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CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   Peyton woke and stretched, remembering exactly where she was and in whose bed she slept. She smiled languidly. If she had known what she was missing for the last eight years, she would have jumped him the first time they met.
 
   She reached for Marco, but found his side of the bed empty. She sat up and looked around. It was still dark. Rubbing her eyes, she glanced at the clock on his nightstand. Two in the morning.
 
   Where was he?
 
   A feeling of panic rose inside of her and she threw back the covers, searching the floor for her clothes. They’d made a trail of clothing from his front door to the bed, casting off things without concern for where they fell. She found a 49ers jersey on a chair by his door and slipped it over her head, quickly combing her fingers through her tangle of curls. The jersey fell to mid-thigh, more like a dress than a jersey on her short frame, but it smelled like him and she hugged her arms around herself as she reached for the doorknob.
 
   She pulled it open and padded out into the living room in her bare feet. He was sitting on the couch, a table lamp turned on beside him, casting his profile in a soft glow. His chest was bare, but he’d tugged on a pair of athletic shorts. He glanced over at her and gave her a smile, but it seemed tense. She crossed around behind the couch, trailing her fingers over his shoulders and took a seat before him on the coffee table.
 
   “This can’t be a good sign.”
 
   He frowned at her. “What do you mean?”
 
   “You’re sitting alone by yourself in the middle of the night.”
 
   He leaned forward and slid his hands up her thighs. “Just thinking.” His eyes lowered down her body. “By the way, I’m particularly fond of the outfit you’re currently wearing.” He gave her a sweet kiss, pulling her closer.
 
   She cupped a hand on his face, holding him to her, deepening the kiss. It felt so right to share this intimacy with him, but it scared her a bit. They’d slid into this as easily as they slid into their friendship, as if they had always been lovers.
 
   Last night had been explosive, frantic, urgent, but this...this was easy. This was very easy. Was it too easy? Should she be more worried about why he’d left the bed and was sitting out here thinking? She drew away from him before it ratcheted back up to the physical connection of last night. She figured the sex probably wouldn’t be a problem between them, but maintaining real intimacy might. Neither one of them had very good track records with relationships.
 
   He let her pull away with a sigh of frustration.
 
   “What were you thinking about?”
 
   He swallowed and shook his head. “Our options.”
 
   “Our options?”
 
   “The way I see it, we’ve got two.”
 
   “Enlighten me.”
 
   “We pretend this never happened, go back to the way it was before, and I get to stay at the precinct until this Janitor bastard is dead.”
 
   She opened her mouth to answer, but he held up a finger. “Before you pick that choice, you should know my heart will likely stop beating if you do.”
 
   She gave a relieved laugh. “Oh, well, that’s a problem.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Can I have door number two?”
 
   “We confess everything to Defino, accept that she’s going to immediately transfer me out of the precinct. We get you an uzi and a tank, then I go out hunting the Janitor at night after work.”
 
   Peyton pretended to consider that. “Well, those are both horrible choices.”
 
   He slumped back on the couch.
 
   “I have a third option,” she offered.
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “How about if we don’t tell anyone about us?”
 
   He didn’t seem happy with that. “Sneak around?”
 
   She shrugged. “For a while. Just until we catch the Janitor.”
 
   “Peyton, this is serious. I don’t want to sneak around with you.”
 
   The quiet fear inside of her eased at his words. “I know,” she soothed. “It’s just for a little while, Marco. I can’t have you moved out of the precinct. Not now. He’s playing with us, he’s toying with us. I need to get this bastard. I can’t spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder, afraid he’s going to grab me…”
 
   He leaned forward and grasped her hips. He forced her to make eye contact. “He’s not going to touch you again, Peyton. I won’t let him.”
 
   She reached up and brushed a strand of hair back from his eye, then she nodded, forcing herself to calm. “Just think about it. We can meet in secret. It’ll be like we’re spies or something.”
 
   He smiled that sultry smile she loved so much. “Woman, I will do anything you want me to do.”
 
   “You probably shouldn’t tell me that.”
 
   “Really? Because you didn’t already know it?” He dragged her closer and she braced her arms on his shoulders. “I love you, Peyton.”
 
   She felt as if she were going to explode with happiness as she searched his eyes. “I love you too,” she said, leaning forward to kiss him, lingering on his lips, savoring her right to do so. Then she moved closer, sliding her lips along the side of his face until she reached his ear. “You know this means all of the Barbies have to stop, right?”
 
   He pressed his forehead to the spot between her shoulder and throat. “They’ve pretty much been over for a while now.”
 
   “That’s good to hear.”
 
   He smiled up at her and then tried to kiss her, but she pulled back.
 
   “You sure you can handle me?”
 
   “Not for a moment.” He tried to nuzzle her neck, but she pulled back again.
 
   “I’m still pissed at you.”
 
   He gave a moan of frustration. “Why?”
 
   “Eight years. Eight years and we could have been doing that.” She pointed over her shoulder to the bedroom. “What the hell, D’Angelo?”
 
   He shrugged. “Let’s make up for lost time.”
 
   “Eight years,” she continued, “and we could have been having really good sex together.”
 
   He frowned. “Really good?”
 
   “Okay,” she relinquished, “mind blowing.”
 
   “Better.”
 
   She laughed, but he stopped it with his mouth. When he finally pulled away, she stood and tugged on his hand. “Ready to come back to bed.”
 
   “Oh, hell yes,” he said, following her.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco entered the precinct at 9:00AM the next morning. Maria glanced up at him and gave him a sympathetic look. He’d gotten the text message at 7:00. D’Angelo, my office, two hours. He figured he knew what the captain was going to say to him, but he only half gave a damn. He was obsessing over Peyton.
 
   He’d dropped her off at her house like she demanded, so she could shower and get clean clothes. He’d wanted to stay with her, but she’d insisted he go. He wasn’t sure what she planned to do today, but he didn’t like the thought of her being alone and vulnerable.
 
   The minute she’d pulled him down to kiss him, he knew he was lost. He knew this relationship was unbalanced. She held all of the cards and he would do anything she wanted him to do. He had no illusions about that. For eight years, he’d loved her, but now, now he knew he was hopelessly lost. A part of him realized he shouldn’t give her the reins, but the other part of him knew it was too late. He worshipped her. Almost losing her had only solidified that.
 
   “She’s waiting for you, baby.”
 
   He nodded and pushed open the half door.
 
   “It’ll be okay. Whatever happens, it’ll be okay. You had no choice.” She rose to her feet and held out her hand.
 
   He took it, squeezing lightly. “Thank you, Maria.”
 
   He knocked on the captain’s door and waited.
 
   “Enter,” came her command.
 
   He pushed it open and found her sitting behind her desk, typing on her laptop. She didn’t even bother to point to her chairs. He crossed around and sank into one, rubbing his palms on his thighs. He wondered if Peyton had finished her shower yet. That was a vulnerable time and it made him anxious. He’d made her promise to take her gun into the bathroom with her.
 
   Captain Defino looked up at him, then lowered the lid on the laptop, clasping her hands on top. “You went off the reservation, D’Angelo.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” said Marco.
 
   “You disobeyed a direct order and circumvented my attempts to stop you.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “You could have been killed.”
 
   He gave a brief nod.
 
   “And the Janitor escaped. Again. Do you know how we look to the other departments?”
 
   He didn’t think that required an answer. Had Peyton locked the front door? Had he checked the house enough? Where was her attic?
 
   “Are you even listening to me?”
 
   He forced himself to focus. “Look, Captain, I’ll accept whatever punishment you have for me. Just don’t take me off this case. This bastard has got to be caught.” He’s got to die, but he kept that thought to himself. “I heard his voice. I’m the only one who has. You’ve got to let me stay on at least that long. Then after we’ve got him, if you want my resignation, I’ll give it to you.”
 
   She cocked her head at him. “You think I want your resignation?”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   She exhaled and looked toward her dark windows. “You were supposed to be the stable one, D’Angelo, the voice of reason. You were supposed to anchor your partner.”
 
   He looked up at her. “I would do the same thing again if it came up.”
 
   “I know. This is why I told you your feelings for her were a problem.”
 
   He shifted in the chair. “Are you going to tell me you would have done differently? Are you telling me you’d have let her die?”
 
   Defino closed her eyes. “No, which is why you aren’t suspended.” She pointed a finger at him. “Yet. Once the chief hears about this, I may have no choice.”
 
   “He wants this serial killer caught as much as we do. I’m the only one who’s heard his voice.”
 
   Defino held out her hand, then let it fall. “There it is. But I can’t let you stay as Peyton’s partner. I’ve already requested a new detective be sent over to take your place.”
 
   “Captain?”
 
   “D’Angelo,” she said through gritted teeth. “Don’t mess with me right now. You defied a direct order, you went off on your own. I should be pulling your badge, I should be demanding your resignation. She has to have a partner, but I’m damn sure not putting her back with you.” She made a fist. “If you’re too damn stupid to tell her what you feel, that’s your problem, but you will not be compromising my cases anymore.”
 
   He nodded and dropped his eyes.
 
   “You’ll be moving into your lieutenant’s roll, supervising the uniforms and the new detective, and you’ll stay away from Peyton.”
 
   Marco felt an overwhelming need to tell Defino there was nothing keeping him from Peyton now, but he tamped down on it. How many steps was it from her house to the Corolla? Were there any bushes that could obstruct her vision, keep her from seeing anyone hiding outside her house?
 
   “D’Angelo?”
 
   He blinked up at Defino. “Captain?”
 
   “Have you heard anything I’ve said?”
 
   “I’m not suspended yet, but once the chief hears, I might be. I’ll be moving into my position as lieutenant and supervising the uniforms and the new detective you’ve sent for to replace me as Peyton’s partner, and I’m too damn stupid.”
 
   Defino fought a smile. “You were the stable one, God damn it.”
 
   “He wanted me to kill him.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Marco drew a deep breath. “He wanted me to shoot him, a headshot, end it. He said he was tired of the killing.”
 
   Defino went still. “What else did he say?”
 
   “He likes Peyton. He said he liked her a lot. He threatened to…”
 
   “To?”
 
   Marco still couldn’t bring himself to say it.
 
   Defino thought for a moment. “To rape her?”
 
   Marco nodded stiffly.
 
   “Shit.”
 
   “He gave me a choice. I could come after him, he’d give me my one shot, or he would make her scream.”
 
   Defino didn’t answer for a long time. Together they sat and stared at her glass desktop. Marco worried over whether Peyton had checked if her gun was loaded. When was the last time she took target practice?
 
   “Did you recognize his voice?”
 
   “No.” Marco hesitated. “I don’t know. Maybe. I wasn’t exactly thinking logically, rationally at the time. He taunted me with her, he knew what he was doing. He knows us. He understands us.”
 
   “You’re letting him get in your head.”
 
   “He’s already there, Captain. He knew I’d do anything for her. Anything. Even kill him. He knew.”
 
   “Okay. Then think like him. We create a transcript of everything he’s said, every word he’s spoken. The letters to Jake, the text messages to you. Everything. If he’s in our heads, we crawl in his.”
 
   “If I find him, I can’t promise you I’ll take him alive.”
 
   Defino squinted at him. “Let’s cross that bridge when we get there.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco wandered down to Stan’s office. As he passed Peyton’s empty desk, he fought with himself. He wanted to call her, he wanted to check up on her, but he knew that would go over like a lead balloon. She would accuse him of smothering her.
 
   They might have just become lovers, but he knew her. He knew the way she thought and she wouldn’t appreciate Marco, her lover, keeping tabs on her any more than she would tolerate Marco, her partner, doing it.
 
   He stopped in front of the table Stan had positioned across the door. Stan looked up, blinking at him from behind his thick glasses. He had a far off expression on his face, but he gave himself a little mental shake.
 
   “Hey, Marco, how’s Peyton?” The concern in his voice was genuine.
 
   “She’s holding it together. You know Peyton. She’s never going to admit something’s bothering her.”
 
   “I know, but still, it’s gotta be traumatizing. I can’t even imagine it. I sure hope she isn’t having trouble sleeping, you know, nightmares and such.”
 
   Marco shrugged. “She woke up a few times last night in a bit of a panic, but…” He caught himself. What the hell was he saying? Shit. He was so not the person to be keeping any secrets, apparently. “Anyway, um. That’s what she told me when I talked to her this morning. I mean, on the phone and…” He winced, forcing himself to stop.
 
   Stan gave him a bewildered look. “Okay,” he said slowly.
 
   “Look, Stan. Defino wants you to compile every communication we have from the Janitor. The letters he’s sent Jake, the text messages from my phone.” He drew it out of his pocket. “You can get those off this thing, right?”
 
   Stan took it. “Of course.”
 
   “Thanks. We need it as soon as you can pull it all together.”
 
   “I’ll get right on it.”
 
   Marco forced a smile. “Great.” He started to turn away.
 
   “Hey, Marco?”
 
   Marco looked back.
 
   “You think Peyton would mind if I stopped by to see her?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I just want to see her. The other day really shook me up and...I don’t know. I thought we didn’t have a chance, but after what happened, I think maybe I want to pursue things with her.”
 
   “Pursue things?”
 
   “Yeah, maybe she’ll agree to date me. I mean we had a good time the other night at dinner. After what happened, I just realized I care about her a lot. Maybe she’s thinking the same thing.”
 
   “Uh…” Marco wasn’t sure what to say.
 
   “Sometimes an experience like that makes you see a person in a different light.”
 
   No kidding.
 
   “Makes you realize what you could have with someone. Reconfigures priorities.”
 
   Marco realized his mouth gaped open.
 
   “So, what do you think? Do you think it’d be okay to stop by? Bring her some flowers?”
 
   “I’m not sure. She might need a few days to just sort through things on her own.”
 
   “She’s staying with her mom, right?”
 
   “Uh, right.”
 
   “What if I just send some flowers there? I think Maria has the address.”
 
   “I think that would be okay.” He held out his hand. “You know what? Maybe I should call her and tell her you’ve got my phone for a little while. She might try to get in touch, you know?”
 
   Stan passed it back.
 
   Marco dialed Peyton’s cell, giving Stan a tense smile. He breathed a sigh of relief when she picked up on the second ring.
 
   “Hey, partner,” she said in a sultry voice.
 
   “Hey, um, look, Stan’s going to have my phone for a bit, so he can pull off the text messages I got the other day. Just wanted you to know in case you tried to call.”
 
   “So I probably shouldn’t send you those naked selfies I just took, eh?”
 
   Marco caught his breath, turning partially away from Stan. “No, no you can send them, just wait until I tell you it’s all right,” he said, fighting a laugh.
 
   “How about you come home and I’ll show you in person?”
 
   “Sounds good.” He smiled at Stan. “Give me a few hours, okay?”
 
   “We’ll see. I might have other plans.”
 
   Marco’s fingers tightened on his phone. “We can talk about that later.”
 
   “Talk?”
 
   “Okay, not talk, but...I gotta go.”
 
   “Bye, partner,” she purred into the line and hung up.
 
   Marco released a breath and held the phone out to Stan. Stan eyed him strangely. “She’s feeling a little anxious, that’s all.”
 
   “Anxious?”
 
   “Yeah, but she’ll be all right.”
 
   “Okay?”
 
   Marco nodded, then backed away, feeling Stan’s eyes following him.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton set the phone down on the sink and stared at it a moment. She was tempted to call Marco back. The house was quiet. Jake and Maria were both at work and Pickles slept on her bed. Defino didn’t want her to go in for a week, until she had time to meet with Dr. Ferguson, but staying here by herself wasn’t the best option. She could have stayed at Marco’s, but part of her was determined to get back to routine as quickly as possible.
 
   Reaching for the towel she’d wrapped around her body, she opened it, then turned sideways, looking at herself in the mirror. Two burn marks from the taser showed pink against her dark skin. She touched the marks with her fingertips, then closed her eyes and leaned on the sink.
 
   When she took a deep breath, she imagined she could feel the carbon monoxide in her lungs still, even though she knew that was ridiculous. She also sometimes heard the rumble of the engine beneath her.
 
   She forced herself to look up into the mirror. Biting her bottom lip, she gathered her heavy hair in one hand and bound it in a ponytail, then she forced herself to put on a little mascara. Her eyes strayed to her gun and she stared at it. She’d never taken her gun into the bathroom before. In fact, once she got home, she put it on the peg by the door and forgot about it.
 
   This is how people got shot in their own home. This is how horrible mistakes were made. Someone gets spooked and all sorts of terrible things happen. Yet still, she picked the gun up and carried it with her into the bedroom.
 
   As she dressed, she thought about the previous night. Thinking of Marco eased the panic a little, made her feel giddy with happiness. She realized she’d always been curious, wondering what sort of lover he might be. She sat down on her bed and picked up the picture Jake had given her, staring at the two of them. Eight years ago, when Marco had walked into her life, she’d been drawn to him immediately. Even when she knew he hadn’t been. He’d struggled having her as a partner, but she’d been fascinated by him. Then they’d come to rely on each other. Not just professionally, but personally.
 
   Last night had changed their relationship in terrifying ways. If they didn’t work out as lovers, what would happen? When everyone else fell away, he was always there for her –  her best friend, her constant companion, her rock. If they didn’t make it as lovers, she would lose the most important person in her life.
 
   She reached over and rubbed Pickles’ belly.
 
   She was spooking herself over nothing. He was the most important person in her life. Being friends, being partners had been special, but sharing last night with him had been far better than she’d expected. For the first time, the terrible loneliness had dissipated leaving only him. And she discovered, he was enough. He was everything.
 
   She picked up the little dog and kissed him, then set him on the floor, going to her closet and removing clean sheets. She stripped her bed and remade it, then smoothed out the covers. They couldn’t stay here together because of Maria and Cho, but Maria thought she was staying with her mother. No use in Jake sleeping on the couch if he didn’t have to.
 
   Then she packed an overnight bag for herself and strapped on her gun. Pickles followed her into the living room. She gathered everything she needed and placed it by the door, then she took down Pickles’ leash and snapped it on his collar.
 
   Glancing at her phone, she marked it was almost 1:00PM. Leading the little dog to the door, she opened it and they went down the stairs. She fully intended to take him for their usual walk, but as soon as she stepped onto the driveway, her heart started to pound.
 
   She looked around, searching the street, but except for a few cars, she saw nothing. Her eyes landed on the house across from hers. Crime scene tape had been stretched across the front of it.
 
   She stood with Pickles in the driveway, paralyzed, staring at the yellow tape as it flapped in the breeze. She wasn’t sure how long she stood there, but her phone suddenly rang. It made her jump, but she reached for it in her pocket. Pickles looked back at her with an almost sympathetic expression on his doggy face.
 
   She looked at the display, hoping it was Marco, but her mother’s number flashed at her. She thumbed it on and held it to her ear. “Hey, Mama.”
 
   “How are you, sweetheart? I was thinking of you and wanted to call.”
 
   “I’m fine. Just getting ready to go into work.”
 
   “What? I thought you had the week off?”
 
   “I do, but I just want to go in. It’s too hard sitting around the house. I’m not used to it.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Peyton. Why don’t you come over and I’ll make you some lunch?”
 
   Peyton rubbed a hand across her forehead. “Mama, I’m all right. I just have to get back to my routine.”
 
   “What about tonight? Why don’t you stay with us tonight?”
 
   Peyton smiled. “I have plans tonight, Mama.”
 
   “Plans? What sort of plans?”
 
   Peyton hunkered down and stroked Pickles’ head. “Just dinner plans.”
 
   “With a man?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Is this someone I approve of?”
 
   “I would hope so.”
 
   “Okay, but if you need me you call, all right?”
 
   “I will. Don’t worry, Mama. I’m really fine.”
 
   “I won’t ever stop worrying as long as you do that job. Don’t ask that of me.”
 
   Peyton rose to her feet. “I know. I’m sorry, Mama. I never meant for you to worry.”
 
   “Someday you’ll know how it feels.”
 
   Peyton wasn’t sure about that. Marco had been pretty adamant about marriage and children. Not gonna happen, he always said. She didn’t think her presence in his life was about to change that.
 
   “All right. I’ll talk to you later, Mama, okay?”
 
   “Okay. Goodbye, sweetheart.”
 
   “Goodbye, Mama.” Peyton hung up. Tugging on Pickles’ leash, she led him back to the stairs. She couldn’t face a walk today. She wanted to get to the precinct and see Marco. She wanted that more than she wanted anything else right now, including chocolate.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Maria had set him up with a cubicle away from the rest of the precinct in direct line of her desk and Defino’s office, but it was turned so that he could supervise everything that went on around him. She’d offered to help him move his stuff over to this new desk, but he’d declined. He wanted to do it himself. He felt such conflict over this new role and moving his own things forced him to deal with it.
 
   It took him longer than it probably should have because he found himself just sitting at his old desk, staring at Peyton’s. He liked to bring her silly little things, just to see her smile – a chocolate milkshake, a donut, a candy bar. He lived for those smiles.
 
   After her father died, she stopped smiling. At first, he didn’t try to make her smile, out of respect for her grieving, but then he realized how much he relied on those smiles, how much they meant to him over the course of a day. So he left early one day and went to Ghirardelli Square. He usually avoided such places in the City. They were the purview of tourists and he hated the crowds, but he fought for parking on the street and located the Chocolate Shop. On one shelf, he found a little chocolate dog. This was before Pickles, but she’d been talking about getting a dog for a few months prior to her father dying.
 
   He bought the dog and brought it back to her, placing it on her desk at her elbow. She glanced over at it, then up at him, and she smiled. He wasn’t sure when he first realized he loved her, but that smile might have been a step on the road to his eight-year infatuation. Of course, she wouldn’t eat the dog, but he never forgot that smile.
 
   Standing in his new cubicle, he turned and faced the strange fabric covered pseudo-walls. Jake had photographs plastered all over his cubicle, but Marco had never been one for decoration. Still, the blank grey panels cried for something.
 
   “Do you have room for a picture of your girlfriend on that wall?”
 
   He looked over his shoulder. Peyton stood at the entrance, leaning on a partition. He walked over to her, glancing out at the precinct to see if anyone was within hearing range. “I don’t know. It can’t be the one she’s sending me via text.”
 
   “They didn’t waste any time moving you away from me, did they?”
 
   “‘Fraid not.” He reached out and brushed a strand of hair back from her cheek, letting his fingers linger. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Unless they fired me, I used to work here.”
 
   “You’re supposed to take the week off and spend some time with Dr. Ferguson.”
 
   She made a face. “I don’t need Dr. Ferguson using my head as his playground.”
 
   He lowered his hand. “Peyton, maybe you should take the sessions with him a little more seriously this time.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I’m fine, Marco.”
 
   “Then why are you here?”
 
   She looked away from him. He always knew she was hiding something when she wouldn’t make eye contact.
 
   “Peyton?”
 
   “It’s not good for me to be home. I need to work. We…” She motioned between them. “...need to work on this case.”
 
   “Defino isn’t going to clear you until you’ve had at least one session with Ferguson.”
 
   She took a step closer to him, looking him straight in the eyes. “Why don’t you leave early, so you can keep me company?”
 
   He sucked in air. “Temptress,” he said lowly. “Let me finish here and we’ll go.”
 
   She grinned in triumph.
 
   “What about Maria?”
 
   “What about her? I’m not into kinky crap, D’Angelo.”
 
   Marco shook his head in amusement. “We can’t exactly stay together at your place.”
 
   “Actually, I’ve got that figured out. My mother told everyone I was staying with her for the week, so that’s where I’ll technically be. I packed a few things, unless you mind me invading your wild bachelor pad.”
 
   He glanced out at the precinct. He wanted to show her just how much he didn’t mind, but people were always wandering around. “Bachelor pads are overrated.”
 
   She moved close to him again, as close as she could get without touching him. “Then why don’t you stop flirting with your ex-partner and get done, so we can go home.”
 
   He swallowed hard and gave her a nod.
 
   “Good, then I’m going to tell Jake he can use my bed.” She turned away, giving him a sultry look.
 
   “I’d avoid Stan if I were you.”
 
   She hesitated and frowned at him. “Why?”
 
   “He plans to ask you out again. He thinks your feelings about him may have changed and that you might be open to a relationship.”
 
   Peyton pretended to consider that. “Hm, interesting. He does have all those sweet toys in his office.”
 
   “Just imagine what his house looks like.”
 
   Peyton went still, then gave a shudder and continued on her way.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Jake looked up as Peyton stopped outside his cubicle. “Hey, Mighty Mouse, how are you?” He gave her a serious once over.
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “I thought you weren’t coming in for a while. Weren’t you supposed to see the shrink?”
 
   “I don’t need a shrink,” she said defensively.
 
   Jake’s brows rose. “Really?”
 
   “Knock it off, Ryder.”
 
   He shrugged. “So everything good between you and Adonis?”
 
   Peyton’s lips lifted in a sexy smile. “Yeah, everything’s great between us.”
 
   Jake gave her a slow nod.
 
   “Look.” She glanced around the precinct. “I’ll be staying at my mother’s for the next few days.”
 
   “Your mother’s?”
 
   “Right.” She narrowed her eyes on him. “So, I changed my bed. You’re welcome to stay in there if you want.”
 
   “Your mother’s?”
 
   She glanced around again. “We’re keeping things on the Q.T. for now.”
 
   “I see. Why? He’s been moving his crap out of his desk all day. And I heard you’re getting a new partner.”
 
   “Because Defino will move him out of the precinct if she knows. Please, Jake.”
 
   “I’m not saying anything to anyone, Mighty Mouse. I’m not about to go gossiping about who shares your bed.” He tilted his head back at her. “Pickles stays with me, though. That’s the deal.”
 
   She glared at him. “He’s my dog, Ryder.”
 
   “He’s my best friend, Brooks.”
 
   “Fine. Pickles stays with you for this week. Then all bets are off.”
 
   “I don’t know. In my sad and lonely state without him, I might just slip up and say something I shouldn’t.”
 
   “Don’t blackmail me with my dog, or I might just slip up and kick you out of my house.”
 
   Jake laughed. “We both know you ain’t gonna do that,” he said, turning back to his computer.
 
   He felt Peyton’s glare, but he ignored it.
 
   “You don’t know me that well, Ryder.”
 
   “Yes, I do.” He glanced at her. “Now, don’t you have to go make poor Adonis squirm or something?”
 
   She punched him in the shoulder, then left. Jake smiled, rubbing the spot with his hand. He was so damn glad to see some spirit in her. Not to mention, he was relieved. If she was with Marco, he figured she’d be safe. The latest episode with the Janitor had spooked him so bad, he’d put a call into his sister Faith and asked her to start looking for jobs for him in Nebraska. He’d cancelled that, though. He couldn’t leave Peyton now. Not when she was so vulnerable. Knowing that Marco was a permanent fixture in her life eased a little of that worry. If things worked out between them like he hoped they would, maybe he could go home and leave all of this behind.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   Peyton checked the address on her phone. The sun was shining down on Market, but a chill was in the air, reminding her that autumn had come to sit over the City. In the shadows of the buildings, she shivered, wrapping her arms around herself.
 
   She walked to the door of a skyscraper and pulled it open. Her boot heels clicked on the marble flooring as she crossed to the bank of elevators and stared at the marquee, searching for Ferguson’s name. This time he wanted her to come to him. Fine, she intended to spend her obligatory hour here and then get into work where she belonged.
 
   She located his name on the second floor and pressed the button for the elevator. A bell chimed behind her and she turned, stepping into the open door. She pushed the second floor button and watched the numbers as the door shut and the elevator began to lift.
 
   She was released into a hall carpeted in pale silver with silver wallpaper climbing to the acoustic ceiling. Directly across from her was a glass door with a name etched into the glass. She noted the suite number and turned left, walking down the hallway until she came to Ferguson’s door.
 
   She pushed it open and found herself in a waiting room. A number of black upholstered armchairs were arranged in a semicircle with glass tables between them. The tables were covered with magazines. A second solid wooden door rose before her with a red light over it. A sign on the door told her to take a seat and wait for the light to go out before knocking.
 
   She sank into an armchair and reached for a magazine. The cover sported photographs of beautiful celebrities with provocative titles splashed in red font. She turned to one salacious story about a reality television star –  some housewife of some major city somewhere – and tried to read, but her thoughts kept going back to this morning.
 
   Having coffee in Marco’s apartment, while he made them breakfast, had seemed so normal, so domestic. She’d never fancied Marco for the domestic type, but he seemed to have eased into that role with little problem.
 
   Twice last night, she’d woken up in a panic, her heart pounding, unable to breathe. He’d gathered her in his arms and held her until she calmed. God, she could get used to that too. It was so easy to let him enfold her in his embrace, to let him chase back the nightmares. She didn’t realize how damn lonely she’d been until now.
 
   The light over Ferguson’s door went out. She closed the magazine and settled it on the table. A moment later, the door opened and the tall, lean doctor with the perpetually out of date suits appeared, leading another man. They shook hands, then the man turned for the door, giving Peyton a nod.
 
   Peyton nodded back.
 
   She felt Dr. Ferguson’s eyes land on her. “Good morning, Inspector Brooks. Won’t you come inside?”
 
   Said the spider to the fly, thought Peyton. She wiped her hands on her jeans and rose, adjusting her gun in her holster. He motioned into the office. She stepped before him and found herself in a brightly lit room with a circular table in the center. Besides the table and a couple of chairs, the only other furnishings were a credenza and a file cabinet.
 
   She turned to face him. “What? No couches?”
 
   He laughed. “No, I feel more comfortable working at a table myself. Please sit.” He motioned to a chair, then sat in his spot in front of his ubiquitous yellow legal pad.
 
   Peyton perched in the chair. It was so tall her feet barely touched the carpet. She hated chairs like this. It made her feel like a vulnerable little girl again.
 
   “So, Inspector, good to see you.”
 
   She nodded. She wasn’t feeling the same way about him.
 
   “I’d ask you how you are, but I suspect that would be rather insulting.”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   He picked up his pen and folded his hands around it. “You know I don’t mince words, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Fine is a term a lot of people use when they are anything but fine. Are you familiar with the signs and symptoms of PTSD?”
 
   “I guess. Look, Dr. Ferguson, I’m here because I have to be. Otherwise, I should be at work trying to catch a serial killer.”
 
   “Symptoms of PTSD are difficulty sleeping, angry outbursts, difficulty concentrating, being jumpy or startling easily.”
 
   “I don’t have any of those symptoms.”
 
   Dr. Ferguson started writing on his legal pad.
 
   She waited until he finished. When he did, he sat staring at her for a long time. She stared back. She wasn’t going to play these games. If he wanted to spend the hour looking at each other, they could do that.
 
   “You were kidnapped off the street in broad daylight by a serial killer. You were forcefully subdued, taken to an unknown location, and nearly died of asphyxia. Then the partner who has saved your life twice and has been your constant companion for the last eight years was removed from you and you are now facing a new partner.” He settled the pen on his pad. “Inspector Brooks, do you really expect me to believe you are fine?”
 
   “Yes, because I’m telling you I am.”
 
   “Let’s talk about Inspector D’Angelo.”
 
   “What’s there to talk about? He got a promotion. End of discussion.”
 
   “Do you know why he can’t remain your partner?”
 
   “Because he got a promotion. Clearly, I’m not the one having difficulty concentrating, Dr. Ferguson.”
 
   “We both know sarcasm is your defense mechanism.”
 
   “Fine. Why can’t he remain my partner?”
 
   “Partners develop very close bonds. We’ve talked about this before.”
 
   “Yes, we have.”
 
   “It can be difficult when the partnership is male and female. Add to that an imbalance in power and problems can develop.”
 
   “What imbalance in power?”
 
   “He’s saved your life twice. That creates a situation of debt between you.”
 
   “Yeah, I owe him my life.”
 
   Ferguson leaned forward on the table. “It can cause confused feelings in a person.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “Humans can mistake those feelings of gratitude for pseudo-erotic feelings, romantic feelings. Defino feels it’s best to separate you two before you make a mistake and act on them.”
 
   Peyton felt anger move through her. Her fingers tightened on the chair arms.
 
   “While these are very normal feelings, allowing them to falsely develop into something can be detrimental to both of you, but in particular, you, Inspector Brooks.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “After a traumatic event, it’s normal to feel insecure, vulnerable, afraid. You might mistakenly see your partner as a sort of security blanket. Either way, it wouldn’t be a true relationship, and such a relationship is destined to end badly. A break-up like that would further traumatize you. It’s best that the two of you are separated until you can come to terms with the trauma on your own.”
 
   Peyton looked out the window. Who the hell did they all think they were, telling her what to feel, what to do? She could make her own damn decisions. She might have given the last decade to this job, but they didn’t own her, damn them.
 
   “I think we’re done here,” she said, rising to her feet.
 
   “We’ve barely begun, Inspector.”
 
   “I have a serial killer to catch and this psychobabble’s interfering with that.”
 
   “Captain Defino mandated…”
 
   “I don’t care what she mandated. I’ll deal with her.” She turned and walked toward the door, grabbing the doorknob and pulling it open. “Have a good afternoon, Dr. Ferguson,” she said and firmly shut the door behind her.
 
   She didn’t remember the walk down to the elevator or waiting for it to arrive. She was so damn furious. Why had she let herself be manipulated this way? She hated the doctor’s smug way of talking to her, as if her emotions were some deep-seated, hidden miasma of crazy and only he held the cure. As if he was just waiting for her to snap, or dissolve into tears, pleading with him to fix her. Pseudo-erotic feelings! Shit, he’d be shocked at the genuine erotic things she and Marco had been doing lately. From the moment she’d met Ferguson, he’d pried at her about Marco, hounded her about him. Who the hell did he think he was?
 
   The elevator arrived and she stepped inside, punching the button for the first floor. The elevator’s door closed and it began to drop. As soon as it stopped, she walked out and headed toward the front door that lead to Market.
 
   She made it out to the street and started walking toward the parking lot where she’d left the Mustang. Marco hadn’t returned it and he told her to use it for her appointments today. He was back, driving his precious Charger.
 
   The parking structure was a good five blocks away, another thing that made her angry. She set a brisk pace toward it, seething inside. She hadn’t formed erotic feelings for Marco because he saved her life. She’d always had them. She’d just become an expert at suppressing them over the years, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t felt them.
 
   “Miss!” called a voice behind her.
 
   She glanced over her shoulder to see a man moving toward her. He was in his mid-thirties, dark hair, dark clothing. She paused on the corner, marking him. He picked up his pace, pressing through the crowd on the sidewalk.
 
   Peyton felt her heart kick up speed as she stepped off the curb and into the street, moving with the other people trying to get across. The man followed her, jogging now to close the distance. Peyton glanced around. The Janitor wouldn’t grab her again with people all around her, would he? She couldn’t believe he’d try. It was bad enough that he’d done it last time, but even then, someone had tried to stop him. He would never be so bold a second time, would he?
 
   She made it to the sidewalk across the intersection and weaved between the people. When she glanced back, however, the man was still gaining on her. She looked at the businesses on either side. She could duck into one of them and hopefully, he’d leave her alone.
 
   “Miss!” he shouted.
 
   A cold sweat peppered Peyton’s forehead and a drop ran down her back. Her heart was hammering so hard it was pounding in her temples. She felt again the tightness in her lungs as if she couldn’t get enough air.
 
   “Miss!” He touched her shoulder and she spun around, her hand reaching for the handle on her gun.
 
   “What?” Her voice came out as a growl.
 
   He stumbled back, his eyes fixated on the gun, then lowering to the badge showing at her belt. “I’m sorry.”
 
   She realized she was hyperventilating. That’s why she couldn’t get enough air.
 
   “You dropped this. It looked important.” He held out a shiny gold object.
 
   Peyton’s free hand flew to her neck. Her locket. He had her locket, the one Marco had given her for her last birthday.
 
   “Oh, God, I’m sorry,” she said, trying to slow her breathing.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   She accepted the locket from him, removing her hand from her gun. “You scared me. I’m so sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay. Are you sure you’re all right?”
 
   She rubbed her fingers against her forehead and nodded tightly. “I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to…” She motioned helplessly.
 
   “It’s all right, Officer. It is your locket, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes, and it means the world to me. Thank you.”
 
   “All right. Take care, okay?”
 
   “Thank you. And again, I’m very sorry.”
 
   “No worries,” he said and moved past her.
 
   Peyton stared at the piece of gold in her palm. The clasp was broken. She hadn’t even realized it had fallen. Closing her eyes, she willed her heart to slow. God, she’d almost drawn her gun on an innocent man. He was doing her a solid and she almost drew her gun on him.
 
   Opening her eyes, she placed the necklace in her pocket, then she started walking back the way she’d come, moving briskly through the crowds. They parted to allow her passage. Maybe the wild look in her eyes warned them off.
 
   She located Ferguson’s building, but this time, rather than wait for the elevator, she jogged up the stairs. No one was in the waiting room and the red light was off when she stepped past the glass door. Walking to the wooden door, she forced it open and stepped inside, slumping against it.
 
   He looked up at her with a puzzled expression.
 
   “I need help,” she said, surprised to hear the sound of her own voice. “I need your help, Doctor Ferguson.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco heard the knock at the door. He settled the wooden spoon beside the wok and picked up the dishcloth, wiping his hands as he went to answer it. He pulled the door open, surprised to see Peyton standing on the other side.
 
   “Hey.” He bent down and kissed her, sliding his arm around her waist and lifting her against him.
 
   She encircled his neck with both arms and deepened the kiss.
 
   He gently pulled away. “Why are you knocking?”
 
   She shrugged.
 
   He reached into his pocket with his free hand and pulled out the key he’d made for her. “While we’re talking about it, this is for you.”
 
   She dropped down on her heels and took it from him, staring at it. “A key?”
 
   He’d tried to give her one years ago, but she’d emphatically told him she didn’t want it. Even though he had one to her house, she still refused. She said she didn’t want to walk in on him someday in a compromising position.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah.” She put the key in her pocket. “Thank you.”
 
   He hesitated, she was acting strangely, but he could hear the sizzle of his stir-fry in the kitchen. “Come in. Let me just turn down the fire.”
 
   While he went to the stove, she wandered over to his bistro set and took a seat. He dropped the dishcloth on the counter and turned the burner down to simmer, then settled into the chair across from her.
 
   “How was your day?” he asked.
 
   “Fine.” She wouldn’t meet his eyes.
 
   “Did you see Dr. Ferguson?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “And did you go to lunch with your mother?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “And both went well?”
 
   She nodded, fingering a spot on the table.
 
   He leaned back. “Peyton, you have a tell.”
 
   She glanced at him. “A tell? What are you talking about?”
 
   “When you’re upset, you won’t look at me. You’ve done it for years. What’s wrong?”
 
   “Can we talk about something else right now?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “No?” She seemed surprised.
 
   “If this is going to work, we have to be honest with each other.”
 
   Her jaw hardened. “Well, apparently this isn’t going to work.”
 
   He hadn’t expected that. “Okay. Why not?”
 
   “That’s what Dr. Ferguson said.”
 
   “Did he now?”
 
   “So I walked out.”
 
   “You walked out? Peyton…”
 
   She held up a hand. “I went back.”
 
   “Wait. I’m confused.”
 
   “I got mad at what he was saying, so I left, but I almost pulled my gun on a civilian, so I went back.”
 
   “You almost pulled your gun…”
 
   “He had my locket.” She reached into her pocket and pulled it out, dangling it from her hand. “It fell off, and he found it and tried to give it back to me, but he scared me and I almost pulled my gun, so I went back to Dr. Ferguson because I don’t know why I did that and I can’t go around pulling guns on people, and the clasp is broken. I can’t wear it like this or I’ll lose it and if I lose it, I’ll be devastated.”
 
   Marco closed his hand over hers. “I’ll get it fixed.”
 
   She released it to him, blinking at the sudden tears in her eyes.
 
   He placed his other hand under her chin and turned her to look at him. “Go back to the beginning, okay? What exactly did Ferguson say that made you leave?”
 
   She took his hand in her own. “He said we couldn’t be partners anymore because you’ve saved my life twice and unbalanced the power in our relationship. He said such a power imbalance could cause me to have pseudo-erotic feelings for you, which if I acted on them, would be traumatizing because such a relationship is destined to end badly.”
 
   He didn’t respond.
 
   “And then I come in here and my first instinct is to take you to bed, so what the hell? And to add to it, he thinks I have PTSD. All in all, I’m a screwed up mess and you should be running in the opposite direction.”
 
   He lifted her hand and kissed her fingers. “Peyton, for the last few days, I’ve been thinking of all the things that made me fall in love with you, and I can’t pick just one thing, one event, one moment, but when I think of all the things I’ve done in the last decade, every significant memory has you in it.”
 
   Her eyes searched his face. “What if we don’t work, Marco? What if we fail at this? What if Ferguson is right? We’re both bad at relationships. We don’t have one long term relationship between us. If I screw this up, I don’t just lose a lover, I lose my best friend, the single most important person in my life. I don’t think I can do that, Marco. I don’t think I can stand it.”
 
   “Sweetheart, I can’t make you any promises. No one can. There isn’t a relationship in the world that is guaranteed. It’s always a risk, it’s always a chance, but you and me, we’ve been on so many adventures over the last eight years.” He leaned close to her, bracing his elbows on his thighs. “All I’m asking is that you take one more with me, Peyton. Whatever happens in the next year, the next five years, the next ten years, right now...right now I want you to take this adventure with me.”
 
   She blinked back the tears, then she stood, grabbing his hand and tugging him to his feet. He gave her a quizzical look.
 
   “You talk like that, D’Angelo, and you’re definitely getting some pseudo-erotic action.”
 
   He smiled and let her lead him into the bedroom.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Genevieve reached for the towel on the rack and climbed out of the bathtub, pulling the stopper and letting the water drain. She dried the excess water from her body and slipped into the terrycloth robe, belting it tight around her waist, then she leaned over and blew out the candle.
 
   Walking into the bedroom, she took a seat at her dressing table and reached for her moisturizer, squeezing a small amount into her hands. She smoothed it onto her face and dabbed a bit beneath her eyes, then she placed the cap back on the bottle. She left her hair up in its sloppy bun and rose, walking over to her bed and climbing on top. She adjusted the pillows behind her and reached for her laptop. Her editors expected a feature story tomorrow morning on one of the more popular head shops in the Haight Ashbury.
 
   Just as she settled, her phone buzzed on her nightstand. She glanced over at it, not recognizing the number. Immediately her stomach dipped and she felt her heart kick up speed. She didn’t reach for it. He hadn’t called her in the last few days, but she felt sure it was him. She’d made a devil’s pact with him and now she wished she hadn’t.
 
   The phone stopped ringing. She drew a relieved breath. She’d been very careful to throw the locks and set the alarm before she’d taken her bath. Her apartment building required a key card to enter the outer door and then once again to get on the elevator. It was ranked as one of the safest buildings in the City.
 
   She sank back against the pillows, trying to concentrate on the feature. She wanted to do a few fixes before she turned it into her editors. After her last Janitor profile, they were clamoring for more like that from her, but she didn’t have anything. Especially not after Inspector Brooks made it clear she wasn’t to publish any more of his story. Still, she didn’t want to lose this job.
 
   The phone vibrated again. She glanced at it. Answer the damn phone scrolled across the display. She shifted in the bed, but she didn’t pick it up. Her mouth had suddenly gone dry with fear. Holy shit! What did she do? It had to be all bad to piss off a serial killer.
 
   She thought about calling D’Angelo. She had his number. He’d be able to tell her what to do, but before she could decide, the phone rang. She shivered in anxiety, wishing he’d give up, leave her alone. What the hell had she agreed to do? What would he do to her now if she refused?
 
   Before she could talk herself out of it, she snatched it up and swiped her thumb across the display. “The deal’s off,” she said, trying to sound more confident than she was. Her heart pounded out a war cadence.
 
   “Did you know Inspector Brooks reminds me of my wife?”
 
   Genevieve went still. “Inspector Brooks?”
 
   “Yeah. My wife was taller, thin to the point of being gaunt, but she had the same fire, the same spice as Brooks.”
 
   “Is that why you kidnapped her?”
 
   “No, although that was fun. She banged and kicked at that van door like a wild thing.”
 
   Genevieve realized she was holding the phone so tight, it dug into her palm.
 
   “I did it for him.”
 
   “Him?”
 
   “Handsome.”
 
   D’Angelo.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He’s what we used to call a man’s man. Do you know the term?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “I wanted to give him the potential to be what he should be, a hero. That’s why this country is so screwed up now. Men aren’t men anymore. They don’t protect their women, they aren’t the bread winners. They’ve become spineless, but he had potential.”
 
   “So you want to go back to the 50s? Is that it?”
 
   “Don’t be smug. It was a good time.”
 
   “Not if you were black,” she said icily.
 
   “Are you going to tell me you wouldn’t like a man like D’Angelo to take care of you?”
 
   “I don’t need a man to take care of me.”
 
   “Well, he’s not it anyway. He screwed up. He had his chance, but he missed it.”
 
   “He saved her life. She would have died if he hadn’t been there.” She couldn’t believe she was doing this. Having a conversation with a serial killer. She wondered again if she should call D’Angelo. “If she reminds you of your wife, how could you do that to her? How could you almost let her die?”
 
   “Collateral damage. Besides, dying from carbon monoxide is a gentle death. You just go to sleep. I’d be doing her a favor. What is there in this life, but pain and torment and she’s picked the very job that will forever make her face what sickness there is in humans. It would have been a mercy if she died. He didn’t do her any favors by saving her.”
 
   Genevieve set the phone on the nightstand, pushing it away from her. He was justifying taking someone’s life. She didn’t know why that surprised her. You didn’t become a serial killer unless you were psychotic, but she sure as hell had no business listening to it.
 
   “I thought you wanted your Pulitzer,” he said loudly enough for her to hear. “Prove to me women are as courageous as men. Pick up the phone.”
 
   She closed her eyes and shivered. Oh God, what was she doing? How the hell could this be right? He killed people remorselessly. He killed them because he felt he had the right. Her eyes snapped open and she grabbed the phone.
 
   “I want something in return.”
 
   “I’m basically writing your Pulitzer for you. What the hell more do you want?”
 
   “No one else dies.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “While we talk, no one else dies. You don’t kill anyone. Agree to that, or I go to the police.”
 
   “It would be a bad idea to go to the police.”
 
   She shook violently, but she gripped the phone with both hands. “Those are my terms. No one else dies while we talk.” If she could stall him, maybe the police would be able to catch him before he killed again. Maybe this was how she could help. If she went to the police now, he would go silent again and when he was silent, he killed.
 
   “You have backbone. I like that.”
 
   She shivered in revulsion and almost gagged.
 
   “I have to think about it.”
 
   She didn’t answer. She couldn’t show any weakness.
 
   “If you go to D’Angelo, this ends.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “You know what that means,” he said and hung up.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   “We’ve been at this for two hours, Preacher,” complained Cho, leaning a foot on the back bumper of the cargo van. “We’ve never found anything at any crime scene before. Why do you think we’ll find anything now?”
 
   “You need to give it up, Ryder,” said Simons.
 
   Jake whirled to face the two of them. “She almost died in this van.” He looked into the cargo bed. “He almost killed her.”
 
   Cho dropped his foot and gripped Jake’s shoulder. “I know, but there’s nothing here. He’s too careful.”
 
   Jake looked down with a sigh. Cho was right. So far the Janitor hadn’t made a single damn mistake. He was meticulous. He never slipped up, he never left evidence. He always subdued his victims before attacking, so there was no chance for transference of evidence.
 
   Still, this time the victim had been Peyton. He couldn’t get that out of his mind. Peyton had been in the back of this van, fighting for her life. She had fought to get out, she had been terrified of what he was going to do to her, and she had finally lain down on the floor of the van, resigning herself to die. He felt a suffocating anger whenever he thought of it.
 
   His eyes caught on a bolt, holding the back bumper in place. A piece of rubber had snagged on the top of the bolt, catching between it and the bumper. Jake hunkered down before it, squinting.
 
   He reached for his evidence bag and pulled out the magnifying glass, holding it before the bolt. Cho leaned over him.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “I’m not sure.” He settled the magnifying glass on the bumper, then reached for his camera and snapped off a number of pictures, then grabbed his tweezers and carefully pried the piece of rubber away, holding it up and looking at it with the magnifier.
 
   Cho looked over his shoulder. “It looks like latex.”
 
   “Like from a glove.”
 
   Cho straightened. “You’ve always thought he wears gloves.”
 
   “Yeah.” Jake grabbed an evidence bag and shoved it inside. “Maybe we can even figure out the brand.”
 
   “Okay, so we know he had Peyton in the back of the van and he parked it inside the storage building.”
 
   Jake pushed himself to his feet, sealing the bag. “Yeah.”
 
   “The ranger...what was his name?” He snapped his fingers at Simons.
 
   “Trevor Campion.”
 
   “Right, Trevor Campion, he confronts him.”
 
   “Right?”
 
   “The guy’s throat is slit.”
 
   Jake nodded.
 
   “And he dumps him beside the van.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “In order to slit someone’s throat and not have them fight you, you have to come up behind them, right?”
 
   “Right,” said Simons.
 
   “Why would Campion let him get behind him?”
 
   Jake looked at the van. “He was trying to get Peyton out.”
 
   Cho nodded. “So he goes to the door and reaches for the handle.”
 
   “The Janitor comes up behind him.” Simons moved behind Cho and encircled his upper chest with one arm.
 
   “What if he’s taller than I am?” said Cho, moving out of Simons’ hold. He grabbed Jake by the shoulders and directed him into place at the back of the van. “Go on,” he said to Simons.
 
   Simons grabbed him around the upper body.
 
   “What’s your first instinct?”
 
   Jake grabbed his arm with both hands, trying to dislodge him.
 
   “The Janitor swipes with the knife, deep because he’s got to subdue him quick. What does the body do when it receives such a wound?”
 
   Jake shook his head. “I guess I’d probably try to duck out of the way.”
 
   Cho nodded. “But you’re losing so much blood, your legs go weak. You’re dead weight. Go limp.”
 
   Jake tried to let himself go limp. The sudden weight of his body dragged Simons forward and down. His hand nearly touched the bolt.
 
   “In order to rip the glove, he had to hit it with some force.”
 
   Jake eased out of Simons’ grip and reached into his evidence case for his luminol. He sprayed it on the bolt, then looked over his shoulder at Simons. “Hit the lights.”
 
   Simons walked over to the lights and pressed the button to turn them off. Jake picked up his UV light and turned it on, then shined it over the bumper. The luminol lit up like a Christmas tree. Cho sucked in a breath.
 
   “Don’t get excited,” said Jake. “It could just be blood splatter from Campion.”
 
   “Yeah, but that…” Cho pointed to the top of the bolt. “That might be the Janitor’s.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton took a seat across from Defino. The captain gave her a smile, but her eyes studied her speculatively. Peyton looked down at the desk. A paperclip had fallen out of Defino’s crystal holder, so Peyton reached for it, running her fingers over it.
 
   “How are you doing?” asked Defino.
 
   Peyton pressed the end of the paperclip into her finger. “I’m good, Captain.”
 
   “Are you now? Did you go see Dr. Ferguson?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   Defino nodded, pursing her lips.
 
   Peyton tugged on the end of the paperclip, pulling it away from the fold.
 
   “How did your session go?”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Good?”
 
   Peyton’s fingers tightened on the bit of metal. “Okay. Look, I went to the session and we talked, then I got upset and I left…”
 
   Defino’s brows rose.
 
   Peyton held up her hand. “But I went back.” She thought for a moment, playing with the paperclip. “He called you, didn’t he?”
 
   “He did.”
 
   “He told you I left?”
 
   “He did.”
 
   “He told you I went back?”
 
   “He did.” Defino folded her hands on her desk. “What he didn’t tell me is why?”
 
   “Why I left?”
 
   “Or why you went back. I’m more interested in why you went back.”
 
   Peyton exhaled in relief. That was easier to explain. Or was it? She twisted the paperclip straight. No, maybe not easier, but Defino probably had a right to know what happened. “I almost pulled my gun on a civilian.” She glanced up at Defino.
 
   “You almost pulled your gun?”
 
   “He came up behind me and touched my shoulder. I panicked and I almost pulled my gun, but he was just returning something to me that I’d dropped.”
 
   “He came up behind you?”
 
   “Yeah. I felt horrible about it, so I went right back to Ferguson.” She chewed on her lower lip.
 
   “You almost pulled your gun?”
 
   “Yes, Captain. I know how it looks…”
 
   “You almost pulled it?”
 
   Peyton met her eye. “Yes.”
 
   “But you didn’t?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “That showed remarkable restraint, Brooks. If I’d been through what you have recently, I’d have drawn on that sucker the second he touched me.”
 
   Peyton slumped in the chair. “You’re not pulling my badge?”
 
   “No, you went back. You recognized you have a problem and you went back on your own. That shows remarkable self-awareness. I’m impressed.”
 
   Peyton gave a half-laugh. Defino’s praise meant the world to her. And she wasn’t asking why Peyton left in the first place. Ferguson hadn’t ratted her out either. What the hell!
 
   Her smile dried. It was wrong to keep this from Defino, wrong to pretend she wasn’t having an illicit affair with her partner…ex-partner. Defino had the right to know, even if it meant she sent Marco away. They didn’t have the right to lie to her. She’d always treated them well, protected them, supported them and they were lying to her. She dropped the paperclip in her agitation.
 
   “Captain…” she started to say, but a knock at the door interrupted her.
 
   “That’ll be your new partner,” said Defino. “Enter,” she shouted.
 
   Peyton glanced over her shoulder as the door opened and Marco stepped into the room. She frowned in confusion, but a moment later a woman followed him. She was at least 5’10” with boxy shoulders, wearing a brown leather jacket and brown leather pants. She wore a pair of brown cowboy boots and her dirty blond hair was combed back from her face in a short man’s cut. She wore absolutely no make-up and had a bolt going through her upper right ear. A tattoo of a skull covered the right side of her neck, dipping into the collar of her jacket.
 
   “Captain, this is Inspector Tag Shotwell,” said Marco, motioning her to a chair.
 
   She gave Peyton a passing look, then held out her hand to Defino. Defino rose to clasp it and as she did so, Peyton marked letters on the woman’s fingers, just beneath the knuckles. They read a--p--p--y. Peyton frowned. What the hell did appy mean?
 
   “Welcome, Inspector,” said Defino, releasing her. She motioned to Peyton. “This is your new partner, Inspector Peyton Brooks.”
 
   The woman snapped the hand under Peyton’s nose. Now she could see the h on her thumb. “Oh, happy,” she said aloud.
 
   The woman glared at her, Defino frowned at her, but Marco just looked down in amusement. Peyton sheepishly took her hand. The other woman squeezed it so hard, Peyton let out an involuntary yelp.
 
   The woman released her and stepped back. “Pleasure to meet you,” she said, although Peyton got the impression it wasn’t a pleasure at all.
 
   She realized she didn’t remember the name Marco had said. “I’m sorry, what’s your name again?”
 
   “Tag. Tag Shotwell.”
 
   Peyton squinted. “Come again?”
 
   She drew a deep breath and shifted weight, her leather creaking. “The name is Tag Shotwell.” She said it slowly as if she were talking to an imbecile.
 
   Peyton just stared at her. Really? Come on. She shifted and looked at Defino.
 
   Defino fought a smile. “If we’re done here, Inspector Brooks, there’s a few things I’d like to talk to Inspector Shotwell about.”
 
   Peyton pushed herself to her feet, feeling a rush of anxiety. Tag Shotwell? She was supposed to work with a woman named Tag Shotwell who had the word happy tattooed on her fingers? Really? She gave Marco an anxious look. He took her arm and helped her between the tight chairs.
 
   “Have a seat, Inspector Shotwell,” said Defino. She glanced up at Marco. “Once we’re done here, make sure our new detective is debriefed on our current case, Lieutenant D’Angelo.”
 
   “I will,” he said, moving Peyton toward the door.
 
   Peyton let him direct her out into the precinct. Maria was standing by her desk, giving Peyton a distressed look. Peyton halted before her as Marco closed Defino’s door.
 
   “Brown leather, Brooks. She was wearing brown leather!”
 
   Peyton nodded in complete confusion. She saw the leather.
 
   “Brown lea--ther,” Maria emphasized. “I just made progress with you and now she’s going to have you backsliding.”
 
   Peyton tilted her head.
 
   “It’ll be okay,” said Marco.
 
   Peyton whirled on him. “In what world will it be okay? She had a skull tattooed on her neck, Marco!”
 
   “And cowboy boots? Cowboy boots!” shrieked Maria, stepping up behind Peyton.
 
   Marco held up his hands. “She can also hear you.”
 
   “Did you see the tattoo on her fingers?” continued Peyton.
 
   “It said appy, Marco, appy?”
 
   Peyton turned toward Maria. “Actually it’s happy. There was an h on her thumb.”
 
   “Oh, I didn’t see that when she was breaking all the bones in my hand,” said Maria.
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   Marco stepped closer to them. “Look, I’ll admit she’s a little rough.”
 
   Peyton crossed her arms over her chest. “A little rough? Her names is Tag Shotwell. Are you freakin’ kidding me? That’s made up, right? That can’t be a real name.”
 
   Marco scratched the back of his neck.
 
   “Tag? Tag Shotwell? A cop named Shotwell, Marco?”
 
   “It’s a disaster,” said Maria, shaking her head and staring at a far off place. “An absolute disaster.”
 
   “You don’t have to go out in public with her.”
 
   “I just don’t have it in me anymore, Brooks. You were bad enough, but this…” She held her hand out toward the door. “Brown leather, Brooks. Brown leather.”
 
   “I think you’re both being a bit dramatic.”
 
   Peyton and Maria went still.
 
   Peyton put her hands on her hips. “Are we, D’Angelo?” she said in a low voice.
 
   “Dramatic?” said Maria behind her.
 
   Marco opened his mouth but nothing came out.
 
   “You want drama, D’Angelo,” said Peyton dangerously.
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “You’ll get drama.” Without waiting for a response, she turned on her heel and walked away, moving toward the break room.
 
   She threw open the refrigerator and searched inside for something sweet, but the refrigerator was bare. She straightened and slammed it shut, glancing over her shoulder at Marco where he leaned against the door.
 
   “I’m never getting sex again, am I?” he said in a sad voice.
 
   She walked over to him and glanced into the precinct to make sure no one was around, then she grabbed the collar of his shirt and pulled him down to her, kissing him wildly. He responded immediately, bringing his arms around her, but she broke the kiss and pushed him back.
 
   “I don’t know. Can you handle the drama?”
 
   Then she walked away from him and went to her desk, throwing herself in her chair. She could see him leaning against the doorjamb and she couldn’t help but smile. Poor damn fool had no idea what he’d gotten himself into.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Defino called for a meeting in the conference room at 1:00. Peyton got the text as she was climbing out of the Mustang after her session with Dr. Ferguson. The session had been uneventful. Ferguson made her play some stupid association game to see how she would respond. She guessed he probably thought all of her responses would be violent – dismembered bodies, gutted corpses, but she’d turned it around on him and talked about how much she loved puppies and kittens for an hour.
 
   He was probably going to call Defino and demand her badge. She didn’t care. She needed help getting over this anxiety she felt whenever she went into public. She didn’t need to play words games with him.
 
   Everyone was gathered in the conference room when she arrived – Cho, Simons, Jake, Marco, Defino, and Maria. Tag Shotwell was also there, sitting at the other end of the table by herself, her leather jacket thrown over her chair. She wore a black, crewneck t-shirt.
 
   The rest of the precinct seemed to be regarding her warily as if they weren’t sure she was part of their species. Peyton rolled her eyes and deliberately walked to the seat next to her, sinking into it. No use making her feel even more like an outsider.
 
   “Good,” said Defino, “Let’s get started. Maria?”
 
   Maria rose to her feet, resting her hands on a large stack of files. “I’ve gone through the police employment records for the last twenty-five years. Problem is they haven’t gotten around to digitizing everything. The last ten years are done, but you get much further back and they haven’t been completed.”
 
   “So how did you pull them?”
 
   “Stan and I have been reading records for days now. We’re finally done.” She patted the stack. “These are all the men who not only had a military background, but also worked for some stint in the jails.”
 
   “How many?” said Peyton, eyeing the stack.
 
   “Thirty-three.”
 
   “And they all have some connection to Ingleside?” asked Cho.
 
   Maria shook her head. “We took that detail out.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Maria glanced at Defino.
 
   “Councilman Simon Olsen worked at a lot of stations. Inglewood was just his final one. He...uh...was a bit of a loose cannon, so he bounced around the system.”
 
   “Wait,” said Peyton. “What do you mean by loose cannon, Captain?”
 
   Defino shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t want to speak ill of the dead.”
 
   “It might pertain to our case.”
 
   “Olsen had a tendency to make women he worked with uncomfortable.”
 
   “Oh, so he was a pervert,” said Peyton.
 
   “Makes him a perfect target for the Janitor,” said Cho.
 
   “Let’s not get distracted by that. We need to catch this bastard.”
 
   Peyton looked down, running her finger along the edge of the table. She felt Tag’s eyes on her, but she didn’t feel like acknowledging it.
 
   “The files are in alphabetical order. It was the only way I could think to keep track of them. Jake and I will make the initial calls and arrange a meeting, then each team can go and check the suspect out in person,” said Maria.
 
   “This is going to take forever,” complained Cho.
 
   “Do you have a better idea?” asked Defino.
 
   “No, but he’s gonna strike again before we get through half that list.”
 
   “Then you better hope he’s somewhere near the top and you get to him before he does.”
 
   Maria picked up the first file. “I contacted Richard Abrams this morning. He works the door at a strip club in North Beach. He’ll be there for the 3:00PM show.”
 
   Cho started to reach for it, but Maria glared at him. He held up his hands and pointed at Peyton. Peyton took the file and shook her head wryly.
 
   “You get Ron Bowen. He’s living in some old folk’s facility,” she said, slapping the file down on the table.
 
   “So much better than a strip club,” grumbled Cho.
 
   Defino rose to her feet, amusement dancing in her eyes. “Get back to me as soon as you check them out.”
 
   “On it, Captain,” Peyton said as everyone dispersed.
 
   Tag didn’t wait for her, but exited the conference room and disappeared from sight around the corner of the building. Jake loitered by Maria’s desk.
 
   “Your new partner’s beyond charming,” he said.
 
   “Isn’t she now? Don’t you love the skull tattoo?”
 
   He fell into step beside her. “It’s the very one I intended to get for my next birthday.”
 
   That made Peyton laugh.
 
   He hesitated as Marco came up beside her, touching her arm.
 
   “Can I talk to you?” he said, motioning toward his new cubicle.
 
   “Sure.” She gave Jake a smile and followed Marco toward the partition. “What’s up?”
 
   He glanced around the precinct. “How did it go with Ferguson?”
 
   “Fine. We talked about puppies and kittens the whole time.”
 
   “I don’t know what that means.”
 
   “Neither did he.”
 
   “Peyton, you should take this seriously.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   He looked out into the precinct again. She glanced over her shoulder and marked that Tag had taken Marco’s old desk, sitting in his chair and rummaging in his drawers. Peyton tapped the edge of the file against her palm. She hated this. Marco was her partner, her only partner. This would never work with anyone else.
 
   “Be careful when you go to see Abrams, Peyton. I’m not going to be there anymore.”
 
   She looked back at him and felt a wave of nausea rush through her. “I don’t think I can do this, Marco,” she said anxiously.
 
   “You can. Just watch your back, okay?”
 
   She nodded miserably. She wanted to creep into his arms and let him hold her, she wanted him to sooth her as only he could. “I’d better go, or I’ll never get home tonight.” She started to turn away, then hesitated. “I’m making dinner.”
 
   He smiled. “You don’t have to do that.”
 
   “I know. I want to.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “We ruined the stir fry the other night.”
 
   He shrugged. “I’d ruin it all over again.”
 
   She licked her lips as she walked away, approaching Marco’s old desk and tapping the file on the edge of it. “We should probably head out. We can take my Mustang. It has lights and all the latest gadgets.”
 
