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			First the calm. Then the storm…

			Escaping DC during the dog days of summer is one of the smartest moves Washington metro police lieutenant Samantha Holland ever made. Beach walks aren’t quite as romantic with the Secret Service in tow, but Sam and her husband, Vice President Nick Cappuano, cherish the chance to recharge and reconnect—especially with a scandal swirling around the administration.

			No sooner are they back home than a fatal drive-by shooting sets the city on edge. The teenage victim is barely older than Sam and Nick’s son, Scotty. As more deaths follow, Sam and her team play beat the clock to stop the ruthless killers. With Nick facing his greatest challenge—one that could drastically change all their lives and even end Sam’s career—will the mounting pressure deepen or damage their bond?

		

	
		
			Praise for the Fatal Series by New York Times bestselling author Marie Force

			“Force’s skill is also evident in the way that she develops the characters, from the murdered and mutilated senator to the detective and chief of staff who are trying to solve the case. The heroine, Sam, is especially complex and her secrets add depth to this mystery… This novel is The O.C. does D.C., and you just can’t get enough.”

			—RT Book Reviews on Fatal Affair (4½ stars)

			“Force pushes the boundaries by deftly using political issues like immigration to create an intricate mystery.”

			—RT Book Reviews on Fatal Consequences (4 stars)

			“The romance, the mystery, the ongoing story lines…everything about these books has me sitting on the edge of my seat and begging for more. I am anxiously awaiting the next in the series. I give Fatal Deception an A.”

			—TheBookPushers.com

			“The suspense is thick, the passion between Nick and Sam just keeps getting hotter and hotter.”

			—Guilty Pleasures Book Reviews on Fatal Deception

			“The perfect mesh of mystery and romance.” 

			—Night Owl Reviews on Fatal Scandal (5 stars)

		

	
		
			The Fatal Series by New York Times bestselling author Marie Force

			Suggested reading order 

			One Night with You (the Fatal Series prequel novella)
Fatal Affair
Fatal Justice
Fatal Consequences
Fatal Destiny
Fatal Flaw
Fatal Deception
Fatal Mistake
Fatal Jeopardy
Fatal Scandal
Fatal Frenzy
Fatal Identity
Fatal Threat
Fatal Chaos

			And look for the next sizzling Fatal book

			Fatal Invasion
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		For Emily & Jake

			Class of 2017

				I’m so proud to be your mom.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			“‘WHAT DID THE president know and when did he know it? That will be the question Congress faces as members return to Washington from the summer recess. Hearings begin next week, investigating President David Nelson’s potential involvement in his son’s sinister scheme against Vice President Nick Cappuano and his family.’”

			Listening to her brother-in-law Spencer read from the morning edition of the Washington Star, Sam looked across the breakfast table at her husband, Nick, and saw a flash of dismay cross his handsome face. He dreaded the hearings, the attention, the renewed interest in the scandal that had rocked the nation’s capital earlier in the summer. Sam and her Homicide squad had uncovered the nefarious plot hatched by Nelson’s son Christopher in a failed effort to discredit Nick, all because Christopher had presidential aspirations of his own.

			The sitting president claimed to have no knowledge of what his son had been up to and continued to proclaim his innocence throughout the dog days of summer. In the meantime, Nick was left hanging, waiting to hear if Nelson would be impeached or forced to resign.

			Sam knew exactly what Nick was thinking. As much as they wanted Christopher Nelson to fry for what he’d put them through, the last thing Nick wanted—the last thing they wanted—was to see the president forced from office. Because that would mean… No. It was too much to even think about, and Sam refused to allow that stress to creep into her relaxing vacation. Standing, she said, “I’m going to take a walk.”

			Nick jumped up. “I’ll go with you.”

			“Was it something I said?” Spencer asked.

			“Duh,” his wife, Sam’s sister Angela, said as she fed their daughter, Ella, who was seated in a high chair at the end of the long picnic-style table. “You think they want to talk about that BS?”

			“Sorry, guys,” Spencer said. “I wasn’t thinking.”

			“No worries,” Nick said. “It’s not going away, as much as we wish it would.”

			“But you don’t have to deal with it this week,” Spencer said. “My bad.”

			“Don’t sweat it.” Nick held out a hand to Sam. “Let’s walk.”

			She took his hand and followed him through the sliding glass doors to the deck, where several members of his Secret Service detail were gathered at a table, drinking coffee.

			John “Brant” Brantly Jr., the lead agent on Nick’s detail, stood when he saw them coming. “Good morning, Mr. Vice President, Mrs. Cappuano.”

			“Morning, Brant,” Nick said. “We’d like to take a walk on the beach.”

			“Of course, sir. Give us a few minutes to make that happen.”

			Sam watched Nick’s jaw tighten with frustration. He hated having to ask permission to do something as simple as take a walk with his wife. She dropped his hand, slipped her arms around his waist and rested her head against his chest, hoping to give him something else to think about.

			He put his arms around her and kissed the top of her head, his body relaxing in stages as the agents conferred and planned for a simple walk on the beach. Except nothing was ever simple. Not anymore. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. When it was just the two of them, alone together, it was still as simple as it had ever been, even as the world went mad around them. As they did when the madness swirled, they closed ranks, spent as much time alone as they possibly could and weathered the storm the best way they knew how, by keeping their heads down, their mouths shut and their arms wrapped around each other.

			The press was desperate for interviews from either, or preferably both, but other than a perfunctory statement issued from Nick’s office after Christopher Nelson’s arrest, they hadn’t said a word about the controversy swirling around the president and his son or how it affected them. Nor had they offered any speculation on what it could mean for them if Nelson was forced to resign.

			They were taking it one day, one hour, one minute at a time.

			It had done them good to get out of Washington for this beach getaway with their extended family. Sam had spent weeks coordinating with the Secret Service to make it happen. Planning the vacation had been a huge undertaking that included finding a beachfront property big enough for all of them that met security requirements, clearing Nick’s schedule, taking vacation from her job as the Metro Police Department’s Homicide lieutenant and ensuring her paralyzed father would be able to join them for a visit. But the hassle had been so worth it.

			In the three days they’d been here, Nick had been more relaxed than he’d been in weeks. Not to mention, he was actually sleeping rather than being tortured by the insomnia that plagued him, particularly during stressful times. Sam was determined to ensure he continued to relax and didn’t think too far into the future about what might happen when they returned to town the day before Labor Day.

			“If you’re ready, Mr. Vice President,” Brant said a few minutes later.

			Neither Sam nor Nick commented that they’d been “ready” fifteen minutes ago.

			Nick kept an arm around her as they followed the detail down the stairs to the boardwalk that led to Dewey Beach on the Delaware coast. They’d garnered quite a bit of attention from people on the beach, but for the most part, they’d been left alone to enjoy their vacation. If by “left alone” you could overlook the Secret Service agents and the media that were camped nearby, hoping for a glimpse of the second family—or perhaps an exclusive, which wasn’t going to happen.

			As they walked toward the water’s edge, Sam made a conscious effort to forget the agents trailing close behind them so she could focus exclusively on her husband. “Sorry about that back there,” she said.

			“No need to be sorry. He was just reading the headlines plastered across the front pages of every paper in the country.”

			“Still… We were hoping for a total break from it.”

			“Then we should’ve confiscated every smartphone, unplugged the TV and forbidden newspaper deliveries,” he said with a note of humor in his voice. “Or we should’ve taken our vacation on the moon, where we’d be out of satellite range.”

			“I’ll see if I can arrange that next year.”

			“I don’t care where we are. As long as you and Scotty are there, I’m good.”

			“Even if Washington chaos interferes?”

			“What would our lives be like without a little Washington chaos to keep things interesting?”

			“Um, is that a rhetorical question?”

			“Yeah, babe,” he said with a chuckle. “Maybe when we retire, we could get a place out here so we can walk on the beach every day. I could get used to this.”

			“What’s this word you speak of? Retire? Who’s planning to retire?”

			Laughing, he said, “Only you would see that as a dirty word.”

			“It’s a disgusting word, and I never want to hear it out of your mouth again.”

			“Yes, dear,” he said in the long-suffering tone of husbands everywhere. “But the beach house… That might be possible even if we never do that R word thing, yes?”

			“I might be willing to consider that. It sure is beautiful here.”

			Seagulls squawked overhead as the waves crashed against the shore. A few families had gotten an early start, and as Sam and Nick walked past, they nodded to say hello to the stunned people they encountered. One man was so surprised to see them that he seemed to forget he’d taken his toddler to fill a bucket with water. Only Brant’s quick action stopped the child from being sucked off the beach by a wave.

			Brant handed the sandy toddler to his grateful father. “Sorry about that. I wasn’t expecting to see the vice president and his wife on the beach.”

			“He must be living under a rock,” Sam muttered to Nick. “The whole freaking world knows where we are.”

			“This must be what it feels like for a goldfish stuck in a bowl,” Nick said. “Constantly being watched as he swims in circles.”

			“Speaking of swimming…” Sam dropped her arm from around his waist, kicked off her sandals, pulled the cover-up over her head and ran for the surf, calling over her shoulder, “Catch me if you can.”

			She dived into a wave and resurfaced to look for Nick, but didn’t see him on the beach or in the water. Then a tug from below dragged her underwater. She came up sputtering as her husband laughed at her reaction.

			“I caught ya,” he said, bringing her into his embrace. “I’ll always catch you, Samantha.” Turning his back to the shore, where the Secret Service, photographers with long-range lenses and other gawkers were probably watching them, he kissed her.

			Sam was tempted to look over his shoulder to see if they were attracting even more attention, but she forced herself to stay focused on him and this moment alone in the fishbowl. She curled her legs around his hips and her arms around his neck, raising her face to the warm sunshine.

			His hands slid up her ribs to cup her breasts under the water, running his thumbs over the hard points of her nipples.

			“Mr. Vice President, don’t you have enough chaos and scandal swirling around you without making it worse?”

			“If it means I get to cop a feel of my gorgeous cop, it’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

			“Cop away,” she said with a sigh. After all, when had she ever objected to him putting his hands on her? She gasped when she realized he’d untied the bottom half of her black bikini top. “Nick!”

			“Shhh.”

			“You’re playing with fire.”

			“No, I’m playing with my gorgeous wife.” As he pinched her nipples between his fingers, he captured her mouth in a deep, searching kiss that had her forgetting where they were and who might be watching. She couldn’t spare the brain cells to care when her every thought was focused on him and the way he made her feel every time he touched her.

			“It’s not fair that you’re getting me all hot and bothered when we can’t do anything about it for hours and hours.”

			“I feel a nap coming on.”

			“We can’t today. Freddie and Elin are coming out for the day.”

			Nick moaned—loudly. “Whose big idea was it to have friends?”

			“Not mine. That’s for sure.”

			His chuckle made her smile. “You’ll have to make it up to me at bedtime.”

			“What do you have in mind, Mr. Vice President?”

			“All sorts of dirty things. In the meantime,” he said, nuzzling her neck and setting her on fire despite the cold water, “we need to talk about what we’re going to do if this thing with Nelson goes bad.”

			“We have to talk about that now?”

			“At some point, and now is as good a time as any.”

			“If we’re going to talk about the possibility of you becoming president, you need to put my boobs away.”

			He stuck out his lip in a little-boy pout. “I don’t wanna. They’re my favorite toys.”

			“Boobs or doomsday. You can’t have both.”

			“I hate this day, and it’s only ten o’clock.”

			Sam laughed and patted his head as he tied her back into her bathing suit. “Why do you want to talk about this now when we’re trying to pretend it’s not happening?”

			“I got a call yesterday from Brandon Halliwell,” he said of the Democratic National Committee chairman. “They’re making plans. Just in case.”

			She eyed him warily. “What kind of plans?”

			“Well, he asked me if I’ve thought about who I might want to be my vice president.”

			Sam stared at him, poleaxed by the implications. “Come on. No way. What did you say, and why didn’t you tell me this yesterday?”

			“Because yesterday was a really great day at the beach, and I didn’t want to ruin it for you. I told him I haven’t given it a thought, and I don’t intend to unless I absolutely have to. He said I absolutely have to.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means the party believes Nelson won’t be able to hold on to his presidency.”

			“Please drown me right now. Hold my head under and keep it there. That’ll be a less painful way to go.”

			He laughed, and then kissed her. “Maybe we could hold each other under and go together.”

			“We can’t do that to Scotty, and besides, Brant would rescue us, that bastard.”

			“Yeah, he would.”

			“Could we fake our own deaths and take Scotty with us?” she asked, brightening.

			“I like that idea. We could take over an island in the South Pacific and live off coconuts, rum and nonstop sex. I could totally get on board with that plan.”

			“Scotty would miss his friends, baseball and video games. And the nonstop sex might annoy him too.”

			Nick kissed her nose and then her lips. “And you’d miss your dad, your sisters and your squad.”

			“How can this be actually happening? You were appointed vice president and could inherit the presidency. Is that even legal?”

			“Unfortunately, yes. It would make me the ‘luckiest’ politician in history by getting to hold the two highest offices in the land without spending a single day on the campaign trail.”

			“Yay for luck,” she said, profoundly depressed by the prospect. Sure, they’d known it was possible he could ascend to the presidency if he became vice president, but neither of them had ever thought it would actually happen—not like this anyway. “Maybe Nelson really had no knowledge of what his son was up to.”

			“That’s entirely possible, but Halliwell doesn’t think it’s going to matter in the final analysis. It’s telling that the party is preparing for life after Nelson. It means his own supporters are turning against him, and the hearings haven’t even started yet.”

			Sam closed her eyes, put her hands over her ears and began to chant. “Lalalalalalalala. Can’t hear you.”

			He tweaked her nipples, which startled her out of her tantrum. “That’s no way for the potential first lady to behave.”

			“Still can’t hear you. Lalalalalala.”

			This time he kissed the protest off her lips, subduing her the way only he could. He kissed her until she had forgotten what she was protesting. Oh right. That. Ugh! “No matter what happens, one thing will never change and that’s you and me and us and this. We got this. No matter what. Tell me you agree.”

			“Don’t wanna.”

			“Samantha… I need this. I need you. Tell me.”

			She gave him her best mulish look.

			He tipped his head adorably, imploring her with his eyes and that face. Dear God, that face… She loved him more than anything, and there was, literally, nothing she wouldn’t do for him, which she proved beyond a shadow of a doubt when she said, “We’ve got this. No matter what.”

			His arms banded around her as he rested his face against the curve of her neck, his nearness sending tingles to all her most important places. “It’s going to be okay, babe. I promise.”

			He’d never broken a promise to her yet, so she held on to his assurances as tightly as she held on to him while he guided them over every wave that threatened to topple them. But deep inside, in a place she rarely allowed her thoughts to stray, she was afraid—deeply afraid of what was to come for him—and for them.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			LATER THAT NIGHT, gathered around a fire on the beach with Nick, her sisters and their husbands, as well as Sam’s partner, Freddie Cruz and his fiancée, Elin Svendsen, Sam tried to relax and enjoy the stories, the laughter, the endless flow of cocktails and the s’mores that Sam’s brother-in-law Mike made for everyone. They’d talked Freddie and Elin into spending the night on the pullout sofa in the living room, and she’d even gotten her straitlaced partner to indulge in a few beers. Scotty and his cousins had been sent to bed an hour ago.

			With a full moon hanging over the beach, a sky filled with stars, a warm breeze blowing in from the ocean and most of her favorite people beside her or nearby, Sam should’ve been having the time of her life. But she hadn’t been able to shake off the feeling of foreboding from this morning, or forget what Nick had told her about the call from Halliwell. They had a policy of not keeping stuff from each other, but she wished he’d kept that bombshell to himself, at least until their vacation was over.

			Apparently, she sucked at hiding her disquiet, because people had been asking her all day what was wrong, including her astute partner, who looked at her now with concern and dismay.

			“Ah, screw it,” Sam said, startling the others with her outburst. “Tell them what you told me earlier.”

			Nick glanced at her. “Do I have to?”

			“Yes, you have to. If I have to be freaking out about it, everyone else does too.”

			“The rules according to Sam,” Tracy said with a grin. “Spill it, Nick.”

			“The DNC chair, Halliwell, called yesterday to ask if I had a vice president in mind.”

			The statement was met with complete silence.

			“Fuck,” Spencer finally said. “That means the party is losing confidence in Nelson’s ability to hang on.”

			“Right.” Nick tended to the fire, adding another log and poking at it until the flame flared up.

			No one said a word, and Sam began to regret tossing a bomb into their good time. “I didn’t mean to ruin everyone’s fun.”

			“You didn’t,” Angela said. “This is a big deal. No wonder you’ve been so quiet today.”

			“You should’ve enjoyed the quiet while you had the chance,” Sam said, smiling at her sister.

			“What did you say to Halliwell, Nick?” Freddie asked.

			“I told him I haven’t given a single thought to a VP—and I won’t until I have to. He said it might be time to start thinking.”

			“From everything Nelson has said and done since his son’s arrest,” Mike said, “I don’t see him going down without a fight.”

			“I don’t either,” Nick said. “But he’ll be under tremendous pressure to put the country ahead of himself. Depending on what comes out during the hearings, he may not be able to fight the tide.”

			Tracy reached for Sam’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “You guys have every good reason to be freaking out.”

			Sam held on tight to her sister’s hand. “It’s not like we didn’t know this was possible, but we didn’t expect… Not like this…”

			“Why would you expect the sitting president’s son to go so far as to kill your ex-husband for info he could use against you and your vice president husband because the son has political aspirations of his own?” Freddie asked.

			Sam smiled at him. “When you put it that way…”

			“No one could’ve seen this coming,” Mike said bluntly. “It’s right out of a blockbuster Hollywood thriller, which is why the press is salivating over every detail. I saw one report that the cable news channels are enjoying the highest ratings in history since this story broke.”

			“Awesome,” Nick said dryly. “Glad we’re able to help their ratings.”

			Leaning on his knees, Mike leaned forward, his expression earnest. “I don’t think either of you has fully grasped just how invested the American people are in seeing justice done for you as much as they want it for the country. People are outraged over what was done to you, the threats made against your family, the murder of Sam’s ex-husband, Nick’s mother’s awful interview, all of it.”

			“It’s true,” Tracy said. “Everywhere I go, people ask me how you’re both doing and if you’re okay. Every one of them wants Nelson’s head on a platter, even if he had nothing to do with his son’s scheme.”

			Sam glanced at Nick, and he reached for her hand.

			“People have been so incredibly kind,” Nick said.

			“Not all of them,” Sam said of the vocal detractors who’d sounded the alarm about the possibility of a young, unelected vice president ascending to the presidency should Nelson be forced out of office.

			“Most of them,” Nick conceded.

			“I can’t imagine what it must be like for you guys to be stuck in this state of limbo, waiting to see how it’s going to play out,” Elin said. “It has to be torturous.”

			“It hasn’t been too bad,” Nick said, downplaying it for the sake of those who would worry about him if they grasped the full extent of his anxiety. Only Sam knew how little he slept, how much he brooded and the deep toll the stress had taken on him. “Our plan is to keep our heads down and our mouths shut and let Congress do its job. That’s all we can do.”

			“Speaking of keeping our heads down…” Sam yawned dramatically and stretched. “I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m ready for bed.”

			“You know me, babe,” Nick said with a salacious grin. “I’m always ready when you are.”

			While the others groaned at his predictable comment, they helped to douse the fire and clean up the bottles and other trash from the beach. Back inside the big, contemporary house, they made fast work of cleaning up the kitchen and getting Freddie and Elin settled in the living room.

			“Thanks for a great day,” Freddie said to Sam. Elin had gone to change and use the bathroom.

			“I’m glad you guys were able to come out.”

			“I hope you know if there’s anything I can do for you through all this, I’m right here.”

			Sam squeezed her partner’s arm. “I always know that. I plan to keep very busy planning your bachelor party. I have a to-do list a mile long before next weekend’s festivities.”

			His amiable expression hardened into a glare. “There’d better not be any strippers on that list.”

			Sam cracked up and patted his indecently handsome face. “My poor, delusional Freddie. Strippers are the very least of what’s on my list.”

			He moaned as he shook his head. “Asking you to be my best-man woman is going to turn out to be the biggest mistake of my life.”

			“That’s the goal,” Sam said with a cheeky grin.

			Elin rejoined them. “Are you torturing him?” she asked Sam.

			“Me? Torture him?”

			“Every chance she gets.” Freddie held out his hand to his fiancée. “Come protect me from her.”

			Elin went to him and wrapped her arms around him. “My poor baby. I’ll make it all better.”

			“Yes, please.”

			“I’m out,” Sam said, amused by them. “If you need anything, let me know.”

			“We’re good,” he said. “Thanks again for having us.”

			“Always a pleasure to have the opportunity to torment you, Detective. Sleep tight, and remember there’re children in this house. Keep it clean out here.”

			“Good night, Sam.”

			She giggled at her own joke as she closed the door to the first-floor master suite.

			“What’re you up to, babe?” Nick asked. He was already in bed, book in hand, covers pooled at his waist leaving his gorgeous man chest in full view. He’d left the sliding glass door open to allow the warm sea air into the room.

			Sam realized she was staring at him. Sometimes it still amazed her that they’d managed to find each other twice in a lifetime. Even with their lives out of control more often than not, she wouldn’t trade her life with him for a quieter, more predictable existence with any other man.

			“Samantha? You okay?”

			As she crossed the big room she peeled her maxi dress over her head and tossed it aside, loving the way his gaze heated at the sight of her coming toward him wearing only a skimpy pair of panties.

			“To what do I owe the pleasure of this lovely show?” he asked as she joined him on the bed, straddling his lap and tossing his book aside. It landed on the floor with a loud thunk. His hands encircled her waist before sliding down to grasp her ass and pull her in closer to him.

			“It all began this morning when you started something you couldn’t finish in the water. I’ve been counting down to bedtime ever since.”

			“So have I.” His hands roved from her bottom to her back and up to tangle in her hair so he could position her for a deep kiss. “In case I forget to mention it, this beach getaway has been the best idea you’ve ever had. I can’t tell you how badly I needed it.”

			“We all needed it. Scotty has had a terrific time with his cousins, and I’m enjoying having a full week with you without work or Dispatch or fundraisers or reporters. I haven’t missed the goddamned reporters up in our faces. The Secret Service gets mad props for keeping them away from us here.”

			“They’ll be hungrier than ever when we get back. Are you ready for that?”

			Looking down at his handsome face, she shook her head and ran her fingers through the chocolate-brown hair that curled on the ends. “I’m not ready, and I don’t have to be ready for four more blissful days. We’ll cross that Bay Bridge when we get to it. In the meantime…” She bent her head to kiss him with teasing strokes of her tongue that quickly had him straining for more. “We have lots more sex to have before this vacation is over.”

			“Have I mentioned lately that you’re the best wife I’ve ever had?”

			She snorted with laughter. “I’d better be the only wife you ever have, buster.”

			“If you hadn’t shown up at my crime scene that day at the Watergate, I never would’ve married anyone.”

			“Your crime scene?” she asked, brow raised.

			Nick grinned at her predictable reply. “Somehow the worst day of my life became the best too.”

			It’d been a while since he mentioned finding his best friend and boss murdered, but she knew he thought of John O’Connor every day and always spoke of him with fondness and affection.

			“What would John say if he could see you now?” Sam asked. “Vice president and people floating the possibility of—”

			He kissed the question right off her lips. “Don’t say it. There are so many better things we can do with your mouth than talk about that.”

			Smiling, she ran her lips back and forth over his. “Such as?”

			“More of this.” He tightened his hold on her hair and kissed her with sweeping strokes of his tongue that had her squirming on top of him, trying to get closer to the rigid length of his cock beneath her.

			She broke the kiss, gasping. “I’m down with that.”

			“Speaking of going down…”

			“I’m down with that too. I’m down with anything you want.”

			He raised a swarthy eyebrow, and Sam thought that if the women of America could see their insanely sexy vice president in that moment, they’d lose their collective minds. “Anything?”

			“Whatever you want.”

			“You’re feeling frisky tonight, my love.”

			“I’m on vacation with all my favorite people and currently in bed with my favorite husband. I’m feeling happy tonight.”

			“I’m glad to hear you say that. I’ve been worried about how you’re handling everything.”

			“Don’t worry about me. I’m okay if you’re okay.”

			“I will always worry about you, and I could be more okay,” he said, raising his hips suggestively.

			“Subtle, Mr. VP. Very subtle.”

			“A wise woman once told me I suck at subtlety.”

			“Sometimes you’re very good at it.” She began with kisses to his lips and face, laying a path along his jaw and then hovering over his ear. Because they had all night and could sleep in, she took her own sweet time, working her way down his neck and along his collarbone. Nuzzling the soft hair on his chest, Sam breathed in the clean fresh scent of home before nudging his nipple with the tip of her tongue.

			He sucked in a sharp deep breath and again fisted handfuls of her long hair.

			She continued to go slow, dragging her tongue over each hill and valley of his well-defined abdomen, following the soft trail of hair that led to his cock, which was so hard it nearly reached his belly button. “Someone looks happy to see me.”

			“He’s always happy to see you. In fact, you’re his favorite person ever.”

			Sam snorted with laughter. Sex with him was always fun—and often funny. He made her so damned happy. The least she could do for him was to try to give him something else to think about other than the dark cloud that hung over them, threatening to burst open at any moment.

			Speaking of bursting… She wrapped her hand around the thick base of his cock and stroked him the way he liked it, a little rough and fast.

			He groaned deeply and raised his hips to encourage her.

			She drew the wide head into her mouth and applied subtle suction as she took him in while continuing to stroke him. The combination always drove him crazy, and this time was no exception.

			His fingers tangled in her hair as his hips rose and fell in a rhythmic motion.

			Sam took him as deep as she could before drawing back and treating him to some tongue action.

			“Fuck,” he whispered on a long hiss of air. “Babe…”

			Using her free hand, she gave his balls a gentle squeeze as she sucked him in again. That finished him off, as she’d known it would. She stayed with him until he sagged into the mattress, demolished—just the way she wanted him.

			“Jesus,” he said when he could speak again. “Are you trying to kill me?”

			“Hardly.” Sam stretched out next to him and pulled a lightweight blanket over them. “I need you too much to kill you. And besides, that’d be too much paperwork when I’m on vacation.” Sam hated paperwork.

			“Whatever I did to deserve that, remind me to do it again tomorrow.”

			She laughed. “I just wanted you to think about something other than the thing we can’t stop thinking about.”

			“Mission accomplished. You completely fried my hard drive, and now all I can think about is sex. More sex. Lots and lots of sex.”

			“Oh crap. What’ve I done? How can you want more sex than you already have?”

			“Apparently, my desire for you is limitless.”

			“That’s more than fine with me.” Sam yawned and snuggled in closer to him.

			“I know you really don’t want me to say this, but I’m still sorry I brought all this additional insanity into our lives when we certainly had enough to begin with.”

			“I really don’t want you to say that. You have no reason to apologize to me or Scotty or anyone. You were asked to serve your country. No one can fault you for what’s happened since then.”

			“Still… I hate that it’s been so stressful for you and Scotty, even if neither of you says much about it.”

			Sam raised herself up on one elbow. “It’s only stressful for us because we can see what it’s doing to you.” She caressed his face, noting the dark circles and lines of exhaustion that were new in the last few months. His insomnia was always merciless but never more so than since he’d become vice president.

			“What do you say we agree to take this situation one minute at a time and not get too far ahead of ourselves with what might happen?” she asked.

			“I think that’s the only way we can do it.”

			“So, no more speculation or talk of vice presidents or conversations with the DNC or anything other than contending with whatever is happening in that very minute?”

			“I’ll put out the word that I don’t want to talk about it until or unless I absolutely have to.”

			“Excellent.” She dropped her head to his chest and put her arm across his midsection.

			“You should know, however, that it’s going to take a lot of distractions to keep my mind from wandering.”

			Even though he couldn’t see her face, she rolled her eyes. “Your subtlety still sucks.”

			“You just said I was getting better at it.” He moved quickly, taking her by surprise when he came down on top of her, perfectly positioned for further distraction.

			“Nice move,” Sam said, gazing up at the gorgeous hazel eyes that always looked at her with love and affection and desire and a million other emotions that couldn’t be easily summarized in mere words.

			“You liked that?”

			She nodded, loving that he seemed so pleased with himself. “I like all your moves.”

			“How about this one?” With one determined tug, he ripped the silk panties from her body and entered her in a single thrust that buried him to the hilt.

			“That was a good one too,” she said when she had caught her breath.

			He nuzzled her neck as he began to move. “Hold on to me, babe, and don’t let go. No matter what.”

			She wrapped her arms and legs around him, wanting him as close as she could get him. “I’ll never let go.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			THEY RETURNED TO the city on the Sunday of Labor Day weekend with a morose thirteen-year-old in full mourning for the end of summer vacation. “It’s so unfair,” Scotty said, “that vacation goes by so fast and the school year crawls.”

			“I used to feel the same way,” Sam said. “The end of vacation was like torture.”

			“It is torture!” Scotty agreed. “No more sleeping late or watching TV until midnight or going to the beach or baseball camp or anything fun for months.”

			“I feel you, buddy,” Sam said.

			“Samantha,” Nick said in the stern tone he saved for special occasions, “this might be a good opportunity to remind our son of the value of education and how important it is that he give eighth grade his full effort so he can use this year to prepare for high school.”

			Sam and Scotty exchanged glances. “Nah,” they said together, cracking up and high-fiving.

			“You two think you’re so funny,” Nick said.

			“We are funny,” Scotty said, “and you’re no help whatsoever in this situation. Do you think I want to hear about high school when I have a whole year of eighth grade algebra to suffer through first?”

			“He does make a good point,” Sam said, earning a glare from her husband. “One minute at a time, remember?”

			“Yeah, yeah,” Nick said, recognizing defeat when it stared him in the face.

			The Secret Service motorcade arrived at the Ninth Street checkpoint, where they were stopped for much longer than usual.

			“What’s the delay, Brant?” Nick asked.

			“Huge media swarm.”

			And just that quickly they were reminded of what they were coming home to. It took the Secret Service ten minutes to clear a path for the motorcade to proceed onto Ninth Street. As they alighted from the car, shouts for comment about the upcoming hearings, the president’s son, whether Nick was preparing to be president and other things they couldn’t make out filled the air around them.

			“Welcome home,” Nick said grimly as he eyed the massive gathering outside the gate. “The neighbors must be thrilled to have us back.”

			Escorted by agents in front of and behind them, they went up the ramp outside their double townhouse to the front door manned by a new agent on Scotty’s detail.

			“Mr. Vice President, Mrs. Cappuano, Scotty… Welcome home. Hope you had a nice vacation.”

			“Thanks, Liam,” Nick said. “It was a great vacation.”

			“That ended far too soon,” Scotty added. “One more day and then back to the grind.”

			“What’s this I hear?” Skip Holland asked as he manipulated his electric wheelchair through the big living room to greet them. Sam’s dad and his wife, Celia, had come out to the beach for a day but had chosen not to stay for the whole time. Sam suspected that he hadn’t wanted to disrupt their good time with his medical needs, but he’d never say so. “Is someone unhappy to be heading back to school?”

			“Unhappy is putting it mildly,” Sam said.

			“School is a necessary evil,” Skip said bluntly.

			“I’m surrounded by educational rebels,” Nick said, throwing up his hands.

			Scotty laughed. “I definitely landed in the right family.”

			His statement hit Sam square in the heart. She loved hearing him say things like that, especially when they had reason to wonder if he would someday resent the limitations he would experience as he grew older surrounded by Secret Service agents watching his every move. For now, he was as happy and well-adjusted as could be—except when the first day of school loomed.

			Sam bent to kiss her dad’s forehead, one of the few places he still had sensation after being shot on the job three and a half years ago. “How you doing, Skippy?”

			“Hanging in, baby girl. How was the rest of the vacation?”

			“Fantastic, delightful and amazing,” Sam said. “I can’t wait to go back next year.”

			“A whole year.” Scotty moaned as he flopped on the couch. “I’ll never make it.”

			“Go get unpacked, Drama Queen,” Sam said to her son.

			“Do I hafta?”

			“Yes, you hafta. And take a shower too.”

			“And so it begins,” Scotty said to Skip, dismay radiating from him.

			Skip laughed at his theatrics. “Part of being a man is doing things you don’t want to do because it’s the right thing. Just ask your dad. He knows all about it.”

			“He knows all too well,” Sam said.

			“Now you guys are making me feel bad for whining,” Scotty said. “Compared to Dad, I ain’t got no problems. And don’t tell me ain’t ain’t a word. It was used for effect.”

			Sam cracked up along with her husband and father. What had they ever done for entertainment before Scotty came into their lives? She went to her son and hugged him. “I promise we’ll do everything we can to make the reentry as painless as possible, beginning with a bowl of ice cream as big as your head after you unpack and shower. Deal?”

			He flashed that irrepressible grin that reminded her so much of Nick’s. Even though they didn’t share DNA, father and son were alike in many ways—except in their attitudes toward education. In that way, he was entirely Sam’s son. “Deal.” Dragging his suitcase behind him, he scampered up the stairs, the suitcase banging on every step as he went.

			“That kid,” Nick said, shaking his head.

			“Is the best,” Skip added. “I get such a kick out of him.”

			“Don’t we all?” Sam said. “He has us firmly wrapped around all ten of his fingers, but we can’t let him know that or we’ll lose complete control of the asylum.”

			“I know a little something about being wrapped around a certain someone’s little finger,” Skip said with a meaningful smile for Sam. “And if you don’t want him to turn out like you, proceed with caution.”

			“Hey!” Sam laughed at the impish expression on the one side of her father’s face that hadn’t been left frozen by the stroke he’d suffered after being shot.

			Her cell phone rang, and she glanced at the caller ID, groaning loudly when she saw the number for Dispatch. “Not yet! I’m still on vacation until midnight!”

			“You don’t have to take the call,” Nick reminded her.

			“If they’re calling me before I’m officially back, whatever it is must be bad.” She flipped open her phone. “Holland.”

			“Lieutenant, I was asked to inform you of a fatal drive-by shooting of a teenager in Southeast.” The dispatcher rattled off an address in the Penn Branch neighborhood, southeast of the Anacostia River. “Are you able to report to the scene?”

			Sam’s stomach ached at the thought of a child roughly the same age as her own son being gunned down in her city. “I’ll be there.” She closed the phone and told her dad and Nick what’d happened.

			“Ah crap,” Skip said. “The kids are the worst.”

			“Sorry to hear it, babe,” Nick said, putting his arm around her and kissing her temple.

			She looked up at him. “I have to go, even though I’m not officially back on duty yet. Hope you understand.”

			“Of course I do. Just be careful out there.”

			“I always am.” She kissed him, and then kissed her dad’s forehead again. “I’m going to change my clothes.” A crime scene was no place for another of the maxi dresses she’d bought for the beach.

			“Let me know about the case when you get a chance,” Skip said.

			“You know I will.” Sam dashed upstairs to the closet that Nick had made for her in the smallest bedroom and changed out of the dress and into jeans, a T-shirt and running shoes. She grabbed an MPD sweatshirt since HQ was like a meat locker this time of year with the AC set to frost.

			Crossing the hall to her bedroom, she went to the locked drawer in her bedside table to retrieve her service weapon, badge and the notebook that she jammed into a back pocket of her jeans as she ran for the stairs. Adrenaline pumped through her as it always did when a new case required her focus.

			In the living room, Nick waited to see her off.

			“Did Dad leave?”

			“Yeah, he said he’ll talk to you later.”

			“And you’ll see to the bowl of ice cream as big as his head for the boy when he gets out of the shower?”

			“I will,” he said with a smile.

			“Tell him I’m sorry I had to leave.”

			“I’ll do that too.” He kissed her. “Thanks for a great vacation. You have no idea how badly I needed it.”

			“I think I have a small idea. Whatever happens in the next few weeks, we’ll handle it the way we always do. Try not to worry.”

			“That’s like telling me not to breathe, but I can do it for you.” He kissed her again. “The whole world wants a piece of us right now, so be extra vigilant. Don’t let anyone touch what’s mine.”

			As a modern, independent woman, she ought to hate when he showed his alpha side, but she didn’t hate it. She loved that he was so protective of her. “I won’t. Love you.”

			“Love you too.”

			Liam opened the front door for her and nodded to her as she headed for the ramp and the tricked-out black BMW Nick had outfitted for any possible on-the-job emergency she might encounter. The windows and side panels were bulletproof, the technology so sophisticated she’d never understand how it all worked and she had provisions for three days off the grid if it ever came to that.

			As she drove the short distance from her Capitol Hill home to the crime scene, she called Freddie.

			“Welcome back, Lieutenant.”

			“Thank you. Did you hear some hoodlums in Southeast threw a welcome party for me?”

			“I got the call, and I’m on the way. But aren’t you off duty until midnight?”

			“They called me, gave me the choice, and I’m on the way too.”

			“Oh good. I hate cases involving kids. I’m glad you’ll be there.”

			“Do you have anything more about the kid who was killed?”

			“I know as much as you do.”

			“All right. I’ll see you in a few.” Sam tossed the phone to the passenger seat and pressed down on the accelerator, eager to get back in the game. She couldn’t imagine any other life for herself than one that included chasing down murderers and throwing their guilty asses in jail.

			If things went sideways with Nelson and Nick became president, would she be forced to give up her job? When he became vice president, they learned that only the president, vice president, president-elect and vice president-elect were required to have Secret Service protection. That was how she’d managed to hang on to her job, for now, without a detail in tow. But being first lady would be a whole new ballgame, and she was under no illusions about what that would probably mean for her.

			“Take your own advice and don’t think about that until you have to.” The very thought of being sidelined in the gilded cage that was the White House made her break out into a cold sweat that had her turning off the AC and opening the window to let in the stifling humidity.

			The unusually heavy traffic was indicative of a home game for the DC Federals baseball team, one of several possible explanations for gridlock on the Sunday night of a holiday weekend.

			Sam drove into the Penn Branch neighborhood, made up of a mix of middle-class single-family homes and poverty-ridden housing projects. The neighborhood formed a triangle between Pennsylvania Avenue Southeast and Branch Avenue Southeast. Sam pulled onto Hilltop Terrace Southeast. Rows of townhomes lined the street, which was currently filled with emergency vehicles. She parked behind a squad car and took off toward the epicenter of action half a block away.

			Patrol had taped off the area where a crowd had formed around the covered body. From the other side of the street, Sam saw Chief Medical Examiner Dr. Lindsey McNamara working her way through the large crowd with her deputy, Dr. Byron Tomlinson.

			Sam zeroed in on a wailing black woman being supported by two equally distraught young women. Her gut clenched with empathy for the woman, who had to be the victim’s mother. How anyone survived losing a child to violence was beyond her. She could barely stand to work cases that involved kids.

			“What’ve we got?” she asked Officer Beckett, who greeted her at the tapeline.

			He held it up for her to go under. “Jamal Jackson, fifteen, picked off in a drive-by as he was walking home with friends.”

			“Do we have the friends?”

			Beckett nodded toward the stairs of a nearby townhouse where two traumatized teenage boys sat on the stoop under the care of another Patrol officer and two EMTs.

			“The mom was all over him when we arrived,” Beckett said, letting her know their crime scene had been compromised.

			“Let me see.” She followed Beckett to the covered body and squatted for a closer look as he lifted the fabric to reveal the handsome boy who’d been struck in the right side of the head by the bullet. A tragic waste of a young life.

			Sam glanced up at Lindsey, noting her red hair was up its customary ponytail and her hazel eyes brimmed with compassion. “Let me get the mom out of here before you get started, Doc.”

			“Good idea. And welcome back. We missed you.”

			“Wish I could say the same.” Sam stood. “What do we know about the family?” she asked Beckett.

			He consulted his notebook. “Danita Jackson, single mom of three. Jamal was her youngest. Those are her daughters, Misty and Tamara, with her. Misty told me he’s never been in any trouble. Honor roll student, hard worker, plays basketball in a rec league and at school.”

			“Son of a bitch,” Sam muttered.

			“You said it, LT.”

			“How’d they hear about it?”

			“One of the friends called Tamara.”

			She took a deep breath and sought the fortitude she needed to talk to Jamal’s devastated mother and sisters. “Mrs. Jackson.” Sam showed her gold shield. “I’m Lieutenant Holland, MPD.”

			“We know who you are,” one of the daughters said.

			Sam had become accustomed to that response since Nick became vice president. “May I have a word with you across the street?”

			“This way, Lieutenant,” Sergeant Tommy “Gonzo” Gonzales said as he arrived on the scene with Freddie. They cleared a path for Sam to escort the three women to the other side of the street and down the block, away from the fray of first responders, neighbors and reporters who’d begun to arrive.

			“I’m so very sorry for your loss.” Sam kept half an eye on the reporters who were being waylaid by Beckett and the other Patrol officers.

			“I don’t want your sympathy,” Danita said between sobs. “I want the person who killed my baby!” She began to wail, and her daughters tried to comfort her through their own distress.

			“I want that too, and I’ll do everything in my power to find the person who did this.” Sam withdrew the notebook from her back pocket. “Can you tell me where he was coming from?”

			“They went to see the new IMAX movie at the Air and Space Museum.” Danita wiped tears from her face. “My baby wanted to be an astronaut. He was obsessed with space and flying. He was going to make something of himself.”

			Sam’s heart broke as she took notes. “Did your son have any conflicts with anyone?”

			“Not that I knew of. Everyone liked him. He had lots of friends.”

			“And no involvement with gangs?”

			“Absolutely not! He knew I’d have his ass if he even talked to those people. I stayed on top of him. I always knew where he was and who he was with. I did everything I could to keep him out of trouble. How could this have happened to my son?” She broke down again, and her daughters tried to comfort her as tears ran down their faces. In a softer tone, she said, “He was a good boy, Lieutenant. A son any mother would be proud of.”

			“I’m so sorry for your loss, ma’am. We’ll do everything we can to get justice for Jamal.”

			“What will it matter?” Tamara asked bitterly. “It won’t bring him back.”

			“No, it won’t, but it’ll ensure that whoever did this can’t do it to anyone else. I’ll need contact information for each of you.” She handed her notebook and pen to Misty. She wrote down the information and returned the notebook to Sam.

			Sam gave her a business card. “If there’s anything I can do for any of you, anything at all, please don’t hesitate to call. My cell number is on there.”

			“Thank you for your kindness,” Danita said. “I so admire you and your husband. I never dreamed that this is how I might meet you.”

			Sam squeezed her arm. “Please call me if I can help.”

			She nodded and Sam left them to cross the street, ducking back under the tape. “Tell me about the friends,” she said to Beckett.

			Consulting his notes, he said, “Vincent Andina on the left and Corey Richie on the right. I ran all three boys, and only Richie popped up as being in the system for a misdemeanor that was adjudicated in juvie. EMTs checked them out, and they’re as okay as they can be under the circumstances. A little shell-shocked, but that’s to be expected.”

			“Good work, Beckett. Thank you.” She approached the two boys who sat together on the stairs of a townhouse. “I’m Lieutenant Holland, Metro PD.”

			“You’re the chick that nailed that guy at the parade,” Vincent said. Like Jamal, he was black but had dyed his hair blond.

			“Yeah, that was me.”

			“That was cool.”

			“Glad you thought so. I’d like to speak to you separately, if you don’t mind. Vincent, can you please come with me?”

			He exchanged glances with Corey, who was Hispanic. “I guess so.”

			Sam walked him a hundred feet from where his friend sat on the stoop. “Can you tell me what happened today?”

			“We went to the movies at the Air and Space. Jamal… He liked that space shit and begged us to go with him so he wouldn’t have to go by himself. It was pretty cool.”

			“How’d you get there?” Sam asked.

			“Took the bus,” Vincent said, “and we was walking home when this car came flying down the street. It was going so fast that we kinda jumped out of the way cuz we were afraid it might hit us. Then there was a loud boom and Jamal… He just went down.”

			“Did you get a good look at the car?”

			He shook his head. “It happened so fast,” Vincent said. “The car was long gone by the time we realized Jamal had been shot.”

			“Think about it. Was it a regular car or a truck or an SUV? Any detail you can give us would help.”

			For a long moment, he was quiet as he tried to remember. “I think it was black. And a regular car. Not a truck or an SUV. But I can’t be sure. It was like a flash flying by us, and when we heard the boom, I got kind of confused about what was happening. I was on the inside. Jamal was closest to the street and Corey was in the middle.” Vincent wiped a tear off his face. “Why would anyone want to hurt Jamal? He was the nicest kid.”

			“It’s very possible,” Sam said, “that these guys, whoever they are, were looking to hurt someone, and it didn’t matter who it was.”

			“That’s so fucked-up,” Vincent said.

			“I agree. I have to ask if any of you had any contact with gangs or friends who are in gangs.”

			“We all know people who are into that shit, but we aren’t.”

			“Did Jamal or either of you have any beefs with anyone?”

			“Nah,” Vincent said. “Nothing that would get us shot. Some chirping and crap on Twitter. Whatever. No one wanted us dead. Least not that we knew about.”

			“You’ve been very helpful.” She handed him her card. “If you think of anything else, call me. Even if it’s the smallest detail that comes back to you tomorrow or the next day or chatter you see online. Call me.”

			He nodded in acknowledgment.

			“I’m really sorry about your friend.”

			“Thanks,” Vincent said, wiping more tears from his face.

			She had a similar conversation with Corey, who didn’t add anything new to what Vincent had told her. Sam went to talk to Beckett. “Have their parents been called?”

			“They’re on their way.”

			“Don’t bring them down here. Meet them at the corner or something. They don’t need to see this.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Beckett ushered the boys to the far end of the street.

			“What’s the plan, Lieutenant?” Gonzo asked as Sam took a good look around at the nearby houses.

			“We need an APB for a fast-moving black sedan. Make sure they know these people are armed and not afraid to shoot.”

			“I’ll take care of that,” Gonzo said.

			“What do we have for cameras around here?”

			“There’s one at either end of the block, and I’ve already asked Archie to pull the feed,” Gonzo said of Lieutenant Archelotta, who ran the IT squad.

			As Lindsey wheeled Jamal’s body to the Medical Examiner’s truck, Sam said, “Let’s canvass the crowd and go door-to-door to see if anyone else witnessed the shooting. When we get back to the house, I want to go through all their social media accounts. My gut is telling me this is random, but we need to check all the boxes.”

			They spent the next hour talking to each person at the scene and knocking on every door on the street but didn’t find any other witnesses to the shooting. A few had heard the boom of the shot and had rushed outside to see what’d happened. None of them reported seeing the car or the shooter.

			When they’d done what they could, they turned things over to the Crime Scene detectives. “Let’s pick it up at HQ and see what Archie has for us.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			AS SAM APPROACHED her car, she noticed Darren Tabor from the Washington Star leaning against it, typing madly on his smartphone.

			“Get off my car, Darren. You’ll scratch the paint.”

			“I see the vacation didn’t do anything to sweeten you up, Lieutenant.”

			Though his comment amused her, Sam didn’t let him see that. “What do you want?”

			“You know what I want. The whole world is waiting for a comment from you or the vice president about what’s going on with Nelson and how you guys feel about the possibility of becoming president and first lady.”

			“You’re going to have to continue waiting. I’ve got nothing to say.”

			“Come on, Sam. You’ve got to be worried about it. How could you not be?”

			“The only thing I’m worried about is the really good kid who was just gunned down in my city. He has my full attention.”

			“How’re you going to do this job if you become first lady?”

			“I asked you nicely to get off my car, Darren. I’ve got work to do, and you’re in my way.”

			He pushed himself off the car. “Will you give me something when you can?”

			“Have a good day, Darren.”

			“I thought we were friends, Sam. Friends give friends a break.”

			Sam laughed at that. “And what will you do for me, as my friend?”

			“I’d write a nice story about what a fantastic president and first lady you guys would be. A hell of a lot better than what we have now. That’s for sure.”

			“I thought the press was supposed to be impartial?”

			“Come on, Sam. You guys gotta say something!”

			“No, we actually don’t. If you want to do me a favor, Darren, write me a front-page story about the good kid who was killed here today and how senseless gun violence is.”

			“If I do that, will you give me something on the Nelson thing?”

			“See you later.” Sam got into the car, started the engine and drove away, leaving him glaring at her. She was so sick and tired of people trying to get them to comment on the Nelson situation. What did they expect them to say? We hope the president, whose son threatened to dismember the children we love and had my ex-husband tortured and killed, manages to hold on to his presidency so we don’t have to deal with it?

			In truth, Sam wasn’t sure what to hope for. Half of her wanted Nelson and his entire family behind bars for what Christopher had put her family through with the horrific threats that had been levied against Scotty, her beloved nieces and nephews and Nick’s much-younger half-brothers. The far more rational side of her hoped that maybe Nelson could somehow prove he’d had no idea what his son was doing and hold on to his presidency.

			She and Nick were painfully aware that the DNC expected him to be their candidate in the next election, but they had a couple of years before anything had to be decided for certain, and they’d hoped to enjoy those years in relative peace and quiet that had been badly disrupted by Christopher Nelson’s shenanigans.

			“Here I am obsessing about that crap again when I have far bigger things to worry about.” She placed a call to her commander, Captain Malone, to report in about the new case.

			“Welcome back, Lieutenant. I’d tell you we missed you, but of course you know that.”

			Sam rolled her eyes at the predictable comment from her friend and mentor. “I’m sure you enjoyed the vacation from me as much as I enjoyed the vacation from all of you.”

			“You hurt my feelings, Lieutenant.”

			“Ha! You have to have feelings before they can be hurt.”

			His low guffaw made her smile. “To what do I owe the honor of this Sunday night phone call?”

			“I got called back early for a drive-by shooting of a fifteen-year-old in Southeast.”

			“Ah damn. What’ve you got?”

			Sam filled him in on what they knew so far, which wasn’t much. “The next step is reviewing the film to see if there’s anything we can use to track down the car.”

			“Keep me posted.”

			“Will do. I’ll give it a couple more hours tonight and then pick it up in the morning.”

			“Sounds like a plan. Hope it was a relaxing time off for you.”

			“As relaxing as it can be when your husband is caught up in the lead story in every newspaper and on every news station in the country.”

			“I can’t even imagine the stress you guys have to be dealing with.”

			“We’re trying to pretend it’s not happening until we have to.”

			“And how’s that going?”

			“Easier said than done.”

			“I’ll bet. It’s such an unbelievable thing. How could Nelson not know what his son was up to? Even if he could somehow prove he wasn’t involved, I’m not sure I’d believe him.”

			“I know. Privately, we feel the same, but we’re hoping that somehow he can hang on.”

			“I’m not sure how either of you are sleeping at night.”

			“We’re finding ways to exhaust ourselves so we’ll sleep like babies.”

			“Jesus, Sam,” he said with a huff. “I’m your boss, for Christ’s sake.”

			She busted up laughing. “Just looking for some comic relief.”

			His low chuckle echoed through the phone. “You’re too much, Holland.”

			“I hear that a lot. Speaking of too much, any rumbles from U.S. Attorney Forrester and the grand jury?”

			“Not that I’ve heard, but you know how hush-hush that process is.”

			“Yeah, true. I just wish we could get an answer one way or the other. Imagine if Nelson resigns, Nick becomes president and I get indicted for assaulting Ramsey all in the same day.”

			“Your imagination has run wild. No one thinks you’re going to be indicted. You and your husband are among the most popular people in the country. Forrester knew what he was doing, taking your case to the people. They’ll never indict you.”

			“I hope you’re right. And PS, I’d do it again if I had it to do over.”

			“No, you wouldn’t, because you’re a highly decorated police officer who’s above such behavior as punching a fellow officer, even if he deserves it.”

			“I’m really not above it,” she said with a snort.

			“Yes, you are. That’s my final word on the matter. Hit me up later with an update on the drive-by.”

			“Will do.” Sam slapped her phone closed and tossed it on the passenger seat. The subject of her colleague Sergeant Ramsey always rankled, especially as she twisted in the wind for months waiting to hear if she would be indicted for punching him in the face and knocking him backward down a flight of stairs. A concussion and broken wrist were the least of what he deserved for what he’d said to her about deserving the torturous attack Lieutenant Stahl had perpetrated on her.

			Sam’s rise through the department ranks hadn’t come without her fair share of enemies, who believed she’d gotten to where she was because of her father. Skip had been deputy chief when he was shot by an unknown assailant three months shy of retirement. Her failure to close that most important case of her career was something that hung over every day of her life. She would neither rest nor retire until her father’s shooter had been caught.

			That was just one of many reasons to sweat the current situation with Nelson. How would she continue to track down leads and follow up on her father’s case if she were taken off the job? She shuddered at the thought of being sidelined. That couldn’t happen. It wouldn’t happen. She’d see to that.

			At HQ, she entered the building through the morgue entrance and stopped first to check in with Lindsey.

			Sam strolled into the examination area, where antiseptic smells and gruesome sights greeted her. Under the bright lights Jamal’s injury was even more devastating than it had appeared on the street. “At least he died instantly.”

			“There is that.” Lindsey held up an evidence bag containing the bullet. “Nine millimeter. I’ll send it to the lab for analysis.”

			“Anything else I need to know?”

			“Not yet. I’ll have my report to you in the morning.”

			“Thanks for coming in on a holiday weekend,” Sam said.

			“This job doesn’t recognize weekends or holidays, as you well know.”

			“Or vacations,” Sam added. “I’m back early to work this one.”

			“I hate when it’s a kid,” Lindsey said. “That makes it a thousand times worse.”

			“I know. He’s only two years older than Scotty.” Sam cringed at the thought of losing her own son so senselessly.

			“Your son is surrounded by Secret Service who’d never let anything happen to him,” Lindsey said, reading her mind.

			“That’s the one major benefit of Nick being VP.”

			“Not too many others lately, huh?”

			“Nope.” Sam took another long last look at Jamal, vowing to get justice on his behalf no matter what she had to do. “I’d better get to it.”

			“Good to have you back even if the circumstances suck.”

			“Thanks, Doc.”

			Sam left the morgue and ran into Freddie, who walked toward her from the detectives’ pit. “What’s up?”

			“I was coming to check in with Lindsey, but looks like you’re one step ahead of me as always.”

			He fell in beside her as they made their way to the pit. “You say that like it’s a surprise that I’m always one step ahead of you.”

			“Actually, it’s the story of my life.”

			“Why does hearing that bring me such unmitigated pleasure?”

			“Because you’re a coldhearted woman, Lieutenant.”

			Sam pretended to dab at her eyes. “You flatter me, Detective.”

			His snort of laughter helped to lighten the dark mood that always descended upon her when someone was murdered in her city, especially a child.

			“Only you would take that as a compliment.”

			“That’s why you love me so much.”

			“Whatever you say. What’s the plan?”

			“I want to start my murder board and see what Archie was able to grab off the video feed. After that, I’ll brief Carlucci and Dominguez and turn it over to them. We’ll pick it up in the morning.”

			“Um, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but Carlucci and Dominguez are off tonight. It’s Sunday.”

			“Damn it. Whose idea was it to give them time off?”

			“I believe the union mandates that we all get two days a week off from this nuthouse.”

			“Bloody unions. Who’s covering Homicide tonight?”

			“Um, we are?”

			“No, we’re not. I’m technically still on vacation, and you’re supposed to be off today too.”

			“I don’t mind staying for a while to figure out what we’ve got and what we need to do next.”

			“Fine. I’ll stay to help with that, but we’re not working all night.”

			“You’re the boss, LT.”

			“Yes, I am. Let’s go see Archie.” They went up the same stairs Ramsey had fallen down to get to the second-floor home of IT, which was lit up like a weekday, and SVU, which was dark. That meant there was no chance she might run into Ramsey while she was up there.

			“How did I know I’d be hearing from you guys?” Lieutenant Archelotta asked, grinning at them from his post in front of a massive monitor. Several other IT detectives were working in cubicles.

			“We’re predictable that way.” Sam was still grappling with the fact that her brief relationship with him had been made public during the investigation into her ex-husband’s murder. Her current husband had been none too happy to hear that she’d once been involved with the handsome IT detective, even if it was only a brief fling after her first marriage ended. “What’ve you got from the scene?”

			“Not much, unfortunately. Take a look.” He clicked onto a different screen and played the video feed that showed a fast-moving car and a flash of light that had to be the gunshot, but the details were fuzzy because of the car’s rate of speed.

			“Anything on other cameras in the area?” Freddie asked.

			“We’re combing through that footage now. I’ll let you know if we see anything that might be helpful.”

			“Thanks, Archie.”

			“Wish I could do more to help, but we’ll keep trying. I hate when crap like this happens to kids.”

			Sam squeezed his shoulder. “We all do. Thanks for your help.”

			“Sure thing.”

			“Well,” Sam said to Freddie when they were on their way back downstairs, “that takes us right back to square one without a thread to pull.”

			“Let’s set up the board. That always leads to threads.”

			“You read my mind, Detective.”

			They went into the conference room and turned on the lights. Sam stopped short at the sight of the murder board for her ex-husband that hadn’t yet been dismantled, even though Peter’s case had been closed for several weeks.

			“We weren’t sure if you wanted us to take care of that or if you wanted to do it yourself,” Freddie said.

			Sam’s gaze landed on the postmortem photo of Peter’s bruised and battered face. He’d been tortured by Christopher Nelson’s henchman in an effort to gain information about Sam and Nick that could be used to discredit them. It still amazed her that despite their tumultuous history, Peter had tried to protect her in the end. That was the least of what he’d owed her, but it surprised her nonetheless.

			“You guys can take it apart tomorrow. We don’t need it anymore.”

			“Will do.” He went to a second dry-erase board and wrote Jamal Jackson, 15 across the top in red ink. Then he pinned a photo of Jamal to the left side of the board.

			“Where’d you get that?” Sam asked, taking in the smiling face of the boy who’d been murdered.

			“Off his Instagram account.”

			Next to that, Freddie pinned a photo of Jamal taken from the crime scene and made notes about the time of death and the information Vincent and Corey had given them about the shooting. Then he drew a line from Jamal to a listing of his mother and sisters’ names.

			“You can add that he was shot with a nine-millimeter weapon,” Sam said. “Lindsey is sending the bullet out for analysis.”

			Freddie made a note of the bullet information. “What else?”

			“That’s all we’ve got for now.”

			“Where do you want to start?”

			“While every instinct I have tells me this was random, we have to make sure of that. So we dig into his life, the friends’ lives, the mother’s life, the sisters’ lives.”

			“Why the mother and sisters?”

			“If someone had a beef with one of them, taking out Jamal could be retribution. Nothing would surprise me.”

			“It’s a thread,” Freddie conceded.

			“We’ll start with the people closest to him and work our way out.” She checked her watch and saw that it was after nine o’clock. “I don’t think we should go to the Jacksons’ house tonight. The morning will be soon enough.”

			“Agreed.”

			Sam was about to suggest they call it a night when Gonzo came into the conference room wearing a grim expression.

			“We’ve got another fatal drive-by.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			ACCOMPANIED BY FREDDIE and Gonzo, Sam drove to the Eckington neighborhood in the city’s Northwest quadrant. Bordered by Rhode Island Avenue, Metropolitan Branch Trail, Florida Avenue and North Capitol Street, Eckington was an up-and-coming area known for the colorful townhouses featured in the House of Cards television show opening.

			“I love this neighborhood,” Freddie said.

			“Nick and I used to come up here to the Big Bear Café when we were allowed to actually go places,” Sam said. “Those were the good old days.”

			“Take a right on Quincy,” Gonzo said.

			Sam did as directed and pulled into the first available space she found on yet another street lined with emergency vehicles. “I hope it’s not a kid.”

			“Me too,” Freddie said.

			The three of them approached the yellow tapeline where Beckett once again met them. He held up the tape to let them under.

			“What’ve we got?” Sam asked.

			“Melody Kramer, aged thirty-one. We found a government ID on her that indicates she works at the Department of the Interior, and her license shows she lives two blocks down on Quincy.”

			Beckett’s partner lifted the tarp to reveal a pretty blonde who’d been struck in the chest, possibly directly in the heart judging by the blood that had formed a huge puddle under her.

			Sam was about to ask if there were witnesses when a shout from behind them had her turning to see a handsome dark-haired man running toward them, looking frantic.

			“What happened? Is that Mel? Let me through!”

			Sam nodded to Beckett, who raised the yellow tape to let the man pass. She stopped him from proceeding with her hand to his chest. “Sir, please. Don’t go any farther.”

			“I have to know…” His voice broke on the last word. “Is that my wife?”

			“What’s your wife’s name?”

			“Melody Kramer. She walks down this street every night on her way home from the Metro. She texted that she was on her way, so I came to meet her, and I saw the emergency vehicles.” He rubbed at the stubble on his face. “Please tell me that’s not her. Please.”

			“I’m sorry to have to tell you that the victim is your wife.”

			His anguished wail sent chills down her spine. “No, no, no. Please not Mel. Not Mel.” When his legs would’ve buckled under him, Freddie grabbed him and kept him from falling. He clung to Freddie as he broke down into sobs.

			Sam helped escort the man to a nearby stoop where they eased him onto a stair.

			He dropped his head into his hands.

			“What’s your name?” Sam asked.

			“Joe Kramer,” he said, his voice muffled by the hands that covered his face.

			“We’re so sorry for your loss, Joe.” Sam felt like an impotent asshole. What good would her words of sympathy do him when he’d lost the love of his life? She tried to imagine how she would feel if someone gunned down her husband. No. Just no. She couldn’t bear to entertain the thought.

			“She’s pregnant,” he said softly, his head still down. “We just found out three days ago. She was so happy. How could this have happened?”

			Sam’s heart broke for him—and his wife. She glanced at Freddie and saw him battling his emotions. Sometimes this job sucked so bad. Well, most of the time it sucked. “Do you have other children?”

			Shaking his head, he said, “This was our first. We’ve been trying for a long time.” He looked up at them, devastation etched into his face as it seemed to register with him that he’d lost two loved ones today. “Who would’ve done this to her?”

			“We don’t know, but we’re going to find out.”

			His shoulders sagged when he seemed to realize that even if they caught the perp it wouldn’t change anything for him. His wife would still be dead.

			“Is there someone we can call for you?” Freddie asked.

			Joe released a deep breath and wiped tears off his face. “My sister lives in Georgetown. I…I just talked to her an hour ago and told her she’s going to be an aunt.” He broke down again. “I can’t believe this has happened.”

			“If you give me your sister’s number, I’ll call her for you,” Freddie said.

			Sam was never more thankful to have him as her partner than in situations such as this, which required the gentle touch that came so naturally to him.

			“Her name is Sarah.” Joe retrieved his phone, found his sister’s number and handed it to Freddie, who placed the call. He walked a short distance away so Joe wouldn’t have to hear him deliver the dreadful news to his sister.

			“What do I do now?” Joe asked, looking up at Sam. “I don’t know what to do.”

			“You could help by telling me where she was coming from.”

			“She went out for happy hour with some of her colleagues. She joked this morning about how happy hour wouldn’t be quite so happy because she couldn’t drink for nine months. But it was her friend’s birthday, so she wanted to go for a little while. I told her I’d make dinner.” He shook his head in disbelief. “If she hadn’t gone out after work, this wouldn’t have happened.” Tears filled his eyes and spilled down his cheeks. “She would’ve been home two hours ago. She would’ve been safe.”

			Sam suspected that twist of fate would haunt him for the rest of his life. She placed a hand on his shoulder, wishing there was more she could do to comfort him.

			Freddie walked over to them, his expression bleak, indicating the phone call had been as dreadful as expected. “Your sister is on her way. She’ll be here in a few minutes.”

