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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

In case you missed it, highlights from the first novel in the series, At the Scene of the Crime:

Jennifer Cahill only meant to drop off a message. Instead, she walks straight into the sound of a gunshot—and into the path of a killer.

With no training and no time to think, Jennifer is pulled into a deadly chase through the streets of Chicago. Every clue drags her deeper into a tangled web of lies, danger, and betrayal. The police need her help—but trusting the wrong person could cost her life.

What began as an ordinary day is now a fight for survival. And the killer is always one step ahead.
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Highlights from the second novel in the series, Emeralds in the Rough:

Chicago’s underworld has no mercy, and rookie cop Jennifer Cahill is about to find out why. Her mentor’s dark secret and a mysterious man named Tommy Hogan draw her into a game where the stakes are life and death—and trust is a weapon. 
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I can’t believe how fast it all went. One year of probationary work—over in a blur of late nights, paperwork, adrenaline, and too many cups of bad coffee. And now, it’s official. I, Jennifer Cahill, am an officer with the Chicago Police Department.

When I pinned on that badge, I thought of my father. He spent thirty two years walking a beat, rising through the ranks, giving everything to this city. My grandfather too, back in his day. The Cahill name has been etched into the Chicago PD for three generations now. My brother Theo broke the chain when he chose business over blue, but me? I guess I was stubborn enough—or foolish enough—to follow in their footsteps.

I’ll never forget the way Lieutenant Brendan Cole told me the news. His office smelled faintly of stale coffee and leather, the blinds half-open so the afternoon sun striped across his desk. He looked at me with that stone-faced expression of his, sitting behind his desk with his arms folded, his square jaw set in that permanent scowl that made even seasoned detectives shift in their seats. I stood in front of him, trying not to fidget, heart pounding like I was waiting for a verdict.

“Well, Cahill,” he said, finally looking up at me. “After all the good work you’ve done as a Probie...” He paused, letting the weight of it hang. “Don’t screw it up, Rookie.”

For a split second my stomach dropped. Then came the wink, the crooked grin, and I exhaled a laugh I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

“Yes, sir,” I said, trying to keep my smile in check, but it was no use. I felt like a kid who’d just been handed the keys to the kingdom.

“Report to Captain Riddick for your assigned partner, then get to work,” Cole grunted, waving me toward the door like I was wasting his time. But I saw the pride flicker there. Subtle, but real.

That was Cole. Gruff first, human later.

My heart leapt into my throat before I realized he was grinning underneath it all. Then came the wink. Cole’s version of a pat on the back. I smiled so hard I probably looked like a kid on Christmas morning.

That moment will stay with me, but the truth is, I wouldn’t have made it this far without Brenda Kennedy. Brenda was my Training Officer, and she became more than that—she was a guide, a mentor, and sometimes, when I needed it most, a shield. She taught me how to keep calm when my hands were shaking, how to talk someone down before a situation boiled over, and how to trust my gut even when procedure pulled the other way.

Brenda taught me how to survive out here. Not just the mechanics of the job—how to write reports that wouldn’t get torn apart by a prosecutor, how to keep my gun hand steady—but how to breathe through the chaos, how to stay human in the middle of someone else’s worst day. She was tough, but she believed in me, even when I didn’t believe in myself.

She didn’t make things easy, though. Brenda had this way of watching me from the passenger seat—quiet, sharp-eyed, like she could see every thought I hadn’t said out loud. When I fumbled, she called me on it. When I succeeded, she gave a nod, maybe a quick smile, but never more than that. Looking back, I realize she wanted me to earn it, to know that when I did something right, it was because I was ready—not because she carried me.

Brenda Kennedy was waiting for me downstairs, leaning against a squad car with her arms crossed. My Training Officer—tough as nails, sharp-eyed, the kind of woman who didn’t need to raise her voice to make you listen.

“You’re official now,” she said, giving me a once-over. “How’s it feel?”

“Strange,” I admitted. “Good, but... heavy, I guess.”

She smirked. “It should. The badge means more than a paycheck, Cahill. Don’t forget that.”

I never did.

And then came the warehouse.

