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				With a killer on the loose, it’s the worst time to be on lockdown...

				It’s just another day at the office for Washington Metro Police lieutenant Sam Holland when a body surfaces off the shores of the Anacostia River. But before Sam can sink her teeth into the new case, Secret Service agents seize her from the crime scene. A threat has been made against her family, but nobody will tell her anything—including the whereabouts of her husband, Vice President Nick Cappuano.

				This isn’t the first time the couple’s lives have been at risk, but when a bombshell from Sam’s past returns to haunt her, she can’t help but wonder if there’s a connection. With a ruthless killer out for vengeance, and Nick struggling to maintain his reputation after secrets from his own past are revealed, Sam works to tie the threat to a murder that can’t possibly be a coincidence. And she has to get it done before her husband’s career is irrevocably damaged...

			

		

	
		
			
				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

				And look for the next sizzling Fatal book

				Fatal Chaos
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				CHAPTER ONE

				A JOGGER SPOTTED the body floating in the Anacostia River just south of the John Philip Sousa Bridge.

				“I hate these kinds of calls,” Lieutenant Sam Holland said to her partner, Detective Freddie Cruz, as she battled District traffic on their way to the city’s southeastern quadrant. “No one knows if this is a homicide, but they call us in anyway. We get to stand around and sweat our balls off while the ME does her thing.”

				“I hesitate to point out, Lieutenant, that you don’t actually have balls to sweat off.”

				“You know what I mean!”

				“Yeah, I do,” he said with a sigh. “It’s going to be a long, hot, smelly Friday down at the river waiting to find out if we’re needed.”

				“I gotta have a talk with Dispatch about when we’re to be called and when we are not to be called.”

				“Let me know how that goes.”

				“To make this day even better, after work I have to go to a fitting for my freaking bridesmaid dress. I’m too damned old to be a damned bridesmaid.”

				His snort of laughter only served to further irritate her, which of course made him laugh harder.

				“It’s not funny!”

				“Yeah, it really is.” With dark brown hair, an always-tan complexion and the perfect amount of stubble on his jaw, he really was too cute for words, not that she’d ever tell him that. Everywhere they went together, women took notice of him. For all he cared. He was madly in love with Elin Svendsen and looking forward to their autumn wedding. Wiping laughter tears from his brown eyes, he said, “I won’t make you wear a dress when you’re my best-man woman.”

				“Thank God for that. I need to stop making friends. That was my first mistake.”

				“Poor Jeannie,” he said of their colleague, Detective Jeannie McBride, who was getting married next weekend. “Does she have any idea that she has a hostile bridesmaid in her wedding party?”

				“Of course she does. Her sisters left me completely out of the planning of the shower, no doubt at her request. I’ll be forever grateful for that small favor.” Sam shuddered, recalling an afternoon of horrifyingly stupid “shower games,” paper plates full of ribbons and bows, and dirty jokes about the wedding night for two people who’d been living together for more than a year. The whole thing had given her hives.

				But Jeannie... She’d loved every second of it, and seeing her face lit up with joy had gone a long way toward alleviating Sam’s hives. After everything Jeannie had been through to get to her big day, no one was happier for her—or happier to stand up for her—than Sam. Not that she’d ever tell anyone that either. She had a reputation to maintain, after all.

				She’d been in an unusually cranky mood since her husband, Nick, left for Iran two weeks ago for what should’ve been a five-day trip but had twice been extended. If he didn’t get home soon, she wouldn’t be responsible for her actions. In addition to worrying about his safety in a country known for being less than friendly toward Americans, she’d also discovered how entirely reliant upon him she’d become over the last year and a half. It was ridiculous, really. She was a strong, independent woman who’d taken care of herself for years before he’d come back into her life. So how had he turned her into a simpering, whimpering, cranky mess simply by leaving her for two damned weeks?

				Naturally, the people around her had noticed that she was out of sorts. Their adopted thirteen-year-old son, Scotty, asked every morning before he left for baseball camp when Dad would be home, probably because he was tired of dealing with her by himself. Freddie and the others at work had been giving her a wide berth, and even the reporters who hounded her mercilessly had backed off after she’d bitten their heads off a few too many times.

				During infrequent calls from Nick, he’d been rushed and annoyed and equally out of sorts, which didn’t do much to help her bad mood. Two more days. Two more long, boring, joyless days and then he’d be home and things could get back to normal.

				What did it say about her that she was actually glad to have a floater to deal with to keep her brain occupied during the last two days of Nick’s trip? It means you have it bad for your husband, and you’ve become far too dependent on him if two weeks without him turns you into a cranky cow. Sam despised her voice of reason almost as much as she despised Nick being so far away from her for so long.

				Twenty minutes after receiving the call from Dispatch, Sam and Freddie made it to M Street Southeast, which was lined with emergency vehicles of all sorts—police, fire, EMS, medical examiner.

				“Major overkill for a floater,” Sam said as they got out of the car she’d parked illegally to join the party on the riverbank. “What the hell is EMS doing here?”

				“Probably for the guy who found the body. Word is he was shook up.”

				Dense humidity hit her at the same time as the funk of the rank-smelling river. “God, it’s hotter than the devil’s dick today.”

				“Honestly, Sam. That’s disgusting.”

				“Well, you gotta figure the devil’s dick is pretty hot due to the neighborhood he hangs in, right?”

				He rolled his eyes and held up the yellow crime-scene tape for her. Patrol had taped off the Anacostia Riverwalk Trail to keep the gawkers away.

				The closer they got to the river’s edge, the more Sam began to regret the open-toe sandals she’d worn in deference to the oppressive July heat. The squish of Anacostia River mud between her toes was almost as gross as the smell of the river itself. She had her shoulder-length hair up in a clip that left her neck exposed to the merciless sun.

				Tactical Response teams had boats on the scene, and from her vantage point on the riverbank Sam could see the red ponytail belonging to the Chief Medical Examiner, Dr. Lindsey McNamara. She was too far out for Sam to yell to her for an update.

				“Let’s talk to the guy who called it in,” she said to Freddie.

				They traipsed back the way they’d come, with Sam trying to ignore the disgusting mud between her toes. Officer Beckett worked the tapeline at the northern end of the area they’d cordoned off. He nodded at them. “Afternoon, Lieutenant. Lovely day to spend by the river.”

				“Indeed. I would’ve packed a picnic had I known we were coming. Where’s the guy who called it in?”

				“Over there with EMS.” Beckett pointed to a cluster of people taking advantage of the shade under a huge oak tree. “He was hysterical when he realized the blob was a body.”

				“Did you get a name?”

				Beckett consulted his notebook. “Mike Lonergan. He works at the Navy Yard and runs out here every day at noon.” He tore out the page that had Lonergan’s full name, address and cell phone number written on it and gave it to Sam.

				“Good work, Beckett. Thanks. Keep everyone out of here until we know whether or not this is a crime scene.”

				“Yes, ma’am. Will do.”

				“Why would anyone run out here during the hottest part of the day?” Sam asked Freddie as they made their way to where Lonergan was being seen to by the paramedics.

				“For something called exercise, I’d imagine.”

				“When did you become such a smart-ass? You used to be such a nice Christian boy.”

				“Things began to go south for me when I got assigned to a smart-ass lieutenant who’s been a terrible influence on my sweet, young mind.”

				“Right.” Amused by him as always, Sam drew out the single word for effect. “You were easily led.” She approached the paramedics who were hovering over Lonergan. “We’d like a word with Mr. Lonergan,” she said to the one who seemed to be in charge.

				He used a hand motion to tell his team to allow her and Freddie in. The witness wore a tank top, running shorts and high-tech running shoes. Sam put him at midthirties.

				“Mr. Lonergan, I’m Lieutenant Holland—”

				“I know who you are.” His shoulders were wrapped in one of those foil thingies that runners used to keep from dehydrating or overheating or something like that. What did she know about such things? She got most of her exercise having wild sex with her husband. Except for recently, thus her foul mood.

				Lonergan’s dark blond hair was wet with perspiration. His brown eyes were big and haunted as he looked up at them.

				“Can you tell us what you saw?” Ever since she’d taken down a killer at the inaugural parade, she was recognized everywhere she went. She hated that and yearned for the days when no one recognized her. But that ship had sailed the minute her sexy young husband became the nation’s vice president late last year. Her blown cover was entirely his fault, and she liked to remind him of that every chance she got.

				“I was running on the trail like I do every day, and when I came around that bend there, I saw something in the water.” He took a drink from a bottle of water, and Sam took note of the slight tremble in his hand. “At first I thought it was a garbage bag, but when I looked closer, I saw a hand.” He shuddered. “That’s when I called 911.”

				“How far out was it?” Sam asked.

				“About twenty feet from the bank of the river.”

				“Was there anything else you could tell us about the body?”

				“I think it’s a woman.”

				“Why do you say that?” Freddie asked.

				“There was hair.” Lonergan took another drink of water. “Once I realized what I was looking at, I could see long hair fanned out around the head.” He looked up at them. “Do you think it’s that student who went missing?”

				Sam made sure her expression gave nothing away. “We’d have no way to know that at this point.” The entire Metro PD had been searching for nineteen-year-old Ruby Denton for more than two weeks. She’d come to the District to take summer classes at Capitol University and hadn’t been seen since her first night on campus. The story had garnered national attention thanks in large part to the efforts of her family in Kentucky.

				“I bet it’s her,” Lonergan said.

				“Do me a favor and keep that thought to yourself for now. No sense upsetting the family before we know anything for certain.”

				“That’s true.”

				Sam handed him her card. “If you think of anything else, let me know.”

				“I will.” After a pause, he said, “I was out here yesterday, and she wasn’t there. I would’ve noticed if she’d been there.”

				“That’s good to know. Thanks for your help.”

				“It’s sad, you know? For someone to end up like that.”

				“Yes, it is.” She stepped away from him to confer with the paramedic in charge. “Is he okay?”

				“Yeah, he’s in shock. He’ll be fine. You think it’s Ruby Denton?”

				“I’ll tell you the same thing I just told him—we have no way to know until Dr. McNamara gets the body back to the lab. Until then, we’d be speculating, and that sort of thing only makes a hellish situation worse for a family looking for their daughter. Ask your people to keep their mouths shut.”

				“Yes, ma’am. No one will hear anything from my team.”

				“Thank you.”

				“What’s going on over there?” Freddie asked, drawing Sam’s attention to the tapeline, where Beckett was arguing with a bunch of suits.

				“Let’s go find out.”

				They walked back the way they’d come, along the trail to where Beckett held his own against four men in suits with reflective glasses and attitudes that immediately identified them as federal agents.

				“What’s the problem, gentlemen?” Sam asked.

				“There she is,” one of them said in a low growl that immediately raised Sam’s hackles.

				“Let us in,” another one said. “Right now.”

				“I’m not letting you in until you tell me what you want,” Beckett said. “This is a potential crime scene—”

				“We need to speak to Mrs. Cappuano.” The one who seemed to be in charge of the Fed squad took another step forward. “It’s urgent.”

				Sam’s heart dropped to her belly and for a brief, horrifying second she feared her legs would give out under her. Nick... Why would federal agents have tracked her down at a crime scene in the middle of her workday unless something had happened to him?

				Please no.

				Sam immediately began bargaining with a higher power she didn’t believe in. She’d give up anything, anything in this world except Scotty, if it would keep the man in front of her from saying words that could never be unsaid or unheard.

				Only Freddie’s arm around her shoulders kept her from buckling in the few seconds it took for Sam to recover herself enough to speak. “What do you want with me?”

				“We need you to come with us, ma’am.”

				“That’s not happening until you tell us who you are and what you want,” Freddie said.

				In unison they flashed four federal badges.

				“United States Secret Service,” the one in charge said. “We need you to come with us, ma’am.”

				Sam didn’t recognize any of them. Why would she? Nick’s detail was in Iran, and Scotty’s was with him. “I... I’m working here. I can’t...” Bile burned her throat as her lunch threatened to reappear. With her heart beating so hard she could hear the echo of it strumming in her ears, she somehow managed to choke back the nausea. Later she’d be thankful she hadn’t puked on the agents’ shoes. Right now, however, she couldn’t think about anything other than Nick. “Has something happened to my husband?”

				Freddie tightened his grip on her shoulder, letting her know his thoughts mirrored hers. That didn’t do much to comfort her.

				Looking down at her with a stone-faced glare, the agent said, “We’re under orders to bring you in. We’re not at liberty to discuss the particulars with you at this time.”

				“What the hell does that mean?” Freddie asked. “You can’t just take her. She’s not under Secret Service protection, and she’s working.”

				“I’m afraid we can take her, and we will, by force if necessary.”

				“What the fuck?” Beckett spoke for all of them. At some point he’d moved to the other side of her.

				Like someone flipped a switch, they moved with military precision, busting through the tapeline, grabbing hold of her arms and quickly extracting her before her stunned colleagues could react. Sam fought them, but she was no match for four huge, muscled, well-dressed men who whisked her away with frightening efficiency.

				In the background, she could hear Freddie and Beckett screaming, swearing—at least Beckett was—and giving chase, but they, too, were no match for this group. Before she knew what hit her, she was inside the cool darkness of one in the Secret Service’s endless fleet of black SUVs, the doors locking with a sound that echoed like a shotgun blast.

				“Move,” the agent in charge ordered.

				The car lurched forward just as Freddie and Beckett reached it. Freddie pounded once against the side window with a closed fist before the car pulled out of his reach.

				Sam watched the scene unfold around her with a detached feeling of shock and fear. Something awful must’ve happened. That was the only possible reason for this dramatic scene. She was far too afraid for Nick to work up the fury she’d normally feel at being kidnapped by federal agents. Her hands were shaking, and her entire body was covered in cold chills.

				If Nick had been harmed in some way or if he was... No, no, no, not going there. If he was hurt, what did it matter if Secret Service agents had grabbed her? What would anything matter?

				She bit back the overwhelming fear and forced herself to focus. “Would someone please tell me what’s going on here?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				NO ONE SAID a word.

				Silence had never felt heavier or more oppressive. Why wouldn’t they tell her what was wrong? Out the front windshield she noticed several other black SUVs had joined their caravan. They moved with stealthy speed, emergency lights flashing as they flew through notoriously clogged District streets. Drivers who regularly ignored police sirens got the fuck out of the way for the Secret Service.

				While trying to control her galloping heart and frantic need to know what was happening, she made herself watch the world go by outside the car, trying to figure out where they were taking her. When they hung a left, she realized they weren’t going to her home.

				How did she even know these guys were actually with the Secret Service? What if terrorists pretending to be federal agents had kidnapped her?

				“I want to see your badges. Up close. Right now.”

				The one sitting closest to her handed his over.

				Sam studied it carefully. Thomas J. Jackson, United States Secret Service. The badge seemed legit. She gave the others the same scrutiny, noting the one in charge was named Daniel Cooley. “What do you want with me?”

				“We’ll brief you fully when we arrive at our destination,” Jackson said.

				“Which is where?”

				“We’re not at liberty to share that information.”

				“Tell me one thing.” She swallowed the largest ball of fear that had ever lodged in any throat ever and forced herself to ask the most unimaginable question of her life. “Is my husband dead?”

				Jackson, bless his heart, took mercy on her. “No, ma’am.”

				Sam rested her head back against the seat, closed her eyes and released the breath she’d been holding from the second she realized the Secret Service had come for her. Adrenaline coursed through her system, making her feel amped and drained at the same time. “And my son?”

				“He’s fine.”

				She’d never been more afraid at any time in her life than she’d been in the last ten minutes, and it would be perfectly all right with her if she never felt that way again—ever. Then it dawned on her that Jackson had said Nick wasn’t dead. He hadn’t said he was fine either. Was he hurt? Clinging to life? Taken hostage? Being held for ransom? On a flight that’d been hijacked?

				One after another, the scenarios went through her mind, each more horrifying than the last. What if... Oh God, I can’t even... I just can’t.

				They drove for quite some time before the driver took an abrupt right onto a ramp that descended into what looked like a parking garage. The car stopped in front of a security door that rose to admit them, and the car lurched forward into darkness.

				Sam spun around in her seat to watch the door close behind them. What the actual fuck was happening? And where the fuck was she?

				The door next to her opened, and one of the agents held out a hand, as if to help her from the car. “Right this way, ma’am.”

				She ignored his hand and got out on her own, hoping there’d be some answers at the other end of “right this way.” All four agents surrounded her as they traveled down a long corridor that ended at a closed door.

				Cooley punched in a code on a keypad next to the door, and it slid open to reveal another dark room. Sam blinked several times, her eyes protesting the darkness after the bright sunshine outside.

				“Ma’am?” He gestured for her to go in ahead of them.

				She didn’t want to go in there. Every instinct was telling her not to step forward, to run away, but she knew they’d never let her escape. This was reminding her far too much of the march down the stairs into hell in Marissa Springer’s basement.

				“Wh-what is this place?” Sam hated the hitch in her voice that made her sound nervous.

				“It’s a secure facility,” Cooley said. “You’ll be safe here.”

				“How do I know that?”

				“You have to trust us.”

				“Why should I trust you? I’ve never laid eyes on any of you before you showed up at my crime scene and basically snatched me without any information as to why I was being snatched. You’ll have to pardon me if I’m currently running a little low on trust.”

				“I understand how you must feel, Mrs.—”

				“Do you? Do you really? Is your husband the vice president of the United States? Is he protected by the agency that just snatched me from a crime scene for no reason that I’ve been made aware of? Is he in Iran, a country not exactly known for its hospitality toward Americans? Do you not know if your husband is injured or worse? If you can’t answer yes to any of those questions, then you actually have no fucking idea how I must feel!”

				“I’m sorry. You’re right. I don’t know how you feel, but if you’d please come with us, I assure you that everything will be explained in due time.”

				“Due time,” she said with a bitchy-sounding snort. “Is that agency speak for ‘when we get around to it’?”

				“We’ll brief you as soon as we’re authorized to do so.”

				Sam was about to give in and go into the room when she heard a shout from behind her.

				“Mom!”

				She spun around to see Scotty heading toward her, surrounded by his Secret Service detail. The sight of the familiar agents was welcome proof that the four who’d snatched her were legit. Her son ran into her outstretched arms.

				“What’s going on?” he asked. His dark hair was damp with sweat, and his face was flushed from being outside at camp. He was wearing an orange camp T-shirt, a Feds cap and his baseball cleats.

				“I don’t know,” she answered honestly, “but I’m told we’re going to be briefed soon.”

				“Is it Dad? Has something happened?”

				“I’m not sure. They told me he’s alive, but they haven’t said anything more than that.”

				That he visibly crumpled at the news Nick was alive let her know how afraid he’d been, and for that alone, she’d never forgive the Secret Service for this stunt. It was one thing to scare the hell out of her. It was another thing altogether for them to scare the hell out of her kid. As soon as she found out what the fuck was going on, heads were going to roll.

				“If you would.” Cooley again gestured to the room on the other side of the steel door.

				Sam took Scotty by the hand and led him into the huge space, where there were comfortable-looking sofas, tables with books and magazines neatly arranged, and a counter with snacks and drinks on ice.

				“If there’s anything in particular you need,” Cooley said, “please let one of my people know. We’ll do anything we can to ensure your comfort.”

				“When will this briefing I was promised happen?”

				“Shortly.”

				Sensing that was the best answer she was going to get, Sam led Scotty to one of the sofas. “Let me see your phone,” she said to him when they were seated together.

				While the agents conferred with each other in hushed voices, Scotty handed over his smartphone.

				Sam pressed the big button and waited for it to come to life. “How do I get to the internet on this thing?”

				Scotty took it back and pressed a few buttons. “That’s weird. Nothing is happening.”

				“There’s no service down here,” Jackson said.

				Sam blew out a deep breath full of frustration and anxiety. This was bringing back far too many unpleasant memories of being trapped in Marissa Springer’s basement, at the mercy of Lieutenant Stahl as he tortured her. Sam’s chest felt tight with growing anxiety, and she couldn’t stay seated on the sofa. She got up to pace the length of the room, examining it more thoroughly.

				The walls were made of reinforced concrete and the only way in or out, that she could see, was through the secure door they’d used to enter the space. When she felt herself beginning to hyperventilate, she focused on breathing in a steady rhythm that helped to keep the panic at bay.

				A low hum and a clicking noise preceded the door sliding open again.

				Sam’s mouth fell open in shock when her sister Tracy was escorted in. She wore a black cape over her clothing, and her hair was full of foil packets.

				“Oh my God, Sam! What the hell is this? They took me right out of the chair at the salon!”

				“I wish I knew. I was grabbed from a crime scene.”

				“I was on deck at camp,” Scotty said. “I missed my chance to bat.”

				“So they haven’t told you anything?” Tracy asked.

				“Nothing other than Nick isn’t dead.”

				“You really thought he was?” Scotty asked.

				Sam put her arm around him. “I didn’t know what to think when they showed up at a crime scene. I asked them straight-out if he was dead, and they said he isn’t.”

				“Jesus,” Tracy muttered. “How long are they going to hold us here?”

				“I have no idea. They said I’ll be briefed shortly. That’s all I know.”

				A low hum and then a click had them turning toward the door as it opened to admit Sam’s other sister, Angela, her two young children, Jack and Ella, and Alex, the infant son of Sam’s colleague Sergeant Tommy “Gonzo” Gonzales. Angela babysat Alex.

				Ella and Alex were crying as Angela and one of the harried-looking agents carried them into the room.

				“Where are we?” Angela asked. “What’s happening?”

				“No one knows,” Tracy answered as she scooped up her shell-shocked nephew Jack.

				Jack wrinkled his nose. “You stink, Auntie.”

				“That’s because my hair is now officially overprocessed, buddy, and it’ll probably be purple after all this.”

				“Cool purple hair.”

				“Glad you think so,” Tracy said. “Do you suppose they’re rounding up my family too?”

				Her question was answered by the hum and click of the door opening again to admit her daughter, Brooke, who was dressed in the uniform of the restaurant where she waitressed. Two agents had her by the arms as Brooke fought them every step of the way. When she saw her mother and aunts in the room, she stopped struggling and burst into tears.

				Tracy handed Jack to Sam and went to hug her daughter. “Easy, honey. It’s okay. We’re right here.”

				“I was s-so scared,” Brooke said between sobs. “I didn’t know why they were taking me. I thought it was happening again.”

				Sam wanted to kill someone for putting Brooke through such an ordeal when she was only beginning to truly recover from being drugged and gang-raped at a party last winter. Whoever ordered this operation would live to regret it by the time Sam was finished with them.

				Over the next half hour, the door opened repeatedly as the rest of the family arrived. Sam’s dad, Skip, used his one working index finger to roll his wheelchair into the room with his wife, Celia, by his side. Tracy’s husband, Mike, and their younger children, Abby and Ethan. Nick’s father, Leo, his wife, Stacy, and their six-year-old twin boys. The last to arrive were Nick’s adopted parents, retired Senator Graham O’Connor and his wife, Laine, both of whom were rattled and undone by the ordeal.

				The agents produced toys and games for the kids, who went to check out the offerings while the adults speculated as to what might’ve happened to result in them being plucked out of their lives and brought to this underground bunker.

				“Whatever it is,” Skip said, “it must be huge to warrant something like this.”

				Her father’s comment didn’t help to calm Sam’s out-of-control nerves. The only person missing from this family reunion was the one she most needed to see, to touch, to ensure he was okay. Until she knew for certain that he hadn’t been harmed, she wouldn’t be able to function normally.

				The lack of information was the worst part. They were completely sealed off from the outside world with no earthly idea what had prompted the Secret Service to gather up people who weren’t even under their protection.

				Tracy came over to Sam, who stood by herself, trying to think it through as a detective and coming up empty.

				“Are you okay?” Tracy asked. At some point she’d removed the foils from her hair, which was sticking up at awkward angles that would’ve made Sam laugh under normal circumstances.

				“I’m freaking out and have a million questions. Where’s Nick? Is he okay? Why won’t they tell me anything? Who ordered that everyone be brought here? What is this place?”

				“I know it’s hard not to go to the worst-case scenario, but if something had happened to him, surely it would’ve made the news before the dragnet swooped in, right?”

				“I suppose, but who knows for sure with him in freaking Iran? Well, they know, but they’re not telling me anything!” She intentionally raised her voice so the agents huddled together at the far end of the huge room would hear her. Not that they gave a shit. In a quieter tone, she said, “I’m losing my mind, Trace.”

				Tracy put her arm around Sam and led her to one of the sofas, where they sat together, Sam leaning her head on her older sister’s shoulder the way she had all her life when she needed comfort. Tracy was always there for her, and now was no different.

				With baby Ella in her arms, Angela joined them, sitting on the other side of Sam. “I hope they thought to get diapers, because they didn’t give me time to get anything, and this little girl is going to need a change before too much longer.”

				“What did they say when they came to your house?” Sam asked.

				“Just that they were with the Secret Service, that there was a ‘situation’ and the children and I needed to come with them.”

				“A situation,” Sam said. “That’s more info than I’ve been given.”

				“What about Spencer?” Angela asked about her husband. “He’s in Philadelphia today for work.”

				“I’m sure they’re aware of his whereabouts, but I’ll ask when I get the chance,” Sam said.

				“I’m worried about Gonzo and Christina not being able to reach me when they want to pick up Alex,” Angela said. “Someone needs to tell them what’s going on.”

				“Someone needs to tell us what’s going on.” She stood and marched over to the group of agents. “I want to be briefed. Right now.”

				“Yes, ma’am,” Cooley said, surprising her with his easy capitulation. “Right this way.”

				Sam took a tentative look over her shoulder, caught Tracy’s eye and nodded toward Scotty, asking her sister to keep an eye on her son. He’d been unusually quiet as they waited to find out what was happening.

				Tracy nodded in understanding and slipped an arm around Scotty’s shoulders.

				The last thing Sam saw before she entered an adjoining room with the agents was Scotty smiling at whatever Tracy had said to him.

				Sam’s stomach knotted in fear, and her hands were suddenly sweaty. What would they tell her, and how would it change her life? Please...whatever it is, please let Nick be okay. Sam could handle anything they had to say as long as her beloved husband hadn’t been harmed.

				When they were seated around a large conference table, Cooley began by offering Sam something to drink.

				“Water would be good.”

				Cooley brought her a plastic cup filled with cold water.

				As she took a drink, she realized how dry her mouth and throat were. Fear did that to a person.

				“On behalf of the United States Secret Service, I apologize for the inconvenience to you, your son and your family members,” Cooley said. “At eleven twenty this morning, the Secret Service was provided with information that specified a credible threat against the vice president and his family.”

				“Wh-what kind of threat?”

				“We’re still in the early stages of our investigation. We hope to know more in the next few hours.”

				“Where’s my husband?”

				“He’s on his way home and due to land at Andrews at twenty hundred hours.”

				Sam checked her watch. Six hours. He’d be home in six hours. Thank you, God. “When can I see him?”

				“He’ll be brought here as soon as his plane lands.”

				“What is this place?”

				“It’s one of several secure sites kept by the Secret Service throughout the metropolitan DC area for instances such as this when we receive a credible threat against the president, the vice president or a member of their immediate family.”

				“How long do we have to stay here?”

				“We don’t know that yet.”

				“Are we talking a day, a week, a month?”

				“That I don’t know.”

				She threw up her hands in outrage. “You can’t just hold us here against our will!”

				“I’m afraid we can.”

				“On whose order?”

				“The vice president’s, ma’am.”

				“Nick approved the plan for you to pick us all up?”

				“Yes, ma’am.”

				“So he knows what the threat was?”

				“He does, ma’am.”

				Sam tried to process that information, but her brain was unable to wrap itself around what kind of threat must’ve been levied against their family for Nick to order such dramatic measures be taken to protect them. “My brother-in-law Spencer—”

				“Is en route from Philadelphia as we speak, ma’am.”

				Angela would be glad to hear that. “My sister watches my colleague’s child. The boy was with her when you brought them in. The parents need to be notified as to the whereabouts of their child.”

				“We can take care of that for you if you give us the contact info.”

				“Could he be returned to his parents? He’s not a member of our immediate family.”

				“I’m afraid that’s not possible. Everyone who’s here is required to stay for the time being.”

				“Why? What possible reason could you have for keeping my colleague’s child here? There’s been no threat made against him.”

				“We’re under orders, ma’am. I’m sure you understand the position we’re in.”

				As a law enforcement officer herself, Sam was able to connect the dots with what he wasn’t saying. She blew out a deep breath, imagining Gonzo and Christina getting word that Alex was being held in a secure facility along with the entire Cappuano and Holland families. At least they’d know he was safe and well cared for with them, for as much comfort as that would provide.

				She wrote Gonzo’s name and cell phone number on the pad they provided and pushed it across the table.

				“We’ll take care of that for you, ma’am.”

				“You can stop calling me ‘ma’am.’”

				“My apologies, Mrs. Cappuano.”

				“What can I tell my family?”

				“Exactly what we’ve told you.”

				“We have jobs and obligations and places we need to be.”

				“No one will be leaving until we’ve neutralized the threat or until we are authorized by the vice president.”

				“You can’t hold us here against our will.” Sam gave him her trademark death stare, the one that made seasoned criminals tremble like babies in the interrogation room. Unfortunately, it had no impact whatsoever on Secret Service Agent Daniel Cooley.

				“I’m afraid we can.”

				“What’s being done to neutralize the threat?”

				“Everything possible.”

				That was, Sam realized, as much as he was going to tell her until Nick arrived to fill in the blanks. She got up and headed toward the closed door that sealed her off from just about everyone she loved. “Let me out.”

				The door slid open soundlessly, admitting her to the big room where the others were scattered about on sofas and chairs, waiting. They sat up a little taller when they saw Sam come in.

				Scotty rushed over to her, his distress obvious. “What’d they say, Mom?”

				She put an arm around him, hating the worry she saw in his expression. “Dad is fine. He’s on his way home from Iran and due to land at Andrews around eight. He’ll be brought right here when he arrives.”

				“Did they say why they rounded us up like cattle?” Skip asked, nudging his wheelchair closer to her.

				“All they would say is that they received a credible threat against the vice president and his family. Apparently, Nick authorized them to round us up out of an abundance of caution. Anyone who might be watching us knows what you guys mean to us and what it would do to us if something happened to any of you.”

				“What about Spence?” Angela said, sounding as fearful as Sam had felt before she knew where Nick was.

				“He’s on his way here with a Secret Service detail.”

				“Oh, good,” Angela said on a long exhale. “That’s good.”

				“They’re also notifying Gonzo as to where Alex is.”

				“One thing I’ll add,” Graham O’Connor said, “is that whatever this is, it scared the hell out of them or we wouldn’t be here. I used to sit on the committee that oversees the Secret Service, and they don’t do anything without a damned good reason.”

				Celia ran her hands up and down her arms as if chilled. “What’re we supposed to do in the meantime?”

				“We wait,” Sam said. “That’s all we can do.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THREE

				“RUN THROUGH IT again for me, from the top,” Chief Farnsworth said to Freddie and Beckett, who’d been summoned to his office upon their return to headquarters.

				“Sam and I were working the scene,” Freddie said, “trying to determine whether or not we were dealing with a homicide, when we saw Beckett arguing with four suits that we immediately identified as federal agents. We went over to see what was going on and to help Beckett.”

				“They were demanding I allow them in because they urgently needed to speak to Mrs. Cappuano,” Beckett said.

				“They called her that?” Farnsworth asked, rubbing his chin.

				“Yes, sir,” Freddie said, still trying to process what’d happened.

				“Then what?”

				“The lieutenant and Detective Cruz approached the tapeline to see what was going on, and the agents busted through the tape and took her. They carted her off to a waiting SUV and were pulling away before we could catch up to them.”

				“We tried,” Freddie said, still gutted that she’d been taken when he was standing right there, unable to do a thing to stop it. “But they moved with lightning speed to get her out of there.”

				“One of the SUVs stayed back to make sure we couldn’t follow them,” Beckett added. “He blocked the road to keep us from leaving in cars.”

				“And you’re sure they were actually federal agents?” Farnsworth asked.

				Freddie’s gut clenched with anxiety. “That’s the thing, sir. They said they were Secret Service and flashed their badges, but I couldn’t get a close enough look at them before they were grabbing her and taking off. The whole thing happened so fast.” He’d have nightmares about how easily she’d been plucked out of his grasp and the way he’d frozen with indecision, as if he weren’t a highly trained police officer. “I didn’t know what to do. If I pulled a weapon on them and they were actually federal agents, that’d be a disaster. But I just keep asking myself, what if they weren’t federal agents? What if she’s been kidnapped?”

				“She hasn’t been,” Gonzo said as he joined them in the chief’s office. “I just got a phone call from an Agent Dan Cooley, who is the Secret Service agent in charge of the detail that was sent to retrieve the lieutenant. I did a run on him. He’s legit.”

				“Why did he call you?” Freddie asked.

				“Because they’ve gathered up the entire Holland and Cappuano family and taken them to a safe location. My son was with Angela when they picked her up, so he’s with them, and they wanted me to know.”

				“Where are they?”

				“He couldn’t tell me anything other than they are safe and under protection of the United States government.”

				“What the hell?” Freddie asked. “How long are they going to keep them in this safe place?”

				“He wouldn’t tell me that either.”

				They all looked to the chief for answers he didn’t have. “Do we know the whereabouts of the vice president?”

				“I poked around online,” Gonzo said, “and the most recent mention I could find was a formal dinner he attended yesterday in Iran, which was covered by a White House pool reporter. There’s been no mention of him since.”

				“I suppose no news is good news,” Farnsworth said. “If something had happened to him, we would’ve heard about it by now.”

				“I suppose so,” Freddie said, “but clearly something is going on with him that has the Secret Service in full-on freak-out mode.”

				“Let’s do a little digging to see if we can find anything online and get Archie’s team involved,” Farnsworth said, referring to Lieutenant Archelotta’s IT squad.

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

				“What’re we thinking about the floater in the river? Is it Ruby Denton?”

				“We’re waiting for Dr. McNamara to make a positive ID,” Gonzo said. “We’ll know more in the next few hours.”

				“Let’s get out there and work that case,” Farnsworth said. “CSU is doing a grid search now, but let’s treat it like a homicide until we know it isn’t.”

				“Yes, sir,” Gonzo said for all of them.

				They left the chief’s office and returned to the detectives’ pit, passing other officers who gave them quizzical looks. Apparently the word was out about Lieutenant Holland being snatched from a crime scene by Secret Service agents.

				“I thought she wasn’t under their protection,” Beckett said, keeping his voice down.

				“She isn’t,” Gonzo said, “but from what the agent in charge told me, they received a threat against the vice president and his family, so Nick authorized them to bring everyone in.”

				“Wow,” Beckett said. “What kind of threat would lead to that?”

				“Could be anything,” Freddie said. “No sense speculating at this point. I’m sure it’ll be all over the news before too long.”

				“Nothing has been released yet,” Gonzo said. “I checked.” His phone rang, and he checked the caller ID. “It’s Chris. I’ve got to take this and tell her our kid is under Secret Service protection.”

				“Good luck with that,” Freddie said.

				Gonzo walked away from them to take the call.

				“This is seriously effed up,” Beckett said.

				“Yeah, it is, but she’d want us to focus on working the floater case, so that’s what we’re going to do,” Freddie said. Though he was still rattled and furious about the scene at the river, Sam would want them to do their jobs and not worry about her. She’d say she could take care of herself, but after what happened in that basement with Stahl and Marissa Springer, he hoped that wherever she was, it wasn’t sparking memories of that grim episode.

				Gonzo’s raised voice caught Freddie’s attention. “I don’t know how long, babe,” Gonzo said. “All I know is what the agent in charge told me.” After a pause, he added, “No, they wouldn’t release him. They’re under orders to keep everyone in the safe location for the time being. He’ll be fine, Chris—of course he will. He’s with Angela, Sam and Tracy. They won’t let anything happen to him.” Gonzo sighed deeply. “Of course I don’t like it, but what am I supposed to do about it? I have no idea where the safe location is, and even if I did, I wouldn’t be able to get in there.” He paused. “Yes, honey, of course I will. Try not to worry. He’s with people who love him. Okay. I love you too.” After he ended the call, he sat at his desk, head in his hands.

				“She’s not happy, huh?” Freddie asked.

				“That’s putting it mildly. She’s hysterical.”

				“Do you need to go home?”

				“Nah, I can’t leave with the LT God knows where and a floater to contend with.”

				“I could hold down the fort if you need to go check on her.”

				“I’ll call her back in a little while to make sure she’s okay. In the meantime, since we’re both without partners for the rest of our shift, let’s go see what Lindsey has found out about our body.”

				Freddie took note of the casual way Gonzo said he was without a partner. Since Detective Arnold was killed over the winter, Gonzo had been working on his own or with Freddie and Sam. The department had yet to fill the vacancy in their squad that Arnold’s death had created, which was fine with Freddie. He couldn’t conceive of anyone else sitting in Arnold’s cubicle and didn’t want to think about the day, probably in the not-too-distant future, when they’d have to accept a new person into their group.

				Freddie didn’t like change, especially the kind of change that resulted from one of his closest colleagues being murdered.

				“You okay?” Gonzo asked as they walked together to the morgue at the other end of the headquarters building.

				“Yeah. I was just thinking about Arnold, actually.” He hoped he wasn’t making a mistake by mentioning Gonzo’s late partner. Only in the last month or two had Gonzo seemed more like his old self again, after watching his partner be gunned down right next to him and slipping deep into grief in the aftermath.

				“What about him?”

				“Just about who they might get to fill his spot.”

				“No idea.”

				“I hope it doesn’t happen soon. I don’t want to see someone else in his cube.”

				“Gonna happen eventually.”

				“I hope eventually is in the far-off future.”

				Gonzo had nothing to say to that, but then, he didn’t say much about Arnold these days. Despite his silence on the matter, Freddie knew Gonzo’s late partner was never far from his mind.

				They entered the morgue, where an antiseptic scent greeted them.

				“This is gonna be bad,” Gonzo said. “You ready for that?”

				Freddie’s stomach turned. This was one of the worst parts of a difficult job. “As ready as I ever am.”

				“What’ve you got, Doc?” Gonzo asked as they entered the sterile room where Lindsey and her deputy, Byron Tomlinson, were examining the body—or what was left of it.

				Freddie choked back a wave of nausea when he got his first look at the bloated lump of flesh that had once been a human being. The only thing about the body that still looked human was a knotted, slimy clump of long hair.

				“Female, approximately eighteen to twenty-five,” Lindsey replied.

				“How long was she in the water?”

				“I’m estimating seven to ten days.”

				“Which would fit the time period that Ruby Denton has been missing,” Freddie said.

				“We’ll need dental records to confirm the identity,” Lindsey said. “But one thing I can tell you is whoever she is, she was well cared for at one time in her life.”

				“How can you tell?” As far as Freddie could tell, she was a lump of decomposing flesh.

				“Her teeth are gorgeous. Probably had orthodontics.”

				For some reason, that detail made Freddie unreasonably sad for the parents who’d soon hear their child was in the morgue.

				“Is there anything else you can tell us?” Gonzo asked.

				“I can’t be sure, but there’re possible ligature marks here.” Lindsey pointed to the neck area.

				“So she might’ve been strangled.”

				“It’s a theory.”

				“That and the teeth are more than we had ten minutes ago,” Gonzo said. “Keep us posted on the ID.”

				“Can you see about getting me Ruby’s dental records?”

				Freddie’s stomach turned again at the thought of asking her parents for such a thing.

				“Yeah,” Gonzo said. “We’ll take care of it.”

				“What’s the plan?” Freddie asked on the walk from the morgue back to the pit.

				“Let’s talk to Ruby’s parents.” Gonzo checked his watch. “And then we can call it a day.”

				As they went into the pit, Detectives Jeannie McBride and Will Tyrone were returning from a call.

				“What’ve you got?” Gonzo asked them.

				“A double suicide,” Jeannie said.

				“You’re sure that’s what it was?” Gonzo asked.

				“There was a note.” Jeannie handed it over to Gonzo, and Freddie moved in for a closer look.

				I’m sorry it has come to this. Our financial problems have gotten to the point where we’re going to lose the house. Please take care of our kids. They don’t deserve any of this.

				“Aw, damn,” Freddie said. “How old are the kids?”

				“They’re both in college,” Jeannie said. “The father’s brother is taking care of notifying them. He told us the husband lost his job two years ago, and his benefits were running out. They couldn’t pay the mortgage and the bank was going to take their house. The last time he saw his brother, they talked about him declaring bankruptcy to get out from under the mortgage. He said the brother was worried about how they’d eat and where they’d live.”

				“It’s so sad,” Will added, “that they felt they had no other options.”

				“How’d they do it?” Gonzo asked.

				“Pills,” Jeannie said. “The empty bottles were on the bed between them. His brother told us he’d had back surgery last year, and they used the leftover narcotics to OD. They were found holding hands.”

				“Take care of the paperwork,” Gonzo said, “and call it a day.”

				“Where’s Sam?” Jeannie asked. “We’re supposed to go to our last dress fitting together.”

				Freddie glanced at Gonzo. “Um, well, there’s been a situation.”

				“What kind of situation?”

				Freddie took them through the sequence of events that’d happened earlier, ending with the phone call Gonzo had received about Alex from the Secret Service.

				Jeannie shook her head in disbelief. “Wait... So what you’re saying...”

				“Someone has made a threat against their family, so the Secret Service has them all under protection.”

				“Where?”

				“We don’t know.”

				“What was the threat?”

				“We don’t know that either.”

				“How long—”

				“We don’t know anything more than what we’ve told you, Jeannie,” Gonzo said. “Believe me, I want to know how long they’re going to hold my son, and I can’t get even that much out of them.”

				“It must’ve been bad if they took everyone, even her sisters.”

				“We’re working under that assumption.”

				“I feel like a selfish jerk for worrying about my wedding at a time like this when something much bigger is going on, but what’ll I do if she can’t be there?”

				“I doubt whatever this is will go on for more than a week,” Gonzo said. “If it does, I’ll be losing my mind, so we can lose our minds together.”

				“I’m sorry,” Jeannie said. “I don’t mean to make it about me when your child is being held somewhere, and you have no idea where he is. That’s way worse.”

				“The whole thing sucks,” Gonzo said. “Imagine what it’s like for the Secret Service agents who’re stuck with Sam.”

				That made them all laugh and relieved some of their tension, although Freddie could tell that Jeannie was still freaked out. After having been held by a psycho last year, she’d be hit harder than most by this latest development. Will must’ve been having the same thought because he squeezed Jeannie’s shoulder in support.

				“Try not to worry,” Gonzo said. “At least we know she’s in good hands and being kept safe from whatever’s happening.”

				“There is that,” Jeannie said.

				“I’ll take care of the reports,” Will said. “Go on ahead to your fitting.”

				“Are you sure?” Jeannie asked her partner.

				“Positive. You’ve got better stuff to do.”

				Jeannie glanced apprehensively at Sam’s dark office before she nodded to him. “Thank you. You’ll let me know if you hear any more about Sam and Nick?”

				“We will,” Gonzo said.

				“Okay, then. I’ll see you guys in the morning.”

				After she left, Gonzo said, “I’m going to check on Chris, and then we can go talk to Ruby’s parents. Give me five.”

				“You got it.” Freddie went to his cubicle and tried to wrap his mind around what’d transpired out at the river. He had to put his observations into a narrative that would make sense on a report, when none of it made sense to him. Beckett had emailed his contributions, which Freddie would combine with his own. He could hear Gonzo still on the phone with Christina in the LT’s office, so he called upstairs to Lieutenant Archelotta.

				“Hey, it’s Cruz,” Freddie said when Archie picked up his extension. “Just checking to see if you’ve picked up anything about the threat to the lieutenant’s family.”

				“Not a thing. I’ve got people digging deep and we’re coming up empty.”

				“What the hell? How can there be a threat that’d warrant the family being collected dragnet-style and there be no sign of it anywhere online or in any of the usual places?”

				“I have no idea, but whatever it is, it must’ve been hard-core for the Secret Service to react this way.”

				“Is it weird that you can’t find any mention of a threat?”

				“A little. What’re you thinking?”

				“I keep reliving the fear that the people who took her aren’t really Secret Service agents.”

				“You didn’t see their badges?”

				“I did but I didn’t get close enough to really examine them.”

				“You really think it’s possible they were fake?”

				“Not anymore. They contacted Gonzo to let him know they have his son because he was with Sam’s sister Angela, and we think that means they’re legit. The whole thing happened so fast, and it was so weird the way they showed up at a crime scene and just took her. How did they know where we were? She’s not under any kind of protection.”

				“It is bizarre. Do you think they keep tabs on her even though she’s not officially under their protection?”

				“If they do, that’d be news to me—and to her too, I suspect.”

				“The whole thing is crazy,” Archie said. “I’ll give you that.”

				“Let me know if you pick up any chatter about her or Nick.”

				“I will. For sure.”

				“Thanks, Archie.”

				Gonzo came out of the office, shut the door and locked it. “Let’s get this over with.”

				Dreading the thought of seeing Ruby Denton’s parents to ask them for dental records, Freddie got up and followed Gonzo out of the pit.

				* * *

				AFTER GETTING THE INFO on where to find Ruby’s parents from the Missing Persons squad overseeing their daughter’s case, Gonzo and Freddie headed for the city’s northeast corner. With that entire squad out pursuing leads in Ruby’s case, this dreadful task fell to them.

				“I hate shit like this,” Gonzo muttered while they fought late-afternoon traffic.

				“Me too. How does anyone cope with not knowing where their kid is?” As soon as he said that, Freddie felt bad because Gonzo didn’t currently know where his kid was. At least he knew the little guy was safe, though. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to be insensitive.”

				“No worries. I know where mine is—or at least who he’s with—and I’m losing my mind wondering how long it’ll be before I can get him back.”

				“I just keep thinking about what kind of threat would spur this sort of reaction,” Freddie said.

				“I imagine the worst kind. I can’t think about it, or I’ll go nuts.”

				“At least you know he’s safe with people who love him and being guarded by federal agents.”

				“Try telling that to Christina. She doesn’t want to hear that he’s safe and loved. She wants to hear he’s coming home.”

				Ruby’s parents were staying at a hotel that’d seen better days on Massachusetts Avenue, one of the main arteries into and out of the District.

				“Ugh,” Freddie said when they pulled up to the shitty-looking motel. “Look at this place.”

				“Probably all they can afford. Who knows how long they’ll be here.”

				They took the outdoor stairs to the second floor and knocked on the door to room 218.

				The door flew open, and the exhausted-looking man who opened it immediately identified them as cops. “No,” he whispered. “Please don’t tell me...”

				Freddie and Gonzo produced their badges and introduced themselves.

				“Mr. Denton,” Gonzo said, “we don’t have any new information for you, but we can tell you that a female body was pulled from the Anacostia River today.”

				A sharp cry of distress came from inside the room.

				“May we come in?” Freddie asked.

				Mr. Denton stepped aside to admit them, and Mrs. Denton rushed at them, fisting Freddie’s shirt, her eyes wild and rimmed with red. “Is it my daughter? Just tell me. Please tell me.”

				Freddie covered her hands with his and gently extracted them from his shirt. “We don’t know yet if it’s her.”

				“Take me to her,” Mrs. Denton said. “I need to see her.”

				“I’m afraid it’s not possible to visually identify her,” Gonzo said.

				She let out a wail, and only her husband’s arm around her kept her from falling.

				“What do you need from us?” Mr. Denton asked.

				“Dental records.” Gonzo said it quickly. They’d learned that was the best strategy in situations like this.

				The woman’s legs collapsed under her, and her husband led her to the bed, where she sat and dropped her head into her hands, sobbing uncontrollably.

				Gonzo placed his card on the desk. “If you could have them sent to us at the address written on the back of this card as soon as possible, we’ll let you know if it’s her.”

				Mr. Denton nodded in understanding. “We’ll take care of it.”

				“We’re sorry you’re going through this,” Freddie said. “We’re doing everything we can to get answers for you.” The Missing Persons squad had been working around the clock since Ruby disappeared. Until a floater showed up in the river, they hadn’t had a single break in the case.

				“Thank you.” Mr. Denton showed them to the door. “We appreciate all that’s being done to find her.”

				As they headed for the stairs, Gonzo stopped all of a sudden to lean against the wall. He closed his eyes to take a deep breath.

				“You okay?” Freddie asked.

				Gonzo nodded but he didn’t move from his post against the wall.

				Freddie wasn’t sure what he should do, so he waited. Since Arnold died, Gonzo had been more prone to moments such as this when the job seemed too much for him. The old Gonzo, the pre-Arnold-being-killed Gonzo, would’ve powered through a situation like this, knowing it was part of the job. This Gonzo... Well, he was different—quieter, moodier, anxious and tense. He didn’t smile as easily or joke around the way he used to.

				Freddie missed the old Gonzo, but he understood. He couldn’t fathom what it would be like to lose Sam the way Gonzo had lost Arnold. Just having her taken off the grid by the Secret Service was making him crazy. Losing her forever... The very thought of it made him shudder with revulsion.

				Freddie was relieved to take a call from his fiancée, Elin. He walked toward the stairwell to give Gonzo some space and took the call.

				“Hey, hon, what’s up?”

				“Just wondering if you’ve seen the news,” Elin said.

				Freddie braced himself for whatever had happened now. “Nah, I’ve been working.”

				“The Capital News Network is reporting that the vice president’s family has been threatened, and the Secret Service has taken Nick, Sam, their son and extended family to a safe location.”

				“I knew about that. They took her right from a crime scene earlier. Did they say anything specific about the threat?”

				“No, but the news people are speculating about the kind of threat that could force the Secret Service to take such drastic measures.”

				“What’re they saying?”

				“Terrorism is topping the list.”

				Freddie sagged against the wall and released a deep sigh. “We were working a crime scene, and they just took her. It was crazy. For a while after, I wasn’t even entirely sure they were actually federal agents.”

				“And you don’t know anything about where they’re being held?”

				“Nope. Get this—Angela had Alex, so he’s with them in the secret location. Gonzo and Christina are losing their minds wondering where he is and how long it’ll be before they get him back.”

				“Oh my God. That’s crazy. How’re you doing?”

				“It’s been a very strange day all around.”

				“When will you be home?”

				“I’m going back to HQ for a short time to finish up some paperwork, and then I’ll be home. An hour or two.”

				“I’ll make some dinner.”

				“That sounds good.” He couldn’t wait to get home to her and put this hideous day behind him. “I’ll see you soon.”

				“Love you.”

				“Love you too.” As he ended the call, Gonzo went past him down the stairs. Freddie followed him.

				They drove back to HQ in silence. In the parking lot, Freddie said, “You go home to Christina. I’ll write this up and finish the reports from earlier.”

				Gonzo nodded. “Thanks.”

				“You okay?”

				“Yeah, I’m great.” He said what Freddie wanted to hear, but any fool could see he was the opposite of great. “I’ll see you in the morning. Call me if anything pops overnight.”

				“I will. You do the same.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FOUR

				FREDDIE WENT INSIDE, headed for the pit and found it deserted except for Detective Will Tyrone typing away on his computer. They worked together in silence for a long time, and Freddie was grateful for the quiet end to the chaotic day.

				“You were worried that the people that took her weren’t really Secret Service?” Will’s voice cut through the silence.

				“I didn’t know what to think,” Freddie said. “I wanted to believe that they were legit, but the way they took her was so... It had me wondering. But they called Gonzo to tell him they had Alex. That put my mind at ease that the agents were legit, but now I’m wondering what kind of threat was received that would lead Nick to authorize having his entire family brought in.”

				“I...um... I need to tell you something.”

				What now? Freddie sat back in his chair and looked up at his friend and colleague. “Sure. What’s going on?”

				“I’ve decided to leave.”

				“Leave...”

				“The MPD.”

				Freddie sat up straight. “What’re you talking about?”

				“I... I can’t do it anymore, Freddie. I just can’t do it. I can’t take it. Ever since Jeannie was taken and then the lieutenant and then Gonzo being shot and then Arnold... It’s too much. It’s just too damned much.”

				“Will, come on. We’ve had a rough year. Everyone agrees. But it’s not always like this.”

				“Yes, it is! It’s always like this. Now you’re wondering if Sam was kidnapped earlier, and you’re wise enough after all that’s happened to know that’s not outside the realm of possibility. I can’t live like this, constantly fearing what’s going to happen next to people I care about.”

				Freddie noticed that Will’s hands were shaking and beads of sweat lined his forehead. “Have you told anyone else how you’re feeling?”

				He shook his head. “Normally, I’d tell A.J., but of course that’s not an option anymore.”

				“I know you and Arnold were close—”

				“He was my best friend, Freddie. My best friend.” Will’s voice broke, and Freddie’s heart went out to him.

				“You have to wonder if he’d want you to give up a promising career because of what happened to him.”

				“If he knew he’d be gunned down on a sidewalk because of the badge he carried, he’d tell me to run for my life and get out while I still can.”

				“No, he wouldn’t. He’d tell you not to be a fool and throw away years of hard work over a senseless tragedy.” Before Will could reply, Freddie pressed on. “We all question what the hell we’re doing here sometimes. Do you think I haven’t? How do you think I felt when one of my own colleagues arranged to have my girlfriend roughed up to get me out of the picture so he could grab my partner?”

				Will stood with his hands on his hips, his head down and his jaw tight with tension.

				“One of the worst days of my life, hands down.” Freddie forced himself to continue, even though he hated to even think about that day, let alone talk about it. “Elin’s face... I mean, what they did to her... I wanted to kill someone. But I never once thought about leaving the job, Will. Not once.”

				“Then I guess you’re a better man than I am, because leaving is all I’ve thought about for months now.”

				“I’m not a better man than you. I just don’t want to see you make a big mistake that you’ll regret later.”

				“I won’t regret it.”

				“Have you talked to Sam about this?”

				“I haven’t talked to anyone about it. Until now.”

				“What about Trulo?” Freddie asked of the department shrink.

				“I met with him the way we were required to after Arnold died, but no, I haven’t talked to him about leaving.”

				“Would you? Would you please do that before you do something that can’t be undone?”

				“I...”

				“Please, Will. If you won’t do it for yourself, do it for the rest of us. Do it for me as your friend. Do it because I’m asking you to.”

				“It won’t change anything.”

				“At least you’d know you did everything you could to make an informed, logical decision and not one based on emotions.”

				“Yeah, fine. I’ll do it.”

				“And you’ll let me know how it goes.”

				Will nodded. “I will.”

				Freddie released the breath he’d been holding. “Okay, then.” After Will went back to his cubicle to finish the report on the double suicide, Freddie closed his eyes for a few minutes to process what Will had said. Freddie certainly didn’t blame his colleague for feeling the way he did. In more than eight years on the job, he’d seen his share of people who’d decided police work wasn’t for them after they got a dose of the reality. But Will was a damned good detective, and it’d be a shame to see all that potential lost to grief that would, over time, become more manageable.

				Hell, Freddie missed Arnold and his corny jokes and his endless optimism and almost naive approach to life and the job. He was a good guy, a great colleague and friend. But even after all the insane crap that’d happened in the last year, it had never occurred to Freddie to quit the force. What would he do with himself without this job to come to every day? Who would he be without it?

				And most important of all, where in the hell was Sam when he needed her?

				* * *

				WAITING WAS TORTURE, especially for the most impatient woman on the face of the earth. Sam wanted answers, and she wanted them right now. But even more than that, she wanted Nick. They’d said it would be six hours until he landed at Andrews. That was seven hours ago, and she was now, officially, coming out of her skin waiting to see him and find out what he knew about this alleged threat against their family.

				She had to give the agents credit. They’d gone to extraordinary lengths to ensure the comfort of her family, even going so far as to bring in a hospital bed and other equipment for her father, who was now resting comfortably with Celia by his side in an adjoining room. The kids had been fed, bathed and put to bed in a room with eight twin-size beds. Other bedrooms had been provided for each couple.

				Sam had been shown to her room, which had a king-size bed, a television that received only movie channels—she’d checked that first thing—and an adjoining bathroom. The accommodations weren’t bad except for the lack of windows. This had to be what it felt like to be in a really nice jail.

				Her brother-in-law Spencer had arrived about two hours ago, clearly rattled after having been escorted from a business trip in Philadelphia to where his family was being held in DC. Angela had been so happy to see him she’d burst into tears and rushed into his arms.

				Scotty was in the main room playing video games with his cousin Ethan, so Sam took advantage of the opportunity to steal some alone time.

				Weary and out of things to talk about with people who wanted answers she didn’t have, Sam stretched out on the bed in the room she’d been assigned. She wondered what her MPD colleagues were thinking about how she’d been taken from a crime scene by the Secret Service. Freddie had to be taking it hard. He’d blame himself for not being able to stop the agents from taking her. When she got a chance, Sam would tell him there was nothing he could’ve done to change the outcome. The agents had been operating on the orders of the vice president, and nothing could’ve stopped them.

				She also wondered if they had any new information about the body in the river. Was it Ruby Denton? Would they be able to figure out what’d happened to her and get some closure for her poor parents?

				Sam hated being cut off from her life this way. It was a form of torture to someone used to being in the know at all times.

				Though she wanted to wait up for Nick, she couldn’t keep her eyes open and dozed off, only to be tormented by crazy dreams about being chased through an underground bunker. Water running in the attached bathroom had her sitting up on the bed, shaking off the feelings of doom from the disturbing dream. She bolted out of bed and was heading for the bathroom when the door opened to reveal her husband, stripped down to boxers, his magnificent chest on full display.

				Sam rushed to him, and he met her with arms wide open, lifting her up and into his embrace. She had never, in all her life, been so happy to see anyone as she was to see him, to breathe in the scent of home, to feel his strong arms around her, to know he was safe and sound and back where he belonged.

				Before she could ask any of her burning questions, he was kissing her with weeks’ worth of pent-up desire exploding between them, making the questions secondary to the need to reconnect with him.

				She wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist, losing herself in the kiss. Then she was falling onto the bed with him coming down on top of her, heavy, strong and hard as a rock. Before she took total leave of her senses, she broke the kiss. “We need to talk.”

				“We will.” His lips moved on her neck, feeding the fire inside. “This first.”

				Whatever he needed to tell her would keep for a few more minutes.

				“Missed you so much,” he whispered as he made quick work of getting her naked.

				“I missed you too. I hated every minute without you.”

				“Same, baby.” And then he was surging into her, hot and strong and deep.

				Sam arched her back, gasping from the impact and the pleasure and the nearly painful need he aroused in her. “The door...”

				“Is locked. It’s okay.”

				She relaxed ever so slightly, knowing they wouldn’t be interrupted but still anxious about what he had to tell her.

				“You’re all tense,” he said when he was deep inside her, throbbing and pulsing with life.

				“You’re not?”

				“I have been, but I’m better now that I’m with you and everyone we love is safe. Give me fifteen minutes to have this, to be with you, and then we can deal with everything else.” He wrapped her up in his arms and rocked into her, over and over again until it wasn’t possible to think about anything other than him and the magic they created together. “Love you so much,” he whispered in her ear. “So, so, so much.”