			“She must be freaking out. They’re very close. They were… Very close.”

			“She’s extremely upset. Her husband is coming with her.”

			Joe nodded in acknowledgment and stared off into space.

			Sam waved one of the EMTs over. “Have a look at him, will you?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Stay with him until the sister gets here,” Sam said to Freddie.

			“Will do.”

			She walked over to meet Lindsey and Byron.

			“Here we go again,” Lindsey said grimly. “What’ve we got?”

			“A thirty-one-year-old named Melody Kramer who found out three days ago she was pregnant with her first child.”

			“Damn it,” Lindsey said. “What the hell is going on tonight?”

			“I don’t know, but we might be looking at the same perp for both shootings.” To Beckett, Sam said, “Any witnesses?”

			“A young couple was also on the street when the shooting happened,” Beckett said. “We’ve asked them to wait to speak to you over there.” He pointed to a house across the street where the couple waited with another Patrol officer.

			She crossed the street and nodded to the patrolman. To the couple, she extended her hand. “I’m Lieutenant Holland, MPD.”

			“Yes, we know.” The woman blushed as she shook Sam’s hand. “I admire you so much.”

			“Thank you. What’s your name?”

			“Kelsey. This is my boyfriend, Charlie.” Petite with brown hair tinted pink on the ends, she had big brown eyes and mascara streaked from tears. Charlie had to be a foot taller than her, with longish dark hair and a complexion gone pale with shock. They were in their early twenties, or so Sam guessed.

			Sam shook Charlie’s proffered hand. “Can you tell me what you saw?”

			Kelsey took a deep breath. “We were about a block behind the lady who was shot when this car came flying down the street. It scared the hell out of us. Charlie grabbed me and pulled me in from the edge. There was a really loud boom, and the lady in front of us just went down. By the time we realized what’d happened, the car was long gone.”

			“Did either of you get a look at the car?”

			“It happened so fast,” Charlie said.

			“Which end of the street did it come from?” Sam asked.

			Kelsey pointed to the right side. “There.”

			“And you were walking toward that intersection?”

			They both nodded.

			“If there’s anything at all you can tell me about the car, that would be incredibly helpful. Do either of you recall whether it was a sedan or a pickup or an SUV?”

			“It was a car,” Kelsey said, seeming quite certain.

			“Any idea what color it was?” Sam asked.

			“It’s hard to say because the street was dark when it happened,” Charlie said, “but I think it was a dark color, like black or dark blue, maybe.”

			“That helps. Thank you.” She gave them each a copy of her business card. “If you think of anything else, even the smallest detail, call me. We never know what’ll blow open a case like this.”

			“We will.” A tremble went through Kelsey’s body, making her wobbly.

			Charlie put his arm around her. “If that lady hadn’t been there, they might’ve shot at us.”

			Kelsey broke down into tears. “It’s so awful.”

			“Yes, it is.” They would probably suffer from the trauma for a long time. “Do either of you require medical attention?”

			“No,” she said haltingly, looking up at Charlie. “I don’t think so.”

			“We’re okay,” he said.

			“You may want to consider some sort of counseling to deal with what you saw,” Sam said.

			“We’ll think about that,” Kelsey said. “Thank you.”

			“You gave the patrolmen your contact info?”

			Kelsey nodded. “They said we should go to MPD Headquarters in the morning to make an official statement.”

			“Yes, please. We need that on file.”

			“We’ll do it first thing,” Charlie said. “Anything we can do to catch whoever did this.”

			“Appreciate it,” Sam said. “The Patrol officer can give you a ride home.”

			“We live close by,” Kelsey said. “We’re okay to walk.”

			“I’d feel better if you’d let him take you. I also have to caution you that you’re material witnesses to a homicide. You’ll need to be very careful until we catch the son of a bitch who’s picking people off in our city.”

			Charlie’s complexion became even paler. “This isn’t the only one?”

			“Second one tonight,” Sam said.

			Charlie glanced at Kelsey. “We… We’ll take the ride.”

			Sam signaled to Beckett’s partner and asked him to drive them home. “Make sure you see them inside.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Sam crossed the street to return to the scene of Joe Kramer’s nightmare in time to see his distraught sister emerge from a cab and run to him. He stood to meet her and caught her in a hug, both crying hysterically. The woman’s husband followed, putting his arms around them.

			“Goddamn, this blows,” Sam said to Freddie, who nodded in agreement. That he didn’t chastise her for using the Lord’s name in vain said a lot about how deeply the family’s grief had affected him.

			“Malone called me when he couldn’t get through to you,” Freddie said. “HQ is looking for an update. I told him we might have two instances of the same shooter randomly picking people off on side streets. He wants us to brief the brass as soon as we can.”

			“First we need to update the APB to let everyone know we have a second shooting. Let’s get every Patrol officer in the city looking for these assholes.”

			“On it.”

			While he took care of that, Sam went to see if there was anything else they could do for Joe Kramer and his family.

			“C-could we see her?” he asked when she offered the department’s assistance.

			“I think it might be better if you wait until we get her back to HQ.”

			She watched him process what she wasn’t saying and could almost see him deciding whether to argue the point. But then he sagged with resignation.

			“Okay. Whatever you think is best.”

			“Could I get your address and contact info?”

			“Yeah.” He rattled off his address and phone number, which she recorded in her notebook.

			“I’ll be in touch with you as soon as we know anything more, and I’ll ask the Medical Examiner to let you know when Melody will be released to the funeral home of your choice.”

			At the mention of funeral homes, his sister buried her face in his chest, her shoulders shaking with sobs. Her poor husband stood beside them, seeming unsure of what he should do.

			Sam wanted to tell him there was nothing he could do other than be there for them, but she held her tongue. They would figure it out the same way everyone else did when their lives were permanently altered by violence. She handed Joe her business card. “If I can do anything for you, day or night, my cell number is on the card. Feel free to use it.”

			“Thank you,” he said.

			“Officer Beckett will see you home.” She signaled to Beckett. “Please make sure Mr. Kramer and his family get home safely.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Before he left with Beckett, Joe took a long last look back at the cloth-covered body of his wife, his despair palpable. Only when his sister tugged on his arm, urging him to move, did he finally tear his gaze off his wife and begin to put one foot in front of the other toward a suddenly uncertain future.

			Undone by his grief, Sam bent at the waist, hands on her knees as she focused on trying to breathe. She appreciated that Freddie didn’t ask if she was okay or if he could do anything. Rather, he stood close by and let her do what she needed to.

			After she’d gotten herself together, she stood to her full height and looked at Freddie. “Let’s find these motherfuckers.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			THEY RETURNED TO HQ, where Captain Malone met them in the lobby. “I came in when I heard about the second shooting. The chief is here too. Come tell us what you’ve got.”

			To Freddie, Sam said, “Go see if Archie was able to get anything from the video feeds from the Kramer shooting.”

			“Will do.”

			Sam went with Malone past the Dispatch area to the chief’s office where Joe Farnsworth, known affectionately to Sam and her sisters as “Uncle Joe” when they were growing up, nodded to her. He was one of her father’s closest friends and one of Sam’s greatest supporters.

			The chief was on a testy-sounding phone call. “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “I understand. We feel the same way. Believe me.” He held the phone away from his ear, and Sam could hear the woman talking on the other end but not what she was saying. “Of course I’ll keep you posted. Lieutenant Holland is here now, back from the scene of both shootings.” Another pause. “Yes, we’ll brief the media and let people know what’s happened. We’re doing everything we always do when there’s a homicide in our city.”

			After another full minute of listening, he managed to extricate himself from the phone call. “She drives me crazy.”

			“I assume that’s our esteemed mayor,” Malone said.

			“You assume correctly.” To Sam, Farnsworth said, “Welcome back. I hope you had a nice vacation.”

			“We did.”

			“Glad to hear it. What’ve we got on the drive-bys?”

			Sam filled him in on the details of both shootings.

			“Ugh, a kid and a pregnant woman.” Farnsworth sagged into his chair. “What’s your gut telling you, Lieutenant?”

			“That we’re looking at random thrill kills, but we’ll dig into the vics to make sure.”

			Farnsworth nodded in agreement with her plan. “I hate stuff like this. Hell, I hate all of it.”

			“It does keep us in business,” Sam said, going for a moment of levity.

			“There is that,” Farnsworth said with a small smile. “How’s your husband doing?”

			“He’s great. Never been better.”

			“I believe there’s a certain level of denial going on in the Cappuano household,” Malone said to Farnsworth.

			“It goes something like this,” Sam said, placing her hands over her ears. “Lalalalalala.”

			“Can you picture her as first lady?” Malone asked.

			“Not even kinda,” Farnsworth said, “but then again, I couldn’t picture her as second lady either.”

			“It’s the whole ‘lady’ part that gets me every time,” Malone said, rubbing his chin as he studied her.

			“Very funny, boys,” Sam said, amused by their banter. “How about you spare me the agony of dealing with the media and handle the briefing for me?”

			“You know they enjoy it so much more when it’s you, Lieutenant,” Malone said. “Besides, you were at the scene and have the firsthand information.”

			“Fine, whatever. I’ll do it.”

			“I’ll go out with you and take over if it strays into political territory,” Farnsworth said.

			“Which it most definitely will,” Sam said. “They’re rabid for info about how we’re dealing with the Nelson fiasco.”

			“Have you considered giving them a little something to feed the beast and get them off your backs?” Farnsworth asked.

			“We would if we thought a little something would be enough for them,” Sam said. “We’ve decided to stay out of it for now.”

			“I can understand that. It’s a tough situation no matter what you do.”

			“Which is why we’re doing nothing but riding it out the best way we can until we know what’s going to happen. Let’s get this media briefing done so I can do some real work.”

			“I hate to point out that briefing the media counts as real work,” Malone said.

			“In my world, it counts as torture,” Sam said.

			Farnsworth and Malone came with her as she walked out the main doors to where the usual swarm of reporters had multiplied in the twenty minutes she’d been inside. Word must’ve gotten out that she was back on the job. Awesome.

			The reporters began shouting at her the minute she walked out the door. While that wasn’t an unusual occurrence, there was something about the way they came at her this time that caught her off guard. Nick was right. They were ravenous, and she was going to send them away still hungry.

			She approached the granite podium that was a permanent installation outside headquarters, never more grateful for the aura of protection it provided than she was now. They continued to scream questions at her about Nick and Nelson and Nelson’s son and whether she was prepared to be first lady and if he was excited to be president and what would they do about Scotty and…

			Malone put his fingers in his mouth and blew out a sharp whistle that startled Sam and shut down the screaming. “If you’ll please hold your questions, the Lieutenant will brief you on the drive-by shootings that took place tonight. She will not answer questions about the vice president or anything related to him. Am I clear?”

			The assembled crowd muttered among themselves, clearly displeased with the captain’s directive.

			“You and your husband have to say something about what’s going on,” one of the bottle blondes from TV said. “People have a right to know that their vice president—and his wife—are prepared to step up if need be.”

			Sam wanted to punch her in the face. Of course they were prepared to step up if need be and had been since the day he took the job. That didn’t mean they wanted to.

			“Take those questions to the vice president’s office,” Malone said. “Lieutenant Holland will speak only to questions about the shootings. Lieutenant?”

			Sam stepped up to the microphone and went through the same recitation of facts she’d given to the chief and captain. “We believe we’re looking for a black sedan with at least two people in it. We caution city residents to be aware of their surroundings when walking on side streets after dark. Anyone who has information about the possible shooter and his or her accomplices should contact MPD. Do not attempt to approach these people on your own. They are armed and extremely dangerous.”

			“Is there any indication the two shootings are related?” Darren Tabor asked.

			“Witnesses at both scenes reported seeing a dark-colored sedan traveling at a rapid rate of speed. We’ll be looking into any possible connections between the victims as we begin our investigation. That’s all for now. I’ll be back to you when we have more.”

			As she walked away from the podium, they began screaming their questions about Nick and Nelson again. They were nothing if not predictable. It wasn’t lost on her that the more intense Nick’s job got, the harder it became to do hers, though she’d never add to his already-formidable burden by sharing that thought with him.

			“Keep us posted of any developments,” Malone said when they were inside.

			“On all fronts,” Farnsworth said meaningfully.

			“Will do.”

			Sam was about to leave them to head for the pit when Freddie and Gonzo approached them.

			“We’ve got another one,” Freddie said grimly.

			* * *

			AS SAM DROVE Freddie and Gonzo to Georgetown, they listened to the increasingly frantic chatter on the radio. According to reports from Patrol, the victim was a Georgetown University graduate student who’d been out dancing with his wife and had made the mistake of walking home.

			Right after two a.m., they pulled onto P Street Northwest to a scene becoming all too familiar. Emergency vehicles lined the street, and the victim’s covered body had been isolated from the crowd of onlookers by yellow crime scene tape. EMTs tended to a woman who Sam assumed was the victim’s wife.

			Fatigue began to tug at the edges of Sam’s consciousness, reminding her that she’d been up since dawn the day before when Nick talked her into taking a last walk on the beach to watch the sunrise before they headed home.

			Twenty hours later, her tank was running on empty. She shook off the weariness to give this latest victim her full focus.

			Patrolman O’Brien worked the tapeline and nodded to her as she approached. Because O’Brien worked third shift now, she didn’t see much of him around the house.

			“Good to see you, Patrolman.”

			“Likewise, Lieutenant. Wish it was under better circumstances.”

			“Who’s our vic?”

			“Sridhar Kapoor, thirty-five. I looked him up on social media and found out he’s originally from India and was a doctoral student in chemistry at Georgetown. His wife, Rayna, is also a grad student, in global infectious diseases. I wasn’t able to get much from her, except they’d been out with friends and decided to walk home. He was shot in the head from behind. The wife didn’t see the car because the shot propelled him forward, and he took her down with him. By the time she figured out what’d happened, the car was long gone.”

			“Is she able to talk to us?”

			“She’s hysterical. The paramedics gave her something to calm her down. They were talking about transporting her for observation. You might do better with her in a few hours.”

			“I want someone with her at all times until we’re sure this isn’t an orchestrated thing.”

			“Yes, ma’am. I’ll pass that on to the Patrol commander.”

			“Any other witnesses?”

			“None. The street was empty except for the two of them. A few residents heard the shot and came out to see what was going on. One of them called it in, but he didn’t see the car.”

			Sam walked over to lift the tarp for a look at their victim, who’d had the back of his head blown off by the bullet. Then she stood and watched as the paramedics loaded the victim’s wife into the back of an ambulance.

			“Find out where they’re taking her,” Sam said to Freddie, who jogged over to talk to the paramedics. “These guys are good, whoever they are,” she said to Gonzo as she took a long look around. “They aren’t your average punks out for a thrill if they can hit someone in the head in the dark from a speeding car.”

			“What’re you thinking, LT?”

			“We might be looking for a sharpshooter or someone with law enforcement or military training.”

			“It’s a thread,” Freddie said when he rejoined them. “We’ll dig into that one right away.”

			“Save it for the morning. Let’s get some sleep and start fresh.” To O’Brien, she said, “Knock on every door on the street. Let us know if you find anyone who saw the shooting go down.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Sam hated when human frailties got in the way of her desire to work around the clock. “I’m out of gas. I’ve got to go home. Let’s pick it up at zero seven hundred at HQ.”

			“I’ll take the call if anything else comes in overnight,” Freddie said. “Get some sleep.”

			“Thanks.” In a past life, Sam would’ve insisted on being notified. Now she knew she’d be no good to anyone tomorrow if she didn’t get some shut-eye. “I’ll check in with you first thing.”

			“You okay to drive?” Freddie asked, looking on with concern.

			“Don’t hover, Mom.”

			“She’s fine,” he said to Gonzo, who snickered.

			“Can you guys get home from here?” she asked.

			“Don’t hover, Mom,” Freddie said. “We’re good.”

			“I’m out.” Sam’s legs wobbled from exhaustion as she made her way back to her car and headed for home. About halfway there, she acknowledged that she probably shouldn’t be driving. She blasted Bon Jovi and the AC, aiming the vents to direct the cold air on her face. By the time she reached the Ninth Street Secret Service checkpoint, her face was frozen, but she was still awake. Barely.

			What the hell? Why was she so freakishly tired after a relaxing vacation that had included tons of sleep? As she pulled into her assigned parking place outside their house, the possible answer to that question had her heart beating faster. Any time she felt different, she wondered if maybe…

			“No,” she said out loud. “It’s not that, so don’t even go there. Who can stand the disappointment?” Angry with herself and the direction of her thoughts, she got out of the car and used the last of the gas in her tank to go up the ramp Nick had had built so Skip could visit their home. The memory of that day, of realizing what he’d done for her and why, could still bring tears to her eyes more than a year later.

			Jesus. Now she was weepy too? This wasn’t good. It wasn’t good at all.

			“Good evening, Mrs. Cappuano,” the agent on duty at the door said.

			“Good evening, Eric.”

			“Is everything all right?” the handsome young agent asked.

			“Other than someone shooting innocent people in my city, it’s all good.”

			“Heard about that. Tough one. Good luck with it.”

			“Thank you.”

			The first floor was dark other than a single lamp in the living room. Sam headed directly for the stairs and tiptoed into her bedroom, trying not to disturb Nick in case he was sleeping for once. In the bathroom, she stripped out of her clothes and brushed her teeth. She took a minute to lock up her weapon and badge and set her alarm for six-twenty before sliding into bed, expelling a deep breath as she tried to shake off the disturbing night so she could get some sleep.

			“I really hope you’re my wife, or I’m gonna be in big trouble when she gets home.”

			Sam smiled and moved closer to him, letting him gather her up in his arms. “Mmm, I’ll take my chances with your wife if this is what I get in return.”

			He nuzzled her neck. “I saw a thing about the drive-by shooting on the eleven o’clock news.”

			“We had three of them tonight and reason to believe it’s not over yet.”

			“I’m sorry, babe. That must’ve made for a tough night.”

			“It was awful. One of them had just found out she was pregnant three days ago. They’d been trying for a long time. Her husband was there. He’d been on his way to meet her and came upon the scene.” Sam shuddered, remembering Joe’s awful grief.

			“Naturally that hit you hard.”

			“They all hit me hard.”

			“But that was harder.”

			“Yeah.” The tears that’d threatened earlier rolled down her cheeks, and she hoped he wouldn’t notice. Of course, that was wishful thinking. He noticed everything where she was concerned.

			“Come here, babe.” He drew her in even closer to him, positioning her head on his chest and wrapping his arms around her. “Hold on to me.”

			“Her husband was so crushed. It made me wonder what it would feel like…”

			“Don’t go there. I’m surrounded by the best security in the world all the time. Nothing is going to happen to me. I promise.”

			“Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

			“I never do, sweetheart. You know that.”

			“I was so tired when I got home. But now…”

			“What? Tell me.”

			“I want you to make love to me, and I want it slow and sultry.”

			His chest rumbled with laughter. “I can do slow and sultry.” Raising himself up on one elbow, he looked down at her in the glow of the nightlight they left on in the bathroom. “I hate to see you upset.”

			“I was upset. I’m better now that there’s going to be slow and sultry.”

			Smiling, he leaned in to kiss her with tenderness that rendered her defenseless. Not that she needed defenses with him. But after relying on them so thoroughly her entire adult life, it had taken a while for her to drop them when they’d first been together. Now she might as well have never had them, when he looked at her with more love than she’d ever known could exist between a man and a woman.

			Sam reached for him and opened her mouth to the persuasive strokes of his tongue, not that she needed persuading either. She often joked that she was far too easy when it came to him, but he had no objections. As she kissed him and lost herself in his sweet tenderness, she tried not to think of Joe or Sridhar’s wife or Jamal’s mother, but that was easier said than done.

			Nick broke the kiss and moved down to kiss her neck and throat on his way to her breasts, each of which he worshipped with light strokes of his tongue and gentle tugs of his lips on her nipples.

			The sensations spiraling through her body reminded Sam of floating with him in the surf, riding the waves, one right after the other.

			His lips left a trail of desire and need as he moved from her breasts to her belly and below.

			With every nerve ending in her body on full alert, she might’ve never been tired for the way he made her feel.

			Sam fisted handfuls of his soft hair when he raised her legs to his shoulders and took the slow and sultry theme to a whole new level with his tongue and fingers. He had her on the verge of coming within seconds but then backed off, making her groan with frustration.

			He laughed. “All in good time, my love.”

			“Only because I love you so much I’ll let you live.”

			“Awww, that’s so nice of you.” He started over with soft dabs of his tongue and slow strokes of his fingers that quickly took her to the brink once again.

			“Nick… Please…”

			“What does my baby want?”

			“You know!”

			“My orders were slow and sultry. I’m just doing what I was told.”

			Sam sagged into the mattress when it became apparent that he planned to follow her directions to the letter—not that she was complaining. Much. She forced herself to relax and go with his flow, which always led to her satisfaction even when he took his own sweet time.

			Before him, she’d tolerated this act more than enjoyed it, but Nick made it impossible not to fully enjoy it.

			He sucked lightly on her clit as he drove his fingers into her, curling them to engage her G-spot, which she hadn’t known she had until he had shown her exactly where it was.

			Her hips lifted off the bed, trying to get closer to him, to the orgasm that grew and multiplied with every stroke of his tongue and thrust of his fingers. Then he upped the ante by pressing a wet finger against her ass, and she exploded.

			“God, it’s so hot when you let go like that,” he said as he brought her down slowly, keeping up the movement of his fingers and tongue until the last of the aftershocks rocked her. Then he kissed his way up her body, paying homage again to each breast before he invited his cock to the party, giving her only the head at first.

			Sam squirmed under him, looking for more.

			“Is my impatient girl getting fed up with slow and sultry?”

			“Yes! To hell with sultry. I want hard and fast.”

			He drove into her in one deep thrust that made her come again. That had never happened before him. Groaning, he wrapped his arms around her and gave her fast, furious and frantic.

			Sam clung to him, taking everything he had to give. She wrapped her legs around his hips and met every deep thrust of his cock with unbridled enthusiasm. Only he could make her forget the horror of the last few hours. Only he could transport her out of the insanity of their lives to a place where nothing else mattered but them and the love that sustained them.

			At the beginning, she’d expected the passion between them to wane. She’d wondered if they’d survive if it became any more intense than it was then. But it was so much more now, and she’d come to crave the connection she always found with him.

			“Samantha… I wish you knew how much I love you.”

			“I do. I know. I love you just as much.”

			“They haven’t invented a word big enough to describe it.”

			She tightened her hold on him and held on until she felt him falter and then go tense as he came deep inside her, reminding her of what she’d wondered earlier and if it could possibly be true. They’d had so many disappointments. She wasn’t sure she could handle another one.

			“What do we think of slow and sultry?” he asked after long minutes of contented silence.

			“We love it until we want fast and furious.”

			Sam felt his lips curve into a smile against her chest and continued to run her fingers through his hair. She was completely addicted to his thick, beautiful hair.

			“You can always have whatever you want from me.”

			“I know, and that’s what makes me completely unmanageable.”

			His soft laughter went a long way toward fixing what had broken inside her earlier. He raised his head and looked down at her before he kissed her lightly. “I like you just the way you are, even when you’re completely unmanageable.”

			“Good thing, because any other husband would want to shoot me most of the time.”

			“I don’t want to picture you with any other husbands. You’re stuck with this one.”

			“There goes my plan for a quickie Dominican divorce if Nelson is forced to resign.”

			He stared at her, seeming stunned that she’d joke about such a thing. “That feels rather premeditated.”

			Sam laughed and shook her head. “Just a joke. I swear.”

			“Now you’ve got me worried.”

			“Nick, come on. What would I ever do without you to keep me sane and sated?”

			“I do keep you rather sated,” he said with a smug grin.

			She brought his head back to rest on her chest. “You certainly do. I never knew it was possible to be so completely sated until I had you.”

			“I don’t want you completely sated. I want you always hungry for more.”

			“I believe my wanton behavior in the first year and a half of our marriage is indicative of my endless need for more.”

			“You said indicative.”

			She snorted with laughter. “Thank you.”

			“For what?”

			“This. All of it. The laughter, the slow, the sultry, the fast, the furious. You were just what I needed.”

			“I always want to be just what you need.”

			“You’re doing a great job so far.” She patted him on the head. “Keep up the good work.”

			“I’ll do my best, Lieutenant.”

			She fell asleep with her arms wrapped around him and a big smile on her face.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			SAM WOKE TO the phone ringing shortly before her alarm would’ve woken her. “Mmm, Holland.” She tried to shake off the cobwebs. Her body would’ve liked five more hours of sleep, but the vacation was over, and it was back to reality.

			“Are you awake, Lieutenant?” Malone asked in a booming voice that told her he’d already had several cups of coffee.

			Sam hated morning people. “I am now.”

			“We had another shooting overnight. I wanted to give you the details before your shift.”

			That news had her wide-awake. Nick slept right next to her, on his back, arm thrown over his head. She tore her gaze off his gorgeous face, got out of bed, put on a robe and took the phone across the hall to her closet, closing the door so she could focus on what the captain was telling her without disturbing Nick.

			“This one was in Woodley Park.”

			Sam gasped at the mention of Freddie and Elin’s neighborhood.

			“Twenty-six-year-old Caroline Brinkley was picked off on Woodley Road Northwest at about three-thirty this morning.”

			“Any witnesses?”

			“None. She was alone, and no one else was on the street at that time.”

			“Where was she coming from? Do we know?”

			“Detective Cruz is at the scene trying to find out more.”

			“I’ll meet him there.”

			“And then come back here. We’ve got to get our heads around this before the shooter has a chance to strike again. The press is clamoring for information.”

			“I can only imagine. I’ll see you soon.” Sam took a fast shower and got dressed in shorts and a lightweight top, preparing for another long, hot day pounding the pavement. She put her hair up in a messy bun and slathered on sunscreen.

			Fifteen minutes after she ended the call with Malone, she had kissed her sleeping husband, retrieved her weapon and cuffs from the bedside drawer and was on her way downstairs. She was surprised to find their assistant, Shelby, in the kitchen with her newborn son, Noah, attached to her in some sort of elaborate harness thingie. She’d rescinded her earlier resignation and returned like nothing had ever happened, which had been a relief to Sam and Nick.

			As always, the sight of a baby did funny things to Sam’s insides, and reminded her that she needed to procure a pregnancy test without alerting the world to her suspicions. Difficult task, that.

			“What’re you guys doing here?” Sam asked Shelby while taking a second to play with the baby’s foot. He had a light dusting of blond hair and pudgy cheeks. “You’re supposed to be on leave.”

			“We were awake and feeling kinda cooped up, so we decided to come see what’s going on over here. You’re up early.”

			“I’m going to work.”

			“I heard about the shootings and wondered if they’d called you back.”

			“Yep, I went back yesterday.”

			“It’s so awful that someone is driving around shooting at innocent people. I hope you catch them before anyone else is hurt or killed.”

			Sam grabbed a banana from a bowl on the counter. Even during her maternity leave, Shelby made sure their weekly grocery delivery arrived on schedule. “That’s the plan.” After a pause, she said, “So, um, I need a favor, and I don’t want you to say a single word other than ‘okay’ if you’re able to help me, because I can’t talk about it. If I talk about it, I’ll lose my shit, and I can’t lose my shit right now. You know?”

			“Umm, I think so,” Shelby said hesitantly. Who could blame her for being hesitant after that lead-in?

			“I need a pregnancy test. You got an old one lying around anywhere?”

			Shelby’s lips parted and her eyes grew wide, but she didn’t say anything other than, “I have at least ten of them at home. I’ll put a couple in the cabinet under your bathroom sink today. Would that work?”

			Sam nodded. “Thank you.”

			“Sam—”

			“Please, Shelby. I can’t.”

			Shelby nodded as she blinked rapidly, probably trying not to cry. Ever since she’d gotten pregnant, she cried over everything, even dog food commercials, according to her fiancé, FBI Special Agent in Charge Avery Hill. “I understand.”

			Sam knew she did and appreciated it. “I gotta go.” She kissed baby Noah’s cheek and squeezed Shelby’s arm. “You guys have a good day.”

			“You too. Good luck with the case.”

			“Thanks. We’re going to need it.”

			On her way out, Sam nodded to Melinda, the agent she called Secret Service Barbie.

			“Good morning, Mrs. Cappuano.”

			“Good morning.” Sam brushed by her and down the ramp, eager to get to the scene and help Freddie. She felt a tiny bit guilty for being less than friendly to the agent who was only doing her job. Something about her bugged Sam. Probably the fact that such a stunningly gorgeous woman was paid to watch her smoking hot husband. “You’re an idiot,” she muttered to herself as she got in the car and headed for the checkpoint.

			The agents waved her through, and she directed the car toward Woodley Park, giving thanks to whoever invented Labor Day and gave the federal workforce the day off. Traffic was all but nonexistent as she drove and brooded over why she couldn’t stand Melinda. That was better than brooding over the remote possibility that she could be pregnant. Again.

			If it were true, this would be the sixth time. Five miscarriages later, she’d learned to manage her expectations. The last one, which had been Nick’s baby, had been the worst of all. She wanted nothing more than to give him the family he’d never had. He said that she and Scotty were all the family he needed, but she still held out hope that maybe, just maybe, they might get lucky one more time.

			She breathed her way through the emotions this topic always roused in her—sadness, disappointment, despair and inadequacy. That last one particularly rankled, as she was known for being more than adequate at her job yet was unable to carry a baby to term. The thing that came so naturally to women all over the world was seemingly impossible for her.

			“You can’t spend the whole day obsessing about this.” Sometimes saying it out loud made it easier to take her own advice. “You’ve got too much to do and a city on edge with someone shooting at innocent people. If you spend all day obsessing about this, you won’t get anything done. That’s not an option today.”

			By the time she arrived on Woodley Road Northwest, she had her emotions more or less under control and her focus on the task at hand. There’d be time later to fall apart over the other thing, which probably wasn’t even a thing anyway.

			She parked on the pretty, leafy street lined with restaurants and walked the short distance to where Freddie and Gonzo were conferring on the sidewalk next to a bloodstain that had been taped off. Lindsey’s team had already removed the body.

			Outside the tapeline, the large group of curious bystanders watching the proceedings began to buzz when they saw Sam approach. People were always so curious about other people’s misfortune. It made her sick.

			She ducked under the tapeline. “Morning,” she said to Freddie and Gonzo.

			“Morning, LT,” Gonzo said. He looked tired and stressed.

			“Did you guys get any sleep?”

			“Couple hours,” Freddie said. “They called me on this because I was closest.”

			“What do we know about the vic?” Sam asked, her gaze shifting to the bloodstain that told part of the story.

			Freddie consulted his notes. “Caroline Brinkley, age twenty-six, a waitress at a K Street lounge, was on her way home from work when she was shot in the back.”

			“Where’s home?” Sam asked.

			Freddie pointed to a four-story building on the corner. “She lives on the second floor with a roommate named Delilah. We’ve notified her, and she gave us the contact information for Caroline’s family in Minnesota. We asked her to let us make the call. We were waiting for you to see how you wanted us to proceed.”

			“Ugh.” Sam realized she’d probably have to handle the call that no cop ever wanted to make. And they said rank had its privileges. Whatever. She took the piece of paper with the parents’ names and phone number written on it from Freddie and stuffed it in her pocket. “Canvass?”

			“We’ve been up and down the entire block,” Gonzo said. “No witnesses. Archie is pulling the footage from our cameras in the area.”

			“Anything else?”

			“Lindsey thinks she didn’t die immediately.”

			“Goddamn it,” Sam whispered. “How long was she out here before someone called us?”

			“Thirty minutes or more. She was dead by the time the first Patrol officer arrived on the scene.”

			Sam blew out a deep breath full of frustration. “I want these guys. I want them bad.”

			“Patrol is stopping every black sedan they encounter,” Gonzo said. “So far, they’ve pulled over nine different cars, but no sign of a nine millimeter or any other weapons.”

			“Let’s head back to the house and regroup,” Sam said. “I’ll make the call to her parents on the way.”

			“You want me to do it?” Freddie asked.

			She gave him a wan smile, appreciating that he’d offer to do something no one wanted to do. In fact, she ought to let him do it because he was way better at those sorts of things than she’d ever be. But she couldn’t ask him to do something just because she didn’t want to. Not something like this anyway. “Thanks, but I’ve got it. Finish up here, and meet me at HQ.”

			“Right behind you, LT,” Gonzo said.

			Biting back the feeling of dread over the call she needed to make to parents who had no idea their world was about to implode, Sam got in the car, dialed the number and pressed Send before she could lose her nerve. As the call connected, she shifted the car into Park and drove to the intersection.

			“Hello?” a friendly sounding woman said.

			“Mrs. Brinkley?”

			“Yes, who’s this?”

			“This is Lieutenant Sam Holland, Metro PD in Washington, D.C.”

			Mrs. Brinkley inhaled sharply. “Caroline?”

			“Ma’am, I’m so sorry to have to tell you—”

			The woman’s piercing screams brought tears to Sam’s eyes. God, she hated this.

			A man came on the line. “Who is this?” he asked sharply.

			Once again, Sam said, “Lieutenant Sam Holland, Metro PD in Washington, D.C.”

			“Oh God, no. Not Caroline.”

			In the background, Sam could hear the mother’s heartbroken sobs.

			“I’m so sorry to have to tell you she was shot and killed early this morning.”

			The man’s guttural moan had Sam brushing at tears while trying to stay focused on the road. This sucked so bad, worse than any other part of her awful job. She had no idea how people survived receiving this kind of news.

			“Did you… Do you know who did it?”

			“We don’t. Not yet. But we’re working on it. Caroline was the fourth in a string of drive-by shootings throughout the District last night and this morning.”

			“So, it was random? It wasn’t anyone she knew?”

			“We don’t know that for sure yet, but we don’t believe she knew the shooter.”

			“Dear God. How can something like this happen? Caroline was a good girl. She worked hard and was back to school. She was trying to make something of herself.”

			“I wish I had the answer to that question, but I’m going to do my best to find out who did this and bring them to justice for Caroline and the other victims.”

			“What do we do now? Can we see her?”

			At a stoplight, Sam closed her eyes and tried to contain her tears. “We can make that happen if you’d like to come here. I’ll give you my number, and you can call me to arrange it.”

			“I’ll take your number. Hang on a minute while I get a pen.”

			Sam waited for him and took a couple of deep breaths, hoping her heart would stop pounding. When he returned to the line, she gave him her number. “Feel free to call me anytime. I’m sorry that I have to ask if she had any problems with anyone that you knew of.”

			“No, not at all. She has lots of friends. Everyone likes her.”

			“Ask your wife when you can, and if you think of anything that might be relevant, please call me.”

			“We will.”

			“I’ll keep you informed about the investigation. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

			“Thank you. We’ll be in touch. I need to see to my wife.”

			“Of course.”

			The call ended with a click, and Sam had to hold back the urge to throw her phone out the window so she’d never again have to make a call like that one. She wiped the tears from her cheeks, infuriated to be such an emotional basket case. A pang of anxiety struck her in the gut. Emotional outbursts were a hallmark of pregnancy for her. At least they had been in the past.

			“We’re not thinking about that today.”

			In the time it took to get to HQ, she got herself more or less under control and felt ready to face what promised to be a challenging workday. The usual media scrum outside the main door had doubled overnight, and since she was in no way prepared to face off with them, she drove around to the morgue entrance.

			Inside, the frigid AC provided a welcome respite from the stifling humidity. Sam went into the morgue to get an update. She found Lindsey presiding over Caroline’s autopsy.

			“What’ve you got for me, Doc?” Sam asked, noting their victim had been a pretty young woman with auburn hair and fair skin.

			“Another nine-millimeter slug to add to our collection.” She gestured to the evidence bag containing the chunk of metal that had ended Caroline’s life.

			“Gonzo said you don’t think she died instantly?”

			“She definitely didn’t. The bullet nicked an artery. I’d say it took about twenty minutes for her to bleed out.”

			“Would she have been conscious?”

			“That’s hard to say.”

			“I’m going to really hope she wasn’t.”

			“She had a can of pepper spray rolled up in her hand.” Lindsey pointed to another evidence bag.

			“For all the good it did her.” That little detail made Sam so mad—and so sad—for the young woman who’d seemingly done everything right.

			“No kidding.” Lindsey glanced at Sam. “You call the family yet?”

			“Yeah. That was loads of fun. They want to come here to see her. I told them we’d make it happen.”

			“Those poor people. They got their kid to twenty-six. Thought they were in the clear, and then this happens.”

			“I hate cases like this. People killing people simply for the thrill of it.”

			“Is that the theory?”

			“It’s all we’ve got to go on so far. Hopefully, we’ll have more by the end of the day.”

			“Are you okay, Sam? You look a little…red around the eyes.”

			“I…um, yeah, you know. Tough case. That’s all it is.” She’d learned the hard way to keep her suspicions about a possible pregnancy to herself. That way there were fewer people to tell when it either turned out not to be true or when it went bad. And it always went bad.

			“I’m here if you need a friend. I hope you know that.”

			“Of course,” Sam said, appalled when tears threatened again. For fuck’s sake. “Gotta hit it. Shoot me your report when it’s finished.”

			“Will do.”

			Sam headed for the pit, determined to keep her shit together and focus on the case—and only on the case. The four dead bodies in the morgue deserved her full attention, and they would get nothing less.

			“I want everyone in the conference room in five,” she said on the way into her office. “Jeannie,” she said to Detective Jeannie McBride, “update the board with the Brinkley info and get Archie and someone from the Gang Unit down here.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Sam unlocked her office door and flipped on the lights, immediately turning them off when the fluorescent glare hurt her eyes. She hated fluorescent light almost as much as she hated needles and airplanes.

			A knock on the door preceded Malone into her office. When he closed the door behind him, Sam had a sinking feeling this day was about to get worse—if that was possible. “What’s up?”

			“The chief asked me to talk to you,” he said as he made himself comfortable in her visitor chair.

			Her instincts rarely failed her. “About?”

			“Stahl.”

			That one word could conjure up a million different thoughts for Sam—none of them good. “What about him?”

			“We’ve heard from Forrester’s office,” he said of the U.S. Attorney for the District of Columbia, “that Stahl is willing to enter an Alford plea in your case.”

			Sam sat because that was better than her legs going out from under her. “So, he’s willing to concede they have enough to convict him, but he’s not willing to admit his guilt? That son of a bitch.”

			“We thought you might say that.” Malone leaned in, elbows on his knees. “Here’s the thing, Sam. If you agree to the plea, he’ll still go away for decades. You won’t be put through the ordeal of the trial and having to relive what happened that day in Marissa Springer’s basement.”

			The words “Marissa Springer’s basement” brought it all back. The torture. The razor wire. The gasoline. The absolute certainty she was going to die at the hands of a man who’d once been her commanding officer and had come to despise her. “After what he put me through, I want to hear him say he did it. I want him to admit his guilt in a court of law, or there’s no deal.”

			“I hear you, and I understand where you’re coming from. But before we pass that on to Forrester’s team, I want you to take twenty-four hours and think about it from all sides. Talk to Nick and your dad. See what they think. Just take a day, Sam.”

			“I don’t need a day. I’m not going to change my mind.”

			“Still, take the day. Do it because I’m asking you to. I don’t want you to have regrets later when there’s no choice but to testify.”

			Affecting her best mulish expression, Sam stared at him, but he stared right back, the bastard. “Fine. If it means so much to you, I’ll sit on it for a day, but I won’t change my mind.”

			“Fair enough. What’s next in the shootings investigation?”

			“I’m gathering my team in the conference room to figure out our plan of attack.”

			“I’ll join you.”

			They walked together into the conference room, and once again Sam found herself trying to keep her mind on the case where it belonged. Goddamned Stahl. Like she didn’t have enough going on. He had to rear his ugly head too.

			“Let’s walk through it from the top.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			SAM APPROACHED THE murder board and pointed to photos of each victim as she spoke of them. “Jamal Jackson, age fifteen, picked off in the Penn Branch neighborhood. He has a mother and two older sisters who adored him. Melody Kramer, age thirty-one, taken down in Eckington while walking on Quincy on her way home. She was married to Joe and had recently learned that she was expecting their first child after trying to get pregnant for a long time.

			“Sridhar Kapoor, age thirty-five, a doctoral student in chemistry at Georgetown, hit on P Street Northwest while walking home with his wife, Rayna, after a night out with friends. She was too despondent to speak to us. We’ll need to get her statement today. And Caroline Brinkley, age twenty-six, shot in the back on Woodley Road Northwest sometime after three o’clock this morning while walking home from her job at a K Street lounge. Dr. McNamara believes it took close to thirty minutes for her to bleed out. According to Caroline’s father in Minnesota, she was a hard worker who was back to school and trying to better herself.”

			Sam made eye contact with everyone in the room—Freddie, Gonzo, Jeannie, Archie, Malone and the captain from the Gang unit. What was his name again? “Every one of these four people was alive this time yesterday. Jamal was at an IMAX movie at the Air & Space Museum because he was fascinated with space. Melody was walking on air because she and her husband finally had a child on the way. She joked about going to happy hour for a friend’s birthday and how it wouldn’t be quite so happy now that she couldn’t have a drink. Sridhar was brilliant. A chemistry doctoral student at Georgetown. Think about what that probably entailed. And Caroline… Doing what thousands of other people do in this city every day—walking home from work. She had a can of pepper spray rolled into her hand so she could fend off any would-be assailants.”

			Sam took a moment to let that poignant detail register with the others.

			Jeannie looked down at the table while Freddie stared at the back wall where Malone stood next to Chief Farnsworth.

			“Witness accounts indicate we’re looking for a black sedan,” Sam said.

			“I took the liberty of printing up a list of all the cars that meet that description in the DC, Maryland and Northern Virginia area,” Jeannie said, holding a half-inch thick report.

			“We’ll start in the city and work our way out.” To Malone and Farnsworth, she said, “We’re going to need help from Patrol and overtime approved for our people.”

			“Done,” Farnsworth said. “Whatever you need to catch these bastards before they can hurt anyone else.”

			“I don’t think this is over yet, whatever it is,” Sam said.

			“I’d tend to agree with you,” the Gang captain said.

			His name sat on the tip of her tongue. “What’s your theory, Cap?” she asked.

			“This feels like some sort of initiation ritual,” he said. “We’ve seen it before. I’ve got my team talking to their contacts and seeing what they can find out.”

			“While I agree that’s a theory, to me this feels more professional. I’d like to look into a possible military or law enforcement angle.”

			“What’re you thinking, Lieutenant?” Jeannie asked.

			“Whoever is doing this is one hell of a good shot if they can take someone out from a speeding car and hit with deadly accuracy each time. There were no stray shots. In each case, there was only one, and it did the trick. Something tells me we’re looking at more than your average gangbangers here.”

			“I’d tend to agree,” the Gang captain said. “But we’re going to put our ears to the ground anyway and see if we hear anything.”

			Sam nodded in agreement with his plan. “Please keep us in the loop.”

			“Will do.”

			“Archie, what’ve you got from the Georgetown and Woodley shootings?” she asked.

			“We’re still sifting through our footage as well as the security footage we’ve pulled from multiple other sources in all four neighborhoods. It’s a big job, and we’re moving as fast as we can.”

			“I’ll let you get back to it,” Sam said.

			Nodding, he said, “I’ll let you know the second we find anything useful.”

			“Appreciate it.”

			He left the room, and Sam returned her attention to her own team. “We need someone to sift through the social media accounts of all our victims,” Sam said.

			“I did it overnight,” Gonzo said, producing a written report that he handed to her.

			Sam raised an eyebrow in his direction.

			“Couldn’t sleep,” he said with a shrug that had her wondering if he was okay. “I didn’t see anything that stood out on any of their accounts. All routine mundane stuff. Nothing that would get them murdered.”

			“Thanks for closing that loop,” Sam said.

			“No problem.”

			“Let’s divide up the black sedans in the District and start there.” To Malone, she said, “I’d like to borrow Beckett and O’Brien from Patrol to help us today. Detective Green starts tomorrow,” she said of Cameron Green, the detective she’d hired from Fairfax County after working with him on a case earlier in the summer. He would replace Detective A.J. Arnold, who had been killed in the line of duty last winter.

			Sam fully expected the arrival of Arnold’s replacement to reopen the wound they had carried with them since the night he was killed right in front of Gonzo, his partner. That could be why Gonzo suddenly wasn’t sleeping well again. She’d have to keep an eye on her sergeant and close friend.

			“Sure,” Malone said. “We can make that happen.”

			“Before we head out,” she said to her team, “I want to make sure you’re paying extra-close attention to your surroundings. If these guys are looking to make a big score, a cop would be one hell of a prize. Watch your backs.”

			They replied with “Yes, ma’am,” and “We will.”

			Jeannie handed sheets of paper to Freddie, took a stack for herself and Gonzo and made another pile for the two Patrol officers Sam had requested.

			“I’ll give the rest to Captain Hernandez,” Jeannie said of the Patrol commander.

			“Ask him to make this their top priority and to keep us informed.”

			“Yes, ma’am. Will do.” Jeannie left the conference room.

			“Someone needs to brief the media,” Malone said. “They’re foaming at the mouth for info about the shootings.”

			“They’re always foaming for something,” Sam replied. “Can you handle it today? I’m too much of a distraction these days.”

			“I’ll take care of it.”

			“Cruz, let’s get to it.”

			“I’m with you, Lieutenant.”

			* * *

			THEIR FIRST STOP was the George Washington University Hospital where they found Rayna Kapoor in a fifth-floor room guarded by a Patrol officer Sam didn’t recognize. She produced her badge, and Freddie did the same. The officer took a close look at them, as he was required to do. She took advantage of the opportunity to glance at his name tag, which said Keeney.

			“How is she?”

			“Not great. They gave her something to help her sleep, but she’s awake now and hysterical from what I can hear.”

			“Is anyone with her?”

			He shook his head. “I asked if she wanted me to call someone for her, and the nurses did too. She said she wants Sri. No one else.”

			Sam steeled herself to contend with Rayna’s heartbreak before knocking on the door and entering the room where the blinds were drawn. Other than a small light over the bed, the room was dark. Rayna lay on her side, her arms wrapped around a pillow as she sobbed helplessly.

			“Rayna,” Sam said, speaking softly. “I’m Lieutenant Holland, Metro PD, and this is my partner, Detective Cruz.”

			“I know you. I’ve seen you.” She spoke with a distinctive British accent. “You catch all the killers. You’ll catch my Sri’s killer.”

			“I’ll do my very best.”

			She wiped her face with the sheet. “He can’t be dead. It’s not right. He was fine.”

			“Can you tell us what happened?”

			Rayna pressed a button to raise her bed slightly. “We… We were out at a club with some friends. People we know from school. It was our first time going out with them or going to a club. Sri, he said we needed to learn how to have fun, that no one should study as much as we do. I didn’t want to go, but I went because he asked me to. Why didn’t he listen to me? I knew we shouldn’t have gone.”

			“Why did you feel that way?”

			“I don’t know.” She stared at the far wall where the nurses had recorded her information on a dry-erase board. “I had a feeling we shouldn’t go.”

			“Had something happened to make you feel that way?”

			“Nothing in particular. I get these feelings.” Rayna rubbed her abdomen. “Here. Often they turn out to be sound. I wish this wasn’t one of those times.” She broke down again, her sobs echoing through the small room.

			Sam felt awful for pushing her to recount the most traumatic moment of her life, but she needed to know. “So, you were walking home…”

			Rayna nodded and wiped her face again. “We were walking on P Street. I wanted to take a cab, but Sri said the fresh air would be good for us after being in the club. He talked me into walking. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘It’s a beautiful night.’ He’s very convincing when he sets his heart on something.” Her face crumpled when she seemed to realize she had spoken of him in the present tense. “He… He was talking about a big presentation he had to make this week at school. There was a loud noise and everything happened at once. He staggered and fell onto me, and I went down with him. I couldn’t tell what was happening until I felt the blood. There was so much blood.” She shuddered and hiccupped as another sob erupted from her chest.

			“When did you realize he’d been shot?” Sam asked.

			“I didn’t know that until the police came. They told me that’s what happened.”

			“Were you injured in the fall?”

			“I sprained my wrist,” she said, raising her arm to show Sam the brace she wore.

			“Did you see the car or anything that might help us catch the people who did this?”

			She shook her head. “The police said they came from behind us. I never saw a thing.” Glancing up at Sam, she said, “Will you find them? Will you make them pay for taking my sweet husband from me?”

			“I’ll do everything I can. I promise you. Is there someone we could call to be with you? A friend or your family or anyone?”

			“No. My family and Sri’s are in India. The only close friend either of us has here is each other. That was all we needed.”

			Sam couldn’t imagine being so alone in the world. “Surely the people you were with last night would come if you asked them to.”

			“I don’t know them well enough to ask for that.”

			“If you write down the name and phone number of a friend, I’d be happy to make the call for you.”

			Rayna thought about that for a minute, and then reached for the pad. “Sri made me memorize the phone number of his lab partner in case I couldn’t get in touch with him. He got so absorbed in his work that sometimes I had to call her to reach him.” She wrote down the woman’s name and number.

			Sam handed the notebook to Freddie, who left the room to make the call, and then she gave her card to Rayna. “I have to ask… You say your family is in India, but you speak with a British accent.”

			“Sri and I were educated in the United Kingdom. That’s where we met. Our families sacrificed a lot to give us the best of everything, and we were looking forward to doing the same for them after we finished school. Now…” She sighed deeply. “I don’t know what I’ll do.”

			“If you think of anything that might be helpful to the investigation, please call me anytime. And if I can do anything at all for you, feel free to call.”

			“You’re very kind. Thank you.”

			“I’m sorry this happened to you and your husband in our city.”

			“So am I. We really loved it here. We were happy.”

			Sam wanted to tell her it was going to be okay, that she would survive this, but how could she be sure of either of those things? “I’m sorry for your loss.”

			“Thank you. Everyone has been so kind.”

			“I’ll leave you to get some rest.” Sam stepped out of the room and encountered Keeney, noting his eager expression and handsome young face. The job hadn’t broken him yet, but it would. It always did.

			“Are you all right, Lieutenant?”

			“Yeah. Tough one.”

			“I don’t know how you guys in Homicide can handle what you see every day. I wouldn’t be able to do it.”

			“You’d be surprised what you can do when you have to.”

			“I guess.” He shrugged. “I give you credit, and I admire how good you are at it.”

			“Thank you.” Drained after her conversation with Rayna, Sam leaned against the wall and put her head back, taking a minute to regroup. In the distance, she heard whispering at the nurse’s station, probably directed at her. A lot of whispering had been directed her way in recent weeks, and she ignored it the way she always did.

			“I don’t know how you can deal with that either,” Keeney said in a low tone intended only for her.

			“I deal with it by ignoring it.” She thought about how she wished she could pop into a cubicle while she was here and ask for a pregnancy test. Hell, she could stop by their doctor friend Harry’s office and ask him to do it for her. But doing either of those things would require her to share her suspicions with someone, and it had been hard enough to bring Shelby in on it.

			She probably ought to tell Nick, but the thought of disappointing him—again—had her deciding to wait until she knew for sure. Harry could put her out of her misery, but they had a case to work and no time to waste with a shooter on the loose and a city on edge.

			They had to operate under the assumption that the shooter wasn’t finished with them yet, so there really was no time to tend to her personal business. Not today anyway.

			Freddie rejoined her a few minutes later. “The lab partner is on her way. She was glad we called. She said she’s been frantic wondering where Rayna was and if she was all right.”

			“I’m oddly relieved to know that someone cares about her.”

			“Me too. Where to from here?”

			“I want to talk to Danita Jackson again.”

			“Let’s go.”

			To Keeney she said, “Let us know if anything changes here or when they release her.”

			“Will do, LT. Hope you catch the bastards fast.”

			“Me too.”

			They left the hospital and headed for the Jackson home, located a few blocks from where Jamal had been shot.

			On the way, Sam said, “Stahl is offering to take an Alford plea.”

			“That’s a bunch of crap,” Freddie said bluntly. “Crap” counted as a swear word to him. “What’re you going to do?”

			“They told me to take twenty-four hours, talk it over with Nick and my dad, but I want to hear him say he did it.”

			“Can’t say I blame you after what he put you through.”

			“A trial would be ugly—for me, Nick, the department.”

			“Who cares? You’re the one who was in that room with Stahl, and you’re the only one who matters when it comes to making this kind of decision.”

			His fierce support made her smile. “Thanks.”

			“Whatever you decide, we’ll have your back.”

			“That means a lot.”

			Danita’s two-story townhouse had pots of flowers on the porch and other blooms lining the sidewalk. “You can tell a lot about people by how they take care of their homes,” Sam said to Freddie as they approached the gate to the white picket fence that surrounded the small front yard.

			“True.”

			“Danita, she takes care of her place. She puts in the time to make it pretty and welcoming. If she takes that kind of time with her home, imagine the effort she’s put into her children.”

			“I don’t think I’m going to have kids.”

			Sam stopped short and spun around to face him. “What? Since when are you not having kids?”

			“For a while now, actually. Elin and I have talked about it. She mostly agrees with me.”

			“About what?”

			“That we don’t want to bring kids into this crazy world. What happened to Jamal… If that ever happened to a kid of mine…” He shook his head. “All my life I’ve heard it said that God doesn’t give you more than you can handle. That would be way more than I could handle. It would ruin me.”

			This was not the time or the place—in front of a grieving family’s home—to have this conversation, but they were having it anyway. “You’re letting the job color your thinking. To us, this shit happens far too often, and it does happen too often. Way too often. But we see the worst of it. We don’t see the millions of other people who go through their lives without ever having something like what happened to Jamal happen to them. Millions, Freddie. The odds of your child being randomly gunned down on a street are astronomical. He’s more likely to win the lottery than be killed the way Jamal was.”

			“It’s not just Jamal. It’s so much more than that.”

			“Believe it or not, I get it. I really do. I worried incessantly about Scotty and something happening to him before he had Secret Service protection. I still worry about it, even with the army that surrounds him. I think about all the things that could happen, but you know what?”

			Freddie tilted his head. “What?”

			“The pure, sweet joy he brings to our lives is so much greater than the sum of our fears. He’s the best thing to ever happen to either of us, and I wouldn’t trade the love I feel for him for all the peace of mind in the world. I would hate for you to miss out on the unbelievable experience of being a parent because you’re afraid of what might happen. But even more than that, I’d hate for you to let fear run your life. You’d miss out on one of life’s greatest joys, Freddie. Don’t deny yourself that because of the awful shit we see on this job. Please don’t.”

			He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “You make good points, as always.”

			“Normally I’d have something to say to that, such as, of course I do, but this is too important for jokes. Promise me you won’t rule it out entirely before you’re even married.”

			“I promise I’ll talk to Elin some more about what you said.”

			“Fair enough.” Sam glanced at the white house with the black shutters. “Let’s get this over with.”

			“Hey, Sam?”

			She turned to face him again. “Yeah?”

			“Thanks. For what you said and everything. I know it’s a tough topic for you.”

			“It was tougher before I had Scotty,” she said, again trying to forget about the possibility she might be pregnant. “He’s made a lot of things that were wrong right again.”

			“He’s a great kid.”

			“Yes, he is, and you’d have great kids too. You’d be a wonderful father.”

			“You really think so?”

			She rolled her eyes at him. “Yes, Freddie, I really think so and so does everyone else who knows you. My dad told me once that the worst thing I could do is bring the job home with me. Don’t do that. You’ll always regret it if you make decisions for your own life based on the shit we see out here.”

			“Point taken.” He flipped the latch on the gate and gestured for her to go first.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			THEY WENT UP the stairs to the porch, and Sam rang the doorbell.

			Misty came to the door, looking like she hadn’t slept. Her eyes were red and swollen from crying. “Hi.”

			“Hi, Misty. We were wondering if we might have a word with you, your mother and your sister?”

			“Yeah, sure. I guess.”

			“Is this a good time?”

			She shrugged. “As good as any.” Stepping aside, she ushered them into the house.

			It went against everything Sam believed in to turn her back on anyone while on the job, but she bent her rules out of deference to the girl’s obvious grief.

			“They’re in the back.” Misty gestured for them to lead the way down a narrow hallway that led to a bright, sunny kitchen with yellow walls. The cheerful atmosphere was in stark contrast to the pervasive grief that clung to the people gathered around the table and standing against the counter. At quick glance, Sam counted ten people, including Danita and Tamara.

			“Mama, Lieutenant Holland is here to see you,” Misty said.

			Danita, who’d had her head in her hands, looked up at them, her face ravaged. She’d aged ten years overnight. “Have you found the person who shot my baby?”

			“I’m afraid not,” Sam said. “But we’re working on it. I wondered if I might have a private word with you and your daughters.”

			“Um, okay.” Danita glanced at the others and tipped her head, asking them to leave the room.

			More than one of them took a good long look at Sam as they filed out. She recalled Nick’s goldfish analogy, which was a fitting way to describe how people looked at her these days. They felt like they knew her—and him. But in truth, they only knew what the media reported, which wasn’t much.

			Sam took a seat at the table while Freddie remained standing.

			“What do you want to know?” Danita took a tissue from a box on the table and blew her nose.

			“Yesterday I asked if there was anything going on in any of your lives that could’ve led to Jamal being shot. Now that you’ve had some time to think about it, perhaps you may have something more to tell us.”

			A flash of anger crossed Danita’s face. “We have nothing to tell you.”

			Tamara and Misty looked down at their hands on the table, immediately rousing Sam’s suspicions. “Ladies, do you have anything you’d like to say? And I’ll remind you that withholding information from a homicide investigation is a crime.”

			“I’d like you to leave my home now,” Danita said, glaring at Sam.

			Following a hunch, Sam remained seated, her gaze firmly fixed on the two young women. After a minute or two of charged silence, Tamara began to cry.

			“Just tell her,” Misty said.

			“What’re you talking about?” Danita snapped at her daughter.

			Misty looked at her sister.

			“I-I’m so sorry, Mama,” Tamara said between sobs. “It’s all my fault that Jamal is dead.”

			“What’ve you done?” Danita asked in a whisper.

			Tamara cried so hard she couldn’t speak.

			Danita looked to Misty. “Start talking. Right now.”

			Misty swallowed hard. “She’s been seeing Trace—”

			Danita slammed her hand on the table, startling everyone. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

			Tamara wailed, sobs racking her petite body. “I’m so sorry, Mama. I never thought—”

			Danita stood and looked down at her daughters with fire in her eyes. “I was very clear with you that he was off-limits, Tamara. And you,” she said to Misty, “you knew this and didn’t tell me?”

			Sam cleared her throat. “Um, could someone please tell me who Trace is?”

			“Trace Simmons is a gangbanger who grew up with my daughters. They were expressly forbidden to have anything to do with him.”

			Sam glanced at Freddie and saw his eyes widen with shock. He too remembered Trace was an associate of Darius Gardner, the gangbanger who’d shot at them the week of Sam’s wedding. They’d been trying to talk to Gardner about a possible lead in Sam’s father’s case.

			“I love him, Mama!”

			Danita scoffed. “Like hell you love him. He’s a violent, drug-dealing piece of shit, and you can do better!”

			Tamara clutched her chest, and Sam realized she was hyperventilating. She jumped up. “Get me a bag or something for her to breathe into.”

			With shaking hands, Misty got up, opened a drawer and withdrew a brown lunch bag that Sam placed over Tamara’s face.

			“Take some deep breaths,” Sam said, rubbing the girl’s back. “You have to calm down.”

			Tamara did as Sam directed, blowing into the bag repeatedly until she began to breathe more regularly again.

			Sam pulled some tissues from a box on the table and handed them to Tamara, who wiped her face and blew her nose.

			“Can we get her some water?”

			Misty saw to the request while Danita continued to glare at Tamara, her fury palpable.

			“If you love him,” Danita said disdainfully, “why would he want to kill your brother?”

			Sam had the same question and appreciated Danita asking it.

			Tamara took a drink from the glass Misty gave her. “I…I told him… I said my mama didn’t want me to see him, and if she found out, I’d be in a lot of trouble. He… He said things, rude things about you…” Another sob choked her. “I told him he couldn’t talk about you that way, and he slapped me. He said no one tells him what to do. After that… I wouldn’t talk to him or take his calls. He told me I was going to be sorry for ignoring him. No one ignores him.”

			“You stupid, stupid little girl,” Danita hissed. “Why do you think I told you to stay away from him? Any man who would hit you, disparage your mother and make threats doesn’t deserve five minutes of your time.”

			“I know that now.”

			“You knew it before! I told you this would happen!”

			Sam glanced at Freddie, using her eyes to ask him to remove Danita from the room.

			“Mrs. Jackson,” he said, “let’s get some air.”

			Fortunately, she allowed Freddie to lead her from the room after shooting another disgusted glance at her daughters.

			Both girls seemed to relax ever so slightly after she was gone.

			“Let’s talk about Trace,” Sam said.

			* * *

			AN HOUR LATER, Sam and Freddie left the Jackson home with a new thread to pull.

			“Get me the Gang Unit captain on the line. What’s his name again?”

			“Harrison.”

			Sam snapped her fingers. “That’s it! I couldn’t remember his name to save my life.”

			“Just ask me, your seeing-eye partner. I have all the answers.”

			“Yeah, yeah. Intense in there, huh?”

			“I feel sorry for Danita,” Freddie said. “She’s done everything right with her kids, but when they become legal adults it’s harder to control their every move.”

			“I feel sorry for Tamara. She grew up with Trace. Knew him before the gang got its hooks in him. She’s still looking for the boy she knew in the man he is now and hasn’t figured out that boy is long gone.”

			“Brings it all back, that day with Gardner, his threats to Faith Miller, the rape charge that didn’t stick.”

			“Until we nailed his ass to the wall,” Sam said, smirking.

			“That we did. What do you want me to say to Harrison?”

			“Ask him to have his team pick up Simmons for us and get him to HQ. Also, check to see if he or any of his known associates drives a black sedan.”

			“On it.”

			While Freddie made his call, she contacted Captain Malone to update him on the info they’d gotten from Tamara Jackson and to request a warrant to search Simmons’s place.

			“I’ll get the warrant moving now. Good work, Lieutenant. This guy could be the key to the whole thing.”

			“Let’s hope so. What’re you hearing on the search for the car?”

			“Slow going. We’re going one by one to rule out every black sedan in the city. Did you know that black is a rather popular car color?”

			“I’d heard that rumor. Keep me posted if anything pops.”

			“You’ll be the first to know.”

			As Sam ended her call, Freddie finished up with Harrison.

			“What’d he say?” she asked.

			“He blew out a low whistle when I mentioned Simmons’s name. He knows the guy well. Was more than happy to arrange for pickup and transport to HQ. And he’s hoping we’ve got something on him that’ll put him in jail for, and I quote, ‘the rest of this lifetime and the next.’”

			“Good to know we have his full support.”

			“We definitely do. I relayed what Tamara told us, and he said it fits Simmons’s usual MO when he thinks he’s been disrespected. He said he’s not sure about the black sedan, but he’ll have his people check on that.”

			“I like the feel of this thread,” Sam said as she drove toward HQ, again thankful for the lack of traffic. “I like it a lot.”

			“You know how I hate to be a buzzkiller…”

			Sam rolled her eyes at him. “You love to kill my buzz. What’s it going to be this time?”

			“It’s just that I can’t help but wonder if Trace wanted to get even with Tamara for disrespecting him, I can see him taking out Jamal. But why would he take out three other people? He’s already fully initiated, so it can’t be about that.”

			“Maybe he was trying to make Jamal’s killing appear random?”

			“That’s possible, but it seems like overkill. No pun intended.”