   Tag swiveled and glared at her. “Let’s get something straight, Fluffy…”
 
   “Fluffy?”
 
   “I don’t do partners.”
 
   Peyton narrowed her eyes. “When you say do, do you mean do as in have or do as in do?”
 
   “What?”
 
   Peyton waved it off. “I’m not sure what that means, but we’ve been assigned to be partners, so apparently, you do do partners, or you will do them now.”
 
   Tag leaned back in her chair. “I work better alone. Why don’t you give me the file and I’ll check it out myself?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Tag’s blond brows rose. Peyton noted her eyes were brown. “No?”
 
   “We go together because that’s what partners do, so reconcile yourself with it. Look, I’m not any happier than you are with this arrangement, but it is what it is and you can just adapt.”
 
   She glanced beyond Peyton toward Marco’s cubicle. “Was G.Q. your past partner?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “G.Q. The one who makes straight women piss their pants when they see him.”
 
   “Marco?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “He was, but he made lieutenant, so we’re not partners anymore.”
 
   “Really? It wasn’t because you’re sleeping with him?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Come on, Fluffy. I’m not stupid.”
 
   “He’s your superior officer. I suggest you have some respect. Are you trying to get yourself fired?”
 
   “No, I’m trying to make you understand where I’m coming from. I don’t do partners. Never have, never will. I work alone.”
 
   “A regular maverick, huh?”
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “Well, let’s get something straight, Sarah Palin.”
 
   Tag frowned.
 
   “We do do partners in this precinct and so will you. I’m going out to my Mustang now and you’re coming or…”
 
   “Or? You’ll report me to Lieutenant G.Q.?”
 
   Peyton straightened, folding her arms around the file. “No, I won’t have to report you. Here’s what I find interesting, Tag. Marco gets a promotion, so I need a new partner. Thing is police bureaucracy doesn’t move that fast; however, within days you show up. Now as I figure it, you’re a problem. You don’t play nice with others, so they’ve bounced you around the precincts to find you an appropriate home. Since they jumped at the chance to off-load you, I’m guessing this is your final chance.”
 
   Tag’s mouth drew into a tight line.
 
   “Now you saw me and you thought, this is someone I can bully into submission. Maybe you’ve even heard that I’ve recently had some trauma, so you thought I was vulnerable. Well, here’s what you don’t understand. I don’t fold. So this is how it plays, Tag. I walk out the precinct doors and you go with me. We get in my Mustang, which I will drive, you will keep your mouth shut, and we will go to the strip club. I will question Richard Abrams and you will listen respectfully. When we are done, I’m going home. Tomorrow we’ll do it all over again until they tell us to stop.” Peyton leaned on the desk. “Do we have an understanding?”
 
   Tag pursed her lips. “Yeah.”
 
   “Good. Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   The strip club was like so many in North Beach, a seedy building with a blank facade and a neon light proclaiming full-nude dancers. The outer wall sported a red door without windows on either side.
 
   Peyton pulled open the door. The interior was dark, so she paused for a moment to allow her eyes to adjust from outside. A number of small tables surrounded by red cushioned booths occupied the floor of the room, arranged in a semi-circle around the wooden stage. A woman in her late twenties swung around a pole, her breasts swaying to the beat of the music. A few men sat in the booths watching, slumped down in their chairs.
 
   Peyton sighed and glanced away. She’d had to come to strip clubs a few times in her years on the force to question a perp, and they always felt desperate to her. Both the dancers and the patrons gave off an air of quiet misery, as if life had been boiled down to the most purulent element of blatant sex and objectification.
 
   Tag entered behind her, taking in the scene. She gave the dancer an appreciative glance, then motioned Peyton toward the bar on the same wall as the front door. She moved up to it and placed her badge on the sticky surface.
 
   “We need to talk to Richard Abrams,” she said.
 
   Peyton hung back, watching the bartender. He was massive, his muscles bulging as he wiped down a glass with a towel. His head was shaved bare and he sported tattoos up and down both arms. Peyton figured he probably doubled as a bouncer.
 
   “Over there,” he said, nodding at the end of the bar.
 
   A man sat on a stool, nursing a cup of coffee. He had his back to the room, but she could see his profile. He was around sixty with thinning hair that he wore close-cropped, Caucasian, and built like a truck. He probably wasn’t much over five eight, but his arms were huge, his hands like paddles.
 
   Peyton moved past Tag and reached for her badge. “Mr. Abrams?” she said over the loud music, showing it to him.
 
   He glanced at her, his eyes sweeping up and down her body, then he watched Tag as she moved to his other side. “Yeah, I got the message. What do you want with me?”
 
   “We’re investigating the murder of Simon Olsen,” said Peyton, taking a seat next to him. “We’re wondering if you ever worked with him when you were on the force.”
 
   He pursed his lips and shook his head.
 
   A man came up to the bar behind Peyton, banging his glass on it. Peyton glanced over her shoulder at him, but he ignored her.
 
   “How long ago did you retire?” she asked.
 
   “Been six, seven years now. Why?”
 
   “Have you been working here ever since?”
 
   “Yeah. Pension doesn’t really pay for an ex-wife, you know.” He gave a bitter laugh. “Why do you think I knew Olsen?” Then he frowned. “Wait. Wasn’t he that Councilman who got hisself killed?”
 
   “That’s the one.”
 
   The man behind Peyton banged again. “Hey, bartender, little service here.”
 
   Peyton glanced at him again. The bartender was busy with another patron and held up a hand for patience. The guy glanced at Peyton. “See something you like, sweetheart,” he slurred.
 
   Peyton turned away, ignoring him.
 
   “Do you always have the same hours?” asked Tag.
 
   “Yep. Never changes.” He lifted the coffee cup and took a sip. “Nothing changes. Seen so many boobs they don’t do a damn thing for me anymore.”
 
   Peyton felt the guy behind her move closer. His breath fanned the back of her neck. “So, what do you say? Wanna give me a lap dance while I wait?”
 
   Peyton tried to concentrate on Abrams, but feeling this guy so close behind her made her heart start to pound. Tag frowned at him, but the guy didn’t seem to get the message.
 
   “Can anyone vouch for you?” asked Tag.
 
   “Does someone need to?” asked Abrams.
 
   “We’re just trying to close up an investigation,” said Peyton, forcing herself to concentrate.
 
   “And I’m a suspect?”
 
   “No, it’s just, you know how it is. We’ve got to check everything off the list.”
 
   “Why?” He turned to face her, his expression growing menacing.
 
   Peyton leaned back, but she bumped into the guy behind her.
 
   “So, you do wanna play,” he said, then he brushed his face across her ponytail.
 
   Peyton jabbed backward with her elbow and slammed him in the gut. He gave a grunt and stumbled away, giving her enough room to slide off the stool and whirl to face him. He straightened and took a step toward her, but suddenly Tag was between them.
 
   “Back off,” she said, holding her hands up.
 
   Peyton realized her fingers were curled around her gun handle.
 
   The entire room had gone silent, except for the banging pulse of the bass. Even the dancer was standing on the stage staring at her. Peyton swept the room with her eyes, then pushed past Tag and raced for the door, throwing it open. 
 
   She made it a few steps past the door, then she slumped against the building, the blood roaring in her ears, her heart threatening to climb out of her throat. She braced her hands on her thighs and fought to regain her breath.
 
   Tag appeared a moment later, striding toward her in her brown leather and cowboy boots. She leaned on the wall beside Peyton, crossing her arms over her chest. “You okay, Fluffy?”
 
   Peyton nodded, deciding she wasn’t going to throw a fit about the damn nickname right now.
 
   “Give me the keys.” She held out her hand.
 
   “We didn’t get an alibi for him.”
 
   “I’ll call the manager when we get back to the precinct. I don’t think he’s our serial killer.” She made an impatient motion with her hand. “Give me the keys.”
 
   Peyton fished them out of her pocket and passed them over.
 
   “Think you can make it to the car?”
 
   Peyton glared at her, but she didn’t have anything to say.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton let the hot water pound on her back, bracing her hands on the shower wall. She could gradually feel the tension leave her shoulders, but she wasn’t ready to get out just yet.
 
   The bathroom door flew open and Marco loomed in the entrance.
 
   She reached up and twisted off the knobs, then slid the glass door back. He grabbed a towel off the rack and shook it out for her. She stepped from the shower and into his arms, letting him wrap the towel around her. She clung to him a moment, just breathing in the masculine smell of him, letting him support her.
 
   He didn’t say anything as he led her into his bedroom and helped her dress. She tugged on a pair of sweats and his 49ers jersey with a pair of thick wool socks. Then he led her into the living room and settled her on the couch, tucking a blanket around her.
 
   He went into the kitchen and fussed with something on the stove. Peyton closed her eyes and simply listened to the sounds of him moving around, thanking her good fortune that she wasn’t alone right now.
 
   He came back to the couch and she opened her eyes, taking the cup he placed in her hands, then he sat on the couch next to her, lifting her legs into his lap. She sipped at the drink. Hot chocolate. Bliss.
 
   With a sigh, she cradled it in her hands and finally looked at him. “Tag tell you what happened?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “She tell Defino?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “She thinks we’re sleeping together.”
 
   “We are sleeping together.”
 
   “But how does she know that?”
 
   He shrugged. “I’m guessing we aren’t going to be able to keep it a secret forever. Maria’s bound to figure out you aren’t staying at your mother’s.”
 
   Peyton laid her head on the back of the couch. “I miss my dog.”
 
   “We can bring him here.”
 
   “I promised Jake he can have him for the week.”
 
   Marco reached up and smoothed back a curl from her cheek. “We’ll figure it all out later. I ordered a pizza. You hungry?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m going to take the sessions with Ferguson seriously from now on. I promise you.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “This isn’t what you bargained for, is it?”
 
   He ran a curl through his fingers again. “This is exactly what I bargained for. No matter what, Peyton, I’m here to stay.”
 
   She curled her fingers around his hand. “I love you, D’Angelo.”
 
   He smiled. “That’s good, ‘cause you got me so bad, I can’t even think straight anymore.”


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   Marco glanced up from his computer as Abe came around the corner of his cubicle, carrying a file in his hand. He gave Marco’s new space a critical once-over, then tsked his tongue against his teeth. Marco waited for him to make his assessment.
 
   The Medical Examiner wore an orange shirt with white jeans and what looked like loafers made out of corn husks or something. The ends of his dreads sported orange and yellow beads. Marco wondered how the hell much time it took him to get ready every morning.
 
   “Really, Angel’D, what are you going for here? Penitentiary grey? You are a fine thoroughbred, darlin’, and your stable should reflect that.”
 
   Marco leaned back in his desk chair. It suddenly occurred to him that he didn’t know how Abe would react to Peyton and him. Sure, he flirted shamelessly, but Marco had always figured it was a game. How would he feel if he knew his two closest friends were in a serious relationship?
 
   “I’m sure you can bedazzle it or something.”
 
   Abe clapped his hands and gave Marco a wicked grin. “I can bedazzle the hell out of it.”
 
   “Did you come to talk about my cubicle or something else?”
 
   Abe grabbed a chair and sat down, crossing one leg over the other, then he handed Marco the file. “I came to bring you Trevor Campion’s autopsy.”
 
   Marco opened the file and scanned it. It stated pretty much what they already knew, except Campion had a large contusion on his left temple. “The Janitor smashed him into something before he cut his throat?”
 
   “Looks that way. It would have stunned him, giving the Janitor an advantage.”
 
   Marco closed the file and set it on his desk. “You could have emailed that to me. Why did you come down here?”
 
   “I’m worried about our little one.” He looked out into the precinct. “Where is she?”
 
   “Seeing Dr. Ferguson.”
 
   “I haven’t seen her since the...event. She said she’s staying with her mother. Is that healthy?”
 
   Marco didn’t know how to answer that. He didn’t want to lie to Abe.
 
   Abe looked back at him. “Look, anyone would be traumatized by what happened in that van, but that’s not the only thing that’s happened lately. There was the shooting on Alcatraz and if you go back farther, there was the shooting of Rafael Peña, remember? The guy who put the gun to your head?”
 
   “I remember.” He’d never forget it. He’d never forget how terrified he was when Peyton surrendered her gun.
 
   “She might have PTSD, Angel.”
 
   Marco looked away. Last night, she’d awaken, crying out in her sleep and sitting straight up in bed. He’d pulled her back down into his arms and whispered in her ear until she settled again, but she had shivered for at least five minutes before he could get her to calm.
 
   “She’s getting help.”
 
   “Here’s the thing. If she doesn’t want to stay at her house, she can stay with me. I’ve got an extra room and I’ll take good care of her. What do you think?”
 
   What did he think? He thought he was all kinds of ass for not telling Abe the truth, but he had to clear it with Peyton first. She was the one who wanted to keep up this charade and he didn’t have the heart to go against her wishes right now.
 
   “I think that’s Peyton’s decision, Abe.”
 
   “Right.” He glanced out at the precinct again. “Is that her new partner?”
 
   Marco leaned forward. He could just see Tag, talking on the phone at his old desk. “Yeah?”
 
   “Lesbian, huh?”
 
   Marco frowned. “What?”
 
   “She’s a lesbian.”
 
   “How do you know? She didn’t say anything about that.”
 
   Abe gave him an annoyed look. “Really? What was she supposed to do? Walk up, say her name, state her years on the force, followed immediately by her sexual orientation. Gays don’t walk around wearing their sexuality around their necks, Angel’D.”
 
   Oh, he figured some did. “You’re the one who labeled her, not me.” He didn’t really want to go around and around with Abe. He was starting to feel anxious about Peyton again.
 
   “I was just stating a fact. Don’t worry.” He patted Marco’s knee. “You should get along with her fine.”
 
   “Thanks. I know I’m going to regret asking this, but why wouldn’t I get along with her?”
 
   “No, I mean it. You’ll be fine.”
 
   “Are you suggesting someone won’t be?”
 
   “Everyone gets along with pretty men – gays, lesbians, heteros, but lesbians don’t have much use for straight women.”
 
   “Why are you being so bigoted today?”
 
   “Me?” Abe splayed a hand across his chest. “I’m not bigoted, Angel. I’m stating a known fact.”
 
   “You’re perpetuating a stereotype.”
 
   Abe gave him a fond smile. “Look at you. Aren’t you the cutest thing? Poster boy for tolerance and equality. It’s rather hot, you know?”
 
   Marco sighed. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to tell Abe about Peyton and him. “I’ve got work to do.”
 
   “Of course you do. You are too cute.” He patted Marco again. “I’ll just let you get to it, Lieutenant. Remember, tell Peyton about my offer, please. Remind her how much fun we’d have living together.”
 
   “I’ll get right on it.”
 
   Abe paused at the partition wall. “Better yet. Tell her to come to my house for dinner tomorrow night. You bring her. I’ll make my famous vegetarian quiche. Eggs are okay, right?”
 
   “Free range.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have any other range.” He leaned over and planted a kiss on the top of Marco’s head, then flounced out, making a point to steer over to Tag holding out his hand. Tag accepted it, looking over at Marco. Marco ducked back behind the partition. He sure as shit didn’t want to know what Abe was telling her.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   They met in the conference room at 1:00PM just like the previous day. Peyton slipped in after her meeting with Dr. Ferguson. She felt edgy and upset. Dr. Ferguson had tried a memory visualization thing with her, asking her to remember exactly what had happened in the van. His idea was that if she could face the memory of it, she would be able to conquer it.
 
   She still felt shaky almost 30 minutes later.
 
   Marco gave her a worried look as she entered, but she forced a smile for him. She knew she should go sit by Tag, but she didn’t want to deal with her right now. As always, Jake sensed her mood and pushed out a chair beside him. She sank into it, clasping her hands in her lap.
 
   “You okay?” he said, leaning close to her.
 
   She looked over at Marco again. He was watching her. She nodded at Jake.
 
   “What about some water or tea?”
 
   “Tea.”
 
   Jake rose and headed for the door, stepping aside as Defino entered.
 
   “Okay. How’d it go with Abrams yesterday?” said the captain.
 
   Tag glanced at Peyton, running her tongue across her teeth. “He checks out. I confirmed it with his manager this morning. He’s been at the strip joint on at least two occasions when the Janitor has struck.”
 
   “Good. Check him off our list.”
 
   Maria took the file from Tag and placed a sticky note on it.
 
   “What about Bowen?” Defino said, turning to Cho and Simons.
 
   “He’s got cancer. Been in chemo for the last year,” said Simons. “He’s living in Hospice. Doctors figure he doesn’t even have 6 months.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Cho slid the file over to Maria and she marked it.
 
   “Who’s next?”
 
   “Brian Douglas. He lives in South City. He told Jake he’d be home this afternoon. He also worked with Simon Olsen at Ingleside.” Maria picked up the file.
 
   “I’ll take it,” said Tag, motioning with her hand.
 
   Maria slid it over to her.
 
   Peyton shifted and gave her a frown, but she wouldn’t meet Peyton’s eye.
 
   “And Ron Garcia. He’s in Hayward, working in a hardware store.”
 
   “We’ll take it,” said Cho.
 
   Maria passed the file to him.
 
   “All right. We’ll meet back here tomorrow, same time, unless you get something. Then you let me know immediately,” said Defino.
 
   Tag jumped to her feet and headed for the door. Peyton swiveled to watch her, but Defino blocked her view as she moved toward her own office. Peyton shoved her chair back and pushed past Maria, following Tag into the precinct. She caught up with her just before their desks.
 
   “You gonna wait a minute?” she asked.
 
   Tag turned on her booted heel. “Look, Fluffy, let me handle this one. We don’t need a repeat performance like yesterday. Just concentrate on your head shrinker and leave this to me.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Tag slowly shook her head. “I don’t want to argue with you in public.”
 
   “Then stop trying to sideline me.”
 
   Tag glanced over Peyton’s shoulder. She figured everyone from the conference room was watching now. Behind Tag, Jake had appeared in the break room door, holding Peyton’s tea.
 
   “I’m trying to be nice.”
 
   “The hell you are. You just want me out of the way. You told me as much yesterday.”
 
   Tag held out her hands, setting the file on her desk. “You almost screwed up an investigation yesterday.”
 
   “That won’t happen again.”
 
   “Really? ‘Cause looking at you now, I’m pretty sure you’re one car backfire away from hitting the deck. Let it go, Fluffy. You don’t need to prove anything. I know what you are.”
 
   “What am I?”
 
   “I didn’t want to say it, but you’re gonna force me, aren’t you?”
 
   Peyton crossed her arms over her chest. “Yeah, say it. Let’s get it out in the open.”
 
   “Fine. You’re the precinct’s princess who always has someone take care of you. You give a puppy dog look and the CSI scrambles to get you tea. I was brought on not to be your partner, but to protect you because that’s what everyone in this damn precinct does. Well, I don’t roll like that.”
 
   Marco moved up behind Peyton. “That’s enough!” he said in warning.
 
   Peyton ignored him. “No, you just act like a bitch so that people leave you alone.”
 
   “Don’t call me that.”
 
   “It fits. Clearly you aren’t a team player. Well, we’re a team here. No one protects me. We protect each other. Maybe if you’d learned that at the last precinct, you wouldn’t have been shuffled all over creation when people got sick of you and your shitty attitude.”
 
   “Really? My shitty attitude?”
 
   “That’s enough!” growled Marco again.
 
   But Tag didn’t seem to care. She took a step closer to Peyton. “I know about princesses like you, Fluffy. Your daddy coddled you all your life and then you went and found yourself a man to pick up where he left off!” She gave Marco a sneer.
 
   Peyton launched herself at Tag. She didn’t think, she just reacted. Marco caught her around the waist and hauled her back against him. “Tag, conference room now!” he shouted.
 
   Tag gave him a withering look as she walked past the two of them. When she came to Cho and Simons, they didn’t part to let her pass, so she muttered something under her breath as she walked around them.
 
   Marco gradually eased his hold. Peyton refused to look at him, sure he was going to tell her to go home or something. Instead, he released her and walked away, leaving her standing in the middle of the room.
 
   Jake edged out of the break room and brought her the tea.
 
   She accepted it, her hands shaking. “Thank you,” she said, moving toward her desk and sinking into her chair.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco pulled open the conference room door.
 
   Tag was pacing behind the table, but she whirled as Marco stepped inside and closed the door at his back.
 
   “You don’t have any right to reprimand me!” she hissed at him. “I know what’s going on between you two.”
 
   He studied her a moment without speaking. She glared at him, but when he didn’t budge, she looked down.
 
   “Take a seat.” His tone didn’t leave room for question.
 
   She yanked out a chair and threw herself into it.
 
   He moved to the table and took a seat across from her. “Let me be very clear with you, Tag. My private life is off limits. Do I make myself clear?”
 
   She refused to look at him, tapping her fingers on the table. “Fine. I guess I’ll just have to accept that I’m not going to get a fair shake in this precinct where she’s concerned.”
 
   “Fairness cuts two ways. Before you judge her, maybe you should know her.”
 
   Tag looked up, giving him a furious glare. “I know her. I know her kind. There’s one in every precinct. You all protect her. I’m never gonna make inroads here as long as she’s here. Just like I said, she’s your precinct princess.”
 
   Marco braced his arms on the table. “You’re right.”
 
   Tag narrowed her eyes on him. “What?”
 
   “You’d have to look far and wide to find anyone here who isn’t completely loyal to her.”
 
   Tag held up a hand and let it fall.
 
   “Maybe you should know why.”
 
   She gave a bitter laugh.
 
   “The CSI who went to get her tea – she gave him a place to stay in her house after his wife died. She got him this job. Maria? She stopped Maria’s boyfriend from beating her to death, even taking a beating herself, then she gave her a room in her house.”
 
   Tag looked away.
 
   “She’s the best damn cop in this precinct. She has the best arrest record in San Francisco, and one of the best conviction rates in the state. No one is better at interrogation. She gets perps to confess to things they didn’t even know they wanted to confess. And when you go on a call with her, she will never fail you, never let you down. There isn’t another cop I’d rather have at my back than her.”
 
   Tag bit her upper lip.
 
   “You should also know that her father was a cop. Officer Benjamin Brooks.”
 
   Tag met his gaze.
 
   “He was killed in the line of duty seven years ago. He died before he reached the hospital. He died before she got a chance to say goodbye.”
 
   Tag exhaled and slumped in her chair.
 
   “Less than a week ago, she was kidnapped off the street during her morning run by the very perp we’re trying to catch. She almost died. She came back on the job within days, determined to do her duty.” Marco rose to his feet and leaned on the table. “So if she hits the deck at a car backfire or if she elbows a pervert in the gut, you damn well better be there to back her up because there are few people in this world more courageous than that woman, and you had better have some respect or...Tag, you and I will have problems.”
 
   She stared at the table, chewing her lower lip.
 
   “Do we understand one another, Inspector?”
 
   She glanced up at him. “Perfectly, Lieutenant.”
 
   “Good.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton lifted the tea and sipped at it, staring at her blank computer monitor. Defino appeared at her elbow, grabbing a chair and taking a seat.
 
   “So? Where are we?”
 
   Peyton glanced at her. “I wish I knew, Captain.”
 
   “You charm everyone in this precinct, Brooks. How come you can’t charm Tag?”
 
   “I’m not feeling very charming right now.”
 
   “I can put you on leave.”
 
   Peyton shook her head. “That’d be worse. I need to be here. I need to be active and I need to reclaim my life.”
 
   “If I didn’t agree with you, I’d send you home, but even so, I can’t have you brawling in the precinct.”
 
   Peyton nodded. “I know. I was out of line.”
 
   “Well, according to everyone else, she was out of line.”
 
   Peyton smiled. “I probably shouldn’t have called her a bitch though.”
 
   Defino held up a hand. “I don’t want to know what was said, I just want it to stop.” She gave a grim laugh. “Poor Marco’s being thrown in the deep end of management, though.”
 
   “He can handle it.”
 
   Defino nodded. “I wouldn’t have recommended him for a promotion if I didn’t already know that.” She leaned forward, dropping her voice. “It’s okay to ask for help, Brooks. It doesn’t show weakness. You don’t have to go home, but I can put you on desk duty. You can coordinate the investigation from here if field work is too hard right now.”
 
   Peyton swallowed. “Captain, I have to be out there. If I give in, he wins. I’ll stay trapped in that van forever. I have to face this. I don’t have a choice.”
 
   Defino considered for a moment, then she nodded. “Okay.”
 
   Peyton smiled. “Do you know how much your trust means to me?”
 
   “As much as your loyalty means to me.”
 
   Peyton again felt guilty for keeping her relationship with Marco from her. She started to tell her, but Tag suddenly appeared, going to her desk and grabbing the file. She paused, drawing Peyton’s attention.
 
   “You ready?” she said.
 
   “Uh, yeah.” Peyton put her coffee cup down and rose to her feet. “We’ll let you know if we find out anything, Captain.”
 
   “You do that,” said Defino with a smile.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton pulled the Mustang into traffic. She needed to do something about getting the car signed over to her. She was getting used to driving a vehicle with a little more pick-up than her Corolla. Plus she liked all the bells and whistles it had.
 
   Tag slumped in the seat next to her, her arm braced on the door, her head resting on her hand. They rode in silence for a while as Peyton maneuvered toward the edge of the City and Highway 101.
 
   Silence worked for Peyton. She was a little surprised how easily Tag had provoked her, made her want to attack her and rip out her hair, and it was only their second day as partners. Not good odds, if you asked her. It had taken almost a week before Marco had asked Defino for a new partner.
 
   After they got onto 101, Tag shifted in her seat. “Look, I’m sorry for what I said about your father. I didn’t know.”
 
   Peyton glanced over at her. “Thanks. Sorry for calling you a bitch.”
 
   “That word just fires me up, that’s all.”
 
   “I get it.”
 
   “I don’t mean to be a bitch. I guess I’m just pissed over getting shuffled again. I was just getting used to the last precinct.” She stared out the front windshield. “Sucks to keep getting tossed around like day old bread.”
 
   “I can imagine.”
 
   Tag fell silent. The rest of the drive passed that way. Peyton was just as glad. She needed time to sort through the events of the day. She couldn’t deny she felt guilty about Defino. She couldn’t stand the thought of Marco being moved from the precinct, but maybe that wouldn’t happen now that they were no longer partners. Maybe his promotion was enough.
 
   Except she figured it probably wasn’t. He had direct responsibility over Tag and Tag was already challenging that. Somehow Tag guessed what she and Marco had been trying to hide, and now that everyone had seen Marco intervene in her fight with her new partner, others might be speculating.
 
   They were just going to have to be more careful about their interaction with each other. Losing Marco as her partner was bad enough. Having him moved out of the precinct would devastate her.
 
   She pulled up in front of a single story suburban house. A white picket fence separated the yard from the sidewalk and a trail of stone pavers led to the green painted front door. Peyton turned off the ignition and unhooked her seatbelt, climbing out. Tag followed her.
 
   “What do we know about Douglas?” she asked.
 
   Tag flipped open the file and glanced over it. “He retired nine years ago. He lives here with his wife. He lost a son in Iraq.”
 
   “Hm,” said Peyton. She walked to the gate and unhooked it, then held it open for Tag. The two women approached the front door, stepping up on the porch, and Peyton rang the bell. While they waited, she turned and looked over the neighborhood. A commercial airliner rumbled over the top of the house. SFO was only a few miles up the highway. It must be swell living with planes flying overhead every few minutes.
 
   A few seconds later, the door opened. A short, stocky woman peered out. Peyton reached for her badge. “Inspectors Brooks and Shotwell, ma’am? We were wondering if we could speak with your husband.”
 
   She gave them a kind smile and stepped back. “Of course, come in, Inspectors. He’s just watching TV.”
 
   She led Peyton and Tag through a dark hallway to a living room. A flat screened TV shouted from the wall above the fireplace and Peyton glanced over her shoulder at it. Baseball.
 
   Brian Douglas occupied a recliner directly in front of it, a blanket draped over his legs. He was in his late to mid-sixties with salt and pepper hair feathered away from his temples. He wasn’t overly large and his face was thin and long. He pulled his eyes away from the television and gave Peyton a blank stare.
 
   “Officer Douglas?” she asked.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “We wanted to ask you a few questions about Simon Olsen.”
 
   He looked back at the game. “I only worked with him for about nine months. That’s all.”
 
   Peyton and Tag shared a look.
 
   Douglas’ wife gave them a sympathetic smile.
 
   “Be nice, Brian,” she said. Then she touched Peyton’s arm. “I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me.”
 
   Peyton returned her smile, then watched her walk down the dark hallway toward the back of the house. Leaning forward, she glanced at the television screen. Pittsburgh and Arizona – hm, she should know this. Uh, Pirates and Diamondbacks. Hadn’t Jake said it was the playoffs? No, the last few games to decide who gets the wild card spot.
 
   “So, do you think the Giants will secure a wild card spot for the National League?” God, she hoped they were in the National League.
 
   Douglas gave a sarcastic laugh. “Not a chance in hell this year.”
 
   Peyton nodded in agreement. “They sure looked good at the start of the season.” She moved toward the sofa and sat down next to the recliner.
 
   “Yeah, I had high hopes, but they definitely know how to dash them.”
 
   Peyton looked at the screen. “It’s the bull pen. They just don’t have any relief pitchers.” She held her breath, hoping that’s what she’d heard Jake say to Marco the other day.
 
   Douglas finally looked at her. “You can say that again.”
 
   Peyton let out her breath, giving Tag a wild-eyed look. Tag leaned on the doorjamb, crossing her arms over her chest, amusement showing on her face.
 
   “Or closers. They gotta do something about getting a closer,” Peyton continued.
 
   “You’re preaching to the choir, sister. We don’t need any more sluggers. We got hitters.”
 
   Peyton smiled at him. “Yeah, but you can’t give up ten runs a game no matter how good your batters are.”
 
   Douglas shifted in his chair, looking at her. After a moment, he sighed. “I didn’t know Simon Olsen too good, but let’s say I’m not surprised he wound up hanging from a chandelier.”
 
   Peyton leaned forward and braced her arms on her thighs. “Can I ask you why?”
 
   “He was always chasing skirt. Made a lot of women uncomfortable. Couple of the guys and me, we talked about how he was gonna piss the wrong woman off and she was gonna tell someone. It was only a matter of time.”
 
   “Anyone in particular get upset about the way he was?”
 
   “Naw, just complaint after complaint. They’d move him to another precinct and he’d do it all over again.” He gave Peyton a pointed look. “Rumor has it he was killed by this serial killer, this cleaner guy?”
 
   Peyton didn’t respond.
 
   “Look, I know why you’re here. You think the serial killer is a cop or an ex-cop.”
 
   “Someone with military training,” she offered.
 
   Douglas digested that, then he reached for the edge of his blanket and swept it aside. His right leg was in a brace. “Total knee replacement three months ago. Still doing physical therapy.”
 
   Peyton nodded and pushed herself to her feet. “It was nice talking to you, Officer Douglas.”
 
   “Yeah,” he said, accepting her hand. “It was nice talking to you, Inspector Brooks.”
 
   She walked toward the hallway and Tag fell into step behind her.
 
   “Good luck,” Douglas called after them.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Genevieve walked as casually as she could into the Fiddler’s Green. She’d been going over everything for a few days and decided she needed to talk to D’Angelo. She wasn’t sure she intended to confess anything to him, but she wanted to see if they were any closer to getting the Janitor than they’d been.
 
   Searching the tavern, she didn’t find him. He wasn’t hard to spot. His size and his looks drew everyone’s eyes like a beacon. Thinking he might still come in, she took a seat at the bar and swiveled so she could watch the doors.
 
   A few minutes later, the door opened and Bartlet, the young uniformed officer, came in. He also swept the bar with his eyes, coming to rest on her. She gave him a brilliant smile. She was actually glad to see a friendly face. San Francisco could be so lonely when you didn’t know anyone.
 
   He weaved through the tables and came to her side. “Ms. Lake, fancy seeing you here.”
 
   “I know. It’s shocking. How are you, Officer Bartlet?”
 
   “Good.” He pointed to the stool. “Do you mind if I sit down?”
 
   “It’s all yours.” She tossed her hair over her shoulder.
 
   “What are you having?”
 
   “Nothing at the moment.” The bartender was at the other end of the bar, taking an order.
 
   “Pinot, right?”
 
   “Pinot, right.”
 
   He waved at the bartender. The man walked over. “Draft and a glass of Pinot for the lady.”
 
   The bartender nodded and wandered away.
 
   “We’ve gotta stop meeting like this. I thought Inspector D’Angelo told you to stay away from me,” said Genevieve.
 
   Bartlet gave a sarcastic chuckle. “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   He swiveled to face her, giving her a frank look. “Are you looking for him?”
 
   She didn’t want Bartlet leaving if she told the truth. She really didn’t feel like being alone. “No, I have his number if I wanted to contact him. It’s just…” She shook her head. “I love San Francisco, but it’s so…”
 
   “Big and lonely.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Come on, you must have a half dozen girlfriends, Officer Bartlet.”
 
   “It’s Jimmy, by the way.”
 
   “Jimmy, I’m Genevieve.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “So about the girlfriends?”
 
   He laughed. “My closest friend, and he isn’t a girl, is my partner, but even he doesn’t like me very much.”
 
   She laughed with him.
 
   The bartender settled the drinks on the bar before them and Bartlet reached for his wallet.
 
   “I can pay for my wine,” she offered.
 
   He waved her off and gave the bartender a twenty, then he picked up his beer mug and touched her wine glass with it. “Here’s to making new friends.”
 
   “I’d like that,” she said.
 
   They spent a pleasant hour talking about their families, their dating history, and their interest, but she deliberately avoided talking about his job. Not that she wasn’t curious, but she didn’t want to spook him. It was nice to have another person to share a few moments with and she didn’t want to ruin it.
 
   He walked her to her car, and even that was nice. She didn’t remember the last time a man had been so kind to her, so gentlemanly. Once at the car, he stuffed his hands in his pockets and dropped his eyes, swaying back and forth. She guessed what he was going to say next, and she actually hoped he would get the courage to ask her.
 
   Sure, she would have preferred a man like D’Angelo. What straight woman wouldn’t? But there was something sweet and easy about Bartlet, something that was very attractive to her with her complicated life.
 
   “I don’t suppose…” he began.
 
   “Yes!” she said, too quickly. She felt heat rise into her cheeks. She hadn’t given him time to ask her anything.
 
   He looked up at her and smiled. It was the sweetest smile she’d ever received. “I didn’t finish.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I jumped the gun. I just had a nice time tonight.” She pressed her hands to her burning cheeks.
 
   He nodded. “So did I. Can I take you to dinner tomorrow night?”
 
   “I have a meeting at the newspaper tomorrow night, but what about the following night?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s a date.”
 
   She laughed happily. “Do you want to meet somewhere?”
 
   He pulled out his phone. “Give me your number and I’ll call you.”
 
   She rattled it off and he typed it into his contacts list.
 
   “Is 7:00 good?”
 
   “Perfect,” she said.
 
   He gave her another sweet smile. “See you then.”
 
   “See you then,” she said.
 
   As she drove back to her apartment, she felt a little glow inside of her. What a normal thing to do. What a healthy step. She had a date, a date with a man who was interested in her, not just her looks. He’d made that clear on so many other occasions.
 
   She pulled into the garage beneath her apartment and turned off the car, then she walked to the elevator. She didn’t regret leaving L.A. for San Francisco. She just wished she had a job that helped her meet people.
 
   The elevator doors opened and she swiped her card across the display to run it, then she leaned back on the rail as it climbed to her floor. It was hard to meet anyone as a reporter. People were instantly on edge, never sure what her motive was when she talked to them. It made establishing relationships all the harder.
 
   The elevator opened again and she stepped out, heading for her apartment. The hallways were empty, but they usually were and if not, whenever she saw anyone at the garbage shoot or in the elevator, they didn’t acknowledge her.
 
   She pulled out her key and opened her door, then closed it and locked it behind her. She kicked off her heels and threw her purse down on the sofa, reaching behind her to unzip her dress. Letting the dress fall on the floor, she walked into the bedroom and pulled open a drawer, fishing out a pair of shorts and a tank top. She tugged them on, then wandered back into the living room.
 
   Surveying the trail of clothes and shoes, she figured she had two days to clean this mess up before her date. Stretching her arms over her head, she did a little spin around the living room. God, she hadn’t felt this excited in months.
 
   Suddenly her phone rang in her purse. She came to a halt, staring at it. Her heart had climbed into her throat and she caught her breath.
 
   It rang again.
 
   Maybe it was Jimmy. Maybe he was calling to make sure she got home all right, or to make the arrangements for their date.
 
   She forced herself to walk over to it and reached down, opening the flap and pulling it out. She didn’t recognize the number, but she wouldn’t recognize Jimmy’s number either if he called. She thumbed it on and brought it to her ear.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “It’s funny, isn’t it? My wife was tall. 5’8, 5’9, but Inspector Brooks is a tiny little thing. I usually like tall women.”
 
   Genevieve almost dropped the phone. Her knees felt weak and she sank down on the sofa, curling her arm around her waist. “I don’t think you should call here anymore.”
 
   “I thought we had a deal.”
 
   Their deal. Oh, God, what the hell had she gotten herself into?
 
   “Are you saying the deal’s off?”
 
   “No!” She said it so quickly, she knew she’d regret it, but she couldn’t be responsible for more people dying. As long as she talked to him, he wouldn’t kill again.
 
   “So why do you think I’m attracted to Inspector Brooks?”
 
   “I have no idea.” A thought struck her. “Is your wife still with you?”
 
   He went quiet for a moment, then he spoke with an edge in his voice. “No, she left me.”
 
   Genevieve rubbed a hand across her mouth. She was trembling, but the reporter in her wanted to know. “Did you kill her?”
 
   “What a thing to ask.”
 
   “Answer me!”
 
   He chuckled. “I like your spirit. You’re so much better when you fight back, you know that?”
 
   “Did you kill your wife?”
 
   “I’d rather talk about Inspector Brooks.”
 
   “I wouldn’t. I want to talk about your wife.”
 
   He didn’t respond for a moment.
 
   Genevieve pulled a blanket off the back of the sofa and tried to pull it around her to stop the shaking. All of the blood seemed to have drained out of her body, leaving her chilled.
 
   “You’re boring me.”
 
   She almost dropped the phone. “Fine. Talk about Inspector Brooks.”
 
   “No. You had your chance.”
 
   Genevieve felt physically sick. If he was planning something else for Brooks, she’d screwed up her chance to learn what it was. She had to get him talking again. “How do you keep eluding the cops?”
 
   “Good question.” His voice was less clipped. “How do you think I do it?”
 
   She shook her head. “You anticipate what they’re going to do. You know how they’re going to react. You…” She caught herself as a thought struck her. “Are you a cop yourself?”
 
   “Ah, you really do have a reporter’s spirit.”
 
   “You said you were in the Marines.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “How long did you serve?”
 
   “Four years.”
 
   “Honorable discharge?”
 
   He laughed again. “Very good, Ms. Lake. You ask the right questions.”
 
   “Answer me.”
 
   “They gave me an honorable discharge, yes.”
 
   “Did you deserve one?”
 
   “Depends on who you ask.”
 
   “I’m asking you.”
 
   “I did my service for my country. I’ve always done my service for my country. Even now, I’m serving my country.”
 
   “You’re serving yourself!” She fell silent, sure this would anger him.
 
   He was quiet for so long, she thought he might have hung up. Then he gave a low laugh. “There is so much to commend to youth. As Aristotle once said, youth is easily deceived because it is quick to hope.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “When you’re young, you see things so two-dimensionally. It’s much easier, I grant you, but it’s so wrong.”
 
   “Are you saying you have the right to do what you do? To murder people? To kidnap them? To terrorize?”
 
   “I’m saying it falls to certain men to take action. It’s not a position anyone willingly chooses, but when you are chosen, only a true man will face his own potential greatness and wrestle with it.”
 
   Genevieve covered her eyes with her hand. “You’re insane.”
 
   “Ah, judgment – also a corruption of youth. I think we’re done here, Ms. Lake.”
 
   “No! We have a deal. You can’t just change the rules because you don’t like what I said. You can’t praise me for fighting back one minute and then punish me for it the next. We have a deal.”
 
   “We have a deal,” he said, then the line went dead.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   She kicked against the door, then shifted around and pressed her shoulder to it, but it didn’t budge. She could hear banging on the wall beside her, but she didn’t know whether to call out for help or not. What if he heard her? What if he came?
 
   She searched the floor for a weapon, scrambling frantically for anything she could find. The bed of the van began to flake off in her hands and she held them up, staring at them. Dirt covered her fingers, falling away like sand at the beach.
 
   The banging was getting closer, coming nearer. She dug frantically in the dirt. She could hear her own breath, her own sobs of fear. Her fingers touched something cold, something hard, metallic. She dug more, glancing over her shoulder at the door.
 
   The banging sounded on the back panel, right over where the door handles should be. She found the edge of the metal and scraped the dirt away from it. Curling her fingers around the edge, she pulled upward and it came free of the hole she’d made. She rubbed it against her shirt to remove the remaining dirt and discovered she held a gun.
 
   The banging had stopped, but she could hear the handles turning, squealing in protest. She faced the door and braced the gun in both hands, but she shook so badly, the gun wavered. She braced her forearms on her knees and closed her eyes, breathing a prayer.
 
   A ray of light peeked through the crack as the doors were drawn open. A figure loomed at the back entrance, blocking the light. Peyton bit her bottom lip hard enough to draw blood, her fingers tightening on the gun, then she pulled the trigger.
 
   Light flared in the back of the van, bright enough to illuminate the figure at the doors a moment before he was thrown backward by the impact of the bullet. In that moment, Peyton recognized him…Marco.
 
   She jerked upright with a gasp. A cold sweat beaded the skin between her breasts and prickled along her hairline. She tented her knees and curled her arms around them, closing her eyes.
 
   Marco sat up behind her. A moment later she felt his hand in her hair, stroking it, then he curled his body around her back, wrapping her in his arms. She leaned her head against his shoulder, letting him support her.
 
   “This is getting old,” she said, then cleared her throat. Her voice was raspy.
 
   He moved away a little and grabbed the water glass on the nightstand, holding it out for her. She took it and drank a sip.
 
   He swept the curls off her shoulder, then bent down and kissed her bare skin. She closed her eyes, trying to focus on his touch. “It’ll get better,” he whispered, wrapping his arms around her again.
 
   “What if it doesn’t? What if this is how it’ll be for the rest of my life? We’re going to keep waking up in the middle of the night?”
 
   He nuzzled his face in her hair, his fingers tracing light strokes up and down her arm. “As long as we have to.”
 
   He took the glass from her and replaced it, then he laid back against the pillows, his hand trailing down her back. She shifted and slid down next to him, placing her head on his chest and wrapping her arms around him.
 
   He brushed the hair back from her face and kissed her forehead. “I promise you, though, this will pass. This will end.”
 
   She sighed, running her hand across his chest. “I hate this. I’m so angry about it. I should be able to conquer it. I should be able to stop feeling so afraid.”
 
   “You will, sweetheart. You just haven’t given it enough time.”
 
   “You’re right. I just don’t have patience for weakness.”
 
   He laughed, his laugh rumbling beneath her. “You don’t have patience for anything, sweetheart.”
 
   She lifted her head and stared at him. “Really?” Then she eased up until her mouth was just over his. “That’s not what you said earlier.”
 
   He licked his lips. “Then prove it.”
 
   She kissed him and when she kissed him, she no longer felt afraid.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “Brian Douglas?” asked Jake, glancing over at Peyton and Tag.
 
   “Total knee replacement. Physical therapy for the last three months,” answered Peyton.
 
   “We checked it out with his doctor,” added Tag.
 
   Jake typed on his tablet, making notations next to each name they researched. “Ron Garcia?”
 
   Simons swiveled in his chair. “His manager confirmed he works five days a week at the hardware store.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “During Simon Olsen’s murder, he was in Arizona for his daughter’s wedding. He showed us a wedding photo with him in it and the wedding invitation,” said Cho.
 
   Defino exhaled and looked away.
 
   Maria grabbed the first folder off the stack. “Paul Gustafson. He’s all the way out in Napa, working a winery.”
 
   “Napa?” asked Peyton. “Isn’t that beyond our scope?”
 
   “The Janitor went quiet for a month and we have no idea where he was,” reasoned Defino.
 
   Peyton glanced at Tag. She shrugged. “We’ll take it. Might as well get some sightseeing in if we have to work our Saturday.”
 
   Maria slid her the file. “Then you get George Hatch,” she told Cho and Simons. “He’s working as campus security for Lowell High.”
 
   Cho reached for the file.
 
   “Be careful out there,” said Defino.
 
   Everyone rose and headed toward the door. Tag was always the first to dash out of the room, but Peyton wasn’t going to chase her down any more.
 
   Defino also hung back. “You sure you’re up for a drive all the way out to Napa?”
 
   Peyton rolled back her chair and stood. “Why not? It’ll be nice to get out of the City.”
 
   “That’s an hour in the car with Tag.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “You look tired.”
 
   Waking up every night in a panic did that to a person. “I’m adjusting, Captain. Tag can do some of the driving.”
 
   “You still at your mother’s?”
 
   Peyton hesitated, glancing down at the table. “You know how it is, sleeping in a new place.”
 
   Defino nodded. “How’d it go with Ferguson today?”
 
   “Better. We’re actually working through some things.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   Peyton motioned to the door. “I better go. Tag isn’t much on waiting.”
 
   “So I’ve seen.”
 
   “We’ll let you know if we find anything,” she said, edging toward the exit.
 
   “You do that.” Defino continued to eye her as she walked to the doorway. “Brooks?”
 
   Peyton stopped and turned around.
 
   “Be careful.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   She slipped out before Defino could stop her again. Cho and Maria were talking at her desk, so Peyton ducked her head and hurried toward her own desk, hoping to avoid any more strange conversations. The guilt she carried about Defino made her stomach roil.
 
   She slowed as she came to Marco’s cubicle and peered around the partition. “I feel so horrible about the captain, Marco. I hate keeping things from her.”
 
   Marco rose from his chair and glanced toward the front of the precinct. “We can tell her.”
 
   Peyton considered that, then dismissed it. She wasn’t ready to let him get that far away from her yet. Glancing down, she shook her head no.
 
   He sighed. “Look, let Tag drive out to Napa, okay?”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “She likely got more sleep than you did last night.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Remember we have dinner at Abe’s tonight.”
 
   Her eyes snapped to his face. “What?”
 
   “Abe’s for dinner.”
 
   “You didn’t tell me about that?”
 
   “I’m sure I did. He wants you to move in with him for a while.”
 
   Peyton frowned. “Marco, you didn’t tell me.” She covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh, shit. How are we going to tell him about us?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   She chewed on her lower lip. “I just don’t know how he’ll react.”
 
   “Neither do I.”
 
   “This could be really bad. He could get really hurt.”
 
   “Or he could be Abe and just roll with it like he does everything else.”
 
   “Do you believe that?”
 
   “Not for a second.”
 
   Peyton slumped against the side of his cubicle. “Why didn’t I think about this beforehand?”
 
   “You’ve had a few things on your mind lately.”
 
   “But I should have thought of Abe. He’s either going to be devastated, God help us, or he’s going to be delighted.”
 
   “God help us,” repeated Marco.
 
   She gave him a worried look. “I’m not kidding.”
 
   “I know you’re not.”
 
   “Hey, Fluffy!” shouted Tag, coming out of the break room. “Are we going to the wine country or not? Maybe you’d like me to roll out the red carpet for you?”
 
   Peyton clenched her jaw as she straightened away from the partition. “I’ve got to come up with a nickname for her. Problem is, each one I think of would get me suspended.”
 
   Marco shook his head in amusement. “Try to avoid that if possible.”
 
   “I make no promises, D’Angelo. A woman named Tag Shotwell is just asking for grief.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Rolling golden hills and neat rows of grapevines made for an almost idyllic setting. The winery, itself, was a little stone building with wisteria trailing over the front of it, and behind it undulating beyond sight was the vineyard. Just off the gravel-covered parking lot, a large wine barrel announced the winery’s name – Binot Vineyards.
 
   Peyton climbed out of the Mustang and stretched. Sunlight streamed down, bathing her in warmth. Tag climbed out also and walked around the front of the car, passing her the keys.
 
   Together they headed for the winery, pulling open the door and stepping into the cooler interior. A bell tinkled above the door, but the interior was empty. A few wine-barrel tables covered the stone floor and a long bar took up the back wall. The musky smell of grapes permeated everything. Peyton figured she could get used to this sort of life.
 
   A door opened behind the bar and a woman stepped out. “Hello?”
 
   Tag reached for her badge. “Inspector Tag Shotwell,” she said, showing the woman her credentials.
 
   Peyton frowned. Whoever made the first contact usually introduced both of them.
 
   “Inspector, you’re here to see Paul, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   The woman’s brows drew down in a concerned look. “Is he in trouble?”
 
   Tag didn’t immediately answer, her jaw working a piece of gum.
 
   Peyton stepped forward. “No, ma’am, we just have a few questions for him. I’m Inspector Peyton Brooks.” She held out her hand.
 
   The other woman took it. “Questions?”
 
   “About a case we’re working. You know he was once a cop, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Well, we want to ask him about someone he worked with at one time.”
 
   “I see. He’s out back, prepping for our final harvest of the year.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You can’t miss him. He always wears a red bandana around his head.”
 
   “You’ve been very helpful, Mrs….”
 
   “Binot. Amy Binot.”
 
   “Thank you again.”
 
   Peyton turned and walked to the door and pushed it open.
 
   Tag followed behind her. “You know I can question people too, right?”
 
   “When we’re dealing with employers, it’s best not to make them concerned until we have a reason to. You get them spooked and they’ll fire someone just because they don’t want trouble.”
 
   “I know that, Fluffy.”
 
   Peyton let it go. She didn’t feel like tangling with her right now. She was worried about Abe and how he was going to react once he knew she and Marco were a couple. Maybe they could keep it from him as well.
 
   Just as Amy Binot said, Paul Gustafson was easy to spot. They quickly marked his red bandana from the bottom of the hill. As they climbed into the rows of grapes to meet him, Tag distanced herself from Peyton, her longer legs carrying her up the incline without a problem.
 
   By the time Peyton arrived, Tag had already introduced herself.
 
   Gustafson was eying them both suspiciously. He was an older man with leathery skin from working outdoors and his hands sported huge knuckles. He gave Peyton a severe once-over.
 
   “Used to be a height requirement for the force,” he grumbled.
 
   Peyton held out her hand, ignoring the slight. “I’m Inspector Peyton Brooks.”
 
   He took her hand. “You get me fired?”
 
   Tag cocked a hip and placed her fist on her gun belt. She liked to wear it around her waist. “No, we told her we just wanted to ask you some questions about someone you worked with.”
 
   “Simon Olsen.” It wasn’t a question. Jake and Maria had done a good job briefing him.
 
   “You know him?” asked Tag.
 
   “I knew him. Can’t say I’m surprised he’s dead. He deserved whatever he got.”
 
   Tag exchanged a look with her.
 
   Peyton heard a scurrying in the dead leaves and glanced down the rows, but she saw nothing.
 
   “That’s a bit harsh, isn’t it?” said Tag, chomping away on her gum.
 
   “You didn’t know Simon Olsen then. He was one rat bastard.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   Peyton tried to concentrate, but the quiet out here was unnerving. As far as she looked, there were only grapevines.
 
   “He was always messing with women, sleeping around, then refusing to call them. If you had a vagina, he was after you whether you wanted him to be or not.”
 
   “How long have you been retired?”
 
   “I quit the force eight years ago.”
 
   “You been here ever since?”
 
   “Yep. I haven’t left this piece of property for more than a few hours at a time. I’ve got a little room above the utility shed down there.”
 
   Peyton glanced back at him. “It’s nice out here,” she said, but her voice lacked conviction.
 
   He gave her an appraising look. “How long you had the jumps?”
 
   She frowned. “The what?”
 
   “PTSD.”
 
   She glanced over at Tag, catching her rolling her eyes. “I don’t know…”
 
   “You can deny it all you want, but you’ve looked over your shoulder five times in the last few minutes.”
 
   Peyton sighed. “It’s recent.”
 
   Gustafson nodded. “It’ll get better.”
 
   “Have you had it?”
 
   He gave a grim laugh. “Why do you think I’m out here?”
 
   Tag shifted weight impatiently. “I’ll go verify your employment with Binot.” She gave Peyton an annoyed look. “Meet you at the car?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Gustafson dropped his clippers into a bucket and stripped off his work gloves. “Come on. I’ll buy you a drink.”
 
   Peyton followed him down to the back of the winery. A coke machine rested under the eaves in the shade. Gustafson fished out some coins and fed them into the machine.
 
   “This is the only drink you’ll get from me. The other type just causes more problems and you don’t need that. What do you want?”
 
   Peyton pointed and he pressed the button. A can dropped into the dispenser and he grabbed it, passing it to her. She popped the top on it and wandered over to a rustic wooden bench set under the windows of the winery. She had a good view of the golden hills, bathed in sunlight, and the even lines of grape stretching beyond sight.
 
   Taking a seat, she sipped at the cold drink, watching as Gustafson got his own soda from the dispenser.
 
   He carried it over to her and sat down heavily on the bench, rubbing his knee.
 
   “Tell me what happened.”
 
   Peyton frowned at him, lowering her can. She wasn’t sure she wanted to discuss it with a stranger, but he was the only one she knew who admitted to having PTSD. Placing the can against her thigh, she toyed with the flip tab.
 
   “I was grabbed off the street in broad daylight and shoved in the back of a cargo van. He took me to the Presidio and left me in the van. I almost died of carbon monoxide poisoning.”
 
   Gustafson took a sip, shaking his head. “You know who did it?”
 
   “The serial killer we’re trying to find.”
 
   “Shit. You think he’s a cop, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How did he know where to find you?”
 
   “That’s why we think he’s a cop.”
 
   “Did he…” Gustafson cleared his throat. “Did he assault you?”
 
   Peyton ran her thumb through the condensation. “Sexually? No, but the precinct is making me see a psychologist, and the psychologist says I have PTSD, but…”
 
   “But you don’t believe him or her?”
 
   She shrugged. “I feel stupid saying that. Soldiers who risk their lives every day have PTSD, not idiots who get snatched off the street.”
 
   He shifted and gave her a critical look. “Stop devaluing what happened to you. That’s the first step to getting over it. Look, for some people it’s one horrific episode, for others it’s many things over time, but whatever that experience is, it’s enough to cause trauma. It’s the loss of control, the threat of death, or watching someone else die.”
 
   “Since you asked me, what was yours?”
 
   He sipped his drink, then rubbed his knee again. “I shot a 14 year old kid.”
 
   Peyton flinched. She didn’t mean to, she couldn’t help it.
 
   He nodded. “Yep. He was strung out on LSD. We thought he had a gun.” He looked over at her. “He didn’t.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “So am I. Quit the next week. They gave me my pension, but…” He held up a hand and let it fall.
 
   “Did you get counseling?”
 
   “Yep. Moved here to the quiet. Sometimes I even sleep a whole night through now.”
 
   Peyton let out a sad laugh. “God that would be nice. Every night I bolt awake covered in sweat, shaking.”
 
   “Yeah, cost me two marriages. The last one I slugged before I woke up. That was it. She was gone the next day.”
 
   Peyton looked over at him in misery. “That’s what I fear. How much longer can he take this? How many more times can he let me destroy his sleep?”
 
   “You thought about joining a support group. You and your man? It’ll help him understand and you can talk to other people who have it.”
 
   Peyton shook her head. “I don’t know about that. I still feel foolish telling my story.” She scratched at her temple. “I wonder if some strong sleeping pills wouldn’t be the better option.”
 
   “Don’t do that. You’re just asking for another problem to add to this one. You gotta stop thinking there are different degrees of trauma. If you don’t do that, you’re never gonna make any progress.”
 
   “Progress? I want a cure.”
 
   He laughed. “I don’t think there is one, Inspector, unless it’s time.”  
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton knocked on Abe’s door, tucking her hands into her back pockets and giving Marco a tense smile. The entire way over, she’d gone back and forth between whether they should tell Abe or not. Standing outside his condo, she’d come out on the not telling him side once again.
 
   He threw open the door with a flourish. He was wearing a midnight blue collared shirt, but as he shifted it shimmered in the light from the candles he had strewn around his condo. He had on a pair of beaded slippers and wore what Peyton could only describe as genie pants in a silky black.
 
   “My two favorite people in the world,” he said, showing them his impressive tooth-filled grin. “I’m so glad you’re finally here.” He swooped down on Peyton and crushed her in a bear hug before she could even cross the threshold, then he reached up and cupped the side of Marco’s face, kissing his cheek. “Come in, come in.” He stepped back, swinging his arms wide.
 
   Peyton drew a deep breath and entered. Wonderful smells caressed her – garlic and spices from cooking mingled with cinnamon from candles. As always Abe’s condo was immaculate and stylish from his eggplant colored walls to his minimalist furnishings.
 
   “Let me take your coats.”
 
   They shrugged out of them, passing them over. Abe walked to the coat closet and pulled the door open, reaching in to grab a hanger. “So Angel said you went to Napa today?”
 
   “Yeah, we questioned a retired cop. He worked with Simon Olsen.”
 
   “Interesting.” Abe hung up both coats, then shut the door. “How was Napa?”
 
   “Beautiful.” She didn’t really feel like talking about it. She hadn’t even told Marco much yet.
 
   “Well, good. Make yourselves at home,” he said, turning away from them and moving toward his kitchen. “I’ll just go get us some drink…” Suddenly he stopped walking, his fingers curling into his fist. He twisted back around to face them, leveling them with a look. “You’re sleeping together.”
 
   Peyton blinked at him. “What?”
 
   “How the hell do you know that?” said Marco.
 
   Abe narrowed his eyes. “Her hair is down and we all know you like it that way, so she’s doing it to please you. And she’s leaning toward you, not standing straight, so she wants to maintain contact. Finally, when you walked through the door, you put your hand in the small of her back, an intimacy that speaks to a much greater intimacy, if you know what I mean.”
 
   Peyton’s mouth opened, but nothing came out.
 
   Marco cleared his throat.
 
   “Abe,” she started to say, but he reached out and clasped her hands, pressing them between both of his own.
 
   “I would have made such a good detective.”
 
   She gave a nervous laugh. “Yeah, you would.”
 
   “Don’t move. I’m gonna go get us something to drink.” He whirled away and skipped to the kitchen, disappearing inside.
 
   Peyton and Marco stood rooted to the spot.
 
   “How the hell did he do that?” she asked.
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   “I’m a little freaked out.”
 
   “You are?”
 
   Abe returned with a tray, three glasses and a bottle of champagne, settling it on the dining table. “Why are you standing there like that?”
 
   “You told us not to move.”
 
   He waved them off. “Don’t be silly. Hey, Angel, remember the Dom Perignon we had on our date?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Well, this is Cristal and it’s even better.”
 
   “Better than a $200 bottle of wine?”
 
   “Yes, it’s a $275 bottle of wine.”
 
   “You’re not going to open that tonight, are you?” asked Peyton, moving toward the table.
 
   “Of course I am. I’ve been holding it for this very occasion.”
 
   Peyton glanced at Marco. “What occasion?”
 
   “The two of you finally hitting the sack.”
 
   “What?”
 
   He pulled the cork on the bottle with a resounding pop and began to fill their glasses.
 
   “What do you mean you’ve been holding it?”
 
   “I bought this years ago.”
 
   “Years ago?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You knew we were going to…” Her voice faltered.
 
   “Do the horizontal mambo, yeah. We all did. I think there’s a betting pool at the precinct about it.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Oh, come on, little soul sista, everyone’s known he’s had the hots for you for years, and we all thought you’d eventually figure out how crazy you are for him.”
 
   “All these times I’ve come to you and told you how lonely I am and you knew what he felt?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And at no time did you think you might tell me?”
 
   Abe gave her a patronizing look. “You wouldn’t have believed me. You had to learn it for yourself. You’ve always had the power to go back to Kansas. Now those magic slippers will take you home in two seconds.” He grinned. “Toto, too.”
 
   Peyton swatted at him. “You’re an ass!”
 
   He peeled off into laughter and handed her a glass. “I prefer the term Good Witch of the North, if it’s all the same to you.”
 
   Peyton couldn’t stop her smile. “How ‘bout Fairy?”
 
   Abe considered that. “No, she was a witch.” He handed Marco a glass, then touched both of them with his own. “Now for a toast. May the sex be…” A buzzer went off in the kitchen, interrupting him. “Hold that thought. That’ll be my quiche.” He set his glass down and returned through the swinging door.
 
   Marco wandered over to Abe’s couch and took a seat. Peyton set her glass down beside Abe’s and followed him, placing her hands on her hips. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Enjoying my champagne,” he said, taking a sip.
 
   She leveled a look at him. “Enjoying your champagne. Did you hear him just say he expected us to wind up together?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “And that’s it?”
 
   “Doesn’t seem to be much left to say, does there?”
 
   “Really? He said the precinct had a betting pool.”
 
   Marco shrugged, taking another sip.
 
   “That doesn’t bother you?”
 
   “They clearly saw something we didn’t, so…”
 
   “So? You don’t think it’s a bit upsetting that everyone assumed we’d wind up in bed together?”
 
   “We did wind up in bed together.”
 
   Peyton narrowed her eyes. “Are you really enjoying your champagne?”
 
   “I feel like I should say I’m not.”
 
   “Oh, enjoy it, all right.” She moved closer, bracing her hand on the couch and leaning over him. “‘Cause that’s the only thing you’ll be enjoying tonight!” She started to move away, but he caught her wrist and pulled her down onto his lap.
 
   She tried to push away from him, but he wrapped his arm around her waist and held her there.
 
   “Careful. You’ll spill my $275 champagne,” he warned, then he kissed her.
 
   Peyton couldn’t resist giving in when he was being so persuasive. She slid her arms around his neck. “That is good champagne,” she said, drawing back a little. Then she leaned forward and captured his mouth again.
 
   “Oh, gross!” said Abe, coming out of the kitchen. “Why can’t heterosexuals keep it to themselves?”
 
   Peyton pulled away, laughing.
 
   “Come on. Dinner’s ready,” said Abe, setting his quiche on the dining room table.
 
   For a dinner at Abe’s, he was keeping it simple. His vegetarian quiche, paired with a hearty salad of broccoli and brussel sprouts in a poppy seed vinaigrette, was followed by a raspberry mousse that melted almost the moment it touched the tongue. If eating vegetarian could be like this every single time, Peyton would never object.
 
   Abe entertained them with stories from the Medical Examiner’s office or things he remembered from his childhood. Once the meal was over, they continued to sit at the dining table, sipping their champagne.
 
   Marco’s phone buzzed and he pulled it out, looking at the display. “It’s Vinnie,” he said, pushing back his chair. “I won’t be long.”
 
   Peyton gave him a smile as he walked away from the table toward the kitchen, answering the call. She ran her fingers up and down the stem of her champagne glass.
 
   “So dish about the sex,” said Abe as soon as Marco disappeared into the kitchen.
 
   “I’m not talking about that with you.”
 
   Abe winced. “Bad?”
 
   Peyton laughed. “Great. Better than great.”
 
   “I want details.”
 
   “You aren’t getting details. But, are you sure you’re okay with this?”
 
   He lounged back in his chair, holding his wine glass on his knee. “Why wouldn’t I be? I’ve been expecting it for the longest time.” He drew out longest.
 
   Peyton folded her arms on the table. “I just thought, you know, well, it’s Marco…” She motioned with her chin at the kitchen door.
 
   “You thought that I wished Marco was gay?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Every gay man in San Francisco wishes he was gay, Peyton, but I know he’s not.” He took a sip of his drink. “He’s good for you. He always has been.”
 
   She dropped her eyes to the table.
 
