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Chapter 1

			The Ghost of Detectives Past

			When Detective Cadence Riley awoke, she had no idea where she was or how she had gotten there.

			She found herself in some kind of waiting room. Disoriented and mildly panicked, she realized she didn’t recognize the room and could not recall how or why she was there. She tried to find something familiar to lock on to, but the décor and the room’s inhabitants were strange. Subconsciously, she reached for her belt—for her badge. Her unease grew when she discovered it was not there, and as she moved, she couldn’t feel the weight of her gun or its shoulder holster.

			As she leaped to her feet, the chair wobbled, threatening to topple over. She focused on those around her, attempting to find a common thread; the act calmed her. The others in the room were all different shapes and sizes, all different ages and ethnicities. There was a middle-aged black man clad in a utility worker’s uniform. Beside him sat a young woman in a grocery store uniform. An older man wearing a hunting outfit occupied the corner, humming some random tune. They all seemed to wear the same expression on their face; their eyes glassy and their muscles relaxed. None of them seemed to notice her.

			I am a cop, she reminded herself. She was not going to let panic rule her. Someone had to know where they were, right? She moved a couple of chairs down and took a seat next to the utility worker. Getting a solid grip on her emotions, she tried to sound congenial as she greeted him.

			“Hey, how’s it going?” she asked. He didn’t respond. He didn’t even twitch. The man gave no sign that he had heard her.

			“Hello?” she asked, waving her hand in front of his face.

			She looked around to see if anyone looked as if they had heard her. She waved her hands at them. No one acknowledged her. They all just kept staring straight ahead, their eyes glazed over and vacant. The older man in the corner just kept humming his tune.

			She got up and crossed the room, running her hands through her dark blonde hair as she went. This had to be a dream, right? A place she didn’t recognize, no memory of how she got there, and nothing with her other than the clothes she wore. It absolutely had to be a dream.

			She leaned against the wall, refusing to sit back down with the vacant people; they gave her the creeps. This had to be the most ridiculous, pointless dream she had ever had; nothing was happening in it. She crossed her arms over her chest and sighed, leaning her head back against the wall. She broke that pose only to see if she had her cell phone with her. Stranger things had happened in dreams before. Keeping her nerves in check, she reached into her pockets, one by one. She would be damned if she was going to appear as frantic as she felt. Alas, she did not have her phone, and so she went back to fuming at her subconscious for keeping her here.

			A door suddenly opened in the wall, which was remarkable because there hadn’t been a door before. Cadence straightened, eager to see what would happen. A somewhat harried-looking man emerged. He was one of those people who seemed ageless. He had graying hair and some lines to his face, and his blue-gray eyes seemed to exude both youthful energy and wisdom. Cadence wasn’t sure if he was thirty, fifty, or somewhere in between. A file folder was open in his hands.

			Osmund Snow was intently reading the description of the person he was there to retrieve; a 30-year-old woman of average height with an athletic build. The latter made sense, given that she had been an officer. Blonde hair and green eyes completed the list of things he needed to search out. He closed the file and examined those waiting. He then spotted her standing by the wall.  

			“You wouldn’t happen to be Detective Cadence Riley by any chance, would you?” he asked, his accent marking him as an Englishman.

			At last, her subconscious had decided to do something. She took a step toward him. “I am.”

			“Oh good,” he said with a sigh of relief. “You woke up earlier than expected. I was afraid I’d lost you. That wouldn’t do now, would it?”

			“Um, I guess not.” She shrugged. He beckoned for her to follow him, and she did. Once the door closed behind them, it again disappeared into the wall. She looked him over, trying to figure out his age, or anything else other than his obvious heritage. While not as physically imposing as some, he seemed to be someone who kept fit. “Who are you? How do you know my name?”

			“Oh, I’m Osmund Snow. Pleasure to meet you,” he replied, offering his hand to shake.

			She took the offered hand and shook it. “Nice to meet you, but you didn’t answer my second question. And where are we?”

			“Ah, yes. Well, why don’t you come with me? I’ll answer all your questions in my office.”