			Sam had to agree with him, even if she didn’t want to. “You are indeed a buzzkiller, Detective Cruz.”

			“At least I’m consistent.”

			“That’s one of my lines, and it’s fully copyrighted. You’re not allowed to use it without prior written permission.”

			“Did you make up your own rules to every game you played as a kid?”

			She shot him a disdainful look. “What do you think?”

			“That you’re lucky you survived childhood?”

			Sam snorted out a laugh. “My sisters often wanted to kill me.” Her phone rang and she took the call from Nick. “Hey, babe.”

			“Hey,” he said, sounding gruff and sleepy, as if he’d just woken up. She wished she was with him and not chasing down a killer. “You left without saying goodbye.”

			“I did say goodbye. I even kissed you.”

			“It doesn’t count if I’m not awake to enjoy it.”

			“I’ll make it up to you later.”

			Freddie put his hands over his ears, making Sam laugh. “Not in front of the children,” he said.

			“What’s funny?”

			“Freddie trying to hide from my side of this conversation. Maybe I should be specific about how I’m going to make it up to you.”

			As Nick said, “Yes, please,” Freddie said, “Don’t you dare.”

			Sam lost it laughing, thankful to them for the levity they provided at times when she needed it most. “Any sign of the boy child yet?”

			“Nope,” Nick said. “He’s taking full advantage of his last day of vacation. I was thinking I would try to find something fun to do today. Maybe catch a Feds game if we can make it happen.”

			“He’d love that. Wish I could join you.”

			“Really?” he asked dryly.

			“Well, not for the game so much as the company. Have you heard anything else about…the situation?”

			“Nothing new. I’ll let you know if I do.”

			“Please don’t. Henceforth, I’m operating on a need-to-know basis. If I don’t need to know or if you don’t need to tell me, don’t. I plan to keep my head as deeply planted in the sand as I possibly can for as long as I possibly can.”

			“Good plan, babe. I’ll see you when you get home.”

			“It’ll probably be late.”

			“No worries. We’ll still let you in.”

			Sam smiled at the witty reply. He was so cute and funny and sweet, and she loved him with a desperation that would’ve unnerved her before he showed her that it was okay to love so deeply. “Love you.”

			“Love you too. Be careful out there.”

			“I always am.”

			“You two are so funny,” Freddie said after she ended the call.

			“We are not.”

			“You are, and it’s great that you can laugh and be normal with everything that’s happening.”

			“We don’t know how to be any other way but normal.”

			“That’s going to get you through whatever comes your way. You’ll be able to handle it because you have each other.”

			“You’re very philosophical today, young Freddie.”

			“You have no idea how much your friends admire both of you or how proud we are to be your friends. Elin and I were talking about it on the way home from the beach. She said how cool it was that we were hanging out with the vice president and his wife, and they’re just Sam and Nick, our friends.”

			“That’s very nice of her—and you—to say. We try to keep it real. I can’t imagine either of us getting caught up in the nonsense that goes along with his job.”

			“A lot of people would be caught up, and it’d change who they are.”

			“I like who I am, and I particularly like who Nick is.”

			He cracked up. “It’s admirable that you’re remaining true to yourselves and who you are underneath it all when everyone in the country—hell most of the world—knows who you are.”

			Sam cringed. “Don’t remind me of that.”

			“Sorry, but remember the upside. You’ll never have to work undercover again.”

			“There is that, especially in light of the way my last undercover assignment ended.” She would never forget the shootout at the crack house that’d ended Quentin Johnson’s life.

			“Do I need to remind you again that the blame for Quentin’s death belongs squarely with his drug-dealing scumbag father and not with you?”

			“Nah, I got it. I still wish it hadn’t happened, though. He was a cute kid who had the supreme misfortune of being born to scumbags.”

			“Very true.”

			They arrived at HQ and used the morgue entrance to avoid the mob gathered out front.

			“What’ll we do when they move their circus to this door?” Freddie asked.

			“Bite your tongue. They know we’ll never talk to them anywhere but outside the main door. If they ever move their show over here, we’ll have to ask the department to get us a helicopter so we can land on the roof.”

			“That’d be cool. I get to drive it.”

			“As if.” Sam rolled her eyes at him and headed into HQ, making a beeline for the pit. “Who’s got something for me?”

			“Nothing yet, LT,” Jeannie said from her cubicle. “Patrol is working its way through the owners of the black sedans, and I’m looking for retired sharpshooters in the area. I might have something on that, but I’m not quite there yet.”

			“Keep me posted,” Sam said. “We need to keep up the pace. I’m not convinced their campaign was a one-night deal.”

			“We’re moving as fast as we can,” Jeannie said.

			Sam went into her office and read through the various reports that had come in while she was out. They revealed nothing particularly helpful, which left her feeling frustrated. Then she turned her attention to the reams of information they had on Trace Simmons, who’d been in and out of the system since he was fifteen on a series of escalating offenses. What had begun as shoplifting and simple assault as a teenager had led to multiple drug offenses, felony assault and domestic assault. The guy was a prince among men.

			Archie popped his head into her office. “Hey, you got a minute?”

			“Sure, come on in.”

			“I was going through the various feeds from the shootings, and I was able to isolate one number on the plate.” He handed over a sheet of paper that showed the number 8 clearly visible as the last number. “You see how it looks blue? That means it’s a District plate. I took the liberty of running a list of black sedans with District plates that end in the number 8. There are seventeen of them.”

			“Wow, that’s fantastic work. You just saved us hours.” She called for Jeannie.

			“Yes, ma’am?”

			Sam handed her the page that Archie had given her, and he handed off the list of cars. “Let’s get patrol to focus on these seventeen cars.”

			“That narrows it down from hundreds to a few,” Jeannie said to Archie as he headed out of the office. “Thanks, Lieutenant.”

			“Happy to help,” he said on the way out. “Let me know what you find.”

			“I’ll get this info out to Patrol,” Jeannie said as she left the office.

			Sam’s stomach growled, letting her know it was almost time for lunch, and then her cell phone rang. “Holland.”

			“Lieutenant Holland,” a female voice said, “I’m calling on behalf of U.S. Attorney Tom Forrester. He would like to see you in his office tomorrow at two o’clock. Are you available?”

			Sam’s stomach fell and hit the ground. “Um, yes, I can do that.”

			“We’ll see you then.”

			When the line went dead, Sam found the number for Nick’s friend Andy in her contacts.

			“Hi there, Sam,” he said. “What’s going on?”

			“Sorry to bother you on a holiday, but I got a call from Forrester. He wants to see me tomorrow at two. Can you and Kurt be there?” she asked of the criminal defense attorney from Andy’s office who’d attended her first meeting with Forrester about the Ramsey situation.

			“We’ll be there.”

			“Do I need to be worried?”

			“It’s hard to say, but if I had to guess, there’s no way the grand jury is going to indict you in light of who you are to the city and the country.”

			Sam clung to his assurances with everything she had. “Thanks for the optimism. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			“We’ll be there.”

			She put down the phone and dropped her head into her hands, thinking about the circle of life in her world. Stahl took her hostage and tormented her with razor wire and gasoline, and was looking for an Alford plea while she waited to find out whether she’d be indicted for punching Sergeant Ramsey for inferring that Stahl should’ve finished the job when he had the chance.

			She could live without the whole mess coming to a head at the same time she had a shooter picking off innocent people in her city. Not to mention the goings-on in the White House and the possibility that… No. Don’t think about that. Do not think about that.

			Her brain was going to melt out her ears at any moment.

			Freddie came to the door. “Sam?”

			She looked up at him. “Yeah?”

			“What’s wrong?”

			Everything? “Nothing. What’ve you got?”

			He eyed her skeptically because he knew her too well. “The Gang Unit has delivered Simmons to Interview 2.”

			Sam took a moment to get her head on straight, shaking off the call from Forrester’s office, her thoughts about Stahl and the proposed plea, the Nelson mess and everything else that would keep her from doing what needed to be done in this interrogation.

			“You’re sure you’re okay?”

			“Yep.” She made a spot decision to keep the info about Forrester to herself for now. No sense getting everyone wound up about that when she needed them focused on the case.

			Taking the file on Simmons with her, she got up to follow Freddie to Interview 2.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			OUTSIDE THE INTERROGATION ROOM, Freddie said, “How’re we playing this?”

			“Follow my lead.”

			“That doesn’t tell me much.”

			“It tells you what you need to know, Detective.”

			His scowl would’ve made her laugh if she hadn’t been trying to bring her badass persona into the room with her. A little intimidation went a long way in situations such as this.

			Two detectives from the Gang Unit were keeping Simmons company in the room.

			“We’ll take it from here, gentlemen,” Sam said. “Appreciate your assistance.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” one of them said. “We’ll be outside if you need us.”

			The meaningful way he said that, as if he was certain they would need them, spiked Sam’s anxiety.

			Simmons glowered at her from his seat at the table. He had one of those tattoos that came out of the collar of his T-shirt and went up around his neck. A serpent maybe. How anyone got the big idea to tattoo their neck and face was beyond her. Did they ever consider they might one day apply for a job in which face tattoos were discouraged? Although, a banger like Simmons probably didn’t need a job to make a living.

			“I ain’t saying a word to you until my lawyer gets here.”

			“Great,” Sam said. “Let’s go get some lunch, Detective Cruz.”

			“Did someone say lunch?” Freddie asked, following her lead with his usual perfection.

			“Wait,” Simmons said. “How long is that gonna take? I got shit to do.”

			“Depends on when your lawyer shows up. You should know how this works by now.”

			His scowl spoke volumes.

			Before he could say anything more, Sam herded Freddie out of the room. To the two Gang Unit detectives, she said, “He lawyered up. Let us know when or if his attorney arrives.”

			“Will do.”

			Freddie followed her back to the pit. “Um, don’t get me wrong because I’d always rather eat lunch than deal with thugs, but could I ask why you didn’t try to get him to talk now the way we usually do?”

			“It’s like this, young Freddie. If he’s our shooter, he’s off the streets for now.”

			“Ah, gotcha.”

			“It won’t kill us to wait an hour or two or ten, especially since we know he’s never going to tell us anything willingly. Let’s get some food before the warrant we requested for his place comes in.”

			“You don’t have to ask me twice.” His appetite was the stuff of legends.

			They left HQ and went to one of their favorite sub shops where she got a small veggie while he had a large meatball.

			“It’s so not fair that you can eat anything you want and not gain a freaking pound,” she said, eyeing his lunch with lust in her heart.

			“What can I say? I’m metabolically blessed.”

			“I hate you.”

			“No, you don’t,” he said around a mouthful of meatball.

			“Right at this moment, I actually do hate you.”

			“What were you brooding about in the office earlier, and don’t tell me it was nothing. I know it was something.”

			“Forrester wants to see me tomorrow at two.”

			“Oh.” He took a drink from his extralarge soda and wiped the sauce off his face. “Did they give any indication…”

			Sam shook her head. “They just asked me to be there for the meeting.”

			“I’m sure it’s going to be fine.”

			“I wish I was as confident as you and my attorney are.”

			“Come on, Sam. There’s no way regular people are going to indict you for punching that loudmouth when he so totally had it coming.”

			“It still counts as assault. Last time I checked, assault is a crime.”

			He popped a fry bathed in ketchup into his mouth. “They won’t indict you. The citizens of this city want you doing what you do best—tracking down real criminals.”

			“Let’s hope so.”

			Her phone buzzed with a text from Malone. Got your warrant.

			“The warrant is in. Eat up.”

			* * *

			OVER THE NEXT five hours, they tore apart the town house in Southeast where Trace Simmons lived with his sister and her two young children, who’d been asked to leave the house while the police were there. The sister had put up such a fight that Patrol had taken her in, and the kids were in the custody of the Simmons’s mother.

			“That was Captain Harrison,” Freddie said when he ended a call. “Nothing in the way of black sedans in Simmons’s group of known associates.”

			Sam growled with frustration.

			“Doesn’t mean they didn’t get their hands on one and drove around the city shooting people,” Freddie said. “It only means they don’t own one.”

			“Yeah, yeah.” Sam’s phone rang and she took the call from a number she recognized as Minnesota. “Lieutenant Holland.”

			“This is Robert Brinkley, Caroline’s father.”

			“Yes, sir. What can I do for you?”

			“My wife and I are on our way to Washington and were hoping we might see our daughter.”

			“I’ll ask the Chief Medical Examiner, Dr. Lindsey McNamara, to get in touch with you to make that happen.”

			“Thank you.” After a pause, he said, “Have there been any arrests?”

			“Not yet, but we are working the case and following several leads.”

			“Okay.”

			“We’ll see you when you get here.” After she ended the call, she said to Freddie, “Write down this number.” She dictated Robert’s number.

			“Did you know that on smartphones, you can share the contact, and there’s no need to write anything down?”

			“Stop being a smart-ass and call that number in to Lindsey. Ask her to get in touch with Caroline Brinkley’s parents, who want to see their daughter when they get here.”

			“Yes, ma’am. Whatever I can do to help.”

			Sam went to confer with Haggerty, the Crime Scene lieutenant overseeing the search. “Any sign of a nine millimeter?”

			“We haven’t found any weapons.”

			“Keep looking.”

			“That’s the plan.” He went to rejoin his team while Sam cooled her heels, waiting for something, a thread to pull that would lead them to their shooter.

			She took a call from Captain Malone.

			“Anything at Simmons’s place?”

			“Not yet.”

			“Patrol has a lead on a possible car. Campus police at American University reported they found it in one of their lots without an AU parking sticker. They noticed what might be gunpowder residue on the passenger-side window frame. I’ve sent a team to pick it up and bring it to the lab.”

			“Have you expressed the supreme urgency to the slow-as-shit lab?”

			“I have.”

			“Do we know who it belongs to?”

			“We do.”

			“Let’s go get him!”

			“The owner reported it stolen two days ago. I’ve sent someone to collect their prints so we have them.”

			Sam deflated. “At least we can dust it for the shooters’ prints and other evidence.”

			“There is that.”

			“But that’ll take time.” She glanced at the sun, which sank toward the western horizon as her anxiety spiked. Would the shooters strike again tonight? “We need to put out the word that people have to stay off sidewalks tonight. No sidewalk service at restaurants or cafés, no gatherings on street corners or stoops. Residents need to stay inside until we know for sure this is over.”

			“I agree. The chief and I were just saying the same thing. Tough time of year to tell people to stay in.”

			“Tough choice—do I dine al fresco and possibly get shot or do I stay the hell inside and not get taken out by someone who’s clearly shooting to kill? Such a tough decision…”

			“Your sarcasm is one of your most charming attributes, Lieutenant.”

			“What’re some of the others?”

			His loud laughter echoed through the phone. “I’m gonna take the Fifth on that one.”

			“Hey, Cap… So, um, I got a call from Forrester’s office. They want me there at two tomorrow.”

			“Did they say—”

			“Nothing more than they want to see me.”

			“Ugh. Let’s hope the grand jury did the right thing.”

			“What if they didn’t?”

			“Don’t go there, Sam. Just don’t even think about it until or unless you have to.”

			“Got it. Denial. I’m following that strategy a lot these days.”

			“Whatever works.”

			“Do me a favor and don’t say anything about this to the chief or anyone else until we know what it’s going to be, okay?”

			“I won’t say a word, but please let me know as soon as you hear anything.”

			“I will. After we’re finished here, I’m going to call it a day until we have more on the car. You’ll take care of issuing the statement to the public?”

			“We’ve already got the Public Affairs people working on it.”

			“Good. Don’t let them screw it up.”

			“I’ll see if we can avoid that.”

			“Call me if anything pops tonight.”

			“You’ll be the first to know.”

			“Lucky me. I hope I don’t talk to you later.”

			“I hope not either.”

			Sam slapped her phone closed and updated Freddie on what the captain had told her about the car found at American University.

			“What now?”

			“Let’s finish up here and call it a day. Hopefully, the lab will have something for us from the car by the morning. They know it’s urgent, and perhaps they might actually treat it as such for once.”

			“We can only hope. Does finding the car mean it might be over?”

			“Nothing stopping them from grabbing another one. We’ll have to wait and see if they’re done with us. The PAO is putting out a release to warn residents and visitors to stay off the sidewalks. If they’re out hunting again tonight, hopefully people won’t make it easy for them.”

			His deep sigh said it all. In a big, vibrant city like theirs, it was almost impossible to expect everyone to stay inside and off the sidewalks. “So that’s it? We’re just going home?”

			“Well, our tour is up, and we’ve done everything we can for now. Simmons has lawyered up, and since his lawyer didn’t arrive by the end of our shift, he can be our guest overnight. Let Harrison know that.”

			“Will do.”

			Haggerty came out a short time later to let her know they were done with their search. “We didn’t find any weapons, but we uncovered a drug stash that may result in a parole violation for our friend Mr. Simmons. You can let the family come back.”

			Sam glanced into the house that had been turned upside down by the search and felt for people who’d be returning home to such a mess, even if the sister had been a huge pain in the ass. “Let’s make it so they can walk in the door at least,” Sam said.

			She and Freddie went into the house and spent thirty minutes clearing a path through the destruction. When they’d done what they could to restore some order, they walked out together.

			“I feel bad for her coming home to this,” Freddie said.

			“That’s what she gets for letting her felon brother live with her and her kids.”

			“I suppose.”

			“Can I drop you at HQ?”

			“Nah,” he said. “I’ll hop on the Metro and leave my car at work for the night.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yep. I’ll see you at zero seven hundred?”

			“If not before.”

			“Let’s hope not.”

			“I’ve got my fingers and toes crossed for a quiet night—but not my legs.”

			“Ewww, gross.”

			“Nothing gross about it, my friend.”

			“On that disgusting note…” He waved and jogged off toward the Metro.

			Sam drove home thinking about the families of her four victims and wishing they’d made more concrete progress that day, but investigations like this required methodical police work that didn’t happen quickly. The Secret Service waved her through the Ninth Street checkpoint, and she parked in her assigned space in front of their home.

			Since the street was devoid of black SUVs, Sam decided to pop into her dad’s before she headed home. “Where are they?” she asked Eric, the agent on duty at the door.

			“On the way home from the Feds game.”

			“Okay, thanks,” Sam said, glad to hear Nick had been able to arrange the last-minute outing for himself and Scotty. She walked to the house three doors down from hers, dashed up the ramp and gave a quick knock on the door before going in. “Anyone home?”

			“Back here, Sam,” her stepmother, Celia, said.

			Celia and Skip were at the kitchen table eating dinner while watching the news. Sam kissed them both and helped herself to a bottle of water from the fridge, downing half of it in one big gulp.

			“Tough day at the office, dear?” Skip asked.

			“Yeah.” Sam took a seat at the table. “I’m totally dehydrated, sweaty and frustrated.”

			“We saw the warning the department issued asking people to stay inside,” Celia said as she fed Skip a bite of chicken. “It’s such a shame that people need to be afraid like this.”

			“Believe me, I know. It’s infuriating to all of us, but until we get these bastards, we have to take precautions.”

			“Any leads?” Skip asked.

			Sam told them about Tamara Jackson’s connection to Trace Simmons, the search of Simmons’s home and finding the car at AU.

			“It’s a start,” Skip said.

			“It’s slow going.”

			“Always is with this kind of thing. You have to dot the Is and cross the Ts one step at a time.”

			“I hate that. I want to figure it out and lock them up right now.”

			“My poor, impatient baby girl,” he said with an indulgent smile.

			“Yeah, yeah, that’s me. Couple of other developments today,” she said, telling them about Stahl and the Alford plea as well as the meeting with Forrester.

			“Forrester’s office didn’t give any indications?” Skip asked.

			Sam shook her head, took a roll from the basket on the table and tore off a bite. “Just be there at two tomorrow.”

			“I’m not worried about an indictment, and you shouldn’t be either,” Skip said.

			“That’s good to know, but until I hear him say the words, I’m sweating it.”

			“Try not to lose any sleep over it.” Celia patted Sam’s hand. “You’ll know one way or the other tomorrow.”

			“Imagine those headlines in addition to all the others,” Sam said with a wry smile.

			“What’re you thinking about Stahl?”

			“That I’m not settling for anything less than an admission of guilt, even if that means I have to live through a trial to get it.”

			“Good,” Skip said, “because I’ll let you accept that plea over my cold, dead body.”

			“I speak for Celia and the rest of your family when I say we don’t want to talk about your cold, dead body.”

			“What she said.” Celia used her thumb to point to Sam.

			“That son of a bitch needs to own up to what he did, not slink off to prison without having to admit it.”

			“Couldn’t agree more, Skippy. Glad we’re on the same page, as usual. I’d better get home and see what my boys are up to.”

			“Scotty was here earlier,” Celia said. “He’s in a full-on depression over the start of school.”

			“I used to feel the exact same way,” Sam said. “Remember?”

			“All too well,” Skip said, half his face lifting into a smile. “You went into a funk every year around this time that lasted for weeks. Especially before the dyslexia was diagnosed.”

			“School was the seventh circle of hell for me.”

			“And somehow you ended up with a high school diploma, a college degree and a graduate degree,” Skip said, the expressive side of his face beaming with pride. “I have no doubt that our Scotty will find his stride and go all the way. He’s one of the smartest, sharpest kids I’ve ever known. He actually reminds me a lot of his mom at that age.”

			Sam smiled and bent to kiss his forehead. “That’s nice to hear. I often think he’s just like Nick.”

			“He’s a lot like you too,” Celia said. “Nurture is every bit as important as nature.”

			“You guys are good for my morale.”

			“We love you,” Celia said bluntly.

			“Love you too.” Sam kissed her stepmother’s cheek as she left the kitchen to head home, thankful for the family that surrounded her in good times and in bad. She’d been back in touch with her mother recently after a twenty-year estrangement that had stemmed from her parents’ contentious divorce. Sam and her sisters had helped to see their mother through the aftermath of a lumpectomy for Stage 1 breast cancer earlier in the summer. Fortunately, the doctors had gotten it all and had recommended no further treatment. Brenda had spent a day with them at the beach, and it had gone well. Sam’s relationship with her was slowly but surely improving.

			Brenda was now settled in a townhouse in Arlington, Virginia, so she could be close to her three daughters and her grandchildren. It was still somewhat odd, Sam thought as she walked to her own house, to be back in touch with her mother after all this time, but it was nice to put that negativity in the past where it belonged. One thing she had learned was that no one knew what went on inside a marriage except for the two people in it, and that included her parents.

			Speaking of marriage, Sam was thrilled to see the street lined with black SUVs, which meant her husband and son had gotten home while she was at her dad’s. She went up the ramp to their house, and Eric opened the door to admit her.

			“Thank you,” she said to the agent. In the kitchen, she found Nick leaning against the counter, drinking a beer. His face lit up with pleasure at the sight of her.

			“This is a nice surprise,” he said, reaching for her. “I didn’t expect to see you until much later.”

			Sam snuggled into his embrace and brought him up-to-date on the latest with the case. “We’ve done all we could today. Now we wait for the lab and to see if the shooters will strike again.”

			“I heard about the warning to citizens. Pretty hard-core.”

			“Had to be done.”

			“You like the gangbanger for the shootings?”

			“I don’t know. It doesn’t add up. If he was intent on getting Tamara back, killing her brother would put a damper on the romance. Plus, there’s nothing to indicate he has above-average skills with a gun.”

			“True.” His hand made a soothing circle on her back.

			“What’ve you done with the boy child?”

			“I sent him to take a shower and get his backpack ready for tomorrow.”

			“How’d he take that directive?”

			“As you might imagine.”

			Sam laughed.

			“I used to love the first day of school,” Nick said.

			“You were one of the dorks who ruined the curve for the rest of us, weren’t you?”

			“Maybe.”

			“How many times did you make the honor roll?”

			“May I decline to answer out of fear of being mocked for the rest of my life?”

			She looked up at him. “How. Many. Times?”

			“All the times?” he said with a weak smile.

			“Oh my God! How did I not know this before I said, ‘I do’?”

			“You knew I got an academic scholarship to Harvard. How do you think that happened?”

			“I’ve honestly never thought about how, but now that I know, this may be grounds for an annulment.”

			“Nice try, babe,” he said with a laugh. “As if I’d ever let you go for any reason, and besides, I think you can only get an annulment before the marriage is consummated. Since we’ve consummated ours about six thousand times, I’d say you’re screwed in more ways than one.”

			Sam laughed. “You think you’re so smart.”

			“I know I’m smart, and now you know it too.” Looking down at her, he said, “By the way, that’s twice you’ve mentioned leaving me in one twenty-four-hour period. Should I be worried?”

			“Not even kinda.” She closed her eyes, laid her head on his chest and let out a deep breath, relieved to be back in his arms after a hellish day. He always made her feel better, even when boasting about his impressive academic record. “If we ever have biological kids, do you think they’ll get my school brains or yours?”

			Only because she was pressed so tightly against him did she feel his entire body go rigid over the fraught subject of babies.

			“I don’t know,” he said. “Hopefully, we’ll get the chance to find out.”

			“What if we have a kid who’s just like me? A classic underachiever in school. Wouldn’t that make you crazy?”

			“Not at all. I’d be so in love with any kid of ours that I’d be more afraid of spoiling him or her rotten than what kind of grades they get.”

			As usual, he said the perfect thing. “That’s good to know.”

			“Anything you want to tell me, babe?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			SAM’S INCLINATION WAS to keep it from him until she knew for sure, but wrapped up in his arms, she couldn’t do that to him. “I’ve been feeling weird lately. I asked Shelby to get me a test, and she said she’d leave it under the sink in our bathroom.”

			With his hands now on her shoulders, he held her back from him so he could see her face. “For real?”

			“I don’t know.” Her throat closed around a lump of emotion that made her crazy for being so emotional over this issue, even after all this time.

			“Let’s go take the test.”

			“Right now?”

			“This very minute.”

			“Nick… I have other stuff I need to talk to you about.”

			“We’ll get to that.” He took her hand and gave a gentle tug. “This first.” Without much participation from her, he got them both upstairs and into the bathroom in the master suite with minimal fuss. Bending to look under the sink, he retrieved three different pregnancy tests and put them on the counter.

			Shelby was nothing if not thorough.

			While Sam looked on, feeling a surreal detachment to the scene unfolding before her, he took the three wand thingies out of the boxes and packaging.

			“You want me to go in with you?”

			The question snapped her out of the detached state to shake her head. “That’s where I draw the line.”

			“Get in there and start peeing.” He nudged her toward the separate room that housed the toilet. “Hand them out to me when you’re done.”

			“That’s kinda gross.”

			“Just do it, Samantha.”

			She took the sticks from him and went into the adjoining room, all thumbs as she unbuttoned her shorts. Was this really happening? Could it be, after all this time… Don’t get ahead of yourself. One step at a time. She peed on the first stick.

			“Here’s one.”

			Keeping to the minimal fuss routine, he reached into the room and took it from her. She did the other two and handed them out to him. Her hands trembled as she righted her clothes and joined him in the bigger part of their master bathroom where he had lined up the tests on the counter.

			“How long does it take?” he asked.

			“A few minutes.” She had far too much experience with this ritual for someone who’d never had a baby.

			He wrapped his arms around her and brought her head to rest on his chest. “Hold on to me, Samantha. Either way, we’ve got this. A plus or a minus won’t change anything that really matters.”

			She clung to him and his sweet words and told herself he was right. A baby would only make an already-beautiful life more so. Not having a baby wouldn’t take anything away from what they already had.

			Once again, she felt the change in him because they were holding each other so tightly. When all the air seemed to leave his body in one long exhale, she had her answer and blinked back tears of disappointment. By now, she ought to be used to it.

			“We’ll keep trying,” he said gruffly. “We’ll try and we’ll try until it happens. Think about all the fun we’ll have trying.”

			Tears ran unchecked down her face, wetting his shirt, but he never let her go. He held on until she got it all out, running his hand over her hair and her back, whispering more sweet words of love and giving her everything she needed to get through this latest setback.

			“If it’s meant to be,” he said, “it’ll happen. And if not, we’ll be just fine. I promise. We have everything we need and then some. We have more than I could’ve ever dreamed of.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said between sobs. “I shouldn’t have told you. I hate to disappoint you.”

			“Samantha, of course you should’ve told me. I’d never want you to be disappointed alone. This is our project. We’re in it together no matter what. Don’t keep something like this from me in a misguided attempt to protect me.”

			“I don’t ever want you to be disappointed because of me.”

			“Sam, honey, look at me.”

			She lifted her face from his chest and looked up at him gazing down at her with his heart in his gorgeous hazel eyes.

			“There is nothing you could do that would disappoint me except stop loving me.”

			“That’s not going to happen.”

			He used his thumbs to wipe away her tears. “Then we’re all set.” Hugging her again, he made everything better with the way he loved her. “How about we have dinner with our son, who has requested pizza for the last night of summer vacation, and then spend some time in the loft? I want to be alone with my wife tonight.”

			“That sounds good.”

			“You said we have other stuff to talk about?”

			That stuff seemed unimportant after the pregnancy news—or lack thereof. She nodded. “We’ll talk about that later. I just need a minute to get myself together.”

			“Take all the time you need. I’ll order the pizza.” He discreetly scooped up the pregnancy tests and took them with him, presumably to dispose of them in a way that wouldn’t add to the headlines swirling about them. “And Samantha,” he said, looking back at her from the doorway, “never forget how much I love you.”

			“I never could.”

			He gifted her with a smile that lit up his entire face. “Good.”

			Sam bent over the sink and splashed her face with cold water, hoping to get rid of the puffiness so Scotty wouldn’t see that she’d been crying. She felt like such a fool for thinking this time might be different. Once again, her body had betrayed her by sending out a false alarm. She’d be wiser next time, less likely to jump to conclusions. If she ever did get pregnant, she’d be one of those women who found out they were having a baby when they went into labor.

			That thought made her laugh because she’d always wondered how anyone could not know they were pregnant until the baby arrived.

			Taking a cold wet washcloth with her, she stretched out on the bed and applied the compress to her eyes, which were still leaking with tears despite her fierce desire to move on from this latest in a long string of disappointments related to her fertility.

			Perhaps it might be time to try something more, she thought, groaning at the idea of going through fertility treatment again. The last time she’d done that, while still married to Peter, she’d nearly come undone from the stress, the hormones and the sheer agony of one disappointment after another.

			But it might be different with Nick by her side to weather the storm along with her. That was something to think about after this latest crisis in their lives played out one way or the other. If Nick was forced to become president, the last thing they’d need was fertility treatments on top of that madness.

			After thirty minutes, she got up to go into the bathroom to check the damage to her face, which was still red but not as puffy as it had been. She applied some concealer and brushed her hair, determined to present a cheerful front for her son, who was already glum enough about the start of school. He didn’t need a depressed mother too.

			When she felt ready, she went downstairs to join them in the kitchen where a pizza box was open on the counter. Normally, she avoided pizza and the hellacious calories that went with it, but tonight, she helped herself to two slices of the meat lovers and took her usual seat at the table.

			Nick glanced her way, his brows raised in question.

			Sam nodded to let him know she was okay. “How was the game, buddy?” she asked Scotty.

			“It was great. Big win by the Feds. They need everything they can get between now and the end of the month if they want to make the playoffs.”

			“If they keep playing the way they did today,” Nick said, “they’ll make the playoffs with room to spare.”

			“If they do, can we go to another game?”

			“I don’t see why not.”

			“Maybe you’ll be president by then,” Scotty said with a smirk.

			“Shut your filthy mouth,” Sam said around a mouthful of pizza.

			Scotty cracked up laughing. “At some point, we need to talk about what we’re going to do if it actually happens.”

			“Not yet,” Nick said. “We’re still operating from a place of full denial.”

			“That’s ridiculous,” Scotty said. “This whole town is about to go mad with the hearings starting tomorrow, and you’re in denial.”

			“Yep, and that’s where I plan to stay.”

			“Don’t you want to be president?” Scotty asked.

			“Um, well, no, not really.”

			Scotty’s mouth fell open with surprise—and pizza. “Seriously?”

			“Seriously. Being VP is more than enough for me.”

			“Does the DNC know you feel that way?” he asked.

			“You’re far too smart for your own good, mister,” Nick said, his eyes dancing with amusement and affection.

			Sam could tell he was pleased by the smart questions from their son, who paid attention to the details when it came to their careers.

			“And no, the DNC doesn’t know that.”

			“You might want to give them a heads-up since they’re counting on you running in the next election.”

			“What he said,” Sam said, nodding toward Scotty.

			“All right, you two. Enough already with the talk about politics and my career. If you’re dreading school starting tomorrow, think about what I’m dreading that starts tomorrow.”

			Scotty thought about that while he polished off another slice of pizza. “Congressional hearings that might lead to the impeachment of the president when you’re the vice president is definitely worse than school.”

			“Thank you,” Nick said.

			“I’m wondering… What should I say to the other kids who’ll ask me what’s going to happen?”

			Nick glanced at Sam before returning his gaze to Scotty. “Tell them no one knows what’s going to happen, and like everyone else, we have to wait and see.”

			“That’ll work.”

			“The most important thing is not to get into any kind of speculating. Anything we say or do right now, even an innocent comment in school, could end up plastered across the front page of every paper in the country. You know what I mean?”

			“Yeah, I gotcha. I’ll stick to the script.”

			Nick laughed at Scotty’s choice of words. “You’re the best.”

			They worked together to clean up from dinner and sent Scotty up to get ready for an early bedtime. “The party’s over,” he grumbled on his way out of the kitchen.

			“I can feel his pain right here,” Sam said, hand over her belly. “I remember too well how dreadful the end of summer vacation always was.”

			“Whereas I was sharpening all my pencils and filling my binders with loose-leaf paper and color-coded dividers.” Nick shuddered, as if in ecstasy.

			“I can’t hear this.” Standing at the sink, Sam put her hands over her ears. “I knew eventually I’d discover something about you that wasn’t perfect. It was only a matter of time.”

			“I like the smell of library books too—sour milk and paper and the crunch of the plastic covers…”

			“Stop! Or I’ll never have sex with you again!”

			Laughing, he put his arms around her from behind and nuzzled her neck while settling his erection against her lower back. “Admit it, you think my perfect GPA is sexy.”

			“I’ll admit no such thing,” she said even as she pushed her ass against him suggestively.

			“Uh-huh… Whatever you say, babe.” His hands traveled from her hips to her belly and up to cup her breasts, his thumbs sliding across her nipples, which reacted to his nearness the way they always did.

			She was powerless to resist him, not that she ever tried very hard to resist. “I hope no one hassles Scotty at school about current events. Do you think we ought to reach out to someone about that?”

			“Might be worth a phone call. I’ll take care of it in the morning.”

			“You’ll send the front office into a tizzy if you call.”

			“A call from me will get their attention, which is what we want.”

			“True,” Sam said, turning to face him. “A call from the sexy vice president would get anyone’s attention, especially the ladies that work in the school office.”

			As always, he scowled when she commented on his sexiness.

			Sam laughed and brought him in for a kiss. “Let’s get our son tucked in so we can have some time alone. I really need it tonight.” A pang of anxiety reminded her that she could be called out to another homicide at any minute.

			“I need it too,” he said, returning her kiss and watching over her with love and concern.

			They’d had another disappointment, but they still had each other, and that was more than enough to take the sting out of this latest setback.

			* * *

			SAM WAITED UNTIL the nine o’clock Secret Service shift change to go into Scotty’s room to kiss him good-night. “Lights out by ten, buddy,” she said as she adjusted the comforter around him.

			“Yeah, yeah. I know.”

			“Try to look forward to seeing all your friends and not think about the school part.”

			He smiled up at her. “Is that what you used to do?”

			“Every year.” She kissed his cheek. “I’ll see you in the morning. Bright and early.”

			“That last part was unnecessary.”

			“Sorry,” she said, trying not to smile.

			“No, you’re not.”

			Laughing, she said, “Love you, pal. Sleep tight.”

			“Love you too.”

			Sam closed his door and headed for the third floor, thankful to not have to sneak past the agent who stood watch in the upstairs hallway on the way to her booty call with her husband. They were still getting used to having their house crawling with Secret Service, but at times like this, Sam tried to forget about the extra people in the house so she could focus exclusively on her husband.

			Nick had already lit the beach-scented candles and put on the Polynesian music that reminded them of their trips to Bora Bora for their honeymoon and first anniversary. “There you are. I was about to send out a search party.”

			“I waited for the shift change. I hate when they know we’re up here. It’s like they know what we’re doing.”

			Laughing, he extended his hand to her, inviting her to join him on the comfortable double lounge chair.

			Sam untied her robe and dropped it to the floor before she crawled from the foot of the lounger to curl up to him.

			“Could I get a video of what you just did so I can watch it anytime I want?”

			“Absolutely not. My husband is a very important man, and if a video like that ever got out, it would ruin him. You’ll have to rely on memories.”

			“Your husband,” he said, nuzzling her neck as he cupped her breast, “is a very, very lucky man.”

			“Yes, he is, and he’s about to get even luckier.”

			His low chuckle made her smile. “I can’t tell you how relieved I am to see you smiling and joking tonight, even though you’re aching on the inside.”

			“I am,” she said, settling into his embrace, her head resting on his chest. “But the disappointments are easier to accept than they used to be before I had you and Scotty. When I was with Peter… We were both upset, but we didn’t go through it together the way you and I do. I was always so alone with the disappointment.”

			“I hate to think of you lonely and upset and so close by yet so far away for all those years.”

			“If I didn’t go through that, I probably wouldn’t appreciate what I have now as much as I do.”

			“Yes, you would. You didn’t have to go through hell to know magic when you feel it.”

			“It that what this is? Magic?”

			“I’ve yet to find a better word to describe it. Whenever things get to be too much, all I have to do is think of you, and I feel better. That’s all it takes.”

			His sweet words brought tears to her eyes. Sam pushed herself up on an elbow and gazed down at him. “I do the same thing. I’ll be in the middle of something hideous at work, and I think of you and Scotty, and you help me cope.”

			He raised a hand to her face and brought her down for a kiss. “That’s how I know we’re going to get through whatever the next few weeks have in store for us. No matter what happens, we’ll always have this, and that makes the rest bearable.”

			Sam nodded in agreement. “Exactly. What do we care if you have to become president if we can still run away to our loft?”

			He groaned. “Mood killer, babe.”

			“Will you build me a loft in the Lincoln Bedroom?”

			“Shut up.”

			“Shut me up.”

			“With pleasure.” Nick rolled them over so he was on top of her and kissed the sass right out of her.

			When they were together this way, there were no murderers to find, reporters to dodge, political crises unfolding or first-day-of-school woes to contend with. Holding her hands over her head, he played her body like a maestro, like he was born to love her and only her. He knew just where to kiss and touch and caress her to make her wild for him.

			“Let me have my hands.” She tugged at his tight hold. “I want to touch you.”

			He shook his head and ran his tongue over her nipple. “This time is all about you, my love.”

			Sam trembled in reaction to his words and the tight tug of his lips on her nipple. In their second year of marriage, she’d come to understand that he needed to take care of her tonight, and she needed to let him. So, she let go and surrendered to him, giving them both what they needed most.

			As he moved down her body, he released his tight hold on her hands, but Sam kept them where she knew he wanted them. With his lips and tongue, he drove her to a fast orgasm, and then took her up again, leaving her hanging at the brink when he entered her and sent her flying.

			Her eyes fluttered open to find him looking down at her, the fierce look of love in his eyes the only thing she saw. Then he began to move, and she wrapped her arms around him, needing him close to her even more than usual tonight. He grasped her bottom and held just as tightly while he made love to her.

			“God, Samantha… I love you. I love you so damned much.”

			“I love you too.”

			After that, there were no words, only more of the magic they created together, and it was just what she needed.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			MUCH LATER, AFTER they’d slaked the urgent physical need, Sam lay awake in his arms, staring at the darkness and thinking about the things she needed to tell him.

			His hand caressing her back let her know he was still awake.

			“We need to talk about a couple of things.”

			His hand stopped moving. “Like what?”

			“Stahl and Ramsey.”

			Nick’s entire body went tense at the mention of the two officers who’d put her through hell in the last year. “Really?”

			“Unfortunately, yes.” She told him about Forrester requesting her presence in his office as well as Stahl wanting an Alford plea and the ramifications of that. “By this time tomorrow, I could be indicted on felony assault charges.” Despite her resolve to push the pending meeting from her mind, the implications overwhelmed her. If she were indicted, her career could be over.

			“You won’t be indicted.”

			“And you know that how?”

			“I sent word to Forrester through the attorney general quite some time ago letting him know that I expected to be notified in advance if you were going to be indicted. I haven’t heard from him, so it’s probably safe to assume there isn’t going to be any indictment.”

			“Wow. Well, that’s a relief. I can’t believe you did that.”

			“I wasn’t about to let either of us be blindsided by an indictment, not that I ever thought there’d be one. People like you. They want you out on the streets doing what you do best. Locking you up isn’t going to make our city safer.”

			“Ramsey’s gonna go nuts if they don’t indict me.”

			“Let him. With the headlines about the hearings dominating the news, no one will care.”

			Sam huffed out a laugh. “Wouldn’t that be awesome? If I forget to say so later, thanks for being vice president and getting embroiled in the president’s scandal so no one will care if I’m indicted or not.”

			“Whatever I can do to help the cause, babe,” he said with a chuckle. “Now talk to me about Stahl. What’re you thinking about the plea?”

			“If it were just about me, I’d say no way to him getting out of admitting what he did to me. But it’s not just about me. It’s about you and Scotty and my dad and my squad and dragging everyone through what would be a long, nasty trial. It’s about the press feeding on the second lady testifying against the fellow officer who hates her and attacked her and tortured her. Do I really want to put everyone through that? Do I want to put myself through it?”

			He took hold of her hand and linked their fingers. “This isn’t about me or Scotty or your dad or your squad. This is about you and what that monster put you through that awful day. You should do whatever you want to and not worry about how it affects anyone else. The rest of us will support you no matter how you choose to proceed.”

			Bolstered by his fierce words of support, Sam said, “I don’t want to make it easy on him by letting him off the hook. I want him to have to stand in open court and admit that he’s guilty and have him found guilty—and that’s what my dad wants me to do too.”

			“Then that’s what you should do. Don’t take the plea. Tell him you’ll see him in court.”

			“The thought of reliving that day makes me sick.”

			“You can do it one more time to make sure he never sees the light of day again, and then forget about it. I’ll be right there with you, babe.”

			Sam squeezed his hand. “Thanks. I’ll let them know there’s no deal.” She took a deep breath and let it out. “This has been one hell of a day.”

			“It sure has.” He released her hand and wrapped his arms around her. “Close your eyes and get some rest while you can, sweetheart. Tomorrow promises to be another shit show.”

			Smiling, Sam said, “That phrase is mine, and it’s copyrighted.”

			“Sue me.”

			“Nah, I’d rather just love you.”

			* * *

			SHE WOKE TO the alarm on Nick’s phone going off when it was still dark out, surprised—and pleased—to have made it through the night without a call from Dispatch. That was a good sign that their shooting outbreak had been a one-night thing. One night was more than enough.

			“Babe,” she said, nudging Nick with her shoulder. “Wake up.”

			He grunted in reply.

			As he was sleeping facedown, Sam crawled on top of him, pressing her naked body to his back. “Wake up,” she said again. “It’s the favorite day of geeks everywhere. First day of school.”

			His eyes flew open. “New pencils?”

			Sam laughed and kissed his back, taking a bite out of his shoulder that made him startle. “Guess what?”

			“Hmm?”

			“No call from Dispatch overnight.”

			“That’s good news.”

			“Very good news. It means I’m extra well rested and ready to catch their murdering asses today.”

			“You make me hot when you go badass cop on me. Especially when you’re on me.”

			She moved her hips suggestively, drawing a tortured-sounding groan from him.

			“Don’t do that when we don’t have time to see it through.”

			“We have time for a quickie.”

			“We do?”

			“Uh-huh, but it has to be super quick. We have to wake up Scotty in fifteen minutes.”

			“I can do super quick.”

			“Turn over.” She raised herself up so he could move under her, and surprised him when she took him right to the hilt.

			“Jeez, Samantha! Give me some warning, why don’t you.”

			“I did warn you. I said we had to be quick. And are you complaining?”

			“Definitely not complaining.”

			He put his hands behind his head. “Be quick with me, you wicked woman.”

			It took Sam less than three minutes to finish them both off, leaving them gasping and breathing hard in the aftermath.

			“Son of a bitch,” he muttered. “I have to be the luckiest husband who ever lived. My wife is a sex goddess.”

			Sam laughed. “Make sure to post a review to my website.”

			“No way. I’m not telling anyone else what I have, because everyone will want it.”

			“No one else can have what you have.”

			“Thank God for that.” He gave her a light spank on the ass that had her wishing they had time for more.

			“We’ve got to get our eighth grader up and moving.”

			“Yeah,” he said with a sigh that had her taking another look at him and seeing the tension that gripped him. “I wish we could stay right here and hide out until the firestorm dies down.”

			“We don’t hide out. That’s not who we are.”

			“I know, but sometimes I wish we could.”

			“I do too. When it gets to be too much, we’ll take a night away at John’s cabin, just the two of us.” He’d inherited the cabin in Leesburg, Virginia, from John O’Connor.

			“And thirty Secret Service agents,” he said with a wry smile.

			“We’ll make them stay outside.”

			“Let’s do that. Going back to work after a fantastic vacation is depressing enough without Congressional hearings to contend with too.”

			“Or drive-by shootings,” she said.

			“Which makes my complaints seem minor in comparison.”

			“They’re not minor. They’re totally understandable. Promise me something.”

			He twirled a lock of her hair around his index finger. “Anything.”

			“If it gets to be too much for you, don’t try to hide that from me. Share it with me. You don’t need to be stoic. Not with me. Okay?”

			Smiling, he nodded. “That’s an easy promise to make. I need all the support I can get to deal with this.”

			Leaning over him, she kissed him. “You have it. Have they told you if you have to testify?”

			“Not yet, but I assume they’ll call me sometime this week, if they’re going to.”

			“Whenever it is, I’ll be there.”

			“You don’t have to be. You have murdering thugs to catch.”

			“I will be there, Nick, the same way you’d be there for me.”

			Smiling, he gazed up at her. “Thanks.”

			“You don’t have to thank me for being a good wife for once.”

			Laughing, he said, “You’re always a good wife. Never more so than when we’re up here.”

			“This is where I do my best work.”

			“No argument from me, babe.”

			They disentangled themselves and used the adjoining bathroom to clean up and get presentable before they headed downstairs to wake Scotty. With that unpleasant task completed, Sam rushed through a shower and got dressed. She unlocked her bedside table drawer to retrieve her weapon, badge and cuffs and went downstairs at six forty-five. In the kitchen, a glum boy ate cereal under the watchful eye of his father, who scanned the morning headlines in the Washington Star.

			“Anything get worse overnight?”

			“Nope,” Nick said. “Lots of coverage about the shootings and the MPD’s advisory for people to stay inside until the shooter is caught. You guys will be under a lot of pressure to get that done, especially this time of year when everyone wants to be outside.”

			“I know. It sucks. I’ve got my fingers crossed that the lab will have something for us from the car today or that we’ll be able to get the gangbanger to talk. I hate feeling like we’re grasping at straws.”

			“I’m sure. Your new guy starts today, right?”

			“God, I almost forgot about that. In addition to working the case, I get to bring in the replacement for the officer who was murdered. This is shaping up to be a great day.”

			“It’s gonna be a great day for all of us,” Scotty muttered.

			Nick laughed and ruffled Scotty’s hair. “Your mom and I would love for the first day of eighth grade to be our biggest concern today.”

			“Stop making me feel petty for complaining about school.”

			Smiling, Sam bent to kiss his cheek. “I hope you have a fantastic first day of school and a great year. Make sure Dad takes pictures before you leave, and wear that navy blue polo we bought a couple of weeks ago. You look handsome in that.”

			“All right,” he said with a long-suffering sigh. He got up to put his bowl in the dishwasher and trudged out of the room.

			“The struggle is real,” Sam said to Nick, who rolled his eyes.

			“As is the drama.”

			“I feel his pain.” She bent to kiss her husband. “Thanks for a great night. It was just what I needed after a rough day.”

			“It was a terrible burden, but somehow I survived.” He patted her on the ass. “You’ll be careful out there, right?”

			“Always.” She kissed him again. “Call if you need me.”

			“Likewise. If you want me to come with you to see Forrester, I will.”

			“As much as I’d love to have you with me, if you’re there it becomes an even bigger deal than it already is.”

			“Understood, but call me the minute you know anything?”

			“You’ll be my first call, especially if I need you to bail me out.”

			“Not funny. Love you, babe.”

			“Love you too.” On her way out, she nodded to Melinda at the door and went down the ramp into the already-sweltering humidity that would make this an even more unpleasant day than it already promised to be. She drove to work thinking about the case, the arrival of Detective Cameron Green and the emotional impact on her squad as he replaced Detective Arnold.

			Sam placed a call to her sergeant, looking to feel him out on the arrival of his new partner.

			“Morning,” Gonzo said.

			“How’s it going?”

			“Pretty good after an unexpected full night of sleep.”

			“I know. Me too.”

			“You think it’s over?”

			“Hard to say. Only time will tell. Listen, I wanted to check in with you about Green starting today.” After a long silence, she said, “Gonzo?”

			“Yeah, I’m here. I knew this day was coming, and he seems like a good enough guy.”

			“Are you okay?”

			His gruff laughter masked a world of agony. “Yeah, I’m great.”

			“Gonzo…”

			“It’s okay, Sam. Life goes on whether we want it to or not, and it’s time to replace Arnold. We need the help, and you found someone worthy of our squad. It’s just going to take some time. That’s all I can say.”

			“No one will ever replace Arnold, for any of us. I hope you know that.”

			“I do, but thanks for saying so.”

			“I’ll be there shortly to handle the paperwork with Green.”

			“I came in early so I could do it. I’m your sergeant. That’s my job, not yours.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“I’m positive.”

			“Will you promise me if you’re having any issues you’ll talk to me or Cruz or Trulo?” she asked, referring to the department’s staff psychiatrist.

			“Yeah, I will. Thanks for caring. Means a lot.”

			“We all care, Gonzo.”

			“I know. I’ll see you when you get here.”

			At HQ, Sam parked at the morgue entrance and stopped to talk to Lindsey, who looked far too chipper for first thing in the morning. “What’s got you all sparkly looking?”

			“A really great night with my guy.” Lindsey was engaged to Nick’s chief of staff, Terry O’Connor, brother of John and son of Graham. “He surprised me by making dinner last night and then we—”

			“Stop!” Sam covered her ears. “I don’t need to know what happened next. I can figure that out for myself.”

			“Get your mind out of the gutter, Lieutenant,” she said drolly. “I was going to say we binge-watched three episodes of The Crown, about Queen Elizabeth. It’s so amazing. Have you seen it?”

			“Can’t say that I have.”

			“You guys would love it. Even Terry really liked it.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind. Did you see Caroline Brinkley’s parents yesterday?”

			“Yes,” Lindsey said with a sigh, some of her sparkle fading at the reminder of the dreadful case. “It was awful. Those poor people. They did everything right. Their daughter did everything right… I told them about finding the can of pepper spray rolled into her hand, and I could tell that little detail killed her dad. He always told her never to be without it. For all the good that did. Do we have any solid leads?”

			“I’m hoping the car yielded something useful, and we’ve got a gangbanger on ice who had issues with one of the vic’s sisters. I’m also planning to dig into our other victims today to see if anyone had a beef with them. Nothing solid yet, but we’re connecting the dots.”

			“I’ll let you get to it. Let me know if I can help at all.”

			“Will do.”

			Sam left the morgue and made her way to the pit, where the first thing she saw was Detective Cameron Green sitting in Arnold’s cubicle. The sight stopped her short, the same way a punch to the gut would have. She took a deep breath and fought through the emotional wallop of seeing someone new in Arnold’s spot. She cleared her throat and made her way over to welcome her new officer.

			“Good morning, Detective.”

			At the sound of her voice, he jumped up. “Good morning, Lieutenant.”

			Sam shook his outstretched hand, noting the starched light blue dress shirt and navy tie he’d worn for his first day. “Good to see you.”

			“Good to be here.” Tall, muscular and handsome, Green had blond hair and blue eyes, as well as a firm handshake. He’d impressed Sam with his attention to detail, which had led to the recovery of a missing college student, and his determination to get justice for a victim who’d tried to turn her life around. “I’m ready to help with whatever you need.”

			“Has Gonzo briefed you on the investigation into the drive-by shootings?”

			“I was just reading the reports.”

			“We’ll be meeting in the conference room in ten to review developments.”

			“Sounds good.”

			Sam started to walk away, but stopped and turned back to face him since they had the pit to themselves for the moment. “This,” she said, gesturing to his cubicle, “is going to be a tough transition for the squad, and for Sergeant Gonzales, in particular. It’s nothing personal. I hope you know.”

			“I understand completely.”

			“If you have any issues or challenges, my door is always open. I want you to feel welcome and comfortable here, despite the circumstances.”

			“I appreciate that.”

			“Great. I’ll let you get back to reviewing the reports, then.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Pleased to note that her first impression of him hadn’t changed in the months since they first met, Sam went into her office feeling encouraged about his arrival and his understanding of the emotional minefield he’d walked into.

			Sam booted up her computer, looking for a report from the lab on the car. Seeing nothing, she was about to place a call to check the status when Special Agent Avery Hill appeared in her doorway. She hated that, like always, she noticed how incredibly handsome Shelby’s fiancé was with his golden eyes, honey-colored hair and prominent cheekbones.

			Sam hadn’t seen him in weeks, since the culmination of the investigation that had led them to Christopher Nelson. “Agent Hill. This is a surprise.”

			“I wanted to check in to see if we can help with the shootings investigation, so I figured I’d bring the lab report over myself.”

			Sam reached out to receive the printed report. “You could’ve emailed it.”

			“I wanted to talk to you about something else if you have a minute.”

			“That’s about all I have.”

			He piqued her curiosity when he closed the door and took a seat. “I was wondering how you think Shelby has been the last few weeks.”

			“I haven’t seen much of her with being on vacation and her being on leave, but she seems thrilled with Noah and has bounced right back from having him.”

			Avery nodded. “She is indeed thrilled with the baby. I’ve never seen her so happy.”

			“That’s good, right?”

			“Yeah.”

			The single word was packed with so many things, that curiosity had her wanting to dig in deeper even if she knew she ought to leave well enough alone. Avery’s ridiculous attraction to her had caused trouble for her and Nick, but nowhere near as much trouble as it had caused for him and Shelby. That trouble had led Shelby to quit her job for a time. “What’re you not saying?” Sam asked, telling herself she was being a friend to him and to Shelby by pursuing it further.

			He sighed deeply. “She and Noah are living with me, but things between us are different now.” He meant since he accidentally said Sam’s name at a critical moment with Shelby.

			“I thought you guys had gotten past that.”

			“I thought so too, but it’s…different. I just wondered if she’s that way with me or everyone, and I didn’t know who else to ask.”

			“As you and the rest of the world know, I’ve never had a baby, but I imagine if I did, he or she would take over my life to the exclusion of just about everything else.”

			“Including Nick?”

			Sam hesitated because she couldn’t picture any scenario that would result in her wanting to exclude Nick. “We’d both be preoccupied with the baby.” A shaft of pain lanced her heart. This topic struck way too close to home, especially after her recent pregnancy “scare.” Though she could hardly call it that when she wanted to be pregnant more than she wanted just about anything.

			“I’m sorry. It’s insensitive on so many levels for me to talk to you about this.”

			Sam’s fertility struggles were no longer a well-kept secret. She’d gotten a lot of attention for her address to an organization that supported fertility-challenged women like herself. “She’s a new mom at forty-three,” Sam said of Shelby. “She’s over the moon with the baby. Give it some time, Avery. Things will be back to normal in a few weeks when you settle into a new routine.”

			Nodding, he said, “I’m sure you’re right.”

			“When have you ever known me not to be?”

			His snort of laughter was more like the Avery she knew.

			“Why don’t you stick around and attend our morning meeting about the shooting? You can make the crime lab report.”

			“Sure, I can do that. And, ah, thanks. You know. For the advice.”

			“Anytime.” Sam wanted Shelby to be happy, and she wanted that for Avery too, even after all the trouble his crush had caused. She wanted that crush in the past where it belonged, and Avery’s concern about his relationship with Shelby was a good indication that he’d moved on. She could only hope so for everyone’s sake. “Give me the highlights of the report.”

			“We found prints belonging to the owner of the car, who’s in the system, as well as another set that we tied to his significant other, also in the system.”

			“A match made in crime.” Sam batted her eyelashes. “You gotta love a good romance.”

			“Indeed,” Avery said, grinning. “We found gunpowder residue on the passenger side and other hairs and fibers that’re being further analyzed. The conclusion was that this could be the car that was used in the shootings, but we can’t say that conclusively.”

			“Most people, even career criminals, don’t go around shooting at people from their car, so I think we can conclude there’s a pretty good chance this is our vehicle.”

			“I agree.”

			“So even though the car didn’t yield tangible leads, it told us one thing we didn’t already know—that we have perps smart enough to glove up so they won’t leave prints behind.”

			“What’re you thinking?”

			“Between that and a trigger man—or woman—who is good enough to shoot to kill at high speed, we’re looking for a professional marksman here, which probably rules out Simmons.”

			“What’s their endgame?”

			“Your guess is as good as mine. Domestic terrorism? Has there been any chatter about terrorizing the District in recent weeks?”

			“Nothing out of the ordinary, but I’ll have my team dig a little deeper on that.”

			“That would help.” Sam gathered up the reports and her notebook. “Let’s move to the conference room to get everyone on the same page.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			SAM FOLLOWED AVERY out of the office and noted the pit had filled up while she’d been in the office. She saw Cruz talking to Green, and once again thanked the god of partners for giving her such a great one. He knew today would be tough for Green and the squad and had made the overture. “Let’s move to the conference room to make a plan for the day, people.”

			The others followed her into the room where the murder board had been updated—and the one for Peter thankfully dismantled. Captain Malone came in, tall coffee in hand, and nodded to Sam and Hill.

			With everyone settled around the table, Sam said, “I want to start by welcoming Detective Green to the squad. We’re looking forward to working with you.”

			Green smiled. “Likewise. Thanks, Lieutenant.”

			“Look, I’m not going to mince words,” Sam said.

			“Why start now?” Freddie said under his breath, setting off a wave of nervous laughter that had Sam smiling right along with her colleagues. A little comic relief was just what they needed.

			“As I was saying,” Sam said with a glare for Freddie, “I’m not going to mince words about Detective Green joining our team and the very big shoes he’s filling.” Sam noticed Jeannie dabbing at the corner of her eye at Sam’s mention of Arnold’s big feet. “If anyone feels the need to reach out for assistance at any time, my door is always open, as is Dr. Trulo’s. If you need help, ask for it.” She took a breath to change course. “Agent Hill will update us on what the lab found in the car.”

			Avery went over the lab’s findings and the deductions he and Sam had come to earlier. “My team will take a closer look at the possibility of domestic terrorism as a motive, although the drive-by shooting hasn’t been the MO of any known group. Not yet anyway.”

			“Are we thinking the shootings are over or on pause?” Gonzo asked.

			“Hard telling,” Malone said. “Last night was quiet, but who knows if tonight will be? We’ve had a few things come in to the tip line that’re worth follow-up.” He passed several sheets of paper to Gonzo, who handed them to Sam. After a quick perusal, she determined that none of them took priority over her original plan for the day.

			“I want to spend today digging into our vics and witnesses as well as working the sharpshooter angle. Jeannie, will you take the couple who witnessed the shooting of Melody Kramer as well as the sisters of Jamal Jackson? Gonzo, you and Green can take the Kapoors. Freddie and I will dig into Melody Kramer and Caroline Brinkley. Everyone take one of these tips too.” She put the papers from Malone on the table.

			“I’ll keep digging on the sharpshooter possibility,” Malone said.

			“Great, thanks. Let’s meet back here at sixteen hundred to see where we are.” Hopefully, her meeting with Forrester wouldn’t take more than thirty minutes. The information Nick had given her had gone a long way toward allaying her worries, making it possible to get something done today.

			The others filed out with their assignments.

			“I’ll be back in touch if I have anything for you,” Avery said on his way out.

			“Thanks.”

			“Where to first?” Freddie asked.

			“I want to talk to Joe Kramer.”

			“I was afraid you were going to say that.”

			“Lieutenant,” Malone called as Sam was ready to make her escape toward the morgue. “A minute of your time before you leave, please.”

			“I’ll catch up to you,” she said to Freddie.

			“I’ll meet you outside.”

			Sam ducked into the office.

			Malone followed her and closed the door. “About Stahl and the Alford plea…”

			“No deal.” Sam met her captain’s cool gray eyes across the desk. “I spoke to my dad and Nick about it, and they agree. We want to hear him say he did it or watch him be convicted without giving him any kind of leeway.”

			“I’ll pass that along.”

			“I hope you understand, Captain. It might be easier for the department and everyone involved to take the Alford, but we’re not looking for an easy way out for us or especially for him.”

			“I totally understand, and this isn’t about what’s best for the department. It’s about what was done to you and getting justice for you.”

			“Letting him off the hook in any way wouldn’t be justice.”

			“Understood. I’ll let you get to work. You’ll let us know what happens with Forrester?”

			Sam glanced at the door and saw that everyone else was occupied. “Nick told me last night that he requested a courtesy heads-up from the AG if an indictment was imminent. There’s been no heads-up.”

			Malone’s smug smile relieved some of the tension in his face. “Is that right? Well, that’s good to know.”

			“I thought so too.”

			“Bet you did. At any rate, let us know when he makes it official.”

			“We need to prepare for Ramsey being less than pleased with the decision.”

			“‘Less than pleased,’” Malone said with a laugh. “That’s a good way to put it. We’ll take care of him. Don’t worry about it, and for the love of God, stay the hell away from him.”

			“You don’t have to tell me that. I want nothing to do with him. I still have no idea what I ever did to deserve the shit he’s thrown my way.”

			“You exist. That’s enough for him.”

			“He’s a member of the good old boy network around here, and they hate to see a woman get ahead on the job.”

			“I’ll never acknowledge the existence of this network you speak of, but your assessment is fairly spot-on.”

			Sam rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

			“Listen, Sam, not all of us old boys are members of that club. You’re one of the most effective members of this department, and everyone knows it. If people have a beef with your success, that’s on them, not you.”

			“So you’re saying it’s more than just Ramsey?”

			“I’m saying that success breeds contempt. Keep your friends close and ignore your enemies.”

			“Thank you, Captain, for your unwavering support of me and my squad. It means the world.”

			Flustered by the unexpected compliment, he said, “Sure, no problem. I’ll, ah, let you get to it.”

			What was it with men who couldn’t take a compliment, Sam wondered, as she gathered her keys, phone and notebook and locked up the office to hit the streets. Nick was the same way. Every time she made a comment about his extreme hotness, he turned bright red and got all flustered. She loved making that happen and smiled just thinking about it.

			“You won’t have much to smile about later,” said a snide voice that she quickly identified as Ramsey’s. “Forrester’s going to throw the book at you, you cocky bitch.”

			“We’ll see about that, won’t we?” she said without stopping or looking back.

			“You’re going down, and there’re a lot of people here who’ll be celebrating.”

			Sam didn’t justify that with a response. He couldn’t get to her if she didn’t let him, and she had no plans to let him. She began to actively look forward to the meeting with Forrester, if for no other reason than to see or hear about Ramsey’s reaction when he found out there wouldn’t be an indictment.