   “What’s that about?” He motioned at her lowered head.
 
   “I’m just so afraid I’m going to mess it up.”
 
   Abe waved her off. “I don’t think you can. He’s been so hot and bothered by you for so long, he’s not letting you get away.”
 
   “I wake us up every single night shaking and terrified. I just don’t know how long he can take it.”
 
   “Does Dr. Ferguson think you have PTSD?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Abe reached over and removed her wine glass. “Enough of that, then.”
 
   “I’m not an alcoholic.”
 
   “And you aren’t going to be.” He leaned forward and clasped her hand. “Look, little bits, I don’t know whether you and Marco are destined for a lifetime together, but right now, he’s good for you. He’s here and he isn’t going away anytime soon. Instead of being so all fired worried about the future all the time, why don’t you try to live in the moment?”
 
   Peyton squeezed his hand and gave him a smile.
 
   “And in this moment, sweets,” he said, raising his eyebrows nearly to his hairline, “you’re getting some better than great sex.”
 
   Peyton laughed.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   “I hate working weekends,” complained Tag.
 
   “Yeah, but it’s a pretty drive.” Peyton wasn’t thrilled with working on her Sunday either, but if they had to work, she didn’t mind taking a drive down the Coast Highway into Pacifica. 
 
   “We’re going to a mobile home park, Fluffy, not the beach.”
 
   Storm clouds had rolled in overnight and hovered ominously on the coast.
 
   “You gonna tell me you wouldn’t rather be cuddled up in bed with Lieutenant G.Q.?”
 
   Peyton ignored that. She wasn’t going to take the bait, but Tag did have a point. She wouldn’t have minded sleeping in with Marco this morning. “If you don’t like working weekends, you definitely picked the wrong business.”
 
   “What’s the name of this guy again?”
 
   “Maria texted it to my phone.” Peyton nodded at the cup holder where her phone rested.
 
   Tag picked it up and thumbed it on. “Lawrence Lowell. What a name.”
 
   Peyton frowned. As if anyone named Tag Shotwell had a right to talk. “By the way, is Tag your legal name?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You mentioned Lowell’s name, so I was wondering if your name is really Tag.”
 
   “It is where you’re concerned.”
 
   Peyton sighed and focused on the road. No matter what she did, Tag rebuffed her. Fine, they didn’t need to be friends. At least Tag wasn’t refusing to go on calls with her anymore. She pulled off on Palmetto Drive and slowed the Mustang, glancing down at the GPS.
 
   “We should be able to get done here pretty quick, then you can have the rest of your day to yourself,” she offered.
 
   Tag grunted and slumped down in the seat.
 
   Peyton pulled into the mobile home park. It butted up to the ocean – she could see the whitecaps in the distance – and every home had a weathered grey appearance no matter what color it had originally been.
 
   “We’re looking for number 134.”
 
   Tag straightened and shifted so she could look out the window. The residents had tried to make their yards homey, adding lawn decorations or driftwood fences sporting sand dollars tied with wire. Peyton drove slowly, surprised there weren’t more people out and about on a Sunday, but she figured most people were probably still enjoying their morning cup of coffee right about now.
 
   Angling back toward the ocean, they came upon a small blue mobile home with a driftwood fence around it. It was hidden from the street by cypress trees and backed up to the sand dunes. A faded mailbox with the number 134 marked the entrance to a short asphalt driveway. A beat up white pickup sat on the pad and as Peyton parked behind it, she could see a decal in the back window. The decal was a badge with the letters SFPD arced across the top of it.
 
   She set the brake, then she and Tag got out. Immediately the pounding of the waves reached them, followed by a distant cry of gulls. Peyton stepped up on the walkway leading to the front door and reached for the latch on the rickety wooden gate. Pushing it open, she held it for Tag.
 
   Suddenly a dog crawled out from beneath the front porch and started barking at them. He was a big German shepherd, tied up with a metal chain attached to a stake in the ground. Peyton and Tag stumbled to a halt, then Tag reached for her gun.
 
   Peyton caught the motion from the corner of her eye and threw out her hand to stop her. “Whoa! Calm down!” Then she focused on the dog. “Sit!” she commanded.
 
   The dog cocked his head, then slowly lowered himself on his haunches. Tag’s fingers flexed on her gun handle.
 
   “Down!” said Peyton, motioning with her hand.
 
   The dog lay down, resting his head on his paws.
 
   Peyton blew out air, then extended her hand, moving toward him.
 
   “What the hell are you doing, Fluffy?”
 
   “Just don’t move,” she ordered, continuing to advance.
 
   The dog’s tail brushed the dirt and his ears pricked forward.
 
   Peyton sidled over to him, then gradually held her hand down to his nose. He laid his ears back along his head and gave a nervous whimper, then he sniffed her. Rising up, he pressed his head beneath her hand and allowed her to pet him.
 
   Peyton exhaled and stroked his ears.
 
   “Huh,” said Tag behind her. “Go figure. You like dogs too.”
 
   “You don’t?” Peyton had always found that hard to believe. How could anyone not like a dog?
 
   “Not particularly. Got bit by one when I was six.”
 
   Peyton hunkered down and let the dog press himself against her.
 
   “How did you know he wouldn’t take your arm off?”
 
   “He was wagging his tail even when he was growling at us.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “He didn’t really want trouble. Besides, he belongs to a retired cop. I figured he probably had some obedience training.”
 
   “Unbelievable.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   Tag edged wide around the dog and climbed the stairs to the front door. As she knocked, Peyton gave the dog a last pat, then followed her. A moment later the door flew open and a young man in a wife-beater t-shirt and shorts peered out. A cloud of sweet smelling smoke followed him.
 
   “Stop messing with my dog!”
 
   Tag exchanged a look with Peyton, then reached for her badge. “Inspector Shotwell from the SFPD. We’re here to see Lawrence Lowell.”
 
   He took a step back, but continued to hold the door. “He ain’t here.”
 
   “Hm.” She waved the smoke away from her face. “I think I’d like to see a medical marijuana card. What about you, Inspector Brooks?”
 
   “Definitely.”
 
   He gave an exasperated huff, then reached into his back pocket and pulled out a card, flashing it at her. “Don’t you have something better to do?”
 
   Tag held out her hand. “I think I’d like a closer look.”
 
   He shifted weight and looked down, then placed the card in her hand. Tag glanced at it, then passed it to Peyton. “Funny isn’t it, that we’re looking for Lawrence Lowell and your name is Lawrence Lowell, except it says here you have glaucoma. That’s a shame. Young guy like you.”
 
   Peyton tapped the card against the door jamb. “Must be some good Maryjane ‘cause you’ve taken about thirty years off your age too.”
 
   “We’re gonna need a driver’s license, Mr. Lowell.”
 
   “Okay, look. I just went and picked it up for him.”
 
   “License!”
 
   He pulled a wallet out of his back pocket and opened it, turning it to show Tag. “I’m living with his daughter.”
 
   Tag nodded with a tight smile. “Here?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Well, Mr. Benjamin Campbell, is Mr. Lowell’s daughter here right now?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “And you still say Mr. Lowell isn’t?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Well, here’s the thing, Benjamin, we can call the sheriff’s department and let them handle this, or you can let us in to talk with his daughter. My partner and I aren’t much worried about the pot, but we might become worried if you keep us standing here on the porch.” She glanced over her shoulder. “It looks like it might rain.”
 
   He huffed again, then backed up, swinging the door open. “It’s just Benny. I hate Benjamin.”
 
   “Good to know.”
 
   Tag stepped through first and Peyton followed. Glancing back at the dog, Peyton marked that he’d taken a seat on the porch stairs, his head on his paws.
 
   “You know it’s illegal to chain a dog in California, right?” she told Benny.
 
   He shrugged. “Ain’t my dog.”
 
   “When was the last time you fed him?”
 
   “Not my problem.”
 
   Peyton turned to face him, making him stumble to a halt. “It is your problem or I’ll be your problem. Do we understand each other?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   He led them through a paneled hallway into a low ceiling living room covered in cast off clothing. A big screen television hung on the wall, tuned to a talk show where people yelled at each other. Two couches in faded green created two sides of a triangle and a young woman with dirty blond hair lounged on the one facing the TV. As they entered, she sat up, letting a blanket pool around her waist.
 
   “They’re looking for your dad,” said Benny, stepping past them and throwing himself down on the couch beside her.
 
   Empty pizza boxes lay strewn in the middle of the clothes and a collection of soda cans lined the coffee table. A cloud of pot smoke hung over everything.
 
   Peyton reached into her pocket and pulled out a business card, passing it to the girl. “We want to talk to your father.”
 
   She pushed back a lank strand of hair and took the card. “He ain’t here.”
 
   “That’s what Benny said,” offered Tag. “Where is he?”
 
   “Vegas,” the girl said, balling the blanket in her hands.
 
   “Are you sick?” asked Peyton.
 
   She shook her head. “We just had a late night.”
 
   Peyton gave a slow nod. “How long has your father been in Vegas?”
 
   “A week.”
 
   “When does he get back?”
 
   She looked at Benny. He shrugged, scratching at his belly through a stained t-shirt.
 
   “I can’t remember.”
 
   “Where’s he staying?” asked Tag.
 
   “Where’s he staying?” she repeated.
 
   Tag glanced at Peyton.
 
   “As in hotel?” suggested Peyton.
 
   “Oh, he’s staying with friends.”
 
   “Can we have their names?”
 
   She balled the blanket some more. “I don’t remember.”
 
   “Maybe you wanna open a window and get some oxygen in here!” snapped Tag.
 
   Peyton shifted. The smoke and the dingy room were making her uncomfortable. Tag gave her an assessing look. Peyton rubbed a hand across the back of her neck, trying to focus on the situation.
 
   “Look, she’s got your card. We’ll call you when he gets back,” said Benny.
 
   Peyton reached for her notebook and flipped it open. She needed to stick to her usual routine. “What’s your name?” she asked the girl.
 
   The girl looked worried. Peyton suddenly realized that was the vibe she was getting from her. “Helen.”
 
   Peyton wrote it down. “Lowell?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Peyton focused on Benny. “Go get the dog some food so we can talk to Helen.”
 
   “The dog’s fine.” He slumped down further on the couch.
 
   Tag took a menacing step forward. “My partner told you to get the dog some food. Do it!”
 
   Benny blinked at her, then he scrambled off the couch to obey.
 
   Peyton waited until he was out of the room before crossing between the couches and stopping in front of Helen. Pushing aside a number of empty soda cans, she took a seat on the coffee table.
 
   “You sure you’re not sick? I could get you to a doctor if you need one.”
 
   Helen shook her head. “I’m just hung-over, s’all.”
 
   “Helen, did your dad fly to Vegas?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What airline did he fly with? Can you give me the name?”
 
   She twisted the blanket in her hands. “I can’t remember.”
 
   “Did he write it down anywhere?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “How long have you lived here?”
 
   “‘Bout six months.”
 
   “Benny too?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Peyton gave her a critical look. “We really need to talk to your father.”
 
   “I told you I’d call as soon as he gets home.”
 
   “Okay, but if you need anything between now and then, you call me, you hear? You call me.”
 
   Helen nodded.
 
   Peyton rose and moved toward the door. They passed Benny in the paneled hallway and Peyton stepped in front of him, forcing him to halt. 
 
   “That dog had better be off the leash when I come back and he’d better be fed.”
 
   Benny chewed on his inner lip, but he didn’t respond.
 
   Keeping her eye on him, she and Tag walked to the door and stepped out, closing it behind them. The dog was eating a bowl of kibble as they headed toward the Mustang. Peyton paused to scratch his ears, but Tag went to the gate and opened it. Peyton followed her a moment later.
 
   After they climbed inside the Mustang, Tag stared at the mobile home. “You think Lowell’s really in Vegas?”
 
   Peyton shrugged. “Who knows, but we’ve got to confirm it.”
 
   “Where do we start?”
 
   “I’ll call Stan Neumann, our tech guy, and see if he can track down a plane ticket. In the meantime, why don’t I buy you a beer at my place?”
 
   “Your place?”
 
   “Yeah, I wanna see my dog.”
 
   “You have a dog?” Tag looked less than thrilled.
 
   “You’ll love him. He’ll help you overcome your fear.”
 
   “I’m not afraid, Fluffy,” said Tag in an aggravated tone. “I just don’t like them.”
 
   “Then he’ll help you get over your dislike.”
 
   Tag faced forward, dismissing Peyton. “That’s gonna take a lot of beer.”
 
   Peyton laughed and started the Mustang.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton scooped Pickles up the moment they entered the house. He wiggled and whimpered in her arms, kissing her. She hugged him tight. Lord, she missed the little guy and his unabashed adoration.
 
   Tag gave her a sidelong look as she stepped past her into the living room. “How much does this cost you in rent each month?”
 
   “I own it,” said Peyton. “Well, as Jake always reminds me, the bank owns it, but they let me pay them for it.”
 
   “How do you afford it on a cop’s salary?”
 
   Peyton settled Pickles on the couch and went to the kitchen, opening the refrigerator. She wasn’t sure what was inside, but it didn’t hurt to look. She found two beers in the back and pulled them out. “When my dad died, he left a pretty good insurance policy. Mom said he wanted me to have my own place, so she gave me the down payment.”
 
   She carried the beers to Tag and handed her one. “Make yourself at home.”
 
   Pickles jumped up, placing his two front paws on the arm of the couch. Tag walked to the other end and sat down, opening her beer. Pickles ignored her, focused on Peyton.
 
   She scratched his ears. “So what about your family?”
 
   Tag lowered the beer and glanced over at her, bracing her forearms on her thighs. “Two parents, younger brother. All live in Seattle. Parents have been married for almost 40 years.”
 
   “Do you miss them?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Peyton sat down on the arm of the recliner. “You get to see them often?”
 
   “As often as we can. Ain’t got no problems there.” She chewed her gum and shook her head. “People always think I’m so touchy because they weren’t supportive or something, but that ain’t it. When I told them I was gay, my dad said cool, my mom said it was about time I told them, and my brother said, no duh.”
 
   Peyton laughed and took a sip.
 
   “They’re definitely not the problem. It’s me. I just don’t like people.” She leaned back on the couch, shifting into a more comfortable position. “So, weren’t you going to call the tech guy or something?”
 
   “Right.” Peyton settled her beer on the table and reached for her phone. She placed the call to Stan. He picked up after the second ring. “Hey, Stan, sorry to bother you on Sunday.”
 
   “I love hearing from you, Peyton. No problem. What can I do for you?”
 
   “We need to search the manifests on all outbound planes from SFO to Vegas for a Lawrence Lowell. Can you do that?”
 
   “I’ll need a warrant, but that shouldn’t be too hard to get. I’ll start working on it right away. What window of time do you want to use for the search?”
 
   “Let’s do the last two weeks.”
 
   “I’ll get right on it. Hey, how are you?”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Still staying at your mother’s?”
 
   Peyton glanced over at Tag. Pickles was crawling toward her on his belly and Tag was watching him warily, but she hadn’t moved yet.
 
   “Yeah, still with my mother.”
 
   “Oh, okay. Well, I’ll try to have something to you by tomorrow morning. Okay?”
 
   “Sounds good. And thank you, Stan.”
 
   “Anytime, Peyton. Goodbye.”
 
   “Goodbye.” She hung up and watched as Pickles rolled over on his back, exposing his furry belly.
 
   Tag glanced up at her, but before she could say anything, the door opened and Jake walked through.
 
   “Hey, strang...er.” He caught himself when he saw Tag. He shut the door and settled his keys and wallet on the sofa table. “Is everything okay at your mom’s?” He gave her a pointed look.
 
   Peyton wryly nodded her head. “Everything’s fine at Mom’s.” She motioned to Tag. “Jake, have you met my new partner, Tag Shotwell?”
 
   Jake shook hands with her over the couch. Pickles jumped up on the back of the couch, trying to get to Jake, so he picked him up.
 
   “Tag, this is our CSI, Jake Ryder.”
 
   “Pleasure,” said Tag.
 
   “Same here,” answered Jake. Placing Pickles back on the couch, Jake wandered into the kitchen.
 
   “So what brings you here?” he called.
 
   “I wanted to see my dog.”
 
   He carried a beer back into the living room, leaning against the counter. Before he could answer, the door opened and Maria walked through, followed by Cho. Both of them had their arms full of grocery bags. 
 
   “Oh, good, you got Jake’s message,” Maria said to Peyton.
 
   Peyton frowned and glanced back at Jake, but he was busy texting. Suddenly, Peyton’s phone chimed in her hand. She looked down at it to see a text message from Jake. Maria’s making dinner and she wants you to come.
 
   Peyton showed Maria the phone.
 
   She glared at Jake as Cho went around him into the kitchen with his bags. “I’m grilling steaks. I saw Marco at the precinct and he’s coming over as soon as he finishes up. Abe’s already on the way.”
 
   Tag slid forward on the couch. “I should probably go. I’ll just call a cab.”
 
   “No,” said Peyton, “stay.”
 
   “Yeah, stay. I’ve got plenty of food, and then after dinner you and I can talk about brown.” Maria gave her a narrow-eyed look, then followed Cho into the kitchen.
 
   Tag glanced at Peyton. Brown, she mouthed.
 
   Peyton vehemently shook her head.
 
   At moment later, the door swung open again and Abe appeared in full Abe-regalia:  canary yellow slacks, a purple and yellow silk shirt, and cowboy boots in highly polished black.
 
   “Wait until you see the drink I have planned for us tonight!” he announced, then swooped down on Peyton and gave her a kiss on the cheek, while juggling his bag of bottles. “Hey, Tag,” he said, throwing her a smile.
 
   Tag lifted a hand in greeting.
 
   When he disappeared into the kitchen, Peyton leaned toward Tag. “Never drink anything Abe makes.”
 
   Tag gave her a questioning look, but Jake moved to the other end of the couch and took a seat. “So Tag, where are you from?”
 
   “Seattle.”
 
   “I like Seattle, except the rain. Lots of rain.”
 
   Peyton used that moment to extricate herself and went to her room. She wanted to pick up a few things while she was here and this seemed as good a time as any. She grabbed a bag out of the bottom of her closet and went to her dresser, picking out some clothes. She wasn’t sure what she and Marco were going to do on a permanent basis, but she wasn’t going to analyze it right now.
 
   As if her thoughts had conjured him, he stepped into the bedroom. “Hey.”
 
   “Hey, yourself. How was work?”
 
   He gave a grimace. “I did paperwork all day. That’s all I am now. I’m paperwork.”
 
   Peyton laughed. She wanted to hug him, but she could hear voices in the living room. “Tell Defino you’re dyslexic,” she teased.
 
   “That’s a legitimate learning disability, Brooks,” he argued.
 
   “Yeah, for people who are dyslexic, D’Angelo.”
 
   “How was your day? I see you’re packing, so that must mean good things for me.”
 
   “It means I want a clean change of clothes and something to sleep in at night.”
 
   “I like what you’ve been sleeping in,” he said, stalking her.
 
   She placed a hand in the middle of his chest and held him off as he encircled her waist with an arm. “Behave yourself. I’m making in-roads with Tag and I don’t want her to think we’re sleeping together.”
 
   He gave her a disbelieving look. “We are sleeping together.”
 
   “She doesn’t need to know that right now. Besides, do you want Cho and Maria to find out?”
 
   “I don’t really give a damn. I hate sneaking around.” He tried to pull her closer, but she held him off.
 
   “You can control yourself.”
 
   “That’s where you’re wrong.” He started to lower his head toward her and Peyton knew she was going to give in.
 
   “Do I need to chaperone the two of you?” came Jake’s voice from the doorway.
 
   Peyton used the distraction to slip out of Marco’s hold and put the bed between them.
 
   Marco gave a growl of frustration, then turned and headed toward the door, glaring at Jake as he moved past him. Jake made a face at him in return, but he offered him a cold beer.
 
   After he was gone, Jake nodded his chin at the bag. “So you’re just here to restock supplies?”
 
   Peyton zipped up the flap. “And to get my dog.”
 
   Jake eyed the bag. “He’s not in there, is he?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good. He stays with me.”
 
   “No, Jake. We agreed to only a week. I miss him. I want him with me.”
 
   “You’re busy. You don’t have time for him right now. Besides, he’s my best friend.”
 
   “I know that, but he’s my dog, Jake.”
 
   “One more week.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Jake gave her a look that promised mischief. “Hey, Maria, did Peyton’s mother call this morning?”
 
   “No, why?” came Maria’s response.
 
   “I don’t know, I thought I heard the phone ring.”
 
   “I didn’t take a call from her.”
 
   “Hm, I’m pretty sure she called. What do you suppose she wanted, since Peyton’s been staying with her all week?”
 
   “I don’t know. Stop shouting at me and come talk to me in the kitchen.”
 
   Jake gave Peyton a challenging look.
 
   “You wouldn’t dare.”
 
   He held out his hands. “What are you going to do if she calls here and wants to know if you’re all right?”
 
   “Jake…”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   “This is blackmail.”
 
   “It’s leverage.”
 
   “I’ll get you back.”
 
   Jake smiled. “I know you will, but until then, I’ve got your dog, my pretty.”
 
   “What’s with all the stupid Wizard of Oz references?”
 
   Jake frowned, then walked away, shaking his head.
 
   When Peyton came out of the living room, she saw Abe strolling between the couch and the coffee table. As he passed Tag, he deposited a bright red drink in her hand. It was garnished with two red jellybeans. As Abe completed his pass, headed back toward the kitchen, Tag’s gaze lifted to Peyton.
 
   Peyton walked over to her and took the drink from her hand, moving toward the kitchen without breaking stride. Abe blocked her and took the drink back, making the same pass between the couch and table, placing the drink in Tag’s hand again. Peyton gave him a disbelieving look.
 
   “What is it?” asked Tag, holding it up to look at it.
 
   “It’s called a Fireball,” he said, circling behind the couch.
 
   “What’s in it?”
 
   “Fireball cinnamon whisky, ginger ale, and grenadine.”
 
   Tag brought the drink to her lips, then hesitated. Looking up at Peyton, she said, “Whisky sounds about right. Sorry.”
 
   Peyton sighed. “So am I.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Genevieve took her keys out of her purse, but paused before unlocking her door. She turned and faced Jimmy Bartlet. It had been nice to be taken to dinner, to eat in a restaurant with cloth napkins and real silverware. It had been even nicer to have a young man show so much interest in her. That hadn’t happened since she came to San Francisco.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, smiling at him.
 
   He tucked his hands in his pockets and cuffed the bottom of his shoe along the carpet. “My pleasure. Can I see you again?”
 
   “I’d like that. A lot.”
 
   He looked up at her, then leaned forward, pressing his lips to hers. His kiss was sweet, gentle, respectful. She liked it. She liked a lot about him. Closing her hands on the lapels of his jacket, she pulled him closer, tilting her head to deepen the kiss. His hands moved to her hips and drew her in even more. He was as tall as she was and they fit together nicely. He was warm and solid and she realized she hadn’t let anyone hold her for a very long time.
 
   Just as she was thinking of asking him in, her phone rang in her purse. She pulled away, feeling her heart catch. She didn’t want to answer it. She wanted to go on kissing Jimmy Bartlet in the hallway of her safe apartment complex.
 
   He gave a sigh of frustration and took a step back. “I should probably go.”
 
   She wanted to ask him to stay, but she didn’t want to look desperate and she knew that was how she’d look.
 
   “Can I call you?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, I’d like that.” She managed to make her voice sound normal. The phone continued to peal happily. She was going to have to change that ringtone. The joy of it seemed ominous, knowing who was on the other end.
 
   “Night, Genevieve,” he said, taking a step back.
 
   “Night, Jimmy.”
 
   He gave her a final nod, then turned and strode down the hallway toward the elevators. Genevieve almost called him back, but her phone suddenly went quiet. Somehow the quiet was worse than the ringing.
 
   She turned and fumbled to unlock the door, then rushed inside and shut it again, turning all the locks. Walking to the coffee table, she settled the bag on top of it and sat down on the couch. For a moment, she prayed he wouldn’t call back, then she became afraid. If he didn’t call, he’d go back to killing and it would be her fault. She didn’t want that on her conscience.
 
   When the music started again, she scrambled for the bag and tore it open, fishing out the phone and thumbing it on. She pressed it to her ear and closed her eyes. The pounding of her heart was so powerful, it almost made her dizzy.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “I don’t like it when you make me wait,” came his voice.
 
   “I’m sorry. I couldn’t find my phone.”
 
   “I suggest you keep it handy from now on.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “So what should we talk about today?”
 
   “Tell me about your wife.”
 
   “What’s there to tell?”
 
   “I read your letter. Did you marry Missy?”
 
   “Yes. When I came back from the Marines.”
 
   “Where were you stationed?”
 
   “Uh uh un. That information is classified.”
 
   “Was Missy living in the same house when you came back?”
 
   “No, she’d left to go to college.”
 
   “How did you find her?”
 
   “We wrote, kept in touch.”
 
   “Did you have children?”
 
   A pause on the line. Genevieve gripped the phone tighter. “No, we couldn’t have children.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “For what? It wasn’t your problem.”
 
   “That’s what people say to show empathy.”
 
   “I don’t need your empathy. Stick to factual questions.”
 
   His mood swings scared her. “When you say Missy left you, what do you mean? Did you get divorced?”
 
   “I don’t believe in divorce. It’s too easy. People divorce like they change their underwear.”
 
   “Okay, then when you say she left you, what do you mean?”
 
   “I mean she wasn’t present in my life. I really hate when our conversation gets circular.”
 
   “Did she die? Is that why she wasn’t present in your life?”
 
   “Have you ever lost anyone to cancer, Ms. Lake?”
 
   “My grandfather.”
 
   “Then you know they leave you long before they die.”
 
   “So she died from cancer?”
 
   He paused again. Genevieve held the phone away to see if the call was still connected.
 
   It was.
 
   “Are you there? Look, I feel foolish calling you the Janitor. What should I call you?”
 
   “This fishing expedition is not even remotely disguised.”
 
   “I’m not asking for your real name. Just give me something beside the Janitor.”
 
   “Call me Ambrose.”
 
   “Ambrose?”
 
   “Like Ambrose Bierce. Do you know who he was?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “That’s your homework. Look him up. When I call again, you’d better be able to tell me who he was.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll look him up. You didn’t answer my question though. Did Missy die from cancer?”
 
   “No, she did not.”
 
   Then the line went dead.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   Peyton took a page out of Marco’s book and had a bagel with cream cheese, a cup of coffee, and a bottle of aspirin waiting on Tag’s desk the following morning. Once she set everything up, though, she fretted. What if Tag thought she was overstepping her boundaries? What if Tag was insulted that she presumed she was hung-over?
 
   Although when Peyton had taken her home the previous night, she’d been pretty damn wasted, babbling on about this cop she’d worked with or this guy who went to her high school. Peyton had nodded politely, not having any idea who any of these people were.
 
   She’d been more preoccupied with Marco following behind her. She would much rather have ridden with him. However, once she got Tag into her apartment building, she’d gone back to the Charger and told him he didn’t need to keep tabs on her anymore. Even so, she had to admit that she liked knowing he was still watching over her. It made her feel secure.
 
   Waking up in a panic and having him wake up with her was becoming routine. She felt guilty about it, and yet, so damn grateful that she wasn’t going through this alone. He never criticized, never seemed annoyed, even when it took her awhile to calm down and go back to sleep. Good thing she wasn’t analyzing their relationship right now, because she might get really freaked out over how easily they were adjusting to this new lifestyle.
 
   She glanced up apprehensively as Tag walked around her to her desk. She stood looking at the arrangement a moment without saying anything. Peyton couldn’t read her expression behind her mirrored sunglasses.
 
   Slowly she reached up and took the sunglasses off. “You do this, Fluffy?” she asked.
 
   Peyton nodded, afraid to speak.
 
   Tag reached for the aspirin bottle and twisted the cap off. “You’re all right, you know that?”
 
   Peyton let out her breath and relaxed her shoulders.
 
   Popping three pills in her mouth, Tag picked up the coffee and washed it down. “It’s my own damn fault. You tried to warn me.”
 
   “I should have been clearer.”
 
   Tag waved her off, sinking into her chair and breaking the bagel in half. She placed a piece in her mouth. “You got good control. You didn’t even finish that first beer we started. Impressive.”
 
   Peyton swiveled in her chair uncomfortably. Tag’s praise was making her feel guilty and she had plenty of guilt on her plate right now.
 
   “Okay, listen. You need to know something.”
 
   Tag squinted at her.
 
   “I’m pretty sure I have PTSD.”
 
   “I already know that.”
 
   “Yeah, but I haven’t admitted it...until now. Dr. Ferguson, my psychologist, and Abe have me so scared about becoming an alcoholic that I’m afraid to drink. I wake up every single night in a panic and at the bar the other day, I lost it.”
 
   Tag dropped the bagel on the plate, nodding.
 
   “I completely understand if you don’t want to be my partner, and if you go to Defino asking for someone else, I’ll back you 100%.”
 
   “You wake up every night?”
 
   “Yeah, every freakin’ night.”
 
   “That must be hell on Lieutenant G.Q., eh?”
 
   Peyton wasn’t touching that.
 
   Leaning back in her chair, Tag gave her a speculative look. “Okay, full disclosure.”
 
   Peyton waited.
 
   “My first day here, Defino told me that you were my last hope.”
 
   “Your what?”
 
   “My last hope. She said that if I couldn’t get along with you, they were going to recommend I quit the force.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “Yeah. I probably just gave you too much leverage, but there it is. If you can deal with my anti-social tendencies, I’ll deal with your PTSD. Agreed?”
 
   Peyton smiled. “Agreed.”
 
   “Hey, Peyton,” came Stan’s voice behind her.
 
   Peyton swiveled her chair to look up at him. “Hey, Stan.”
 
   He gave her a beaming smile, then shot a sidelong look at Tag. “How was your weekend?”
 
   “We worked most of it.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “How was yours, Stan?”
 
   “I went to a convention at the Cow Palace.”
 
   “Really? What sort of convention?”
 
   He shot the same look at Tag again. “Sci/Fi.”
 
   “Cool. Did you get any more collectibles?”
 
   “No, but I got an autograph from a costume designer who worked on the original Star Trek.”
 
   “Neat. Hey, I put your animation cel up in my room. I really like it.”
 
   Stan shuffled his feet awkwardly. “That’s great, Peyton. Hey, I already know what I’m getting you for Christmas.”
 
   “Oh, Stan, I…”
 
   He waved her off. “No worries. I like picking out stuff for you.”
 
   Great, more guilt. “Did you happen to get the airline manifests?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s why I came over. I just finished the search. I went back two months, but there wasn’t a Lawrence Lowell on any flight out of SFO to Vegas. Sorry.”
 
   Peyton looked down, shaking her head. “Thank you, Stan. I appreciate it.”
 
   “Do you want me to go back farther?”
 
   “No, that’s good.”
 
   “Well, I’ll talk to you later, okay?”
 
   “Okay. Thanks again, Stan.”
 
   After he walked away, Tag braced her elbows on her desk. “How can Lowell not be on a manifest?”
 
   Peyton wrote down Lowell’s address on a sticky note. “Unfortunately, I think I know how. We need to take another trip down the coast.” She pushed back her chair and grabbed her coat, slipping it on, then picked up the note.
 
   Tag rose as well. “So, what is it about you?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   Tag fell into step beside her. “Lieutenant G.Q., the CSI, the receptionist, and now the tech geek?”
 
   “What about him?”
 
   “He gives you gifts?”
 
   “That’s just because we went on a date two weeks ago.”
 
   “A date?” Tag stopped her with a hand on her arm. “You and the tech geek?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What about Lieutenant G.Q.?”
 
   Peyton shrugged, walking toward Maria’s desk. “He was there.”
 
   Tag didn’t immediately catch up with her. Peyton paused by Maria’s desk and glanced at Defino’s door. The captain and Marco had been going over files for the last few hours. He’d be unhappy that she left without telling him.
 
   “Hey, Maria, can you get on the line to the sheriff’s department in Pacifica and ask for a squad car to meet us at this address?” She held out the sticky note to her. Maria took it. “Then can you call Holmes and Bartlet and send them our way?”
 
   “Got it,” said Maria.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Tag pushed open the half-door. “What do you mean Lieutenant G.Q. went on the date with you and Stan?”
 
   Peyton shrugged and passed through herself. “That’s just how we roll.”
 
   She couldn’t help but smile as Tag gave Maria a shocked look.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   A sheriff’s patrol car was waiting outside the trailer when Peyton pulled up. As she and Tag stepped out, Holmes and Bartlett pulled up behind them. Peyton reached for her badge and approached the male deputy waiting before the gate. Another female deputy was standing on the stairs.
 
   “Inspector Brooks and Shotwell,” Peyton said, showing him her badge and reaching out to shake his hand.
 
   “Deputy Sims,” he said, touching the center of his chest, “and Deputy Brown.” He motioned to the female officer.
 
   Peyton marked that the German shepherd was still tied up near the porch. Deputy Brown was stroking his ears. Peyton nodded at her and she nodded back. “Is anyone home?”
 
   Deputy Sims put his hands on his gun belt. “Oh, we’ve already been inside. Think I got a contact high.”
 
   Peyton laugh. “I thought the same thing when I was out here yesterday. Mind if we take a look around?”
 
   “Be my guest.” He held out the warrant to her.
 
   Peyton passed it to Holmes. “Search the house for any signs of Lawrence Lowell.”
 
   “Anything specific?” asked Holmes.
 
   “Plane tickets, credit card statements, prescriptions.”
 
   “Got it.” He motioned to Bartlett and they started up the walk.
 
   Peyton glanced at Tag. “Do you remember me telling him to unchain the dog?”
 
   “I’m pretty sure you did.”
 
   The door opened as Bartlett and Holmes climbed up on the porch. Benny stepped out, glaring at her.
 
   “Where’s the girl?” Peyton asked Deputy Sims.
 
   “Stoned out of her mind on the couch.”
 
   “That’s where she was yesterday.” She moved to the gate and unlatched it, holding it open for Tag and the deputy to enter. Then she started toward the stairs. The dog began wagging his tail when he saw her and Peyton reached out to rub his ears. “I thought I told you to unchain the dog.”
 
   Benny leaned on the porch support post. “He runs off if we don’t keep him chained.”
 
   “Unchain him now.”
 
   “I’m telling you he’ll run off. Why the hell you think we chain him? Stupid shit’s always wanting to go to the beach.”
 
   Peyton braced her foot on the bottom stair. “Unchain him or we arrest you for animal cruelty.”
 
   He gave a huff of exasperation. “Fine. But when he runs off, it’s your problem.” He stomped down the stairs and went to the dog, reaching for his collar.
 
   The dog cowered, lowering his ears and tucking his tail between his legs, but the minute Benny removed the chain, he bolted. Benny swore and glared at Peyton, but she was more interested in where the dog ran.
 
   He sprinted around the side of the trailer, headed toward the beach just as Benny had said, but Peyton suspected there was another reason.
 
   “Come on,” she said, motioning for Benny to lead the way.
 
   “I’m not going after him.”
 
   Tag grabbed his shoulder and shoved him forward. “My partner told you to march and march you will.”
 
   “Stay here with the girl,” Deputy Sims said to his partner.
 
   “On it,” she answered.
 
   The four of them angled around the side of the trailer, following the dog. Climbing over stripped down bicycles, worn-out tires, and a rusted bed frame, they came to a back fence that was rotted through in a number of places. Tag pushed Benny before her and he led them to another gate that was hardly hanging on by a hinge.
 
   Moving through the gate, they came out on the beach. The waves crashed in the distance and Peyton could see seagulls wheeling over the surf, searching for food. Dark, angry storm clouds were rolling in again, but this time she thought she could almost see rain falling far out near the horizon.
 
   She searched the surf for the dog, but she couldn’t see him. “What’s his name?”
 
   “Larry Junior, or some stupid shit like that,” said Benny.
 
   “What does Lawrence call him?”
 
   Benny clamped his mouth shut.
 
   “Answer her,” said Deputy Sims.
 
   Tag gave him a shake for good measure.
 
   “Larry.”
 
   Peyton cupped her hands around her mouth and gave a sharp whistle. “Larry!” she shouted.
 
   They all searched the beach, but he didn’t appear. Peyton cupped her hands over her mouth and called again.
 
   Suddenly he came bounding around the side of a sand dune a dozen yards away from them.
 
   Peyton motioned for Benny to lead the way, but he balked. Tag shoved him in the back to get him moving.
 
   “What are you thinking?” asked the deputy.
 
   “Nothing good.”
 
   They found the dog lying in the sand at the base of the dune, his head on his paws, but before they even approached him, the smell assaulted them.
 
   “Oh, God,” said Tag, turning away.
 
   Peyton swallowed hard and then patted her leg for Larry to come to her. He hurried over, his tail between his legs. Just as he reached them, Benny tried to break for it, but Tag was quicker and tripped him before he could get much beyond her. He landed, sprawling in the sand.
 
   Reaching for the handcuffs on her belt, Tag snapped them on his wrists and hauled him to his feet. While she subdued him, Deputy Sims reached for his radio.
 
   “We need the coroner out here and an excavation team,” he said.
 
   Peyton couldn’t hear the response, but she hunkered down in front of the dog and scratched behind his ears, trying to soothe him. He butted her in the middle of her chest with his head. “I’m sorry, bud,” she said.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton sat on the porch steps with Larry Junior’s head in her lap, stroking the spot between the dog’s upright ears. He’d fallen asleep, his eyelids twitching with his dreams. Peyton couldn’t deny she felt horrible for the poor fella. What was going to happen to him now?
 
   Tag came around the side of the trailer, giving her an annoyed look. “They found a body.”
 
   Peyton sighed.
 
   “You wanna come look?”
 
   “No. Any identification?”
 
   Tag held up an evidence bag with a medical alert bracelet inside. “For glaucoma.”
 
   “The M.E. have any ideas about cause of death?” She looked out at the patrol cars parked across the front of the trailer. Benny and Helen had been cuffed and placed in the backseat, both in separate vehicles. Behind the patrol car was the van for animal control. Peyton had been staring at that one for a long time.
 
   “No obvious signs of trauma, but that doesn’t mean much until he performs an autopsy. Deputy Sims wants to know if we wanna go along for the interrogation.”
 
   “Might as well. Finish this one out and we can put it away.”
 
   “That’s what I thought.”
 
   The heavy-set animal control agent wandered over to the gate and lifted the latch, letting herself into the yard. She carried a braided leash in her hands. Larry Junior lifted his head, his tail making a lazy thump on the porch. 
 
   “It’s time for this big fella to go,” she told Peyton.
 
   Peyton tightened her fingers in the dog’s ruff. “What’s gonna happen to him?”
 
   “We’ll house him at the shelter until we get confirmation from the Coroner that his owner’s dead, then we’ll put him up for adoption.”
 
   “How long will that take?”
 
   “Could be weeks, a month or so.”
 
   “And he’ll be in a cage all that time?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “And if no one adopts him?”
 
   The animal control officer exchanged a look with Tag. Peyton knew the answer even before she asked the question.
 
   She glanced down at the dog. He gave her a sad look from his liquid brown eyes as if he knew what they were saying. “Is there any other way?”
 
   “Well, we’d prefer to foster him out to a private home until his adoption date is cleared, but not many people volunteer for that, especially with dogs. Too much work.”
 
   “Can I foster him?”
 
   Tag rolled her eyes.
 
   “Sure. There’s a butt load of paperwork to fill out, but if you’re willing, I’ll pull it all together.”
 
   Peyton rose to her feet and dusted off the back of her pants. “Let’s do this.”
 
   “You’re a piece of work, Fluffy,” said Tag, shaking her head. “I’ll let Sims know we’ll come for interrogation as soon as you adopt a damn dog.”
 
   Peyton ignored the first comment. “Thanks,” she said, jogging down the stairs with Larry Junior on her heels. She reached down and rubbed his ears playfully. She’d just thought of a brilliant plan.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton motioned for Larry Junior to lay down at her feet. The dog immediately obeyed. Peyton smiled. This was going to be even better than she’d thought.
 
   They were in the interrogation room at the sheriff’s department, looking in at Helen. She had her arms crossed on the table, her head resting on them. They couldn’t see her face.
 
   “You want a crack at her or the other idiot?” said Deputy Sims.
 
   “Let’s go for her,” said Peyton.
 
   “You want me to come in with you?”
 
   Peyton shook her head. “I’ve got it.” Looking down at Larry Junior, she made a motion with her hand. “Stay,” she told him. He lowered his head on his paws and let out a sigh.
 
   Walking to the door, she pulled it open. Tag gave her a speculative look, but didn’t try to interfere. As she opened the interview room door, the deputy standing guard gave her a nod. Peyton nodded back.
 
   Moving to the table, she pulled out the chair, deliberately letting it scrape across the concrete floor. Helen lifted her head, shaking back her tangle of hair. Her eyes were bloodshot, her pupils dilated.
 
   “I thought maybe you and me could have a talk,” Peyton told her.
 
   “Benny said to tell you nothing. That I should ask for a lawyer.”
 
   Peyton drummed her fingers on the table. “That Benny’s a regular Boy Scout, ain’t he?”
 
   “What?”
 
   Peyton leaned forward. “You know what I’m supposed to be doing right now, Helen?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I’m supposed to be tracking down a serial killer. He’s killed nine people and while I’m pissing around here, trying to find out who off’d your dad, he might be killing again.”
 
   She gave a stricken look. “Off’d my dad?”
 
   “Yeah. So if you want a lawyer, fine, I’ll get you one, but if you want to deal, I’m more than happy to do that too. See, I think you’d be better off in a rehab facility rather than prison, but if you don’t cooperate with me, I got no reason to cooperate with you.”
 
   Helen considered that for a moment. She pushed a hand into her hair at the temple. “Benny said to ask for a lawyer.”
 
   “Fine,” said Peyton, “we’ll play it that way.” She started to rise, but Helen reached out and caught her arm.
 
   “Wait. You said you’d help me, right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You’ll help me get in a rehab facility?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   She looked down at the table, but her hand remained on Peyton’s arm. “What do you want to know?”
 
   Peyton reached over and patted her hand. “How did your dad die, Helen?”
 
   She shook her head, staring at things that Peyton could only imagine. “He was dead when we came home. He was just laying in his bed, not breathing. He was already cold.”
 
   “But you didn’t call an ambulance?”
 
   “Benny said not to. He said the government would just make us pay for a funeral. He said the government just wanted our money, that it wasn’t anyone’s business what we did with my dad.”
 
   “So you buried him yourselves?”
 
   Helen gave a shudder. “Benny said it was the right thing to do. He said we shouldn’t let the government make us pay for something just because they wanted the money for it.”
 
   “Did you know it’s illegal to dispose of a body yourself?”
 
   “Yeah, but Benny said…”
 
   “Yeah, I got that. Do you think Benny might have had another motivation?”
 
   Helen made eye contact with her. “What motivation?”
 
   “Did he tell you that you should keep using your father’s retirement funds and his medical marijuana card?”
 
   “He said it was mine by rights. He said the government would just take it if we reported Dad had died.”
 
   Peyton blew out air. What a freakin’ pathetic mess! Poor Lawrence Lowell. Of course they’d have to wait for the Coroner’s report, but Peyton didn’t think his daughter was guilty of anything but stupidity.
 
   Patting her hand, Peyton pushed herself to her feet. “I’m just gonna talk to Deputy Sims about our deal. Thank you for talking to me, Helen.”
 
   She gave Peyton a lost look. “I felt horrible about what we did after we did it, but Benny said it was the only thing we could do.”
 
   Of course he did, thought Peyton.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Jake scanned over the letters he’d received from the Janitor, looking for any clue, any hint of his identity. Flipping a page on the file, he scanned over the report from the van where Peyton had been held hostage. The blood on the bolt had matched the last victim, Trevor Campion, so that gave them less than nothing. Still, something niggled at Jake’s awareness, something bothered him whenever he read the collection of the Janitor’s words again. He felt like he should know who he was, he felt like he should be able to piece this puzzle together.
 
   “Here.”
 
   Jake looked up, blinking away his distraction. Peyton stood before him with a German shepherd by her side. The dog was skinny, the bones in his hips showing, and he smelled horrible.
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   “A dog.” She held the leash out to him.
 
   “A dog?” He took the leash in a state of bewilderment.
 
   “I want Pickles back.”
 
   Jake opened his mouth, but nothing came out.
 
   “Stay,” she told the dog, then turned on her heel and walked to her desk.
 
   Jake looked down into the dog’s brown eyes. The dog looked back at him.
 
   “Stay,” he told the dog, then set the leash down and stepped around him, following Peyton across the precinct.
 
   The dog stayed where he was told.
 
   Peyton had just taken a seat at her desk when Jake came up beside her. Tag was also sitting at her desk, watching him.
 
   Jake gave Tag a nod, then rounded on Peyton. “Peyton, hi!”
 
   She glanced up at him with a questioning look. “Hi?”
 
   He pointed back toward his desk. “Do you think we can talk about the dog?”
 
   “That’s Larry Junior.”
 
   Jake frowned. “Larry Junior?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Good to know. My question, though, was more along the lines of what the hell?”
 
   She braced her chin with her hand. “Larry Junior’s pet parent is dead, so they were going to take him to the pound. I intervened and agreed to foster him until he’s released for adoption, at which time, I can decide if I want to make the arrangement permanent or not. Since you and I seem to be at an impasse about my dog, I thought I’d get you one of your own.”
 
   Jake stared at her for a moment, trying to digest what she was saying, then he glanced over his shoulder. Adonis was leaning against his partition, a half-smile on his face.
 
   Turning back, Jake held up a hand. “Let me get this straight. You went on a call and found a stray dog, so it seemed perfectly logical to you that you should adopt him?”
 
   “No, it seemed perfectly logical to me that you should adopt him.”
 
   “And this doesn’t seem like madness to you?”
 
   “Not at all.”
 
   Jake glanced at Marco again, but he merely shrugged.
 
   Peyton swiveled in her chair. “Now, if you’d rather, I can let Larry Junior go to the shelter and be locked in a cage for the next month, only to be put up for an adoption that may never happen, resulting in his untimely demise. Is that what you want, Jake?”
 
   Is that what he wanted? Of all the manipulative, underhanded things...
 
   “Well, Jake?”
 
   “You do realize that if you start adopting stray dogs the way you adopt stray people, you’re going to need your own state.”
 
   Peyton straightened. “So, is that your answer? You want me to send him to the pound?”
 
   Jake glanced back at his desk. Larry Junior was looking at him over his shoulder, his ears folded flat against his head, his tail tucked around his body. Damn it all! “No, don’t take him to the pound,” he said with a sigh.
 
   Peyton smiled.
 
   He pointed at her. “Don’t be smug! Pickles stays with me for one more night, while you get Larry Junior a bath.”
 
   “Deal,” she said, beaming.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco set the small, plastic bag that held Peyton’s locket on the counter and studied the dog snoring away on his kitchen floor. He had a bow in his hair from the groomer’s and he smelled like...well, he smelled better than he had, but he still smelled like dog.
 
   He glanced toward the bedroom door. He didn’t know what he was going to do with this need Peyton had to adopt anything that didn’t have a home. Her house was already overrun with people who weren’t on the mortgage and now she was introducing new critters to his tiny apartment.
 
   He smiled, thinking about Jake’s reaction. The poor idiot knew he was beat before he even opened the conversation. God, Marco loved her. No one else possessed that ability to wind people around her fingers the way she did.
 
   He stepped over the dog and walked to the bedroom door. She’d asked him to teach her about football, since her recent knowledge of baseball had come in handy, but he was really looking forward to a quiet evening just the two of them.
 
   Pushing open the bedroom door, he stepped inside. “What about pizza for din…”
 
   He stopped. She had just come out of the bathroom, wearing his 49ers jersey with her damp hair lying about her shoulders. Something about seeing her in his jersey got him all hot and bothered every single time.
 
   “What?” she asked, looking up at him with those dark, exotic eyes of hers.
 
   “Nothing,” he said, closing the distance between them and sliding an arm around her waist.
 
   She wrapped her arms around his neck and sighed as he buried his face between her shoulder and her throat. “I thought we were watching the football game.”
 
   He tightened his hold. “It’ll wait,” he said, breathing in the lilac scent of her shampoo.
 
   She didn’t protest, melting in his arms as he trailed his lips from her throat up to her ear.
 
   A sudden pounding at the door startled both of them. She pulled back enough to look him in the eyes.
 
   “Forget it. They’ll go away,” he said, his gaze fixed on her lips.
 
   “Open up, little brother!” came the voice, thundering through the apartment.
 
   That set the dog off.
 
   Vinnie. Shit!
 
   “It’s your brother.”
 
   Marco exhaled in frustration. “He’ll go away.”
 
   “Marco!” came a second shout and more banging.
 
   The dog flew into another round of frantic barking.
 
   “It’s two of your brothers,” said Peyton, pushing him away.
 
   “I don’t want to see them.”
 
   “Well, you don’t have any choice. Go open the door.”
 
   He rolled his head on his shoulders and started for the living room. Peyton didn’t follow. “You coming?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’ll wait in here.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   The banging started again.
 
   “I don’t want them to know about us like this. We should make a formal announcement, not have them see me coming out of your bedroom.”
 
   Marco felt his annoyance rise. “Peyton…”
 
   “Please. Not like this. You don’t even know how they’re going to react.”
 
   “They love you.”
 
   “It’s just too weird.”
 
   “Listen. We’re always together. They’re not going to know anything’s different unless we tell them.”
 
   “Not like this, Marco. It’s too embarrassing. What if they guess what we were about to do?”
 
   “How are they going to guess that?”
 
   “I don’t know. Just please.”
 
   “I don’t like sneaking around, Peyton.”
 
   “I know that.”
 
   “Apparently not,” he grumbled, moving through the bedroom door and shutting it at his back. The dog was dancing around the front door, barking like a lunatic. “Go lay down!” Marco shouted at him.
 
   He immediately stopped and slunk back to the kitchen, his tail between his legs. Marco felt guilty about yelling at him, but his freakin’ brothers were still banging on the door. Yanking it open, he glared at them.
 
   “Really?”
 
   All three of them stood on his threshold. They burst into laughter and began pushing their way into the apartment without asking permission. Bernardo deposited a six pack of beer in his hands as he went past.
 
   “Come in,” said Marco, shaking his head and shutting the door behind them.
 
   “Why isn’t the game on?” asked Vinnie, picking up the remote and turning on the television. “And what took you so damn long to answer?”
 
   Marco carried the six pack over to the couch and let them each pull a beer off the plastic ring.
 
   “Where’d you get the dog?” asked Franco, pointing at him with the can.
 
   Marco took the rest of the beer into the kitchen and placed it in the refrigerator, stopping to pet the dog as he move back into the living room. “Peyton’s fostering him, but she didn’t want him around Pickles until she’s sure he doesn’t have any diseases and isn’t aggressive with other dogs.”
 
   “She adopted him?” asked Bernardo.
 
   “Not yet. His owner’s dead, so the pound has to have proof of that before he can be adopted.”
 
   “Nice dog.” Bernardo threw himself down on the couch and put his feet on the coffee table.
 
   “We ordered a pizza,” said Vinnie, taking a seat in Marco’s recliner. Whenever Vinnie came over, he claimed that spot as his own.
 
   Marco stared at them. He loved his brothers, but right now, he wanted to spend time with Peyton. “Did we have plans or something?”
 
   “No,” said Bernardo, taking a sip of his beer. “Grab a beer and sit down. We want to talk to you.” He patted the spot at the end of the couch.
 
   Marco went on alert. His brothers never wanted to talk to him. What the hell was going on?
 
   “What’s this about?”
 
   “Get a beer and sit down. The pizza will be here in a little bit,” said Vinnie. The announcers were calling the starting lineups at the game. Vinnie lifted the remote and turned it down.
 
   “I don’t want a beer. I want to know why you’re here.”
 
   Franco shifted on the couch and reached into his back pocket, pulling out a bundle of papers and tossing them on the coffee table. “I printed out part of the catalog from San Francisco State.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   Bernardo and Franco looked at Vinnie.
 
   Vinnie leaned forward and settled his beer on the coffee table. “We want you to quit the force and go back to school.”
 
   Marco sat down on the end of the couch. He didn’t even know how to answer that.
 
   “After what happened to Peyton, the family feels…”
 
   “The family? What the hell are we, the Mafia?” Marco hesitated. “Mom put you up to this.”
 
   “No,” said Vinnie firmly. “Actually, this is the three of us.”
 
   “I don’t want to hear anymore.”
 
   “Well, you’re going to, so shut the hell up and listen for a change.”
 
   Marco glanced at the television.
 
   “After Peyton was attacked, we met and we all agreed that you’ve got to change jobs. It’s too dangerous. If this last thing wasn’t enough, what the hell will be? Do you need to get shot? Does she?”
 
   Marco looked back at him. “That’s low, Vinnie.”
 
   “It’s the truth,” said Franco. “Look, I know you were never really interested in school, but there’s a lot of stuff you could study.”
 
   “You’ve always liked that art crap,” said Bernardo. “Why don’t you study that?”
 
   “And just how do you expect me to support myself while I study art crap?” said Marco sharply. He couldn’t believe how angry their interference made him. Using Peyton’s safety against him played right into his fears.
 
   “We talked about that,” said Bernardo, then he looked at Vinnie again.
 
   Vinnie nodded. “We’re all prepared to help you until you get through school.”
 
   Marco laughed bitterly. “Oh, so now I’m supposed to be a charity case for my family, is that it?”
 
   “It’s not like that.”
 
   “Damn it, Marco, we’re trying to save your life!” said Bernardo angrily.
 
   Marco looked down. He and Vinnie talked about personal things, but Marco had never shared intimate details with his other two brothers. For them to be this worried meant something. Their meddling pissed him off, but it also touched him.
 
   Vinnie pushed himself to his feet and angled around behind the couch, placing his hand on Marco’s shoulder. “Let me get you a beer and we’ll hash it out, okay?”
 
   Marco nodded and slumped down on the couch, staring at the television. The teams had lined up for kick-off. From the corner of his eye, he saw Vinnie open the refrigerator and take out the beer, then he hesitated. Reaching out he picked up something off the counter.
 
   Marco looked over at him. Peyton’s locket. He’d forgotten it on the counter.
 
   Vinnie shifted it in his hand, then used his thumb to open the catch. He stared at the picture inside, then closed it and settled it back on the counter. Marco watched him, curious if Vinnie would put it all together. When they were growing up, Vinnie had always figured out the schemes of his younger brothers. Marco had thought he’d make a pretty good detective himself.
 
   Looking at the kitchen sink, he reached out and picked up the soap resting in a dish on the counter. Peyton’s flowery, lilac soap. She’d left bars of it all over the apartment. Vinnie lifted it to his nose and sniffed, then he looked over his shoulder at Marco. Marco knew it smelled just like her.
 
   Marco didn’t give anything away, but honestly, he didn’t care if Vinnie figured things out. He wasn’t joking with Peyton when he told her he hated sneaking around.
 
   Vinnie’s eyes lifted to the closed bedroom door. Marco never closed his bedroom door. The only bathroom in the apartment was through the bedroom. Setting the soap on the dish, he stepped over the dog, carrying the beer into the living room. He deposited it in Marco’s hands and kept moving. Marco followed him with his eyes, but he didn’t try to stop him.
 
   Vinnie went to the bedroom door and knocked lightly, then he reached for the doorknob, opening it. He peered inside, then gave Marco a frown over his shoulder. “So why does my brother have a cute little dish like you sitting all alone in his bedroom?” he said.
 
   Franco and Bernardo turned and looked at him.
 
   “Actually, it was my idea,” came Peyton’s voice. “We’re trying to keep him from being moved out of the precinct.”
 
   “I see. That doesn’t explain why you’re sitting in here right now, though, sweetheart.”
 
   “I didn’t want you to find out about us like this. I thought we should make a more formal announcement.”
 
   Vinnie laughed. “Get over here!” he said, holding out his arms.
 
   Peyton appeared a moment later, stepping into his bear hug.
 
   “Mama’s going to be so damn happy. She’s been praying on her rosaries for this to happen for the last five years.”
 
   Bernardo reached over and punched Marco in the shoulder, then rose with Franco and went to hug her as well.
 
   “Welcome to the family,” said Franco, kissing her cheek.
 
   Peyton seemed lost in the circle of his huge brothers. Marco popped open the beer and took a sip while they fussed over her. He knew they wouldn’t have a problem with Peyton. For years, they’d all been hinting that he should make a move on her.
 
   In the midst of all the affection, a knock sounded at the door. The dog started barking, but Marco pointed to the kitchen and he lay down again. As Vinnie went to answer it, Bernardo hurried into the kitchen and got her a beer, while Franco led her back to the couch.
 
   She curled up next to Marco, giving him a speculative look as Bernardo held the beer out for her and Vinnie went past, carrying the pizza into the kitchen.
 
   Marco scowled at her, but she didn’t drop her eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry. I was wrong,” she said softly.
 
   He shook his head, then wrapped an arm around her. She melted into his side, placing her head on his shoulder.
 
   He kissed her forehead. “I’ll get used to it,” he said with a sigh.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco walked his brothers out to the parking lot. Peyton’s appearance had effectively ended the discussion about his future, for which he was grateful. As they ate the pizza and finished off the rest of the beers in his refrigerator, they taught Peyton about football. At some point, the dog ventured into the living room and climbed up on the couch between her and Bernardo, going to sleep with his head on Peyton’s thigh.
 
   Now Bernardo and Franco slapped him on the back. “Night,” they both said.
 
   “Night,” he answered, watching them as they walked to Vinnie’s truck and climbed inside.
 
   Vinnie hung back with Marco, giving him a sidelong look. “You know Mom’s going to be pissed you haven’t told her yet.”
 
   “It’s still new, Vinnie. We haven’t really told anyone yet.”
 
   “Yeah, but this is Peyton. I think Mom likes her better than any of our wives.”
 
   Marco laughed. Most people did when they got to know her.
 
   Vinnie rocked on his heels, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “I don’t want to lecture you, but you know Peyton isn’t like one of your good time girls, right?”
 
   “Good time girls?”
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   “Yeah, but do you have to sound like a 1930s gangster?”
 
   Vinnie shoved him in the shoulder. “I’m serious, Marco.”
 
   Marco gave him a smile. “I know you are. And so am I. Do you think for a moment I don’t know what I have here?”
 
   “I hope you do.”
 
   “I do.” He shoved Vinnie back. “And right now, she’s waiting up there for me.”
 
   Vinnie laughed. “Then you better hurry. And call Mom. She deserves to stop worrying about you for a while.”
 
   Marco held out his hand. Vinnie took it and pulled him in for a hug. Slapping his shoulders, he backed away from him and went to the truck. Marco waited for them to pull out of the parking lot, then he jogged back to the apartment building door and took the stairs two at a time.
 
   Stepping into his apartment again, his eyes landed on the 49ers jersey, laying draped over the back of the couch. A smile lit up his face and he quickly shut the door and locked it. The dog lifted his head from the couch and watched him.
 
   Marco reached over and ruffled his ears, then grabbed the jersey and slung it over his shoulder, heading for the bedroom.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   The stack of files wasn’t dwindling much and they’d been at this for a week now. Marco sank into the seat at the head of the table and watched Maria fuss with straightening them. Cho and Simons entered the conference room, Cho stopping to shake hands with him and Simons patting him on the back. Jake and the dog followed behind him.
 
   When Marco delivered Larry Junior to him this morning, he’d promptly removed the bow from his hair and threw it in the garbage, giving Marco an arch look. Marco thought the bow was funny, which is why he hadn’t removed it himself. It seemed fitting that any dog Jake Ryder had should be sporting bows.
 
   Jake took a seat next to Maria and motioned for the dog to climb under the table. The dog immediately complied. He was the most obedient pet Marco had ever seen and he almost wished Peyton hadn’t given him to Jake.
 
   A second later Tag and Defino arrived. Defino took the seat beside him, but Tag deliberately moved to the very end of the table, positioning herself as far away as she could. Marco wasn’t sure she was ever going to do more than tolerate all of them.
 
   “Where’s Brooks?” asked Defino.
 
   “At Dr. Ferguson’s,” he answered.
 
   “All right, let’s get started,” she said. “Cho and Simons, you had Tony Lopez. What’d you find out?”
 
   “He became a private detective in Sonoma. The night of Simon Olsen’s murder, he was collaring a bail jumper in Sacramento. They’ve got his signature on a police report at the same time as Olsen bit it,” said Simons.
 
   Defino nodded and looked at Tag. “Lawrence Lowell?”
 
   “Pushing up daisies in a sand dune for the past month or so. Preliminary autopsy suggests he died of heart failure.”
 
   “Okay.” Defino gave an aggravated sigh.
 
   Peyton suddenly appeared in the doorway. She always looked stressed after a meeting with Ferguson, thought Marco, and he wished she’d tell him more about what went on. She hurried around the table and took a seat next to Tag.
 
   “Sorry, it took forever to get through traffic.”
 
   “No problem. We’re just doing the updates,” said Defino.
 
   Jake finished typing into his tablet.
 
   “Who’s next, Maria?”
 
   “We have Paul Lund. He’s working security for BART.”
 
   “Huh, that has promise. Our first murder was in a BART station,” said Cho. “We’ll take it.”
 
   Maria slid it across to him, picking up the next file. “Then there’s Roy MacBride. He lives in Santa Clara now. He’s retired.”
 
   “We’ll take it,” said Tag.
 
   Peyton nodded distractedly.
 
   “Okay…” said Defino, but Marco motioned at Maria.
 
   “Give me one.”
 
   “D’Angelo…” began the captain.
 
   “This is taking too damn long, Captain. You need all of us on this.”
 
   She shrugged in acquiescence.
 
   Maria picked up a file. “Here’s Eugene MacFarland. He’s retired too, but he fishes every day from Mission Rock off the China Basin.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   Maria passed him the file.
 
   “Take Smith with you,” ordered Defino.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Be careful everyone,” said Defino and they all dispersed.
 
   Marco hung back to talk to Peyton as she made her way toward the door. “You okay?”
 
   She gave him a tense smile. “I’m fine. Hey, I’m going to be late tonight. I’m going home to pick up Pickles.”
 
   “I can get him for you.”
 
   “It’s okay. I want to pick up some clean clothes.”
 
   He followed her out the door. “How did the session go?”
 
   “It was fine,” she said, but she wasn’t looking at him.
 
   He touched her arm to stop her just past Maria’s desk. “Fine?”
 
   She shifted to face him again. “He wants to put me on anti-anxiety pills.”
 
   Marco narrowed his eyes. “Why?”
 
   “I told him how I wake up in a panic every night.”
 
   “What did you say about the pills?”
 
   “I told him I’m not taking them.”
 
   He breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s my girl.”
 
   She smiled at that. “I’m not going to lie. It’s tempting.” She glanced behind her, then lowered her voice. “Wouldn’t it be nice to sleep all the way through just one night?”
 
   He shook his head. “It’s overrated. I don’t mind waking up with you.”
 
   She reached out and touched his arm.
 
   He leaned close to her. “Besides, I like what happens after you calm down.”
 
   She laughed and pushed him in the chest. “Knock it off.” Turning away from him, she moved toward her desk. “You’d better be careful out there. You’ve gotten kinda soft since you became paperwork.”
 
    That was his girl, he thought, relieved to see her spirit.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “What do we got on MacBride?” asked Tag, wheeling the Mustang into traffic.
 
   Peyton was staring out the windows, thinking about her session with Dr. Ferguson. Would anti-anxiety pills work or would they just dope her up? She knew what Abe would say – he’d be adamantly against them, but then Abe didn’t like any sort of medications, unless it was alcohol. Even then, lately he’d been after her to quit drinking.
 
   “Fluffy?”
 
   Peyton blinked and glanced at her. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “You okay?”
 