			Cadence arched a skeptical eyebrow but followed. Through rows of desks they went, passing by people who sat with headphones on and computer screens in front of them. She could see different things on the screens but couldn’t really make out what was being done on them. She held her questions, though, following Osmund Snow through the area to one of the many doors on the far side of the room. He opened the door, which let them into a room that felt oddly familiar.

			The walls were a kind of pale cream or beige, the usual color office designers choose when trying to stay neutral, but not go with white. There were two desks facing each other. One was obviously his, with files and papers on it. The other was clear and didn’t seem to belong to anyone.

			He gestured toward the empty desk as he closed the door. “Have a seat.” As he settled into his, he looked up at her. “Has anyone ever told you your eyes are the most beautiful shade of jade?”

			Cadence looked off, slightly embarrassed at his random compliment. “Yeah, uh … thanks. So … where is this place?” At this point, Cadence assumed that she was dreaming. But hey, she thought, I might as well find out what my subconscious has cooked up for me this time.

			“I suppose limbo might be the most proper term,” he said and shrugged, looking slightly embarrassed.

			“Limbo? So, I’m what? Waiting to come out of a coma or something?” That made sense as to why she was dreaming at any rate, though she didn’t recall being injured. Her brows furrowed as she realized that the more she thought about it, the harder it seemed for her to recall anything specific about recent days.

			“Not quite,” he said and leaned forward, his icy eyes searching her jade ones. “Detective Riley, I’m sorry to have to be the one to tell you, but you’re dead.”

			Cadence sat there for a moment in stunned silence, then shook her head and laughed. “Nice joke. Is this some kind of trick the guys put together?” She momentarily forgot that this was supposed to be a dream and began looking around for cameras or people peeking in and getting their laugh out of it. She was a bit discomfited to find no evidence of any of that.

			“No, no joke, I’m afraid,” Snow said. “You’ve died. This is a place for processing, of sorts.”

			“Processing? For what? Heaven? Hell?”

			“Well, neither, to be honest. I don’t want to get into theological discussions about the existence of Heaven or Hell or what they are. All I can do is present you with the choice you now have. You can end–go into whatever kind of heaven or hell your own personal ideology and conscience creates for you, or you can stay here and help out.”

			Once again, she tried looking for cameras or snickering cops. This had to be a joke. She started opening drawers, in the vain hopes of finding some kind of recording device. The closing of the drawers became successively harder until she was yanking them open and slamming them shut.

			“This is a dream. This is a joke,” she kept muttering to herself, over and over again.

			“Detective Riley, I can understand you’re upset, but really...”

			“You can understand?” she yelled, jumping up to loom over him as he sat in his chair. “Well, I’m so happy that you can understand. That makes me feel so much better.”

			“Neither sarcasm nor temper tantrums will help or change the situation.”

			“I don’t care. I’m not dead.” She crossed her arms over her chest and glared down at him as she remained standing, her expression daring him to gainsay her.

			Snow opened the top file on his desk. “You were kicked...” He began.

			“I am not dead! I don’t care what that damned file says!” she protested, interrupting him.

			“… and the impact of the kick threw you over the rail of the fire escape. You plunged seven stories to your death.”

			“I didn’t die!” she yelled. “This is just a dream, some stupid dream I’m having while I wait to wake up in the hospital with probably a few broken bones and a wicked headache.”

			Snow was on his feet in an instant, his icy eyes hardening, going arctic. His voice, when he spoke, lost all of the softness and compassion that had given her the first impression of an English librarian. “Do you want me to tell you that your head hit the pavement first? That it cracked open like a melon under that fellow Gallagher’s mallet? That your legs broke in so many places that they made a half circle out and away from your body? That, between the force of the kick and the impact of your landing, your ribs simply became bits of bone matter that lodged in your lungs like pebbles on the bottom of a stream? Because I could tell you all of that and more, but I really don’t see how it is going to help the situation. I know it is difficult to come to grips with, but come to grips with it, you must, in order to make the decision that is now before you.”

			Snow caught himself and straightened up, taking a deep breath. After a moment, he sat back down, leaving a stunned Cadence to slump back into her seat, as well. “I’m sorry,” he said after a moment, his voice softening once again.