			Sam giggled at the thought of his rage and pushed open the door to the swampy summer heat that was always such a relief after being inside the frigid building. The relief was short-lived, however. Within seconds, she began to perspire and walked faster to get to the cool comfort of her car.

			Freddie leaned against the car, checking his phone while he waited for her to unlock the door. “Ready?”

			“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

			“What’d Malone want?” he asked when they were on their way.

			“A decision about Stahl and the Alford plea.”

			“What’d you tell him?”

			“No deal. I’d rather go through a trial than let him off easy.”

			“Good.”

			“Is it wrong that I sort of relish the idea of his face turning purple when he hears that I refused the plea deal?”

			“It’s not wrong at all. He deserves every bit of hell that’s coming his way for what he did to you.”

			“On that we agree.”

			“Speaking of hell, what’s the plan for Joe Kramer?”

			“We’re ruling out anyone who might’ve had a beef with either of them. Working the case, checking the boxes. I don’t expect there to be anything, but you never know, so we check the boxes.”

			“Got it.”

			“Why don’t you take the lead with him?”

			He all but spun in his seat, mouth agape, eyes bugged. “Seriously? Now you want me to take the lead?”

			Sam tried to hide her amusement. “You’re at your best in situations that require a softer touch. You got this.”

			“And you love to torture me.”

			“That is simply not true. I’m training you. Big difference.”

			“Whatever.”

			“You used to be such a nice, respectful boy,” she said with a cluck of disapproval. “I can’t understand what happened.”

			“You happened.”

			Sam snorted with laughter. He was always so fun to mess with. “Let’s talk about your approach with Joe. Where will you start?”

			“With our condolences and concern for him and his family.”

			“Good. Then what?”

			They went through it step-by-step until Freddie felt confident about what he needed to do.

			“You got this.”

			“If you say so.”

			“I say so, and I’m always right. You know this.”

			He muttered something under his breath.

			“Let’s talk about your bachelor party. Do you want it to be a surprise or not?”

			“No surprises.”

			His emphatic response made her laugh. Poor, sweet Freddie had no idea how many surprises she’d dreamed up for his big night. Whether or not she’d act on any of them remained to be seen.

			“It’s not funny. I swear to God, if you make me regret asking you to be my best-man woman—”

			“Freddie… Of course I’m going to make you regret it. Was there ever any doubt?”

			His tortured groan sparked another round of laughter for her. “I knew I should’ve asked Gonzo.”

			“Um, I hate to tell you that he’s been my most willing coconspirator.”

			“I have the worst friends ever.”

			Sam couldn’t stop laughing. It was mean to torture him, but at least he was no longer obsessing about having to question Joe Kramer.

			They arrived at Joe’s Eckington townhouse a few minutes later. The three-story dwelling had a brick front, black shutters, ironwork around the windows and black window boxes full of flowers. While they waited for someone to answer the door, Freddie said, “You’ll step in if I forget something, right?”

			“Nope. You won’t need to me to step in. You’ve got this.”

			The inside door opened, and Sam could immediately see the toll the last few days had taken on the handsome young man. They showed their badges out of habit, and he opened the storm door.

			Sam nudged Freddie.

			“We’re sorry to disturb you, Mr. Kramer, but we wondered if we could have a few minutes of your time.”

			“Have you found the people who killed my wife?”

			“Not yet, but we’re working on it. Do you have a minute to talk?”

			His shrug conveyed a world of helplessness. “I have nothing but time.” He stepped aside to admit them. “My work told me to take a few weeks off, but that gives me too much time to think. I should just go back.”

			“What do you do for work?”

			“I’m the director of marketing at a creative firm in Alexandria.”

			“And what did your wife do?”

			Joe led them to a living room where they took seats next to each other on a sofa while he sat in an easy chair. “She worked in the financial management office at Interior.”

			Freddie hesitated but only for a second. “I hope you know that we have to ask certain questions so we can fully investigate what happened. We mean no disrespect.”

			“I understand.”

			“Did either of you have problems with anyone in your lives? Family members, coworkers, neighbors? Anyone who might want to cause you harm?”

			Joe shook his head. “I can’t think of anything, and I’ve been racking my brain trying to think of who could’ve done this to her. I just keep coming back to the same conclusion that it had to be random. Everyone loved Mel. She was a doll.” His voice caught and his eyes filled. “I’m still getting used to speaking of her in the past tense. How can she be past tense when she was just here two days ago?”

			“I can’t imagine how hard this has to be for you and your family.”

			He ran his fingers through his hair repeatedly until it stood on end. “It’s a fucking nightmare.”

			“I also have to ask if either of you was having any sort of financial problems.”

			“We had the usual challenges everyone has. We chose to live in the city for a few years before we have kids, and it’s not cheap to buy here so we decided to rent until we’re ready to buy. We also ran up some debt with fertility treatments. When we found out Mel was pregnant, we started talking about looking for a place in the suburbs. She wanted a yard for the baby.”

			It was, Sam thought, so unbearably sad to sit with this man days after his life had been destroyed in a matter of seconds, most likely in a random act of violence that would never make sense.

			“No gambling or risky investments or anything that might grab the attention of someone who wanted to hurt you?” Freddie asked.

			Sighing, Joe shook his head. “Nothing like that.”

			Freddie glanced at Sam, who nodded in approval.

			“We won’t take any more of your time.” Freddie handed his card to Joe. “If you think of anything else that might be relevant, please call me.”

			Joe took the card. “I will.”

			“We’ll see ourselves out.”

			“Is it possible you’ll never catch them?”

			Sam turned back. “That’s always possible, but I promise you we’re doing everything we can. The FBI is assisting in the investigation, and every member of the MPD is looking for these people.”

			“That’s something, I guess.”

			“The minute we know anything,” Sam added, “we’ll be in touch.”

			“Thank you.”

			As they emerged into the swampy heat, Freddie released a deep breath.

			“You did good. I knew you would.”

			“It’s so hard to have to grill someone who just lost the most important person in his life.”

			“It is, but you get why it has to be done, right?”

			“Yeah, I get it. What’s next?”

			“Now we check the boxes on some of the stuff that’s been called into the tip line.”

			They spent the next few hours crisscrossing the city, talking to people, doing interviews, gathering information, none of which was of much use to them, but like the conversations with the victims’ families, it had to be done. At quarter to two, Sam asked Freddie to drop her at the federal building on Fourth Street Northwest for her meeting with U.S. Attorney Tom Forrester.

			“You want me to wait for you?”

			“Nah, I’ll walk back to HQ.”

			“You don’t walk, especially not in this heat. Call me, and I’ll come get you.”

			“Yes, Mom.” Sam got out and shut the door before he had time to form a retort. The intense heat smacked her in the face and had her dashing up the stairs to get inside. Never let them see you sweat.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			THEIR LAWYER FRIEND Andy Simone and his colleague Kurt Hager were waiting for her in the lobby. Sam shook hands with them.

			“Did Forrester give you any hint of which way he was leaning?” Kurt asked as they headed for the elevators.

			“No, but Nick did.” She explained about Nick’s request for a heads-up that hadn’t come.

			“Well, that’s good news,” Andy said, visibly relieved.

			“No kidding,” Sam said. “We’ve got enough headlines with our names in them without adding to them.”

			Kurt held the elevator door for her and Andy.

			Even though Sam felt confident about the outcome of this meeting, it still made her nervous to be summoned by the U.S. Attorney on a matter that involved her personally. She wasn’t proud of how she’d let Ramsey get to her or of punching him, but she’d probably do it again under the same circumstances.

			Forrester’s admin gave Sam a VIP welcome, just like the last time she’d been there when Forrester told her he was taking her case to the grand jury. When they were offered beverages, the lawyers asked for coffee while Sam chose ice water.

			The had finished their drinks by the time they were shown into Forrester’s spacious office. The U.S. Attorney came around the desk to greet them with handshakes. Tall with silver hair and sharp blue eyes, he spoke with a thick New York accent. When they were settled in the conversation area next to a big window, he said, “I appreciate your patience while the grand jury considered your case. After careful deliberation, the people have declined to recommend charges.”

			Sam tried to conceal the euphoria that erupted inside her. What a relief!

			“I want you to understand that your actions constitute felony assault. While I appreciate that neither you nor the vice president asked for any special favors, you are in fact catching a lucky break here.”

			“I understand.”

			“I don’t want to see you here again under circumstances such as this.”

			“You won’t.”

			“You should also know that we’ve notified Sergeant Ramsey of the grand jury’s decision, and needless to say, he is less than pleased. He mentioned his intent to file civil charges against you.”

			“Okay.”

			“Well, unless you have any other questions, that concludes this matter as far as my office is concerned.”

			“Will you issue a public statement?” Kurt asked.

			“We will not. If you wish to, that’s at your discretion.”

			Sam stood and reached out to shake his hand. “Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome.”

			She led the lawyers from the room and nodded to the admin on her way by. None of them said anything until they were in the elevator.

			“Thank God that’s over,” Andy said, breaking the silence.

			“It’s over with from a criminal standpoint,” Kurt said, “but I’d expect Ramsey to follow through with his threat to file a civil suit.”

			Sam shrugged. “Let him. I don’t care.” With the threat of prosecution off her shoulders, anything else seemed minor in comparison.

			“Let us know if you require representation in a civil matter,” Kurt said. “We’ve got some good people who could handle that for you.”

			“I will.” Sam shook hands with them. “Thank you both for your help with this. I appreciate it.”

			“We didn’t do anything,” Andy said.

			“Your presence at the meetings with Forrester was a big help. Make sure you bill me for your time.”

			“Nah, it’s on the house,” Andy said. “Anything for you and Nick.”

			“Thanks again,” she said with a smile for him.

			“You need a ride?” Andy asked.

			“No, thanks. I’m going to walk back to work. It’s only a couple of blocks.”

			“All right. Talk soon.”

			“See you later.” As she walked the short distance to HQ, she placed a call to Nick, who answered on the third ring.

			“What’d he say?”

			“Well, hello to you too.”

			“Come on, Sam. I’ve been waiting for you to call.”

			“As you already know, no charges will be forthcoming.”

			She heard his deep sigh of relief. “That’s great news.”

			“Yes, it is. However, when Forrester told Ramsey there’d be no criminal charges, he mentioned his plans to pursue the matter civilly.”

			“Okay.”

			“That’s what I said too. Let him sue me. Who cares?”

			“We don’t, that’s for sure.”

			“Forrester said they have no plans to make a public statement about the outcome of the grand jury proceeding, but there’s nothing stopping me from doing it. I was thinking about giving Darren an exclusive to keep him on my good side. What do you think?”

			“Go for it.”

			“It’ll resurrect the story of me punching one of my fellow officers.”

			“So? He had it coming.”

			Sam laughed. “This is one of many reasons why I love you so much. Most politicians would have hives at the thought of their wife being back in the news for punching a colleague.”

			“I’m not most politicians, and you’re not most wives.”

			“Don’t you ever wish you were married to a nice sweet girl who hosted teas and fundraisers for her husband like a good political wife?”

			“Hell no. I’ve never wanted to be married to anyone but you, as you well know.”

			He still made her heart beat fast when he said things like that, even after all this time. “It takes a special kind of guy to put up with a wife like me, and I’m thankful every day that I found a special kind of guy.”

			“I’m the lucky one.”

			“Thanks for all the support during this episode. I’ll try harder to think before I punch in the future.”

			His laughter made her smile. “If anyone else ever says you deserved what Stahl did to you, you have my permission and encouragement to flatten them.”

			“Duly noted. What’s happening in your world? Any news from the hearings?”

			“They’re just getting started today with Nelson’s chief of staff testifying. He knew nothing about what Christopher was up to, of course.”

			“Of course. When does the president testify?”

			“Not until later this week or early next week. That’ll be a three-ring circus.”

			“I’m looking forward to that being over too.”

			“No kidding. I’ve got to run. Graham is here to say hello, and I have another meeting after that.”

			“Okay, I’ll see you at home. Love you.”

			“Love you too, babe. Thanks for calling.”

			“Pleasure was all mine.” She ended the call to the sound of his laughter. God, he was the best. In her wildest dreams, she never could’ve imagined finding a guy who got her the way he did. His love made it possible for her to cope with all the crap that constantly flew her way and to not let it get to her the way she would have in the past.

			* * *

			FILLED WITH RELIEF after getting the official word from Sam, Nick put his phone on the desk and gave himself a couple of minutes to regroup before his meeting with Graham O’Connor. Thank God she hadn’t been indicted. That would’ve been another nightmare on top of the one they were already dealing with—and he liked to operate on a one-nightmare-at-a-time policy.

			When—not if—Ramsey sued her, that’d make for more salacious headlines, but Nick wasn’t concerned about the civil suit or the headlines. Ramsey had deserved exactly what he’d gotten from Sam, and any rational person would agree. The civil suit would probably be as much of a nonstarter as the criminal case had been, but it bothered him that she’d made another fierce enemy within the department, especially since the last one had nearly killed her.

			He tried to shake off his worries about her safety, reminding himself once again that she could more than take care of herself. Exhibit A: Punching Ramsey in the face and sending him flying down a flight of stairs. Recalling her comment about how he should have a nice, sweet wife who served tea to campaign contributors made him smile, and then laugh as he tried to picture Sam presiding over tea parties. She’d probably stab someone with her ever-present rusty steak knife.

			Still smiling at the idea of Sam the Stepford Wife, Nick went to the door to greet Graham, who waited for him in the reception area. His mentor, who’d been like an adopted father to him, jumped up and greeted Nick with a big smile and a hug.

			“You’re looking well, Mr. Vice President.” Graham’s eyes sparkled with delight. “Tanned and rested.”

			Nick ushered him into the office and shut the door. “I’ll give you tanned, but the rest has been a little hard to come by lately.”

			“I can only imagine.”

			Graham took a seat on one sofa while Nick settled on the other, loosening his tie.

			“You want a drink?”

			“No, thank you. Laine doesn’t want me drinking at all when I’m driving. Something about my new blood pressure medicine or some such nonsense.”

			“I’ll be sure to tell her that you were on your best behavior.”

			Graham replied to that with a feisty scowl that made Nick laugh. At eighty-one, the retired senator showed no signs of slowing down.

			“Tell me the truth. Have you been sent here on a mission by the DNC?”

			“Not officially.”

			Nick raised a brow, hoping he’d elaborate.

			“They’re concerned about whether you’ll be ready to step up should the need arise.”

			“I’m the vice president, Graham. Being ready to step up should the need arise is at the top of the job description.”

			“You know what I mean. They want you to vet VP candidates and be ready for whatever might happen.”

			“I’m not willing to do that until I have to. If word gets out that I’m vetting VP candidates and putting together an administration, that’ll only add fuel to an already out-of-control fire.”

			“I understand why you feel that way, and I agree. But this could happen very quickly. If it does, you’ll need to have your ducks in a row.”

			“I’ll give it some thought, but there will be no vetting or anything else. Not yet.”

			Graham studied him, his head tilted to the side and his eyes fierce. “You’re one cool customer, Mr. Vice President.”

			“Is that how it seems?”

			“Indeed. In your shoes, anyone else would be shitting a brick.”

			“Sam and I have agreed to take this one step at a time. Spinning ourselves up with thoughts of what if or what might be is counterproductive. The hearings are just getting started and could drag on for weeks. I refuse to spend all that time locked up in speculation. Nelson isn’t going down without a fight, and anyone who thinks he is doesn’t know him very well.”

			“There’re many within the party leadership who’d like to see him resign to save us the spectacle of possible impeachment.”

			Nick’s stomach knotted at the thought of the president resigning. “Is it only talk?”

			“For now, but if the hearings start to go south, it’ll be more than talk.”

			“I can’t imagine any scenario that has him resigning. He’s been steadfast in his denials that he had anything to do with Christopher’s scheme.”

			“That doesn’t mean it’s true.”

			“Granted, but I’m going to let the hearings play out and see what happens. Please pass along the message that no amount of pressure will change my mind about how I plan to handle this situation. If I’m required to step up, I’ll do it when the time comes. But I’m not interested in talking about what-if scenarios in the meantime.”

			After a long pause, Graham said, “Can I ask you something?”

			“Anything you want.”

			“Do you aspire to be president at some point in the future?”

			And there was the one question he couldn’t avoid for much longer. “I don’t know if I do.”

			Graham’s face went slack with shock. “Are you kidding me right now?”

			“I would never joke about something so important.”

			“But you’re the heir apparent, the presumptive nominee, the great hope of the party. You have to know that.”

			“I do.”

			“And you don’t want it?”

			“I have no burning desire to be president, especially after having lived under the watchful eyes of the Secret Service for the last ten months. You can’t begin to know how restrictive it is to be stuck inside the gilded cage until you’re in there looking out at the rest of the world.”

			“I…I don’t know what to say.”

			“Don’t say anything—to anyone—for now. If Nelson manages to hang on, we won’t need to have this conversation again for another year. By then I may feel differently. But if I had to decide right now, today? There’s no way I’d run.”

			“I’m truly shocked to hear this—and the party would be too.”

			“I understand the expectations, and I appreciate their faith in me, but if I’m going to put myself and my family through a lengthy campaign and all the crap that goes with it, I’d have to have the fire in the belly, and I’m not feeling the burn.”

			Graham continued to stare at him before clearing his throat. “I think maybe I’ll have that drink now.”

			Nick got up and went to the credenza where he kept a bottle of bourbon and a couple of glasses. He poured a drink for each of them and delivered Graham’s to him without comment about his wife’s instructions.

			Graham took a sip and set the glass on the table. “Listen to me. I know you still have some misguided idea that you’re only where you are because my son was murdered and you were tapped to take his place in the Senate. But that’s total bullshit. You’re where you are because you’re one of the most naturally gifted politicians of this or any other generation. People connect to you. They like you. If you want the job, it would be yours to lose, and you’re too smart to lose. Do you know how many people would sell their souls to the devil to be in the position you’re in with sky-high approval ratings and the kind of popularity we rarely see any more in this town?”

			“I know. I get it. But that doesn’t mean I want it.”

			“I don’t even know what to say to you right now.”

			Nick laughed at Graham’s unusual befuddlement. “I’m sorry to shock and distress you.”

			“You’ve done both those things.”

			“Come on, Graham. It can’t come as a total surprise to you, knowing how much I dislike being VP and dealing with the Secret Service and everything else that comes with it.”

			“You dislike the job because Nelson is so threatened by your popularity he refuses to give you any opportunities to shine.”

			“It’s not that so much as the increased attention on me and my family, the confines of being surrounded by Secret Service agents and losing the freedom to do what I want when I want, not to mention everyone in the world knows who my wife is and what she does for a living—without Secret Service protection. Under normal circumstances, we wouldn’t be having this conversation for another year or more, so it’s nothing anyone needs to worry about right now. If Nelson is forced out, I’m prepared to step up. That’s all you need to tell the DNC. I really don’t want them all over me about the next election cycle. Not now.”

			“I understand. Well, I don’t really but I’ll respect your wishes.”

			“I’m sorry if this is hard for you to understand, but try to see it from my point of view. I’m doing my thing as chief of staff to a senator and then, overnight, I’m the senator, and then less than a year later I’m the vice president. Some days I feel like I’ve been swept up in a riptide, and I don’t recognize my own life.”

			“It’s been a fast, wild ride. I’d never deny that, but it sort of feels like destiny in a way, doesn’t it?”

			“I suppose, but I want to be intentional about my decisions going forward and not so caught up in the current that I don’t take a minute to breathe.”

			“I hear you.”

			“I hope you know how much I appreciate your support. It’s meant everything to me, from the first day we met, through everything that’s happened since. I couldn’t have done any of this without you in my corner.”

			“Aw, hell, that’s not true.”

			“Yes, it is, Graham. I never would’ve considered this career without your encouragement. I certainly wouldn’t be vice president without you.”

			“If you want to believe that, I won’t argue with you.”

			“That’s a first,” Nick said with a laugh.

			Graham laughed with him, and then got up to leave. “No matter what you do or don’t do, I’ll always be proud of you.”

			Nick stood to shake his hand. “That means everything to me.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			ONCE AGAIN, THE FRIGID HQ air was a welcome relief after the walk through dense humidity. She should’ve let Freddie pick her up. Sam found her entire squad gathered in the pit, along with Malone and Deputy Chief Conklin. Everyone turned to face her, looking for info.

			She flashed a big smile and thumbs-up.

			Her team erupted into cheers and applause that was interrupted by shouts from the other corridor that led to the pit.

			“You fucking smug bitch!”

			Ramsey. Another officer held him back from storming the pit.

			“Go ahead and have your celebration, but I’ll have your ass and your badge before this is over.” Ramsey broke free of the hold the other officer had on him and charged toward her.

			Freddie, Gonzo, Malone and Green stopped him, pushing him back.

			“This is not over, you fucking cunt!”

			Sam completely ignored him while the others forced him backward into the other hallway. “Anyone have an update on the shooting case for me?” Sam asked.

			Jeannie looked up at her with big eyes.

			Sam smiled and winked at her.

			Flustered, Jeannie blinked and consulted her notes. “As you requested, I looked into the couple that witnessed Melody Kramer’s shooting, and they both check out. No criminal record for either. Same with Jamal’s sisters. I took the liberty of running the financials for everyone involved and something sort of odd popped on Joe Kramer’s report.”

			Sam’s stomach took a dive, the way it often did when they were on to something. “What’ve you got?”

			“He’s deeply in debt. To the tune of two hundred fifty thousand dollars.” Jeannie handed her a sheet of paper that detailed the debts, mostly lines of credit.

			“What the hell? He just told us an hour ago that there was nothing in their lives, including their finances or investments, that we needed to know for the investigation. Looks like we’ll be paying him another visit.” From the lobby area, Sam could hear Ramsey continuing to scream and make a scene. If he kept that up, he’d get himself suspended, which wouldn’t break her heart.

			“Maybe there’s a reasonable explanation for it,” Jeannie said, casting a nervous glance at the lobby.

			“I hope so. I’ve been feeling kind of sorry for the guy after losing his pregnant wife the way he did. I’d hate to think it happened because of something he’s into. Good work, Jeannie.”

			“Thank you, Lieutenant.” She looked toward the lobby again. “Are you… Are you all right?”

			“He doesn’t bother me. Don’t worry.” Sam went into her office and placed a call to Darren Tabor.

			“Sam… To what do I owe the honor of this unexpected phone call?”

			“How does an exclusive sound?”

			“About the Nelson situation?”

			“Nope. About the grand jury deciding not to indict me on assault charges for punching Sergeant Ramsey, who’s currently losing his shit in the MPD lobby.”

			“Tell me everything.”

			Sam gave him a full rundown on her meeting with Forrester and what the USA had said about the grand jury proceedings.

			“You must be relieved,” Darren said.

			“I’m glad to not be indicted, but I wouldn’t go so far as to say I’m relieved. While what I did technically constituted assault, most rational people probably would’ve done what I did under the same circumstances. I’d just been nearly killed at the hands of a fellow officer. I wasn’t really in the mood to hear from yet another colleague that the first one should’ve finished me off when he had the chance.”

			“I probably would’ve punched him too.”

			Sam laughed. “Look, I want to say that as a fourteen-year member of the MPD, I don’t condone violence of any kind. I’m not proud of my actions that day, but it happened, and now I’m ready to put it behind me.” She decided to “forget” to mention Ramsey’s plan to sue her for damages.

			“Should the public conclude that the incidents involving you, Stahl and Ramsey are an indication of strife within the department?”

			“Not at all. These are isolated instances of men who resent me for being a successful woman on a job traditionally held by men. I get it. They’re threatened by me. Fortunately, it’s just a few people who feel this way. I work harmoniously with many other men in this department, both above and below me in rank.”

			Darren snorted with laughter. “Ramsey will go ballistic when he sees that quote.”

			“Let him. If you could hear the racket he’s currently making, you’d know he clearly has anger management issues. I’m the least of his concerns.”

			“Can you give me anything on the shootings?”

			“We’re working every lead, and we encourage the public to call our tip line if they hear anyone bragging about the shootings or if they have anything at all that they think we ought to know. Sometimes it’s the littlest detail that can break a case like this wide-open.”

			“Do you think we’ve seen the last of the shootings?”

			“We hope so, but we have no way to know that for sure. We believe we’ve recovered the vehicle that was used and are having it fully processed by the lab. Until we apprehend the people responsible for the shootings, we continue to encourage residents to stay off city sidewalks, especially side streets, unless they absolutely have to be outside.”

			“That’s a tough order this time of year.”

			“We realize that, but it’s the only way we can ensure the safety of our citizens.”

			“Can you give me anything about Nelson and the hearings, Sam? I’ll take whatever you’re willing to give me.”

			“I’ll just say this… Like everyone else in America, Nick and I are watching the democratic process play out, and we won’t have any further comment.”

			“I guess that’s something,” he said glumly.

			“It’s all I’ve got.”

			“You guys are tough cookies to be staying so calm and collected through all of this.”

			“If you say so. I gotta get back to work. Don’t screw me over, Darren.”

			“Have I ever screwed you over, Sam?”

			“Not yet, and that’s why I called you. Don’t let me down.”

			“I won’t. Thanks for this. I appreciate it.”

			“Gotta go.” Sam closed her phone and sat back in her chair, hoping she’d done the right thing adding fuel to the fire with Ramsey by talking to Darren. Oh well, what was done was done. “Let’s have our meeting,” she said when Freddie, Gonzo and Green returned to the pit.

			“Malone suspended him,” Gonzo said. “Told him to go home for a week and not to come back until he could control himself.”

			Freddie picked up the story. “To which he said, ‘The way she did?’”

			“He’s not our problem,” Sam said. “Finding a shooter who’s gunning down people in our city—that’s our problem. Conference room, everyone.”

			Her team followed her into the conference room and took seats around the table. “Jeannie ran the financials on everyone involved with the case and has discovered Joe Kramer is in debt to the tune of two hundred fifty grand.”

			Freddie’s eyes widened in surprise. “He just told us—”

			“I know. We’ll be having another conversation with him after this. What else did we get today?”

			One by one, the detectives reported in about who they’d spoken with and what they’d uncovered, which wasn’t much of anything. Green impressed her with his brief but thorough report on what he and Gonzo had done.

			“This case is pissing me off,” she said, releasing her hair from the clip that contained it during the workday.

			Malone came into the room. “Simmons finally found someone willing to represent him in his latest visit to the MPD. He’ll be here in an hour or two.”

			“That’s something anyway,” Sam said.

			“I haven’t had much time to spend on the sharpshooter angle today,” Malone added.

			“I can pick that up from home later,” Jeannie said.

			“Appreciate that,” Sam said. “Cruz, you and I will talk to Joe Kramer one more time, and then come back to interview Simmons. Everyone else can call it a day.”

			“And you guys say I’m lucky to be her partner,” Freddie said, grinning at the others.

			“You’re blessed to be my partner.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he said. “You’ll never hear me say otherwise.”

			“Keep digging your own grave, Cruz,” Gonzo said.

			“Thanks for a great first day, Detective Green,” Sam said. “Hopefully, you’ll decide to come back tomorrow.”

			“I’ll be here,” he said with an engaging grin as he left the room.

			Rush hour traffic made for a slow roll to Joe’s house. “The federal workforce is back from summer vacation,” Sam said.

			“Happens every year the day after Labor Day.”

			“I need to call Scotty to see how the first day of school went.” She made the call and put it on speaker while juggling the steering wheel.

			“If you had a thing called a smartphone,” Freddie said, “you could tell it to call Scotty for you without risking both our lives and the lives of everyone on the road with us.”

			“Good to know,” Sam said, glaring in his direction. “And PS, your passive-aggressiveness will be noted on your next eval.”

			“Was it passive? I didn’t intend it to be.”

			She choked back a laugh as Scotty answered his phone.

			“Hi, Mom.”

			Hearing him call her that never got old. It was her favorite of her many titles. “Hi there. Freddie is here with me and we wanted to see how the first day went.”

			“They gave us homework! On the first freaking day!”

			Freddie rocked with silent laughter.

			“No more easing you into it, huh?” Sam asked.

			“No! They said they’ll be getting us ready for high school this year. And I thought middle school was bad. High school is gonna be awful!”

			Sam held back a burst of laughter that she knew he wouldn’t appreciate. “Was it fun to see your friends?”

			“Yeah, but we have all different lunches this year, so that kinda sucks.”

			“Any new kids this year?” Sam asked, trying to find something positive.

			“A couple. There’s this one girl, Annie, who seems nice. She moved here from California over the summer. At first, she was all weirded out by being in class with the vice president’s son. I told her we don’t make a big deal of it, and she seemed cool with it. She’s in my algebra class and is really good at it. She said she’d help me out.”

			“That’s a good friend to have.”

			“I know! That’s what I told her.”

			“Is Dad home yet?”

			“Not yet, but he texted to say he’s on the way soon. I’m going over to Grandpa Skip’s house. He wants to know how school was.”

			“I’ll be home in a little while. I’ll see you then.”

			“Okay. Thanks for calling.”

			Sam closed the phone. “Can I laugh now?”

			“Better now than when he can hear you.”

			“It’s so funny to me how he’s so much like me in some ways and so much like Nick in others. I used to go into a deep, dark funk on the first day of school. Dyslexia made my life a living hell, but of course no one really knew what it was back then. I feel his pain.”

			“He’s so damned cute. I wouldn’t be able to hold it together if my kid was saying that kind of stuff. Another reason why I probably shouldn’t have kids.”

			“We already talked about that. You are having kids, and that’s the end of it.”

			“Um, by the way… In case you don’t already know this, you’re my boss at work. You’re not the boss of the rest of my life.”

			“Where the hell did you get that idea? I am the boss of you. Period. You’re having kids. That subject is closed.”

			“You’re completely out of control.”

			“You say that like this is news to you or something.”

			He busted up laughing. “You are entertaining to have around. I’ll give you that.”

			“I do what I can for the people.”

			“That thing with Ramsey was intense.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Are you okay? I mean, he said some crappy shit—”

			“I’m fine. He doesn’t bother me. I’m used to him and his crappy shit.”

			“You really think he’s going to sue you?”

			“I’m sure he will.”

			“All this because he’s jealous of your career. It’s ridiculous.”

			“It is what it is. Let’s not give him any more of our time. It’s just what he wants.”

			“What’re we going to say to Joe Kramer?” he asked.

			“I was just about to ask what you had planned.”

			He groaned. “Why did I know you were going to say that?”

			“Because I’m nothing if not predictable.”

			“That is true. I guess I’ll ask him why he didn’t tell us about the quarter-million-dollar debt and ask if there’s more that wouldn’t show up on a run of financials. I’ll let him know it’s in his best interest to tell us now rather than letting us figure it out for ourselves.”

			“Make sure you mention how we hate when people waste our time. Two trips to his house in this traffic is a huge waste of our time. In fact, you can start with that.”

			“Got it.”

			With Freddie occupied with his phone, Sam pressed a button on hers to make it ring. “Holland.” She pretended to listen. “No, I said midget strippers. There’s a big difference. I want the little people.” She paused, glanced at Freddie and said, “I don’t know. Let me ask him.” Holding the phone to one side, she said, “You’re not allergic to latex are you?”

			The look he gave her would’ve killed a lesser person.

			Sam wanted to howl with laughter, but somehow managed to maintain her composure. “He’s good with latex. Yes, this Saturday at ten. Don’t let me down.” As she slapped the phone closed, it took everything she had to maintain her composure while she counted down to herself—five, four, three, two—

			“Are you freaking kidding me, Sam? Midget strippers? And what the hell are you doing with latex?”

			Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the vein in his forehead bulging and had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from losing her shit. “Mind your own business.”

			“I swear to God…”

			“Please don’t take the Lord’s name in vain, young Freddie. You’ll go straight to hell.”

			“I’d rather go to hell than this party you’re having. In fact, count me out.”

			“You’ll be there.”

			“No, I won’t.”

			“We’ll see about that. And P.S., the word midget is not acceptable, as you’d know if you’d ever attended required sensitivity training.”

			“I’m not calling them that. The strippers call themselves that.”

			“I can’t believe we’re even talking about such a thing.”

			“Really? You can’t?”

			He shook his head and released a deep sigh.

			Sam had to fight the urge to laugh hysterically at his distress.

			They arrived at the Kramer residence a short time later and had to double-park.

			“Let’s make this quick before some overeager Patrol officer gets a big idea to ruin his career by towing my car,” Sam said.

			Still fuming at her, Freddie knocked on the door.

			Kramer’s sister, Sarah, answered.

			“Have you found the person who killed Mel?” she asked when she let them in.

			“Not yet,” Freddie said, “but we wondered if we could have another word with Joe.”

			“He said you were here earlier.”

			“Right,” Freddie replied. “We have a few loose ends to tie up.”

			“He’s lying down. He hasn’t slept since… Does it have to be now?”

			“Yeah, it does,” Freddie said.

			“I’ll go get him. You can wait in the front room.”

			Rather than sit like they had before, they remained standing until Joe Kramer appeared with his sister trailing behind him a few minutes later.

			“Could we speak to you alone?” Freddie asked.

			“I don’t mind if Sarah is here.”

			Freddie glanced at Sam, who nodded, encouraging him to go ahead with it.

			“We know this is a difficult time for you, sir,” Freddie said, “but one thing that really irritates us is when people waste our time.”

			“I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			Freddie handed him the printout that detailed his debts.

			Joe glanced at it and visibly sagged.

			“What is it, Joe?”

			He ignored his sister’s question. “What does that have to do with anything?”

			“The fact that you’re deeply in debt is something you should’ve revealed to us when we asked if there was anything else material to the investigation that you thought we ought to know,” Freddie said.

			“Debt?” Sarah asked. “What kind of debt?”

			“I took some of the money we’d saved for a house to buy into a business opportunity,” he told her. “I wasn’t going to say anything about it until the investment paid off.”

			“We need the details of the business opportunity.” Freddie held out his notebook and a pen. “Including the names and phone numbers of everyone involved.”

			Joe’s complexion drained of color. “You’re not going to talk to them, are you?”

			“Is there any particular reason why you wouldn’t want us to?”

			“They’re working on a top-secret defense project.” When his legs seemed to fail him, he sat down hard on the sofa. “If I send cops to them, they’ll cut me out, and I’ll never get back my investment.”

			“We’ll let them know you didn’t have a choice,” Freddie said. “Start writing, and don’t leave anything out. If there’re other debts besides the ones listed on that sheet, write them down. If we have to come back here again because we find out something else you didn’t tell us, you could face obstruction charges.”

			“The man just lost his wife,” Sarah said testily. “Is it really necessary to speak to him this way?”

			“I’m afraid it is,” Freddie said. “Did your wife know about the investment?”

			“No, she didn’t. I wanted to come back to her with a windfall. She was so stressed out about how much the fertility treatments cost. I wanted to do something to make her happy.” He looked up at them, his eyes filled with heartbreak. “You don’t think something I did got her killed, do you?”

			“We have no way to know that until we investigate further,” Freddie said. “The sooner you tell us what we need to know, the sooner we can get to it.”

			“How did these people find you?” Sam asked.

			“Through one of my colleagues at work. Friend of a friend.”

			“Write down the colleague’s name too,” Sam said.

			It took about fifteen tearful minutes for him to finish the list and hand the notebook back to Freddie.

			“I’m only going to ask this once,” Freddie said. “Is there anything else we should know about your life or Melody’s? Anything at all?”

			“No,” he said, shaking his head. “That’s it. Y-you’ll let me know what you find out?”

			“We will.”

			“What am I supposed to do in the meantime? Do I act like I haven’t set the cops on them?”

			Sarah sat next to him and put her arm around him.

			He leaned into her.

			“Don’t say a word to them about us,” Sam said. “If you do, that too could result in an obstruction charge.”

			“If something I did got her killed…” He shook his head. “How will I live with that?”

			“Nothing you did caused this,” Sarah said. “You loved her. Everyone knew that.”

			He dropped his head into his hands and began to sob.

			“We’ll see ourselves out,” Freddie said. “Stay local in case we need to get in touch.”

			“Where else would I go?” he asked.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			“THAT WAS BRUTAL,” Freddie said when they were outside.

			“I still feel sorry for the guy even though he wasted our time.”

			“Me too.”

			“Call Malone and have him run the names Kramer gave us.”

			While Freddie did that, Sam drove them back to HQ so they could interview Simmons.

			“He’s on it,” Freddie said when he ended the call with the captain.

			“I feel like we’re spinning our wheels.”

			“I do too. You think anything will come of the info from Kramer?”

			“Probably not. It could be a legit opportunity that had nothing at all to do with his wife being killed. I mean, think about it. He gave them money for their top-secret project. What would be the motive in taking out his wife and three other innocent people? There isn’t one.”

			“But we’re still going to follow up, right?”

			“Yep, but mark my words, it won’t lead us anywhere.”

			They returned to HQ and went straight to the interrogation room where Simmons and his attorney were waiting.

			“How’re we going to play this?” Freddie asked.

			“I’ll take the lead. I want to get the hell out of here.”

			“Let’s do it.”

			Sam walked in first with Freddie following and introduced herself and her partner to the young dark-haired woman who sat next to a surly-looking Trace Simmons.

			“I’m Mary Beth Phillips from the public defender’s office.”

			She didn’t look old enough to be out of high school, let alone law school, Sam thought as she took a seat across the table from them while Freddie remained standing by the door.

			“Talk to me about Tamara Jackson,” Sam said.

			Simmons’s eyes bugged. “What about her?”

			“You heard her brother was killed in a drive-by shooting?”

			“Is that what this is about? You think I had something to do with that? I would never do anything to hurt her. I love her. She’s one of the few good things in my miserable fucking life.”

			Sam looked on in stunned amazement as tears filled his eyes. “She said you threatened her, slapped her and said nasty crap about her mother.”

			“I swear to God,” he said in a hushed voice. “It wasn’t me.”

			Strangely enough, Sam believed him. “Have you heard any rumblings on the street about who might’ve been behind the shootings?”

			“Nah, I ain’t heard nothing about it.”

			“If we release you and you hear something, I’ll expect you to let me know.” Sam slid her card across the table to him. “Understand?”

			“Yeah, I got ya. Can I go now?”

			Sam stared at him for a long moment, hoping she was doing the right thing by trusting her gut. “We’re good on this, but there were drugs found at the house.”

			He threw up his hands. “They ain’t mine.”

			“Then that means they’re your sister’s?”

			“I know nothing about no drugs.”

			“You can expect to hear from my colleagues about that.”

			“They know where to find me.” Without another word to Sam or his attorney, he got up and left the room.

			Mary Beth seemed to sag from relief, or that was how it appeared to Sam.

			“How’d a nice girl like you end up defending guys like him?” Sam asked her.

			“Someone’s got to do it. Why not me?”

			Impressed by her sassy comeback, Sam said, “Well, I guess I’ll be seeing you around campus.”

			“I guess you will. And for what it’s worth, I’m a big fan of your work—and your husband.”

			“Thank you.” Sam never knew what to say to comments like that.

			Mary Beth took off down the hallway, and Sam turned to Freddie. “I hope I did the right thing there.”

			“For what it’s worth, I believed him too.”

			“It’s worth a lot.”

			Malone joined them. “Simmons was a dead end?”

			Sam nodded. “He seemed genuinely shocked that we suspected him. Said he loves Tamara Jackson, that she’s one of the few good things in his life, and he’d never do anything to hurt her. We both believed him and told him he’d be hearing more about the drugs that were found in his house. He says they aren’t his, so we need to look at the sister for that.”

			The captain sighed and ran his fingers through his wiry gray hair. “That takes us back to square one. Nothing popped on any of the names you got from Joe Kramer. What’s your feeling on that angle?”

			“As I said to Detective Cruz, what would be the motive? He invested in their project. Why would that lead to his wife and three other innocent people being gunned down?”

			“I can’t see how it would,” Malone said.

			“Let’s see what Jeannie finds tonight on former and current military and law enforcement sharpshooters in the area,” Sam said. “The one thing that stands out to me is the skill it would take to shoot someone with such deadly accuracy while traveling at a high rate of speed. We need to find out who would have those skills.”

			“Agreed.”

			“I’ll have Carlucci and Dominguez pick up that angle from McBride overnight and see where we are in the morning,” Sam said. To Cruz, she added, “Write up the reports and call it a day, Detective.”

			“Do you mind if I report from home?”

			“Not at all.”

			“All right then. I’ll see you both in the morning, if not before.”

			After he walked away, Sam looked up at Malone. “You think whoever did this is done?”

			“I want to think that, but I have a nagging feeling he’s just getting started.”

			“Me too,” Sam said, shivering from the frigid AC as much as the sense of foreboding that overtook her.

			* * *

			SAM ARRIVED AT home just as Nick’s motorcade pulled onto Ninth Street. Standing on the curb, she waited for him.

			His face lit up with pleasure at the sight of her. He put his arm around her and kissed her right there on the sidewalk, in full view of the neighbors and his detail. “There’s my nonfelon wife. I’m so glad I’m not going to have to visit you in prison, although I bet the conjugal visits would’ve been hot.” With his lips pressed against her temple as he walked them up the ramp, he whispered, “Maybe we can play conjugal visit later?”

			Sam elbowed him in the gut even as she laughed at his outrageousness.

			“So that’s a yes to conjugal?”

			“We’ll see.”

			“Can we skip dinner and go straight to bed?”

			“Behave. We have a grumpy first-day-of-school boy to deal with first.”

			His low groan made her laugh.

			“You’re very randy tonight, Mr. Vice President.”

			“I’m randy every night that I get to have you in my bed.”

			“Shhh.” She glanced at Melinda, who watched them the way she always did—as if she wished she could see her sexy subject naked. Sam wanted to claw her eyes out. Shouldn’t she be off duty by now?

			Nick nudged Sam into the kitchen and pressed her up against the counter for a deep, sensual kiss that had her thinking about bedtime. He rubbed his hard cock against her belly and put his hands on her ass to pull her in closer to him.

			Sam’s mind went blank as the stress of the day gave way to overwhelming desire.

			“God, I needed that.” He shifted his attention to her neck where he seemed to breathe her in. “I was so fucking relieved to officially hear there isn’t going to be an indictment.”

			Sam clung to him, tipping her head to give him better access to her neck. “You don’t swear. That’s my thing.”

			“The occasion calls for a good fucking.”

			Sam lost it laughing. “In your world, all occasions call for a good fucking.”

			“Only when you’re around, my love.” He kissed her forehead, her nose and then her lips again. “I can never, ever get enough of you.”

			“Thank God for that.” She drew him into another kiss just as Scotty came into the kitchen.

			“Oh for God’s sake.” He spun around to leave.

			“Come back,” Sam said. “We were done.”

			“Speak for yourself,” Nick muttered, pressing his cock against her.

			Sam wriggled free of him and went after their son.

			“A man ought to be able to walk into the kitchen of his own home without having to see that,” Scotty said indignantly.

			Sam mussed his hair and kissed his cheek. “A man should, yes. A boy, however, is stuck with parents who love each other. Sorry to say.”

			“It’s a terrible burden.”

			“I know, and I’d apologize except that your dad is such an excellent kisser.”

			“Too far,” Scotty said with a scowl. “All I wanted to know was what’s for dinner. I got way more info than I needed.”

			With her hands on his shoulders Sam steered him back into the kitchen, where Nick sat at the table looking innocent when she knew he had to still be hard. She waggled her brows at him before peeking in the oven to see what Shelby had left for dinner. “Looks like lasagna.”

			“Yes,” Scotty said with a fist pump. “That’s the first piece of good news I’ve had all day.”

			“I have another bit of good news for you,” Sam said.

			“What’s that?”

			“Remember when I accidentally-on-purpose punched Sergeant Ramsey?”

			“After he said crappy shit to you about Stahl,” Scotty said, nodding. “What about it?”

			“First of all, don’t say shit or you’ll owe the swear jar. Second of all, I found out today I’m not going to be charged with assaulting him.”

			“They couldn’t charge you because there wasn’t a jury in America who wouldn’t agree he had it coming,” Scotty said emphatically.

			“Still, they could’ve charged me because it was technically assault, and it’s a good reminder that physical violence isn’t the way to solve our problems. I’ve learned a big lesson from this.”

			“But if you had it to do over again, you’d probably still punch him,” Scotty said. “Or at least I hope you would.”

			Sam looked to Nick for help and found him smirking at the mess she’d gotten herself into. “Listen, buddy. I don’t always set the best example for you, but I hope you know that I wouldn’t approve of you punching someone who said something you didn’t like.”

			“If someone ever said to me what Ramsey said to you, I would punch him. Just so you’re prepared if that ever happens.”

			“Um…” Sam glanced again at Nick, whose brows were raised in amusement and possibly despair as she dug a deeper hole for herself. “I really don’t want you to feel like you have to fight my battles for me.”

			“I don’t feel that way. But if someone ever says something so vicious about either of you to me, I won’t be responsible for my actions.”

			“Scotty,” Nick said in his sternest dad voice, “while your mom and I appreciate your loyalty to us, we can’t condone any plan that has you leading with your fists. That’s not the way to resolve disputes, as your mom has discovered. She could’ve been indicted and charged with felony assault. If she’d been convicted, that would’ve been the end of her career as a police officer, not to mention she could’ve gone to jail. Sometimes all it takes is one good hit to kill someone. She got lucky that the nasty sergeant wasn’t killed when he fell down the stairs. When she hit him, she didn’t intend to kill him, but that could’ve happened, and if it had, she would have been indicted and charged. You see what I’m saying?”

			“Yeah, I do.”

			“Resist the urge to punch,” Nick said. “Both of you.”

			“Yes, Dad,” Sam said sarcastically. To Scotty, she added, “But your dad is right. It’s no way to behave, and I shouldn’t have done it for all the reasons Dad listed as well as the fact that it’s just wrong. My job is to uphold the law, not break it. I put myself and the department in a very bad spot with what I did, and I regret that.”

			“I get what you’re saying. Can we eat now?”

			“We sure can.” Sam rolled her eyes at Nick, who grinned at her, no doubt loving the fact that she’d gotten herself into yet another maternal jam. Over dinner, they listened to a litany of eighth grade complaints that focused primarily on the much-harder algebra and the introductory Spanish that was going to be yet another nightmare.

			After they cleaned up the kitchen, they sent Scotty off to shower and finish his homework with promises that he could watch the Feds game if he got everything done.

			“I love him soooo much,” Nick said when they were alone again.

			“You love that he makes me squirm as I try to keep him from behaving badly the way his mother does.”

			“That’s my favorite thing ever.”

			“Ever?” she asked with a coy smile. “More than playing conjugal visit?”

			He swallowed hard. “Can I let you know after?”

			Sam laughed and wiped up the countertop around the sink. “Speaking of visits, what did Graham have to say today?”

			Over a glass of wine, Nick filled her in on their conversation. “He thinks I’m crazy to not be giddy over the idea of being president, not that he’d ever say that.”

			“He’s never lived in a house crawling with Secret Service, so he has no idea what it’s like.”

			“True. I get that he wants the stars and the moon for me and would do anything within his power to make it happen, but I made it clear to him that I have to want it, and I’m not sure I do.”

			“He must’ve been heartbroken to hear that.”

			“He was. I felt bad.”

			Sam reached for his hand. “Don’t feel bad. It’s got to be your decision and not forced on you. It’s a huge deal to take on if your heart truly isn’t in it.”

			“It has to be our decision, and I couldn’t agree more about making sure my heart is in it. I told him I’m ready to step up if I have to, but I’m really hoping it doesn’t come to that.”

			“From your lips to God’s ears,” Sam said, shuddering at the thought of him suddenly becoming president.

			“We don’t need to worry about that tonight,” Nick said. “Let’s go watch some baseball with our boy, and then have us some conjugal love.”

			“You’re obsessed.”

			He patted her ass on the way out of the kitchen. “Guilty as charged, my love. Now punish me.”

			* * *

			LEAVE IT TO NICK to make the conjugal visit fantasy the hottest thing since the advent of the loft. Infusing the entire encounter with a sense of urgency, he had her believing their bedroom was a jail cell under surveillance, and they had to take full advantage of every minute they had before they were once again wrenched apart.

			“How much longer do we have?” he asked as he throbbed deep inside her.

			“Can’t be more than fifteen minutes.”

			“We’d better make it count.”

			“Why is this so damned hot?”

			“Shhh, don’t let them hear you. They’ll kick me out before we get to finish, and then we’ll have to be frustrated for weeks until we can do this again. I can only jack off so much before I injure myself.”

			She cracked up. “What do you think about when you jack off?”

			“You,” he whispered against her lips. He took her hands and raised them over her head, linking their fingers. “I think about your soft skin and your tight, wet pussy and how incredible it feels to be inside you. It’s the best feeling in the whole world. Sometimes I think I’ll die from wanting you.”

			“You’re going to make me come.”

			“That’s the plan.”

			“Don’t stop.”

			“I’ll never stop.”

			“Tell me you’re faithful to me between visits. I couldn’t bear the thought of you doing this with anyone but me.”

			“There’s only you. There could only ever be you.”

			“You’ll wait for me, won’t you?”

			“I’d wait forever for you.”

			“Every night,” she whispered against his ear, “I think of you and how I wish I could touch you and love you. I have to touch myself because I burn for you.”

			He groaned and got impossibly harder inside her. Releasing her hands, he reached under her to grasp her ass, his fingers digging into the dense flesh as he hammered into her. “Don’t make me go alone, babe. I need you so bad.”

			“I’m here. I’m right here.” She fisted a handful of his hair and pulled him deeper into her with the other hand.

			Her cell phone rang, and she ignored it, which was something she never did. But some things should never be interrupted. “We have to hurry,” she said, adding urgency to her tone. “They’re coming to take me.”

			“No,” he said, picking up the pace, “not yet. It’s not enough. It’s never enough.”

			“God, you’re so big and hot inside me. I feel like I’m being impaled by you.”

			“Samantha… Come for me. I want to hear you scream.”

			“I can’t,” she said on a moan. “They’ll hear me, and I’ll get in trouble. The guards… They’ll want what only you should have.”

			“I’ll kill them if they touch you.” He reached down to where they were joined and caressed her clit, making her explode around his cock, silently, her fingers digging into the muscles of his back as she held on for dear life.

			“Jesus,” he whispered on a long exhale as he let himself go, surging into her over and over again until his body went slack above her.

			“Holy shit,” she said when she could speak again.

			“No kidding.” Laughing, he said, “What the hell was that?”

			“It’s a new game called conjugal visit. All the cool kids are playing it.”

			He rested his forehead on hers, gazing down at her with heat in his gorgeous hazel eyes. “The thought of being separated from you for any reason, even a pretend reason, makes me insane. I’d never survive it. You have to promise you’ll behave so no one can ever take you away from me.”

			“Define behave.”

			“Seriously, Samantha. Promise me.”

			“I promise. I’ve learned my lesson. I’ll assault with my words rather than my fists.”

			“That’s my girl,” he said, closing his eyes.

			Sam ran her fingers through his hair, so caught up in the moment with him she forgot that she’d missed a call until her phone rang again. “Ugh, I have to get that.”

			Nick withdrew from her and kissed her once before he let her go.

			She retrieved the phone from the bedside table, groaning at the sight of the word Dispatch on the caller ID.

			“Holland.”

			“Lieutenant, we’ve had another drive-by shooting.”

			“Where?”

			“Near the playground on V Street.”

			Sam’s stomach dropped when she heard playground.

			“A father and his six-year-old daughter were leaving the park when the daughter was shot and killed.”

			“Oh my God. Okay, I’m on my way.” She closed the phone and got out of bed, heading for the shower.

			“What happened?”

			“Our drive-by shooter has taken out a six-year-old girl.”

			“Are you kidding me? How could anyone…”

			“I know, babe. I’ve got to go.” She raced for the shower, and he joined her, his arms sliding around her from behind.

			“This’ll be a tough one.”

			“They all are.”

			“This will be worse than most.”

			“I know.” She already felt sick, and she hadn’t even seen the tiny victim yet. “We don’t have the first clue who is doing this or why. It’s so frustrating.”

			“You’ll figure it out. You always do.”

			“But how many people will have to die before we figure it out?”

			Because he couldn’t possibly answer that question, he didn’t try. He only held her closer, infusing her with his love and support when she needed it most.

			“I have to go.”

			“I know,” he said, but he only held her tighter.

			“You have to let me go.”

			“I know.”

			“Nick…”

			He released her, and she turned to face him, reaching up to bring him down for a kiss.

			“Tonight was so amazing.”

			“Yes, it was, but it’s always amazing with you.” He framed her face in his big hands. “Take care of my wife out there. She means everything to me.”

			“I will. Try to get some sleep.”

			His wry smile told her sleep would prove elusive for him tonight. The insomnia was apt to be with them until after the hearings were concluded. The medication Harry had prescribed hadn’t helped, which had been disappointing.

			“Don’t worry about me,” he said. “You have bigger things to be concerned with.”

			“Nothing is more important than you and Scotty.”

			“Right now, a little girl and her family need you. Go on ahead. I’ll be fine.” He patted her on the ass as he sent her from the shower to get ready to face a new nightmare.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			WHEN SAM ARRIVED on V Street Northeast, the keening wails of the child’s father sent a chill down her spine. If there had ever been a worse sound in the history of the world, she couldn’t imagine what it was.

			Officer Beckett greeted her, his expression grim. “Fucking hideous,” he said bluntly. “They were walking hand in hand, talking about the ice cream they were going to get, and she was hit in the chest. Probably killed instantly.”

			Sam sighed. “What’s her name?”

			“Vanessa Marchand. The dad is Trey. Needless to say, he’s inconsolable.”

			“What about the mother?”

			“We can’t get anything from him. He’s out of his mind. You might have better luck.”

			Sam took a deep breath, steeling herself to deal with Trey Marchand’s nightmare, and stepped under the crime scene tape that Beckett held up for her.

			A tarp covered the tiny body on the sidewalk. The father leaned over her, sobbing and rocking back and forth. He was black, muscular, handsome, the type of man who would turn female heads anywhere he went.

			Looking back at Beckett, Sam said, “Where’re the paramedics?”

			“On the way. They’re straight out tonight.”

			“Call them again.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Where the hell was Freddie when she needed him? She assumed he’d gotten the same call from Dispatch, so what was taking him so long to get there? He’d be better at handling the distraught father than she’d ever be. But since she was the only one there, it fell to her.

			“Mr. Marchand.” Sam placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’m Lieutenant Holland, Metro PD. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

			He shook his head. “Not my baby. Please no.” Tears drenched his face, and his hands trembled violently.

			She wanted to hug him and tell him everything would be okay, when it would never be okay again. Again, she wondered how people survived these things. “How about we take a walk and get a little air? Officer Beckett will stay with Vanessa until the others arrive.”

			“No, I can’t leave her. She’ll be scared.”

			Since he wasn’t willing to budge, Sam knelt on the sidewalk next to him and kept her hand on his shoulder, feeling impotent and useless, knowing nothing she said or did would bring him comfort.

			“We stayed in last night,” he said after a long silence broken only by his sobs. “Like they said we should. Nessa, she wanted to play. She begged me to go out.” He wiped his face as the tears continued to fall. “I knew we shouldn’t, but it’s summer. We go to the park every night in the summer. Why couldn’t it have been me? Why?” His helpless sobs broke her heart.

			Sam’s throat closed around a huge lump of emotion. All she could do was squeeze his shoulder and pray the paramedics would get there soon.

			After a long period of silence, she cleared her throat and forced herself to put the emotion aside to focus on the job that needed to be done. “Did you see the car?”

			He shook his head. “I heard it coming. There was a squealing sound that caught my attention, but I barely had time to look before…”

			In the distance, Sam heard sirens and hoped that meant the paramedics were close. “Is there someone I could call for you? A friend or family member? How about Vanessa’s mother?”

			“She left us years ago,” he said in a dead-sounding voice. “It’s just the two of us. Always has been.”

			Dear God, Sam thought. I can’t do this.

			At the sound of someone approaching them, she looked up with relief when she saw Lindsey McNamara.

			“Isn’t there anyone I could call for you?”

			“My brother,” he said. “He’d come.”

			“Do you know his number offhand?”

			He withdrew his cell phone and found the number. “That’s him.” He handed the phone to her. “Jamie.”

			Glancing at Lindsey, Sam nodded toward Trey, asking her to watch over him while she made the call. She would’ve introduced Lindsey, but she knew it wouldn’t matter to Trey.

			Lindsey nodded in acknowledgment.

			Sam walked a short distance away and pressed Send to place the call.

			“Yo, what’s up?”

			“Mr. Marchand?”

			“Yeah, who’s this?”

			“Lieutenant Sam Holland, Metro PD.”

			“What the hell? Where’s my brother?”

			Sam closed her eyes and prayed for the strength to get through this. “I’m sorry to have to tell you that your niece, Vanessa, was shot and killed near the playground on V Street.”

			“Oh my God,” he said in a whisper. “Oh God, no. Trey…”

			“Can you come? He needs you.”

			“I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

			The line went dead, and Sam walked back over to Trey, who was being comforted by Lindsey. She handed him his phone. “Your brother will be here shortly.”

			He nodded.

			The paramedics showed up a few minutes later, and with Sam’s help, they convinced Trey to let them tend to him.

			“I’ll be with Vanessa,” Lindsey said. “I won’t leave her for a minute.”

			As the paramedics led him away, Trey looked back over his shoulder several times.

			“Unbearable,” Lindsey said.

			“The worst,” Sam said.

			Lindsey lifted the tarp to reveal a beautiful little girl with braids in her hair. She wore a white dress with sunflowers all over it that was now covered in blood from the huge wound on her chest. “The poor baby.” Lindsey brushed away tears and signaled for her team.

			Captain Malone arrived on the scene and waved Sam over.

			She briefed him and watched his face harden with rage.

			“They killed a baby,” he said.

			“I know.”

			“We have to find these motherfuckers, Sam. This has to stop.”

			“I couldn’t agree more, but whoever they are, they’re good. It happens so fast, no one sees them coming.”

			“What do we have for video around here?”

			“That’s my next question. I’ll check with Archie and let you know.” She glanced at the back of the ambulance where Trey was being treated for shock. “He’s a single dad. She had braids in her hair and the cutest dress.”

			“What the hell does he do now?” Malone asked.

			Sam released a deep sigh. “I can’t begin to imagine.”

			“The press is going to be even more aggressive than they were before when they hear about this one. The mayor has already called the chief—again.”

			“I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but I want to bring in Avery and his team more formally on this. We need all the help we can get.”

			“I agree. Maybe the Marshals too.”

			“I’ll make the calls.”

			“Let’s get everyone back to HQ to regroup when you’re finished here.”

			“I’ll see you there.”

			Freddie and Gonzo arrived separately and spread out to begin interviewing the people gathered outside the crime scene tape, looking for anyone who might’ve witnessed the shooting.

			Sam went to talk to Trey before he was transported for observation. She handed her card to his brother, who had arrived while she talked to Malone. “Please call me if I can do anything for you or if you think of anything that might be useful to the investigation.”

			Nodding, Trey wiped away more tears.

			“I hope you understand that I have to ask if there was anyone in your life that might’ve wanted to harm you or Vanessa.”

			“No, I’m not into anything like that. I go to work, I take care of my kid, and that’s my life. I barely have time to see my friends and family.”

			Sam wondered when he would realize he had nothing but time now. It was such a cruel, senseless loss. “If you think of anything or anyone who might have a beef, even a coworker who got passed over for a promotion that you got or something as trivial as a parking dispute, I want to know.”

			“I can’t think of anything, but if I do, I’ll call you.”

			“I’m so, so sorry this happened to you and Vanessa. I’ll do everything I can to get justice for you both. I promise.”

			He nodded again. “Thank you.”

			Feeling shredded by his grief, Sam left him to the care of paramedics and his brother and went to check in with Lindsey, who was preparing to transport Vanessa to the morgue.

			“Days like this make me question my career choice,” Lindsey said.

			“Right there with you. We’re calling in the Feds to help us, and you know how much I hate doing that, but we’re getting nowhere fast.”

			“Take all the help you can get. The goal is to stop them before they kill anyone else. Who cares how that happens?”

			“You’re absolutely right.” And Sam was left to wonder if she’d called in the cavalry sooner whether a little girl with braids in her hair might still be alive.

			“I’ll see you back at the house,” Lindsey said.

			Sam spent an hour helping Gonzo and Freddie interview bystanders, but like the other shootings, no one had seen enough to be helpful.

			“This is so frustrating,” Sam said as they returned to their cars. “We have no more after five shootings than we had after the first.”

			“I like your sharpshooter angle,” Gonzo said. “I have a feeling about that.”

			“I do too,” Sam said. “Let’s see what Carlucci and Dominguez got done tonight.”

			They headed for HQ in three separate cars. On the way, Sam called Avery Hill.

			“Sorry to bother you,” she said, “but we’ve had another shooting. This time a six-year-old girl killed leaving a playground in Northeast.”

			“Jesus.”

			“Yeah, it was brutal. The father is a single dad, and the kid was obviously his whole world.”

			“What can I do?”

			“We need the cavalry. We’ve got dick, and we have to stop these people before they kill again.”

			“I’ll be there in thirty minutes.”

			“Thank you.” She placed the same call to Jesse Best, local commander of the U.S. Marshal Service. The Marshals specialized in finding people, and Sam hoped those skills could be used to hunt down the sons of bitches who were killing people in her city. Like Hill, Best agreed to meet at HQ within the hour.

			At HQ, the usual throng of reporters had quadrupled and satellite trucks lined the street. Apparently, word was out about another shooting, and the fact that such a young child had been cut down would fuel the frenzy.

			Sam drove around to the morgue entrance and bypassed Lindsey’s lab for now because she wasn’t ready to see that sweet child laid out on an autopsy table. She’d have to face that horror eventually, but not right now. The pit was overrun with detectives and brass, including Chief Farnsworth.

			“Everyone in the conference room in five.” Sam ducked into her office, hoping for five minutes to decompress. She got exactly one minute to herself before someone knocked on the door. “Come in.”

			Chief Farnsworth came in and closed the door. “You okay?”

			“I’ve been better. She was just a little kid leaving the park with her dad.” Sam ran her fingers through her hair, which was still damp from the shower and the humidity. “And we’ve got abso-fucking-lutely nothing to go on.”

			“The media is hungry for information about the latest shooting and the investigation. Can you do a quick briefing?”

			“How about I write it up and we let Captain Norris and the Public Affairs people handle the actual briefing so it doesn’t turn into a three-ring circus about my husband?”

			“I can live with that.”

			“Captain Malone was on scene, and we agreed to call in the FBI and Marshals. We need all the help we can get.”

			“Agreed. Encourage your team to seek counseling if they need it. This is a tough one.”

			“They all are.”

			“Indeed. I’ll let you get back to it.”

			“Thanks for checking on me. Give me a minute to write the statement for Norris, and then I’ll be in.”

			“You got it.”

			Sam sat at her computer and wrote out the key facts about the latest shooting, mentioning they’d called in the FBI and U.S. Marshal Service to assist in the investigation and reiterated the warning asking city residents to remain indoors after sunset. When she was satisfied with the statement, she emailed it to Norris and suggested he not take any questions because they still had no answers.

			She fired off a quick text to Nick, letting him know she’d be gone all night, and then went in to join the others in the conference room. “I want to talk sharpshooters,” she said without preamble.

			“Per your request,” Detective Carlucci said, “Dominguez and I have been digging into that angle based on Detective McBride’s research from earlier. We have a few names worth considering. Two are ex-military, Special Forces, and one is former MPD.”

			A shiver went down Sam’s spine when she heard the MPD acronym. “Who?” she asked.