   She shifted in the seat and studied Tag’s profile. It was hard not to stare at the skull tattoo on her neck. “Yeah. You ever take any psych drugs?”
 
   “Like for depression?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Once. When I quit smoking.”
 
   “Did they work?”
 
   “I didn’t shoot anyone, if that’s what you mean. Why?”
 
   “Dr. Ferguson suggested I take an anti-anxiety medication and I was wondering if I should.”
 
   Tag glanced at her. “I’m no doctor, so anything I say is...well, just personal opinion, but you seem to be holding up okay. You come to work each day and you perform your job well.”
 
   Peyton looked out at the freeway. “I wake up in a cold sweat every single night, my heart pounding in my throat.”
 
   Tag didn’t respond for a moment, then she shot a wry smile at Peyton. “Must be hard on Lieutenant GQ, eh? A man like that needs his beauty sleep?”
 
   Peyton ignored the comment. “Whenever we go on a call, I’m hyper aware of every movement anyone makes, and when people come up behind me, I damn near piss myself.”
 
   “But you still get up each morning and come to work.”
 
   Peyton fussed with the vent on the air conditioner. “I had to leave the grocery store yesterday because a man reached around me for some milk. I felt like I was going to pass out and when I got out of the store, I couldn’t drive for about ten minutes until I calmed down.”
 
   Tag drummed her hands on the steering wheel. “You tell Lieutenant GQ about that?”
 
   Peyton shook her head.
 
   “You tell the shrink?”
 
   Peyton shook her head again.
 
   “Okay, look, what does it hurt to try the pills?”
 
   “I’m afraid I’ll become reliant on them. I’m afraid of the side effects.” She didn’t mention that Marco basically told her he didn’t want her to take them.
 
   “You really want to know what I think?”
 
   “Please.”
 
   “I think you’re being too hard on yourself. It’s only been, what...a little over a week? I’d probably be swinging at people who come up on me. I think what’s happening is a pretty normal reaction to your experience and I think you should give yourself a little more time. If in six months, you still can’t buy milk, then cry defeat, but right now, I think you shouldn’t be so stressed over it.”
 
   Peyton considered that a moment in silence. Then she gave Tag a smile. “Thank you. That really helped. I needed to hear that from someone who wasn’t so closely involved.”
 
   Tag shrugged. “No problem.”
 
   Peyton played with the vent some more. “So, since we just had a moment, you think maybe you could tell me your real name?”
 
   Tag exhaled in aggravation. “Leave it to you to ruin said moment, Fluffy. No, I don’t think maybe I’ll tell you my real name. You ain’t earned that yet.”
 
   Peyton slumped in the chair.
 
   “You wanna give me an address for this MacBride dude or do I have to try my skills at telepathy?”
 
   Peyton reached into the back and hooked the file, opening it on her lap. “You know I won’t tell anyone?”
 
   Tag made a noise of disgust. “Right. When you’re sitting up in bed with your night terrors, I’ll just bet you tell Lieutenant GQ all sorts of secrets.”
 
   Peyton flipped the file to another page. “No, I don’t,” she grumbled, then looked over at Tag in horror, realizing what she just said, but Tag simply chuckled and shook her head.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco and Smith wandered out toward Mission Rock Pier, showing their photo to the men gathered along the edge, fishing. A few said they recognized Eugene MacFarland by sight, but no one seemed to know him by name. Until they came to the end.
 
   A small man in a beanie and a down-filled camo-colored jacket sat on a camp stool, dangling his fishing line in the water. He was of an indiscriminate ethnicity and about 60 years old. He looked at the photo, then nodded. “Yep, that’s Eugene.”
 
   “You know him well?” asked Marco, placing the picture back in the file and tucking it under his arm, so he could put his hands in his pockets. The breeze off the bay was chilling.
 
   “Known him these last four years. He comes out here every day and fishes for a few hours.”
 
   “Can I get your name?”
 
   “Who’s asking?”
 
   Marco removed his badge and showed it to the man. He hadn’t thought it was necessary since Smith was in uniform, but apparently it was. “D’Angelo and Smith,” he said.
 
   “Lieutenant D’Angelo,” Smith corrected mildly.
 
   “Well, Lieutenant,” said the man, “I’m Pauly Barton.” He held out a gloved hand and shook Marco’s. “Pleased to meet you.”
 
   Marco looked around the pier. “You seen MacFarland today?”
 
   “Nope. Fact is, he ain’t been out here for about three weeks.”
 
   “Do you have his number?”
 
   “Nope. We ain’t that close. We just spend a few hours a day fishing.”
 
   “He ever talk about what he does when he isn’t fishing?”
 
   “Yep. We talk about our kids. He’s got a daughter, grown now. His wife died about three years ago. Real sad. He wasn’t sure what to do without her.”
 
   Marco exchanged a look with Smith. This guy was sounding awfully familiar. “You know where he lives?”
 
   Pauly nodded his head at the bay. “He’s got one of them houseboat thingys over in Sausalito. He’s lived on it ever since he retired.”
 
   “Don’t suppose you have an address?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   Marco reached for one of his cards and passed it to Pauly. “Call me the next time he shows up, okay?”
 
   “He in trouble?”
 
   Marco shook his head. “He’s an ex-cop. We just want his opinion on a case.”
 
   “Good to know.” Pauly looked at the card, then tucked it into his coat. “You ever wanna do some fishing, this here’s the spot.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” Marco answered, then motioned Smith back down the pier.
 
   As they walked toward the end, Marco pulled out his phone and dialed Maria at the precinct. She answered on the second ring.
 
   “Hey, Maria?”
 
   “Hey, Marco baby, what can I do for you, darlin’?”
 
   “Do we have an address on Eugene MacFarland?”
 
   “Hold on a moment.”
 
   He and Smith left the pier and angled up the street where he’d parked the Charger.
 
   Maria came back on the line. “I’m sending the address to your phone. He’s out in Sausalito on a houseboat.”
 
   “Great. Can you call the Sausalito Police Department and asked them to stand by?”
 
   “On it.”
 
   “Thanks, Maria.”
 
   “You’re welcome, baby.”
 
   The line disconnected and a moment later, the text message came through. Marco glanced at it. “Sorry, Frank. Looks like we’re heading across the bay.”
 
   “No problem. I’m all yours.”
 
   “Wife died three years ago and the guy hasn’t shown up in three weeks.” Marco slowed and looked out over the bay. “You could probably take a zodiac from Sausalito to Alcatraz fairly easily, wouldn’t you say? Or visa versa?”
 
   “I’d say it would be an easy way to hide it. I’ll bet most of those houseboat people own ‘em.”
 
   “Yep.” He continued walking. “Think we’d be that lucky to catch the bastard at home?”
 
   “We can always hope. If we’re going to be cornering him, I like to think it’s us and not a certain curly-headed little detective we both know.”
 
   Marco sighed. “That was sort of my idea coming out here today. I feel so damn jumpy every time she leaves the precinct.”
 
   They arrived at the Charger and Smith made eye contact with him over the roof. “Actually, I wanted to talk to you about that.”
 
   “Okay?” Marco pushed the button to unlock the Charger and they both climbed inside. Inserting the key into the ignition, he gave Smith a glance from the corner of his eyes. “About what in particular?”
 
   Smith fastened his seatbelt. “Look, you and me, we’ve worked together a long time, right?”
 
   “Right.” Marco pulled out onto the street.
 
   “And understand where I’m coming from, I ain’t got no complaints, okay?”
 
   “Okay?”
 
   “I mean with you being my supervisor and all. You’re a good cop, D’Angelo.”
 
   Marco frowned, but didn’t respond. He wasn’t sure why Smith needed this elaborate set-up right now.
 
   “It’s just…” Smith sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “Here’s the thing. Peyton’s like a daughter to me.”
 
   Marco pulled to a halt at a stop light and looked over at him. He had a sinking feeling he knew where this was going now. “Okay?”
 
   “I think the world of that little gal, and I sure as hell would hate to see her get hurt.”
 
   “Why would she be hurt, Frank?”
 
   Smith met Marco’s look. “Listen, I don’t want to go into it, but I’ve been on the force a long time. There’s only one reason a captain splits up a successful team like yours.”
 
   Marco started driving again. “I see.”
 
   “I’m not trying to interfere, but I sure don’t want to see you deal double with her.”
 
   “Deal double with her?”
 
   “I want to make sure your intentions are honorable.”
 
   Marco let out a laugh.
 
   “I’m not kidding.”
 
   “No, I know you’re not. It’s just everyone I’ve talked to in the last few days has started speaking like a 1930s movie character.”
 
   Smith frowned.
 
   Marco held up a hand, shooting him a quick look. “Listen, Frank, you don’t have to worry. Peyton’s the best thing that ever happened to me and I sure as shit don’t want to do anything that will screw that up.”
 
   “That’s good enough for me.”
 
   Marco fought a smile. “Not that I give a damn, but Peyton is all fired intent on keeping this on the down low, if you understand me?”
 
   “Now who’s talking like he’s from the 1930s,” said Smith with a laugh.
 
   “Yeah. Anyway, can we just keep this conversation between the two of us?”
 
   “You got it. I got no reason to gossip.”
 
   “Thanks. Personally, it annoys the crap out of me, all this sneaking around, but she’s determined about it and if there’s one thing I’ve learned, she gets her way whenever she’s determined.”
 
   “Most women do,” said Smith, patting him on the shoulder.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Roy MacBride lived in a little green cottage in Santa Clara. It couldn’t have been larger than three bedrooms, but Peyton figured it probably set him back about half a mil. The small front yard was going to seed and the roots of a large tree were breaking up the concrete leading to the door.
 
   Peyton marked the peeling paint on the siding, the mildew around the window to the left of the door. A cat lounged on a redwood chair in front of the window, climbing to his feet as Peyton reached for the doorbell. He stretched and pressed his head under her hand as she pushed the button.
 
   Scratching his head, Peyton listened to the chimes sounding inside the house. A moment later the lock turned and the door opened, revealing a skeletally thin man bracing himself on a walker. He smiled, showing a row of yellow teeth with gaps where he’d lost a few.
 
   Tag shot Peyton a look.
 
   Peyton reached for her badge. “Mr. MacBride?” she asked, showing it to him.
 
   “Yes, come in.” He shuffled back a step with the walker.
 
   The cat bounded out of the chair and streaked into the house, disappearing around the corner.
 
   “Please, come in,” said MacBride again.
 
   Tag touched Peyton’s arm, nodding back toward the street. Peyton understood what she meant. Clearly Roy MacBride was too frail to have harmed anyone, but it would appear rude of them to leave so quickly.
 
   Peyton stepped inside the house, motioning Tag to follow. Tag made a noise of protest, but crossed the threshold behind her. Immediately the smell of cleaning fluid assailed them, followed by the musty odor of a house that had been shut up for too long.
 
   Peyton forced a smile for MacBride and held out her hand. “I’m Inspector Peyton Brooks and this is my partner, Inspector Tag Shotwell.”
 
   “Yes, I got a call saying you’d be coming. You wanted to talk about Simon Olsen, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Well, come on back. I was just having lunch. You hungry?”
 
   “No, thank you,” said Peyton, but she walked at his shoulder as he shuffled off in the direction the cat had gone.
 
   They entered a spotlessly clean, yellow kitchen with dated appliances and cracked floor linoleum. The counters were covered in brown tile, the sort that had been immensely popular in the 1970s. Peyton was beginning to see how MacBride afforded this home in Santa Clara.
 
   MacBride angled his walker into the table and slumped down in a chair. A half a sandwich sat on a plate before him with a glass of milk. He motioned to the two kitchen chairs covered in cracked yellow vinyl.
 
   Peyton took a seat, but Tag refused, leaning against the doorjamb. Peyton glared at her, but she simply glared back, giving Peyton another motion of her head toward the front door. MacBride studied the sandwich, then pushed it away.
 
   “So Simon Olsen, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, how long did you work with him?”
 
   “About two years over at Ingleside. Not really surprised to find out someone did the bastard in.”
 
   “That seems to be the consensus,” said Peyton.
 
   A middle aged woman of Filipino descent appeared in the kitchen doorway. She carried a small plastic box with her. “Hello?” she said, giving Peyton and Tag a questioning look.
 
   Peyton held up her badge, but before she could introduce herself, MacBride leaned back in his chair.
 
   “Rosita, this is Inspector Brooks and Shotwell from the SFPD, my old stomping grounds.”
 
   “Nice to meet you,” she said, setting the plastic box on the counter. “Mr. MacBride, you need to eat.” She pushed the sandwich back at him.
 
   “Rosita’s my nurse. My son hired her to pester me.”
 
   She frowned at him, but shook her head fondly, resting a hand on his thin shoulder. “Pester for love,” she said, going to the sink and reaching for a glass on the dish drainer.
 
   “Are you ill?” asked Peyton.
 
   MacBride scratched the back of his hand. His veins showed starkly against his pale skin. “Pancreatic cancer.”
 
   Rosita carried the glass to him, then opened a hatch on the plastic box and shook a handful of pills onto the table.
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Peyton.
 
   He stared at the pills, giving a grim smile. Peyton stared at them as well. It was a daunting number.
 
   “You need to eat and take medicine,” said Rosita.
 
   He picked up a pill and placed it in his mouth, lifting the water glass to his lips and swallowing. “Are you sure you don’t want lunch? Rosita makes a mean tuna salad.”
 
   Peyton smiled and shook her head. “We ate before we got here.”
 
   He nodded and picked up another pill.
 
   “How well did you know Simon Olsen?”
 
   “Better than I wanted. He wasn’t a very good cop. Too busy chasing skirt.” He gave Peyton a worried look. “Sorry. Guess that’s not politically correct now, is it?”
 
   “I don’t mind. He pissed a lot of people off, didn’t he?”
 
   “Yeah. And not just women. A lot of men took offense at his behavior.”
 
   “Anyone in particular?”
 
   He put the glass down and pushed it away.
 
   “You take the rest, Mr. MacBride,” said Rosita.
 
   “In a minute, please.”
 
   She subsided and went back to the sink, beginning to wash a few dishes.
 
   Tag cleared her throat, nodding toward the front door again.
 
   Peyton ignored her. “Did Olsen piss off anyone in particular? I mean was anyone more upset than the others?”
 
   “Naw. Not really. We were all pretty tight. You know how it is. You work with people for a long time and it gets so they’re almost family.”
 
   Peyton smiled. “I know.”
 
   “I’d have remembered if anyone got mad enough to off him. Never heard any threats or anything. It was probably someone outside of Ingleside.”
 
   “Could be.”
 
   “God, we used to have so much fun. I still remember every collar like it was yesterday.” He leaned forward and his face became animated. “This one time, we were going after this football player, lineman for the Niners. Big Samoan guy.” He stopped himself. “Sorry, guess that’s not politically correct either.”
 
   “It’s okay.”
 
   “Anyway. He got drunk after a game and hit a Jag. Some hot shot business guy on Market. Wants to press charges for hit and run. Got his license plate number. So we go out to arrest him.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   Rosita looked over and gave Peyton a grateful smile. Peyton returned it.
 
   “He resists arrest. Giant of a man. 350...400 pounds. Took four of us to wrestle him to the ground. Know what?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The damn handcuffs wouldn’t fit.”
 
   Peyton laughed.
 
   MacBride’s smile sobered and he sat back in his chair. “You’re a good girl, you know that?” Then he shook his head. “Sorry, that’s probably not politically correct.”
 
   “I don’t mind, but what do you mean?”
 
   “I mean you’re sitting here listening to an old man share war stories when you got better places to be. It’s kinda nice.”
 
   Tag made a face, showing her frustration, but she suddenly stomped over to the table and threw herself into the other chair, her leather creaking. “So what’d you do?”
 
   MacBride blinked at her in confusion. “Sorry?”
 
   “About the lineman? The handcuffs?”
 
   “Oh!” MacBride’s face lit with happiness. “We used a bungee cord.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   The dock swayed with the motion of their bodies as they walked out to MacFarland’s houseboat. It wasn’t really much of a boat, or a house for that matter. It was a single story, squat building with brown shingles cascading over the roof all the way down to the pontoons that it sat upon.
 
   Marco eyed the gangplank, leading from the dock to the house itself, but Smith ventured right over. It dipped and swayed, but it supported him. Smith looked back at him, then surveyed the gangplank.
 
   “You coming?”
 
   “Yeah.” But he didn’t move.
 
   “You scared?”
 
   Marco shot him a look. “No. Just…”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It doesn’t look stable.”
 
   “It’s not stable. It’s on water. Come on.”
 
   “I weigh more than you do.”
 
   “You want me to tell Holmes your pansy ass couldn’t cross a little bit of wood over water?”
 
   Marco clenched his jaw, then stepped on the plank, hurrying to the other side.
 
   Smith laughed when he stumbled up beside him. “Relax, big guy, it held you.”
 
   “Yeah, but we gotta go back.”
 
   Smith laughed again.
 
   Marco reached for his badge and loosened his gun in his holster. “You ready?”
 
   “Sure am.”
 
   A sliding glass door passed for the front door on this thing. Marco looked around for a bell or knocker, but found nothing. He rapped loudly on the glass, flinching when the sound echoed away over the water.
 
   Through a sheer curtain covering the glass, Marco could see someone approaching the slider.
 
   A hand parted the curtains and unlocked the slider, then pulled the slider back and peered out. Eugene MacFarland was about 5’4”, but he was built in that compact, powerful way of a boxer. He wore a black beanie on his head and a fishing vest with tattered jeans and Doc Marten boots.
 
   “What?” he grumbled. He carried a paperback and a pair of glasses in his other hand.
 
   Marco released his held breath. He’d almost convinced himself this guy was the Janitor and would meet them with a drawn weapon. He lifted his badge. “Lieutenant D’Angelo and Officer Smith. We’d like to ask you a few questions about Simon Olsen.”
 
   “Simon Olsen? That old hound dog. What bitch he get pregnant now?”
 
   “None. He’s dead. Hung.”
 
   “Suicide.”
 
   “Nope. Murder.”
 
   “Huh?” He tilted his head and gave Marco an appraising look. “Interesting.”
 
   “Yeah. Did you work with him?”
 
   “Damn near four years. He was a hound dog, always sniffing after bitches in heat.”
 
   “Do you mind if we talk to you?”
 
   “We’re talking, ain’t we?”
 
   Marco shared a look with Smith. This guy knew his stuff. Never voluntarily let cops or vampires into your house. Suddenly, he missed Peyton. She would be able to talk this guy into letting them inside. She would charm him so completely that he’d probably offer her a kidney or something.
 
   “You didn’t hear about Simon Olsen’s death?”
 
   “Why would I hear about it?”
 
   “He was a councilman.”
 
   “You think I follow politics. Couldn’t give a damn less.”
 
   Clearly Marco wasn’t finding the right wedge. Smith gave him a pointed stare. Marco glanced around the patio of the houseboat. “So what’s it like living on one of these things?” He deliberately wandered away from the door and toward the back of the boat. He could feel it dip with his movements. He didn’t like the feeling.
 
   MacFarland followed him, shutting the slider behind him. He settled his glasses and the book on a folding deck chair, walking to his side. “It’s nice. People don’t usually bother you out here.”
 
   Marco nodded, resting his hands on the railing. “Bet you wanted to get away after being a cop all those years?”
 
   “Don’t you?” He eyed Marco up and down. “Maybe not. Guy like you probably likes all sorts of attention.”
 
   Marco ignored that. “So, how do you get around? Go to town? Get groceries?”
 
   MacFarland narrowed his eyes on him. “Why don’t you ask me what you really want to know?”
 
   Marco shifted to face him. “Do you own a Zodiac?”
 
   “Pretty much everyone out here does.”
 
   “Where is it?”
 
   “Other side of the boat. You got a warrant to see it.”
 
   “Do I need a warrant to see it?”
 
   “Yeah, you do.”
 
   Marco straightened to his full height. “Guess I’ll be back then.”
 
   “Guess so.”
 
   Even though Marco towered over him, MacFarland didn’t back down. Marco eased away from the rail and walked toward Smith. Smith waited until he was beyond him before he turned around.
 
   As they made their way to the dock, Marco shifted and watched MacFarland take a seat on the deck chair, placing his glasses on his head and picking up his book.
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   Marco shook his head. “I don’t know. He’s sure cagey as shit.”
 
   “That he is.”
 
   “Let’s get a warrant to search inside as well.”
 
   Smith reached for his phone. “On it.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco climbed the stairs to his apartment, trying to force the frustration of the day away. He felt like he hadn’t handled MacFarland the right way. He should have been able to get him to cooperate, but it hadn’t gone right the moment they showed up at his door.
 
   Now, all he wanted was to spend the night curled up with Peyton and her silly little dog. He wanted that more than he’d wanted anything in a long time. How quickly she had become the focus of his days, the very thing that drove him home at night.
 
   He put his key in the lock and pushed open the door. Pickles’ happy bark greeted him, but when he stepped inside, he was surprised to find his mother standing in the kitchen, holding a sobbing Peyton in her arms.
 
   As he stood watching in bewilderment, Peyton eased out of his mother’s hold.
 
   “Go wash your face, dear,” said his mother, clasping her shoulders.
 
   Peyton immediately turned away and hurried to the bedroom, shutting the door behind her. She deliberately avoided making eye contact with him. Marco picked up Pickles and gave him a scratch behind the ear, closing the door at his back.
 
   “What’s going on? Why are you here, Mom?”
 
   His mother clasped her hands over her apron. “I thought I’d come by and make the two of you dinner, so you didn’t have to worry about it tonight. Your father’s at a Warriors’ game with Bernardo.”
 
   He should have been able to smell his mother’s cooking in the hallway. Of course, his damn brothers would have to tell her about him and Peyton.
 
   He settled Pickles on the couch. “Why was she crying?”
 
   “I think she’s had a bad day. When she came in, I just told her how happy I was the two of you have finally admitted your feelings for each other and hugged her. Then she burst into tears.”
 
   Marco glanced at the bedroom door.
 
   “Give her a moment to collect herself,” said his mother. “Women don’t like their men to see them all upset.”
 
   “I need to talk to her.”
 
   “Well, if you insist, take her this.” She picked up a glass of red wine from his bistro table. “I poured her a glass of wine.”
 
   “She’s not drinking right now, Mom.”
 
   His mother’s face lit up. “Why not?”
 
   Marco knew immediately what she thought, but he shook his head. “It’s not that. The doctor thinks she has PTSD, so she’s afraid drinking might become a crutch. She’s avoiding it right now.”
 
   “Oh dear.” Mona drew the wine glass back. “I didn’t know.”
 
   He came forward and kissed her forehead. “I know. It’s okay.”
 
   She touched his cheek. “I really am happy for the two of you.”
 
   Marco smiled. “Thanks.”
 
   He pulled away and walked to the bedroom, pushing open the door. Peyton was sitting on the end of the bed, a damp washcloth in her hands. She glanced up at him when he stepped inside, shutting the door behind him.
 
   “I’ll bet your Barbies never made you go through this much work,” she said with a sigh.
 
   He smiled. “Didn’t really give much of a damn, to be honest. Besides, you forget I’ve known you for a long time. I knew what I was getting myself into.”
 
   “Thanks. That makes me feel so much better.”
 
   He moved to the bed and sat down next to her, reaching out to brush her curls behind her ear. “What’s going on?”
 
   She stared at the washcloth. “We went to see Roy MacBride today. He’s dying of pancreatic cancer.” She shook her head. “He’s all alone. No one’s with him. When he dies, no one will care.” She lifted the washcloth and let it fall again. “I just kept thinking how that could have been me a while ago.”
 
   He wiped a tear away from her cheek. “It would never have been you, sweetheart. Not the way you collect stray people and dogs. I think the bigger problem is whether you’ll ever have a moment alone to yourself again.”
 
   She gave a half-sob, half-laugh. “Then I come in here and your mother…” She motioned to the door. “She tells me how happy she is that we’re together and welcomes me with open arms…” Bracing her elbow against her knee, she laid her chin on her hand and looked over at him. “Everyone should have someone who’s there for them when they need it. But what do I do? I keep falling apart on you.”
 
   He toyed with a curl. “Peyton, there’s so much to worry about in this world. It seems like a waste of energy to worry about things that you don’t need to worry about. Do you think that if you get upset or cry, I’m going to run away? After all this time? Do you really doubt me?”
 
   “I just don’t want you to think I’m weak, needy.”
 
   He laughed. “I think you are the strongest person I’ve ever met. I’m so in awe of you, I wish you could see yourself the way I do. I felt that way when we first met, and that feeling has only grown with the years. Never doubt that, Peyton. Damn it, woman, I love you.”
 
   She smiled at him. “D’Angelo, if your mother wasn’t here, you would so be getting sex right now.”
 
   “Then let’s hurry up and eat her dinner,” he said.
 
   Peyton laughed and let him pull her to her feet, but rather than opening the door, he drew her into his arms and just held her for a moment.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   The Examiner had given Genevieve her own cubicle. Three grey temporary walls that enclosed a desk and a few cabinets. She’d never been more grateful for anything in her life. She swiveled her chair around and took it all in. Pinning a few pictures on the batting, adding a green plant to the corner, and pasting a few quotes on the edges of a cork board made it feel more personal, hers, and she liked that.
 
   Reaching into the drawer on her desk, she pulled out her purse and settled it on the blotter in front of her, then rose to her feet and reached for her jacket. She’d just pulled it on when her cell phone rang.
 
   She went motionless, staring at it. She didn’t recognize the number, but then she never did. Glancing over her shoulder, she marked where her fellow journalists were, then she sat down again and picked up the phone, thumbing it on.
 
   Pressing it to her ear, she just held it, unable to make her voice work.
 
   “Did you figure out who Ambrose Bierce was?” came his voice.
 
   She closed her eyes and forced herself to take a deep breath. “Yes.”
 
   “Who was he?”
 
   “He was a San Francisco journalist in the late 1860s who wrote scathing articles for the Examiner. He disappeared in Mexico and no one ever knew what happened to him.”
 
   “Good. You did your research. Clearly, he was a man unafraid of risk.”
 
   “Who died because of it.”
 
   “You don’t know that. No one knows what happened to him.”
 
   “Someone knows. Someone has to.”
 
   “Why? What if he went into the jungle and disappeared? Here’s the illusion you’re operating under. You think people matter. You think individual lives have meaning. When it comes down to it, no one matters. No one has meaning. Presidents, Kings, Emperors all become dust and blow away.”
 
   “Is that how you felt about Missy?”
 
   The line went quiet. Genevieve glanced around, but no one seemed to be paying her any attention. God, he kept her off-balance. One minute he chided her for her lack of courage, the next he scolded her for being too bold. And she was beginning to question her own sanity. She was expecting logic and reason from a sociopath.
 
   “Ambrose?”
 
   “She mattered.”
 
   Genevieve swallowed hard. Her palms were sweating. “You loved her?”
 
   “I adored her.”
 
   “How long were you married?”
 
   “The years don’t matter. Fifty, sixty years, it wouldn’t have been enough. Nothing would have been enough.”
 
   Genevieve felt tears burn her eyes. “Why me? Why did you pick me?”
 
   “You said it the other day.”
 
   “What did I say?”
 
   “That the fifties weren’t a good time for certain people. You were right. If you weren’t white, it was a difficult time. And it didn’t get much better. Not for a long time. Not for people of two different backgrounds. Even now, there are people who can’t accept change, can’t accept that love doesn’t know color.”
 
   “Missy was black?” Genevieve covered the phone with both hands, lowering her voice. “You were a mixed couple?”
 
   He didn’t answer, but his silence was enough.
 
   “It must have been hard. You’re right. Even now, even now there are people who refuse to accept other people’s lifestyles.”
 
   “We think we can rehabilitate child molesters. We release wife beaters on the street. We turn a blind eye to rape and incest and abuse, but two people in love…”
 
   “Two people in love?”
 
   He sighed. “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “It does. It does to me.” She glanced around again. “You sound tired, Ambrose. You can’t win this battle. You can’t stop the sickness in society by yourself. You need to turn yourself in.”
 
   He laughed. “Just when I think you’re beginning to understand, you prove to me how young and foolish you are. Turn myself in? Let them slap me in a cell and try me for doing their job? And then what? Wait for them to put a needle in my arm? That’s just stupid.”
 
   Genevieve gripped the phone convulsively. How quickly he shifted, how quickly everything went south between them. “I’m not the enemy, Ambrose. I’m trying to understand.”
 
   “Well, you don’t! You can’t! You never will!”
 
   Genevieve closed her eyes. “Please don’t…”
 
   The silence on the other end pressed on her. The echo of his last words haunting. She slowly held the phone away from her face and stared at the display. The call had ended.
 
   She set the phone on the blotter and pushed it away from herself. Rising to her feet, she paced back and forth in the cubicle. She should call Inspector D’Angelo. She should tell him what she’d been doing. She was clearly out of her depth and she had no idea how to get out of it.
 
   Walking back to the blotter, she stared at the blank screen, willing herself to have the courage to make the call, willing herself to end it. Clenching her teeth, she snatched the phone up and thumbed it on, pressing the contact list. Her finger hovered over the entry, then she forced herself to press it. Lifting the phone to her ear, she stared at the pictures she’d tacked to the cubicle – her mother, her father, her brother. She missed them.
 
   “Hello?” came the voice.
 
   Genevieve swallowed at the tightness in her throat. “Hey, Jimmy, it’s me. I was wondering if you wanted to come over for dinner tonight.”
 
   “Yeah, can I bring some wine?”
 
   “Wine?” She pushed her hair back from her face. “Yeah, wine would be good.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   The sun was shining fully when Marco pulled the Charger up to the end of the dock. He and Jake climbed out, Jake slinging his evidence case over his shoulder. Smith stepped off the dock, handing Marco the search warrant.
 
   “Is MacFarland home?” Marco asked.
 
   “Yep. He’s been peeking out the slider, watching us.”
 
   Marco looked down the dock, marking the uniformed officers stationed at regular intervals.
 
   Jake took in the scenery. “I think I could live like this. The weather seems better than the City.”
 
   Marco ignored him, following Smith back to the dock. He was already fretting about having to cross the plank onto MacFarland’s houseboat. He wanted to finish up this mess and get back across the bay.
 
   MacFarland was waiting outside as they approached. He was dressed in a filthy pair of jeans, slippers, and a baggy sweatshirt. His grey hair was mussed and a day’s growth of stubble shadowed his chin. He had his arms crossed over his chest and he was eyeing the police with a scowl.
 
   Marco gritted his teeth and followed Smith across the planking. Jake bounded up right behind him as MacFarland squared off in front of them.
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” he growled.
 
   Marco held out the warrant. “We told you we’d be back with a warrant, Mr. MacFarland.”
 
   “What? A warrant for what? What the hell are you talking about? I’d better see a badge.”
 
   Marco and Smith exchanged a look as Marco reached for his badge. “I showed you my badge yesterday,” he said, holding it out. “Lieutenant D’Angelo?”
 
   MacFarland stared at him, then glanced at the badge, but there didn’t seem to be any recognition in his face. “What the hell is the warrant for?”
 
   “Your house and the Zodiac.”
 
   “What the hell are you looking for?”
 
   “Smith, take Ryder inside and start searching,” he said, moving toward MacFarland.
 
   MacFarland backed up a few steps. “What the hell is this about?”
 
   Jake ducked his head and followed Smith to the slider. MacFarland moved as if he might block them, but Marco placed a hand on his shoulder. He shook Marco off.
 
   “Calm down, Mr. MacFarland.”
 
   “Calm down? You’re invading my home. What the hell do you want from me?”
 
   Marco sighed. Why couldn’t these things ever go easily? “We just want to look around.”
 
   “For what?” He moved around Marco and shuffled over to the slider, stepping into the houseboat.
 
   Marco ducked in after MacFarland and grimaced. The interior was circa 1970’s with heavy wood paneling and low ceilings. Some threadbare brown furniture created a sitting area around a boxy 1980’s television set.
 
   “Don’t touch anything!” said MacFarland, following on Jake’s heels.
 
   Marco clamped a hand on MacFarland’s shoulder and hauled him back. “Take a seat, sir,” he said firmly.
 
   Something in his tone must have registered because MacFarland sank into a recliner, staring up at Marco with anxious, watery eyes. Marco felt a strange rush of pity for him. He seemed more than a little confused by their presence, but they’d just been out there the day before. The belligerent old man of yesterday now seemed bewildered and afraid.
 
   Jake shot him a final look before disappearing into the kitchen.
 
   “We told you we’d be back with a warrant, Mr. MacFarland,” said Marco, staring down at him.
 
   He grasped the arms of the recliner violently. “What are you talking about? I’ve never seen you in my life.”
 
   Marco frowned. What the hell?
 
   “Uh, Adonis,” said Jake, poking his head back out of the kitchen.
 
   Marco glanced over his shoulder at him. “What?”
 
   “You might want to come in here.”
 
   Marco backed away from MacFarland, motioning Smith to watch him, then he turned and walked into the kitchen, coming to a stop, his mouth falling open. Slowly, he turned a complete circle taking it all in.
 
   Yellow sticky notes covered every surface.
 
   “What the hell…” he breathed out.
 
   Jake settled his case on a kitchen table cluttered with cereal boxes and crackers and various dried goods. Yellow sticky notes adorned even these.
 
   Walking to the stove, Marco leaned over and read the scribbled note in the center of the yellow scrap of paper. Make sure oven is off. He moved to the refrigerator and stared at the notes papering the outside. Check expiration dates on containers. Take your pills.
 
   He scanned across to the small window that looked out over the back of the boat. A row of prescription bottles lined the window sill and taped directly below it were more notes. Two in particular read Hot and Cold, sitting just above the sink and behind the faucet.
 
   Picking up one of the prescription bottles, Marco reached for his phone and pressed the icon for Abe. He turned and surveyed the whole kitchen as he waited for the call to connect. “What the shit?” he muttered.
 
   Jake gave him a lift of his brows as he waited patiently by the table.
 
   “The sweetest part of any day is seeing your pretty face on my phone display,” came Abe’s voice. “What’s shaking, Angel?”
 
   “What is galantamine?”
 
   “What? Can I have a frame of reference?”
 
   “Drug, prescription.”
 
   “Hold on.”
 
   Marco glanced over at Jake. “I was hoping this was it. He was cagey as hell yesterday.”
 
   “Cagey or confused?”
 
   Marco rubbed the back of his neck. “I didn’t think confused. He was almost combative. He wouldn’t let us anywhere near the place. Told us to get a warrant.”
 
   Jake motioned at the yellow sticky notes. “Either he’s the cagiest bastard around or he’s not functioning on all cylinders, Adonis.”
 
   Marco turned and looked out the window. He could see the Zodiac bobbing against the dock. “God, I was hoping this was it.”
 
   “You didn’t really think he was the Janitor?”
 
   “He has a Zodiac and he wouldn’t let us in the house.”
 
   “The Janitor wanted you to shoot him and end it. He isn’t going to meet you at the door in his slippers, Adonis.”
 
   Marco looked back at him. “If he wanted to end it, he might.”
 
   “You think the Janitor doesn’t know you want him dead, especially after Peyton? He isn’t going down this way. Not this guy. He’s going down in a hail of bullets and blood.”
 
   Marco’s mouth went dry. That was exactly what he feared. This poking around wasn’t going to get them anything. When the Janitor wanted to end it, he would do so in epic, murderous fashion. “That’s great, Ryder. That’s just freakin’ great!”
 
   Jake shrugged.
 
   “Okay, Angel,” came Abe’s voice. “You said galantamine?”
 
   “Yeah, but I think I know what it is.”
 
   “Alzheimer’s medication.”
 
   “Right.” Marco clenched his jaw. “Thanks.”
 
   “See you at game night tonight, gorgeous.”
 
   Marco frowned. “What?”
 
   “Game night? At our girl’s house? Didn’t Peyton or Jake tell you?”
 
   “No, what the hell is game night?”
 
   Jake glanced up. “Oh, yeah, we’re having game night at Peyton’s tonight.”
 
   “What’s game night?” Marco repeated.
 
   “See you then. Wear something sexy,” came Abe’s voice.
 
   The call disconnected.
 
   Marco shoved the phone back in his pocket. “Game night?”
 
   “So, do you still want me to look around?”
 
   Marco sighed. “Yeah, just don’t mess up anything. Or touch one of his sticky notes.”
 
   “Got it.” Jake turned to his case. “You might wanna see if he has family or anything? Seems like he’s not functioning too good by himself anymore.”
 
   Marco clenched his fist. “Peyton always handled this shit. I freakin’ hate this.”
 
   “Well, you should have thought of that before you started sleeping with her.”
 
   Marco glowered at him, but Jake was unfazed. “Shut up, Ryder,” he said, pushing away from the counter and moving toward the living room.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco got back to the precinct around noon. He walked to his cubicle, avoiding everyone, and tore off his jacket, throwing it into his desk chair. He watched the chair rotate in a circle as he fought for composure.
 
   Eugene MacFarland had a daughter who lived in Sacramento. The daughter had written the sticky notes, but she informed Marco she considered that the extent of her responsibility. Her father refused to move to an assisted facility and she didn’t have time to deal with it right now. She had kids’ soccer practice and carpools to organize. Unfortunately, without the daughter’s help, there wasn’t much more Marco could do. He’d left MacFarland fussing over his sticky notes, shuffling confusedly around in his slippers.
 
   “Hey!”
 
   Marco looked over his shoulder. Tag was standing in the opening of his cubicle. “Hey?”
 
   She jerked her chin toward the break room. “You might want to check on your girlfriend. Last I saw, she was trying to freebase an entire chocolate cake by herself.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Roy MacBride died in his sleep last night.”
 
   Marco rubbed a hand across his forehead. “That’s just awesome.”
 
   “Yeah, well, how do you think I feel? I didn’t want a damn partner, but in the past week, I’ve helped adopt a dog, spent two hours listening to a sick old man reminisce about the good old days, and Friday, I get to go to a funeral for someone I didn’t even know.”
 
   Marco smiled.
 
   “Don’t look smug. You’re going too.”
 
   “Of course I am.”
 
   “And then there’s game night tonight. I don’t even know what the hell that is, but I’ve got to go.” She let her hand fall against her thigh. “Game night? Knowing her, it’s probably Candy Land.”
 
   Marco frowned. “Candy Land?”
 
   “Or something with glitter and sparkles.” She pointed at Marco. “Unicorns. I’ll just bet there’s gonna be unicorns.”
 
   Marco laughed.
 
   Tag made a frustrated face, then turned away, starting back to her desk, but before she’d gotten a few feet, she stopped and turned back around. “Look, I know you worry about her when we’re out on the street.”
 
   Marco gave her a grim nod.
 
   Tag looked down, chewing on her upper lip. “You don’t have to anymore. I’ve got her back, you know?”
 
   “Thanks, Tag. That means a lot.”
 
   Tag nodded, then turned and walked away. Marco’s eyes shifted to the break room.
 
   He found Peyton sitting with her back to the door, stabbing a fork into a chocolate cake. A few slices had been taken from it, but three quarters of it remained. He moved to the open seat across from her and sat down.
 
   “Tag told me about MacBride.”
 
   Peyton nodded, licking the chocolate off the fork.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   She shrugged. “People die.”
 
   “You are the worst liar I’ve ever met, Brooks.”
 
   She met his gaze. “I’m fine, Marco.”
 
   “Which is why you’re downing an entire cake?”
 
   She stabbed the fork into it and pulled out a bite, placing it in her mouth.
 
   He refused to break eye contact with her.
 
   “If you’re expecting me to fall apart, I’m sorry to disappoint you,” she said, throwing the fork onto the plate.
 
   “I don’t want you to fall apart. I just want you to talk to me.”
 
   “What do you want to talk about? How shitty cancer is? How damn pathetic it is that we die alone? That his nurse told me the two shitty hours Tag and I spent with him the other day was the best time he’s had in months?”
 
   “What more could you do, Peyton? Before yesterday, you didn’t even know Roy MacBride existed.”
 
   “So, what does that mean? That I shouldn’t care that he died alone, that no one was there for him when his time came, that the two hours we spent with him didn’t mean a damn thing?”
 
   “I’m just saying that instead of beating yourself up over a stranger, you should take care of what’s in front of you.”
 
   She glared at him. “What the hell does that mean? Are you saying I’m neglecting the people closest to me? Am I neglecting you?”
 
   “No, you’re neglecting you!” he snapped back, then drew a deep breath and held it. Slowly, he exhaled. “I’m sorry. It’s been a shitty day all the way around.”
 
   She didn’t answer, just sat glaring at him.
 
   He drummed his fingers on the table. “I’m never getting sex again, am I?”
 
   She gave a snort of laughter and visibly relaxed. “What happened with MacFarland?”
 
   He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. He’s not our guy.”
 
   She leaned her elbows on the table. “You know this road goes two ways, right, D’Angelo?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You don’t always have to take care of me. You can share some stuff with me too.”
 
   Marco stared at the black flecks in the white Formica table. “MacFarland has Alzheimer’s. When we got in there, he had sticky notes plastered all over the place, reminding him to turn off the stove, take his pills.” He lifted a hand and let it fall on the table. “Tell him which knob was the hot and cold water.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “I called his daughter, but she didn’t give a damn.” He glanced up at her. “The thing is you would never be MacBride, but me...I could be MacFarland. For so long, I pushed people away. I didn’t want any entanglements, any complications. I could have been MacFarland, rattling around in my bathrobe and slippers, not knowing which switch turned on the lights.”
 
   She reached across the table and clasped his hand with both of her own. “You aren’t MacFarland. There’s no way in hell I’d let you wear slippers.”
 
   He laughed and squeezed her hand.
 
   Jake walked into the break room, but came to a halt. “No one told me we were having cake, or…” He focused on their clasped hands. “Am I interrupting something?”
 
   Peyton released Marco and leaned back. “What would you be interrupting?”
 
   Jake sank into the chair perpendicular to her and reached for a fork stashed in the paper cup in the middle of the table. “I’m never sure what I’m going to walk in on anymore,” he said, spearing a bite of cake.
 
   “Really? At the precinct?”
 
   “I don’t know. Everyone seems to be hooking up lately. Maria and Cho. You and Grumpy.” He motioned with the fork at Marco. “Next thing you know, I might walk in on Tag and Simons.”
 
   “Simons is married and Tag’s gay.”
 
   “You never know,” he said, taking another bite. “Hey, Adonis, I could really go for a cup of coffee.”
 
   “So could I. Get it.”
 
   Jake rolled his eyes and pushed himself to his feet, going to the coffee pot.
 
   “What’s game night?” Marco grumbled.
 
   “Oh, crap. That’s right. We’re going to my house for barbecue and game night,” said Peyton, giving him an apologetic look.
 
   “We need to work on our mutual calendar, Brooks. What is it?”
 
   “I’m not sure. Abe and Maria came up with it.”
 
   Jake returned with the coffee and set a mug in front of Marco.
 
   “What is it?” Marco asked him.
 
   Jake took a sip of his coffee. “I don’t think the name is clandestine or anything. I think it’s pretty much what it says it is. A night of games.”
 
   “What kind of games? Not Candy Land?”
 
   Peyton and Jake frowned at him.
 
   “Candy Land?” asked Peyton. 
 
   “I don’t know. That’s what Tag thought.”
 
   Jake settled the mug on the table. “Ooo, what if it’s Truth or Dare?”
 
   “Truth or Dare?” asked Peyton.
 
   “Like junior high school girls play?” questioned Marco.
 
   Jake shrugged.
 
   “Leave it to you, Ryder, to know about that.”
 
   “Well, what if it is? You might pick truth and then I’d have to ask you if you and Peyton are…you know? And what would you say? Or…” He pointed at Marco with his fork. “You might say dare and then you’d have to spend ten minutes in a closet making out with Abe.”
 
   Peyton laughed.
 
   Marco glared at her.
 
   She pushed herself to her feet. “Whatever it is, I’m sure it’ll be fun.”
 
   Marco wasn’t sure about that at all.
 
   “Well, I’ve got a report to write.” She reached over and ruffled Jake’s hair, then walked out of the break room.
 
   Marco lifted his mug and took a sip.
 
   “Listen, Adonis. I need to talk to you about something.”
 
   Marco lowered the mug.
 
   Jake poked his fork into the cake, smoothing down his hair with his other hand. “My sister Faith found a job for me in Nebraska.”
 
   Marco studied him. Jake glanced up and then looked back at the cake.
 
   “In a bank?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Are you going to take it?”
 
   “I don’t know. I hadn’t really thought about it, but now that you and Peyton are…” He gave a lift of his brows. “I figure it might be a good time to make a move. It’s just…”
 
   “Just?”
 
   “I don’t know. The thing with Peyton spooked me. It was too much like my wife. Am I considering this because I got scared or do I really want to move back home? I mean it would be easier to live out there because of the cost of living, and it’d probably be safer. Besides, I have family there. But…” He dropped the fork on the plate. “I’d be leaving everything I know out here, all of my friends, a career.”
 
   Marco thought for a moment. He was so not good at this sort of thing. Why did people keep trying to make him something he wasn’t? “Well, I guess you’re gonna have to ask yourself what you really want. Do you want a safe job that isn’t a challenge or do you want a job where you might save a life, give someone closure? A job where you’re needed?”
 
   Jake met his gaze. Then he nodded.
 
   Marco curled his fingers in the handle of his mug. “Do me a favor, okay?”
 
   “Okay?”
 
   “Don’t tell Peyton about this until you’ve made your decision.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   He pushed himself to his feet, picking up his coffee mug. “For some reason she’s fond of you and she doesn’t need any more crap right now.”
 
   Jake gave a sarcastic laugh. “Fine, I’ll keep it under my hat. Really good to have this heart to heart with you, Adonis.”
 
   “What do you want from me, Ryder? You wanna do each other’s nails?” He moved to walk out into the precinct.
 
   “I was thinking we’d braid each other’s hair,” Jake shouted after him.
 
   Marco hesitated as Peyton looked up and Tag swiveled in her chair to stare at him. He shrugged and continued on to his cubicle. “Idiot,” he muttered under his breath.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Maria served tri-tip, baked potatoes, and grilled zucchini in foil packets with garlic, butter and onions. For Marco, she’d grilled some veggie burgers, then she’d set up chairs around the coffee table, so everyone could eat together. Abe served a layered drink called Witches Brew. The top layer was red, but as it graduated to the bottom of the glass it became green. He’d even placed a swizzle stick inside that looked like a witch’s broom. He sternly informed Peyton she could only have one. Not that she’d been inclined to have more. Something named Witches Brew had to be a hangover waiting to happen.
 
   Maria had the house decorated for Halloween. When Peyton asked her why she’d done that in early September, Maria told her the house needed something to spruce it up. Peyton wasn’t sure how skulls and bats spruced anything up, but Maria informed her that the decor went with all the cobwebs in the corners. After that, Peyton gave up. She was clearly a guest in her own home.
 
   Larry Junior was excited to see her, but after an initial greeting, he settled by Jake’s chair, resting his head on Jake’s foot. Peyton was glad to see him adapting so quickly.
 
   “Larry Junior looks great, Jake,” she said, smiling as Jake gave him a bite of tri-tip.
 
   Jake reached down and scratched the dog’s head. Larry Junior’s tail thumped the floor. “It’s amazing what some brushing and a little food can do.”
 
   “And a whole lot of baby talk,” said Cho, giving Marco a disgusted look.
 
   “Well, he’s my widdle biddy doggy,” said Jake. The tail thumping got louder.
 
   Peyton smiled.
 
   “Such a stupid name,” grumbled Marco.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Larry Junior. Who the hell names a dog Larry Junior?”
 
   “I’ve tried other names out, but nothing fits. Duke? Too butch.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s a problem,” said Tag.
 
   “Rex. Come on, that’s not even trying.”
 
   “What about Thumper with the way he wags his tail?” suggested Peyton.
 
   Marco gave her a grimace.
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “I think he should be Bandit,” said Maria, making smooching noises at him. “Because he stole my heart with his widdle baby kisses.”
 
   “See what I mean,” said Cho to Marco.
 
   Marco laughed, but Maria punched Cho in the arm.
 
   “Oh, lord, do I have to do everything for you people?” said Abe, setting his plate on the coffee table and rising. He wore a black suit jacket with a red bowtie and black and white wing-tip shoes. His dreads were gathered into a ponytail behind his head. If Peyton looked close enough, she thought she could faintly see skulls in the fabric of the suit.
 
   He went into the kitchen and pulled open the refrigerator door. They could hear him rummaging around. Jake glanced over at Peyton, but she shrugged. A moment later he came back into the living room and dumped a bag in Jake’s lap.
 
   Jake lifted it, frowning. “Tater Tots?” he asked as Abe took a seat again, then he looked over at Peyton.
 
   “Tater Tot,” they said together. Larry Junior’s tail thumped madly.
 
   “Of course, guy from Nebraska names his dog Tater,” said Marco, shaking his head.
 
   Maria laughed and rose to her feet, gathering everyone’s plate. “You had enough, Marco baby?” she asked, reaching for his.
 
   “Yes, thank you. It was delicious.”
 
   “You’re welcome, baby.”
 
   “Do you have to flirt with him when I’m sitting right here?” complained Cho.
 
   “Yes, I do. A little jealousy keeps a relationship running smoothly. Remember that,” she said to Peyton. “And conditioner. Conditioner helps.”
 
   Peyton touched her curls.
 
   Maria swung around to Tag. “And no brown.”
 
   Tag opened her mouth, but nothing came out.
 
   Abe made a grunt of agreement. “Brown is never a good look.”
 
   “But skulls on a suit are?” said Tag through gritted teeth.
 
   Abe motioned down his body. “I own this, sister.” He airily waved a hand at Tag’s brown jeans and crewneck t-shirt. “That just screams I give up.”
 
   Tag started forward, but Peyton put a hand on her arm. “What about the game, Abe? What are we playing?”
 
   Marco and Cho groaned, while Tag slid back in her chair, reaching for her drink and downing the remainder. Abe clapped his hands, then grabbed a bag that sat next to him by the couch. He pulled out a blue box and deposited it in the middle of the table.
 
   “Trivia Pursuit,” he said happily. “I thought we’d do gender against gender. Of course, I’ll be the M.C. and read the questions for each team. What do you say?”
 
   “It sounds good,” said Peyton, smiling brightly. “Jake, move over to the couch, so you’re near the guys and Maria, come take Jake’s chair.”
 
   Abe unboxed the game as they moved seats. Jake picked up a card that listed the categories, and he and Cho studied it together.
 
   “I can do Geography and History,” said Jake.
 
   “I’ll take Arts & Literature, and I’m pretty good with Entertainment,” said Cho, pointing at the card.
 
   “I got Sports & Leisure, and we can both probably do Science & Nature…” They paused and looked over at Marco, lounging in the recliner.
 
   Marco glowered at them.
 
   “You can answer the football questions, Adonis,” said Jake.
 
   “Yeah, football,” said Cho.
 
   “Idiots,” he said.
 
   Peyton glanced at her teammates, but neither of them seemed inclined to break up the categories with her.
 
   “Ladies go first,” said Abe, reaching for the dice and passing it to Peyton. She shook it. In for a penny, in for a pound. Her roll landed her on Science & Nature. Abe grabbed a card with a flourish.
 
   “What does the M stand for in E=MC2?”
 
   Peyton’s eyes widened. Shit. This was going to be a long night.
 
   “Come on, Brooks,” said Maria, hitting her shoulder. “You gotta know this.”
 
   “Why do I gotta know this?”
 
   “You went to college.”
 
   “Community college.”
 
   “Come on. I don’t like to lose, Brooks!”
 
   “Well, you can answer too. It’s for all of us.” She looked at Tag, but she simply bit her lower lip.
 
   “It’s Einstein,” Tag offered.
 
   “Thank you. That helps so freakin’ much,” Peyton said, glancing at Jake. He had a smug smile on his face. The bastard knew it. Think, she told herself. “E=MC2. E equals M. M?” She gripped the arms of her chair. “E is energy, so M equals…”
 
   Jake leaned forward.
 
   She gave him a challenging smile. “Mass.”
 
   “Right!” said Abe, reaching for a piece of pie.
 
   Maria and Tag whooped in joy as Jake and Cho slumped back on the couch. Peyton made eye contact with Marco and he gave her a nod with his chin. From there on the questions volleyed back and forth. As she figured, Jake was a strong player, knowing more random crap than anyone needed to know, but she surprised herself with her own knowledge.
 
   She and Tag got What woman was arrested for voting for president in the 1872 election? Together they came up with Susan B. Anthony. Then Maria answered What future sitcom megastar began wearing her hair red in 1942 with Lucille Ball. Finally, both teams were down to their last pie piece. The women needed Sports & Leisure and the men lacked Art & Literature. Jake rolled the dice and finally landed on the right square.
 
   “For the game,” said Abe, withdrawing a card. “Which artistic movement was founded by Georges Braque and Pablo Picasso?”
 
   Jake’s face fell and Cho scrunched up his forehead, pressing his hand to his temple.
 
   “Read it again,” said Jake.
 
   “Which artistic movement was founded by Georges Braque and Pablo Picasso?” repeated Abe.
 
   Jake gave Cho a panicked look. Cho shook his head.
 
   “They don’t have it,” said Maria.
 
   “Shh,” hissed Jake. “Let us think.”
 
   Peyton glanced over at Marco. He hadn’t said anything and he hadn’t bothered to answer any of the questions, not after their comment about him answering just the football questions. Every piece of pie had been earned by Cho and Jake themselves. He met her look and gave her a wink.
 
   She smiled and looked down.
 
   “Which artistic movement?” repeated Jake. “Name some artistic movements.”
 
   Cho wildly shook his head. “I can’t. My mind just went blank.”
 
   “Okay. We can figure this out. Picasso did what? When did he paint?”
 
   “Early 20th century,” said Cho.
 
   “Okay, so that had to be…”
 
   “What?” snapped Cho.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Is that your answer?” asked Abe.
 
   Jake looked helplessly at his partner. “I’m drawing a blank.”
 
   “So am I.”
 
   Marco exhaled in disgust. “It’s Cubism,” he grumbled.
 
   Jake’s eyes whipped to his face.
 
   “Beautiful and intelligent,” said Abe, reaching for the piece of pie. “The men win.”
 
   Maria and Tag groaned, but Peyton couldn’t help but give Marco a pleased smile.
 
   “Wow, I underestimated you, Adonis,” said Jake, leaning back on the couch.
 
   “Suck it, Ryder,” he said, pushing himself to his feet. He stretched, giving Peyton a pointed look. “It’s getting late. You still have to take Tag home.”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, rising also. “Thanks for dinner, Maria.”
 
   “My pleasure. So when do you think you’ll be coming home?”
 
   Peyton drew a deep breath and held it. “Soon.”
 
   Maria narrowed her eyes. “Soon? Aren’t you getting sick of your mother’s place?”
 
   “Yeah, but…”
 
   “But?”
 
   “But, nothing. I’ll be back soon.”
 
   Jake made a scoffing sound, but Peyton ignored him. She would have kicked him, but the table was in the way.
 
   “Let’s go, Tag,” she said, starting for the door.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   Peyton found herself in a cavernous room. She could sense the vastness of it, but it was difficult to see. The power was out and there were no windows to let natural light into the interior. She crouched against a metal shelving unit, holding her gun braced in both hands. Sounds echoed around her, footsteps that seemed near and yet far – she couldn’t orient herself, but her heart was pounding violently beneath her ribs, trying to force its way out of her body.
 
   Her radio cracked at her shoulder and she reached up, silencing it. Her hands felt slick with nervous sweat, but she was afraid to loosen her hold on the gun to wipe it away. She brushed at a curl that tickled her cheek with her forearm, but the motion made the shelves rattle beside her. She went still, holding her breath, straining her eyes to see in the darkness, to hear any sound of footsteps approaching.
 
   “Come out now!” came a voice, male, chilling, almost mocking her.
 
   She drew a deep breath and tightened her grip on the gun. She couldn’t lose nerve now. Everything depended on her being able to pull the trigger when she needed to. She heard the shuffle of something heavy moving across the floor, coming closer to her. 
 
   She had no intention of being taken this way, of waiting for him to get the drop on her. She wasn’t going down like this. Clenching her jaw, she forced herself to wait until the shuffling grew closer, close enough that she could see a shifting of the darkness just beyond her hiding spot.
 
   Sucking in a wild breath, she rose out of her crouch, leveled the gun, and fired. She caught a motion in the darkness, a jerking of light and shadow, and then a heavy crash. She braced the gun with both hands and edged away from the shelves, moving toward the sprawled form lying a few feet away from her.
 
   As she approached, she reached out and kicked a boot clad foot. No response. She moved closer still, searching in the darkness for the head. Sliding up beside the body, she leaned over his prone form. A beam of light from one of the windows on the second floor fell across his eyes. They stared back at her, unblinking, unfocused, dead. Blue eyes.
 
   Blue eyes. Like Marco’s.
 
   Peyton jerked awake, catching the sob before it could escape her. Beside her, Marco shifted on the bed, but he didn’t wake. Peyton tented her knees and sank her fingers into her hair at the temples. Damn it, she thought, nothing was getting better.
 
   She grabbed his jersey and pulled it on, then threw back the covers and slid out of bed, trying hard not to disturb him. She padded in bare feet across the room, carefully avoiding Pickles in his dog bed, and slipped into the living room. Going to the kitchen, she grabbed a glass out of the dishwasher and filled it with water, then took a sip, trying to calm the rapid flutter of her heart.
 
   Leaning on the counter, she closed her eyes. Dr. Ferguson said it would gradually get better. He promised that she’d suddenly become aware that a number of nights had passed where she wasn’t vaulted out of sleep by a bad dream, but he didn’t know what she dreamt, how violent they’d become. And in every one, in every dream whenever she fired her gun, Marco was on the receiving end. That had to be a really bad sign for their relationship.
 
   “Hey?”
 
   She looked over her shoulder at him. He’d slipped on a pair of shorts, but his chest was bare. His looks always gave her a little flush of pleasure whenever she saw him, even now, even after all these years.
 
   “Hey,” she said, forcing a smile. She hoped he wouldn’t notice how tense it was.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah, just wanted some water.”
 
   He nodded, then reached for the blanket they’d used earlier to cuddle on the couch. “Is that why you’re shivering?”
 
   She hadn’t even realized she was shivering. She turned to meet him as he wrapped the blanket around her shoulders. She moved into his arms and pressed her face to the center of his chest, listening to the powerful beat of his heart.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Shh, no more apologizing,” he said, kissing the top of her head. “Was it a night terror?”
 
   She nodded, closing her eyes. Whenever he had his arms around her, she felt almost whole again.
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   “I don’t want to.”
 
   He backed up and took a seat on the kitchen chair, pulling her between his legs. He fixed his hands on her hips and gave her a serious look. “Maybe talking about it will banish it, Peyton.”
 
   She curled her hands in the blanket, then placed them on his shoulders. “I dreamt that I shot you.” Might as well give him fair warning.
 
   He was still for a moment, then he sucked in a deep breath. “Okay. It’s just a dream, sweetheart.”
 
   “It’s not the first one.”
 
   He tightened his fingers on her hips. “Have you told Dr. Ferguson?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “He doesn’t know about us, and he thinks this is a bad idea anyway. I don’t want to hear about it from him.”
 
   “Maybe he can give you some peace. Maybe he can tell you what it means.”
 
   “I think I know what it means.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “For the entire time we’ve known each other, you’ve been my security. I think my subconscious is trying to tell me I need to take charge of my own safety. I need to be responsible for myself.”
 
   “That seems reasonable.”
 
   “Or it means I’m bat shit crazy and you need to sleep with one eye open.”
 
   He smiled. “Let’s go with the first idea, okay?”
 
   “Okay.” She leaned forward and kissed him. “Whatever it means, I’m pretty damn grateful that you’re here going through it with me.”
 
   He pulled her down on his lap and she pressed her face between his neck and shoulder. “So am I, sweetheart, so am I,” he said.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton’s phone buzzed as she pulled into the precinct’s parking lot. She turned off the Mustang, then pulled the phone out of her pocket. A text message from Defino flashed across the screen.
 
   Meeting now. Conference room.
 
   She unhooked her seatbelt and climbed out of the car, shutting the door and pressing the remote to lock it. Her mind was occupied with her psychiatry session. She hadn’t come out and told Dr. Ferguson she and Marco were lovers, but she’d told him about her dreams. He had a simpler analysis of it. He said she was trying to work through the violence she’d experienced by dreaming violent actions for herself. He didn’t seem concerned that Marco was the target, but she was. The horror of discovering she had shot the person she cared about most made her feel guilty, even though she wasn’t consciously aware she was doing it.
 
   No one was in the lobby when she entered the precinct. Pushing open the half-door, she walked to the conference room and reached for the handle. Everyone was gathered around the table in their usual spots, except they had a visitor. DEA Agent Rosa Alvarez stood at the front of the room next to Defino.
 
   Peyton came to a halt. Rosa Alvarez was one of the last people she wanted to see. First of all, she and Marco had an intimate history, and second of all, she thought Peyton was a poor excuse for a cop, especially after she’d had to save Marco’s life herself.
 
   “Brooks, you remember Agent Alvarez?” said Defino.
 
   Rosa inclined her head. “Inspector Brooks?”
 
   “Agent Alvarez,” answered Peyton. She angled down the table to Tag’s side, but her eyes shifted to Marco. He glanced at her, then looked at the table.
 
   “As we were just saying, Agent Alvarez is now Special Agent in Charge with the FBI.”
 
   “I thought you were with the DEA,” said Peyton.
 
   “I was. I transferred and now I’ve been given command of the field office in San Francisco.”
 
   “Congratulations.” Peyton tried hard to keep the edge out of her voice. What the shit was she doing here?
 
   “Thank you, Inspector. As I was saying, I’ve been given special authority to recruit for our field office here in San Francisco. I’m personally looking for seasoned police officers and since I have a history of working with your precinct, I thought I’d start here.” In the last year, Rosa Alvarez hadn’t changed much. She still wore her ubiquitous black suit with her dark hair pulled back in a severe ponytail, but her masculine attire couldn’t hide a feminine figure and a pretty face.
 
   Peyton felt short and unkempt next to her. She tried to smooth down her own ponytail with a hand, but she knew curls were escaping in all directions. Tag gave her a frown.
 
   “I’m especially looking for women,” said Rosa.
 
   Peyton glanced over at her. What?
 
   “What are the requirements?” asked Tag.
 
   “Experience in law enforcement. A bachelor’s degree in nearly any area of study. You must be under 37 years old, and you must have a valid driver’s license.”
 
   “And then what?”
 
   “You’ll have to pass Phase I, which is a written test, then Phase II, which is an interview. If you make it past those steps, there is a physical test, a medical test and a background check. Then you’ll spend 20 weeks in training at Quantico.”
 
   Tag nodded.
 
   “If you’re interested, I have some information I’d like to give you,” said Rosa. She was looking at Tag, but she shifted and pinned Peyton with her dark eyes.
 
   Peyton looked away.
 
   “Special Agent Alvarez will be here for the next few days, observing our operations while they’re setting up her office,” said Defino. “Please contact her if you have any questions. That said, are there any questions at this point?”
 
   Cho rolled his head on his shoulders. Simons leaned back in his chair, folding his hands on his belly. Marco was intently studying the table. Jake played on his tablet and Maria fussed with the stack of files. Next to Peyton, Tag chomped on a wad of gum.
 
   Defino and Alvarez exchanged a look, then Defino shrugged.
 
   “It’s a good opportunity for any of you. I’m happy to discuss wages and benefits if you’re interested,” said Rosa.
 
   No one indicated any interest whatsoever. Peyton fixated on Marco. He sure wasn’t showing any signs he even remembered Rosa Alvarez. It made her skin itch.
 
   Defino motioned to Maria. “Let’s distribute the next list of retired cops we need to investigate.”
 
   Maria rose to her feet, lining up the files. “The first is Stephen Nelson. He lives with his daughter in Bernal Heights.”
 