			She nodded in silence, her mind spinning as she tried to get a handle on her thoughts and emotions. “Okay… assuming you’re telling the truth, why am I dressed in my normal clothes? Aren’t dead people supposed to wear robes or something?”

			Snow relaxed back into himself and shook his head with a bit of a smile. “No, you appear as you would normally.” He gestured to her clothing. “Your clothes are a mental image. A projection of your former physical self.”

			“Well, I’m glad that I can, at least, remember enough to project. Why am I having such a hard time remembering other things?” she asked.

			“That’s a common side effect of dying. You’ll get your memories back in time, I promise. Though some you may wish had stayed lost.”

			“What was with the people out in that waiting room? And what was with that waiting room, anyway?” she asked.

			“The waiting room is a place we put souls who are waiting to be processed. Most of the time, we have enough people here that not many end up in there, but if everyone is occupied, then the excess souls will wait there.”

			“So, you are one of these processors?”

			“Not exactly,” Snow said with a vague smile.

			“What are you then?” Cadence asked.

			“I am what you have been given the option to be; a police officer of sorts.”

			“So… you’re telling me there are cops in the afterlife?” she asked, looking at him in disbelief.

			“Yes,” he said. He nodded and closed the file, now that she was talking a bit more sensibly.

			“For what? Ghosts stealing other ghosts’ chains and sheets?”

			Snow gave Cadence a sour look, obviously not amused with her sarcasm. “No. We more or less police the interaction between haunting spirits and what your generation terms ghost hunters.”

			“Why?” That was all Cadence could think to ask.

			“Well, back before science got interested in ghosts and haunted locations, there really wasn’t much for us to do, except to police interactions with non-human spirits. However, given the influx of interest in the so-called ‘paranormal’ in the last century or so, we have all sorts of work to do now.”

			“And again, I ask why?” She reiterated.

			“Well, we can’t let on too much now, can we? The afterlife is supposed to be this great mystery, and it needs to remain so. Our job is to make sure that the haunting spirits don’t sit down to a cup of tea with the psychics and ghost hunters to spill the beans, so to speak.”

			“So, you have a force that polices hauntings?”

			“Yes,” Snow replied with a shrug.

			“Well, why let any communications happen at all, then? If you want to keep things so secretive, why not just disallow it completely?”

			“It’s not so simple,” he said. Sighing and leaning forward on his desk and folding his hands together. “There have always been interactions between the living and the dead. The veil between the two planes of existence is too thin to stop communication. Think about it; stories of ghosts and demons and hauntings have been around for centuries. Millennia, perhaps. Back before such things were even written down. Given the scientific developments of the last few decades and human nature’s drive to explain the unexplained, we’ve had to become a bit more proactive in making sure not too much proof gets out there. It still has to be a question of belief among people. It still needs to be something of a mystery.”

			Cadence nodded, taking in that information. She pressed her lips together in a thin line as she tried to figure out what to ask next. She took a deep breath, trying to wrap her mind around it all. A million things were going through her head–ways to protest that this was actually happening, ways to accept it, attempting to recall her life and what had happened or what she had left undone.

			“Oh, God,” she blurted out suddenly. “My cat … he’ll starve.” In trying to remember, she had managed to get a glimpse of something. She had seen her cat, a riot of black fur. He was rubbing himself up against her legs as she got home from work, meowing at her.

			Snow shook his head. “Your partner has claimed him; he’s well looked after.”

			“How do you know?”

			“We tend to know a lot around here, especially when processing the new arrivals. Now look, I can give you a night to say goodbye to loved ones or see special places once more, but that’s all. I’ll need a decision by morning.”

			“A decision on what?” Cadence asked.

			“On whether or not you want to continue making a difference, being an officer of the law. A different kind of law. Or whether you would simply prefer to go on to whatever personal heaven or hell awaits you.”

			“Well, that’s a hell of a choice,” she said as she grumbled. “No pun intended.”

			“It is, yes,” he agreed, “but a necessary one. I know thrusting this decision on you is asking a lot, but you have to move on, in one capacity or another.”

			“So, if it is all so important that I move on, and I can barely remember my past, why do I need a night to say goodbye?”

