“Not really. Elizabeth and I both came from small families too. We moved here when I was hired to work in an auto plant so we don’t have relatives that live in the area. Christine and Jack switched neighborhoods a few years back to live in a safer place. Isn’t that ironic? They didn’t move far but it was enough to lose the connections with the neighbors that they had socialized with. I think they mostly just kept to themselves and did things with the kids. Money was tight so they preferred activities close to home. I don’t recall them mentioning particular friends after the move. Many people came to the funeral but nobody stood out as having an especially close relationship. Probably the largest contingent of guests were there for Cassie. Christine was a stay at home mom and Jack had a lawn care business. He had a few employees but they usually were short term for a season or two. Most were college students looking to make extra money over the summer months.”
Ava made some mental notes but could see that her leads to follow were dwindling quickly. “I haven’t looked up Jack’s parents yet. Have you kept in touch with them?”
“We did at first, especially because we were all trying our best to keep things together for Noah. Fred and Susan stayed in Detroit until Noah’s high school graduation but then determined that they needed a fresh start. The Morgans bought a condo in Englewood, Florida. I can share their address and phone number for you as it’s in my phone in the house. We don’t contact each other much but Noah visited them during spring break so I touched base about his travel plans then. They seem to be doing better now.”
“Did Jack have any siblings?”
“Yes, an older sister, Anna. I met her at a few family events, primarily Christine and Jack’s wedding. She lives in California so she didn’t get back to Michigan often. Now, all of her connections here are gone except for Noah. She invited him to come out for a visit sometime and even offered to pay for his plane ticket. He said he would like to do that but hasn’t yet. College keeps him on his toes.”
Ava determined that she had everything covered. She dug a business card out of her purse. “Please send the contact information for the Morgans to this phone number or use my email address if you prefer. Thank you for talking with me today. Once again, I am so sorry for your losses.”
“I hope you find who you are looking for, Detective Castillo. I don’t believe in the death penalty but I think that whoever killed Lewis may have done the world a favor.”
As Ava drove away, she lamented what Michael Lewis had taken away from Henry. He had come close to losing Noah that night as well. The tragic circumstances made her appreciate all that she had in her life even more.

Chapter 5
Back at headquarters, Ava summarized what she had learned for Bennett and the chief. After leaving Henry Mischley, Ava used the information he promptly sent to call Fred Morgan in Florida. She spoke to Susan via speakerphone as well. They echoed a lot of what Henry had explained about Noah helping them more than they felt they had helped their grandson. Fred and Susan attended an anniversary party in their condo’s social room last night so it is clear that they were not guilty of shooting Michael Lewis. They had no suggestions for suspects but stressed that Noah in no way would have been involved. Their son Jack had two or three buddies from high school that he met up with a few times a year but not any especially good friends that they were aware of. Jack hadn’t gone to college so there were no other lasting relationships from there to mention.
“My impression is that Noah Morgan and any family and friends are dead ends,” Ava concluded. “I am not giving up on checking a few more things out, but my instincts tell me that none of these people fit the bill. What did you find out today, Bennett?”
“First, I worked with the traffic division to look for red Jeep sightings. We did spot Noah’s Jeep, confirmed by his plate, a little after eight between Jet’s Pizza and his apartment. We have no video near the apartment area itself and the building has no security cams. Let’s assume that Noah returned from work as he said he did. We could find no appearances of the Jeep after that time. We searched the logical route from Noah’s apartment to the victim’s apartment and came up with nothing.  We widened the view in case the Jeep was parked farther away and still found nothing. To be clear, there are many gaps in camera placement but if I was driving from point A to point B, I certainly would have taken some of the roads that we covered.”
Chief Anderson interrupted, “Did you save all camera recordings near the victim’s neighborhood in case we find another suspect to investigate? One of those other vehicles could have our perpetrator inside.”
“Absolutely. We have copies on the DPD system and I also saved hard copies to a portable drive. We will try to identify owners of vehicles near the scene as best we can. I followed up my traffic research by reading through anything in the Morgan murders case file that could be relevant. Mitch Freeman led the investigation so we should speak with him. His partner on the case now lives in Ohio. The case records confirmed what I had initially skimmed through last night. Lewis had no prior run-ins with the law, not even a traffic ticket. Assistant prosecuting attorney James Sullivan tried the case, although our feedback on that has not been good so far.”
Ava asked, “Have you figured out what Sullivan specifically did wrong? The people I interviewed were not impressed.”
Bennett shook his head. “Mitch will be able to explain that best. I got the sense of a few things but haven’t had time to read the transcript. Sullivan didn’t document his screw-ups in the case file.”
Chief Anderson clicked on her intercom and asked her assistant to invite Detective Freeman to the meeting if he is still in the building.
Bennett continued, “Nothing in the case file caught my attention in terms of providing other connections to people with motive to kill Lewis. The direct family makes the most sense but Ava’s work today has me leaning away from them also. Lewis has stayed out of trouble as far as I can tell. His brush with a possible lifetime in jail likely scared him straight. 
“Lewis worked at a Meijer store as a produce manager so I stopped in to check that out. His boss said they were aware of Lewis’s history but took a chance on him, especially as he was found innocent. He worked his way up from stocking produce to the manager spot quickly, benefitting from a lot of employee turnover creating the job vacancy. Overall, the boss was very pleased with Lewis’s work and if there was anything nefarious going on in his life outside the store the boss was unaware of it. He provided the name of a coworker that Lewis hung out with so talking to him is high on my list of things to do next. The coworker was not on shift when I visited the store.”
A knock on the door was followed by the entry of Mitch Freeman. “Hi everyone. I hear that Michael Lewis is no longer walking the streets of Detroit. Very nice! What comes around goes around.”
“That may be true but you need not look quite so pleased about it,” Chief Anderson said in a tone admonishing Mitch. “We have another loss of life on our hands and hope you can provide some insight. What can you tell us about Michael Lewis and why he was not convicted?”
“Lewis was a loner. He was raised by a single mom, Leslie, because his dad hightailed it out of town before he was born. Mom was a clothing store clerk so the two of them were always low on funds, scraping to get by. No grandparents were in the picture because Leslie’s parents disowned her when she got pregnant at age seventeen. She said the father’s parents probably never even knew about the pregnancy. Michael did average in school but was not accepted into any social cliques. When Michael was sixteen, his mom was diagnosed with breast cancer. She had no health insurance but qualified for government assistance. Despite that, the bills mounted quickly. Michael dropped out of high school so that he could work two jobs. The need for money was presented by the prosecution as the motive

OPS/images/Trial_by_Bullet___Cover_.jpg
TRIAL BY
PULLET

AN AVA CASTILLO M7STERY{—BOOK 2






OPS/toc.xhtml
		Trial by Bullet

		Chapter 1

		Chapter 2

		Chapter 3

		Chapter 4

		Chapter 5

		Chapter 6

		Chapter 7

		Chapter 8

		Chapter 9

		Chapter 10

		Chapter 11

		Chapter 12

		Chapter 13

		Chapter 14

		Chapter 15

		Chapter 16

		Chapter 17

		Chapter 18

		Chapter 19

		Chapter 20

		Chapter 21

		Chapter 22

		Chapter 23

		Chapter 24

		Chapter 25

		Chapter 26

		Chapter 27

		Chapter 28

		Chapter 29

		Chapter 30

		Chapter 31

		Chapter 32

		Chapter 33

		Chapter 34

		Chapter 35

		Chapter 36

		Epilogue






OPS/js/book.js
function Body_onLoad() {
}