				“Mmm, me too. Don’t ever go away again. I can’t deal with it.”

				“I can’t either. I hate being away from you.” His lips found hers in another hungry, desperate kiss.

				Sam clung to him, drawing strength from his love to face whatever had to be done to keep their family safe. With him here now, she was less anxious and afraid than she’d been earlier.

				“I was so scared something had happened to you.”

				He tightened his arms around her and picked up the pace, letting her know he was alive and well and home where he belonged. “I’m sorry you were scared. I never wanted that.” Reaching to where they were joined, he touched her right where she needed it most, drawing a sharp cry of pleasure from her as she came hard.

				“That’s what I’ve missed so much,” he whispered gruffly into her ear as he gave in to his own pleasure.

				Sam kept her arms tight around him and ran her fingers through his hair as she kissed him until her lips were numb, all the while wishing they were at home in their own bed rather than locked up in this underground bunker. She wanted to stay wrapped up in this moment with him so she wouldn’t have to face whatever had put them in this place to begin with.

				“Tell me,” she whispered when their breathing had returned to normal.

				“It’s bad.”

				“I’d already reached that conclusion all on my own.”

				He withdrew from her, moved onto his back and reached for her hand. “I wish I didn’t have to tell you this.”

				Sam’s stomach began to hurt, and her recently relaxed body was once again filled with tension.

				“Early this morning, my office received a letter. It was typed on plain white paper with no other identifying marks, and it spelled out in very specific detail that the vice president’s family had better be on guard because people were watching and waiting for their chance to teach us a lesson in humility.”

				Sam’s mind raced with questions and scenarios. “Did your staff save the envelope?”

				“They saved everything, and the FBI has it for further analysis. The postmark was smudged, so they couldn’t see where it originated. I was made aware of it twenty minutes after it happened and began making arrangements to come home right away. Due to some things that were going on there, it didn’t happen as quickly as I wanted it to, which made for some significant tension with my detail. I wanted out of there, but they needed time to put things together.”

				“You said they spelled out in very specific detail what would happen. What kind of detail?”

				“That’s the part I don’t want to tell you.”

				“You have to. I need to know what we’re dealing with.”

				“Come closer to me. Let me hold you.”

				She rolled into his arms, her head on his chest where the strong beat of his heart soothed her. “Just tell me. The not knowing is the worst.”

				He held her close, his lips sliding over her hair. “They said they would take someone who matters greatly to us and make them sorry they were ever born before returning them to us in pieces. They included photos of each of the kids that were taken in public places. Scotty at camp, Brooke at work, the others at the playground or pool. They wanted us to know they knew where to find them.”

				Sam gasped and her stomach turned from the horror he described. The thought of such a thing happening to anyone they loved was unfathomable. “Did they say why?”

				“No.”

				“Does the threat meet the MO of a group already on the Secret Service’s radar?”

				“Not completely. Parts of it are familiar to them, but other parts, like the mention of humility, were new. They’re thinking homegrown versus foreign.” Nick ran his fingers through her hair, the gesture so familiar that it was soothing even as she churned with thoughts and fears. “You’re shaking, Samantha.”

				“Did they specify that our immediate family was in danger?”

				“No, they only said someone who matters to us.”

				“There’re a lot of people who matter greatly to us who aren’t in this bunker or whatever you want to call it. Freddie, Elin, Gonzo, Christina, Jeannie, Terry, Lindsey... To name a few. What about them?”

				“We talked about that, and the decision was made to limit it to family members for the time being.”

				Pulling free of his embrace, Sam sat up. “The others need to be notified! If they want to get to me and everyone here is unavailable, they’d know to go after Freddie next. He at least needs to be warned!”

				“He and all the others you named, as well as some others you didn’t mention, are being warned as we speak.”

				“God, Nick, what the hell are we going to do? Stay here until we find whoever sent this letter? What if that takes months?”

				“I don’t know. All I knew for certain when I was told about the letter while half a world away from everyone I love was that I wanted you and Scotty somewhere safe. I wanted the other people we love to be safe. When the Secret Service offered this solution, I jumped at it. I didn’t know what else to do.”

				With the bedside light still on, she could see the toll the situation had taken on him in the exhaustion she saw in his eyes and in the grim set of his jaw. “Did you know this place existed before now?”

				“I’d been briefed about emergency operations, including this place, on the outside chance they were needed. I never expected we’d actually need it, and I’m sorry they let you think for even a second that something had happened to me. I didn’t authorize that part of it.”

				“The last time I was that scared was when you had the flu and wouldn’t wake up. You’ve got to stop doing this to me.”

				“I will. As soon as you stop doing it to me every time you walk out the door.”

				Sam forced a smile for his sake, sensing he needed it.

				“I hate that I’ve done this to us,” he said on a long sigh.

				“What do you mean? You didn’t—”

				“I took this fucking job and plunged us into a nightmare.”

				“You can’t take responsibility for this. You agreed to serve your country. None of the rest is your fault. If anything, it’s probably mine.”

				“How do you figure?”

				“If they’re dinging us for a lack of humility, they’re probably not talking about you.”

				“Stop. You’re nothing if not humble.”

				“I am not. I’m a mouthy gasbag who goes through life doing what I want when I want. The citizens who love you probably hate your wife.”

				“The whole world could hate my wife, and it wouldn’t matter in the least to me. I love her, and I wouldn’t want any other gasbag but her to be my wife.”

				Sam settled herself back in his arms, the only place she really wanted to be anyway. “Good answer, Mr. Vice President. Very politically correct.”

				“It’s the truth.”

				“Trying to understand or rationalize madness is a pointless exercise. It won’t get us anywhere but frustrated.”

				“I suppose, but I still wish I’d never taken this job and made us targets for shit like this.”

				“I want to say something you’re not going to want to hear.”

				“What else is new?”

				Sam tugged on a tuft of his chest hair, making him gasp and then laugh.

				“What’s the thing I’m not going to want to hear?”

				“Let’s not hide out. Let’s go back to our lives with full awareness of the threat and not let them win.”

				“I knew you’d feel that way. In fact, I predicted to Brant that’s what you’d say,” he said of John Brantley Junior, the lead agent on his detail. “You carry a gun and can protect yourself if need be. Scotty and I have Secret Service details. But what about Brooke and Abby and Ethan and Jack and Ella? What about my dad’s little boys? Who will protect them if we don’t keep them safe somewhere until we figure this out?”

				“So we’re all stuck here for God knows how long?”

				“Hopefully, it won’t be for too long.”

				“But you don’t know that.” Sam got out of bed and pulled on a T-shirt that she’d found in a dresser full of clothes in her size. This whole thing was weird on so many levels. “I can’t stay here indefinitely. I have a new case and people depending on me.”

				“I’m depending on you, and I’d like to keep you alive.”

				“I can take care of myself, Nick. Let me out of here so I can help figure out who’s threatening us.”

				“No.”

				She stopped pacing and stared at him, incredulous. “No? That’s it? Just no?”

				“Just no. And before you can turn this into me abusing my so-called power, this is not coming from me. It’s coming from the FBI and the Secret Service. The director of the Secret Service came right out and said this is the only way they can guarantee my family will be safe until we know what we’re dealing with.”

				“You can’t keep me here! I’ll lose my mind! Is that what you want?”

				“I want you alive, Samantha. That’s all I want.”

				“I’m in Jeannie’s wedding next week. What do I do about that? She needs me right now, Nick. She’s fragile. You know she is.”

				“She has her family and Michael and the rest of your squad propping her up. She’ll be fine, and hopefully, this will be over in time for the wedding.”

				“Hopefully? If it takes longer than one more day, I won’t be responsible for my actions.”

				He got up and went to her, taking her by the hand to lead her back to bed.

				She went with him, but not as willingly as she usually did.

				“I know this is awful,” he said in the tone he used when she needed soothing. “It’s awful for me too. You wouldn’t have wanted to see me when I heard about this threat while I was in fucking Iran. I know what it’s like to be out of your mind, because I’ve already been there over this.” As he spoke, he ran his fingers through her hair. “The thing I hate most about this job is that I can’t protect you and Scotty from people who’d harm you because of me. That’s a hard thing for me to live with.”

				“I don’t like when you tell me no.”

				“How often do I do that?”

				“Not very,” she said grudgingly.

				“Only when I absolutely have to.”

				“If I’m going to be kept prisoner here, I want to be in the loop. I want to know the details of the investigation. I need to feel like I’m doing something to get us out of here, or I really will go mad.”

				“I’ll see what I can do.”

				“I want to see the letter and the pictures they sent.”

				“They’re giving me copies of them in the morning so I can bring the others up to speed on why we’re here.”

				“My dad will need doctors and medication and...”

				“It’s all being taken care of. I made sure of it.”

				Sam exhaled and forced herself to try to relax and slow her racing mind.

				“There is an upside to this so-called imprisonment.”

				“What possible upside could there be to being held captive in an underground cement bunker in the middle of summer?”

				“Lots of time for this.” He flattened his hand on her thigh and dragged it up to cup her mound, sliding a finger into her. “And this.”

				She turned toward him, intending to protest, but he captured her mouth in a kiss that stole her breath and made her forget what she’d been planning to say.

				“Missed you so much,” he whispered against her lips as he continued to slide his fingers in and out of her, bending them to reach the place that set her off.

				Sam spread her legs farther apart to give him better access and opened her mouth to his tongue. He was right about one thing. If they were going to be stuck here indefinitely, she was going to enjoy the reunion with her beloved husband.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FIVE

				IN THE MORNING, Sam and Nick gathered their loved ones in the common area to explain why they’d been brought to the underground bunker. While the little ones played in one of the bedrooms under the watch of two agents, Nick filled in the others on what the letter said and what the FBI and Secret Service were doing to find the person who’d sent it.

				They had debated about whether to include Scotty in the briefing but had determined that he and Brooke were old enough to know the truth.

				“You must get threats all the time, Nick,” Spencer said. “What was so different about this one?”

				“Several things. First of all was the timing. It was sent to my office when the whole world knew I was in Iran, helping to negotiate the arms agreement.” He lowered his voice to add, “Second, and more important, were the photos included with the letter.”

				“What photos?” Tracy asked.

				Nick passed them around.

				Sam, who’d seen the images earlier, watched each of the adults as they realized who had been threatened.

				Angela brought her hand to her heart, her eyes darting around frantically.

				Spencer put his arm around her.

				“Dear God,” Nick’s dad, Leo, said before he passed the photo of his sons at day care to his wife, Stacy, who gasped.

				“Whoever sent the threat has been watching our family,” Nick said. “As you can see, they know where to find each of the kids.”

				Scotty stared at the photo of himself at baseball camp while Brooke did the same with the picture of her at work.

				“They were watching us?” Brooke asked in a small voice that tugged at Sam’s heart. After everything her niece had been through last winter, it was infuriating to see her scared again when she’d made so much progress toward putting her life back together.

				“I’m not telling you this to scare you, Brooke,” Nick said. “We thought it was only fair for you to know why you’re here.”

				“How long do you think we’ll have to stay here?” Graham asked.

				“I wish I knew,” Nick said. “The FBI and Secret Service are doing everything they can to get to the bottom of it as quickly as possible.” After a pause, he continued. “Look, everyone, I know this sucks, and I feel so bad having to put you all through it, but I didn’t know what else to do after I saw those pictures when I was on the other side of the world.”

				“You did the right thing, Nick,” Skip said. “The only thing you could do in light of those photos. In your shoes, I would’ve done the same.”

				Sam could see that her father’s words helped to relieve some of Nick’s burden.

				“I never would’ve gone to such extremes if I hadn’t thought it was necessary,” Nick said. “I hope you know that.”

				“We do,” Celia said. “Of course we do, and you know, I was saying to Skip this morning that we need to make the best of this situation. How often do we get to spend this kind of time with the ones we love the most? Everyone is so busy and rushed these days. Let’s try to enjoy being together while they investigate.”

				Sam smiled at her stepmother. Leave it to her to see the positive in an otherwise sucky situation. “I think that’s a great idea, Celia.”

				“So you’re going to relax and enjoy the break from your real life?” Nick asked with a smile.

				“Well, I meant everyone else should.”

				The others laughed at her comment, which broke the tension somewhat. And then she noticed Scotty still staring at the picture of himself at camp. She nudged Nick and nodded toward their son.

				“I’ll keep you all posted to the best of my ability.” Nick stood and went over to where Scotty sat. “Can I see you for a minute, buddy?”

				Scotty looked up at him. “Um, yeah. Sure.”

				Nick led Scotty into their bedroom.

				Sam followed them and closed the door.

				“Are you okay?” Nick asked.

				“It’s just kinda weird, you know? That someone was watching me at baseball camp.”

				“It’s really weird,” Nick said, “and you’re absolutely right to feel violated.”

				“I guess I’m still getting used to all of this,” Scotty said. “People knowing who I am and stuff.”

				Sam could see in Nick’s expression and the tense set of his shoulders how much he disliked being the reason that people now recognized their son.

				“I’m sorry to have put you in that position. It’s a lot to ask of you and Mom and the rest of the family.”

				“I’m not sorry,” Scotty said fiercely.

				“You’re not?” Nick asked.

				“Of course I’m not. You’re the best possible vice president we could have, and I don’t want you to feel bad. It’s not your fault that people are weird.”

				Sam and Nick laughed, and the look her husband sent her made her heart ache with love for both of them.

				“Thank you, buddy.” Nick took the photo of Scotty at camp from him and ripped it up. “Don’t ever forget that the Secret Service is watching over you no matter where you are. They’d never let the weirdos get anywhere near you.”

				“I know. Don’t worry about me. I can handle it.”

				Nick wrapped his arms around his son and hugged him. “I know you can, and that makes your mom and I very proud of you.”

				Sam joined them in a group hug. Because she knew it would set Scotty off, she went up on tiptoes to kiss Nick over the boy’s head.

				“Eww, gross! I’m right here!”

				Sam laughed at his predictable reaction and made kissing noises behind Scotty’s back.

				“I’m out.” Scotty scooted from between them and bolted for the door.

				“He’s something else, that kid of ours,” Nick said.

				“He certainly is. Just like his father.”

				Nick smiled down at her, but she could see the weariness in the hollows under his eyes. Despite Scotty’s assurances, Nick wouldn’t truly rest until the FBI got to the bottom of the threat against their family.

				* * *

				WITH SAM OUT for God knew how long and Captain Malone on a personal day, Gonzo was asked to handle the morning media briefing on the floater and the results of the autopsy. Facing off with the ravenous media was never his favorite thing to do, and it was especially unpleasant with the sun beating down on him relentlessly. It took about four seconds to sweat through his shirt.

				“At thirteen twenty-three yesterday, we received a 911 call about a body in the Anacostia River, just south of the John Philip Sousa Bridge. Tactical Response teams were dispatched to the scene, where a female victim was recovered. The body was brought back to headquarters and an autopsy performed by Chief Medical Examiner Dr. Lindsey McNamara. Dr. McNamara has determined the body is not that of missing college student Ruby Denton. I repeat, the body is not Ruby Denton.”

				“How do you know that?” Darren Tabor from the Washington Star shouted.

				“Ms. Denton’s dental records were provided by her family, and they are not a match for the victim in our morgue.”

				“Then who is she?” Darren asked.

				“We’re working to identify her at this time.”

				“Why was it deemed necessary for the Secret Service to take Lieutenant Holland from the scene at the river?” another reporter asked.

				“I’m not at liberty to discuss that.”

				“Can you confirm it was the Secret Service who took her?”

				“And where’s the vice president?” another asked. “The White House is refusing to confirm his whereabouts.”

				“And you think I’m going to do that when they won’t?” Gonzo asked with a huff of incredulous laughter. “That’s it. We’re done here.”

				While they continued to shout questions about the floater as well as Sam and Nick’s whereabouts, Gonzo turned away from the podium and went inside, thankful for the cool blast of air-conditioning that greeted him along with Chief Farnsworth.

				“I can’t believe they expect me to tell them where the vice president is, as if that’s my job,” Gonzo said.

				“You handled it well,” the chief said. “It’s not up to us to confirm or deny his whereabouts—or hers for that matter.”

				“Has there been any word about where they are?”

				“Not that I’ve heard.”

				“What about Archie’s team? Have they picked up anything?”

				“Nothing.”

				“I don’t like this, sir. What if this entire thing is some sort of nefarious plot, and we’re sitting here with our thumbs up our asses?”

				“That possibility kept me awake last night.”

				Gonzo’s stomach dropped at that news. “So you think it’s fishy too?”

				“I don’t know what to think. I’m planning to reach out to Sam’s White House staff today to find out whether the MPD should launch an official investigation.”

				“Oh, I like that idea, sir. I like that a whole lot. They’ve got my son with them. I want him back. I want them all back.”

				“They may not be able to tell us what’s going on, but we can sure as hell put them on notice that we don’t like the way it’s being handled.”

				“Keep me posted?”

				“I will.” Farnsworth took a measuring look at him that had Gonzo on the verge of squirming. “You seem to be doing better, Sergeant.”

				Grief was, as Gonzo had discovered, unpredictable in its ability to come swooping into a day and remind you of what’d been lost so senselessly. “Maybe. A little.”

				“I admire your tenacity and resiliency.”

				“Thank you, sir.”

				“You have a bright future in this department, Sergeant. I’m glad to see you bouncing back from your loss. I hope you’ll let me know if there’s anything you need.”

				“I will, sir,” Gonzo said, moved by the chief’s kindness and support. “Thank you.”

				“Carry on, then.”

				“Have a good day, sir, and please let me know what you hear from the White House. I know the rest of the squad is wondering about where she is.”

				“Will do.”

				Gonzo left the lobby and headed for the pit, where third-shift Detectives Dominguez and Carlucci had hung around with Freddie after their shift ended, hoping for news about the lieutenant.

				“Anything?” Carlucci asked when she saw Gonzo coming.

				“Not yet. The chief is going to reach out to Sam’s office at the White House to see if they can shed any light. He promised to keep me posted.”

				“I feel like we should be doing something,” Freddie said.

				“What we need to be doing is investigating the body that was found in the river. Carlucci and Dominguez, go home and get some sleep. I’ll text you if we hear anything about the lieutenant.”

				“Yes, sir,” they said as one.

				“I want everyone else going through missing persons records. Start with the District, Virginia and Maryland over the last three months and work your way out to other areas if nothing pops locally. We’re looking for a female Caucasian between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five. Pull every file that meets the criteria, and we’ll go from there.”

				While the others got busy seeing to his orders, Cruz asked if he could have a minute alone.

				“Sure—come into the LT’s office.” As her second-in-command, Gonzo had a key and used it to unlock the door. He flipped on the lights and went to sit behind her cluttered desk. “What’s up?”

				Cruz shut the door and leaned against it, looking tense. “I’m not sure if I’m doing the right thing bringing this to you, but I can’t sit on it.”

				“Then you’re doing the right thing. What’s going on?”

				“It’s Tyrone. He told me last night he’s thinking about leaving the department.”

				Gonzo didn’t have to ask why, because of course he knew. Arnold had been Tyrone’s closest friend in the squad, and he’d taken the loss of his friend just as hard as Gonzo had. “Fuck.”

				“Yeah, what you said. I talked him into meeting with Trulo again before he does something that can’t be undone, but I think he’s resolved.”

				Gonzo blew out a deep breath. “I’ll talk to him.”

				“Without throwing me under the bus?”

				“Yeah. Don’t sweat it. Thanks for letting me know. You did the right thing.”

				“What about you?” Freddie asked.

				“What about me?”

				“You said something a couple of months ago about maybe wanting to leave.”

				“And yet here I am,” Gonzo said, “still doing what I’ve always done.”

				“So you’re not thinking about leaving anymore?”

				“I think about it. Sometimes. But this is what I know. It’s who I am. Who would I be if I wasn’t a cop, you know?”

				“I know exactly what you mean,” Freddie said.

				“I’m trying to take the advice I was given repeatedly after it first happened—not to do anything rash that I might regret.”

				“That’s a good plan.”

				“For now.”

				“Everything is different. It’s like we’ve lost our innocence or something.”

				“That’s exactly what happened. Cops getting killed was something that happened to other squads in other cities. Not to us. Now it’s happened to us, and we’re changed forever by it. That’s one of many things I’m trying to wrap my head around, and I know the rest of you are too.”

				“We are, and hearing Will say he wants out was a shock, to say the least.”

				“I’m not as surprised as I should be. He’s been very withdrawn and quiet the last few months. He gets the job done, but there’s no enthusiasm for it anymore.”

				“Has Jeannie mentioned anything?” Freddie asked.

				“She’s been so distracted by the wedding that I doubt she’s even noticed.”

				“Or she can’t deal with it.”

				“Which is also possible. Try not to worry. I’ll talk to him. I’ll make sure he’s taking full advantage of the department’s resources and that he makes the best possible decision.”

				“Thanks. I’ll leave you to it.”

				Cruz left the office but kept the door open to the pit, where Gonzo could see and hear his team working together on the Jane Doe case. Even Carlucci and Dominguez had stuck around to help, despite his orders to go home to get some sleep. Their tight-knit squad was a well-oiled machine, thanks in large part to Sam’s leadership. Losing one of them had rocked their team to the core, and it would be a long time, if ever, before things returned to “normal.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SIX

				TIME BECAME IRRELEVANT UNDERGROUND. Daytime, nighttime, it was all the same, and the longer Sam stared at gray cement walls, the crazier she felt. She began to crave sleep because it was the only escape she got from the boring monotony. Even Nick, who normally distracted her effortlessly, wasn’t able to get her mind off their predicament.

				After dinner with the cranky group confined for a second day underground, Sam went into her room and crawled into bed, the one place she could go to escape from the whining, the bickering, the boredom.

				Even though these were the people she loved the most in the world, she was damned tired of being stuck with them. They’d had no news from the Secret Service beyond the fact that they and the FBI were working with “all due diligence” to get to the bottom of the threat. Through Nick she’d also heard that her chief had called the White House to determine her whereabouts and had been assured she was safe.

				Scotty was napping down the hall while Nick spent some time with his dad’s family and the O’Connors. With nothing else to do, Sam closed her eyes and dozed off, hoping that when she awakened, something would have changed in this ridiculous situation.

				She dreamed about cases she’d worked, perps she’d arrested and her father’s shooting. Words and people and danger surrounded her as she ran from one place to another, trying to find a safe place to hide. Her ex-husband, Peter, was there, mocking her as she tried to get away, running down one dark corridor after another in a maze without end. Where was Nick? He would find her and keep her safe, but he was far away, somewhere she couldn’t get to.

				Peter’s laughter echoed off the walls, reminding her that he was watching and enjoying her discomfort.

				Nick’s mother, of all people, was with him.

				“You never should’ve turned me away,” Nicoletta said before she shoved Sam back into the darkness and straight into the arms of Leonard Stahl.

				Sam screamed, but there was no one to save her.

				“You always were so cocky and mouthy,” Peter said spitefully. “I always said you needed some humility.”

				With a thick arm around her neck, Stahl dragged her down another dark corridor. “This time I’m going to finish the job.” He pulled her into a room where one of Sam’s enemies, Sergeant Ramsey, stood with blood running down his face from where she’d punched him and the bodies of Mitchell Sanborn and little Quentin Johnson had been left to rot. The smell was horrific.

				Sam screamed for Nick, and then he was there. She could hear his voice and tried to get to him.

				“Samantha, wake up. Babe, wake up.” His lips were soft on her face as she breathed in his familiar scent.

				She opened her eyes and blinked him into focus. Then she sat up and hurled herself into his arms.

				“Baby, what’s wrong? I could hear you screaming from the other room.”

				“I was dreaming.” She shuddered. “They were all there. Everyone who hates me. They were after me. Ramsey and Stahl... He had me by the throat, and Peter said I need some humility.”

				Nick froze. “He said that? In your dream?”

				“He used to say that to me all the time.”

				“Samantha... The threat. That’s what it said. That we needed some humility.”

				She pulled back from him and ran her hands over her face, still trying to shake off the disturbing dream. “I never thought of it. I’ve blocked him out. You don’t think...”

				“I don’t know, but it’s certainly worth passing along to the Secret Service and the FBI.”

				“Only if I’m there when you pass it along. I’m tired of sitting on the sidelines while others investigate a threat against us. Let me do what I do best, Nick. I need to be involved in this.”

				“I’ll talk to Brant. You’re sure you’re okay?”

				“I’ll be a hell of a lot better when we can get the fuck out of here.”

				“Me too, babe.” He kissed her and got up to leave the room.

				Sam watched him go, noting the unusual slump to his shoulders. The ordeal was taking an added toll on him because he felt it was his fault they were in this predicament. She wondered when the last time he truly slept had been. Stress made his issues with insomnia a thousand times worse, and his stress level had to be through the roof.

				As soon as they got out of here, Sam was going to talk to their doctor friend Harry Flynn about getting Nick on something to help him sleep. There had to be something he could take to ensure he got a good night’s sleep without leaving him groggy and out of sorts the next day.

				Nick returned a few minutes later. “The Secret Service is notifying the FBI that we want to talk to the agents in charge of the investigation. They’ll be here shortly.”

				“And they’re going to let me be in there?”

				“I told them you’re the one with information.”

				Sam smiled and held out a hand to him.

				He came over, took her hand and let her tug him into bed with her.

				“Nicely played, my love,” Sam said.

				“It certainly can’t hurt to have you involved in figuring out what the hell this is about.”

				“I completely agree.”

				He snorted with laughter. “I figured you might.”

				Sam caressed his face, taking note of the deep, dark circles under his eyes. “When was the last time you slept?”

				“I don’t remember.”

				“You can’t go on this way. We need to talk to Harry about getting you on something.”

				“He told me to try melatonin.”

				“You didn’t tell me that.”

				“I didn’t want you to worry.”

				“Too late. Did it help?”

				“Not that I could tell.”

				Sam sighed in frustration.

				He pulled her in closer to him. “Don’t worry, babe. I’ve always had insomnia and managed to soldier through.”

				“It’s worse now.”

				“Yeah, maybe.”

				“Definitely.”

				His soft chuckle made her smile. “Always have to have the last word, don’t you?”

				“Of course I do. It’s one of many things you love about me.” She wrapped her arms around him and urged him to rest his head on her chest. “Close your eyes and try to sleep for a while. In this moment, everything is okay. I’ll be right here.”

				“Promise?”

				“Always.”

				Sam ran her fingers through his hair in what she hoped was a soothing caress. She loved that his hair was thick and soft at the same time. She also loved the weight of his body resting against hers. Breathing in the familiar scent that she’d missed so much while he was gone, she was almost able to relax.

				A few minutes later, Brant came to the door Nick had left open. Sam held up a hand to stop him from speaking. Instead, he held up three fingers on one hand and made a zero out of the other hand. Then he pointed to his watch.

				Sam nodded in acknowledgment that they had thirty minutes before the FBI would be there to talk to them.

				Brant walked away.

				She continued to caress Nick’s hair, hoping he’d rest for the half hour they had before they once again had to face reality.

				By the time Brant reappeared at the door forty minutes later, Nick was sound asleep. Sam moved carefully to extricate herself and to settle his head on a pillow, hoping he’d stay asleep. She snuck out of the room and closed the door behind her. “He’s not to be disturbed for any reason.”

				“Yes, ma’am. The FBI is here to speak to you both.”

				“It’ll have to just be me. He needs to sleep.”

				“Right this way.”

				Sam followed Brant through the common area where Tracy, Mike, Spencer, Angela, Leo and Stacy were watching an action movie. Her appearance caught their attention, and she waved to them as she followed Brant down a corridor that led to the area where the agents were holed up.

				The others were getting cagey too. Spencer was on the verge of closing a huge deal and was stressing out about what he was missing at work. Leo, who had a blue-collar job in Baltimore, was equally concerned about missing so much work. The Secret Service had assured them that they’d gotten word to their employers and their jobs would be safe.

				Sam didn’t blame them for being skeptical. Who knew what she’d return to at work or how she’d explain where she’d been to the inquisitive detectives who worked for her?

				Brant gestured for her to go ahead of him into a conference room where FBI Special Agent in Charge Avery Hill was waiting for her. Of course it had to be him. Didn’t the FBI have anyone else they could’ve sent? His odd fixation on her had been a source of problems for her, and he was about the last person she wanted to talk to about Peter.

				“I’d say it was nice to see you, Avery, but that doesn’t seem appropriate under the circumstances. Being held prisoner doesn’t bring out the best in me.”

				Avery made a sound that might’ve been a laugh but sounded more like a grunt. “I can only imagine. We were told you may have a lead for us.”

				“I’m not sure if it’s a lead or a reach.”

				“At this point we’ll take whatever we can get.”

				“Does that mean you’ve got dick to go on?”

				His expression never changed. “That means we’re interested in whatever you’ve got to say.”

				Sam took a seat across the conference table from him. She folded her hands in front of her, forcing herself to conjure up a dream she’d much rather forget. “I had a dream that included all my best friends—Ramsey, Stahl and my ex-husband, Peter Gibson. In the dream, Peter said I needed some humility.”

				Avery sat up a little straighter when he heard that. “And when you were together...”

				“That was one of his favorite things to say to me.” Sam held up her hands to stop him from commenting. “I know what you’re going to say. I should’ve thought of it before now, but after he tried to kill me a couple of times, I put him so far in the past that he no longer exists to me. I was rattled by this entire situation and off my game. Those are my only excuses for missing this before now.”

				“Those are good reasons. I wouldn’t call them excuses.”

				“It’s all right. You don’t have to give me a pass. It should’ve rung a bell for me.”

				“Where would we find him?”

				“The last I knew he was living on Seventh Street.”

				“As in two blocks from your place on Ninth?”

				“Yep, but he’s since moved from there. I have no idea where he is now. I haven’t heard anything from him since last winter when I was notified as his next of kin after he tried to off himself.”

				“And did you go?”

				“Hell no, I didn’t go. I’m not his next of anything anymore.”

				Avery pondered that for a moment. “I would think, if a man has a woman listed as his next of kin and she doesn’t come running after he tries to kill himself, that might make him mad.”

				“Everything I do makes him mad. Why do you think I’m not married to him anymore?”

				“How do you think he feels about you being married to the vice president?”

				“Seeing as how he went to enormous lengths to keep Nick and I apart when we first met and then tried to blow us both up when we got back together, I’d say he probably doesn’t think too much of it.”

				“How did he keep you and Nick apart when you first met?”

				Sam sighed. “Rehashing this ancient history is almost as fun as being stuck in an underground cement bunker with no access to the outside world.”

				“Humor me.”

				“I first met Nick at a party eight years ago. Some guy spilled beer on me, and Nick came to my rescue with a smile and a handkerchief. We left together and had a great time. A really great time.” And the best sex of her life, not that she could tell Avery that in light of his strange fixation on her. “We made plans to see each other in a couple of weeks, when he got back from a work trip to Europe. Except I never heard from him again and assumed he’d blown me off.”

				“He hadn’t?”

				“Not even kinda. My roommate at the time, none other than my now ex-husband, Peter Gibson, had failed to give me the many messages Nick left for me at our house. The only cell phone I had at that time was department-issued, so I hadn’t given him that number. When I never called him back, he thought I was blowing him off and gave up.”

				“When did you find this out?”

				“Six years later, the day Nick found his boss and best friend, Senator John O’Connor, after he’d been murdered. We compared notes, put two plus two together to confirm what I already knew—that my ex-husband was a controlling bastard who’d manipulated the situation to his benefit.”

				“How so?”

				“Whose shoulder do you think I cried on when I never heard from the guy I liked so much?”

				Avery snorted. “I can’t picture you crying on anyone’s shoulder.”

				“Well, I did that summer,” Sam snapped. “I was crushed, and Peter was right there to pick up the pieces. I spent four miserable years married to him. He wanted to control my every thought and move. Needless to say, that was a bit of a problem for me. The final straw was when he claimed I was spending ‘too much time’ taking care of my recently paralyzed father. I left him, moved back into my dad’s house to help out with his care and stayed there until I married Nick.”

				Avery’s hand flew over a yellow pad as he made notes. “Tell me about how he tried to kill you.”

				“Do I really have to? The whole world knows about that.” Thinking about the miserable years she’d spent with Peter was like picking at a scab that wasn’t fully healed. It was painful and humiliating to recall how he’d emotionally abused her for years, not to mention all the ways he’d tried to derail her second chance with Nick.

				“I’m fuzzy on the details.”

				Sam wasn’t sure if she believed that, but she wanted to get this over with, so she humored him. “The first week I was back together with Nick, Peter tried to blow us up by strapping crude bombs to my car and Nick’s. Mine detonated, thankfully while I was outside the car and not in it. I was knocked off my feet and smacked my head on the outside of Nick’s townhouse in Arlington. He was actually more severely injured than I was because the glass door he was standing behind shattered in his face—and he walked over broken glass with bare feet to get to me.”

				Sam shuddered remembering the horror of that day. It’d been a long time since she’d given Peter a thought, and the sick feeling that turned her stomach was an unwelcome reminder of the ordeal he’d put her—and Nick—through.

				“Did you know right away that it was him?”

				“No! It never occurred to me that he’d do something like that. At first we thought it was John O’Connor’s killer trying to throw us off his or her trail. We were entirely focused on that angle until my dad connected the dots and turned our attention toward Peter. As soon as my dad suggested him, I knew he was right. Me getting together with Nick would’ve infuriated Peter because he knew how much I’d liked Nick the first time around. He had to know we would’ve put together that he was the one who’d kept us apart.”

				Thinking about the long, lonely years between when she first met Nick and when they finally had their chance to be together made her sad for what they’d missed out on. They’d more than made up for lost time in the eighteen months they’d been back together, but they’d never get back the six years they’d lost to Peter’s manipulations.

				“Of course, you know the rest, how my squad found bomb-making materials in Peter’s apartment and how he got off on a warrant technicality. Other than him accosting me on the sidewalk outside my house on the night before my wedding, he’s been keeping a pretty low profile.”

				“What’s your hunch about whether or not he’s behind this latest threat?”

				“If you’d asked me that two years ago, I would’ve said he lacked the balls to threaten the sitting vice president. But after he tried to blow us up, I wouldn’t put anything past him.”

				“The good news is his prints are on file after his arrest on the bombing, so if he touched that letter, we’ll have him.”

				Her heart sank. “There won’t be prints.”

				“Why do you say that?” Avery asked.

				“Because he’ll have learned that lesson with the bombs. I called him out on it in interrogation. Like, how could you be so stupid? Didn’t you learn anything from living with a cop for four years? He wouldn’t make that mistake again.”

				“That doesn’t mean we can’t get him in other ways.”

				“He won’t make it easy.”

				“Who are we talking about?”

				Sam whirled around to find Nick standing in the doorway, his face lined from the pillowcase and his hair standing on end. He hardly resembled the handsome, debonair vice president the rest of the world knew. She held out her hand to him. “Do you feel better after getting some rest?”

				He stepped forward to take her hand and sat next to her. “I did until I realized I’d been left out of this conversation.”

				“You didn’t miss anything other than a trip down unpleasant memory lane.”

				“You’re talking about Peter, then.”

				“How’d you guess?”

				“What’s your take?” Nick asked Avery.

				“It’s as good of a lead as we’ve gotten. Often when someone threatens the president or vice president, they like to crow about it. In this case, there hasn’t been anything. No claim of responsibility. No chatter. No nothing.”

				“Which means we’re stuck here indefinitely?”

				“We’re doing everything we can.”

				Right then and there Sam reached her breaking point. “I want out of here. I’m not under Secret Service protection, and I shouldn’t have to be here if I don’t want to be protected. Everyone here should be given that choice. You can’t hold us indefinitely.”

				“That’s not up to you,” Nick said in a tone that told her he didn’t appreciate her doing this in front of Avery, of all people.

				For once, Sam didn’t care what he appreciated. “You can’t hold me here against my will.”

				“Yes, I can.”

				“I’m your wife, not your prisoner.”

				Avery stood and gathered up his pad, phone and other belongings from the table. “I’ve got what I need for now. I’ll be back if I have other questions about Peter Gibson.”

				“You know where I’ll be.” Sam glared at Nick, who glared right back at her. “Be sure to give Shelby our regards and let her know she’ll still get paid even if she’s not able to assist us with anything at the moment.” Shelby, their faithful assistant, was engaged to Avery.

				“I’ll pass that along. She’s so pregnant she’s probably relieved to sit with her feet up and do nothing.” At the doorway, he stopped and turned to look at them. “I know this is hard on you guys. We’re doing everything we can to figure it out as fast as we can.”

				“Try harder,” Sam said, aware that she was being a jerk but unable to work up the fortitude to care.

				“I’ll be in touch.”

				“You’ll have to stop by since you can’t call us down here.”

				“Right,” Avery said before he left them.

				“Do you really have to pitch a fit in front of him of all people?” Nick asked when they were alone.

				“Pitch a fit? Is that what you call expressing my disbelief that an American citizen can be held by her government without her permission for days with no end in sight?”

				“You’re being a little dramatic, babe.”

				Sam’s brows shot up to meet her hairline. “I’m being dramatic? Don’t you think ordering a dragnet over a letter was a little dramatic?”

				His expression hardened. “Not even kinda. You tell me what you would’ve done in my place if you’d been out of the country and found out everyone you love had been threatened with kidnapping and dismemberment.” As he spoke, his voice got louder and his eyes got darker, the way they did when he was turned on. Except now he was furious rather than turned on. “You would’ve done exactly what I did with the resources I have available to me.”

				“As vice president—a job you claim to hate until it comes in handy.”

				“You’re really going to throw that back in my face?”

				“Yeah, I guess I am. I get why you did it, and I agree that I would’ve done the same thing in your place when I was out of the country. But you’re back now and we’re all safe. How long can you reasonably expect to keep us here, Nick? What if it takes a month to find the person who sent that letter?”

				Sighing, he looked defeated when he said, “I don’t know. How do I let everyone out of here and go about my life with full protection while hoping whoever made the threat doesn’t make good on it with someone who isn’t protected?”

				“Are you guys fighting?” Scotty asked in a small voice from the doorway.

				Nick said “no” as Sam said “yes.”

				After a second, the three of them laughed.

				“I love how you fight about whether or not you’re fighting,” Scotty said, seeming relieved that they were at least laughing.

				“This is a stressful situation for all of us, buddy,” Nick said. “No one wants to be stuck in this dungeon, least of all your mother.”

				Scotty snorted with laughter. “She’s like a toddler in situations like this.”

				“Um, excuse me, the toddler is in the room.”

				His smile lit up his face and made his eyes dance with mischief.

				Sam loved him so damned much. He always made everything better, even shitty situations like this one. “You know what I need right now?”

				“Am I allowed to hear this?” Scotty asked.

				“Ewww, knock it off, brat!”

				“Well, I do have to witness an awful lot of kissing in my house. I’ve learned to be wary.”

				“How does he know words like wary?” Sam asked Nick.

				“It was your idea to send him to school,” he replied, making Scotty laugh again.

				Sam rolled her eyes. “What I was going to say is I want to play one of those video games where I get to shoot people. I really need to shoot someone.”

				“I can set you up,” Scotty said. “Step into my office.”

				“He’s too smart for our own good,” Sam said to Nick as they followed their son into the common area where the Secret Service had placed Scotty’s game station. They knew what it would take to entertain him in the underground bunker.

				“He’s perfect,” Nick said, his lips close to her ear.

				She shivered from his touch. “He sure is.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SEVEN

				MUCH LATER, AFTER having had the satisfaction of shooting thousands of bad guys, Sam lay awake next to Nick, thinking it through from all possible angles. At times like this, it was nearly impossible to turn off her detective’s brain. Her dad always advised starting from the beginning when a case stalled out, so that’s what she did.

				After months of having the agents close by at all times, one thing was clear to her—they didn’t overreact unless they had a damned good reason to. In the course of a week, they must get all kinds of threats against the first and second families. What had been so different about this one to warrant a reaction like this?

				“What aren’t you telling me?” she asked, knowing Nick was still awake. His breathing was deeper when he was asleep.

				“What do you mean?”

				“It doesn’t add up. Your office receives a letter with a threat, and the Secret Service goes dragnet on us. How many threats do they receive directed at us and the Nelsons in a given week?”

				“A lot. Brant told me they’ve had more threats toward me in six months than they had toward Gooding in three years.”

				The thought of lunatics threatening her husband made her queasy. “Why such an uptick?”

				“They think it was because I was appointed rather than elected.”

				“What was different about this one?”

				“I told you what it said.”

				“You told me part of it. Now would be a great time to tell me what we’re really doing stuck in this cement prison.”

				After a long silence, she heard his deep sigh. Then his hand found hers, and he linked their fingers. “The smudged postmark.”

				“What about it?”

				“The FBI has seen that particular mark once before in a threat that was traced to a faction of the Islamic State that’s known for brutality against women and children. They think there’s something in the timing of the letter being sent while I was in Iran, and they’ve got counterterrorism people looking into that angle.”

				Sam’s mouth went dry, and her heart began to beat wildly. “Why didn’t you tell me this before now?”

				“I didn’t see the point in scaring you further when everyone is with us and perfectly safe.”

				Sam pulled her hand free of his. “You didn’t see the point. Remember how pissed you’d get when I kept things from you? You tell me we’re better than that, but I guess that only applies to my work, not yours.” She sat up and reached for the T-shirt she’d left at the foot of the bed.

				“Where’re you going?”

				“I want to talk to Brant about getting me out of here. I can’t help figure this out if I’m stuck down here.”

				“You’re not leaving, Samantha.”

				“You don’t get to decide that for me. I don’t have Secret Service protection. That was our deal when you took this job, and I expect you to honor our agreement. I don’t technically have to be here.” She pulled on shorts and jammed her feet into flip-flops.

				“Please don’t do this.”

				“What am I doing?”

				“You’re putting me in an impossible position. I already feel impotent enough that I can’t do a fucking thing to protect my family, because I’m not allowed to breathe without the Secret Service’s permission.”

				“That’s your situation. Not mine.”

				“Sam, you’re my wife.”

				“Do you honestly think I need you to tell me that? I know who I’m married to, and if someone threatens you and our loved ones, they threaten me too. All I’m asking for is a chance to do something about it rather than being trapped here with my thumb up my ass, hoping someone else will figure out who the fuck sent that letter. Let me go do what I do best.”

				“No.”

				“Again with the one-word answer.”

				“The Secret Service won’t let you out of here unless I specifically authorize you to leave, so don’t try anything.”

				She headed for the door to their room. “I hope you’re enjoying your little power trip.”

				“Sam, come on...”

				“Don’t tell me to come on. In fact, don’t say anything to me until you’re ready to tell me I can leave this hellhole.” She slammed the door shut behind her as she left the room and stormed through the dark corridor to the common area, where she ran into her stepmother, Celia, heading for the kitchen area.

				“What’re you doing up?” Sam asked.

				“Your dad is restless. I thought some tea might help.”

				Sam was immediately on alert for trouble where her dad was concerned. “Is he okay?”

				“I think so, but go ahead in and see for yourself. He’s awake.”

				Sam returned to the dark hallway and knocked on the closed door to her dad’s room.

				He called for her to come in.

				Sam went in and closed the door behind her.

				“What’re you doing up, baby girl?”

				“Same as you. Can’t sleep. I’m going crazy in this place.”

				“I wondered when you’d snap.”

				“Are people placing bets?” Sam asked as she fell into a chair next to his hospital bed. She had to give the Secret Service props for seeing to everything they’d need in the hellhole.

				“Graham suggested a pool, but I knew better than to take that bait.”

				“You’re very funny tonight, Skippy.”

				“Are you going to tell me what’s got you all wound up and fully dressed in the middle of the night?”

				“I was gonna make a break for it.”

				“Is that so? What stopped you?”

				“My freaking husband, who apparently has all the power over this situation.”

				“You can’t blame him for wanting to keep us safe.”

				“I don’t blame him! But how long can they reasonably expect us to stay in this dungeon while they chase their own dicks trying to figure out who’s threatening us?”

				Skip chuckled. “You do have a way with words, Sam.”

				“You know I’m right. I bet I could get to the bottom of it in twenty-four hours. I’ve got too much crap going on to be stuck here. I’ve got a floater in the river and a freaking wedding to be in next weekend. Or is it this weekend? What the hell day is it, anyway?”

				“Take a deep breath, Sam, and think it through from Nick’s perspective. He feels responsible for putting our family in the spotlight and making us vulnerable to threats. It has to be weighing heavily on him.”

				“It is,” Sam said with a sigh, “but if he’d only let me out to do my own investigation, we might be able to get everyone out of here that much sooner.”

				“How does he have a moment’s peace if you’re out there hunting down a possible terrorist while he’s sealed off in an underground bunker? How would any of us have a moment’s peace?”

				“I’m going to lose my mind in here. Which would be worse? Me in danger or me in a mental institution?”

				“It’s hard on all of us to be trapped this way. The kids are getting stir-crazy, and Angela is moaning about vitamin D deficiency.”

				“There’s a possible tie to an Islamic faction known for brutality against women and children,” Sam said.

				“Oh, damn...”

				“Nick just told me that part.”

				“So that’s what’s got you wound tighter than a two-dollar watch.”

				“He’s Mr. Double Standard. God help us all if I keep something from him, but he thinks it’s perfectly fine to keep something like that from me.”

				“He didn’t want you to worry any more than you already were.”

				“Whose side are you on, anyway?”

				“I’m always on your side, but I see Nick’s perspective in this one. He has to be regretting taking the job that caused such huge changes in both your lives. I have to admit that I don’t love your newfound notoriety. It makes an already-dangerous job a thousand times more so. Nick certainly knows that too, and it only adds to his already-considerable anxiety where your safety is concerned.”

				“I know all that, and I hate that he suffers the way he does over my safety. I got a good idea of what he goes through the other day when I didn’t know why they were bringing me in or where he was or if he was safe. I get it. I really do.”

				“What did Avery want earlier?”

				“Believe it or not, he wanted to talk about Peter.”

				Skip’s brows shot up to his hairline. “As in Peter Gibson?”

				“The one and only.”

				“What brought that on?”

				“I had this crazy dream where everyone who hates me was after me, and he was there telling me I needed a dose of humility. When I woke up, I remembered that he used to say that to me, and I told Nick. He reported it to Brant, and thus Avery’s visit in which I got to revisit that entire unsavory chapter in my life with him of all people.”

				“A tangled web you weave.”

				“I can’t believe I didn’t think of it sooner, but I’ve stuffed him so deep into the past that I never give him a thought anymore.”

				“You honestly think he’d have the stones to threaten the vice president of the United States?”

				“Who knows? I never thought he’d try to blow me up.”

				“He’s been quiet lately. I’d hoped we’d heard the last of him.”

				“Avery said something that’s got me worried it might be him.”

				“What’s that?”

				“Peter might have a new ax to grind after I didn’t show up when they came to tell me, as his next of kin, that he’d tried to off himself. After all this time, he still had me listed as his next of kin, if you can believe that.”

				“I can believe anything where he’s concerned. It must go up his ass sideways that you’re married to the vice president.”

				“Why can’t he meet a nice, unhinged girl like him and turn his attentions toward her?”

				“I’d imagine it’s because you’re hard to get over. Just ask your husband about that.”

				“What’re we asking Sam’s husband?” Celia asked when she returned with Skip’s tea.

				“About how hard my daughter is to get over.”

				Sam shook her head. “You crack yourself up, don’t you, Skippy?”

				“Well, it’s true.”

				“I think it’s so sweet that neither of you ever forgot the first night you spent together,” Celia said.

				“I’ll never forget the douche bag who kept me from Nick for all those years, and I swear to God, if he’s behind this threat, I’m going to single-handedly nail his ass to the wall this time.” Sam stood to give Celia the chair next to the bed so she could help Skip with the tea. Filled with nervous energy, Sam began to pace the small room. “I have an idea...”

				“Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like this?” Skip asked.

				“I need you to like it because it involves you.”

				“How so?”

				“What if you were to spike a fever that required immediate medical attention?”

				“I can’t just flip a switch and make that happen.”

				“They wouldn’t check. They’d take Celia’s word for it, and Nick would never stop me from accompanying you to the hospital. Once we get you there safely, I’ll slip away and figure out who the hell is threatening my family.”

				Skip and Celia stared at her.

				“What do you think?”

				“No way,” Skip said.

				“Come on, Dad! It would totally work to get us out of here, and you know I’d get to the bottom of this faster than the FBI ever will.”

				“You honestly think I’m going to help you put yourself in danger?”

				“I’m not going to be in any danger. They don’t want me. They threatened the kids.”

				“If it is Peter, he most definitely wants you, and he’s using the kids to get to you because he knows they’re your Achilles’ heel.”

				“He’s too stupid to get to me.”

				“He almost blew you up!”

				“Now I know what he’s capable of, and my squad can hunt him down and figure out whether he’s behind this. I won’t be doing it by myself, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

				“I’m worried about you getting yourself killed by going rogue against someone the Secret Service felt was a big enough threat to put us all in lockdown.”

				“This was a massive overreaction if you ask me.”

				“You’ll notice that no one asked you,” Nick said from the doorway.

				“Oh, here he is, the one with all the power. What do you need, oh powerful one?”

				“What’re you up to, Samantha?”

				“Not a damned thing, thanks to the fact that I’m being held prisoner against my will.”

				“Come with me,” he said in a stern tone he rarely used with her.

				“What if I don’t want to?”

				“I’m asking you to come with me.”

				Sam glanced at her dad, who raised his brows in Nick’s direction, letting her know exactly whose side he was really on. She scowled at him but went to kiss him good-night anyway. “Get that fever in the morning,” she whispered in his ear. “Do it for me.” As she walked toward the door where her husband waited with a hard-to-read expression on his handsome face, she said, “Night, Celia.”

				“Night, Sam. Try to get some sleep.”

				Nick stepped back to let Sam go by and then followed her to their room.

				“Everything all right, Mr. Vice President?” Brant asked from his post at the end of the long dark hallway.

				“Yes,” Nick replied. “Thanks, Brant.”

				Sam knew he hated this as much as she did, but that didn’t give him the right to make unilateral decisions for her. That would never be okay.

				The door closed behind him, and for a long moment he leaned against it watching her as she kicked off the shorts and flip-flops she’d recently donned and got back in bed with no hope of sleeping.

				She felt his eyes on her the whole time, even though she kept her back to him. The bed dipped behind her when he got in, but he stayed on his side, rather than curling up to her the way he normally did. Distance between them always made her ache, even when it was for a good reason—or what she thought was a good reason.

				“Do you remember me telling you about when I was a kid and my mother would call to ask my grandmother if she could see me?”

				Surprised by the question, she said, “Yes.” How could she ever forget his stories of sitting in the window for entire Saturdays waiting for someone who didn’t show up more often than she did? “I remember.”

				“Every time she didn’t come, I was sure it was because something had happened to her. I pictured her being hit by a car and stuck in the hospital when she’d much rather be with me. Until I was about eleven or twelve, that was always my first thought. Something must’ve happened, because why else wouldn’t she be there when she said she would be?”

				Sam’s heart ached for the little boy who’d been disappointed time and again by the selfish woman who’d given birth to him. Sam turned over and slid across the bed, making herself at home in his arms.

				He held her close to him, his lips sliding over her hair and his familiar scent reminding her that as long as he was here beside her, everything would work out. Somehow.

				“I wised up eventually and stopped arguing with my grandmother when she’d tell me my mother was nothing but a selfish bitch and I was better off without her.”

				Sam wasn’t sure why he was telling her this now, so she waited for him to continue.

				“I think that’s why I worry so much about you, because I know that only something like the worst things I imagined then would keep you from coming home to me. So I do everything I can to keep the bad things from happening. Sometimes they happen anyway, but how do I let you go out there knowing there’s someone gunning for our family, especially when there’s nothing I can do to keep you safe?”

				“Nick—”

				“And if Peter is behind the threat, we already know he’d rather see you dead than happy with me.”

				She closed her eyes against a sudden rush of emotion that made her throat feel tight and her chest ache. “Okay.”

				“What are you okaying, babe?”

				“I’ll stay in this hellhole for as long as necessary to ensure the threat has been neutralized. I’ll stop railing against the injustice of it all, and I’ll stop blaming you for holding me hostage.”

				“You have to know there’s no way I’d put you or the others through this if I didn’t feel it was absolutely necessary.”

				“I do know that. But what if the FBI can’t figure out who sent that letter? How long can we be expected to stay here? At some point, we have to resume our lives, even if they never find the perp.”

				“We’re taking it day by day for now. If it goes on much longer, we’ll have to make some decision. But for now, I’m giving the FBI the time to investigate without having to worry about whether our family is safe.”

				“I’d like to be able to call into work. Surely that can be arranged.”

				“I’ll see what I can do in the morning for you and the others who have work issues.”

				“Thank you. Will you do one other thing for me?”

				“Anything for you.” He brought her hand to his lips and kissed the back of it.

				“The next time something crazy happens, will you please find a way for them to tell me you’re okay? The way I do for you if something happens at my work?”

				“I promise that’ll never happen again if I have anything to say about it.”

				Sam relaxed into his embrace, as much as she was able to relax under the circumstances.

				“Do you still love me after the insanity I added to our already-insane life by taking this stupid job?”

				“I still love you. I don’t know how not to love you.”

				“Do me a favor, and don’t ever figure that out.”

				Sam smiled and kissed his chest. “You got it.”

				“You know what I’m thinking right now?”

				“I can only imagine.”

				He smoothly turned so he was on top of her. “We’re stuck together in this place for God knows how long. No trips, no fund-raising, no murderers to be caught, no meetings to take, nowhere to be except together. Sort of reminds me of Bora Bora.”

				“Without the beaches, fresh air, room service, umbrella drinks, gorgeous blue water, sand, sunlight—”

				Smiling, he kissed the rest of her rant right off her lips. “How about I remind you of a few things that are exactly like they were there?”

				Sam arched her hips into his erection. “I’d be up for a refresher.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER EIGHT

				ON THE WAY to HQ in the morning, Freddie grabbed a coffee and a copy of the Washington Star that had banner headlines proclaiming Second Family Taken Off the Grid Due to Threat.

				Darren Tabor had written the story that was long on speculation and short on facts, stating that neither the vice president nor Lieutenant Holland had been seen in more than two days. The White House was refusing to confirm that Vice President Cappuano had returned from his trip to Iran, and conspiracy theorists were having a field day imagining what kind of threat could’ve led to such dramatic measures.

				Freddie would’ve liked to know that himself. As he reached for his cell phone, Freddie had many questions for Special Agent in Charge Avery Hill. He pressed Send on the call and eased his battered Mustang into traffic. The car backfired, making a lady on the sidewalk jump. One of these days he needed to see about getting that fixed.

				“Hill.”

				“It’s Cruz. What do you know about this threat to Sam’s family?”

				“Nowhere near as much as I’d like to. We’re working a lead now that I could use some help with. I was going to stop by HQ this morning.”

				“What kind of lead?”

				“Her ex-husband, Peter Gibson. What do you know about where he’s hanging out these days?”

				“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

				“Wish I was. You guys have eyes on him?”

				“Nothing formal, but we keep tabs.”

				“Where might I find him?”

				“How about you take me along with you in exchange for that info?”

				“That could be arranged. Meet you at HQ in thirty?”

				“I’ll see you there.” Freddie ended the call and scooted the car between two trucks, earning a loud horn blast from the one now behind him. Sam had taught him to drive offensively rather than defensively in the District, and he’d learned the lesson well.

				He was stunned Avery had mentioned Gibson as a possibility in the threat investigation. That Gibson would have the audacity to come at her again, after barely getting off on a technicality on the bombing... You’d think he’d be scared straight after that near miss, but in Freddie’s experience with Peter Gibson, the guy didn’t learn from his mistakes.

				He arrived at HQ after fifteen minutes of battling traffic and walked into the middle of something in the pit.

				“I’m sorry,” Will said to Jeannie, who was crying. “I know I promised you I’d wait until after the wedding, and I told Cruz I’d talk to Trulo before I did anything, but I can’t do even one more shift.” He handed his gun and badge to Gonzo, who looked on with a resigned expression on his face. “I’m really sorry, Sarge. I know it was worse for you—”

				“It’s not a competition,” Gonzo snapped, his jaw twitching with tension.

				“Of course it isn’t. I didn’t mean to imply otherwise.” Will struggled to maintain his composure. “It’s nothing to do with any of you. I hope you guys know that. I’ve never worked with or known a finer group of people, and I’ll miss you all. I really will.”

				McBride, Carlucci and Dominguez looked to Gonzo, probably hoping the same thing Freddie did—that he’d think of something to say to stop Will from throwing away his career. But Gonzo didn’t say anything to stop Will from leaving. Rather, he turned and went into the office, taking the badge and gun with him.

				“I’m... I’m really sorry, everyone.” Will squeezed Jeannie’s shoulder and walked out of the pit.

				Freddie went into the office to confront Gonzo. “You’re not going to do anything?”

				“What do you expect me to do? You heard him.”

				“You can at least try to stop him from making a huge mistake!”

				“How do I do that when I get where he’s coming from? How do I stop him when I’d like to do the same thing? How do I convince him to give the job one more day when he’s decided it’s not worth risking his life on a daily basis for people who don’t give a flying fuck about him?”

				Freddie stared at him, stunned by Gonzo’s outburst.

				Lowering his voice, Gonzo said, “The only difference between me and him is I have a family to support and don’t have the luxury of quitting my job.”

				“Gonzo—”

				He held up a hand to stop Freddie. “It is what it is, and we’ve got work to do. Dominguez and Carlucci found a couple of possibilities for our floater.” Gonzo handed over a printed report that Freddie perused with interest. The third-shift detectives had identified three young women who’d been reported missing in the greater metropolitan area who fit the general profile of the woman in the river.

				“So I suppose we have to go to these people and tell them we may have found their daughter,” Freddie said, “but we don’t know for sure, and then ask for dental records.”

				“Exactly.”

				“Before we take care of that fun task, Hill is on his way over to get some help in tracking down Peter Gibson.”

				“What the hell for?”

				“Apparently, Sam made a connection between him and the threat that sent them into hiding.”

				“You gotta be freaking kidding me.”

				“Avery asked if we’ve got eyes on him, and I told him we do. Hope that was okay.”

				“Yeah, it’s fine, but I hope Sam doesn’t find out.”

				“You think she’d be surprised that we decided to keep an eye on him?”

				“Probably not, but that doesn’t mean she’d be happy about it.”

				Avery came to the doorway of the office. “You ready to roll?”

				“You’re getting both of us.” Gonzo picked up Sam’s handheld radio off the desk and then went to talk to Jeannie, who was staring off into space. “Take some personal hours and get your head together.”

				“I’m fine.”

				“Wasn’t a request,” Gonzo said, squeezing her shoulder. “We’ll see you in the morning.”

				“Is she okay?” Hill asked.

				“She’s having a rough day,” Gonzo answered without offering details.

				Hill led the way to the lobby. “Where’re we heading?”

				Before they went outside, Gonzo stopped walking and turned to face Hill. “I’ll give you that info, but I want something from you in exchange.”

				“What?”