   “We’ll take it,” said Tag.
 
   Maria slid her the folder.
 
   “Next is Ron Newton. He takes racing bets at Golden Gate Fields.”
 
   “I’ll take it,” said Marco.
 
   “And finally, Randy Nguyen. He lives in Richmond.”
 
   “That’ll be ours,” said Cho, reaching for it.
 
   “Meet back here tomorrow, same time,” said Defino.
 
   “Captain?” said Peyton.
 
   Defino halted.
 
   “We have Roy MacBride’s funeral tomorrow at 1:00. I thought it might be nice if we all paid our respects.”
 
   “Fine. Give Maria the information and she’ll text it to everyone, but after that, we meet back here.”
 
   “Thanks, Captain.”
 
   Defino motioned Rosa Alvarez to follow her from the room.
 
   “Marco baby,” said Maria. “Ron Newton doesn’t work until 4:00 tomorrow.”
 
   “Thanks.” He shot a look at Peyton, then left the room.
 
   “And Brooks?”
 
   Peyton watched him leave, then glanced over at Maria.
 
   “Stephen Nelson and his daughter are attending an assembly at her son’s school. They aren’t going to be back until 4:30 or so.”
 
   “Got it.” She rolled her chair back and rose to her feet.
 
   Maria gathered the remaining files. “By the way, we’re going out for dinner and drinks tomorrow night.” 
 
   Peyton halted. “What?”
 
   “We’re going to dinner tomorrow night.” 
 
   Jake glanced up at that.
 
   “Who’s going to dinner?” Peyton asked.
 
   “You, me, Nate and Marco.”
 
   “Wait. Why?”
 
   Maria lifted the files into her arms and turned for the door. “We’re going to find you a man.”
 
   Peyton’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. Both Tag and Jake stared at her.
 
   “And Tag?” said Maria from the doorway. “Come see me at my desk.” Then she disappeared.
 
   “What the hell did I do?” grumbled Tag as she walked around the table and out the door.
 
   Peyton narrowed her eyes on Jake. “What’s this about?”
 
   “I have no idea.” He swiveled in his seat and looked after Tag. “Better yet, what does she want to see Tag about?”
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   Suddenly they both scrambled for the door, shoving their way out side by side. Tag was standing by Maria’s desk as she rummaged around in a drawer.
 
   “Here it is,” said Maria, drawing out a long, thin box. “I knew I had a spare one of these.”
 
   She passed the box to Tag, who took it as if she feared it might explode. Carefully opening it, Tag pulled out a frothy bit of pink fabric and held it up. “What the hell is it?”
 
   “It’s called a scarf,” said Maria.
 
   “A scarf? What the hell am I going to do with it?”
 
   “It’s to cover up your…” She motioned at her neck in the exact location of Tag’s skull tattoo.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “You’re going to a funeral tomorrow. I thought you might want to show some respect for the dead. And no brown!” She pointed a finger at her. “The poor guy’s dead, not blind.”
 
   “Well, technically, if he’s dead, he’s probably blin…” began Jake.
 
   Peyton elbowed him in the stomach.
 
   “You don’t want me to wear brown, but you want me to wear...I don’t even know what color this is.”
 
   Maria grabbed the end of the scarf and looked at the tag. “Primrose Garden.”
 
   Tag glanced over her shoulder at Peyton, holding the scarf draped across her hand.
 
   Peyton moved forward and placed a hand on her arm, directing her toward the back of the precinct. “Thanks, Maria. That was very thoughtful.”
 
   “I’m not done with you yet, Brooks,” she called after them.
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   When they reached their desk, Tag rounded on Peyton. “I’m gonna shoot her.”
 
   “Not a good idea. It’ll just encourage her. Next you’ll get a set of barrettes or something.”
 
   Tag gave a snort of disgust and threw the scarf on her desk, circling around to her chair.
 
   Peyton sank into her own chair. The day was only half over, but she was tired.
 
   “So, what do you think about the Fed?”
 
   Peyton blinked at her. “What?”
 
   “The offer? What do you think about becoming a special agent?”
 
   “You have to have a bachelor’s degree.”
 
   “So, get one.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s not that easy.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Do you have an A.A.?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Have you taken continuing ed units beyond your A.A.?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “San Francisco State.”
 
   “So, go talk to a counselor. Maybe you aren’t too far away from a degree. It’s worth looking into.”
 
   Peyton thought about that one. She’d never considered it before. She did have a lot of continuing credits. Could she possibly have enough to get close to a degree?
 
   “Do you have a bachelors?” she asked Tag.
 
   “Yeah, and I gotta tell you, working for the FBI is tempting. Better pay, better benefits.”
 
   “And five months in Quantico.”
 
   “So? Lieutenant G.Q. will wait, won’t he?”
 
   Peyton was distracted by the sudden appearance of Rosa Alvarez. She headed straight for Marco’s cubicle and leaned against the opening. A moment later, he rose to his feet, giving her that sultry Marco smile.
 
   “There’d be a hell of a lot fewer restrictions with the FBI,” continued Tag.
 
   Peyton nodded, her eyes fixed on the two people across from her. Rosa was talking, leaning close to him, then they both laughed. A moment later she reached out, touching Marco’s arm. He glanced at Peyton, then back to Rosa, his voice a low rumble of sound. Peyton felt blood rush to her cheeks and she tried to look away, but she couldn’t.
 
   “So, Lieutenant G.Q. and the Fed have history, do they?”
 
   “What?” Peyton’s gaze whipped to Tag’s face.
 
   Tag slowly smiled. “He slept with her, didn’t he?”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So, you’re about to snatch her bald-headed, aren’t you?”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Oh, please. Stop pretending I don’t know what’s going on.”
 
   Peyton was distracted by Rosa placing something on Marco’s desk. She couldn’t see what it was because Rosa was blocking it with her body.
 
   “Did they sleep together before or after the two of you hooked up?”
 
   “Before,” said Peyton without thinking about it.
 
   Tag chuckled, then leaned back in her chair.
 
   Peyton realized what she’d said a moment later. Tag was watching her with a smug look on her face. Rising to her feet, she threw her chair into her desk, then stormed off to the break-room. Damn it anyway, why the hell did Rosa Alvarez have to show up now?
 
   Of course, she would seem all bright and shiny compared to Peyton. She didn’t wake up in terror every damn night of her life, dreaming that she shot her lover dead.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “Would you look at this? You almost have walls.”
 
   Marco glanced up and found Rosa leaning on the opening of his cubicle. He rose to his feet, offering her a smile.
 
   “Yeah, living the high life now.”
 
   “Congratulations on your promotion.”
 
   “Thank you. Congratulations on yours.”
 
   “I got lucky. When your predecessor takes a bullet to the brain, you don’t hesitate to jump at his job, especially if the Bureau is looking to diversify with women and minorities.”
 
   Marco nodded.
 
   “Would you consider applying?”
 
   “No degree.”
 
   “Get one.”
 
   Marco glanced down, smiling wryly. “I think I’ll stay here. I just got a promotion. I wouldn’t want to get too ahead of myself.”
 
   Rosa fixed a hand on her hip. “I personally requested San Francisco, you know?”
 
   Marco glanced at Peyton. She was watching them intently. “Really?”
 
   Rosa touched his arm. “There are a few things here that I’m quite fond of.”
 
   Marco took a half step back, letting her hand fall away. “The weather’s pretty good.”
 
   “So’s the view.” She lifted her brows at him, then she placed a keycard down on his desk. “Why don’t you come by my hotel room tonight and see it for yourself?”
 
   He was distracted as Peyton suddenly rose to her feet and stormed away. He watched her disappear into the break room. Rosa shifted and watched after her as well.
 
   “I can’t,” he said, fighting against his desire to chase after Peyton.
 
   “I see.” Rosa straightened, giving him a speculative look. “Can’t say I’m surprised.”
 
   Marco pushed the keycard back at her.
 
   “Is it serious?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Wow. You really want all that maintenance?”
 
   Marco chuckled. Interesting way of putting it. “Yeah, I do.”
 
   Rosa gave a nod of acquiescence. “You won’t get any interference from me. I wish you all the best.”
 
   “Look, I don’t care who knows, but she’s all fired intent on keeping it under wraps. Do you mind?”
 
   “I’m not going to say a word to anyone.” Rosa picked up her key and shoved it in her pocket. “Can’t say I’m not disappointed, but…”
 
   Marco gave her an understanding smile. She backed up and headed toward the front of the precinct again. Marco waited until she was out of sight, then he started for the break room.
 
   “Poor bastard,” mumbled Tag.
 
   Marco ignored that.
 
   He found Peyton rummaging through the refrigerator. He leaned on the doorjamb, watching her.
 
   She sensed his presence and glanced up. “Guess I’m going to have to start baking. People are slacking off around here.”
 
   “Can we talk?”
 
   “Nothing to talk about.” She stuck her head back inside the fridge.
 
   “I’m never getting sex again, am I?”
 
   She drew back out and slammed the door shut. “Did she give you her room key?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “So it was a booty call?”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “Don’t play dumb with me. You know exactly what I mean.”
 
   “Peyton, why do we have to do this? It’s in the past.”
 
   “Seems like it was pretty present to me. She just gave you her room key not 30 seconds ago.”
 
   “And I gave it back.”
 
   “Why did you have to sleep with her in the first place?”
 
   He wasn’t sure how to answer that, then he felt a little rush of anger. “We both have our pasts, Peyton. You think I’m thrilled when Devan comes skulking around.”
 
   “Skulking?”
 
   “That’s how I see it.”
 
   “Devan is different.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “He didn’t save my life, but she saved yours.”
 
   Marco drew a deep breath and pushed away from the door, moving close to her. She leaned on the counter, crossing her arms over her chest, clearly signaling that he wasn’t to touch her.
 
   “I don’t think she was intent on saving my life, sweetheart. I think she was focused on killing the perp and if he put a bullet in my skull while she took him down, so be it. But that’s beside the point. Now you know how I feel when Devan shows up on your doorstep all the time.”
 
   “Devan is different,” she repeated.
 
   “How?”
 
   “I didn’t know I loved you when I was seeing him. According to you, when you and Rosa hooked up, you already had feelings for me.”
 
   “You’re right, but that’s all it was between Rosa and me – a hook up. I didn’t think you were interested in me. With Rosa, it was just biology.”
 
   Peyton gave him a skeptical look. “She makes me feel insecure.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous.”
 
   “My feelings are ridiculous?”
 
   Marco flinched. Oh, shit. “No, but feeling insecure about her is. Don’t you trust me, Peyton?”
 
   “You know I do, but I can’t help what I feel.” She held up a hand and let it fall. “Look, I’m not mad at you, but why did you have to sleep with her?”
 
   “It won’t happen again.”
 
   A laugh bubbled out of her, making Marco smile.
 
   He reached for her hand. “Look, sweetheart, whatever happened before means nothing to me. Whenever I’m with you, it’s like the world is brand new.”
 
   Peyton’s lips parted. “Jesus, D’Angelo, sometimes, the things you say…”
 
   “That was good, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yeah it was. I’d think you had Abe on audio if I didn’t know better.”
 
   “We okay then?”
 
   “Yeah, but you better get out of here before someone catches us in a compromising position.”
 
   He leaned forward and kissed her lightly on the lips. “Then I better go. I’m sure there’s some paperwork just begging for my attention.”
 
   She gave him a smile and pushed him away. “Go then. By the way, in the interest of our mutual calendar, we have dinner with Maria and Cho tomorrow night.”
 
   “What?” he said, backing up.
 
   “Dinner with Maria and Cho?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Apparently we’re finding me a man.”
 
   Marco hesitated in the doorway. “Great. Tomorrow just couldn’t get any better. A funeral for a stranger, then dinner to find my woman a man. I freakin’ can’t wait.”
 
   Peyton’s laugh followed him from the room.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton drove out to Bernal Heights. For the majority of the ride, Tag sat silently beside her, staring out the window, but suddenly she cleared her throat.
 
   “So, is everything all right between you and Lieutenant G.Q.?”
 
   “Yeah, why wouldn’t it be?” Peyton gave her a frown.
 
   “You seemed pretty upset earlier. I figured you’d give him a good whatfor.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   Tag shifted on the seat. “Really? You’re really going to play me like this? Come on, Fluffy, I’ve known what’s going on since the moment I walked in that precinct. You say you want us to be partners, but you won’t trust me with what I already know.”
 
   “Tell me your real first name and I’ll trust you.”’
 
   “What?”
 
   “That’s how you build trust. If I give you a secret, you have to give me one as well.”
 
   Tag slumped down in the chair. “You’re impossible,” she grumbled. “All right. Here it is. My real name’s Tag.”
 
   Peyton gave her an aggravated look.
 
   “What? Dad secretly wanted a boy.”
 
   “Liar.”
 
   “Well, you’re not being fair. You want me to tell you a real secret, when I already know your stupid secret. And it is stupid. Everyone must know you two are hitting the sheets. He can’t stop staring at you and every time you look at him, you get a goofy smile on your face.”
 
   Peyton shook her head wryly. “Fine.”
 
   “Have you been shacking up for a long time?”
 
   “No. We just started...being together a few weeks ago.”
 
   “What? Weren’t you partners for like ten years?”
 
   “Eight.”
 
   “How many other partners have you slept with?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I deserve to know. I mean, is this a pattern or something?”
 
   “I think you’re safe. He’s been my only partner.”
 
   “You mean workwise, right? Not sexual?”
 
   “I’m not really comfortable with the direction of this conversation. Can we drop it?”
 
   “Sure. So, you started sleeping together after you were kidnapped, right?”
 
   Peyton glanced over at her. “What?”
 
   “Right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “After he saved your life?”
 
   Peyton held up a finger. “Don’t you go psychoanalyzing me too, Tag. I hate it.”
 
   “Just saying.”
 
   “Well don’t.” She pulled up in front of a brown Craftsman with shakes for siding. Just as she set the emergency brake, another car pulled into the driveway behind her. Peyton shifted in her seat and watched a young boy climb out of the backseat, running to the stairs and dashing up to the front door. An African American woman climbed out of the driver’s side and went around the back of the car, reaching into the passenger door to help an older man out.
 
   “That must be Nelson,” she said, grabbing her door handle. She climbed out, followed by Tag and they waited beside the Mustang while the woman and the man ambled slowly toward the stairs.
 
   Stephen Nelson had probably been over six feet at one time, but age and arthritis had bent his spine. He was African American, but lighter skinned than Peyton with dark freckles across his nose. His hands were brutally twisted by arthritis and his steps were slow. His daughter held onto his arm, supporting him, but trying not to make it obvious.
 
   Peyton fixated on his hands. She remembered the feel of the Janitor’s hands on her body, she would never forget it, and these were not those hands. Panic washed over her as the memory became so real she actually thought she could feel him – grabbing her, pinning her arms to her sides. She was aware that everyone was looking at her, expecting her to say something, but she was fighting hard not to swing her arms around to break the horrible sensation.
 
   Tag reached for her badge and held it out to Nelson. “Mr. Nelson, I’m Inspector Shotwell and this is my partner, Inspector Brooks. We wanted to ask you about Simon Olsen.”
 
   Nelson cut a glance at Peyton, but it was all she could do not to curl up right here on the sidewalk. “Heard he got himself strung up. Hell of a way to die.”
 
   “Did you work with him?”
 
   “He was my supervising lieutenant for two years.”
 
   “Do you remember if anybody got upset with him? Filed complaints against him?”
 
   “He treated us guys okay, but he was hell on wheels with the women.”
 
   “Anyone take offense at that?”
 
   Peyton dropped her eyes to the sidewalk, forcing herself to do the deep breathing exercises Dr. Ferguson had taught her. Her skin crawled and she’d started shivering again, but maybe if she slowed her breathing it would get better.
 
   “There was this one little girl. She was the receptionist, ‘bout 20 years old. He hounded her from the first day she started working. She asked a couple of us to help her, but there wasn’t much we could do, he was our supervisor, so she quit. Always felt guilty about that.”
 
   Peyton focused on the daughter as she patted her father’s arm. She used to do that to her own father when they went out somewhere, just the contact, just the touch. She loved to slip her arm through his just to feel his strength and security.
 
   Nelson motioned to the stairs. “Do you want to come in, Inspectors? We could get you something to drink.” He nodded at Peyton in particular.
 
   Peyton shook her head, trying hard to find her voice.
 
   “No, thank you, sir,” said Tag. “We need to get back to the precinct.” She produced a business card and held it out. “If you think of anything else, call me.”
 
   The daughter accepted the card. 
 
   “We’ll do that,” said Nelson. “Good luck.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.”
 
   The father and daughter turned to the stairs and began the laborious climb upward. Tag gave Peyton a look and held out her hand. Peyton automatically deposited the keys into her grasp, then went to the passenger door and pulled it open, slumping inside.
 
   Tag walked around the back and climbed in beside her. She sat quiet for a moment, then shifted in the seat. “What happened, Fluffy?”
 
   Peyton shook her head. “His hands.”
 
   “Yeah, arthritis does horrible things to the bones.”
 
   “No, it’s not that.” Peyton laid her head against the headrest. “I can still remember the feel of the Janitor’s hands on me.” She couldn’t stop the stupid shivering. “I couldn’t fight him. I couldn’t stop it.”
 
   “You had a flashback.”
 
   Peyton looked over at her.
 
   Tag started the Mustang and turned up the heater.
 
   “This is so stupid. I can’t even do my job. I don’t sleep at night and the things I dream…”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   Peyton stared at the dashboard. “I dream that I shoot Marco.”
 
   Tag blew out air. “What did the shrink say?”
 
   “He said it was my way of taking back control.” Peyton cast a sidelong look at her. “I haven’t told him about Marco and me yet.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because like you said earlier, he’ll say I’m with him just because he saved my life.”
 
   “That wasn’t at all what I was going to say, Fluffy.”
 
   Peyton wrapped her arms around herself and looked over.
 
   “I was going to say it took a near death experience for you to admit your feelings for him. Poor bastard.”
 
   Peyton gave her a ghost of a smile.
 
   “I’m no shrink, Brooks, but it seems to me that having flashbacks are pretty normal this soon after a traumatizing event. You didn’t pull your gun on him, you didn’t run off screaming like a lunatic. You just got quiet. You dealt with it.”
 
   “I dream about killing the most important person in my life, Tag.”
 
   “And obviously this is what’s really freaking you out. Again, I’m no expert, but I don’t think it’s about you taking back control. I think it’s happening because secretly you’re afraid you’re going to get so panicked that you might make a mistake. That you might hurt someone innocent.”
 
   Peyton digested that. “Wow, that makes a lot of sense.”
 
   “I know. I’m good like that.”
 
   “And strangely, that makes me feel better.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “It means I don’t secretly want to off Marco. Wow! That is such good news because the sex is fantastic.”
 
   Tag recoiled. “Really didn’t need to know that.”
 
   “You know what we need?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Milkshakes.”
 
   “Milkshakes? What are you five, Brooks?”
 
   “Marco always got me milkshakes.”
 
   Tag rolled her eyes, then shifted around, putting the Mustang in gear. “Fine, but if I get you a milkshake, don’t get any funny ideas about us.”
 
   Peyton smiled, then reached over and touched her arm. “Thank you for listening.”
 
   Tag shot a brief smile back at her, then pulled away from the curb. “Let’s not make a national event over it okay.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “So, how about a glass of wine?” called Genevieve from her kitchen.
 
   “Let me guess. Pinot?”
 
   She laughed. “Yes, is that okay? I think I have some vodka if you want something a little harder, but I don’t have beer.”
 
   “Wine is fine. I have to drive,” came his response.
 
   Unless you don’t, she thought with a smile. She poured two glasses, then lifted them in one hand as she picked up the wooden cutting board with the block of cheese on it. Carefully balancing both, she walked to the kitchen door and pushed it with her back.
 
   He was standing in front of the windows, looking out. “You have a nice view.”
 
   She settled the cheese on the coffee table and handed him one of the glasses. “Costs me a damn fortune, but I like the security. In full disclosure, it costs my parents a fortune. They’re sort of subsidizing me right now.”
 
   He accepted the glass, smiling at her. She was beginning to really like his smile. It was artless and pure. He liked her and it showed on his face. She enjoyed not having to guess things with him. “Thank you,” he said, taking a sip.
 
   “Oh, I forgot the crackers.” She settled her own glass on the coffee table and hurried back to the kitchen.
 
   Just as she reached for the bowl on the counter, she heard her phone ring. She stopped, gripping the counter with both hands. Oh God, why had she ever agreed to this deal?
 
   “Do you want me to answer it?” he called to her.
 
   That spurred her into motion. She raced to the door and threw it open just as he reached for the phone. “No!”
 
   He looked up, his expression puzzled.
 
   “It’s my dad. I haven’t told him about you yet. He’s a little old fashioned.”
 
   “Okay,” he said, straightening.
 
   She hurried around the couch and snatched it up. “I’ll just be a moment.”
 
   He nodded, watching her as she thumbed it on and hurried for the sliding glass door that led onto the balcony. She pressed the phone to her ear as she stepped out and shut the door behind her.
 
   “Hello?” The moment she spoke, she realized how edgy she sounded.
 
   “Does Boy Wonder know who’s calling you?”
 
   She felt her stomach clench. “You know he’s here?”
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   “Are you watching me?”
 
   “Does that bother you?”
 
   “Of course it does. God, I can’t do this anymore.” She leaned on the railing, placing her hand on her forehead.
 
   “That’s fine. We can end our deal.”
 
   “No!” She said it before she realized what she was going to say. “No, don’t end our deal. No one dies.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   She closed her eyes and fought for composure. She had to think this through. She had to keep her head. She couldn’t let him know how he terrified her. “I don’t like you watching me.”
 
   “If I’m watching you, I’m not killing anyone. Consider me your body guard. You don’t really think Boy Wonder is up to the task, do you?”
 
   Bile rose in her throat. “Please don’t hurt him.”
 
   “He’s an innocent right now. He doesn’t even know how to wipe his own nose yet.”
 
   She released her held breath. “He’s a good man.”
 
   “He’s a cop. He wants to be a good man, but the very reason he carries a gun makes him vulnerable to corruption. He will be twisted and tainted by the things he’ll see on this job. Just give him enough years.”
 
   “Is that how you feel about Inspector Brooks?”
 
   He paused. “She’s different.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “She just is.”
 
   “Like Missy?”
 
   “Yes, like Missy.”
 
   “Ambrose, how did Missy die?”
 
   “She had cancer.”
 
   “I know she had cancer. Did she die of cancer?”
 
   “No. Do you know what they do to you when they give up?”
 
   “No, what do they do?”
 
   “They send you home to die. They wash their hands of you.”
 
   “They sent her home?”
 
   “In pain.”
 
   “Did she have pain killers? Medications?”
 
   “At some point it doesn’t work anymore.”
 
   Genevieve turned and looked through the windows at Jimmy. He was wandering around her living room, looking at her pictures and knickknacks. He gave her a smile. She smiled back.
 
   “How did she die?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Ambrose, how did Missy die?”
 
   “Sometimes those we love the most ask us to do things we can’t.”
 
   “What did she ask you to do?” Genevieve was afraid she could guess, but she wanted him to tell her. It might give her an insight into his psychology, or maybe it would give her leverage to talk him into turning himself in. If nothing else, she might be able to figure out who he was if she could figure out who his wife was.
 
   “I’m tired,” he said. “Enough. You should enjoy your date.”
 
   She started to speak, but he interrupted her.
 
   “You never know when things will change.”


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   Just as Jake disconnected the call from his sister Faith, Marco walked into the break room and headed for the coffee pot, pouring himself a cup. He was wearing a black suit with a silver tie. Damned if the man didn’t look amazing in everything he wore. Jake settled the phone on the table beside the files and documents all containing correspondence from the Janitor, leaning back in his chair.
 
   “Want some?” asked Marco, holding up the pot.
 
   Jake shook his head. “Can’t drink the amount of swill you drink.”
 
   Marco carried his mug to the table and pulled out a chair. “Not gonna lie. I miss your fancy shit in the morning.”
 
   “You can buy some for yourself.”
 
   “Seems like a waste of money and a bit froufrou.”
 
   “Peyton likes it. You could say it was for her.”
 
   Marco saluted Jake with the mug and took a sip. “You might have something there.” He motioned to the papers. “What’s this?”
 
   “The obsession of my life. It’s all the correspondence from the Janitor. The lab results from the bit of latex glove we found on the bolt from the van. All the physical evidence we have from the different crime scenes. He never makes a mistake. He never gets caught.” Jake held up the lab report on the glove. “Even when we get lucky, he’s luckier still. No traceable DNA on the glove fragment.”
 
   Marco sipped at his coffee. “What’s driving me crazy is his voice. It’s almost like I recognize it. I keep worrying it and worrying it in my head, but I can’t get a handle on it.”
 
   “I know. I do the same thing.”
 
   Marco lifted his chin. “That’s right. You heard him too. I forgot that. He seemed familiar to you?”
 
   “Yeah, but I don’t think you’re going to suddenly come up with it. I’ve been trying for weeks now.”
 
   “Except if we heard it again, we should be able to place it, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   Marco braced his elbows on the table. “Peyton keeps thinking it had to be someone in the precinct, but you and I would have heard that person and identified him.”
 
   “Yeah? So what are you saying?”
 
   “He’s not in the precinct. We’re looking in the wrong place.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean he isn’t a cop, Adonis.”
 
   Marco slumped back and they both fell silent. Jake reached out and touched his phone, staring at the display. He had a decision to make and it should be so easy. Life in Nebraska would be good. He’d be with his family. He’d get to watch his niece, Emily, grow up. He was missing out on most of her childhood. And he could go back to working at the bank – the safe security of working with other people’s money.
 
   “So, was that call from your sister?” asked Marco.
 
   “How did you know?”
 
   “Detective.” He gave Jake a lift of his brows.
 
   “Yeah. She was calling about the job. They did a phone interview and they liked me. They want me to fly out in two weeks for a sit-down.”
 
   “Are you going?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’m pretty confused right now. On the one hand, it would be nice to be near my sisters and my niece. On the other hand, it’s working in a bank again.”
 
   “I get wanting to be near your family, but is that the only reason you’re thinking of leaving?”
 
   Jake stared at the phone, running his fingers down the sides. “When Peyton went missing, it brought up everything about losing my wife. I don’t think I can stand to watch someone else close to me die, Adonis. I felt so helpless and sick while the Janitor had her, and if he’d killed her…”
 
   Marco didn’t respond. He held his coffee mug and stared into the dark liquid.
 
   “Your job is crazy dangerous. At some point, one of you may be seriously hurt or killed and I just don’t think I can go through that.”
 
   Marco looked up at him. “Are you saying that if you were in Nebraska and Peyton went missing again, it wouldn’t matter to you?”
 
   “What? No. Of course not.”
 
   “Then what good does it do you now, Ryder? As Peyton always says, that genie’s left the bottle.”
 
   He had a point.
 
   Jake sighed. Shit. It wouldn’t matter if he went to Nebraska. He would still be devastated if something happened to one of them and he wasn’t here.
 
   “Look, I’m not good with this shit, so don’t expect poetry or anything.”
 
   Jake frowned.
 
   “Why would you go do a job you’ve never liked, when you’ve got one here that you do? And one where you’re needed?”
 
   A smile curved the lines of Jake’s mouth. “Are you saying you need me, Adonis?”
 
   Marco shook his head. “Not me, but Peyton likes you for some reason and the truth is you add something to our investigations. You see things differently than the rest of us do. Sometimes that comes in handy.”
 
   “Which is why I’m finding this decision so damn hard.” He grabbed the phone and shoved it in his pocket. Easier to ignore it that way. “So I don’t get to talk to Peyton much anymore. How is she?”
 
   Marco took a sip of his coffee, then twirled the mug around a few times by the handle. “She wakes up every night in a panic. There isn’t a single night that goes by where she can sleep all the way through.”
 
   “That must be hard on her.”
 
   “It is. I feel so damn helpless. I can’t do anything about it.”
 
   “It’ll get better with time. You’ve just got to be patient.”
 
   Marco nodded, but he continued to sit brooding, staring into the mug. “When did you know Zoë was the one?”
 
   Jake shifted in his chair. “Pretty soon after we met.”
 
   “When do you think she knew?”
 
   “Not long after that. I think we both knew it was serious right away. Why?”
 
   Marco looked out the door. “I’ve had eight years to get to this point, but I don’t think Peyton’s there yet.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   He held up a hand and let it fall on the table. “I just don’t think she’s at the same place as I am.”
 
   “She’s crazy about you.”
 
   “Crazy isn’t the same as where I am.”
 
   “Why are you saying this?”
 
   He dragged his teeth across his lower lip, then shook his head. “The sneaking around. At first, I thought it was just temporary, but she’s clinging to it and it’s making me crazy. Why doesn’t it bother her?”
 
   Jake had never seen Marco this vulnerable before. “I think you should talk to her about it. Especially if it bothers you.”
 
   “I have, but she’s insistent. I really didn’t think she’d be able to keep it from Defino this long. She has such loyalty to her, but...”
 
   “Maybe you’re pushing things a little too fast, Adonis. She just had a terrifying experience and she’s trying to cope with that, then everything changed between the two of you overnight. Give her a little space.”
 
   Marco looked away, nodding. “You’re right.” He pushed himself to his feet, picking up the mug and walking back to the coffee pot. He filled his mug and then turned, heading out the door without saying anything else.
 
   Jake stared at the papers before him. He probably should have said something more, given him more solace, but he wasn’t used to Marco opening up that way. In fact, if he thought about it, this was probably the longest conversation they’d ever had.
 
   He chuckled and began gathering his paperwork. You just never knew about people. Who would guess that someone like Marco D’Angelo felt insecure or had a weakness? Curious.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   The funeral home in Santa Clara was a single story building with a round fountain in the front that gave off a comforting burble of water and an American flag, flapping in the early fall air. Everyone parked behind the home and climbed out of their various vehicles. Peyton pulled in behind Marco’s Charger and parked the Mustang beside Defino’s Town and Country.
 
   She climbed out and smoothed down her slacks, waiting for Tag to climb out also. Tag wore a navy pantsuit with Maria’s pink frothy scarf tied around her neck to hide her tattoo. She fussed with it uncomfortably.
 
   Peyton admired Marco’s form in his dark suit with his silver tie as he climbed out of the Charger. Jake had ridden with him and his pale blue tie was askew. Peyton walked over to him and straightened it, giving him a smile.
 
   “How’s Tater?”
 
   “He’s the cutest little doggy in the world,” said Jake in a silly voice.
 
   Peyton smoothed her hands down his arms and gave him a fond squeeze, then she waited as Marco moved around the end of the Charger. Defino was already headed into the building without waiting for them and Tag was hot on her heels.
 
   Marco briefly placed a hand in the small of Peyton’s back as they moved to the walkway. “How was the session with Dr. Ferguson?”
 
   “Frustrating. He wanted to talk about my mother and Cliff. What does that have to do with my PTSD?”
 
   Marco shook his head.
 
   “Maybe he thinks the stress from that relationship is making this situation worse?” suggested Jake.
 
   Peyton shrugged. She wanted to take Marco’s hand, but she resisted the impulse, contenting herself with walking as close to him as she could. It was getting harder to pretend there wasn’t something more between them.
 
   As they crossed into the foyer of the building, a hush fell over them. There was something about death that commanded immediate obeisance, respect and genuflection. Cho and Maria were there, standing by Simons and his wife, Silvia. Defino was signing in on the guest book and Tag stood to the side, glaring at everyone.
 
   Peyton walked over to Silvia and exchanged hugs, giving her a grim smile. A moment later, Stan Neumann came through the door. He made a beeline to Peyton and rubbed a hand up and down her arm in what he intended to be a comforting fashion.
 
   “Hey, Peyton,” he said in a hushed voice.
 
   “Hey, Stan.” She glanced at Marco to find his eyes narrowed. She smiled at Stan, then moved to the table to sign her name in the book.
 
   A door opened in a corridor to their left and Rosita and a middle aged man came out. Rosita took in the gathering, then hurried over to Peyton and gave her a hug. Tears glimmered in her eyes.
 
   “Thank you for coming,” she said.
 
   “Of course,” said Peyton, patting her hand.
 
   Rosita turned and held out her hand for the man. “This is Mr. Macbride’s son, William. This is Inspector Brooks from the San Francisco Police Department,” she told him.
 
   Peyton shook hands with him. “Pleasure to meet you.”
 
   “Thank you for coming, and for bringing others to pay tribute to my father.”
 
   “We stand by our own,” she said, then she introduced everyone, starting with Captain Defino.
 
   William MacBride seemed pleased and a little relieved by their presence. He motioned to the room they’d just left. “Please come in. We’ll start the service in a few minutes.”
 
   Stan positioned himself at Peyton’s elbow as they entered the viewing room. William escorted Peyton down to the front of the long rows of pews where the casket sat on a table, draped with a cascade of roses and baby’s breath. Roy MacBride reposed on white silk, his hands clasped on his stomach, his face looking peaceful and waxy.
 
   Peyton knew she was expected to pay her last respects, but her heart had started pounding and she felt a little short of breath. Stan placed a hand on her elbow, trying to guide her forward, but she didn’t want Stan. She wanted Marco.
 
   Looking frantically over her shoulder, she caught sight of him, coming into the room next to Jake. He lifted his eyes and caught hers at the same moment, then he gently pushed his way between the people, moving toward her.
 
   He touched Stan in the back and leaned toward him, whispering something she couldn’t hear over the pounding of blood in her ears. Stan gave him an understanding smile and backed up, allowing Marco to move to her side and place his hand on her elbow.
 
   His touch grounded her and she forced herself to take a deep breath. She could do this. She could go up to a dead body and pay her respects.
 
   “Keep your eyes on the cross, sweetheart,” he whispered in her ear. “Just keep your eyes on the cross.”
 
   She hadn’t noticed the stained glass cross or the statue of Mary right behind the casket. She focused on Mary’s serene face as Marco led her forward until they were standing just before the body. She glanced down at Roy MacBride and felt a rush of sadness. Her eyes filled with tears.
 
   “He was just telling us stories a few days ago,” she said softly, leaning against Marco’s side. She didn’t give a damn who questioned them right now.
 
   “I know,” he said, tightening his hold on her elbow.
 
   “I wish I’d spent more time with him.”
 
   He shifted a hand to the small of her back, the pressure of his touch giving her strength. She let him turn her away and guide her to the front pew. William and Rosita motioned for her to sit next to them and she sank onto the hard wooden seat, feeling exhausted and wanting to cry.
 
   Marco sat down beside her.
 
   She clasped her hands in her lap and leaned against his shoulder, watching the others as they filed up to the front and paid their final respects. A tear slid down her cheek, but she ignored it. Her petty mourning didn’t make up for the loneliness that had darkened Roy MacBride’s final days.
 
   After everyone had filed by the casket, a minister moved to the podium and opened a Bible. His voice was lyrical as he read and she allowed herself to be lulled by the beautiful words. Rosita handed her a tissue and she dabbed the tears from beneath her eyes. Behind her, she was aware of her entire precinct, paying their respect to a man they didn’t know, but it didn’t matter. At least they were here, at least Roy MacBride wasn’t going to his final rest alone and forgotten.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco and Smith entered at the General Admission Level of Golden Gate Fields. There weren’t many people inside, but in front of them were the windows looking out over the racetrack and behind them were the yellow painted betting windows.
 
   “You ever bet the ponies?” asked Smith.
 
   Marco shook his head. “I think it’s cruel.”
 
   “I didn’t ask if you ate them.”
 
   Marco glanced at him, then reached for his badge. “Same difference.” He saw a security guard standing at the white railing looking out at the track. Jerking his chin at the guard, he moved to his side and showed him the badge. “I’m looking for Ron Newton.”
 
   The guard eyed the badge, then eyed Marco. Marco stood more than a foot taller than him. “He do something wrong?”
 
   “Nope. Ex-cop. We just want to ask him some questions about the murder of a fellow police officer. He used to work with him.”
 
   The security guard turned around and pointed to a window almost in the center of the wall. “That’s him. Bald guy with the smoker’s breath.”
 
   Marco followed the guard’s arm. “Thanks.”
 
   Ron Newton was heavy and almost completely bald. He had wide set eyes and a weak chin. As Marco and Smith approached, he pursed his lips and swiveled on his stool. “Don’t bother to show me the badge. You ooze cop,” he said to Marco.
 
   Marco glanced at Smith. Smith shrugged.
 
   “We wanted to ask you about Simon Olsen.”
 
   Newton made a rude noise. “I’m working. You gotta place a bet.”
 
   “I don’t bet on horses,” said Marco.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Vegetarian,” offered Smith.
 
   Newton made another rude noise. “You’re kiddin’, right?”
 
   “I know. Weird, huh?”
 
   “You said it.”
 
   Marco glared at Smith. “Stop helping.”
 
   Smith held up a hand in surrender.
 
   Marco faced Newton again. “Don’t bust my chops, okay? Cop to cop.”
 
   Newton swiveled again. “What’d you want to know?”
 
   “Did you work with Simon Olsen?”
 
   “Yeah, damn near five years. Hated that prick.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He was scum. If your mother came in, he’d be trying to mount her.”
 
   “Do you remember if anyone got upset about the way he was? Threatened him?”
 
   Newton picked up a pencil and tapped it on the counter. “Look, I was his supervising officer for a lot of that time. People was always getting hot about him. Not just how he was with women. Some guys thought that was funny, but the way he was with the guys too. He didn’t lift a finger unless it was absolutely necessary. He got people to do his paperwork, file his cases, lock up his perps. I even caught a rookie cleaning the bastard’s gun one time. Seemed like everyone was grumblin’ about him at one point or another.”
 
   “Any formal complaints?”
 
   “Naw, he was real slippery. Guys would get so pissed at him, then he’d get them tickets to a baseball game or something. Bottle of Jack, buy ‘em dinner. Except this one time. I got an anonymous complaint about him. He was trying to get into the pants of this young receptionist and she was bitchin’ about it to everyone. I got the complaint after she quit.”
 
   “You remember it?”
 
   “Hell yeah. You don’t forget something like that. A lot of guys liked that girl, hated to see her leave.”
 
   “What did the complaint say?”
 
   Newton pursed his lips and gave Marco a nod. “I remember that too, just like it was yesterday. It went on about how unprofessional Olsen was, how he should be brought up on sexual harassment charges, but finally, it said...and I will never forget it...it said Simon Olsen should be castrated and strung up naked for all to see.”
 
   Marco straightened. “You have any idea who filed it?”
 
   “Got my suspicions, but nothing ever came of it.”
 
   “You didn’t follow up on the complaint?”
 
   “What was there to follow up on? The girl was gone and the complaint was anonymous. I wasn’t going to accuse good cops of making a death threat.”
 
   “Who do you think it was?”
 
   “I got no reason to rat out my brothers.”
 
   Marco glanced out at the racetrack. He could see the horses moving toward the starting gate. “Is the complaint still in Olsen’s employment file? We didn’t see it when we went through it ourselves.”
 
   “Naw. You’re gonna need a warrant for that file.” He made air quotes with his fingers. “Sealed it when Olsen became Councilman. We don’t protect our own the way politicians do.”
 
   Marco nodded in agreement.
 
   Newton scratched his head. “You gonna wanna know where I was the night Olsen died, right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “My supervisor’s upstairs. He can verify anything you need.”
 
   “Thanks.” Marco stepped away from the window.
 
   “I’m not kidding. You’re gonna need a warrant for those records.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Be careful. You never know what slimy shit might fall out.” And he peeled off into laughter.
 
   Marco gave him a commiserate smile and moved toward the escalator beside Smith. “Call and see if you can get a warrant going, while I talk to Newton’s supervisor.”
 
   Smith nodded, then caught Marco’s arm, stopping him. “You sometimes think this Janitor nutjob did the world a favor by offin’ Olsen?”
 
   “More and more,” said Marco, continuing toward the escalators. “But he still attacked our girl, Frank, and for that he goes down.”
 
   “When you’re right, you’re right,” answered Smith, reaching for his phone.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   They met Maria and Cho at Cafe Cocomo on Indiana Street, a salsa dance club in the warehouse district. The interior was crowded, even at 8:00PM, and a live band was on the stage while people danced on a wooden floor before it.
 
   Peyton stopped and watched a man in a flamboyantly colored shirt giving salsa lessons to a group at the very front of the dance floor, directly below the stage. The rest of the room looked like the islands had vomited on it, from palm trees to cane backed chairs.
 
   Maria and Cho waved to them from a booth on the edge of the dance floor.
 
   Peyton glanced at Marco. “Abe would love this place.”
 
   “He’d be right in the middle of the floor, getting that lesson.”
 
   Peyton laughed and wended her way through the dancers to the booth, sliding in beside Maria. “This place is fun.”
 
   Maria leaned back and took in her attire. Peyton had chosen to wear a white halter mini-dress with white open toed pumps. Her hair was down, but she’d tucked the right side behind her ear with a white floral barrette. Marco hadn’t been able to keep his hands off her at home, so she figured that was about all that mattered, but her stomach dropped when Maria gave her a frown.
 
   “What?” she said.
 
   “Not bad. White’s a little virginal. Not exactly screaming take me, but it’ll do.”
 
   Marco made a noise of disagreement beside her.
 
   “So, why are we really here?” Peyton asked.
 
   “Were going to find you both dates.”
 
   Peyton frowned at her.
 
   Cho leaned back in the booth, his arm across the top of it behind Maria. He glanced at Peyton, then away, staring out at the dancers. He seemed uncomfortable.
 
   A waiter came over. “What’ll it be?”
 
   “She and I are having the Passion Fruit Mojitos,” Maria ordered for her.
 
   The waiter turned to Cho.
 
   “Whatever you got on draft,” he said.
 
   “Same,” answered Marco.
 
   The waiter left.
 
   Peyton watched the dancers for a while, trying to figure out what the hell Maria was doing. Asking her and Marco to a salsa club made it look like they were a couple, so how the hell did Maria think she was going to hook either of them up with someone else?
 
   “How’s it going at your mother’s?” Maria said, giving Peyton a speculative look.
 
   “Um, good. It’s good.”
 
   “You’re staying there a lot longer than I thought you would. How’s it going with Cliff?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Really? Fine? The guy makes your skin crawl. How’s it fine?”
 
   Peyton narrowed her eyes on her. Why was Maria coming at her so strong? Not that she didn’t always come at her, but something in her tone was edgy. “He grows on you. Like mold,” said Peyton, reaching for the beer nuts in a bowl on the table.
 
   The waiter returned and distributed the drinks.
 
   Peyton reached for hers and took a sip. It tasted like juice, way too easy to get drunk on, and she and Marco hadn’t eaten anything yet. He’d sort of kept her occupied once he got back from the racetrack and food hadn’t been on his mind.
 
   “Can we order some appetizers or something?” she asked.
 
   Cho drummed his fingers on the table.
 
   “Later,” said Maria. “Tell me more about living at your mom’s.”
 
   “What’s really going on, Maria?”
 
   “You need a man. It’s been how long?”
 
   Peyton didn’t know how to answer that.
 
   Maria elbowed Cho in the stomach.
 
   He shook his head at her, but Maria nodded firmly at him. Finally, he leaned toward Marco. “See that blond over there?”
 
   Marco glanced to where Cho pointed. “Yeah?”
 
   “Hot, huh?” The way Cho said it sounded less than hot. He sounded anxious and uncomfortable.
 
   “I guess,” said Marco, exchanging a look with Peyton.
 
   Maria elbowed Cho again.
 
   “Wanna go get her number?” said Cho, making a funny face.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You know, pick her up or something?”
 
   “What the hell?” asked Marco in bewilderment.
 
   Peyton leaned back in the booth, giving Maria a frown. “Really?”
 
   Maria shrugged.
 
   “You couldn’t just ask?”
 
   “You would have been all squirrelly on me and it was pissing me off.”
 
   Marco placed his hand flat on the table. “I don’t know what the hell is going on here, but…”
 
   “They know about us,” said Peyton.
 
   Cho slumped back in obvious relief. “For the record, this wasn’t my idea.”
 
   “Kinda figured that. You looked like you were about to have a stroke.”
 
   He wiped a hand across his forehead. “Kinda felt like I was going to too.”
 
   “Why would you lie to me? I’m your best friend,” said Maria.
 
   Peyton wasn’t sure about that, but she wasn’t going to argue with her here. “We just wanted some time to ourselves.”
 
   “Wait. How did you know?” asked Marco.
 
   “Really, dude,” said Cho. “There’s a freakin’ betting pool at the precinct about it.” He took a sip of his beer. “Although we really didn’t think you’d hold out eight years. Shit, man!”
 
   “And Brooks and I talked about it, what? Three weeks ago or so?”
 
   Peyton shook her head at Maria.
 
   Marco went still beside her. “What?”
 
   “Yeah, you remember. That talk we had in the bathroom after Marco got his promotion. You were all weepy and I told you…”
 
   Peyton kept shaking her head. Maria fell silent, her eyes shifting to Marco.
 
   “What did you talk about?” asked Marco in that cold, deadly tone of his.
 
   Peyton felt her heart sink.
 
   “How ‘bout we dance?” said Cho, motioning to the floor.
 
   “Yeah, good idea,” said Maria. They slid out and hurried away from the table.
 
   Peyton reached for her straw and took a long sip as Marco shifted in the booth to face her.
 
   “What part of I don’t like sneaking around was confusing to you?”
 
   Peyton glanced at him. She’d seen him angry before, but he emanated fury right now. “I’m never getting sex again, am I?” she said.
 
   He slumped back. “No, you’re getting sex. I just won’t be enjoying it.”
 
   She shifted to face him. “I’m sorry, Marco.”
 
   “Sorry? I told you this was serious. I told you I didn’t want to sneak around. Well, here we are, sneaking around when everyone and their dog already knows about us.”
 
   “I know, it’s just…”
 
   He held up a hand. “Look, Peyton, I get it. This is new for you and I’ve had eight years to get to this place.” He looked down and shook his head. “Sometimes two people just aren’t at the same place in a relationship.”
 
   “What are you saying?” Her mouth had suddenly gone dry.
 
   “I get that you aren’t where I am. I get that you aren’t sure.”
 
   “I am sure. I love you.”
 
   “Love isn’t the same as being in love, sweetheart.” He glanced up at her.
 
   She felt like he’d punched her in the gut. He thought she wasn’t in love with him? “You don’t understand, Marco.”
 
   “I think I do.”
 
   “No!” She took his hand and pressed it to her heart. “Listen to me, please.”
 
   He gave her a slight nod.
 
   “For eight years, you’ve been a daily part of my life. We’ve spent every moment together. Whenever I’ve felt vulnerable or afraid, I’ve known you were at my back. You became my security. Then they took you away from me. I miss our days together. I miss having you there beside me, even if we don’t say anything for hours. I miss it. I got so used to the sound of your breathing, I don’t know how to do my job without you.”
 
   “But I don’t want to be like that for you. I don’t want to be dependent and needy. All the things I hate in other women. I want to be strong. I want to be secure in myself. I don’t want you to think of me as this clingy person who’s suffocating you.”
 
   “Peyton…”
 
   “Let me finish, please.” She realized that tears were blinding her. She swiped them away. Great, tell him you want to be strong, then start crying. Shit. “I hate what I am right now. I hate the fact that we can’t sleep a night through. I hate the fact that I freeze up at a funeral and can’t go up to the body without you beside me, but I can’t. Not right now. And the thought of them taking you further from me, of moving you to another precinct has me paralyzed with fear. That’s why I wanted to keep it a secret. That’s what all of this is about.”
 
   He smoothed the hair off her shoulder, curving his hand around the back of her neck. “I love you, Peyton. You are the strongest woman I know. I would never think of you as clingy or needy. Right now, you need to lean on me. That’s okay. Sometime in the future I’m going to need to lean on you. And I know you’ll be there for me. That’s what makes a lasting partnership, that’s what makes a lasting relationship. That’s all that matters, sweetheart.”
 
   She smiled through her tears. “If we weren’t here, oh, the things I would do to you, D’Angelo.”
 
   He smiled back. “Then let’s get the hell out of here, okay?”
 
   “Right behind you,” she said.
 
   He helped her to her feet.
 
   “Can we please stop and get a hamburger on the way home?”
 
   “You got it.”
 
   “And a milkshake.”
 
   He kissed her forehead. “Of course.”
 
   Then they hurried toward the door.
 
   Peyton waved to Maria as they passed the dance floor and Maria blew Peyton a kiss, giving her a thumbs up.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   Jake settled the food bowl in the spot where Pickles used to eat. Tater gave him a sad, doggy look, but he didn’t move out of his sitting position, waiting for Jake to give him permission. Jake missed Pickles, but he had to admit he really liked Tater’s superior training and obedience. And he was smart. He was already responding to his new name.
 
   “Go ahead and eat, boy,” he said, motioning to the bowl.
 
   Tater’s tail wagged as he ambled over to it, lowering his head and eating with enthusiasm. Already his ribcage was less prominent and his coat didn’t seem so brittle. Jake smiled as he watched him eat, then went to the coffee pot and poured himself a mug.
 
   Carrying it back to the counter, he opened his paper and took a sip of coffee, glancing over the headlines. There wasn’t anything of much interest today. An article on commercial zoning, one about the mayor’s taskforce to reduce homelessness, a profile on a marathon runner, and a piece about the rising rent rates throughout the City.
 
   His phone rang on the counter next to his mug and he automatically reached for it, glancing at the display. He pressed it on and held it to his ear. “Well, good morning, Adonis. This is becoming a regular habit.”
 
   “What is?”
 
   “You calling me. Must mean we’re bros or something.”
 
   “Not even close.”
 
   “Come on. This is like the fourth or fifth time you’ve called.”
 
   “It’s the second time and both times you’ve had to be an ass about it.”
 
   Jake smiled and reached for his coffee. Tater stretched out next to him, placing his head on his foot. “So, what’s up, bromigo?”
 
   “Please never say that again.”
 
   Jake laughed.
 
   “Look, do you have plans today?”
 
   Jake set down his mug. “Yeah, I’m meeting Abe for lunch at the Crepevine and then we’re walking to the park to catch the symphony. They’re playing a special Saturday concert today. Wanna come?”
 
   Marco whistled. “That’s just too many manly events for one day, Ryder. What are you doing for dinner? Painting each other’s nails?”
 
   “Why would we paint each other’s nails for dinner?”
 
   “Forget it. Look, after your date, do you want to meet me at the Fiddler’s Green for a beer...or a daiquiri or whatever you drink nowadays?”
 
   “I’m not gay, Adonis.”
 
   “I’m not judging.”
 
   Jake sighed. “Any occasion?”
 
   Marco didn’t immediately answer.
 
   “Adonis?”
 
   “I just need some advice.”
 
   “From me?”
 
   “Don’t sound so shocked.”
 
   “Can Abe come too?”
 
   Marco sighed. “Yeah, bring him.”
 
   “You bringing my absentee roommate?”
 
   “No, she’s having lunch with her mother.”
 
   “All righty then, Fiddler’s Green about 3:00PM. You’re buying, right?”
 
   “Depends on what you’re ordering. I’m not paying for Dom Perignon again.”
 
   “Hey, that’s between you and Abe.”
 
   Marco sighed. “Whatever.”
 
   “See you then, bro,” said Jake, smiling despite himself.
 
   “Stop it! Just stop it!” grumbled Marco, then the line went dead.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco found himself pacing outside the jewelry store where he’d bought Peyton’s locket. He couldn’t believe he was here again. He couldn’t believe it had lured him back so soon. And yet, here he was just the same.
 
   He determinedly walked to the door and grabbed the handle, yanking it open. The same clerk in her mid-thirties stood behind the counter, talking to a young couple. She glanced up and smiled at him. He nearly bolted.
 
   She said something to the young couple and they glanced over, giving him smiles as well. That locked him in place, his heart pounding, his throat suddenly dry. She left them looking in the display cases, then came over to him.
 
   She wore slacks today and a blouse with a bow at the throat. She still had a collection of rings and bangles on that probably cost more than he made in a year.
 
   “How can I help you?”
 
   He tried to speak, but his voice broke. He cleared his throat. “I was in here not that long ago. I bought a locket.”
 
   Recognition lit in her eyes. “I would never forget a man like you,” she said, offering him that megawatt smile again. “You bought a locket for a friend’s thirtieth birthday. Did she like it?”
 
   “She loved it.” He tried to relax.
 
   “Can I help you with something else?”
 
   Lifting a hand, he scratched at the back of his neck. “This time I need…” God, he just couldn’t do this. “I need…” He stopped trying and nodded at the display case.
 
   She followed his motion and then turned back, giving him an even brighter smile. “I see. I can certainly help you.”
 
   Marco glanced at the couple. “I can wait until you’re through with them.”
 
   “They want a moment to browse. They’ll let me know when they’re ready. I’m all yours. So tell me about your gal. What’s she like?”
 
   Marco smiled and felt himself relax just a little. “She’s the same person I bought the locket for.”
 
   The clerk tilted back her head. “Well, I guess she did like it then.”
 
   “Yeah.” Suddenly he realized that he hadn’t been this happy in a long time. Sure, there were still things for him and Peyton to work out, but this felt right. This was right. When someone made you this happy, you didn’t go half-assed.
 
   “I remember you said she wasn’t ultra-feminine.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Tell me more.”
 
   “She wouldn’t want anything too fancy and she’s little, so it can’t be gigantic.”
 
   “Okay. I’m getting some ideas.”
 
   “And I don’t want her to pawn it to feed the homeless or anything.”
 
   She considered that.
 
   “And it can’t catch in dog hair or hinder her in using her gun.”
 
   The clerk’s eyes narrowed.
 
   Marco paused. “What I want is something that’s simple, but shines brighter than the others.”
 
   The smile was back at full intensity. “She sounds unique.”
 
   “Yeah. That’s it exactly. I want unique.”
 
   She motioned to a display case and Marco followed her. “I think I have the perfect one right here,” she said. Pulling out her keys, she unlocked the case and reached in, sliding out a tray covered in black silk, setting it on top of the case.
 
   Marco leaned closer, his eyes fixed on one in particular.
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   Marco glanced up at her. “It’s perfect.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “You’re not eating. Don’t you like it?” asked Alice, lowering her own fork.
 
   Peyton pushed the lettuce around on her plate. “It’s great, Mama. I’m just not that hungry.” She set the fork down and lifted her napkin, wiping her lips, then she pushed the plate away and leaned on the table. “What’s going on with you and Cliff? Did you accept his proposal?”
 
   “Actually, we decided we’re just going to live in sin for a while.” She gave a girlish giggle. “Are you scandalized?”
 
   Peyton couldn’t help but smile back. “Terribly so.”
 
   Alice leaned forward. “Well, it’s not like I can get pregnant or anything.”
 
   “Mama!” said Peyton in mock affront.
 
   Alice waved her away.
 
   “Why did you turn him down?”
 
   “I just got to thinking about being married again and I realized that your father was and will always be my only husband. That’s all there is to it.”
 
   “Was Cliff upset?”
 
   “No, he was very understanding. Besides, he kinda likes being my boyfriend. He thinks it makes him look young.”
 
   Peyton smiled.
 
   “So, what about you? Are you seeing that adorable roommate of yours?”
 
   “Actually, Mama, I wanted to talk to you about that.”
 
   Alice clasped her hands. “You are, aren’t you?”
 
   “No, Mama, I’m not seeing Jake.”
 
   Her face fell.
 
   “I’m seeing Marco.”
 
   For a moment, her mother didn’t say anything. Peyton waited for her response. Then she tilted her head. “Your partner, Marco?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Your partner for all this time?”
 
   “Yeah, Mama, Marco.”
 
   “Is that allowed?”
 
   “Well, no, but he’s not my partner anymore. We’ve been trying to keep it a secret, but apparently, that means everyone knows about it.”
 
   “I didn’t know about it. How long has this been going on?”
 
   And right on cue -- heaping platefuls of guilt. “Just a few weeks.” Peyton straightened her napkin. “Actually, we’re sort of living together right now.”
 
   When Alice didn’t immediately answer, Peyton glanced up at her. She was studying Peyton closely. 
 
   “You’re not talking, Mama.”
 
   “He seems dangerous.”
 
   “Well, he’s a cop.”
 
   “Do you think this is a good idea, Peyton? With everything that’s happened?”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   “You’ve had a terrible trauma. Maybe you’re rushing things a little too quick?”
 
   “Are you opposed to Marco because he isn’t Jake, or for another reason?”
 
   Alice drew a deep breath and held it, then slowly exhaled. “I’m opposed to Marco because he’s a cop.”
 
   “Daddy was a cop.”
 
   “And I lost him.”
 
   Peyton reached over and covered her mother’s hand. “I know, but he makes me happy, Mama. He makes me feel secure. I love him.”
 
   Alice studied her a moment in silence, then she covered Peyton’s hand with her free one. “Then you have my full support, darlin’. I want you to be happy.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco sat so he could watch the door. He played with the box in his pocket and shifted anxiously. He hoped he wasn’t making a huge mistake, but it didn’t feel that way. It felt right. Still, this was such a departure for him, he was surprised he’d come to this decision so quickly.
 
   The door opened and Abe stepped inside, followed by Jake. It was hard to miss Abe with his wild dreadlocks and even wilder clothing. Today he wore a canary yellow shirt with what looked like freakin’ canaries on it. He had red leather pants on and Marco could swear, purple boots with the pointiest toes he’d ever seen. The man was definitely a peacock, and behind him, Jake looked like a mud hen.
 
   Abe spotted him immediately and angled to his table. “You should have come with us, Angel, it was like dying and going to heaven!” He punctuated the last with putting both hands over his heart. “And with your pretty face there to look at, I would have been ready to meet my maker.”
 
   Marco shook his head wryly. “That good, huh?”
 
   “Fantastic,” said Jake, reaching for a chair.
 
   Abe didn’t sit, but stood, looking around. “This place is so butch. I’ll bet there are lots of men here all the time.”
 
   “Sit down,” said Marco, sliding out a chair with his foot. “You’re not picking up anyone today.”
 
   Abe sank into the chair. “You’re right. After seeing you again, I can’t look at another man.”
 
   Marco drew a breath for patience, reaching for his beer.
 
   Abe leaned over Jake and grabbed a drink menu off the table, flipping it open. “What’s good?”
 
   “The beer.”
 
   Abe made a face as he scanned the drinks. “I want an Irish coffee.”
 
   A waitress came over and Abe ordered his coffee, while Jake got beer. Then Jake focused on Marco. “What’s up?”
 
   Marco fingered the velvet box in his pocket again. “Okay, just listen for a minute and don’t go all Ryder on me.”
 
   Jake frowned. “What does that mean?”
 
   “I want your advice, but I don’t want your smug shit.”
 
   Abe and Jake exchanged a look. “That’s not a very polite way to ask for advice, Angel. And why would you ask Jake?” He placed a hand on Jake’s shoulder. “No offense.”
 
   Jake shrugged. “None taken.”
 
   “And not ask me?”
 
   “You’re here, aren’t you?” Marco said by way of explanation. Damn he was regretting this already. Why didn’t he just go to Vinnie? Because Vinnie was no better at this stuff than he was. “Look, I just realized that I haven’t actually taken Peyton on a real date and I’m not sure where to take her.”
 
   The waitress returned with their drinks, settling them on the table. Abe studied his with a frown, while Jake eyed Marco.
 
   “I thought it’d be green,” said Abe, disappointedly.
 
   Okay, so he wasn’t going to be a damn bit of help.
 
   “A date?” said Jake.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You’ve been on dates before.”
 
   Marco chewed on his inner lip, but didn’t answer.
 
   Jake’s frown deepened. “You have, haven’t you?”
 
   Abe looked up from his drink. “Angel?”
 
   Marco drummed his fingers on the table, then reached for his beer and downed it. “Let’s just say my dating experience has been a little more economical.”
 
   “He means hook-ups,” offered Abe.
 
   “Yeah, I got that,” said Jake. “Okay, well the traditional date is usually dinner and a movie.”
 
   Marco shook his head. “I could have come up with dinner and a movie myself,” he grumbled. “I figured you’d have all these romantic ideas.” He shuddered at the word.
 
   “Oh, well, for romance, you need fine dining,” said Abe. “Why not the Top of the Mark? You can see the whole City from there.”
 
   “No, Devan took her there.”
 
   “Right. Okay, not the Top of the Mark. For romance, I like this little French restaurant, Chez Spencer on 14th. What could be more romantic than French?”
 
   Marco nodded. “That’s not bad.”
 
   “And I’d bring her flowers. You’ve got to get her flowers. Then what about a horse carriage ride? Oh my God, that would be so romantic.”
 
   Marco wasn’t sure about horses. Peyton would probably want to adopt the damn thing, but it would be the perfect place to…
 
   “Hold on a minute,” said Jake.
 
   Marco’s eyes cut to him.
 
   “You aren’t thinking what I think you’re thinking?”
 
   Marco sighed. Definitely a mistake asking Jake. “How would I know what you’re thinking, Ryder?”
 
   ‘Well, I know what you’re thinking. We had this conversation just yesterday and you told me Peyton wasn’t at the same place as you.”
 
   “I know, but I was wrong. We talked about it.”
 
   “You and Peyton talked about it?”
 
   “Yeah, and I misread her.”
 
   “So now you jump to this? What are you thinking?”
 
   Abe was watching the volley between them. “What is he thinking?”
 
   “I’m thinking that I asked you to help me, not lecture me…”
 
   “Yeah, but think, Adonis. It’s been what? Two weeks?”
 
   Marco clenched his jaw. Cho was right. Jake could be such an uptight preacher sometimes.
 
   “What is he thinking?” asked Abe again, then he went still. His eyes widened. “Oh my God, are you serious?”
 
   Marco exhaled. “Yeah, I’m serious.”
 
   Abe clapped his hands. “Oh my God.”
 
   “It’s been two weeks, Adonis. You’re rushing things.”
 
   “It’s been eight years, Ryder. You want to know what I’m thinking. I’m thinking she’s the best thing that ever happened to me. I’m thinking that I’m happier now than I’ve ever been in my whole damn life. And I’m thinking that when you know something is right, you don’t wait or attach preconceived timetables to it. You just act on instinct and you grab whatever bit of happiness there is and you hold on to it. I’m thinking that I almost lost her two weeks ago, but I was given a second chance and if there’s anything I know in this world, I know that I want her in my life for how ever long we have, and I know that there’s no one else who will ever make me feel this way again.”
 
   Abe’s eyes filled with tears and he waved his hand before his face.
 
   Jake tilted back his head. “Damn, Adonis. I’ve never heard you string that many words together before.”
 
   Marco slumped in his chair. “I know. I’m exhausted.”
 
   Jake smiled. “Okay, if you’re damned and determined to do this, first of all, you’ve gotta have a ring.”
 
   Marco reached into his pocket and pulled out the box, setting it on the table. He pulled back the lid.
 
   Their eyes widened.
 
   “Shit,” said Jake. “That must have cost you a fortune.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   Abe gave Marco a wondrous look. “If she won’t marry you, I will. That is gorgeous and fits her perfectly.”
 
   Marco stared down at the two interwoven bands of white gold inlaid with diamonds, culminating in a larger, low set diamond in the center. It was beautiful and reminded him of Peyton. Simple, yet intricate. Unpretentious, yet shining.
 
   “Next, you need to get her out of San Francisco. Take her to Napa for the weekend. Stay at a little bed and breakfast.”
 
   “Oh, that’s good,” said Abe. “The Napa Inn is perfect. It’s this beautiful blue Victorian. She’d love it.”
 
   Jake pointed at Abe.
 
   “We can’t leave the City now. Not with this case.”
 
   “Talk to Defino,” said Jake. “You deserve a night off. The entire precinct is on this case. You can at least take one night for yourselves.”
 
   “If I talk to Defino, I’ll have to tell her what’s going on.”
 
   “Yeah. What do you think will happen when she sees that on Peyton’s finger?”
 