I thought back to the warehouse raid, which was the day everything changed.

It was on West 111th Street, a squat, nondescript brick building with a faded sign that read Connemara Distribution Inc. Half of it was rumored to be leased by The Emeralds, a crew with deep Irish roots selling illegal guns and drugs, and the other half supposedly belonged to a legitimate company. On paper, it looked like any other warehouse. On the ground, everyone knew better, but no one could prove who was behind it all.

I was stationed on crowd control—keep the bystanders back, hold the perimeter. It should’ve been routine. But standing outside the barriers, I could feel the tension radiating from the team stacked at the side door, guns drawn, waiting for the signal. My stomach knotted up, a strange mix of dread and awe. It felt like I was watching a crime drama unfold in real time.

Then the breach. The crash of the ram against the door. Shouts echoing through the air. A sharp crack of gunfire that made my heart leap. I strained to see past the chaos, and then I caught sight of Brenda—on the ground, blood seeping through her uniform.

In that instant, everything else disappeared. I didn’t think. I just moved. I remember dropping to my knees beside her, pressing down hard, her breath ragged but steady. She looked at me, eyes fierce even through the pain, and whispered, “Stay focused, Cahill.” I did. I don’t know how, but I did.

“Breathe, Cahill,” Brenda had told me earlier in the day. “Don’t let the noise get inside your head.”

Easier said than done.

“Stay with me!” I yelled, my voice shaking.

I pressed harder, counting her breaths, ignoring the chaos exploding around us. In that moment, there was no crowd, no raid, no Emeralds—just me and Brenda and the weight of her life in my hands.

That night changed everything.

That night, I stopped being a Probie. That night, I unofficially became a cop.

But saving Brenda’s life came with complications I never expected. Her family—the Corrigans/Hogans—weren’t exactly the type you wanted your name tied to in this city. I didn’t know at the time that Tommy Hogan, a guy I’d crossed paths with through John O'Brien my former partner at the Police Acadamy, was Brenda's younger brother—her family. Or that her other brothers had reputations that brushed uncomfortably close to organized crime. The Emeralds, the warehouse, Connemara Distribution... there were connections whispered about, never proven. The kind of rumors that stain your conscience even if you can’t pin them down.

Part of me didn’t want to know. Still doesn’t. Sometimes ignorance is the only way to keep your head above water.

When Brenda went on leave to recover, Nick Preston stepped in as my Training Officer. At first, I didn’t know what to expect. He was different from Brenda—somewhat distant, but easygoing, the kind of guy who could make a joke in the middle of a tense situation and somehow break the spell. But he knew his job, and he knew how to keep me grounded. We clicked.

Now Nick’s my partner, at least for the moment. The Lieutenant might move him around to work with the new recruits, but for now, it’s the two of us. And I like it that way. In this city, in this line of work, trust is everything. Without it, you’re dead weight.

So here I stand. No longer the wide-eyed trainee, no longer on the outside looking in. I’ve got a badge, a partner, and a city full of shadows waiting outside. So here I am. Badge on my chest. Gun at my hip. No longer a Probie, no longer watching from the sidelines. A Cahill, third generation, standing where my father once stood, where my grandfather once stood.

Chicago is waiting outside. Waiting with its shadows, its violence, its heartbreak; but on the other side, its rewards.

And I’m ready. For the first time, I really believe I am.
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The flashing lights painted the school yard in red and blue, sirens fading into the night as uniforms worked the perimeter. Frank Chase Middle School loomed behind the yellow tape, its windows lit up like uneasy eyes watching the scene unfold. Teachers huddled together near the steps, whispering. The air smelled of spring rain and asphalt.

The body was in the parking lot. A man in his thirties, sprawled near the rear bumper of a sedan, a dark pool spread beneath him.

“English teacher,” Brianna my best friend said, meeting us as Nick and I ducked under the tape. She had her arms crossed tight against her chest, her face pale in the floodlights. Beside her stood Dr. Jayce Paul, her mentor, both of them a bit rattled by the brutality, but holding it together.

“Off the record,” Brianna added quietly, “first impression: looks like multiple stab wounds.”