				“My son. There’s no reason for him to be held with Sam’s family. He’s not related to them. I want him brought out of wherever they are and returned to me. Today.”

				Avery met Gonzo’s intense stare and didn’t say anything for so long that Freddie was certain he was going to say no. “I’ll see what I can do.” When Gonzo began to protest, Hill held up his hand to stop him. “It’s not my call, Gonzo. I said I’ll do what I can, and I will. You have my word on that.”

				Gonzo stared him down for another long moment before he nodded in acknowledgment of Hill’s offer.

				“Where’re we going?” Hill asked again.

				“Capitol Hill,” Freddie said.

				Avery’s eyes narrowed with displeasure. “He still lives in her neighborhood?”

				“Yep,” Freddie said. “After they split, he moved two blocks over to Seventh, where he was until he moved to Sixth.”

				“Does she know you’ve been watching him?”

				“No,” Gonzo said, “and we’d prefer to keep it that way.”

				“She won’t hear it from me. What does Gibson do for work?”

				“Back in the day he worked in telecom marketing,” Freddie said, “but got laid off about six months before he and the LT split up. Since then, he’s had a variety of odd jobs, the most recent at a mattress store.”

				“He ought to be getting a cot and three squares courtesy of the United States government,” Gonzo added, “but thanks to us he’s walking around free as a bird after trying to kill our colleague—and her husband.”

				“Why do you say ‘thanks to us’?”

				“After the bombing, we jumped a warrant because we were afraid of what he had in his apartment. Turned out we were right to be concerned. The place was full of enough bomb-making materials to level a city block.”

				“So you saved lives by jumping the warrant.”

				“And his lawyer got him off on a technicality when we had him on a slam dunk,” Freddie said bitterly. The incident still rankled more than a year and a half later.

				“Can’t say I would’ve done it any differently knowing that many lives were at risk.”

				“I know we did the right thing,” Gonzo said, “but I swear to God, if he’s come at her again, we’re doing this by the book. Down to the last letter.”

				“Agreed,” Hill said.

				In the parking lot, they split into two cars with Hill following Freddie and Gonzo to Gibson’s Sixth Street address.

				“He’s in the basement,” Gonzo said when they met up with Hill on the sidewalk outside.

				“Should we call for backup?” Freddie asked.

				“I think we’re good with three of us,” Gonzo said. “If you don’t mind, Agent Hill, we’d like to take the lead on this.”

				“I don’t mind if you let me take the lead on questioning him about where he’s been the last few weeks and what his latest beef is with his ex-wife and her husband.”

				“I can live with that.” Gonzo took the lead going down the half set of stairs that led to the basement apartment. At the bottom of the stairs, he withdrew his weapon.

				Freddie followed suit, preparing to cover Gonzo if need be.

				Hill hung back behind them.

				Gonzo pounded on the door. “MPD. Open up.” When there was no answer, he pounded again.

				“Try the door,” Freddie said.

				Gonzo twisted the knob and it clicked open. He glanced over his shoulder.

				“Do it,” Hill said.

				Gonzo raised his weapon to lead the way and stepped into the darkened apartment.

				Freddie’s heart beat hard and a bead of sweat ran down his back. What if they were walking into an ambush?

				Gonzo found a panel of switches on the wall and flipped on a light.

				Freddie gasped at the sight of Peter Gibson tied to a chair in the middle of the living room. He was covered in blood and had obviously been tortured. Judging by the smell, he’d been dead for some time.

				“I’ll call it in,” Gonzo said, returning his weapon to its holster.

				While Gonzo went to report the homicide, Freddie and Hill moved in for a closer look at Gibson. His face and upper torso were covered with deep cuts and burns that might’ve been made by the lit end of a cigar. The ends of his fingers were bloody from the removal of fingernails, and it looked as if he’d been thoroughly whipped with a cord of some sort. A puddle of blood surrounded the chair.

				“Jesus,” Hill muttered. “Someone worked him over good.”

				“And whoever did it left the door unlocked so we’d be sure to find him.”

				“What do you think actually killed him?”

				“I’d have to guess the blood loss, but Dr. McNamara will figure that out and give us an approximate time of death.”

				“Someone needs to tell Sam.”

				“I’d like to do that,” Freddie said.

				“I don’t have authorization to bring you to the place where they’re being kept safe.”

				“Then maybe it’s time to let her out of there so she can help us figure out why someone tortured her ex-husband to death.”

				“That’s not my call.”

				“Whose call is it?”

				“The vice president’s.”

				“Wow, that must be making for a peaceful incarceration.”

				“The word I would use to describe them when I saw them last night is tense.”

				Freddie shifted his gaze to Peter. Though he intensely disliked the guy and hated what he’d put Sam through, he wouldn’t wish the hell that’d been done to Peter on anyone. “She’ll want in on this.”

				“It’s probably a conflict for her to be on this case.”

				“Doesn’t mean she won’t want to be part of it.”

				Gonzo returned. “Crime Scene and the ME are on the way.”

				They waited in uneasy silence until they heard the sirens and went out to greet the others.

				“Brace yourself,” Freddie said to Lindsey. “It’s bad.”

				She patted his arm. “They’re all bad, Detective.”

				“It’s Sam’s ex.”

				“Oh dear.” She went down the stairs to Peter’s apartment.

				Gonzo approached Freddie. “Let’s do a canvass and see if the neighbors heard anything.”

				* * *

				AFTER DINNER ON the third day underground, Sam tried to watch a movie with the others, but even though it was an action flick, it didn’t hold her attention. She was slowly losing her mind. Every minute in this concrete prison was making her feel more unhinged than the last. Until she’d been brought here, she’d never realized how much she took for granted being able to see the sky and the sun and to breathe fresh air.

				It was wearing on the others too, especially Scotty, who was upset about missing the baseball camp he looked forward to all year.

				Sam got up from the sofa where she’d been sitting between her sisters and went to find Nick, who was in their bedroom poring over a thick briefing book that had been delivered to him earlier in the day.

				“Hey, babe. How’s the movie?”

				“I can’t seem to follow the plot.”

				He held out a hand to invite her to sit with him.

				While she crossed the room to take him up on the invitation, he discreetly closed the book and put it on the beside table.

				“What’s in there?”

				“Secret stuff.”

				“Like what?”

				“National security briefings and a report from the Joint Chiefs on a covert mission happening overseas.”

				He told her what he could without actually telling her anything.

				Sam wrapped her hand around his and sat on the edge of the bed. “You have to let us out of here, Nick.” When he began to protest, she laid a finger over his lips. “We all understand the situation we’re in and armed with that knowledge, we can make careful choices for ourselves and our kids. You have to let us out.”

				Judging by his mulish expression, he wasn’t swayed by her argument. She watched his gaze shift to the doorway. “What’s up, Brant?”

				“Agent Hill is here to see you both.”

				“We’ll be right there,” Nick said.

				“Let’s hope he’s here to tell us they’ve figured it out and we’re free to go,” Sam said.

				“Let’s hope so.”

				He said what she wanted to hear but didn’t sound overly optimistic.

				Sam took the hand he extended to her and followed him from their room, through the darkened common area and into the conference room where Avery, Brant and Captain Malone awaited them.

				Seeing her captain there, Sam’s stomach dropped. What was this about? Please, not Freddie or any member of her squad... Please.

				“What’s going on?” Nick asked.

				Sam was grateful he voiced the question, because she couldn’t seem to catch her breath.

				“Earlier tonight,” Hill said, “following up on the lead you gave us to investigate Peter Gibson, we entered his apartment and found him dead.”

				Only Nick’s arm around her kept Sam from stumbling. He helped her into a chair and squatted next to her, providing comfort and support the way only he could.

				“How?” Nick asked.

				“He’d been tortured,” Hill replied. “We’re waiting for the ME to give us cause of death because it wasn’t immediately apparent to us.”

				“T-tortured?” Sam asked, her mouth dry. “Someone tortured Peter?”

				“I’m afraid so, Sam,” Malone said, his expression grim. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but someone put him through hell before they killed him.”

				“I—I think... Going to be sick.” Nick lunged for the trash can in the corner and brought it to her in time for her to heave the contents of her stomach into the bin.

				He held back her hair. “Can you give us a minute, please?”

				“Of course,” Malone said, answering for the others.

				They filed out of the room and closed the door behind them.

				“Babe, take a deep breath.” Nick grabbed a bottle of water from the middle of the table and cracked it open. Holding it up to her lips, he said, “Have some.”

				Sam forced herself to take one sip and then another.

				“Talk to me. Tell me what you’re thinking.”

				“I... I don’t know what to think. Who would’ve done such a thing to him?”

				“It’s hard to say. He’d made his share of enemies, and who knows what he’s been up to recently.”

				“You don’t think it’s related to the threat?”

				“Anything is possible.”

				“I have to be part of this investigation, Nick. You have to let me out of here. I can’t sit on the sidelines when someone has tortured a man who I was once married to.” Her stomach turned again when scenes from her checkered past with Peter flew through her mind—from living as platonic roommates to him “comforting” her when Nick didn’t call, to friendship evolving into romance and marriage to suffering numerous miscarriages to him trying to control her every move and every thought and objecting to the time she was spending caring for her injured father.

				And now he was dead. Tortured to death. Dear God. Her hands were shaking, and the sick feeling in her stomach continued, unabated by the vomiting.

				“Please,” she whispered, her throat raw from being sick, “please let me out of here, Nick.”

				“Only if I go with you.”

				“Can you do that?”

				“Give me a few minutes to figure it out with Brant, but you’re not going to face this by yourself. No fucking way, Samantha.”

				Under normal circumstances, Sam might object to him telling her what she was and wasn’t going to do, but she wanted him with her right now too badly to object.

				She nodded in agreement. “Will you... Angela and Tracy...”

				“I’ll get them, baby.” He kissed her forehead. “Whatever you need. You just tell me, and I’ll get it for you.”

				Sam reached for him and he drew her up from her chair and into his fierce embrace. “After everything he put me through, why do I feel so shattered?”

				“Because you’re a compassionate person, and at one time you loved the guy. As much as you wanted him to go away and leave you alone, you’d never have wanted this for him.”

				“No. Never.” She shuddered imagining what he’d endured and immediately felt sick again.

				Nick anticipated that and had the bucket ready when a second wave of vomiting hit her, leaving her feeling weak and shaky. He kept his arm around her and whispered soft words of comfort.

				Sam allowed herself to lean on him as she absorbed this latest blow. Her emotions were all over the place—sadness and anger and grief mixed in with a tiny bit of relief that she’d never have to deal with him again. Of course, that made her feel even worse after hearing how he’d died.

				“Let me get your sisters,” Nick said after waiting for her to catch her breath. “I’ll be right back.” He took the trash can with him. Sam hoped she wouldn’t need it again while he was gone.

				Sitting alone in the brightly lit conference room, Sam forced herself to breathe through the nausea that burned her throat. She wiped her mouth and discovered her cheeks were wet with tears. She had to get it together so she could help her team figure out what’d happened to Peter and who was threatening her family. They also had a floater to identify. There were things to be done, and focusing on them would keep her from totally losing it.

				Angela came rushing in, wearing pajamas, her hair standing on end and her eyes red from exhaustion. Tracy was right behind her.

				“What’s wrong?” Angela asked. “Nick said something happened to Peter.”

				Tracy took the seat on the other side of Sam.

				“He was found dead in his apartment.”

				“Oh my God,” Angela whispered.

				“They said...” Sam took a deep breath. “They said he’d been tortured.”

				Tracy gasped. “Oh no. Oh, Sam.”

				“After everything he put me through, I should probably be glad he’s dead, but I can’t... Not like this...”

				“Of course you wouldn’t want that,” Tracy said.

				“What if...”

				“What, honey?” Angela asked.

				“What if they tortured him because of me?”

				“Is that what the FBI thinks?” Tracy asked.

				“They didn’t say that, but what if that’s why he was killed?”

				“Take it one step at a time, Sam,” Tracy said, stroking Sam’s hair. “Anyone who went after him would know you haven’t had anything to do with him in ages. Who knows what else he was into lately? It could’ve been for a hundred different reasons.”

				Sam clung to Tracy’s reassurances, but she had a sick feeling that his homicide would lead directly back to her. And if it did, how would she live with that information?

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER NINE

				IT TOOK AN HOUR to make arrangements, but Nick was able to get the two of them out of the bunker to go to HQ, where Lindsey would perform Peter’s autopsy. For some reason, Sam needed to see him with her own eyes before she could begin to believe he was actually dead.

				Double the usual number of SUVs that escorted Nick on a regular day surrounded the vehicle they were riding in. In addition to the extra cars, the agents were armed with automatic weapons Sam wasn’t able to identify on sight, and she couldn’t make herself care enough to figure out what they were.

				Peter was dead. He’d been tortured. If she kept telling herself that over and over, maybe she would begin to believe it had actually happened. And why, after the hell he’d put her through for years now, did she continue to feel so devastated by the news of his agonizing death?

				She should be dancing in the streets, celebrating the fact that he was dead and out of her life forever. But celebrating was the last thing on her mind.

				Nick took hold of her hand and trapped it between both of his. That’s when she realized how cold her hands were. She tucked the other one in between his too.

				“You’re freezing, babe. You want me to ask them to turn down the AC?”

				Sam shook her head. After days of craving her freedom, she couldn’t be bothered to take in the sights aboveground. Her entire focus was on not getting sick again as they made their way to HQ.

				“What’re you thinking?”

				“I... My mind is all over the place. I want to believe this has nothing to do with me or us, but the timing, in light of the threat, is...curious. I want to feel nothing that he’s gone, but I...”

				“It’s okay, Samantha.” He brought her hands to his lips. “Of course you feel devastated that someone you once loved died this way. Right now, today, it doesn’t matter that he wasn’t necessarily a good person. Today isn’t the day to think about how he disappointed you or attacked us.”

				She leaned her head on his shoulder. “Thank you for understanding.”

				“I do understand, and you don’t need to worry about upsetting me by being upset that this happened to him.”

				It was such a relief that he got it. He always got it. “How’d I get so lucky to land such a great guy?”

				“We’re both lucky.”

				Yes, we are, she thought. I’ll go to work, and I’ll deal with this horrible thing that happened to Peter, and when I’m done, I’ll go home to Nick, and he’ll make it all right.

				They rode the rest of the way to HQ in silence, each drawing strength from the other to get through whatever awaited them at the other end of this journey.

				As they approached HQ, the first thing Sam saw was the satellite trucks from every major local and national TV network lining the street outside the building.

				“Holy shit,” Sam whispered. “I’ve never seen that before. Not even after the inauguration.”

				“Brant, what’re our options here?” Nick asked.

				“We’re going to try the morgue entrance,” the agent replied, sounding tense.

				Upon spotting the motorcade, the reporters ran toward the black SUVs, pounding on windows and metal and anything they could reach.

				“Jesus,” Nick muttered.

				“What is this?” Sam asked. “Is it because we’ve been in hiding?”

				“That’d be my guess,” Nick said.

				“So the word is out that we were threatened?” Sam had never felt so cut off from the world in her entire life.

				“A statement was released yesterday after the White House was pounded with questions about where we are and why no one had seen us in days,” Nick said.

				“Then that’s why they’re all here. Wait until they hear my ex-husband was tortured to death on top of the threat. It’ll be a full-on feeding frenzy.”

				“This isn’t already a full-on feeding frenzy?”

				“Watch it get worse.” Sam’s nerves, already shredded over Peter, reached the red zone at the thought of being relentlessly pursued by reporters. They were second only to receptionists on her list of most-disliked people.

				On second approach, the motorcade entered the parking lot through the rear entrance. The detail had Sam and Nick out of the car and inside so quickly the reporters couldn’t get near them. They dashed through thick humidity into the cool air inside.

				Chief Farnsworth, Captain Malone, Freddie, Gonzo, Jeannie and Lindsey were standing in the hallway, apparently waiting for them.

				Jeannie burst into tears when she saw Sam and stepped forward to hug her. “We’ve been so worried,” Jeannie said.

				“We’re okay,” Sam assured her while meeting the steely, concerned gaze of her chief over Jeannie’s shoulder.

				With the double-sized Secret Service detail pushing in behind them, the hallway quickly became overcrowded.

				“Give us some room,” Nick said to the agents, who did as he asked. With their charges safely delivered, half of them went back outside, leaving only his usual detail behind.

				“I know we have work to do, but I need to ask how my son is doing,” Gonzo said.

				“He’s great,” Sam said with a sympathetic smile. “He’s been a trouper. All the kids have been. I hope we can get him home to you soon.”

				“Me too or Christina is going to need to be checked into a loony bin.”

				“Lieutenant,” Farnsworth said, “you’ve been briefed on the Gibson homicide?”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“My condolences.”

				Sam felt stranger than she ever had in her life accepting condolences on behalf of Peter, but she knew the chief’s sympathy was with her, not the ex-husband who’d given them all so much grief. “Thank you, sir. I’d like to see him.”

				“Sam,” Lindsey said, her kind eyes brimming with empathy. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

				“I’m fairly certain it’s not,” Sam said, “but I’d still like to see him.” She watched as the others exchanged uneasy glances. “Please.”

				Lindsey nodded. “Sure, come on in.”

				Sam tightened her grip on Nick’s hand and followed Lindsey into the morgue. At this point in her career, she ought to be used to the antiseptic smells, the gruesome scenery and the soul-crushing sadness that came from working one homicide case after another. But nothing in her life or career could’ve prepared her for the sight of her ex-husband’s battered face, mangled hands or tortured body.

				Sam let out a gasp and felt her knees turn to water underneath her.

				Nick grabbed her and pulled her in tight against him, his arms solid bands around her, holding her up when her own legs failed her. “Jesus Christ,” he whispered when he got a good look at Peter’s injuries.

				The last thing Sam ever wanted to do was lose her composure at work, but there was no holding back the tsunami of emotion that overtook her when she saw the magnitude of what’d been done to him. No one, not even Peter, deserved to die this way.

				Nick turned her face into his chest and held her tight.

				After taking a minute to pull herself together, Sam said, “I’d like to be briefed on the investigation, please.”

				“Sam,” Gonzo said, “we’ve got this. You don’t need to—”

				“I want to know what’s going on.” She wiped the tears from her cheeks and pulled back from Nick. “Has his mother been notified?”

				“Not yet,” Farnsworth said. “We were waiting to ask you how best to proceed with notifying his family.”

				“I’ll take care of that.”

				“Sam,” Nick said, “it doesn’t have to be you.”

				“Who should it be?” she asked.

				“Anyone but you.”

				“At least she knows me. It’ll be easier to hear it from me than someone she doesn’t know.” Sam gratefully accepted a tissue from Lindsey and wiped her face as she desperately tried to regain her famous mojo. “I need to get out of here. Let’s go to the pit.” To Lindsey, she said, “You’ll let me know as soon as you have anything?”

				“Of course,” Lindsey said, squeezing Sam’s arm. “If there’s anything I can do...”

				“Thank you.”

				Nick kept his arm around Sam as they left the morgue, her colleagues and the Secret Service following closely behind them. Her entire body felt cold, and her legs were still trembling from the shock of seeing Peter’s abused body. That image would stay with her forever.

				“Do you need a minute, babe?” he asked quietly.

				She shook her head. “I’m okay. Just don’t let go.”

				He squeezed her shoulder. “No plans to ever do that.”

				With hindsight, maybe it was a good thing they’d been threatened, that Nick had been forced to come home and they’d been together when she got the news about Peter. She wouldn’t want to have to face something like this with Nick on the other side of the world.

				She went past her office and right into her squad’s conference room, taking note of the board where they’d started detailing the investigation thus far into the floater. Under the Ruby Denton heading, she saw the words RULED OUT. “So it wasn’t her?” Sam asked when Gonzo and Freddie joined her in the room.

				“No,” Gonzo said. “Ruby’s dental records weren’t a match.”

				“Then who was it?” Sam asked.

				“We’re still trying to figure that out,” Freddie said. “We’re following up on a couple of missing persons who meet the age range Lindsey gave us. We’re having their dental records sent in, and Lindsey is checking them against our Jane Doe.”

				That, Sam knew, would be a laborious and tedious process, not to mention the strain on families looking for a missing loved one. “Was Lindsey able to determine a cause of death?”

				Freddie shook his head. “The body was too badly decomposed to get anything conclusive, but she did think it was possible there were ligature marks on the neck area.”

				“Lindsey expects to know later today if any of the other missing persons is a match for our Jane Doe,” Gonzo added.

				“Good work, everyone,” Sam said. “Now, about Peter...”

				“We’re taking the lead on that investigation,” Avery Hill said when he joined them in the conference room.

				“Like hell you are,” Sam said. “He was found in the District. You don’t have jurisdiction.”

				“He’s connected to you, so he’s part of our ongoing investigation into the threat,” Avery said.

				“You continue to investigate the threat,” Sam said. “We’ll investigate Peter’s murder.”

				When Avery started to object, Farnsworth said, “You heard the lieutenant, Agent Hill. We’re the lead on Gibson, and of course we’ll keep you informed if anything we find intersects with your investigation.”

				“And I’m supposed to just say okay to that because y’all have been so cooperative in the past?”

				Under normal circumstances Sam would’ve laughed at the nasty retort delivered in Avery’s honeyed Southern accent. Today, nothing was funny.

				“Moving on,” Farnsworth said, ignoring Hill, “what’ve we got so far on Gibson?”

				Sam loved the way her chief shut down the pesky FBI agent without addressing his concerns. Who had time for a turf war when her ex-husband had been tortured?

				“Crime Scene is processing his apartment,” Gonzo said. “We did a canvass of the building, and none of the neighbors we talked to reported hearing anything out of the ordinary.”

				“That’s because he was gagged,” Lindsey said when she joined them. “We found duct-tape residue on his mouth and face. The neighbors never heard his screams.”

				Sam was going to be sick again. “Excuse me,” she managed to say on her way out of the room. She rushed to the ladies’ room and into a stall, gagging on the bile that surged from her gut. Duct tape. They’d put duct tape over his mouth so the neighbors wouldn’t hear him scream. Dry heaves mixed with sobs. Then Nick was there, his hands on her shoulders, offering what comfort he could along with a handkerchief.

				Sam was reminded of the first time he’d offered her his monogrammed handkerchief, the night they first met. Burying her face in the soft linen, she breathed in the clean, familiar scent of her husband.

				“You’re going to be angry with me,” he said softly, “but I don’t think you should bury yourself in the details of this one, babe.”

				Sam hated to admit he was right. “I still want to be involved. I can’t sit on the sidelines.”

				“I know.” His lips brushed against her hair, and he reached around her to flush the toilet before helping her up.

				“The vice president probably shouldn’t get caught in a ladies’ room.”

				“I’m not the vice president right now. I’m Sam Holland’s husband.”

				She broke down again, moved by his tender support. “I wanted to kill him myself a few times in the last couple of years,” she said between sobs. “So why does what happened to him make me so damned sad?”

				“Because he might’ve been a controlling, violent asshole, but he didn’t deserve this. No one does.” As he spoke, he ran his hand over her hair in a soothing caress.

				“I don’t cry at work. That’s not my thing.”

				“They’ll understand, babe. How could they not? For better or mostly worse, they know you were once married to the guy.”

				Sam took a deep breath, determined to get herself together and participate in the investigation to the best of her ability. “Definitely for worse. I need to focus on that and keep my emotions out of it.”

				“Good luck with that. I despised the guy, and I feel heartbroken over what was done to him.”

				It was, Sam thought, the exact perfect thing for him to say. “I love you.”

				He cradled her face in his hands. “I love you too. And whatever you need, I’ve got it.”

				“What I probably need most right now is a breath mint.”

				Nick’s gorgeous hazel eyes lit up with amusement. “Nah.” He brushed his lips over hers before gathering her up in a tight hug.

				She clung to him, breathing him in and absorbing his love and support. “I’m ready to go back out there. Are you able to stay for a while?”

				“My schedule is clear because I’m supposed to be in the bunker, so I’m all yours.”

				“I’m so very, very happy that you’re all mine.”

				“Me too, babe.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TEN

				SAM TRIED TO AVOID the gruesome details but found herself immersed in them anyway. Lindsey’s report contained a horrific laundry list of Peter’s injuries, with the cause of death determined to be blood loss.

				“Dear God,” Sam whispered.

				Lindsey had placed the time of death at about forty-eight hours before Gonzo, Freddie and Avery had found him.

				Her squad had been out working the case, sending back information to her that she added to the murder board she’d begun with pictures from the autopsy. She’d tried not to look too closely at them but hadn’t been able to resist absorbing every little detail because that’s how she was wired.

				Now that the initial shock had worn off, she was beginning to process those details like a detective rather than an ex-wife who’d once been emotionally involved with the victim. Throughout the long night, her colleagues stopped by the pit to express their condolences. Her checkered history with Peter was well-known throughout the department, but everyone was nice to her just the same, and that made her feel weirder than she already did.

				And now she faced the most dreadful of all tasks, the one she’d put off all night, intending to make the call this morning. Sitting in her office, she stared at the phone, trying to find the wherewithal to do what had to be done. She hadn’t spoken with Irma Gibson in years and had no idea what version of their divorce and the subsequent goings-on had been conveyed to her. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to deduce that Irma probably didn’t hold her in very high regard after hearing Peter’s side of things.

				Regardless, Sam picked up the phone and dialed the number that Lieutenant Archelotta had tracked down for her. She’d asked for a few minutes alone to take care of this, and Nick had gone to return a call to Harry.

				“Hello?” Irma said when she answered the call.

				Sam cleared her throat. “Irma, it’s Sam Holland.”

				Dead silence.

				Sam was about to say more when Irma said, “What do you want?”

				“I need to talk to you about Peter.”

				“What about him? He’s certainly no concern of yours. Not anymore.”

				“I need to tell you... I’m sorry to say... Peter has been killed.”

				“That’s a lie! He’s not dead. I just talked to him the other day!”

				“When did you last speak to him?”

				“I talked to him on Wednesday. Is this some sort of game you’re playing? Are you trying to pin something on him again?”

				“No, ma’am. I’m not playing any games. Peter has been murdered.”

				“Where were you when he was supposedly murdered?”

				“I was being held by the Secret Service in an underground bunker after a threat was received against my husband and his family.”

				“Isn’t that convenient?”

				“I could send someone to bring you here to make funeral arrangements if that would be helpful.”

				After a long pause, Irma said in a smaller voice, “You’re not lying? He’s really dead?”

				“Yes, ma’am. He really is.” Sam’s eyes welled with tears that she brushed away. “Would you like me to send an officer to bring you here?”

				“I... Yes, I think I would.”

				“I’ll send someone right away.”

				“Did he... Did he suffer?”

				“I’m afraid he did.”

				The older woman’s sobs echoed through the phone. “Why? Why would anyone want to hurt him?”

				“I don’t know, but my team is working the case, and we’re going to get you some answers.”

				“Why do you care? You hated him. You wanted to send him to jail.”

				“Irma, he tried to blow up my car and that of the man I’m now married to. His apartment was full of bomb-making materials. I didn’t go after him. It was quite the other way around.”

				“You drove him to it! He loved you. You were his whole world, and you left him!”

				Sam forced herself to take a deep breath and stick with the facts. “I left him because he wanted to control my every move.”

				“He wanted you to be safe.”

				“It went far, far beyond that, Irma. Look...we can revisit the past all day, but what matters now is figuring out who did this to him and bringing that person to justice.”

				“I can’t believe this has happened.”

				“I know, but it would help if you can tell me anything about who his friends were lately or how he’d been spending his time.”

				“I knew he was happy to have found the new job at the mattress store and a more affordable apartment. I kept trying to convince him to move home to Wilmington, but he didn’t want to. And now...” A sob echoed through the phone.

				Realizing Irma was in no frame of mind to assist with the investigation, Sam said, “I’ll send one of our best officers to pick you up, Irma, and I’ll be here when you arrive.”

				“Thank you. I... I appreciate your kindness.”

				“Not a problem. I’ll see you when you get here.”

				They said their goodbyes, and Sam put down the phone. She dropped her head into her hands and massaged her temples, hoping to stave off a looming headache. Where to even begin with this investigation? Normally, the first steps were obvious, but this time, nothing was obvious to her. She picked up her extension and buzzed Freddie. “Do me a favor and ask Beckett to go to Wilmington to pick up Irma Gibson.”

				“Sure thing. You got the address?”

				Sam read it from the sheet Archie had given her, thinking about the one time she’d gone with Peter to visit his mother in Wilmington. It was so long ago it felt like another lifetime now.

				“Tell Beckett... Well, you know what to tell him.”

				“I’ll take care of it.”

				“Thank you.” She put down the phone again and focused on trying to breathe while not thinking about the image of Peter’s dead, tortured body in the morgue. Some things could never be unseen, no matter how hard you tried to scrub your brain of unimaginable horrors. Sam felt for Irma, who would want to see her son. She would make sure that Lindsey covered up the worst of the damage before Irma arrived.

				A soft tap preceded Nick and Harry into her office.

				“Did you make the call?” Nick asked.

				Sam nodded and let her grim expression tell the story for her. “Hi, Harry.”

				“Hi, Sam. Nice to see you out of lockdown.”

				“Nice to be out. What brings you by?”

				“Nick asked me to stop by to check on you. I hear you’ve been feeling sick since you got the dreadful news about Peter.”

				“Yeah, my stomach is a mess.”

				“I brought soup,” Harry said as he produced a white paper bag from behind his back.

				“Do you think you could eat something, babe?” Nick asked.

				“I could try. Thanks, Harry. You’re the best.”

				“Happy to help my favorite second couple.” He put the bag on her desk, and the aroma of the soup made her mouth water. “How about something to help you get some sleep later?”

				“Nah, it’ll make me too groggy. I want to be clearheaded for my squad. They’re going to need me.” She could tell that Nick didn’t like that answer, but thankfully, he didn’t question her in front of Harry. They sat in her visitor chairs while she took a few tentative tastes of the soup, hoping it would stay down.

				“You two are all over the news,” Harry said. “Conspiracy theorists are having a field day speculating over what kind of threat would lead the Secret Service to take you off the grid.”

				“The worst kind.” Nick got up to shut the door and then filled Harry in on what the letter had said and the pictures of the kids that had been enclosed.

				“Dear God,” Harry said. “What is wrong with people?”

				“I ask that question every day,” Sam said. The soup was going down easy, soothing her tortured belly. “This is really good. Thanks again.”

				“My pleasure. How’s Scotty holding up?”

				“The kid’s a trouper,” Nick said. “Nothing fazes him. He’s bummed about missing baseball camp, but he knows why it was necessary.”

				“So you told him about the pictures?”

				“We had to,” Nick said. “He’s thirteen going on thirty. Keeping stuff from him isn’t an option.”

				“No, it isn’t, and you’re wise to keep him in the loop.”

				“Or we’re doing permanent damage that’ll take years to undo,” Sam said.

				“Nah,” Harry said, laughing. “For some reason, the kid thinks he’s hit the jackpot with you two as his parents. By the time he wises up, he’ll be an adult and can run for his life from the insanity.”

				“Very funny, Doc.” Sam appreciated his good humor and wisdom in the midst of madness.

				A knock sounded at the door, and Sam called out to come in.

				Freddie ducked his head in. “Um, there’s someone here from the, ah, White House asking for you, Lieutenant.”

				Sam glanced at Nick, who looked as perplexed as she was. “Show them in. Thanks, Freddie.”

				“Sure thing.”

				“The White House comes to HQ,” Sam said. “This week gets stranger and stranger.”

				Freddie returned with Lilia Van Nostrand, who was adorably flushed and terribly out of place in a sharp navy suit, pearls and heels. She wore her dark hair in a cute bob, and her brown eyes were big with curiosity as Freddie showed her into Sam’s increasingly crowded office.

				“This is a nice surprise,” Sam said, standing behind her desk.

				“I’m so sorry to bother you at work, Mrs. Cappuano,” Lilia said. “Oh, and Mr. Vice President. Hello to you, as well.”

				“It’s no bother,” Sam said, amused by her discomfort. The term fish out of water occurred to her. “This is our friend Dr. Harry Flynn. Harry, my chief of staff at the White House, Lilia Van Nostrand.”

				Harry stood to shake her hand. “Pleasure to meet you, and may I express my deepest condolences. She’s a handful.”

				Lilia laughed and blushed at the same time. “We adore her.”

				“She grows on you,” Harry teased.

				Sam couldn’t help but notice that Harry held Lilia’s hand a little longer than necessary before he finally released it.

				Nick stood to offer Lilia his chair and held the back of it for her while she got settled. Her husband was such a gentleman, which was another thing to love about him.

				“I heard the Secret Service had brought you here and was informed about what happened to your ex-husband. I wanted to come by to offer my condolences and my assistance.”

				“That’s really nice of you, Lilia,” Sam said, genuinely moved by the kindness of a woman she hadn’t expected to like when she first met her. “We’re hanging in there.”

				Looking over her shoulder at Nick, Lilia said, “Everyone at the White House is horrified by what was sent to your office, Mr. Vice President. There’s just no cause to threaten innocent children.”

				“We couldn’t agree more,” Nick said.

				“Is there any progress in the investigation?” Lilia asked Sam.

				“Not that we’ve heard,” Sam said. “The FBI was following up on a potential lead involving my ex-husband when they found him dead.”

				“It’s so dreadful.” Lilia paused before she said, “The other reason I came by is I was hoping to speak to you about how to handle media inquiries that we’re sure to receive after word gets out that your ex-husband has been murdered. The White House press corps is already rabid over the threat. They’ll be positively feral when they catch wind of this latest development.”

				Sam’s stomach cramped at the thought of a feral press corps. They were bad enough on an average day. “What do you suggest?”

				“We might want to draft a statement that offers your perspective on his murder and anything you wish to share with the public. They’ll be hungry for your thoughts on the matter.”

				Sam wished the public would forget she existed, but with her husband holding the second-highest office in the land, that wasn’t likely to happen anytime soon. “Sure,” Sam said. “We can do that.”

				“I can take off if you guys need to work,” Harry said.

				“Feel free to stay,” Sam said. “I can use all the help I can get putting a positive spin on this situation.”

				“Happy to help,” Harry said, his gaze sliding down over Lilia’s shapely crossed legs.

				Thinking about fixing up their dear friend with her chief of staff was a lot more interesting than trying to figure out what to say to the public about her combative relationship with Peter and his untimely death.

				While Nick went out into the pit to get another chair, Lilia withdrew a tablet from her oversized purse and began poking at the screen with the ruthless efficiency Sam had come to expect from her. “Now,” she said, “where would you like to begin?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER ELEVEN

				“WE HAVE AN IDENTITY for our Jane Doe,” Gonzo announced when Sam and Nick emerged from her office with Lilia and Harry after painfully extracting the words necessary to properly convey her sympathy about her ex-husband’s murder without getting into the fact that she’d often wanted to murder him herself. Fine line, that.

				“Who is it?” Sam asked.

				“Her name is Rose Samuels, a known prostitute and drug addict from Fairfax County. Went missing about four weeks ago.”

				“Have you been in touch with Fairfax?”

				“Cruz is on the phone with them now. They’re making arrangements to transport the body to their morgue so their ME can take a look. They’ve been investigating her disappearance for weeks now and have asked to take the lead.”

				“Let them know we’re here to help if they need it.”

				“Will do.”

				Chief Farnsworth came into the pit with Captain Norris, head of the Public Affairs division, and his civilian subordinate, Tara, who always reminded Sam of a frightened puppy.

				“We’ve got to do something about the press,” Farnsworth said, sounding harried. “They’re about to storm the gates looking for info about your ex-husband’s murder.”

				“I’d be happy to brief them if that would help,” Lilia said, earning Sam’s eternal love and gratitude. “We have a statement prepared that Vice President and Mrs. Cappuano have approved.”

				“It would be highly irregular for someone from outside the department to make a statement on our behalf,” Norris said.

				“It’s not on the department’s behalf,” Sam said, wanting to suggest he pull the stick from his ass. “It’s on my behalf, and I say she’s the perfect person to handle the briefing.”

				“I agree,” Farnsworth said. “This is personal for Lieutenant Holland. She’s calling the shots here.”

				Sam could tell by the hateful glare Norris directed her way that he didn’t appreciate being dressed down by the chief. Great, another enemy to add to the growing list of people who hated her for one reason or another. Not that she could be bothered to care about such bullshit today.

				“What’re we hearing from Crime Scene about Peter’s apartment?” Sam asked Malone.

				“They’re still processing it, but whoever attacked him did a good job of covering their tracks.”

				“I want to rip Peter’s life apart,” Sam said. “I want to talk to everyone he saw on a daily basis—coworkers, friends, neighbors. Someone knows something, saw something.”

				“I agree,” Malone said.

				“And I’m sure the next thing you’re going to say is it’s a huge conflict of interest for me to be involved in this case.” Before they could object, she plunged ahead. “Let me assure you, I had and have zero interest in Peter Gibson. I admit to being shocked and sickened by what was done to him, but I’m past that now. I have no remaining emotional ties to him that would impair me from doing my job.”

				“There’s still the matter of the threat hanging over us,” Nick interjected, his terse tone letting her know he didn’t approve of her desire to be involved in Peter’s case. Shocker.

				“That was focused on the kids, not me,” Sam said. “They’re all safe, and I won’t be alone at any time.” She looked up at Nick when she said, “I need to be part of this. I need it.”

				His jaw tightened the way it did when he was upset or stressed. She hated being the source of either of those things, but she felt strongly enough about being on this case that she didn’t back down even to ease his worries.

				“I don’t have a problem with it,” Farnsworth said. “You’ve been divorced from the guy for years and might actually be an asset, as you knew him better than any of the rest of us.”

				“Unfortunately,” Nick said under his breath.

				Sam didn’t blame him at all for his animosity toward Peter. As long as she lived, she would never forgive the man who’d pretended to be her friend and confidant as he intentionally kept her from the love of her life. That alone would’ve been unforgivable without everything else he’d done to mess with her life. All combined, his transgressions had earned him a place in hell as far as she was concerned.

				Despite that, he’d been tortured and murdered in her city, and that made him hers regardless of their personal history. She would see that justice was done on his behalf, no matter the toll it might take on her—and her marriage.

				Compartmentalization. That was the word of the day. In one compartment was the man who’d made her life a living hell. In the other compartment was a murder victim in need of justice. Sam could very easily separate one from the other to get the job done. And when it was over, she would go on with her life knowing she’d done the best she could for a man who certainly hadn’t deserved anything from her.

				“Would you like me to make the statement now?” Lilia asked Sam.

				“That would be great. Thank you.”

				“Yes, thank you, Lilia,” Nick said. “Above and beyond the call of duty.”

				“Happy to help, sir.”

				“I’ll take you out and introduce you,” Farnsworth said.

				“We’ll watch from the conference room,” Sam said. “Good luck and don’t make eye contact. They’ll smell fresh blood and take full advantage.”

				“Lovely,” Lilia said with a bright smile that told Sam she was more than up for the challenge.

				After Lilia left with the chief, Norris and Malone, Sam, Nick and Harry went into the conference room with Gonzo and Freddie.

				“What’s her deal?” Harry asked Sam in a quiet tone meant for her ears only.

				“Who? Lilia?”

				“Yeah.”

				“I don’t know her that well personally, but she’s been a fantastic support to me as I figure out how to do this second-lady thing. She’s very well connected and tuned into the rules of official Washington. So far she’s kept me from making any huge gaffes.”

				“And for that she should be put up for some sort of presidential award.”

				“Very funny.” She nudged him with an elbow. “So why the interest?”

				“No reason. Just wondering.”

				“No reason at all?”

				“Knock it off, Sam,” he said with a good-natured smile.

				“What’s she doing now?” Nick asked.

				“I suspect she’s trying to play matchmaker.”

				“Ohhh, you and Lilia? I could see that.”

				“Right?” Sam said.

				“Don’t you two have bigger things to be concerned about than my love life?” Harry asked.

				“Yeah,” Nick said, “we do, so let us focus on your love life for a little while, will you?”

				“Certainly,” Harry said like the good sport he always was. “Have at it.”

				Sam squeezed his arm and leaned her head on his shoulder. The good doctor, who’d long been one of Nick’s closest friends, had earned the same rank in her life over the last year and a half by always being there when she needed him. She’d like nothing more than to see him happily in love with a wonderful woman worthy of the fabulousness that was Harry.

				“After this crap dies down, we need to do something about our friend Nick’s sleep situation,” Sam said.

				“I agree,” Harry replied. “I’m on it. Don’t worry.”

				“I do worry, and he hides the full extent from me.”

				“I’m in the room, as you would say,” her husband said drolly.

				Gonzo and Freddie joined them, and Gonzo turned on the TV.

				Sam focused her attention on the screen as the network went to a live feed from MPD Headquarters.

				Looking cool, competent and professional, Lilia stepped up to the podium after a brief introduction from the chief.

				“As Chief Farnsworth mentioned, I serve as the White House chief of staff to Second Lady Samantha Cappuano, known around here as Lieutenant Sam Holland. Vice President and Mrs. Cappuano would like to express their sympathy to the family of Peter Gibson, Mrs. Cappuano’s first husband. It is no secret that Mrs. Cappuano and Mr. Gibson’s divorce and subsequent dealings have been contentious. Despite that, Lieutenant Holland is interested in one thing and one thing only right now, the same thing she wants for all the District’s homicide victims. And that is justice. We ask you to respect her privacy and that of the vice president at this difficult time. Thank you.”

				“She did great,” Sam said.

				Nick and Harry nodded in agreement.

				“Now watch,” Gonzo said. “It’s about to get sporty.”

				The second Lilia stepped back from the microphone, the questions started flying.

				“Will Lieutenant Holland be working the Gibson case?”

				“Is there any connection between Gibson’s murder and the threat levied against the Cappuano family?”

				“Has the Secret Service allowed the family out of hiding or only the vice president and second lady?”

				“What do we know about Gibson and his associates?”

				Malone stepped up to the podium and raised his hands to quiet the rush of questions. When he had their attention, he said, “We’re in the earliest stages of our investigation. Lieutenant Holland and the Homicide squad have the lead and will be working this case the same way they work every other case.”

				“Is it a conflict of interest for her to investigate her ex-husband’s murder?” Darren Tabor from the Washington Star asked.

				“She’s been divorced from him for more than five years. We believe her involvement will help us close the case faster than we would without her, and that’s our primary goal and hers. Justice for Mr. Gibson.”

				“After he allegedly tried to blow up her car, I would think she’d be celebrating his demise,” Tabor continued.

				“You’d be wrong about that. Lieutenant Holland has devoted her career to hunting down killers. She doesn’t condone violence of any kind, and this is no exception. She’s determined to figure out what happened to Mr. Gibson and bring his killer to justice the same way she does for every other homicide victim in this city.”

				“Has the Secret Service said any more about the threat that was levied against the Cappuanos?” one of the TV reporters asked.

				“Not to us, no.”

				“Are you concerned about Lieutenant Holland’s safety in light of the threat?”

				“The safety of all our officers is always paramount. She’s no different in that regard.”

				“She isn’t?” another reporter asked. “Really?”

				“As you all know by now, Lieutenant Holland is determined to continue her career as it was before her husband became the vice president. Questions like these make it more difficult for her to do that.”

				“It’s a fair question, Captain,” Darren said. “Her family has been threatened. The threat was significant enough for the Secret Service to take their immediate and extended family off the grid for a period of days. And now she’s going to be working an investigation with the threat unresolved, at least as far as we know. You can really stand before us and say she’s no different in these circumstances?”

				“She’s a highly trained and decorated police officer who knows how to look out for herself. We have left the choice of how to proceed up to her, and she has chosen to return to work. We ask that you leave her alone to do her job. That’s all I have for now. We’ll update you again when we have more.”

				“What do you think the odds are that they’ll do as he asked and leave me alone?” Sam asked.

				“Slim to none,” Nick replied. “I don’t like the idea of them chasing you down looking for the scoop.”

				“Malone just told them there isn’t going to be a scoop,” Gonzo said. “Don’t worry. We’ll be with her. We’ve got her back.”

				“Her is in the room,” Sam said, with a smile for Nick. “In case you hadn’t noticed.”

				“Oh, we’ve noticed,” Gonzo replied with a cheeky grin that reminded Sam of who he’d been before his partner was murdered. She took comfort in the fact that he was busting her balls.

				“What’s our plan?” Freddie asked.

				“First thing is to talk to his coworkers and neighbors to find out who he’d been hanging out with recently.”

				“Ready when you are,” Freddie said.

				“Me too,” Gonzo added. “I say the three of us do this together.”

				“Strength in numbers?” Sam asked.

				“Something like that,” Gonzo said.

				“Give me a minute to figure out a few other things, and then we’ll hit it,” Sam said.

				“You got it,” Gonzo said. He and Cruz left the room.

				“I think that’s my cue too.” Harry kissed Sam’s cheek. “Be careful out there.”

				“I will. Don’t worry.”

				“I’ll try not to.”

				“Thanks for the soup and the support.”

				“Anytime.” Harry stepped out of the room, closing the door behind him and leaving Sam alone with her husband, who’d been unusually quiet.

				“Whatever it is you want to say, let’s get on with it,” she said, spoiling for a fight, if that’s what it took to be able to do her job.

				He leaned against the wall, arms crossed, looking sexy and thoughtful and perhaps a bit pissed off. What did it say about her that she wished she could walk over to him and have her wicked way with him, even if he was pissed?

				“Roll with me for a second here,” he said after a long, charged silence in which Sam was left to wonder what he was thinking.

				“All right...”

				“What if Peter was tortured and killed so you’d do exactly what you’re planning to do?”

				“Work the case?”

				“Yep.” He dropped his arms to his sides and pushed off the wall, then crossed the room to stand in front of her, taking her in with that potent hazel-eyed gaze she loved so much. “What if they used him to lure you out of hiding? If someone is trying to get at me, by now they certainly know that the best way to ruin me is to harm you.”

				“Nick, honey, I hear what you’re saying, but—”

				“But you don’t think it’s possible that someone who’s been studying us and how we operate would know that if they struck at someone you used to care about, even if he was a demented douche bag, you’d do exactly what you’re about to do? Is it so ridiculous to think you’re possibly being set up, Samantha?”

				“No,” she said, sighing. “It’s not ridiculous. It’s actually a damned good theory.”

				He brightened visibly at her acknowledgment. “So you’ll let Gonzo and Freddie take the lead and work the case behind the scenes?”

				Sam flattened her hands on his chest. “No, babe, I’m not going to take a backseat. I hear what you’re saying, and I agree it’s a plausible theory. I’ll be very careful, and I’ll have my two best colleagues watching my back. We’ll be fine. I promise.”

				He stepped back from her. “Don’t you dare make promises you can’t possibly keep if a terrorist is gunning for you. Look at what they did to Peter. What do you think they’ll do to you if they get ahold of you?”

				“They’re not going to get me, Nick. I won’t let them. Thanks to your astute assessment, I’m now on guard against that scenario. I promise you I’ll take every precaution to make sure nothing happens to me.” She closed the small distance between them and slid her arms around his waist. “I have way too much to live for to ever be cavalier about my safety. Please trust me on that.”

				“I trust you, Samantha. You know I do. It’s not about you. It’s about people who’d go so far as to threaten to dismember the children in our lives. Remember who you’re dealing with here.”

				“I won’t forget. How could I? Let me work this case and figure out who killed Peter. If it’s connected to the threat, I promise to immediately bring in Avery and the Secret Service and anyone else who needs to be told so we can nail the bastards who threatened us. I won’t be doing this by myself, Nick. That I can also promise you.”

				“I don’t like it.”

				“I know.”

				“But that doesn’t matter to you, does it?”

				“You and what you think matter to me more than anything.”

				They engaged in a visual standoff that lasted long enough to provoke discomfort before he sagged and released a deep sigh. “Please be careful.”

				“I always am.” She went up on tiptoes to kiss him. “I love you.”

				He wrapped his arms around her and dragged her into a much more passionate kiss than she’d intended. “I love you too, more than life itself. If something happens to you because of me... Please, Samantha, don’t let that happen.”

				“I won’t.” Though she had a ton of work to do, she held on to him for a few more minutes, sensing he needed the reassurance. “What’re you going to do now?”

				“I’m going to the White House to figure out what the fuck is going on with this investigation.”

				“What about Scotty and the rest of the family?”

				“We’ll have to make some decisions about letting them out of the bunker if there’s no movement in the investigation.”

				“Call me if you need me.”

				“I will.” He kissed her forehead and then her lips again. “I’m sorry I brought this down on us.”

				“You didn’t. I’m going to keep telling you that until you believe it.”

				“I gotta go before I give in to my baser urges to drag you out of here and take you back to the bunker.”

				“Normally I quite like your baser urges, but I’m glad you’re resisting that one.” She kissed him once more. “Go on. Everything is fine here. Call me if you hear anything that might be helpful.”

				“I will. You do the same.”

				“You got it.”

				He still had his arms around her when someone knocked on the door. Nick released her but kept one arm around her.

				“Come in,” Sam said.

				Brant, the lead agent on Nick’s detail, stepped into the room. “We have a development in the threat investigation.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWELVE

				BRANT WENT TO the computer station in the corner and clicked on the keys, bringing up an image on the screen of a well-fed white guy with gray hair and hard-looking eyes. “LeRoy Nevins,” he said, “a known white supremacist from Oklahoma City, has had a beef with the way you became vice president.”

				Brant flipped through a series of op-ed pieces that Nevins had written for The Oklahoman, several of which had been picked up by national newspapers. The headlines proclaimed the American people had been “hoodwinked” by the selection of Cappuano as vice president so the Democrats could set him up as the de facto nominee in four years.

				“I don’t get it,” Sam said. “If the guy is a white supremacist, wouldn’t he be happy to see a white guy like Nick on the rise?”

				“Not necessarily,” Brant said. “In addition to his advocacy for the white man, he’s also extremely conservative in his politics and a religious supporter of the Second Amendment.”

				“And I’m a flaming liberal who’s been vocal in my support of reasonable gun control,” Nick said.

				“Right,” Brant said. “He’s been on our radar for a while now.”

				“What does that mean, specifically, when the Secret Service has someone ‘on their radar’?” Sam asked.

				“It means we keep an eye on people who make inflammatory statements about the people we protect,” Brant said. “This most recent interview is what turned our attention to him on the threat.” He brought up a video clip of Nevins being interviewed by a local news channel in which he spewed his special brand of hate for the entitled elite that run this country, especially “that new vice president who was inflicted upon us with no due process. A guy who spent one whole year in the Senate before being elevated to vice president is a heartbeat away from the Oval Office, and not one single American voted to put him there. How is that even possible?”

				The commentator reminded him of the president’s constitutional right to appoint a successor should the sitting vice president be unable to complete his or her term.

				“And that’s what’s gotta change,” Nevins said. “We need to amend the Constitution to make it so the people get to vote on these things. Think about it—if the governor dies, there’s a special election. But the vice president, the number two guy, can be chosen by one other person? There’s no way that ought to be happening. No way.”

				“Well, he did have to be confirmed by Congress,” the commentator said.

				“Buncha fools they are too. These people need to be taught some humility and reminded of who they serve—the people. That’s our house they’re sitting in, and it should be up to us to decide who gets to live and work there.”

				“There’s that word again,” Sam said. “Humility.” She wrapped her hands around Nick’s arm, unnerved by the reminder that people who’d never met him hated him simply because of the office he held. Of course she’d known they were out there, but to hear it spelled out so bluntly made her feel queasy all over again.

				“That’s what triggered our decision to bring him in and have a talk with him,” Brant said. “He’s in custody and agents from the Secret Service and FBI will be meeting with him today.”

				“He’ll deny he had anything to do with it,” Sam said.

				“Probably,” Brant conceded, “but we’re going to do our best to get him to tell us the truth.”

				“What does this mean for us and the family still in the bunker?” Nick asked.

				“Hopefully, we’ll have more information for you soon, but we hope to bring them home by the end of the day,” Brant said, glancing at Nick. “In addition, we’ve beefed up your detail, and we’ll add to Scotty’s, as well, when we bring him home. And until we’re absolutely certain we’ve got our guy, we’re going to be providing security for the other members of your immediate family with a special focus on the children.”

				“Thanks for everything you’re doing,” Nick said.

				“Of course,” Brant said. “Keeping you safe is our top priority.”

				“Thank you, Brant,” Sam said.

				“You’re welcome.” He paused before he added, “I know we’ve had this conversation before, Mrs. Cappuano, but I really recommend that you have a detail until we’re certain we’ve contained this threat.”

				“I appreciate the recommendation, but I’ll be providing my own security through my team here. I’ll be accompanied by other armed officers everywhere I go. There’s no need to be redundant.”

				“Redundant,” Nick muttered with a grunt that would’ve been laughter if the subject matter hadn’t been so grave. “Brant is suggesting added precaution, not redundancy.”

				“It’s not necessary,” Sam said, digging in. The last fucking thing she needed was to be escorted around by federal agents. She may as well hang up her badge if that was going to be her reality.

				“On that we disagree, my love,” Nick said. “But I’m not going to waste everyone’s time fighting a losing battle. Brant, we appreciate your thoroughness and ask you to keep us posted on the situation with Nevins.”

				“Will do, sir. I’ll wait for you outside.”

				When they were alone, Sam looked up at Nick. “I know what you’re going to say, and—”

				Nick kissed her hard. “I’ll see you at home later. Let me know if anything pops on the Gibson investigation.”

				“That’s it? That’s all you’re going to say?”

				“That’s it.”

				“Hmm.”

				“What does that mean?”

				“You surprise me.”

				He threw his head back and laughed. “Then my day is officially made. I’ve managed to surprise my shrewd, sexy wife.”

				“I thought you were going to do the whole alpha-dog lift-your-leg thing and demand I have a detail.”

				“Sorry to disappoint you on the leg lifting, babe, but we have a deal. Would I like you to have a detail? Abso-fucking-lutely. Do I understand why you won’t allow it? Yeah, I get it. Doesn’t mean I like it, but I get it.” He kissed her forehead and then her lips. “Now, we’ve both got stuff to do, so let’s get to it so we can get to the best part of the day.”

				“Which is?”

				His lips were a heartbeat away from hers when he said, “The part where you crawl into bed with me and rub your naked self all over me.”

				“And I’m expected to work with that visual in my head?”

				“Yep.” After another quick kiss, he headed for the door.

				“Hey, Nick?”

				Turning, he raised a brow in inquiry. “Thanks for being the best husband I ever had.”

				Normally he’d say Peter had set the bar pretty low, but not today. “Being your husband is the best thing I’ve ever done. I’ll see you later, babe.”

				Passing Nick as he left, Avery came into the conference room looking like he’d been up all night. His eyes were rimmed with red, his clothes rumpled, and his normally well-styled hair was a mess.

				“What the hell is wrong with you?” Sam asked.

				“Everything is wrong.”

				“Care to be more specific?”

				“Shelby and I broke up. The engagement is off.”

				Sam’s mouth fell open in shock. “You can’t be serious! The baby is due any second—the baby you were going to raise together.”

				“You think I need you to tell me that?”

				He’d never spoken to her in such a harsh tone, and it took her by surprise.

				“What happened?” Sam asked.

				“I’ll let her tell you. I’ve got work to do. Where are you with the Gibson case?”

				“Avery...”

				“Let it go, Sam. I didn’t have to tell you anything, so please just drop it. I need to focus on work so I don’t lose my fucking shit.”

				“All right.” Sam did as he asked and dropped it, but she’d be texting Shelby the second she could to find out what the heck had happened. “You’ve heard about the possibility of a suspect in Oklahoma City?”

				“Yeah, I’ve been briefed on that and some of my people are working with the Secret Service there. What’s going on here?”

				“We’re leaving shortly to dig into the Gibson case.”

				“I was also briefed on what was done to him. Are you okay?”

				“I will be once we figure out who decided to torture and murder my ex-husband.”

				“Speculation is it may be related to our threat. What’re your thoughts on that?”

				Sam brought him up to speed on the info Brant had shared with them. “Nick wondered if Peter was killed to draw me out of hiding.”

				“That’s a definite possibility and one that came up at our briefing this morning.”

				Sam’s belly began to ache at the thought of the FBI and other law enforcement agencies discussing what had once been her most personal business. During her contentious divorce from Peter and the crap he pulled afterward, Sam had hated having her private life picked apart by her professional colleagues. It had been a while since she’d had to deal with that, but it was happening again on multiple levels with the entire country riveted by the story of the second family being threatened and now Peter being murdered.

				“You mind if I tag along with you guys?” Avery asked.

				“Not as long as you stay out of the way and let us take the lead on Gibson.”

				“He’s all yours, but the second he ties into my investigation, he’s all mine. Got it?”

				There was no way she’d concede to that. “We’ll see.” He didn’t like that answer, but too bad. It was the only one he was getting. She pushed past him into the pit. “Gonzo, Cruz, you’re with me. Let’s get moving.”

				* * *

				THEIR FIRST STOP was the Good Night Mattress store on Wisconsin Avenue where Peter had been a sales associate since March.

				“We can’t all go in there, or they’ll think we’re shutting the place down,” Sam said when she, Cruz and Gonzo met Hill outside the store. “Cruz and I will take this one. You guys wait.”

				Avery began to object, but Sam’s glare shut him down. She headed for the front door and walked into the showroom with Cruz following behind her.

				A pretty young saleswoman greeted them. She brightened at the sight of potential customers, but her smile faded when they flashed their badges.

				“Lieutenant Holland, Detective Cruz, Metro PD.”

				“You’re here about Peter.”

				“Yes, you worked with him?”

				“I did. Come on back.” She led them past the displays of mattresses that had Sam yearning for a nap to the workstations in the back of the showroom where three other male associates were seated.

				“These officers are from the MPD,” she said. “They’re here about Peter.”

				“You’re his ex-wife,” said one of the men, an older guy with a shock of white hair and a beer belly.

				“I am,” Sam said, her teeth gritted.

				“He didn’t think too much of you.”

				“The feeling was mutual.”

				“So what’re you doing working on the investigation into who killed him?”

				“Just doing my job the same way I’d do it for anyone else. I don’t like people who hurt kids and dogs, but I go after their killers the same way I do anyone else.” Sam wasn’t sure why she was bothering to justify herself to strangers, so she took control of the conversation. “What can you tell us about him that might help us find whoever did this to him?”

				They exchanged glances before one of the other men said, “We didn’t know him all that well. Kept to himself pretty much.”

				The others nodded in agreement.

				“He wasn’t much of a mattress salesman,” another guy offered. “He had the lowest sales of any of us.”

				For some reason, that information made Sam sad for the man who’d caused her so much grief.

				“He was always on time to work,” one of them said. “Early, even.”

				“That’s true,” the woman said. “He told me once that he was turning things around and this job was part of that plan. He went to every training they offered at the corporate headquarters, some of them on his own time.”

				Sam took notes, trying to reconcile the man she’d once known with the description of him that these people were giving her. When they were married, he’d worked for a national telecom company developing award-winning advertising campaigns. That Peter wouldn’t have been caught dead attending mattress-salesman training on his own time.