			“Because as your memories come back, it will be important that you know you had one last chance to go home, to say goodbye to a friend. It helps ease your soul.”

			“Who or what do I get to say goodbye to?”

			“Well, you can say goodbye to your partner, your cat, the precinct—anyplace or anyone you wish to, but be careful, time is limited.”

			Cadence nodded and took a moment to think. Where should she have Snow take her? To her home? Maybe, that might jog some memories loose, at least. To her precinct? Yes, it would be nice to say goodbye to her fellow detectives. She couldn’t recall many specifics of her partner other than the knowledge that they had been good friends and his name, but she definitely wanted to say goodbye to him. What about family? She searched for a moment and then came up with at least one piece of knowledge, if not a memory, per se. Her family was no more. They were all dead.

			She paused, brow furrowed. “Are any of my family ghosts? Haunting spirits?”

			“I …” he faltered, “I don’t have their files. I’m sorry.” He looked down at the desk for a moment, moving her file aside.

			Cadence lifted a brow as Snow’s body language and tone suggested he was lying, but she let it go for now. “It sucks to say goodbye to people. Especially if they can’t hear me or answer me.”

			“I can help with that, at least for some of the living. The cat will be able to see and hear you.”

			“He will?” she asked, clearly surprised.

			“Yes. You didn’t really think that they looked so steadily at nothing, did you?”

			“No shit. He was looking at ghosts?”

			“Very likely,” Snow said.

			“Huh, go figure. So, how can you help with the people?”

			“I can let you talk to them through a dream.”

			“Really? How?” Cadence asked, surprised.

			“I’ll show you when the time comes. I’m assuming you’ll want to speak with your partner. Anyone else?”

			 “No, no one else,” she said and shook her head. “At least, I don’t think so. I can’t remember anyone else. But I’d like to stop by my home and the precinct.”

			“That won’t be a problem at all.” He watched her as she thought, and knew that she was trying to stretch her mind, to force herself to remember. Part of him wanted to help her, to open her file and let her go over it, let the memories come rushing back. But he knew that it was better to let her deal with this incrementally. It was an organic process and rushing things often resulted in damage to the spirit.

			“Well, I guess we should get a move on then, right?” she asked, cutting into his thoughts. She had given up on trying to remember, trying to force her mind to recall what it could not.

			He saw the change in her face and recognized it for what it was. It was the resolution to get on with things, no matter what. It was something he was guilty of at times. He nodded. “Right,” he said as he rose. “Let’s go.”

			

	

Chapter 2

			The Hardest Part of Goodbye is Saying it

			Cadence lugged two heavy suitcases up the stairs toward her new apartment. She was very thankful that this was the last load of things from the truck.

			“You had to get the third-floor walk-up, didn’t you?” Andy asked as he carried two boxes in his arms, climbing the stairs behind her.

			“Quit your bitching,” she said with a grimace as she hoisted the roller suitcases over the last step to the third-floor landing. “At least I didn’t get the one on the fifth floor.” She looked behind her and grinned at her partner before moving down the hallway to her door.

			“Yeah, yeah,” he grumbled.

			Once inside the apartment, they put down what they had been carrying and flopped on the black microfiber-covered couch. They had spent the morning bringing up all of the furniture and putting it all together before they started to bring up the boxes and bags. This meant that they had the couch and television in place so they could relax after it was all done.

			Andy looked down as Cadence’s phone landed in his lap. “Why is your phone visiting me?” he asked, looking over at her.

			“You call, I pay,” she replied. “But no weird stuff on the pizza this time.”

			“Pineapple is not weird stuff,” he said and protested with a roll of his eyes. He got up, his muscular frame topping six feet tall, and glowered at her for a moment before moving to the kitchen counter where they had tossed all of the “new resident” papers, which included coupons for the local pizza place.

			“Fruit is for dessert or a snack; it is not a pizza topping,” she said. Even though her muscles were protesting movement, she got up as well and headed for the fridge. She out two beers from the case she had put in there when they first arrived. They were now blissfully cold. Grabbing her keychain, she used the bottle opener she had on it to remove the caps. She handed Andy his beer when he hung up the phone.