   Marco looked down at the ring. “What if she doesn’t say yes?” He reached out and closed the box.
 
   “You’re not talking about Defino anymore, right?” said Jake.
 
   Marco shook his head, unable to meet their eyes. He felt like he might be sick. His stomach was in knots. “What if you’re right and I’m rushing things?”
 
   Abe reached over and closed his hand on Marco’s. “You’ll know when the time is right, Angel. She’ll give you a sign. But Jake’s right. You two need to get away. Even if you decide it’s not the right time, she deserves a break.”
 
   Marco nodded, unable to speak.
 
   Jake leaned forward. “It’s always a risk, Adonis. I damn near puked when I asked Zoë, but you know what?”
 
   Marco met his eye.
 
   “I’d take that risk again.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Genevieve sat on her couch, staring at the phone on her coffee table. He hadn’t called for the last two days. Every time someone else called, she felt her heart catch, but it hadn’t been him. He usually never missed a call. What was he doing? Was he killing again? Had he broken their deal? Should she go to the police and tell them what she’d done?
 
   She hugged herself and stared at the dark display. He was making her a wreck. Every time she left her apartment, she watched the faces around her, wondering if one of them was him, following her, observing everything she did. When she opened the door to her apartment at night, she had a bad few minutes, searching every inch of it, peeking in closets, behind shower curtains, under the bed, to make sure she was alone. She didn’t remember the last time she’d opened the blinds.
 
   She had to break it off. She had to pull away. She had to end this.
 
   But if she did, would he attack her? Would he kill her? Or would he go after her family?
 
   They were all in L.A., but that didn’t mean he couldn’t go after them. He did pretty much as he pleased and the police seemed unable to stop him. And then there was Jimmy. He knew of Jimmy. He’d seen Jimmy come into her building. She couldn’t stand it if anything happened to Jimmy and it was her fault.
 
   She started to reach for the phone. She’d call D’Angelo. She’d tell him everything and then he could decide what she should do. But as her fingers touched it, she pulled back. He’d tell Brooks and Brooks was just waiting for a reason to haul her in, to book her on something.
 
   She curled her fingers into her palm and closed her eyes. She’d lost weight and she wasn’t sleeping at night. She was so afraid all of the time. The only time she felt safe was when Jimmy came over, but she couldn’t risk it. She couldn’t risk him. He didn’t even understand what was going on.
 
   The phone rang and she jumped, her eyes flashing open. Jimmy’s name flickered on the screen.
 
   She grabbed it and answered the call. “Hello?”
 
   “Hey, how are you?”
 
   “Fine.” Her voice didn’t sound fine, but she was hoping he wouldn’t notice.
 
   “I thought maybe I’d come over...if you’re free.”
 
   Yes, she wanted to say. “No,” she answered instead. She had to break it off with him. She had to distance herself. If the Janitor came after her, she didn’t want Jimmy in the way. He would use Jimmy to punish her, but he might leave him alone if he thought she wasn’t interested anymore.
 
   “Okay.” He sounded hurt.
 
   “I’m not feeling well,” she added, even though every instinct told her she should make a clean break of it.
 
   “Really? What’s wrong?”
 
   “Stomach flu.”
 
   “I could bring you some soup.”
 
   “No.” Again she managed to add conviction to the word, but she hated herself for it. “I don’t think I can eat anything. I just need to sleep.”
 
   “Okay.” He sounded so disappointed. “Call me when you’re better.”
 
   Tell him you won’t. Tell him it’s over. “I’ll call you,” she said softly.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   Peyton woke and reached for Marco, but his side of the bed was empty. She sat up and looked around. The bathroom door was open and light spilled out. Pickles lay across the foot of the bed, so she gathered him into her arms and kissed his fuzzy head, then settled him on Marco’s pillow and threw back the covers, climbing out.
 
   She padded over to the bathroom and leaned on the doorjamb. He was brushing his teeth, wearing shorts and running shoes and nothing else. She admired the pull of muscles in his naked back.
 
   “This is a sight I could get used to every morning,” she said.
 
   He rinsed his mouth and replaced the toothbrush in the holder, then he turned and took a step toward her, lowering his head and capturing her mouth. She returned his kiss, sliding her hands across the defined planes of his chest.
 
   He pulled back and gave her a smile. “Morning, sweetheart.”
 
   Her eyes dropped to a scratch that bisected his chest. She ran her finger over it. “Did I do that last night when I woke up?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “How can it not matter?”
 
   “Because it’s a scratch.” He placed his forehead against hers.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Marco.”
 
   He silenced her with his mouth.
 
   When he pulled away again, she took in his attire. “Are you going running?”
 
   “I won’t be gone long.”
 
   She felt a wash of panic, but she choked it down. “Can I come with you?”
 
   “Of course. Are you sure you’re ready?”
 
   She shrugged. “We’ll never know until we try. Just give me a few minutes.”
 
   “Okay.” He reached for the t-shirt he’d draped over the shower door and angled around her. “I’ll feed Pickles and take him out while you get ready.”
 
   She quickly pulled back her hair, brushed her teeth, and dressed in her running clothes, trying to still the frantic pounding of her heart. She made it as far as the door and stood waiting for him, while he finished up in the kitchen.
 
   He walked over to her and ran his hand along her jaw. “You sure about this?”
 
   “Yes,” she said, forcing the word out with more conviction than she felt.
 
   “We’ll only go as far as you want, okay?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   He pulled open the door and stepped out. Her eyes fell on the closet, where they both kept their guns, and she almost went to it, but she knew she had to face this without the false security of a weapon.
 
   He locked the door behind her and they stretched in the hallway before jogging down the stairs. Dark clouds covered the sky as they stepped into the parking lot. It looked like it might rain. Marco gave her one final look, then headed for the street. She followed him, wondering if a person ever died from her heart pounding too hard.
 
   As soon as they hit the sidewalk, he started jogging. She drew a deep breath and forced herself to follow. At first, it felt like she was running through quicksand. Her lungs screamed and blood rushed into her head, but gradually, she let the repetitive motion lull her.
 
   They made one block, crossed the street, and started on another. She focused on the street ahead, silently counting the squares of pavement beneath her feet, calming herself with that internal litany.
 
   She had just convinced herself that she was all right when a car swerved up to the curb in front of Marco. Peyton stumbled to a stop, her heart slamming against her ribcage. The driver threw open the door and jumped out.
 
   Peyton’s hand automatically reached for a gun that wasn’t there and she threw herself back against a wrought iron fence fronting a house. Marco turned and looked at her.
 
   So did the driver.
 
   Peyton’s eyes focused on him to the exclusion of all else, paralyzed by panic. Black spots dotted her peripheral vision and cold sweat covered her body.
 
   “She okay?” asked the driver.
 
   “Yeah, she’s fine,” said Marco, moving toward her.
 
   She tried to slow her breathing, but it wasn’t working. Before Marco could get to her, she pushed away from the fence and started walking back toward his apartment, moving as fast as she could. It took everything she had not to start running again.
 
   She couldn’t do this. Damn it. She couldn’t even go for a damn run without freaking out.
 
   He didn’t say anything, just jogged to catch up to her. She couldn’t even look at him, she was so ashamed, so mortified, so sick to death of this crippling panic. And as she walked, the fear slowly leached into a feeling of rage.
 
   They made it back to the apartment and she ran up the stairs. He was right behind her, opening the door for her. She paced into the living room, curling her hands into fists, then she turned and moved against him, pinning him back against the wall as she savagely kissed him.
 
   He kissed her in return for a moment, but when she reached for his t-shirt to push it up, he caught her hands and held her off.
 
   “Peyton, stop!”
 
   “What’s the matter?” she said, but she realized she was breathing rapidly, her heart hammering forcefully against her ribs.
 
   “Sweetheart, you can’t fix this with sex.”
 
   She pulled out of his hold and paced the living room.
 
   “You need to talk to me. Please, Peyton, talk to me.”
 
   She whirled on him. “What do you want me to say? I talk and talk and talk in that shrink’s office and it does no good! Why the hell do I have to talk to you too?”
 
   “Because that’s the only thing that’s going to fix this. Tell me what you’re feeling.”
 
   “What do you want me to say? That I’m pissed off? That I’m sick of being like this? That I hate myself because I can’t even go out of the damn house without losing it!” She clutched a hand against her chest.
 
   “That’s a start.”
 
   “He took something from me, Marco. I can’t sleep the night through without waking up in a cold sweat. I can’t walk the street without constantly looking over my shoulder. I can’t even do my damn job because I’m so God damn afraid I’m going to shoot the wrong person!”
 
   “I know.”
 
   She held up a hand, then slapped it against her thigh. “I feel broken inside and I don’t know how to put myself back together.”
 
   He came toward her and smoothed his hands over her shoulders. “You’re doing it right now, Peyton. You’re taking back your life right now.”
 
   She searched his face. “I’m tired, Marco. I’m so damn tired.”
 
   “I know, sweetheart.”
 
   “What if I’m never the same again?”
 
   “Then you’d be human. We’re all the sum of our scars, our mended bones, our heartaches. No one comes through this ride unscathed, Peyton. We get knocked around, we get beaten up. We get broken. But it’s the little victories. It’s the going out that door and trying tomorrow that really matters. And when it comes down to it, I know you’ll go out that door again. I know you’ll heal.”
 
   She moved into his arms, pressing her forehead to the middle of his chest. “God, do you even begin to know how much I love you, D’Angelo?”
 
   He wrapped his arms around her. “Can’t be nearly as much as I love you.”
 
   She gave a strangled laugh and held him tighter.
 
   “What do you say we get away for a night?”
 
   She leaned back. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Go to a bed and breakfast in Napa next Friday night.”
 
   “What about the case?”
 
   “The whole precinct is on the case.”
 
   “Defino has to know we won’t be here.”
 
   “It’s Napa, Peyton. It’s an hour or so away. We could come back if anything happens.”
 
   She considered that. Go away with him like a normal couple? God, it sounded wonderful. “Let’s do it.”
 
   He smiled.
 
   She took a step back. “I’m going to take a shower. I don’t suppose you want to join me?”
 
   “I definitely want to join you.”
 
   She took his hand and pulled him toward the bedroom. Before they made it, his phone rang.
 
   She looked over her shoulder at him. “You better get it?”
 
   “It’ll wait.”
 
   “It might be the precinct.”
 
   He sighed and released her, walking into the kitchen and grabbing the phone off the bistro table. He gave her a sultry look as he turned it on and lifted it to his ear. “Hey, Mom.”
 
   Peyton returned his look with one of her own as she kicked off one shoe, then the other. He smiled as he listened to his mother. Reaching for the bottom of her t-shirt, she slowly began lifting it, pulling it over her head and dropping it on her shoes.
 
   He licked his lips. “She wants to know if we’ll come over for Sunday dinner.”
 
   “Tell her yes,” she answered, reaching for the waistband on her shorts.
 
   “We’ll be there, Mom,” he said into the phone, beginning to stalk her. “Look, I gotta go. Something’s burning on the stove.”
 
   She smiled and began backing toward the bedroom.
 
   “See you at 5:00,” he said, then he pressed his thumb to the display and cast the phone on the couch.
 
   Peyton had just made it to the doorway, when he dashed at her, catching her up with one arm and carrying them both back onto the bed.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Rosa and Mona descended on Peyton the moment she walked through the door, dragging her off to the kitchen. Peyton looked over her shoulder at Marco. He gave her a smile and a shrug, then he was gone.
 
   Serena and Sofia, Franco and Bernardo’s wives, were arranging food on the counter, but they dropped everything and surrounded Peyton, hugging her and kissing her cheek. After they were done, Mona deposited her on a barstool and placed a drink in her hand. Peyton gave it a critical look.
 
   “Pomegranate tea,” Mona said. “Drink up.”
 
   Peyton took a sip. “Thank you. It’s good.”
 
   Mona patted her hand and went around the counter, hurrying to the refrigerator and pulling the doors open so she could rummage inside.
 
   Serena placed her hands on Peyton’s shoulders and leaned close to her ear. “You know what pomegranate tea is for, right?”
 
   Peyton shook her head, looking at Rosa and Sofia.
 
   They both made rounding motions with their arms near their bellies. Peyton set the tea on the counter, causing them all to laugh.
 
   “We’re so happy you and Marco are finally together,” said Serena, kissing Peyton’s cheek again.
 
   “We’ve been waiting a long time,” said Sofia.
 
   A little girl came into the kitchen and went to Sofia, holding up her arms. Sofia scooped her up and hugged her. The child rubbed two fists against her eyes, but Rosa held out a piece of cheese to her and she took it.
 
   “How was your nap, my Pia Princess?” said Sofia, nuzzling the little one’s cheek.
 
   She put her head on her mother’s shoulder and watched Peyton with her big blue eyes. D’Angelo eyes, Peyton thought.
 
   Marco entered the kitchen, but he’d only gotten through the door before the women pounced on him, hugging him and kissing him and generally fussing over him. Pia reached her arms out for him and he took her, settling her on one well-muscled arm. She placed her head on his shoulder and sucked on her thumb.
 
   “Do you want something to eat?” asked his mother.
 
   “Just a beer.”
 
   Rosa hurried to get it.
 
   “I can make you a sandwich,” offered Mona.
 
   “I’ll wait for dinner,” he said, moving toward Peyton and sliding his hand down her back.
 
   She reached out and touched Pia’s cheek. The little girl covered Peyton’s hand with her own. Peyton found herself smiling, moved by the innocent gesture. Marco motioned at the drink with his chin.
 
   “Pomegranate tea,” she said.
 
   His eyes widened and he looked at his sisters-in-law. They smirked back at him.
 
   The rest of the day passed pleasantly. Mona served dinner in her dining room, so everyone could eat together. The children had their own table and Peyton watched as the entire D’Angelo family made it their project to see every child was sufficiently fed no matter who he or she belonged to originally.
 
   After dinner, everyone retired to the living room to watch television. Peyton found a spot on the floor near Emilio and Sergio, but they couldn’t sit still for long and eventually had to start wrestling. Franco and Sofia waded in to break it up. Peyton found even this charming.
 
   Looking around, she realized that Marco wasn’t in the room. She climbed to her feet and went in search of him. She found him in the backyard, sitting on the picnic table, his feet braced on the seat, staring at the tangle of grapes his father had planted along the fence.
 
   She climbed up on the table next to him and wrapped her arms around his bicep, leaning her head on his shoulder. He kissed her forehead and rested his cheek on her wild curls.
 
   “You okay?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah. I just needed a break. I’m good for a few hours, then I get overwhelmed.”
 
   “I like it.”
 
   He kissed her again. “You would.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means you should have been born into the big family. To be honest, I think they like you better than they do me.”
 
   “That’s not true. They adore you.”
 
   “Sorry about the pomegranate tea.”
 
   Peyton laughed. “I thought it was funny.” She leaned back so she could see him in the failing light. “Your family has always made me feel welcome, especially now. That means so much to me.”
 
   He toyed with a curl. “See, this is why you’re perfect. Any other woman would be appalled that my mom was trying to get her pregnant, but you...you take it in stride.”
 
   Peyton laughed.
 
   “If you aren’t careful, they’ll be taking us house shopping next weekend.”
 
   “Speaking of that,” she said. “Since we’re apparently not worrying about who knows anymore, I think I should talk to Defino, don’t you?”
 
   “Let me. I was going to talk to her about our trip to Napa. I’ve got a few bargaining chips to play, so she doesn’t send me to Siberia or something.”
 
   “What if I go talk to her with you?”
 
   “No offense, sweetheart, but that usually gets me in more trouble.”
 
   She socked his shoulder. “Okay, but once that’s done, we need to think about our living arrangements. I have an entire house that I own, you know? Seems silly to pay rent and a mortgage both.”
 
   “Your house is overrun with other people, in case you’ve forgotten.”
 
   “I know, but maybe if we moved back into it, they’d think about leaving.”
 
   Marco touched her nose. “Or maybe we could ask them to leave.”
 
   “I can’t do that.”
 
   Marco sighed.
 
   She rubbed her hands along her pants legs. “That brings up something else I wanted to talk to you about.”
 
   “Okay?”
 
   “After Rosa Alvarez made her proposal the other day, Tag suggested we apply for the FBI.”
 
   Marco straightened. “She did?”
 
   “Yeah, but forget that.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because it’s silly, but she did say that I should look into getting my bachelor’s degree. She suggested that I might be close to one anyway with all of the continuing education credits we’ve done over the years. She thought I should talk to a counselor at SF State.”
 
   “I think that’s a great idea.”
 
   “What if we talk to a counselor?”
 
   He considered that. “Me and you?”
 
   “Yeah. If we had our bachelor’s degrees, we’d be eligible for other promotions, better pay and better benefits.”
 
   He nodded, looking out at the yard.
 
   She reached for his hand and ran her fingers over the back of it. “I think I’d like to have my bachelor’s degree, Marco.”
 
   “Then let’s look into it.” He shifted toward her. “Why wouldn’t you consider applying for the FBI, though?”
 
   She made a scoffing sound. “I can’t go for a run, but I’m going to pass all the tests they have to become a special agent. Besides, I’m not spending five months in Virginia.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   She frowned at him. “I’m not leaving you for five months.”
 
   “Peyton, it’s five months. It’s nothing. We waited eight years, we can make it through five months.”
 
   She studied his face. “Me? FBI?”
 
   “You heard her say they were looking for women and she told me herself, they’re looking for women of color. This might be the perfect time for you to apply.”
 
   Peyton thought about it. She hadn’t given it a moment’s consideration when Tag suggested it, but suddenly Marco thought it might be a good idea. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Tell me what’s really holding you back.”
 
   “Five months in Quantico, away from you.”
 
   “I’ll fly out on weekends.”
 
   “This is ridiculous. You heard all the hoops you have to jump through. I’d never make it.”
 
   “You won’t if you don’t try. What are you going to do? Work homicide your whole life? You’re a damn good cop, Peyton. You could do so much more. You could be a Special Agent in Charge like Rosa someday.”
 
   “I have PTSD, Marco.”
 
   “Well, this is one ballsy damn way to fight back, isn’t it?”
 
   She searched his face. “Where is this coming from?”
 
   “I don’t think there’s anything in this world that you can’t do.”
 
   “And what if I made it through and they wanted to relocate me?”
 
   “Then we relocate.”
 
   “You’d go with me?”
 
   “I go anywhere you want.”
 
   “And leave the City, your job? Your family?”
 
   He twirled a curl around his finger. “Yeah.”
 
   God, she loved this man. Why the hell had she wasted so much time when everything she wanted was right here before her?
 
   She leaned forward and kissed him, lingering on his lips, savoring the moment. Happiness was right here in front of her and she was so worried she was going to screw it up.
 
   “Hey, get a room!” came Vinnie’s voice from the top of the stairs.
 
   Marco drew back, giving her a wry smile. “Does leaving the family really seem all that bad?” he quipped.
 
   “Mama has dessert ready.”
 
   Peyton glanced over at Vinnie.
 
   “It’s chocolate cake,” he teased.
 
   She climbed off the table and started toward the house.
 
   Marco caught her arm and stopped her.
 
   “He said chocolate cake, Marco,” she pleaded.
 
   “Apply for the job.”
 
   She drew a deep breath. “I have to find out about the degree first.”
 
   He shook his head. “Apply. Then you can work on the degree.”
 
   Peyton tugged on his hand. “Only if you find out about your degree too.”
 
   He nodded and let her pull him off the table.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Jake reached over and scratched Tater’s ear, his eyes focused on the television. Maria and Cho were in her room...well, what had once been his room...and he was enjoying the quiet. Earlier she’d been bopping around the kitchen playing some rap and cooking dinner. He didn’t mind the dinner part, but he hated the rap.
 
   He should be looking for apartments in Nebraska, he told himself. He wasn’t sure if Peyton ever intended to move back home, but it seemed silly that he was here, sharing a house with mean-as-piss receptionist and her scary-as-hell cop boyfriend.
 
   Not that he minded Cho as much as before. Cho had actually shown interest in the concert he and Abe attended and Cho knew something more than rap. It always bewildered Jake what attracted two people to each other. Cho and Maria couldn’t be any different and yet they seemed to work.
 
   A knock sounded at the door. Jake looked over his shoulder. He hated answering the door after dark, especially now. Especially knowing a serial killer had been living across the street. Tater lifted his head and went on alert, his ears pricking forward. Tater’s presence made him feel better and the fact that there was a scary-as-hell cop with a gun just a door away didn’t hurt.
 
   He pushed himself off the couch and went to the door, Tater following him. He peeked through the peephole, finding Devan standing on the stoop. He unlocked the door and pulled it open.
 
   “Hey,” he said, placing his hand on Tater’s head.
 
   Devan glanced first at the dog, then up at Jake. “Hey, is Peyton here?”
 
   “No.”
 
   He shifted and looked back down the stairs. “Can I come in?”
 
   Jake didn’t see a reason, but he backed up and let Devan enter the house. He walked into the middle of the room and looked around.
 
   “Do you know when she’ll be back?”
 
   Jake shook his head. “No idea.”
 
   Devan nodded at that. “Do you mind if I wait?” he said, moving toward the recliner where Marco always sat.
 
   Jake followed him, not sure what the hell to do.
 
   Cho appeared in the hallway entrance, giving Jake a quizzical look.
 
   Jake shrugged.
 
   “Adams,” said Cho.
 
   “Cho, hey, how are you?”
 
   “Fine. What brings you by?”
 
   “I wanted to talk to Peyton. I haven’t talked to her since...well, since she wound up in the hospital.”
 
   Cho looked at Jake and made a motion with his head at Devan.
 
   Jake held up his hands. He didn’t know what the hell he was supposed to do.
 
   “Can I get you a beer or something?” Jake offered lamely.
 
   “No, coffee would be nice. Do you have coffee?”
 
   Jake gave Cho a wild eyed stare.
 
   “I’ll make some,” said Cho, moving toward the kitchen. He jerked his head at the doorway, indicating Jake should follow.
 
   “Don’t go to any trouble on my part,” said Devan.
 
   “No trouble. Ryder, ya wanna help?”
 
   Jake followed him into the kitchen.
 
   “What’s he doing here?” Cho hissed.
 
   “I don’t know. He wants to see Peyton.”
 
   “Well, she isn’t here.”
 
   Jake gave him an annoyed look. “Really? Did you use your detective super powers to deduce that?”
 
   “Get rid of him.” He reached for the coffee pot and filled it with water.
 
   “Why me?”
 
   “Because you let him in.”
 
   Jake sighed. “I don’t know what to tell him.”
 
   “Tell him what’s really going on.” He went to the cabinet and grabbed the coffee.
 
   “Then he’ll tell Defino and Peyton will be pissed at me.”
 
   “You think Defino doesn’t already know? Shit. I figured it out. She definitely has. In fact, I think she placed a bet in the pool.”
 
   “This is awkward. Why doesn’t Maria tell him?”
 
   “She’s asleep.”
 
   “At 7:00?”
 
   “Just tell him.” He spooned the grounds into the filter. “Now!”
 
   Jake backed out of the room and found Devan sitting in the recliner, studying Tater, who was sitting on the couch, studying him in return. Jake picked up the remote off the coffee table and turned off the television, then sat down beside Tater.
 
   “Where’d the dog come from?”
 
   Jake placed his hand on Tater’s head and the dog settled next to him without taking his eyes off Devan. “Peyton adopted him.”
 
   “She adopted another dog?”
 
   “Well, technically, she adopted him for me, so he’s mine.”
 
   Devan frowned at that. “Do you know when she’ll be home?”
 
   Jake scratched Tater’s ear. “About that. She’s not coming home.”
 
   “What? She’s not still in the hospital, is she? No one told me that.”
 
   Jake held up a hand to calm him. “No, she’s out. She got out the next day, but she’s not really staying here right now.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Jake wasn’t sure what to say. Cho poked his head over the counter and glared at him.
 
   “I wanted to go see her in the hospital, but it wouldn’t have gone over very well. Things are so tense between Rani and me as it is.”
 
   Jake smoothed Tater’s fur.
 
   “Smith told me she almost died?”
 
   Jake nodded.
 
   “How close was it?”
 
   “Close.”
 
   “Did he hurt her any other way?”
 
   “No, well, he banged her head and he shocked her with a taser, but he didn’t...you know…”
 
   “Thank God.”
 
   Cho came out of the kitchen, carrying a coffee cup and passed it to Devan.
 
   “Thank you,” he said, cradling it in both hands.
 
   Cho jerked his head toward Devan again. Jake tried to ignore him.
 
   “So where is she staying if she isn’t here?”
 
   Jake tunneled his hand into Tater’s fur. “She’s with Marco.”
 
   “They working a case?”
 
   Jake glanced up and met Devan’s eyes. “No. I mean she’s with Marco.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “They’re sort of living together now.”
 
   Devan went still.
 
   Cho took a seat on the end of the couch near him. “Dude, you can’t really be surprised by that, can you?”
 
   “Ah, actually, I am.”
 
   “How?” asked Jake. Come on, even he’d heard Devan make comments about Marco to her.
 
   Devan settled the mug on the coffee table, clasping his hands. “I knew she was in love with him, but…”
 
   “Wait. You knew she was in love with him?”
 
   “You didn’t?”
 
   Jake gave a shrug.
 
   “I just never thought he’d be interested in her.”
 
   “How could you figure that?” Shit, this guy was all kinds of stupid. How the hell had he passed the bar?
 
   “Come on. He’s sort of a dog.”
 
   Cho and Jake exchanged confused looks.
 
   “Come again?”
 
   “He was always sleeping around with these bimbos he picked up in bars. Peyton isn’t like that.” He stared at his hands, his expression bleak. “I can’t believe this. Is it serious?”
 
   “Seems that way.”
 
   “Is he serious about her?”
 
   Jake wasn’t going to lie. “Very.”
 
   Devan slumped back in the chair, his hands dangling from the sides.
 
   “Dude, you got a woman at home. Why do you keep coming around here?” asked Cho. The man had balls. Jake had to give him credit.
 
   “I’m in love with her too.” He gave them a sad smile.
 
   “Didn’t you break up with her?” asked Cho.
 
   “I was trying to make her pick me over Marco.”
 
   Cho and Jake gave him bewildered looks.
 
   “In hindsight, it doesn’t seem like a very bright plan.”
 
   “It’s mule ass stupid,” said Jake.
 
   Cho slapped him with the back of his hand. “Did you really think she’d give him up for you?”
 
   Devan exhaled. “I hoped she would.” Then he leaned forward. “Why wouldn’t she? I have money. I’m educated. I have political power. And I’m just as good looking as he is.”
 
   “Well…” said Jake.
 
   “Okay, so I don’t look like an underwear model, but I look a hell of a lot better on paper than he does. He’s a Neanderthal.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” said Cho, straightening.
 
   “Come on. Did he even graduate high school? He’s a cop and to be honest, he’s lucky he made it that far.”
 
   Cho rose to his feet. Jake slid back into the corner of the couch.
 
   “What are you saying about cops?”
 
   Devan visibly checked himself. “I didn’t mean you.”
 
   “No?” He glared at Jake over his shoulder. “He’s your problem now.” Then he walked toward the bedroom.
 
   Jake stared fixedly at his feet. Yep, Cho was scary as hell sometimes.
 
   “You know what I mean, right?” asked Devan.
 
   Jake glanced up at him. “Honestly, I don’t think you know what you mean. You don’t really know D’Angelo like you think you do. He’s a little deeper than you give him credit for.”
 
   “Really? What does he have that I don’t?”
 
   “He lets her be herself. He’s crazy about her just the way she is.”
 
   Devan went still.
 
   “You wanted to change her into what you wanted.”
 
   He lowered his head.
 
   “Look.” Jake shifted forward on the couch. “It’s over. You’ve got to stop chasing something that’s gone. This thing with Marco is serious and you don’t stand a chance in hell of changing that. But you have a baby on the way. You owe that baby a stable life. Maybe you should try to make things work with the baby’s mother and stop trying to get what would never have been anyway.”
 
   “Are you saying Peyton and I would never have worked?”
 
   “You admitted here that you knew she was in love with Marco. If you love her, even a little bit, then you should want her to be happy. He’s always made her happy, Devan. Leave it alone.”
 
   Devan stared at his clasped hands. “I could provide a much better life for her.”
 
   “Depends on if you think material things are more important than anything else.”
 
   He looked up at Jake.
 
   “Provide that life for Rani and your child. Give them everything you think you want to give Peyton and maybe you’ll find it’s enough.”
 
   Devan nodded, letting out a long sigh. “Guess I better get home.” He rose to his feet and Jake rose with him. “You’re not bad, Ryder,” he said, holding out his hand.
 
   Jake shook it, then guided him to the door.
 
   “When she asked you to live here, I thought she’d lost her mind. I guess she knows better than I do,” he said, then opened the door and stepped outside. “Night.”
 
   “Night,” said Jake, closing the door behind him. He leaned against it and surveyed the room. Yep, things would be a lot less complicated when he moved back to Nebraska. A lot less complicated…and a whole lot more boring.


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   Dr. Ferguson gripped the pen in both hands, running his fingers along the barrel. Peyton couldn’t count how many times she’d seen him do this. Marco said she had a tell. If she didn’t know better, she’d think this was Ferguson’s tell. He always toyed with his pen when he was trying to decide if Peyton was giving him the complete truth.
 
   “How was your weekend?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   Peyton thought about that before she spoke. She had to be careful what she said about Marco. “Went for drinks with Maria and Cho. Had lunch with my mother.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   She shifted in her chair. “I tried to go for a run Sunday, but…”
 
   “But?”
 
   “I couldn’t do it.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “A guy pulled up to the curb in a car and got out. I felt like I was reliving the abduction all over again.”
 
   Ferguson nodded slowly.
 
   “You keep saying it’ll get better, but it’s not. I’m getting frustrated.”
 
   “It’s been less than a month, Inspector Brooks. You didn’t expect miracles, did you?”
 
   “I expected to sleep the whole night through. I expected to be able to do my job.”
 
   “Have you missed work?”
 
   “No, but…”
 
   “But?”
 
   “My partner is having to cover for me. She’s had to do some of the questioning.”
 
   He used the pen to make some notes on his yellow pad. “How are things with your new partner?”
 
   “She’s not Marco.”
 
   Dr. Ferguson looked up through his glasses. “That’s obvious. Is this a problem?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “No?”
 
   Peyton drew a breath for patience. “I’m thinking of getting my bachelor’s degree,” she said, deliberately changing the subject. If she told him how much she missed Marco, he might guess at what else she was trying to keep to herself.
 
   “Really? Why?”
 
   “Because I need it if I want to progress in my career. I have an appointment tomorrow to talk with a counselor and see how close I might be toward a degree.”
 
   “Good. Very good. You’re thinking ahead. That’s a good sign.”
 
   Peyton met his gaze. “How much longer do I have to keep coming here?”
 
   He settled the pen on his pad. “A while more.”
 
   “Can I have an actual number? I’ll take weeks or months or even years. I’m not picky. I’d just like to schedule my future around our sessions.”
 
   He chuckled. “I can’t give you a number, Inspector Brooks.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because you aren’t being completely honest with me.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “I sense you’re holding back. I sense you aren’t telling me everything that’s going on. You give me just enough to placate me, but nothing more.”
 
   She chewed her lower lip. She wasn’t giving him Marco. She wasn’t opening up that topic for his evaluation. She wasn’t going to let him sully the purest part of her life. “I don’t know what you want. I’m telling you everything. I told you about my lack of sleep. I told you about the panic attacks. I even told you about my dreams. Do you know how hard that was for me to admit?”
 
   He just stared at her.
 
   Anger moved through her. She wasn’t giving him Marco. “Sometimes, Dr. Ferguson,” she began, “I get the feeling that you don’t really give a damn about my health. You just want a front seat at the show.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I think you enjoy poking at my wounds, watching me bleed. I think you get off on my dysfunction.” As soon as the words left her mouth, she knew she’d probably bought herself months more of this, or maybe even a formal reprimand from Defino. Even so, she didn’t care.
 
   Dr. Ferguson gave her a smile. “That’s what I mean by holding back.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “This is the first time you’ve shown me anger since the first meeting when you walked out. And I know you’re angry, Inspector Brooks. This is good. You’re starting to process the trauma. You’re moving into the next phase. You’re coming out of your shock.”
 
   She started to say something, but her phone buzzed in her pocket. She fished it out and thumbed it on. A message from Tag blinked across the screen. Janitor struck. Victim in Bart Station. Glen Park. Meet me there ASAP.
 
   Peyton’s fingers closed over the device. Shit. They’d missed another opportunity to stop him and someone else had died.
 
   “Inspector Brooks?”
 
   “I’ve gotta go.”
 
   “Go? Our session isn’t finished yet.”
 
   “It is for today. I’ve got a murder to investigate.”
 
   “A murder? The Janitor?”
 
   Peyton rose to her feet. “Yeah. While we’re sitting here going round and round, he’s out there killing people.”
 
   Dr. Ferguson started to answer, but Peyton turned and headed for the door. All the head shrinking in the world didn’t make up for the fact that another person had died while she was here, pissing around.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton jogged down the escalator to the boarding deck. A uniform she didn’t recognize blocked the top of the stairs and Holmes and Bartlett covered the bottom. Tag appeared around a corner of the tunnel and came toward her.
 
   Peyton glanced around the ceiling, looking for cameras. “We need to get the video feed from everything down here.”
 
   “On it,” said Holmes, moving to the escalator.
 
   Peyton shifted to face Tag. “What we got?”
 
   “What we don’t have is witnesses. Apparently no one was down here when it happened.”
 
   “Any idea of time?”
 
   “Sometime last night. Rigor’s set in.”
 
   “So, between four to twelve hours?”
 
   “That’s my guess.”
 
   “Did you find a card?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Peyton exhaled and glanced at Bartlett. He shifted uncomfortably.
 
   “Method of execution?” Peyton started walking toward the site with Tag beside her.
 
   “Gunshot to the back of the head.”
 
   Peyton stopped. “You sure?”
 
   “Sure as shit, Fluffy. Blew his damn face off.”
 
   “That doesn’t make sense. It should have been strangulation.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “That’s the pattern. The next one should have been strangulation.”
 
   “So he’s changing his pattern.”
 
   “Serial killers don’t deviate from pattern. They evolve, they don’t deviate.”
 
   Tag shrugged. “There’s always a first.”
 
   “You said it blew his face off?”
 
   “Pretty much took out the back of his head too.”
 
   “What size bullet are we talking?”
 
   “Big...585? Riffle of some sort.”
 
   Peyton considered that. “He’s always used a handgun.”
 
   “Like I said, he’s switching it up.”
 
   Peyton started walking again. Turning the corner on the platform, she could see a group of cops gathered in a semi-circle. Jake was moving between them, snapping pictures. A little removed from the uniforms was Marco, Simons and Cho.
 
   She walked over to them. “Tag said it was a shooting.”
 
   Cho gave her a grim nod. “Execution like the others.”
 
   “That doesn’t make sense. This one should have been a strangulation.”
 
   Cho and Simons exchanged a look.
 
   “That’s what I said,” offered Simons.
 
   “Serial killers don’t deviate like this.” She glanced back at the circle of cops. “I need to see the body.”
 
   “It’s bad,” said Cho.
 
   She glanced at Marco.
 
   “He’s right.”
 
   “I don’t care. I need to see it.”
 
   Marco nodded, then placed a hand in the small of her back, directing her to the uniforms. They parted and she got her first glimpse of the body. He lay on his belly, arms out flung, ratty knitted gloves on his hands. He wore a huge army coat and he had to be at least 200 pounds. A tattered pair of jeans with frayed cuffs ended in a pair of army issue boots. A bloody mass of tissue, bone, and brain made up the back of his head and Peyton couldn’t bring herself to study the pulp that had become his face.
 
   Jake moved to her side. “This wasn’t done with a handgun,” he said.
 
   “You found a card?”
 
   He reached into the case at his side and pulled out a plastic bag, passing it to her. She took the card and turned it over, studying the front. Sure enough, the words Clean-up Crew had been printed across the front in red lettering.
 
   She held it up to the dim light in the tunnel. “Does this look like the same font as before?” 
 
   Jake drew a deep breath and exhaled. “I want to compare it to the others when I get back to the precinct, but it doesn’t look the same to me, Mighty Mouse.”
 
   Peyton nodded, passing it back. Her eyes caught on the out flung arms. Something about the curve of the right hand bothered her. She took a step closer, angling to the side, and hunkered down by the right hand. The edge of something hard poked out of the finger on the glove. She leaned closer, trying to ignore the smell of death. 
 
   “Give me a flashlight,” she asked one of the uniforms.
 
   He clipped it off his belt and held it out to her. She shined the flashlight on the hand, peering closer.
 
   “Jake, can you get the glove off without disturbing the body?”
 
   He came to her side, setting the case on the ground, then he pulled on a clean pair of gloves and reached for his tweezers. Carefully he drew the glove off the hand and held it away.
 
   Peyton closed her eyes and forced herself to take calming breaths.
 
   “What is it?” asked Marco.
 
   “This isn’t a man,” she said, looking up at him. “It’s a woman.”
 
   Suddenly Cho, Simons and Tag were around her.
 
   “We need to make sure,” said Cho.
 
   “Did you get all the pictures you need, Ryder?” asked Marco.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Then back up. We need to turn the body over and verify.”
 
   Peyton and Jake backed up with the other uniforms. Pulling on gloves, Simons, Cho and Marco positioned themselves at the body and carefully turned it over. Peyton looked away, closing her eyes. Jake put his arm around her shoulders for comfort.
 
   She heard fabric rustle, then Marco shook his head.
 
   “We have to be sure.”
 
   “I’ll do it,” said Tag, stepping between the men. She bent over the body and began working on the blood soaked jeans. A moment later, she sat back on her heels, her bloody hands dangling between her knees. “It’s a woman.”
 
   Simons and Cho looked over at Peyton. Marco stood with his hands on his hips, his head lowered.
 
   Peyton gave a nod. “We have a copycat,” she said, her voice echoing in the tunnel ominously.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “God damn it, it’s that reporter. She caused this!” said Defino, pacing behind the conference room table. “This City is going to go crazy once this gets out.”
 
   “You’re going to have to go public,” said Rosa, sitting at the head of table. “The Mayor’s going to want to shut it down quick. The only way I can see to do that is to go public and ask for witnesses.”
 
   “Did we get the video feed from all of the cameras?” demanded Defino.
 
   “Yeah,” said Peyton. “Jake and Stan are going through them right now, but I don’t think they’ll find anything. It was dark on the platform and the killer didn’t even know he was attacking a woman.”
 
   “When did Abe say he’d get back to you?”
 
   “As soon as he finishes the autopsy. He didn’t have anything else on his schedule today.”
 
   “We can’t go public with this, Captain,” said Marco. “The Janitor hasn’t struck in a few weeks, but this might provoke him.”
 
   “Or provoke another copycat,” said Cho.
 
   “I’m open to suggestions,” said Defino, holding out her hands.
 
   No one offered anything.
 
   A knock sounded at the door and Maria poked her head inside. “Brooks?” she said, nodding toward the lobby.
 
   Peyton rose to her feet and moved around the table. She felt everyone’s eyes on her. Maria held the door open for her as she passed through, then she motioned to the front counter. A woman was standing on the other side, holding a paper bag in her hands. Her face was ashen and she looked like she might topple over at the slightest breath of air.
 
   “I’m Inspector Peyton Brooks. You asked to see me?”
 
   The woman made a strange motion with her mouth, then she held out the bag. “I think my son killed someone,” she said.
 
   Peyton moved to the half-door, pushing it open. She accepted the bag and placed it on the counter, carefully unfolding the top of it. A Superman t-shirt lay inside, the entire front of it splattered with blood and pieces of brain.
 
   Peyton’s eyes lifted to the conference room door where everyone was standing, looking out at her. “I need an evidence bag,” she said as calmly as she could.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton handed the woman a paper cup filled with coffee. Her hands shook as she accepted it. Glancing around the room, she focused on Peyton as she took a seat across from her at the table.
 
   “Is this an interrogation room?”
 
   “We use it to question all sorts of people.”
 
   The woman nodded at the mirror. “Are they watching?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   She curled her hands around the cup. “I probably shouldn’t be here.”
 
   Peyton removed a business card and passed it across the table to her. “We’re just gonna talk, okay?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Do you mind if I take notes?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Peyton reached for her notebook and flipped it open. “Can you tell me your name?”
 
   “Susan. Susan Harding.”
 
   “And your son?”
 
   “Robert.”
 
   Peyton scribbled their names in the book. “Can I ask you why you came in here?”
 
   “Robert came home late last night, then he left before I could talk to him this morning. I had the news on and I saw a report that someone was killed at the BART station. I didn’t know he was gone yet, so I went in his room to get him up for school and found that bag stuffed in his garbage can.”
 
   “So you opened it?”
 
   She nodded, staring blankly at the coffee. “I felt like I was going to be sick.”
 
   “What makes you think your son was involved with the murder at the BART station, Mrs. Harding?”
 
   She reached into her pocket and pulled out a BART pass, sliding it across the table to Peyton. “I found this on his desk.”
 
   Peyton picked it up and looked at it. Today’s date was printed across the top, along with a time stamp. 12:36AM.
 
   “That’s human blood on the shirt, isn’t it?”
 
   “We’re having it tested.” Peyton settled the ticket on the table. “Do you recognize the shirt, Mrs. Harding? Is it your son’s?”
 
   She nodded, staring fixedly at the ticket.
 
   “Do you have any idea where he is?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Did he go to school today?”
 
   “I called the school. They said he never showed up.”
 
   “What about his friends? Did you contact any of them? Have they heard from him?” 
 
   “He doesn’t have many friends. He plays video games with a younger kid sometimes.”
 
   “Do you know the kid’s name?”
 
   “Jeremy. He’s a freshman.”
 
   “And your son?”
 
   “A sophomore.”
 
   Peyton shifted and glanced at the mirror. “Do you have a picture of your son, Mrs. Harding?”
 
   The woman reached for the purse she had on the floor by her chair and unzipped it, searching for her wallet. She removed a school picture and slid it across the table to Peyton. Peyton lifted it, looking at a thin boy with bad acne and mousey brown hair.
 
   “Do you know Jeremy’s last name?”
 
   “No. I never thought to ask.”
 
   “Do you know where he lives?”
 
   “Somewhere close by us, but I don’t know exactly.”
 
   Peyton placed the picture beside the ticket. “Has your son ever been in trouble before?”
 
   “Never.”
 
   “Where’s his father?”
 
   Mrs. Harding’s eyes lifted and pinned Peyton. “He left us about six months ago. He said he was tired of this domestic crap. His words, not mine.”
 
   “How did Robert take that?”
 
   “Not well. His grades suffered and he’s been missing a lot of school. He tells me he doesn’t feel well and I just don’t have the heart to force him to go.”
 
   Peyton made some notes, then she crossed her arms on the table. “Do you have guns at your house, Mrs. Harding?”
 
   Susan Harding closed her eyes. Peyton waited patiently. As patiently as she could. If this kid was out there, he probably still had the gun.
 
   “I know this is hard, but I really need to know what we’re facing when we find your son. Did he have access to a gun?”
 
   She nodded, a quick, forceful jerk of her head.
 
   “What kind of gun?”
 
   “Winchester 8 gauge. His father gave it to him. They used to go hunting.”
 
   Peyton slid the notebook over to her. “Write down your address, Mrs. Harding, and anywhere else you think he might have gone.”
 
   She gave Peyton a panicked look. “Promise me you won’t hurt him. Promise me.”
 
   Peyton reached over and covered her hand with her own. “We’ll do our best. I promise you that.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton sat listening to the police scanner, but nothing had come across the line for hours. Cho and Simons were staking out the Harding house, Smith was trying to track down Jeremy Somebody, but the school had been less than helpful. Holmes and Bartlet were canvassing the Glen Park BART Station with Robert Harding’s picture, trying to find witnesses. 
 
   Midnight had come and gone.
 
   She glanced up as Marco stopped by her desk. “You should go home and get some sleep,” he said.
 
   She shook her head. “I can’t.”
 
   “Why not? I’ll drive you, then I’ll come back here.”
 
   She lowered her eyes. “I can’t sleep without you.”
 
   “How ‘bout I set up a cot in the break room?”
 
   She nodded. “Did Vinnie let Pickles out and feed him?”
 
   “He did one better. He took Pickles home to Cristina and Tonio.”
 
   She smiled. “We may never get our dog back.”
 
   Marco returned the smile. “Has Jake found anything on the videos?”
 
   “No, he and Stan are still going through them. Tag went down there to see if they’ve made any progress, but I think it’s a lost cause. They should probably go home.”
 
   “What’d Jake do about Tater?”
 
   “Abe went over.”
 
   “Did he finish the autopsy?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s just waiting for some test results. He thinks he got some DNA from the vic’s hands.” Peyton hugged her arms around herself. “He can’t identify her, not even if he got dental records. And she had no ID on her. She was probably homeless.”
 
   Marco hunkered down in front of her, taking her hand in his. “We’ll figure it out. We’ve got fingerprints. If she was homeless, she might have been picked up for vagrancy and then we can ID her.”
 
   Peyton nodded, rubbing her eyes with her free hand. “I can hardly think. I’m so tired.”
 
   He nodded toward the break room. “I’ll go set up the cot. You need to get a few hours of sleep.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I’ll take my turn after you.”
 
   She squeezed his hand. She wished she could crawl into his arms like she did at home, but people were still roaming the precinct. Her head felt so full, she couldn’t concentrate. He was right. She just needed to close her eyes for a few minutes. That is if she could sleep without him lying beside her. Maybe just knowing he was in the same area would be enough.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Genevieve sat on the floor of her living room, her back pressed to the couch, staring at the cell phone on the coffee table. She wore a baggy pair of sweats, her hair tied up in a bun, and no makeup. The shades were drawn over every single window and the lights had been dimmed with scarves draped over the lampshades.
 
   Four days had passed since she talked with Ambrose. He hadn’t called since the night Jimmy came over. Now she was too terrified to leave her apartment, too terrified to go to the store or work, and too terrified even to go into the lobby and get her mail. Whenever anyone called her, she told them she had to go, afraid she’d miss his call.
 
   If only he’d call, then she’d know he was still out there, still regarding her as something more than a target. Eventually she was going to have to leave. Food was running low and she was risking her job. She’d told them she was sick for the past few days, but they were only going to accept that so long. Tomorrow she was going to have to make a decision.
 
   The buzzer sounded beside her door. She whipped around and stared at it, too paranoid to answer it.
 
   It buzzed again.
 
   She tunneled her hands into her hair at the temples, trying to reason with herself. If the Janitor was coming after her, he wouldn’t ask to be let in. He’d find a way to circumvent the security system.
 
   She forced herself to her feet and walked to the door, leaning against it as she pressed the button.
 
   “What?” she said, surprised her voice came out so clipped and angry.
 
   “Genevieve, is that you?”
 
   Jimmy. She closed her eyes and slumped against the door. She wanted to let him inside, but she was afraid for him. “Yes, Jimmy. How are you?”
 
   “I’m fine. How are you?”
 
   The way he said it, she knew he was concerned. “Fine.”
 
   “You sure? I went by your work and they said you were home sick still.”
 
   “I just had a bad case of the stomach flu. I’m getting better now. I just needed some rest.”
 
   “Let me come up and I can make you tea or something.”
 
   “No!” She said it forcefully. She couldn’t chance him coming into her apartment, becoming a target for the Janitor. She drew a deep breath and clenched her fists, trying to soften her tone. “I don’t want you seeing me like this.”
 
   “Are you sure I can’t bring you anything?”
 
   “Yes, I’m fine. I’ll be back at work in a few days.”
 
   “Okay.” He sounded skeptical. “If you do need anything, don’t hesitate to call me, okay? I’m worried about you.”
 
   “I know, but don’t worry. I’ll be better before you know it.”
 
   “Talk to you soon, Genevieve.”
 
   “Talk to you, Jimmy. Bye.”
 
   She released the button, then surveyed her apartment. Cast off clothing, dirty plates, empty soda cans lay strewn about the floor. God, what was she doing? She was going to have to do something about reclaiming her life. She couldn’t go on like this, letting him turn her into a hermit.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   Marco lowered his head, rubbing the back of his neck. He let his eyes close just for a moment, just long enough to shake the weight of exhaustion pressing on him. The time on his cell phone read 3:00AM. Once he could pull all-nighters without a problem, but he hadn’t slept through a night in the last two weeks without waking at least once.
 
   As if on cue, he heard Peyton’s cry – that raw sound of terror that tore out of her involuntarily. He bolted to his feet and raced across the precinct to the break room. He was half aware that Tag swiveled in her chair, her eyes wide with alarm.
 
   The break room was dark, but he felt his way around the tables until he came to the cot and sank down on it. She was sitting up, her arms flailing. He caught her hands in his and pulled her into his arms. She struggled against him, but he whispered in her ear as he did every night.
 
   “Shh, sweetheart, you’re okay. You’re okay now!”
 
   Gradually she sank against him, her hands curling into fists in his shirt. He pulled her tighter into his arms, tucking her head beneath his chin. Her breathing came in a rapid pant and he could feel her heart pounding against his chest, but as he ran his hands down her back, her shaking decreased.
 
   He became aware of people gathered in the doorway. He glanced up. Defino and Tag blocked the entrance, their faces bathed in light from the precinct. He tightened his hold on Peyton and waited until her breathing slowed, then he gently laid her back on the cot and kissed her forehead. Exhaustion drew her back down into sleep and he pulled a blanket over her.
 
   Rubbing his hands across his jeans, he realized that his long overdue talk with the captain had come. She would want an explanation and he wasn’t going to lie, even if it meant she sent him as far away as she could.
 
   He rose to his feet and headed for the door. She was waiting for him at his old desk, but Tag was nowhere to be seen.
 
   “Does that happen every night?” Defino asked, her arms crossed over her chest.
 
   He moved to stand in front of her, unable to look her in the eye. “Yeah.”
 
   “Every night?”
 
   Marco nodded.
 
   “Should I put her on leave?”
 
   “She solved the case today...or yesterday...or whenever. Anyway, she’s the one who figured out the vic was a woman. She’s the one who got Susan Harding talking.”
 
   Defino nodded. “You’re right.”
 
   Marco shoved his hands in his pockets. “If you’re going to send anyone away, Captain, it should be me.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Marco met her gaze. “Obviously, you know what’s going on now.”
 
   “Now?” She gave a scoffing laugh. “I think I won the betting pool. I’m just surprised she kept it from me for this long.”
 
   “She wanted to tell you. She felt guilty about it, but she was afraid you’d send me to another precinct.”
 
   Defino didn’t say anything for a long time. Marco tried to be patient, but he felt like he was going to crawl out of his skin.
 
   “Relax, D’Angelo. I’m not losing my two best cops. Now that she’s worked things out with Tag, I don’t need to send either of you away. And it’s not like I didn’t know this was going to happen eventually. Besides, you’ve always had a stabilizing effect on her.”
 
   Marco gave her a fleeting smile.
 
   “I’m just not sure she’s ready to be back here.”
 
   “It’ll be worse if you send her home. This gives her a chance to feel productive and it’s better when she’s surrounded by people. She doesn’t do so well when she’s alone. Besides, Tag’s learning how to back her up and honestly, I think it’s making Tag a better cop.”
 
   Defino considered that. “We’ve got to get this Janitor bastard, D’Angelo.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “He starts messing with my people, screwing with them like that…” She didn’t finish, but Marco could guess what she was thinking.
 
   “There’s something that might help, Captain.”
 
   “What?”
 
   He shifted weight. “I’d like to take her away Friday night. We’ll just go to Napa, and it’d only be for the one day, but I think she needs a change of scenery.”
 
   Defino didn’t respond right away.
 
   “We won’t go as long as this other case is hanging out there, but if we could just have a day…”
 
   “Take your day, D’Angelo. You’ve both earned it. We’ve got everyone working this case and I can call in backup if necessary. Get her out of the City and let her have a night without fear.”
 
   Marco drew a deep breath and exhaled. “Thank you, Captain,” he said.
 
   She waved him off and headed back toward her office. “Definitely need to collect on that pool though,” she muttered.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton walked back to her desk, scrunching a hand through her damp curls. Maria had brought her a change of clothes and she’d showered in the precinct’s locker room. A few hours of sleep and a shower helped, but she still felt like her head was full of cotton.
 
   Tag appeared from the front of the precinct, two paper cups in hand, and held one out to her.
 
   She took it, lifting it to her lips. She could smell the rich aroma of chocolate. “Mocha?”
 
   “With extra whip cream.”
 
   Peyton felt touched by the gesture. “Thank you.”
 
   “Don’t mention it,” Tag said, moving to her desk and taking a seat.
 
   Peyton reached for her chair, but suddenly voices could be heard coming from the front of the precinct. Carrying her coffee, she wandered toward them. Smith had arrived, drawing Defino and Rosa Alvarez out of the captain’s office, followed a moment later by Devan. Marco stepped from the conference room, while Maria sat at her desk, swiveling in her chair.
 
   “I found Jeremy,” said Smith.
 
   “How?” asked Defino.
 
   “I asked around the neighborhood. Finally this morning, a teenage girl on her way to school told me his name was Jeremy Middleton and pointed out his house to me.”
 
   “Was he there?” asked Marco.
 
   Smith gave a weary shake of his head. “Apparently, Jeremy’s parents admitted him to the hospital on Monday morning or that’s what his grandmother said. She was staying at the house with a couple of younger kids. When I got to the hospital, I found out he’d been moved to the psych ward and they wouldn’t let me talk to him.”
 
   “What time did they admit him on Monday, Frank?” asked Peyton.
 
   “Around 2:00...2:30.”
 
   “Not long after the shooting at the BART station,” Peyton said to Defino. “We need to talk to Jeremy, Captain. He might be able to tell us where Robert Harding is.”
 
   Rosa leaned against the counter. “You’re gonna have a hard time making a case for that. How old is this kid?”
 
   “Fourteen,” said Smith.
 
   Rosa shook her head.
 
   Peyton turned her attention to Devan. “Can’t we compel him? He participated in a murder.”
 
   “What evidence do you have, Peyton? You don’t even know that he was there. It would be damn near impossible to get to him even if you had physical proof he participated. He’s a minor and his parents admitted him to a psych ward. A half-assed defense attorney would be able to get Al Capone off with that set-up.”
 
   Maria’s phone rang and she reached for it.
 
   Peyton stared out the windows of the precinct, watching the fog flow past. Why did it always seem like the criminal had all the rights? Why did cops have to play by a different set of rules than murderers and rapists?
 
   She could hear Maria muttering into the phone, then she hung up.
 
   “Cho and Simons are on their way into booking right now. They’ve got Robert Harding. They caught him trying to sneak back into his house.”
 
   Peyton turned to Devan. “Are you going to tell me we can’t question him?”
 
   “Did you get permission from his mother?”
 
   “Yesterday,” said Marco.
 
   “Then you can question him. I’ll observe, so they can’t say he didn’t have a court advocate, but I think I can make the case to try him as an adult. He’s older than Middleton, right?”
 
   “Fifteen,” said Defino.
 
   “Then we’re golden, but we really need a confession out of him. Especially since we don’t have any physical evidence.”
 
   “Well, maybe I can help with that,” came Abe’s voice. He rounded the corner, coming from the back of the precinct. He had a file, which he held out to Peyton. “Doris Hall fought back...hard.”
 
   “You ID’d her?”
 
   “Of course I did, sweets.”
 
   Peyton felt a wash of relief. “From her fingerprints?”
 
   “Better yet. She had a pacemaker.” He touched the center of his chest. “I looked up the serial number on it.”
 
   “Did you get DNA from her attacker?” asked Devan.
 
   “Yep, under her fingernails. Her attacker will have some nasty scratches on him.”
 
   Peyton opened the file and reviewed it.
 
   “This is good, but we still need a confession and we still need Harding to put Middleton at the scene of the crime. That’s the only way I’ll ever be able to get near the other boy,” said Devan.
 
   Peyton closed her eyes. She was so damn tired.
 
   “What is it, Brooks?” asked Defino.
 
   “They’re just kids. What the hell would make a kid do this to another person?”
 
   “That’s what you have to find out, Peyton,” said Devan. “That’s what you need to get him to tell you.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton tried to ignore the crowd in the viewing room as she stared at Robert Harding. He was a big, raw-boned boy, a little over six feet with a bad case of acne. His mousy brown hair was mussed and he wore an oversized coat, jeans, and a pair of battered sneakers.
 
   “He was trying to sneak back into his house,” said Cho to Defino. “Caught him climbing the fence.”
 
   “No gun?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “He tell you anything?”
 
   “Wouldn’t talk to us. The whole ride over here, the little bastard sat in the back seat sullen as shit. Sure swore up a blue streak when we nabbed him though. Simons accidentally elbowed him in the jaw when he was stuffing him in the car.”
 
   Simons chuckled.
 
   “We gotta play this very carefully or we’re gonna have all sorts of child advocates breathing down our necks,” said Devan, placing his hands on his hips. “I hate interviewing kids.”
 
   Peyton glanced over at him.
 
   “What kid blows out the back of a person’s skull?” said Rosa, leaning against the table, her arms cross over her chest. “That ain’t no kid.”
 
   “The vic was a veteran. Gulf war,” said Tag, reviewing the file Abe had given them.
 
   “Okay, how we gonna do this?” said Defino.
 
   Peyton felt everyone’s eyes on her. She lowered her head, hugging her arms around herself.
 
   “You gotta get him on your side, Peyton. You gotta get him to talk. We really need a confession,” urged Devan.
 
   Peyton looked up at him. “I don’t think I’m the right one for this.”
 
   “You’re the only one for this,” said Cho behind her.
 
   Tag held out the file to her, but she didn’t take it.
 
   Devan’s eyes lifted beyond her shoulder and he gave a jerk of his head in her direction. Peyton felt Marco’s hand curl around her arm as he drew her away from the window. He cupped his other hand around her elbow.
 
   “You can do this. Just get him talking.”
 
   She searched his blue eyes. Why did they always make her do this? Why did they always assume she was the only one who could interview a perp? Maybe Tag was just as good as she was at interrogation? Shouldn’t she have a chance to show her skill, especially with Rosa Alvarez here?
 
   “There’s no one else better at this than you,” he said, tightening his hold.
 
   She gave a slow nod. “I get chocolate after this.”
 
   “You can have a whole damn chocolate feast, sweetheart.”
 
   She smiled.
 
   Devan passed Marco the file and he gave it to her.  She laid her hand in the middle of his chest, then moved around him toward the door. She could feel their eyes following her, but she tried to block them from her mind. She had to concentrate on the boy killer.
 
   Robert Harding looked up as she entered the room. She came to the table and set the file on its surface, then stood and stared him down.
 
   He gave her a once over. “You a cop?”
 
   “Yeah. Inspector Peyton Brooks.”
 
   “What are you? Four feet tall?”
 
   “A bit taller.”
 
   “And you actually catch bad guys?”
 
   “Yeah, quite a few.”
 
   “You? You bring them down?”
 
   “You mean physically?”
 
   He nodded, stretching his legs out beneath the table.
 
   Peyton took a seat in the chair perpendicular to his. “Yeah. I can take someone down if I have to.”
 
   “I think I’m supposed to have a lawyer.”
 
   “I can get you one if you want, but then we can’t talk. I can’t help you if I can’t talk to you, Robert.”
 
   “My mother came here, didn’t she?”
 
   Peyton placed her hand on the file. “She did.”
 
   Robert made a scoffing noise.
 
   “She was worried about you. She begged me to keep you safe.”
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “We gave her a place to stay while we looked for you, but we can bring her in if you want to see her.”
 
   He chewed his inner lip and stared at the table. “Don’t care.”
 
   “Can we talk about Sunday night?”
 
   “I’m not talking about that.”
 
   “Can we talk about Jeremy?”
 
   He glanced at her. “I’m not talking about that pussy either.”
 
   Peyton drew a deep breath. This kid’s affect was wrong somehow. He was so disconnected. Peyton wasn’t sure how to break through to him. They must have taken a blood test in booking to see if he was on anything, but she wouldn’t have that information for hours.
 
   She had to find a way past the block he was throwing up. She tried to think over everything she knew about him, then she remembered the blood stained t-shirt his mother had brought in yesterday. “Do you play video games, Robert?”
 
   He glanced at her. “Yeah.”
 
   “With Jeremy?”
 
   “Sometimes.”
 
   “What do you like to play?”
 
   He made a scoffing sound. “Like you’d know.”
 
   Peyton shrugged. “You never know. I’ve been known to play a little G.T.A.”
 
   He chuckled. “You? A cop?”
 
   “I like the cars. What do you play?”
 
   “Lots a stuff.”
 
   She shifted in the chair, trying to present a relaxed demeanor. “One of the guys that works here collects action figures. He has them in his office...all in their original packaging. Must be worth thousands.”
 
   “Bet.”
 
   “You collect anything like that?”
 
   “Yeah. I’ve got a few.”
 
   Peyton nodded. “He goes to the conventions, you know?”
 
   “Like Comic Con?”
 
   “Yeah, where they dress in costumes? You ever go to one of those?”
 
   He shifted toward her, just the slightest amount. “No. I’d like to go, but we can’t afford it.”
 
   “He reads graphic novels too. You ever read those?”
 
   “Yeah.” A fleeting smile passed over his features. “I like those.” He gave her a wry look. “You gonna tell me you read them?”
 
   “I’ve read a few. I like the drawings.”
 
   “Yeah. Which ones do you like?”
 
   “The superhero ones are interesting. I never knew there was such a backstory to them.”
 
   “A whole world.”
 
   “Yeah. It’s fascinating. Sometimes, I can get really lost in them.”
 
   “What superheroes do you like?” he asked, shifting a bit more.
 
   “Storm. You know? From the X-men?” Peyton hoped to hell she’d remembered that right. What if her name was Tempest or Wind or Rain or something else?
 
   “You like her? What do you like about her?”
 
   “She was one of the first superheroes that looked like me, you know? She’s black and a woman. Besides, I really like her superpowers.”
 
   “Yeah, but that’s fake. Superpowers make it too easy.”
 
   Peyton knew she had to go carefully here. If she moved too fast, she’d lose him again. “What? You don’t like superheroes?”
 
   “Not ones with superpowers.”
 
   “Who do you like?”
 
   “Batman. Batman’s cool.”
 
   “Because he doesn’t have superpowers?”
 
   “Right. He protects Gotham City with his intelligence.”
 
   “And some righteous gadgets,” she said with a smile.
 
   “Yeah. And a bad ass car.”
 
   Peyton gave him a nod. “He does have a bad ass car.”
 
   “And he doesn’t want the glory, you know? Those other guys, Superman and stuff, they go out expecting everyone to get all excited when they rescue someone, but they didn’t do anything. Not really. They were born with that stuff, the superpowers and stuff.”
 
   “I see what you mean. Batman wasn’t born a hero. He made himself one by what he did.”
 
   “Yeah. He goes out at night and he stops the crooks while everyone’s sleeping. They don’t even know he’s there.”
 
   “Kind of like the Janitor,” said Peyton carefully.
 
   Robert Harding went still. Then he leaned forward, resting his arm on the table. “Yeah, like the Janitor.”
 
   “I’m working that case right now, Robert.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yep. It’s hard though. A lot of people don’t think we should catch him.”
 
   Robert shrugged. “They’re right. He’s protecting the City.”
 
   “By killing child molesters?”
 
   “And wife beaters, yeah.”
 
   Peyton splayed her hand on the file. “Is that important to you, Robert? Protecting women from men who hurt them?”
 
   He leaned back in his chair. “That’s what a hero does. He protects his women and children.”
 
   Peyton nodded. Tread carefully, she warned herself. “Problem is, some people like the Janitor don’t really have a code like that. They live by rules they set up and they hurt people, people they shouldn’t hurt.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   Peyton shifted in the chair and lifted her shirt, showing him the scars on her side where the Janitor had torn the bolts from the taser out of her body. Robert’s eyes moved from the scars to her face and back again.
 