				“Did any of you meet his friends or hear of anyone he hung out with outside of work?” Freddie asked.

				While the men shook their heads, the woman bit her lip as if pondering whether or not she should share her thoughts. Sam gave her the death stare and watched with satisfaction as she wilted under its potent power.

				“He had this one friend, Donny, who would stop by sometimes while we were working.” She blushed to the roots of her blond hair. “He liked to flirt with me and last week when he was in, he asked me out. He gave me his card and said to call him if I ever wanted to get together.”

				“Would you mind letting us see the card?” Sam asked.

				“Of course not. I’ll get it.” She went to her cubicle and returned with a flashy business card for Donny Bautista, Entrepreneur. Yes, it really said that. Sam wanted to snort with laughter at anyone who’d list that as their title on a business card, but rather than laugh, she took down the Oxon Hill, Maryland, address as well as the phone number and handed the card back to her. “Could I get your name and number too, please?”

				Her eyes went wide with what might’ve been fear. “You’re not going to tell him I sent you to him, are you?”

				“No, your name won’t come up. I only need it for the possibility of follow-up questions.”

				“Oh,” she said haltingly. “Okay. It’s Lucy Kaul.” She gave Sam her phone number.

				“Thank you for your time. This has been very helpful.”

				“We hope you find whoever did this to Peter,” Lucy said, her eyes brimming with emotion. “He was a good guy. He didn’t deserve this.”

				Sam didn’t necessarily agree that he was a good guy, but she definitely concurred with the latter statement.

				Outside, she took deep breaths of the fresh air and gazed up at the bright sunshine. Still recovering from the days in the dungeon, she would never again take things like fresh air, blue sky and sunshine for granted.

				Avery pounced immediately. “What’d they say?”

				Sam filled him and Gonzo in on what they’d heard inside. “It’s ridiculous for you to tag along with us. Why don’t you two go to Peter’s building and talk to the neighbors again.” She gave Gonzo an imploring look, basically asking him to take Avery off her hands. The agent was always annoying, but in his current unhinged state he was only adding to her anxiety. Besides, she needed a minute alone to check in with Shelby to find out what the hell had happened between her and Hill.

				“Come on,” Gonzo said to Hill. “Let’s go talk to the neighbors.”

				“Fine,” Hill said begrudgingly, “but let us know if you get anything.”

				“You do the same,” Sam said, rolling her eyes at Gonzo behind Hill’s back.

				Gonzo’s grimace nearly made her laugh, but she didn’t dare when Hill was in such a foul mood.

				“What crawled up his butt and died?” Freddie asked when the other two left in Hill’s car.

				“He told me earlier that he and Shelby have split.”

				“What? Isn’t she about to pop any second now?”

				“Yep.”

				“Damn,” Freddie said. “What could’ve happened that would break them up when she’s about to have a baby?”

				“God only knows,” Sam said as a sinking suspicion that she didn’t want to know overtook her. Despite that, she still fired off a text to Shelby.

				Saw Hill and he told me you guys broke up. What happened? Are you ok? Let me know if you need anything. We should be home later.

				As they walked to Freddie’s car, Sam took a good look around to make sure no one was paying her more attention than they should. She didn’t see anything to be worried about, but that didn’t mean the coast was clear. Even during the height of her issues with Peter, when she’d realized he’d been following her, she hadn’t felt quite as paranoid as she did now with the unsettled threat against their family looming over her.

				“We need to run Bautista,” Sam said, flipping her phone open to call HQ.

				“Do it on the tablet.” Freddie pointed to the thing the department had given them for fieldwork.

				“Why the hell would I do that when I can make someone else do it for me?”

				Freddie rolled his eyes and pulled the car into traffic.

				When the dispatcher answered, Sam asked to be put through to the pit.

				“Where, please?”

				“Oh my God! Who trains you people? The Homicide detectives’ pit. Hurry up about it.” While she waited, she said to Freddie, “Remind me to talk to the chief about training these people better.”

				“I’ll make a note,” he said.

				The phone rang and rang in the pit, but no one picked up. “We need some more people.”

				“Or you can run Bautista on the tablet and have the info in under a minute.”

				“Fine! Tell me how to do it.”

				“If you’d attended the training session—”

				Sam glared at him. “If you finish that sentence, I’ll write you up for insubordination.”

				“I’m just saying...” Step-by-step he walked her through the process of using the tablet to search the department database for information.

				“What the hell kind of keyboard is this anyway?”

				“It’s called a touch screen. If you’d take a look past the 3G, you’d discover a whole new world out there waiting for you to catch up.”

				“I’m perfectly happy in the 3G. Ah, fuck, now I’ve got to start all over again because this stupid thing is so touchy.”

				Freddie wisely rolled his lips together to keep from laughing.

				“If they call this efficiency, I’d hate to see what they come up with next.”

				“It’s actually really efficient if you know how to use it.”

				“This is why I need to do the driving and you need to do this crap.”

				“You won’t hear me arguing, but since the Secret Service brought you to work today, you’re stuck with the tablet. Or you can drive my precious Mustang.”

				“I’ll take the tablet over this backfiring piece of crap.”

				“I’m wounded on behalf of my piece of crap.”

				After a few more autocorrect disasters and some additional muttering on her part, Sam finally managed to complete the search for Bautista. “He’s got a few misdemeanors, simple assault, shoplifting, open container. Nothing major.”

				“See? Was that so hard?”

				“It was ridiculous.” Stashing the hated tablet between the seats, Sam stared out the window, wishing to be anywhere but in the midst of an investigation into her ex-husband’s murder by torture while a threat hung over her own family.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THIRTEEN

				“YOU OKAY, BOSS?” Freddie asked as he headed toward Oxon Hill, Maryland, just over the line from the District’s southeastern corner.

				“Sure, never better.”

				“What’re you thinking?”

				“My brain is all over the place. Between the threat and Peter’s murder and the floater, I can’t seem to find my mojo on any of it.”

				“It’s been a strange few days for sure,” he said, glancing over at her.

				“What’s on your mind, Freddie?” She didn’t really want to know, because whatever it was would probably add to her own load, and she had more than enough on her plate.

				“You should know that Tyrone turned in his badge and weapon and walked off the job yesterday.”

				Okay, she hadn’t seen that coming. Or maybe she had. Maybe they all had in the months since they lost Arnold.

				He looked over at her again before returning his attention to the road. “We knew you were dealing with Peter and everything. I’m sure that’s why Gonzo hasn’t mentioned it yet.”

				Sam looked out the window, watching the world go by in a blur. “I wish I could say I’m shocked, but I’m not. He’s been different since January. His heart hasn’t been in it.”

				“That’s what Gonzo said too. Are you going to try to talk him into staying?”

				“No.”

				“Why not, Sam? He’s a great detective. He has a fantastic career ahead of him.”

				“Not if he doesn’t want it.”

				“You can’t just let him quit when he’s dealing with grief. It wouldn’t be right.”

				“It wouldn’t be right to talk him into continuing to do a dangerous, thankless job if he doesn’t have the belly for it anymore—and I probably could talk him into staying. I could appeal to his sense of loyalty to the squad and me and Jeannie. But that wouldn’t necessarily be in his best interest. He’s a grown man, and he’s made his decision. We need to respect the guts it took to make the move.”

				“I do respect it, but I worry that once the grief begins to get more manageable, he’s going to regret it.”

				“And if he does, we’ll do what we can to bring him back. But I refuse to try to talk him out of a decision that he spent months making. That’s not in anyone’s best interest. Do you want someone covering you on the street who doesn’t really want to be there? I can’t let Jeannie work with a partner whose heart isn’t in it.”

				Freddie’s deep sigh spoke for him. “You’re right. I know you are, but still...”

				“It sucks. No question about it.”

				“Poor Jeannie is distraught over it, and right before her wedding.”

				“She’ll rise above it. She’s gotten past worse than this.”

				“Yeah, she has.”

				“I know it’s hard when things change. It’s hard for me too. We had a great group of people that was fractured by the sudden loss of one of them, and that loss has touched us all in various ways, some more than others.”

				Though he didn’t say anything, Sam could see that he was thinking about what she’d said. “I’ll talk to him, though.”

				“Okay.”

				“You’re a good friend and colleague to be concerned about him.”

				Freddie shrugged. “He’s a good guy.”

				“So are you.”

				“Awww, thanks. Are you going soft in your old age or something?”

				Sam scowled at him, relieved to see him smile. “Who you calling old?”

				“No one. Certainly not you, Lieutenant.”

				“Good answer.”

				“So, um, while we’re on the subject of the squad, you probably ought to have a talk with Gonzo too.”

				“Why?” Sam had thought her sergeant was doing better lately. Was that an act?

				“He said some stuff after Will resigned about wishing he could do the same thing but he has a family to support so walking away isn’t an option.”

				“Fuck.”

				“Language, Lieutenant.”

				“I figured that news warranted a good strong fuck.”

				“Um, ahhhh...”

				“The word, not the act, you moron.”

				“She gives and she takes away in the span of one minute.”

				“I get taken off the grid for a couple of days, and you people go to hell in a handbasket without me.”

				“What does that even mean? Hell in a handbasket?”

				“You get the point!”

				“Yeah, I do, and I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news.”

				“That’s all I seem to get lately.”

				Donny Bautista lived in an apartment building a short distance from the interstate. They took the elevator to the fourth floor and knocked on the door at unit 439.

				Sam placed her hand on the butt of her gun, just in case, and watched as Freddie did the same. They never knew what would greet them on the other side of a closed door.

				The sound of locks disengaging preceded the door opening. The young Filipino man’s gaze moved from her to Freddie and then back to her, his eyes bugging with recognition. He was about five-eight with a medium-sized build and dark hair. “You...you’re...”

				Sam flashed her badge. “Lieutenant Holland, Detective Cruz, MPD. Are you Donny Bautista?”

				“Why do you want to know?”

				“Answer the question,” Sam said impatiently.

				“Yeah, that’s me. Why you asking?”

				“May we come in for a minute?”

				“Ah, yeah, I guess. If you hafta.”

				Once inside the messy apartment, Sam got down to business. “You were friends with Peter Gibson?”

				At the mention of Peter, Donny’s expression turned wary. “I knew him.”

				“Have you heard what happened to him?”

				“Just that someone shut his water off. It’s sad. He was a good guy. Didn’t deserve it. You oughta know. You were married to him.”

				Sam ignored that and pushed forward. “When was the last time you talked to him?”

				“Not sure. Last week sometime?”

				“You got your phone handy?”

				“Yeah, why?”

				“Take a look and get me an exact day and time.”

				He hesitated, but only for a second before he went to a coffee table covered in pizza boxes and car magazines to get his phone. “Last Wednesday. He texted me to see if I wanted to meet up, but I was with my lady.”

				“And she can confirm that?”

				“Wait, you think I did this? No fucking way. I liked the guy. I had no reason to kill him.”

				“I simply asked if your lady can confirm that you were with her last Wednesday.”

				“Yeah, she can.”

				Sam pulled her pad from her back pocket and handed it to him with a pen. “Write down her name and number.”

				“You really gotta drag her into this?”

				“Yeah, I really do.”

				“How’d you meet Peter?” Freddie asked.

				“Through a guy I know in the city.”

				“His name?” Sam asked.

				“Ahh, come on! If I send cops to him, he ain’t gonna be my friend for very long.”

				“If he has nothing to hide, he shouldn’t care if cops want to talk to him.”

				“How do I know what he’s got to hide? We play cards and drink beer and talk shit. I have no idea what he does the rest of the time.”

				“You don’t know what he does for work or if he’s married or has kids or anything else about him?”

				Donny squirmed under her potent glare. “He works as a bouncer, and he’s got a coupla kids with some chick he used to bang. That’s all I know.”

				“What’s his name?”

				“You gonna tell him I gave it to you?”

				“Not if we can avoid it, but if you don’t tell us, we’ll take you in and lock you up until you’re feeling more cooperative.”

				“You can’t do that! I ain’t done nothin’.”

				Sam glanced at Freddie. “Can I do that, Detective Cruz?”

				“Yes, ma’am, you absolutely can lock up someone who is interfering with a homicide investigation.”

				Donny held up his hands. “I ain’t interfering with you. I’m just saying if I send cops to my friends, my life could be in danger.”

				“What kind of friends are you hanging out with, Donny? The kind that kill people?”

				“I never said that!”

				“Look, we’re going in circles here,” Sam said. “We want the names of anyone you know who spent time with Peter Gibson. Either you give us that, or we take you in. It’s that simple.”

				Donny thought about that for a full minute. “Okay,” he finally said. “Fine. His name is Dwayne Rogers.”

				“Write down his name, number and address if you have it. While you’re at it, write down your phone number too, just in case we have follow-up questions.”

				Returning her glare, he took the pad and pen from her again and used the contacts on his phone to give her the info she’d requested. He handed the pad back to her with Dwayne’s info and two more names on it.

				“Now, was that so hard?” Sam asked.

				“If I turn up dead, you’ll only have yourself to blame.”

				“And the fact that you hang out with thugs will have nothing at all to do with it?”

				“They ain’t thugs. They’re guys who look out for theirselves. You can’t blame them for that.”

				“Yes, I really can if looking out for theirselves includes violence.”

				“I gave you what you came for. You can probably go now.”

				“Thanks for your help, Donny. It’s been a pleasure. Oh and you should stay local in case we need to talk to you again.”

				The door slammed behind them, the click of locks reengaging echoing through the deserted hallway.

				“Pleasant sort of guy,” Sam said.

				“He’s afraid of the people he hangs out with.”

				“Seemed that way to me too. Why would anyone hang out with people they’re afraid of?”

				“Because they want something they can only get through them?”

				“Bingo. So what do they have that our friend Donny wanted? And did Peter want it too? Did he fuck up somehow and piss them off? Wouldn’t surprise me if he did.”

				“Here’s a big idea.” Freddie held out the keys to her. “You drive and I’ll find out what we know about Donny’s crew.”

				Sam snatched the keys out of his hand. “Fine. If I have to.”

				“I know she’s not the same as your luxury BMW, but she gets the job done.”

				“Why is your car a woman?”

				“Because she purrs like a kitten one minute and screams like a banshee the next.”

				“You’re not being sexist by any chance, are you, Detective Cruz?”

				“Me? Hell no. I love women. I adore them. I worship them.”

				Sam snorted with laughter, appreciative of the banter with him that made everything feel normal when it was anything but. “You mean you’ve worshipped exactly one of them, who you now plan to marry without ever knowing what else is out there.”

				“When you find the best right out of the gate, there’s no need to continue shopping.”

				They got into his car with Sam in the driver’s seat.

				“Tell me you know how to drive a stick.”

				“Please. I was weaned on a stick.”

				“If that’s a metaphor, please don’t tell me.”

				Sam looked over at him. “Thanks.”

				“For what? Letting you drive my car? I fully expect to regret that.”

				“No, not that.” She took a moment to collect her thoughts and find the words she needed. “For bickering with me and giving me a little bit of normal in the midst of this totally fucked-up situation.”

				“Bickering with you is one of my favorite things to do. If it’s keeping your mind occupied, I’m happy to help.”

				“It is and you do. Help, that is.” Sam fired up the engine, revved the accelerator, pushed the stick into first gear and lurched out of the parking space.

				“Holy crap,” Freddie groaned. “Bring the transmission with us, will you, please?”

				“Don’t worry about a thing. I got this.”

				“Famous last words.”

				* * *

				“YOU’RE NEVER DRIVING my car again. Ever.”

				“That was totally awesome! I forgot how much fun it is to drive a stick.”

				“I assume you’ll be paying for the new transmission I’ll need to acquire since you’ve ruined mine.”

				Sam rolled her eyes at him. “Don’t be so dramatic. I didn’t ruin anything. I demonstrated your baby’s full potential.”

				“I told you she’s delicate, and you worked her over. I’ll never forgive you for this.”

				“Yes, you will. You love me.”

				“Not right now I don’t.”

				“Does that mean I’m not your best-man woman anymore?” Sam asked hopefully.

				“I don’t hate you that much.”

				“Damn.”

				“This is it.” Freddie pointed to a stand-alone home on Mississippi Avenue Southeast in the District’s Washington Highlands neighborhood.

				Sam pulled into a parking space and killed the engine.

				Freddie immediately yanked the keys from the ignition and pocketed them. “Never again,” he muttered.

				“It’s official. You’re absolutely no fun.”

				“Elin would tell you otherwise,” he said, waggling his brows.

				He really was too cute for his own good, not that she’d ever tell him that. Dear God, no way. “Gross.” She got out of the car, anxious to get on with the investigation. The sooner she figured out who’d killed Peter, the sooner she could get things back to normal, or as close to normal as anything ever was for her and Nick these days.

				Thinking of him made her wonder about the other ongoing investigation. She fired off a text to him.

				Anything new?

				He replied right away.

				Not yet. They’re briefing me in 30 min. Will let you know. How’s it going there?

				Working the case. Nothing much yet.

				Keep me posted.

				I will.

				How are YOU?

				Hanging in. Fighting with Freddie helps.

				Better him than me.

				Sam laughed.

				Very true. Has a decision been made to let everyone out of the bunker?

				That’s being discussed at the briefing. More to come.

				Okay.

				Love you.

				You too.

				The brief conversation with Nick went a long way toward reminding her that no matter how ugly things might get out here, she always had him to go home to. Peter had never been that kind of husband. He’d added to her stress at the end of every long day by grilling her about everything that’d happened, where she’d been and who she’d talked to. At first she’d thought it was out of concern, but later she’d determined it was all about control.

				How she’d ever survived four years of that bullshit was still one of the greatest mysteries of her life. And all that time, he’d known that Nick had tried to get in touch with her after their momentous night together. It still boggled her mind that a man she had thought she loved, a man she had slept next to for years and made love to, had kept something like that from her to advance his own agenda.

				She hated him for that more than anything else, even his attempt to kill her and Nick. It would serve her well to focus on the hatred, to keep her distance from what had become of him. She didn’t have it in her to think he deserved what’d happened, because no one deserved to be murdered. But he’d made some bad choices that had effectively ruined his life, and she couldn’t help but wonder if one of those bad choices had led to his demise.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FOURTEEN

				WITH FREDDIE RIGHT behind her, Sam climbed the stairs to the house, noting with interest that a ramp had been installed on the other side of the porch. Having some experience with ramps, she took a closer look and saw that it had been hastily assembled, not at all like the one Nick had professionally built at their house so her dad could visit. She rang the doorbell and pulled out her badge, ready to show it to Dwayne Rogers.

				A black man came to the door. He was tall and muscular with sleeve tattoos and diamonds in both ears. Before they could show their badges, he identified them as cops. “What do you want?”

				Flashing her badge, Sam said, “Lieutenant Holland, Detective Cruz. Could we have a few minutes of your time, Mr. Rogers?”

				“Who sent you here?”

				“That’s not important,” Sam said. “We’d like to talk to you. We can either do it here or downtown. Up to you.”

				He glowered at her but stepped aside to admit them.

				As a policy, Sam never turned her back on a person of interest in an investigation. “After you,” she said, gesturing for him to lead the way into his home.

				They followed him through the foyer to a hallway that led to the kitchen.

				Sam stopped short at the sight of a familiar face. Roberto Castro, the man she’d met while undercover with the Johnson family. Roberto had been left paralyzed by the crack-house shootout that had killed young Quentin Johnson, an event that still haunted Sam almost two years after it happened. Sam had convinced Roberto to go straight and had helped him land a job as a clerk with the city. She hoped his presence here wasn’t an indication that he’d gone back to his old ways.

				“Well, well, well,” Roberto said, smiling. “If it ain’t my favorite second-lady cop.” He’d added the word second to his usual name for her.

				Sam grimaced at the title and returned his fist bump. “How you doing, Roberto?”

				“Livin’ the dream. Nothing fancy like you, but gettin’ by.”

				“You know her?” Rogers asked.

				“Me and her go way back, don’t we?”

				“We do,” Sam said. “How do you guys know each other?”

				“First cousins,” Roberto said. “Our mothers are sisters.”

				“You’re not working today?”

				“Takin’ a little break from work. Had a setback that put me in the hospital for a coupla weeks. I’m still on medical leave.”

				Sam was relieved to hear that he hadn’t left or lost the job. “Sorry to hear that.”

				Roberto shrugged. “Is what it is. What’re you sniffin’ out now?”

				“Peter Gibson.”

				“Who?” Roberto asked, his brows furrowed.

				“The mattress guy,” Rogers said.

				“Oh yeah! He squared me and my Angel away with a sweet deal on a new sack. What about him?”

				“He’s been murdered.”

				Both men looked at her in legitimate shock, the kind that couldn’t be faked.

				“No way,” Rogers said. “He was here for poker last week. Lost big, but he usually does.”

				“Did he say anything about beefs or issues?”

				“Nah,” Rogers said. “But we weren’t tight like that. We played cards and drank beer. That’s about it.”

				“How’d he come to be part of your game?” Freddie asked.

				“Another guy brought him,” Rogers said. “Anton. He knew him from a game he was in.”

				“Where can we find Anton?” Sam asked.

				“You ain’t gonna tell him I sent you, are you?” Rogers asked.

				“Not if we don’t have to.”

				He glanced at Roberto, who nodded.

				“She’s cool. She’ll protect ya.”

				Sam appreciated his endorsement. He’d helped her out with the Reese case last year, filling in some blanks for her—blanks that she’d hoped would lead to a break on her father’s unsolved shooting, but like every other lead they’d had in that case, it had turned out to be another dead end.

				Reluctantly—or so it seemed to Sam—Rogers said, “Anton works at a market on 11th Street Northwest. He’s a butcher.”

				“His last name?”

				“Williams.”

				“What’s he look like?”

				“Tall, black, built like me kinda,” Rogers said. “Got a neck tat and a pierced lip.”

				“Appreciate your help,” she said.

				“This had better not come back at me,” he said.

				“We’ll do what we can to keep you out of it.” To Roberto, she said, “Could I have a word in private?”

				“Yeah, yeah. Knew you was gonna say that.”

				“I live to be predictable.” Sam led the way to the front porch. To Freddie, she said, “Give me a minute with him.”

				“Sure. I’m going to apologize to my car for letting you drive it.”

				“You do that.” Sam held the door for Roberto, who rolled out behind her.

				“You gonna give me a lecture, lady cop?”

				“Nothing like that. I just want to know how you are. Really.”

				“Me and Angel... We had a coupla bumps, but we’re working it out.”

				“What kind of bumps?”

				He seemed pained when he said, “They ain’t sure I can have kids, and she really wants them. She took off for a while, but she came back. Not sure if she’s back to stay or not, but we’re workin’ it out. Day at a time.”

				That news saddened Sam. Roberto had once referred to Angel as his will to live. Without her, she feared he might veer off course again. “I’m sorry to hear that. I hope you guys can work it out. And there’re all sorts of ways to have kids these days. I’ve had my own issues with that.”

				“I know. I saw your speech a coupla months ago. I had no idea you’d been through all that shit.”

				“I have a son now. We adopted him, but it doesn’t matter how we got him. What matters is that he’s ours and we’re his.”

				“I feel ya. We been talking about that.”

				“If I can help at all, you know how to reach me.”

				“Y’all fancy now. I’d be afraid to call you.”

				“Don’t be stupid. My husband’s fancy. I’m the same old bitch I always was.”

				“Sure ya are,” he said, snorting with laughter. “Ya might be the same old bitch, but you’re hangin’ at the White House these days.”

				“Call if you need me, Roberto. I mean it.”

				“I’ll do that. You’re okay for a cop.”

				“Gee, thanks.”

				“The guy that was iced, he was your old man back in the day, wasn’t he?”

				“Yeah. Way back.”

				“Not sure if I should say sorry or not.”

				“Thanks. If you hear anything, anything at all, let me know.”

				“I got my ear to the ground. You know me.”

				“Yeah, I do, and I want to see you back to work at city hall. Don’t do anything stupid, you hear me?”

				“Yeah, lady cop. I hear ya.” He flashed a charming smile. “I’m on best behavior at all times.”

				“You can’t bullshit a bullshitter.”

				“How’s your dad getting on?”

				“A little better. He had surgery to remove the bullet, and he’s got some tingles here and there.” She left out the part about how painful those tingles had been.

				“Glad to hear he’s doin’ good. He’s straight up.” Sam had gotten them together last winter, and her dad had enjoyed meeting Roberto.

				She returned his fist bump. “Don’t be a stranger.”

				“See ya on the news, fancy pants.”

				“Fuck you,” she shot over her shoulder as she went down the stairs.

				“That ain’t no way for the second lady to talk,” he called after her.

				She flipped him off and smiled at the sound of his laughter. Somehow they’d both survived their time with the Johnson family and had come out of it scarred but resilient.

				Sam got into Freddie’s car, giving the passenger door an extra-hard tug when it didn’t want to close.

				“Be gentle with her,” Freddie admonished. “She cooperates when you’re nice to her.”

				“That’s me being nice. And PS, I happen to know you make enough money to afford a car that actually works.”

				“Be quiet! Don’t say that in front of her! You’re a monster.”

				“And this is news to you?” Sam handed him the tablet. “Before we take off, do a run on Anton Williams to see if he’s in the system.”

				“You know, you could do this while I drive and we could save some time.”

				She put the seat back and closed her eyes. “Nah, it’s better when you do it.”

				“Better for who?”

				“Me, of course.”

				A couple of minutes later, he said, “A few misdemeanors years ago. Nothing recent.”

				“Excellent. Now drive me to 11th Street Northwest, and hurry up about it.”

				“Yes, ma’am. Whatever you say, ma’am.” He tucked the tablet between the seats, eased the car into traffic and headed toward the city’s northwestern quadrant. “What’d Roberto have to say?”

				“He and Angel have been having some problems. The doctors aren’t sure he can have kids, and she wants them. They split for a while, but she’s back now.”

				“That’s a tough one.”

				“He said he saw my speech, and it helped them.”

				“That’s nice to hear.”

				“Yeah.”

				“He’s staying straight?”

				“So he says. He’s going to keep his ear out for anything about Peter.”

				“That’s good.” After a long pause, he glanced over at her. “What’re you thinking?”

				“What Rogers said about Peter losing big and how he always does...”

				“What about it?”

				“I’m thinking it might be worth having Vice nose around the gambling circuit. Maybe he was into bigger things than Rogers’s card game and someone got tired of waiting to be paid.”

				“I agree it’d be worth a look. You want me to call Robach?” he asked, referring to the Vice squad captain.

				“Nah, I’ll do it.” Sam placed the call to HQ and waited for Dispatch to pick up.

				“Metro PD, please hold.” Before Sam could say a word, she was listening to hideous music.

				“She just put me on fucking hold. What if this was an emergency?”

				“Um, you would’ve called 911 and not the switchboard?”

				“Don’t be a smart-ass.”

				“I’m not!” he said, laughing. “I’m serious. You didn’t call the emergency number, so she can put you on hold.”

				“She should know it’s me and not put me on hold.”

				“Oh, um, well...of course she should. What was I thinking?”

				“You weren’t, but that happens with you sometimes. I should be used to it by now.”

				“What. Ever.” Under his breath he added, “You couldn’t function without me.”

				“What was that you said? I could’ve sworn you said I couldn’t function without you, which we both know is ludicrous. I functioned for years without you.”

				“But the job was nowhere near as fun as it is with me.”

				“You said that, not me. What the ever-loving fuck are they doing for all this time? I’m going to hang up and call back if she doesn’t get to me in five, four, three—”

				“Metro PD. How can I direct your call?”

				“Robach in Vice.”

				“Please hold.”

				“Ugh, that music! I can’t bear it!”

				“You keep saying you’re going to replace it with your Bon Jovi soundtrack.”

				“That’s so happening. I’m going to sneak in there and just do it.”

				“Let me know how that goes.”

				Sam heard a click on the line. “Robach.”

				“It’s Holland. I was wondering if I could request an assist from you guys on the Gibson investigation.”

				“What do you need?”

				“I want to know how deep he was into the local gambling scene. I’m picking up some vibes that are leading me in that direction.”

				“We’ll look into it for you.”

				“Thanks.”

				The line went dead.

				Sam held the phone away from her ear and looked at it. “Was it something I said?”

				“What do you mean?”

				“He was kind of...abrupt.”

				“Might just be busy.”

				“I’m sure that’s all it is, because it couldn’t possibly be the other vibe I’m picking up lately that some of my MPD colleagues have had enough of me and the circus that surrounds me since I got married.”

				“I haven’t heard a peep about that.”

				“You wouldn’t. They’d never say it in front of you, because they know we’re tight.”

				“We’re tight? Really?”

				“Shut up, Freddie, and focus!”

				He laughed. “I am focusing, and I would’ve heard if people were beefing. Someone would’ve told me.”

				“How can you be so sure?”

				“Because they’ve told me other stuff when they felt we needed to know. Little things here and there. I always pass it on to you. I swear, I’ve heard nothing of the sort about people being fed up with you. Other than myself, of course, which makes perfect sense since I’m the one stuck with you most of the time.”

				“You used to be such a nice boy,” Sam said with a sigh. “What happened?”

				“You happened. You ruined me.”

				A smile lit up her face as she dabbed dramatically at her eyes. “That might be the nicest compliment you’ve ever given me.”

				“You’re a mess,” he said with a chuckle.

				“I would be if it wasn’t for you and this,” she said, swinging a hand between them to indicate their usual banter. “Thanks for keeping it real today.”

				“That’s why I’m here.”

				Sam watched the city go by outside the passenger-side window, thinking of Peter and her checkered history with him. It would be easy to focus exclusively on the bad stuff he’d done—and he’d done plenty of bad stuff. Her mind wandered to some of the good times they’d had, and there’d been a few of those mixed in with a lot of bad.

				In many ways, she blamed herself as much as she blamed him for the disaster their marriage had been. With her heart yearning for another man, she never should’ve allowed her friendship with Peter to turn romantic, and she certainly never should’ve married him. That was on her, and he’d always known that she didn’t love him the way a wife should love her husband. Perhaps that’s why he’d become such a psychotic in his efforts to have her all to himself.

				Her phone rang, and she happily took the call from her husband. “Hi there.”

				“Hey, babe, good news. Brant just told me they’ve arrested LeRoy Nevins. They think he’s good for the threat.”

				“They think, but they don’t know for sure?”

				“They’re still making the case, but they found quite a lot of stuff in his office and on his computer that indicated his extreme displeasure with the current vice president.”

				“But they can’t pin that letter on him?”

				“Not yet, but the FBI is liking him for it.”

				“Hmm.”

				“What does that mean? ‘Hmm’?”

				“I was hoping for a slam dunk so we could be sure it was him and get on with our lives.”

				“You know better than anyone that there’re rarely any slam dunks in situations like these.”

				“What’s being done with the prisoners in the bunker?”

				“The Secret Service is going to brief everyone, tell them what we know—and what we don’t know—and give them the choice as to whether they want to remain under protection or go back to their lives.”

				Sam couldn’t argue with that plan. “And Scotty?”

				“We’re going to bring him out, but no more camp until we know more.”

				“Ah, damn, he’ll be heartbroken!”

				“I know, and I feel terrible, but the Secret Service isn’t bending. They feel he’s too vulnerable out in the open on those fields.”

				Sam could hear the agony in Nick’s voice because his job was going to cause that level of heartache for their son. “I’m so sorry, babe. I can only imagine how you must feel.”

				“I feel like shit.”

				“He’ll understand that his safety is at risk.”

				“Will he? Will he really?”

				“We’ll talk to him together when I get home. We’ll help him see what’s at stake. Maybe we can set up something really cool where he’ll get to go into the dugout to meet the Feds or something.”

				“That’s a good idea. I’ll ask around about how to make that happen.”

				“You’re the vice president, Nick. They’ll bend over backward to make that happen.”

				“Yeah, you’re probably right. I hope it’s enough for him.”

				Sam wanted to crawl through the phone and wrap her arms around him. “It’ll be okay. We’ll make it okay for him. I promise. He loves you so much. He’d never hold something like this against you.”

				“Not this time, maybe, but what if it keeps happening? How many disappointments will he have to bear because of me and my job?”

				“Let’s take them one at a time and figure this one out. Okay?”

				“Yeah, okay. What’re you up to?”

				“Working the case, following the leads. I’m hearing Peter was into gambling. We’re trying to find out just how deep he was in. It’s a thread to pull, if nothing else.”

				“You’re being extra careful, right?”

				“Yes. Don’t worry.”

				“You may as well tell me not to breathe, my love.”

				Sam’s heart still skipped a beat when he called her that. “I’ll see you at home, okay?”

				“I’ll be there. Love you.”

				“Love you too.” Sam ended the call, closed her eyes and put her head back against the seat, trying to figure out what they could say to Scotty to make him understand why he couldn’t go back to camp.

				“Tough one,” Freddie said.

				“Yeah.”

				“He’s a good kid. He’ll understand.”

				“Nick’s worried about how he’ll feel if this stuff keeps happening. The disappointments pile up.”

				“Knowing Scotty, he’d still choose to live with you guys every day, no matter what disappointments might come with life in the spotlight.”

				“I hope so.”

				“I know so. He loves you guys—much more than he loves baseball camp.”

				“Thanks. That helps.” Sam agreed that Scotty loved them more than he loved camp, but he’d still be terribly disappointed, and that broke her heart. She never wanted him to be unhappy or disappointed about anything. Ever.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FIFTEEN

				SAM AND FREDDIE pulled up to the District Market, a locally owned and operated grocery chain with stores in DC and Northern Virginia. They entered the store and were immediately met by the manager, who held up his hands to stop them.

				“Do we have neon cop signs on our heads or something?” she asked Freddie.

				“Um, I don’t think that’s it.”

				“I know who you are,” the manager said in heavily accented English as he looked them over suspiciously. “We have no trouble here.”

				“What if I was coming in to buy a sandwich? Would I be allowed to enter?”

				“Is that why you are here?”

				“Nope, but I’m wondering about the sandwich.”

				“What do you want?”

				“We’d like to talk to Anton Williams. Can you point us in his direction?”

				“What do you want with him?”

				“I’d like to talk to him.”

				“He’s busy.”

				“Yeah, you see, we get that a lot,” Sam said. “People are busy. I’m busy. So here’s the deal—I can either go back there to the meat department where I hear he’s a butcher and have a quick conversation with him, or I can go back there and take him into custody, march him through the store in handcuffs and take him downtown for the same conversation I could’ve had here. While I’m at it, I might take you in too for making my job harder than it needs to be. You see where I’m at here?”

				His eyes narrowed into a glare that did absolutely nothing for her.

				“What’s it going to be?” she asked.

				He seemed to finally get that he wasn’t intimidating her in the least. “Come this way. Don’t make a scene.”

				“I’m hurt,” Sam said to Freddie, who rolled his eyes at her. “What kind of scene does he think I’m going to make?”

				Freddie put his arms up and pretended to dive like she had at the inaugural parade when she’d taken down a perp in the crowd.

				Sam cracked up laughing. He really was the best partner she’d ever had. Not only was he an ace detective, he knew just how to make her laugh when she needed it—and today, she really, really needed it.

				They were taken to a break room and told to wait.

				“Don’t let him bolt or I will arrest you,” Sam said to the manager when he left to get Anton. To Freddie, she said, “Keep an eye out.”

				“Come see.” He looked through one of the round windows on the swinging doors.

				Sam joined him and watched as the manager spoke to the tall, muscular black man in the white butcher’s coat, pointed to the doors and appeared to argue with his employee.

				After a tense standoff, or so it seemed to Sam, Anton threw down his cleaver and followed the manager to where they were waiting.

				Sam and Freddie backed away from the doors before they could be hit by them as they swung inward.

				“What do you want with me?” Anton asked before Sam could introduce them.

				Okay, then. “I’m Lieutenant Holland, MPD.”

				“You really think anyone needs you to tell them that?” With his bloody hands on his hips, Sam could see he had muscles on top of muscles that strained at the confines of the bloodstained white coat.

				“Just being polite. This is my partner, Detective Cruz. Are you acquainted with a man named Peter Gibson?”

				Sam watched as awareness dawned on him.

				“I knew him,” he said tentatively, the use of the past tense letting them know he’d heard Peter was dead. “But not well. We played some cards together with mutual friends. That’s about the extent of it.”

				“How long did you know him?”

				Anton shrugged. “Six months maybe.”

				“In that time, did you hear of any other games or rackets he was involved in that might’ve gotten him killed?”

				“Not that I knew of. Like I said, I barely knew him except to occasionally play cards together. How’d my name end up in the mix?”

				“We’re talking to everyone who’s spent time with him recently,” Sam said.

				“Like I said, I didn’t know him that well, so I can’t tell you anything.”

				Sam handed him her card. “After someone is murdered, people tend to get chatty. If you hear anything that you think might be helpful in figuring out who killed him, we’d appreciate the info.”

				He took the card from her even though it was obvious he didn’t want it. “Yeah, okay. Can I go back to work now?”

				“Sure,” Sam said. “Thanks for your time.”

				“You know the way out,” the manager said.

				“We appreciate your hospitality,” Sam said. “We’ll remember that if anything bad ever happens here.”

				His ineffective scowl would’ve made her laugh on a regular day.

				They emerged from the store to find Darren Tabor from the Washington Star leaning against Freddie’s car.

				“Get off my car!”

				Darren stood upright. “My apologies.”

				“What do you want, Darren?” Sam asked.

				“A statement about your ex-husband’s murder?”

				“You’ve already got everything I’m going to say about it.”

				“Come on, Sam. You’ve gotta say something more or people will think you’re glad he’s dead.”

				“You’d love for me to say that, wouldn’t you?”

				“I’d love for you to say something, anything, exclusively to me.”

				“Fine. Here it is. I’m sorry my ex-husband was murdered, and I’m trying to help figure out what happened to him. That’s all I’ve got right now.”

				He took frantic notes. “That’s better than nothing. What’s the latest on the threat against you and the VP?”

				“Ask the White House. That’s their story, not mine.”

				“Where’d they put you guys while you were off the grid?”

				“Why would I tell you that? So you can let everyone know where they take us when they’re concerned about our safety?”

				“People are curious, Sam. The vice president’s entire family disappeared for days, and no one will say where you were.”

				“And that surprises you? They’re trying to keep us safe, Darren. Telling the world where we are is somewhat contrary to that goal, wouldn’t you say?”

				“Were you scared?”

				“This is off the record, you hear me?”

				“Yeah, yeah.”

				“No, we weren’t scared. Almost everyone we love was with us, and the top law enforcement agencies in the country were working on figuring out who made the threat. What was there to be afraid of?”

				“I’m hearing the FBI might have someone in custody. Can you tell me anything about that?”

				“Nope. Not my case. Talk to them.”

				“Are you worried they might not have the right guy?”

				“Other people are paid to worry about that. I’ve got my own job to focus on, and you’re holding me up. Gotta go.” Sam got into the car. To Freddie, she said, “Let’s get out of here before the other seagulls hear that he found us.”

				“Where to, boss?”

				“Back to HQ to regroup.”

				They were pulling into the parking lot at HQ when Officer Beckett called Sam’s cell.

				“What’s up?” she asked.

				“I’m about ten minutes out with Mrs. Gibson. Wanted to give you a heads-up.”

				“Thank you for that and for going to get her.”

				“No problem.”

				“I’ll meet you at the morgue.”

				“See you there.”

				Without being told, Freddie proceeded around the building and parked near the morgue entrance. “You ready for this?”

				“Fuck no, I’m not ready. She hates me for divorcing him and blames me for getting him in trouble afterward. I want nothing to do with this.”

				“And yet you’ll do it anyway.”

				“I’m a glutton for punishment.”

				“No, you’re just really good at your job, and you do what has to be done no matter what it might cost you personally.”

				“I try.” Sam dreaded having to see her ex-mother-in-law, especially under these circumstances. “Let’s get in there before she gets here to make sure Lindsey has him ready.”

				They stepped into the always-freezing antiseptic-smelling morgue, where they found Dr. McNamara seated at a computer terminal typing up notes while sipping on an iced coffee.

				“Hey, Doc,” Sam said. “Anything new on Gibson?”

				“Nothing I haven’t already told you.”

				“His mother is on her way in. Can you make him presentable?”

				“Already done. I’ll have him brought in.” She picked up the extension on her desk and made the call. “Ten minutes.”

				“Thank you.”

				Lindsey looked up at Sam, her pretty green eyes filled with compassion. “How’re you holding up?”

				“I’m fine. This really has nothing to do with me. He was ancient history.”

				“Still...”

				She appreciated the sentiment but had no idea what to say to people who offered compassion on behalf of her ex-husband. It wasn’t her place to accept condolences for him.

				“Any leads?” Lindsey asked.

				“Nothing that’s panned out yet. Early days, though.”

				“You’ll figure it out. You always do.”

				A chime sounded behind them as the door opened to admit Officer Beckett and Irma Gibson. She’d aged in the years since Sam had last seen her and seemed particularly frail as she clung to Beckett’s arm. Peter had been her only child. Sam didn’t want to think about how she must be feeling.

				Swallowing her own anxiety, she went to meet them, uncertain as to how she should greet Irma. Did she hug her or shake her hand or do neither? What was the etiquette when you saw an ex-mother-in-law you’d never been close to following the murder of your ex-husband who once tried to kill you? Yeah, figure that one out.

				Fortunately, Irma solved the dilemma by hurling herself at Sam. “I can’t believe he’s gone,” she said, sobbing. “Please tell me this is just a bad dream.”

				Sam put her arms around the older woman and patted her back, wishing for something she could say to comfort her. “I’m sorry, Irma.”

				Irma let go of Sam, who took a step back to give the grieving woman some space. “Who could’ve done this?”

				Lindsey provided a box of tissues, which Sam gratefully accepted. She offered them to Irma.

				“We’re working on figuring that out. Would you like to see him?”

				A soft whimper preceded her slight nod. She used a tissue to dab at her eyes and blow her nose.

				“You let us know when you feel ready,” Sam said.

				“I’ll never be ready for this. May as well get it over with.”

				Sam nodded to Lindsey, and she drew the sheet back to reveal Peter’s face. The sight of his waxy remains once again hit Sam in the gut. As always, the senselessness of murder never failed to touch her, even when she’d had a complicated relationship with the victim.

				Irma approached her son, reached out to stroke his hair and bent to kiss his forehead. “He was a good son.”

				“That’s what you should remember,” Sam said.

				“He hated you for leaving him.”

				Sam heard Freddie’s gasp but forced herself not to react. People were often not at their best at times like these.

				Then Irma turned, her face ravaged with grief, anger and pure hatred. “You ruined his life. Everything fell apart after he married you. It’s your fault he’s dead!”

				Sam decided she’d heard enough and turned to leave the room.

				“Go ahead! Walk away! That’s what you do, right? When things aren’t going your way, you leave. Does your new husband know that about you? Does he know that you’ll leave him eventually?”

				The last thing Sam heard before she exited the morgue was Freddie telling Irma to shut up. Good. Someone ought to tell her to shut up. What did she know about their marriage, anyway? Only what Peter had told her, and Sam could only imagine what he’d said. No doubt he’d blamed everything on her. Had he told his mother about the lies he’d told her or the way he’d tried to control her every thought and action? Probably not.

				In Irma’s mind, it was Sam’s fault that Peter had built bombs in his apartment and then attached them to her car and Nick’s. She’d driven him to it, after all. Whatever. If that’s what his mother needed to believe to get through this, then so be it. But Sam didn’t have to sit around and listen to it.

				She went into her office, shut the door and sat behind her desk. When she reached for one of many half-consumed bottles of water, she noticed her hands were shaking. It pissed her off that Irma’s diatribe had rattled her. What did she care what Peter’s mother thought of her? She didn’t. But still, being accused of putting him in the morgue was tough to hear.

				Her extension rang, and she reached for it, eager to have something else to do besides think about the crap Irma had hurled at her. “Holland.”

				“It’s Robach. I might have something for you.”

				“I’ll come up.” Sam ended the call and finished the bottle of water, taking a minute to gather herself before continuing to work the case. No matter what she might think of Peter—or his mother—she would do everything she could to get justice for him.

				She stepped into the pit just as Freddie was returning from the morgue.

				“You okay?” he asked, visibly pissed on her behalf.

				“Why wouldn’t I be?”

				“Ummm...”

				“Robach’s got something for us. Let’s go see him and then after that you can give me a ride home. I’ve had enough of this day.”

				“Can’t say I blame you.”

				They headed for the stairs.

				“She was out of line,” Freddie said when they were halfway up.

				“It’s the truth as she knows it. How can she possibly know that if Peter hadn’t lied to me about Nick calling, Peter and I never would’ve been stuck in a miserable marriage that ended in epic fashion? She wouldn’t even know me, but she doesn’t want to hear that today or any day. In her mind, he was the victim.”

				“That’s very evolved of you.”

				“I’m an evolved kind of gal.”

				He snorted with laughter that died out when Sergeant Ramsey started down the stairs toward them—the same stairs he’d fallen down when Sam punched him last winter.

				Naturally, he couldn’t walk by without making a comment.

				“I bet whatever they did to him was nothing compared to the torture of being married to you,” Ramsey muttered.

				“What’s that you say, Ramsey?” Sam called over her shoulder. “You want to marry me? Not if you were the last dick on earth.”

				“Fuck you.”

				Freddie busted up laughing. “That was awesome.”

				“Thank you.”

				They entered the area that housed the Vice squad and found Robach in his office.

				Sam knocked.

				“Come in. Shut the door.”

				Freddie followed her in and closed the door behind them.

				“I’m not sure if this is anything, but I figured it was worth passing on,” Robach said.

				“We’ll take what we can get at this point,” Sam said.

				“The sports gambling ring last winter, the arrest of Colin McTavish...”

				“Right,” Sam said. “It’s not every day that we arrest a city councilman.”

				“It was a big one, and Gibson’s name came up in the course of our investigation. Word on the street is that he was one of McTavish’s lieutenants, but we weren’t able to make a case against him.”

				“McTavish was arrested in February,” Sam said. “Is that right?”

				“Yes, on the twentieth,” Robach said.

				“Peter started his job at the mattress place around the first of March. Coincidental or did he suddenly find himself out of work?”

				“I say it’s not a coincidence,” Freddie said.

				Sam agreed. “Where’s McTavish now?” she asked.

				“Out on personal recognizance awaiting trial.”

				“Any objection to us having a chat with him?”

				“I don’t, but his attorney probably will.”

				“Where can we find him?” Sam asked.

				Robach handed her a slip of paper. “At home with an ankle monitor.”

				“Thanks for the help.”

				“Sure,” he said, giving her a look that said there was more he’d like to say but was choosing not to.

				“Something else on your mind, Cap?” she asked, even though she desperately wanted to leave it alone. Her natural curiosity wouldn’t let her.

				“Just wondering what’s up with your husband and the threat.”

				“The FBI has a person of interest in custody.”

				“Oh, good.” After a pause, he said, “How do you deal with all the publicity while trying to do your job?”

				“Um, mostly I ignore it.”

				“Hmm. Interesting.”

				“Captain, if you have something to say, please, by all means, get it off your chest.”

				“I just wonder sometimes if you’re endangering yourself and your closest team members by working cases when the whole world knows who you are. That’s all.”

				“That’s all,” Sam said, scoffing. “Well, my closest team members don’t have a problem with it, do they, Detective Cruz?”

				“Not that I’m aware of.”

				“There you have it. Nothing to be concerned about.”

				“I hope not. Have a good day, Lieutenant.”

				“You do the same.”

				Sam turned to leave and gave Freddie a little shove to get him out the door ahead of her. “What the fuck was that about?”

				“No idea.”

				“It sounded to me as if he was trying to make me feel insecure about continuing to work while Nick is vice president.”

				“You got all that out of what he said?”

				“I did.”

				“I wouldn’t worry about it. No one in our squad thinks a thing of it, and we’re the ones you’re paid to worry about.”

				“True, but can we concede that I was right that he had a bug up his ass with my name on it?”

				“We can concede that. You called it, oh wise one.”

				“Thank you.”

				She caught the roll of his eyes but chose not to comment. Arriving in the pit, they found it deserted except for Gonzo, who was in his cubicle working on his computer.

				He looked up at them. “Missing Persons has a possible lead on Ruby Denton.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SIXTEEN

				“AN ALIVE LEAD or a dead one?” Sam asked.

				“Haven’t heard yet.”

				“Keep me posted. Anything else going on?”

				Gonzo used his thumb to point to Sam’s office. “Jeannie.”

				For the first time in days Sam remembered she was supposed to go to a dress fitting the day the Secret Service had taken her in. Crap. “Write up the reports and call it a day,” she said to Freddie.

				“You need a ride home?”

				“I’ll get Jeannie to take me. We’ll start with Peter’s parole officer and McTavish in the morning.”

				“You got it, boss. See you then.”

				“Thanks for everything today. It helped to do what we do.”

				His adorably handsome face lifted into a small smile. “Anytime.”

				Sam took a deep breath, rolled her shoulders and went into the office, pasting a smile on her face for Jeannie. “Hey.”

				Jeannie looked up from her phone. “Hi.” The dull, flat tone to her voice reminded Sam of the days following the awful attack she withstood last year. “How’s it going?”

				“Not bad, not good. We’re making some headway, but not as much as I would’ve liked.”

				“You’ll figure it out.”

				“I hope so. But I know that’s not why you’re here when you’re supposed to be on vacation getting ready for your wedding.”

				“I’m not sure how to bring up foolish things like dress fittings when you have so many bigger issues on your plate at the moment.”

				“It’s not foolish at all.” Yes, it was, but Sam would never say so. Instead, she collected her purse from the locked drawer where she kept it and grabbed a radio off her desk so she could keep tabs on what was happening from home. “How about you give me a lift to the dress shop, and we’ll get that done?”

				“Are you sure you have time?”

				“I’m sure.”

				“Thank you. I know you have absolutely no desire to be a bridesmaid, but I’m so glad you’re in the wedding party.”

				They said good-night to Gonzo and Freddie and walked together toward the main exit. “So am I. I’m looking forward to it.”

				“I can’t believe it’s this weekend.”

				“Time flies when you’re busy being in love and planning a wedding.”

				“I guess.”

				Sam was about to question her lack of enthusiasm when they exited the building into a larger-than-usual scrum of reporters. Ugh.

				“Lieutenant, what’ve you heard about the Denton case?”

				“Any movement on Gibson?”

				“Will you be attending your ex-husband’s funeral?”

				“Has the FBI let you know whether the threat against your family has been neutralized?”

				Sam and Jeannie kept their heads down and pushed through the crowd.

				“Come on, Sam, you gotta give us something.”

				“No, I don’t,” she muttered under her breath.

				They broke free of the crowd and walked quickly to Jeannie’s car. Sam didn’t let out the breath she’d been holding until Jeannie locked them in.

				“Are they getting more out of control all the time, or is it me?” Jeannie asked.

				“It’s not you, it’s me,” Sam said, chuckling. “As Captain Robach just eloquently pointed out, my higher profile is causing problems for everyone.”

				“He actually said that?”

				“Not in so many words, but that was the gist.”

				“He’s just jealous. They all are.”

				“How so?”

				“You know how it is in the old boys’ club. Some of them can’t stand seeing a woman become a rock star like you are. He feels threatened by it. Don’t let it get to you. It’s his problem, not yours.”

				“You make a good point.”

				“How are you dealing with Peter and...everything?”

				“I was doing okay until his mother let loose on me in the morgue.”

				“Oh God, what did she say?”

				“Just that I ruined his life and he’s dead because of me.”

				“For fuck’s sake. Of course you know none of that is true.”

				“Yeah, I do, but it bugs me that she only has half the story—the false half.”

				“What do you care what she thinks?”

				“I don’t.”

				“But it’s still hard to be blamed for things that weren’t your fault.”

				“Something like that. I was no angel in that marriage, but I tried to make it work even when I knew from the beginning it was probably a mistake to marry him.”

				“He wasn’t the one meant for you. You know that now. No sense gnashing your teeth about a past that can’t be changed.”

				“Also true. Changing the subject, why did I get the feeling back there that you’re not as excited as a bride should be a few days before a wedding she’s been looking forward to for ages?”

				“I’m excited about the wedding.”

				“Then what is it?”

				“Will.”

				“Ah, yes. I should’ve guessed that.”

				“I’m worried he’s making big decisions while in a bad place mentally.”

				“I don’t think he is.”

				“You don’t?”

				Sam shook her head. “If you ask me, he’s been making this decision for months. We’ve all seen it, you probably more than any of us.”

				“I never expected him to actually leave.”

				“Even though he’s been talking about it for some time now?”

				“Yeah,” Jeannie said with a sigh, “even though.”

				“I’ll talk to him as soon as I can. I promise you, if I get the feeling he has even the slightest doubt about his decision, I’ll be all over it.”

				“But you don’t think that’s going to happen.”

				“No, I don’t. I’m sorry. I’m sure that losing your partner this way feels like another blow on top of all the others you’ve had to sustain in the last year.”

				“I’m trying not to make it about me.”

				“Of course it’s about you and me and the rest of the squad. My dad warned me this was possible, so I wasn’t as surprised as I probably should’ve been to hear he’d made the move. I’ve sort of been expecting it, if I’m being honest.”

				“I wish I could say the same. I’ve been so caught up in the wedding that I wasn’t paying attention. I was blindsided.”

				“The timing is unfortunate.”

				“He said he tried to wait until after the wedding but he couldn’t.”

				“He’s still coming, though, right?”

				“Yeah, he’ll be there. He promised we’ll still be close friends, but it’ll be different. How could it not be?”

				“I wish there was something wise I could say to make you feel better.”

				“It helps to talk about it. Thanks for that.”

				They arrived at the dress shop, where Sam was forced to stand perfectly still while the seamstress made tiny adjustments to a dress that already fit her perfectly. It was a burgundy silk floor-length gown that wrapped around one shoulder while leaving the other bare. She felt rather sexy in it and couldn’t wait to see Nick’s reaction.

				When they were finished, Jeannie drove her home. At the Secret Service checkpoint on Ninth Street, Jeannie flashed her badge and was allowed to drive Sam to her front door. The street was clear of Secret Service vehicles, which meant her guys weren’t home yet. Hopefully, they’d be here soon because she really, really needed to see them.

				“I’m sorry if I’ve been a lousy bridesmaid,” Sam said. “But if I can do anything for you this week, you know where I am.”

				“You haven’t been lousy at all. I’m thrilled you’re in the wedding. I feel bad taking the rest of the week off when you’re dealing with Peter’s murder.”

				Sam reached over to put her hand on Jeannie’s arm. “Don’t feel bad about anything. This is your time to shine. Put all the crap aside and just enjoy every minute of it.”

				“I’ll try. Thank you for everything. You’ll never know what your friendship has meant to me.”

				“Back atcha.” Sam drew her into a hug and then got out of the car. Leaning into the open passenger-side window, she said. “Thanks for not turning into a bridezilla.”

				Laughing, Jeannie said, “There’s still time for that. See you Saturday.”

				“I’ll be there with bells on.”

				“Can’t wait to see that.” Jeannie waved as she drove off.

				Sam went up the ramp to her front door, which was opened by the agent on duty.

				“Evening, Mrs. Cappuano.”

				“Evening, Nate.” She dropped her purse on the sofa and went into the kitchen, where Shelby stood watch over a pot on the stove. “Hey.”

				“Hey.” Shelby kept her back to Sam, which was odd.

				“I texted you earlier.”

				“I know. I got it.”

				“What’s going on, Shelby?”

				“You already know.”

				“What happened?”

				“If it’s all right with you, I’d rather not talk about it.”

				“Of course. Whatever you want, but are you okay?”

				“No, I’m not okay, and I think I might be in labor, but other than that, everything is fine.” Her voice caught on a sob.

				Sam went over to her, put her hands on Shelby’s shoulders and was shocked when Shelby shook her off.

				“Don’t. Please don’t.”

				What the hell? “We should get you to the hospital.”

				“I have a car coming in ten minutes.”

				“Who will be with you?”

				“No one. I’ll be fine by myself.”

				“You can’t have a baby by yourself.”

				“Watch me.”

				Sam had no idea what to say to that. “I want to help.”

				“No, thank you.” Shelby hooked a pink leather purse over her shoulder and walked out of the kitchen without another word to Sam, who followed her.

				“Shelby—”

				Without turning to face her, Shelby said, “Please accept my resignation, effective immediately. I’ve enjoyed working with your family, but I’m not able to continue after today. Thank you for the opportunity.”

				Stunned speechless, Sam wasn’t able to form a reply before the front door clicked shut behind Shelby. She ran for the door and threw it open to see Shelby walking toward the Secret Service checkpoint, where a yellow cab waited for her.

				She got into the car, and it took off like a shot.

				“What the hell just happened?”

				“Ma’am?” Nate looked on with obvious interest. “Is everything all right?”

				“Yeah, sure.” Nothing was all right, but it was none of his business. As Sam walked up the ramp, a motorcade pulled onto Ninth Street from the other end and came to a stop in front of the house.

				Sam went down the ramp and stood on the sidewalk, waiting to greet Nick or Scotty, perhaps both.

				Nick emerged from the back of the third SUV, a big smile on his handsome face. “What a nice surprise to have the little wife waiting to greet the conquering hero as he returns from battle.”

				Usually that would make her laugh, but she couldn’t find the humor after what’d just happened with Shelby. “Hey.”

				Nick kissed her cheek and put his arm around her shoulders. “What’s wrong?”

				“Shelby and Avery broke up, and she just quit her job.”

				He stopped halfway up the ramp. “What? Why?”

				“She wouldn’t say. Hell, she wouldn’t even look at me. And she’s in labor. I said I’d take her to the hospital, but she refused. She said she’d be fine having the baby alone.”

				“What’s that about?”

				“I have no idea. I’m going to call Avery to find out what the hell is going on.”

				“Don’t bother. He’ll be here in twenty minutes. They’re going to brief us on the threat investigation.”

				“What could’ve happened that would cause her to break up with him right before the baby is born?”

				“I can’t begin to guess.”

				They were about to go inside when a second motorcade appeared on the street, this one bearing their son. Nick took her hand to escort her back down to the sidewalk to wait for him.

				“Let’s not say anything to him about Shelby until we know what’s going on,” Sam said.

				“Agreed, but we do need to break the news about baseball camp.”

				Dreading that, Sam sighed. “I know.”

				The second the agent opened the back door, Scotty came bursting out, full of energy.

				“Free at last, free at last, thank God almighty, I’m free at last,” he proclaimed, raising his arms to the sky in victory.

				His parents laughed and drew him into a group hug.

				“Is our long national nightmare over?” he asked.

				“You’ve been watching too much television,” Sam said, endlessly amused by him.

				“There’s never enough television.” He loved to watch the political news shows on cable almost as much as he enjoyed his sports channels. “I feel so out of the loop after days in that cave. Got a lot of catching up to do.”

				The three of them went up the ramp and into the house.

				“What’s for dinner?” Scotty asked. “I’m starving.”

				“Shelby left something,” Sam said. “Not sure what it is.”

				“She’s the best cook ever. I’m sure it’ll be awesome.”