			“Kenneth Wallack,” Carlucci said. “Retired five years ago as a captain after a twenty-year career spent mostly in SWAT. He was an Army sharpshooter before he joined the department.”

			“I knew him well,” Farnsworth said. “He came up with Skip, Conklin and me. We were all in the academy together. He’s one of the good guys. There’s no way he’s involved in this.”

			“We still need to talk to him,” Sam said. “Whoever is doing this has mad skills with a weapon. He might be able to tell us something we don’t already know. He’s first on my list for the morning.”

			Carlucci slid a piece of paper across the table. “He lives in Brentwood.”

			“Which is right next door to Eckington,” Sam said.

			“He’s not involved,” Farnsworth said sternly. “I’d stake my badge on it.”

			“I’m just pointing out that he lives next to where one of the shootings took place.”

			“So noted,” Farnsworth said. “Move on.”

			“Who’re the ex-military?” Sam asked.

			“Carlos Vega, a former Army Ranger who was a decorated sharpshooter during the Iraqi war, and Douglas Simpson, an ex-Navy SEAL who received a Purple Heart for his second tour in Afghanistan.”

			“What was his injury?” Avery asked from his post next to Best in the back of the room.

			“He was shot in the head and medically retired,” Carlucci said.

			“Would he still have the faculties to carry out these kinds of shootings after an injury like that?” Malone asked.

			“We’ll have to pay him a visit and find out,” Sam said.

			“We’ll pay them both a visit tonight, if that would help,” Dominguez said.

			“Go to it.”

			Archie came into the room. “I’ve got a shot of the car that carried out the latest shooting.” He went over to the computer station and inserted a flash drive. The video appeared on the screen a few seconds later. “As you can see, we’re looking for a red SUV this time around. I wasn’t able to get the make or model or any distinguishing features because of the speed at which it was traveling, but the shape and size indicates SUV over sedan.”

			“Have we had any reports of red SUVs stolen in the last forty-eight hours?” Sam asked him.

			“Just one, so that gives us a plate number.” Archie handed her a report on the stolen car. “I’ve already put out an APB, and we’ve got everyone looking for that car.”

			“I’ll put the info out to my people,” Best said.

			“Good work, Lieutenant,” Farnsworth said.

			“Yes, thank you, Archie,” Sam said.

			“Happy to be able to give you something to work with. I’m going back upstairs to keep looking at the film. I’ll let you know if we find anything else.”

			“Let’s go talk to the people who owned the stolen car,” Sam said.

			“It’s almost midnight,” Freddie said.

			“I don’t care what time it is. We’ve got murderers on the prowl. No time to waste.”

			“I’m with you, boss.”

			“Everyone else can keep looking for more on the sharpshooter angle. Call me if you get anything.” She left the conference room and went to her office to grab her keys, meeting Freddie in the hallway that led to the morgue. “Let’s do this.”

			They drove to the Trinidad neighborhood in Northeast, to an address on Florida Avenue where Mary Jane and Rod Demmers lived. Sam didn’t feel the slightest bit guilty when she rang their doorbell at a quarter after midnight. It took a few minutes, but the porch light came on and the inside door opened to reveal a man in his mid-to late-fifties, wearing pajama pants and a T-shirt.

			His eyes bugged when he recognized Sam.

			“Mr. Demmers?” Sam flashed her badge. “I’m Lieutenant Sam Holland with the Metro PD. We’re here about the car you reported stolen two nights ago.”

			“At this hour?”

			“We believe your car has been used in the perpetration of a homicide. We’re sorry to disturb you, but we’re trying to find cold-blooded killers before they strike again.”

			“Come in.” He stepped aside to admit them.

			Sam appreciated that kind of cooperation.

			His wife came down the stairs, wearing a robe and attempting to fix her bedhead. “What is it?”

			The husband brought her up to speed, and she gasped, her hand over her heart. “Oh my God! Is it the same thugs who shot those poor innocent people a few nights ago?”

			“We believe so,” Sam said, deciding not to tell them about Vanessa. They’d hear about her soon enough. “I read the report you gave our officers about the car being stolen from in front of your home, but it doesn’t say here if there were any stickers or other identifying features.”

			“There’s a Feds sticker on the lower right side of the tailgate window and a Redskins flag on the upper left side,” he said.

			“Don’t forget the faded Towson sticker,” she said. “Our daughter went there.”

			Sam recorded everything they said in her notebook.

			“There’s also a dent in the back seat door on the passenger side,” he said. “It got hit in a parking lot, and we hadn’t had the chance to get it fixed yet.”

			“This is all very helpful,” Sam said, making a mental note to ask Patrol to do a better job of capturing these details when cars were reported stolen. They took so many of these routine reports that sometimes they glossed over the details. Sam handed the wife her card. “If you think of anything else, please call me.”

			“We will,” she said. “I hope you catch these people. What they’re doing is so awful. Terrorizing an entire city.”

			“I couldn’t agree more,” Sam said. “And we are going to get them. Sorry again to disturb you so late.”

			“It’s no problem,” he said. “We’re glad we could do something to help.”

			Sam had her phone out before they were through the door, placing a call to Dispatch. “This is Lieutenant Holland with some more information about the red SUV we’re looking for.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Sam recited the details the Demmers had given them and asked the dispatcher to add the information to the APB.

			“Yes, ma’am, Lieutenant. Right away.”

			“Thank you.”

			“What’s next?” Freddie asked when they were in the car.

			“I want to talk to my dad about Wallack.”

			“But the chief said…”

			“I heard him. I still want my dad’s take.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			SAM SENT A text to Celia, who was a night owl, asking if she could come by to see her dad about the case.

			Of course, honey. He’s watching Fallon. Come on over.

			“You don’t honestly think that a decorated former member of our department is doing this, do you?” Freddie asked.

			“I don’t honestly have the first freaking clue who’s doing this, and as such, I will leave no stone unturned, including the ones that seem preposterous.”

			“I hate cases like this,” he said. “We have nothing to go on, and we know they’re going to strike again. In the meantime, the city is paralyzed with fear at a time of year when everyone wants to be out and about.”

			“In other words, the perps are getting exactly what they want. The question is why? What’re they hoping to achieve in the long run?”

			“Terror.”

			Sitting at a red light, Sam looked over at him. “That’s an angle we haven’t fully explored and probably should.” She called Avery Hill. “Talk to me about your deeper look at homegrown terrorists.”

			“I’ve got my people combing the databases looking for any connections, and I’m talking to the intelligence agencies about chatter in recent weeks.”

			“Excellent. Keep me posted?”

			“I will.”

			“Appreciate your help on this one, Avery.”

			“Whatever we can do.”

			Sam slapped her phone closed. “They’re on it.”

			“I know it goes against everything we believe in, but you did the right thing bringing in the Feds.”

			“This isn’t the kind of case where pride matters. Who cares who breaks it as long as someone does.”

			“Well, it would be nice if it was us.”

			“Duh.”

			Freddie laughed. “Just so you know, boss of my life, I talked to Elin about the kid thing over dinner, and she sorta sees your point.”

			“I knew I liked her.”

			“You couldn’t stand her for the longest time,” he said scornfully.

			“That is not true. I never disliked her. I wasn’t sure she was right for you.”

			“She is so right for me,” he said with a salacious smile that had Sam scowling at him.

			“Spare me the gory details, Romeo.”

			“The details are so, so gory.”

			“Stop it!”

			Freddie was still laughing when they pulled up to the Ninth Street checkpoint where they were waved through by the Secret Service.

			Sam parked in her usual spot and headed for her dad’s house with Freddie right behind her. They went up the ramp, and Sam knocked on the front door before going in.

			“How many times do I have to tell you not to knock on that door?” Celia asked from her perch on the sofa.

			“After you two crazy kids were caught making out, I’m always going to knock.”

			Celia’s heart-shaped face turned bright red.

			“She does that stuff to me too,” Freddie said.

			“I’m a good time had by all,” Sam said with a cheeky grin.

			“She should’ve been spanked more as a child,” Celia said, teasing.

			Sam laughed. “They couldn’t catch me to spank me. Mind if we pop back to see Dad?”

			“He’s waiting for you.”

			Sam led the way through the kitchen to her father’s bedroom in what used to be the dining room. A hospital bed sat where the dining room table had once been. She leaned over the bed rail to kiss his forehead. “How you doing, Skippy?”

			“Better than you from what I saw on the news. A six-year-old? So awful.”

			It was no surprise that he’d take this case hard, having lost his first partner to a drive-by shooting that remained unsolved.

			“Yeah,” Sam said, sitting in the chair next to his bed, “it was awful. The dad was a single parent. He’s inconsolable.”

			“Terrible. Tell me you have something.”

			“We’ve got dick, and we’re chasing our tails. We’ve even called in the Feds, voluntarily.” He would know how desperate they were if they’d taken that measure.

			“What can I do?”

			“Talk to me about Kenneth Wallack.”

			The side of his face that still had expressive ability registered shock. “What about him?”

			“He’s a trained sharpshooter.”

			“Sam, come on. He’s one of us. You can’t seriously think he’s involved.”

			“We’re investigating every person in the local area who has the ability to do what this shooter is capable of—hitting targets with deadly accuracy while traveling at a high rate of speed. His name came up, and I’m looking for some perspective.”

			“Does Joe know you’re looking at him?” he asked of the chief.

			“He does, and he’s not happy about it.”

			“He wouldn’t be. They were great friends coming up through the ranks. Wallack was even closer to Conklin. I think they were in each other’s weddings.”

			“If he was close to Uncle Joe, why don’t I remember him?”

			“I don’t know. We’ve worked with so many people over the years. It’s hard to keep track of them all sometimes. But Kenny, he’s a good guy. He’d never be caught up in something like this.”

			“Who were his other friends in the department?”

			“Conklin was his partner for a couple of years,” he said of the deputy chief. “And for a brief time, he hung out with Stahl, but that didn’t last.”

			“How come?”

			“Stahl has always been the Stahl you know. He became more so over time, and people kept their distance, even people who’d once been his friend.”

			“Interesting,” Sam said.

			“Did Wallack have any issues during his career?” Freddie asked.

			“A contentious divorce from his first wife that spilled onto the job for a time. He was sent to rehab and came out having found the Lord. That put people off for a while, but he eventually settled down and refocused on the job.”

			“So they let a guy with substance abuse problems be a sharpshooter?” Sam asked.

			“As far as I know, he never touched a drop of booze again after he left rehab. He was a changed man, and that was obvious to everyone. And no one, and I do mean no one, could shoot like he could. The guy was one hundred percent on the mark. It would’ve been a tragic waste of talent not to use him in that role.”

			A tingle of sensation traveled down Sam’s backbone. In fourteen years on the job, she’d learned to trust the feeling that told her she was onto something. “What’ve you heard of him in recent years?”

			“Not much. He doesn’t come to the reunions, but I did hear somewhere along the line that he got married again, and it’s a real love match.”

			“This is all very helpful. Thank you.”

			“Whatever I can do, baby girl. You know that, but I think you’re barking up the wrong tree here. He was a decorated officer.”

			“I’m just dotting the Is and crossing the Ts the way my dad taught me.”

			Half his face lifted in a smile. “Keep me posted?”

			“Always. And call me if you think of anything else about him that I ought to know.”

			“I will. Have you looked at your current roster of sharpshooters?”

			The question struck Sam like a hammer to the head. “Um, no?”

			Skip’s eyebrow lifted. He got a lot done with that one brow.

			“Freddie,” she said, “take a memo. Look into existing MPD sharpshooters.”

			“Got it.”

			“Get some sleep, Skippy,” Sam said, kissing him.

			“You too, baby girl.”

			“Not happening tonight.”

			They said goodnight to Celia and went back outside, Sam glancing longingly at her home as they walked to her car. Exhaustion tugged at her, but she didn’t have time to be tired.

			“Where’re we heading now?”

			“Back to the house to do some digging on sharpshooters, past and present.”

			They spent the rest of the night investigating everyone they could find who had the skills to perpetrate an accurate, high-speed shooting. By four in the morning, they’d ruled out two current MPD officers, Fitzgivens and Sellers, by verifying they’d been on vacation together and out of town at the time of the first round of shootings, leaving one other current officer who had the skills—Sergeant Dylan Offenbach.

			With Freddie standing in the doorway, Sam placed a call to SWAT Captain Nicholson at two a.m. “Sorry to wake you, Captain. You’re on speaker with myself and Detective Cruz.”

			“What can I do for you?”

			“Sergeant Offenbach,” Sam said.

			“What about him?”

			“We’re unable to determine his whereabouts this week and were hoping you might be able to help us as his commander.”

			After a pause, he said, “Why’re you trying to verify his whereabouts?”

			“It’s part of our investigation into the drive-by shootings.”

			“You gotta be fucking kidding me. You’re looking inside the department?”

			“We’re looking for people who have the skills necessary to perpetrate this crime. Your sergeant is someone who has the skills.”

			“Well, it wasn’t him. He’s at a conference in Philadelphia. He’s been there since Saturday, so that rules him out.”

			“We’ll need the information about the conference and the hotel where he’s been staying.”

			“He’s one of your brothers in blue, Lieutenant.”

			“I understand that, Captain, and I regret the need to follow up in this way, but I can either get the information I need from you, or I can ask someone over both our heads to get it for me. Either way, I’m going to confirm the sergeant has been in Philadelphia since Saturday.”

			After a long, long pause, Nicholson rattled off the name of the hotel where Offenbach was staying.

			“Let me ask you one more thing,” Sam said. “Fitzgivens and Sellers were both on vacation and Offenbach was at a conference. What were we supposed to do if we needed a sharpshooter and all three of our current officers with that skill were out of town?”

			She could hear the snarl in his tone. “We had a scheduling mix-up, and we were only without someone for twenty-four hours. Fitzgivens and Sellers returned from vacation late on Sunday night and were back on duty Monday morning.”

			“I see,” Sam said. “Good thing we didn’t need a sharpshooter on Saturday night or Sunday morning, huh?”

			“Is there anything else you need?”

			“That’ll do it for now. Appreciate your cooperation.” Sam pressed the button to disconnect the call.

			“That was intense.”

			“I’d feel the same way if someone came to me asking those kinds of questions about one of you.”

			“You’re only doing the job.”

			“Still, it would piss me off as a commander that someone would infer one of my people could’ve been responsible for a crime.”

			“You didn’t infer that. You asked for information.”

			“The request alone was enough to infer a lot of things. Verify he was in Philly on Sunday night and is still there, and we can check that box. Then we’ll track down Wallack.”

			“Will do.”

			* * *

			SAM WENT INTO her office, closed the door and turned off the lights, determined to catch ten minutes of shut-eye while she could. Feet on the desk, head back and eyes closed, she could see only the heartbroken face of Trey Marchand. That poor guy. He was doing everything right, raising a child on his own and to have something like this happen… The word unfair didn’t begin to do the situation justice.

			Her cell phone dinged with a text from Nick.

			Call me if you have a minute.

			She immediately placed the call. “What’re you doing up?” she asked when he answered.

			“I wanted to check on you. I saw the reports about the shooting, and I know how hard it is for you guys when kids are involved.”

			“It was horrible. The poor dad is a single parent and buckled to her pleas to take her to the park, even though he knew they should stay in. All I can see are the braids in her hair and her adorable sunflower dress covered in blood.”

			“I’m sorry, babe. I honestly don’t know how you guys can see the stuff you do every day and continue to function normally.”

			“There are many who would argue that my functioning is far from normal.”

			“I’m not one of them. Your normal works for me.”

			“That’s good to know,” she said with a sigh. “Most guys wouldn’t want anything to do with a mess like me.”

			“This guy wants everything to do with your messy self.”

			Sam smiled, which would have been impossible before he called. “Hearing your voice makes it all better.”

			“Are you getting anywhere with the investigation?”

			“Not really, but we’re doing what we do, pulling threads. We’re working the sharpshooter angle hard. Whoever is doing this has some kind of formal training to be able to strike repeatedly with such deadly accuracy while traveling in a speeding car.”

			“That’s a good theory. I hope it pans out.”

			“Of course, that angle is fraught with peril as it includes people associated with the department.”

			“Does that mean you’re making more friends at HQ?”

			“Something like that.”

			“You going to be at it all night?”

			“Looks that way. I don’t feel right going home until we catch these SOBs.”

			“You need to sleep at some point. You won’t be any good to anyone if you run yourself into the ground.”

			“I know. I’ll work until I can’t anymore, and then I’ll be home.”

			“Keep me posted?”

			“Will do. Do you think you can get some sleep?”

			“I’ll try. I don’t sleep as well without my wife to snuggle with.”

			“Sorry.”

			“It’s okay. Love you, babe. Be careful out there.”

			“Always am, and I love you too.”

			She closed her phone and put her head back against the chair, grateful for him and the support he always provided when her cases got to be too much for her. And this one had been too much since the first bullet hit Jamal Jackson.

			Letting her mind wander while she had a moment of quiet, she worked through the details of the case so far. From Jamal to Melody to Sridhar to Caroline and now Vanessa. Nothing obvious connected the five victims except for how they were killed. The shootings had happened in different parts of the city, four of them after dark. Only Jamal had been killed during daylight hours.

			She thought about Joe Kramer and the investment he’d risked everything to make and still couldn’t find a motive that led to his wife being killed in a drive-by shooting. How did that make any sense? If they killed Joe, that would add up because eliminating him meant they’d have one less investor to share profits with if their gamble paid off. But killing his wife would’ve gotten them nowhere. Except to maybe send a message to Joe.

			Sam sat up in her chair. “Cruz!”

			He opened her door a minute later. “You bellowed, Lieutenant?”

			“Joe Kramer.”

			“What about him?”

			“The guys he invested with checked out, right?”

			“They did. No criminal records.”

			“Were we able to get anything on what this mysterious project they’re working on is about?”

			“We didn’t dig into that.”

			“Maybe we should. What if they were trying to send a message to Joe by taking out his wife?”

			“It’s a thread, but tell me this… What do the other four victims have to do with sending a message to Joe?”

			“Maybe nothing. Maybe they were collateral damage.”

			Freddie thought about that for a minute. “It’s a stretch. If they were going to surround Melody with collateral damage, they did that the first night. Why start it up again tonight?”

			His good point had her sagging with discouragement again.

			“I was able to confirm that Sergeant Offenbach checked into the hotel in Philadelphia on Saturday and hasn’t checked out,” Freddie said.

			“That tells us he was in Philly on Saturday. It doesn’t tell us he’s still there.”

			“What do you want to do?”

			“Ask Archie to track his phone.”

			“Sam… The guy’s a decorated police officer.”

			“I know he is, but I’ve got a six-year-old dead in the morgue because she went to a freaking park with her father. Track the phone, Freddie.”

			“On it.” He turned and left the room.

			Sam immediately regretted her sharp tone and would have to apologize for taking her frustrations out on him. Apologizing never came naturally to her, but she’d learned to do it when she had to. Being an adult sucked sometimes. But other times it really didn’t, especially the time she got to spend with her sexy husband. That was the best kind of adulting.

			Their beach vacation already seemed like it’d happened months ago. With exhaustion creeping in around her rough edges, Sam scrubbed at her face and got up to find some coffee. At the coffee station in the pit, she was surprised to find Cameron Green filling a cup. “What’re you doing here?”

			“I heard about the dead kid and came in to see what I could do to help.”

			“That earns you big points, Detective,” Sam said, accepting the cup of coffee he poured for her.

			“That’s not why I came.”

			“That earns you even more.” She stirred cream and a half a teaspoon of sugar into her coffee. “Is there a Mrs. Green at home?”

			“Nope. Just me and my pug named Jeffrey. My neighbor takes care of him for me when I get stuck working crazy hours.”

			“I love that you have a pug named Jeffrey.”

			“He’s my son. Sometime when we don’t have dead kids to deal with, I’ll show you pictures. He’s so ugly he’s cute.”

			“I’ll look forward to seeing those pictures.”

			“Tell me about the dead kid.”

			Sam went over what’d happened and what they knew so far, which was next to nothing. “We’ve got people looking for the car, the Feds are working the homegrown angle and we’re digging into the sharpshooters in the area. Cruz and I are heading out shortly if you’d like to join us.”

			“Don’t mind if I do.”

			“I really do appreciate you coming in early.”

			“No problem.”

			Dominguez and Carlucci came into the pit, and Sam waved them over. “Detective Dani Carlucci and Detective Gigi Dominguez, meet Detective Cameron Green.”

			The three detectives shook hands.

			“Nice to meet you,” Dominguez said.

			“Welcome aboard,” Carlucci added.

			“Good to be here,” Green said.

			Sam watched the three of them interact, having the wildly inappropriate thought that the tall, blonde, stacked Carlucci would make pretty, pretty babies with Green. Although, petite Dominguez with her olive skin, dark hair and eyes was a head-turner too.

			Thinking about that foolishness kept her from obsessing about the massive bloodstain on Vanessa Marchand’s sunflower dress. Compartmentalization. It kept her sane.

			“What’ve you got for me, ladies?” Sam asked her third-shift detectives.

			“Simpson, the former SEAL who was shot in the head in Afghanistan, is still at Walter Reid undergoing extensive rehabilitation,” Dominguez said. “We were able to speak to him and rule him out as a possible suspect.” She glanced at her partner, who nodded in confirmation. “He no longer has the physical abilities to carry out this kind of crime. He’s in a wheelchair and is obviously impaired.”

			“We can’t find Vega,” Carlucci said. “We tried the address on file for him and were told he hasn’t lived there in more than a year and left no forwarding address. We came back to dig a little deeper on him.”

			“Good work,” Sam said. “Keep me posted on what you find out about Vega. We’re following up with Sergeant Offenbach and retired Captain Wallack.”

			“Dylan Offenbach?” Carlucci said.

			“Yes, do you know him?”

			“We were in the academy together.”

			“Impressions?”

			“Hardworking, by the book, family man. He and his wife have, like, four kids at last count, I think.”

			“He’s supposedly at a conference in Philly,” Sam told her.

			“Then I’m sure that’s where he is.”

			“We’re confirming it to close the loop. But I want nothing in the reports about investigating our own people.”

			“Right. Understood.”

			“Green, let’s find Detective Cruz and go pay retired Captain Wallack a visit.”

			“At two-thirty in the morning?” Green asked.

			“We’ve got murderers killing innocent people,” Sam said. “I don’t give a crap what time it is.”

			“Well, alrighty then,” Green said, smiling.

			“Welcome to Homicide,” Dominguez said. “Where you never have to wonder what your lieutenant is thinking.”

			“I can hear you people talking about me behind my back,” Sam said as she went into the office to get her keys.

			As they headed toward the morgue, Freddie came downstairs with Archie. “Ah,” Freddie said. “There she is. You can tell her yourself.”

			“Tell her what?” Sam asked.

			“I’m not comfortable with tracking the phone belonging to a member in good standing of this department without a damned good reason,” Archie said.

			“Come with me.” Sam set off toward the morgue, the three men following her into the cold, antiseptic-smelling space where Lindsey performed the autopsy on Vanessa Marchand. Her chest had been blown wide-open by the bullet.

			Sam turned to face Archie. “She is my damned good reason.”

			“What’s going on, citizens?” Lindsey asked without looking up from her work.

			“Lieutenant Holland wants Lieutenant Archelotta to track the cell phone belonging to Sergeant Offenbach to make sure he’s actually in Philadelphia and not possibly participating in the series of drive-by shootings,” Cruz said. “Did I forget anything?”

			Sam glared at Archie, who glared right back at her, said, “Nope. That about sums it up. Everyone is a suspect in this case until they aren’t. Track the fucking phone, Archie.”

			“I’ll do it, but when this comes back to bite us in the ass, it’s your ass that’s getting bitten, not mine.”

			“Understood. My ass and I can handle it.” As she said the words, she tried not to think about the fact that he was the one colleague who’d ever actually seen her bare ass.

			Archie stormed out of the room.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			“CHECK ME OUT,” Sam said. “Making friends everywhere I go.”

			“It’s your special gift,” Freddie said.

			Green snorted with laughter that he covered by clearing his throat.

			Sam forced herself to look at Vanessa’s face, to remember why she was doing everything necessary to catch the people who’d taken the little girl’s life, even if it meant infuriating her colleagues.

			“Have you got anything for me?” Sam asked Lindsey.

			“One interesting thing. The bullet went right through her.”

			“So it’s out there somewhere.” Sam reached for her phone and placed a call to Lieutenant Haggerty, commander of the Crime Scene unit working the scene of the Marchand shooting. When he answered, Sam said, “The bullet went right through her. You guys need to find it for me.”

			“We’re on it.” He sounded harried and stressed. A dead kid did that to the best of police officers.

			“Keep me posted.” Sam slapped the phone closed. “Let’s get going.”

			Freddie and Green followed her from the morgue out into the swampy heat that hit them like a blast from an oven when they walked outside.

			“We need a big, fat thunderstorm to get rid of this humidity,” Sam said, leading the way to her car.

			“Is there any such thing as a skinny thunderstorm?” Freddie asked as he got into the passenger seat while Green got in the back.

			“You know what I mean,” Sam said. “This goddamned heat is sucking the life out of me.”

			“I’ve asked you not to take the Lord’s name in vain, Lieutenant,” Freddie said in the stern tone he used when he chastised her.

			“And I’ve told you that I’ll goddamned say what I want when I want.”

			Freddie clucked in disapproval as he turned the AC to blast. “You’re going straight to hell.”

			“I’ll be in good company there.”

			The ongoing argument helped to alleviate the stress of the case. Bickering with him beat thinking about how Vanessa had looked on the autopsy table.

			“If you’re going to make me work all night, you’re going to have to feed me at some point.”

			“Didn’t you eat dinner?”

			“That was hours ago. As you well know, I’m a growing boy with insatiable appetites.”

			“Disgusting,” Sam muttered.

			“Are you two always so entertaining?” Green asked, sounding amused.

			“Huh?” Sam asked, baffled by the question.

			“I believe he’s saying we’re funny,” Freddie said, speaking slowly, like you would to someone very old, very young or seriously impaired.

			“Huh,” Sam said. “This is just us being us.”

			“It’s funny,” Green said.

			“You think it’s easy being me?” Freddie asked.

			“Whatever,” Sam said. “You’ve got the best gig in the department.”

			“Oh, okay. If you say so, Lieutenant.” His voice dripped with sarcasm, which made her unreasonably proud. She’d taught him everything he knew about the fine art of sarcasm.

			“I say so, and as we all know, what I say goes.”

			Freddie glanced at Green in the back seat, rolling his eyes dramatically. “She’s a little full of herself,” he whispered. “You’ll get used to it. Eventually.”

			“And he’s forgotten the meaning of the word insubordination. But he’ll figure it out. Eventually.”

			Green continued to laugh at their back-and-forth.

			Sam glanced at him in the rearview mirror. “I hope you know that the levity is in no way intended to be disrespectful to our victims. It’s how we cope.”

			“I understand completely. I used to be the same way with my partner in Fairfax. It gets you through the day.”

			“Exactly.” Sam hesitated before she said, “I also hope you’ll find that same rapport with Sergeant Gonzales, but it’s apt to take some time. He’s better than he was after Arnold was first killed, but he’s a long way from who he used to be.”

			“I can’t begin to imagine what he’s been through, having that happen right in front of him the way it did.”

			“It was also the first time he let Arnold take the lead in approaching a suspect,” Freddie added.

			“Jesus,” Green muttered.

			“Language, Detective,” Freddie said.

			“Our boy Cruz is a card-carrying Christian,” Sam said.

			“You say that like being a Christian is an STD or something,” Freddie retorted.

			“I did not! Did I make that sound like being a Christian was the same as having an STD?” Sam asked Green.

			“I’m not touching that one.”

			“You should ask Detective Cruz about his vow of chastity sometime,” Sam said. “It’s a really interesting story.”

			“Shut up, Sam,” Freddie said on a low growl.

			“What? I’m just helping our new colleague get to know us.”

			“Then you ought to tell him how you had crazy monkey sex with a material witness in a Homicide investigation, and then you married him.”

			Sam snorted with laughter, because that was a good one. “Well played, Detective.”

			“I can see that I have a lot more to learn than I thought,” Green said, smiling widely.

			“We’re not good about behaving in front of new people,” Sam said. “I apologize in advance for the hundreds of ways I’ll probably traumatize you in the first month.”

			“I’m not easily traumatized. I have four older sisters. Do your worst.”

			“Yikes,” Freddie said. “Four older sisters? That had to be hell.”

			“You have no idea. There’s nothing you can do or say to shock me.”

			“Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure,” Freddie said. “Our lieutenant is fairly gifted at the art of shock and awe.”

			“Wow,” Sam said, dabbing at pretend tears. “I’m so touched. I had no idea you thought so.”

			“Are we there yet?” Freddie asked disdainfully.

			“Almost. By the way, Detective Green, save next Saturday night for young Freddie’s bachelor party. We’ve got quite a lineup that includes midget strippers, a latex suit for the groom, some involuntary manscaping to get him ready for the wedding night, a sex toy demonstration because our boy Freddie is new to such things, lap dances and other fun stuff you won’t want to miss.”

			“After that description, I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

			“I won’t be there,” Freddie said. “Have a great time.”

			“You’ll be there,” Sam said.

			“No, I won’t.”

			“He forgets who’s the boss of him.”

			“You’re not the boss of my life. We’ve had this conversation.”

			“And I believe I reminded you that I’m the boss of you, period. Thus, you will be where I tell you to be when I tell you to be there or you’ll be working road details for the rest of the sultry summer.”

			“I hate you.”

			“He used to be such a nice Christian boy, Detective Green. I don’t know where I went wrong with him.”

			“Yes, you do,” Freddie said. “Because you are what went wrong with me.”

			“He loves me so much he asked me to be the best-man woman in his wedding.”

			“Biggest mistake of my life.”

			Green rocked with laughter in the back seat.

			“Please tell me we’re almost there,” Freddie said. “This ride is feeling torturous.”

			“Yep.”

			Sam pulled up to the address they’d been given on a side street off Montana Avenue. She glanced out the passenger window at the clapboard townhouse, which was completely dark at just after three in the morning. “Let’s do this.”

			They walked through an open gate to the sidewalk that led to the front door where Sam rang the doorbell and knocked on the door. “Metro PD,” she said, hopefully loud enough for anyone inside to hear. When no one answered the door, she rang the bell and knocked again.

			After about five minutes, the porch light came on and locks disengaged. The door opened to reveal a middle-aged woman wearing a robe. She took one look at them and began to scream.

			Sam exchanged glances with Freddie, reached for the storm door, opened it and caught the woman as she pitched forward. What the hell? Freddie helped her to stop the woman from falling out the door, and they wrestled her back inside while she continued to shriek.

			“Kenny! Oh God, did you find him? Tell me you found him! Is he dead?” She grabbed onto Sam’s shirt with a grip so tight she heard stitches give way in the neckline.

			Freddie intervened, prying the woman’s hands free and getting her settled in a chair. “Ma’am, you have to calm down.”

			“Please just tell me,” she said, whimpering now. “He’s dead, isn’t he?”

			“If you’re referring to Captain Kenneth Wallack, MPD retired,” Sam said, “we have no information to indicate that he’s dead. We were hoping to speak to him.”

			The woman stared at Sam as if she had spoken in a foreign language. “But he’s missing. I reported it two weeks ago.”

			A sinking feeling overtook Sam, sending her belly into freefall. “Who did you report it to?”

			“Conky.”

			Hearing the nickname for Deputy Chief Conklin, the freefall turned to nausea.

			“Start from the beginning,” Sam said. “Tell us your name and everything you told Deputy Chief Conklin.”

			“My name is Leslie Wallack, and Kenny, my husband, he… He’s missing. I haven’t seen him in more than two weeks.”

			“And it’s unusual for him to disappear like that?”

			“Oh yes! He never goes anywhere without telling me where he’s going and when he’ll be home.”

			“Where was he on the day he went missing?”

			“He leads an Alcoholics Anonymous group on Tuesday mornings. He left around nine and never came home. I tried calling him all afternoon, and when it started to get dark, I called Conky. Kenny always told me to call him if I ever needed anything and he wasn’t around.”

			“What happened then?” Sam’s heart raced and her hands went sweaty as the potential implications made her chest constrict.

			“He came over, and I told him everything I just told you. He said I shouldn’t worry, that he’d take care of it.”

			“Have you talked to him since?” Sam could feel the tension coming from Freddie and Cameron, which only added to hers.

			“He’s checked in with me every day. He said the department is doing everything it can to locate Kenny, and that it’s going to be okay. But then you came in the middle of the night, and I thought… I thought the worst.”

			“I’m sorry if we frightened you,” Sam said.

			“You said you wanted to talk to Kenny,” she said haltingly. “Why would you come here to find him if you knew he was missing?”

			Great question, Sam thought as she struggled to find an answer that would satisfy her. “I’ve been away on vacation and hadn’t gotten the word that he’s missing.”

			“Oh.”

			“We won’t take any more of your time right now, but I’ll make sure someone is in touch with you the minute we know more.”

			“I’d appreciate that. I… I’ve always wanted to meet you, but I never thought it would happen like this. Kenny… He spoke so highly of you—and your father.”

			“That’s nice to hear. My dad thinks the world of him too.”

			Leslie grasped Sam’s arm. “Find him. Please find him.”

			“We’ll do everything we can,” Sam said.

			They left the house, and as soon as she heard locks turning, Sam said, “What the hell just happened?”

			“Uhhh, I was hoping you could tell me,” Freddie said.

			“Conky is Deputy Chief Conklin, I presume?” Cameron asked.

			“The one and only.”

			“What the hell do we do with this?” Freddie asked.

			“I don’t know yet. Let me think.” She walked away from them, head down, mind racing. Advice her father had given her the day she graduated from the academy came to mind. “If you stumble upon something your superior officers ought to know,” he’d said, “tell them the minute you know it. If you wait, you’re putting yourself and your career at risk.” With Skip’s voice in her head, she called Captain Malone.

			“What’s up?” he asked.

			“Something weird just happened.”

			“Define weird.”

			Sam relayed the encounter with Leslie Wallack to her captain.

			Dead silence.

			“Captain? You heard me?”

			“I heard you.”

			“Did you know Wallack was missing?”

			“I did not.”

			“Why would Conklin take that report and not tell anyone?”

			“I have no idea. How soon can you be back to the house?”

			“I’m ten minutes out.”

			“Meet me in the chief’s office.”

			“Is he there?” Sam asked, surprised to hear the chief was in the building in the middle of the night.

			“He came in after he got the call about the child being shot.”

			“I’ll be right there.” She wanted to ask Malone if he was worried this Conklin situation would blow up into something huge, but she refrained from voicing the question. She’d find out soon enough.

			“What’d he say?” Freddie asked.

			“He asked me to meet him in Farnsworth’s office when we get back. The chief came in after he heard about Vanessa.”

			“Damn,” Freddie said. “I’d like to be a fly on the wall for that meeting.”

			“I hope it goes without saying that neither of you can say anything about this to anyone. It’s up to the chief to determine how he wants to handle it.”

			“No one will hear it from me,” Freddie said.

			“Or me,” Cameron added.

			“Thank you. When we get back, go see if Carlucci and Dominguez have made any headway in tracking down Carlos Vega, and then expand our sharpshooter search beyond the District.”

			“Got it,” Freddie said. “Is there going to be some form of sleep in my future?”

			“In the distant future,” Sam said, stifling a yawn.

			“Why did I know you were going to say that?”

			They arrived back at HQ a few minutes later.

			“It’s strange to see the place when it’s not overrun with media,” Sam said.

			“Even they get to sleep at night,” Freddie said. “We’re in the wrong profession.”

			“No, we’re not,” Sam said. “Enjoy the peace and quiet while we have it.” In the lobby, they went their separate ways. “I’ll catch up to you after I see the chief.”

			“Good luck with that,” Freddie said.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY

			SAM HEADED TO the chief’s suite, walking by the desk where his admin, Helen, stood guard during the day. Knocking on his closed door, Sam waited for him to tell her to come in. She walked in on a gathering of the department’s top brass, including Conklin. Her stomach fluttered with anxiety as she tried to decide how she should play this. Captain Malone nodded to her in encouragement that she appreciated.

			“Gentlemen,” she said, wondering why they were all gentlemen. They were long overdue for some estrogen on this side of the building.

			“Lieutenant,” Farnsworth said, his face set in an unreadable expression. “I understand you have some new information in the drive-by shootings case.”

			“I’m not sure if it’s related to the drive-bys, but it is new information. I’ve just returned from seeing Leslie Wallack,” Sam said, watching Conklin to see if his expression changed at all. It didn’t.

			“I believe I had told you that angle was a nonstarter,” Farnsworth said, making Sam wonder if he too knew that Wallack had been reported missing more than two weeks ago.

			“Yes, sir, you mentioned Captain Wallack’s sterling reputation, which I respect and admire. However, we have people being gunned down in our city by someone with the sort of skills Captain Wallack was known for on this job. My thought in going to see him was that I could rule him out as a potential suspect and ask him who else might have the ability to hit a victim with deadly accuracy while riding in a fast-moving car.”

			Farnsworth stared at her without blinking.

			Sam couldn’t help but feel slightly intimidated by her uncle Joe.

			“And what did you uncover?” Farnsworth asked.

			Sam swallowed hard, took a deep breath and dived in, reciting the facts as they’d been conveyed to her by Leslie Wallack. When she was finished, all eyes turned to Conklin, including Farnsworth, who seemed genuinely surprised by what Sam had told them. Thank God for that.

			“The Lieutenant is correct that Leslie contacted me two weeks ago about Kenny going missing,” Conklin said.

			“How is it possible that this is the first we’re hearing of it?” Farnsworth asked his deputy.

			Sam tried not to squirm from the exquisite discomfort of seeing a superior officer caught in the chief’s crosshairs.

			“I’ve been investigating it on my own,” Conklin replied. “Kenny’s issues with alcohol are well-known. I wanted to make sure he hadn’t fallen off the wagon or done something that was going to hurt his reputation.”

			“Lieutenant, you said the last his wife knew, he was leading an A.A. meeting, correct?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Farnsworth turned his formidable gaze on Conklin once again. “If he’s leading an A.A. meeting, what would make you think he’s off the wagon?”

			“Leading a meeting doesn’t mean anything. He’s a good guy who’s had a tough struggle. I was hoping to resolve it before it became a big deal.”

			“I can see doing that for a day maybe, but not two weeks,” Farnsworth said.

			“I planned to talk to you about it today,” Conklin said, his gaze shifting to Sam with barely restrained hostility, which was the first sign of emotion he’d shown.

			Fabulous.

			“Don’t look at her like this is her fault,” Farnsworth said sharply. “A former member of our department has been missing for fourteen days. How can you possibly justify keeping that a secret for so long?”

			“I was looking out for my friend,” Conklin said. “That’s my only justification.”

			A long, uncomfortable silence followed his statement.

			Sam had begun to sweat by the time Farnsworth said, “I’d like to speak to Deputy Chief Conklin alone.”

			“Yes, sir,” Sam said, beating feet out of there.

			Malone followed. “What the hell?” he muttered.

			“You read my mind, Captain. That was the single most uncomfortable thing I’ve ever been a part of on this job, which is saying something.”

			“No kidding.”

			“What do you think the chief will do?”

			“I’ll be surprised if he doesn’t suspend him.”

			“Seriously?”

			“How can he not? He kept the fact that a former member of our department has been missing for two weeks from everyone. We should’ve been looking for him, but we didn’t even know he was missing. The chief can’t just let that go.”

			Sam blew out a deep breath. “Conklin is going to blame me for this.”

			“He can try, but that’s not going to fly. This is squarely on him and him alone.”

			“What do we do about Wallack? Do we start looking for him?”

			“I’ll talk to the chief after he’s through with Conklin and see what he wants us to do.”

			“Tell me something. You think it’s a coincidence that one of the best marksmen to ever work for this department goes missing right before a series of high-speed drive-bys start happening?”

			“I really hope it’s a coincidence,” he said, but his grim expression conveyed his concern.

			“I’m going to get back to it. Let me know what you hear about all of that.” She gestured toward the chief’s office.

			“Will do.”

			Filled with anxiety over the Conklin situation, Sam walked back to the pit. “Where are we with tracking down Carlos Vega?” she asked her detectives.

			“No luck yet,” Dominguez said, “but Archie was just here with some interesting info.” She handed Sam a sheet of paper. “The dump on Offenbach’s phone shows he wasn’t in Philadelphia this weekend.”

			“Fan-fucking-tabulous.” She scanned the numbers on the page, which started to swim as if they were floating on water. Freaking dyslexia. Exhaustion only made it worse. “Where was he?”

			“Atlantic City,” Carlucci said.

			“So he checks into the hotel in Philly, and then leaves to go to Atlantic City?” Sam asked. “What the hell?”

			“We thought you’d like to be the one to bring this up with Nicholson,” Dominguez said.

			“Yeah, good call. I’ll talk to him and find out when Offenbach is due to return to work.”

			Malone came into the pit. “We’ve had another shooting.”

			* * *

			JIAN CHANG, THIRTY-FOUR years old, a nurse at GW, had been shot while walking on a sidewalk off Twenty-Third Street Northwest after his shift, which ended at three a.m. He’d been struck in the back of the head and most likely killed instantly.

			Like the other five times, a Patrol officer who’d been the first to arrive had taped off the section of the sidewalk around the body.

			“Did you touch him?” Sam asked the young patrolman, whom she hadn’t seen before.

			“No, ma’am.”

			“Who called it in?”

			“I don’t have that information. No one was here when I arrived.”

			To Freddie, Sam said, “Call Dispatch and find out who called it in.”

			He walked away to handle her request.

			Sam stepped under the yellow tape and went to inspect the body. The back of his head had been blown off, spattering blood and brain matter onto the sidewalk. He had on blue scrubs and running shoes, his ID card hanging from around his neck, which was where the patrolman had gotten his name and date of birth.

			“Detective Green.”

			“Yes, ma’am?”

			“Contact Lieutenant Archelotta and have his team pull the video footage from this area.” She handed him her cell phone. “His number is in my contacts.”

			“Okay.” He took the phone and went to make the call.

			Freddie returned. “Dispatch said the shooting was called in by an unknown number.”

			“I wonder if our shooters have started reporting their own work. Go tell Green to ask Archie what he can do to track that number.”

			While Freddie went to confer with Green, Sam squatted next to the victim. His backpack was still attached to his shoulders, so Sam unzipped it, looking for a wallet that would contain identification. The ground under her swayed, forcing her to reach out or fall over. She shook her head, fending off the buzz of exhaustion, and dug through the dead man’s belongings until she found his wallet.

			“Do you have a flashlight?” she asked the Patrolman.

			“Yes, ma’am.” He turned it on and handed it over.

			Sam used the light to find the man’s license and write down his address. He lived nearby, which was probably why he was walking despite warnings about staying off side streets until the shooter was apprehended. Why take a cab or drive when you live only a few blocks from work? Maybe the shooter knew of the three a.m. shift change at the hospital and targeted the area because of it.

			Deputy Medical Examiner Dr. Byron Tomlinson arrived a few minutes later and joined Sam inside the tapeline. “This is getting ridiculous.”

			“It was ridiculous after the first one,” Sam said.

			“Agreed.”

			“Sorry. That came out harsher than intended. This case is infuriating.”

			“For all of us.”

			Sam waited until Crime Scene detectives had taken photographs and Tomlinson and his team had loaded Mr. Chang into their truck for the ride back to the morgue. Then she turned the scene over to the CSU detectives to process. She walked to the car where Cruz and Green were working the phones and was hit with a dizzy spell about three feet from where they stood.

			Green grabbed her arm, which was the only reason she didn’t fall on her face. “Might be time to call it a night, Lieutenant.”

			“Yeah, probably.” Sometimes being human totally sucked. However, she’d be no good to anyone if she face-planted in the street because she was so tired she could barely stand up. Taking her phone from Green, she called Gonzo.

			“Rise and shine,” she said when he answered. “We’ve had two more shootings tonight, and I’m running out of steam. I need you to come in and take over for me.”

			“I’ll be there in thirty.”

			“Thanks.” Sam placed the same call to Jeannie McBride. “Sorry to wake you, but we’ve got more vics, and I need you.”

			“I’m coming.”

			“Let’s go back to the house, get them up to speed and go home for a few hours of sleep,” Sam said to Freddie. To Green, she added, “If you can stay until noon, that’d be great.”

			“Not a problem.”

			“After that, go home and sleep. We’re going to have to power through until we catch a break.”

			Malone was waiting for Sam when she walked into HQ. He gestured for her to come with him.

			“I’ll meet you in the pit,” she said to Cruz and Green. “Get Gonzo and Jeannie up to speed when they arrive.” In Malone’s office, she closed the door. “What’s up?”

			“Conklin has been suspended.”

			“Holy shit,” Sam whispered.

			“I know.”

			“What does this mean?”

			“It means that Farnsworth is furious that Conklin didn’t handle Wallack’s disappearance by the book. He wants to meet with top command at zero seven hundred to talk about what we need to do to find him.”

			“I gotta go get some shut-eye. I’m about to collapse.” She glanced at the clock on the wall, which inched closer to five a.m. She’d been awake for twenty-three hours. “Can I catch up later this morning?”

			“Yeah, go ahead. I got some sleep earlier, so I’ll keep an eye on things here.”

			“I hate that I can’t power through for two days like I used to.”

			“Old age happens to the best of us.”

			“Who you calling old?”

			“Go home, Lieutenant.”

			“I’m going.” She was too tired to spar with him, which was truly unfortunate. Before she left, she went into the pit where Gonzo and Jeannie had recently arrived and were being briefed by the others.

			“Cruz and I are out for a few hours of shut-eye. I want everyone working the sharpshooter angle. Expand the search outside the District and find Carlos Vega. Look at every member of every local police department who might be known for these skills.”

			“What’re we doing about Offenbach?” Freddie asked of the wayward sergeant.

			“I’ll call Nicholson and ask him to find out where his sergeant has been this weekend. I’ll ask him to report to Gonzo if he finds out anything we need to know. Cruz, go home. Be back by noon.”

			“I’m going.”

			She hated having to tear herself away from the investigation to tend to her own needs, which went against everything she believed in. On the way home, she placed a call to Captain Nicholson’s personal cell phone, which was a first.

			“Nicholson.”

			“Captain, it’s Lieutenant Holland.”

			“What can I do for you?”

			“We need to talk about Offenbach.” She cringed as she said the words. It did not come naturally to rat out her fellow officers, but it was hardly her fault that Offenbach hadn’t been where his superior officer thought he was. She had an obligation, as a fellow commander, to report that information to Nicholson.

			“We already talked about him.”

			“Yes, but we dug a little deeper and learned he wasn’t actually in Philadelphia this weekend.”

			“What’re you talking about? He was in Philly for a conference. The hotel confirmed he checked in.”

			Sam braced herself. “We got a ping on his phone in Atlantic City.”

			Silence followed her statement.

			“Um, Captain?”

			“I heard you.”

			“I hope you understand. We needed to rule him out in the shootings.”

			“I understand. I’ll take care of it.”

			The phone went dead before Sam could ask him to let her know if he uncovered anything that might be material to the investigation. Now she’d have to follow up with him later, and she so did not want to do that. How had her case led to two members of the MPD being caught doing the wrong thing? She’d always had a decent relationship with Conklin, one of her father’s contemporaries. Would she still after this?

			“Fucking hell,” she muttered. Talking to herself kept her awake at the red lights she encountered on the way home.

			She was about to accelerate to cross the intersection at D Street when a red SUV ran the red light and shot past her. Sam caught only a fleeting glimpse of the speeding car, but she went after it anyway, pressing the gas to catch up to it. Keeping the car in sight, she dodged other cars while calling Dispatch for backup. As they approached another intersection, Sam flipped on her emergency lights.

			Alerted to a cop behind them, the SUV moved faster. Thankfully, traffic was light at that hour, but the SUV nearly collided with several other cars.

			“Get the fuck out of the way!” she screamed at a small white car that got between her and the SUV. Swerving around the white car, she pressed the accelerator to the floor, hoping pedestrians were paying attention. “Where’s my backup, goddamn it?”

			They were on Maryland Avenue now and Sam got close enough to see a faded Towson University sticker on the back of the car. She made a second and far more urgent call to Dispatch. “I believe I have the vehicle from the last two shootings in sight. I need backup at Maryland and Fourteenth Northeast right now.”

			Sam heard the call go out over the air and prayed that a Patrol car was close enough to intercept the car at the Fourteenth Street intersection. She also prayed that the lights would remain green so that no one else would be killed before they could catch these sons of bitches.

			She no sooner had that thought when something smashed into the driver’s side of her car and everything went black.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			THE SCHOOL-DAY ALARM had just gone off when Nick’s phone rang. Glancing at the caller ID, he saw Captain Malone’s name and nearly had a heart attack in the two seconds it took him to accept the call. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

			“Sam’s been in a car accident.”

			“How bad?”

			“I don’t know yet.”

			The fact that she hadn’t called him herself wasn’t a good sign. His hands began to tremble, and his legs would’ve given out if he hadn’t sat on the bed. “Where should I go?”

			“They’ll take her to GW as soon as they can.”

			“What aren’t you saying?”

			“They’re extricating her from the car.”

			“Oh my God. Tell me she’s alive.”

			“The first Patrol officer on the scene was able to confirm that she’s alive but not conscious.”

			“I’ll meet the ambulance at GW. Call me if you hear anything else. Anything, Captain.”

			“I will. I’m sorry to have to call you with this, Nick.”

			“I know.” Nick ended the call and ran for the bedroom door, throwing it open and surprising Melinda, the agent on duty in the hallway. “I need to get to GW E.R. right away. My wife has been in a car accident.”

			“I’m so sorry, Mr. Vice President. I’ll let Brant know, and we’ll get you there as fast as we can.”

			“No motorcade,” he said in a tone that allowed for zero negotiation. “Two cars. No delays.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Nick went into Scotty’s room. Sitting on the edge of his son’s bed, he had to force himself to remember to breathe. “Buddy,” he said, shaking his son’s arm. “Wake up.”

			“Not yet.”

			“Scotty.”

			Something in his tone must’ve gotten his son’s attention because his eyes opened and he sat up. “What’s wrong?”

			“Mom has been in an accident.”

			Scotty sucked in a sharp deep breath. “Is she okay?”

			“I honestly don’t know yet. I need you to get up and get dressed. We’re leaving for GW in five minutes.”

			“I…I can go with you?”

			“Of course you can. I’d never send you to school to worry all day.”

			Scotty hurled himself at Nick, who caught him up in a hug. “Tell me she’s going to be okay.”

			“Buddy, I promised I’d never lie to you, and I’m not going to start now. I don’t know her condition, but whatever I know you’ll know too. I can promise you that.” When Nick pulled back, he saw tears rolling down Scotty’s face, which broke his heart. “Just say a prayer, okay?”

			“I’ll say all the prayers.”

			“Hurry. I want to be there when they bring her in.”

			“I do too.”

			Nick went back to his bedroom to get dressed, taking the time to call Freddie.

			“Nick? Hey, what’s up?”

			“Did you hear that Sam was in an accident?”

			“What? No. When? I just saw her. She was on her way home.”

			“It must’ve happened then. They’re trying to get her out of the car and are taking her to GW.”

			“I’ll be right there.”

			“Let me know if you hear anything, will you?”

			“Of course. She’s going to be fine. This is Sam we’re talking about.”

			Nick wasn’t sure who Freddie was trying to convince. “Yeah, for sure. I’ll see you there.” He threw on clothes, jammed his feet into sneakers, grabbed his wallet and ran for the door, calling for Melinda as he went. They’d better be freaking ready to take him to her right now, or he was going to raise holy hell. Luckily, they were ready.

			Brant and Melinda were standing by the front door with Scotty when Nick came down.

			“Mr. Vice President,” Brant said, “we’re sorry to hear about the accident, and we’re ready to take you to the hospital.”

			“Thank you.” His heart lodged in his throat as he ushered Scotty out ahead of him and into the waiting SUV. Per his request, there were only two cars, and they made quick time getting to the hospital. They arrived at the same time as the ambulance.

			Nick jumped from the SUV and ran for the ambulance before Brant could tell him he was supposed to wait. To hell with that. When Sam needed him, he wasn’t waiting for anyone. When they opened the doors, the first thing he saw was blood all over her face.

			Staggering, he tried to speak, to ask her condition, to say something, but the words were stuck in his throat, blocked by a tight knot of fear. Then Brant took him by the shoulders and moved him out of the way of the paramedics.

			Scotty grasped his arm.

			Nick knew he should offer his son reassurances, but he had no words.

			The paramedics ran as they took the gurney inside.

			Their urgency sparked a wave of fear so great his knees buckled under him. What if… No.

			“Dad!”

			Brant and Melinda held him up, kept him from falling and got him inside, where the cold air made him shiver. He heard Brant asking for a private space for the vice president to wait and became aware of the crowded waiting room, people staring at him and whispering. He turned his back to them.

			A nurse showed them into what might’ve been a break room.

			“I…I need to know. Please…”

			“We’ll find out what we can, Mr. Vice President,” the nurse said. “I’ll be right back.”

			Scotty reached for Nick.

			He wrapped his arms around his son and held him close.

			“She has to be okay,” Scotty said, sobbing. “She has to be.”

			“She will be, buddy. She’s tough.” He said what his son needed to hear, but panic had his heart racing and his chest tight. The image of her face covered in blood haunted him.

			Time passed slowly with every minute feeling like an hour. He released Scotty and went to the door. “I need to know what’s happening.”

			“We’re getting some info for you, sir,” Brant said.

			“Please hurry.”

			Another interminable twenty minutes passed before the nurse who’d promised to help returned.

			“Your wife is conscious and worried about whether anyone got the SUV she was pursuing when she was hit,” the nurse reported.

			Staggered by the influx of emotion and relief, he leaned back against the nearest wall, closed his eyes and took a couple of deep breaths. When he’d recovered his equilibrium, he said, “I need to be with her. Please. Take me to her.”

			“Right this way.”

			Nick grabbed Scotty’s hand and pulled him along with him, even as he wondered whether he should bring him. The parent handbook didn’t address whether to let your thirteen-year-old son see his injured mother in the emergency room. As they followed the nurse, Nick caught a glimpse of the waiting room and saw Darren Tabor out there, which meant the press had learned of her accident.

			He couldn’t be bothered to care about that. Not now. Not until he knew Sam was okay.

			Freddie came through the double doors to the cubicle area and came over to Nick and Scotty. “What’re you hearing?”

			“She’s conscious and asking about the SUV she was after before the accident.”

			“Well, that’s a relief.”

			“I know. Hey, can you call her dad and Celia, and ask them to let her sisters know?”

			“Absolutely. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”

			“That’d be a big help. We’re going in to see her now. I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

			“I’ll be right here.”

			Nick and Scotty went with the nurse into the cubicle where Sam was surrounded by people in blue scrubs. Her face had been washed clean of the blood and a butterfly bandage applied to her forehead. Seeing that she looked pissed off, Nick experienced another wave of profound relief. She was okay. And if she was okay, so was he.

			She tipped her head, trying to see around the crowd. “I want to see my husband and son. Let them in.”

			And his Samantha was giving orders to people who didn’t work for her. He held back a laugh, and glanced down at Scotty, who looked up at him with amusement.

			“She’s fine,” Scotty said bluntly.

			The doctors and nurses cleared a path for them to approach her bedside, but they stared at him like they’d never seen a vice president before.

			Bending over her, Nick kissed her forehead next to the bandage. “Causing trouble again, my love?”

			“It’s what I do best.”

			“You scared us,” Scotty said, leaning over to kiss her cheek.

			Sam ran the hand that wasn’t attached to wires and monitors through their son’s hair. “I’m sorry about that.”

			“It’s not your fault. It’s the fault of the car that hit you.”

			“I was speeding through the red lights,” she said. “And I need someone to tell me if they got the SUV.”

			“Will you ask Freddie to come in?” Nick asked Scotty.

			“Yeah, I’ll get him.”

			Nick took her hand and brought it to his lips. “Where’re you hurt?”

			“Bruises and the cut on my head. That’s it.”

			“We don’t know that for sure yet, Mrs. Cappuano,” one of the doctors said. “We’re taking her up to X-ray now to make sure nothing is broken.”

			“It’s Lieutenant Holland, and I don’t have time for this,” Sam said. “I’ve got someone killing people in my city. I’ve got work to do. There’s nothing broken. Just let me out of here.”

			The doctor glanced at Nick.

			He took the hint. “You’re not going anywhere, babe, until they’re sure you’re all right, so quit being a pain in the ass.”

			“I heard the pain in the ass was back,” another male voice said as he entered the increasingly crowded cubicle.

			Nick turned to see Dr. Anderson, who they’d had many an encounter with, unfortunately. “Hey, Doc. I’d say it was nice to see you, but…”

			“What’d my favorite frequent flier do this time?”

			“If you must know,” Sam said testily, “I was chasing the car that’s been used in the drive-by shootings and got hit broadside by some stupid idiot that doesn’t know what to do when they hear a siren.”

			“She’s fine,” Anderson said.

			“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell these people,” Sam said. “But they’re making me have X-rays! Tell them to let me go so I can do my job.”

			“Did you lose consciousness?” Anderson asked.

			Sam squirmed ever so slightly. “How the hell should I know?”

			“She did,” Nick said, earning a glare from his gorgeous wife, who only became more so when she was mad. “When Captain Malone called me, he said you were unconscious when the first-responders arrived.”

			“In that case,” Anderson said, “you’ll be our guest overnight. Yay. Lucky us.”

			“No fucking way! I have a killer to catch before he can take out someone else. I’ve got a retired cop missing and another one not where he’s supposed to be. I do not have time for this shit!”

			“Calm down, Samantha,” Nick said.

			“Do not tell me to calm down,” she replied, her teeth gritted and her eyes shooting fire at him.

			God, he loved her.

			Scotty returned with Freddie.

			“Tell me they got the SUV,” Sam said to her partner.

			“I wish I could,” Freddie said, “but it was long gone by the time Patrol got there.”

			“Fuck, fuck, fuck, motherfucking fuck!”

			“Mom! Language!”

			“I’ll put fifty in the swear jar.”

			“That swear jar is going to put me through college,” Scotty said, making all the adults laugh, even his mom.

			“And in case you were wondering, the driver of the car that hit you was fine,” Freddie said.

			“Of course they’re fine, and I’m stuck here with killers to catch.” She reached up to take her frustrations out on her hair and winced.

			“What?” Nick asked.

			“Found another lump on my head, and it’s wet.”

			“Let me see,” Anderson said.

			Nick moved out of his way but stayed close in case she needed him.

			She winced as Anderson examined the area.

			“That’s going to require a couple of staples.”

			“No way,” Sam said. “No fucking staples in my head.”

			“Better make it a hundred bucks,” Scotty said. “I have a feeling this is gonna be a long day.”

			* * *

			THREE HOURS, MULTIPLE X-rays and five staples later, Sam was moved to a private room upstairs. Nick and Scotty had been with her the whole time, but they’d sent Scotty out of the room to stay with Freddie while she got the staples. Her dad and Celia had come to the hospital and had taken Scotty to get something to eat, leaving her alone with Nick after Freddie went back to work.

			“You and I are in the biggest fight of our lives,” she announced the second the nurse left the room.

			“What’d I do now?” Nick asked, nonplussed.

			He wasn’t the slightest bit afraid of her, and that pissed her off even more. Clearly, she’d gone too soft on him. “You just had to tell them I lost consciousness, didn’t you?”

			The bastard snorted with laughter. “Sorry if I’d rather not wake up to find you dead in our bed, you big baby.”

			She directed her fiercest glare at him. “Who you calling a big baby?”

			“You.” He took her hand and kissed the back of it before she could yank it out of his grasp.

			“I’m mad at you. No kissing.”

			Leaning over her, he propped an arm on either side of her hips and pressed his sexy lips to hers. “Yes, kissing.”

			For a second, she forgot she was mad, because his lips were so soft and sweet and perfect. Then she remembered his betrayal and turned her head away from him.

			He refocused on her neck, making her want to moan from the pleasure.

			Bastard.

			“Stop trying to kiss your way out of trouble.”

			“Stop being a big baby about hospitals and admit you’re hurt and right where you belong.”

			“I am not where I belong! I need to be with my squad looking for the sons of bitches that’re killing innocent people in this city!”

			“Then have your squad come here, but you, my love, are going nowhere.”

			“Biggest. Fight. Ever.”

			“You. Don’t. Scare. Me.”

			“I know! I need to work on that. I’ve been babying you.”

			He laughed so hard he shook with it. “Babying me? When the hell have you ever babied me?”

			“I must be doing something wrong if you think you can totally throw me under the bus during a huge case and get away with it.”

			Shaking his head in disbelief, he smiled at her, and oh, that smile… That smile was potent. Focus! You’re mad at him!

			“A, I did not throw you under the bus. B, you are in fact injured. And C, if it makes you feel better to blame me for that, then have at it. I can handle you.”

			“You’re not going to be handling me for a long, long time at this rate.”

			“Whatever.” He sat beside the bed, put his feet up on the frame and pulled his phone out of his pocket.

			“Um, excuse me, we’re having a fight here. Could you please put your phone away and pay attention to me?”

			“I will when you stop being ridiculous.”

			“I am not being ridiculous!”

			“Okay,” he said, still focused on his phone.

			“Nick!”

			He glanced at her. “Yes, dear?”

			Her mouth tightened, and her eyes shot flames at him again.

			His lips quivered with amusement. “You’re so hot when you’re pissed.”

			“I must be on fire right now then.”

			“Mmm.” Standing, he slid the phone into his pocket and approached the bed. “Move over. I’m coming in.”

			“What? Wait! We’re fighting!”

			“We’re done now.”

			“You don’t get to decide that! This is my fight!”

			“That you’re having with yourself. I’m just your unwilling victim.”

			“I’m going to punch you, and I’m going to make it hurt.”

			“Easy, killer.” He wrapped his hand around the fist she aimed at him. “It’s not my fault you’re here. I understand you’re angry about being sidelined with an extremely upsetting case going on, but you’ve got the best people working with you, and if you tell them what to do, they’ll do it.”

			“Don’t do that.”

			“What am I doing now?”

			“Being all logical and calm when I’m mad at you.”

			He cupped her face in his big hand and compelled her to look at him. “You’re not mad at me. You’re mad at the person who hit you and took you off the job at a critical moment.”

			“No, I’m actually mad at you.”

			Smiling, he kissed her.

			She started to resist, but honestly, who would she be hurting by doing that? Only herself. His kisses were to die for, even when she was mad at him.

			“There,” he said, after kissing her into submission, “that’s better.”

			“Stop managing me.”

			“You’re often unmanageable.”

			“You love that about me.”

			“I love everything about you, even when you pick fights with me, because you’re so damned sexy when you’re mad.”

			“You’re just saying that to make me mad again.”

			“Does that mean this storm has passed?”

			“For now, but I won’t forget the way you gave me up downstairs.”

			“I can live with that as long as I’m living with you.” He continued to caress her face. “You scared me. You should’ve seen how much blood was on your face when they brought you in. I almost passed out.”

			“Sorry. I hate that I did that to you—and Scotty. The poor kid is going to need PTSD treatment after living with us.”

			“You mean after living with you.”

			“Us.”

			“You.”

			“Shut up and kiss me some more, or there’s gonna be another storm.”

			“Yes, dear.”

			The kiss started slow and built in intensity, the way kisses with him usually did. She had wrapped her arm around his neck to keep him there when the door swung open, and Scotty let out a protracted groan.