That was enough to set the tone. Stabbings were personal. Up close. Violent in a way that usually meant the victim knew their killer.

Detectives Julia Kennedy and Jason Cook were already speaking to the crime scene techs, leaving Nick and me the canvass. We started with the house closest to the school.

From the sidewalk, it was clear the place had seen better days. The lawn was patchy, littered with soggy leaves. Garbage bags were piled on the porch, the sour smell curling in the damp air.

Nick knocked hard on the front door.

The answering sound wasn’t footsteps. It was barking.

A dog thundered through the house, claws scraping against wood floors. Through the narrow window in the door, I caught sight of a massive Bullmastiff charging straight at us, eyes wild, teeth flashing.

“Jesus,” I muttered, stepping back as it launched itself at the glass, barking and growling like it wanted to tear through the frame.

“Glad that door’s solid,” Nick said, one brow raised, though his hand hovered near his sidearm.

We waited a moment, but no one came. The dog paced behind the glass, saliva streaking its jowls.

“No answer,” Nick said finally. “Let’s try next door.”

The neighbors were eager to talk. Too eager. We barely introduced ourselves before the stories started pouring out.

“That’s Donald Belland’s place,” one woman told us, her arms wrapped in a cardigan despite the mild weather. “He spends winters down in Florida. Hasn’t come back yet, far as I know. But his grandson Mark? He’s in there. Big guy, lazy. That dog’s his.”

Another neighbor, a man in work boots, walking by saw us standing on the front porch, and approached ready to contribute to the conversation once he knew the subject, cut in: “Donald had to kick him out once. Twice, maybe. Boy wouldn’t lift a finger around the house. Called his grandfather names, too—ungrateful little punk. Finally Donald asked him to pay a couple hundred a month to help with the bills and groceries, and Mark flat-out refused.”

The woman nodded vigorously. “He bounced around friends’ couches for a while. Nobody kept him long. Got himself in trouble with drugs, too—Oxy, I heard. Court made him go to counseling. Donald eventually let him back in, but only on the condition he find work and contribute.”

“And did he?” Nick asked.

The woman snorted. “You tell me. Look at that porch.”

I jotted notes while Nick asked a few more pointed questions. The picture wasn’t pretty. Mark had apologized to his grandfather, maybe even to his parents, but he hadn’t changed much. Laziness, freeloading, addiction—it all stacked up. The neighbors didn’t think he took proper care of the dog, either. Baron, they called him. They thought Donald might not even know the animal was living in his house.

When we asked if they’d seen anything unusual last night, they both shook their heads. Just the usual shouting from Donald's place. Mark loves his video games and really gets involved when he plays. The dog barking. Nothing new.

“Donald should be back soon,” the woman said as we wrapped up. “He usually comes home once the weather turns. Maybe next week.”

Nick thanked them, pocketing the scrap of paper with Donald’s Florida contact info. We could reach out later, but for now, our priority was clear.

We needed to find Mark Belland.
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Tommy and Michael returned from Ireland after months away. The case regarding the shooting and the drug bust at their warehouse had been officially shelved, thanks in part to the technicalities and Brenda’s carefully worded affidavit. The relief was palpable for the family, but the air around them carried a weight that wasn’t so easily lifted.

I met them at the airport, Brenda at my side. Tommy’s easy grin was back, but Michael’s expression was harder to read—calm, almost too calm, with a flicker of something darker beneath the surface.

Brenda was thrilled, of course, and there was a quiet celebration at home later that evening. Yet, as I watched the brothers reunite with their mother Amanda and Aunt Lizzy, I couldn’t shake the sense that the past wasn’t fully behind them.

The warehouse raid, the shooting, the narrowly avoided prison time—it all lingered like a shadow. And though the legal system had cleared Michael, and Tommy had stayed out of serious trouble, the family knew that any misstep now could have consequences far beyond the law.

As I observed, it struck me again: these weren’t ordinary men. Their lives had been shaped by choices that most people could never fathom, and even in their return from Ireland, there was an unspoken understanding—one wrong move could shatter everything they had fought to preserve.