			“I knew there was a reason I agreed to help you move in here,” he said, taking the beer and downing a swig of it.

			“Yes, pizza and beer. I know how to bribe well.” They clinked the necks of their bottles together and drank.

			“I’m honestly surprised you didn’t stay at your old place,” Andy said as they sat back down on the couch.

			“Nah,” she said, shaking her head. “I couldn’t. After Mom had died, once I was able to start donating her things, the place just felt, I don’t know, alien,” she said as she shrugged. “Once the stuff that made the place our home started going, it just wasn’t home anymore. You know?”

			“I get it,” he said. He looked around the sparse apartment. “Are they going to let you paint the place?” he asked, noting the walls were all white, and he knew how much she hated white walls.

			“Yeah, I have to repaint them white before I leave, though. I was thinking a light blue or pale gray or something.”

			“I don’t know,” Andy said, looking around. “I see it more in a kind of pink color.”

			“Pink?” she asked, looking at him in disbelief.

			“Yeah.” He grinned, knowing he was getting her goat. “I mean, you’re a girl and all. Aren’t you supposed to be all pinks and purples and lace and...” He was cut off by a couch cushion hitting him in the face.

			“Sexist asshole,” Cadence said, though she was laughing as she said it. They both laughed, and he tossed the pillow back at her.

			After taking another drink of his beer, he leaned back and eyed her for a moment. “You sure you’re going to be okay here?”

			“Why wouldn’t I be?” she asked, a little surprised at his concern.

			“Eh, never mind. I know you can take care of yourself.”

			Cadence nodded, more gratified by his knowledge of her abilities than his concern for her. A knock sounded on the door, and she rose with a groan. “Man, I haven’t been this sore in ages.”

			“You’re getting old, lady,” Andy called over his shoulder, and he didn’t even have to turn to know she was flipping him off for the comment.
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			The memories of who Andy was and how close they had been came flooding back. A few months after they had been partnered, she and Andy had traded keys to each other’s homes. Just in case. That had been six and a half years ago. They had been partners, best friends, and confidants but had always managed to stay just this side of the line that led to them being something more.

			As Cadence stood in her apartment, looking around the living room, she thought it seemed a little strange. Somehow, her death had made it seem more foreign to her. She was looking at the place now, not as her home, but as if she was visiting someone else’s. She knew that Andy had been here to collect her cat. Snow had told her that much. The lack of the little fur ball in the apartment was very obvious to Cadence.

			She looked around at the books she would never get around to finishing. The movies she wished she could watch one more time. She paused by the bookshelf and frowned at an empty shelf. The lines that lacked dust in some places were a stark contrast to the light layer of dust on the rest of the shelf, outlining that some things were missing. “My pictures are gone,” she said as she reached out to touch a dust-free line where a frame had been on the shelf.

			“Sorry?” Snow asked as he turned from looking at her movie collection.

			“I remember, I had pictures on this shelf. Family pictures, my folks, my brother. They’re gone.”

			“Perhaps your partner claimed them when he claimed your cat? Given how long the two of you knew each other, it’s very likely he knew what your family meant to you.”

			Cadence nodded, acknowledging that Snow was right. Andy had probably taken them. She doubted anyone else would have come to her apartment to remove things. Andy was the only one with a key, and she doubted the building manager would be so swift to start taking things out of her apartment since she was paid until the end of the month.

			As she looked around, she realized how true Snow’s words had been when he said she barely spent any time at home. Other than the memory of moving in, with Andy’s help, she didn’t really have any fond memories of this place, even though she had lived here for five years. On work days, she really only came home to sleep, shower, and change. On days off, she was at home a little longer, but even then, it wasn’t by much. She would take her time with breakfast and coffee, but then fill her days with things to do and activities that took her out of the house.

			The apartment reflected that, too. Dishes were in the sink from that morning’s breakfast. But that was really the only sign the place was lived in. Otherwise, it could have just been an unoccupied, furnished apartment. Without her cat and her family photos, there was little to no personalization. Her brow furrowed as she looked around again and realized just how sparse the place was.