			“Seriously? Even in the hospital?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			NICK BROKE THE KISS, laughing, and Sam joined him, wincing when the wounds on her head protested.

			“You people are unbelievable,” Scotty said.

			“What’s the problem?” Skip asked as he followed his grandson into the room.

			“Them.” Scotty gestured to the bed. “They are the problem. Leave them alone for five minutes, and they end up making out. They’re setting a terrible example for their impressionable son. At this rate, I’ll be a father by eighteen.”

			“No, you won’t,” Nick said emphatically. As the product of teenage parents, that was a hot-button issue for him.

			“They are married,” Celia said when she joined them. “They should be allowed to kiss whenever they want, especially after they waited so long to find each other again.”

			“Stop making excuses for them,” Scotty said. “They’re unseemly. And yes, that’s one of our vocabulary words this week. My parents are unseemly. See? I can even use it in a sentence.”

			Sam and Nick rocked with laughter.

			Their kid was too damned much, and she loved him. “Come here and see me.” She held out a hand to him.

			“Get the guy out of your bed, and I’ll come see you.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said to Nick. “But my kid needs me so you have to go. Thanks for the good time. I’ll call you the next time the kid isn’t around.”

			“You do that.” Nick kissed her again before he got up to cede his spot to Scotty.

			“Buzzkiller,” he muttered to his son.

			“Horndog,” Scotty shot back.

			Sam let out a squeak of outrage. “Scotty! Where did you hear that?”

			“Duh,” he said. “School. That’s what you get for sending me there.”

			“That’s twenty bucks in the swear jar.”

			“Take it off your tab.”

			Sam scowled at her son. “Apologize to your father. That’s not a nice thing to say.”

			“Is it not true?”

			“Scott Dunlap Cappuano.”

			“She’s pulling out the big guns, bud,” Skip said. “I’d go ahead and apologize and get it over with.”

			“Sorry, Dad.”

			“That’s okay, buddy. It is kinda true.”

			“Nick!”

			“What? How is that any different than you telling him it’s okay to hate algebra?”

			“It’s way different! All normal people hate algebra!”

			“Um, no, that’s not actually true,” Nick said.

			Scotty folded his arms and shook his head. “You guys suck at this.” To Celia, he said, “Is there a class or something they can take before they totally mess me up?”

			Celia laughed so hard she couldn’t reply, so she shook her head.

			“I think you’re stuck with them, pal,” Skip said. “I’ll do what I can to offset the damage.”

			“Thank God for you, Gramps.”

			Skip’s eyes went soft with emotion, the way they always did when Scotty called him that.

			They were, Sam thought, exactly what she needed to keep her from going insane at being pulled off the case at such a critical juncture.

			Freddie poked his head in. “Is it safe to come into the lion’s den?”

			“I think we’ve declawed her for now,” Nick said. “But you know her. The claws grow back quick.”

			“Keep talking,” Sam said to her husband. “You’ll pay for this in ways I’m not allowed to mention in front of the boy. It would be unseemly.”

			“Ugh,” Scotty said. “Disgusting.”

			“Glad to see everything’s normal around here,” Freddie said as he approached Sam’s bed.

			“Everything is not normal. We have homicidal animals taking people out in our city, and I’m stuck here when I need to be out there looking for them. Tell everyone to get over here in thirty minutes. We need to regroup. Call Avery and Jesse Best and everyone.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” He left the room to see to her orders.

			“Scotty needs to go home and get ready for school tomorrow,” Sam said.

			“I shouldn’t have to go to school when my mom is in the hospital.”

			“Nice try,” Sam said, “but you’re going to school.”

			“I’ll speak to his detail about getting him home,” Nick said.

			“Tracy offered to stay with him,” Sam said of her eldest sister, who’d been there earlier with their other sister, Angela.

			“I’ll call her.” Nick bent over the rail to kiss her forehead. “Don’t worry about anything.”

			“Right,” Sam said. “What in the world do I have to be worried about?”

			“Not a thing,” he said, flashing that irresistible smile.

			“Come here and see me,” Sam said to her son.

			He sat next to her on the bed.

			Sam took hold of his hand. “I’m sorry if I scared you, and I’m sorry about the kissing. And the swearing.”

			“It’s okay. You had a staple gun pointed at your head. I’d probably swear too.”

			Chuckling, she said, “Give me a hug, and make it a good one. I’m stuck here all night.”

			He leaned into her embrace and stayed there while she kissed him and stroked his hair. “I’m glad you’re okay,” he said. “Even if you’re unseemly.”

			Smiling, Sam said, “Try to get some sleep, and don’t worry about me. I’m fine.”

			“Believe me, I can tell.”

			She gave his hair a playful tug, and then released him. “Be good for Tracy. She’ll tell me if you give her any grief.”

			“No, she won’t,” he said with a smug grin. “She’s on my side.”

			“That’s what you think. Get going.”

			“I’ll call to check on you in the morning,” he said. “If you don’t want to do further psychological harm to your son, answer the phone.”

			“You got it.”

			After Scotty left the room, Skip wheeled his chair closer to her bed. “That kid of yours is a character.”

			“Isn’t he something? He cracks me up. I just hope we aren’t doing permanent damage with all the crazy crap that goes on in our lives.”

			“Nah, you’re teaching him how to roll with the punches. He’ll be able to handle anything after dealing with you two.”

			“Gee, thanks. I think there was a compliment in there somewhere.”

			“Take it as the highest of compliments. You’re showing him an example of a loving marriage and the highest commitment to public service.”

			Touched by her dad’s words of praise, Sam went for levity. “And I’m teaching him to swear like a sailor.”

			“That’s probably my fault. Where do you think you learned it?”

			Sam laughed. “It’s in my DNA.”

			“Indeed, it is, baby girl. I’m glad you’re okay.”

			“Me too. I just wish I’d gotten them before I got broadsided.”

			“You’ll get them. It’s only a matter of time.”

			“That’s what I’m afraid of. How many more people will have to die before we find them?” She ached thinking of little Vanessa Marchand—and her poor father.

			When Freddie came back into the room, Sam said, “What do we know about Trey Marchand?”

			Gonzo came in right behind him. “I did a full run on him. No priors, no record of any kind. He works in the Caps front office. The Star is reporting that the team is taking care of everything he needs, including funeral expenses.”

			“Well, that’s a relief.” Sam felt better to know he had no criminal record and that he was being supported after his unimaginable loss.

			Nick came back into the room. “Scotty is on the way home, and Brant told me the hospital has been overtaken by media. They had to call in extra security to deal with it.”

			“That’s just great,” Sam muttered.

			“You guys are too popular for your own good,” Gonzo said.

			Nick sat next to her on the bed and took her hand, giving it a squeeze that let her know she wasn’t alone in this. Thank God they had each other to cling to as they waded through the swamp full of gators that their life had become in the last few years.

			“Dad, can you stay until everyone gets here? We could use your help.”

			“As long as my date doesn’t mind staying, I’m all yours.”

			“Fine by me,” Celia said. “Whatever you need, Sam.”

			Within thirty minutes, her hospital room was filled to the gills with law enforcement officers.

			Sam pointed to Jeannie. “Let’s hear what you’ve got.”

			“I’ve run the financials of Captain Wallack, Sergeant Offenbach and the latest victims. Nothing unusual popped for any of them. It’s interesting to note there’s been no activity on any of Wallack’s accounts in the two weeks since he went missing.”

			“Where are we in that investigation?”

			“Early stages,” Malone said. “But we have six detectives assigned to it.”

			“Have we figured out what Offenbach was doing in Atlantic City?” Sam asked.

			“We believe he was involved in an extramarital affair.”

			“Seriously? Doesn’t he have, like, five kids or something?”

			“And a sixth on the way,” Malone said, his expression grim.

			“Please tell me he isn’t fooling around with someone connected to the department.”

			“I haven’t heard yet who she is. IAB is handling it from here,” he said, referring to Internal Affairs.

			“Wow,” Sam said. “People get themselves into some deep shit.”

			“From what I’ve heard, you should be prepared for some of the shitstorm to come your way,” Gonzo said. “He’s apparently furious that you’re looking in-house for shooters.”

			“Let him be furious,” Sam said. “I was doing my freaking job. If he’d been where he was supposed to be with his dick zipped into his pants, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

			“Our lieutenant also has a way with words,” Freddie said to Green, who smiled.

			“I see that.”

			“Don’t talk about me like I’m not here,” Sam snapped.

			“Don’t mind her,” Nick said. “She’s cranky. No one is safe.”

			“Including you,” Sam said, elbowing him in the ribs. “What about the homegrown terrorist element that your team was investigating, Avery?”

			“We haven’t uncovered any chatter or anything that would indicate we’ve got a new local cell looking to make a mark.”

			“Jesse? Is your team making any headway?”

			“Not yet. We’re doing everything we normally do, but I don’t have anything new to report.”

			“Ugh,” Sam said, tearing at her hair and then immediately regretting it when her injury protested. “We’ve got absolutely nothing new and a city being held hostage by these sons of bitches.” She took a deep breath, looking for her mojo.

			Skip cleared his throat. “If I may…”

			“Please,” Sam said.

			“It’s time to go old-school. Get out on the streets, drive around, watch for them. They’re probably puffed up with adrenaline, high on their own successes. They’ll be looking to strike again. The more eyes you have in the field, the greater your chances of stopping them before they can hit again.”

			“He’s right,” Sam said. “We need our entire squad working the streets. Split up and fan out. They were cruising through downtown when I saw them earlier, which means they aren’t afraid of getting caught. Find them.”

			Muttering “Yes, ma’am,” they filed out of the room.

			“Do you feel better now?” Nick asked.

			“No. I have an awful feeling that this is going to get a whole lot worse before it gets better.”

			* * *

			NICK INSISTED ON staying with her, and Sam slept fitfully in his arms, dreaming of a red SUV with a gun in the window, taking out innocent people. Nurses came in to check on her, waking her each time they took her blood pressure or ran a thermometer over her forehead. Closer to dawn, she woke to the sound of her cell phone ringing and was disoriented until she remembered where she was and why.

			“I’ll grab it.” Nick got up to find her phone and brought it to her.

			Freddie’s number lit up the caller ID. “What’s up?”

			“We’ve had reports of a woman abducted by two men in a red SUV that matched the description of the one we’re looking for.”

			“Where was she taken?”

			“Coming out of the Metro station at Federal Triangle.”

			“Right in the heart of the city. These guys are brazen, I’ll give them that.”

			“They have been from the beginning.”

			“What do we know about the woman?”

			“Not much yet. We got a call from a passing motorist who saw it go down and thought something was wrong. Archie pulled film from the area, and it was an obvious abduction.”

			“They’ve changed up their MO.”

			“That’s how it seems.”

			“What do we think the chances are that she’ll get through this alive?”

			“Based on their past track record? Slim. We’ve got every officer in the city looking for them.”

			“How can we find out who she is so we can track her phone?”

			“We’re working on that and debating whether to release the film of the abduction to the media so we can get some help from the public.”

			“Do it! Why the hell wouldn’t we?”

			“We’re just waiting for the approval from higher up.”

			“You want me to call the chief?”

			“No need. Malone is talking to him now.”

			“Ugh, this case is making me crazy!”

			“We all feel that way. We’re doing everything we can.”

			“Okay. Thanks for calling and keep me posted.”

			“Will do.”

			Sam slapped the phone closed, her mind spinning with the implications of this latest development.

			“What’s going on?” Nick asked.

			“They snatched a woman right off the sidewalk outside the Federal Triangle station.”

			“They’re sure it’s the same guys?”

			“Yeah.”

			Nick reached for her, and as she let him draw her into his embrace, she felt strange accepting comfort when another woman was stuck with monsters somewhere in her city. Imagining what she might be enduring had Sam trembling with impotence and outrage.

			“Easy, baby,” he said softly. “Take a deep breath.”

			“I can’t stand this. Why can’t we find them and stop them?”

			“You will.” He stroked a hand over her hair. “You’ll find them, and you’ll make them pay for what they’ve done.”

			“But how many more innocent people will they hurt before we catch them?”

			“You’ve got every law enforcement officer in the area looking for them. Sooner or later, they’re going to screw up. My bet is on sooner. They’re getting even more brazen, and that’ll trip them up.”

			“I hope you’re right.”

			“I’m always right, Samantha. You should know that by now.”

			She smiled up at him, profoundly grateful for his steadying presence in a world gone mad. Her phone chimed with a text from Freddie.

			Green light on releasing the video of the abduction. Hoping someone recognizes her. Fast.

			Sam blew out a deep breath. “I need you to do something for me.”

			“Anything.”

			“Get me the hell out of here. It’s doing me far more harm than good being stuck here when I’m needed out there. I’m totally fine. I promise.” When he didn’t reply for a long moment, she added, “Please, Nick.”

			“Okay.” He kissed her forehead and got up from the bed. “Let me talk to the nurses.”

			“If we ask, they’ll say no.” Sam pulled the pulse monitor off her finger and unwrapped the blood pressure cuff from her arm. “Where’re the clothes Tracy brought me?”

			“In the closet.”

			Before he could tell her it wasn’t a good idea, she found the clothes and got dressed, trying to ignore the throbbing pain coming from her head wounds. Thankfully, Tracy had packed shorts and a lightweight top that would be perfect for working the streets on another scorching day. Her sister had even thought of deodorant and face moisturizer as well as hair and toothbrushes. After ten minutes in the bathroom, Sam felt ready to face whatever might transpire during the day ahead.

			As she emerged from the bathroom, a nurse came in to check on her and stopped short at the sight of her dressed. “What’s going on?”

			“I have to go back to work.”

			“But you’re supposed to be resting and recovering from your injuries.”

			“I’ve done that. Now I have to go back to work.”

			“But—”

			“I think it would be in her best interest to allow her to leave,” Nick said. “Being here is making her worse instead of better.”

			The nurse, being only human, stared at him, and then blinked, seeming to snap out of her daze and remember what she was supposed to be doing.

			Sam had to fight the urge to laugh. Her sexy husband had that effect on women.

			“I’ll, um, get the discharge paperwork.”

			“If it’s not here in five minutes, I’ll leave without signing it,” Sam said.

			“I’ll be right back.”

			After she left the room, Sam said, “Way to use your powers, Mr. Vice President.”

			“What powers?”

			“Your ability to render all women stupid in the head when you speak directly to them.”

			“Shut up. That is not true.”

			“Ah, yes, it is. Exhibit A, the nurse who was going to fight me leaving until she got caught up in your sexy web and was rendered speechless—and powerless to do anything other than what you asked of her.”

			“Whatever.” He rolled his eyes even as his face flushed with color, the way it always did when she commented on his supreme hotness. “I got you out of here. Isn’t that what matters?”

			Sam went to him, resting her hand on his chest. “I appreciate you using your powers on my behalf, when I know you’d rather I stayed here.”

			“Of course, I would. You’re leaving here to go chase down murderers. I hate that.”

			“I know you do.” She leaned her head on his chest as he wrapped his arms around her. “And it means everything to me that you never stand in the way of letting me do what I need to.”

			“Just because I don’t get in the way of it doesn’t mean I don’t want to.”

			“I know.” She looked up at him. “The fact that you don’t even though you want to makes you the perfect husband for me.”

			“Even when I throw you under the bus in the E.R.?” he asked with a glint of humor in his gorgeous hazel eyes.

			“Even then.”

			He kissed her, and then rested his forehead against hers. They stayed that way, wrapped up in their own little world, until the nurse returned.

			“Oh, pardon me,” she said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

			“You didn’t.” Sam released her hold on Nick. “Where do I sign?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			TEN MINUTES LATER, they sped away from the hospital in one of the Secret Service SUVs. “What about my car?” Sam asked.

			“I had it taken to the same place that outfitted it for doomsday,” Nick said. “They’ll make the repairs and have you back in business in a couple of days. In the meantime, you’ll need to be very careful running around in a car that doesn’t have the same security features that yours does.”

			“I’m always careful.”

			He glanced at her, his brow raised. “Like you were yesterday when you chased after a car full of known killers and nearly got yourself killed in an accident?”

			“That was a very distinct case of being in the right place at the right time.”

			“Your definition of right place, right time and mine are vastly different.”

			“How so?” she asked, playing along because she loved sparring with him so much.

			“In my humble opinion, you were in the wrong place at the wrong time yesterday.”

			“But I almost caught them, and how cool would that’ve been?”

			He directed a fierce scowl her way. “And what was your plan for taking them down, on your own, if you happened to catch them?”

			“I had backup on the way.”

			A shudder rippled through his big frame. “You can’t begin to imagine the horrors that run through my mind if I allow myself to think too much about what you’re out there doing every day.”

			Sam took his hand and folded it between hers. “Most days are filled with boring grunt work that’s not dangerous.”

			“And then there are days like yesterday that turn dangerous on a dime. Those are the days that give me nightmares.”

			“I’m like a cat,” she said, trying to lighten things up. “I always land on my feet.”

			“If you’re like a cat, you’ve more than used up your nine lives.”

			“Nah, I’ve got lots of lives left in the bank. Don’t worry about me.”

			“I’m being serious, Samantha. This isn’t funny to me. I’m tormented by the fear of losing you suddenly.”

			“I know you are, and I’m sorry you have to live with that fear. I promise you I’m as careful as I can possibly be because I have so much to live for.”

			“That helps. A little.”

			She snuggled up to him, wrapped her arm around his waist and listened to the strong beat of his heart as he held her close to him.

			His ringing cell phone interrupted the moment. Using his free hand, he worked it out of his pocket and took the call. “Hey, Terry, what’s up?” As he listened, Sam felt his body tighten with tension. “Okay. I’ll be in shortly. We’ll talk about it then.” He ended the call. “I’m being called to testify in the Nelson inquiry, possibly tomorrow. The committee wants to hear from me about the impact of Christopher’s threats on our family.”

			“What do they think the impact was when the children in our lives were threatened with decapitation and my ex-husband was tortured to death?”

			“They want to hear me say it.”

			“It’s going to infuriate people to hear it from you.”

			“Which, I suspect, is their goal. People want him gone, even members of our own party.”

			“So they’re bringing you in to help make that happen when that’s the last thing you want to have happen.”

			“It’s a classic Catch-22 for me.”

			“Why can’t you decline to testify? What’re they going to do? Subpoena you?”

			“They might.”

			“They won’t. They need you too much right now. If Nelson goes down in flames, you’re the one who’ll be left holding the baton. Decline to testify and tell them everything they need to know about how Christopher’s threats affected our family is in the police reports.”

			“Not everything.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“There’s no mention, for example, of what it felt like to be in Iran when the people I love the most were threatened with death and dismemberment or what it was like for you to know your ex-husband met a brutal, awful death because of his connection to you. Those things aren’t in any reports.”

			“If you go out there and say that, if you tell the world how horrible it was for us, it’ll seal Nelson’s fate. Any supporters he has left will turn against him when the handsome, charismatic, sexy vice president details the horrors perpetrated upon his family by the president’s son. It won’t matter if Nelson had nothing to do with it. No one will care about him. They’ll care about you—and us—and they’ll want you to be their president, not him.”

			He stared at her, seeming amazed—and aroused.

			“What? Why are you gawking at me?”

			“Are you sure you weren’t a political operative in another life?”

			“Definitely not,” she said, dripping with disdain. “It’s rubbed off on me after living here all my life.”

			“I love when things rub off on you.” His suggestive tone set her body on fire for him. How did he do that so easily?

			She elbowed him in the ribs. “Especially you?”

			“Particularly me.”

			“Stop trying to change the subject. If you testify, you’ll be president so fast your head will spin, and your wife will leave you. It’ll be a terrible mess. I recommend keeping your mouth shut.”

			“Wait, go back. My wife will leave me?”

			“When did I say that?”

			“Um, ten seconds ago?”

			“I don’t recall saying that.”

			“You think you’re so clever, babe, but I do hear what you’re saying, and I’ll give it careful consideration. If there’s any way I can get out of testifying, I will.”

			“I don’t want you to be president. Not yet, anyway. We both have too much to do before we get trapped in that gilded cage. The one we’re in is bad enough.”

			“I agree.”

			The motorcade pulled into the parking lot of HQ, sending the gathered reporters into a tizzy when they realized who was arriving.

			“You want me to come in with you?”

			“You don’t need to.” She leaned over to kiss him. “Thanks for staying with me when I was injured.”

			He returned her kiss, adding a touch of tongue for good measure. “It’s always a pleasure to be with you, especially when you’re in the hospital.”

			Sam snorted out a laugh at that.

			“Thank you for staying with me if I become president.”

			She shot him a look. “Not funny.”

			“When will I see you?”

			“I don’t know. I’m in for the long haul until we find these people.”

			“Don’t overdo it. You took a hell of a shot to the head yesterday.”

			“I’m fine. Don’t worry.” Sam kissed him again. “Love you.”

			“Love you too. Be careful with my wife. She’s everything to me.”

			“I will.” She grabbed the door handle and was out of the car before the agent could open it for her. Weaving between overly eager reporters and camera operators, all of them shouting questions at her as she jogged toward the main doors at HQ, eager to get back to work.

			In the lobby, she ran into Malone and Farnsworth.

			“Where’d you come from?” Malone asked Sam when she joined them.

			“Straight from the hospital. Checked myself out so I could get back to work. What’s the latest?”

			“You sure you ought to be here?” Farnsworth asked. “You’re not looking so good.”

			“Gee, thanks, Chief. Getting broadsided does that to a girl. I’m fine. I’m back. What’s up?”

			“We’ve just gotten a report that a woman was seen falling out of a moving car on Sixteenth Street,” Farnsworth said. “We’ve dispatched Patrol to the scene, and we’re waiting to hear.”

			“Any description of the car?”

			“Only that it was an SUV.”

			Malone took a call on his cell phone. He listened intently and said, “Got it. We’ll have Special Victims detectives meet you there.” After ending the call, he said, “She’s in bad shape. They’re taking her to GW.”

			“I’ll get over there.”

			Malone raised a hand to stop her. “No, you won’t. She belongs to SVU. As soon as they determine she’s able to talk to you, then and only then will you be brought in.”

			“With all due respect, Captain, these men are killing and attacking people in our city. The sooner we get a statement from her, the faster we can track them down.”

			“Give us a couple of hours to assess her condition and see what we’re dealing with, Lieutenant,” Farnsworth said. “She’s been through a traumatic ordeal. Coming at her with all guns blazing isn’t going to work in this situation.”

			“Not all my guns are blazing,” Sam said, irked.

			“Stand down, Lieutenant,” Malone said. “Work the other angles. As soon as she’s ready to make a statement, you’ll be the first to know.”

			“Ask Erica Lucas to take this one,” Sam said. “She’s good with the vics.”

			“We’re aware of that, but thank you for the recommendation,” Farnsworth said, his eyes glittering with amusement. “In the meantime, we need someone to brief the media on the latest. Take thirty minutes with your team, and then you can handle the morning briefing.”

			“And here I thought you liked me,” she muttered.

			“What was that?” Farnsworth asked.

			“I said I’d be happy to take care of that for you.”

			“Excellent.”

			As she walked away, she said, “Please let me know when I’m allowed to speak to the eyewitness who is the only person who can identify the perps who’ve murdered six people.”

			“You’ll be the first to know, Lieutenant.”

			Frustrated and annoyed, she went to the pit to regroup with her team, but the pit was empty. “Where the hell is everyone?” she asked. Oh, right. I sent them out to find the bastards, and that’s what they did. She unlocked her office, picked up the extension on her desk and asked Dispatch to recall the Homicide squad to HQ.

			“Yes, ma’am,” the dispatcher said.

			Within fifteen minutes, her entire team had returned. They looked tired and spent, which didn’t bode well for a productive day. As they arrived, they asked about her health, and Sam brushed off their concerns. She didn’t have time to be injured.

			“What’ve we got?” she asked when they were seated around the conference room table.

			“Nothing new,” Freddie said, as the others nodded in agreement. “Other than the woman seen falling from a moving vehicle. We’re waiting to hear more on that.”

			“We looked for them all night,” Green added.

			“Anyone who’s been here twenty-four hours should go home and get some sleep,” Sam said. “Be back by four, and we’ll get out there again tonight.”

			“I don’t want to leave,” Carlucci said, “but I’m getting fuzzy around the edges.”

			“Same,” Dominguez said.

			“Me too,” Green said.

			“And me,” Freddie added.

			“I’m good for a few more hours if you want me to stay,” Gonzo said.

			“I am too,” Jeannie said.

			“I’ll take what I can get,” Sam said. “The rest of you get out of here while the getting is good. You checked out the last victim and his family?”

			“Yeah,” Gonzo said. “He’s clean. Lives alone and works all the time. His family has been notified of his death.”

			“Thanks for handling that,” Sam said. “Anyone heard from Hill?”

			“He said he had an appointment first thing,” Gonzo said, “and then he’ll check in.”

			“Where are we with locating Carlos Vega?” she asked of the missing military sharpshooter.

			“I have a lead on a guy he was in the service with,” Green said. “I have a call into him. I’ll let you know if I hear from him.”

			“Good, thanks. Let’s hope Hill has something for us, because we still seem to be getting nowhere fast.”

			* * *

			AVERY HILL CLIMBED two flights of stairs to the office of Dr. Rosemary Merrill, the psychiatrist he’d been seeing for a month now. These appointments were akin to having the skin peeled from his body one excruciating strip at a time. Every time he made the climb, he told himself he was doing this for Shelby and her son, Noah, the child he hoped to raise as his own.

			Because there was nothing he wouldn’t do for either of them, Avery made that climb twice a week, baring his soul to a stranger and risking his career if it should get out that the director of the FBI’s Criminal Investigation Division was seeing a shrink because his personal life was so screwed up. To maintain his privacy, he’d gone so far as to pay for the sessions out of his own pocket and insisted no records be kept.

			Rosemary, as she preferred to be called, was a nice lady who was easy to talk to, but that didn’t mean he liked being there.

			“Good morning, Avery,” she said as she admitted him to the cozy office where she plied her trade for eight hours a day.

			How she could stand to listen to other people whine all day was beyond him.

			“Coffee? Tea? Water?” She had shoulder-length light brown hair and warm, friendly brown eyes. He estimated her to be in her mid-to late-forties, and she’d told him once that she had four children.

			“Just a water, please.”

			She retrieved a bottle of water from a mini fridge and handed it to him.

			“Thank you.” He drank half of it before she sat across from him.

			“It’s going to be another scorcher,” she said.

			“Uh-huh.” He sucked at small talk. Always had, and in here, the small talk became especially unbearable.

			“How are things at home?”

			And she cut right to the chase.

			Avery leaned forward, forearms propped on his knees. “Okay. I guess.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“The baby… Noah… He’s so great.” Avery smiled as he thought of the little guy with the light dusting of blond hair and big blue eyes filled with wonder and curiosity. “He’s happy most of the time, sleeps great.”

			“That’s such a sweet time. Enjoy him before he starts walking and talking and talking back. It goes by so fast.”

			“That’s what everyone says.”

			“And Shelby? How are things with her?”

			“She’s… Well, she’s thrilled with the baby, of course. She waited such a long time to be a mom, and she’s crazy about him. I’ve never seen her so happy.”

			“But?”

			Crap, this was hard. Sharing his innermost thoughts didn’t come easily to him, although it once had, with Shelby, before he fucked it all up. “I still feel like we’re extremely cordial roommates.”

			“That must be frustrating for you. Do you think she’s still angry about what happened?”

			“No, I don’t, and that’s the strange part. She’s not angry. She’s not sad. She’s not anything where I’m concerned. I’m like the guy who shows up at the end of the day and helps with the baby so she can take a shower and have a drink. I sleep on the other side of her bed, but I may as well not be there.”

			“How does that make you feel?”

			He freaking hated that question. How did she think it made him feel? “Like shit.” Running his fingers through his hair, he said, “We had a good thing going until I made the mistake of saying another woman’s name while I was inside the woman I love. Since then, I could be any guy sharing the house with her for all she seems to care. And now… Now I’m wrapped up in another case with the woman whose name I uttered, who also happens to be Shelby’s boss and good friend. It’s such a mess. Sometimes I wonder if we wouldn’t both be better off to go our separate ways. But then I think about Noah and not seeing him every day, and I know I’ll never suggest that. Besides, the thought of living without either of them is unbearable to me.”

			“You’re obviously very unhappy with the status quo, Avery.”

			“So what? It’s my own fault. I caused this. Why shouldn’t I be unhappy?”

			“You’ve apologized profusely to Shelby for what happened. You’ve assured her it was an honest mistake and you regret it. She knows you’re coming here twice a week, trying to work things out. You’ve done everything you possibly could for her and the baby. Why, after all that, do you still feel you don’t deserve to be forgiven?”

			“Because I hurt her so badly. It was more than just that one incident. She found out I’d had feelings for Sam after we’d been together quite a while, and that devastated her. That was the first time she left me.”

			“And you’d kept that from her because you knew it would hurt her, right?”

			“Yeah, but that strategy blew up in my face—and Sam’s and Nick’s. She was upset with all three of us for keeping it from her.”

			“Have you tried talking to Shelby about how you’re feeling?”

			“No.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because! She’s so wrapped up in the baby I may as well not even be there. She doesn’t care about me. All she cares about is him, which is the way it should be. He’s her child.”

			“And you’re her fiancé. Certainly, she ought to care about you too.”

			“Technically, I’m her fiancé. There hasn’t been one word spoken about a wedding since everything happened.”

			“You have to talk to her about this, Avery. The situation you describe is not sustainable long-term. You say you don’t want to hurt her—or the baby—”

			“I don’t. That’s the last thing I want.”

			“If you don’t air this out with her, eventually you will hurt them both. It’ll get to be too much for you, and you’ll have no choice but to leave them.”

			“I won’t do that.”

			She raised a brow that conveyed a world of skepticism. “Are you prepared to live the rest of your life without sex if this estrangement with Shelby persists?”

			Avery hadn’t thought about that possibility before she suggested it. “I don’t know.”

			“Yes, you do. I assume you’re a normal, healthy man who likes sex as much as the next guy. When was the last time you had sex?”

			Shocked that she’d come right out and asked him that, although he probably shouldn’t be, he met her intense gaze. “When I said Sam’s name instead of Shelby’s.”

			“And when was that?”

			“Before Noah was born, so a couple of months.”

			“That’s a long time to go without.”

			“We have a new baby. It’s not that unusual for new parents to go without.”

			“Don’t blame the baby, Avery. You and Shelby are basically estranged but still living together. That’s not a healthy arrangement for any of you.”

			“The thought of bringing this up with her… It’s…” He shook his head. He didn’t have the words to describe how that made him feel. Terrified. Wary. Vulnerable. Contrite. Disgusted with himself.

			“You owe it to yourself—and to Shelby—to try to fix this. You say you want to keep Shelby and the baby in your life. You’ve said from the beginning that you love them both very much. If you want Noah to be raised in a healthy, loving home, you’ve got to at least try. If it would be easier to talk to her here, ask her to come with you.”

			“That would be allowed?”

			“Of course.”

			“Okay. I’ll think about that.”

			“You said you’re currently working with Sam again. How’s that been?”

			“Fine. I’ve only seen her a couple of times at meetings.”

			“How do you feel when you see her?”

			“I don’t feel anything for her.” The words came out more sharply than he’d intended. Sighing, he said, “I’m sorry.”

			“No need to apologize, but I’d like to dig a little deeper into that situation, if you don’t mind.”

			Actually having the skin peeled from his body would be less excruciating than taking a trip down that road, wouldn’t it? “What about it?”

			“Take me back to the first time you ever saw her.”

			“Do we really have to do this?”

			“I think we do. We’ve spent a lot of time here talking about your childhood and your relationship with Shelby. But we haven’t spent much time talking about Sam and your feelings for her.”

			“I have no feelings for her.”

			“But you did, right?”

			Avery blew out a deep breath. “Yeah, I did.”

			“Tell me about the first time you met her.”

			Resigned to having to take this hellish trip down memory lane, he said, “We were working on the Woodmansee case. I was called in after it became apparent that Sam was a target. I had an immediate and extremely unwelcome reaction to her the first time we met.”

			“Had that ever happened to you before with a woman?”

			“No,” he said through gritted teeth.

			“Did you know who she was before you met her?”

			“Everyone knew who she was. She’d just married the dashing young senator in a very public ceremony and had investigated the murders of another senator and a Supreme Court nominee. Not to mention the call girl ring she uncovered that brought down some of the most powerful men in the country. I knew who she was, but meeting her in person was something else altogether.”

			“How so?”

			“Her public persona doesn’t do justice to the…fiery…way in which she leads her life and runs her investigations. She’s quite something, to say the least. And she’s gorgeous, as the rest of the world certainly knows by now.”

			“After you had this reaction to her, what did you do?”

			“I didn’t do anything about it. She was newly married and madly in love with her husband. I witnessed that myself on more than one occasion. You only had to be in the same room with them to understand she would never be available to anyone else.”

			“That must’ve been hard to accept.”

			He shrugged. “I was never anything more than a colleague to her.”

			“Did she know how you felt about her?”

			Avery’s face heated with mortification. “Apparently, I did a poor job of hiding the fact that she intrigued me. She picked up on it, her colleagues picked up on it and so did her husband. That was a real blast, as you might imagine.”

			“Is it safe to say your relationship with her has been complicated from the beginning?”

			“I have no relationship with her, except professional.”

			“And your engagement to her personal assistant.”

			“Yeah, that too.”

			“When Shelby learned you’d once had feelings for Sam, did she think you’d been using her to get closer to Sam?”

			“Yes.” His jaw clenched so tightly it sent shafts of pain through his face.

			“I’m getting a better understanding of what happened and how Shelby must’ve felt after hearing this.”

			“I want to be clear on something. I never once acted on my feelings for Sam. I respect the fact that she’s married and off-limits. Our relationship has been collegial at best, hostile at worst and an overall pain in my ass. I wish I’d never met her.”

			“If you’d never met her, you might not have met Shelby.”

			“I’m aware of that.”

			She eyed him in a shrewd, all-seeing way that annoyed him. “I’m going to be honest with you.”

			“I’d expect nothing else.”

			“You and Shelby need extensive couples counseling if you’re going to have a prayer of making this relationship work. The challenges you’re facing aren’t things that’ll blow over in time or work themselves out. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

			That certainly wasn’t what he wanted to hear, but it didn’t exactly come as a surprise to him. “I get it.”

			Rosemary sat back in her chair and folded her arms. “You’ll talk to her and try to convince her to come in?”

			“I’ll talk to her.” He just wished he knew what he’d say.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			THREE LONG HOURS after Sam returned to HQ, she received a call from SVU Detective Erica Lucas. Sam had tremendous respect for the way the young detective did her job and had even offered her the spot on her squad recently vacated by Will Tyrone after he chose to leave the department. But Erica was happy in SVU and an asset to the department there.

			“Can you come over to GW?” Erica asked.

			“I’m on my way.” Sam stepped out of her office and signaled to Gonzo, letting him know she needed a ride.

			He followed her to the morgue entrance.

			“How’s she doing?” Sam asked Erica.

			“Not so great. They took turns with her for hours.”

			Sam winced. “Fucking hell.”

			“It was hell, but she got a good description of both men, as well as some other information you’re going to want.”

			“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Where can I find you?”

			Erica gave her the room number. “Sam… You need to be soft with her, okay?”

			“Got it.”

			“I hope it’s okay to say that.”

			“I like to think I can be managed when the situation calls for it.”

			Erica laughed. “I pity the fool who ever tries to manage you.”

			“Many have tried. Few have succeeded. I’ll see you in a few.”

			“I’ll be here.”

			On the way to GW, Sam filled Gonzo in on what Erica had told her. “I think I should do this myself. She might not welcome a guy in the room after what she’s been through.”

			“Works for me.”

			Sam looked over at him and then back at the road. “How’s it going with Green?”

			“Fine.”

			“That’s it? Just fine?”

			“He’s a great detective, but you already knew that or you wouldn’t have hired him.”

			“You know that’s not what I’m asking you.”

			Gonzo sighed, his impatience palpable. “What do you want me to say, Sam? He’s a good guy and a good cop. Is it easy taking on a new partner after the way I lost the other one? Hell no. Am I coping with it? Yes. As best I can.”

			“That’s what I wanted to know.”

			“I almost feel sorry for the guy.”

			“Why’s that?”

			“He has to come into a tight-knit squad and replace someone cut down in the line of duty who was well loved by everyone. I don’t envy him that.”

			“I held out for someone who could handle that.”

			“I know you did, and you got someone good. We all appreciate that.”

			“It’s going to take a while before you find a groove with him.”

			“Yeah.”

			“How’s everything else?”

			“What do you really want to know, Sam?”

			“I want to know that you’re okay. Not just at work, but everywhere else too.”

			“I’m fine.”

			He said what she wanted to hear, but the weariness in his tone put her on alert. “If you weren’t, would you tell me?”

			“The same way you’d tell me.”

			“Come on, Gonzo. Help me out here, will you? It’s my job to make sure your head is in the game, even when your heart is broken.”

			“My heart is fine, and my head is where it needs to be. Any other questions?”

			“How’s Christina?” Gonzo had fallen for Nick’s former colleague, and they were raising Gonzo’s son, Alex, together.

			“She’s fine.”

			“Do you guys still talk about getting married?”

			After a pause, he said, “Not as much as we used to. I suppose I ought to bring that up with her at some point. Anything else?”

			“No, that’ll do it.”

			Sam had walked a fine line with him since Arnold was killed. As his friend and his boss, she had tried to be supportive and understanding while giving him space to grieve. But they had a job to do too, and despite what he’d said, she still had concerns. She’d continue to keep a close eye on him.

			“If you’re looking for a laugh, I’ve been driving Freddie crazy with hints about what I’ve got planned for the bachelor party. Midget strippers, latex and manscaping are some of the things I’ve mentioned. I told him you’ve been my biggest coconspirator.”

			Gonzo laughed. “The poor guy. And are we allowed to call them midgets?”

			“They call themselves that! Why don’t you tell him you heard there was going to be mud wrestling or something.”

			“I will,” he said, chuckling. “He’s going to kill you.”

			“He’ll have a great time—if he doesn’t find a way out of it.”

			“I thought you and Elin had a fail-safe plan.”

			“We do, but the midget strippers might’ve taken him over the edge.”

			“Do they even have midget strippers?” Gonzo asked.

			“Google it.”

			“I’ll take your word for it.”

			“You’d be better off.”

			“What the hell was he thinking asking you to be his best-man woman?”

			Sam cracked up. “I know, right?”

			“That’s where he went wrong. Whatever happens now is exactly what he deserves.”

			“Couldn’t agree more.”

			At GW, they went in through the E.R. entrance. Sam kept her head down so she wouldn’t be stopped by people who wanted the second lady’s autograph. She had no time for that crap today.

			They took the elevator to the fourth floor. “I’ll meet you back here after?” Sam asked Gonzo.

			He gestured to the waiting area. “I’ll be here.”

			She left him and went to find the room number that Erica had given her. The two Patrol officers standing in the hallway helped to narrow her search. Because she knew they’d require it, she showed them her badge.

			“Go ahead in, Lieutenant,” one of them said. “Detective Lucas is expecting you.”

			“Thanks.”

			Sam took a deep breath to prepare herself for what she would see and hear, and then pushed open the door.

			Erica stood on the far side of the bed.

			The victim was a petite dark-haired woman, her face bruised and swollen and her dark eyes big with fright. Recognition hit her all at once. Oh no. “Angel?”

			Tears filled the woman’s eyes and spilled down her cheeks as she nodded.

			“Angel mentioned that you two know each other,” Erica said.

			Sam nodded, her gaze fixed on the bruised face of the girlfriend of Roberto Castro, the man she’d befriended while undercover with the Johnson family. Roberto had been left paralyzed in the shoot-out that had ended in the death of Quentin Johnson. Roberto credited Angel with giving him a reason to live since he was injured.

			Sam fought through an emotional reaction. “I’m so sorry this happened to you.” She had so many questions that she needed answered in the case, but she asked the most pressing one first. “Does Roberto know?”

			Angel shook her head. “I was out with my girls last night, so he didn’t expect me home. I was supposed to sleep over with one of them.” She raised a hand to her face, and Sam noticed vicious road rash on her elbow and arm, probably from when she fell out of the car.

			Erica handed her a tissue that she used to carefully wipe her tears, wincing at even that little bit of contact with her injured face.

			“I had a bad headache, so I left them to go home, and that’s when… I came out of the Metro station to get a cab. They pulled up and forced me into the car.”

			Sam rested her hand on top of Angel’s. “Take your time.”

			Erica poured Angel a cup of ice water and held the straw for her.

			She took a sip. “I tried to fight them, but they had guns.”

			“Do you remember what the car looked like?”

			“It was a red SUV. I’d seen the alerts you guys issued about the car the shooters were driving, and I realized right away that they must be the guys you were looking for.”

			Sam released Angel’s hand to pull her notebook from her back pocket. “What can you tell me about them?”

			“They were young, in their early twenties maybe. Mixed race. They called each other D and C, no names.”

			“What happened once they got you into the car?”

			“The one they called D… He’s the one who grabbed me, and he started pulling my clothes off right away. I…I tried to fight him, but he punched me so hard I blacked out. When I came to…” Her voice broke on a sob. “He… He was raping me, and it hurt so bad. I screamed for him to stop, but he put his hand over my face so I couldn’t scream or breathe. I passed out again. When I woke up, the other one was raping me. It went on like that. All night.”

			Sam wrote down everything she said while battling her own emotions. Angel was such a tiny girl. She wouldn’t have stood a chance against two men. “How did you get away from them?”

			“Th-they were talking about how they were going to k-kill me. The one called C… He fell asleep, so I just grabbed the door handle and pulled it open. I fell out of the car, and they kept going, thank God. Another car stopped to help.” She broke down again, sobs shaking her body.

			“You were so brave to escape, Angel,” Sam said. “You saved your own life.”

			Erica gave Angel another tissue. “Tell Sam what you told me about the things they talked about.”

			Angel took a minute to get herself together. “I couldn’t figure out everything they were saying, but it sounded like they forced someone to do the shooting for them. Like they kidnapped him or something. And one of them said something about not being bored anymore.”

			“This is really helpful, Angel,” Sam said, writing frantically.

			“There was one other thing. The guy D… He got a call while I was in the car that his mother had died. He cried when he got that news.”

			“That’s great information,” Sam said.

			Angel looked at Sam, her eyes bright with tears. “Will you find Roberto and tell him what’s happened?”

			Sam’s stomach ached at the thought of that dreadful task. “Of course.”

			“Thank you. He’ll take it better coming from you.”

			Sam doubted that, but she’d do whatever she could to help Angel—and Roberto. “I’d like to get you with a sketch artist today so we can put out some images of what these guys look like. Would you be willing?”

			“I’ll do whatever it takes.”

			“Try to get some rest, and I’ll go talk to Roberto. I’ll be back to check on you later.”

			“Thank you,” she said. “He thinks the world of you, but you already know that.”

			“The feeling is mutual. Is he back at work?” The last time Sam saw him, he’d told her he was out of work because of some health problems related to the shooting.

			Angel nodded. “He went back yesterday.”

			“Then I know where to find him.” Sam squeezed Angel’s hand. Roberto and Angel had hit a bump a few months back when doctors told him he might not be able to father children. Angel had left for a time, but thankfully she’d come back. Sam took it as a good sign that she was asking for him. “It may seem impossible to believe today, but you’re going to get past this. You’re a strong woman, and you’re going to survive. I promise.”

			“Thank you,” she said as another sob escaped from her swollen lips. “That means a lot coming from you.”

			“I’m going to walk Lieutenant Holland out,” Erica said. “But I’ll be right back.”

			“Okay.”

			In the hallway, Sam needed a minute to get her emotions under control. She walked a few steps from the Patrol officers, and Erica followed, giving her the space she needed. “I’m sorry,” Sam said after a long silence. “That was just…”

			“I know. She’s amazing, though. Gutsy and strong despite a horrific ordeal.”

			“That’s how she is. Roberto credits her with saving his life after he was paralyzed in the Johnson crack house shooting. He was one of Johnson’s lackeys.”

			“You were undercover on that one, right?”

			“Yeah, went sideways. Johnson’s kid was there, and he was killed in the same gunfire that left Roberto paralyzed. Total shit show. And now this. I assume they did a rape kit?”

			“Yes. I hand-delivered it to the lab, expressing the urgency. From what she said, they weren’t careful about containing their DNA.”

			“How bad are her injuries?”

			“Pretty bad. Vaginal tearing, severe road rash on her arm and one leg.”

			Sam sighed deeply. “I want these motherfuckers to fry. How am I going to tell the families of the victims that their loved ones were killed because a couple of punks were bored?”

			“It’s unimaginable. The shooter they mentioned kidnapping, do you suppose that’s Captain Wallack?”

			“It’s possible. His disappearance fits the timeline. I’m going to get a sketch artist in here to talk to her, and then I’ll look more closely at Wallack’s associates and who might’ve been interested in his shooting abilities.”

			“You think he’s still alive?”

			“If they aren’t done killing people, probably. They can’t pull this off without a shooter.”

			“How do you suppose they’d get a decorated police officer to go along with something like this, even if his own life was in danger?”

			“They threatened someone he loves.”

			“Which means it’s someone who knows who he loves.”

			“Your thinking matches mine. I’ve got to go break this news to Roberto, and then I’ve got work to do. Let me know if you hear anything else that will help.”

			“Will do.”

			“You’re sure I can’t lure you over to Homicide?”

			“And leave all this?” Erica asked, flashing a grim smile as she gestured to Angel’s room.

			“Yeah, you’re needed here.”

			“I’d say I like what I do, but it’s hard to like the kind of things we see on this job.”

			“I know what you mean, and you’re making a difference in SVU. I’ll be back.”

			“I’ll be here. She didn’t want to call her family until Roberto knows, so I’m staying with her until she has other support.”

			“Thanks, Erica.” Sam stopped to speak to the Patrol officers. “I don’t want anyone in there but medical personnel.”

			“Yes, ma’am, Lieutenant.”

			“Guard her with your life. She’s the only witness we have who can identify our drive-by shooters. They’re going to want her dead.”

			The two young officers stood a little taller at hearing that.

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Satisfied they understood what was at stake, she went to find Gonzo, who was in the waiting room, drinking coffee and reading a car magazine.

			He jumped up when he saw her coming.

			“Can you call in a sketch artist? She got a good look at them.”

			“Yep.” He pulled out his phone and made the call. “What else did she say?”

			Sam filled him in and told him who she was, relative to Roberto.

			“Ah crap,” he said, sighing.

			“You said it, and I get the unenviable job of being the one who gets to track him down and tell him what’s happened.”

			“Oh God.”

			“She thought it would be ‘better’ coming from me.” Sam headed for the elevator, determined to get this dreaded task done so she could get back to the investigation. She punched the down button once and then repeatedly when it didn’t light up.

			Gonzo took her hand, pulled it back and pressed the button, which lit up at his command.

			Sam’s eyes flooded with moisture. She refused to break down when there were raping killers to be caught. There’d be time enough after the case was closed to let it break her.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			GONZO NUDGED HER into the elevator ahead of him.

			“This is going to ruin him,” she said softly on the ride to the lobby.

			“He’s already been to hell and back once. He’ll get through this.”

			“She’s his reason to live,” Sam said bleakly. “He’s said that so many times.”

			“She still will be. They’ve gotten through a lot already. They’ll get through this too.”

			While she appreciated his assurances, she feared for the young man who’d become a friend to her under the most unlikely of circumstances. After the shoot-out had left him paralyzed, he’d vowed to leave his life of crime behind him. Sam had helped to get him the job he had now with the city. She’d been relieved to hear he was back at it after his medical leave.

			They went to City Hall in search of Roberto, and when they walked in, all heads turned to take in the second lady, which made her want to scream. How she missed the ability to move through her day with the anonymity people took for granted until they lost it.

			Following the signs to the Tax Assessor’s office, Sam arrived at the closed door and took a calming breath before she went in to find Roberto at the reception desk. At the sight of him in the chair, diminished by his injury, her heart went out to him over the new blow he would have to withstand.

			“Yo, yo it’s my favorite lady cop!” His handsome face lit up at the sight of her. He had short dark hair and world-weary eyes. He’d worn a matching burgundy shirt and tie to work. Seeing him looking so professional made her proud of the progress he’d made. She hoped the news about Angel wouldn’t set him back too far.

			“What brings you by?”

			“Is there somewhere we can go to talk?”

			He glanced over his shoulder. “Ah, yeah, sure. The conference room is open.” After asking someone to cover the desk for him, he rolled his chair into the conference room.

			Gonzo closed the door behind him.

			Sam introduced Gonzo to Roberto.

			“Where’s my boy Cruz?”

			“Home sleeping. We’re working round the clock to find these shooters.”

			“Man, that’s so psycho. People can’t even walk around without having to be afraid. I told my peeps here that with my friend the lady cop on the job, those guys would be behind bars before long.”

			“Thanks for the vote of confidence.” How she wished she had gotten them before they’d gotten to his Angel.

			“Heard you brought in Trace Simmons after the first shooting.”

			Sam nodded. “He’s involved with the vic’s sister, but he checked out.” She wanted to continue making small talk, but that wouldn’t get this taken care of. “So listen, Roberto… The reason I came by… Last night, the guys we’re looking for, they grabbed a woman off the street.”

			“Heard about that, and someone said she fell outta the car this morning? Is that true?”

			Sam nodded. “Roberto…”

			“What’s a matter with you, lady cop? You’re all pale and pasty.”

			“It’s about Angel.”

			His sharp gasp was followed by a cry. “Don’t you tell me she is dead. Do not tell me that.”

			“She’s not dead.”

			“Oh, thank you, Jesus.” He dropped his head into his hands and began to sob. “Please, whatever it is, just say it. Say it, Sam.”

			“She was taken by the same men we believe are behind the shootings. They took turns assaulting her. She managed to escape, but she was injured and is in the hospital. She’s going to make a full recovery, but it’s going to take time.”

			“Take me to her.” He wiped the tears from his face. “Please take me to her. Right now.”

			“Let’s go.” Sam held the door for him as he rolled back into the office.

			“My girlfriend, Angel,” he said haltingly to an older man whose beer belly made his tie about six inches too short. “She was abducted and assaulted. She’s in the hospital.”

			“You’re just back from medical leave, and now you’re going again?”

			“Please,” Roberto whispered. “She’s my whole world. She needs me.”

			“She’ll still need you after work.”

			“What’s your name?” Sam asked the guy.

			“Jeff.”

			She pulled her notebook from her pocket. “Jeff what?”

			“Why do you want to know?”

			Pen poised on the pad, she said, “So I can report your lack of compassion to the mayor, who’s a friend of my husband’s.”

			Jeff’s face flushed with a color reminiscent of the shade that Lieutenant Stahl’s face would get when she challenged him back in the good old days before he tried to kill her. Twice. “That won’t be necessary. I’m sure we can work something out. Go ahead, Roberto.”

			“Thank you, Jeff. Thank you so much.”

			Sam stashed her pad in her back pocket and nodded to Jeff, who glared at her as she pushed Roberto’s chair to get him out of there faster.

			“That was awesome,” Gonzo said when they were in the hallway.

			“Mean people suck.”

			“Can’t believe you played the husband card,” Gonzo said.

			“I save that one for when I really need it.”

			“Well done, Lieutenant.”

			Sam moved as fast as she could to get Roberto out of City Hall and to the car.

			He got himself into the front seat, and Gonzo stashed the chair in the trunk.

			Sam took the back seat.

			“Tell me everything that happened,” Roberto said. “Don’t leave anything out.”

			“I think you should hear it from her.”

			“That means it’s gotta be real bad.”

			“It is,” Sam said.

			He began to weep softly again, which broke her heart.

			Sam took a gamble and texted Jeannie to see if she might be able to come in early and talk to Angel before her shift.

			Jeannie didn’t reply right away, but she would when she woke up, and Sam felt confident that she’d be willing to help.

			She also sent a text to Nick.

			This case gets more screwed up by the minute. The girl that was taken? Is the girlfriend of my friend Roberto from the Johnson case.

			He responded right away. Ah damn, babe. So sorry to hear that.

			She’s badly hurt, but she saw their faces, and she may be the key to breaking this whole thing.

			I hope so. When will I see you?

			Later. Much later.

			Okay, be careful. Love you.

			Love you too.

			When they arrived back at GW, Sam pushed Roberto’s chair into the hospital and took him up to Angel’s room where the Patrol officers on duty asked for identification from all three of them.

			“I can vouch for him,” Sam said of Roberto. “He’s her boyfriend. I know them.”

			“Go ahead, Lieutenant.”

			Sam held the door for Roberto as he rolled into Angel’s room.

			He took one look at her, bruised and battered in the bed, and began crying again. “Oh, baby. Oh my God.”

			Angel held out her hand to him and they cried, their heads bent together.

			Roberto wrapped an arm around her and kissed her forehead while whispering softly to her.

			Watching them, Sam felt like she was coming out of her skin. She walked over to place a hand on Roberto’s shoulder. “I’ll be back to check on you guys in a little while.”

			He pulled back from Angel to look up at Sam. “Thanks for coming to get me, lady cop.”

			“Anything for you.” To Angel, she said, “I’m going to need your help.”

			“Whatever I can do.”

			“I have an idea I need to run up the flagpole at headquarters. I’ll be back to discuss it with you.”

			“I’ll be here.”

			“Let’s go,” Sam said to Gonzo.

			“What’s this big idea?” he asked in the elevator.

			“Angel said that one of them got a call while they were in the car that his mother died. What do you think about making the rounds of the local funeral homes who are hosting wakes for women old enough to have a son in his twenties with the first initial of D?”

			“I think that’s a brilliant idea.”

			“Let’s see what the brass thinks of it.”

			* * *

			“I DON’T LIKE IT,” Farnsworth said an hour later after Sam laid out her idea for him and Malone. “It feels disrespectful to me, marching into the middle of a family’s grief to look for a suspect.”

			“It wouldn’t have to be disrespectful,” Malone said. “We take the young woman who was attacked and we let her have a look at the mourners to see if she recognizes anyone.”

			“And how do we keep her safe while she’s doing that?” Farnsworth asked.

			“That’d be my job,” Sam said.

			“It can’t be you,” Malone said. “Everyone knows who you are. It’d have to be someone like Gonzo, who could pretend to be her significant other.”

			“I want it to be me,” Sam said. “It was my idea. I can keep her safe.”

			“You’ll cause a stir that’ll compromise the integrity of the investigation,” Malone said. “Everyone will be looking at you.”

			“Yeah, and while they look at me, she can look at them.”

			“I agree with the captain,” Farnsworth said. “It’s not going to be you.”

			Fuming, Sam had to tell herself that it wasn’t about her. It was about finding these scumbags and making them pay for what they’d done. But once again she longed for the good old days when no one knew who she was. “Fine. Whatever. Do we have your authorization to proceed?”

			Farnsworth thought about it for a minute. “With utmost respect to the deceased and their families. And the funeral directors are to be notified of what we’re doing.”

			“Understood.” She turned to leave the chief’s office, nodding at his admin, Helen, on her way by. In the lobby, someone grabbed her arm, spun her around and punched her in the face before she could begin to catch up to what was happening.

			“You fucking bitch! You ruined my life!”

			Lying on the floor, Sam could see only stars and didn’t recognize the voice.

			“What the fuck are you doing investigating your fellow officers?”

			Oh, she thought. Offenbach is home, and apparently he’s heard he was busted having an affair when he was supposed to be at a conference. Oops. Sucks to be him.

			Her face throbbed from where he’d punched her, but she stayed on the floor and pretended to be unconscious while he continued to shriek about how she’d ruined his marriage and his career.

			Um, heads up. You did that all on your own, pal.

			It only took a few seconds, but it felt like much longer, for other officers to intervene.

			Sam heard Malone’s voice and Farnsworth’s. She heard Offenbach being dragged away, still screaming about all the ways she’d ruined him. Then she heard Malone, close to her, and felt a hand on her shoulder.

			“Sam.”

			She opened her eyes and looked up at him. “Is he done?”

			“Are you okay?” Malone helped her sit up, wincing when he took a closer look at her face.

			That punch was gonna leave a mark.

			“Jesus, Sam,” Farnsworth said. “Someone get some ice! Hurry!”

			Sam sat in the middle of a sea of cops and let them tend to her. What choice did she have, surrounded as she was? Even Helen had come out to watch the show.

			“Let me through,” Gonzo said testily, stopping short at the sight of Sam on the floor. “What. The. Hell.”

			“Offenbach wasn’t happy to see me. Can you imagine anyone not being happy to see me?”

			Gonzo rolled his eyes and reached out a hand to her.

			Sam took it and let him haul her up. The ground seemed to shift beneath her feet, and only his arm around her kept her standing.

			“Easy, tiger,” he said. “Get your bearings.”

			An ice pack was produced and pressed against her face.

			Sam winced from the pain and the cold. “I’m fine. Go about your lives, citizens.”

			“We should probably take her in to be checked,” Farnsworth said. “She took a hell of a shot.”

			“You’re not taking me anywhere but to the pit to resume the investigation.” Under her breath, she said to Gonzo, “Get me out of here.”

			He took her by the arm and perp-walked her back to the pit.

			“Conference room,” she said.

			Gonzo plopped her into a chair. “He just coldcocked you?”

			“Never saw it coming. I don’t even know who he is.” In a department of thousands, that wasn’t uncommon. She knew a lot of people but not everyone.

			“Apparently, he knows who you are,” Gonzo said with a laugh. “Keep the ice on it. It’s gonna be a mess.”

			“Great. Nick will freak out. I hope there’s not a state dinner or something I have to go to this week.”

			“Thankfully, the president is too busy trying to stay in office to host a state dinner.”

			Malone came into the conference room looking frazzled and furious. “Are you sure you’re okay? Let me see.”

			“I’m fine.” Sam took the ice pack off her face to give him a better look.

			His expression turned thunderous. “Gonzo, take some photos of her injury so we have them.”

			“I don’t want to press charges,” Sam said.

			“That’s not your call.”

			“The hell it isn’t. The whole department will be talking about how I got a pass on punching Ramsey but went after Offenbach. I’m not doing it. I won’t cooperate.”

			“You’ll do what you’re told, Lieutenant.”

			“No charges, Captain. Do what you’ve got to from a disciplinary standpoint for the mess he made with his lies but no assault charges. Between Stahl, Ramsey, Conklin and now Offenbach, I’m not going to be able to show my swollen face around here before much longer.”

			Cameron Green came into the pit, looking pressed and well rested, wearing another dress shirt and tie. He did a double take when he saw the ice pack pressed to her face. “What happened?”

			Gonzo filled him in on the incident with Offenbach.

			“Holy crap. He just attacked you?” To Malone, he said, “He’ll be charged with assault, right?”

			“The lieutenant tells me she won’t cooperate with assault charges,” Malone said, sarcasm dripping from his every word.

			“Why the hell not?” Green asked. “He can’t just go around punching people.”

			“It’s like this,” Gonzo said. “Our lieutenant has done some punching of her own in the past, and she’d rather not press charges when she wasn’t charged with assault when she did it. You see?”

			“Ah, gotcha.”

			“One thing you’ll quickly learn,” Malone said to Green, “is your lieutenant likes to keep things interesting.”

			“I already know that,” Green said with a grin. “Why do you think I’m here?”

			“I like him,” Sam said. “I like him so much.”

			Malone shook his head, uttered something under his breath about her being unmanageable and stormed off.

			“Is he pissed?” Green asked.

			“Nah,” Sam said. “He loves me.”

			“Sure he does,” Gonzo said, chuckling.

			It was nice to see him amused and making jokes the way he used to. If she had to take a punch to the face to make that happen, it was worth it.

			“What’re you doing here?” she asked Green. “It’s not four yet.”

			“I heard from Vega’s army buddy, and he was willing to meet with me.”

			“Where’d this meeting take place?”

			“At a coffee shop in Alexandria.”

			“In the future,” Sam said, “please let us know when you’re meeting with someone so we’ll know where to look if you don’t come back.”

			“Oh, right. Will do.”

			“What’d you find out?”

			“Vega is in rehab. Since he left the Army, he’s been spiraling with PTSD issues and alcoholism. A bunch of his buddies got together, held an intervention and got him into treatment about six weeks ago. He didn’t want anyone to know where he was, so they kept it quiet.”

			“Were you able to confirm that he’s at the rehab?” Sam asked.

			“The friend had the admissions paperwork to prove it. I called the facility, but due to patient privacy laws, they couldn’t confirm he was there.”

			“Hmmm, I’d feel better if you had confirmation.”

			“So would I, but there is one more thing his friend told me. While he was overseas, he was in a car accident that injured his shooting arm. Apparently, he developed a tremor that he still has, which would make it impossible to shoot with any kind of accuracy. Apparently, that was a big part of the downward spiral, accepting the fact that what had made him special had been lost forever.”

			“Wow, that’s too bad,” Gonzo said. “I feel for the guy.”

			“So do I,” Sam said. “Let me ask you this… Did the friend tell you about the tremor voluntarily, or did he get a sense of why you were asking?”

			“We didn’t really talk about the shootings. I had told him we were interested in talking to Vega because of his expertise, not because we thought he was involved. When we couldn’t find him, we became concerned.” He rolled his hand. “Et cetera.”

			“I think we can rule him out, then,” Sam said. “Well done, Detective. Thank you for following up.”

			“No problem.”

			As Sam began to update him on the latest developments and the plan to visit funeral homes, Freddie came rolling in.

			“Couldn’t sleep, so here I am.”

			“We need to get some lives around here,” Sam said.

			He recoiled at the sight of her. “What the hell happened to you?”

			She filled him in on the incident with Offenbach, updated him on Angel’s assault and told him and Green about the funeral home plan.

			“Ah, God, poor Angel,” Freddie said. “And Roberto…”

			“He’s with her, and they’ll get through this.” Sam’s phone rang, and she took the call from Jeannie McBride, who’d been through an ordeal similar to Angel’s last year. “Hey, Jeannie.” Sam told her what’d happened and asked if she’d be willing to go in to talk with Angel. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but—”

			“I’d be happy to help. I know all too well what she’s feeling today. I’ll ask Michael to come with me so he can talk to Roberto.”

			“That’d be amazing. Thank you both so much.”

			“No problem. I’ll be in after I see her.”

			“Take your time with her. We’ve got things covered here for now.”

			“Will do.”

			“That’s a great idea, Sam,” Freddie said after she ended the call.

			“I have one every now and then. Speaking of my brilliant beyond brilliant ideas, let’s get busy combing the local funeral listings for women old enough to have a son, first initial D, in his twenties. I want the name of any woman thirty-five or older who has died in the last twelve hours.”

			“If it’s that recent, it’s apt to be a while before the notices appear online,” Green said. After a pause, he added, “I worked at a funeral home in high school.”

			All eyes landed on Green in stunned amazement.

			“Who works at a funeral home in high school?” Sam asked.

			Green laughed. “My parents own a bunch of them. Funerals are the Green family business.”

			“And you ended up a Homicide detective,” Sam said. “Isn’t that a conflict of interest?”

			The others laughed.

			“Not if I don’t suggest the families make use of the Greenlawn Funeral Homes.”

			“Greenlawn?” Gonzo said, incredulous. “That’s your family?”

			“That’d be us.”

			“Holy shit. That’s only the biggest funeral operation in the Metro area. You guys own more than a few funeral homes.”

			Green seemed uncomfortable with the direction the conversation had taken. “Is that going to be a problem?” he asked his new partner.

			“Not for me,” Gonzo said.

			“It might actually be an asset,” Sam said. “How would you feel about accompanying Angel to a few wakes, to see if she can ID her attacker?”