   “He attacked me when I went for a run, threw me in the back of a van with no windows or door handles. He drove me to a building and shut the van inside, leaving me to die.”
 
   “Who did?”
 
   “The Janitor, Robert. I would have died if my partner hadn’t found me in time.” She leaned closer to him. “See, there’s the problem with men like the Janitor. They may start off wanting to be heroes, but somewhere along the way, they just become the vigilantes. Do you know that word?”
 
   Robert nodded, his gaze transfixed on her.
 
   “Heroes are supposed to protect women and children, right, Robert?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   Peyton opened the file and slid the autopsy report toward him, pointing her finger at the box marked Gender. “The homeless guy in the BART station was a woman.”
 
   He shook his head no, glancing down at the paper.
 
   “A woman who served her country in Desert Storm. A veteran. A hero.”
 
   His breath came faster and he stared at the spot where Peyton pointed.
 
   “Tell me what happened, Robert. Tell me how you wound up on that BART platform Sunday night.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to hurt anyone,” he said, closing his eyes. “We were just going down there to patrol. That’s all it was.”
 
   “But you took a gun?”
 
   Robert’s eyes snapped open. “Jeremy was scared, said he was afraid we’d get mugged, so I told him I’d bring the rifle with me. I didn’t even know it was loaded.”
 
   “So you and Jeremy went down on the platform at midnight?”
 
   “It was 12:30 or so.” He lifted a hand and rubbed his eyes. “There was a lot of homeless down there. We just wanted to scare them off.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I got in their faces and told them to step off. Most of them left. We thought we were protecting people by getting them to leave the station.”
 
   “Doris Hall didn’t step off, did she?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   Peyton tapped the paper. “Doris Hall, the woman in the BART station.”
 
   “I didn’t even know she was a woman. She dressed like a man. She had a dark shadow on her face. I thought it was a beard.”
 
   “Homeless women dress like men to protect themselves. What happened when you told her to leave?”
 
   “She told me to fuck myself and she shoved me.” Robert swallowed hard, tears forming along his lower eyelids. “She didn’t even care if I had a gun.”
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   He rubbed a hand across his jaw. “I chest bumped her. Next thing I know, we’re wrestling each other. It pissed me off, so I grabbed the gun.”
 
   Peyton felt a chill shiver over her and she hugged her arms around herself.
 
   “She must have seen it then because she tried to get away.” He gave a hitching sob. “I didn’t know it was loaded.”
 
   “It went off?”
 
   He stared at the file, but Peyton didn’t think he saw it. “We just wanted to scare them. That’s all. Make them leave people alone.”
 
   “What did Jeremy do all of this time?”
 
   “When the gun went off, he started screaming. Then he bolted upstairs, leaving me.”
 
   “What did you do then?”
 
   “I tried to see if he…” He caught himself and closed his eyes. “If she was still alive, but there was blood everywhere. It got all over me.”
 
   “So you went home?”
 
   He opened his eyes again, a tear racing down his cheek. “I stuffed the shirt in a paper bag and shoved it in the garbage can in my room. I was going to get rid of it the next day.”
 
   Peyton leaned close to him. “Where is the gun, Robert?”
 
   He lifted his eyes and met hers. “I took it to the pier and threw it in the bay.”
 
   “Where did you get the gun?”
 
   He gave Peyton a chilling smile. “My dad. The day he left us. He took me aside and told me I was the man of the house now. That I needed to protect my mom. He never even showed me how to use it.” His jaw clenched. “All this time I didn’t even think it was loaded.”
 
   “How can that be? Your mom told me he used to take you hunting.”
 
   Robert made a noise between a sob and a laugh. “Hunting? He’d take me to these sleazy motels and leave me in a room, while he went into the room next door.”
 
   Peyton’s head lifted. “What do you mean?”
 
   “He said he was playing tag, but I could hear them through the walls.”
 
   Peyton covered his hand with her own.
 
   Robert stared at it. “He told me I was the man of the house and to protect my mother. God, how I hate that bastard.”
 
   Peyton didn’t know what to say. The tragedy of this boy’s life felt overwhelming. No words would help, no justice would ever be served here. Robert Harding was a throwaway kid and he’d never even had a chance to be anything else. Soon he’d be a throwaway man, discarded by a society that didn’t know how to fix what it broke.
 
   “I’m gonna get a pad of paper and a pen. I need you to write down everything you told me. Then I’m going to get you a lawyer, Robert.”
 
   He gave her a soul-weary look, then stared down at the file. “It probably doesn’t matter anyway,” he said. “Not now.”
 
   Peyton tightened her hold on his hand. “It does matter. It matters to me.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “Hot damn, she’s good,” said Rosa, watching Peyton through the two-way glass.
 
   “San Francisco’s finest,” said Defino, smiling with pride.
 
   Twisting on her heel, Rosa positioned herself before Marco. “I need to talk to you outside.”
 
   Marco followed her from the viewing room.
 
   She walked halfway down the hall, then turned to face him. “You’ve got to tell her to apply for the FBI.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “That talent deserves to be rewarded. She’s exactly what I’m looking for. Diverse, intelligent, gifted. You’ve got to tell her to apply. I’ll do my best to keep her in San Francisco, but if not, you could relocate with her. Most FBI agents have families, so it’s not impossible.”
 
   “I already told her to apply. She won’t.”
 
   “Because you didn’t make it sound convincing. If she thinks she might lose you, she’ll never try.”
 
   “No, it’s because she doesn’t have a bachelor’s degree.”
 
   “Then we’ll get her one.”
 
   “What? You gonna order it from Amazon? What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   Rosa waved him off. “We can work that out. We’ll get her a degree. Now you do your job. Be the supportive boyfriend and convince her to apply. If you hold her back, she’s just going to resent you. That woman was made for bigger things. She has a real chance to serve her country.” She poked Marco in the chest with her forefinger. “Whatever it takes, you need to convince her this is the right thing for her to do, this is the only choice she has for a future.”
 
   Marco rubbed a hand across his forehead. He would never stop Peyton from doing whatever she wanted and he hadn’t been lying when he said he’d relocate with her, but did they have to make this decision right now? They’d only just begun their life together and Rosa Alvarez was wanting to send Peyton away from him.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Defino turned to face him when he came back into the viewing room. “She’s going to take her from us, isn’t she?”
 
   Cho and Simons had left to finish processing Robert Harding, but Tag and Devan were still in the room, watching him. He didn’t want to discuss Peyton while they were present, but they didn’t seem inclined to leave.
 
   He nodded and looked at the ground.
 
   “Shit! I was afraid of that when she showed up. She’s always been interested in Peyton. What did she want you to do?”
 
   “Convince her to apply.”
 
   “Are you going to?”
 
   “We talked about it already. Tag encouraged her after the meeting with Alvarez on Monday.”
 
   “I did. It’s a good career move. She could do something more than homicide with the FBI.”
 
   “She was supposed to meet with an academic counselor at San Francisco State today to see what it’d take for her to get her degree, but…” He pointed at the two way mirror.
 
   Defino considered that for a moment, then she moved toward the door. “Well, I probably can find out just as easily as she can. People owe me a few favors down at State.” She started for the door, shaking her head. “Don’t know why I’m doing Alvarez’s job, but what the hell! Might as well cut off my nose to spite my face,” she grumbled, disappearing out the door.
 
   Tag pushed herself off the table, patting Marco’s shoulder as she passed him. “Poor damn bastard,” she muttered.
 
   Marco glanced through the window. Peyton was still sitting with Robert Harding as he wrote his account of Doris Hall’s death. He wanted to talk to her, but he didn’t want to wait in here with Devan. He’d just started to turn for the door when Devan cleared his throat.
 
   “D’Angelo?”
 
   Marco briefly closed his eyes. He and Devan weren’t exactly chummy in the best of circumstances. Marco had envisioned carving out his spleen a half dozen times when he and Peyton were dating.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Jake told me about you and Peyton.”
 
   “Great.” Freakin’ Ryder.
 
   “Can I give you a bit of advice?”
 
   Hell no, he wanted to say, but he shrugged instead.
 
   “Don’t make the same mistake I did. Don’t try to stand in her way. If she wants this job, the best thing you can do is get behind her and do whatever it takes to keep her happy.”
 
   “I’m not you, Adams.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   Marco felt anger wash over him. This jackass had tossed her aside and then he’d been trying to weasel his way back in for months now. “It means I know when I’ve got something special, and I’m sure as shit not going to do anything that would mess it up, like play games with her.”
 
   “I wasn’t playing games.”
 
   “Really? ‘Cause from where I’m standing, that’s exactly what it looked like. You threw her away, then you got engaged, then you wanted her back, while you were busy tossing away the woman you used to hurt her with in the first place. Class A prick move, Adams.”
 
   “What the hell chance did I have? You certainly didn’t have a problem interfering in our lives. Whenever I turned around, there you were. Every time I got into bed with her, I felt like I was getting into bed with both of you. You were the reason we didn’t work. You were always there.”
 
   Marco gave him a chilling smile. “I guess it worked out perfectly then.”
 
   “Did it?” Devan took a step closer to him. “Do you know what I could have done for her? How I could have provided for her? She would have wanted for nothing. And I can tell you this, she wouldn’t have been grabbed off the street and shoved in a van. She wouldn’t have almost been raped and murdered by a serial killer!”
 
   Marco started forward, but he caught motion from the corner of his eyes.
 
   Peyton had stepped into the room.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   Devan straightened, smoothing the lines of his jacket. “Nothing.” He came toward her and ran a hand down her arm. “You were brilliant in there as always. Good job.”
 
   She eyed him, then turned her attention to Marco. 
 
   “I’ll go see if I can get him a good defense attorney. Someone who’ll actually try to represent him.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   He gave Marco a last glare before he stepped out the door.
 
   Peyton fixed her hands on her hips. “What was really going on?”
 
   Marco shrugged, leaning against the table. “Just comparing penis sizes.”
 
   “I see.” She walked over to him and placed her hands on his shoulders. “Do men do that a lot?”
 
   “More than you think.” He caught her hips and drew her closer. “He’s right about one thing. You were brilliant.” Lowering his head, he nuzzled her throat.
 
   She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Do you remember when you promised me a chocolate feast?”
 
   “I do, indeed,” he said, trailing his lips up her neck.
 
   “I was thinking we’d have it in bed.”
 
   He leaned back and gave her a sultry look. “You have a wicked mind, Inspector Brooks.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Yeah.” He pushed her away, then grabbed her hand. “Let’s go.”
 
   She laughed as he pulled her from the room.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   Peyton pulled the Mustang into the precinct parking lot behind Tag and her motorcycle. Climbing out of the car, she watched Tag remove her helmet, brush a hand through her short blond hair, and swing her leg over the back of the bike. She wore her ubiquitous brown leather pants with a brown leather bomber jacket. Peyton thought it made her look kind of badass, but Maria would probably have a stroke when she saw her.
 
   “Hey, partner,” she said, locking the Mustang.
 
   “Hey, Fluffy. Get some rest?”
 
   “Yeah. Did you? I notice you took Defino up on coming in later today.”
 
   “Yeah, after that nightmare yesterday, I needed some me time.”
 
   Peyton nodded, coming around the car to walk beside her.
 
   “You go talk to that counselor at SF State?”
 
   “No, I missed the appointment yesterday. I called to apologize, but I don’t think it’s a good time to try pursuing that right now.”
 
   “If not now, when?”
 
   “When the Janitor’s caught?” She jogged up the stairs to keep up with Tag’s longer stride.
 
   “You’re afraid,” said Tag, reaching for the door.
 
   Peyton frowned at her. “I’m not afraid. I’m just not ready.”
 
   “You gonna piss around here forever over a man?”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “You don’t want to apply for the FBI because of Lieutenant G.Q. You think he’s gonna hold back his career for you?”
 
   “First of all, this isn’t about Marco, and second of all, he told me to apply. He said he’d move wherever they sent me.”
 
   “Right.” Tag yanked open the door.
 
   “Okay, fine. I’ll reschedule the appointment.”
 
   Tag smiled back at her. “That’s all I wanted to hear.”
 
   Peyton shook her head and followed Tag through the door.
 
   “You didn’t tell me you were going away on a romantic weekend!” said Maria, standing on the other side of the counter with her hands on her hips.
 
   “What?” Why was everyone attacking her this morning?
 
   “You’re going on a romantic weekend getaway with Marco and you didn’t tell your best friend?”
 
   Tag leaned on the counter, giving Peyton a smug smile.
 
   Best friend? Didn’t Peyton get a say in this? “I’m sorry. I didn’t think about it.”
 
   “You didn’t think about it? Oh my God, Brooks, this is big. This is a romantic weekend getaway. Don’t you know what that means?”
 
   “Should I?”
 
   “This relationship is moving to the next stage.” Maria held up her hand and started ticking things off. “First date, first kiss, spending the night, romantic weekend, moving in together.”
 
   Peyton paused. “We’re already living together.”
 
   “That’s because you always screw everything up, but still, the romantic weekend is big. What lingerie are you bringing?”
 
   “What?”
 
   Tag started to snicker.
 
   “Lingerie? You know? Sexy teddies and stuff?”
 
   “Uh…”
 
   “Oh my God, Brooks!”
 
   “Maria, relax. I put on a football jersey and he can’t keep his hands off me.”
 
   “A football jersey?” said Maria, her eyes wide.
 
   “I so don’t need to know about this before coffee,” grumbled Tag.
 
   “A football jersey?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Maria came around the counter and grabbed her arm, giving her a stern motherly look. “That’s because the sex is new. What happens when it’s not new anymore?”
 
   Peyton leaned away from her, bewildered. “What?”
 
   “What will you do when the sex isn’t new and exciting?”
 
   “I’ll do lingerie?” she said hesitantly.
 
   “Exactly.” Maria huffed and released her. “Don’t worry. You’ve got me as your best friend.”
 
   “About that…” began Peyton, but Maria whirled away from her and went behind the counter.
 
   “I’ve got this covered. We’re taking you tomorrow on our lunch break to get lingerie.” She motioned between her and Tag.
 
   Tag blinked at her. “We’re?”
 
   “You’re taking me to buy lingerie?”
 
   “We’re?” said Tag, straightening away from the counter.
 
   Maria paused on the other side and faced her. “Yes, we’re. Don’t worry, you’ll get something too.”
 
   “What am I getting?” said Tag loudly.
 
   “A decent bra.” She used both hands to motion at Peyton’s chest. “I don’t have much to work with here.”
 
   Peyton looked down at her breasts. What was wrong with her breasts?
 
   “But you...you’ve got a rack.” She lowered her hands. “Except if you don’t properly support them, you’ll be slinging them over your shoulders when you ride that motorcycle.”
 
   Tag started forward, but Peyton stepped in front of her, blocking her.
 
   Maria gave a roll of her eyes. “Let her go. I’ve got this. I’m taking self-defense.”
 
   “You’ve had three classes!” said Peyton through clenched teeth.
 
   “Tomorrow, noon. I’m calling Abe right now.”
 
   Tag and Peyton exchanged a bewildered look, but before they could say anything more, the precinct erupted into action.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “What’s going on?” asked Peyton as Simons, Cho and Marco headed for the front doors, Jake on their heels.
 
   “Sergeant Logan from the Civic Center Precinct called. They got a dead guy in a motel. He’s probably been there about a week,” said Cho, tightening the straps on his flak jacket.
 
   Defino opened her office door and stepped out. Rosa Alvarez was right behind her. “Why did they contact us?” Defino asked.
 
   “He’s got a card on him,” said Simons.
 
   Defino exhaled.
 
   “Method of death?” asked Peyton.
 
   “Strangulation with an electric cord,” answered Cho.
 
   Peyton glanced at Marco.
 
   Tag pushed away from the counter. “Let’s roll then.” She went out the door, jogging down to the parking lot.
 
   Peyton followed her, reaching for the keys to the Mustang.
 
   Marco caught up. “I don’t suppose you’d stay here,” he suggested.
 
   She stopped and turned to face him. “Really?”
 
   He gave a helpless shrug.
 
   “No!” She glared at him, then walked to the Mustang where Tag waited.
 
   “Who’s got Ryder?” called Cho.
 
   Marco blew out air in frustration. “I do.”
 
   “I call shotgun,” said Ryder, angling toward the Charger.
 
   “You’re the only other person in the car, idiot!” grumbled Marco as he pulled open the Charger’s door. “And don’t get anything on the seats!”
 
   Jake stuck his tongue out at him, then winked at Peyton as he climbed inside. Peyton and Marco shared a look. She wanted to apologize to him, but she had to make sure he knew their relationship couldn’t change the way she did her job. Tag’s words about her pissing away her life for a man came back to her.
 
   “Be careful,” she said.
 
   “Yeah,” he answered, dropping into the seat.
 
   Peyton climbed in and started the Mustang. The entire way over to the motel she worried about Marco and their relationship. What if he couldn’t accept her dedication to her job? What if he gradually started putting pressure on her to quit? He’d always been protective of her, but he’d never tried to stop her before. He’d always respected her ability to do her job without question.
 
   The motel was a seedy rent-by-the-hour joint with cracked concrete and neon marquee with half the letters burnt out. A light rain was falling by the time the entire caravan pulled into the parking lot. Black and white police cars blocked the entrance and Marco had to show his badge before they were waved through. A crowd had gathered on the sidewalk, huddled together as they watched cops come and go from a room on the second floor, carrying bags of evidence.
 
   Peyton pulled in behind Cho and Simons, setting the brake and turning the car off, then she and Tag climbed out. A uniform met them at the bottom of the cement stairs. Marco showed her his badge again and she motioned to the top.
 
   Peyton found herself at the back of the procession as they climbed to the upper floor. The vic’s room was in the middle of the building, down a narrow corridor with rooms on one side and an open rail on the other that overlooked the parking lot.
 
   Before they even got there, the smell hit them. Peyton fought the instinctive need to retch, covering her nose with her hand as she followed Tag into a dingy, dark room. A few uniforms were moving around, but a plain clothes cop separated himself and came toward them, offering his hand to Marco.
 
   “Sergeant Logan,” he said.
 
   “Lieutenant D’Angelo,” said Marco, shaking hands.
 
   Peyton’s eyes fixed on the white drape covering the body, the orange and brown floral bedspread, and the peeling veneer on the nightstand. The walls were papered with yellowed seashells and rubber-back curtains in brown and orange stripes covered the windows. The only other furnishings were a battered dresser with a flat screen television sitting on top.
 
   Jake settled his case on the floor and reached for his camera. “Did you bag the card?” he asked.
 
   Sergeant Logan nodded, holding out his hand. A uniform placed a bag in it and Logan held it out to Jake. Jake lifted the bag into the light from the doorway and studied it.
 
   “Is it the right font?” asked Simons.
 
   “I think so,” said Jake, lowering it. He placed it in his case, then he started taking pictures.
 
   “How’d they find him?” asked Marco.
 
   “Guy rented the room for a month. Just got out of jail and was looking for a job. One of the tenants complained about a bad smell coming from the room, so the manager used his master key to see what it was.” Logan motioned over his shoulder. “Finds him just like that.”
 
   Jake had lifted the drape, but he dropped it and stepped back, his face blanching.
 
   “Yeah, it’s bad. Guy’s been dead about a week,” said Logan.
 
   Marco walked over to the body and lifted the drape. “Do we have an ID?”
 
   “Albert Ruiz. Just served six months for having sex with a minor. Girl was 15, says he lured her into his house and assaulted her. He says he paid her for sex.”
 
   “Why’d he only get six months?”
 
   “Girl’s been brought in on prostitution charges before.”
 
   Peyton edged around Tag, trying to get a better look. She didn’t want to see the body, but she needed to get a lay of the crime scene.
 
   “Oh shit!” said Logan.
 
   Peyton glanced up to find him staring at her.
 
   Cho and Simons shifted and looked back at her as well.
 
   “Is something wrong?” asked Marco, lowering the drape.
 
   Logan backed up until he was beside him. “Come with me,” he said, leading him to the bathroom door just visible in the corner. Cho and Simons followed them.
 
   Tag gave her a questioning look.
 
   Peyton shrugged, then headed toward the bathroom herself.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell us about this on the phone?” said Marco, his voice vibrating with anger.
 
   “I didn’t realize who she was,” answered Logan.
 
   Peyton moved to the door, but she couldn’t see past the men crowding the small space. Simons turned then and placed his hands on her shoulders, pushing her backwards. “Why don’t we go outside?”
 
   Peyton tried to push his hands away. “What is it?”
 
   “Just come outside with me, okay?”
 
   “Let me go, Bill.” She ducked under his arm and pushed her way past Marco and Cho, then came to a halt.
 
   Pasted to the mirror were photographs of her.
 
   She went still, staring at them. Moving forward, she reached out and touched one – her birthday, she recognized the dress Maria and Cho had given her. Another one of her as she and Marco stretched in her driveway. One of her in the park, laughing as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. And finally one of her standing by the Mustang in the parking lot of the precinct.
 
   She swallowed hard.
 
   Marco moved up behind her and she leaned back into him, needing to feel his solid presence.
 
   “He was watching me at the precinct,” she said, surprised her voice came out so unsteadily.
 
   “I know.”
 
   She hugged her arms around herself. “He’s been watching me for some time.”
 
   “I know.” His hands moved up her arms and she realized she was shaking again.
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Sergeant Logan.
 
   Peyton looked over at him.
 
   “I was one of the cops who responded when you were abducted.”
 
   Peyton didn’t know what to do with that.
 
   “I know this must be terrifying.”
 
   She nodded and turned, moving between the men to get out of the crowded bathroom. She stopped by the bed, watching Jake canvass the murder scene. He had the drapes pulled back from the body.
 
   Albert Ruiz lay on his belly, his hands curled over the cord wrapped around his neck. She couldn’t see his face, but the skin on his hands had started to flake away and the smell was overpowering.
 
   She looked up and saw the door to the motel room. She had to get outside.
 
   “Peyton,” said Marco, pushing to get out of the bathroom.
 
   Peyton didn’t wait for him.
 
   “I got this,” came Tag’s voice.
 
   She made it to the railing and gripped it, driving the cold metal into her fingers. Closing her eyes, she fought to calm her breathing, letting the dusting of rain fall on her. Tag stepped up to the railing beside her, leaning her shoulder against Peyton’s.
 
   “What’s in the bathroom?”
 
   “Pictures,” she said, keeping her eyes closed. “Of me.” Bracing her arms along the railing, she rested her forehead on them, willing her heart rate to slow.
 
   “What kind of pictures?”
 
   “Me at my house. In Golden Gate Park. At the precinct.”
 
   Tag put her arm around Peyton’s shoulders. “We’re going to find this bastard,” she said, bringing her mouth close to Peyton’s ear. “We’re going to find him and stop him. I promise you.”
 
   Peyton nodded.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco started after Peyton, but Simons stepped out of the bathroom. “Marco!”
 
   Marco looked toward the door, watching as Tag followed Peyton from the room, then he turned to face the other cop. Cho stood at Simons’ back. “What, Bill?”
 
   Simons glanced at Peyton, then moved closer to him. “You’ve got to get her out of the City.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Look, when I first became a detective, I worked a serial killer case. Bastard had a thing for young women, college women, professionals, whatever. He started as a rapist, but then he started choking them, graduating to full on murders.”
 
   Marco listened, searching Simons’ face.
 
   “He fixated on this young cop we had. Pretty, blond, blue eyed. She was a good cop. Like Peyton, you know? She could get them to talk, confess things.”
 
   Marco didn’t like where this was going.
 
   “Like I said, he fixated on her. He started sending her notes, leaving messages at the crime scene. He’d write things to her in the victim’s lipstick, on the mirrors and...other places...worse places.”
 
   Marco looked away. He vaguely remembered hearing something about this case when he came on the force and what he remembered didn’t end well.
 
   “He caught her, coming out of the precinct one night. Someone was supposed to walk her to her car, but the guy got hung up on the phone. The bastard raped her, then he strangled her. I was one of the cops who responded to the call.” Simons shivered. “He brutalized that girl. He did things to her that haunt me to this day.”
 
   Marco swallowed hard.
 
   “You’ve got to get her out of the City, Marco. You’ve got to get her away from this bastard.”
 
   “For how long, Bill? Months? Years?”
 
   Cho moved forward. “At least the weekend. Give us four days and we’ll work nonstop on this case. We’ll go over everything again. Every piece of evidence we have. Just give us that long and I promise you we won’t stop working.”
 
   Marco glanced over at Jake. He was listening to them, his hands wrapped around his camera.
 
   “She’s gonna throw a fit.”
 
   “Then you’ve got to sell it. Don’t tell her what we’ve got planned. Tell her you need a break. You both need a break,” said Simons.
 
   “She’ll go if you tell her you need to get out of town,” offered Jake.
 
   Marco rubbed the back of his neck. He certainly wouldn’t be lying if he told her that. He did need a break. He needed to get as far away from this sonuvabitch as they could or he wasn’t ever going to be able to sleep again.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   He found Peyton leaning against the Mustang. He mentally prepared himself for the dressing down he was likely to get when he approached this subject with her. She was staring at the asphalt and she didn’t even look up when he stopped in front of her.
 
   “What if I want to apply for the FBI?” she asked.
 
   That stopped him cold. “What?”
 
   “What if I really did apply?”
 
   “I told you I’d support you.”
 
   She lifted her eyes to him. “I know, but would you?”
 
   “Of course. Where’s this coming from?”
 
   “You asked me to stay back at the precinct. You didn’t want me to come on this call.”
 
   Well, asking her to leave the City was going to go over like a lead balloon, he thought.
 
   “You’ve never done that before.”
 
   He gave a shrug. “I think I probably have. I have a distinct memory of a shouting match we had in the precinct not that long ago.”
 
   “You can’t sideline me because we’re sleeping together, Marco. Nothing’s changed. Nothing’s different between us. I’m still the cop I was.”
 
   “Peyton, everything’s changed, but that doesn’t mean I don’t respect the cop you are.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Look, there’s gonna be starts and stops. There’s gonna be things we both do that the other doesn’t like. It’s human nature. We fought when we were partners. We’re going to fight as lovers too. That’s just the way it is.” He moved closer to her. “I’m gonna be overprotective and you’re gonna be headstrong, but we’ll work through it. If you want to apply for the FBI, do it. I told you I wouldn’t stand in your way. I told you I’d relocate with you if you want that, but you can’t give up on me just because I say something you don’t like.”
 
   “I’m not giving up on you. I just don’t want you to see me as weak and incapable.”
 
   “I don’t, but I’m not gonna lie, I’m still freaked out over what happened to you two weeks ago. You gotta give me some time to get over that.”
 
   She nodded, lowering her eyes again.
 
   He glanced up at the second story of the motel. Cho and Simons were both watching them. “I’m gonna ask you something now that I know is going to upset you, but I want you to hear me out, okay?”
 
   “Okay?”
 
   “I want us to go away for the weekend tomorrow.”
 
   “Tomorrow? Tomorrow’s only Thursday? You said we’d go Friday.”
 
   “I know, but I want to leave tomorrow and I want to stay away all weekend.”
 
   Peyton straightened away from the car, then she turned and looked up at the motel room. When she turned back around, Marco could tell from her expression that she was furious. “You’re trying to get me out of town!”
 
   “Peyton…”
 
   “I can’t believe you! How can you stand here and say that you believe in me and you support me, then tell me that?”
 
   “You promised you’d listen…”
 
   “And you promised you wouldn’t try to change me! You promised you’d respect my abilities!”
 
   He rubbed a hand across his forehead. “I knew you were going to take this the wrong way…”
 
   “What other way was there to take it? You’re not asking Cho or Simons to go with you. You’re not worried about them.”
 
   “They don’t have a serial killer fixated on them, Peyton! Damn it! Why does everything have to be a battle!” He moved closer still. “Their photos aren’t plastered all over a mirror in a dead guy’s bathroom!”
 
   She wrapped her arms around herself. God, he hated it when she did that. He hated seeing her looking so fragile and scared.
 
   “You told me our relationship went two ways. Do you remember that?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Did you mean it?”
 
   She met his eyes. “Of course I did.”
 
   He held up a hand and let it fall against his thigh. “I’ll support you in every way. I’ll move to Virginia with you or D.C. or out of the country. I’ll do whatever you need me to do and I’ll never question what you ask of me, but this...this I need, Peyton. I need this weekend.”
 
   He tried to prepare himself for a tirade. He tried to prepare himself for the worst case scenario – that she would walk away from him and tell him to go to hell. She’d done it with Devan when he made demands on her. She’d walked away from that relationship and never once looked back. And the truth was, he still felt like he was more invested than she was, that he had more on the line. He was very much afraid he needed her more than she needed him.
 
   She closed the distance between them and lifted her hand, cupping his cheek. “Okay,” she said. “Okay. We’ll go away this weekend. We’ll leave tomorrow.”
 
   He was so shocked, he couldn’t respond, just stared at her.
 
   “Whatever you want, I’ll do it. I love you,” she said.
 
   He pressed her hand against his face and kissed her palm. “Thank you,” he managed to get out.
 
   She slowly drew her hand away, giving him a weary smile. He wanted to ask her to marry him right here, right now, but he choked it down. As far as romantic moments went, this really wasn’t one – standing in the rain with a dead guy a few yards away. So he didn’t say anything as she walked back to the stairs and climbed toward the crime scene, pulling the sides of her coat tighter about herself.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Genevieve lay on her side, stretched out on the couch, staring at the phone on her coffee table. She’d been here for hours. That was after she exhausted herself pacing the room. She got food by ordering takeout that she picked up in the lobby in full view of the security cameras.
 
   She’d turned in a few articles on-line, telling her editor that she was still too sick to come in, but she knew that line was getting old. She knew they would fire her if she didn’t get herself put together and leave the apartment.
 
   Jimmy had called her at least a dozen times, begging her to let him come up and see her, but she’d told him no. She’d told him she was contagious. That wasn’t working either because now he was demanding to take her to the doctor.
 
   She didn’t know what to do, but this wasn’t it. She was giving up her life, becoming a shut-in because she was terrified. The only answer she saw, and she’d been seeing it for days, was to call D’Angelo and tell him what was going on, beg him to help her.
 
   Then she needed to go home to L.A. and pray that D’Angelo would catch this sonuvabitch before he came after her.
 
   The phone rang.
 
   Genevieve felt as if her heart stopped. She stared at the display and didn’t recognize the number. For so long she’d been praying for it to ring, but now she was so paralyzed with fear, she couldn’t reach for it.
 
   The tune tinkled merrily over and over again, making her skin crawl. She pushed herself to a sitting position and shoved back her lank hair. She couldn’t even take a shower because she was too afraid to do so.
 
   If she didn’t answer, he would keep trying. At least for a little while. Maybe she could get D’Angelo on the phone and they could set up a tracer for her cell. Maybe that would be the way to stop this lunatic.
 
   But she knew Ambrose didn’t have the patience for that sort of thing. He would call back maybe once or twice. Then he’d send a threatening text, but in the end, he’d get suspicious. Besides, he was watching her apartment building. He wouldn’t miss a man like D’Angelo arriving. No one would.
 
   She snatched up the phone and thumbed it on. “Hello?” Her voice sounded weak and terrified to her own ears.
 
   “What took so long?”
 
   She scrunched back as deep into the couch cushions as she could and pulled her knees against her chest. Her mouth was dry and her heart beat furiously beneath her ribs. She could feel it all the way in her temples.
 
   “You haven’t called in a long time. Why not?”
 
   “I had nothing to say. Did it worry you?”
 
   “Yes.” She surprised herself with that admission. “I didn’t know what you were doing.”
 
   “You didn’t know if I was watching you.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “I’ve been watching Inspector Brooks. There’s something about that woman. I don’t know what it is, but she fascinates me.”
 
   “She reminds you of your wife.”
 
   “True. She does, but in some ways, Inspector Brooks is more fascinating. She’s such a fighter, such a spit-fire. I like that.”
 
   Genevieve realized she was trembling. She grabbed the blanket off the back of the couch and wrapped it around herself. “Do you follow her?”
 
   “Why do you want to know?”
 
   “Do you follow me?”
 
   “Does that bother you?”
 
   “I told you it does. I don’t want to be followed.”
 
   “You don’t go anywhere. You’re too afraid. Inspector Brooks doesn’t care. She does what she pleases.” He paused. “I think she’s sleeping with her partner.”
 
   “Inspector D’Angelo?”
 
   “Inspector? No, they promoted him after he saved that idiot in the Palace of Fine Arts. He’s a lieutenant now.”
 
   “How do you know she’s sleeping with him?”
 
   “She spends her nights at his apartment.”
 
   “So you are following her?” Genevieve knew she had to contact D’Angelo. She had to tell him how much danger Brooks was in.
 
   “You’re boring me.”
 
   Genevieve needed to keep him talking. She needed to keep the contact going until she could get a hold of D’Angelo. “You used to say Brooks reminded you of your wife. Now you act like she’s different.”
 
   “She is different. My wife gave up. When it got too painful, she just gave in.”
 
   Genevieve could hear bitterness in his voice. “She had cancer. What did you want her to do?”
 
   “Keep fighting.”
 
   “Maybe she knew it was a lost cause. Maybe she couldn’t fight anymore.”
 
   “The doctors told her it was over and she believed them. She believed them over me.”
 
   “Because maybe she felt they were right. Maybe she knew they were.”
 
   “She believed strangers over me. Over someone who had loved her his entire life. She believed them over a man who had killed for her.”
 
   Genevieve gripped the phone with both hands. “She didn’t have a choice, Ambrose. She was dying and she knew it. She didn’t want to suffer anymore or have you suffer through her. You’ve got to see that.”
 
   “All I see is that she left me.”
 
   “She didn’t have a choice. If you want to be angry at anyone, be angry at the cancer. It’s what took her away.”
 
   “That’s stupid. Cancer isn’t a living thing.”
 
   Genevieve drew a deep breath. How did one reason with a sociopath? “In a way, it is. It consumes a person. It devours them. It becomes a living thing inside of them.”
 
   He went silent. God, she hated the silence.
 
   “Ambrose?”
 
   “What?” His voice was surly now, angry.
 
   “How did Missy die?”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “It will help. I promise you. It’ll help you get over it.”
 
   “Nothing will help.”
 
   “Please. Please talk to me. Tell me how she died.”
 
   “Maybe you’re right. Maybe hiding in your apartment is the right way to live. That way you don’t interact with other people, let them into your life.”
 
   “It’s killing me. I hate it. You have me trapped in here and I feel like I’m dying inside.”
 
   “Then be brave and face me.”
 
   “Tell me how Missy died.”
 
   “You love someone for your entire life, but they break your heart. They ask you to do things that should never be asked.”
 
   “Like what?” Genevieve was beginning to believe she knew, but she needed him to say it. Maybe if he admitted it, he’d turn himself in. Maybe it would break the cycle.
 
   “They ask you to do the very thing that goes against your nature. The very thing that you’ve fought against your entire life.” He paused, but when he spoke again, his voice trembled. “I had one purpose in life, one mission. Keep her alive at all costs. No matter what it took. No matter what I had to do. My only goal, my only mission was to keep her alive and well.”
 
   “But you couldn’t fight the cancer. You couldn’t protect her from that.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What did she ask you to do, Ambrose? What was the thing that she asked that went against everything you believed?”
 
   He didn’t answer.
 
   “If you tell me, if you admit it, I promise you it’ll be easier. I promise you, you’ll feel freed. What did Missy ask you to do?”
 
   She could hear him breathing, the sound was ragged and heavy, but he still didn’t answer.
 
   “Ambrose, I know what she asked you. I know what she wanted you to do.” She pressed the phone tight to her face. Please let this be the answer. Please let this be the thing that made him turn himself in. “Ambrose, I know she asked you to kill her. I know she asked you to end it.”
 
   A sob echoed through the line, heart wrenching, gut twisting, devastating.
 
   “You have to tell me, Ambrose. You have to admit it. It’s the only way to free yourself. It’s the only way this will ever end. Please, please tell me. Did you do it? Did you help Missy die?”
 
   He was silent so long she was sure he’d hung up, but she held onto the phone and she listened to the tick of the clock in her kitchen and she prayed that she’d made the right choice. Because if she hadn’t, if she was wrong, then so many people would pay for her meddling. Inspector Brooks would pay for her meddling.
 
   “Ambrose, please. Did you kill your wife?”
 
   “Yes,” came the answer.
 
   That and nothing more.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   “Now the key to picking out good lingerie is to find something that is equal parts tramp and sophistication,” said Maria, riffling through the racks.
 
   She turned and put her hand on her hip. “Are you listening to me?”
 
   Peyton blinked at her. “I’m sorry, what?”
 
   “You’re impossible. This is big, this weekend, and you aren’t taking it seriously.”
 
   Since they’d entered the lingerie store, Tag had planted herself in a chair outside the dressing room, playing some game on her cell phone, and Abe was wandering around, looking at everything like a kid in a candy shop.
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” scolded Maria.
 
   “Nothing. I just think you’re making more out of this than is necessary.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “How? It’s just a weekend away.”
 
   “With a man. When was the last time a man wanted to take you away, Brooks?”
 
   Peyton couldn’t honestly remember. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Exactly. Could you be a little more enthusiastic?”
 
   Peyton wasn’t sure why Maria was taking this so personally. “Why is this so important to you?”
 
   “Have you even looked at the man you’re with?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Really? Have you?” Maria shook her head. “I don’t think you have. That is one prime slice of beef, Brooks.”
 
   “Yes, he is,” said Abe, searching through a rack of nightgowns.
 
   “And you landed him. You!” Maria made a motion at Peyton with one hand. “Half of the women in this country went into mourning when he settled on you.”
 
   “And all of the gay men,” added Abe.
 
   “Don’t you think he deserves the best you can bring him?”
 
   “You really have a low impression of me, don’t you?”
 
   Maria moved toward her, putting her hands on Peyton’s shoulders. “I’m your best friend. If your best friend can’t be honest with you, who can?”
 
   “Wait, you’re her best friend? I thought I was her best friend,” protested Abe.
 
   Maria waved him off. “This weekend is big. You have no idea what it might mean for your future.” She tightened her hold on Peyton. “What if he asks you to marry him?”
 
   Peyton laughed.
 
   “Why are you laughing?”
 
   “‘Cause that is definitely not going to happen.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Well, first of all, this weekend is just to get me out of town, so Cho and Simons can work the Janitor case without worrying about me. And second, Marco doesn’t believe in marriage.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean he’s always been very clear that he never intends to marry, that he doesn’t believe cops should marry. He’s not going to break that lifelong belief for me.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous,” said Maria, releasing her. “Isn’t that ridiculous?” she directed at Tag.
 
   “Don’t ask me. I don’t give a damn,” Tag responded without looking up from her phone.
 
   “Don’t you think that’s ridiculous?” said Maria, turning to Abe.
 
   He shot a look at her, then pulled something off the rack. “This is the one,” he said, bringing it to Peyton.
 
   Peyton took the long, white silk nightgown and held it up. It had black lace across the bodice and a slit that ran up the left leg, also lined in lace. As she turned it to see the back, it caught the light and shimmered.
 
   “Oh my God, that’s beautiful,” said Maria. “You’ve got to try it on.”
 
   Peyton reached for the tag so she could see the price, but she quickly dropped it again. “Oh no, I can’t afford this.”
 
   “Just try it on,” urged Maria, pushing her toward the dressing rooms.
 
   After shutting the door on their expectant faces, Peyton slipped off her jeans and t-shirt, kicking away her Doc Marten’s, then she smoothed the gown over her body. Damned if Abe hadn’t guessed her size perfectly. The gown hugged her curves in all the right places and it looked amazing against her naturally brown skin tones.
 
   “Come out and show us,” said Maria through the door.
 
   “What?” She couldn’t go out in public like this. This gown was made for one thing and one thing only.
 
   “Come out and show us!” said Maria slower as if Peyton hadn’t understood the words the first time.
 
   “Come on, sweets, you ain’t got nothing we haven’t seen before,” said Abe.
 
   Peyton drew a deep breath, then she opened the door, but she couldn’t make herself step out any further. Maria came forward and grabbed her hand, dragging her into the hallway before the dressing rooms. She caught sight of herself in the mirror at the end. Damn, the gown was beautiful.
 
   “You look gorgeous,” Maria said, holding up her hand.
 
   “You are one hot mamma, sweetings,” said Abe.
 
   “It’s not too much?”
 
   “Are you kidding? You are so going to get laid in that gown,” offered Abe.
 
   “Abe!”
 
   “He’s right. If he couldn’t leave you alone in a football jersey, just wait until he sees this,” said Maria. “You better take protection.”
 
   “Maria!”
 
   Tag chuckled.
 
   Peyton glared at her.
 
   “Don’t pout, Fluffy. It just makes you look sexier,” said Tag with a wicked smile.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “I just need the suitcase under the bed,” said Peyton, rummaging around on her hands and knees in her room.
 
   “Where’s Pickles going to stay this weekend?” asked Jake, leaning on the doorjamb.
 
   “He’s staying with Tonio and Cristina. They love him.”
 
   “I’m sure they do.”
 
   Peyton dragged the suitcase out and placed it on the bed. “So, how’s it going here? Is there anything I need to take care of before I go?”
 
   Jake shook his head. He wanted to tell her about the job offer in Nebraska, but Marco had asked him not to say anything. Still, he wasn’t sure it was such a good idea to just spring things on her without warning.
 
   She started to search through her drawers, pulling out panties and bras. Jake figured it was a good time to retreat. He wandered back into the living room and found Marco sitting in his favorite recliner, stroking Tater’s head.
 
   “We should have kept this dog,” he said, glancing up at Jake. “He’s a good dog.”
 
   “You’re not taking another dog away from me,” Jake answered, taking a seat on the couch. “You want a beer or something?”
 
   “No, I’m driving.”
 
   Jake glanced toward the bedroom. “You think you’ll get her to stay away all weekend?”
 
   “That’s my plan.” Marco leaned forward, bracing his arms on his thighs. “Go through the letters again. Look at the text messages he sent me. There’s got to be something we missed, some clue we didn’t pick up.”
 
   Jake nodded. “I’ll do my best.” He reached out and scratched Tater’s ear. “It bothers me that he watched her at the park and the precinct. He probably knows you two are…” He nodded for emphasis.
 
   “That might be to our advantage.”
 
   “Or it might not. He’s fixated on her, Adonis. I read the text messages. He’s got sexual feelings for her. He might see you as a threat.”
 
   Peyton appeared in the hallway entrance, carrying her bag. “What are you talking about?”
 
   Jake leaned back on the couch. “I was just wondering when you’re moving back in. I mean this is your house and everything. It seems silly that you’re paying rent on a place when you have a home.”
 
   “Yeah, except people are living in my home.”
 
   “Well, now that you and Marco are...you know, maybe it’s time for Maria to find another place.”
 
   “That’s what this is. You’re tired of living with Maria.”
 
   “Since you’ve been...you know...she’s been focusing her criticisms on me. Yesterday she told me I was getting a bubble butt.”
 
   “I’ve been meaning to tell you that myself,” said Marco.
 
   Jake gave him a mocking smile.
 
   “I don’t know what to tell you,” said Peyton with a laugh. “I can’t ask her to leave. It wouldn’t be fair.”
 
   “Yeah, but this is your house, Peyton, and you should stay here. Just because you and Adonis here are...you know...doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t be in your own home.”
 
   “What are you five, Jake? You don’t have to dance around what Marco and I are doing.”
 
   “Okay, since you and Adonis are having intercourse…”
 
   “Yeah, that’s so much worse,” said Marco, pushing himself out of the chair and heading toward the kitchen.
 
   Peyton laughed and took his spot. “What is this really about?” she said, reaching out and sinking her fingers in Tater’s ruff.
 
   “I was just thinking that maybe it’s time for me to get my own place. If I left, and you moved back in, Maria might get the hint.”
 
   “Get your own place? Where would you go?”
 
   “Actually, I was thinking…”
 
   Marco stepped out of the kitchen, holding a water bottle. He gave him a stern look and shook his head.
 
   Jake glanced at him, then exhaled. Okay, so now was still not the time. “I was thinking that I might try to find a studio of my own. I hate that you can’t be in your house. I never meant to take advantage of your hospitality.”
 
   Peyton covered his hand with her own. “You aren’t. I like having you here. But if you want your own place, I can understand that. Let’s talk about it when we get back, okay? I can even help you look for a place if you want.”
 
   Jake turned his hand over and clasped hers. “I’d like that.”
 
   “We should get on the road,” said Marco.
 
   She squeezed his hand, then let go, rising to her feet. “I need to stop by the precinct.”
 
   Marco picked up her suitcase and carried it to the door. “Why?”
 
   “I need to talk to Defino. Just let me get my jacket and we’ll go,” she said, turning back to her bedroom.
 
   Jake rose also, feeling Marco’s eyes on him.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   “She has to know at some point.”
 
   “Not right now. You promised me you wouldn’t say anything until this case was over.”
 
   “I don’t think I said that, but all right. I won’t say anything.” He tucked his hands in his pockets. “Still, you know keeping things from a woman like Peyton is a bad idea, right?”
 
   “I’m only keeping things from her that I know will hurt her at a time when she doesn’t need any more hurt.”
 
   “I hope she sees it that way, Adonis, because if she finds out and she’s pissed, she isn’t going to be pissed at me.”
 
   “Just leave it alone, Ryder, okay?”
 
   “Fine. You tell me when I can say something, but it might be nice if you do it before my plane leaves.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Defino hit the send button on the email. Not a day went by that the mayor didn’t want an update on the Janitor case. Defino wished she had better information to share with him, but they were just spinning their damn wheels at this point.
 
   She hoped this weekend might make a difference. Maybe knowing they had a deadline would help them put something together. If not, she didn’t know where else to turn. Serial killers were the bane of any police precinct. It could be years before the police got a break.
 
   A knock sounded at the door.
 
   “Enter,” she said, leaning back in her chair.
 
   Peyton poked her head inside. “Captain, do you have a minute?”
 
   “You’re supposed to be on your way to Napa, Brooks. Why are you here?”
 
   “I need to talk to you.”
 
   Defino waved her inside and Peyton sank into the chair across from her. Reaching out, Defino removed her stapler and paperclip holder from Peyton’s reach. “What’s up?”
 
   Clasping her hands together, she hunched her shoulders. “I know you know about me and Marco.”
 
   “I won the betting pool.”
 
   Peyton gave her a quick look before studying her hands again. “I should have told you myself, but I was scared you’d send him away. Especially now, when I need him here.”
 
   “He’s not going anywhere, Brooks.”
 
   “Thank you. Still, I feel guilty.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For not telling you. For trying to keep it a secret. I should have told you the minute something happened.”
 
   “Do you know what I used to do before I became captain, Brooks?”
 
   Peyton shrugged. “We’ve established you weren’t a pole dancer.”
 
   “I was a detective.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Why do you think I separated you two? Why do you think I broke up my best team? I knew what was going to happen before you did.”
 
   Peyton nodded, staring at the desk. She reached out and picked up a paperclip that had fallen out of the holder. “I still think I should have told you, but I’m glad you’re not mad.” She unbent the clip and straightened it with her fingers.
 
   Defino found herself transfixed by her movements.
 
   “I’m thinking of applying to the FBI,” she blurted out.
 
   Defino’s eyes snapped to her face. “I know.”
 
   “You know that too?”
 
   “Yes. Rosa Alvarez has made it clear she’s interested in you. You should apply. I made a call to a counselor at State. She reviewed your transcripts and says that you’re about two semesters away from your bachelor’s degree. In fact, most of the courses you need can be taken on-line, given your job experience.”
 
   “You called a counselor for me?”
 
   “I’d like to see one of my cops go on to bigger and better things, Brooks. You’re a likely candidate.”
 
   “Thank you, Captain.”
 
   Defino waved her off. “What I’d really like to know is why you’re in here talking to me when you’ve got one of the most beautiful men I’ve ever seen waiting for you outside that door?”
 
   Peyton smiled and looked down. “I just wanted to make sure we’re okay.”
 
   “We’re okay, Brooks. Now, go and enjoy yourself for a change. Forget this place even exists. Give thanks for what you have. There aren’t many men as patient as that one’s been.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “Yes. I know I’m high maintenance, Captain, but he knows that too.”
 
   “We all know that, Brooks.”
 
   She laughed.
 
   “Get out of here and let us get back to work.”
 
   Peyton rose to her feet, setting the twisted paperclip back on Defino’s desk. She pushed it forward with her hand, giving the captain a pained smile. Defino reached over and grabbed it, chucking it in her garbage can.
 
   “See you Monday, Captain,” she said from the door.
 
   “See you Monday, Brooks,” Defino answered.
 
   Once Peyton had disappeared on the other side, Defino got to her feet and crossed around her desk, going to the door and pulling it open. Practically the entire precinct was gathered in the lobby, hugging Peyton goodbye and walking them to the door.
 
   Defino waited until they’d moved into the parking lot before she cleared her throat. Everyone turned and looked at her.
 
   “Okay, people, we’ve got exactly four days to solve this case before she gets back. Let’s get on it.”
 
   As they all dispersed to various parts of the building, Defino moved to the counter and watched Marco and Peyton walk to his Charger and climb inside. She didn’t have much faith that four days would make a difference, but at least they had the motivation to try.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Jake looked up as Captain Defino entered the conference room. She took a seat at the head of the table and rested an arm on it. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Going over the text messages and the letters, Captain. Trying to find something we missed.” Jake rubbed his eyes. “Honestly, I’m at a dead end.”
 
   “Stan went to get us food and coffee. That might help.”
 
   Jake nodded. “Where are Cho and Simons?”
 
   “They went over to the jail to see if anything pops on the two vics we know that came from there. It’s like looking for a needle in a haystack.”
 
   “I know.” Jake scrolled his fingers across his tablet, reading the text messages again. Then he reached out and picked up the pictures of Peyton, leafing through them.
 
   “Do you get a feel for anything from those?” Defino asked, nodding at them.
 
   Jake braced his head with his hand. “You know what bothers me?”
 
   “What? I’m clutching at straws here, Mr. Ryder. I’ll take anything I can get.”
 
   “These pictures are all flattering. There’s not one that’s bad, one that catches her at a funny angle. She looks fantastic in all of them.”
 
   “What’s your point?”
 
   “I take a lot of candid pictures, Captain, and you never capture people always at their best. I can take a 100 pictures and find maybe two or three that are this good. He deliberately chose the best pictures to put on display.”
 
   “We know he’s fixated on her.”
 
   “Yeah, but there’s a sexual element to it that makes me uncomfortable.” He picked up the pad. “In the text messages to D’Angelo, he threatened to assault her. He talks about how D’Angelo wouldn’t want him to like her too much. How he wouldn’t want him to make her scream.”
 
   “Which is why we sent her away.”
 
   “But he didn’t.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He didn’t assault her, Captain. He had the opportunity. When he tasered her and had her in the van, she couldn’t fight back. He could have raped her, but he didn’t. Why not?”
 
   Defino shook her head.
 
   “He left the van where D’Angelo could find it, where he could save her, so I’ve got to believe he didn’t really want her to die.”
 
   “Very good, Mr. Ryder. So what conclusions do you draw from that?”
 
   Jake held up a hand. “This is just speculation, but I think Peyton reminds him of someone in his life, someone he tried to protect.”
 
   “Missy?”
 
   “We know he killed for Missy. Now he’s killing for Peyton. He’s confusing Peyton with his dead lover.”
 
   Defino narrowed her eyes in concentration. “Which means what?”
 
   “Is there anyone that worked at the precinct who lost someone close to them? A wife or girlfriend?”
 
   Defino tilted her head, thinking. “I’ll review my own personal employment records, see if I made a note of anything in them, but nothing’s ringing a bell right now.” She gave Jake a smile. “Very good, Mr. Ryder. This is exactly the sort of profiling we need in this precinct.”
 
   “I’m thinking of going to Nebraska.”
 
   She leaned forward. “What?”
 
   “I’m thinking of quitting and going to Nebraska.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “This job. I’m scared that eventually I’m going to stop seeing the good in anything and only see the bad. Peyton’s abduction spooked me, Captain.”
 
   “I see. I have to ask, was it Peyton’s abduction or the recent developments in her romantic life?”
 
   Jake chuckled. “I still miss my wife, Captain. Besides, Peyton sees me as a brother at most. Still, I’m not gonna lie. If she had any interest, I’d probably pursue it, but from the first time I met her and D’Angelo, I knew what was there between them. I’d never get in the middle of something like that. What they have is rare and...well, precious.”
 
   “You’re a poet, Mr. Ryder.”
 
   “A romantic, I guess.”
 
   “So, what would you do? Go back to working at a bank?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “And you think you could be happy doing that?”
 
   “I just don’t know.”
 
   “We need you here, Mr. Ryder. We need men like you with your intellect. Otherwise we don’t stand a chance. Without men like you on our side, you’re right – the bad will win.”
 
   “It feels like the bad wins most of the time as it is.”
 
   “Here’s how I look at it. You take a four way intersection where cars meet at the juncture at the same time. At first, there might be crashes. Someone might get hurt, some might even die. But eventually people figure it out. They learn how to coexist.” She flattened her hand against the table. “Still, at some point, someone’s going to come into that intersection that doesn’t give a damn about order or reason. That person’s going to want chaos and destruction. And he’s going to get it.” She lifted her hand, pointing at him. “We’re the stop light, Mr. Ryder. What we do here is try to impose order, try to employ reason and structure. Sometimes our light goes out, but then we repair it. We get back out there and direct traffic. It’s that simple.”
 
   Jake gave her a weary smile. “Whenever I think I’ve got my life planned out, I talk to one of you and you talk me out of it.”
 
   Defino rose to her feet. “If you’re talking to us, Mr. Ryder, you obviously aren’t sure about your decision in the first place.”
 
   Jake hadn’t considered that. He gave a laugh. “You must have been a hell of a detective in your own right, Captain.”
 
   “I was a damn good pole dancer as well,” she said, giving him a wink as she moved to the door.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Two homes made up the Napa Inn, both beautiful blue Victorians with porches overlooking the lush gardens. Red brick pathways meandered around the grounds, passing through white arbors and fruit trees.
 
   The middle aged woman who checked them in greeted them warmly and showed them to their room. Marco had reserved the Garden Cottage, a private retreat decorated in the French provincial style, which had its own enclosed flower garden. 
 
   Peyton wandered around the room, while Marco listened as the woman explain the amenities. All of the linens throughout the room were covered in blue flowers: from the curtains to the bedspread to the table cloth on the small table by the door. A wrought iron stove took up one corner of the room, and the walls were painted a dusty rose color. She couldn’t remember when she’d ever been some place so lovely or romantic before.
 
   Wandering out onto the private garden, Peyton found a hot tub tucked into the back corner of the patio, next to a bistro table and chairs. A bottle of Napa Valley wine sat in the middle of the table with two wine glasses and a plate of fruit.
 
   After the woman finished telling Marco about breakfast in the dining room the following morning, she wished them a pleasant stay and backed out of the room, smiling as she went.
 
   Peyton walked back to the French doors and peered in at him. He was leaning against the wet bar in the living room. 
 
   “How much is this costing us?” she asked him.
 
   He gave a careless shrug. “Don’t worry about that.”
 
   “This was Abe’s idea, wasn’t it?”
 
   “You know it wasn’t mine.”
 
   She smiled and stepped inside. “It’s so romantic and charming. I can’t believe I’m actually here.”
 
   He smiled back. “I’m glad you like it.”
 
   She moved closer to him. “You don’t?”
 
   “I like you.” He reached out and cupped her chin. “A lot.”
 
   She slid her hands up his chest. “I have an idea.”
 
   “Yeah?” He encircled her waist with his arms.
 
   “What if we order dinner in tonight and afterward, I’ll show you all the things I bought at the lingerie store today.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he said, opening his eyes wide.
 
   “Yes, ma’am?” she responded, moving her lips close to his.
 
   “Yes, ma’am, please,” he said, then he kissed her.


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   Peyton and Marco wandered down to the dining room the following morning. It was earlier than they intended, but she’d woken them both with her violent thrashing. Even here, even in the idyllic solitude of their little blue cottage, the nightmares haunted her.
 
   They were told to select any table they wanted. Peyton picked one closest to the windows that looked out over the garden. The sun was shining and she wanted to feel it on her skin, chasing away the last vestiges of the nightmare. Marco signaled for two cups of coffee, pulling out her chair for her to sit down.
 
   She sank into it, removing the light sweater she wore over her sundress. She didn’t usually wear dresses, except to go out at night, but today she wanted to feel as if she was on vacation. Maybe if she dressed the part, she could stop worrying about what was happening at the precinct right now.
 
   A young blond woman behind her tapped her shoulder. Peyton looked back, her heavy hair sliding over her arm. “Are you on your honeymoon?” the girl said, motioning between Peyton and Marco.
 
   Peyton glanced at the girl’s companion. A handsome young man in a pink polo with a sweater draped over his shoulders. “No, we’re just getting away for the weekend. Are you?” she asked with a smile.
 
   The young woman showed her an enormous wedding ring. “We got married last Saturday. Right here on the grounds.”
 
   “It must have been beautiful.”
 
   “It was. So romantic.”
 
   “I’ll bet.”
 
   “Enjoy your stay,” the young woman said.
 
   “You too.”
 
   Peyton turned back to Marco. Their coffee had arrived and he pushed the sugar bowl over to her. She took a few spoonfuls, then sat stirring her coffee, staring out the windows. She liked the sunlight, the warmth that bathed everything. She could get used to waking to sunlight instead of fog.
 
   “What are you thinking?”
 
   She glanced over at him, resting her chin on her shoulder. “Just enjoying the moment.”
 
   “You’re thinking about work.”
 
   “No, I’m not. I’m thinking that I wish we hadn’t wasted eight years.”
 
   He leaned forward, moving his coffee cup out of the way. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean we’re so good together, I wish we hadn’t waited. I’m happy right now, Marco, and I have to wonder why we waited so long for happiness. It scares me a little.”
 
   “Why?” He reached out and smoothed the hair off her shoulder.
 
   “Because it’s so good. I can’t help but be afraid that people only get a glimpse of happiness, that happiness is fleeting. I mean if it was going to be like this, why didn’t we take the risk before this? Why did we wait until now?”
 
   “Maybe because we needed to grow up before we could have this. Maybe we needed those eight years to mature.”
 
   She smiled at him and pressed her cheek to the back of his hand.
 
   “So, what do you want to do today?”
 
   “I want to find some art galleries and look around.”
 
   He dropped his hand. “Art galleries? You don’t want to go wine tasting?”
 
   “Maybe tomorrow. Today, I want you to show me art.”
 
   He returned her smile. “I’d like that,” he said.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   “If it isn’t the banker turned CSI,” came a voice behind Jake.
 
   Jake looked over his shoulder, surprised to see Chuck Wilson, the retired CSI, moving through the crowd in the coffee shop. He stopped at the counter next to Jake and surveyed the cup holder slowly filling with specialty blends.
 
   Jake held out his hand and they shook. “How are you, Chuck? I haven’t seen you in a while.”
 
   “I know.” He tucked his hand back into his jacket pocket, his thick grey hair mussed by the rising breeze outside.
 
   “You been traveling in the RV?”
 
   “Yeah, up and down the coast. Went north for a while. Actually drove through Oregon. Beautiful country.”
 
   “I’ll bet.” Jake turned and took the next coffee that the barista handed him.
 
   “What’s all the coffee for?”
 
   Jake laughed. “I drew the short straw. We’re pulling an all-nighter, so they sent me to get reinforcements.”
 
   Chuck laughed too. “I remember those.” He gave Jake a pointed look. “It’s only 5:30. They need coffee already?”
 
   “We were here until late last night too. It starts wearing on you. At this point, coffee’s the only thing keeping us upright.”
 
   “The serial killer case? The custodian or something?”
 
   “Janitor.” Jake glanced around, worried that someone might hear them. “Yeah, that one.”
 
   “I heard about Peyton. Is she okay?”
 
   Jake frowned. How had he heard about that? They’d been very careful to keep it out of the papers. “She’s doing better.”
 
   “What can I get you?” asked the young woman behind the counter.
 
   Chuck looked at the menu. “I’ll just have the house roast, little bit of cream and sugar. Just enough cream to color the coffee, not drown it.” He focused back on Jake. “So, she back at work now?”
 
   “Yeah. She came back the next week.”
 
   “Tough little gal.”
 
   “She is.”
 
   “She pulling the all nighter with you?”
 
   “No, she’s out of town for the weekend.”
 
   “Oh, good for her.”
 
   “Yeah.” Jake reached for another cup, pressing the lid down tighter.
 
   The barista passed Chuck his own coffee. “That’ll be $2.25.”
 
   Chuck settled the coffee on the counter and reached into his jeans pocket with his right hand, pulling out a five and setting it on the counter. “You said $2.25?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Hold on. I think I’ve got a quarter.”
 
   Jake took the next coffee and settled it in the holder, giving Chuck a friendly smile as he fished in his pockets. “I might have one.”
 
   “Nope, I got it.” He pulled his left hand out of the jacket pocket and slapped the quarter on the counter.
 
   The smile dried on Jake’s face as he fixated on Chuck’s hand. The entire back of it was colored black and blue, the edges yellowing.
 
   Chuck’s eyes shifted to him, then he reached over and rubbed the bruise with his right hand. “Nasty, huh?”
 
   Jake met his gaze. For some reason, he couldn’t find his voice.
 
   “I tell ya, when you get old the skin’s so damn thin. Even the slightest bump can make you look like a damn raisin.”
 
   The barista passed the change to him and he scooped it up, stuffing it in his pocket without taking his eyes from Jake. Lifting his coffee, he took a sip, grimacing at the burn.
 
   “So, you didn’t tell me. Where did Peyton go for her weekend?”
 
   Jake swallowed hard. “L.A.,” he managed to get out. “L.A.”
 
   “Good for her.” He patted Jake’s shoulder. “You better be careful. They make you pull all-nighters, pretty soon you start thinking you’re seeing ghosts.”
 
   Jake couldn’t respond. For some reason, just drawing enough air was damn near impossible. Chuck gave a laugh, then wended his way through the patrons to the door. Jake waited until he reached for the handle before he followed him.
 
   As soon as Chuck disappeared outside, Jake pushed through the people, grabbing the door and shoving it open. He searched up and down the street for any sign of him, but it was as if the man had disappeared. Oh shit!
 
   Fighting for composure, he started for the precinct.
 
   “Hey, what about your coffee?” shouted a barista behind him, but he ignored her, starting to run.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Bartlet paced the lobby of Genevieve’s apartment building. The security guard followed him with his eyes, but he hadn’t said anything to him yet. Bartlet pressed the button, buzzing her apartment again, but he received no answer.
 
   Grabbing the badge out of his pocket, he walked over to the security guard and showed it to him. “I need to do a welfare check on Genevieve Lake.”
 
   The security guard eyed him, chomping away on a wad of gum, but he didn’t move to help him.
 
   “Did you hear me?”
 
   “I heard you. Why do you need to do a welfare check?”
 
   “I’m concerned about her.”
 
   “Look, I’ll let you go up to her floor, but I just don’t see enough here to let you into her apartment. Knock on the door. Maybe her music’s blaring and she can’t hear the buzzer.”
 
   Bartlet put his badge away again. “Thanks.”
 
   “Hurry up. The elevator’s already here.”
 
   Bartlet jogged across the lobby and climbed inside. He pressed the button for Genevieve’s floor and paced the back of the elevator. Something was definitely wrong. If she didn’t want to see him again, all she had to do was say so, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something more going on with her.
 
   The doors opened on her floor and he hurried down the hallway to her door, banging on it. Placing his hands on his hips, he stared at the carpet and listened for any sound. After a few seconds, he tried the door knob, but it was locked.
 