				They followed him into the kitchen to investigate further.

				“Ohhh,” Scotty said, “fried chicken and her special mashed potatoes. Can I eat right now?”

				“Go for it,” Nick said. “We’re going to wait a bit. We’ve got some people on the way over.”

				They sat with Scotty while he devoured the chicken, potatoes and green beans Shelby had made.

				“Why’re you guys acting weird?” he asked over a mouthful of mashed potatoes.

				Sam and Nick exchanged glances. They’d hardly said a word since they sat down, which was probably what had Scotty asking.

				“We need to talk about baseball camp, pal,” Nick said, his grim expression telling the story.

				Scotty crumpled. “Oh, come on! I have a detail! They have to let me go back! It’s my favorite thing in the whole world!”

				Sam’s heart broke at the sight of tears in his eyes.

				“We know it is,” Nick said, “but until the FBI and the Secret Service are sure they have the guy who threatened us, we can’t take any chances with your safety.”

				Sam could see this was hurting Nick almost as much as it did Scotty. And because he was so insightful, Scotty could see that too.

				“May I be excused?” he muttered.

				“Sure,” Nick said.

				Scotty got up, put his plate in the sink and left the room.

				Nick dropped his head into his hands. “I hate this fucking job.”

				Sam stood and bent to wrap her arms around him from behind. “I’m sorry.”

				“I’m the one who should be sorry for upending our already-chaotic lives and making things worse than they already were.”

				“We’ve been down this road before, and you agreed that you always would’ve wondered what might’ve been if you hadn’t taken this opportunity.”

				“That would’ve been better than disappointing my son.”

				“He’ll get over it.”

				Nick put his hands over hers to keep her wrapped around him. “He shouldn’t have to get over it. He should be able to enjoy something he looks forward to all year without having to worry about his safety. I’m going to talk to them when they get here for the briefing. There’s got to be something we can do to let him attend that camp.”

				“It’s worth asking for sure.” Sam kissed his cheek. “Are you okay?”

				“Yeah, I’m fine. Sorry to lose it.”

				“That doesn’t count as losing it. It’s a tough situation, and I don’t blame you for being upset.”

				At the sound of voices in the living room, Sam released him and stood upright. “Let’s see what they have to say.”

				“Yeah,” he said, still sounding dejected. “And then we’ll tell them what we have to say.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

				HOLDING HANDS, SAM and Nick left the kitchen and went into a living room full of people in suits, some FBI, others Secret Service. Avery Hill introduced them to the agents they didn’t already know.

				“You’ve got Nevins in custody?” Nick asked.

				“We do,” Avery said. “Our Oklahoma field office has taken the lead on bringing him in.”

				“And?” Nick asked. “Is he our guy?”

				“We don’t think so.”

				Sam heard all the air leave Nick’s body in one deep sigh. “Why not?” Sam asked.

				“Upon hearing what he was suspected of,” Avery said, “he invited our agents into his home, told them to take a good look around. He doesn’t do things anonymously. If he makes a threat, he puts his name on it. As Lieutenant Holland can attest, guilty people don’t tend to invite us in.”

				“And we didn’t know his MO beforehand?” Sam asked.

				“We did know that he owns his opinions, but threatening the sitting vice president and his family is a whole other kind of felony. He’d be crazy to put his name on that one, which is why we tracked him down, brought him in, had a conversation and basically ruled him out.”

				“So we’re back to square one with our family now out of lockup,” Nick said, “which I might add was all for nothing.”

				With his hands on his hips and his hazel eyes shooting daggers at the federal agents, Sam thought he was sexy as hell. She’d tell him so later when they were alone. For now she squelched the thought.

				“We’re very sorry, Mr. Vice President,” Avery said. “We’re working the case from every possible angle. We all hoped it would be Nevins and we could put this one to bed.”

				“So what’s the next step?” Sam asked.

				“We expect to hear from the lab in the next day or so with analysis on the letter and envelope,” Hill said. “In the meantime, we’re going back through every threat we’ve received against the president and vice president over the last year and looking for similarities.”

				“In other words,” Sam said, “you’ve got dick.”

				Most of the agents looked down at the floor rather than look at her. Whatever. She only spoke the truth.

				“What’s being done to protect our family now that they’ve been let out of the pointless lockup?” Sam asked.

				“We’ve assigned a detail of agents to each family,” Brant said. “They will be giving particular attention to the children, as they were specifically threatened.”

				“That’s good,” Sam said. “We appreciate that, but why couldn’t we have done that from the get-go?”

				Brant looked to Nick.

				“Because I was out of the country, and that wasn’t good enough for me.”

				“What he said,” Brant added with a small smile.

				“I want to talk about Scotty and baseball camp,” Nick said. “There has to be a way that we can make it possible for him to go back.”

				Debra Nixon, the agent in charge of Scotty’s detail, shook her head. “I’m sorry, Mr. Vice President. We’ve had several meetings on this subject, and we’re all in agreement that we can’t adequately protect Scotty when he’s on that field. We can seal off the perimeter around the field, but we wouldn’t be able to stop a sniper with long-range capacity.”

				The word sniper in relation to her son made Sam queasy. Judging by Nick’s rigid posture, he felt the same way.

				“What’s the likelihood of a sniper?” Nick asked.

				“Low, but it exists, thus our recommendation to forgo the rest of camp,” Debra said. “Not only for Scotty’s safety but for that of the other campers too.”

				“He’s extremely disappointed,” Nick said, running his fingers through his hair in frustration.

				“I’m sure he is,” Debra said sympathetically.

				“What if we were able to arrange a separate camp for him after hours?” Sam asked. “Perhaps the Feds organization could make one or two of the players available after a game. No one would expect Scotty to be there at night.”

				“We should be able to accommodate something like that,” Debra said, glancing at Brant, who nodded in agreement.

				“I’ll reach out to the Feds to see what can be arranged,” Nick said. “I’ll let you know.”

				When the others prepared to leave, Sam asked Avery to stick around.

				“Could we please have the room for a minute?” Sam asked the remaining Secret Service agents.

				“Yes, ma’am.” Brant gestured for the others to follow him into their first-floor office. Nate stepped outside and closed the front door behind him.

				“What’s up?” Avery asked when only he, Sam and Nick remained in the room.

				Sam took a closer look at him and again noticed his unusually ragged and exhausted-looking appearance. “That’s what I’d like to know. What happened with Shelby?”

				“You should ask her.”

				“I did. She wouldn’t tell me. She wouldn’t even look at me. In fact, she quit her job and left to have the baby by herself rather than have me go with her.”

				His golden eyes bugged. “She’s having the baby? Now?”

				“That’s what she said when she left after quitting. You heard that part, right?”

				“Yeah.” He blew out a deep breath. “I really fucked up.”

				“I figured that out for myself. What’d you do, and how in the hell does it involve us?”

				He glanced at Nick and then at Sam and then down at the floor. “I said the wrong name at a critical moment.”

				Sam stared at him, hoping she had heard him wrong. “You...you said...”

				“Your name instead of hers.”

				Nick exploded. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

				“Do you honestly think I’d joke about something like this?” Avery sounded tortured. “I fucked up everything in one second. She kicked me out of her life, the baby’s life. She packed up and left our place. I have no idea where she’s living or what happens now.”

				Sam was so shocked she could only stare at him, wishing with every fiber of her being that she hadn’t pushed him to tell her what’d happened.

				“I’m sorry,” Avery said. “I have no idea how it happened. I wasn’t even thinking about you. I was thinking about her.”

				“I...” Sam didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t seem to make her brain form a thought.

				“I think you should go,” Nick said. “Now.”

				“I’m sorry. You have no idea how sorry I am.”

				“You know where the door is,” Nick said.

				Without another word, Avery headed for the door. When it clicked shut behind him, Nick turned to Sam.

				“Say something.”

				“I... I have no idea what to say.” She looked up at him. “This has nothing at all to do with us. Tell me you know that.”

				“Other than the fact that our good friend and trusted employee has quit over it, you mean?”

				“Other than that.”

				“Yes, I know it has nothing to do with us, but I still want to have him fucking killed for daring to think of you in that or any other context that isn’t professional.”

				“I have no control over what he thinks—and apparently, neither does he.”

				“He needs a fucking exorcism or something.”

				“At this point, I believe he’d probably welcome that.” Sam put her arms around herself, suddenly chilled to the bone.

				Nick unwrapped her arms and drew her into his warm embrace.

				“Please don’t turn this into a crisis for us. Please.”

				“I won’t,” he said. “I promise. But I can’t stop thinking of her having the baby by herself.”

				“I can’t either.”

				“Should we see if we can track her down?”

				“I don’t know... She was pretty adamant in her refusal of my help. I think I’m probably the last person she wants to see right now.”

				“We could text her, offer our support and let her know we can be there if she changes her mind.”

				“I like that idea.”

				Nick pulled out his phone and began to type while Sam watched.

				Avery told us what happened. Sam, Scotty and I love you very much. You are family to us, and you always will be. If you need us at the hospital, please let us know. We’ll do anything we can for you at any time.

				“That’s really nice. I hope it helps.” Sam rubbed a hand over her aching belly. “I hate feeling like I lost a friend today.”

				“She’ll come around when she has a chance to think it through,” Nick said. “You didn’t do anything. It’s all on him. She’ll see that in time.”

				“I really hope so.” Sam felt less than optimistic, and her heart broke for her heartbroken friend. “I can’t believe this happened to her right when the baby was due.”

				“I know. Poor Shelby. She was so happy and excited about everything.”

				“You wouldn’t have recognized her today. She was totally different.”

				“I hate to hear that,” he said with a sigh. “But on a happier note, I’m glad they liked the idea of a nighttime baseball camp.”

				“Fingers crossed we can make it work.”

				“I don’t know about you, but I’ve had enough of this day. What do you say we turn in early?”

				“I say yes, please.”

				After they ate the dinner Shelby had made, they went upstairs and knocked on Scotty’s door.

				“Come in,” he said in a dull, flat tone that was wildly out of character for him.

				Nick opened the door and let Sam go in ahead of him.

				“We’re calling it a night, buddy,” Nick said. “You need anything?”

				Without taking his gaze off the Feds game on the wall-mounted TV, Scotty said, “No, thanks.”

				Nick started to say something, seemed to think better of it and then shook his head. “We’re trying to figure something out for camp.”

				Sam gave her husband a “What the hell?” look. Nick shrugged, and she knew he’d told Scotty because he couldn’t bear to disappoint him.

				Scotty shifted his suddenly brighter gaze to Nick. “Really?”

				“I can’t make any promises yet, but we’re going to try. That’s all I can say.”

				“That’s awesome. Thank you.”

				“Yeah, sure, bud. I feel so bad...”

				“It’s not your fault. You’re not the one threatening us.”

				“It’s my fault for taking this damned job that makes everything so complicated.”

				“That’s also not your fault. I don’t blame you. That would be stupid.”

				Nick went to the bed and leaned down to hug him. “You’re the best son I ever had.”

				“Haha, I’m the only son you’ve ever had.” Scotty returned his hug and then looked up at his father. “I’m sorry if I made you feel bad. I didn’t mean to.”

				“You didn’t. No worries. Don’t get your hopes up yet about camp.”

				“I won’t. Thanks for trying.”

				“You got it.”

				Sam switched places with Nick and bent to kiss Scotty good-night. “Love you, kid.”

				“Love you too.”

				“Don’t stay up too late.”

				“It’s summer vacation. I’m supposed to stay up too late.”

				“He’s got you there,” Nick said as he ushered Sam out of the room. “Night, buddy.”

				“Night.”

				After Nick closed the door to their room, Sam said, “Let’s not tell him about camp until we know for sure. Remember that?”

				“I blew it. I’m sorry. I couldn’t stand how disappointed he was.”

				“I know.” She smiled up at him as she pulled off his tie and began unbuttoning his shirt. “He’s old enough to handle the possibility of our plan not working out. It’s fine that you told him.”

				“I’m glad you agree. I swear this parenting thing gets harder all the time.”

				“I’m told this is the easy part. Wait until he starts driving and has girlfriends and discovers a taste for beer.”

				Nick shuddered. “Stop it. My son will never do any of those things.”

				“Drive, date or drink? You’re a dreamer, my friend.”

				“I don’t want to think about any of that. I’d much rather think about my sexy, gorgeous wife and how we’re finally alone in our own room again.”

				“I can’t wait to sleep in my own bed.”

				“Just sleep?”

				“That was the plan unless you had something else—”

				He stole the air from her lungs when he picked her up, carried her to the bed and came down on top of her. “I do have something else in mind.”

				Sam flattened her hands on his chest, loving the play of his muscles and the steady beat of his heart under her palms.

				“How you doing?” he asked, studying her face with intense scrutiny.

				She knew exactly what he was asking and loved him for it. “I’m okay. Working the case helps.”

				He caressed her cheek and laid a gentle kiss on her lips. “Any ideas as to who might’ve done it?”

				“Not yet, but we’ve stumbled upon a possible gambling issue that may lead to something. It’s early days yet.”

				“You’ll figure it out.”

				“His mom went off on me earlier.”

				Nick drew back. “She went off on you? How do you mean?”

				“She blames me for the fact that he’s dead. She said I ruined his life by leaving him.”

				“Which of course you know isn’t true.”

				“Yeah.”

				“Samantha, look at me.”

				She forced her gaze up to meet his. “It’s not your fault that he’s dead.”

				“What if...”

				“Tell me. Put it out there and get it off your chest.”

				“It’s far-fetched.”

				“Tell me anyway.”

				“I keep thinking about the threat and what it said about us lacking humility. Peter was found dead after I told Avery that he used to say that to me. What if there’s a connection? What if whoever sent the threat letter got that info from him?”

				“By torturing it out of him?”

				“I told you it was far-fetched.”

				He leaned back on his elbow. “In the time we’ve been together my definition of far-fetched has been significantly calibrated in the direction of anything is possible. Will you mention this thought to Avery?”

				“Hell no. I don’t need him swooping in and claiming jurisdiction over Peter’s murder.”

				“There is that.”

				Sam reached up to cup his cheek. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to derail your plans with talk of work.”

				He covered her hand with his. “I started it by asking how you’re doing.”

				“That’s right,” she said, smiling. “It’s your fault we got off track.”

				“I know how to get us back on track, but only if you feel like it.”

				“Depends on what you have in mind.”

				“How about this?” Nick leaned in to slide his lips over hers in a slow, soft seduction that was exactly what she needed.

				She breathed in the familiar scent of him, the scent of home, and relaxed into the pillow, ceding control of her pleasure to him. Somehow he always knew what she needed, and tonight he slayed her with tenderness. His lips were soft rather than demanding as he kissed from her mouth to her neck and down the front of her, undoing buttons as he went.

				He pushed the sides of her blouse apart and kissed the tops of her breasts before releasing the front clasp of her bra. In keeping with the slow, sweet seduction, he gave each breast equal time. Rising to his knees, he held them in his hands and kissed circles around the aching tips before finally drawing them into the heat of his mouth.

				Sam sighed with pleasure and wriggled with impatience.

				“Easy, baby,” he whispered, his breath warm against her tingling nipple. “You’ll get everything you want. In time.”

				Running his thumbs over her nipples, he left a new trail of kisses down the middle of her abdomen, stopping to dip his tongue into her navel.

				Sam gasped from the sensations that spiraled through her, making her nipples and clit tingle in anticipation. She buried her hand in his hair, letting the silky strands slide through her fingers.

				He looked up at her, hazel eyes ablaze with love and desire, checking on her as he always did. At the same time, he ran a hand up the inside of her leg, under her skirt to rest against her core.

				Lifting her hips, Sam tried to encourage him to hurry, but he wouldn’t be rushed.

				He removed his hand, making her groan from the loss.

				Nick chuckled at her reaction. “So greedy.”

				“You make me that way.”

				“I love you that way.” He drew her skirt and panties down her legs and tossed them aside. “Let’s get rid of this too,” he said of her shirt and bra, which went the way of the skirt. Rising up on his knees again, he removed his shirt and released the clasp on his pants, then unzipped them slowly over the huge bulge.

				Sam licked her lips in anticipation of taking him inside her.

				But he had other things in mind before the main event. With his hands on her knees, he spread her legs, opening her to his tongue and fingers. He had her so primed, so ready, that it didn’t take much effort on his part to take her to the edge of release.

				“Nick,” she gasped. “Please...”

				“Not yet.” He backed off and kissed a path down the inside of her leg.

				Groaning in frustration, she shivered at the outbreak of goose bumps on her sensitive skin.

				Switching to the other leg, he kissed from her ankle to her knee to her thigh and finally the place that burned for him. He drew the tight knot of her clit into his mouth, sucking lightly and running his tongue back and forth.

				Sam put a hand over her mouth so Scotty and the Secret Service wouldn’t hear her scream from the orgasm that scorched through her, leaving her gasping in the aftermath.

				Nick pushed his fingers into her and found the spot inside that triggered a second wave.

				She was still riding that wave when she felt him push into her, hard and thick and long. They were a perfect fit, and nothing in her life could compare to the magic they created together.

				Sam held out her arms to him, wanting him as close to her as she could get him.

				He came down on top of her.

				As she opened her mouth to his tongue, Sam wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist. This, right here, was utter perfection. They moved together in the kind of harmony she hadn’t known was possible until they found each other again years after the first perfect night they spent together. It never failed to humble her to know she got to spend the rest of her life with him.

				Nick broke the kiss and pressed his lips to the curve of her neck. His breathing deepened, indicating he was close.

				Sam combed her fingers through his hair.

				“Talk to me, babe. Tell me how it feels.”

				“Amazing, as always.”

				“Mmm, love you so much.”

				“Me too.”

				After that there were no more words, just sighs and soft groans and deep, searing pleasure. She was completely drunk on him and the way he made her feel every time he touched her, but when he gave her this kind of tenderness, she was utterly defenseless.

				Still joined, he took her with him when he rolled to his side, holding her close as their bodies cooled and twitched with aftershocks.

				“How do you always know what I need?” she asked after a long period of silence.

				“That’s my job.” He kissed her forehead, her nose and then her lips while his hand cupped her breast and his thumb found her sensitive nipple.

				Sam shuddered from the zip of sensation that darted through her body. “I could never deal with this life without you, without this.”

				“Fortunately, you’ll never have to.”

				“I feel like I’m still recovering from those few hours when I didn’t know for certain that you were okay.”

				“I’m so sorry about that, babe. I hate that you were so afraid.”

				“It’s okay. It’s not your fault. It just... The whole thing triggered some anxiety for me about how exposed you are these days.”

				“I’m familiar with that anxiety. I suffer from it myself.”

				“I know you do,” she said with a sigh. She also knew that her refusal to accept Secret Service protection added to his anxiety, especially since her inauguration antics had drawn international attention to her. If she had that to do over again, however, she would do the same thing to catch the man who’d killed Detective Arnold.

				She couldn’t deny, however, that the incident had raised her risk profile exponentially, something she and Nick were still coming to terms with nearly six months later. It wasn’t lost on her that she’d be one hell of a prize for an international terrorist looking to make a statement by grabbing the wife of the vice president of the United States.

				The thought of it made her shudder in fear.

				“What?”

				“Nothing. Just a chill from the AC.”

				“Are you sure?”

				“Mmm-hmm.” The last thing she wanted was to add to his stress about the job by telling him how afraid she was for their safety. She distracted him by rolling the tendon at the base of his neck between her teeth, smiling when she felt his reawakened erection throbbing inside her. “Again?”

				He rolled to his back, taking her with him until she was settled on top. “Again. Like this.”

				Tilting her hips, Sam drew a deep groan from him. “Like that?”

				“Like that,” he gasped. “Just like that.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

				LONG AFTER SAM fell asleep, Nick lay awake watching over her. He twirled a long strand of her hair around his finger, thinking about Peter’s mother taking a piece of her for something that wasn’t her fault. Despite the tough exterior she showed the rest of the world, Nick knew that she’d take her ex-mother-in-law’s words to heart even if she’d never say so.

				Maybe it made him a bad person, but he was glad the son of a bitch who’d done so much to cause them trouble was dead. He wouldn’t wish death by torture on anyone, even Peter, but it certainly didn’t break Nick’s heart to know that Peter could never again hurt her.

				Nick ruminated over Sam’s theory that Peter’s death could somehow be related to the threat. Whether any connection could be made remained to be seen, but if one was there, he knew Sam would find it.

				In the meantime, he could only hope that Peter—and his mother—had hurt her for the last time.

				As always, sleep was an elusive bitch for him. At least watching her sleep gave him something to do besides think about the meeting the president had requested in the morning. He hadn’t been told the agenda, so he was left to speculate. Most likely they’d again cover the subject of security and President David Nelson’s request that Sam accept Secret Service protection. It had been a frequent refrain between the two men since the inauguration.

				But Nick wasn’t backing down. He’d made a promise to his wife when he accepted the job, and he intended to keep it even if he agreed with Nelson. Maybe the president wanted to talk about the threat that had spurred such a huge reaction by the Secret Service. Or perhaps for once, Nelson would want to talk to him about issues and policy. Wouldn’t that be something?

				Before the summer, he’d made some progress in his plans to spend time with kids in middle and high school, encouraging them to think big and aim high. He’d visited twenty schools in the DC metro area and had twenty more on the schedule for the fall. He was always thinking about ways to connect with young people, especially through social media, where they spent so much of their time.

				Devoting his time to kids made him feel less useless and irrelevant since the president rarely gave him a passing thought. He’d had to figure out his own path to staying engaged in a job that had caused him more headaches than anything else since he accepted the post last November.

				The meeting tomorrow was yet another on a long list of things to worry about. After battling insomnia for most of his life, he recognized the futility of trying to sleep while his brain was racing a mile a minute. Maybe it was time to let Harry give him something new to help him sleep. Nothing he’d tried on his own, including melatonin, had worked, and the prescription meds he’d tried in the past had left him groggy the next day.

				Nick settled Sam on her pillow, got out of bed, pulled on a pair of sweats and left the room. He nodded to Darcy, the agent positioned outside Scotty’s door, and went into the room they used as an office. Rather than lie awake wondering what the president wanted with him, Nick decided to review the briefing books that arrived in his office on a regular basis, even if no one ever asked him to do anything.

				At the very least, he kept up on what he needed to know if the worst should ever happen. He prayed every day that would never happen. Though everyone expected him to run for office in four years, he was beginning to think that was the last thing he wanted to do. He was finding the confining life surrounded by Secret Service to be stifling. No one could tell you what it was like to lose the basic ability to move around freely until it happened. He’d discovered he hated being a prisoner in his own home, his every move subject to the approval of his detail.

				Wouldn’t it be something when the rest of the world heard that he was losing interest in eventually running for the highest office in the land?

				Laughing to himself at the thought of that story getting out, and the Democratic leadership having an apoplexy, Nick opened the first of three binders and began to immerse himself in details he hoped he’d never need.

				* * *

				SAM DREAMED OF TORTURE, of fire singeing skin, of nails ruthlessly torn from fingers and punches raining down on her when she was powerless to defend herself. Then Stahl was there, wire bale in hand, a maniacal expression on his portly face as he prepared to wrap her in razors and set her on fire.

				Then she was screaming, fighting to break free, thrashing and battling with everything she had.

				“Babe, wake up. Samantha, wake up. You’re dreaming again.” Nick’s voice dragged her out of hell. He scooped her up into his arms and held her close while she sobbed for Peter, for herself, for the sheer senselessness of his murder and the awful way he’d suffered. “It’s okay, baby.” Nick stroked her hair and back as she cried it out. “I’ve got you. You’re okay.”

				Sam wasn’t proud of the way she clung to him, but she desperately needed the comfort only he could provide. In the past, before him, she would’ve powered through on her own, even if it meant quaking with fear by herself late at night in her bed. It was so much better to let him wrap her up in his sweet love.

				“I’ve been waiting for this to really hit you,” he said, continuing to soothe her with his hand in her hair and on her back. “It’s totally normal for you to be undone by what happened to someone you once loved. It doesn’t matter what he did or didn’t do or failed to do. None of that matters right now.”

				No, it didn’t matter. She’d never forget the wicked things Peter had done to both of them. But Nick was right—none of that mattered in the wake of Peter’s gruesome murder.

				After a while, Nick eased her back to her pillow but kept his arms wrapped around her. “You want to talk about it?”

				“I... I was dreaming that what happened to Peter happened to me.” Her skin felt clammy, and her heart still raced.

				“Aww, baby.” He held her closer, his body snug against her back, their legs intertwined, his arms tight around her.

				“Stahl was there with the razor wire. It was a mishmash of horrible things. I just keep thinking that this thing with Peter is going to blow up into a big deal. We’re missing something.”

				“Whatever it is, you’ll figure it out. I know you will.”

				“Part of me is afraid of the truth. If it leads back to me in some way, I don’t know how I’ll live with that.”

				“You’ll live with it by knowing there was absolutely nothing you could’ve done to prevent what happened to Peter. There’s going to be an explanation, eventually, and no matter what it is, we already know it had nothing directly to do with you.”

				“Even if he was killed because of me?”

				“Even then.”

				Sam released a shuddering deep breath and relaxed into his embrace.

				“That’s it, sweetheart.” He ran his hand down her arm and linked their fingers. “Try to go back to sleep. I’ll be right here.”

				“That helps. Thanks.” She squeezed his hand. “Where were you?”

				“In the office reading.”

				“Couldn’t sleep?”

				“Nah.”

				“You could hear me from there?” she asked.

				“Darcy heard you and alerted me.”

				“Well, that’s embarrassing.”

				“Don’t sweat it, babe. Just try to relax and get some sleep.”

				“You don’t have to stay if you’d rather read.”

				Kissing the back of her shoulder, he said, “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be than wherever you are.”

				“Even when I’m a hot mess?”

				“Especially then. I like being needed by you.”

				“I like needing you, and I like that I don’t even care that I said that out loud.”

				Nick laughed. “That’s progress, my love.”

				“Mmm, sure is.” After a long moment of quiet, she said, “I could never be this person with anyone but you.”

				“That’s really good to know. I feel the same exact way.”

				* * *

				SAM TOOK THE EDGY, disturbed feelings from the dream to work with her the next morning, more determined than ever to find whoever had killed Peter. As always lately, reporters surrounded HQ and lined the street with satellite trucks, ready to broadcast the latest salacious details as soon as they were made available. They disgusted her.

				She walked into the pit, where Freddie told her she had a visitor.

				“Detective Green from Fairfax, looking for anything we can tell him about the floater.”

				“Ugh, how did a case that we off-loaded end up back in my pit?”

				“You’ll have to ask him.”

				“You’re no help at all.”

				“What?” he asked with a laugh. “He didn’t want to talk to me. Only you.”

				“Awesome.”

				“I can’t help that your reputation precedes you.”

				Sam left him with a glare that did nothing to dim his smile and went into her office, where Detective Green was immersed in his smartphone while he waited for her. He jumped up when she walked in and managed to nearly drop his phone in the process. Tall, blond and muscular, he had the look of a guy who spent a lot of time at the gym. His blue eyes were warm and welcoming.

				“Lieutenant Holland, I’m Detective Green, Fairfax County. I’m here about the floater your people pulled from the Anacostia on Friday.”

				Was that really only Friday? It seemed like a decade ago. Sam shook his outstretched hand. “What can I do for you, Detective?”

				“Before I get into the case, please let me tell you that I’m a big fan of your work,” the young detective said with a big grin.

				His name wasn’t the only thing about him that was green. “Thank you,” Sam said. “I understand you’ve identified the floater?”

				“Yes, she’s Rose Samuels, a known prostitute who’s had many run-ins with our department over the years. The thing is, though, she’d begun to clean up her act in the last year or so. She was attending community college, had a steady boyfriend and an apartment that she paid for by waitressing seven nights a week.”

				Sam felt unreasonably sad for a woman she’d never met. “Did the boyfriend check out?”

				“He reported her missing the first night she didn’t come home and has cooperated every step of the way. The poor guy is distraught. He says they had plans.”

				“And there’s no chance she was back to her old ways and the boyfriend didn’t know it?”

				“No chance.”

				“Hmm, that’s a tough one, for sure. What did you need to see me about?”

				“I was hoping you might have some ideas for me, having worked the scene where she was found.”

				“As you and the rest of the world know, I wasn’t there very long.”

				“Still... I’m staring at the brick wall here, and I want to nail the person that did this for Rose, her family, the boyfriend, the plans they had. Maybe I’m being silly caring so much about an ex-hooker, but I knew her a little, and I was rooting for her.”

				“You’re not silly,” Sam said, touched by his passion for the job. “I’ll tell you one thing that sort of nagged at me after that day at the river.” She hadn’t had a chance to think about it much since then, thanks to being abducted by the Secret Service.

				“What?”

				“The guy who called it in... Hang on a sec.” She went to the door and yelled for Cruz, who popped up in his cubicle like Little Rabbit Foo Foo, not that she’d ever share that thought with him.

				“You bellowed?”

				“Who was the guy who called in the floater?”

				Freddie looked down on his desk until he came up with the page that Beckett had given them at the scene. “Mike Lonergan. Works at the Navy Yard and runs on the path every day. Made a point to tell us that she hadn’t been there the day before.”

				Green wrote down the details as Freddie recited them. “This is something I didn’t have before. I’ll check him out.”

				“Will you keep us posted?”

				“I’d be happy to.” He handed her his card. “If you think of anything else, please give me a call.”

				“We will. Good luck. I hope you get justice for Rose.”

				“Oh, I will. You can count on that. I won’t stop until I get the person who did this to her.”

				“She’s lucky to have you on her case.” Sam could see that her compliment pleased him.

				“I’m glad you think so. I’ll get out of your hair.”

				Sam watched him go and then looked at the card he’d given her. Cameron Green. She liked the cut of his jib, as her father would say. “Cruz!”

				He popped up, eyebrow raised in inquiry.

				“Let’s hit the streets.”

				“Yes, ma’am.”

				“Where’s Gonzo?”

				“He had an appointment this morning.”

				“We have some spots that need to be filled on this squad.”

				“You read my mind, Lieutenant,” a booming voice said from behind her.

				Sam turned to face Captain Malone. “Where’d you come from?”

				“Morning meeting with the chief. I was coming to talk to you about the openings in your squad. I understand Detective Tyrone has tendered his resignation?”

				“So far we only have one official opening,” Sam replied. “I still need to speak to Tyrone, and I haven’t had a chance to do that yet. Until I do, his spot is not officially open.”

				“Fair enough,” Malone said, “but we need to fill Arnold’s spot.”

				“I know,” Sam said, her heart sinking. She was surprised the brass had let her put it off this long. “Let me get this case closed, and then we can talk about.”

				“Okay, but I’m going to post the opening for internal and external applicants.”

				“If you must.”

				“I must. Where are we with Gibson?”

				“About to get back to it.”

				“Don’t let me keep you. Report in later on what you’ve got. We’re under tremendous pressure from the media for updates.”

				“When are we not under tremendous pressure from them?”

				“When our vic is the ex-husband of our star Homicide detective, who also happens to be the nation’s second lady, the pressure is a little more intense.”

				Sam glowered at him and then turned to leave, hoping Cruz was following her. As she headed toward the morgue exit, her cell phone rang and she took the call from Nick. “Hey, babe. What’s up?”

				“Um, well...”

				The odd tone of his voice had her stopping. “What?”

				“Apparently, my mother has given an interview.”

				“She’s done what?”

				“You heard me right. She did a sit-down with Amber Dillon.”

				Sam’s heart sank. Dillon was one of the sleaziest reporters in the business. “Oh no.”

				“Oh yes, and from all accounts, nothing was off-limits.”

				“Nick...”

				“Terry made some calls,” he said of his chief of staff, Terry O’Connor, “and rumor has it that it’s as bad as it gets. The network promos are calling it the most revealing interview yet about our country’s new vice president.”

				“I think I’m going to be sick.” She could only imagine the shit his estranged mother was capable of stirring up.

				“Right there with you.”

				“What can I do for you?”

				“I’m meeting with the White House chief counsel in thirty minutes. There’s talk of trying to file an injunction to stop the broadcast. We’ll do what we can.”

				Sam leaned against the cinder-block wall, needing the support. “We’ll sue her ass off, hit her hard in the pocketbook, so she’ll think twice about opening her big mouth again.”

				“I’ve already talked to Andy about that,” he said of his lawyer friend.

				“I’m so sorry this is happening, babe,” Sam said.

				“Yeah, well, it’s par for the course where she’s concerned.”

				Sam’s heart ached for him. “Keep me posted?”

				“I will. I’ve got to go.”

				“I love you, and no matter what she says, it doesn’t change anything that matters, do you hear me?”

				“I hear you. I’ll call you later.”

				Though he said the right things, she could hear the despair in his voice. When would that dreadful woman stop hurting her only child?

				“What’s wrong?” Freddie asked.

				“Nick’s mother has given a tell-all to Amber Dillon.”

				“Oh no...”

				“Oh yes.” Sam pulled herself off the wall and continued toward the exit, wishing she could be with Nick to help him deal with the latest betrayal by the woman who’d given birth to him. Instead, she was heading to talk to Peter’s parole officer. The irony wasn’t lost on her. Once again, her ex-husband was keeping her from Nick.

				“Did he have any specifics?” Freddie asked, obviously choosing his words carefully.

				“Nothing other than the network is promising an exposé.”

				“Crap.”

				“That’s exactly what it’ll be, not that anyone will care that it’s all lies. She’ll run his name through the mud, and he’ll have to deal with the fallout.”

				“How can a mother treat her own child the way she treats him?”

				“It’s always been like this with her. She’s the most selfish person you’ll ever have the displeasure to meet. She probably can’t stand that he’s getting the limelight she always wanted for herself.”

				“Wow. Unreal. Is there anything he can do?”

				“He’s talking to White House counsel about injunctions and to our personal attorney about civil action.” Sam sighed. “Just what we need on top of threats and murdered ex-husbands.”

				“Sometimes I wonder how you two manage to keep it together with everything you’ve got coming at you all the time.”

				“We try to focus on what we know to be true and filter out the crap that’s out of our control.”

				“It’s admirable. Some of it would tear a lesser marriage apart.”

				“If we let it tear us apart, the haters win. We’ll never give them the satisfaction.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER NINETEEN

				SAM AND FREDDIE got into the tricked-out black BMW that was a gift from her husband after the inaugural takedown had quadrupled the attention focused on her. The car was outfitted with every possible safety feature, as well as supplies for three days off the grid if it ever came to that.

				Sam drove the short distance to the building that housed the Court Services and Offender Supervision Agency for the District of Columbia, the federal agency responsible for overseeing adults on probation, parole and supervised release. Peter had been on supervised probation following the altercation outside her home the night before her wedding when he’d violated the no-contact order she had against him and pulled a gun on her.

				She shuddered as she recalled that incident. Even after all this time, she could still remember every detail.

				“Going somewhere?” he’d asked.

				Shit. “What’re you doing here, Peter?” At the sight of her ex-husband, her heart beat fast and her breath came out in white, puffy clouds in the cold. She began to shiver.

				“I want to talk to you.”

				“I have nothing to say to you.”

				“I have something to say to you, and it’s high time you listened to me.”

				“Get out of here before I have your ass thrown back in jail for violating the no-contact order.”

				She started to push past him, but he grabbed her arm and pulled her tight against him.

				“Let go of me, or I swear to God I’ll cripple you.”

				He pushed something hard against her ribs. “Don’t make any fast moves, sweetheart, or your family will be attending a funeral rather than a wedding.”

				Sam cursed herself for being so stupid as to go out unarmed. She glanced up at the second floor of their house, where Nick was hopefully sleeping, unaware that she was in grave danger on the eve of their wedding. “What do you want?” she asked through gritted teeth.

				“That’s more like it.” His lips brushed against her hair, and it was all Sam could do not to cringe. “You’re making a big mistake marrying that guy.”

				“Is that so?”

				“He doesn’t love you the way you deserve to be loved—the way I love you.”

				Sam swallowed hard. “Peter, please. Let me go and get out of here before someone sees you and carts you back to jail.”

				“There’s nowhere they can take me that’s worse than living without you.”

				Sam swallowed hard. “I’m sorry you feel that way.”

				“Are you really?”

				“Of course I am. I never wanted you to be unhappy.”

				“Then why did you leave me?”

				Sam wanted to shove her elbow into his gut but the press of metal against her ribs kept her still. “I want you to let me go now. You need to find someone who loves you the way you deserve to be loved—”

				“I don’t want anyone else,” he growled in her ear, tightening his hold on her to the point of pain. “What about that don’t you get?”

				The click of a gun engaging sounded next to them.

				“Let her go, and step back.”

				“Who the hell are you?” Peter asked.

				“Doesn’t matter who I am. You need to let her go right now unless you want me to make roadkill out of you.”

				Out of the corner of her eye, Sam saw the lights go on in their place as she tried unsuccessfully to place the voice of her rescuer.

				“This is not over,” Peter had whispered in her ear. “It’ll never be over.”

				Well, it’s over now, Sam thought. Peter had pleaded to a misdemeanor harassment charge as well as a felony weapon charge and had been given three years’ supervised probation rather than the jail time he’d deserved. Only the fact that Nick had paid someone to watch over her had saved her life that night. Peter had managed to slide through the system like a slippery eel, getting less than he deserved in the way of punishment.

				Brendan Sullivan, Peter’s probation officer, worked in a cubicle on the second floor. The young man seemed frazzled by the huge piles of manila folders that avalanched across his desk.

				Sam flashed her badge.

				Before she could introduce herself, he said, “I know who you are and why you’re here.”

				She respected people who cut through the bullshit and got to the point.

				“I made a copy of his file for you.”

				“Now, see, Detective Cruz, this is the sort of cooperation we deserve and rarely get.”

				“What do they say about busy people being the most efficient?” Brendan asked, grinning up at them.

				“I’d like to have a reason to interview you every day,” Sam said.

				“Now you’ve done it,” Freddie said.

				They shared a laugh at her expense, and Brendan gestured for them to take the two visitor chairs in his tiny cubicle. “About your guy Gibson...”

				“He wasn’t my guy,” Sam said. “Not anymore.”

				“Right, but he was still extremely hung up on you. He talked about you a lot. I encouraged him to move on, but he seemed stuck. It was a point of contention between us.”

				“You’re preaching to the choir,” Sam said.

				“Separate from that, he did seem to be making an effort to get back on track. He was enjoying his new job at the mattress store and making some new friends.”

				“Were you aware that he was part of several ongoing poker games?”

				“No, I wasn’t.” Brendan’s expression hardened ever so slightly, enough that Sam picked up on it. “He was well aware that gambling of any kind was a probation violation.”

				“If I were to give you a few names, perhaps you could check to see if any of them are in the active case file for your office.”

				“And if they are?”

				“They could possibly be brought in and compelled to tell us anything and everything they know about our friend Peter in exchange for no further action taken on the violations.”

				“I might be able to arrange that.” He booted up his computer. “Who’ve you got?”

				Sam gave him the names of Donny Bautista and Dwayne Rogers.

				“Nothing for Bautista but Rogers is in our system, six months to go on probation for a misdemeanor weapons charge.”

				“We spoke to him yesterday but didn’t get much. I’m thinking with only six months left to go, he might cooperate more with you guys than he did with us.”

				Brendan stood. “Let me have a word with my boss. I’ll be right back.”

				“I like him,” Sam said when she and Freddie were alone.

				“That’s two people today that you’ve liked, more than all last year.”

				Sam tried not to let him see her amusement. “What can I say? People usually piss me off.”

				While she had a minute, she checked her phone, hoping for word from either Nick or Shelby. She fired off a text to Avery.

				Are you with Shelby? Any news?

				He responded right away.

				I’m at the hospital, but she won’t let me in the room. They just took her to delivery.

				Sam’s heart broke at the thought of Shelby giving birth without anyone she loved by her side.

				Keep me posted.

				Will do.

				What a fucking mess.

				“Everything okay?” Freddie asked, looking up from his phone.

				“Shelby’s in labor.”

				“Oh, wow. That’s exciting.”

				“Yeah.”

				“It’s hard for you,” he said, “to have another baby coming into your world.”

				Sam didn’t bother to tell him that Shelby had quit, because she still hoped she could talk her out of that. “It’s not as bad as it was before we adopted Scotty.”

				“That’s good. I’m glad.”

				Brendan returned and took a seat behind his desk. “My boss is on board. We’ll set something up with Rogers and let you know if we get anything.”

				Sam handed over her business card. “My cell number is on the back. Appreciate the assist and the unprecedented cooperation.”

				“Anytime,” Sullivan said.

				“What’s next?” Freddie asked as they took the stairs to the main floor.

				“We need to see McTavish, and then I want to talk to Peter’s mother again.”

				“You do? Really?”

				“She may know something that could help and not realize it. I want to go through her last few conversations with Peter and see if she can give us any insight. Call Lindsey and find out if Irma told her where she’d be staying.”

				“Got it.”

				“While we’re in the neighborhood, I want to see Will.”

				The other detectives had teased Will about living within walking distance of HQ, but that made things convenient now. While Freddie talked to Lindsey, Sam pulled the BMW into traffic and dodged an oncoming car that drifted over the centerline.

				“Freaking texting while driving,” she said.

				“Who is?”

				“The guy who almost just hit us head-on.”

				“How’d I miss that?”

				“Your love affair with your smartphone. You’re missing life’s finer details.”

				“If you say so,” he said with a dirty-sounding chuckle.

				“Ew, don’t be gross. Talk to me about Will. How should I play this?”

				Freddie stared at her, mouth agog.

				“Shut your mouth!”

				“You’re asking me for management advice? Pardon me while I enjoy this moment.”

				“When you get done enjoying it, maybe you can answer the question?”

				“Truthfully? If I were you, I wouldn’t try to talk him out of it.”

				“You’ve changed your tune.”

				“I was talking to Elin about it last night, and she helped me to see that Will is doing what’s best for him even if it’s not what’s best for us.”

				“Elin is very wise.”

				“You and I...we could never imagine leaving the job. It’s hard for us to understand how someone might make that decision.”

				Sam parked on the 900 block of G Street and then thought about what he’d said for a minute. “It’s possible,” she said haltingly, “that you and I haven’t yet experienced the thing that could drive us from the job. If, for example, something were to happen to you, I might lose my taste for it, you know?”

				He studied her for a long moment. “And vice versa. Under those conditions, I guess it would make sense.”

				After they got out of the car, Sam said, “Let’s hope we never have to make the kind of decision Will made.”

				“I knew you loved me,” he said, low enough that she might’ve missed it if she hadn’t been expecting it.

				“I never said that.”

				“Yes, you did.”

				“When did I say that?”

				“You said it.”

				“Pipe down.” Sam rang the doorbell.

				“You said it.”

				She caught him in the ribs with her elbow.

				Freddie gasped from the impact and then laughed.

				The door opened, and Will seemed surprised to see them. “Hey,” he said, “come in.”

				“Hope we’re not disturbing you,” Sam said.

				“No, not at all. It’s good to see you guys. You want coffee?”

				“Wouldn’t say no to that,” Freddie said.

				“If you’re making it, I’ll have some,” Sam said.

				“Sure, no problem.” Wearing basketball shorts and a Georgetown T-shirt, Will led them into a modern kitchen. Other than looking a little tired, he seemed okay, which was a relief to Sam.

				“Sorry I haven’t gotten here before now,” Sam said.

				“I heard you’ve been a little busy,” Will replied with a small smile as he made the coffee.

				“Another week, another round of insanity,” she said.

				“But this one hit close to home. I’m not sure if it’s appropriate to offer condolences, but you have them nonetheless.”

				“Thank you, but we aren’t here to talk about him. We want to talk about you and how you’re doing.”

				“I’m... I’m better than I was before I made a decision and put it into effect.”

				“And you’re absolutely certain it’s the right decision?”

				“Yes, ma’am. I am. It’s the right thing for me and the squad. You don’t need someone whose mind isn’t in the game, and mine isn’t. Not anymore.”

				“Fair enough. You probably expected me to try to talk you out of it, but I’m not going to do that. All I’ll say is if you change your mind at any point in the future, let me know. My door is always open. If you wake up a year from now and say ‘What the hell did I do?’ call me. If I can undo it, I will.”

				“That’s good to know, Lieutenant. Thank you.”

				“You probably ought to call me Sam now that you no longer work for me and we’re going to be just friends.”

				“Are we?” he asked with a hopeful look on his face that tugged at her emotions.

				“Going to be friends? Hell yes we are. I don’t let good people get away.”

				“I’m really glad to hear that. I was most afraid of losing all of you in my life if I left the department.”

				“That’s not going to happen,” Freddie said.

				“We’ve got a wedding to go to this weekend and lots of other stuff to look forward to,” Sam added.

				“I appreciate the support,” Will said. “More than you could ever know.”

				“There’s one thing I want to say, and I want you to really listen to me on this.”

				“Okay...”

				“You helped to put away a lot of people in your time on the job. Those people have friends, family, associates. You’re no longer walking around the city with the protection of a badge, a weapon and an entire department of brothers and sisters who have your back. Be careful. Be vigilant.”

				“I hear what you’re saying, and I’ve applied for a concealed-carry license.”

				“That’s probably not a bad idea.” Sam’s cell phone rang, and she checked the caller ID. Not recognizing the number, she stood. “I need to take this. Be right back.” She left the kitchen and went into Will’s living room, where a big flat-screen TV was the main attraction. “Holland.”

				“This is Brendan Sullivan. Rogers is on his way in.”

				“Let me know how you make out.”

				“You got it.”

				Sam ended the call and went back to the kitchen to update Freddie.

				“What’ve you got on Gibson?” Will asked.

				“Not much yet, but we’re putting the pieces together.”

				“What’re you going to do for work, Will?” Freddie asked.

				“I’ve got a few feelers out for security jobs. One of them looks promising. We’ll see. I’ve got savings, and that buys me time to figure it out.”

				“If you need a reference, you know where I am,” Sam said.

				“I was sort of counting on that,” Will said with a grin.

				“Well then, I guess we’ll see you at the wedding?”

				“Yes, you will.”

				Sam extended a hand to him. “It was an honor and a privilege to work with you. I wish you the best of everything going forward.”

				“Lieutenant,” Will said gruffly as he shook her hand, “believe me when I say the honor and privilege were all mine.”

				Sam dropped his hand and hugged him. “Take care of yourself.”

				He returned her embrace. “You do the same.”

				“Let’s get back to it, Cruz,” Sam said, looking to recapture her equilibrium after the emotional visit with Will.

				He saw them out and waved from the doorway as they got back into her car.

				“He seems good,” Freddie said.

				“Yep.”

				“Are you okay?”

				“I hate to lose good people, but it seems like he’s made the best possible decision for himself. That’s what matters. And he’s right—we don’t want him on the job if he doesn’t want to be there. That’s not in anyone’s best interest.”

				“I just wish it hadn’t come to this.”

				“I know. We all do.”

				“It’s going to be weird with new people in the squad.”

				“Nothing lasts forever.”

				“Well, that’s a cheery thought.”

				“That’s me—an endless font of cheerfulness and optimism.”

				His snort of laughter was exactly what she expected from him. “Where’re we heading now?”

				“To talk to McTavish.” They found the disgraced councilman at home in Georgetown, though how he had managed to hold on to property in that neighborhood after all his assets had been frozen was anyone’s guess.

				Sam rang the doorbell to his fancy townhouse. “You ever notice that rich people’s doorbells are louder than regular people’s?”

				“Can’t say I have.”

				“Pay attention to that going forward. You can tell a lot about a person by how loud their doorbell is.”

				“I’ll file that piece of wisdom away on the spreadsheet with all the other tidbits you’ve shared over the years.”

				Sam peered inside the beveled windowpanes next to the door. “You don’t really have a spreadsheet.”

				“You don’t know that for sure.”

				She rang the bell again, smiling smugly at Freddie as the bells chimed like Notre Dame inside the spacious home. “Hear that? Pretentiousness at its very best.”

				“I hear it. What I don’t hear is someone coming to answer the door.”

				Sam placed a call to Robach, who picked up on the second ring. “Your boy McTavish isn’t answering his door. Isn’t he supposed to be home?”

				“Yep. Let me call him. I’ll get right back to you.”

				The line went dead and she closed her phone. “I really liked that Sullivan guy so much.”

				“I wonder if he knows how lucky he is. You don’t like anyone.”

				“I do tend to hate people. That’s true.” Her phone rang and she took the call from Robach.

				“He said he was asleep and didn’t hear the doorbell.”

				Sam rolled her eyes at Freddie. “If he’d been dead he would’ve heard that doorbell. Here he comes now. Thanks for the help.” She stashed her phone and had her badge ready by the time McTavish opened the door, looking disheveled. He wore a Washington Capitals T-shirt with ratty sweats and looked nothing at all like the sharp-dressed councilman he’d once been.

				“What do you want?” he asked.

				“Good morning to you too,” Sam said. “I’m Lieutenant Holland and this is my partner, Detective Cruz. We’d like to speak to you about Peter Gibson?”

				“Who?” To his credit, McTavish kept his expression completely blank.

				“One of the top deputies in your alleged gambling operation until you were arrested. Ring any bells?” She wished she could laugh at her own joke.

				“A. I didn’t run a gambling operation. B. As I didn’t run a gambling operation, I didn’t have deputies. C. I have no idea who you’re talking about.”

				“Or D. All of the above,” Sam said, earning a glare from McTavish. “Detective Cruz, show Mr. McTavish some of Peter’s autopsy photos. Maybe that will help to jar his memory.”

				Using his smartphone, Freddie called up the photos.

				Sam took great pleasure in watching McTavish go pale as he viewed the photos of what’d been done to Peter. “Ringing any bells now?”

				“Oh, that guy. I...ah...” He gulped as he swallowed, making his Adam’s apple bob in his throat. “What the hell happened to him?”

				“That’s what we’d like to know.”

				McTavish blanched and took a step back. “You can’t honestly think I had anything to do with that. Check the GPS report on my ankle monitor. I haven’t left this house in weeks except to buy food, which I’m allowed to do.”

				“May we come in for a minute?” Sam asked.

				He hesitated before he seemed to realize he didn’t have much choice in the matter. His shoulders sagged with resignation as he stepped back to allow them into the spacious foyer, then slammed the door.

				“When was the last time you spoke with Mr. Gibson?” Sam asked.

				“February sometime probably. Most of my old friends and quite a few family members quit calling after I was arrested.”

				“Tell us about your association with Peter.”

				“We played cards together a few times. I never even knew his last name, which is why it didn’t ring any bells for me.”

				“That’s it?”

				“Yep.”

				“So he wasn’t one of the top lieutenants in your gambling organization?”

				He met her glare with a stone face. “What gambling organization?”

				“The one uncovered by the MPD Vice squad that led to your arrest?”

				“Nothing has been proven in a court of law, and I remain innocent until proven guilty.”

				Sam realized they were banging their heads against a brick wall here. She handed McTavish her card. “If you hear of anything that might help our investigation, I’d appreciate a phone call.”

				He took the card but didn’t say anything else.

				“We’ll show ourselves out.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWENTY

				SAM FOLLOWED FREDDIE out of the house. “That was a big fat waste of time.”

				“You could tell he was scared, though. That’s worth reporting back to Robach.”

				“Yeah, go ahead and send him an email.”

				“What’s next?”

				“Let’s go see Irma.” They’d been told she was staying at a friend’s house in the Del Ray section of Alexandria. Sam took the exit for Memorial Bridge, which took them into Northern Virginia.

				“Are you sure you want to do this?” Freddie asked. “I could go by myself so you don’t have to see her again.”

				“She doesn’t scare me.”

				“Still, she was awfully unpleasant yesterday.”

				Sam shrugged. “She was looking for someone to blame, and I was convenient. No biggie.”

				Irma’s friend lived in a stand-alone house on East Howell Avenue.

				“If I were going to live outside the city, this is where I’d want to be,” Sam said.

				“It’s a great neighborhood,” Freddie agreed. “Elin and I come here sometimes to eat and walk around.”

				They went up the stairs to a quaint front porch that had wicker furniture and pots of colorful flowers. “Nice place,” Sam said as she rang the bell.

				An older woman came to the door. She took one look at Sam and her friendly smile morphed into a frown. “What do you want?” she asked.

				Sam and Freddie flashed their badges.

				“We’d like to speak to Irma, please,” Sam said. “We understand she’s staying with you.”

				“She doesn’t have anything to say to you.”

				“We have some questions for her, and since this is a homicide investigation, we can ask her here or take her into custody and do it downtown,” Sam said. “Her choice.”

				“You’d really do that to her after everything else you’ve already done?”

				“I’m trying to help figure out who killed her son. I’d like to think we share a common interest in seeing justice done here.”

				“Like you care if he gets justice.”

				“I care about justice for every murder victim in my city.”

				“Let her in, Marilyn,” Irma said.

				Marilyn stepped aside to admit them.

				Irma stood in the middle of the living room, arms crossed and her expression filled with hostility. “What do you want?”

				“I’d like to talk to you about your recent conversations with Peter. We’d like to know about any friends he might’ve mentioned to you, if he was dating anyone or anything at all you can tell us about his recent activities.”

				“You want to know if he was dating anyone,” she said with a huff of laughter. “Isn’t that rich?”

				“Irma, I don’t give a rat’s ass if he was dating every one of the First Ladies of Football,” Sam said of the Redskins cheerleading squad. “I’m trying to figure out who tortured your son to death. I assume you want that information as much as I do.”

				“Don’t act like you care about him. We all know you don’t.”

				“I care about finding his killer. That’s what I’m focused on. Now, are you willing to help, or shall we have this conversation at MPD Headquarters?”

				Irma sat on the sofa, the only indication she gave that the conversation would occur here rather than downtown.

				Sam and Freddie took seats across from her, while Marilyn hovered in the background.

				“What do you want to know?” Irma asked, seeming resigned to dealing with them.

				“Who were his friends? Who did he talk about?”

				“He liked the people he worked with at the store,” she said tentatively. “Especially Lucy. I got the feeling there might be something happening with her.”

				Interesting, Sam thought, that Lucy never mentioned anything personal between her and Peter. “Anyone else?”

				“He was friendly with his neighbor Raul, who lived on the second floor in his building. They went to some Feds games together this summer. Raul has season tickets. Occasionally he’d take Peter to a game, which was the only way he could afford to go. He fell on hard times after he was falsely accused of trying to kill you.”

				“He wasn’t falsely accused, Mrs. Gibson,” Freddie said, keeping his tone calm even though Sam knew he was anything but calm when it came to this subject. “His fingerprints were found all over the bombs that were strapped to cars belonging to Sam and Nick Cappuano. His apartment was full of bomb-making paraphernalia. The only reason he wasn’t in prison is because we didn’t wait for a warrant to search his apartment out of our fear for the safety of the people living nearby. I regret that we didn’t wait, for many reasons, but now I regret it because if he’d been in prison, Peter would probably still be alive, and we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

				Irma glared at him. “Of course you’re on her side. She’s your boss.”

				“I’m on the side of the truth,” Freddie said, maintaining his cool. “Regardless of whether you wish to believe it or not, your son tried to kill her and Nick. The only reason he didn’t succeed is because he wasn’t very good at making bombs. For that, we’re all thankful.”

				Sam could see that Irma had more she wanted to say but wisely refrained from pursuing the “poor Peter” refrain.

				“He was still friends with some of the people from his old job,” Irma said. “They didn’t desert him when everyone else did.” This was said with a pointed look at Sam.

				Sam handed over her notebook. “Write down their names and anything else you know about where we might find them.”

				Irma snatched the notebook from Sam’s hand and scribbled a few lines before handing it back to her.

				Sam recognized the name of one woman they’d socialized with when they were married. “This helps. Thank you.” She started to get up to leave but then decided there was one more thing she needed to say to Irma, something that was long overdue. “I know you hate me, and you think you have good reason to, but I want to tell you a little story about my relationship with Peter going back to when we were living together as roommates.”

				Irma crossed her arms again, seeming defiant, but she didn’t stop her, so Sam continued.

				“Peter and I used to hang out sometimes, order pizza, have a few beers, watch Feds games on TV. That kind of thing. One night, I went to a party with my sister, and I met a guy I really liked. In fact, I fell in love with him that night. That’s how great it was between us. He promised to call me when he got back from an overseas business trip in three weeks. I waited to hear from him, but he never called, or so I thought. The disappointment was crushing, and Peter made sure to provide a shoulder for me to cry on. I ran into that guy I fell in love with six years later and found out he did call. He called quite a few times before he gave up, thinking I didn’t want to hear from him after all. You know who took those calls and never gave me the messages? Peter. You know who was calling me? Nick Cappuano.

				“If you wonder why your son and I could’ve never worked out long term it’s because our entire marriage was built on a huge lie. I take my share of the blame for why things didn’t work out between us. I was in love with someone else the entire time I was married to him. I own that. I thought you should know the role he played in deceiving me from the very beginning. We were better off without each other, and his actions after our divorce were proof to me that I’d done the right thing leaving him.”

				“I didn’t know he’d done that,” Irma said, seeming slightly mollified by Sam’s story.

				“That was the least of the mind games he played with me, Irma. I’m so sorry if it hurts you to hear this. That’s not my intention. I just thought you deserved the truth.”

				“That’s not how he was raised.”

				“I understand that. I’ve always known that. For whatever reason, he’d decided he couldn’t be happy with anyone but me, but I could never make him happy when my heart belonged to someone else, someone he knowingly kept from me.”

				Irma released a deep sigh. “I only ever heard his side of it.”

				“I know.”

				“Are you really the best person to be investigating his case after everything he supposedly did to you?”

				“I’m not thinking about any of that as I work this case. The only thing on my mind is finding out who did this to him and why. I swear to you that he will have my very best effort, the same effort I would give anyone else.”

				Irma seemed to think about that for a moment before she nodded. “Okay.”

				“I’ll be in touch as soon as we know more.” Sam handed her a business card. “Call me day or night if you think of anything else that might help, or if I can do anything for you. You should be hearing from Dr. McNamara today that they’re releasing his body so you can make funeral arrangements.”

				“Thank you.”

				Sam nodded and headed for the door with Freddie in tow. Once outside, she took a couple of deep breaths to clear her head and figure out her next move. Looking to Freddie, she said, “You were spot-on in there. Thank you.”

				“As were you. She needed to hear the other side of the story.”

				“I don’t like to speak poorly of the dead, but I agree. She needed to know what really happened.”

				“Where to?” he asked.

				Consulting her notebook, Sam said, “I want to see the neighbor, Raul.”

				“Do we have a last name for him?”

				Freddie consulted his notes. “Flores.”

				“Why didn’t he pop in the canvass?”

				“Wasn’t home.”

				“Hopefully, he’s there today. Do a run on him, will you?”

				“Yep.”

				“And get the other names Irma gave us to Gonzo for follow-up.”

				“On it.”

				While he used the tablet in her car to contact Gonzo and run Raul through the system, Sam pointed the BMW in the direction of her own Capitol Hill neighborhood, wishing she were heading home for the day rather than to Peter’s building on Sixth Street.

				“Raul isn’t in the system,” Freddie said.