			“Is something wrong?” Snow asked as he watched her.

			“No, just…” she said, trying to find the words.

			“Saying goodbye?” he suggested.

			“More like realizing there is nothing here to really say goodbye to,” she said.

			Snow nodded and crossed the room to her, holding out his hand. “Then perhaps we should head over to your precinct building?” he offered. She nodded and took his hand so he could teleport them.

			The colors of her apartment seemed to blend and streak like a watercolor painting someone left in the wind and rain, and the room felt like it was spinning. Then, in an instant, everything solidified once more and she was standing beside her desk at work. The windows reflected the inside of the precinct as the night beyond them rendered them into mirrors. Despite the late hour, there were still a few detectives in the office, but it didn’t look like Andy was one of them.

			It was a tradition in the station that when someone died, you wrote them a goodbye message and put it on their desk or in their mailbox. Her desk had been covered in sticky notes. It made her smile a little as she saw it. She moved around her desk as she read them.

			“That’s a nice gesture,” Snow said as he read some of them as well.

			“It is. I can remember when I started here; the Captain said that it helped us have closure when we lost someone. I know I’ve written them a few times. I never thought I would be reading ones for me.”

			“No one ever does,” Snow said solemnly.

			As they stood there reading the notes, a plainclothes detective with a name badge stating “Keller” came up to the desk, a note in his hand. He was larger than she remembered Andy being, with a barrel chest and some mid-life weight to his middle. He looked drawn, and his eyes were red. She had noticed him at his desk when they arrived and an officer had congratulated him for having gotten the arrest of the year. Yet for such an accomplishment, he looked far from happy. Of course, no one was ever happy when one of their own died.

			“Wish I’d known you better, Riley,” Keller said, his voice rough. “I wish today had gone differently.” He frowned deeply and then placed the sticky note on her desk lamp. There were only two words written in black ink on the orange square of paper: “I’m sorry.”

			Cadence turned to Snow. “What does he mean by that?”

			“That he wishes he’d gotten to know you better?” Snow asked, acting deliberately obtuse.

			“That he wished today had gone differently,” she said, crossing her arms in front of her chest.

			“I would imagine everyone wishes the day had gone a different way when one of their own dies.”

			“You are a terrible liar, Snow. Was he involved in what happened?”

			“He was.” Snow nodded. “But that is something that you will remember in your own time.”

			Another detective, one who must have been new to the precinct, came up to Keller looking puzzled. “What’s with all the notes on the desk? Is it some kind of prank?” He hadn’t been there long enough to know.

			“I wish it was, kid,” Keller, who called anyone under 45 a kid, said.

			The new detective leaned forward and read some of the notes. “Woah, wait. She died?”

			“In the line of duty,” Keller said. “So, if you have anything you wanted to say to her, write a note and put it on the desk.”

			The new detective looked a little shaken that someone he had just seen that morning could be dead a few hours later. Being slapped in the face with your own mortality has a tendency to provoke that kind of reaction. Cadence wandered away from her paper-covered desk toward the office of her Captain. Snow followed at a discreet distance.

			The Captain was hunched over his desk, entrenched in paperwork. A cup of coffee sat on one side, which had long since gone cold. His door was open, so Cadence drifted into his office, feeling somewhat odd because of entering without pausing to knock. Captain Rodriguez was a man in his fifties who usually looked very good for his age. Tonight, he looked tired, haggard, and overworked. She had seen that look on his face a few times before. Each time had been when an officer had gone down in the line of duty.

			“I’ve always hated seeing him like this,” she said, whispering to Snow.

			“You don’t have to whisper. They’re not going to hear you,” Snow said.

			“Oh, right.” She frowned. Out in the bullpen, there was a constant murmur of noise from voices and phones and such. Due to the noise, she hadn’t bothered to try to be quiet. In Rodriguez’s office, however, there was no such background noise, and she had given in to the desire to not break the quiet solitude in which he worked. She stood there for a few minutes, just watching Captain Rodriguez as he filled out paperwork.