			“I’m happy to do whatever it takes to stop these guys.”

			“So how come you didn’t go into the funeral business?” Gonzo asked.

			“Too depressing.”

			After a beat, they all cracked up laughing at the irony of him choosing Homicide over funerals.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			“I LIKE HIM,” Freddie said to Sam when they were in her office. “He fits right in.”

			“I’m glad you think so. I’m impressed with his work so far and with the way he seems to understand what he’s navigating coming in here to take Arnold’s place.”

			“Not everyone could do that successfully, but I think he’s going to work out well.”

			“Agreed. Now I just have to find someone to take Tyrone’s place.”

			“Any contenders?”

			Sam gestured to a bulging file on her desk. “I’m supposed to go through all these applications and narrow it down to three. Who has the time for that nonsense?”

			He rolled his eyes. “You want me to do it for you?”

			“Would you?”

			“Yes, I’ll do it,” he said with a long-suffering sigh as he took the file from her.

			“Get me someone good. No drama queens or ass pains.”

			“I’ll see what I can do,” he said sarcastically.

			“It might be nice to have another woman around here.”

			“We already have four.”

			“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

			“I was merely pointing out the existence of four female Homicide detectives.”

			“Thank you for doing that math for me. You know it’s not my thing.” As they talked, she scrolled through her email and clicked on a message from the lab with a report on the first car used in the shootings. “Hot damn! The lab got some hairs and ruled out the owners of the car. They ran the DNA through the databases, but didn’t get any hits.”

			“So that means our guys are first-time offenders.”

			“Or they’re repeat offenders who’ve never been required to give DNA before. I’m gonna guess that they didn’t start with gunning down innocent people for no good reason. I’ll ask the lab to cross match the DNA from the hairs to Angel’s rape kit. We’re closing in on these SOBs.” She typed the request, asked the lab to give it highest priority and pressed Send.

			“Perhaps the death in the family will keep our perps off the streets tonight,” Freddie said.

			“We can only hope for that, and sketches that’ll get us some faces for these guys.” As she said the words, a dizzy spell hit, making the room spin. She grasped the desk, hoping it would stop the sickening movement inside her head.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“Dizzy.”

			“When was the last time you ate?”

			Sam couldn’t recall. Suddenly, she was exhausted, starving and craving some time with her husband and son. “I’d like to go home for a little while. Give me a lift?”

			“Sure, let’s go.”

			* * *

			AVERY GOT HOME early for once, walking through the door just after six-thirty. From upstairs, he could hear Shelby talking to the baby as she got him ready for bed. He dropped his work bag inside the door and headed up the stairs, eager to see Noah before he went to bed.

			“Hey,” he said when he walked into the room.

			“Look, Noah,” Shelby said. “There’s Daddy.”

			He loved when she called him Daddy. It made his heart ache with a love so big it couldn’t be contained. “Hey, buddy.” Avery leaned over the changing table for a better look at the baby.

			Noah squealed at the sight of him, his arms and legs thrashing about.

			Shelby laughed. “I think he wants Daddy to pick him up.”

			“Daddy would love to.” Avery carefully lifted the squirming bundle from the changing table and snuggled him into his embrace, breathing in the clean baby scent that clung to his freshly washed hair. “Did you guys have a good day?”

			“We had a great day,” Shelby said as she cleaned up the room. “After work, we went for a long walk, we stopped at the park and we checked in on the ladies at the studio.” She referred to the bridal salon that she still owned. She’d turned the management of it over to others when she accepted the position with Nick and Sam.

			Avery moved about the spacious room, rubbing the baby’s back and helping to settle him. Shelby called him a baby whisperer because he was so good at getting Noah to sleep. That was another title he loved. Hell, he loved everything about being part of this little boy’s life, and he’d do just about anything to stay in his life for good.

			Working together, they got the baby settled in his crib, covered him with a light blanket and turned on the Noah’s Ark mobile that played nursery rhymes. Noah loved to watch the animals parade around over his head.

			They tiptoed out of the nursery, which adjoined their room, leaving the door ajar so they could hear him. Shelby also brought the portable half of the baby monitor that had a screen so she could watch him sleep, which she often did. She said it was much more interesting than anything on TV.

			Avery went into their room and pulled off his tie. He changed into a T-shirt and athletic shorts, his usual after-work uniform.

			“Are you hungry?” Shelby asked.

			Normally, he was starving by now, but his stomach was agitated from thinking about the conversation they needed to have. Food was the last thing on his mind. He sat on the bed, elbows propped on his legs and dropped his head, hoping to relieve some of the tension that had gathered in his neck as he tried to find the words he needed.

			“Are you all right?”

			“No. I’m not all right.” That wasn’t how he’d imagined broaching the subject, but it was the truth.

			“What’s wrong? Did something happen at work?”

			“Work is fine.” He forced himself to look up at her. “Will you sit with me for a minute? I need to talk to you.”

			“Sure,” she said, her brows furrowing in confusion.

			He found her adorable, even when confused. Taking hold of her hand, he brought it to his lips, buying himself another minute to figure out what he should say.

			“Are you leaving us?” she whispered.

			The question stunned him. “What? No, I’m not leaving you. I’d never leave you.”

			“You’re scaring me with the way you’re acting. Something is wrong.”

			“Yes, something is wrong, and I can’t be the only one who’s noticed.”

			She looked at him blankly, which made him crazy. How could she not know what he meant?

			“Between us, Shelby.”

			“Oh.”

			Avery forced himself to press on, to put it out there, to give voice to the worries that’d been keeping him awake at night. “You know I’ve been seeing Rosemary twice a week.”

			She nodded.

			“Today we talked about my relationship with you—or lack thereof. She said from the way I described it that we’re living together but estranged. I have to agree with her description.”

			“Things have been busy. With Noah… And everything.”

			“I know. Having a baby has been a big adjustment for both of us. You more than me, of course, but we can’t blame what’s happened between us on him. No, that’s all my fault because of what happened before he was born. I take full responsibility for the breakdown between us.”

			“It’s not just your fault. It’s mine too.”

			“How do you figure?”

			“I’m so caught up in Noah that I haven’t had much time for you.”

			“It’s more than that, Shelby.” He sighed. “It’s like our romantic relationship ended the day I screwed up, and since then we’ve been platonic roommates who share a baby.”

			She looked down at the floor, her shoulders sagging.

			“I can’t live like that forever, and you shouldn’t have to either.”

			“What’re you saying? You want to break up? If you do, I hope you know that I’d never keep you from Noah. I know how much you love him.” The words came out in a rush, as if she’d practiced them.

			“I don’t want to break up. I want to go back to what we had before I screwed it all up. I want you. I want Noah. I want our family. But not like this, Shelby. Not with this awful abyss between us. I can’t handle it anymore. It’s killing me to sleep next to you every night and feel like I don’t have a right to touch you.” Dropping her hand, he put his arm around her and drew her in close to him. “I want you back. I want us back.”

			To his great horror and dismay, she broke down into sobs.

			“Shelby, honey… Please don’t cry. I’m so sorry I hurt you. If I could do my whole life over, I’d go right back to that day and fix it so you’d never have to be so hurt. I swear to God, on Noah’s life, the only woman I love is you. The only woman I want is you.”

			“I’m trying so hard to get past it, Avery, because I love you so much. I want to believe you when you say I’m the only one…”

			He wrapped both arms around her. “You are, sweetheart. I swear you are.”

			“I don’t know how to get past it.”

			“Rosemary suggested you come in with me to figure that out. Would you be willing?”

			“Yes, of course. If she thinks she can help us, I want to do it.”

			“Oh, good,” he said, breathing a sigh of relief. “That’s good.”

			“Did you think I wouldn’t want to?”

			“I wasn’t sure. I wouldn’t have blamed you if you were over me.”

			She drew back from him and looked up, her face tearstained, her eyes big. “I’m not over you. I want to put this behind us so we can get on with our lives. I’ve… I’ve missed you, Avery.”

			Bending his head, he captured her lips in a sweet, soft kiss, the first one in longer than he could remember. “I’ve missed you too, sweetheart. We’re going to put this back on track. I swear.”

			She burrowed into his embrace, seeming as desperate to be close to him as he was to be close to her. As long as she clung to him, he had hope that they could get past their troubles.

			* * *

			NICK WAS ON his way out of the White House to head home when he encountered his longtime friend, Derek Kavanaugh, President Nelson’s deputy chief of staff.

			“Could I have a word please, Mr. Vice President?”

			The formality rankled him, even though he knew it was necessary within these four walls. “Of course.”

			Nick followed Derek to a conference room and shut the door behind them while Brant stood watch outside. “What’s up?”

			“We heard you were called to testify, and the president is wondering what you’re going to say.”

			“If I testify, I’ll answer the questions I’m asked truthfully.”

			“What do you mean if?”

			“My inclination is to refuse their kind invitation to tell my side of the story.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I don’t want to be president, not like this anyway. If I go up to the Hill and answer their questions, he won’t be able to recover.”

			“He swears to God that he had nothing to do with Christopher’s plot. He and Mrs. Nelson are horrified by what their son did.”

			“So he’s said. Several times now.”

			“You don’t believe him?”

			“Do you?”

			“Yeah, I do. I’ve known him a long time, worked closely with him for years, and I’ve never seen any inkling of the sort of evil that would have to be present in a person to threaten the lives of innocent children. Not to mention the rest of it.”

			“You mean torturing my wife’s ex-husband or hiring my deadbeat mother to smear me?”

			“Yeah, that too. It’s not how he’s wired, Nick.”

			“I’m not the one you need to convince. Congress is running this show. Not me.”

			“All eyes are on you, and you have to know that. I heard Halliwell called you about a VP.”

			“Where’d you hear that?”

			“From Halliwell.”

			“I’ll tell you the same thing I told him. I’m not talking about a potential VP until I have to, and we’re a long way from that.”

			“I don’t know if we are.”

			“What does that mean?” Nick asked, immediately on guard.

			“Nelson is talking more about what’s best for the country.”

			“And?”

			“He’s considering all his options, up to and including resigning.”

			“He can’t do that.”

			“Well, actually he can, and I can assure you he’ll put the country ahead of himself. The latest polls show the American people have lost confidence in his leadership since his son’s arrest. He’s taking those numbers to heart.”

			A sense of panic, the kind he only felt when Sam was in danger, seized Nick. “What happened to his plan to fight to the finish?”

			“We might be staring down the finish line,” Derek said grimly.

			Nick took a closer look at his longtime friend and noticed how exhausted he seemed. The controversy had taken a toll on a lot of people. “I don’t want him to resign.”

			“It might not be up to you.”

			“It was my family that was threatened, and if I don’t want him to resign, that should count for something.”

			“I’m sure it would, if you were to say so publicly, but you’ve been stubbornly silent for weeks. No one knows where you stand.”

			And here they’d arrived at the point of this conversation. “Are you asking me to make a statement?”

			“I’m suggesting a statement from both of you might not be a bad idea, unless, of course, you’re eager to be president. Soon.”

			Nick’s gaze locked with Derek’s. Neither of them blinked for the longest time.

			Finally, Nick looked away. “I’ll consult with my team.”

			Derek nodded and moved toward the door.

			“Derek.”

			He turned back.

			“If he is forced to resign, I hope I can count on your support.”

			“You always have my support, Nick. You know that.” He walked out, leaving Nick alone to consider the massive implications of what he’d been told. Before he did anything, he needed to talk to Sam. The damage done by Christopher Nelson had a much bigger impact on her, since her ex-husband had been murdered, her nieces and nephews threatened.

			Despite the president’s assurances about his innocence, nagging doubts remained. If he was involved, Nick hated the idea of handing him a pass. He ought to be forced to resign if he’d been involved in the commission of murder and other felonies, which is why Nick hesitated to support the president who’d picked him to be his vice president hoping to boost his own popularity. Since then, he’d treated Nick like a lowly servant rather than a partner in governing. Technically, he owed the guy nothing.

			On the way home, he continued to consider his options. When the motorcade pulled onto Ninth Street, he saw Sam getting out of Freddie’s old Mustang and was surprised to see her home so early. He didn’t wait for Brant to open the door. Rather, he jumped out and stopped short at the sight of the massive bruise on her swollen face.

			“What the hell happened?”

			“Hello, dear. How was your day?”

			“Samantha…”

			“So, there was this cop, you see, who wasn’t where he was supposed to be, and our investigation into the shootings uncovered his extramarital affair. As the father of five children with another on the way, he wasn’t too happy with me, seeing as how he’s now in trouble at home and work. One thing led to another, and here we are.”

			His eyes flashing with fury, Nick said, “He hit you?”

			“He did.”

			Nick took her by the arm and marched her up the ramp, past the stunned agent at the door, who did a double take at the sight of her face.

			“Is everything all right, sir?” he asked.

			“Yes,” Nick said through gritted teeth. Just another day in my life with Samantha Holland Cappuano, he wanted to say. He directed her into the kitchen and sat her in a chair.

			That she was so unusually agreeable to being manhandled alarmed him and had him wondering if she was more hurt than she’d let on. In the freezer, he found an ice pack that he held to her face. “Tell me he’s in trouble.”

			“Uh-huh. They suspended him.”

			“And charged him, I hope?”

			“I asked them not to.”

			“What? Why?”

			“Because I wasn’t charged for punching Ramsey. If I insist on charges against Offenbach, everyone will scream favoritism.”

			“Ramsey deserved it. You did not.”

			“And you’re not even slightly biased.”

			“No, I’m not. It’s not your fault this guy wasn’t where he was supposed to be or that he was off having an affair, and it was definitely Ramsey’s fault that he said you got what you deserved from Stahl.”

			“I’m batting a thousand this week with three officers suspended because of me.”

			“Ramsey, Offenbach and who else?”

			“Conklin.”

			He pulled the ice pack from her face. “What happened with him?”

			Sam explained how Conklin had hidden the fact that a retired officer was missing for two weeks.

			“Why would he do that?”

			“He was concerned that Wallack had fallen off the wagon after years of sobriety and was trying to protect him.”

			“Damn.”

			“Yeah, so as you can see, I’m really racking up the points with my colleagues.”

			Nick sat in the chair next to her and gently applied the ice pack to her face. “Each of them did this to themselves, Sam. Conklin hid the fact that the retired guy was missing. The other was with his mistress when he was supposed to be somewhere else, and Ramsey lost his shit when he heard you weren’t going to be indicted. You didn’t do any of those things. They did.”

			“I know,” she said, shoulders sagging with dejection that alarmed him.

			“Do you? Do you really know that they all got in trouble because of stuff they did?”

			“Yeah, I guess. I just hate how trouble seems to find me in that department when I’m only trying to do my job.”

			“You’re up against several tough obstacles. One, the old boys’ network resents a woman as successful as you are at your job. Two, your father’s legacy in the department makes for a tough slog for you. And three, you do the right thing all the time, even when it’s not the easy thing to do. That’s more than they can say.”

			Sam smiled at him.

			“What?” he asked, annoyed for some reason.

			“Nothing. I just love you.”

			He leaned his forehead against hers. “That’s good because I just love you too.”

			“Thanks for sticking up for me.”

			“I’ll always stick up for you.”

			“I know. That’s why I wanted to come home. I needed a little dose of you after a rough day.”

			“Is your rough day over?”

			“For now. We’re closing in on these guys, building a case. We’ve got DNA from the car and the attack on Angel, we’ve got a sketch artist working with her, and she heard one of the attackers get a call that his mother had died, so we’re taking her to wakes hoping to find them.”

			“That’s a genius idea.”

			“It’s my genius idea.”

			“Of course it is.” After a moment of silence, he said, “How’s your face feeling?”

			“Numb.”

			Nick removed the ice pack, wincing at the huge bruise that extended from her mouth to her eye, which was swelling shut.

			“We don’t have any official White House shit coming up do we? Because I don’t think Tracy’s stage makeup could cover this mess.”

			Nick laughed, even though there was nothing funny about seeing her injured—again. “No, nothing this week, but I had an interesting conversation with Derek this afternoon.” He filled her in on what his friend had said.

			“So they’re thinking if we publicly back Nelson then maybe he can hold on to his presidency?”

			“That’s the general idea.”

			“How do you feel about that?”

			“I have mixed feelings. Part of me doesn’t believe for a second that he didn’t know, but a bigger part of me doesn’t want to be president. Not now anyway—and not like this.” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Derek said it would have to come from both of us, seeing as how your ex-husband was killed and your family members threatened too. What do you think?”

			“Before we decide anything, I’d want to meet with the Nelsons. I want to see their eyes when they tell us they knew nothing about it. I’ll know if they’re lying.”

			“That’s a great idea. I’ll ask Terry to set it up, and we’ll go from there.”

			“Will you still have to testify?”

			“I’ve let them know I’m uninterested in testifying at this time.”

			“What did they say to that?”

			“Nothing yet. Unless they subpoena me to appear, I won’t say a word to anyone. Not until after we see the whites of the Nelsons’ eyes and my detective tells me whether we can trust them when they say they didn’t know.”

			“Sounds like a plan.”

			“Are you hungry?”

			“You know me. I could always eat. My ass is living proof of that.”

			“I love your ass. Don’t you dare speak poorly of my favorite ass.” He got up to see what Shelby had left for them. In the fridge, he found a covered dish with instructions to heat at 375 for thirty minutes. Lifting the foil, his mouth watered at the sight of enchiladas.

			“What is it?” Sam asked.

			“Enchiladas.”

			Her moan had him thinking of things other than food. “That’ll go straight to my ass.”

			“More for me to love.” He put the dish in the oven and turned it on. “Thirty minutes. Drink?”

			“Yes, please.”

			Nick opened a bottle of white wine and poured them both a glass, bringing them to the table where he rejoined her. “Does it hurt?”

			“Not too bad. We probably ought to let our White House people know that the press is going to be buzzing about why the second lady’s face is bruised and swollen. I don’t want anyone saying you did it.”

			Nick blanched at the thought of anyone saying such a thing. “I hate living in a world where we have to worry about that.”

			“As do I, but it is the world we live in.” Sam withdrew her phone and called Lilia Van Nostrand, her chief of staff at the White House.

			“Mrs. Cappuano,” Lilia said.

			“Sam.” They had this “argument” almost every time they spoke.

			“Yes, ma’am. What can I do for you?”

			“If you’re not busy, I wondered if you might stop by the house tonight to discuss a few things.”

			“Of course. What time is good for you?”

			“Any time after seven-thirty.”

			“I’ll be there. I look forward to seeing you.”

			“Me too.” Slapping her phone closed, Sam laughed, and then winced. “She looks forward to seeing me. Wait until she gets a load of the mess on my face.”

			“She’s learned to expect just about anything where you’re concerned.”

			Sam’s eyes lit up the way they did when she was excited about something. “I’m having the most awesome idea.”

			“What’s that?”

			“I really think we should ask Harry over to check my face,” she said with a calculating look. “I mean, it could be another concussion.”

			Nick eyed her skeptically. “What’re you up to, Samantha?”

			“I haven’t heard a word from Lilia or Harry about whether they ever got together. I need information.”

			“You’re shameless, babe. And PS, what happened to not wanting your world to collide with mine?” She’d been less than thrilled at first when Lindsey got together with Terry and Gonzo with Christina, but she’d gotten over their worlds colliding eventually. For the most part anyway.

			“Please. Lilia and Harry are both from your world.”

			Nick laughed at the disdainful way she said that.

			“Where’s my kid anyway?” she asked.

			“He must be upstairs since his motorcade is out there,” Nick said. “What do you suppose the odds are that he’s doing his homework?”

			“Slim to none. If he’s a smart man, he’s napping while he can.”

			He scowled at her. “I’ll go see what he’s up to. Try not to get injured or maimed or anything else while I’m gone.”

			“I’ll try my best to stay out of trouble.”

			“That’ll be the day.” Nick went upstairs to knock on the door to Scotty’s room, nodding to Darcy, the agent on duty in the hallway. When there was no answer, he stuck his head in to find his son sound asleep. He had to laugh. Sam had called that. Since they had a little time before dinner, he left him to sleep and went back downstairs. “You called it. He’s napping.”

			“That’s my boy.”

			“He’ll never go to college at this rate.”

			“Yes, he will. He’s going to be a rock star just like his dad.”

			“If his mother doesn’t ruin him first.”

			“Despite my bluster, I do have two degrees, I’ll have you know. How many do you have, nerd boy?” She raised the brow on the side of her face that wasn’t swollen.

			“One less than you.” Smiling, Nick took a sip from his wineglass. “I have a hard time picturing you in graduate school.”

			“It wasn’t pretty, but I got the piece of paper, which is more than you can say, I might add.”

			“Ouch. Low blow, babe. I am the vice president of the United States, you know.”

			“Am I supposed to be impressed by that?”

			He laughed. “Please don’t be. It’s a huge drag.”

			Sam’s phone rang, and she took the call, mouthing the word Malone to him. At least it wasn’t Dispatch. “Hey, what’s up?” She listened for a minute, her focus intent on whatever the captain was telling her. “Let’s get it right to the lab. I want confirmation that these are the same guys who had the first car and assaulted Angel.” She listened some more. “I’m fine. It’s gonna be a hell of a bruise, though.”

			“Already is,” Nick mumbled.

			“How are the sketch artists making out with Angel?” She sighed. “Maybe she’ll feel more up to it tomorrow.”

			After listening, she sat up straighter, and her breathing changed. “Like what? Why didn’t the wife tell us that?” After a pause, she said, “I like where this is heading. Keep me posted and call me if anything else pops.” She slapped the phone closed. “They found the red SUV abandoned downtown, and it turns out that Wallack has a stepson from his first marriage who’s been in a lot of trouble over the years. The detectives working the missing persons case are trying to track him down.”

			“Those are good developments.”

			“Yeah, it’s moving in the right direction. I just hope no one else has to die before we nail these bastards.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

			AFTER DINNER WITH Nick and Scotty, Sam took to the sofa with a fresh ice pack, not that it did much to alleviate the swelling that had her eye nearly closed. She took a call from Jeannie.

			“What’s up?”

			“How’s your face?”

			“Ugly and swollen.”

			“I hope he gets in a lot of trouble.”

			“He was already in a lot of trouble before he hit me. What’s going on?”

			“I wanted to tell you that I have leads on three local wakes tomorrow for women in the age range we’re looking for. Ironically, all of them have sons with names that start with the letter D. I sent you an email with all the info.”

			“Good work. Keep your eye out for more that may come online overnight.”

			“Will do. I also wanted to tell you that I went back to the hospital just now and brought Michael with me this time. We had a good talk with Angel and Roberto and made ourselves available to them for anything they need going forward. I hope it helped a little.”

			“I’m sure it helped a lot. Thanks for doing that, Jeannie.”

			“Thanks for asking me. It’s good for my recovery to know I might be helping someone else. But enough about me. This thing with Offenbach is just unreal. Are you sure you’re okay?”

			“I’m fine. Just a little damage to my ugly mug. Fortunately, there’re no state dinners or other public obligations on the calendar for the next week or two.”

			“It’s unbelievable that he thinks he can just assault you that way.”

			“He’s in a lot of trouble and needs someone to blame. I was handy.”

			“Carlucci told me his wife kicked him out and is filing for divorce and sole custody of the kids.”

			“She didn’t waste any time.”

			“Would you if you were her? Five kids and a sixth on the way, and he’s off having an affair?”

			“A, I never have to worry about my husband doing what hers did, and B, I’d do the same thing if I were in her shoes, which I will never be.”

			“So would I. Although I’m too newly married to ever even consider such a thing. I feel sick for her. Six children and he’s off having a fling. It’s disgusting. Everyone is talking about it at HQ.”

			“There’re plenty of other skeletons in closets in that building. People should keep their yaps shut.”

			“Um, yeah, the day that happens around here there’ll also be pigs flying in hell.”

			Sam chuckled. “Very true.”

			The agent working the front door admitted Lilia, and Sam waved her in. She wore a sharp-looking yellow summer suit with sky-high heels and her trademark pearls. Her dark hair was cut into a chin-length bob and her brown eyes conveyed warmth and affection. Sam had been prepared to despise her, but had grown to adore Lilia for her sense of style, her insane organization skills, her insider knowledge of Washington’s inner workings and her willingness to roll with the craziness Sam had brought to her well-ordered life since becoming second lady.

			“Hey, Jeannie, I have to run. Call me if anything new pops.”

			“Will do. Feel better.”

			“Thanks.”

			Lilia approached the sofa and stopped short when she caught a look at Sam’s face. “Oh my Lord! What happened?”

			“I caught a fellow officer in flagrante delicto, and since he’s married with five kids and a sixth on the way and was supposed to be at a work conference and not frolicking in Atlantic City with his mistress, he failed to appreciate my superior investigative skills.”

			Lilia sat in an easy chair across from Sam. “He hit you?”

			“Yes, he did.”

			“Oh my goodness.” She cringed as she took a closer look at the damage to Sam’s face. “How can that just happen at a place of work?”

			“My place of work is a whole lot different than yours.”

			“Still. It’s uncivilized.”

			Sam laughed. “Perfect word to summarize police work in general.”

			“And politics. Especially lately. What can I do to help?”

			“Well, if you know a talented makeup artist…”

			She pulled out her smartphone. “I can find someone.”

			“I have no doubt you could, but I was kidding. My primary concern is that someone will say that my husband did this. I want to know how we should handle it since I can’t exactly hide it.”

			“We’ll issue a statement that you were involved in an automobile accident, and then assaulted on the job. Lieutenant Holland is back to work after being hospitalized overnight, and is working to catch the perpetrators of the recent spate of drive-by shootings that have terrorized District residents.”

			“Damn, you’re good.”

			“Thank you. That’s my job, and I don’t think anyone would dare to say your husband hurt you when the whole world can see that he’s mad about you.”

			“Yes, he is,” Nick said when he joined them, unleashing that potent smile on poor Lilia, who flushed.

			Sam held out a hand to him, and he sat with her on the sofa. “Lilia already has the perfect statement to explain away my latest disaster.”

			“Excellent,” Nick said, squeezing Sam’s hand.

			“Needless to say, we’re being overrun with requests for comments about the current situation from you both. I wonder if you’ve given any thought to a public statement?”

			Sam glanced at Nick, nodding.

			“We have, and our plan is to meet with the Nelsons,” he said. “Depending on how that goes, we’ll either make a statement expressing our support for the president and first lady, or I’ll testify in the hearings.”

			“That’s very interesting,” Lilia said. “Do you mind me asking what you hope to gain from the meeting?”

			“I want to see their eyes when they tell us they had nothing to do with it,” Sam said. “I’ll know if they’re lying.”

			“I see.”

			“Do you approve?” Sam asked.

			“Oh, well, it doesn’t matter if I approve.”

			“It matters to me.”

			“Then yes, I approve. I think it’s a good idea for you to speak directly to them and have the chance to ask your questions and determine whether they’re sincere.”

			“That’s good to know.”

			“You should also know that just about everyone who works for you and the Nelsons is on edge about what’s going to happen. The White House is fraught with a nearly unbearable level of tension.”

			“I’ve seen that myself,” Nick said, “and I’m sorry it’s come to that.”

			“You have nothing to be sorry about,” Lilia said fiercely. “This was done to you, not the other way around.”

			The more time Sam spent with Lilia, the more she liked her—and she wasn’t known for liking a lot of people.

			“We appreciate your loyalty,” Nick said.

			“It’s my pleasure to serve you both.” She reached into the briefcase she’d brought and retrieved a document. “I took the liberty of compiling some additional information about Christopher Nelson that you may not be aware of. Such as, did you know he was expelled from four different boarding schools?”

			“We had no idea,” Nick said.

			“He also has a sealed juvenile record.”

			“That I did know,” Sam said. “We had no luck getting a judge to unseal it during the investigation.”

			“I haven’t seen his actual record, but people talk, and the word is he was heavily into drugs—dealing and doing—which is what got him kicked out of school. His father was a prominent senator from South Dakota, who swept his son’s misdeeds under the rug to keep them from becoming public.”

			“He basically set him up for what came later by valuing his political career more than his own son,” Sam said, glancing at Nick. “That sounds familiar.”

			“Graham O’Connor made similar mistakes with John and paid for them dearly,” Nick said.

			Knowing how painful it was to think about what’d become of his best friend and boss, Sam cradled his hand between both of hers, wishing she could crawl into his lap and wrap her arms around him the way she would have if they’d been alone.

			He sent her a small grin, letting her know he appreciated her support. Their silent communication was another thing to love about him.

			“I’ll just leave this here in case you need it.” Lilia placed the report on the coffee table. “Everything in there has been substantiated by at least two people who would know. I hope I can count on your discretion in not revealing your source.”

			“You can absolutely count on our discretion,” Sam said. “We appreciate the limb you went out on to put that together.”

			“I wanted to make sure you have all the information you need.” She pulled another piece of paper from her bag. “On another note, we’ve received dozens of new requests for you to speak at events pertaining to fertility, learning challenges, paralysis and law enforcement, to name a few. I’ll leave this here, and you can let me know if any of the invitations interest you.”

			Sam had received rave reviews for her keynote address to the fertility group.

			“We’re still getting emails from women who were touched by your infertility journey,” Lilia said, producing another stack of pages that she placed next to the others on the table. “I printed out a sampling of them that I thought you might enjoy.”

			“Wow, it’s so nice of them to write to me.”

			“You can’t know how much you touched people who’ve shared your struggle. For them to know that someone like you has been where they are is so helpful to them. The staff has been reduced to tears by some of their letters.”

			“Someone like me? I’m just a regular person.”

			Nick and Lilia laughed at that.

			“Sure you are, babe. Just a regular girl running around putting murderers in jail while serving as the country’s second lady.”

			Lilia pointed to Nick. “What he said.”

			The front door opened, and in walked Dr. Harry Flynn. His gaze immediately locked on Lilia, who flushed an even brighter shade of pink this time.

			Very, very interesting.

			“Hello there,” Harry said as he joined them, appearing to have come straight from work, judging by the white dress shirt and pinstripe navy tie he still wore. He had dark hair and eyes and dimples that were nothing short of dreamy. “I hear our favorite cop-slash-second lady has gotten herself into yet another scrape.”

			“You heard correctly,” Sam said, flashing the injured side of her face. Combined with the bruise under the butterfly bandage on her forehead, she was a hot mess.

			“Yikes.” Tipping his head for a better look, he said, “I think it’s actually an improvement.”

			“Ha ha,” Sam said. “Very funny.”

			“I hope the other guy looks worse.”

			“I never laid a hand on him. I’ve learned my lesson about using my fists on the job.”

			“Is he at least in jail?”

			“Nope.” Sam told him about her encounter with Offenbach and the reasons for his ire.

			“Damn,” Harry said. “Imagine having five kids and another on the way and deciding to have an affair. People suck.”

			Lilia, Sam noticed, hung on his every word. The idea of the two of them together made Sam giddy with happiness. She adored Nick’s longtime friend and had wanted to find someone perfect for him. Lilia more than met the criteria, as far as Sam was concerned.

			Nick offered their guests drinks, and the four of them passed an entertaining hour discussing the latest goings-on in Washington as well as Sam’s vexing case.

			When they got up to leave, Sam asked Lilia how she had gotten there.

			“I took a cab.”

			“I’m sure Harry would be glad to give you a ride home, wouldn’t you, Harry?”

			“Of course,” he said with an indulgent smile for Sam as Lilia’s face flushed an adorable shade of scarlet once again.

			If Sam was any judge of character—and she liked to think she had a superior handle on human nature—her chief of staff had a big bad thing for their friend, and vice versa. It was all she could do to contain her giddiness until they had departed.

			“And you say I suck at subtlety,” Nick said when they were alone.

			“What’re you talking about? That was smooth as silk.”

			“I was thinking more along the lines of bull in a china shop.”

			She glared at him as best she could with one working eye. “You want to be in another fight?”

			“Absolutely not.” Grinning, he helped her up from the sofa. “I’d much rather go to bed and snuggle my matchmaking wife.”

			Amused by him, not that she’d ever let on, she said, “I thought you might say that.”

			* * *

			“MORTIFYING,” LILIA SAID when she was settled in the passenger seat of Harry’s black Porsche Panamera.

			“What was?” he asked as he navigated the Secret Service checkpoint at the end of Ninth Street.

			“Mrs. Cappuano’s shameless matchmaking!”

			“Mrs. Cappuano,” he said with a chuckle. “It sounds so funny to hear her called that.”

			“That’s who she is.”

			“She’s just Sam to me.”

			“I can’t call her that, even though she wants me to.”

			“You could but you won’t. Big difference.”

			“It’s not professional.”

			He reached across the console and took her hand, loving the way she tensed before relaxing again. “You’re the very epitome of professional, and calling her Sam when you’re alone with her wouldn’t make you any less so. She likes you. She doesn’t like anyone.”

			“Yes, she does.”

			“No, she really doesn’t, but I don’t want to talk about her. I want to talk about why I haven’t heard from you when you told me you’d call me.”

			“I… I’ve been busy. All this business with the Nelsons and Cappuanos has been stressful, to say the least.”

			“That sounds like an excuse to me. I’ve regularly heard from Nick and Sam, and they’re as caught up in that business as you are, if not more so.”

			“They’re avoiding it. That’s not an option for the staff.”

			He squeezed her hand, heartened by the fact that she didn’t push him away. “I thought we had a good time that night.”

			“We did.”

			Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her face light up with embarrassment. God, he loved that she couldn’t hide a single thing from him because her face gave her away every time. He’d spent an inordinate amount of time thinking about her and hoping he’d hear from her while resisting the urge to pursue her relentlessly. After one fantastic night with her, he already knew that strategy would backfire on him.

			“So why didn’t I hear from you? And don’t say it’s because of work. No one, not even you, works twenty-four hours a day.”

			“I was embarrassed.”

			Of course, he knew that already, but he loved hearing her admit it. “Why?” He knew that too, but he wanted her to say it.

			“Because! Y-you… You’re their good friend and I… I…”

			“Jumped into bed with me on our first date?”

			She jerked her hand out of his grasp and covered her ears. “Stop it.”

			Harry laughed. How could he not? She was simply adorable. He’d thought so from the first time he ever laid eyes on her in the conservative suit with the pearls and the heels that did wondrous things for her legs. So neat and proper. Such a lady. Except in bed…

			There he’d seen a whole other side to the delightful Lilia Von Nostrand. Even her name was sexy and classy as hell.

			“It’s not funny! You’re one of their best friends, and I…”

			“Had fantastic monkey sex with me?”

			“I hate you right now.”

			“No, you don’t, and that’s the problem.”

			“Who said there’s a problem?”

			“I say there is. I’ve thought of you constantly since I last saw you, while waiting and hoping you’d call me. I gave you the space I figured you needed to process what happened, but I’m done giving you space. I want you. You want me. And we’re far too old to be playing teenager games.”

			“I work for your friend,” she said, sounding desperate.

			“Who just pushed you into my car. She wants us together. The only question that remains is why don’t you want us together?”

			“I never said I didn’t.”

			“Your silence spoke volumes, sweetheart.” He pulled up to the building in the DuPont Circle neighborhood where she lived and where the aforementioned monkey sex had taken place, put the car in Park and shut it off, turning to her. “What’s the problem?”

			She stared down at her lap, where her hands were tightly folded, probably the way the nuns had taught her. She gave off a Catholic schoolgirl vibe that he found wildly attractive.

			“Lilia, look at me.”

			She shook her head.

			Taking her by the chin, he compelled her to look at him and was stunned to see her big brown eyes awash in unshed tears. “Talk to me. I want to understand what’s going on.”

			“I don’t… I don’t do things like what I did with you.”

			“Have sex?”

			She closed her eyes, which forced a couple of tears to slide down her cheeks.

			He brushed them away with his thumbs, and then took full advantage of her closed eyes to kiss her softly.

			Her eyes popped open. “Don’t.”

			“Why not?” he asked, doing it again.

			“Because.”

			“Because why?” Was it his imagination, or was she leaning in to his kisses? No, definitely not his imagination. “Tell me what it is you don’t do.”

			“Sex on the first date with my boss’s friend.” She flushed again, and he kissed the rosy blush on her cheeks.

			“Your boss approves, and as for sex on the first date, it happens. It doesn’t make you any less of a good girl.”

			“Yes, it does. That wasn’t just sex. That was…”

			“Phenomenal, life-changing, must-do-it-again-soon-or-die-from-wanting-to sex?”

			She sighed deeply, her body losing some of its rigidity.

			He kissed her again, this time using his tongue to coax his way into her mouth, satisfaction and desire flooding him when she responded with strokes of her tongue against his. “Invite me in,” he whispered against her lips.

			She groaned, and he went hard as stone.

			“Please invite me in.”

			“Harry, I can’t—”

			He turned his attention to her elegant neck, and yes, necks could be elegant. Just take hers, for example. And those pearls just did it for him. “Yes, you really can. I promise you won’t go to hell.”

			“Don’t make fun of me.”

			“I’m not. I swear to God I’m not.”

			“Yes, you are, so you shouldn’t swear to God.”

			Adorable. So, so adorable. And mine. He’d never had such a thought about a woman in his life. “Invite me in.”

			She tipped her head to give him better access to her neck, so he used his lips, tongue and teeth to close the deal.

			“You can’t park here,” she said a minute later when her body trembled with the same desire that gripped him.

			“Show me where.”

			She pointed to a garage, gave him the code to get in and directed him to a visitor spot.

			He got out of the car and went around to collect her before she could change her mind, taking comfort in the way she gripped his hand as she led the way to the elevator. On the way up to her apartment, he pushed her into a corner and kissed her again with weeks’ worth of pent-up desire. Thoughts of her, of their one night, had driven him mad as he’d tried to wait her out.

			He’d never been so happy to see anyone than he was to see her at Nick’s tonight, and he had a feeling Sam had set up the whole thing. He’d have to remember to thank her when he got the chance.

			Lilia’s arms curled around his neck as she kissed him back with the kind of heat that had kept him awake at night, recalling the pleasure he’d found with her and wondering if it was going to be a onetime thing or the start of something more.

			This, right here… This could be significant. The dinging of the elevator arriving at her floor had him pulling back from her while staring down at her big eyes and swollen lips. He shook his head to clear the cobwebs, took her hand and towed her along with him from the elevator to her door.

			She fumbled with her purse and keys and took far too long to get the door open and walk inside.

			He closed it and went to relieve her of the heavy briefcase and matching purse that he placed on the floor in the foyer. It had come as no surprise to him the last time he was here that her apartment was right out of a Ralph Lauren photoshoot with everything exactly where it belonged and nothing that might smack of clutter anywhere to be found.

			But he could care less about her apartment or her ruthless organizational skills. No, he needed a horizontal surface, and he needed it right now. His gaze landed on the kitchen counter. That would do.

			He removed her suit coat and began unfastening the delicate pearl buttons that held her blouse together. Pushing back the two sides, he unveiled a sexy lace something-or-other underneath that made him want to howl from lust. He reached around her and released her skirt, pushing it down over her hips until it pooled around her heels, which he left on.

			Harry took a step back to look his fill at creamy flesh encased in lace, garters holding silk stockings and the tiniest scrap of fabric pretending to be panties. She was a freaking goddess, and the best part was she had no idea.

			“Harry… What’s wrong?”

			“Abso-fucking-lutely nothing. You… You’re so indecently beautiful.”

			Her arms folded across her chest. “I am not indecent.”

			Leave it to her to focus on that one word. Gently taking hold of her arms, he drew them down to her sides and bent his head to kiss the plump tops of her breasts. “I meant that as the highest of compliments.” He left everything on except the panties, which he removed before backing her up to the kitchen counter.

			“Harry…”

			“Hmm?” He was very busy kissing her gorgeous neck as he released his belt and the fasteners on his suit pants.

			“What’re you doing?”

			“This.” They’d had the safe sex talk the last time and had concluded that condoms weren’t needed. He lifted her and brought her down on his hard cock.

			She gasped from the impact, the tight fit, the heat they created together. Her fingers gripped his hair and shoulder.

			He had an ass cheek in each hand as he lifted her up and down, driving into her hard and fast, needing to slake the insane desire that’d been eating him up for weeks. Depositing her on the countertop, he leaned over her and captured her mouth in a deep, desperate kiss as he reached down to where they were joined to help her along.

			She broke the kiss and cried out, her inner muscles clamping down on his cock and finishing him off long before he was ready. That was what she did to him. She made him crazy and hungry and needy for more of her. She was still coming when he kissed her, continuing to stroke into her even after they both had come.

			Wrapping his arms around her, he lifted her off the counter, kicked off his pants and carried her to the bedroom, where round two happened at a much more leisurely but no less satisfying pace.

			Afterward, he held her as his heart rate and breathing slowly returned to normal. “I’m not going to let you run away from me again. This is happening.”

			“What is it exactly that’s happening? So far, all it’s been is a couple of drinks and some sex.”

			“Don’t you mean amazing, life-changing sex?”

			She poked his side and made him laugh. “Answer the question.”

			“It’s going to be much more than that. It already is. At least for me. I thought I’d go crazy hoping you would call me.”

			“You could’ve called me.”

			“Would you have taken a call from me?”

			Her silence spoke volumes.

			“Will you take my call now?”

			After another long silence, she said, “Yes, Harry. I’ll take your call.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

			THINGS HAPPEN FAST when you’re the vice president of the United States and request a private meeting with the embattled president and his wife.

			Sam hated having to go to the White House with her face looking the way it did, but with Nick under tremendous pressure to testify in the congressional hearings, they had to do it before the president ceded to calls for his resignation.

			The meeting took place in the residence, which Sam had not seen before.

			Per Nick’s request, it was only the four of them sitting in a parlor with a coffee service and tray of Danish on the table between them.

			Sam had worn her sleekest light gray suit, a pink silk blouse and the Louboutins Nick had bought her for Christmas last year as well as the diamond key necklace he’d given her as a wedding gift and her diamond engagement ring that she only wore on special occasions. A private meeting with the president and first lady in the White House residence counted as a special occasion in her world. She had brought clothes to change into before she went to work.

			“My goodness!” Gloria Nelson zeroed right in on the massacre on Sam’s face. “What happened?”

			Overnight, the bruise had turned an angry purple color and her eye was completely swollen shut. She hoped her one working eye would be enough to gauge whether the Nelsons were telling the truth.

			“A scuffle with someone who didn’t think he needed to be arrested,” Sam said, choosing fiction over fact. Her troubles with colleagues had been in the news often enough. She hoped to keep this latest incident under wraps.

			“I so admire what you do.” Gloria poured coffee for each of them. She wore a tan suit and looked as if she’d just stepped out of a beauty salon while Sam looked like the Bride of Frankenstein. “Especially with what’s been happening in the city lately. Are you any closer to an arrest in the shootings?”

			“We’re closing in,” Sam said, keeping it brief. They weren’t there to talk about the case she needed to get back to.

			“Thank you for meeting with us on short notice,” Nick said.

			“It was the least we could do under the circumstances,” David Nelson said.

			“We want you to know,” Gloria said, her voice quivering with emotion, “how sorry we are for what our son put you through. We’re appalled by the entire thing.”

			“If you’ve come to ask me to resign,” the president said, “I’ll do it. I have no desire to put the country through a protracted scandal that’ll probably end badly for me anyway.”

			“We haven’t come to ask you to resign,” Nick said. “We’d like to hear directly from you that you knew nothing about what your son was up to.”

			“We didn’t,” Nelson said, looking Nick in the eye. “I swear on the lives of our grandchildren. We did not know.”

			“Christopher has been a difficult child from the beginning,” Gloria said haltingly. “We have five children, and we love them all, but he didn’t make it easy. He was in and out of trouble, involved with drugs and kicked out of four schools. His brothers and sisters were high achievers, excellent students and athletes, college graduates. He managed to graduate from law school, but just barely, and there were hushed allegations of cheating in school and that he paid someone to take the bar exam for him. We’ve long believed that the so-called think tank he oversees is a front for illegal activity, but we could never prove it. Until he was arrested and we found out what he’d been doing.” A tear rolled down her cheek, and she brushed it away as if it infuriated her. “We’re horrified by what he did. The threats against innocent children, the murder of Sam’s ex-husband, the things he got Nick’s mother to say…”

			The president took her hand and sent her a loving look. “We did everything we could to get him the help he needed,” David said. “He’s been to rehab so many times I’ve lost count. He’s gone through at least twenty psychiatrists and been on a variety of medications that either made things worse or turned him into a zombie.” He swallowed hard. “Despite all that, never in a million years did we think he was capable of the things he’s done. If we’d had any idea…” His voice broke.

			“We would’ve intervened if we’d known,” Gloria said emphatically.

			Sam glanced at Nick and saw that he was visibly moved by the Nelsons’ story.

			“I have one question,” Sam said.

			“We’ll answer any questions you have,” David said.

			“How did you keep his troubles private in the age of the twenty-four-hour news cycle?”

			“I was a senator with a bright political future and four other children to think about. I buried it.”

			His blunt words gave Sam new respect. While she didn’t agree with what he’d done, as a parent herself, she understood why. People went to extraordinary lengths to protect their children.

			“Do you have other questions?” Nick asked Sam.

			She shook her head. “I’ve heard what I need to, and I feel better knowing you both had no knowledge of what your son was doing.” That was the signal she’d worked out with Nick in advance so he’d know she believed them.

			“Sam and I are going to issue a statement, letting the public—and the Congress—know that we’ve met with you and we believe you when you say you had no knowledge of your son’s schemes.”

			David stared at him, appearing shocked. “Why would you do that?”

			“Frankly, because I don’t wish to become president. Not now and not like this. However, there is something I do want.”

			“Name it.”

			“A seat at your table and a role in your administration beyond boosting your sagging approval ratings.”

			Nelson had the good sense to look chagrined by the assertion that he’d sidelined his more popular vice president. “We can make that happen effective immediately.”

			“Excellent. We’ll issue a statement today that’ll hopefully put an end to this madness so we can get back to doing the people’s business.”

			“I…I don’t know what to say,” Nelson said.

			“Say thank-you, dear,” Gloria said.

			Nelson stood and offered his hand to Nick. “You have my profound thanks and any role in my administration you wish to take on going forward.”

			Nick rose to shake the president’s hand. “I’ll give that some thought and get back to you.”

			“I’ll look forward to hearing from you.”

			Sam shook their hands, and then preceded Nick to the door. He took her hand and they walked silently through the hallways of the White House, with Brant following close behind them, until they reached Nick’s office. Once inside with the door closed, he turned to her. “I’m glad you believed them, because I did too.”

			“Their ordeal didn’t begin with Christopher’s latest crimes,” Sam said. “As a parent, I feel for them.”

			“How can a family have four great kids and one bad apple?”

			“I don’t know, but hearing what they went through with him makes me thankful for our fantastic kid.”

			He put his arms around her and kissed the uninjured side of her face. “Me too. Will you still love me if I’m only going to be the vice president for the time being?”

			“I love you more for being only the vice president. Thank God that monkey is off our backs.”

			“It’s not yet, but it will be soon, and then the only monkey we’ll have left is the monkey sex.”

			Sam laughed, and he kissed her gently, careful not to touch the side of her mouth that hurt.

			She wished she had time to burrow into him and breathe in the endlessly appealing scent of home. “I need to get to work.”

			They’d already put together the joint statement they would release now that they were confident about the president’s lack of culpability in his son’s crimes. The gist of the statement, which they planned to give to Darren Tabor exclusively, was that the Cappuanos had met with the Nelsons, and the vice president and second lady believe the president and first lady when they say they had nothing to do with their son’s crimes. They hope the president and Congress can get back to the important work on behalf of the American people.

			“Let me give you a lift.” He summoned Brant and asked him to prepare to leave to get Sam to work.

			“It’d be less complicated if you put me in a cab.”

			“Maybe so, but I couldn’t go with you for the ride. This way, I can.”

			“I do like the way you think, Mr. Vice President.”

			“I like the way you do everything.”

			* * *

			AVERY SCORED A LUNCHTIME appointment with Rosemary. After Shelby agreed to come with him, he’d wanted to get it done as soon as possible so they could hopefully get back on track. He already felt better after talking to her the night before. At least the problem was out in the open now, rather than festering like a wound that couldn’t be healed no matter how hard he tried.

			As he drove them, Shelby texted with her sister, who was staying with Noah while they were gone. It was the first time she’d left the baby, and she’d been a hot mess about it. He hoped that wouldn’t derail the purpose of this outing.

			“He’s fine, honey. Your sister is a professional mom.” Nancy had three teenagers. “You called in an expert.”

			“I know.”

			“Shelby.”

			She glanced over at him. “What?”

			“Stop texting her. She knows what to do, and she’ll call if she needs you.”

			“Let me just send this last one so she knows where the extra bottles are.”

			“You left her with a week’s worth of breast milk. She won’t need extra bottles before we get back.”

			“Are you making fun of me?” she asked, her tone tinged with amusement.

			“Would I do that?”

			“Yes, I believe you would.”

			“Darlin’, that’d just be mean.”

			“Don’t unleash that accent on me. You know what it does to me.”

			The tiny taste of normal made him hungry for more. Taking a chance, he reached for her hand, knocking the phone into her purse in the process.

			“Smooth.”

			“I try.” He held on to her hand until he had to release it to parallel park. “If I get out and come around to get you, will you check your phone while I’m outside?”

			“Of course not. Why would I do that?”

			Avery laughed. “Why indeed. Wait for me.” He stepped out into thick, swampy heat. People who didn’t believe in climate change needed to spend some time in the District in the summer. It seemed to get hotter every year. Opening the passenger door, he held out a hand for Shelby and helped her out.

			She’d worn a cute pink dress with white polka dots and sky-high pink heels and had obviously spent time on her hair and makeup. On the sly, Avery had asked her sister if they had time for lunch after their appointment, and she’d encouraged him to stay out as long as they wanted. He planned to break the lunch news to Shelby after their appointment.

			Since they had a minute, he rested his hands on her hips and looked down at her. He’d never thought much of the color pink until she’d come into his life with her obsession for it. Now pink reminded him of her, and he loved it. “In case I forgot to say so earlier, you look gorgeous today.”

			“You look gorgeous all the time. It’s really not fair.”

			“Shut up,” he said, smiling as he kissed her.

			“It’s true. No woman should have to live with a man who looks as good as you do from the minute you wake up.”

			Raising a brow, he said, “Are you saying you don’t want to live with me anymore?”

			“Not at all. I’m merely pointing out your unfair advantage.”

			“If you could see yourself through my eyes, you’d know you have nothing to feel disadvantaged about. In my opinion, you have all the advantages.”

			“And that! The accent, the words, the gorgeous golden eyes, the cheekbones…” She sighed dramatically. “Not fair.”

			For the first time since he’d ruined everything, he felt hopeful that they might be able to put their relationship back together. Taking her hand, he led her to the door to Rosemary’s office. “This is where I come to have my soul scrubbed in battery acid.”

			Shelby laughed at his description of the therapy. “I’m looking forward to meeting this woman you spend so much time with.”

			“You’ll like her.”

			Rosemary’s door was propped open, so Avery knocked. He suspected she’d added this hour to her schedule to accommodate them more quickly, and he appreciated that.

			“Come in,” she said cheerfully.

			After spending her days listening to other people’s problems, he marveled at her cheerfulness. He’d be ready to murder someone. With his hand on the small of Shelby’s back, Avery ushered her in ahead of him.

			“Hi there.” Rosemary extended a hand to Shelby. “You must be Shelby. I’ve heard so much about you.”

			“Likewise.”

			“I’m sure Avery has plenty to say about me,” Rosemary said drolly. “He loves every minute he spends with me.”

			The comment made them laugh and eased his tension. “You know it,” he said.

			“I’m so glad you could come in,” Rosemary said to Shelby.

			He could tell that the therapist’s friendliness had put Shelby at ease.

			“Thanks for accommodating us on short notice.”

			“No problem at all. I understand you’re madly in love with your little Noah.”

			“Oh, he’s just the best. I waited forever to be a mom, and he’s made the wait well worth it.”

			“Congratulations. Enjoy every minute. He’ll grow up so fast.”

			“That’s what everyone says.”

			“Well, we all know why we’re here, and I want to make sure we get the most out of our hour together, so I’ll cut to the chase. Avery has told me about his mistake and the terrible hurt it has caused and the ensuing rift between the two of you.”

			“Wow,” Shelby said, glancing at him. “She doesn’t mince words.”

			“No, she doesn’t.”

			Rosemary smiled. “I want to help. What can I do to help you move past this, Shelby?”

			“I… I’ve been trying to put it behind me. Avery… He’s so wonderful with Noah. He loves him so much, which is such a special gift to me—and to Noah. I’d expected to raise him on my own. When Avery came into my life and said he didn’t care how the baby was conceived… He said he’d love him no matter where he came from. That’s when I fell in love with him.”

			For the first time since that awful day, she took his hand and held on tight to him. His heart contracted with what felt an awful lot like joy. The accompanying swell of emotion had him fearful that he might break down.

			“Later you found out he’d had complicated feelings for your friend and employer.”

			Shelby nodded, the inner light that was so much a part of her dimming. “It hurt me that everyone kept that from me for so long. I felt stupid because I had no idea.”

			“Do you believe Avery when he tells you nothing of any consequence ever happened between the two of them because she was happily married when he met her?”

			“I know all the parties involved, and I absolutely believe that nothing happened. Sam would never be unfaithful to Nick. They’re crazy about each other and don’t care who knows it.”

			“They do give off that vibe,” Rosemary agreed. “I’m glad to know it’s authentic.”

			“It’s so authentic.”

			“Do you understand that this information was kept from you by three people you care about because they care about you and didn’t want to hurt you with information they felt was irrelevant to your relationship with Avery—and with them?”

			“It took me some time to understand that, but I do now.”

			“We were well past that when I made the huge mistake of saying her name at the worst possible time,” Avery said, grimacing all over again at the thought of that moment. It still made him sick to think about how much pain he’d caused the woman he loved.

			“Avery and I have talked a lot about that event,” Rosemary said. “We’ve rehashed it from every possible angle, and I’ve tried to help him see that sometimes our brain behaves in ways that make no sense. For instance, did you know that Sam reminds him of a woman he loved when he was in college?”

			Stunned, Shelby looked at him. “No, I didn’t know that. You’ve never told me…”

			“I never told anyone until Rosemary got it out of me.”

			“Who was she?” Shelby asked.

			God, this hurt, even after all this time. “Her name was Jennifer. We met at a dance when I was at the Citadel. She went to a local high school in Charleston. I was crazy about her from the minute I met her, and she felt the same way. Every time I saw her, my feelings for her multiplied until she was the most important part of my life. You haven’t lived until you’ve tried to have a girlfriend while attending a military college. Over time, she got tired of waiting for me to be free to see her, and she moved on with someone who had time for her. When we broke up… That was the closest I ever came to leaving school. My parents got involved with the school counselor and they got me through it, but it was the first real crisis I ever had.”

			“And Sam reminds you of her?”

			“I’d never made the connection until Rosemary connected the dots for me, but Sam does bear a striking resemblance to Jennifer. I never realized it because I worked so hard to bury all thoughts of Jennifer that I didn’t make the connection. But once Rosemary did, a lot of things made sense to me.”

			“Wow,” Shelby said. “That’s…”

			“It’s crazy, darlin’. I know it is. I’ve always known this thing I had for Sam was ridiculous, but it was like I couldn’t control it even when I knew I had to. Rosemary thinks that was driven by the unfinished business I had with Jennifer more than anything directly to do with Sam.”

			“I like that theory a whole lot better than you having a secret burning love for my friend and boss.”

			“I do too.”

			“Do you know whatever became of Jennifer?”

			“I don’t, and I don’t want to know. I have no interest in anyone but the woman who’s going to be my wife, if she’ll still have me after the mistakes I’ve made.” A few weeks ago, it would’ve been impossible for him to say something so intimate in front of Rosemary, but she no longer felt like a stranger. She’d helped him to make sense of a lot of crap, and he was grateful to her for that.

			He hadn’t thought about Jennifer or the devastation he’d experienced when their relationship ended in years. Rosemary had asked him to describe her, and after he did, she’d said, “You could’ve been describing our second lady.” That had been the ultimate lightning rod moment for him.

			“Shelby?” Rosemary said after a long silence. “How do you feel about what Avery said?”

			“I…I want the same thing he does. I want to be married to him. I want him to formally adopt Noah. I want us to raise him together and maybe, if we’re super lucky, we’ll have another baby that belongs to both of us from the beginning.”

			That was the first time he’d heard her say she wanted him to adopt Noah. His heart ached with love for her. “Noah has belonged to both of us from the beginning,” he said, “and I’d love nothing more than to formally adopt him.” He put his arm around her and kissed her temple, fairly shaking from the relief of hearing her say she still wanted the same things he did.

			“You’ve made great progress today, but if you’re amenable I’d like to continue to see you both to make sure we’ve laid a strong foundation for your life together.”

			“That’s fine with me.” Avery would always be thankful to Rosemary for helping him put his life back together.

			“Me too,” Shelby said. “Whatever it takes.”

			They left a few minutes later and went down the stairs holding hands. Outside, Avery said, “Go ahead and check your phone. I know you’re dying to.”

			“Only a little.” She pulled the pink bedazzled monstrosity from her pink purse, her face lighting up with joy. “Look.”

			Nancy had sent a selfie of herself with a sleeping Noah in her arms.

			“Has he grown since we left? Tell me the truth.”

			“I’ll tell you the truth, darlin’. You’re losing it.”

			“What a way to go,” she said with a happy sigh as she gazed at the baby like she hadn’t seen him in a year.

			“I asked Nancy if we could go to lunch after our appointment, and she said to take our time. Do you think you could relax enough to enjoy a meal with your fiancé?”

			Shelby bit her lip. “I could, but there’s something else I’d much rather do.”

			“Name it.”

			She dropped the phone into her purse, took a step closer to him and put her arms around his waist, looking up at him with the big expressive eyes that had looked at him with such adoration until it had gone so very wrong. For the first time since that dreadful day, she looked at him the way she used to.

			He wanted to drop to his knees and give thanks to whatever higher power had made it possible for her to forgive him.

			“I want to go home and be alone with my sexy fiancé.” She punctuated her words with kisses to his neck and jaw. “If he can take the afternoon off, that is.”

			Avery turned his head ever so slightly, just enough to bring his lips into contact with hers. “Your fiancé can think of nothing else in this world he’d rather do than take an afternoon off to spend with you.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

			WELL RESTED AND equipped with the knowledge that their lives weren’t about to become more complicated anytime soon, Sam returned to work, ready to close the case that had been such a vexing source of frustration. Upon arriving, she met with the Missing Persons detective leading the search for Captain Wallack.

			“What’ve you got for me, Detective?”

			“We’re zeroing in on the stepson from his first marriage.” Detective Jacqueline DiMaio had gorgeous long dark hair and sharp blue eyes. Sam hadn’t worked with her before, but had heard about her because she was good at her job. “Curtis Moore. He was an infant when his mother married Wallack. He’s been in and out of trouble for close to a decade. Wallack washed his hands of the kid after he and the mother split. Word is they split because of the kid.”

			“Where’s Curtis now?”

			“No known address. We’re looking for him, but I wanted you to be aware of where we are.”

			“You have a picture of him?”

			“Nope. His files were sealed for some reason.”

			“Could that reason be a favor his stepfather did for the kid’s mother?”

			“That’s one possibility we’re looking into.”

			“Keep me posted?”

			“Absolutely. I heard about the funeral home plan. That’s brilliant.”

			“Thank you. I have my moments.”

			“From what I hear you have more than a few moments. Have a good day, Lieutenant.”

			“You do the same.”

			Sam spent the rest of the afternoon hunkered down with her team, making their plan for the funeral home tour. Angel had been released from the hospital and was resting at home until they picked her up at six to prepare her for what they needed her to do.

			Roberto had been understandably hesitant to allow his Angel to be exposed to the men who’d hurt her, but she’d prevailed, saying she wanted to do whatever she could to get them.

			Sam had always admired her protectiveness of Roberto. But now she admired Angel’s strength and determination too. She went with Freddie and Gonzo to pick up Angel at the home she shared with Roberto.

			Everyone had agreed that Sam should be part of the preparation, but Green would be the one to escort her into the funeral homes. He and Angel would be wearing wires so they could be monitored from the van that would transport them. Sam would be in the van with Freddie and Gonzo. Green would escort Angel with Jeannie following them through the line for additional backup, and they’d have Tactical Response teams on standby to help apprehend the suspects if Angel spotted them.

			Angel had made an effort with her hair and makeup that went a long way toward hiding the bruises and abrasions on her face, but she moved slowly, grimacing in pain on occasion.

			“It’s too soon for her to be doing this,” Roberto said to Sam. “She just got out of the hospital.”

			“If we’re going to grab them at a wake, it needs to be now,” Sam told him. “I promise my team will take very good care of her and bring her back to you in a couple of hours.”

			“She acts tough, but she’s broken. They broke her.”

			“She’s too tough to be broken. She’ll bounce back. It’ll take some time and patience and all the love you can give her, but she’s going to be okay. Someone who was broken wouldn’t be capable of what she’s doing tonight.”

			“You bring her back to me, Sam. I’m trusting you with the most important person in my life. You ain’t never let me down before. Please don’t start now.”

			“I won’t. I promise.” Sam planned to make sure she kept that promise by surrounding Angel with security every step of the way.

			Green walked Angel through two wakes, expressing condolences to grieving family members before emerging into the heavy humidity, shaking his head.

			They got back in the van and moved on to the third one, the group more subdued after two strikeouts.

			“This next one is one of ours,” he said, referring to the Greenlawn Funeral Home on Georgia Avenue Northwest. “I’ve known the funeral director for years and gave him a heads-up that we’d be by.”

			“And he knows not to acknowledge you?” Sam asked.

			“Yes, I talked to him.”

			“Why the hell is there so much freaking traffic at this hour?” she asked.

			“The Feds are in town,” Gonzo said.

			“Whose idea was it to have a baseball team in this notoriously congested city?” Sam asked.

			“Don’t let Scotty hear you saying that,” Freddie said.

			“How’re you holding up?” Sam asked Angel.

			“I’m okay.”

			“Are you hurting?”

			“A little, but I can handle it. I don’t want to stop until we find them.”

			Sam gave her arm a gentle squeeze and nodded. “You let me know if you need to go home.”

			They knew it was possible they might not get this finished tonight. There were other wakes they could check tomorrow. But she hoped for Angel’s sake and the sakes of the other victims’ families that they could finish this up tonight.

			Gonzo, who was driving, brought the van to a stop in the parking lot.

			“Here we go again,” Green said to Angel. “Are you ready?”

			“I’m ready. Let’s go.”

			Green got out first and helped Angel. She moved slowly and carefully, making Sam feel terrible for putting her through this so soon after her first ordeal.

			“She’s a trouper,” Freddie said.

			“She is indeed. If she spots these guys, we’ll have her to thank for closing this one.”

			“And you,” he said. “It was your idea to do this.”

			“She gets the credit.”

			After that, they were quiet, listening to the feed coming from the wires.

			“Take your time,” Green said in a low, soothing tone. They’d agreed ahead of time that he would keep an arm around her in case she needed the support and to better sell their cover as a grieving couple.

			Sam listened intently, sitting on the edge of her seat waiting to hear something, anything that might indicate that Angel had seen someone she recognized.

			After a long period of quiet, a sharp gasp echoed through the interior of the van.

			“She’s got something.” Sam keyed the radio to convey the news that Angel had seen someone she might recognize to the Tactical Response team that was standing by, waiting for the word to go in. She waited breathlessly for the single word from Green that would trigger the next stage of their operation.