And I, as a cop sworn to uphold the law, had to navigate the uneasy line between professional duty and the complicated loyalties that Brenda and I shared with this family.

The city of Chicago felt different that evening. The streets, the skyline, even the air seemed to hum with tension, as if it knew that the past had returned—and it hadn’t left quietly.

Brenda had been planning her brother Tommy’s thirty-fifth birthday for months. She wanted it to be private, no prying eyes, no outsiders, just family. Renting out Charlie’s Tavern & Grill—the place Tommy loved most—was the only option.

The surprise was flawless. Daniel and Kevin flew in from Ireland, Uncle Shaun along with them. Their mother, Amanda, and Aunt Lizzy had made the trip from Boston. Even Michael showed up, scowl written all over his face, having to remain in Chicago. 

When Tommy walked through the door and saw them all gathered—every last one of them—his jaw dropped. Brenda was glowing. For once, no one had spoiled the secret.

It wasn’t just a birthday party. It was a reunion. They hadn’t been together since Ireland. That last meeting had been nothing short of a reckoning: Amanda urging her children to abandon the narcotics and weapons trade for good, Uncle Shaun pointing out how cigarettes and soda had quietly made them wealthy enough to live comfortably. After hours of arguments, raised voices, and bitter memories of close calls with Chicago PD, the family had agreed to step away from the shadows. At least, most of the family.

But old habits die hard, and with The Emeralds, the shadows were never far away.

Inside Charlie’s Tavern, the air was thick with grilled steak and onions, the clink of glasses, and the rise of Irish laughter. I moved through the press of bodies, smiling, making small talk—but my eyes were always drifting toward Michael. He and I had unfinished business.

Michael was different. Restless. He avoided charges—shooting Roland during that warehouse raid, the bullet that saved Brenda’s life but left Michael’s freedom hanging in the balance. His lawyer had painted him as a hero, and Brenda’s affidavit backed the claim. But I knew better. Heroes didn’t stalk laundromats and drag women toward unmarked SUVs.

So when the noise of the music swelled, I leaned toward him and said, “Step outside with me a minute?”

The terrace was quieter, cooler, the city breathing around us. I faced him square, close enough to read his eyes.

“You like Chicago?” I asked.

He gave a humorless laugh. “I’d wash my hands of it if I could. There’s nothing here like the emerald green back home.” He glanced toward the street, his jaw tightening. “Not like Tommy, his intention of becoming a citizen. He’s putting down roots. I’m not.”

His words were sharp, but his tone...his tone told me he felt trapped. And trapped men were dangerous.

I let the silence sit a moment, then asked, “So...been to any laundromats lately?”

The flicker in his face was all I needed. A hesitation, barely there, then that devilish grin, the glint in his eye.

“Now why would you ask me such a thing, love?”

“Because I know it was you,” I said evenly. “You were the one who tried to grab me. I didn’t tell Tommy. Didn’t tell Brenda. But I know.”

His smile widened, slow and deliberate. “Well, darlin’, there was no harm, no foul. Am I right?”

“Not to me,” I said, keeping my voice steady even as my pulse kicked. “But I'm sure you came away with bruises. Next time, it’ll be worse. I won't be so forgiving.”

Michael’s laugh was low, almost amused. He raised his hands in mock surrender. “Bygones, love?”

I stared at him. “As long as you remember—if you try anything again, I’ll deal with you myself.”

For a heartbeat, his grin sharpened into something colder. Then it softened, devil-may-care. “Well now, you do have a bit of spunk, don’t you?”

I didn’t tell him about the hours I was putting in at CrossFit or the bruises on my shins from Taekwondo sparring. I didn’t need to. He could see enough in my eyes that I wasn't afraid.

Finally, I broke the silence. “Come on. We should get back.”

We slipped inside just in time for the toast. Glasses raised, voices lifted, and Tommy’s smile spread across the room. Everyone laughed, clinked drinks, and cheered.

I raised my glass too, but my eyes flicked across the room to Michael. He was watching me, still wearing that grin, the kind that promised tonight was only the beginning.
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