			“Are you saying goodbye, Cadence? Or putting off our final stop?” Snow asked. Cadence opened her mouth to protest, but then closed it when she realized he was right. She wasn’t lingering at the precinct because she was going to miss it. To her, the station represented the part of her job she detested: the paperwork. There was some camaraderie and such to be had there, but the majority of time spent here was spent doing just what her Captain was currently saddled with. She wasn’t going to miss it, and there was no pretending she was saying goodbye to it. He was right. She was putting off their final stop.

			“Fine, you’re right. Let’s go,” she sighed, reaching over to put her hand in his so he could transport them once again.
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			Cadence stepped off the treadmill, uncapping her water and taking a big drink from the bottle. The gym at the Police Academy was a popular place, and there were several other recruits working out. It was noisy with clanging weights and music, and the smell of sweat seemed embedded in the walls, but she enjoyed it. The treadmill was the last part of her workout routine, so as she recapped her water, she began to make her way to the door. Just a short walk across the campus separated her from a gloriously hot shower.

			Going from the musty, sweaty gym to the fresh air of the night was a small luxury in and of itself. The light breeze helped cool and dry the perspiration on her skin. Cade enjoyed her walks, enjoying the silence of the night. It was a nice change from the noise of her classmates. She was halfway across the quad when she saw them. Three guys from her class who had apparently elected themselves class assholes. They picked on the guys in their class that were smaller than them, and they treated the few women that were in class even worse. She was determined to ignore them as both she and their group approached the fountain in the center of the quad. She hoped they would be too busy or entertained with their own conversation to notice her.

			“Well, if it isn’t little Riley,” said Petrucci, who was the ringleader of the group. His greeting was followed by snickers from the other two. Cade rolled her eyes and continued on; her eyes fixed on her dorm building. “Hey, I’m talking to you,” he said in a growling voice.

			“How lovely for you,” she said, sounding bored. “Now, excuse me, I have a burning desire to be anywhere else but here.” She hadn’t slowed or turned, but the two others with Petrucci sprinted up to block her path. “Really?” she asked, looking between the two grinning fools.

			Petrucci’s massive hand came down on her shoulder, and she spun around, knocking his hand off of her in the process. She was of normal height for a woman, but he still towered a good foot above her. The buzz cut of his hair made his head look huge, almost comical. “What’s the problem, Riley?” he asked, smiling. “Got a rug to munch?” He had made it known in classes that he thought any woman in this line of work had to be a lesbian.

			“What’s the problem, Petrucci,” she echoed his words, “the circle jerk end early?”

			For a big guy, he could sometimes move fast. Her head snapped suddenly to the side, and she saw stars a second or two before she felt the sting of his hand-print on the side of her face. She hadn’t anticipated he would actually hit her, but the slap only served to anger her, not make her cower. As she turned her head back to him, she noticed the stillness of his partners, who were definitely not smiling anymore. She wasn’t sure if they were surprised that he had hit her as well, or if they were simply preparing for a fight.

			“Wow! Guess I hit a nerve,” she said. He moved to strike her again, but she was ready for it this time. “But you made a big mistake,” she continued, catching his hand with hers.

			“Let me guess.” He sneered, not dropping his hand. “Thinking I could get away with hitting a woman?”

			“Nope. Thinking I wouldn’t fight back.” With that, she threw his hand aside and punched him hard in the gut.

			He doubled over as his friends grabbed her arms and pulled her back away from Petrucci. She kicked high as they pulled her and landed a kick on Petrucci’s jaw. He howled in pain and anger. Cadence managed to get one of her arms away from the guy on her left. Still, the guy on the right was quick, and he kicked her legs out from under her and then let her go. She fell unceremoniously to the ground. Petrucci quickly straddled her, kneeling over her waist.

			“You’ll pay for that,” he growled.

			“Hey,” another male voice cut in, trying to break up the fight.

			“How unoriginal of you,” she quipped back to Petrucci as she threw another punch, but this time, he caught her hand in his. He pulled his free hand back, aiming squarely for her face, and brought it down with the full force of his strength and anger. Cade twisted violently to one side as his sledgehammer-like hand came down. The sound of the impact of Petrucci’s fist on the concrete was punctuated by pops and cracks as bones broke and was quickly followed by the sound of his scream. He fell over to one side, and Cade scrambled to her feet, as Petrucci’s goons were now occupied with trying to get their leader on his feet.