			Seconds and minutes passed in agonizing silence. Sam listened so hard she began to hear things that weren’t there. A full five minutes after the gasp, Sam heard the word she’d been waiting for from Green.

			“Go.”

			“Move in,” she said into the radio.

			Everything happened fast after that. Officers swarmed the funeral home from all sides. Sam, Freddie and Gonzo followed them inside, where two men dressed in black suits with Greenlawn name badges on their lapels ushered stunned guests out of the building.

			In one of the rooms, Sam saw Green directing the teams while Jeannie had an arm around Angel as she walked her toward the door.

			Sam reached for her and wrapped her arms around the sobbing young woman. “You did good,” she said, stroking Angel’s hair and back while making eye contact with Jeannie. “Let’s get you out of here.”

			She had no sooner said the words when a shot rang out behind them. Sam held on tight to Angel and ran for the door, determined to get her to safety.

			Angel stumbled and nearly fell, and only Sam’s tight hold kept her standing and moving forward.

			Jeannie followed and between the two of them they got Angel into the van and out of harm’s way.

			“Stay with her,” Sam said to Jeannie.

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			With Angel in good hands, Sam ran back into the funeral home, where Gonzo and Freddie had two young men on the floor, their knees pressed to their backs as they cuffed them and advised them of their rights.

			“This is outrageous,” another man said. “You can’t come into my sister’s wake and arrest my nephew!”

			“Looks like we just did.” Sam tried not to look at the woman laid out in the coffin at the front of the room. It was a wonder she wasn’t rolling in her coffin from the goings-on at her wake. The powerful smell of too many lilies in one room made Sam feel a little sick.

			“I’ll have your badge.”

			“Okay.”

			He lunged at her, and Cameron Green intervened. Before the man knew what hit him, he too had been cuffed and was on his way to be processed at HQ.

			“You’re going to pay for this,” he screamed as he was hauled away.

			Gonzo and Freddie followed with the two young men they’d been looking for. They walked with their heads down as they were escorted from the building and placed in squad cars for the ride to HQ.

			“Good job, Detective,” Sam said to Green.

			“Thank you.”

			“Who fired the shot?”

			“One of the perps pulled a gun and got off a wild shot.” He pointed to the ceiling where the plaster had been shattered by the impact. “We neutralized him before he could get off another.”

			“What do you want to bet that the bullet in the ceiling is going to match the ones from the shootings?” Sam asked him.

			“I’d bet the farm.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY

			LEAVING THE FUNERAL home in the hands of the Crime Scene detectives to process, with orders to get the bullet from the ceiling to the lab ASAP, Sam and her team took Angel home, delivering her to a relieved Roberto. He was waiting outside for them after Angel texted to tell him she was on the way.

			Sam leaned in for the hug he offered. “Thank you.”

			“Thank you for letting me borrow your Angel. She did a good thing tonight. In fact, I think she’d make an excellent cop.”

			“Don’t even say it,” he growled.

			“I gotta go process the scumbags, but I’ll be back in touch soon, okay?”

			“Thank you,” Angel said. “For everything.”

			“Thank you. We might never have gotten them if it hadn’t been for you.”

			“I want to go to bed.”

			“Come on, baby.” Roberto rolled his chair to follow her into their building. “Let’s get you tucked in.”

			Sam watched them until they were safely inside, and then jumped into the van. “First thing when we get to HQ, I want the addresses of the perps. We’ll raid their homes and maybe find Wallack.” She placed a call to Detective DiMaio from Missing Persons. “We’re fairly confident we’ve got our shooters,” she said without preamble. “I’ll have an address for your boy Curtis Moore in the next few minutes if you’d like to ready your team to search for Wallack.”

			“We’re on standby.”

			“I’ll be back to you shortly.”

			Thankfully, the traffic had let up and they were back to HQ a short time later.

			“Go to processing,” Sam said to Freddie as they walked in through the morgue entrance. “Get me their addresses.”

			“On it.”

			“I want them kept separate and put into interrogation as soon as they’re processed.”

			“You got it.”

			Sam popped into the morgue, looking for Lindsey. “Doc, I need you to take some DNA swabs. I think we’ve got our murdering, raping scumbags in custody.”

			“Well, hallelujah. Let me know when they’re ready to be swabbed.”

			“Twenty minutes.”

			“I’ll be there.”

			Sam walked to the pit, went into her office and found the bottle of painkillers she kept her in desk, swallowing two of them, hoping they’d dull the pain in her head and face. After they closed this case from hell, she was taking a few days off.

			Malone came into the office. “You got ’em?”

			“We got ’em. I just need to dot a few Is and cross some Ts to make sure it’s them, but with Angel’s ID we’re at ninety-nine percent certainty. Lindsey is coming to swab them as soon as they’re through processing.”

			“Great work, Lieutenant. As always.”

			“Thank you.”

			“You look like hell.”

			“I feel like hell.”

			“We could take it from here, you know.”

			Sam rolled her one working eye at him. “Like that’s gonna happen. You wouldn’t want me to miss the best part, when we get them in a room and let them know they’re screwed, glued and tattooed every which way to next Tuesday, would you?”

			“I’d never deny you that moment.”

			“Detective Green did great work on this case. He’s going to be an asset to the department.”

			“I had no doubt.” Winking, he added, “He came highly recommended.”

			Sam laughed. “I’m not sure if he still thinks I did him any favors recommending him.”

			“He’s thrilled to be working for you. They all are.”

			“Thank you. I’m lucky to have them.”

			“We need to brief the press about the arrests.”

			“I’ll take care of that and notify the families as soon as we know with one hundred percent certainty that we’ve got our guys.” They’d have to wait for DNA to confirm it.

			“I’ll let you get to it.”

			Sam sent a text to Nick. We got ’em.

			He wrote right back. Oh thank God.

			Gonna be here a while sewing it up.

			Take your time and congrats. So proud of you.

			Thanks! Love you.

			Love you too!

			Sam took a moment to sit at her desk, collect her thoughts and wallow in the relief of knowing they’d gotten the guys who’d ended six innocent lives and savagely attacked Angel. Closing her eyes, she released a deep breath and allowed in the euphoria that always overtook her at these moments. It was an incredible high to know that she’d again contributed to making their city a safer place for everyone who called it home as well as the millions who visited each year.

			When Freddie knocked on the door, Sam realized she’d dozed off.

			“We’re ready for you, Lieutenant.” He handed her the booking information for both suspects. “They’re in Interview 1 and 2. I saw Detective DeMaio and took the liberty of giving her their addresses. I hope that was okay.”

			“That’s great, thanks. Any talk of lawyers?”

			“Not that I heard.”

			“Good. Give me five minutes, and then we’ll take them one at a time.”

			“Okay.”

			Sam used her five minutes to call Lindsey to come do the swabs, to ask Assistant U.S. Attorney Faith Miller to come observe the interviews and to review the booking sheets on both men. Curtis Moore, twenty-three, listed an address in Southeast and had a long list of priors, all misdemeanors, ranging from vandalism to simple assault to shoplifting, as well as a sealed juvenile record. The other one, Deacon Holt, was also twenty-three with no priors. Very interesting. Gee, I wonder who the ringleader was.

			Operating on a hunch, she decided to start with Holt. If this was his first rodeo, he was apt to be scared shitless and having him freaked out could be helpful under these circumstances.

			Sam stepped out of her office. “Cruz!”

			He popped up in his cubicle like a target in a whack-a-mole game. “You bellowed?”

			“Let’s go.” As they walked to the interrogation rooms, she said, “We’re starting with Holt. No priors, which means this is his first time visiting our esteemed headquarters.”

			“He’s apt to piss himself after five minutes with you.”

			“Let’s see if I can get him to pee his pants in three minutes.”

			“My money is on you, LT.”

			Lindsey joined them, and Sam asked Freddie to wait outside until they had the swab.

			Inside the room, Lindsey made fast work of explaining what she was doing and retrieving the swab from the inside of Holt’s cheek. “I’ll get this to the lab.”

			“Thanks, Doc.”

			Sam nodded to the officer guarding the room, dismissing him, and turned to Holt, who sobbed uncontrollably. “I’m going for pee in two minutes or less,” Sam whispered to Freddie when he came in.

			He grinned in response to the comment. “AUSA Miller is in observation with Captain Malone and Chief Farnsworth.”

			With all the players in place, it was time to get down to business. “Mr. Holt,” she said sharply, “pull yourself together.”

			His hands shook as he wiped the tears off his face and tried to sit up a little straighter. He was so thin and wiry his bones were visible under his T-shirt. With close-cropped dark hair, light tan skin and brown eyes rimmed with red from crying, he hardly looked twenty-three.

			“I’m Lieutenant Holland. This is Detective Cruz. We’ll be recording this interview.”

			His eyes bugged when he recognized her. He shook uncontrollably. For once, being recognized didn’t suck.

			Freddie pressed Record on the device on the table, recited the date, time, the officers present and the name of the suspect.

			“You want to tell me what the hell you were thinking driving around shooting innocent people in my city?”

			He broke down, sobbing. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean…”

			“You didn’t mean to kill six people and viciously assault another?”

			He shook his head, and then dropped it onto his arms on the table. “I…I didn’t want to, but Curtis, he said I had to drive or he’d take my sister.”

			“Did he make you rape that girl too?”

			Nodding, he said, “He had a gun on me. He said I had to do it or he’d do the same thing to my sister.”

			“Our victim didn’t mention anything about one of you threatening the other.”

			“He told me before we grabbed her. He said I had to do it or else. I love my sister. She’s all I got since our Ma died. I can’t let nobody hurt her. She’s only sixteen.”

			“What was Curtis hoping to gain by killing people?”

			“He wanted revenge because the city fired him.”

			“How’d you get mixed up with him?”

			“We were friends when we were in school. I saw him for the first time in years at a friend’s party, and he started hitting me up, acting like we was best friends. Then I saw him looking at my sister, and I didn’t like it. I told him to cut it out, and he said he was gonna do a lot more than look if I didn’t do exactly what he told me to.”

			“How did his stepfather figure into it?”

			Holt jerked his head up, his eyes wild as the unmistakable scent of urine filled the room, turning her stomach.

			Under two minutes, as predicted. She shot Freddie a victorious smile.

			He smiled back at her.

			“You’re in a shitload of trouble here, Mr. Holt. We’re running the DNA we took from the girl you two attacked as well as hairs and fibers found in the cars you stole. That DNA is going to match the sample Dr. McNamara just took from you, isn’t it?”

			Holt nodded as tears continued to roll down his cheeks. “I’m so sorry. I never wanted to do any of it. Curtis… He made me.”

			“You’re going to tell us everything. Every single thing from the first second you reconnected with Curtis all the way up to your mother’s wake. If you leave out anything, I’ll make sure you’re charged right along with him. If you fully cooperate and we determine you’re another victim here, you won’t be charged. Do you understand?”

			He nodded.

			Sam pushed a tablet of paper and a pen across the table. “Start writing. I want names, dates, places and every detail of what went down. And make it so we can read it.”

			Holt took the pen, wiped his face again and began writing.

			* * *

			TWO HOURS LATER, they had the full story laid out before them. Curtis Moore had roped Deacon Holt into his plan to rain terror down upon the city he used to work for until he’d been fired from his public works job for falsifying his hours. He wanted revenge and had killed six innocent people and assaulted another to get it.

			“Where’s Wallack?” Sam asked.

			“I don’t know. Curtis, he wouldn’t tell me where he was holding him.”

			To Freddie, Sam said, “Tell DiMaio to focus their efforts on Moore’s place.”

			“Got it.” He left the room to see to her order.

			“Do you know anything about how he kidnapped his stepfather?”

			“He grabbed him after the A.A. meeting he goes to. He said Kenny made it easy because he was so fucking predictable. Curtis said Kenny left his mom because of him, and she never got over it so he deserved to go through hell for doing that to Curtis’s mom. Kenny broke her heart, he said.”

			Holt wiped more tears from his face. “It made Curtis real mad that Kenny loved his new wife so much. He knew that threatening her would get Kenny to do what he said. But he didn’t want to do it either. Curtis made him. He had a gun on Kenny the whole time while he made me drive the car. He kept saying, ‘If you want to see your precious Leslie again, make the shot. If you miss, I’m going to get her, and I’ll make her wish she was dead.’ Kenny took the shots Curtis told him to take, and he never missed, but he was a fucking mess afterward every time. That’s why we stopped. Kenny was so fucked-up, which made Curtis real mad. He beat the shit out of him.”

			As Sam took notes, she battled nausea at how disgusting this entire thing was.

			“What’s gonna happen to me?” Deacon asked in a small voice.

			“If you continue to cooperate, and Captain Wallack verifies your version of events, I’ll talk to the assistant U.S. attorney about waiving charges.”

			He broke down again. “I’m so, so sorry. I hate myself for what we did.”

			“That’s gonna go a long way with the U.S. attorney. Stay here for now. We’ll be back.”

			They left the room, and Sam took deep breaths of the clean air. “God, it freaking reeks in there.”

			“Pee stinks,” Freddie said.

			“Yes, it does.”

			“For what it’s worth, I believe him.”

			“I do too. Living with what he was part of will be punishment enough for him.”

			“I agree,” Faith said when she joined them. The blond prosecutor, one of the three identical triplets that served as assistant U.S. attorneys, wore a tailored black suit and her trademark stilettos. “He’s the key to our case against Moore. We’re going to want to put him under protection until the trial.”

			“We’re probably going to have to protect his sister too,” Sam said.

			“We can make that happen.”

			Malone joined them. “They found Wallack in a shallow hole in the ground under the shed in Moore’s yard. He’s in rough shape. They’re taking him to the E.R. and notifying the wife that he’s been found.”

			“Holy shit,” Sam said. “What a messed-up case this is.”

			“What do we do about Moore?” Freddie asked.

			“We do a ‘drive-by,’ pun intended, to let him know his buddy rolled on him.” Sam rubbed her hands together. “Let’s do it.”

			Their conversation, such as it was, with Moore was largely one-sided. “Your buddy Deacon rolled on you.”

			Moore stared at them with cold-blooded disdain. “He’s a pussy. You can’t believe anything he says.”

			“The thing is,” Sam said, “we do believe him. And we’ve found your ex-stepfather too. I’m sure he’s going to have plenty to say about how he ended up in a hole under your shed.”

			Moore shrugged. “Whatever. You ain’t got dick on me.”

			Sam laughed. “Isn’t that ironic, Detective Cruz? Seeing as how it was our friend Curtis’s dick that gave us such a nice, juicy DNA sample. Too bad he had to go and rape Angel and leave us with all that DNA.”

			“It sure is ironic,” Freddie agreed.

			She had no doubt she’d hear from Freddie later about how gross she was. What did she care when gross got the job done. For the first time, Moore’s bravado slipped.

			“That don’t prove nothing.”

			“Oh, Curtis, you poor stupid fool. DNA proves everything. We’ll leave it at that. I don’t know about you, Detective Cruz, but I’m ready for bed.”

			“I’m ready,” Freddie said. “It’s been a long week.”

			They moved to the door.

			“Wait! Don’t you want to hear my side of it?”

			Sam glanced at Freddie, and then back at Moore. “Nah, we’re good.” She loved the look of disbelief that crossed his face when he realized they didn’t care what he had to say.

			Outside the room, Sam and Freddie exchanged a high five.

			“Goddamn, that was fun.”

			“Lieutenant! I’ve asked you not to take the Lord’s name in vain.”

			“My heartfelt apologies.”

			“You’re not even kinda sorry,” he muttered. “And PS, the juicy dick thing was disgusting.”

			“Did it or did it not get the job done?”

			“I refuse to encourage your grossness.”

			Sam did a giddy little dance. Almost nothing made her happier than putting the screws to a murdering asshole, especially someone who picked innocent people off the street and killed them for no good reason.

			“What now?” Freddie asked.

			“Now we write it all up, prepare a press release to let the public know that we’ve made an arrest in the shootings case, call the families to update them and go home until the lab confirms the DNA is a match and until Wallack is able to talk to us.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

			SAM NEVER DID make it home. At midnight, they got the word that Wallack was asking to speak to her, so she went by herself to see what he had to say. As she approached his hospital room, she found Dr. Trulo, the department shrink, standing outside with Wallack’s wife, Leslie.

			Sam approached them, feeling like she might be intruding, but she went anyway.

			“Lieutenant,” Trulo said. “I’d say it was good to see you…”

			Sam shook his hand. He’d gotten her through some of her lowest moments on the job and had helped her get her career back on track after Stahl attacked her. “How is he?”

			Trulo frowned. “Not good at all.”

			“He did it for me,” Leslie said, wiping away tears. Her eyes were red and raw, as if she’d been crying for hours. “When Curtis said he’d make me regret ever being born, Kenny believed him. He knows what that kid is capable of. Curtis wanted Kenny to suffer for breaking his mother’s heart, but he is the one who broke his mother’s heart, not Kenny.”

			“That’s what we’ve heard.” To Trulo, Sam said, “Captain Wallack asked to see me?”

			Trulo nodded. “He has something he wants to say to you.”

			“Is now a good time?”

			“As good as any. Leslie, do you want to take a break while we’re in with him?”

			She nodded, using her sleeve to wipe up more tears. “Tell Kenny I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”

			“Will do.”

			Trulo watched her walk away, her shoulders hunched. “They’re both going to need extensive counseling to deal with this.”

			“How do you ever get over being part of something like this?” Sam asked.

			“I’m not sure you do, but we can try to help them cope.” He pressed a hand to the door. “Shall we?”

			The last place in the world Sam wanted to be was in the middle of Captain Wallack’s nightmare, but he’d asked to see her, so she nodded.

			Trulo held the door for her. “Lieutenant Holland has come to see you, Kenny.”

			The captain lay on his side, his face swollen, bruised and wet with tears.

			“How you doing, Cap?” Sam asked, affording him the respect of his title.

			“Not good.” He looked up at her with broken eyes. “I wanted you to come so I could say how sorry I am.” A sob hiccupped through him. “I never wanted to hurt those people.” He wiped his face, wincing when his hand connected with bruises. “I didn’t care about what happened to me, but Leslie… Curtis said he’d rape her and murder her and make her suffer. I knew he’d do it—and he’d enjoy it.” More sobs. “She’s the only person who’s ever truly loved me. I couldn’t let that happen to her. I just couldn’t.”

			Sam rested a hand on his shoulder. “No one blames you.”

			“I blame me. I should’ve fought back or done something to stop him…”

			“He’s bigger and stronger than you, and he had a gun,” Sam said. “If you’d fought back, you’d be dead and Leslie might be too.”

			“That little girl… I just…” His voice broke and sobs shook him.

			“Take it easy, Kenny,” Trulo said.

			“I’m so, so sorry,” he said to Sam. “Will you please tell everyone? Tell the families… I’m so sorry.”

			Sam blinked back tears of her own, his agony painful to witness. “I’ll tell them.”

			“You get some rest now, Kenny,” Trulo said. “I’ll be right outside, and Leslie will be back in a minute.”

			Trulo ushered Sam from the room. “Thank you for coming. It was important to him to apologize to you and the department for his role in this.”

			“Yeah, sure,” Sam said, feeling broken by Kenny’s grief. “No problem. At some point, we’ll need a statement from him.”

			“That’s going to take some time.”

			“I understand.” Sam reached out her hand.

			Trulo enclosed her hand between both of his. “Thank you for what you do. It matters.”

			“Sometimes I wonder.”

			“You got them. You put an end to it. You saved Kenny’s life and probably Leslie’s and countless others. Don’t wonder if it matters, because it does.”

			“Thanks, Doc.” Sam left him to return to HQ and the paperwork in progress, taking the heavy weight of Wallack’s grief and his apologies with her.

			* * *

			FREDDIE DROPPED SAM off at the Secret Service checkpoint just after two a.m. Writing up the twists and turns of this one had taken hours, and Sam was emotionally drained after seeing Wallack and personally calling the family members of each victim to notify them that an arrest had been made. Naturally, they wanted details, and she’d told the story so many times she’d probably dream about it.

			Talking to Wallack and the families had drained the euphoria of closing the case right out of her. At the end of the day, six people were gone and many others changed forever, regardless of whether they got the guys or not.

			“Just remember that you’re to be here at eight on Saturday night,” Sam said to Freddie when they were outside her house. After the week they’d had, it was a relief to change gears, to focus on something positive.

			“I’m not coming.”

			“If you know what’s good for you, you’ll be here.” Elin had been in on the plans from the beginning and would get him where he needed to be. Poor Freddie thought he’d be able to dodge them. Ha!

			“You need a ride in the morning?” he asked.

			“Pick me up at zero six-thirty. Don’t be late.”

			“You’re a gigantic pain in my ass, you know that?”

			“Is that any way to speak to your superior officer?”

			“It’s the only way to speak to my superior officer.”

			Endlessly amused by him, she said, “Night, young Freddie. Get some sleep while you can. You’ve got a big weekend ahead of you.”

			“I still hate you.”

			“No, you don’t, and that’s where you went so terribly wrong.” Laughing at her own joke, Sam shut the door and headed for the ramp.

			Eric, the agent on duty, opened the door for her. “Good evening, Mrs. Cappuano. Or I guess I should say good morning.”

			“Thank you, Eric.” Sam imagined the Secret Service agents had some interesting conversations about the odd hours she kept and how she ran around without their protection. But right now, she couldn’t be bothered to care about anything other than getting to her bed and her husband as quickly as possible.

			She went upstairs, nodded to Darcy, on duty in the hallway, and ducked into her room, closing the door behind her. In the bathroom, she shed her clothes and took a quick, cool shower to rinse the filth of the case from her skin. The shower made her feel better, and as she brushed her teeth, she looked at the mess on her face and decided it seemed a little less swollen than it had been earlier.

			A minute later she crawled into bed naked, sighing as her head hit the pillow. They’d done it. Thank God it was over.

			She turned her head to gaze at Nick, sleeping soundly for once, probably thanks to the weight that had been lifted from his shoulders with the release of their statement earlier. She hadn’t had even five minutes to delve into how it had been received. Because she couldn’t be this close to him and not touch him, she rested her hand on his arm, and his eyes flew open, his face lifting into the grin that made her heart beat wildly.

			“I’m glad it’s you.”

			“Were you expecting someone else?”

			Smiling, he put his arm around her and pulled her in close to him. “My wife is the jealous type, so be quiet. If she hears you’re in here, she’ll stab you with her rusty steak knife.”

			“She sounds like a bitch.”

			“Nah, she’s a badass cop who catches murderers for a living. You don’t want to mess with her.”

			She grasped his hand. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

			“I’d have been disappointed if you hadn’t.” He kissed her. “Congratulations.”

			“Thanks.”

			“I take it the funeral home plan paid off.”

			“Yep, we got our guy.”

			“Just one? I thought there were two.”

			“One of them was being forced by the other one to participate. He handed us our case against the ringleader. And we found Captain Wallack, the former stepfather of the ringleader who’d been forced into doing the shooting. That poor guy. His life will never be the same.”

			“Did you find out why they did it?”

			“Because the ringleader got fired from the city for fleecing his timesheet. It was all about revenge.”

			“Which is cold comfort to the families and Angel.”

			“Yeah. That’s the hard part. They’re glad to know we got the guy responsible for shattering their lives, but their lives are still shattered even with the perp in jail.”

			“You did your job. And you did it well. Try to celebrate that.”

			“I might need something to take my mind off the sadness that always creeps in after we close a case.”

			“What kind of distraction did you have in mind?”

			“The kind only you can provide.”

			“Come here, babe.” He rolled her under him and kissed her. “Hold on to me. I’ve got you.”

			Since there was nothing else she’d rather do, she wrapped her arms and legs around him and let him make everything better—the way only he could.

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			“THIS LOOKS AMAZING, Tinker Bell,” Sam said to Shelby as she inspected her living room, which had been turned into an elegant event space thanks to Shelby’s wizardry. “I can’t believe you pulled this off while technically on maternity leave.”

			“Oh, please. After planning massive weddings, this was easy. It felt good to stretch the old event-planning muscles again.”

			The living room had been transformed with tables and chairs, fragrant floral centerpieces, sparkling crystal and gleaming silver. Shelby had hired one of her favorite caterers and a three-piece band as well as bartenders and waitstaff to keep the food and booze coming. They’d undergone the arduous process of having every person attending and working the party vetted by the Secret Service.

			“What did you do with my furniture?” Sam asked.

			“That falls under details you’re better off not knowing.”

			“Fine by me.” Sam didn’t care about the details. As long as Freddie and Elin had the best night ever, that was all she cared about.

			After weeks of torturing Freddie, she’d had a mild panic attack that morning about him not showing up, but Elin had assured her earlier by text that she’d threatened to withhold sex for a year if he didn’t go. Sam had laughed, imagining his reaction to that threat.

			“What’s funny?” Shelby had baby Noah strapped to her chest as she supervised the final setup.

			“Elin threatened to withhold sex for a year to get him here.”

			Shelby laughed. “That’s awesome. Poor Freddie. He’s so outmatched by the women in his life.”

			“I think my joke about the midget strippers sent him over the edge.”

			“Do you think?” Shelby cringed. “I can’t believe such a thing exists.”

			“In this world, you can get anything—for a price.”

			“What’s my wife up to now?”

			An arm snaked around her waist as her husband’s unmistakable scent filled her senses. Sam leaned back against him, feeling light and unencumbered with the case closed after the DNA confirmed what they already knew about Curtis, and the public eating up Sam and Nick’s statement of forgiveness toward the president and first lady. They’d dodged a huge bullet with that statement, which had effectively ended the congressional hearings, and Sam planned to party like it was 1999 tonight.

			“Me? Up to something? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Sure you don’t. Is there anything I can do to help, ladies?”

			“How would you feel about babysitting a very cute little man named Noah for a few minutes so I can see to a few last-minute things?” Shelby asked.

			“I’d love to.”

			She unbuckled the baby from the harness contraption and handed him off to “Uncle” Nick as she called him.

			Sam went weak in the knees at the sight of him snuggling the baby. If ovaries could yearn, hers would’ve been exploding with the desire to see him holding a baby of their own. He looked so natural as he talked to Noah, making faces and bouncing him just right.

			Noah loved everything about it.

			Shelby took her arm. “Help me in the kitchen?”

			Sam tore her gaze off Nick and the baby. “Sure.”

			When they were alone in the kitchen, Shelby said, “I take it the test was negative?”

			Sam nodded, her good mood disappearing.

			“This time. Keep trying. I have a good feeling about you guys. It’s only a matter of time.”

			“I’ve been thinking, recently, about maybe trying fertility treatment again.” It was the first time she’d said it out loud, and the sound of the words sent shock waves through her body, as if someone else had said it about her.

			“I can refer you to my doctor. He was wonderful.”

			“It was such a nightmare last time.” Sam shuddered just thinking about it. “So many needles and procedures and pain, all for nothing.”

			“It would be different this time because you’d have Nick with you every step of the way.”

			“I know, but there’re still no guarantees.”

			“No, there aren’t. But one thing I can guarantee—if you don’t at least try, you’ll always wonder what might’ve been.”

			“Yeah, I know.” Desperate to change the subject, she said, “You look good. You’re glowing.” Shelby wore a pale pink silk dress that complemented her complexion.

			“Lots of sex will do that for a girl.”

			“Ahhh, so mama is back in the saddle again?”

			“With a vengeance.”

			“I’m glad to hear it. I’ve been hoping you guys would get back on track after everything that happened.”

			“We’re working on it.”

			“Whatever you’re doing appears to agree with you.”

			“I’m doing him. As much and as often as I can.”

			Sam laughed. “That usually works for me too. With Nick, of course.”

			“Of course.”

			Sam squeezed her friend’s arm. “I’m thrilled to see you so happy. No one deserves it more than you do.”

			“Thank you. Freddie deserves it too.”

			“Oh yes, he does. And we will make him happy tonight. Yes, we will.”

			“This is gonna be epic.”

			* * *

			BY SEVEN-THIRTY the house was full to overflowing with their closest friends, many of whom were also Freddie’s closest friends. The entire squad had come with their significant others, but Cameron Green had come solo. Also in attendance were Lindsey McNamara and Terry O’Connor, Byron Tomlinson, Archie, Avery, Captain Malone and his wife, Will Tyrone and his girlfriend, Freddie’s parents, Skip and Celia, Tracy and Mike, Angela and Spencer and Elin’s friends, who seemed overwhelmed to be in the home of the vice president of the United States.

			In the best surprise of the evening, Harry had called Nick and asked if he could bring a date to the party. Sam had been delighted to see him arrive with Lilia, who seemed mortified.

			“I realize this is highly inappropriate,” she said to Sam, her face flushing with embarrassment. She wore a conservative black cocktail dress with her trademark pearls and managed to look buttoned-down and incredibly sexy at the same time.

			“What is?” Sam asked her, genuinely perplexed.

			“Me being here with… With him.”

			“Harry?”

			“Yes,” she said through gritted teeth.

			“Lilia, relax. Harry is one of my favorite people in the entire world. If you like him, please, by all means, spend as much time with him as you possibly can. Any woman would be lucky to be with him.”

			“He is rather…”

			“Awesome?”

			“I was going to say persuasive.”

			Sam laughed. “You dirty dog. Now I’m going to want all the details.”

			“Mrs. Cappuano…”

			“I swear to God, if you don’t call me Sam, I’m going to have no choice but to fire you.”

			Lilia cleared her throat. “Sam…”

			“Say it again. Come on. You can do it.”

			“Sam.”

			“Very good! You’ve got it. Now use it. What were you going to say?”

			“I hope you’d be honest if you thought me dating your friend was in any way inappropriate.”

			Sam leaned in so only Lilia would hear her say, “I hope it’s the very essence of inappropriate.” She winked to make her point, and Lilia lit up like Times Square on New Year’s Eve.

			“What’re you saying to her?” Harry asked Sam when he joined them, handing each of them a glass of wine.

			“She’s being very un-second-lady-like,” Lilia said.

			“That’s my wife,” Nick said when he joined them.

			“Stop embarrassing my date.” Harry put his arm around Lilia, who seemed to force herself to allow it. “Where’s my buddy Scotty tonight?”

			“I hired my niece Brooke to entertain him and the other kids at my dad’s house. She has an entire evening planned for them.”

			“From what I’ve heard of the plans for this evening,” Nick said, “he’s better off there than here.”

			“I’m intrigued,” Harry said, grinning at Lilia, who just looked dazzled.

			Harry and his damned dimples had that effect on women.

			Sam loved the two of them together and couldn’t wait to grill Harry on the details Lilia would never provide.

			The guests of honor were the last to arrive, but true to her word, Elin had Freddie there at the stroke of eight o’clock.

			When the Secret Service admitted them, everyone applauded.

			Sam wrapped pink feather boas—which were all Shelby’s idea—around their necks and kissed them both. Per her instructions, they’d dressed up and looked marvelous.

			“You clean up nicely, young Freddie,” Sam said, hooking her arm through his.

			“Will I still be speaking to you tomorrow?”

			“Of course you will. Who would run your life for you if you weren’t speaking to me?”

			“Is that a multiple-choice question?”

			Sam laughed. God, she loved sparring with him, the brother she’d never had.

			“You went to a lot of trouble,” he said. “This looks incredible.”

			“It was all Shelby. She’s a magician.”

			“What did they do with the furniture?”

			“I was told not to ask.”

			He laughed, and Sam released him so he could hug his mother.

			“Isn’t this amazing?” Juliette Cruz asked her son. “Sam went all out.”

			“I’m hoping she didn’t go too far out,” Freddie said with a pointed look for her.

			“I’m the second lady of the United States. I know all about decorum.”

			Freddie rolled his eyes. “You’re the very picture of decorum when you’re dropping F-bombs and kicking ass.”

			“I don’t know what he’s talking about,” Sam said to his mother.

			“Yes, you do,” Freddie said. “Decorum is not exactly your middle name. Exhibit A would be the ongoing disaster on your face.”

			Sam stuck her chin out. “And here I thought it was all better.”

			Freddie snorted. “It’s perfect if you’re the Grinch or the Incredible Hulk, but green isn’t exactly your color.”

			“Children, don’t fight,” Juliette said. “We’re here to celebrate.”

			“Absolutely,” Sam said, pressing a beer into her partner’s hand, hoping he’d lose the stick up his ass and enjoy the evening. “Let’s get this party started.”

			* * *

			THEY DINED ON a delicious meal of tenderloin and baked stuffed shrimp, drank copious amounts of champagne and toasted the happy couple.

			When everyone else had made heartfelt toasts, Sam stood to make hers. “As Freddie’s best-man woman—”

			“Biggest mistake I ever made,” the tipsy groom said.

			“Shut your mouth. Your superior officer is speaking.”

			Everyone else cracked up laughing while Freddie glared at her.

			“As I was saying, when Freddie asked me to be his best-man woman I quickly made it my mission in life to make him regret it.”

			“Mission accomplished,” Freddie muttered, setting off another wave of laughter.

			Ignoring him, Sam pressed on. “There were lots of little hints dropped in the last few weeks that put my partner on edge and had him threatening to boycott this fine event. Can you imagine that?”

			Next to her, Nick’s handsome face lit up with laughter that made Sam wish she could take a time-out to kiss him.

			“Anyway, just to set your mind at ease, Freddie, I want you to know the midget strippers had to cancel.”

			“Thank you, Jesus,” Freddie said while the others roared with laughter.

			“And the latex suit I bought for you to wear tonight got lost in the mail.”

			“Damn shame,” Freddie said, seeming to realize he’d been had. “And here I thought you were my best friend. Do you people see what she’s put me through?”

			The others were too busy laughing to give him the sympathy he craved.

			“Have another beer, babe,” Elin said, handing him a cold one.

			“You know me,” Sam said. “I couldn’t let you completely off the hook, so I asked each of your guests to bring one special gift to help spice up your new marriage.”

			“It doesn’t need spicing,” Freddie said, giving Elin a wolfish smile. “If it were any hotter, I’d implode.”

			“Freddie!” Elin cried. “Shut up!”

			“Frederico Cruz,” Juliette said. “Mind your manners.”

			That got Sam laughing so hard she had to take a break to get herself together. He’d walked right into her trap. “Without further ado,” Sam said, “let us begin the gift portion of the program. Who’d like to go first?”

			“I will.” Skip directed his chair around the table to where Freddie sat. “It’s in the pocket behind my seat.”

			“I can’t believe he made me do this,” Celia said. “It’s not my fault.”

			“He gets a lot done for a guy who can’t move,” Tracy said of their father.

			“You’re damned right I do,” Skip said. “You got it, Freddie?”

			“I got it, but I’m scared to death to open it.”

			“I’ll do it.” Elin took it from him, opened the gift bag and revealed what looked like a gift certificate. “Pole dancing lessons? That’s amazing!”

			Freddie looked like he wanted to crawl under the table and die.

			“Dad!” Sam said, amused and horrified at the same time. “I can’t believe you!”

			“What? You said it had to be something naughty.”

			“Well played, Skippy.”

			“Thank you. And my thanks to Celia for putting aside her mortification to take care of the phone calls for me.”

			“Yay for Celia,” Sam said, leading a round of applause for her stepmother, who had turned bright red with embarrassment. Sam loved to see her dad so pleased with himself.

			“I’m next,” Gonzo said. “Christina and I gave this a lot of thought, and we came up with something we think you guys will enjoy.” He handed over a gift bag. “Congratulations.”

			Inside the bag were his and hers edible underwear.

			“I need another drink,” Freddie said. “And it needs to be a hell of a lot stronger than beer.”

			“Make it a double,” Elin added.

			* * *

			THE GIFTS WERE hilarious and got progressively filthier, until Freddie and Elin had a huge pile of sex toys, massage oil, racy lingerie and other goodies on the table in front of them.

			“Thanks, everyone… I think,” Freddie said when they had opened the last gift, from Cameron Green, who’d gone with a gift certificate for a couples’ massage at a local spa, which had been roundly rejected by his colleagues for being too clean.

			“I’m the new guy,” Cameron said with a good-natured grin. “Go easy on me.”

			“I guess all of this beats strippers of any kind,” Freddie said to raucous laughter and more applause.

			They got up from dinner, and a team miraculously materialized to remove the tables and chairs.

			“You do not fool around, Tink,” Sam said to Shelby as she watched in amazement as dinner disappeared, leaving space for dancing.

			“I know my shit,” Shelby replied, hiccupping as she downed another glass of champagne.

			Avery had Noah and was apparently the designated sober parent for the evening. He never took his gaze off Shelby, which made Sam so damned happy. She wanted them to have it all, and it appeared they were well on their way to getting it.

			“One hell of a party,” Captain Malone said from behind her.

			Sam turned to him. “Glad you think so. What’re you hearing about Captain Wallack?”

			“He’s still in the hospital, but due to be released in the next few days. He’s devastated, but working with Trulo to come to terms with it all. He told Joe he feels like a disgrace to the badge.”

			“He did what he had to do to stay alive and protect his wife. None of us blame him for that.”

			“Try telling him that.”

			“Hopefully, in time, he’ll find a way to cope with it.”

			“I hope so.”

			They both knew the events of the last week would haunt everyone involved for a long time to come.

			“We’re not here to talk business,” Malone said, taking her by the arm. “Let’s dance!”

			Laughing at the captain’s lack of moves on the dance floor, Sam watched the people she loved best relax and enjoy the night she’d gone to so much trouble to plan for Freddie and Elin. They danced until three o’clock the next morning when the cars Shelby had ordered began showing up to see people home safely.

			Sam received sloppy kisses from her friends, colleagues, sisters, brothers-in-law and even Elin’s friends, who declared them the coolest second couple in history.

			Freddie’s mom hugged Sam. “Thank you for this and everything else you’ve done for my boy over the years.”

			“I love him,” Sam said, feeling a little sloppy herself by then.

			“I know you do, and it brings me so much comfort to know you’re looking out for him on the job.”

			“Sorry if things got a little racy earlier.”

			“Don’t be. I loved every minute of it—and so did he, regardless of what he says.”

			Sam kissed her cheek. “See you at the wedding.”

			“Yes, you will.” Juliette blinked rapidly as she looked at Freddie, who had his arm around Elin while they talked to Nick. “My baby is getting married!”

			Sam hugged her and accepted a kiss to the cheek from Freddie’s dad before they left arm in arm, together again after twenty years apart while he contended with bipolar disorder. By all accounts, they were deliriously happy to be back together.

			Freddie and Elin came over to Sam.

			Elin hugged her. “Thank you for such an amazing evening.”

			Sam returned her embrace. “Couldn’t have done it without your help.”

			Elin released her and stepped aside to let Freddie in.

			He looked happier than Sam had ever seen him as he hugged her, kissed her cheek and said, “Thank you. For everything. Not just tonight, but all of it.”

			Damn him! He was going to make her cry!

			“You’re the biggest pain in my ass in the history of ass pains,” he said, “but I love you anyway.”

			“I love you too. Congratulations. Nick and I couldn’t be happier for you.”

			Freddie smiled, hugged Sam again and took Elin’s hand to lead her out the door, leaving Sam alone with Nick—and the cadre of Secret Service agents who’d made themselves scarce for the night at her request.

			“That,” Nick said, “was one hell of a party.”

			She leaned back against his awesome chest as they waved to Elin and Freddie. “It was kinda perfect, wasn’t it?”

			With his arm around her, he walked her to the stairs. Shelby had told her yet another team would be arriving in the morning to return their furniture and clean up the mess.

			“He loved it,” Nick said. “They both did. I can’t believe you let him think there were going to be midget strippers.”

			“You can’t? Really? And I thought you knew me better than anyone.”

			Nick busted up laughing. “I do know you better than anyone, and I still can’t believe the way you torture your poor, sweet partner, who is so faithfully devoted to you.”

			“That’s what makes it so fun. I think torturing him might be my second-favorite pastime.”

			With his hands on her hips, he directed her past their bedroom and up the stairs to the loft. Since Scotty was sleeping down the street, there wasn’t an agent positioned outside his door, so they had the hallway to themselves.

			“Please tell me you might be in the mood for your number one favorite pastime because you look so hot in that dress, it’s all I’ve thought about since I first saw you in it.”

			Sam stopped and turned to him, wrapping her arms around his neck. “I’m always in the mood for that.”

			“Which makes you the best wife any man ever had.” He kissed her senseless, and before she knew what was happening, he had her laid out on the stairs while he hovered above her, gazing down at her with love and desire.

			“We can’t do it here.”

			“Why not?”

			“Cameras. The last thing we need is another scandal.”

			“There’re no cameras in this stairway.”

			“You’re sure?”

			He pressed his erection to her core, making her moan. “One hundred percent positive.”

			“In that case,” she said, reaching for him, “have at it.”

			“Don’t mind if I do.”

			* * * * *
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CHAPTER 1

“This is a classic case of be careful what you wish for.” Nick placed a stack of folded dress shirts in a suitcase that already held socks, underwear, workout clothes and several pairs of jeans. It was just like him to start packing six days ahead of his departure on Sunday, the day after Freddie and Elin’s wedding. “That’s the lesson learned here.”

Sam sat at the foot of the bed and watched him pack with a growing sense of dread. Three freaking weeks… She’d go mad without him. “The last time you were gone this long, I nearly lost my mind, and I don’t have much of a mind left to lose.”

“Come with me,” he said for the hundredth time since the president had asked him to make the diplomatic trip to Europe, representing the administration on a visit with some of the country’s closest allies. President Nelson was still recovering—in more ways than one—from his son’s criminal activities, and several of the allies had requested he send his popular vice president in his stead.

Sam flopped on the bed. “I can’t. I have work, and Scotty, and Freddie is going on his honeymoon and… I can’t.”

“Actually, you can.” Nick hovered above her, propped on arms that rippled with muscles, his splendid male chest on full display. “You have more vacation time saved up than you can use in a lifetime, and you have the right to actually use it. Scotty will be fine with Shelby and your sisters and the Secret Service here to entertain him. We could even ask Mrs. Littlefield to come up for the weekends.”

Their son’s former guardian would love the chance to spend time with him, but Sam didn’t feel right about leaving him for so long. However, the thought of being without Nick for three endless weeks made her feel sick. His trip to Iran earlier in the year had been pure torture, especially since it kept getting extended.

“Why’d you have to tell Nelson you wanted to be more than a figurehead vice president?” She play-punched his chest. “Everything was fine when he was ignoring you.”

He kissed her lips and then her neck. “You’re so, so cute when you pout.”

“Bad ass cops do not pout.”

“Mine does when she doesn’t get her own way, and it’s truly adorable.”

She scowled at him. “Bad ass cops are not adorable.”

“Mine is.” Leaving a trail of hot kisses on her neck, he said, “Come with me. London, Paris, Rome, Amsterdam, Brussels, The Hague… Come see the world with me, Samantha.”

Sam had never been to Europe and had always wanted to go, so she was sorely tempted to say to hell with her responsibilities. 

“Come on.” He rolled her earlobe between his teeth and pressed against her suggestively. “Three whole weeks together away from the madness of DC. You know you want to go. Gonzo could cover for you at work, and things have been slow anyway…”

They hadn’t had a homicide in two weeks, which meant they were due, and that was another reason to stay home. “Don’t say that and put a jinx on us.”

“Come away with me. Scotty will be fine. We’ll FaceTime with him every day and bring him presents. He’ll be well cared for by everyone who loves him.” He kissed her neck. “You’d get to meet the Queen of England.”

Sam moaned. She loved the queen—speaking of a badass female.

“And maybe even the Pope. Plus, you’ll need some clothes—and shoes. Lots of shoes.”

“Stop it. You’re fighting dirty.”

“Because I want my wife to come with me on the trip of a lifetime? I need you Samantha.”

As he well knew, she could deny him nothing when he said he needed her. “Fine, I’ll go! But only if it’s okay with Scotty.”

“Yes,” her husband said on a long exhale. “We’ll have so much fun.”

“Will we actually get to see anything?”

He pushed himself up to continue packing. “I’ll make sure of it.”

“Um, excuse me.”

“What’s up?”

“My temperature after your attempts at persuasion.”

A slow, lazy smile spread across his face, making him the sexiest man in this universe—and the next. “Is my baby feeling a little… needy?”

She pulled her T-shirt over her head and released the front clasp on her bra. “More than a little.”

“We can’t have that.” Stepping to the foot of the bed, he grasped the legs of her yoga pants and yanked them off.

“Lock the door.”

“Scotty’s asleep.”

“Lock the door, or this isn’t happening.” With Secret Service agents all over their house, Sam couldn’t relax if the door wasn’t locked.

“This is definitely happening, but if it’ll make you happy, I’ll lock the door.”

“Thank you.” She splayed her legs wide open to give him a show when he returned from locking the door and was rewarded with gorgeous hazel eyes that heated with desire when he saw her waiting for him.

“You little vixen,” he muttered.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Sure, you don’t,” he said, laughing as he came down on top of her and set out to give her a preview of what three weeks away together might be like.

* * *

They broke the news to Scotty the next morning at breakfast. “So,” Nick said, tentatively, “what would you think if Mom came with me to Europe?”

Thirteen-year-old Scotty, who was never at his best first thing in the morning, shrugged. “It’s fine.”

“Really?” Sam said. “You wouldn’t mind? Shelby, Tracy and Angela would be around to hang with you, and Dad and Celia too. We thought maybe Mrs. Littlefield could come up for a weekend or two if she’s free.”

“Sure, that sounds good.”

Sam glanced at Nick, who seemed equally perplexed by his lack of reaction. They’d expected him to ask to come with them, at the very least.

“Is everything okay?” Sam asked her son.

“Uh-huh.” He finished his cereal and got up to put the bowl in the sink. “I’m going to finish getting ready for school.”

“Okay, bud,” Nick said.

“Something’s up,” Sam said as soon as Scotty left the room.

“I agree. He didn’t even ask if he could miss school to come with us.”

“I thought the same thing.”

“We’ll have to see if we can get him to talk to us before we go—and not in the morning,” Nick said.

“I’ll ask Shelby to make spaghetti for tonight. That always puts him in a good mood.” Sam’s phone rang and when she saw the number for Dispatch, she groaned. “Damn it. You jinxed me!” So much for getting out of Dodge without having to worry about work. She took the call. “Holland.”

“Lieutenant, there was a fire overnight in Kalorama.” The dispatcher referred to the exclusive Northwest neighborhood that was home to a former U.S. president, ambassadors and other wealthy residents. “We have two DOA at the scene,” the dispatcher said, reciting the address. “The fire marshal has requested Homicide detectives.”

“Did he say why?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Okay, I’m on my way.” Thankfully, she’d showered and gotten dressed before she woke Scotty. “Please call Sergeant Gonzales and Detective Cruz and ask them to meet me there.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Sam flipped her phone closed with a satisfying smack. That smacking sound was one of many reasons she’d never upgrade to a smart phone.

“You’re still going to be able to come with me, right?” Nick said, looking adorably uncertain.

Sam went over to where he sat at the table and kissed him. “I’ll talk to Malone today and see if I can make it happen.”

“Keep me posted.”

* * *

A ringing phone woke Christina Billings from a sound sleep. Alex had been up during the night with a fever and cold that was making them both miserable. Her fiancé, Tommy, had slept through that and apparently couldn’t hear his phone ringing either. He was due at work in an hour and was usually up by now.

“Tommy,” she said, nudging him. He didn’t stir. “Tommy. Your phone.”

He came to slowly, blinking rapidly.

“The phone, Tommy. Answer it before it wakes Alex.” Tommy’s two-year-old son needed more sleep and so did she, or this was going to be a very long day.

Tommy grabbed the phone from the bedside table.

Christina saw the word Dispatch on the screen.

“Gonzales.”

She couldn’t hear the dispatcher’s side of the conversation, but she heard Tommy’s grunt of acknowledgement before he ended the call, closing his eyes even as he continued to clutch the phone.

Christina wondered if he was going back to sleep after being called into work. She was about to say something when he got out of bed and headed for the shower.

It was ten months today since his partner had been gunned down right in front of him while approaching a suspect. After months of downward spiral, Tommy had seemed to rebound somewhat during the summer. But the rebound hadn’t lasted into the fall.

In the last month, since his new partner, Cameron Green, had joined the squad, Christina had watched him regress back into his grief. He’d said and done all the right things when it came to welcoming Cameron, but he was obviously spiraling again, and she had no idea what to do to help him or even how to reach him. Even when lying next to her in bed, he seemed so far away from her.

Sometimes, when she had a rare moment alone, she allowed her thoughts to wander to life without Tommy and Alex at the center of it. She loved them both—desperately—but she wasn’t sure how much more she could take of the distant, closed-off version of the man she loved. They were supposed to have been married by now. Like everything else, that plan had been shoved aside to make room for Tommy’s overwhelming grief. It’d been months since they’d even discussed getting married. In the meantime, she took care of Alex and everything else while Tommy worked and came home to sleep before starting the cycle all over again.

They didn’t talk about anything other than Alex. They never went anywhere together or as a family. They hadn’t had sex in so long she’s forgotten when it had last happened. And she was as unhappy as she’d ever been. Something had to give—and soon, or she would be forced to decide whether their relationship was still healthy for her. She desperately did not want to have to make that decision.

Only the thought of leaving Alex had kept her from making a move before now. She loved that little boy with her whole heart and soul. She’d stepped away from her own career as Nick’s chief of staff to stay home with him and had hoped to add to their family by now. When she thought about the early days of her relationship with Tommy, when they’d been so madly in love, she couldn’t have imagined the current state of affairs or feeling as insignificant to him as a piece of furniture who was always there when he finally decided to come home. 

Christina hadn’t told anyone about the trouble brewing between her and Tommy. In her heart of hearts, she hoped they could still work it out somehow, and the last thing she needed was her friends and family holding a grudge against him forever—and they would if they had any idea just how bad things had gotten. Her parents had questioned the wisdom of giving up a high-profile job to stay home to care for her boyfriend’s child, especially when she’d made more money than he did. But she had been ready for a break from the political rat race when Alex came along, and she had no regrets about her decision. Or she hadn’t until Tommy checked out of their relationship.

This weekend they’d be expected to celebrate at Freddie and Elin’s wedding, and she’d have to pretend that everything was fine in her relationship when it was anything but fine. She wasn’t sure how she would pull off another convincing performance for their friends. Tommy was one of Freddie’s groomsmen, so she’d get to spend most of that day on her own while he attended to his friend.

She was dangling at the end of her rope in this situation, and more than once she’d thought about taking Alex and leaving, even though she had no legal right to take him. Another thing they’d never gotten around to was her adoption of him after his mother was killed. But what would Tommy do if she left with his son? Call the police on her? She’d be surprised if he noticed they were gone.

Tommy came out of the bathroom and went to the closet where he had clean clothes to choose from thanks to her. Did he ever wonder how that happened? He put on jeans and a black T-shirt and then went to unlock the bedside drawer where he kept his badge, weapon and cuffs.

She watched him slide the weapon into the holster he wore on his hip and jam the cuffs and badge into the back pockets of his jeans, the same way he did every day. Holding her breath, she waited to see if he would say anything to her or come around the bed to kiss her goodbye the way he used to, but he simply turned and left the room.

A minute later, she heard the front door close behind him.

For a long time after he left, she lay in bed staring up at the ceiling with tears running down her cheeks. She couldn’t take much more of this.

* * *
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			Colton K-9 Bodyguard

			by Lara Lacombe

			Chapter 1

			“Are you sure you really want to do this?”

			Beatrix Colton’s heart sank as Jennifer Sheridan nodded.

			“I have to,” the young woman said sadly. She gave the poufy white dress one last, longing look before pushing it across the counter. Bea grabbed the hanger and hung the dress on the hook next to the register, smoothing out the full skirt with the palm of her hand.

			Now came the awkward part. “I’m afraid I can’t offer you a refund, since you’ve already had your final fitting,” she said delicately.

			“I know.” Jennifer blinked back tears and shook her head. “I hate this,” she said, sniffing. “But Mark and I have talked about it, and I just can’t risk his safety.”

			“I understand,” Bea assured her. And, truthfully, she did. “The Groom Killer has us all scared. I don’t blame you for wanting to be careful, especially right now.”

			“Mark said I’m overreacting,” Jennifer confessed. She looked down, then met Bea’s eyes. “But I think he’s secretly relieved we’re canceling the wedding. One less thing to worry about, you know?”

			Bea nodded sympathetically.

			“We’re being very public about the cancellation. That’s why I’m here—everyone has to see me return this dress.”

			“Of course,” Bea murmured.

			“I had hoped the police would have captured the killer by now,” Jennifer continued. She eyed Bea speculatively, and Bea realized the woman was waiting for her to chime in with a juicy detail about the investigation. Everybody in town thought Bea’s cousin, Demi Colton, was the Groom Killer who’d murdered two men the night before their weddings—one in January, and one last month in February. Bea herself wasn’t so sure; she didn’t know Demi all that well, but she hated to jump to conclusions about something so serious.

			“I’m sure they’ll find whoever is doing this soon,” Bea replied, trying to sound noncommittal. She wasn’t in the mood to discuss her cousin or any other topic related to the Groom Killer. She’d already lost a lot of business, thanks to panicked couples canceling their nuptials in the hopes of staying off the killer’s radar. If the police didn’t find the culprit soon, Bea’s Bridal Salon would have to close.

			It was a possibility that made her sick to her stomach.

			Forcing a smile, Bea changed the subject. After a moment, Jennifer realized Bea wasn’t going to reveal any family secrets, and she gathered up her purse to leave.

			“I really am sorry about this,” she said, pausing at the door.

			Just go, Bea thought, practically willing the woman to leave.

			“I understand,” Bea repeated. “I hope you’ll come back once your wedding is back on.”

			“Oh, I will,” Jennifer promised.

			Bea nodded, but the woman’s reassurance didn’t make her feel any better. The possibility of future business was nice, but it wouldn’t help her pay the bills now.

			And that was the problem.

			Since Bea’s Bridal Salon didn’t exactly offer a diverse array of services, there wasn’t much she could do to draw in clients while the shadow of the Groom Killer lingered over them all.

			Her father, Fenwick Colton, had offered to float her some funds until things returned to normal. But Bea refused to use his money. This was her shop, and she wasn’t going to take charity from anyone.

			Especially not dear old Dad.

			Bea had inherited the bridal shop after her grandmother’s death five years ago. She’d seen it as both a gift and an opportunity; Bea had spent countless hours in the shop as a child, falling under the spell of the beautiful dresses and the happy brides. She’d spent many an afternoon walking among the gowns, daydreaming about her own wedding. There was something magical about a wedding dress, and she loved seeing the look on a woman’s face when she found her perfect one. It was an experience that never got old, and it was the reason Bea loved her job.

			But her father and siblings hadn’t seen it that way. Fenwick had viewed the shop as a burden, something to be sold quickly so he wouldn’t have to deal with it. When Bea had embraced the chance to own the boutique, her father had been shocked and disappointed. He’d argued long and hard against it, telling her it was beneath her dignity as a Colton to do such work. He thought Bea should marry a rich man and spend her time lunching and volunteering, as all well-bred women did. When Bea refused to fall in line, Fenwick threatened to use his position as Red Ridge’s mayor to make sure the shop failed. But Bea had held firm, and eventually her father had accepted the fact that he wasn’t going to be able to change her mind.

			The grandfather clock began to chime the hour, drawing Bea out of her thoughts. The familiar sound was comforting, and for a moment, she could almost feel her grandmother’s presence, as if the kind woman’s spirit had come for a visit.

			“Don’t worry, Gram,” Bea said quietly. “I’ll find a way to make this work.”

			She walked over to the front door of the shop and flipped the Open sign to Closed. She drew the shades down on the windows and returned to the register. It wouldn’t take long to close up tonight—no one had bought a dress in days.

			Jennifer’s returned gown caught her eye as she moved to the back room. The orphaned dress had a forlorn look about it now, as if the bride’s rejection had soaked into the fabric.

			Bea shook her head at the fanciful thought and grabbed the dress off the hook. She’d need to inspect it carefully for signs of damage, but it appeared to be in perfect condition. Maybe Jennifer really would come back for it, once the Groom Killer had been caught. If not, perhaps Bea could sell it to another bride…

			There was a muffled thump from the direction of the stockroom, and Bea paused in her journey to the back office. She was the only one in the store, so what had caused the noise? Her thoughts flashed to the bakery a few doors down. A pregnant stray cat had gotten in there once, looking for a warm place to deliver. The mama cat and kittens had all been adopted. Maybe another mama cat was looking for shelter from South Dakota in March.

			Placing the dress on a nearby rack, Bea headed for the stockroom. She hadn’t gone more than a few steps when the lights flickered off, plunging the store into darkness.

			The fine hairs on her arms lifted and she froze, her breath catching in her throat.

			“Hello?” she called out uncertainly. She shook her head, feeling foolish. She was the only one in the store, and the lights had probably gone out thanks to a power surge. All she needed to do was walk over to the circuit box and flip the breaker switch back into position. Simple enough, right?

			“Right,” she whispered to herself. Bea resumed her walk toward the stockroom, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was not quite right…

			She heard a rustling from the front of the store. Was someone coming to rob her?

			Lights, she thought, panic rising up her throat. Turn on the lights. If the store really was being robbed, the illumination might spook the would-be thief. She wasn’t brave enough to stick around, though—as soon as she flipped the breaker switch, she was going to escape out the back. Just as she stepped through the door, she caught a whiff of perfume. It was so unexpected, Bea drew up short, confused. She didn’t wear perfume, and she didn’t use air fresheners in the store to prevent the dresses from absorbing odors. Where had the smell come from? And why was it familiar? There was something about the scent that tickled her memory, but before she could put her finger on it, Bea heard a noise to her right. She turned, straining to make out a shape in the darkness. Air blew past her face as someone moved, and then her world exploded in a starburst of pain.

			* * *

			“Well, what do you think?”

			Officer Micah Shaw shrugged at the question. “I think we’re out here on a wild goose chase. You?”

			Officer Brayden Colton nodded. “Yeah. It’s starting to look that way to me, too.” He sighed. “I don’t know whether to be relieved, or…” He trailed off, and Micah filled in the blanks.

			“You still think Demi is innocent.”

			“She’s my sister,” Brayden said simply. “The Demi Colton I know is not a cold-blooded killer.”

			Micah didn’t respond. There wasn’t anything he could say, really. Brayden had grown up with Demi and they were family, so naturally he didn’t want to believe she was the Groom Killer. But the evidence suggested otherwise. Most of the Coltons on the Red Ridge police force had a hard time believing one of their own could turn to murder, and Brayden in particular thought his sister was being framed. Micah wasn’t as idealistic. As a former Army Ranger who’d served in Afghanistan, he’d seen the worst of humanity. Nothing shocked him anymore.

			“You want to take the far end, and we’ll search down here?” he suggested.

			Brayden nodded. “That works. We’ll at least be able to say we covered the whole area when we go back to the office.”

			The two men parted ways, and Micah and his K-9 partner, Chunk, set off down the darkening alley.

			Personally, he thought they were wasting their time. Chunk was the best cadaver dog in the state—hell, the region—and he’d been placid and calm ever since they’d set foot in the alley. A far cry from the behavior Micah would expect if there was a body present. But since Tucker Frane had stumbled into the station earlier, claiming he saw Demi Colton shoot a man in this very alley just a little while ago, the police had to respond.

			Micah, Chunk and Brayden had been dispatched to search the area. So far, all they’d found were a few discarded coffee cups and some cigarette butts. Not exactly the stuff of a crime scene. But they had a job to do, and Micah bagged it all. He was nothing if not thorough…

			“Come on, boy,” he said encouragingly to Chunk. “Let’s see if there’s anything to find.”

			Chunk waddled alongside Micah, the tips of his ears dragging along the ground as he moved. The red and white basset hound was never going to win any beauty contests, but he had one of the best noses Micah had ever seen.

			This wasn’t Micah’s first time working with a furry partner. He’d been paired with a military working dog while serving as an Army Ranger, and the experience had made him appreciate and respect the capabilities of these hardworking animals. Chunk was unlike any dog he’d known, and it had taken some time for Micah to get used to his quirks. But now that they knew each other, he wouldn’t trade Chunk for any other dog in the world.

			They wandered slowly down the alley, Micah automatically adjusting his stride to accommodate Chunk’s shorter legs. Chunk kept his nose pressed to the ground, snuffling as he walked, taking in all the scents and likely filing them away for later. Micah knew the dog’s nose could detect thousands, if not tens of thousands, of smells, and it still amazed him that Chunk could sort through all the olfactory “noise” and zero in on the scent of human blood.

			He was content to walk alongside Chunk, letting the dog move at his own pace. Even though he doubted they would find anything, this was a good exercise for Chunk. Micah began to let his mind wander, wondering who, exactly, Tucker Frane had seen tonight. The man had been almost frantic as he’d told them about the shooting he’d witnessed. He’d kept looking over his shoulder, as if he expected Demi Colton to stride into the station and shoot him in front of a squad of police officers. Finn Colton, the K-9 unit chief, had wanted Tucker to stick around and answer more questions, but the man had refused. He’d lit out of there like his pants were on fire.

			“Let him go,” Finn had said dryly. “I’ll send some men out to talk to him later. In the meantime…”

			Why would the man lie? Micah wondered. His story was easily verifiable. What did Tucker stand to gain by sending the police on a fool’s errand?

			Chunk suddenly pulled against his lead, interrupting Micah’s thoughts. He focused on the dog, who was now staring intently at the door of one of the stores. “Find something?” Micah asked softly.

			Chunk made a low ruff sound in response, and Micah felt his heart pick up speed. He gave the dog his head, and Chunk led him directly to the door, which Micah could now see was ajar. He realized with a little shock that it was the back door to Bea Colton’s bridal salon, and his gut tightened. He hadn’t seen Bea since he’d left for basic training. Once upon a time, he’d thought she was the love of his life. He’d learned the truth the hard way, and the lesson still stung.

			Chunk huffed at the door and Micah carefully pulled it open. It was pitch-black inside the store, and he paused on the threshold. Chunk was trained to detect human blood, but he didn’t have any way of communicating if he was scenting something fresh or old. If there was a body inside, Micah didn’t want to surprise the killer and wind up with a bullet for his trouble.

			“Police,” he called out loudly. “Identify yourself.”

			He could hear the faint wail of a siren in the distance, but there was no sound from within the store. Moving carefully, Micah dropped Chunk’s leash and grabbed his flashlight, keeping his other hand on the butt of his gun.

			Chunk darted into the store, presumably heading for the source of the scent. Micah quickly swept the room with his flashlight, searching for any signs that he wasn’t alone. The beam of light revealed nothing but racks of dresses and boxes stacked neatly on shelves. He took a breath and slowly exhaled, focusing on the feel of the room. He didn’t sense anyone else, didn’t hear any breathing or furtive sounds like someone was trying to hide. The place was empty.

			There was a switch by the door, but it didn’t work. He ran the beam of his light along the wall again until he caught the glint of the fuse box on the far side. He flipped a few breakers back into position, and the room flooded with light.

			Micah blinked against the sudden brightness. “Chunk?” he called. He wasn’t worried about the dog—Chunk would go to the source of the smell he’d detected and no farther.

			Chunk barked once, and Micah oriented to the sound. He rounded a rack of dresses and found his partner sitting next to a body on the floor.

			A very feminine body…

			Micah knelt next to the dog, his breath caught in his throat. No. It couldn’t be.

			“Please, no,” he whispered.

			As the first on the scene, he had to help her. His hands shook a little as he reached out and grabbed the woman’s shoulders. Carefully, slowly, he turned her onto her back and got a good look at her face.

			The bottom dropped out of his stomach. It was Bea Colton.
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