				They double-parked outside Peter’s building, and as they went up the stairs to the main door, Sam forced herself not to look down at the basement apartment where Peter had been tortured to death. On the directory she found a button for Raul Flores in 2B. She pushed the button and then waited.

				A beep preceded his brusque, “Yeah?”

				“Mr. Flores, Lieutenant Holland and Detective Cruz about the Gibson investigation.” They held up their badges to the video camera that presumably fed the images to the residents.

				A buzz sounded, allowing them through the door. They took the stairs to the second floor, where Flores waited for them in the doorway of 2B.

				“Come in,” he said.

				Unaccustomed to such easy cooperation, Sam glanced at Freddie.

				He placed a hand on the butt of his service weapon, letting her know he found it odd too.

				The apartment was sparsely furnished but neat and clean. Flores stood with his hands on his hips as he waited for them to get to the point of their visit.

				“You were friends with Peter Gibson?” Sam asked.

				“Yep.”

				So he was going to make her drag it out of him. Okay, she could play that game too. “Can you describe your relationship with Peter?”

				“I didn’t have a ‘relationship’ with him. We hung out. Drank beers. Went to games. Played cards. We did what guys do.”

				“When was the last time you saw or talked to him?”

				“Wednesday. We caught a Feds game and had a couple of beers afterward.”

				“Did he mention any problems he was having?”

				“We didn’t talk about our feelings like chicks do, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

				“Actually, I’m wondering if he said something like ‘X person at work is giving me a hard time,’ or ‘This guy confronted me on the street, and it was so weird,’ or—”

				“Nah, he didn’t mention anything like that. He seemed normal. Chill.”

				“Had he made any new friends lately?”

				Raul appeared to think about that for a second. “There was this one guy—I think his name was Dante—who was hanging around. I only met him once, but a couple of times I hit up Peter in the last couple of weeks to do something, he said he had plans with Dante.”

				“You get a last name?”

				“Nope.”

				“Would you recognize him if you saw him?”

				“Probably.”

				Knowing Archie already had the security video from the area, she said, “I’m going to need you to come downtown and look at some film.”

				“Awww, come on! Is that really necessary?”

				“I’m afraid so. You can come willingly or we can take you into custody. Your choice.”

				“Some choice that is,” he muttered. “Fine. Whatever. But you’re going to have to tell my boss why I didn’t make it to work.”

				“I’ll give you a note.”

				He seemed only slightly mollified by that as he grabbed his wallet, keys and cell phone to accompany them to HQ.

				Sam glanced at Freddie, who nodded. He made the call to Archie to set up a viewing of a week of surveillance video in the area of Peter’s apartment. The apartment building didn’t have security video, so they were relying upon department-monitored video of the area.

				They emerged from the building to a street overtaken by reporters who reacted the second Sam stepped foot out the door.

				What the ever-loving fuck is going on now?

				Their shouted questions formed a cacophonous mishmash of words that made no sense whatsoever to her, until the words vice president and mother rose above the din to register with her. She stopped at the foot of the stairs where they surrounded her.

				Sam tossed her keys to Freddie with the unspoken order to get Raul out of there.

				Though he took the keys, Freddie seemed hesitant to leave her in the midst of the hungry crowd.

				“Go,” she ordered.

				He went, but not without another look over his shoulder.

				“What do you want?” she asked the gaggle.

				They all spoke at once.

				She sighed and looked up at the sky, waiting them out.

				“Have you heard the news from Capital News Network about the interview with the vice president’s mother?” one of them asked.

				“I know there’s an interview,” Sam replied. “What about it?”

				When several of them exchanged nervous glances, Sam’s stomach dropped. “What?”

				“The network is plugging several bombshell revelations about the vice president’s paternity, as well as an early marriage that was kept quiet.”

				Sam felt the ground shift beneath her feet.

				“Do you have any comment?” a network reporter asked. If they were here, this was probably being broadcast live.

				That thought snapped her out of her stupor. Even though she was thoroughly rattled by what they’d implied, she refused to let them see that. “The vice president and I don’t comment on salacious rumors. Nicoletta Bernadino has never been in his life or close to him, so I would take anything she says with a grain of salt. That’s all I’ve got.”

				“Are you making an arrest in the Gibson case?”

				“Nope.” She pushed through the crowd. “His neighbor is assisting in the investigation.” After battling her way to the car, Sam got in the passenger seat. “Hit it.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

				FREDDIE EASED THE CAR into the street without crashing into any of the reporters that gave chase.

				“Damn,” Raul said when they finally pulled free of the crowd. “You deal with that shit every day?”

				“Not like that, thankfully.” Sam was still reeling from what she’d been told by the reporters. “You think you can handle the video look-see by yourself?”

				“Of course. Why?”

				“I need to stop at my other office.”

				“Oh, um, okay.”

				“Are you sure you don’t mind?”

				“I don’t mind.”

				“Drop me on Pennsylvania?”

				“By yourself?”

				“I’m a big girl. I’ll be fine. Pull up right over there, and I’ll jump out.”

				“Sam...”

				“Pull over, Freddie.”

				“How will you get back to HQ?”

				She rolled her eyes. “I’ll get a cab. Or something.”

				“She can just do what she wants?” Raul asked. “Why doesn’t she have Secret Service following her around?”

				“Good question,” Freddie said drolly.

				Sam left them to their bromance and hopped out of the car while it was still moving.

				“For crying out loud, Sam!”

				“Swear words, Freddie. Try them sometime.” She shut the door before he could reply and took off toward the White House at a jog.

				* * *

				IN THE OVAL OFFICE, Nick waited to speak to President David Nelson, who’d been called away from the office right at their designated meeting time. Figures. Everything was always more important to the president than his vice president. Nick killed time with his phone, responding to tweets and posting a couple of photos from his recent trip to Iran to Instagram, where he had nearly as many followers as he did on Twitter.

				He answered an email from his dad, who was checking in to see if there was anything new in the investigation, and a text from his friend Andy, who’d taken a break from pursuing legal action against Nick’s mother to ask if the vice president had time for a get-together with the “little” people from before he was famous. Accustomed by now to their ribbing, Nick responded to the group text, which also included Harry and Derek Kavanaugh, the president’s deputy chief of staff and a longtime friend of Nick’s. I’ll see if I can pencil something in.

				He’s frightfully busy globetrotting, Harry replied.

				That’s right, Nick said. Running the free world takes a lot of time and energy. It’s probably easier all around if you guys come to me. A week from Saturday? Poker and wings?

				As long as Sam isn’t cooking, Harry said.

				Nick grunted out a laugh. No chance of that.

				Fine, Harry said. I’m in.

				The others concurred, and Nick put the date on his calendar along with an alert to remind him to have someone pick up the beer and food. He hated that he had to have someone else do what he would’ve done himself before he was locked behind the fortress the Secret Service had put up around him.

				Sure, he could ask them to stop at the store, but it was such a freaking production that he preferred to get someone else to do it. With Shelby out on maternity leave, he’d have to see if Sam could do it for him.

				Speaking of Shelby, Nick sent her a text.

				Hoping to hear good news soon. Thinking of you and wishing you well.

				He checked his watch. It was now half an hour past their appointed time, and though Nick didn’t have another meeting until later, he got up to leave the Oval Office. He was almost to the door when Nelson walked in.

				“I’m so sorry to keep you waiting, Nick.” He extended his hand.

				Nick shook his hand. “No problem, Mr. President.”

				“Call me David. Please.”

				Nick tried not to show his surprise at the sudden warmth coming from a man who’d tried to freeze him out at every turn since he accepted the offer to become his new vice president.

				“Have a seat,” Call-Me-David said.

				They settled in the seating area in the middle of the office.

				“Can I get you anything? Coffee? Tea? A stiff drink?”

				Nick smiled and shook his head. “I’m good, thanks.”

				“Great, well, I wanted to chat with you about Iran and everything that’s happened since you got back. First and foremost, where does the investigation stand?”

				“Back to square one since LeRoy Nevins didn’t pan out.”

				“And yet the Secret Service allowed your family out of lockup?”

				“With limitations. My son is no longer allowed to attend his baseball camp, for instance, and each of our extended family members has an agent assigned to them for the time being.”

				“And your wife’s ex-husband was found murdered?”

				“That’s right.” Where in the hell was he going with this?

				“Now I’m hearing your mother is giving ‘revealing’ interviews.”

				“Certainly not with my endorsement. I have no relationship with her. I haven’t spoken to her in more than a year, and before that, five years. She has never been part of my life.”

				“Well, that’s just unfortunate.”

				“Not from my perspective, it isn’t. She’s a train wreck, and I’m better off without her around.”

				“Ahh, I see.”

				You don’t see anything, you pompous ass.

				Nick made a show out of checking his watch. “Was there something else you needed?”

				“I have to be honest with you, Nick. It makes me nervous to have things like murder and tell-all interviews touching my administration.”

				“If it makes you feel any better, I don’t like it either, but tell me how I was supposed to keep my wife’s ex-husband from being murdered or a mother I have no contact with from giving an interview?”

				“Oh, I’m not blaming you.”

				Of course you aren’t.

				“I’m just saying...it makes for a sticky situation for all of us.” He withdrew a folded piece of paper from his suit-coat pocket and opened it. “I’m hearing from my communications folks that your mother will be revealing some information about your paternity, as well a previous marriage of yours that wasn’t disclosed on any of the vetting documents.”

				Nick felt like he’d been electrocuted. No. No way... She wouldn’t. Except she would. Of course she would. She’d do anything to make a cheap buck, even if it’s at my expense. Oh God. Samantha. “I, ah... I need to... I’m sorry, Mr. President, but I have to go.”

				Before the president had a chance to reply, Nick was out the door, running past the president’s startled assistants and several other White House staffers as he rushed to his West Wing office, where Terry met him.

				“Mr. Vice President—”

				“Not now, Terry.”

				“But, sir...”

				Nick burst through his office door to find Sam waiting for him. His heart leaped in response to her the way it always did, but this time he also experienced a twinge of anxiety. “Babe—”

				“Something you want to tell me, Nick?”

				Oh, shit.

				* * *

				THIS WAS THE first time Sam had come to the White House by herself. She’d done it enough times with escorts to know which door to use and was pleased to be waved through like she belonged there even if she still felt like a fraud.

				Fraud or not, she was the nation’s second lady, a title she was slowly becoming accustomed to, if not entirely comfortable with. But that was the least of her concerns at the moment, and watching Nick squirm gave her the worst feeling of dread she’d experienced in quite some time—and that was saying something in light of recent events.

				“I can explain,” he said.

				No wife—ever—wanted to hear those particular words from her husband.

				Sam sat on the nearest upholstered object, which turned out to be a love seat.

				He joined her.

				For the first time she wasn’t sure if she wanted to pull him closer or push him away, and she didn’t like the conflicted feeling. Her feelings for him were never conflicted.

				“I had a girlfriend in high school,” he said haltingly, his stress apparent in the stiff way he held himself. “Amelia. We were together for more than a year when she was diagnosed with leukemia. She went downhill very fast. She had dreamed about her wedding all her life, so...”

				“Oh my God. And you never thought to mention this to me?”

				“Wait—hear the rest. We went through the motions, had a ceremony and a little reception afterward, but there was no marriage license or anything legal. She died five days later. I was never actually married to her.”

				Sam blew out a deep breath. “Does your mother know that?”

				“I’m shocked that she knew about any of it. She wasn’t around much at that time. I have no idea how she heard about it. I never told her.”

				“They’re saying she has a bombshell about your paternity too.”

				“No, she doesn’t. I look just like my dad. I always have. The only person she’s going to make a fool of with this interview is herself.” He took hold of her hand and cradled it between both of his. “Tell me you’re not thinking I would’ve kept something like an actual marriage from you.”

				“I’m not thinking that.” She looked over at him, feeling silly and foolish and relieved, all at the same time. “Not now, anyway.”

				“Samantha, come on. I’d never keep something like that from you.”

				“You never told me about Amelia.”

				“That wasn’t intentional. I don’t really talk about her or that time in my life very often. It was devastating, and I buried it deep in the years that followed.”

				“I’m really sorry you went through that, and I’m proud of what you did for her.”

				“Thank you.” He brought her hand to his lips. “You know what really sucks?”

				“What?”

				“I’m going to have to tell people about it to discredit my mother’s so-called bombshell. I don’t believe in capitalizing on stuff like that for political gain.”

				“You’d be defending yourself. That’s different.”

				“Still, it feels crappy to bring her into it.”

				“Did you think you’d be able to keep that a secret?”

				“I honestly didn’t think about it, but I certainly never expected my own mother to be the one to tell people.”

				Sam couldn’t bear the pain she heard in his voice and once again wanted to throttle Nicoletta for her cavalier treatment of her son. She reached for him and drew him into her embrace. “You should release a statement ahead of the interview that the vice president and his wife will be too busy to watch and that his aides were given a heads-up about what would be covered. It could say the vice president has never been married to anyone other than Samantha Holland Cappuano, and here’s a photograph of the vice president’s father at the same age he is now. You wouldn’t have to say another word about either topic. They’d go crazy trying to find a marriage license that doesn’t exist, and the picture of your dad will speak for itself.”

				“And you say you aren’t cut out for politics.”

				“Does that mean you like my plan?”

				“I love your plan.” He raised his head, gazed into her eyes and kissed her. “Almost as much as I love you, the only wife I’ve ever had.”

				“I really love being the only wife you’ve ever had. That way we can say with certainty that I’m the best wife you’ve ever had.”

				His smile lit up his gorgeous eyes. “Yes, you are.” He kissed her again, lingering this time.

				Sam curled her hand around the nape of his neck to keep him close. “Were you worried that I’d hear about this before you could tell me?”

				“Did you see the way I came bursting in here? I left a meeting with Nelson to get to my office so I could call you as fast as I could. I’m sorry you heard it from someone other than me. Who told you, anyway?”

				“Reporters tracked me down on the job.”

				Nick winced. “I’m sorry.”

				“I’m not.” She drew him into another kiss, this time tossing in a little tongue for good measure. “I wouldn’t be kissing you right now if they hadn’t told me.”

				“Mmm, very true.”

				“I came right over here all by myself and even surrendered my weapon at the door.”

				“I’m so glad you did.” He wrapped his arms around her and ran his lips over hers. “Gimme more.”

				Sam fell into the kiss, letting him take the lead, which was how she ended up underneath him on the small sofa while he devoured her mouth with his lips and tongue.

				A knock sounded on the door at the same second his desk phone buzzed.

				Nick groaned and withdrew from the kiss. “Duty calls.”

				“I hate when that happens, especially when it’s your duty calling instead of mine for a change.”

				“Speaking of your duty, how’s it going with the investigation?”

				“Slow. Waiting for a break.”

				He helped her sit up and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “You doing okay?”

				Sam shrugged. “I guess. I had the chance to set the record straight with Peter’s mother this morning.”

				“How’d that feel?”

				“Not as good as it would’ve last week.”

				“You don’t have to do this, you know.”

				“I actually do. We’re even more shorthanded now that Will has resigned and Jeannie is out for the rest of the week.”

				“Will resigned? When?”

				Sam ran her fingers through her hair to straighten it. “While we were in the bunker. He hasn’t been the same since Arnold was killed, so I wasn’t entirely surprised.”

				“Wow, that’s too bad. Did you try to talk him out of it?”

				She shook her head. “He hasn’t had his head in the game for a long time now. It’s the right move for him, but I let him know the door’s open if he decides to return at some point.” Shrugging, she said, “Just another day in paradise.”

				“That’s a tough one, babe. I’m sorry. I know you think of the squad as family, so it’s hard when something like this happens.”

				“I told him he’s still family, no matter what.”

				“I’m sure he appreciated it.”

				The desk extension buzzed again.

				“Gotta get that.” He got up and crossed the room to his desk but turned so he could look at her while he took the call. His eyes bugged at the sight of the “work” she’d done to his desk while she waited for him. All his anal-retentively stacked folders had been knocked out of alignment, objects messily rearranged and his photos turned upside down.

				When he glanced at her with an annoyed expression, Sam waggled her brows at him and enjoyed watching annoyance become amusement.

				“Come on in,” he said into the phone before he returned the receiver to the cradle. “You can’t help yourself, can you?” He gestured to what he would consider chaos on his desk.

				“You know I get into trouble whenever I have time to kill.”

				“You’re a menace.”

				“You love me.”

				Before he could agree, Terry came into the office. “Sorry to disturb.”

				“No worries,” Sam said. “I have to get back to work anyway.”

				“Before you go, tell Terry your plan for deflecting my mother.”

				“Oh, um, well...since Nick has never actually been married before, I think you need to say that and issue a photo of his father at the same age he is now with no further comment. You won’t need it.”

				“That’s an excellent plan,” Terry said. “And it’s exactly what we’ll do. Can you ask your dad for a photo?”

				“I’ll call him to give him a heads-up and ask for the photo. In the meantime, where are we with the legal steps to stop them from broadcasting the interview?”

				“Unfortunately, we’re hitting numerous roadblocks. It looks like it’s going to air, even if we can prove ahead of time that she’s spewing lies.”

				“How can someone be allowed to do that?” Sam asked. “It should be illegal.”

				“I agree,” Terry said, “but it’s not, and the White House counsel said your recourse is to file civil suits against the network and your mother.”

				“And won’t the press eat that up,” Nick said, his expression grim. “Vice president sues his own mother.”

				Sam’s cell phone rang, and she took the call from Gonzo. “What’s up?”

				“We’ve been following up with some of the names Irma Gibson gave you, and I think we need to have another chat with Peter’s coworker Lucy Kaul.”

				“What’ve you got?”

				“I talked to her next-door neighbor, who told me she’d seen her a lot lately with a guy who matched Peter’s description. Cruz also wanted me to tell you that Brendan Sullivan called him when he couldn’t reach you. He wasn’t able to get anything more from Rogers. He claims he’s already told us everything he knows about Gibson.”

				“We can close that loop anyway,” Sam said. “You want to pick me up near 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue and go have another talk with Lucy?”

				“I can do that,” he said with a chuckle at the address. “Let me know exactly where.”

				“I’ll text you.” Sam slapped her phone closed and returned it to her pocket. She looked up at Nick. “I have to go.”

				“I’ll walk you out.”

				Sam took the hand he offered. “See you, Terry.”

				“Bye, Sam. Thanks for the strategy help.”

				“I’m happy to spread my expertise around wherever it might be useful.”

				Both men laughed, and Nick squeezed her hand as he led her out of the office.

				“You’re going to be all right?” she asked him when they were alone in the hallway—or as alone as they ever were with Secret Service agents following close behind them.

				“Yeah, I’m fine.”

				“You don’t have to lie to me, babe.”

				“I know. I guess I just keep hoping that one of these days she might actually act like a mother should. At thirty-seven, I should probably give up on that hope.”

				“I want to beat the shit out of her.”

				Nick laughed. “I think I’d actually like to see that.”

				“Stay tuned. It could still happen.”

				He dropped his hand and put his arm around her.

				Sam slid her arm under his suit coat, wishing she could get to skin rather than pressed linen.

				“Knock it off,” he said in a low growl, his lips close to her ear.

				“What am I doing?”

				“You’re having impure thoughts in the White House.”

				She snorted out a laugh. “I’m hardly the first person to have impure thoughts in the White House.”

				They arrived at the lobby far too quickly, and he gave her another tight squeeze before he released her. “Thanks for this. You have no idea how much I needed to see you.”

				“I have a slight idea.” She smiled up at him. “Don’t let her get you down. She’s nothing to you, and she can’t touch us unless we let her.”

				“Keep reminding me of that.”

				“I will.” Sam didn’t care that people were watching. She didn’t care that they were in the freaking White House or that he was the vice president. Right now, he was only her husband, and he’d been hurt again by a woman who should’ve protected him rather than hurt him. She went up on tiptoes to kiss him. “Call me if you need me.”

				“You do the same.”

				“See you later.”

				“Yes, you will.”

				She felt him watching her as she went through the security checkpoint, where she reclaimed her service weapon and emerged into the blistering July heat. What she wouldn’t give to make good on her threat to throttle Nicoletta, but she’d never embarrass Nick by getting into a physical altercation with his mother. So she was left to dream about how thrilling it would be to beat the crap out of her.

				Sam sent a text to Gonzo.

				Meet you at PA & H.

				On my way.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

				AT THE CORNER, Sam watched for Gonzo while keeping an eye on her surroundings. With whoever had threatened their family still out there and still possibly intent on doing them harm, this was no time to let down her guard. While she waited, she sent a text to Avery asking if there was any news about Shelby or the investigation.

				Baby was born twenty minutes ago. I hear it’s a boy. My team is pursuing another lead in the investigation. Will let you know what I hear.

				Sam passed the news about the baby along to Nick in a text. To Avery, she replied, Thanks for the update. She still won’t talk to you?

				No. I’m getting ready to leave and head to the office. I’ll check in later.

				Sam couldn’t help but feel sorry for the guy. He’d been looking forward to the baby’s arrival. To have been completely shut out of the birth had to be heartbreaking, even if she could also see the situation from Shelby’s point of view.

				Nick responded to her text.

				We should go over there tonight to see her, even if she thinks she doesn’t want us to.

				Probably. In truth, Sam dreaded the idea of having to face Shelby. She hated being even peripherally involved in what’d happened between her and Avery.

				A horn tooted, drawing her attention to Gonzo’s car as he pulled up to the curb.

				“How much you charge for an hour?” he joked when she got in the car.

				“More than you can afford, Officer.”

				“I have no doubt.”

				“Speak to me about Lucy’s neighbor.”

				“Her name is Adele Jacobs, age forty-two. She’s lived next door to Lucy in Foggy Bottom for three years, and they’ve become friendly. She inferred that Lucy had a new boyfriend she was excited about, and they were spending a lot of time together. I asked her to describe the guy, and she described Peter.”

				“Very interesting that our girl Lucy never mentioned that when we talked to her the other day.”

				“I thought so too. I did some checking around, and she’s working today.” He directed the car toward the Wisconsin Avenue showroom. “I assume you’ve heard the shit about Nick’s mother and the interview.”

				“Yep. It’s all a bunch of bullshit, of course.”

				“Oh, good. I was kinda worried when I heard them say he’d been married before.”

				Sam conveyed the story of Nick’s high school girlfriend.

				“Wow. That’s amazing and not at all surprising, knowing him. I can see him doing something like that, even as a teenager.”

				“Yeah, he’s pretty great.”

				“What did you think when you first heard about him possibly being married before?”

				“I didn’t know what to think.”

				“He’d never told you about the hospital wedding?”

				She shook her head. “I think he’d sort of put it away in a box where he didn’t think about it, because it was too painful.”

				“I’m sure it was.”

				Eager to change the subject, Sam said, “How’s Alex doing since he came home?”

				“Okay.”

				“Just okay?”

				“He was up a lot during the night, crying and clingy. I’m kinda spent today. It was a long night.”

				“Ah, damn, I’m so sorry. I feel terrible. I know Nick does too.”

				“What I don’t get is why they let everyone out when they still haven’t caught the person who made the threat.”

				“They took us in at Nick’s request. He was in Iran and freaking out about something happening to us while he was there.”

				“So he sort of overreacted?”

				“I think it was more that he made the best call he could under the circumstances, but if he’d been here, he might not have gone so far.”

				“That makes sense. I mean, if he has that option at his disposal, why not use it if he feels the threat warrants it?”

				“As long as he doesn’t make a habit out of it. I almost lost my mind being stuck down there completely sealed off from the rest of the world.”

				“I’m glad I didn’t have to be there with you.”

				“Love you too.”

				He laughed. “Well, seriously...”

				“It’s nice to hear you laugh and joke again. I’ve missed that.”

				After a long pause, he said, “I feel guilty all the time because I’m here and he isn’t.”

				“He wouldn’t want that.”

				“Still...”

				“I know.”

				“I want to do something so people don’t forget him. Raise money or start a foundation or a road race or...something. I can’t bear the idea of people going on with their lives like he was never here.”

				“I like that idea. I like it a lot. Why don’t we sit down with his folks and put together some ideas of what we can do.”

				“We?”

				“Unless you’d rather I wasn’t involved, which I can certainly understand with all the BS in my life lately.”

				“Of course I’d want you involved, but I wasn’t sure you could fit one more thing into your ridiculous schedule.”

				“I can fit that in. Name the time and place, and I’ll be there. Nick would probably say the same thing.”

				“It would mean a lot to have the two of you involved.”

				“I just want to say... And I don’t mean to get schmoopy or anything.”

				“What the hell does that mean?”

				“Just listen.” Sam took a moment to get her thoughts straight before continuing. “I admire the way you’ve handled yourself in the aftermath of A.J.’s death.”

				He huffed out a sound that might’ve been a laugh if they’d been talking about anything else. “I feel like I’ve been a total train wreck in all aspects of my life since that night.”

				“You haven’t been. Not even kinda. You’ve held up admirably. Better than I would’ve if it’d happened to me.”

				“I pray it never happens to you or anyone we care about. Wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy. Hell, I wouldn’t wish it on Stahl or Ramsey.”

				Mention of her worst enemies made Sam laugh. “Well, maybe on Stahl...”

				“Yeah, I’ll give you that. Any word on the son of a bitch lately?”

				“Nope. Last I heard, he’s rotting away in jail while he awaits trial. That’ll probably be early next year. I’m looking forward to testifying and putting him away for life.”

				“What about the grand jury on Ramsey?”

				“No word there, but he said it would take months. I’ll be glad when that’s resolved one way or the other.”

				“There’s no way they’ll indict you after they hear what he said to you and put it in the context of what Stahl did.”

				“I guess we’ll see. Fact is, I did punch him, he did fall backward down the stairs and broke his wrist and suffered a concussion. That’s not nothing, so they could possibly indict.”

				“They never will. Forrester knew what he was doing handing the case over to the people to decide. They love you. They’ll never indict you. If anything, they might recommend an indictment of him for dragging out the emotional distress after you were nearly murdered by a colleague.”

				“Wouldn’t that be something?”

				“I wouldn’t worry about it. Nothing’s going to come of it.”

				“I hope you’re right.”

				He parallel-parked on Wisconsin Avenue, about a block from the Good Night store. “How you want to play this?” he asked as they walked the short distance.

				“Let me take the lead,” Sam said. “Jump in if need be.”

				“Got it.”

				They walked into the store, and the oldest of the male salespeople that Sam had met the other day greeted them.

				“Back again?” he asked.

				Sam and Gonzo flashed their badges out of habit. “May we speak to Lucy, please?”

				“Ah, sure. She’s in the back. Right this way.” He led them past the cubicles, where the other salespeople took great interest in them as they went by on the way to a break room where Lucy was flipping through a magazine while drinking coffee. She looked up at them, and in the instant before Lucy remembered to school her features, Sam saw fear.

				Sam glanced at the man who’d led them back. “Thanks.”

				He’d obviously planned to stay, but Sam stared him down until he left the room, closing the door behind him.

				“Did you find the person who killed Peter?” Lucy asked.

				“Not yet, but we did learn that he was more to you than you let on the last time we were here.”

				Lucy’s cheeks flushed with color. “Oh. Um...”

				Sam took one of the other chairs, turned it around and straddled it so she was facing Lucy at her level. “You know what I can’t stand?”

				“Wh-what?”

				“People who waste my time. That really irritates the living hell out of me, and you know what happens when I get irritated?”

				Lucy’s chin quivered as she shook her head.

				“Tell her, Gonzo.”

				“She gets mean.”

				Sam held back a laugh. She’d been going for angry or ornery, but mean had the desired effect. Tears spilled from Lucy’s big blue eyes.

				“I... I’m so sorry. I never meant to waste your time. They have rules here—strict rules. We weren’t allowed to date. I didn’t want to lose my job by telling you we’d been seeing each other outside of work.”

				“I understand that you couldn’t tell me that while I was here,” Sam said. “But I left my card. You could’ve called me after.”

				“I was afraid it would get out and I’d be fired. I need this job.”

				“Fair enough. So, clean slate as of this minute. I won’t hold you wasting my time against you, but only if you level with me now.”

				“Will you have to tell them I was dating him?”

				“I’ll do my best to keep that quiet, but if you have information material to the investigation, I can’t promise they’ll never find out.”

				“I... I...”

				Sam slapped her hand down on the table, making Lucy jump a foot. “The man you were dating was tortured, Lucy. Do you know what they did to him?”

				Shaking her head, she began to actively sob. “Don’t tell me. Please don’t tell me.”

				Sam waited her out, gave her a chance to pull herself together.

				“What do you know, Lucy?”

				“He...he was a good man.”

				That was debatable, but Sam wasn’t about to say that when Lucy was finally talking.

				“He tried to do the right thing, but he had these friends who were a bad influence on him. I kept trying to tell him they were no good, but he said I didn’t really know them.”

				“Were these friends capable of torturing him to death?”

				She hiccupped as another sob escaped from her tightly clenched jaw. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

				Sam pushed her notebook across the table. “Write down their names.”

				“If I do that, they’ll know I told you, and they’ll come after me.”

				“We’ll put you into protective custody.”

				“I’ll lose my job!”

				“Which is worse? Losing your job or your life?”

				Lucy sobbed pathetically for a few more minutes.

				Sam waited her out.

				Finally, Lucy seemed to realize her options were limited and their protection was her best hope of staying alive. She wiped her face on her sleeve and reached for the notebook. After she finished writing and pushed it across the table, Sam tore off the page and handed it to Gonzo. He took it and left the room.

				“I want you to tell me everything, from the first second you met him until the last time you saw him. Leave nothing out.”

				“Everything?”

				“Everything.” When she hesitated, Sam said, “Shall we do this downtown?”

				“N-no.” Lucy glanced at Sam tentatively. “You want to know all this because you’re his ex-wife, right?”

				“Hardly. I couldn’t care less who he dated or who he fucked or anything else he did. I want to know who murdered him.”

				“He hated you.”

				Sam laughed. “Is that what he told you?”

				She nodded.

				“He hated me so much that he followed me around for years after we split. He hated me so much that when I started seeing someone else, he tried to blow up both our cars. He hated me so much that the night before my wedding he attacked me outside my home, pulling a gun on me, all so he could tell me our relationship would never be over. That’s the guy you were tied up with, so in reality, you may have dodged a bullet.”

				Lucy swallowed convulsively. “He couldn’t have done those things. If he had, he would’ve been in prison.”

				“He got off on a technicality. Our bad. But he did do it. His prints were all over the bombs.” Sam gave her a moment to absorb that info. “Start from the beginning.”

				“We...we met here. He started about three months after me, and they asked me to train him. I liked him right away. He was funny and sweet. After the first week, he said he owed me dinner to thank me for showing him the ropes. I reminded him that associates aren’t allowed to date. He said it wasn’t a date, and I felt stupid, like I’d read him wrong or something. Then he winked to tell me I hadn’t been wrong. He had been asking me out. I knew I shouldn’t go, but I liked him. I liked him more than I’d liked any guy in a long time.”

				Sam’s gut churned with bitter memories of that guy, the smooth-talking charmer who’d pretended to be her friend while he kept the love of her life from getting in touch with her.

				“We went to dinner that night and started hanging out after work a lot. It was pretty casual at first, but after a couple of weeks I could tell he wanted more. By then I was having pretty strong feelings for him, and it was getting harder to hide that at work. I was hesitant, but he was very persuasive.”

				Sure he was, Sam thought. He wanted to get laid.

				“We...we had sex for the first time about three weeks after he started here, and after that we spent most nights together, except when he was out with his friends. They had poker and games they went to.”

				Sam took notes as Lucy told the story. “Where did you spend the night? His place or yours?”

				“Usually his. I have a roommate and he didn’t. We had more privacy at his place.”

				“When was the last time you saw him?”

				“We went out for dinner last Tuesday night after work, and he said he had some friends in town last week and weekend and would be tied up until Sunday night. He was going to call me Sunday, but I never heard from him. Then he didn’t show up to work on Monday, and I started to worry. I kept calling him, but he didn’t answer.”

				“Did you go over there to check on him?”

				“I was going to after work, but then we heard he’d been found dead.”

				“How did you hear that?”

				“One of the other guys we work with called to tell us.”

				“Which guy?”

				“Phil Kent. He works nights.”

				“Did he say how he heard about it?”

				“I don’t know. I didn’t talk to him. Kenny did. He’s the guy who brought you back here.”

				Sam made a note. “I’d like to see your phone and the texts you exchanged with Peter the last few days before he died.”

				“That’s private.”

				“I can get a warrant if you’d like.”

				Lucy bit her lip as she thought it over. Then she took her phone out of her pocket and tapped on the screen before handing it over to Sam, who scrolled through the messages she’d exchanged with Peter, most of them logistics about where they were meeting for dinner. Wednesday morning he’d texted to thank Lucy for a great night.

				I’m still thinking about that thing you did with your tongue, he’d written.

				Lucy had responded with a winking emoji, and that was the last contact she’d had with him by text.

				Sam pushed the phone back across the table. “You’re going to want to shut that down so no one can track you while you’re in protective custody.”

				“Is that really necessary?”

				“You tell me. You’re the one who said you were afraid of the guys Peter hung out with. Do you feel the need to be protected if you’re the one who sends the cops to them?”

				“Y-yes, probably.”

				“Do you know what he was into with them?”

				“H-he said he was doing a job for a friend that would make him a lot of money. He wanted to take me on a nice vacation. Maybe to the Caribbean.”

				“Did he say what kind of job it was?”

				She shook her head. “I asked, but he wouldn’t tell me. He said it was better that I not know, but he promised it was safe and legal.”

				Sam’s phone rang, and she took it from her pocket to check the caller ID. Lilia. She declined the call and put it back in her pocket. “Did he say anything else about what he was up to? Anything at all?”

				Lucy shook her head.

				Sam’s phone chimed with a text. Sighing, she retrieved the phone again and saw a text from Lilia. Call me. 911. Fuck. What now? “Excuse me for a minute. I have to make a call.” She stepped outside the room to return Lilia’s call.

				“Thank goodness you called,” Lilia said, sounding unusually frazzled.

				“What’s going on?”

				“We’ve gotten word that another interview is about to be published about your family, this one focusing on you.”

				“What the hell?”

				“Apparently, before he died, your ex-husband gave a tell-all interview that’s going to be published on Politician.com. From what we’re being told, it’s very revealing and potentially damaging.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

				SAM SAGGED AGAINST the wall, her mind racing a mile a minute as she struggled to absorb the latest blow. This couldn’t be a coincidence. It absolutely couldn’t be. The threat. Peter’s murder. The tell-all interview from Nick’s mother and now Peter. It had to be related, but how? What were they missing?

				She took a deep breath, straightened and said, “Send me everything you have on the story, including the name of the reporter. Then meet me at my house in thirty minutes. Bring Andrea,” she said, referring to her White House communications director.

				“Yes, ma’am. We’ll be there.”

				Sam ended the call and tried to calm down before she called Freddie.

				“Hey, what’s up?” he asked, sounding stressed.

				“I need everyone at my house in thirty minutes.”

				“I’m going through the video with Raul.”

				“Put Archie on that. I need you.”

				“What’s wrong?”

				“Get everyone and come. Call in Carlucci and Dominguez and bring Beckett.”

				“Sam, what’s going on? You sound weird.”

				“I’ll tell you when I see you.” She slapped her phone closed and put it in her pocket, taking another moment to gather herself before she went in to deal with Lucy. “You need to get your stuff and come with me.”

				“I can’t leave! I’ll lose my job.”

				“And I can’t keep you safe if you stay. It’s up to you.” Sam had gotten what she needed from Lucy. If she didn’t want protection, Sam wasn’t going to insist on it, not when she suddenly had much bigger problems. “What’s it going to be?”

				“I... I’ll take the protection.”

				“Get your stuff, and let’s go. Right now.”

				Lucy scurried from the room.

				Sam took advantage of the opportunity to call Nick.

				“Hey, babe. I was just thinking about you.”

				“I think it’s all related,” she said. “The threat, Peter’s murder, your mother’s interview, Peter’s interview. All of it.”

				“Peter did an interview too?”

				“With Politician.com. Lilia just called me about it.”

				“Terry is handing me something on it right now. How’s it related?”

				“I don’t know yet, but I’m going to find out. I’m getting everyone together at our place in thirty. Can you get there?”

				“Harry’s with me.”

				“He is?”

				“Yeah, I decided it was time to talk to him about the insomnia, so he used that as an excuse to visit the White House.”

				“Bring him with you, but finish that conversation first. That’s important.”

				“It’s all important. We’ll see you at home. Any more word on Shelby?”

				“Nothing since I texted you. Avery said she won’t let him in to see them.”

				“Ah, damn. I can’t believe I feel sorry for that guy, but I do.”

				“I know—me too.”

				“I’ll be home as soon as I can.”

				“Nick...” Her voice caught.

				“What, babe? What’s wrong?”

				“Lilia says Peter’s interview is pretty bad.”

				“Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it together. I love you.”

				“Love you too.”

				“I’ll see you in a few.”

				“Okay.” Someone was dicking around with her family, and they were about to get a big lesson on what happened to people who dicked with her family.

				“What’ve we got?” Sam asked Gonzo when she joined him at the car. Lucy was talking to her boss and would be out in a minute.

				“One of Peter’s new ‘friends’ is a reporter with Politician.com.”

				“Why am I not surprised that they are getting ready to publish a tell-all about me that he gave them before he died?”

				“How did you hear about it?”

				“My chief of staff at the White House called me to tell me they’d picked up a tip that it was coming. And according to Lilia, who doesn’t get flustered over much, it’s bad.”

				“What’re you thinking?”

				“That it’s all related. The threat, Peter’s murder, the interview with Nick’s mother, Peter’s tell-all. Someone coordinated this. There’s no fucking way it’s coincidental. I’ve asked everyone to come to my house because it’s easier for Nick to be there than at HQ, and I can have my dad come over too.”

				Gonzo nodded toward the store. “What’re we doing about her?”

				“She’s coming with us. I’ll turn her over to Beckett to arrange security.” Sam looked into the store, hoping to see Lucy on her way out. Instead, she saw her arguing with one of the men. “Goddamn it.” She went back into the store. “What’s the problem?”

				“She’s in the middle of a shift. She can’t just leave.”

				“Actually, she can. Either she can come with us willingly, which she was going to do before you butted in, or I can take her into custody.”

				His face turned a scary shade of red that reminded Sam a little too much of Stahl’s purple-faced rage. Her new post-Stahl impulse was to take a step back from the man, but she held her ground, even when he leaned into her personal space.

				“I know you’re used to people bowing and scraping to you, but I have a business to run, and she’s not going anywhere.”

				Sam signaled for Gonzo.

				He came inside.

				“Please take this gentleman into custody and charge him with interfering in a homicide investigation.”

				“Wait just a minute!” the asshole said. “You can’t arrest me. I haven’t done anything.”

				“You’ve done exactly what I said—interfered in my investigation. I can and will charge you with that.”

				He directed a filthy look at Lucy, who visibly crumpled. “Go. Get out. Don’t come back.”

				“I’ll be happy to testify in your civil suit, Lucy,” Sam said, taking Lucy by the arm to escort her from the store.

				Lucy was a sobbing mess by the time they cleared the door. “I told you he would fire me!”

				“I told you I don’t care about that right now. When this is over, I’ll do what I can to help you get your job back or find you another one. Right now, my primary concern is your safety. You’re doing the right thing letting us keep you safe.”

				“Small comfort that’ll be when I’m homeless,” she muttered.

				“Do you want me to tell you what they did to him?”

				“No!”

				“Then shut up, or I’ll start with the fingernails they removed one at a time.”

				Lucy let out a moan and started crying again.

				Sam held the back door for her and waited until Lucy was settled before closing the door and getting in the driver’s seat. She rolled her eyes at Gonzo. “What else did you get on Peter’s friends?”

				“Nothing much yet. The others aren’t in our system, but I’m looking beyond local.”

				“Good—thanks.”

				“What’s the plan?”

				“Bring everyone together and start at the beginning.” It was what she did when nothing made sense, and nothing about any of this made sense—yet.

				“By everyone, do you mean Hill?” Gonzo asked.

				Sam groaned. “I guess so. Send him a text to let him know.” She glanced over at her friend. “So Shelby had the baby. It’s a boy.”

				“Oh, wow. Good for her.”

				“Wonder how he’ll look in pink?” she said, joking about Shelby’s signature color.

				“Ha! She wouldn’t...”

				“I really hope not.”

				“So Hill’s probably busy.”

				“They broke up.”

				“What? When?”

				“I believe it was very recently.”

				“Oh my God. Do you know why?”

				“Yeah, so, apparently...he said the wrong name at a critical moment.”

				“Oh, damn! Who was he thinking about?”

				Sam kept her eyes on the road and her mouth shut.

				“Ah, fuck.”

				“What you said.”

				“Jeez. Still? Even after all this time when he knows it’s pointless?”

				“Apparently so.”

				“Wow.”

				“The crazy part is I feel bad for the guy. He was looking forward to the baby and being a dad and being with Shelby.”

				“Yeah, totally. What a mess.”

				* * *

				AVERY HILL WAS dying a slow, painful death as he waited outside Shelby’s room, hoping to be allowed in to see the baby he’d planned to raise as his son. A nurse had taken pity on him after watching him pace the hallway all night long while Shelby was in labor. That nurse was now pleading his case to the woman who’d been his fiancée until two days ago. In two fucking days, his entire life had come undone.

				He felt like he was falling apart at the seams, like his body wasn’t able to contain the pain that raged inside him.

				When he heard the baby crying, he moaned and tipped his head back against the cement wall, resisting the powerful urge to bash his skull against the unforgiving surface until he mercifully knocked himself out.

				Since that wasn’t an option, he had to withstand the kind of pain he’d seldom experienced in his life. Shelby’s utter devastation had been like a railroad spike through his heart. She was the sweetest, most sincere woman he’d ever known, and she truly loved him. Or she had until he accidentally said the worst possible name at the worst possible moment.

				The fucking hell of it was that he hadn’t even been thinking about her. No, he’d been thinking about Shelby, about the woman he loved, not the woman whose name he’d uttered in the throes of passion.

				He needed an exorcism or a lobotomy or something to scrub her from his brain.

				Avery straightened out of his slouch when the nurse came out of the room. “She’ll see you.”

				He wasn’t sure he’d heard her correctly. “Really? She will?”

				“Get in there before she changes her mind.”

				Avery didn’t have to be told twice. Taking a full minute to calm and settle himself, he tucked in the dress shirt he’d worn to work yesterday and ran his fingers through hair that was probably standing on end from hours of tearing at it while he waited for news of her and the baby.

				Flattening his hand on the door, he pushed it open, saying a silent prayer to the God of mercy that Shelby might have some for him.

				Ah, damn, look at her. Naturally, she was wearing a pink robe and her blond hair was in a ponytail that left her gorgeous face on full display. She was glowing with love and joy that nothing, not even he, could dampen. And the baby... He was simply perfect. As he slept in his mother’s arms, Avery studied his adorable little face.

				“He’s...beautiful, Shelby.”

				“Isn’t he?” He’d never seen her look so happy or content, and it absolutely killed him to think he’d ruined his chance to be part of their lives.

				“Have you settled on a name?” They’d gone round and round about names. She had a huge list of girls’ names she loved, but very few boys’ names that resonated with her.

				“I think I’m going with Noah. I know it’s a popular name and there’s apt to be a dozen Noahs in his kindergarten class, but he just looks like a Noah to me.”

				“I can see it. Definitely.”

				“So you like that name?”

				Avery was honored and surprised that she cared if he liked it. “I love it.” He didn’t dare ask what Noah’s last name was going to be. Before he’d fucked it up, they’d planned to put his name on the baby’s birth certificate. Now that, like everything else, was up in the air. He’d told himself to focus on the baby—and only on the baby—today, but he found that he couldn’t avoid the elephant standing square in the middle of the room. “I already love him as much as I love you.”

				“Don’t,” she whispered. “Please don’t.”

				“I have to. I can’t bear for you to think that I don’t love you both with my whole heart. I swear to God I do.”

				“I know you believe that, but—”

				“No buts. The only thing I want in this world is the life that you and I have planned with Noah. I want that life, Shelby.”

				“I... I need some time to think, and I can’t do that right now when my hormones are on overload and I’ve got to keep my focus on him.”

				“Don’t shut me out, Shelby. Please.” Avery wasn’t ashamed of the tears that filled his eyes. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d cried, but if she sent him away and told him to stay away, he would lose it. “Let me be here for you and Noah. We don’t have to decide anything about us right now. But please let me be part of this.”

				She was quiet for a long time, so long he was certain she was going to send him away. Then she said, “Okay.” Just that, nothing more, but it was everything to him.

				“Thank you.” With the back of his hand, he wiped the dampness from his eyes. “I have to go to work for a little while, but I’ll be back later. I’ll text you to see if you need me to bring anything.”

				“We’ll be here.”

				Though he might not have the right to, he leaned in and kissed her cheek, breathing in the familiar scent of her hair. “I love you,” he whispered and then quit while he was ahead, taking his leave of her room for now. He’d be back as soon as he could break free of work. It figured that his case of the moment involved the woman at the center of all his troubles—and her family.

				When this was over, he’d be making some changes that would ensure that his path and hers didn’t cross anymore. He had too much at stake to let this madness continue to overtake his life. Enough was more than enough.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

				SAM TURNED LUCY over to Beckett to be taken to a safe house and then waited until everyone else arrived. Scotty was out to dinner with his former guardian, Mrs. Littlefield, and would be home in about ninety minutes. She hoped to wrap up this meeting before then.

				Gathered in a circle in her living room were Nick, Harry, Brant, Skip, Gonzo, Freddie, Carlucci, Dominguez, Lilia and Andrea. Since he’d come home with Nick, Sam had invited Harry to stay. She’d take all the help she could get right about now. The front door opened, and the Secret Service agent on duty admitted Captain Malone. Now the only one missing was Avery, but he’d have to catch up when he arrived.

				“Thank you all for coming on short notice, and Brant, thank you for getting Nick home for this meeting.”

				“No problem,” Brant said, even though Sam and everyone else knew it was always a hassle for the agents guarding Nick when his plans suddenly changed.

				Sam looked at each member of the team before she began to speak. “Here’s what I know for sure. Last Friday morning, Nick’s office received a letter through the US mail that outlined a detailed threat against our family, focusing in particular on the children—our son, our nieces and nephews, and Nick’s half brothers. Pictures of each of them were included.” Sam distributed copies she’d made of the threat letter, as well as the photos that had been sent showing the children going about their regular routines.

				The other detectives studied the letter and the photographs.

				“On Saturday, I had a dream about my ex-husband, as well as some of the other members of my fan club, including Lieutenant Stahl and Detective Ramsey. In the dream, I recalled how Peter used to tell me I needed some humility. You’ll note that word was used in the letter Nick’s office received. My only excuse for not thinking of him sooner is that I never thought about him anymore. As soon as I had that memory, I contacted Agents Hill and Brantley and told them they needed to take a look at my ex-husband.”

				Sam paused to gather her thoughts before distributing Peter’s autopsy photos. “Upon arrival at the Sixth Street home of Peter Gibson, Detectives Cruz and Gonzales along with Agent Hill discovered the door unlocked. They entered the basement apartment and found Mr. Gibson tied to a chair in the middle of his living room and determined he’d been the victim of torture.”

				Freddie held the photos up for Skip to see, and Sam watched her father’s shrewd blue eyes take in the details of how his ex-son-in-law had been murdered.

				“Earlier today we learned that Nick’s estranged mother has given a tell-all interview that will be aired tonight on Capital News. From all accounts, the interview will not be flattering to him. In it she mentions that he was married once before, which isn’t true. In fact, he participated in a wedding with his high school girlfriend who was dying of leukemia. Though the wedding actually happened, the marriage wasn’t legal and there was no marriage license. His mother will make reference to the possibility that Leo Cappuano is not really Nick’s father.” Sam distributed the photo of Leo at the same age Nick was now.

				Upon seeing the photo and the striking resemblance between father and son, Gonzo laughed. “Yeah, that’s a nonstarter.”

				“Exactly,” Sam said. “This photo and the story of Nick’s hospital ‘wedding’ will be released to the media by Nick’s office later today.” She glanced at her husband and saw that he was looking down at the floor, no doubt embarrassed to be caught up in his mother’s lies. They were going to have to do something about her, something radical and dramatic, but that would have to wait until after this case was closed.

				“An hour ago, I learned that before he died, Peter granted an interview about me to Buzz Janson at Politician.com. Nick, what can you tell us about Janson and the site?”

				“He’s the founder of Politician.com, which is generally known as a gossip site. They like to stir the pot and don’t really care about whether what they’re publishing is truth or fiction. In addition, it’s widely known that Buzz pays for exclusives, which the mainstream media won’t do. While official Washington disregards most of what’s published there, he does get a lot of attention in wider circles.”

				Sam’s stomach ached at the thought of a salacious story about her going public. To Andrea, she said, “Do we have an advance copy of the article?”

				“Not the full piece,” Andrea said, “just the highlights, which include details about your acrimonious first marriage, your miscarriages, your divorce and other quote-unquote, ‘bombshells that’ll expose the second lady’s scandalous past.’”

				“I think I’m going to be sick,” Sam said.

				“Everyone knows he deals in bullshit,” Andrea says.

				“Everyone in DC knows,” Sam said, “but when the story is picked up elsewhere, people will believe it because it originated with a DC publication.”

				Andrea couldn’t deny that, and she didn’t try.

				“Here’s the thing,” Sam said. “For all his many faults, Peter was deeply affected by the miscarriages we suffered through when we were married. There is no way he would talk about that, not even for money.”

				“What’re you suggesting, Lieutenant?” Malone asked.

				“That he was tortured for information about me that could be used against me—and Nick.” There. It had been said out loud and could never be taken back. If her theory turned out to be true, there’d be no denying that Peter’s horrific murder was directly related to her and her family. How would she ever live with that?

				For a long moment, everyone was silent as they considered the implications.

				Nick, who was sitting on the sofa while she perched on the arm next to him, reached for her hand, offering comfort she wasn’t sure she could accept. Her feelings were all over the place. She’d spent so much time actively despising Peter and with good reason. But now...

				Suddenly, she felt like she was actually going to be sick. Her legs felt leaden as she bolted for the stairs and took them two at a time, wanting the privacy of her own room. The Secret Service agent stationed in the hallway stood when he saw her coming.

				Sam kept moving, slamming her bedroom door closed behind her and bolting for the bathroom. She leaned over the toilet and vomited the meager contents of her stomach. The thought of what he’d endured was more than she could bear to imagine.

				Nick came into the bathroom, closed the door behind him and came up behind her, gathering her hair.

				“Don’t,” she said. “I want to be alone.”

				“I’m not going anywhere, Samantha.”

				She broke down into sobs that infuriated her. She had a job to do. There was no time for ridiculous emotional outbursts. Someone had orchestrated a smear job targeting her family and had used her ex-husband to do it. She was determined to figure out who was responsible. Becoming emotional over things she couldn’t change wouldn’t get the job done.

				She flushed the toilet, wiped the tears from her face and stood on shaky legs, moving to the sink to wash her face and brush her teeth. When she’d pulled herself together as much as she possibly could, she prepared to return to the living room to get her team organized.

				“Give yourself a minute, babe.” Nick wrapped his arms around her from behind, his gaze meeting hers in the mirror.

				“I don’t need a minute.”

				“Samantha.”

				He wasn’t going to let her bullshit him. Most of the time she loved that about him. Now, when she had too much to do and not enough time to do it, she was annoyed by it.

				“Take a few breaths,” he said in the soft, sexy voice he usually reserved for intimate moments. He nudged her hair out of the way and kissed her neck, which took some of the starch out of her spine. “It’s totally understandable that you’re upset about what was done to Peter.”

				“I shouldn’t be. He was a monster to me.”

				“If you weren’t upset, you’d be the monster, and you’re anything but.”

				“I hate that this happened to him,” she whispered, her eyes welling with new tears.

				“I do too.”

				“I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel about any of it.”

				“You’re handling it the best way you possibly can, by hunting down his killer and putting the pieces together.” He turned her to face him, tipping her chin up. “I’m always incredibly proud of you, but I’ve never been more proud than I am now. It would’ve been so much easier for you to let someone else deal with Peter’s case, but even after everything he put you—and us—through, you still want him to have the best. You still want to give him you.”

				“I could never do that if you didn’t approve. I hope you know that.”

				“I do, and I definitely approve. I just hate the direction the case is taking and how you’ll suffer over it.”

				“I can’t help it. This happened to him because of me.”

				“Actually, it was probably more because of me than you,” he said grimly.

				“Who would do something like this?”

				“I wish I knew, but I think you need to start with Buzz Janson and the reporter who interviewed my mother and work backward from there. You’ll get to the source eventually.”

				Sam nodded. “Yes, we will.”

				“Could I make a suggestion?”

				“I guess.”

				“Pick it up in the morning? It’s after seven now, and I can tell by looking at you that you’re completely exhausted. Not to mention, we need to check on Shelby and the baby.”

				Sam didn’t want to put it off until tomorrow, but she couldn’t deny her exhaustion or her desire to see Shelby. “Okay. Let me just go hand out some assignments, and we’ll pick it up in the morning.”

				“First,” he said, gathering her into a hug, “let me have one more minute of this.”

				Sam dropped her head to his chest, allowing him to shoulder the burden for her. Before him, before them, she wouldn’t have known how to yield to someone else. He’d shown her how and that there was no shame in sharing the load rather than trying to carry it by herself.

				“Let’s go down there and wrap this up,” she said several minutes later.

				“I’m with you, babe.”

				“That makes all the difference.” She went up on tiptoes to kiss him. “Thanks.”

				“Anytime, my love.”

				Holding hands, they went back downstairs to a buzz of conversation. Sam nodded to Avery, who had joined them in her absence. The conversation stopped when they walked into the room.

				“Here’s the plan,” Sam said. “Lilia, Andrea, I want a copy of Buzz’s story sent to me as soon as you can get your hands on it.”

				“Yes, ma’am,” Andrea said. “I’m working my contacts to get a copy.”

				“See if you can also get us an advance look at Nick’s mother’s interview.”

				“I just forwarded that to your email. You should have it.”

				“Great work—thank you. Gonzo and Cruz, meet me here at seven a.m. We’re going to start with Buzz and then hunt down Amber Dillon, the reporter who did the interview with Nick’s mother. We’ll work backward from there. Someone set this up, and we’re going to find out who.”

				“What can I do?” Avery asked.

				“Get me everything the Feds have on Buzz Janson and Amber Dillon.”

				Avery nodded and made a note.

				“We’ve also got Peter’s neighbor Raul looking at film at HQ, trying to identify someone he said was a new friend of Peter’s named Dante who’d been coming around lately,” Gonzo said. “We think it’s possible he was the one who tortured Peter.”

				“Check in with Archie and see where we are with that,” Sam said.

				“What about the girlfriend?” Malone asked. “What’re we doing with her?”

				“Nothing else for now other than keeping her alive. We believe it’s possible she met the man who might’ve killed Peter. She gave us a list of possible people, and we’re going to match them to what Raul gives us.” To her third-shift detectives, Sam said, “Carlucci and Dominguez, you can pick up that angle overnight tonight. Gonzo can brief you.”

				“Got it,” Dominguez said. “Will do.”

				“Thank you, everyone, for coming on short notice. Keep me posted of any developments overnight.”

				The other cops departed, leaving Nick, her father, Avery, Harry, Lilia and Andrea remaining.

				“It sure is fun to watch you work, Lieutenant,” Harry said.

				“I couldn’t agree more,” Lilia said. “It’s very exciting.”

				Harry smiled at her, and if Sam wasn’t mistaken, her formidable chief of staff blushed. Well, hello there. Because finding Harry a girlfriend was one of Sam’s top personal goals, she asked Andrea if she could speak to her in private for a moment. That served the dual purpose of leaving Lilia standing alone with Harry next to the fireplace.

				“You needed me, ma’am?” Andrea asked.

				“Call me Sam, and I just wanted to thank you for your hard work. It’s very helpful to have advance copies of those interviews.”

				“You’re welcome. I’ll stay on the Politician.com people to get an advance copy of that one.”

				“I appreciate it.” She glanced at Lilia and Harry, whose heads were bent toward each other in conversation. “Do me a favor. Give them a minute to talk, will you?”

				Andrea glanced over at Lilia, her brows furrowing until she figured out what Sam was really asking. “Oh... Of course.” She smiled. “You’re one heck of a multitasker, aren’t you?”

				“So I’ve been told. He’s one of the best guys I know.”

				“She’s amazing, as you also know.”

				“Precisely.” Sam flashed a smug grin and left Andrea to work on her phone while Sam went over to talk to her dad.

				“How’re you holding up, baby girl?”

				“I’m okay.”

				His sharp blue eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “I call bullshit.”

				“I’m upset about what happened to Peter and the possibility that it happened because he was once involved with me.”

				“Understandable. Maybe you should turn the investigation over to your team to finish it up?”

				“Maybe I should, but we both know I won’t.”

				Skip grunted out a laugh. “Wonder where you get your stubborn streak.”

				“Right from you, old man.”

				“Who you calling old?”

				Sam leaned over to kiss him. “Thanks for coming over when I needed you.”

				“I always want to be here when you need me.”

				“Love you, Skippy.”

				“Love you too, baby girl. Keep me posted?”

				“You know I will.” She walked beside him as he directed his motorized wheelchair to the door, which Nate opened for them.

				“Thank you, Nate,” Skip said. Of course he knew the agent’s name. That didn’t surprise Sam in the least.

				“My pleasure, Deputy Chief Holland.”

				Sam watched her dad navigate his wheelchair down the ramp to the sidewalk that would lead to the ramp at his house, three doors down. “Thank you for that, Nate.”

				“Ma’am?”

				“Using his title. It pleases him that people remember.”

				“Of course,” Nate said. “He deserves our respect and admiration.”

				“He certainly does. I appreciate it.”

				“My pleasure.”

				Sam turned to survey the room, noting with pleasure that Harry was still talking to Lilia, and whatever he’d said had made her laugh. Excellent. Andrea was seated on the sofa, talking on her cell phone. Wait. Where were Nick and Avery? Oh no. No, no, no.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

				“I NEED AN EXPLANATION for how my wife’s name came out your mouth while you were in bed with your fiancée,” Nick said without preamble after he asked Avery to step into the kitchen with him. He’d had just about enough of this entire situation.

				“I wish I had an explanation for you and Shelby, but I don’t. I never think about your wife that way. Not anymore.”

				“I thought you and I had an understanding after our flight home from Tennessee earlier this year.”

				“We did. We do.”

				“Then why is this issue coming up again?”

				“I wish I knew. I’m sure that once Shelby has time to recover and think about it, she’ll change her mind about quitting. She loves working for you both, and she adores Scotty.”

				“We love her. We hope she’ll reconsider.”

				“I’ll talk to her.”

				“Have you seen her and the baby?”

				“Yes, I was with them before I came here. He’s beautiful, and she’s delighted.”

				“I’m glad to hear it.”