			A hand on her arm made her rear back, ready to punch until she recognized the face as someone else from her class. “Easy,” he said. “I’m on your side. Let’s get out of here, though.”

			She nodded, and as Petrucci’s friends got him back up and began leading him off toward the clinic, Cade and her new friend began heading toward the dorms. “You’re Riley, right?” he asked.

			“Yeah, and you?”

			“Andrew Halleran, but call me Andy.”

			[image: ]

			Andy sat on the brown leather couch in his apartment. The television was on, but he wasn’t really paying attention to the show. His eyes were red, the only evidence of his tears. He had never lost a partner before. Hell, she had been practically the only partner he’d had.

			Going back to the precinct alone after the arrest had been awful. Being there had been worse. The silence of the officers at the precinct when he came in with Keller and Saddiq to process Scott Sage was deafening. They all knew. When an officer was injured in the line of duty, word spread fast. When an officer lost their life, it spread like wildfire. He had somehow managed to wait until he was home to rage and cry.  

			When the Captain told him to take some time off and make an appointment with the police shrink, he took it in stride and didn’t argue. He needed the time off, needed to adjust, and he couldn’t handle the silence and looks that followed him around like a cloud. A few of the other detectives had come to him at the station, offering their condolences. Most had not been able to brave the awkwardness of the situation or the cloud of anger he had cloaked himself in to get through the remainder of his duties that day. Many others couldn’t bring themselves to talk to him. They didn’t know what to say in the face of a situation every single one of them prayed to never find themselves in.

			Once off the clock, he had gone to Cadence’s apartment and gotten her cat, Darwin. He wasn’t about to leave that black ball of fuzz she had raised from a kitten all alone. He had also grabbed a few pictures of hers that he knew meant the world to her, mostly pictures of her family, since she had lost them all so young. The pictures were in a box in his room. Darwin sat next to him on the couch, having not left his side since being let out of the cat carrier.

			The cat turned sharply, looking at Cadence as she and Snow materialized in the room. It meowed and began purring, looking off to the right where she was. Andy looked down at the sudden meow and petted the cat.  

			“What’s up, Darwin?” he asked. Cade noticed that when he spoke, his voice was rough, as if he had been screaming earlier. The cat didn’t answer, but it kept its yellow eyes glued to where Cadence stood.

			Cadence wrapped her arms around her middle as she looked at Darwin and Andy. She wanted to hold her cat; draw comfort from snuggling him as she usually did. It also left her raw inside to see the pain and grief so very visible on Andy’s face. Snow put a hand on her shoulder.

			“Are you okay?” he asked, his voice gentle.

			“I’m dead. What do you think?” she replied dryly.

			“I think seeing the grief you leave behind can just about kill you again if you let it.” Snow meant that in a very real way, not that Cadence would know.

			“I’m fine,” she replied, her voice harsher in its insistence than perhaps she meant it to be.

			Osmund nodded and took his hand from her shoulder, taking a step back to let her have space. Cadence moved forward toward the couch. Darwin’s eyes steadily followed her as she moved. He purred a little louder as she neared. Andy, however, thought that had to do with his petting of the cat. Cadence smiled at Darwin and reached out but paused as she remembered she couldn’t touch him. She frowned at the reminder that she would never again feel the soft velvet of his thick black fur. She took a deep, if unsteady, breath and tried to clamp down on her emotions.

			“Take care of him for me, Dar. He needs you now.”

			The cat meowed in response and turned, padding onto Andy’s lap, curling up there. Snow inched forward, following Cadence toward the couch. “We’ll have to wait for him to go to sleep for you to talk to him. Judging by the beer cans on the coffee table, it won’t be long.”

			“He’s blaming himself,” she said quietly.

			“He lost a partner in the line of duty. Not to mention a friend and someone he loved,” said Osmund.

			“He’s been crying … He never cries.”

			“He’s never really lost anyone like this; I would venture.”

			“No, he hasn’t. His family is still alive. His grandparents died when he was a kid, but he
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