				“I’m sorry about all this,” Avery said haltingly. “I never meant for any of it to happen.”

				Sam came bursting into the kitchen. “What’s going on in here?”

				“Nothing,” Nick said with a meaningful look for Avery. “We’re done here.”

				“I’ll speak with you in the morning,” Avery said to Sam as he took his leave.

				“What did you say to him?” Sam asked.

				“Nothing.”

				“Don’t lie to me, Nick. Tell me what you said.”

				“I asked him how it was possible that my wife’s name had made it into his bedroom.”

				She stared at him in disbelief. “You did not.”

				“Yes, I did.”

				“Like he doesn’t feel bad enough.”

				“I honestly don’t care how he feels. This entire situation is out of control. She quit her job, Samantha. Don’t tell me it doesn’t affect us. What the hell are we going to do without her?”

				“I don’t know, but I have no stomach for a fight about him or them right now. Let’s go see her at the hospital.”

				“It’s kind of late now.”

				“I need to see her. Can you make it happen?”

				“Let me talk to Brant.” He came over to her, slipped his arms around her and kissed her forehead. “Are you mad at me?”

				“No. Believe it or not, I get it. I’d feel the same way if some sexy woman was uttering your name at the wrong moment.”

				Nick’s brows furrowed. “So you think he’s sexy?”

				“Shut up, and go talk to Brant.”

				“I’ll go talk to Brant, but I want an answer to that question.”

				Sam gave him a little shove to direct him toward the door.

				When she was alone in the kitchen, Sam made herself a peanut-butter sandwich, needing to put something in her stomach after being sick. She hated appearing weak in front of her team, but confirming that Peter’s death was somehow related to her had messed her up.

				After eating the sandwich, she fixed a glass of ice water and drank most of it and began to feel her legendary mojo returning. This was no time to let her emotions take over. She had a job to do, and she’d get it done. Then, and only then, would she allow herself to fall apart.

				The kitchen door swung open to admit her son, who was all smiles after his big night out with Mrs. L.

				“Shelby had the baby!”

				“I heard.”

				“When can we see her?”

				“Hi, Mom, how are you? How was your night? I had a nice time with Mrs. L.”

				Scotty rolled his eyes and came over to give her a quick hug. “I did have a nice time. She says to say hi, and she’ll see you next time. Now, when can we see Shelby?”

				Sam ran her fingers through his thick dark hair, earning a scowl from her thirteen-year-old. “Dad is talking to Brant about making it happen.”

				“Ugh, so that means we have to wait. I’m gonna text her and tell her we’re coming to make sure it’s okay.”

				He had his phone out before Sam could reply. “She says they’re still awake and to come over. I’m going to talk to Darcy to get things moving.”

				Sam shook her head at his exuberance. She understood why Shelby had felt the need to quit, but Sam didn’t honestly believe that Shelby would ever leave Scotty. She loved him too much. Perhaps he would help to smooth things over and get them back on track with their beloved assistant. Sam could only hope so because Nick was right—they’d be lost without her.

				Nick poked his head into the kitchen. He’d changed into jeans and his favorite Harvard T-shirt. He looked nothing at all like the vice president of the United States and everything like her sexy husband. “Let’s go.”

				Sam put down her glass and took the hand he offered her.

				“How you feeling?” he asked.

				“Better now.” Being around him and Scotty helped to remind her of how far she’d come from the difficult years she’d spent married to Peter. Nothing about her life today resembled that life, and though she had no regrets about ending her marriage to him, she would always regret having had a hand—however indirectly—in his horrible death. It would take some time to make peace with that, but she’d find a way. She always did.

				They were loaded into one of the black SUVs and driven to the George Washington University Hospital, where they were escorted to the maternity floor by a team of agents. As they walked through the hospital, patients, family members, doctors, nurses and other medical staff stopped what they were doing to watch them go by.

				Months later, it was still so strange to be recognized everywhere they went.

				Sam held Nick’s hand as they followed Scotty, who was walking so fast he nearly overtook the agents leading the way. She looked up at Nick, who smiled back at her in amusement over their son’s excitement.

				Outside Shelby’s room, they were forced to wait while Brant went in first to make sure no one was inside planning to harm the second family. A silly formality, but one they’d grown accustomed to.

				When they got the green light from Brant, Scotty burst through the door.

				Sam and Nick followed at a more respectable pace.

				“Can I hold him?” Scotty was asking when they reached Shelby’s bedside.

				“Of course.” She handed over her son to Scotty. “Support his head. His neck isn’t strong enough to hold it up yet.”

				“I’ve got him. What’s his name?”

				“Noah.”

				“Hi, Noah, I’m Scotty, and I’ll teach you everything you need to know about being a kid.”

				Shelby sniffled and dabbed at her eyes with a tissue.

				“He’s so beautiful, Shelby,” Sam said as she gazed down at the tiny face. “Congratulations.”

				“Thank you, and thank you guys for coming in. I know it’s a huge hassle.”

				“Anything for you,” Nick said, staring at the newborn. “He sure is cute.”

				“I think so too.”

				“How’re you feeling?” Sam asked.

				“Like I got run over by a bus, but I’m so happy that I don’t even care about that.”

				There it was, that pang of envy Sam experienced every time someone close to her gave birth, supposedly the most natural part of being a woman—for everyone but her, or so it seemed.

				Nick’s hand on her lower back was his way of letting her know he understood that this was hard for her. While she celebrated each new arrival in their circle of family and friends, the babies reminded them what they’d been denied thus far.

				Scotty eventually gave Nick and Sam a turn holding the baby. Sam was relieved that everything seemed normal between the four of them and hoped that Shelby would reconsider her resignation when she had time to think about it. But tonight was all about celebrating baby Noah. There’d be time to worry about other details later.

				When she noticed Shelby beginning to tire, Sam told Scotty to say his goodbyes.

				“Already? We just got here.”

				“Shelby and Noah have had a very big day. They need their rest.”

				“Oh all right, but we can come back tomorrow, can’t we?”

				“We should be going home tomorrow,” Shelby said.

				“Then we’ll visit you there,” Scotty said. “If you don’t mind.”

				Shelby smiled up at him, charmed by him as always. “I don’t mind. I’d love to see you. Anytime.”

				Sam bent over Shelby’s bed and kissed her cheek. “Congratulations. He’s amazing, and you look fantastic.”

				“Thank you so much.”

				Nick followed suit. “Well done, Mama.”

				“I can’t wait to tell Noah someday that the vice president of the United States came to visit the night he was born.”

				Nick squeezed her shoulder affectionately. “Just tell him his friend Nick was here.”

				“I’ll do that too.”

				“You know where we are if you need anything at all,” he said.

				“I do. Thanks again for coming.”

				Sam had so many questions. What was she thinking? What would happen next? Would she and the baby go home to Avery’s house, where Shelby had been living for months now? Would Avery help to raise the child as they had planned? Everything was up in the air, and Sam hated that for her friend. The parallels between this situation and Peter’s murder weren’t lost on her. In both cases, she was involved in something she’d actually had nothing to do with. It was a weird spot to be in.

				Scotty talked about the baby all the way home. “I’m going up to watch the end of the Feds game. I’ll see you guys in the morning.” He stood still to accept a good-night kiss from Sam.

				“See you in the morning.”

				“Might be afternoon,” he said with a wink, reminding her it was summer and he was on vacation.

				“Don’t forget we have Jeannie’s wedding on Saturday.”

				“I remember,” he called over his shoulder as he went upstairs.

				“I need a drink,” Nick said. “Want one?”

				“I wouldn’t say no to that.” She followed him into the kitchen, where he opened a beer for himself and poured her a glass of chardonnay.

				Leaning against the counter, he held up his bottle to her. “Here’s to a better day tomorrow.”

				She touched her glass to his bottle. “I’ll drink to that.” After taking a sip of her wine, she noticed him studying her. “What?”

				“I keep asking if you’re okay, but I keep having reason to.”

				“Thank you for asking, and I’m okay. I was thinking at the hospital that it’s a weird spot to be in, feeling responsible for bad things happening to other people when I actually had nothing to do with it in either case.”

				“I’m sorry you’re in that spot, just like I’m sorry that me being VP gave someone like Buzz Janson a reason to write shit about you. That wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t taken this job, and that’s hard for me to live with.”

				“We always say that we can’t let other people and their crap touch us if we don’t let it, but sometimes that’s easier said than done.”

				“Definitely.” They finished their drinks in silence. “What do you say we push all the crap aside for the next eight hours and focus only on what matters most?”

				“I say that sounds like a brilliant idea.”

				With his hand on her back, he guided her out of the kitchen and up the stairs to their room. “Here or the loft?” he asked after he closed the door behind them.

				“I need a shower and then definitely the loft.”

				“Mmm, good answer.”

				The low, sexy tone of his voice had her pulling off her clothes and rushing through her shower. Wearing pajama bottoms with his Harvard T-shirt, he waited for her on their bed, flipping through a magazine. He looked up when she emerged from the bathroom wearing only a robe.

				“I hate that we have to walk by the agent in the hallway on the way upstairs,” she said.

				“I can remedy that.” He went to the door, poked his head out and then signaled for her to come with him.

				In the unmanned hallway, they stopped to say a quick good-night to Scotty and then went upstairs to their hideaway on the third floor that Nick had tricked out to resemble the place in Bora Bora where they’d spent their honeymoon and first anniversary. He closed the door and lit the beach-scented candles that took Sam right back to the blissful time away.

				“What did you say to the agent in the hallway?”

				“I asked him to go downstairs for fifteen minutes.”

				“That’s all it takes to get rid of them? I’ll have to remember that in the future.”

				“They won’t do it for you. Only me.”

				“Okay, Mr. Power Trip.” While he laughed and turned on the music, she tugged on the belt to her robe.

				“Allow me,” he said, taking over for her. He opened the robe slowly, letting his gaze wander from her face to her breasts and below. “There’s my gorgeous wife.”

				Sam reached for the hem of his T-shirt and drew it up and over his head. “And there’s my favorite boy chest.”

				“Let’s talk about how you think Avery Hill is sexy.”

				Sam playfully twisted his nipples, making him gasp. “Let’s not.”

				“No, really, I think we should. You’ve never told me before that you think he’s sexy.”

				The playful tone in his voice was the only reason Sam didn’t punch his lights out. Rather than resort to violence, she tugged his pajama pants down, waited until he kicked them off and then pushed him back until his legs hit the futon, forcing him to sit. She shimmied out of her robe before dropping to her knees in front of him.

				“What’s going on?” he asked, watching her with eyes gone hot with desire.

				“I’m changing the subject.”

				“What shall we talk about now?”

				“How about no talk and lots of action?”

				“Depends on what kind of action—”

				Sam bent over his hard cock and took him into her mouth, not stopping until he nudged up against her throat. She swallowed, making him gasp.

				“—we’re talking about.”

				With her hand flat on his chest, she gave a gentle shove, telling him to lie back and relax while she had her way with him. The second he was settled, she went to town, licking, sucking, stroking and teasing him until she was sure he wouldn’t be able to remember his own name, let alone Avery’s.

				She loved times like this when they could focus entirely on their relationship while all the bullshit around them faded away like so much noise. Here it was only him and her and the love they had for each other. And dear God, she loved him, even when he was trying to provoke her with comments about Avery.

				As payback for bringing Avery into their bedroom, she added a light grazing of teeth to her repertoire.

				“Ah, fuck, Samantha...”

				She did it again.

				He buried his hands in her hair, grasping it tight enough to hurt, but the slight bite of pain only added to the pleasure. “Baby...wait. I—”

				Cupping his balls, she gave a squeeze and swallowed around the head of his cock. The hand he placed over his mouth kept the whole house from hearing him come.

				Sam swallowed every drop and then licked him clean as his chest heaved.

				“Fucking hell,” he said, still gasping for air. “What brought that on?”

				She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Just a reminder of who I find sexy.”

				“I’ll have to mention him more often if that’s what happens when I do.”

				Sam poked his belly, making him startle and then laugh. “Don’t you dare.”

				He held out his arms to her. “Come up here.”

				She crawled onto the bed and came down on top of him.

				“That was amazing,” he said when they were face-to-face. “You are amazing. Best wife I ever had.”

				“I bet you say that to all your wives.”

				“Nope. Only you.” He wrapped his arms around her.

				Sam nuzzled into the curve of his neck, breathing him in. “Is that it? Are we done?”

				“You gotta give me a few minutes to recover from what you just did. I’m not as young as I used to be, you know.”

				She snorted with laughter. He was every bit as young and virile and unstoppable as he’d ever been. “I’m getting kind of bored waiting on you.”

				He moved so quickly she never saw it coming before she was flipped onto her back with her handsome, sexy, extremely virile husband staring down at her. “Bored?” he asked, raising one eyebrow. “Is that what I just heard you say?”

				“Of course not. I said ‘snored.’ Don’t be ridiculous.”

				“You’re telling me not to be ridiculous when you’re throwing the word bored around?”

				The indignant expression on his face made her laugh, and once she started, she couldn’t stop.

				“You’re great for my ego, Samantha. You’re naked in my arms and laughing your ass off.”

				“Laughing beats crying.”

				“Yeah, it certainly does.”

				She reached for him and drew him down to her, sighing when his lips met hers. As he kissed her, she raised her legs and wrapped them around his hips, opening her body to his reawakened erection. He slid into her while continuing to kiss her.

				Sam ran her fingers through his hair and then down his back, digging into the dense flesh of his muscles as he pressed deep inside her. Thank God for this, she thought. Thank God for him. She’d be a certifiable lunatic without him to come home to, without him to keep her grounded and sane. He made everything worth it. The crazy shit they had to deal with melted away when they were together this way.

				She loved it so much she never wanted it to end. Breaking the kiss, she said, “Go slow. Make it last.”

				He smiled down at her. “I can go all night now that you took the edge off.”

				“All night?”

				“Uh-huh.” Bending his head, he kissed from her ear to her collarbone and then down between her breasts while keeping up a slow, sensual slide of his cock into her body. “Good?”

				“So good. The best thing ever.”

				“There’s nothing in this world that’s better than this.” Nick reached beneath her, his hands cupping her ass to hold her open so he could go deeper and make her come so hard she saw stars.

				“Damn,” she whispered when she came down from the incredible high to discover he was nowhere near finished with her.

				“Hold on to me,” he said gruffly.

				She wrapped her arms around his neck, and he moved them so they were facing each other, his cock still buried deep, her leg over his hip, his hand on her ass keeping her pressed against him.

				“Talk to me,” he said. “Tell me how it feels.”

				“So good, so tight and hot.”

				“Mmm, give me more.” The rumble of his voice so close to her ear set off a riot of sensation, making the bundle of nerves between her legs throb with renewed desire.

				“I love how you get bigger inside me.”

				“Like this?”

				“Yeah,” she said, breathlessly. “Just like that. Don’t stop.”

				“I’ll never stop. No matter what, I’ll always want to be right here more than I want to be anywhere else.”

				She held on tight to him, riding the waves of pleasure to another explosive finish. Every time they made love, she held out hope that maybe this time they’d conceive. But if they never did, she could live with that disappointment as long as she had Nick and Scotty to love.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

				SAM EMERGED FROM the shower at ten after six the next morning, energized after her romantic night with Nick. He stood at the sink, a towel around his hips, running a razor over his face. She took a moment to drink in the sight of the muscles on his back flexing, the narrow hips and the tight butt visible through the towel.

				“What’re you staring at?” he asked with amusement in his tone.

				“My sexy husband.”

				In the mirror she watched him roll his eyes, which didn’t surprise her. He always became flustered when she commented on his supreme sexiness.

				“I just got a text from Trevor,” he said of his communications director. “They’ve sent over a link to my mother’s interview.”

				“Let’s watch it together.”

				He put down the razor, wiped the remaining shaving cream from his face with a hand towel and then turned to her. Drawing her into his arms, he said, “I say we don’t watch it. I say we don’t give her the ten or fifteen minutes of our lives we could never get back listening to her spew lies about me. I don’t want to see her face or hear her voice. I want nothing to do with her.”

				“I think that’s a very wise plan,” Sam said even though she was dying to watch it.

				“We already know the so-called bombshells that are coming from the interview, and my team is taking steps to debunk them. I’m not in the mood for the deep funk I always end up in when she comes around.”

				Sam had witnessed that funk firsthand. She’d seen him affected by the scent of Chanel No. 5 on other women because it reminded him of the woman who’d given birth to him and then treated him with callous disregard his entire life.

				“I won’t let her touch you,” Sam said fiercely, wishing she could somehow protect him from the pain his mother always caused him.

				He tightened his hold on her, his lips soft against her forehead. “I have everything I need right here. She can go fuck herself.”

				Sam laughed at his unusually forceful words. “Are you okay?”

				“I’m great. I’ve got the world’s sexiest wife, a son I adore, friends who’d do anything for me. What else do I need?”

				“Nothing,” she said. “Nothing at all.” She raised her face to kiss him. “I hate to say I have to get going.”

				“I hate to say I do too.”

				She kissed him again and left the bathroom, heading for the room across the hall that she used as a closet. Her ringing cell phone had her backtracking to the bedside table, where it was plugged into the charger. Ever since the night she’d slept through Arnold’s shooting, she kept her phone nearby at all times.

				A quick glance at the caller ID yielded a number she didn’t recognize. “Holland.”

				“This is Detective Green from Fairfax County.”

				“Oh, hey, how’re you?”

				“I’m about to make an arrest in the Rose Samuels case. We’re bringing in your guy Lonergan.”

				Her backbone tingled with the sensation she often experienced when following a hot lead in an investigation. “Really?”

				“Yep. You were spot-on with that hunch. We’ve had him under surveillance for the last few days and have seen him with several other known prostitutes. We’ve got enough to bring him in on that, and we’ve got a warrant to search his place. We’re hoping to find something that ties him to Rose. I thought you might like to be there when it goes down.”

				“I’d love to. Where are you?”

				He gave her an address in Adams Morgan.

				“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

				“Sounds good. See you then.”

				Sam went into her closet, threw on shorts, a sleeveless top and running shoes in anticipation of a long day. She went back into her room to get her weapon, badge, cuffs and notebook and then fired off a text to Freddie to let him know she might be a few minutes late due to the call from Detective Green about the Samuels case.

				Nick came out of the bathroom dressed in navy blue suit pants and a light blue dress shirt with a red-and-blue-striped tie.

				“What’s the plan for Scotty today?” she asked.

				“He’s going to Ryan’s house for the afternoon,” Nick said of Scotty’s friend from school. “Darcy has all the information, and they’ll take him right after lunch.”

				“I’m glad he has something fun to do.”

				“Me too.”

				Sam kissed him. “Have a good day.”

				“Be careful out there.”

				“Always am,” she shot over her shoulder as she left the room and headed downstairs, where she grabbed a granola bar and a bottle of water before heading for the front door, nodding to Nate on the way out. “Morning.”

				“Morning, Mrs. Cappuano.”

				As she stepped out her front door, she left Mrs. Cappuano behind and slipped into her role as Lieutenant Holland. Sometimes she felt like she was leading a dual existence, skirting the line between her two roles, as well as the third and most important role as Scotty’s mother. With him on summer vacation, he liked to sleep in, so she didn’t see him until dinnertime a lot of days.

				Her sister Tracy said Scotty’s schedule was entirely normal for teenagers. It might be normal, but Sam wished she could spend more time with him while he was on vacation, especially now that his summer camp had been derailed. After she closed this case, she’d take a few days off to spend with him doing whatever he wanted. Maybe they could even go out to Dewey or Rehoboth Beach in Delaware. Although that might not be possible if the Secret Service couldn’t arrange something to their satisfaction.

				The thing she missed the most since Nick became vice president was the ability to be spontaneous. Now everything had to be planned out in excruciating detail well in advance, which drove her bonkers even if she knew it was necessary to keep Nick and Scotty safe.

				Brant was standing on the sidewalk when Sam came down the ramp. “Morning, Mrs. Cappuano.”

				“Morning, Brant.” She hesitated but for only a second before she decided to hell with it. She wanted some time with her family this summer. “I have a favor to ask.”

				“Sure. What can I do for you?”

				“I’d like to arrange a beach getaway for our family. Perhaps in Dewey or Rehoboth before Scotty has to go back to school. Is there any way to make that happen?”

				“I’ll see what I can do.”

				“I have no idea whether Nick has time in his schedule, but I figured it couldn’t hurt to ask.”

				“I’ll let you know.”

				“Thank you—and if we could maybe try to surprise him, that’d be awesome. He doesn’t get many surprises in his life these days.” Thinking of his mother’s interview, she added, “Not good surprises, anyway.”

				Brant laughed. “You’re right about that. If we can make it happen, we will.”

				“I appreciate that and all you do to keep him safe.”

				“It’s a pleasure to work for him, ma’am.”

				Sam left him with a smile. Of course his detail liked him as much as everyone else did. It was almost impossible not to like him, except, of course, if you were the woman who gave birth to him. Sam would love to have ten minutes alone in a room with that bitch. It absolutely gutted her to witness his pain when he spoke of his mother and the many ways she’d hurt him over the years.

				He was right not to give her the satisfaction of allowing her to hurt him again by watching the interview and witnessing her heartlessness toward him in living, breathing color. Sam could only hope that the information his office released would discredit Nicoletta to the point that no one would ever again care what she had to say about her son the vice president.

				Sam arrived in Adams Morgan and double-parked a block from the address Detective Green had given her, grabbed her Kevlar vest from the trunk of her car and attached her portable radio to her hip. As she walked toward the town house, Green got out of a parked car and came over to greet her with a handshake.

				“Glad you could be here for this,” he said.

				“Me too. Thanks for the heads-up. What’s the plan?”

				“Our people are all in place. We were just waiting on you.”

				Noting the plainclothes police officers positioned outside the house and the snipers on the rooftops across the street, Sam put the vest on over her clothes and drew her weapon. “Ready when you are.”

				“This is my partner, Detective James,” Green said of the young man who approached them.

				“Nice to meet you,” Sam said, shaking his hand.

				“The honor is all mine, ma’am.”

				“Let’s do it,” Green said, waving his hand to signal the others.

				They went into the building through an unlocked door in the vestibule and took the stairs to the third floor. While Detective James flanked Green on the left, Sam took the right side.

				Green hammered on the door with a closed fist. “Police. Open up.” When there was no answer and no sound from inside, he tried again with still no answer. He glanced at his partner and Sam, both of whom nodded. Green used a steel pole known as a ram to force open the door. They rushed in after him.

				The living room was clear, so they fanned out to search the other rooms.

				Sam went into the bedroom, where Lonergan was naked and asleep facedown in the bed, his arm pinning a naked young woman to the mattress next to him. Her mouth was covered in duct tape, her wrists and ankles were tied and her eyes were wild as she looked at Sam.

				Sam immediately recognized her as Ruby Denton.

				“In here,” she called to the other cops. She went to Lonergan and made quick work of handcuffing his arms behind his back.

				He came to as she secured the second cuff. “What the fuck?”

				“You’re under arrest, you fucking scumbag.”

				Green came into the room, his eyes widening at the sight of Ruby, and hauled Lonergan to his feet, turning him over to one of the Fairfax patrol officers who’d provided backup.

				“You got a knife?” Sam asked Green.

				He produced a Swiss Army Knife from his pocket and handed it to her.

				Sam used the blade to cut the rope bindings on Ruby’s wrists and ankles, wincing at the raw, abraded skin underneath. “Call for a bus.”

				Green used Sam’s radio to call in the request for EMS, which would summon District paramedics.

				Sam met Ruby’s frantic gaze as she began to gently remove the duct tape over her mouth. “I’m sorry,” she said. “This is going to hurt but only for a second.” She pulled the tape off with one quick yank that brought tears to the young woman’s eyes.

				“Thank God,” she whispered.

				“Paramedics are on their way,” Sam said. “Are you able to walk?”

				“I’m not sure. He hasn’t fed me or given me water in a couple of days.”

				“Sit right there until they come.” Sam wrapped a sheet around the girl’s naked body, noting the bruises, scratches and other marks.

				Ruby began to cry. “I need to call my parents. They have to be frantic.”

				“They are. They’ve been looking for you the whole time you’ve been missing.” She offered her phone. “Why don’t you give them a call?”

				“Would that be all right?”

				“It’s perfectly fine. Tell them you’ll be transported to the George Washington University Hospital Center emergency department.”

				Ruby’s hands shook as she dialed the number and pressed Send. She looked up at Sam, who sat next to her and put an arm around the girl’s shoulders.

				“Mom? It’s me. Ruby.”

				Sam could hear her mother’s scream come through the phone followed by, “Oh my God! Ruby! Oh God. Where are you?”

				“The police found me. I’m being transported to the hospital.” She gave her mother the information Sam had provided.

				“We’ll be there, sweetheart. We love you so much. We’ll be right there.”

				Ruby ended the call and broke down into soft sobs. “I thought I’d never see them again.”

				Sam held her until the paramedics came and took over. She was glad to see two women leading the team and waited to make sure Ruby was comfortable with them before leaving the room.

				Green met her in the living room, which was now swarming with cops.

				“Did you suspect he might have her?” Sam asked.

				“Not for one second,” Green said, seeming slightly shell-shocked. “But I was damned glad to realize it was her.”

				“I was too. You did great work here, Detective. Congratulations on a huge arrest.”

				“You get ninety percent of the credit. He wasn’t on our radar until you pointed us in his direction.”

				“It takes a village to catch a murdering, raping bastard.”

				“That it does.”

				Sam eyed the young man with newfound interest. Keeping her voice low so no one else could hear her, she said, “I have a couple of openings on my squad that’ll be advertised soon. You ought to think about applying.”

				His mouth opened and then snapped closed. “You... You’re serious?”

				“Dead serious. I like the way you work. You’d be an asset to my team.”

				“I... I’ll definitely apply.”

				“Great. I’ll keep an eye out for your application and take it to my brass with my endorsement.”

				Green released a deep breath. “Pardon me while I take a moment to say holy fuck.”

				Sam cracked up laughing. “You might be saying that for different reasons after a couple of months under my command.”

				“It would be a huge honor to serve under your command.”

				“Excellent sucking up. I’ll remember that. Send me the fives on this one?”

				“You got it.”

				“Thanks for letting me be here for this.”

				“Appreciate the assist.”

				Sam went in to check on Ruby, who was being loaded onto a gurney for transport. She tucked her business card into Ruby’s hand. “Call me if I can do anything at all for you.”

				“Thank you.”

				“You’re going to be okay now,” Sam said, though she knew a long journey lay ahead for her.

				Ruby nodded. With a shy smile, she added, “My friends won’t believe I got to meet you. We think you’re so cool.”

				“Thank you. That’s really nice of you to say. I’ll be checking on you.”

				The paramedics took her away, and Sam followed them out of the building after a more-than-satisfying start to her day.

				She took a call from Archie. “Morning.”

				“Hey, I’m glad I caught you. Have you seen the papers today?”

				“Not yet.” Her stomach turned, and the glow of the successful operation faded into the past just that quickly. “What’s up?”

				“Your ex had a lot to say in the interview he gave before he was killed, including the fact that you and I used to sleep together.”

				Before she could tell Archie that the info had been tortured out of Peter, Sam immediately thought of Nick, who had no idea that Archie was a former lover. She’d never thought to mention it to him, because it wasn’t something he needed to know. “Ugh.”

				“Yeah,” Archie said grimly. “HQ is abuzz about it.”

				“Shit, fuck, damn, hell.”

				“What you said.”

				“I’m so sorry, Archie.”

				“Not your fault. When Cruz told me you were coming in late because you were helping out with something for Fairfax, I figured I’d give you a call and a heads-up.”

				“I’m glad you did. Thank you. I’ll be in shortly.”

				“See you then.”

				For a second, Sam sat paralyzed with rare indecision over what she should do next. Of course what she had to do was a no-brainer. She hit the first name on her speed-dial list and waited for her husband to answer the phone.

				“Hey, babe. How’d it go with the Fairfax raid?”

				“We found Ruby Denton.”

				“No way! That’s awesome. Is she okay?”

				“She will be. In time. The guy who called in the floater on the Anacostia had her tied up and gagged in his bed.”

				“Oh my God. That poor girl.”

				“We got the guy who took her and killed Rose Samuels. He’s totally screwed.”

				“Thank goodness you found her and nailed him.”

				“So, um, listen... The reason I actually called...”

				“What is it, Samantha?”

				“I never told you that after Peter and I split, I was briefly involved with someone I work with.”

				After a long pause, he said, “Who?”

				“Lieutenant Archelotta.”

				Dead silence.

				“Nick. Say something.”

				“Why’re you telling me this now?”

				“Because I just heard that Peter disclosed it in the interview.”

				“And how did he know about it?”

				“I have no idea! He was stalking me. He probably followed us or stared in the window or something equally creepy.”

				“Why didn’t you tell me before now?”

				“Because! It doesn’t matter. It was a month. Six weeks tops. It was a rebound after a bad marriage and didn’t mean a thing to either of us.”

				“Still, I would’ve liked to know that you fooled around with someone you work with every day.”

				“Why? So you can go all alpha dog and lift your leg and pee on me in front of him too?”

				“Samantha, honestly.”

				“Don’t ‘honestly’ me. I’ve seen the way you act around Avery, and nothing has ever happened between us. I’ve slept with Archie, so you’ll have to pardon me if I say I wasn’t interested in finding out how you’d act around him.”

				“You say it was years ago and it was over almost before it began, right?”

				“Yes,” she said, exasperated.

				“Then I can’t see where we have any problem.”

				“If that’s the case, then why do you have such a problem with Avery?”

				“Because that is far from over from his point of view. Case in point, him saying your name while having sex with his fiancée.”

				She started the car and pointed it in the direction of HQ, even if that was the last place she wanted to be with the whole building talking about her having sex with Archie years ago. “I have to go now.”

				“Because you don’t want to talk about this anymore?”

				“For one thing.”

				“May I say something else?”

				“May I stop you?”

				“Stop being snarky and listen to me. Are you listening?”

				“I’m listening.”

				“I hate every man who put his hands on you from the day we met until the day we saw each other again. If it’s one or two or four or six, I hate them all.”

				“It was only three,” she said, unreasonably moved by his pronouncement.

				“I know about two of them now. Who was the third?”

				“I’m not telling you until you provide a full accounting of all your exes.”

				“Do I know him?”

				“Bye, Nick. Have a nice day, Nick. I love you, Nick.”

				“We’re not finished with this.”

				“Hanging up now.” She slapped the phone closed and shook her head with amusement, even though she had no doubt there’d be hell to pay when she got home. Whatever. Hell with him was the closest thing to heaven she’d experienced on this earth.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

				SPEAKING OF HELL... Sam pulled into the parking lot at HQ, took note of the mob of reporters gathered outside the main entrance and went around to the morgue entrance. Thankfully, they didn’t see her and didn’t give chase.

				She went in the door and ran into Lindsey McNamara standing in the hallway with her deputy, Byron Tomlinson. They went silent when they saw her coming.

				“That’s okay,” Sam said. “I already know the whole place is talking about me. Don’t let me interrupt.”

				“We were actually talking about our schedule for the week,” Lindsey said with a friendly smile for Sam. “We talked about you earlier.”

				“I knew it!”

				“You and Archelotta,” Tomlinson said with a dirty grin. “Gotta say I never suspected a thing.”

				“I like to think I have some secrets,” Sam said, trying to be a good sport when she certainly had better things to do than dish about something that’d been over for years.

				“I heard we found Ruby Denton,” Lindsey said, and Sam wanted to kiss her for changing the subject.

				“You heard correctly.”

				“How bad?”

				“As bad as it gets,” Sam said.

				Lindsey made a sympathetic sound. “That poor girl.”

				“At least she’s alive. We don’t get many outcomes that end up with the victim alive in our line of work.”

				Lindsey nodded in agreement. “That’s for sure.”

				“I’ve got to get to it. See you later.”

				“Bye, Sam.”

				She went into the pit, where Cruz and Gonzo were working the phones while Carlucci and Dominguez typed on computers. Sam didn’t interrupt them. Rather, she went into her office, gathered her notes and the reports from overnight and went into the conference room to begin mapping it all out on the big dry-erase board.

				Beginning on the far left side with the threat received by Nick’s office, she worked her way across the board, adding information about Peter’s murder, the people they’d interviewed, the odd timing of tell-all interviews from Nicoletta and Peter before he died. Using magnetic clips, she hung Peter’s autopsy photos while avoiding the temptation to study his litany of injuries once again.

				A throat cleared behind her. She turned to find Archie standing in the doorway.

				“Didn’t want to interrupt the master at work.”

				“No worries. What’ve you got?”

				He handed her a photograph that had been taken from the security video outside Peter’s building. “Raul has identified this guy as Gibson’s new friend.”

				“What do we know about him?”

				“I ran him through facial recognition and got a name, Dante Fields. He’s in our system with a long list of priors.” Archie handed her a printout. “We also got a confirmation from Lucy Kaul that she saw Fields with Peter.”

				Sam scanned the list of mostly misdemeanor counts ranging from assault to robbery.

				“I took the liberty of running his financials.” He gave her another sheet that showed an individual on the brink of ruin. His bank balances were under ten dollars, and his outstanding debt was in the hundreds of thousands.

				“He would’ve been ripe for the picking,” Sam said, her mind racing with the probability that he was the one who’d inflicted the torture on Peter.

				Archie gave her a third sheet of paper. “Local address. I’ve already requested a warrant to search his house.”

				“Great work, Archie. Thank you.”

				“No problem.”

				“Where’s Raul now?”

				“I gave him a choice of going home or spending some time in protective custody. He wavered until I showed him the photos of what’d been done to Gibson. He chose lockup.”

				“That’s good. Appreciate you handling that.”

				He handed her one more piece of paper. “A printout of Gibson’s interview.”

				Sam looked down at it, conflicted by wanting to know what it said and not wanting to know. “I’m really sorry you got dragged into this.”

				“No need to apologize. You had nothing to do with it.”

				“Well, I did make the monumental mistake of marrying him.”

				Archie shrugged. “It’ll blow over when someone else does something that gets everyone talking.”

				“You’re being a remarkably good sport about having your personal business broadcast to the world.”

				“I’ve never been ashamed of the time we spent together, Sam. Why should I start now?”

				“That’s very generous of you.”

				“Besides,” he said with the charming grin that had attracted her in the first place, “I’m not the one who’s married. What does your husband think of the rumors?”

				“He was surprised I never mentioned you to him and had a few things to say about that. I reminded him that he never provided a list of his exes either.”

				“Good point,” Archie said, laughing. “Try not to worry. It’ll blow over in a day or two.”

				“I hope you’re right. Thanks again for the help with the case.”

				“That’s what I’m here for.” He waved as he left the room.

				Sam forced herself to take a moment, to read what had been written about her with her ex-husband as the primary source of the information. It rehashed their miscarriages as well as their acrimonious divorce and detailed her rebound fling with Archie. If the point had been to humiliate her, mission accomplished. But Peter would never have spoken willingly to the media about the miscarriages that had devastated him as much as they had her, which confirmed her theory that the details had been tortured out of him, and now she wanted to nail the guy who’d done it.

				Sam went to the door and yelled for Cruz and Gonzo.

				“You barked?” Cruz said when he came into the conference room.

				Sam glared at him. “We’ve got a lead on Peter’s possible executioner.” She gave them the rundown on what Archie had gotten from Raul.

				“Let’s go pick him up,” Gonzo said.

				“I want full backup on this.” She picked up the phone that sat in the middle of the conference-room table, dialed Malone’s extension and asked him to come into the conference room.

				“Be right there,” he said.

				The captain arrived a few minutes later with Chief Farnsworth in tow.

				“We may have a break in the Gibson case.” Thankful that no one mentioned the latest gossip, Sam updated them on the information Archie had provided and made her request for a coordinated effort to bring in Fields.

				Malone picked up the phone and made a couple of calls that soon had the conference room full of SWAT and Tactical Response team members. Assistant US Attorney Faith Miller and Avery Hill joined them, as well. When everyone was in place, he gestured for Sam to brief the team.

				She began with Peter’s autopsy photos, which she removed from the board to pass around, noting the way each officer reacted to what’d been done to him. “We believe that Dante Fields is the one who tortured Peter Gibson to death. Furthermore, we suspect someone else hired him to do the job. We need to bring Fields in alive and get him to roll on the person who hired him. That’s the person we want. I’m willing to deal with Fields to get to the bigger fish.”

				“What makes you think he was hired to do the job?” Faith asked.

				Sam went over the information Archie had uncovered about Fields’s dire financial situation as well as his long list of priors. “He’s a seasoned criminal with nothing to lose who struck up a friendship with Peter in the month before he was tortured to death. Information that could’ve only come from Peter was used to threaten my family, along with the suspicious timing of the tell-all interview from Nick’s mother. Peter also gave an interview that included information he never would’ve talked about if his life hadn’t been in danger. It all adds up to something stinky in the nation’s capital.”

				“You think it’s all related,” Faith said.

				“I do.” Sam took a moment to get her thoughts in order. “Roll with me here for a minute.” She focused on Faith but spoke to the room at large. Before she’d gotten together with Nick, the thought of her personal life crossing into her professional life would’ve appalled her. Now it happened with appalling regularity, and she’d learned to live with that new reality. “Ever since Nick became vice president, his popularity has soared, eclipsing that of every other public figure in the country, this despite the fact that many people feel that he shouldn’t have the power he does, a heartbeat from the presidency, without having actually been elected. So while he enjoys an extraordinary approval rating, there’s a small but vocal faction of the electorate that despises him. The Secret Service has reported an uptick in credible threats against him.” Sam swallowed hard. “Despite his popularity, Nick has received twice as many death threats as former vice president Gooding had by this time last year.”

				“I had no idea,” Farnsworth said, seeming truly amazed. “It seems like the whole country is captivated by the two of you.”

				“I believe that captivation is actually feeding the frenzy of whoever is behind this.” Sam went over to the board and pointed to the far left side where she’d recorded the threat against their family. “One word stood out in the letter that Nick’s office received. Humility.” It still pained her that it hadn’t occurred to her right away that there might be a connection to Peter. Perhaps if she’d put that together sooner... No. Don’t go there. No sense trying to rewrite history. “My ex-husband used to tell me all the time that I needed to get some. I didn’t immediately put that together, but once I did, it led directly to him, which I believe was the intent.”

				Faith held up a hand to stop her. “You think one word in the threat letter your husband’s office received was intended to turn the focus on Peter Gibson?”

				“Yes, I do. I believe they wanted us to find his dead body. I don’t believe they intended to have to torture him to get the information they needed.”

				“What do you mean?” Avery asked.

				“The mistake they made was in thinking Peter hated me enough to give up anything they wanted. What they failed to realize is that in his twisted mind, he loved me too much to ever give them anything that could be used to actually harm me.”

				“But he actually tried to harm you on more than one occasion,” Gonzo said.

				“Yes, he did, but to him it wasn’t about hating me. It was about loving me and not wanting anyone else to have me. Granted, it was a sick, twisted, perverted sort of love, but that was love to him.” After a pause, she continued. “They wanted something they could put in that letter to Nick’s office that would lead investigators to Peter. I think initially they were planning to pin the whole thing on him. Apparently, he refused to give them something that could be used against me, which led them to torture him until he finally caved and gave them something they could use. By then he was all but dead.”

				“I don’t get what their endgame was,” Malone said.

				“When you add in the interview that Nick’s mother was probably paid big bucks to give that attempted to discredit our marriage and his paternity plus the info in Peter’s interview before he was killed, it all adds up to a conspiracy to cause trouble for me and mostly for Nick.”

				“I have to be honest with you, Lieutenant,” Malone said. “I think it’s a stretch. Gibson was no choirboy. It’s very possible his death had nothing at all to do with you.”

				“Yes,” Sam said with a sigh. She’d expected the pushback on her theory. “It’s possible. But I think it had everything to do with me.” And she hated that. “We haven’t uncovered anything in his recent life that would’ve led to torture. Other than a possible connection to McTavish’s gambling ring that ended with McTavish’s arrest, from what we were able to piece together, he went to work, spent time with his colleague who wasn’t really his girlfriend but was definitely a fuck buddy, played poker and went to ball games with his male friends. From all reports he was trying to turn things around after a very rough couple of years. While I won’t go so far as to suggest he’d found religion, it did seem that he’d finally realized how lucky he was not to be rotting away in prison and was trying to make a real change. Perhaps seeing McTavish go down hard on charges finally scared him straight.”

				“My impression matches the lieutenant’s,” Cruz said.

				Sam glanced at him, hoping he knew how much she appreciated his support.

				“We’ve spent every night this week trying to find something in his recent dealings that would’ve provoked this sort of murder,” Carlucci said. “There’s nothing.”

				“Our investigation into the threat against the vice president has also gone cold,” Avery said. “We’ve dug into every threat that’s been received by us and the Secret Service since he took office and haven’t been able to make any connections to this one or to the Islamic faction that was tied to an earlier threat against Nelson. That didn’t pan out in this case.”

				“That doesn’t mean the connections don’t exist,” Malone said.

				“Granted,” Avery said, “but I believe the lieutenant’s theory is worth investigating further.”

				“Beginning with picking up Fields,” Sam said. “I have a feeling he’s going to be the key to everything if we can get him to roll on the others.”

				“I’ve learned to trust the lieutenant’s feelings on these matters,” Gonzo said.

				“I tend to agree,” Farnsworth added.

				“Let’s go get him,” Malone said.

				Despite his misgivings, Sam could always count on her captain’s support, and she had a feeling she was going to need the support of the entire department before this case was closed.

				* * *

				THEY PARKED ON Branch Avenue Southeast, around the corner from the Park Drive address they’d been given. It took about fifteen minutes to get everyone into position. Vests were donned, SWAT and Tactical Response teams were readied, and EMS was called in as a precaution.

				After Sam received notification from the squad commanders that their people were ready, she gave the order to go in, leading the group of four that approached the front of the house. Cruz, Gonzo and Hill went in with her.

				She pounded on the door. “MPD. Open up.”

				No answer.

				She pounded again. “MPD, Mr. Fields. We’d like to speak to you.”

				A shout sounded from behind the house. “He’s running!”

				Sam bounded down the stairs and took off running on Park Drive, toward Fort Stanton, catching up to Fields as he came out of the backyards.

				He made the mistake of looking backward, and Sam played the advantage, pouring on the coal and grabbing him. An approaching car wasn’t able to stop in time and the front corner connected with Sam’s hip, propelling her and Fields forward. As they rolled across the hood of the car, Sam made sure to keep her tight grip on Fields. They landed hard in the street on the other side of the car.

				“Oh my God!” the driver cried as she jumped out of the car. “I couldn’t stop!”

				Sam gritted her teeth against the pain of torn elbows and knees while using all her strength and weight to keep Fields pinned to the street.

				“Christ, Sam,” Gonzo said when he caught up. “Are you all right?”

				Her hip hurt like a son of a bitch, but that would have to wait. “Yeah. You got him?”

				Gonzo cuffed Fields and recited his rights before hauling him to his feet.

				Sam noticed he was bleeding from his forehead.

				“Crazy motherfucking bitch,” he spit at Sam.

				“You shouldn’t have run,” she said as she rose—painfully—to her feet.

				“You’re bleeding,” Freddie said, taking her by the arm. “You need the paramedics.”

				“I need to get back to HQ to question him.”

				“He’ll be there when you get there.”

				Sam let Freddie lead her around the corner to where the bus sat with paramedics at the ready.

				“She went over the top of a car and landed in the street,” Freddie said.

				“Other than the obvious, Lieutenant, any other injuries?” one of the paramedics asked. Another tended to the cut on Fields’s forehead.

				“No.” Her hip hurt like a motherfucker, but she wasn’t telling them that. She grimaced as they cleaned the cuts on her elbows and knees.

				“That fat fucking cow landed right on top of me,” Fields said. “I think she broke my ribs.”

				“You wish,” Sam said. “Take him downtown. Straight to lockup.”

				“I need the hospital.”

				“Tell it to the judge.”

				“I’m gonna fucking sue your ass.”

				“Go for it.”

				It took fifteen minutes Sam didn’t have for the paramedics to patch her up and send her on her way. She handed the keys to Freddie, happy to let him drive her to HQ.

				“You’re walking funny,” he said.

				“You’re gonna be walking funny if you make a thing of it.”

				“What’d you hurt?”

				“Nothing besides the obvious.”

				“Liar.”

				“Shut up.” By the time she was in the car, she’d broken into a cold sweat from the pain of her injuries. “Fucking hell.”

				“What now?”

				“Bridesmaid. With bandages.”

				“Ouch,” Freddie said, wincing.

				Gonzo waved them down. “I need a ride.”

				“Hop in,” Sam said.

				“She’s hurt worse than advertised,” Freddie said.

				“I told you to shut up!”

				“Since when do I do what you tell me to?”

				“Yeah, that’s becoming a bigger problem all the time,” Sam said. “Remind me of that at annual review time, Gonzo.”

				He snorted out a laugh from the backseat. “I’ll make a note.”

				“Whatever,” Freddie said. “You guys don’t scare me.”

				“Remember when he was scared shitless of us?” Gonzo said. “Those were the good old days.”

				“I can’t figure out where we went so wrong with him,” Sam said. “He was such a nice boy.”

				“Until I started hanging around with the likes of you two.”

				“Is he insulting us?” Gonzo asked. “I can’t tell.”

				“I think he might be. Add that to the list for review time too.”

				“Writing it down as we speak.”

				“Still not scared.” Freddie looked over at her. “You’re sure you don’t need the ER?”

				“I’m positive that if you drive us anywhere other than HQ, you’re fired.”

				“This would be a good time to do what she says,” Gonzo added.

				“I’m doing it. Do you see me heading for HQ and not the ER?”

				“Drive faster,” Sam said. “We’ve got shit to do.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

				WITHOUT HER HAVING to tell him, Freddie went straight to the morgue entrance. They went inside, and Sam sent them on to the pit to make sure Fields was being processed as quickly as possible. “I’ll be right there.” She ducked into the morgue and found Lindsey in her office. Sam closed the door.

				“What’s up?” Lindsey asked.

				Sam began to unbutton and unzip her shorts.

				“I think you’re gorgeous, Sam, but I’m taken,” Lindsey said with a cheeky grin.

				Sam rolled her eyes. “I need you to look at my hip.”

				“You might’ve led with that.” She got up, came around the desk and turned Sam to maximize the light. “Holy shit. What did you do now?”

				Sam looked down and saw the entire area was already purple. “Got hit by a car.”

				“Sam...this looks bad.”

				“Can you take an X-Ray or something?”

				“No, I cannot take an X-Ray. You need to be in the ER.”

				“I’m not going to the ER. I have a case to close and a wedding to be in. Too much to do for that shit show.”

				“What if you broke your hip?”

				“I’ll deal with it after the wedding.”

				“You’re ridiculous.”

				“So I’ve been told.” Sam buttoned her shorts. “Thanks for the consult, Doc.”

				“Anytime. Let it be noted you’re going back on duty against medical advice.”

				“So noted.”

				Sam made her way painfully along the hallway that led to the pit, figuring if she could walk on her leg, nothing was broken. Before the last turn, she almost ran smack into her good friend Detective Ramsey. This day just kept getting better.

				“Well, look who it is. Our resident whore. Who else have you fucked besides Archelotta and Farnsworth?”

				Sam had never fucked the chief, who’d been like a beloved uncle to her growing up, but she’d learned the hard way not to let Ramsey get a rise out of her. It was because of him that she was awaiting word on whether the grand jury would indict her for assaulting him.

				“Sorry you have nothing to do, Ramsey. Should I talk to Lieutenant Davidson about all the free time you seem to have?”

				“Maybe I should spend some of my free time the way you spend yours, fucking my way to the top.”

				“Might be a good plan since the old-fashioned work-for-it path hasn’t really yielded the results you were hoping for.”

				His eyes narrowed and his mouth tightened with rage. “You fucking miserable cunt.”

				“Awww, is that supposed to hurt me? You’ll have to do better than that. I hear that one by ten a.m. every day from the scumbags I arrest. You’d get along well with them. Gotta run. Unlike you, I actually have a job to do.”

				She went around the corner to the pit and nearly crashed into Gonzo in her haste.

				“Holy shit,” he said. “That was intense, but you won that round.”

				“Heard that, did you?”

				“Yep. I was standing by in case you needed backup.”

				“Thanks. I’m learning to fight with my words rather than my fists.”

				He patted her on the head. “Awww, my little girl is growing up.”

				Sam laughed and hobbled the final few feet to her office, where she grasped her desk for support. “That’ll be the day, when I finally grow up.” She took a swig from one of the many abandoned bottles of water on her desk, downed a couple of painkillers she found in her desk drawer and then lowered herself gently into the chair, trying to ignore the excruciating flash of pain that came from her hip. Fucking hell. It had better not be broken. “Where is he?”

				“Interview 2.”

				“Cruz!”

				He popped up from his chair and came around the wall of his cubicle to her office. “You rang?”

				“I need you to play good cop for me.”

				“What else is new?” he asked with a long-suffering sigh.

				Sam glanced at Gonzo.

				“Adding it to the list.”

				God, she loved working with them. “I want you to pretend to be deeply concerned about his injuries. Ask him how he feels, if we can get him anything. Let him show you his so-called busted ribs. Kill him with kindness. Got it?”

				“Yep.”

				“We’ll give you ten, and then Gonzo and I will show up. You punch out when we go in.”

				“I never get to have any of the fun.”

				“You have all the fun because you get to work with me.”

				“I think some days she honestly believes that,” Freddie said to Gonzo as he went out the door to do her bidding.

				“Our young Freddie is coming along very nicely,” she said to Gonzo when they were alone. “His sarcasm is particularly well developed.”

				“Wonder where he learned that fine art?”

				“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

				“As well you should.”

				She put her head back against the chair and closed her eyes. “Tell me everything we know about this guy. Leave nothing out.”

				Gonzo recited a criminal history that dated back to high school, beginning with shoplifting, vandalism and other minor offenses that had landed him in juvie by his fifteenth birthday. After six months there, he’d upped his game, getting into more serious offenses. “His most recent arrest, a month ago, was for assault with a deadly weapon. He’s out on personal recognizance awaiting trial. Has a public defender on the case. I read the arrest reports. They’ve got him screwed, glued and tattooed, as you would say, on the assault.”

				“I love when a suspect is out on PR and we can threaten to revoke his bail.”

				“It does give us some good leverage.”

				“So if he’s already screwed, then what’s the motive on taking a job torturing info out of someone?”

				“Money,” Gonzo said. “Maybe he wanted to get himself a better lawyer or has kids to support while he’s inside. Could be anything.”

				“That’s where I need to hit him. Find out what the soft underbelly is.”

				Freddie returned. “I’ve greased the skids for you, LT. He’s still outraged but not quite as much as he was before I went in. The ribs are definitely bruised, but I don’t think they look broken.”

				“My ass is not fat enough—yet—to break ribs, despite what he says. No word about lawyers?”

				“Surprisingly, no.”

				“Good job. Thanks.” She put her hands flat on her desk and hauled her not-fat-enough-to-break-ribs ass out of the chair, swearing when pain whipped through her, leaving her sweaty and light-headed.

				“Jesus, Sam,” Gonzo muttered.

				“I’m fine. Let’s go.” She let Gonzo lead the way so she could take her time walking the short distance to Interview 2. Outside the door, she took a deep breath and blew it out. This was for Peter, and she was determined to get it right.

				“Ready?” Gonzo asked.

				She nodded. “You handle the nuts and bolts. I’ll take it from there.”

				“Got it.”

				They stepped into the room, and Fields visibly recoiled when he saw Sam behind Gonzo. He was black with cornrows that nearly touched his shoulders, a muscular build, big hands and a mean, pissed-off look in his eyes.

				“That’s the fat cow bitch that landed on me,” Fields said.

				“You might want to watch your mouth,” Gonzo said. “She’s the boss around here.”

				“She ain’t my boss.”

				Gonzo slapped his hand on the table. “Shut the fuck up. We do the talking here. You do the listening and the answering. Got it?”

				Fields crossed his arms and glared at him. “I can shut this whole thing down with one word. Don’t forget that.”

				“Go ahead and do it.”

				He continued to glare at Gonzo, but he didn’t say the word that would put a stop to the proceedings.

				Sam found that interesting. It was a sign that he wanted to talk. Good. She wanted to hear what he had to say.

				Gonzo went through the motions required to record the interview, and once he had secured Fields’s muttered “Yeah,” he stepped back to give Sam the stage.

				“I don’t wanna talk to you.”

				“Sorry, you’re stuck with me.”

				“I know who you are. Uppity bitch who thinks she don’t need security when her old man is the vice president.”

				“Oh, good, so I don’t need to introduce myself. That saves me some time.”

				“I ain’t done nothing. I don’t know what you want with me.”

				“If you haven’t done anything, why’d you run?” Sam asked.

				“You got no idea what it’s like being a black man in this country. If the cops show up at our doors, we run.”

				“All you had to do is tell me what I needed to know, and if you hadn’t done anything wrong, I could’ve gone on with my day and you could’ve gone on with yours. The reason you have a cut on your head and are crying that some bitch hurt your ribs is because you ran.”

				“You broke my ribs! I can barely breathe!”

				He seemed to be breathing just fine as far as she could tell. “We’ll get you to the hospital as soon as you answer a few questions for us.”

				“Like what?”

				“Who hired you to befriend and then murder Peter Gibson?”

				His face lost all expression. It went totally blank.

				Sam knew shock when she saw it. He hadn’t expected that question. Not even kinda.

				It took a full thirty seconds for him to recover from his shock, long enough to confirm Sam’s suspicions about how Peter’s murder had gone down.

				“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he finally said. Every trace of cockiness and bravado was now gone. He was scared, and it showed.

				“Yes, you do. You know exactly what I’m talking about.”

				“I don’t know anyone by that name. Peter who?”

				She produced the photos of the two men together that Archie had taken from the security video near Peter’s building and put them on the table, each one making a liar out of him.

				“Oh, that guy. We only hung out a couple times. I never knew his last name.”

				“We can put you at his place ten times in the last four weeks. In all those visits, you never asked for his last name?”

				Fields stared at the photo array on the table, his jaw moving back and forth. After a long period of silence, he said, “I think I’d like my lawyer, please.”

				“I can certainly make that call for you,” Sam said, “but before I do, I want to explain a few things to you. We know you’re the one who killed Peter. I believe that when we get back the crime-scene reports, your prints are going to match those we found at the scene. We also know that torturing him for information about me wasn’t your idea. Even though you killed a man, you’re small potatoes to us. We want the person who hired you.” After pausing to let that sink in, she said, “If you lead us to the person who hired you, we’ll recommend leniency for you.”

				“Sure you will,” he said with a snort of disbelief.

				“I’m willing to put it in writing if that helps.”

				“I’d want the offer spelled out, on the table, no loopholes.”

				“All right,” Sam said. “Give me an hour to pull that together.” She stood, sucking in a breath from the pain radiating from her hip. “Should I hold off on calling your lawyer?”

				“No, make the call. I want him here to tell me you ain’t screwing with me.”

				Sam slid her notebook across the table. “Write down his name.”

				He did as she asked and pushed the notebook back to her. Then he crossed his arms and went back to glaring at her, indicating he was done talking until his lawyer arrived.

				Sam took the notebook and moved toward the door, ignoring the pain radiating from her hip as she went out to the hallway, where Captain Malone and Faith Miller were standing after exiting the observation room.

				“What can we do for him?” Sam asked.

				“I can’t go any lower than manslaughter,” Faith said. “He tortured a man to death. That someone else paid him to do it and he’s willing to give that person up is the only reason I’m not charging him with murder one.”

				“Can you write it up for me?”

				“Yep. I’ll do it right now.”

				Sam handed her notebook to Gonzo. “Call his lawyer and get him over here right away. I want the ringleader, and I want him now.”

				* * *

				AN HOUR LATER, all the parties were in position and Faith had drafted paperwork that would charge Fields with manslaughter rather than murder.

				“That was the best the AUSA could do,” Sam said.

				“How much time is that?” Fields asked his lawyer.

				“Could be fifteen to twenty, less for good behavior, and you’ll be required to testify.”

				Fields shook his head in disbelief. “That’s all I get for handing you the biggest fish you’ll ever land in your life? I want better than that.”

				“The AUSA was very clear. That’s the best she can do.”

				“It ain’t good enough.” Once again he crossed his arms and glared at her. “You want something from me. I want something from you. That’s how this is gonna go.”

				Aggravated, Sam blew out a deep breath. “Let me talk to her.”

				“You do that.”

				Once again, Sam limped from the room, trying not to notice that the pain was worsening by the hour. “You heard that,” she said to Faith in the hallway. “Without him, we’ll never get the mastermind.”

				“Let me call Tom,” she said of Tom Forrester, the US Attorney.

				“Make it quick. I’m afraid he’s going to shut down completely.”

				“If he does that, we’ll charge him with murder one.”

				“We need him, Faith. Make the call.” While she waited, Sam leaned against the wall outside the interrogation room and tried to breathe through the pain.

				“You need the ER, Sam,” Freddie said.

				Where had he come from? “Later. I need Peter’s killer more than I need the ER.”

				Faith returned a few minutes later. “Felony assault. Five to ten. That’s as low as I can go.”

				“Let’s see what he says.”

				Sam took the offer to Fields, who consulted with his attorney.

				“We’ll take it,” the attorney said. “But we want it in writing before he’ll say a word.”

				“The AUSA is writing it up now—and again, I’ll remind you that you will be required to testify to whatever you’re about to tell us.”

				Sam thought she saw fear in his expression, but it was gone as fast as it came. “We’ll wait.” Again with the crossed arms. Again with the glare.

				Sam glared right back at him, and they coexisted in uneasy silence until Faith knocked on the door and handed the paperwork to Gonzo, who brought it to her. Sam took a quick look at it before handing it over to Fields’s attorney. “If everything is to your liking,” she said, “start talking. I want the full story. That deal is contingent upon you being straight with us. It can be rescinded at any time until it goes before the judge.”

				Fields rested his arms on the table and leaned in. “Christopher Nelson.”

				The name meant nothing to Sam, but Gonzo gasped.

				“Who?” she asked.

				“Christopher. Nelson.”

				“The president’s son,” Gonzo said.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

				SAM STARED AT HIM. “You’re going to sit here, look me in the eye and tell me the president’s son hired you to torture information out of my ex-husband that could be used against my current husband?”

				“Nah,” Fields said. “That ain’t what he hired me to do. Just sorta ended up that way. Your boy Peter wouldn’t give it up without a fight.”

				“What specifically did Nelson hire you to do?”

				“He wanted me to become friends with him and find out anything he could about you and your husband. But Peter didn’t want to talk about you. He said that was over and he’d moved on. Christopher didn’t like that. After a coupla weeks of Peter stonewalling me, Christopher said I had to get the info any way I could, or I wouldn’t get my money. So that’s when shit got real.”

				Sam’s stomach lurched at the thought of what Peter had endured and how he’d tried to protect her at his own expense. She hid her emotional reaction from Fields, his lawyer and Gonzo by taking copious notes.

				“How did you meet Christopher Nelson?”

				“One of his people approached me at a bar I hang out in. Said he had a business opportunity for me. Seemed easy enough. Hang out with the guy and get info about his ex-wife and her husband the vice president.”

				“You said one of his people approached you. Who was that?”

				“A guy named Stan. I don’t know his last name.”

				“Did he tell you who he represented?”

				“Not at first. He only said his client was looking for information and asked if I might be willing to help out for ten grand to make friends with him and ten more if I got info they could use. I need the money, so I jumped on it. I mean there ain’t nothing criminal about taking money to be friends with someone.”

				There was so much Sam could say to that, but she held her silence so he’d keep talking.

				“When did you find out who Stan worked for?”

				“About three weeks later when the boss man was getting fed up with how long it was taking. They had me come to a hotel room at the W. Fancy-ass place, and when I walked in there, this other guy Christopher was there. He got in my face about me having to pay back the money they’d already given me if I didn’t get some results—and soon. He wanted something—anything he could use against you and the vice president.”

				“Did he say why?”

				“Not to me, and I didn’t care about the why of it. I wanted the full twenty K.”

				“Did you know who he was?”

				“Not at first.”

				“When did you figure it out?”

				“Stan clued me in, and that’s when I started to get scared of what was gonna happen to me if I didn’t get what he wanted.”

				“Whose idea was it to torture the info out of Peter and have him do an interview with the media?” Sam asked.

				“Stan suggested I might want to get physical with him, and one thing led to another.” A look of genuine remorse crossed his face. “I never expected it to go as far as it did, though. I thought he’d give it up easy because he had nothing nice to say about you. But he refused to give us anything we could use against you.”

				“Was anyone else there with you while you were with Peter?”

				“No, but Stan was on the phone. A lot.”

				“How long did you ‘get physical’ with Peter?”

				“Two days.”

				A surge of bile burned her throat, but she choked it back, determined to get through this and close the case. She couldn’t even begin to imagine the implications for Nick, the Nelson administration or the country. Not yet. Not until she’d gotten justice for Peter.

				“That’s how long it took for him to tell me you ain’t got no humility. You hated him and wouldn’t care if he talked about you. I got him to tell me about miscarriages you had when you were married and how you banged your coworker Archelotta. Then he passed out, and I figured I wasn’t gonna get anything else from him. I told Stan what he’d said, and he said it was enough for what they needed. I don’t know nothing about no interview.”

				Realizing Stan, not Peter, had fed the interview fodder to Buzz, Sam said, “When did you realize you were going to have to kill him?”

				He looked at her as if she were crazy. “I couldn’t just walk away and leave him to tell the cops who roughed him up.”

				She looked over at Gonzo, who was leaning against the far wall. “Find Christopher Nelson.”

				“I can tell you where he is,” Fields said. “He’s got a fancy office in Georgetown. Runs one of those political think tanks or something. Whatever that is.”

				Sam nodded to Gonzo, and he left the room. “You’re going to have to testify to all of this.”

				“There’s no way I can do that. I figured you’d get that after I told you what I know.”

				She sighed with exasperation. “Then there isn’t a deal.”

				“How’s that fair? I gave you what you wanted!”

				“And I can’t do jack shit with it if you aren’t willing to testify.”

				For the first time, Fields began to look truly frightened. The glare was gone and the reality had sunk in. “They’ll kill me before they’ll let me testify.”

				“We’ll put you into protective custody until the trial.”

				Fields closed his eyes and dropped his head into his hands. “I’m already in enough trouble. I just wanted the money to take care of my family if I ended up in jail on the other charges. I didn’t want none of this.”

				“Did you ever get any sense that the president himself was involved?”

				“Nah.” Fields lifted his head. “They never said nothing about him.”

				Sam knew that didn’t mean the president hadn’t been pulling the strings behind the scenes. In the scope of ten seconds her mind wandered through all the various scenarios, up to and including Nelson having to resign in the wake of what was sure to be the biggest scandal to rock Washington since they’d uncovered a prostitution ring last year. That had brought down the speaker of the House of Representatives and a senior senator, among others. This would be even bigger, and if Nelson had to resign... Oh dear God. She couldn’t even begin to go there.

				“I’m going to write this up, and then you’re going to review it and sign it, asserting that everything you’ve told us here is true. If I find out you lied about any of it, there’re no deals, and the murder one rap and the life sentence that goes with it is back on the table. Are we clear?”

				“Yeah. We clear.” His once-cocky tone was now resigned as he began to fully understand the bind he was in.

				So now she knew who’d killed Peter and who’d hired him to do it. What she still didn’t know was exactly what they were hoping to accomplish. She left the interrogation room and found Gonzo returning from the pit.

				“Does Nelson work for his father in any official capacity?”

				“I did a search on him. He’s a special adviser.”

				“Which means he probably has a security clearance, which means his prints are on file. I want to check those prints against the letter that was sent to Nick’s office.”

				“You think he’d be that stupid?”

				“He never thought for one second this was going to lead back to a member of the president’s family.”

				“I’ve got the address of his office,” he said.

				“Let’s go.”

				“Wait just a minute, Lieutenant,” Chief Farnsworth said as he approached the gathering with Avery Hill in tow. “I understand that your suspect has given up Christopher Nelson as the mastermind.”

				“That’s correct.”

				“And it’s true that Nelson’s motive, or what we know of it at this time, was gathering information from your ex-husband that could be used to discredit you and your current husband?”

				“Also correct.”

				“You’re off the case,” Farnsworth said. “We’re turning this over to the FBI to bring in Nelson and his henchman.”

				“Wait—”

				“No, I’ll not wait,” Farnsworth said. “I gave you the latitude to investigate your ex-husband’s murder. That latitude ends right here.”

				Sam looked at Hill, who seemed to go out of his way to avoid making eye contact with her. “I’d like to observe when you talk to him.”

				“That can be arranged,” Hill said. “We’ll bring him in right away and notify you when we’re going to talk to him.”

				Sam knew that was the best she could hope for. “Okay. Don’t fuck it up.”

				“I’ll do my best not to,” Hill said, his honeyed Southern accent tinged with sarcasm.

				Sam filled him in on the need to check Nelson’s prints against the letter.

				“I’ll have our lab get on that.” He headed out, and Sam watched him go, champing at the bit to go with him. But her chief had spoken. He so rarely pulled rank on her that when he did, she tried to do as she was told, but it wasn’t easy.

				“I understand you need medical attention, Lieutenant,” Farnsworth said. “Detective Cruz will drive you to the ER and stay with you while you’re evaluated.” He gestured to Freddie.

				Sam glared at her rat-fink partner, who seemed totally unaffected by her ire.

				“Let’s go,” Freddie said.

				“I quit as your best-man woman,” she hissed as they made their way—slowly and painfully—to the morgue entrance.

				“I don’t accept your resignation.”

				“I can’t believe you. With all I do for you, this is the thanks I get?”

				“I’m soooo sorry for caring about you. I’m an awful, terrible person.”

				“Well, at least you know you’re awful and terrible.”

				His laughter only further irritated her. They met up with Gonzo in the hallway.

				“Get me something that connects Nick’s mother to Nelson or his henchman.”

				“I’m on it,” Gonzo said. “Good luck at the hospital.”

				Sam gave Freddie the silent treatment on the ride to the GW emergency department, where she was a frequent flier.

				“I was beginning to think you didn’t love us anymore, Lieutenant,” Dr. Anderson said when he came into the room where she’d been taken after they sent her for X-rays. If there was one benefit to being second lady—and a regular—they didn’t make her sit for hours in the waiting room. They brought her right back to a room, which saved her from being gawked at and even photographed by people who recognized her. And yes, that’d actually happened a few times in doctors’ offices.

				“So nice to see you, Doc.”

				“What’d you do this time?”

				“Got myself hit by a car while chasing a bad guy and hurt my hip.”

				“You don’t do anything halfway, do you?”

				“I got the guy. Isn’t that all that matters?”

				“I suppose so.” He typed on the computer monitor and called up her X-rays, taking a close and careful look at them. “I don’t see any sign of a fracture, which is the good news.”

				“What’s the bad news?”

				“You have a bone bruise, which means it’s going to hurt for quite a while before it fully heals.”

				“No break means I’m outta here.” She hopped down from the table and instantly regretted it, sucking in a sharp deep breath. The pain made her see stars.

				“Take it easy, will ya?” Freddie said as he took hold of her arm.

				“I can get you some crutches if you think they’d help,” Anderson said.

				“No thanks. Appreciate your time, Doc.”

				“Always a pleasure to see you, Lieutenant. You can get your frequent-flier card punched on the way out. You must be due for a free visit soon.”

				“Everyone around me is a comedian,” Sam muttered.

				“You inspire us,” Freddie said, making the doctor laugh. He escorted her through the waiting room, where every head swiveled toward them when people realized who she was. They were out of there before phones could be used to take pictures.

				“I’d better tell Nick about this before he hears about it on TMZ.”

				“Might not be a bad idea.” He held the passenger door to her car and waited for her to get settled before he closed the door and went around to the driver’s side.

				She’d insisted on taking her car because the ride was smoother and the seat higher. Thinking about that now made her feel like a decrepit old lady. Sam flipped open her phone and put through the call to Nick. His voice mail picked up.

				“Um, babe, it’s me. I had a little run-in with a car this morning. I’m fine. Nothing broken or anything, but I might not be able to spread my legs for a while. Thought you’d want to know. Call me.”

				“Seriously?” Freddie asked, incredulous. “Did I need to hear that?”

				“What? That’s the part of the story that’ll matter the most to him.”

				“No, it isn’t. The part that’ll matter most to him is that you’re okay. You did that to pay me back for dragging your sorry ass to the ER.”

				“Now, that would just be vindictive on my part, and I am anything but.”

				“Right.”

				“Take me to Hill’s office.”

				“He said he’d call.”

				“I tell him that all the time and ‘forget’ to make the call. Take me there.”

				Freddie drove to the J. Edgar Hoover Building, headquarters to the Federal Bureau of Investigation, located at 935 Pennsylvania Avenue.

				“That is one ugly-ass motherfucking building,” Sam said. “No wonder Hill spends so much time at our place.”

				“You should’ve had your mouth washed out with soap more often as a kid.”

				“Didn’t work on me. I love the taste of soap.”

				“You are so weird.”

				“Sticks and stones, my friend. Sticks. And. Stones.”

				“Do I need to drop you at the front door, Doris?”

				“What’s with you today? You’re Mr. One-Liner.”

				“I’m on a roll. Don’t mess with me. Door or walk?”

				“I’ll walk.”

				“Because we’ve got all day for you to hoof it. Let me drop you off so we can salvage what’s left of this shift.”

				“Whatever you say, dear.”

				He dropped her at the door and went to park.

				Since he was being a pain in the ass today, she didn’t wait for him. Inside, she was forced to surrender her firearm—she fucking hated that—and was ushered through security. At the reception desk, she showed her badge and asked to be let in to see Agent Hill.

				“Of course, Mrs. Cappuano,” the chipper receptionist said. Sam hated receptionists almost as much as she hated surrendering her firearm.

				“I’m Lieutenant Holland when I’m on the job,” she half growled at the woman.

				“My apologies. Let me call Special Agent in Charge Hill’s office for authorization.”

				“He’s expecting me.”

				“Oh, okay, then.” She gave Sam directions to the elevator and told her how to find Avery’s office on the third floor.

				“My partner, Detective Cruz, will be here in a few minutes. Send him up, will you?”

				“Yes, ma’am.”

				Sam took the elevator, pushed the button and hoped the rattling was due to the age of the building and not the maintenance of the elevator. Wouldn’t that be something, if, after all the crazy crap that’d happened to her, she was killed by a malfunctioning elevator? She’d survived getting hit by a car today. Her number probably wasn’t up yet.

				She was deposited on the floor that housed the Criminal Investigations Division and had to get past yet another receptionist.

				“Oh, Lieutenant, what an honor to have you here,” she said, her eyes wide with recognition and excitement. “Would it be too much to ask for your autograph?”

				“Yes, it actually would since I’m here on official business. I need to see Agent Hill right away.”

				The woman’s face fell with disappointment. “My apologies. Let me get him for you.”

				Sam immediately regretted denying her and possibly costing Nick a vote he might need someday. She took a piece of scrap paper from the lady’s desk, copied the name Leslie from the placard and wrote “Nice to meet you, Leslie! Samantha Cappuano” and left it where she would see it when she returned to her post. There. Good deed for the day done.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THIRTY

				AVERY CAME THROUGH a door and seemed shocked to see her waiting for him. “What’re you doing here? I told you I’d call you.”

				“I wanted to save you some time.”

				His skeptical expression let her know he saw right through her bullshit.

				“Aren’t you going to invite me in?” she asked with a big smile.

				“Of course. Come on back.”

				She followed him to a corner office at the end of a long hallway. If possible, his office was smaller and less attractive than hers, and that was saying something.

				“Have a seat.”

				She took note of a photo of Shelby on his desk. “How’s she doing?”

				“Pretty good. The baby was fussy overnight, so neither of us got much sleep.”

				“I didn’t think you’d be working today.”

				“I’m taking time off when they come home.”

				“Are they going home to your place?”

				His expression remained neutral when he said, “For now.”

				“What’s going on with Nelson?”

				“My deputy and one of our other top people are bringing him in now.”

				“You didn’t want in on that?”

				“I had to stay here and smooth things over with the acting FBI director and the attorney general, who’re melting down over us arresting the president’s son because of information we got from a career criminal. They weren’t going to allow us to bring him in until the lab got a hit on a partial print on the letter that linked Christopher Nelson to the threat.”

				“I knew it!” Sam wished she could stand up and dance a jig. She loved when scumbags fucked up and implicated themselves in felonies. With her hip aching like a bastard, there would be no jig dancing today, but she was celebrating on the inside. Nothing made her happier than seeing justice done on behalf of murder victims, especially those she’d known personally.

				Sam’s cell phone rang with a call from Gonzo. “Speak to me.”

				“There’s a deposit for twenty-five grand in the account of Nicoletta Bernadino made three days ago.”

				Another reason to dance a jig. “And the source?”

				“A personal account belonging to Stanley Ritter.”

				“Bull’s-eye. Good work, Gonzo.” Sam ended the call and passed the info to Avery.

				“Arrogant motherfuckers. Never thought they’d get caught.”

				“They didn’t bank on me.”

				His desk extension rang, and he took the call. “Would you please bring him back? Thank you.” To Sam he said, “Your partner is here.”

				“I figured he’d catch up eventually.”

				“Thanks for waiting,” Freddie said with annoyance when he was shown in.

				“I’m doing what I was told and resting my hip.”

				“Did you get that looked at?” Avery asked.

				“Yep, and apparently I’m going to survive.”

				“That’s good news,” Avery said. When his extension rang again, he picked it up, listened for a minute and then replied. “All right. I’m coming.” To Sam and Freddie he said, “Nelson’s lawyer is here, and my people are executing search warrants for Nelson’s home, office, bank records, cell phones and computers.”

				“Of course he lawyered up. God forbid he should have to face the music on his own.” She eyed Avery, taking note of his obvious exhaustion. “Do you have the wherewithal to go for the jugular here?”

				His golden eyes flashed with anger. “Are you questioning my abilities, Lieutenant?”

				“Not at all. I’m merely pointing out that you’ve had an unusually draining few days, and you may not have the stomach to go toe-to-toe with the president’s son, who you may have to charge with multiple felonies.”

				“My stomach is just fine, thank you very much. How’s yours?”

				Sam didn’t show any reaction to his reference to yesterday’s puking incident. “As a federal employee, are you going to be able to ask him if his father is involved?”

				“As a federal agent, I’ll have no problem asking every question that needs to be asked.”

				“You’ve got to nail him to the wall, Avery,” Sam said fiercely.

				“That’s the plan.”

				* * *

				AVERY HAD DONE his homework. He hit the pompous son of the president hard and fast from the first minute of the interview, coming at him with things he’d written and said on behalf of the policy think tank he represented. He’d taken great pleasure in deriding the young vice president who had quickly eclipsed his father in the popularity rankings.

				“In fact,” Avery said, “were you not quoted two months after Vice President Cappuano took office as saying he was vastly ‘overrated’ and ‘underqualified’ to be president should the need arise?”

				From the observation room, Sam watched Nelson intently, taking note of his every expression.

				“It’s a free country,” Nelson said. He had the blond good looks that had helped to carry him through his entitled life. On the third finger of his left hand was a big gold wedding ring. Sam wondered about his wife and whether she knew what her husband had been up to. “I wasn’t aware that expressing an opinion would get me hauled into the Hoover Building for questioning.” He gave his lawyer a smug smile that the lawyer returned.

				Sam hated guys like them—rich, entitled, above the law, or so they thought. She approved of how Avery was going about this, saving the biggest gun in his arsenal for last. He’d let Nelson string himself up with his own words and then knock the legs out from under his cocky ass.

				“Did you express your disapproval of your father’s choice before Vice President Cappuano’s name was sent to Congress?”

				Nelson appeared to give that some considerable thought. “I might’ve suggested that we could do better.”

				“Apparently, he disagreed,” Avery said.

				“Apparently.”

				Sam flipped open her phone and put through a call to Nick’s chief of staff, Terry O’Connor. He answered on the second ring.

				“Hi, Sam.”

				“Terry, I need a favor.”

				“Of course. What can I do for you?”

				“Who do we know in Congress who could tell you whether or not Christopher Nelson campaigned against Nick’s nomination for vice president behind the scenes?”

				“I have a couple of people I could call.”

				“Could you do it in a way that wouldn’t raise any red flags?”

				“I believe I could. Do you mind if I ask why?”

				“You’ll know soon enough. Can you get right back to me?”

				“I’m on it.”

				“Thanks, Terry.”

				“Good thinking,” Freddie said.

				“We’ll see.”

				“Were you angry that your father chose a vice president you didn’t approve of?” Avery asked Nelson.

				“I wasn’t angry. I was more disappointed. I thought we could do a hell of a lot better than a first-term senator who was better known for who he married than anything he’d done on behalf of the American people.”

				“I resemble that remark,” Sam said.

				Freddie laughed. “Now he’s just being mean.”

				“In light of your feelings about Vice President Cappuano, it must’ve been galling to see his approval and popularity ratings reach record highs soon after he took office.”

				“Did they? I didn’t notice.”

				“Why don’t I believe that?”

				“Good going, Avery,” Sam said, leaning forward for a better view of the action. “Stick his feet to the fire.”

				“As part of our investigation, we’ll be confiscating your computer,” Avery said. “Are you telling me we won’t find any sign of you searching for info about the vice president or watching the polls or anything else having to do with him or his family?”

				For the first time, Nelson began to appear slightly uncomfortable. “They can’t just take my computer, can they?” he asked his lawyer.

				“You bet your pampered ass we can,” Sam said.

				“If they have a warrant, they can take it,” the lawyer said glumly.

				“Is it my imagination, or is Nelson’s tan fading by the second?” Sam asked Freddie.

				“It’s not your imagination. He’s getting rather pale.”

				“What’re we going to find on your computer, Mr. Nelson?” Avery asked.

				Nelson had no reply for that question.

				Avery pushed a piece of paper across the table. “Are we going to find a letter that was sent to the vice president’s office threatening his family, particularly the children?”

				Nelson stared at the paper while his lawyer stared at him, seeming shocked.

				“I wish I’d thought to bring popcorn,” Sam said. “A show like this requires snacks.”

				“Couldn’t agree more,” Freddie said. “Popcorn would’ve been nice.”

				“Are we going to find communication on your computer with the person you paid to follow members of the Cappuano and Holland families to get these photographs of the children?” Avery asked, placing the photos in front of Nelson. “How about the man you hired to rough up the second lady’s ex-husband? Will we find phone calls and texts that tie you to him? How about communication with the producer and reporter who put together the interview with the vice president’s mother? Will we find any trace of money being transferred from you to Nicoletta Bernadino? Will we find anything tying you to the so-called interview Peter Gibson did before he was murdered? And before you say you had nothing to do with any of that, you should know that we’re taking your boy Stan’s computer too.”

				Nelson remained stubbornly silent in the face of the mounting evidence of his guilt.

				“Are you aware that threatening the lives of the sitting vice president and his family is a capital felony punishable by up to life in prison?”

				Nelson blanched, as if the possibility of spending the rest of his life in prison had never occurred to him. “I want a deal.”

				The lawyer snapped out of his state of shock. “Christopher—”

				“I want a fucking deal!”

				Avery leaned in and waited until Nelson was looking directly at him. “No. Deal.”

				“Don’t be ridiculous! You people are always making deals. I’ll give you the guy who killed Peter Gibson. You’ll give me a deal. That’s how it’s done.”

				“Newsflash, asshole,” Avery said. “We’ve already got the guy who killed Gibson. How do you think we got to you?”

				“You’re committing career suicide, Agent Hill. My father owns the AG and Tom Forrester. They’ll never take this to court. You’ve got nothing on me.”

				Avery slid the letter received by Nick’s office across the table. It was encased in a plastic document protector. “We’ve got your partial print on the letter that was sent to the vice president’s office. Game, set, match.”

				“Ohhh,” Sam said. “Checkmate.” She and Freddie exchanged high fives. Despite her euphoria at seeing another arrogant son of a bitch brought to justice, she still felt hollow inside knowing that Peter was killed because of her.

				“What was the point?” Avery asked. “What did you hope to accomplish?”

				Christopher stared at him, a mulish expression on his face.

				“They wanted to discredit the vice president so Christopher could run for the Democratic nomination in four years,” Avery’s deputy, George Terrell, said. “It wasn’t like your father could choose you to be his new vice president.” Terrell let that sink in for a second before he continued. “Your buddy Stan rolled on you, Christopher. He even told us about the exploratory committee you’ve put together for your own run for president, which has been met with little enthusiasm in light of Vice President Cappuano’s stunning popularity. Such a pity. All that plotting and scheming for something that’s never going to happen now.”

				Christopher’s face turned a worrisome shade of red. “That’s a bunch of lies. Stan wouldn’t dare turn on me.”

				“Oh, he definitely would when faced with the choice of doing hard time or cooperating,” Terrell said. “And he told us how, in addition to him interfering with your own ambitious plans, you couldn’t stand seeing the new vice president’s popularity eclipse your father’s. How you wanted him ‘brought down’ and how you hoped he would quit rather than see his family threatened. Any of that ring a bell?”

				His lips tight with fury, Christopher stared at the wall.

				“It must’ve made you some kind of mad to watch the country fall in love with its new vice president and second family,” Avery said. “And to watch your own aspirations go down the toilet as his popularity soared.”

				Christopher had no reply to that.

				Avery stood and nodded to Terrell, who stepped forward with handcuffs. “Mr. Nelson, you’re under arrest for threatening the lives of the vice president of the United States, the second lady of the United States and their extended family, as well as the murder-for-hire of Peter Gibson. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right—”

				“Save it.” Nelson said. “I know my rights. I’m a fucking lawyer, for Christ’s sake.”

				“Not for much longer,” Avery said. “I’m sure you’ll be hearing from the bar in light of the felony charges that’ll be filed against you later today in federal court.”

				Terrell hauled Nelson to his feet and cuffed him while the lawyer looked on in stunned silence.

				“And that, my friends,” Sam said, gleefully rubbing her hands together, “is a wrap.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

				THE MEDIA WENT WILD over the arrest of the president’s son, as well as his top colleague and partner in crime, Stanley Ritter. Talking heads hashed and rehashed the details until every single piece of dirty laundry had been fully aired out, ironed, worn and washed again. Sam’s first marriage was taken apart in excruciating detail. The details of Nick’s birth to teenage parents were fully examined, scrutinized and analyzed.

				And throughout the day, President David Nelson maintained his shock and innocence, even as the chorus grew louder for him to resign from office in the wake of his son’s stunning arrest.

				“Please, God, don’t let him resign,” Nick said that night as the clock approached midnight. They were in bed at the end of a long and excruciating day that had involved more paperwork than Sam had done for any case ever. They had been meticulous in their documentation of every detail so there’d be no way Nelson could get off on a technicality of their making. He was going down, and he was going down hard.

				Couldn’t happen to a better guy. On the confiscated computers, the FBI lab had already found damning text messages, emails and phone calls tying Christopher Nelson and Stanley Ritter to Dante Fields as well as the reporters who’d produced the slam pieces with Nick’s mother, and the information tortured out of Peter. They also uncovered evidence tying the two men to the private investigator they’d hired to take the photos of the children in Sam and Nick’s lives.

				Terry had spoken to several Democratic members of Congress who’d been approached by Christopher Nelson about voting against his father’s choice of vice president when Nick’s nomination had come before them last November. None of them had yielded to Christopher’s request, preferring to side with the titular head of their party—the president—on the matter. Sam had passed the info along to Avery.

				“You think Nelson will be able to hold on to the presidency?” Sam asked.

				“I sure as hell hope so. The last thing I want right now is a promotion.”

				Sam shuddered at the thought of it.

				“I took the job knowing it was possible I could have to step up at any time, but not like this. Never like this.”

				Hating the despair she heard in his voice, she curled up to him, placing her head on his chest and her arm across his midsection.

				He wrapped his arm around her. “Don’t let go, okay?”

				“I won’t, Mr. President. Not now or ever.”

				“Shut up!” he said, laughing.

				“How will this unfold?”

				“There’ll be a congressional investigation. They’ll look into whether Nelson had any knowledge of what his son was up to. If they discover he knew, he could be impeached. If they can’t prove he knew and he survives the investigation as well as the court of public opinion, he’ll be able to hold on to his office, but only because he can’t run again. If he can’t hold on...”

				Sam blew out a deep breath. “How long will that take?”

				“Months. Unless a connection between Nelson and his son’s activities is somehow established right away—then it could be over in a matter of days.”

				“I can’t get my head around that possibility.”

				“I know. Me either. Let’s hope he’s able to survive it, or we’re in for an address change.”

				“Don’t even joke about that!”

				Nick laughed. “I have to laugh or I might cry.”

				The secure phone he was required to carry with him at all times startled them when it rang for the first time ever. He let her go to reach for it on the bedside table.

				“This is Nick Cappuano,” he said, sounding very presidential, not that Sam would tell him that. He sat up in bed. “Hello, Mr. President.” Grimacing, he glanced at Sam.

				Sam sat up too and watched over her husband as he listened to the president.

				“I appreciate that, sir. I’m sure.” Nick listened for another minute or two before he said, “Yes, sir. I appreciate the call and the concern for my family.” He rolled his eyes at Sam. “Good night.”

				“Tell me everything,” Sam said. “Leave nothing out.”

				“That’s called a secure line for a reason.”

				She glared at him. “Spill it.”

				“He and Gloria are appalled by the charges against their son. He had absolutely no knowledge of what his son was doing. He knew Christopher wasn’t thrilled with his choice of vice president but never in his wildest dreams did he think he’d go so far as to try to do something about it.”

				“He said he’s appalled by the charges,” Sam said. “Not by what his son has done. Does that mean he’s going to defend his actions?”

				“He’d be a fool to do that. There’s no way he could hold on to the presidency if he chooses to publicly support his son’s so-called innocence in a plot to threaten the vice president’s family, not to mention Peter’s murder.”

				“That’s because we’ve got Christopher screwed, glued and tattooed. There’s no way he’s getting out of this, and his father would do well to put some distance between himself and his son if he wants to stay in office.”

				“I can’t imagine having to choose between Scotty and being president.”

				“It wouldn’t be a choice for you. A. Scotty would never do something like this. And B. You’d pick him every time.”

				“Yeah, I would, but that’s because I’ve never had the burning desire to be president that so many other politicians have. They’d sell their souls to the devil for that job, and that’s what makes them do dumb things like allow their sons to run roughshod on their behalf.”

				“Look at Arnie Patterson and what he and his sons did for power. After watching that go down, how could Christopher Nelson be so stupid as to think he’d get away with a scheme like this?”

				Apparently, others were wondering the same thing. On the TV, photos of Arnie Patterson, his sons, White House deputy chief of staff Derek Kavanaugh and his late wife, Victoria, appeared on the screen. Patterson had planted Victoria with Derek to get information about the Nelson administration and then killed her when she fell in love with her husband and refused to turn on him.

				“Who knows?” Nick said. “I feel terrible for Derek to have his wife’s murder being rehashed all over again.”

				“Hopefully, he’s staying away from the TV tonight.”

				“I’m sure he’s dealing with full-on crisis mode in the West Wing.”

				“Should you be there?”

				“Probably. Terry says we’ve been overrun with requests for interviews, but I’m not saying anything on or off the record. What can I add to what’s already been said other than I hope Christopher Nelson and his cohort fucking fry for daring to threaten my son, my brothers, my nieces and nephews, my wife, my family, all because my popularity has eclipsed his father’s? It’s disgusting.”

				“I told you that Twitter account with five million followers was going to get you in trouble.”

				“It’s ten million now.”

				Sam cracked up laughing and he joined in.

				“How’s your hip?” he asked, running a gentle hand over it.

				“Still aching but better than it was.”

				“All I’ve been able to think about since I got your message earlier is how you can’t spread your legs and the many, many ways we can work around that.”

				“So while this thing blew up with Nelson, which could lead to him resigning and you becoming president, that’s all you could think about?”

				“That’s it.”

				“No one could ever accuse you of not having a one-track mind.”

				“You could never accuse me of that.” He nuzzled her neck as he reached over her for the remote, which he used to shut off the TV. Running his hand down her arm, he captured the hem of her lightweight nightgown and worked it up and over her injured hip. “God, Sam, that looks painful.”

				“It’s not so bad. How about you show me some of these so-called work-arounds?”

				“I’d be afraid to hurt you.”

				“I got hit by a car today and walked away. Do your worst.”

				He tightened his hold on her. “Too soon to joke about it.”

				“I’m fine. I swear I am. If I wasn’t, I’d say so.”

				“No, you wouldn’t.”

				She pushed her ass back against his hard cock. “Yes, I would. Teach me something new, Mr. Vice President,” she said in a breathy—and bad—impersonation of Marilyn Monroe.

				His low chuckle rumbled through both of them. “Well, if you insist.”

				“I do. I insist.”

				“Don’t move.” After kissing and caressing her until she was on the verge of begging, Nick moved very gently as he pressed into her from behind, her closed legs making for an extra-tight fit. “Ah, God, that’s hot, Samantha.”

				“Mmm, don’t stop.”

				“Will you still love me if I have to be president?”

				“Not as much as I love you as vice president.”

				He tweaked her nipple, and Sam gasped with laughter.

				“I love you no matter what,” she said.

				“Keep telling me that. I’ll never get tired of hearing it.”

				She covered the hand he had placed over her heart with her own hand. “I’ll never, ever, ever get tired of telling you.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				EPILOGUE

				SAM HATED TO ADMIT that the bridesmaid dress was really quite lovely. The deep burgundy silk hugged her considerable curves but covered the assets nicely. Nick’s eyes had bugged out of his head when he saw her in it for the first time, and his reaction had given Sam the confidence she needed to rock the dress as part of Jeannie’s wedding party. Flesh-colored bandages covered the worst of the scabs and bruises on Sam’s elbows, and a large dose of ibuprofen had taken the edge off the ache in her hip.

				And Jeannie... Well, she was simply magnificent. Somehow her dress managed to be sexy and demure at the same time, and the train extended halfway down the aisle behind her as she stood at the altar of the church where she grew up and exchanged vows with Michael.

				They had thought of every detail, including a note in the program that asked their guests to refrain from taking or posting photos of their beloved friends Vice President Cappuano and Lieutenant Holland. Sam loved Jeannie for referring to her as Lieutenant Holland for the occasion. Not that she wasn’t always happy to be Mrs. Cappuano, but today she was Jeannie’s lieutenant, her friend and her bridesmaid.

				The Rehoboth Beach, Delaware, venue they had chosen sat right on the sand, with an open veranda that gave guests a front-row view of an extraordinary sunset. They’d gotten a perfect day, and Sam was thrilled for the bride and groom, who’d traveled a difficult journey to get to this moment.

				As a member of the wedding party, Sam danced with Michael’s brother, engaged in small talk with Jeannie’s sisters and made goo-goo eyes at her husband, who was seated with Scotty at a table with Jeannie’s parents. They’d referred to Nick and Scotty as their special guests. Every time she looked over from the head table, she caught Nick watching her. He grinned like a fool when she caught him staring at her.

				Sam couldn’t wait to be done with the formalities so she could dance with her sexy husband. Jeannie had asked her to say a few words during the toasts, and this was the part of the day she’d been the most nervous about.

				The best man, another of Michael’s brothers, gave a touching toast that had people dabbing at their eyes. Jeannie’s sister Charmaine was hilarious, telling stories about her sister from their childhood that had the entire room in hysterics. And then the microphone was handed to Sam, who rose tentatively to address the guests. This should be a piece of cake after speaking to two thousand people at an infertility conference earlier in the year, but her belly fluttered with nerves nonetheless.

				“How lucky am I to follow the tearjerker and the comedienne?” Sam said to laughter. She turned to face Jeannie and Michael, who were seated in the center of the big head table. “I know I speak for everyone at this table when I tell you, Jeannie and Michael, how honored I am to have been chosen to be part of your wedding party. I might’ve complained a little about the dress fittings...”

				Jeannie rolled her eyes dramatically, making everyone laugh.

				“Okay, I complained a lot, but it was worth it. Everything is beautiful today, especially the two of you and the love you share. I’ve seen that love firsthand. I’ve seen it at the best of times and the worst, and I’ve seen it grow into something true and lasting. I have no doubt at all that one day we’ll celebrate your golden anniversary, surrounded by the family you’ll create together. I look forward to taking this journey with you as your colleague but more importantly as your friend.” Sam held up her glass of champagne. “To Jeannie and Michael.”

				After toasting her husband and sharing a kiss, Jeannie stood to hug Sam. “Thank you. Thank you so much for everything, especially putting up with all the fittings.”

				Sam laughed. “Despite how it might’ve appeared at times, I’m truly honored to be one of your bridesmaids.”

				“I’m glad to hear that. A few times I was afraid you were going to take your rusty steak knife to me.”

				“Nah, I’m saving that for Freddie. I’m sure being his best-man woman will be no walk in the park.”

				Jeannie laughed. “Please remember to invite me to the bachelor party.”

				“Oh, I will. It’s going to be epic.”

				A short time later, the wedding party was sprung to enjoy the rest of the evening with their dates. Sam made a beeline for Nick and dragged him onto the dance floor, where their friends surrounded them, including Freddie and Elin, Gonzo and Christina, and Lindsey and Terry. Will Tyrone danced with a young blonde woman he’d brought that Sam hadn’t met before today. Even Carlucci and Dominguez were there with dates. Captain Malone had arranged coverage so the entire squad could have the day off to celebrate with Jeannie and Michael. After the year they’d had, it was nice to have a reason to celebrate together.

				With Nick’s arms wrapped around her, Sam expelled a deep breath and finally relaxed.

				“Sexiest bridesmaid in the history of weddings,” he whispered in her ear.

				Sam smiled as a shiver ran down her spine. “Is that so?”

				“Oh yeah. This dress is the bomb.”

				“Don’t say bomb. You’re the vice president. You could start an international incident.”

				“I’ll take my chances, because it’s true. Do you get to keep it?”

				Laughing, Sam said, “Of course I do.”

				“Mmm, that’s great news.”

				“Behave yourself. People are watching.”

				“I don’t give a flying fuck who’s watching or if they know how much I love my gorgeous wife.”

				Who was she to argue with that?

				* * *

				BY THE TIME they left the wedding it was after ten o’clock. The Secret Service loaded them into one of the SUVs for the ride back to Washington. Sam leaned against Nick while Scotty sat across from them, looking adorable in his “work clothes,” as he called the blue blazer, tie, khakis and dress shirt he wore to Nick’s political events.

				As the beach faded into the background, she delighted in knowing they’d be back in August for a full week of badly needed vacation. Brant had worked with Terry to clear Nick’s schedule and organize security at a private home right on the beach where they would stay.

				She decided this would be the perfect time to break the news to her boys. “So guess what, gentlemen?”

				“Is it wrong that I’m a little afraid of what she’s going to say?” Scotty asked Nick.

				He cracked up. “Not wrong at all. You never know with her.”

				“Forget it, then. I won’t tell you about my surprise.”

				“Make her tell us,” Scotty said. “But don’t do anything gross that can’t be unseen by your impressionable young son who is already traumatized for life after living with you two.”

				“He’s such a brat,” Sam said. “Whose idea was it to adopt him, anyway?”

				“You love me,” Scotty said with a cocky grin that made her smile.

				“About this so-called surprise,” Nick said, rolling his hand to tell her to get on with it.

				“How would you boys like to spend a whole week out here at Dewey next month?”

				“Yes, please,” Scotty said. “Can I bring a friend?”

				“I’m sure that could be arranged.”

				“How’d you pull that off, babe?” Nick asked, his eyes warm with pleasure—and maybe a bit of a champagne buzz.

				“I’ve figured out how to work the system. I used my second-lady magic wand, talked to Brant about security and Terry about clearing your schedule, put in a request for vacation at work and voilà. We have a week off, a house rented that the Secret Service approved and a vacation to look forward to with Angela, Tracy and their families. I also invited my mom, dad and Celia to come too.”

				“That’ll be awesome,” Scotty said. “I can’t wait!”

				“Me either,” Nick added, slipping an arm around her to bring her in closer. “Thank you for arranging it.”

				“I like to think I can still surprise you every now and then.”

				“You do. Every day.”

				“Before this gets gross, let’s talk about the wedding that was much more fun than expected,” Scotty said. “They seem really happy.”

				“Yes, they do,” Nick said. “Are they going on a honeymoon?”

				“They’re going to Italy for two weeks.”

				“We need to do that,” Nick said. “I’m a Cappuano, and I’ve never been to Italy.”

				“Only if I get to go too,” Scotty said.

				“Of course you get to go too,” Nick replied. “Maybe over Christmas vacation.”

				Sam let out a lusty yawn that made the guys smile.

				“She’ll be asleep before the Bay Bridge,” Scotty predicted.

				“I will not.”

				A little later Nick shook her awake. “Hey, babe. We’re here.” His eyes glittered with excitement that she shared. They’d been looking forward to this moment for days.

				“What’re we doing here?” Scotty asked as he eyed the Feds ballpark outside the tinted windows.

				“Let’s go find out.” Nick grabbed the bag he’d covertly packed before they left the house that morning and followed Sam and Scotty out of the SUV.

				The agents escorted them through a door that a casual observer might’ve overlooked into a corridor that led directly onto the field.

				“Whoa,” Scotty said, awed as the stadium lights came on one at a time until the field was as bright as it would be during the day. “What’s going on?”

				“Look,” Nick said, nodding to the dugout where the entire DC Federals team waited to greet his son.

				Scotty’s face went blank with shock. “Shut up. Are you kidding me right now?”

				“Would I kid you?” Nick asked. “Why don’t you go on over to say hello?” He handed Scotty the backpack. “And if you want to get changed to play some baseball with the team, they said you can use their locker room.”

				“This is a joke, right? I’m going to wake up in the back of the SUV, and I will have dreamed this.”

				Nick laughed at his adorable expression. “It’s no joke. The guys felt bad that you weren’t able to finish your camp and meet the players with the other kids, so they wanted to make it up to you.”

				“They did?” Scotty looked up at Nick with awe. “Did you do this?”

				“I might’ve asked around about whether we could get you with a few of the players. Having the whole team stick around after the game was their idea.”

				Scotty hurled himself at Nick, who nearly lost his footing before he caught his son in a hug. His eyes met Sam’s over the boy’s head, and they shared a smile.

				“I want to see what you learned at that camp,” Sam said. “See if I got my money’s worth. Show me what you’ve got.”

				“Thank you,” Scotty said softly, his gaze taking in both of them. “Thank you so much.” Then he was gone in a flash of navy and khaki, running for the dugout with his backpack in hand. The players greeted him warmly, welcoming him into the dugout. He disappeared for a time, emerging in the camp uniform of white baseball pants, an orange Feds T-shirt, cleats, an orange Feds hat and orange baseball socks.

				Still dressed in their formal attire, Sam and Nick were escorted to seats behind the Feds dugout where they could watch the scrimmage game on the field. The players divided up into two teams and made a huge fuss over Scotty, who grinned from ear to ear the entire time.

				“This is so cool,” Sam said as she reached for Nick’s hand. “You’re the best dad ever.”

				He linked their fingers and brought her hand to rest on his leg. “Sometimes being vice president doesn’t totally suck.”

				They shared a laugh, and as their gazes met and held, a feeling of peace, happiness and contentment flooded her. No matter how ridiculous their lives got—and they got pretty ridiculous on a regular basis—this was what made it all worthwhile. He and Scotty made it worth the hell and heartache.

				The team played ball with Scotty for two hours and then presented him with a ball they all had signed, as well as his own Feds jersey with the name Cappuano and the number 2 on the back.

				“Ohhh, I like that,” Scotty said. “Number two because my dad is the number two guy in the US.”

				The team’s captain, Cecil Mulroney, smiled at Scotty. “You got it.”

				They also gave the same jersey to Sam and Nick, who posed for photos with each member of the team and thanked them profusely for the time they’d given Scotty.

				“Keep working on the fundamentals, Scotty,” one of the players said. “You’ve got real potential.”

				“I do? Really?”

				The player smacked the bill of Scotty’s cap. “You sure do.”

				“I can’t thank you guys enough for this,” Nick said, shaking hands with each of them once again. “He’ll never forget it. You’ve got a fan for life.”

				“It was a pleasure,” Mulroney said.

				Scotty chattered excitedly on the way back to the car and during the short drive home. He profusely thanked Brant, Darcy and the other agents for helping to make the baseball stop possible.

				“I’ll never, ever forget this day,” he said, hugging Sam and Nick before he went upstairs to shower.

				“I’m so glad you loved it,” Nick said. “I felt terrible that your camp got derailed because of me.”

				“It wasn’t because of you, and you shouldn’t feel bad. We knew what we were signing up for when you took the job.”

				Sam smiled and shook her head at Scotty’s maturity.

				“Maybe so,” Nick said, “but it killed me to see you disappointed. Go get some sleep. We’ll see you in the morning.”

				Scotty started for the stairs but stopped before going up. He turned to look at Nick. “I just want you to know... The day I met you was the best and luckiest day of my life. Nothing will ever top that, not even playing baseball with the Feds.”

				Before Nick had a chance to absorb the emotional wallop of Scotty’s statement, he had gone upstairs.

				Nick expelled a deep breath. “Whoa.”

				Sam wrapped her arms around him. “Well played, my love. Very well played.”

				“He thinks he got lucky...”

				“We all got lucky that day.”

				“Indeed we did.” With his hands on her hips, Nick directed Sam to the stairs. “I need a closer look at this dress.”

				Not caring who might be listening or watching, Sam giggled like a girl. “You’re so shameless.”

				“I think I’ve been very, very patient today while you pranced around looking like something out of a wet dream.”

				“A. I don’t prance. And B. That’s disgusting.”

				“Nothing disgusting about it.” Ignoring Darcy, who was positioned outside Scotty’s door, Nick nibbled her shoulder and directed her into their room, closing the door behind him. “What a long damned day waiting to get my hands on my sexy bridesmaid.”

				“You held up admirably.”

				He yanked at his bow tie, removed it and tossed it aside. “It wasn’t easy.”

				Sam unbuttoned his shirt from the top, working her way down until her favorite chest was revealed. “You know what the luckiest day of my life was?” She looked up at him. “When this gorgeous guy came to my rescue at a party and handed me his monogrammed handkerchief.”

				“You know what’s funny about that? Your luckiest day was mine too.”

				Sam smiled up at him and drew him into a kiss. “We had a few roadblocks to overcome, but it all worked out the way it was meant to.”

				He wrapped her up in his love, holding her close to him. “It sure did.”

				* * * * *
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				BRINGING NOAH HOME
A FATAL SERIES SHORT STORY

				
				AVERY HILL TOOK his coffee upstairs to take one last look at the room next to the master bedroom, making sure everything was ready. He’d come home after spending the night at the hospital to shower, change his clothes and pick up the infant car seat they needed to bring the baby home. He and Shelby had spent the summer decorating the nursery in soft yellows and grays, colors suitable for a baby boy or girl. She had wanted the baby’s sex to be a surprise, and Avery had been more than happy to go along with whatever she wanted.

				A boy. The baby was a boy she’d named Noah, and today he’d come home to the room with the life-size baby elephant that Avery had seen in a store window and had to have for the child he would raise as his own.

				They’d done the math and determined there was no way the baby could be his biological child. He’d been conceived before they got together, while Shelby was undergoing IVF treatments with the assistance of a fertility clinic. For a time they’d thought it might be possible, but now they knew otherwise.

				It didn’t matter, though. He already loved Noah as much as he could possibly love a child he’d fathered. And he loved Noah’s mother with his whole heart and soul, which was why the events of last weekend had been so devastating.

				He’d said the wrong name while having sex with the woman he loved—and not just any wrong name but the worst possible wrong name. He’d paid a big price for that mistake ever since. Shelby had packed a bag and left his house, the home they’d shared for months now, and gone God knows where. Most of her stuff was still here, and if he had his way, she and her things would be staying where they belonged.

				She’d had the baby without him by her side as they’d planned during months of birthing classes. Only when a nurse had taken pity on him had Shelby allowed him into her room to see her and Noah.

				She had agreed to bring the baby home to Avery’s house. Everything they’d bought for the baby was here. It would be silly for her to go elsewhere. But just because she’d conceded that fact and agreed to come here, that didn’t mean she planned to stay. Her joy over the baby was trumping everything else at the moment, including the anger and hurt he had caused.

				Avery wasn’t under any illusions that the crisis had passed and knew they faced a long and difficult road in getting things back on track between them—if the damage he had done could be fixed, which was a very big if at this point.

				His cell phone rang, and he took the call he’d been expecting from his personal physician. “This is Avery. Thanks for returning my call.”

				“No problem. What can I do for you?”

				“I need a recommendation for a therapist who specializes in couples. Someone I can count on for complete discretion.” The last thing he needed was his work finding out he was in therapy—or why it had become vitally necessary.

				“Sure, I can send you a few names. Is everything all right?”

				“Not at the moment, but hopefully, it will be in time.”

				“You know how to reach me if I can help.”

				“You already have.”

				“I’ll send an email to your personal address.”

				“Thank you.” Avery waited for the message and opened it when it popped up ten minutes later. He chose the first name on the list, a woman, and placed the call. Ten minutes later, he had an appointment for next Tuesday. He’d wanted that done before Shelby came home so he could tell her he was taking steps to fix what was wrong with him.

				Now he could only hope she would stick around long enough for him to make amends for his horrific mistake. The alternative didn’t bear consideration.

				* * *

				SHELBY SPENT THE MORNING learning how to bathe her new son and met with the lactation specialist, who declared her a breast-feeding machine. Watching Noah latch on to her nipple ranked among the most amazing things she’d ever experienced. The nurses said he was a good baby. He ate, slept and pooped exactly the way he was supposed to, which was a huge relief to his mother.

				His mother. She wanted to giggle with the sheer joy that came from a title she’d once thought would never apply to her. At forty-three years old, she had finally made that dream come true.

				Almost a full day after his arrival, Shelby still couldn’t believe he was hers and she got to keep him forever. She carefully dressed him in the outfit she and Avery had chosen to bring him home in. Thoughts of Avery set off a dull ache inside that muted her joy, so she pushed those thoughts, along with worries about the job she’d impulsively quit, to the back of her mind. There’d be time to deal with Avery and her job situation later.

				For now, her entire focus was on her son, who looked up at her with big trusting eyes. He couldn’t see her quite yet, but he could hear her, and he reacted to her voice by moving his arms and legs. Maybe he just had gas, but she liked to think he recognized her voice and knew she was his mother.

				She sensed Avery had arrived before she actually saw him. The small hairs on the back of her neck tingled and her heart raced the way it always did when he was around, as if the rest of her body hadn’t gotten the memo that she wasn’t happy with him.

				He’d showered and shaved, and the familiar scent of his cologne made her want to lean in close to him, as if he hadn’t broken her heart and ruined everything they’d built together.

				He held up the basket portion of the infant car seat. “Ready to load him up, darlin’?”

				Her insides went soft at the sound of his voice, the sexy Southern accent and the endearment. And then she remembered what he’d said in their bed, and everything went cold, making her shiver as the ache in her chest intensified. “We’re ready.”

				“May I?” He gestured to the baby, who looked up at them with those big eyes, seeming to take it all in, as if maybe he knew nothing was the way it was supposed to be.

				Shelby nodded and watched as Avery put the seat on a nearby table and then gently slid his big hands under the tiny body to lift him from the bassinet.

				“Hey, buddy,” Avery said, his voice soft and reverent, his attention focused completely on the baby. “You ready to go home?”

				One of the nurses came into the room, and Shelby noticed the way she checked out Avery, as if she couldn’t resist taking a good long look.

				By now Shelby was used to the way other women reacted to him. He drew their attention without even trying, but all of his attention—or so she thought—had been on her, so it never bothered her that others looked at him.

				“I’ve got your discharge paperwork,” the nurse said. She went over the instructions, what to watch for in herself and the baby, the number to call if there were any questions or problems, and an appointment slip for a follow-up with the pediatrician next week. “You’ll need to schedule an appointment with your doctor around the six-week mark.”

				“Thank you.” Shelby gathered up the stack of papers and folded them in half to tuck them into her pink purse.

				“The only thing we need before we can discharge you two is the completed birth certificate.” The nurse handed her the paper she’d put off completing because she hadn’t made any decisions yet about the baby’s last name or whether she still intended to list Avery as his father.

				She looked up to find him watching her, his golden eyes intensely focused on her as he cradled Noah in the crook of his arm.

				“Could we have a minute?” he asked the nurse.

				“Of course. I’ll be back.”

				When they were alone, he stepped closer to where she sat, perched gingerly on the edge of her bed in deference to her many aches and pains after giving birth.

				“I may not have any right, not anymore...but no matter what happens between us, I swear to you, Shelby Lynn, I will always love and care for this little boy. He will never want for anything. Not if I can help it.” She could hear the emotion in his voice and see it in the way he never blinked as he looked down at her. Though she might have her doubts about where things stood between them, she had no doubt whatsoever that his intentions toward her son were sincere.

				She swallowed hard and filled in his name—Noah Faircloth Hill—and listed Avery Hill as his father.

				When she was finished, she stood and ventured a look up at him.

				Blinking back tears, he said, “Thank you, darlin’.” He put his free arm around her, drew her into his embrace and kissed the top of her head. “I’ll make sure you never regret that.”

				“Let’s take him home now, Avery.”

				* * *

				MUCH LATER THAT NIGHT, Shelby stood watch over her sleeping son, noting the way his chest rose and fell, how his lips pursed in his sleep and his fingers gripped the lightweight blanket that covered him. Everything about him fascinated her.

				Avery came up behind her, placed his hands on her shoulders and massaged them lightly. “Remember what they said in the classes. You’re supposed to sleep when he does.”

				“I don’t want to miss anything.”

				His soft chuckle made her smile. “It’s going to be a long eighteen years if you’re going to watch his every move.”

				“He’s so perfect, isn’t he?”

				“He sure is. We got lucky.”

				Shelby was so tired she couldn’t resist leaning back against him, even though her better judgment told her he was the last person she should lean on.

				He wrapped his arms around her and for a moment everything was as it should’ve been. Until she remembered how badly he’d hurt her.

				She straightened and stepped out of his embrace. “I’m going to take a shower. Will you listen for him?”

				“Of course. Take your time.”

				In the shower, Shelby stood under the hot water, letting it soothe her aching body. If only it could do the same for her aching heart. She hadn’t called her parents or sisters yet to tell them Noah had arrived. They’d come running to her and would be able to tell with one look at her that something was terribly wrong. She couldn’t deal with that on top of everything else, so she’d put off calling them even though she wanted them to meet her son.

				Tomorrow. She would call tomorrow, tell them how fast it had happened and apologize for not calling sooner.

				She stepped out of the shower, wrapped a fluffy pink towel around her body and went through the motions of drying her hair and getting dressed in loose-fitting pajamas. This must be what it feels like to walk through quicksand, she thought, the weight of her aching heart dragging her down as she tried to function as if everything were normal.

				The baby’s bassinet was in the master bedroom, but did she intend to sleep there with Avery? She was too tired and overwhelmed to make any big decisions, let alone one as important as what to do about him. Steeling herself to face him, to deal with the elephant in the room—and not the ridiculously large stuffed one he’d bought the baby—she left the bathroom and went into the bedroom, where he gazed down at Noah with as much awe as she felt.

				Witnessing his adoration for the baby, her heart softened toward him. “Everything okay?”

				“Everything is perfect.”

				“No, it isn’t.”

				His shoulders stiffened in the second before his gaze met hers.

				“I don’t know how to pretend,” she said.

				He came around the bed to her, took her hand and guided her to sit with him. “I want you to know I’m starting therapy next week. Something is clearly wrong with me if I can make the kind of mistake I made last weekend and hurt the person I love most in the world the way I hurt you. I’m determined to figure out what’s wrong so I can fix it, Shelby.”

				Surprised and pleased, she said, “That’s... I’m glad you’re doing that.”

				“I want you to know that despite the evidence to the contrary, I do not love her. I do not think about her that way. Not anymore. I swear to God. I swear on Noah’s life that the only woman I love is the one sitting right next to me, the one I live with and sleep with and share a child with. I love you and only you, and for the rest of my life I’ll be sorry for the way I’ve hurt you twice now.”

				Shelby brushed at the tears that spilled from her eyes. She wanted so badly to believe him. That he was going to therapy was a big step in the right direction, but would it be enough?

				“Tell me what you’re thinking, Shelby.”

				“I want to believe you.”

				“You can. I swear you can.”

				“I know you mean that, Avery. I don’t doubt for a second that you feel bad that you hurt me.”

				“I feel horrible. I’ve never felt worse in my entire life than I have the last few days. I hate that something I did took away from your joy in welcoming Noah. I hate that I couldn’t be with you when you had him. I hate everything about what I did. All I can tell you is I didn’t mean it, I wasn’t thinking about her, and I have no fucking clue why I said her name. If someone told me right now that they could set me up with a witch doctor who would cast a spell on me that would make it so I never gave her another thought for the rest of my life, I’d say yes, please.”

				Shelby laughed even though this was anything but funny.

				“I mean it, honey. I hate myself for what I’ve done to you and to us.”

				She leaned her head against his shoulder and let him wrap an arm around her. “I know.”

				“It’s too much for me to expect you to ever forgive me for this, but I hope that maybe somehow we can put it behind us and go forward together. We have so many plans.”

				Including their plan to quietly get married after Noah arrived. In her former life as a wedding planner, Shelby had organized thousands of weddings. She had no desire to oversee one more even for herself, and his idea of a small intimate ceremony and celebration at home had seemed perfect to her.

				Now that, like everything else, was up in the air.

				“Tell me what you need me to say or do to make this right, and I’ll do it. Anything, Shelby.”

				“I think what we need more than anything is time to figure out where we stand. I’m a jumbled mess of hormones and emotions. This is no time for me to be making any big decisions.”

				“I’m fine with that. Take all the time you need, but will you please, please take your time here where you and Noah belong? This is your home. I’ll leave if you want me to, but you guys should be here where you have everything you need for him.”

				“We’ll stay here, and you don’t have to leave. We can’t work out anything if we’re not together.”

				His body sagged as all the air seemed to leave his lungs in one big whoosh. “Thank you. For allowing me to be his father, for bringing him here, for giving me another chance when I certainly don’t deserve it.”

				“You deserve it, Avery.” She took a deep breath and tried to get her thoughts together when they were all over the place. “I’ve been thinking a lot about what happened and trying to put it in perspective with everything else we’ve been through together. Other than this situation with...with Sam, you’ve been so amazing taking on a woman pregnant with a child that isn’t yours and loving us both. You’ve been excited about him for months, buying him stuff like that ridiculous elephant.”

				“He needed that.”

				“He needs you. I need you.”

				He crushed her to him and found her lips in a desperate, needy kiss.

				She clung to him, letting him sweep away their troubles with each stroke of his tongue. After many minutes, she slowly withdrew from the kiss.

				“I love you, Shelby Lynn. I love you and I love Noah. If you don’t believe anything else I ever say, please believe that.”

				“I do. I believe it, but Avery...I can’t go through this again. It can’t happen again.”

				“It won’t. I swear to God it won’t. I’ve been thinking about putting in for a transfer to get out of here if that’s what it takes.”

				Shelby closed her eyes and relaxed ever so slightly. They weren’t entirely out of the woods yet, but he was saying and doing the right things to get them back on track. And when the time was right, she would apologize to Sam for blaming her for something that wasn’t her fault and ask for her job back.

				“This is our home,” she said. “I want Noah to grow up near family, and he can’t do that if we’re somewhere else. I don’t want to run away. I want to fix what’s wrong and move forward.”

				He pulled her in close to him and held her there, her head on his chest, his arms wrapped around her. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

				* * * * *

				Look for more Sam and Nick in FATAL CHAOS from Marie Force and HQN Books!
Read on for a sneak peek...
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				“Fans of Scandal and House of Cards will love the Fatal Series.”
—New York Times bestselling author Cindy Gerard
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				Fatal Chaos

				by Marie Force

				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 to begin hearings into 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, in time to see a flash of dismay cross his handsome face. He was dreading the hearings, the attention, the renewed interest in the scandal that had rocked the nation’s capitol earlier in the summer, after she and her squad had uncovered the nefarious plot hatched by Nelson’s son Christopher in a failed effort to discredit Nick.

				The sitting president had 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 was going to be impeached or forced to resign.

				Sam knew exactly what he was thinking. As much as they wanted Christopher Nelson to fry for what he’d put them through, the last thing he wanted—the last thing they wanted—was to see his father 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 now or ever?”

				“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,” Spence said. “My bad.”

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

				She took hold of 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 glanced up in time to see Nick’s jaw tighten with frustration. He hated having to ask permission to do something as simple as take a walk with his wife. So 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 besides the frustration.

				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 fucking 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 salivating for interviews from either or both of them, 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 the vacation with the Secret Service to make it happen. From the securing of a beachfront property big enough for all of them that also afforded the security they required and ensuring Nick’s schedule was cleared to taking vacation from her job as the lieutenant in charge of the Metro Police Department’s Homicide squad and ensuring her paralyzed father would be able to join them, planning the vacation had been a huge undertaking. But it 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 always, but 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 Rehoboth 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 who’d be 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 that are plastered across the front page 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 an edge 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 four-letter 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 the shoreline 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 dove 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 into 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 at the moment 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 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 was watching. She couldn’t spare the brain cells to care who might be watching 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 in spite of 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 of 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 Halliwell,” he said of the Democratic National Committee chairman. “They’re making plans. Just in case.”

				“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 sex. I could totally get on board with that plan.”

				“Scotty would miss his friends, baseball and videogames—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 the history of politics 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 onto his assurances as tightly as she held on to him as 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.
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