   This time he banged on the door with his fist. “Genevieve! Tell me to go away, but at least answer me! I’m worried about you!” he shouted.
 
   Still no response.
 
   The door next to her apartment opened and a middle aged man poked his head out. He had glasses perched on a hooked nose and a thinning crown. “She’s not home, bub. Mind not banging down the door.”
 
   Bartlet moved closer to him. “Did you see her leave?”
 
   “No, but I ran into her father when I was coming up the elevator. He came to take her to dinner. That was about an hour ago.”
 
   “Her father? Her father’s in L.A.”
 
   “So? There’s these things called planes, you know? Cars? Trains?”
 
   Bartlet held up a hand. “Okay.” He looked back at her door. Actually, that was good news. Maybe her father was also concerned about her and had come up to check out the situation on his own. Bartlet reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a business card. “Look, will you give this to her if you see her? Tell her Jimmy came by to see how she’s feeling. Tell her I’m worried about her.”
 
   The man took the card and studied it. “Cop, huh?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “She been sick or something? I haven’t seen her lately. We usually run into each other in the elevator.”
 
   “Yeah, she’s had the flu or something for a few days. That must be why her father came up to see her.”
 
   “Hm.” The guy placed the card on a table by the door. “Funny thing. Her dad wasn’t at all what I expected.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Don’t get the wrong idea or anything, but I just didn’t expect him to be white.” He shook his head. “San Francisco really is a melting pot, I guess?”
 
   Bartlet narrowed his eyes. “What?”
 
   “Like I said, it don’t matter none to me. Just, I didn’t expect that.”
 
   “Her father was white?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Her father’s black. I’ve seen pictures of him in her apartment.”
 
   The other man chewed on his inner lip. “Can’t be. The guy I rode up with was definitely white and he definitely said he was her father.”
 
   Bartlet didn’t wait to hear any more. He turned and started running for the elevator.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Jake burst through the doors of the precinct and threw open the half-door. “Give me that stack of files!” he shouted at Maria.
 
   She gave him a bewildered look. “What? Where’s the coffee?”
 
   “The stack of files! The ones on the cops we were researching!”
 
   Maria scrambled around on her desk, looking for them.
 
   “Cho!” Jake shouted. “Cho!”
 
   The conference room door opened and Cho stepped out. “Hold your water, Preacher. Why are you screaming at me?”
 
   Jake made an impatient motion with his hands at Maria as she struggled to put them together. “I went through those files myself, but I didn’t see his name.”
 
   Defino’s door opened and she stepped out.
 
   “Whose name?” asked Cho. “Where’s the coffee?”
 
   Tag and Simons appeared in the doorway behind him.
 
   Jake grabbed the files out of Maria’s hands and went to the counter, setting them down, then he frantically leafed through them. “How could I have missed that? I know I went through these files.”
 
   Cho moved to his elbow, looking over his shoulder. “What the hell are you babbling about, Ryder?”
 
   Jake’s fingers flew over the files. Osborn, Parker, Rodrigues, Sampson, Sharpe, Smith, Solomon, Turner...Wilson. Jake’s hands stilled. He could hear his heart pounding in his ears. Ambrose Wilson. “Ambrose? Ambrose Wilson?” He flipped the file open, scanning down the job application with his fingers. “Tight loops, rigid lines,” he mumbled.
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   His finger stilled on the name. “Oh God, Ambrose Charles Wilson.” He turned the file so Cho could see. “Get me one of the letters he sent us.”
 
   Tag disappeared back into the conference room.
 
   Cho’s eyes lifted and speared Jake’s. “Chuck Wilson?”
 
   Jake nodded.
 
   “Did he serve in the military?”
 
   Jake turned back to the file and scanned down the application with his finger. Closing his eyes, he tried to slow his breathing. “Marines.”
 
   “What about working at the jails?” asked Simons.
 
   Jake searched. “He worked at County Jail 5 for two years before he got the job with the precinct.”
 
   Tag passed him the letter. Jake positioned it next to the job application, comparing the handwriting. Cho looked as well.
 
   “Is it a match?” said Defino.
 
   “It looks that way,” answered Cho. Grabbing Jake’s shoulder, he turned him until they were face to face. “How the hell did you figure this out?”
 
   “I ran into him at the coffee shop.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He came up to me when I was getting coffee. He asked me about Peyton and ordered a house roast.”
 
   “I don’t give a damn what he ordered!” shouted Cho. “He asked about Peyton?”
 
   “It’s important,” said Jake. “The coffee cost $2.25, so he gave the girl a $5 bill, but he said he had a quarter. He started searching in his pockets for the change and when he took his left hand out of the pocket, I saw the back of it. It was covered in a nasty bruise.”
 
   Cho glanced over his shoulder at Simons. “Okay, go back to when he asked about Peyton.”
 
   “He wanted to know if she was back at work and if she was pulling the all-nighter with us. I said no, that she was out of town.”
 
   Cho’s expression shifted to pinpoint focus. “You what?”
 
   “I told him she went to L.A. I was so freaked out I couldn’t think straight.”
 
   Cho nodded. “Okay, good. Then what happened?”
 
   “He went out the door. I followed him, but he disappeared around the side of the building.”
 
   “Going which way?”
 
   “West.”
 
   “Did he get in a car?”
 
   “I didn’t see. I followed him until he disappeared, then I ran over here.” Jake glanced around.
 
   Everyone had gone still. He recognized this. He’d seen it before. A second later, they would burst into motion.
 
   Defino broke the standoff. “Get an APB out on Charles Wilson. Post his picture on all the wires.”
 
   Tag hurried off.
 
   “Get some uniforms over to the coffee house and show his picture around. See if anyone saw him leave and what he was driving.”
 
   Simons moved then.
 
   Cho turned to go, but Jake caught his arm. “We’ve got to tell them,” he said.
 
   Cho hesitated. “No. Peyton will be on her way back here before you finish the call. Leave it alone. He asked about her. We don’t need her getting caught in the crossfire. Let them have their weekend.”
 
   Jake didn’t release him. “Then tell Marco. He needs to be warned.”
 
   Cho’s eyes went beyond Jake to Defino. Jake could see Defino’s nod from the corner of his eyes. “Fine. Text D’Angelo, but tell him to stay put. You got that?”
 
   “Yeah.” Jake released Cho and watched him hurry away, then he reached for his phone.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Bartlet skidded to a halt at the security desk. “You’ve got to let me in her apartment.”
 
   The security guard gave him that same slow look. “Why?”
 
   “Her neighbor rode up in the elevator with her father, but her father was white.”
 
   “That happens sometimes.”
 
   Bartlet slammed his hand down on the counter, making the guard jump. “Her father is black. I’ve seen his picture.”
 
   The security guard tilted his head the other way. “Did it occur to you that maybe he wasn’t her father? That maybe he was a date and he was embarrassed to be dating a younger woman? Or maybe he’s a married man?”
 
   Bartlet leaned on the counter. “I’m telling you something’s wrong. She left with this man. She hasn’t been out of that apartment in days. Who the hell would she have met? You’ve got to let me into that apartment. As a cop, I’m authorized to do welfare checks.”
 
   “You just told me she wasn’t in the apartment, so how can this be a welfare check? If you have a warrant…”
 
   Bartlet paced away from the desk. Digging his phone out of his pocket, he dialed Genevieve’s number. It rang a number of times, then went to her voice mail. He disconnected and stared at the screen. He could call Holmes. Holmes could bluster his way into the apartment, but then Bartlet would have to tell him he’d been seeing Genevieve against the express command of his supervising lieutenant. He could lose his job for this.
 
   He could also call D’Angelo, but that was a faster way to get fired.
 
   He looked over his shoulder at the security guard, then he walked back to the counter. “I think I heard a scream in her apartment. I might have to kick down the door. Probable cause, you know?”
 
   “You heard a scream from down here in the lobby?”
 
   “Maybe I heard it when I was outside her door. I guess I’ll just go back up.” He started to reach over the counter to push the elevator button, but the guard stopped him.
 
   “Okay, look, here’s what I’ll do. I’ll call the manager and see if he’ll come down, then he can decide whether to let you in the apartment or not.”
 
   “I’ll take it,” said Bartlet, curling his hands into fists.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco adjusted his tie in the mirror over the wet bar in their cottage. He hardly wore one of these and he never could seem to get it on straight. Reaching into his pocket, he made sure the ring was there. He thought he’d feel more nervous facing this monumental step, but he wasn’t. Spending the day with her, wandering through art galleries, had only affirmed what he already knew. No one made him feel the way she did. She made him laugh, she made him feel like he was the most important person in the world, and when she looked at him and gave him that secret smile of hers, he sometimes felt like he couldn’t breathe.
 
   His phone vibrated on the counter and he picked it up, thumbing it on. It was a text message from Jake. He stared at it, unable to process what it said.
 
   We figured it out. Chuck Wilson is the Janitor. Cho says to stay put, but be careful.
 
   Marco drew a breath. Holy shit! Chuck Wilson was the Janitor. It all clicked into place. The voice, the access, the way he taunted them.
 
   “Is something wrong?”
 
   His fingers tightened on the phone and he quickly closed the message, then scrolled up to Vinnie’s latest picture. He knew what would happened if he told Peyton. She’d be packing to get back to the City, but damn it, he was having this night. He was taking one thing for them.
 
   He pulled up the picture and turned to face her. “Vinnie sent another picture of Pickles and the kids.” He held it up, then stopped.
 
   She was standing just outside the bathroom. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, spiraling in curls down her back, the way he liked it, and she wore a blue dress that came to just above her knee with a pair of strappy black heels. The dress fit her curves perfectly and shimmered a little when she moved. She stole his breath again. He ached looking at her.
 
   “Wow! I am the luckiest man in the world,” he said, approaching her.
 
   She smoothed her hands over the lapels of his jacket. “You don’t look half bad yourself, Lieutenant.”
 
   He smiled and took her hand, stepping back from her. “You are gorgeous, woman. I don’t remember this dress.”
 
   “I can do some shopping myself. When I saw it, it reminded me of your eyes.”
 
   God, he loved her. He slid his arm around her waist and pulled her against him. “I’ve got an idea. Why don’t we order dinner in tonight?”
 
   She laughed and held him off. “We can’t keep doing that. What will they think?”
 
   He lowered his head toward her. “I don’t care what they think. I only care what you think.”
 
   She pushed away from him. “You promised me French.”
 
   “I did.” He straightened and slowly released her. “Well, then lady, your chariot awaits.”
 
   “The Charger awaits,” she said, grabbing her wrap off the bed.
 
   He took it from her and slipped it over her shoulders, letting her hair spill through his fingers as he settled it again. “In Medieval times a charger was a knight’s horse, so I guess I’ll take that.”
 
   She laughed and turned to face him. “Where did you learn that?”
 
   “Stan.”
 
   She nodded and took his hand when he held it out to her. “Of course.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Genevieve’s neighbor wandered down to the lobby and stood with him as they waited for the manager to arrive. The security guard chomped on his gum and read a magazine, completely unconcerned with Bartlet’s anxiety.
 
   But he knew something was wrong. Everything had been going great between them. Sure, she hadn’t let him spend the night yet, but everything else was good. They talked a lot, they went on dates, then a few days ago, she’d cut him off. Just like that. No explanation, no excuses, she was just done with him.
 
   It’s didn’t track. He might not be as good looking as Marco, but he wasn’t half bad himself and she seemed into him. She seemed to like spending time with him. Besides, she was too honest not to tell him that she wasn’t interested. She’d never said that. She’d never told him she didn’t want to see him anymore.
 
   The outer door opened and a man in a pale blue windbreaker and a navy blue polo stepped inside. Genevieve’s neighbor elbowed him and pointed at the man. The man moved behind the counter and talked with the security guard, then looked over at Bartlet.
 
   Bartlet reached for his badge and approached the counter, laying it on the surface. “I want to do a welfare check on Miss Genevieve Lake.”
 
   “Right.” The manager steepled his hands. “Here’s the thing. Jeff here doesn’t feel like you’ve provided sufficient reason for us to violate the privacy of our tenants this way. Now if you had a warrant…”
 
   Bartlet leaned over the counter. “I’m telling you I think something’s wrong. Now if I’m right and something happens to her, how is that going to look when it comes out you denied a police officer his right to do a welfare check?”
 
   “Mr…”
 
   “Officer.”
 
   “Officer…” He glanced at the badge. “Bartlet, please understand our position. If you had any solid evidence…”
 
   “This man rode in the elevator with a man who claimed to be her father. The man was white, but her father’s black.”
 
   “Yes, but that’s not really evidence. She left with this man of her own volition.”
 
   Bartlet paced away from the counter. Clearly there was no choice. He was going to have to call Holmes and get some help. Tipping back his head, he rubbed his neck. Shit. He was going to lose his job over this.
 
   His eyes chanced on the camera in the corner of the lobby.
 
   He whirled back to the counter. “Okay, how about this? How about you show me the video feed from earlier today when…” He motioned at the neighbor.
 
   “Greg,” the neighbor offered.
 
   “Greg got in the elevator with the man.”
 
   The manager and the security guard exchanged a look.
 
   “Listen, I get you can’t let me into her apartment in order to protect her privacy, but you can let me see the video feed. It’s public knowledge that you guys are recording down here.” He pointed to the sign behind their backs.
 
   “Fine,” said the manager, motioning to the guard. “Let’s look at the video feed.”
 
   “What time did you get in the elevator?” Bartlet asked Greg.
 
   “Around 3:30.”
 
   Bartlet held out his hand to the security guard. The man reached for his mouse and began clicking. While Bartlet waited, his phone buzzed in his pocket. He fished it out and stared at the display. A text message from Holmes blinked at him. Call the precinct ASAP. He shoved the phone back in his pocket, ignoring it. If he was going to get fired, he might as well do it in style.
 
   The security guard motioned him around the counter. Bartlet and Greg both hurried to the end and peered over the guard’s shoulder. The black and white screen revealed the lobby, angling back toward the elevator. Bartlet could see a woman enter and cross to the security desk, followed by a man. The man kept his face down, avoiding the cameras.
 
   “There,” said Bartlet, pointing at him.
 
   “Looks like the guy I met. Same build.”
 
   “Can you zoom in on his face?”
 
   “We lose all acuity then. This is as good as it gets.”
 
   The man walked to the elevator, then paced out of sight. Bartlet looked toward the elevator. There was nothing back there, except a table and a plant. The man was trying to avoid the camera or the security guard or both.
 
   At 3:32 the door opened again and Greg entered. The woman hadn’t left the counter, but Greg waved a hand at the security guard and headed for the elevator. As soon as he arrived, the other man appeared, shaking hands with him. They climbed on the elevator together.
 
   “Fast forward it,” said Bartlet, motioning at the mouse.
 
   The security guard clicked the mouse and the video sped forward. The woman left the counter and went to the elevator, got in, and the doors closed, then nothing for a good few minutes. Suddenly, motion appeared.
 
   “What’s that?” asked Bartlet, pointing at the screen.
 
   The security guard backed it up to 3:47 and slowed it. The elevator doors opened and Genevieve appeared, Bartlet would recognize her anywhere, and walking at her elbow was the man, but he was turned into her so his face wasn’t visible. They made an awkward, stumbling scramble across the lobby and went out the doors.
 
   “Play it again,” growled Bartlet.
 
   The security guard’s back had stiffened as he watched, but he clicked the mouse.
 
   “Where were you when that happened?” the manager asked him.
 
   “I was trying to find Mrs. Greer’s package. That’s what she was at the counter for. I was in the back, searching for it.” He stopped the feed and pressed play.
 
   They all watched as Genevieve and her assailant made their awkward way to the front doors. Bartlet pointed at the screen.
 
   “Damn it! Do you still think she went willingly?”
 
   The manager shook his head, reaching for the keys attached to his belt. “Come on. I’ll let you into her apartment.”
 
   Bartlet wanted to pace in the elevator, but there were too many people now. He reached for his phone, but he didn’t have service. Then they were at Genevieve’s door and the manager was letting him in. He pushed past him and walked into the middle of her apartment.
 
   Behind him, the manager flicked on the light.
 
   Clothes were strewn across the furniture and floors, dirty plates and glasses lined the tables, and a lamp had been turned over.
 
   “Whew! This place is a mess.”
 
   Bartlet went to the lamp and studied it, then looked at the floor. The edge of the rug had been folded back, showing the matting. “There was a struggle.”
 
   The security guard made a rude noise. “Sorry to tell you, bub, but this wasn’t a struggle. Your girl’s a pig.”
 
   Bartlet whirled on him, pointing at the lamp. “Who the hell knocks over a lamp and doesn’t put it back?” His eyes fell on a bit of lace and silk fabric on the floor – women’s lingerie. He walked over to it and hunkered down.
 
   “I don’t think you should be messing with her skivvies, bub,” said the guard.
 
   “Shut up!” He wasn’t interested in the lingerie. He’d seen a corner of paper peeking out beneath the fabric. He lifted the scrap of clothing with two fingers, exposing the paper – a business card with the words Clean-up Crew typed in red ink.
 
   He dropped the lingerie, covering his mouth. “Oh, God,” he whispered. “Oh, shit!” Then he reached for his phone.
 
    
 
   *   *  *
 
    
 
   The maître d’ showed them to a table, holding Peyton’s chair as she sat down. Bouchon was a little French bistro in Yountville, just outside of Napa. Abe had raved about it.
 
   Candlelight flickered in the center of the white linen table, and the floor was covered in thick blue carpeting that deadened the sound of the voices all around them.
 
   Once they were seated, the maître d’ clasped his hands behind his back and gave them a smile. “Can I get you a cocktail?” He held out menus for them.
 
   “Dom Perignon,” said Marco without hesitation.
 
   “Marco?” said Peyton in concern.
 
   He smiled at her. “It’s okay.”
 
   “Very good, sir,” said the maître d’ and then moved off.
 
   Peyton slid her wrap off her shoulders. The thin straps of the dress exposed her shoulders and the barest hint of cleavage. Marco couldn’t stop looking at her.
 
   “You’re spending a fortune this weekend,” she said.
 
   He shrugged, feeling in his jacket pocket for the ring. “For the rest of the night, please don’t worry about the cost. After all, this is our first date.”
 
   She laughed. “You’re right.” She braced her chin with a hand. “Aren’t you supposed to have a date before you start living together?”
 
   “That’s usually the way it works.”
 
   A middle aged man arrived at their table in a crisp white shirt, black bow tie, and black vest. He had a white apron wrapped around his middle. “Good evening. My name is Jonathan and I’ll be your waiter tonight. Have you decided?”
 
   Peyton grabbed her menu. “I’m sorry. I haven’t even looked at it.”
 
   “May I recommend the Lapin Braise?”
 
   Peyton made an uncomfortable face. “Rabbit?” She smiled up at him. “I’m not feeling that brave. Do you have anything vegetarian?”
 
   “The Gnocchi A La Parisienne is delightful. It has a fricassee of vegetables in a brown butter sauce.”
 
   “I’ll take that,” she said, closing her menu.
 
   “You don’t have to do that,” Marco said. “You can have whatever you want.”
 
   “That’s what I want,” she answered. “I don’t think we’ll be having Lapin Braise in your kitchen anytime soon.”
 
   He laughed and glanced at the waiter. “I’ll have the same.”
 
   “Very good,” said Jonathan, moving away.
 
   The Dom Perignon arrived and Marco toasted their first date. As the rest of the courses appeared, they talked about the precinct and laughed about the adventures they’d had. Even though everything had changed between them in the last few weeks, so much remained the same. Marco couldn’t deny that he felt more comfortable with her than he did with his own family. When he thought of the things that reminded him of home, she was at the center.
 
   After their meal, Marco ordered Marquise Au Chocolat, a dark chocolate mousse with a burnt orange sauce. He and Peyton shared it, placing it in the center of the table. She gave a little shiver at the sight of it, and Marco couldn’t deny he loved these little things about her, her delight in the simplest of experiences.
 
   Jonathan returned one last time, asking them if they’d like coffee. They both declined. Then it was just the two of them, the moment Marco had been anticipating the entire night...hell, for more than a week now.
 
   He felt again for the ring, then reached over and took Peyton’s hand. “You know, I realized something the other day.”
 
   “What?” she asked, running her thumb across the back of his hand.
 
   “I realized that I haven’t really dated anyone.”
 
   “What?” She laughed. “Of course you have.”
 
   “No. I’ve been with women, I’ve met them in bars, but I’ve never done the whole dinner and a movie thing.”
 
   Her brows lifted.
 
   “So when I wanted to plan this, I had to ask Jake and Abe.”
 
   “That must have been painful.”
 
   “You’ve no idea,” he said, rolling his eyes.
 
   She laughed.
 
   “But it got me thinking, you know? I got to wondering why I didn’t date.”
 
   “What did you find out?”
 
   “It’s because of you.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Yeah. For the last eight years, some part of me was waiting for you. I don’t think it was on a conscious level. I don’t think I even realized what I was doing, but I think that’s the reason. The other women I saw were a diversion. You were always the woman I wanted.”
 
   Her eyes searched his face and her fingers tightened in his.
 
   “You said this morning that you wished we hadn’t waited all these years, but when I think back over those years, Peyton, I realize that the best times, the times when I was happiest...well, they were all spent with you.”
 
   She licked her lips, her eyes shimmering in the candle light.
 
   “And I know it’s been hard lately. I know this PTSD is exhausting and the threat hanging over us is wearing you down, but I’m so damn happy right now. I’m glad I’m there when you wake up in the night, and knowing you’ll be there in the morning gives me such a feeling of security. Every day I look forward to coming home, knowing you’ll be there. And I don’t even care that my apartment is overrun with lilac scented soap or a Yorkshire terrier dog.”
 
   She gave him her most brilliant smile.
 
   He leaned closer to her. “I don’t know how many people ever find what we have. All I know is I love having you in my life. I love sharing every part of it with you – the good, the bad, the completely insane.”
 
   She laughed.
 
   “I love you, Peyton, and it just seems that something as good as this deserves…”
 
   His phone went off in his pocket.
 
   He caught himself and reached for it. “I’m sorry. I thought I turned it off at the cottage.”
 
   “It’s okay.”
 
   He pulled it out, thinking to refuse the call, but the display caught his attention.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   He frowned. Shit. Why hadn’t he been quicker about this? Why hadn’t he asked her back at the cottage? Why hadn’t it been the first thing he did when they sat down to dinner?
 
   “Marco, who is it?”
 
   “Bartlet,” he said, looking up at her.
 
   Peyton’s expression hardened. “You’d better answer it,” she said.
 
   Marco felt deflated. He felt such gut wrenching disappointment. This was supposed to be their night. This was supposed to be the start of their future together, but the damn job was dragging them back in again.
 
   “Marco, he wouldn’t call unless it was very important,” she reasoned.
 
   Marco gave a slow nod, then he pressed his thumb to the display and lifted it to his ear. “D’Angelo?” he said.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   At a little past midnight, Marco and Peyton entered Genevieve Lake’s apartment. The entire precinct was there, except Defino and Maria. Jake was canvassing the crime scene, Cho and Simons were talking on their phones, Smith manned the door, and Stan had set up his computer on the coffee table, tapping into Genevieve’s phone line. He had another pink laptop open next to him and he was typing on it. Bartlet sat in a little oval shaped chair before the windows, his head in his hands, and Holmes was standing next to him.
 
   Cho hung up and gave Marco a sympathetic look. “Sorry about this.”
 
   Marco shook his head, moving around the discarded clothing and dishes to Bartlet. “Jimmy, tell me everything that’s been going on. Leave nothing out.”
 
   Bartlet looked up at him, dark circles under his eyes, his brown hair mussed by his own fingers. “I’m so sorry, Lieutenant. I know how this looks.”
 
   “Forget that now. Tell me everything.”
 
   Jimmy launched into his story. Peyton crept forward and took a seat on the couch next to Stan, listening. Marco put his hands on his hips, feeling his anger rise. If they had known about this weeks ago, they might have stopped this bastard before another person died. They could have staked out Free Lance’s apartment, tapped her cell phone calls. Shit!
 
   Jimmy finished and tried to meet his eyes, but he couldn’t. “I didn’t know she was communicating with him, until today, but I was here when she got strange calls a couple of times. She always acted so weird after them. I should have known something was wrong.”
 
   Marco turned to Stan. “Is that her laptop?”
 
   Stan gave him a narrow eyed look, but didn’t answer.
 
   “Stan? Is that Genevieve’s laptop?”
 
   Still he wouldn’t answer, just sat glaring at Marco.
 
   “Yeah, it is,” said Simons, moving to his shoulder and giving Stan a questioning look.
 
   “Stan,” said Peyton, “have you found anything on it?”
 
   He tore his eyes from Marco and his look softened, but he still didn’t speak.
 
   “Stan?” she asked, reaching out to touch his arm.
 
   He stared at her hand, then he pushed himself to his feet, sliding past her and heading for the door. Peyton rose to follow him, but Marco caught her.
 
   “I think I know what this is about. Let me talk to him,” he said.
 
   She nodded.
 
   He walked to the door and motioned Smith inside, then he stepped into the hallway and closed the door at his back, so he and Stan would have privacy. Stan was pacing to the other end of the corridor, his fists clenched.
 
   “Stan.”
 
   He whirled and paced back, his shoulder raised and the cords in his neck standing out. “I don’t want to fight you, Marco, but I will if I have to.”
 
   Marco fought a smile. He made two of Stan. Holding up his hands, he shook his head. “No one’s fighting anyone.”
 
   “I told you I wanted to start seeing her again. I told you that in confidence and what did you do!” He stopped in front of Marco, glaring up at him. Marco had to give him credit for courage.
 
   “It was already too late when you told me that, Stan.”
 
   Stan took a step back. “What?”
 
   “It was too late.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me? You let me look like a fool.”
 
   “I’m sorry. You’re right. I was wrong. I should have told you, but she wanted to keep it a secret. She asked me not to say anything.”
 
   Stan pointed a finger at him. “She’s too good for you.”
 
   “You’re right.”
 
   “You don’t know how to treat women right. You use them. You’re just going to use her and then throw her away like all the other women you sleep with.”
 
   Marco shook his head. “She’s not like that.”
 
   “I know she’s not like that!” Stan yelled.
 
   Marco held up a hand. “What I mean is I don’t look at her like that.”
 
   Stan made a scoffing sound. “You expect me to believe that. I’ve watched you, Marco. I know how you are. I went to college with men like you. You don’t change your stripes. Besides that, I love her.”
 
   Marco drew a deep breath and released it. “I love her too, Stan.”
 
   He made the same noise.
 
   Marco reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out the ring case, opening it with his thumb. “I was going to ask her to marry me tonight.”
 
   Stan’s eyes riveted on the ring.
 
   “We got interrupted by Bartlet’s call, but that’s what I planned to do. That’s what this whole weekend was about.”
 
   Stan deflated. His shoulders slumped and his head dropped. “Wow.”
 
   Marco gave a laugh of agreement and put the ring back in his pocket. “Listen to me, Stan. The Janitor almost killed the woman we both love. He terrorized her to the point where she can’t sleep at night. He left her to die, Stan, alone in the back of a van.”
 
   Stan swallowed hard.
 
   “He’s got to be stopped. He’s got to pay for what he did, but I can’t do it without you. I can’t solve this case without your help.”
 
   Stan rubbed a hand across his forehead. “Okay.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Stan glanced up at him. “I suppose you want me to keep your secret.” He motioned at the ring.
 
   “I’d appreciate it.”
 
   Stan nodded, staring at the carpet.
 
   Suddenly the elevator doors opened and Tag appeared, carrying a tray of coffee. She stopped when she saw them.
 
   Stan puffed up his chest again. “I’m just glad we didn’t have to duke it out or anything,” he said, casting a sideways look at Tag.
 
   Marco blinked in surprise. “Uh, yeah, I’m glad too.”
 
   Moving around him, Stan went back to the apartment and opened the door.
 
   Tag’s brows rose. “You poor damn bastard,” she said, then she burst into laughter.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton handed Stan a cup of coffee. He took it, giving her a half-smile. She sat down next to him on the couch and looked at Genevieve’s computer. “Have you found anything?”
 
   Stan pointed at a document. “She took notes after every phone call. I guess she was planning on writing a book or something.”
 
   “How long has she been communicating with him?”
 
   Stan shot a look at Marco. He was standing on the deck with Cho, discussing something. Simons was slumped at the kitchen table, his head on his arms, while Bartlet and Jake tried to recreate a time-line from what Bartlet could remember of his and Genevieve’s contact. Holmes and Tag were taking turns guarding the floor.
 
   Stan sighed. “She started communicating with him right after you were rescued.”
 
   Peyton shifted on the couch.
 
   “I’m sorry, Peyton.”
 
   “No, it’s fine.”
 
   Stan turned toward her. “I think you should know that he talked about you a lot. She made note of it. He was obsessed, Peyton. He thought you reminded him of his wife.”
 
   Peyton looked over her shoulder at Jake. “What do we know about Chuck Wilson’s wife?”
 
   “She died shortly after he retired. She had cancer.”
 
   “Was she the Missy he mentioned in his letters?”
 
   “I don’t know. When I read his employment file, it said her name was Opal. I remember him telling me that once.”
 
   “I can try to find a picture of her,” said Stan, shifting to his computer and typing on the keypad.
 
   “She was African American,” said Jake. “Lots of hair.”
 
   Peyton closed her eyes. The thought of Chuck Wilson being the Janitor, of Chuck Wilson leaving her to die in that van, made her feel physically sick. They’d been co-workers, they’d been part of the Blue Shield. He’d violated everything they were supposed to believe in.
 
   “Here she is,” said Stan, turning the laptop so Peyton could see. “This is her obituary.”
 
   Peyton stared at the face of an older woman, thin with soul piercing black eyes. The obituary was brief, simple, elegant. It read: Beloved wife of Ambrose Charles Wilson. Survived by her husband. Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of his saints. Psalms. You were my saint, Miss Opal, my darling.
 
   Peyton rose to her feet and walked over to the window, placing her hands in her back pockets. How could a man who loved that deeply become a serial killer, a man who murdered without conscience, without hesitation?
 
   Marco glanced over at her. Suddenly Cho’s phone rang. He dug it out of his pocket and held it to his ear, then he turned moving toward the balcony door and pulling it open.
 
   “They got a possible sighting at the toll booth on the Golden Gate Bridge. They have surveillance they want to send us,” he said, handing the phone to Stan.
 
   Stan took it and pressed it to his ear. “Go ahead.”
 
   Peyton watched as Stan’s fingers flew over the keyboard. Cho took a seat beside him, staring over his shoulder. Glancing into the kitchen at the clock on the wall, Peyton marked that it was almost 6:00AM. The sky was beginning to lighten outside Genevieve’s windows, but they still weren’t any closer to finding Chuck Wilson than they’d been at midnight.
 
   “Got it,” said Stan.
 
   Peyton turned back to him and watched as Jake and Bartlet left the kitchen, moving behind the couch so they could see too. Simons lifted his head from the table and stared bleary eyed at them.
 
   “Wait. Play it again. That went too fast,” said Cho.
 
   Stan clicked some more, then they leaned closer, trying to get a better look.
 
   “Can you slow it down?”
 
   “Yeah,” said Stan, moving the mouse.
 
   “Well,” growled Simons. “Is it him?”
 
   Jake shook his head. “I don’t think so. That guy’s too heavy. Besides Chuck Wilson has a full head of hair.”
 
   Peyton exhaled, rolling her shoulders to ease tension. This wasn’t doing them a damn bit of good. She looked out at the balcony, realizing that Marco hadn’t come in with Cho. He was leaning on the rail, staring into his hands.
 
   Peyton felt her stomach contract as she watched him.
 
   Walking to the glass door, she yanked it open. He didn’t even turn as she stepped out onto the balcony and crossed to his side. He held his phone cradled in his hands and he was staring at the display.
 
   “What is it?” she asked, dread making her voice tremble.
 
   He closed his eyes.
 
   “Marco, what’s going on?”
 
   He looked at her, then held the phone out. She took it, pressing her thumb to the display. A text message appeared.
 
   It isn’t often one gets a second chance. In fact, second chances are as rare as pirate’s gold. This is yours, Handsome.
 
   “What?” asked Cho, standing in the doorway.
 
   Peyton carried the phone to him.
 
   Cho read the message, then he passed it to Simons. “What the hell does that mean?”
 
   Marco turned. “It means he’s going to give me one more chance to end it. I’ve just got to figure out where that is.”
 
   Peyton looked over at him. “You’re not seriously thinking of going?”
 
   “What choice do I have, Peyton? This has to end. This has to stop. If this is the only way…”
 
   “No,” said Simons. “When we go after this bastard, we’re all going. He’s gonna do things our way this time.”
 
   “But how will we know where he is? How do we figure it out?” asked Cho.
 
   Peyton took the phone back. “It’s a clue. The text message is a clue.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “When he attacked Irving Jones, he gave us a clue in the letter he wrote. Remember, Jake, remember what it said? You quoted it to me over the phone.”
 
   Jake hurried into the kitchen and came back with the letters encased in plastic. He rifled through them, scanning them quickly. “Uh, he wrote: It’s always good to get some fresh air, especially at noon. Something about San Franciscan architecture has always fascinated me. So eclectic, so unique. In one spot you have the beauty of an old Victorian mansion and in another Greco-Roman colonnades – such diversity in one city.”
 
   “Greco-Roman colonnades was the Palace of Fine Arts,” said Peyton, holding out her hand to Jake. “So this...this…” She read the text message again. “Second chance...second chance?”
 
   “Is there some place in the City called Second Chance?” asked Simons, turning to Stan.
 
   Stan typed on his computer. “There’s a Second Chance Foundation that specializes in social services.”
 
   “Where is it?” demanded Cho.
 
   “It’s on Sacramento.”
 
   “Let’s get out there.” They moved toward the doors.
 
   “Wait!” said Peyton, staring at the phone. “That’s not it. The second chance refers to Marco and the chance he gave him to end it. No, the clue is the pirate’s gold.” She lifted her head, pinning Marco with her eyes. “Treasure Island,” she said and felt the breath leave her lungs.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Treasure Island was a manmade island in the San Francisco bay, joining two halves of the Bay Bridge. During the 40’s, it served as a naval base, but in the early 2000’s, it was sold back to the City of San Francisco. Due to its history as a military base, large parts of the island were contaminated with radioactive material and the adjacent houses and apartment complexes were condemned. Whole sections of the island had been fenced off, keeping people at bay with radioactive signs and warnings. Plans were underway to redevelop it, but as of yet, they were still mostly in the beginning stage.
 
   Now police swarmed onto the island, using the Visitor’s Center at the bottom of the hill as their command center. Marco called in SWAT and as many available officers as they could. Commander Rick Walters took over, organizing bodies into search squads.
 
   He had a map spread open on a display cabinet in the Visitor’s Center. Cho, Simons, Marco and Peyton crowded around it, surveying the area. Tag stood to one side with a fidgeting Bartlet.
 
   Commander Walters pointed to an area just northwest of their location. “This is where I’d start. There are dozens of abandoned homes and apartment buildings here. He could be in any one of them.”
 
   Marco nodded. “We’re going to have to spread out.”
 
   “I’ll station men along this road and this one. Once you get into this part of the island, you can only go one way. There are traffic spikes embedded in the road to keep people from wandering around.”
 
   Marco pointed to a road that led away from the apartment buildings. “Where does this lead?”
 
   “To the naval warehouses. They’re also condemned and the roads all force you out to the north where you’ll have to circle this half of the island to get back to the inhabited part. I don’t think he’d have taken her in here.” He pointed to the warehouses. “He’d have to go quite a distance into the restricted zone and chance getting caught. I’ll bet he came in past the fence, found the first abandoned building, and set up housekeeping. Some of these places still have running water.”
 
   “Okay.” Marco turned to Cho. “Pass out the photos and let’s move.”
 
   They piled out into SFPD Ford Rangers. Peyton had been paired with Tag, Bartlet and Holmes. Marco gave her a firm nod as he climbed into the passenger seat of his own vehicle, driven by Commander Walters.
 
   The road wound along the shore, offering breathtaking views of the San Francisco skyline in the distance. White sail boats bobbed on the bay and as they turned the corner, Angel Island came into view. Peyton gripped the handle on the top of the door and curled her other hand on the passenger seat as Tag drove in position directly behind Cho and Simons.
 
   Her heart had started pounding and a trickle of sweat was working its way between her breasts. The flak jacket restricted her breathing and the weight of her gun belt felt unnaturally heavy around her waist.
 
   “You okay, Fluffy?”
 
   She nodded stiffly, not trusting herself to speak.
 
   “You sure? You don’t look so good.”
 
   “I’m fine,” she snapped, closing her eyes as they moved from the smooth pavement to the rougher road further along the coast. Suddenly the buildings around them became derelict. Where there had been signs of life and habitation, they were gradually entering an area where the windows were broken out of the houses and the siding was peeling away.
 
   A guard met them at the end of the road, hauling open a chain link fence with radioactive warning signs wired onto it. The road got even rougher as the Ranger bounced over potholes and places where the asphalt had been eroded away by the breakers.
 
   Commander Walters wheeled into a parking area fronting the rocky shoreline. Before them was another fence, also hung with warning markers, and the road beyond looked like someone had taken a jackhammer to it.
 
   The doors on the vehicles opened and cops climbed out, adjusting their weapons, tightening their flak jackets.
 
   Peyton sat in the passenger seat, watching them. All of a sudden she couldn’t make her body respond. Her heart was hammering in her throat again, her scalp felt clammy, and the muscles in her stomach were clenched.
 
   Tag leaned back into the car. “You coming, Fluffy?”
 
   Peyton heard her, but her attention was focused on the derelict buildings, imagining Chuck Wilson watching them from one of the broken windows, calculating, plotting, knowing exactly how they were going to play this. He was one of them. He knew their routines. He knew their tactics. He knew how they thought.
 
   “Peyton?” said Tag more firmly.
 
   Her eyes whipped to Tag’s face. She tried to talk, but nothing came out.
 
   “Okay.” Tag reached in and gripped her arm. “Okay. Just wait here.”
 
   Peyton looked back at the buildings. Bartlet had jumped out as soon as they stopped and he was gesticulating wildly, talking in Commander Walter’s face. The commander shook his head no, giving him a stern look, but Bartlet wasn’t backing down.
 
   Marco grabbed his arm and shoved him back toward the Ranger. Tag paused in front of him, talking to him in a low voice. Marco’s eyes lifted and fixed on Peyton. Keeping a firm hold of Bartlet, he dragged him to the Ranger and then reached for Peyton’s handle, pulling it up.
 
   He leaned against the interior door.
 
   She couldn’t hide the trembling that had taken possession of her. She hated herself at this moment, hated herself with an intensity that almost made her feel like retching.
 
   He forced a gentle smile. “It’s okay, sweetheart. It’s too soon.”
 
   She tried to look away in her shame, but she couldn’t. His gaze was so filled with acceptance and understanding. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   He shook his head. “Go with Bartlet back to the command center.”
 
   “What?” shouted Bartlet beside him.
 
   Marco’s expression shifted. “I wouldn’t dare say another thing if I were you. You’re in danger of losing your job and if you keep this up, you’ll be in danger of arrest. You’re interfering with an apprehension.”
 
   “I want to go in there with you. I have that right.”
 
   “You’re going to drive back to the command center and stay there.” He gave Bartlet a shake. “Get in the car and drive back to the Visitor Center, Officer Bartlet. That’s an order!”
 
   Bartlet made a frustrated noise, but he went around the front of the vehicle and climbed inside.
 
   Marco reached out and stroked Peyton’s cheek. “Go back with Bartlet. Contact the military and see if we can get some of their thermal imaging cameras.”
 
   “Okay.” Her voice came out breathless and strange.
 
   “I’ll be back there before you know it.” He started to draw away.
 
   She caught his hand. “Be careful, Marco.”
 
   He tightened his hold on her. “You know it.”
 
   She didn’t want to let him go, but he pulled away and shut the door. Bartlet gave one last moment of rebellion, but a stern look from Marco got him to start the car. He yanked the steering wheel hard to the left and the tires spun before getting traction. Peyton shifted in her seat, staring back as Marco moved toward Commander Walters.
 
   Slumping in the chair, she clasped her hands in her lap and fought the violent shaking. Bartlet muttered curses under his breath as he bounced the Ranger along the rough road back toward the first gate, but after a while, he glanced over at her.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   She couldn’t answer. Guilt warred with paralyzing terror inside of her. She should be there with them. She should be walking into those buildings, searching with them. Whatever fate awaited them, she should be there to face it. The radio on her shoulder crackled and Commander Walters gave the orders to move out.
 
   “Turn around,” she told Bartlet. “Go back.”
 
   “No, I’m taking you to the command center. Those were my orders.”
 
   “I’m giving you new orders.”
 
   They came to the chain link fence and the same guard waved them through. Bartlet didn’t even slow as they passed through the gate. She closed her eyes, realizing she was hyperventilating. If she wasn’t careful, she was going to pass out.
 
   “You’re breathing too fast,” Bartlet said. He reached over and squeezed her arm. “Take deeper breaths.”
 
   She tried to fixate on his voice, but it was hard when blood was rushing through her ears.
 
   “Come on, Peyton, you can do it. Take deeper breaths.”
 
   All of a sudden he hit the brakes and swerved the car. Peyton was thrown into the center console.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “There are spikes in the road.” He pointed out the windshield.
 
   “Yeah, you didn’t hear Commander Walters? Once you pass into the condemned area, you have to go around the north end of the island. The roads go only one way in the condemned section.”
 
   He wiped a hand back over his head. “No, I didn’t hear him. I’ve been so upset about Genevieve.” He cranked the steering wheel to the left and started the car moving again. “I’m sorry. This whole thing has got me messed up.”
 
   “I know.” She hugged her arms around herself. “Believe me, I know messed up.”
 
   He gave a strangled laugh. “We’re a pair, aren’t we?”
 
   The radio crackled and Peyton went still, straining to hear anything. She knew they’d try to keep it quiet while they searched, so they didn’t spook him, but she wanted to hear Marco’s voice.
 
   Bartlet made another left turn and the derelict houses and apartment buildings gradually gave way to office buildings. There was something eerie about the way people abandoned things. No matter what, there were always random discards – a shoe, a one legged Barbie doll, a soda can. Forgotten. Discarded. Unwanted.
 
   “I don’t like it here.”
 
   Peyton glanced over at him. She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t like it any more than he did. He drove a little faster, taking the turns with a bit too much speed, but she didn’t complain. She wanted out of this part of the island as badly as he did.
 
   Finally he could make a right turn, but now they were in the abandoned navy warehouses. Austere grey buildings with broken windows and peeling paint, they reminded Peyton of the garage in the Presidio. Dry grass blew in the breeze off the bay and faded signs hung from the roofs, flapping back and forth with a lonely, tinny sound.
 
   Reaching up, Peyton tuned the radio, hoping to hear anything, even one voice to indicate they were still searching. She wanted to remind herself that there were other people in the world besides her and Bartlet.
 
   He slammed on the brakes again.
 
   She caught herself on the dashboard and looked over at him, but he was staring out the windshield, his gaze transfixed.
 
   She followed his line of sight and caught her breath.
 
   A white cargo van was parked in front of the warehouse directly across from them. It had commercial plates and no windows. It was exactly like the van that Chuck had used in her abduction.
 
   “That’s his,” said Bartlet.
 
   “You don’t know that. You can’t possibly know that.”
 
   He shifted on the seat. “It’s the same type of van he used to abduct you. I know it’s his. She might be in the back of it right now. We have to investigate.”
 
   “Let’s call it in. We’ll get someone over here.”
 
   “You can’t call it in. You can’t disturb them right now.” He pointed out the window. “There’s two of us. There’s only one of him. We’ll just go to the van and look inside. It might not be his. It might belong to the military.”
 
   Peyton knew the van belonged to him. It was too coincidental. Commander Walter had thought he wouldn’t come this deep into the interior, he wouldn’t box himself in like this with the one-way roads and the spikes, but he didn’t understand. The Janitor didn’t have any intention of leaving here. It was the perfect trap. The perfect bait. They had no choice but to come this direction at some point. When the search of the apartments turned up nothing, they would be forced right into the warehouses by their own design.
 
   She stared at the van. She couldn’t keep running, she couldn’t keep hiding. She had to face this. She had to take her life back in her control. And if now wasn’t the time, that time would never come.
 
   “We look in the van, then we call for backup no matter what we find,” she said through clenched teeth. “Got it.”
 
   “Yeah.” He shoved the Ranger in park and checked his gun. “Look in the van, call for backup. That’s all.”
 
   Peyton nodded, chewing on her upper lip. She could do this. She could take this step. If she ever wanted a life of her own again, she had no choice. This was it. This was her moment.
 
   She reached for the handle and shoved open the door, grabbing her gun and drawing it. Together, she and Bartlet crossed the street, moving toward the van.
 
   “You take the driver’s side, I’ll take the passenger’s,” she instructed.
 
   Bracing the gun with both hands, she eased along the side of it and up to the passenger side window. Taking a deep breath, she spun out, whipping the gun into position. The cab of the van was empty. Bartlet stared at her through the driver’s side window. Keeping an eye on the warehouse, she backed toward the rear bumper and met him there.
 
   “I’ll cover you while you open the back doors.”
 
   He lowered his gun and reached for the handle with one hand, angling back against the door. Peyton moved a few steps away from the van, so it didn’t obstruct her vision of the warehouse. The feeling that they were being watched made her skin crawl.
 
   Bartlet pulled open the door, then spun out away from the van, pointing his gun at the opening. “Empty,” he said, but he moved forward and reached for something inside.
 
   “What did you find?”
 
   “Rope and...blood. There’s blood in here.”
 
   “How much?”
 
   “Not gallons, but…”
 
   “He used a taser on me, Bartlet. When he got me in the van, he tore the bolts out. He might have done the same to her.” Peyton eased back toward him. “We need to call for back…”
 
   A gunshot echoed among the buildings. Peyton and Bartlet ducked behind the van. A moment later, a woman began screaming. Peyton reached for her shoulder radio, but Bartlet suddenly bolted away from the end of the van.
 
   “Bartlet! Don’t move!”
 
   He ignored her and sprinted off toward the warehouse.
 
   Peyton pressed herself against the back of the van and pushed the button on the radio. “Shots fired! Shots fired!”
 
   “Give your location!” came a voice she didn’t recognize.
 
   Peyton searched the streets around her, looking for a street sign, some form of orientation. The woman had stopped screaming.
 
   “13th and N Avenue. Warehouse on N Avenue. There’s a white cargo van in front of it. Commercial plates.”
 
   “Identify yourself.”
 
   “Inspector Peyton Brooks.”
 
   “Do not leave your location, Inspector. Backup is on the way.”
 
   “Officer Bartlet entered the warehouse. He’s inside right now.”
 
   “Stay where you are, Inspector Brooks. Wait for backup. I repeat. Wait for…”
 
   The report of another gunshot ricochet off the buildings, followed immediately by screaming. Peyton flattened herself against the van, pressing the button on the radio. “More gunfire!” she shouted into the radio.
 
   Peering around the end of the van at the warehouse, she saw a door was open on the side. It must be the door that Bartlet used to get inside, but there was no sign of him. “Bartlet, do you hear me?” she shouted into the radio. “Bartlet, state your location!”
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Wait for backup!” came a response over the radio.
 
   Peyton leaned her head against the van. Wait for backup? He might be dead before help arrived. How could she wait for backup? The woman stopped screaming again, but somehow that was worse.
 
   Her hands were trembling, her heart was hammering, and all blood had left her face. She didn’t want to go into the warehouse. She didn’t want to do this alone. Looking over her shoulder, she searched for any signs of backup coming, but there was none. In fact, she couldn’t hear the rumble of an engine anywhere near them.
 
   He might be dying right now. Or he might be pinned down, waiting for her to help him. She had to go into the building. She had no choice. Her loyalty to her brother officer was too strong. The very thing Chuck Wilson had forgotten, the most important code all police officers lived by. She couldn’t leave her man inside.
 
   She closed her eyes and muttered a prayer, then she bolted away from the van and ran for the door. Flattening herself on the outside, she eased to the opening and peered in. A dark hallway branched away from the door.
 
   Raising the gun, she spun into the opening and slid along the wall, waiting for her eyes to adjust. She could hear sobbing coming from ahead of her. Trying to control her breathing, she eased down the hallway, the gun pointing the way.
 
   The hallway led to the warehouse bay, a large open room with crates stacked up in rows. Sunlight streamed through the high windows overhead, illuminating the area. Directly in the middle of it lay two bodies, and huddled over one of the bodies was the sobbing woman.
 
   Peyton didn’t want to go out into the open warehouse. Every instinct screamed at her not to do so, but she could see the pants and an out-flung arm, and she recognized the uniform. Pressing the radio, she lowered her voice as much as she could.
 
   “Officer down. I need an ambulance. Suspect has not been apprehended. Repeat, suspect has not been apprehended.”
 
   As she surveyed the scene, she studied the other body. It lay face down a few yards away from Bartlet and the woman. Maybe Bartlet had gotten off a shot and the body on the ground was Chuck Wilson.
 
   Indecision made her skin crawl and she felt as if her intestines were in knots. Oh, God, she didn’t want to go out in the open. Even though the body might be Wilson, what if it wasn’t? What if he was lurking among the crates?
 
   Clenching her teeth, she made her decision. She stepped out of the hallway and crossed over to the body, bending down and feeling at his neck for a pulse. Keeping her gun raised, she glanced down into his staring eyes. A bullet hole was centered in the middle of his forehead. The face was unfamiliar.
 
   She rose to her feet and moved toward the woman. At the sound of her steps, the woman jerked upright, her eyes dilating in terror. Genevieve Lake.
 
   “He’s here!” she sobbed. “He’s still here!”
 
   Peyton surveyed the area, leading with her gun, then she looked down at Bartlet. Blood was pooling beneath his head, spreading across the floor.
 
   “He shot him before he even knew he was there!” Genevieve said.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Where?” She shook her head. “Where? He shot him! He shot him!”
 
   “Stop it!” snapped Peyton. Carefully lowering herself, she glanced at Bartlet. He was trying to say something, but he couldn’t. She reached with her left hand and turned his head just a little. She could see the blood bubbling out of a hole in his neck. She grabbed a gauze pad out of her belt and held it out to Genevieve. “Put pressure on the wound!”
 
   “He’s still here!” she said, wringing her hands. “He’s still here! He’s going to kill us!”
 
   “Stop it! Look at me!” She diverted her attention just long enough to capture Genevieve’s gaze. “He’ll die if you don’t put pressure on the bleeding!” She looked around. “Where’s his gun?”
 
   “He took it! He has it!”
 
   Wonderful. Now he had two guns, twice the ammunition.
 
   She shook the gauze at her. “You have to do this, Genevieve! You have to hold this on his neck!”
 
   She rocked herself. “He’s going to kill us! He’s going to shoot us!”
 
   Peyton cussed under her breath and placed her gun carefully at her knee, then she pressed the gauze to the bubbling hole in Bartlet’s neck. Reaching out with her left hand, she grabbed Genevieve’s hand and forced it onto the gauze.
 
   “If you let go, I’ll shoot you! Do you hear me!” she shouted in her face.
 
   Genevieve made a mewling sound, a strange and strangled cry, ducking her head. Peyton grabbed her other hand and pressed it to the wound.
 
   “Don’t you dare let go!” she hissed, then went still.
 
   Someone had come up behind her.
 
   A shiver went down her spine and she could feel the cold press of metal against the back of her head.
 
   “And people say there’s no such thing as serendipity,” came a cold, chilling voice.
 
   Peyton’s fingers tightened on Genevieve’s. “Don’t let go!” she ordered as she eased back on her knees. She clenched her hands into fists, cursing herself. “Chuck, this has gone too far. I need to get him to an ambulance.”
 
   Slowly the gun rotated around her head until he was standing in front of her, the muzzle pointed right at her forehead. He had dark circles under his eyes and his thick, grey hair was mussed. If possible, he looked like he had aged ten years since she saw him last.
 
   “Just the cop I was hoping to see.”
 
   She glanced at her gun, but he nudged it away from her. Not far, just enough that she would have to grab for it. “Please Chuck, he’s just a kid. He’s innocent. He doesn’t deserve to die.”
 
   “Who does, Inspector Brooks? Who doesn’t? We all die, we just don’t know the time or the place or the circumstances.”
 
   “Don’t do this, please. Let me take them out of here. Let us go, Chuck. I know you want this to end. I know you’re tired.”
 
   “Oh, I am, but I’m not going to be some political ploy on the righteousness of capital punishment. I’m going out the way I choose.”
 
   Peyton knew she had one chance and one chance only, and if she bet wrong, they were going to die. “This isn’t what Miss Opal would want, Chuck. She wouldn’t have wanted any of this.”
 
   He gave her a tired smile. “That’s why this is so perfect. I had planned to pick them off as they came through the door, one by one, adding up bodies until they came at me full force, but this is so much more poetic.”
 
   Peyton glanced at her gun again. “What do you mean?”
 
   “You said Miss Opal wouldn’t want this. Well, I didn’t want what happened with her either. Sometimes we don’t get what we want.”
 
   “What happened with her?”
 
   “He killed her!”
 
   Peyton glanced at Genevieve.
 
   The radio crackled. “Inspector Brooks, I need an update! Inspector Brooks?”
 
   She ignored it, turning back to Chuck Wilson. “You killed your own wife?”
 
   “She asked me to do it. What could I do? She was suffering. But I did it wrong. I didn’t think it through. I should have made sure we went together. That’s how it should have been.” He gave Peyton a sad, weary look, then reached out and touched her cheek with his free hand. “You remind me so much of her. I just wish she’d had your spirit, your fire. You would never have asked me to do what she did.”
 
   Peyton suppressed a shiver of revulsion.
 
   He straightened, but the gun never wavered. “You and I are going to do it right.”
 
   Peyton realized she was hyperventilating again. Black spots danced in her peripheral vision. “What?”
 
   “One shot, Inspector Brooks, one for each of us. Pick up your gun and we’ll end it.”
 
   Peyton wasn’t sure she was hearing him correctly. Every nerve in her body seemed to be on hyper-alert. She was aware that someone was speaking over the radio, but she couldn’t understand the words.
 
   “Come on, Inspector Brooks. I know you want it to be over as badly as I do. One shot. No pain. It ends.”
 
   “I don’t want to die.” The voice didn’t sound like hers. “Please, I don’t want to die.”
 
   “I’m giving you a way out of the pain, Inspector Brooks. A hero’s death. A warrior’s end. No more suffering, no more fear, no more pain.”
 
   “Please, please don’t do this. I need to live. I have someone like you had Opal. I have someone who needs me.”
 
   “Handsome? That’s just a fling, Peyton. Didn’t the shrink tell you that?”
 
   Peyton could hear her own teeth chattering. All of the blood seemed to have left her upper body, chilling her.
 
   “Pick up the gun, Inspector. Finish this. This is the only way out, the only end! You know some part of you wants this to be over! Some part of you wants to stop hurting! Here’s the way, Peyton. Pick up the gun!”
 
   “I’ll do it.”
 
   Peyton closed her eyes. God no! Oh, please God not this!
 
   “I’ll end it, Chuck. I’ll play your game.”
 
   She glanced over her shoulder. Marco stood just outside the hallway, near the first body she’d found. Oh please God, don’t let this be happening!
 
   “You said you’d give me a second chance! Well, give it to me! Let’s play this game together!”
 
   “I lied,” said Chuck in a low, deadly voice.
 
   Peyton’s eyes whipped back to him, stared down into the barrel of his gun.
 
   “There are no second chances!”
 
   The gun swung away from Peyton’s face. The roar of it was deafening. Instinctively Peyton flattened herself over Bartlet’s body.
 
   The first bullet took Marco in the left leg, just above the knee. Peyton stared, horrified as he staggered backward, the leg buckling. The next bullet took him high in the chest on the right side, sending him over onto his back.
 
   Peyton bolted toward him, not even aware of what she was doing.
 
   She skidded, landing on her hands and knees, beside him. He was gasping for air, the shot to the flak jacket knocking the breath out of him. She reached for the ties on the flak jacket, striping them away.
 
   “Take shallow breaths, shallow breaths!” She pressed the radio. “Officer down! Officer down! I need help!”
 
   Suddenly she was aware of a hot dampness seeping into the knees of her jeans. She looked down and stared in horrified fascination at the spreading pool of dark red beneath the both of them.
 
   “What a shame! Looks like I got the femoral artery. Poor bastard’s gonna bleed out in a matter of minutes!”
 
   Peyton scrambled for her belt, her fingers trembling on the buckle. Somehow she managed to strip it off, then she fumbled to tear the holster away.
 
   “Quick thinking, Inspector Brooks. Very quick thinking! I’m impressed. Too bad, though, ‘cause the next bullet’s going right between his eyes!”
 
   Peyton went still.
 
   Her gaze tracked across Marco to his gun. It lay right beside his hand, where he’d released it when he fell. She could hear Chuck Wilson’s boot heels on the concrete floor of the warehouse, coming toward them.
 
   She lunged for the gun, curling her fingers around the handle.
 
   Swinging it up, she pivoted on her heel, squeezing the trigger. The gun bucked in her hand, the bullet slamming into Chuck Wilson. His body jerked, his arms flinging outward, but she didn’t stop. She squeezed the trigger over and over again, his body convulsing with the impacts, until there were no more bullets to be spent.
 
   He weaved back and forth for a moment.
 
   His gaze met hers…then he crumpled to the floor.
 
   Peyton dropped the gun and swung back to Marco, grabbing the belt. She slid it under his thigh, sliding the leather end through the buckle. Leaning close to him, she whispered, “I’m sorry,” then she drew the belt taut.
 
   He gave a tortured cry of pain, arching his back, but she twisted the leather around her fist, exerting as much pressure as she could to stop the bleeding. Bringing her mouth close to his ear, she kissed the side of his face.
 
   “Stay with me, Marco. Stay with me!” she said. “They’re coming. They’re coming to help us!”
 
   He struggled to breathe, his eyes fighting to stay open.
 
   “Please stay with me,” she said, realizing that tears were streaming down her face. “Please, please don’t leave me. Please, don’t leave me, Marco!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   Jake hurried into the waiting room of San Francisco General Hospital, searching the people huddled in pairs and small groups. He found her, sitting in the back corner, staring at her clasped hands. He crossed the room and slid into the seat beside her.
 
   She glanced up. She was wearing hospital scrubs, her hair pulled back in a severe ponytail.
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “Surgery.”
 
   “Have you heard anything?”
 
   “Abe went back to find out for me, but…” She wrung her hands. “His heart stopped as they were putting him in the helicopter. His heart stopped…”
 
   He put his arm around her shoulders and she sank against him. He rested his chin on the top of her head. “But they got it going again. They got it going.”
 
   She reached up and gripped the front of his shirt. “I’m so sorry, Jake. I’m so sorry.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “When Zoë died, we came in and tore your life apart. We didn’t give you time to grieve. How can you not hate me?”
 
   “Because you gave me a life in return. You gave me purpose and friendship and...a dog.”
 
   She gave a sobbing laugh. “I can’t do this, Jake. I’m not strong enough. I don’t want to live without him.”
 
   “You don’t have to. He’s gonna pull through. This is Marco, Peyton. He’s too damn grumpy to die.”
 
   “I keep trying to relive it, but everything’s a blur.”
 
   “Have you heard about Bartlet?”
 
   She nodded. “He’s going to live. There was another guy, a maintenance worker. He stumbled into the building and Wilson shot him in the head. They told me he had a new baby at home, three weeks old.”
 
   Jake tightened his hold. “Chuck Wilson isn’t going to hurt anyone else, Peyton. It’s over.”
 
   “It’s not over. Marco’s in surgery, Jake. I’m not lying. I don’t think I can do this.”
 
   “If anyone can, it’s you. You are the strongest person I know, Mighty Mouse.” 
 
   Commotion at the entrance distracted him. Peyton lifted her head as Vinnie appeared. She rose to her feet as he hurried across the room, catching her in a bear hug. A moment later the rest of Marco’s family entered, surrounding Peyton until Jake couldn’t see her anymore.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Vinnie turned her to face him, placing his hands on her shoulders. “You have to tell us what happened?”
 
   She tried to collect her thoughts. “He was shot. Once in the thigh and a second time in the chest. His flak jacket stopped the second bullet.”
 
   “Is the leg wound bad?”
 
   Peyton swallowed at the lump in her throat. “The bullet severed the femoral artery. He’s in surgery right now. Abe went back to find out information.”
 
   “Okay, so a leg wound? Okay?”
 
   Vinnie clearly didn’t understand, but Peyton wasn’t going to tell him how bad it really was. What was the point? So they could feel as empty and terrified as she did?
 
   Abe came around the corner of the waiting room, pulling a cap off his dreadlocks. He slowed when he caught sight of Marco’s family. Moving to her side, he ran his hand over her back. “They’ve got him stabilized. They did a transfusion and his blood pressure returned to normal. The surgeon’s on his way out to talk to you.” He focused on Marco’s parents, Mona and Leo. “There are some important decisions you have to make.”
 
   “Like what?” asked Mona, fingering her rosary beads.
 
   Abe started to answer, but another doctor appeared. He was a small, thin man with a goatee and a thick head of black hair. He came up to the group and Abe introduced him.
 
   He shook hands with Marco’s parents. “I’m Dr. Cohen, the trauma surgeon who operated on your son.”
 
   “How is he?” demanded Vinnie.
 
   “We have him stabilized. We gave him a transfusion and restored a regular sinus rhythm.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “According to the medics, he went into cardiac arrest at the scene. When he arrived here, he was in arrhythmia, most likely due to blood loss.”
 
   Mona gasped and covered her mouth.
 
   “What do you mean he went into cardiac arrest?”
 
   “His heart was restarted at the scene, but a transfusion was necessary in order to get a normal heart rhythm again.”
 
   Marco’s family needed a moment to adjust to that information.
 
   Vinnie scrubbed a hand over his mouth. “But he’ll be all right now?”
 
   “That’s what we need to talk about. The femur was shattered by the impact of the bullet, the femoral artery almost completely severed. He would have bled to death if someone hadn’t thought quickly enough to apply a tourniquet; however, that comes with problems as well. It saved his life, but it may have caused tissue death in the lower extremity. The second bullet fractured his clavicle, but his bullet-proof vest prevented any severe damage. He has a hairline fracture, but we’ll let that heal on its own.”
 
   “Clavicle?”
 
   “Collar bone,” offered Abe.
 
   Dr. Cohen nodded. “However, the left leg is a different matter.”
 
   “You can do surgery, right?”
 
   “We can; however, the reconstruction we’re talking about is a lengthy operation and even so, there’s no guarantee the limb will be viable again. If he does regain some mobility, he’ll require extensive physical therapy and…” He sighed. “There’s no guarantee he won’t be in lifelong pain.”
 
   “I don’t see that there’s another option,” answered Vinnie.
 
   “There is.” The doctor glanced at Abe. “We can take the leg.”
 
   Mona made a stricken sound. Leo wrapped his arm around her shoulders, supporting her.
 
   “With advances in modern prosthetics, he should have almost complete mobility again within months. Amputees now run marathons, hike, do everything that able-bodied people do.” He paused and shifted his attention to Peyton. “I feel that this is our best option. I’m not sure he’s strong enough to undergo a lengthy surgery.”
 
   Peyton heard the words, but she was numb. Nothing had prepared her for this. Still, it seemed obvious. If this was the best option, then there wasn’t any choice. He had to get well. He had to come home. There just wasn’t any other way to look at it.
 
   Tears streamed down Mona’s face.
 
   “I’ll need permission from one of you to do the surgery,” Dr. Cohen said to Marco’s parents.
 
   Mona shook her head, gripping her rosary beads so tight her knuckles went white. “I can’t do this. I can’t let you take my son’s leg.”
 
   “I know how hard this is for you, Mrs. D’Angelo, but it’s the safest thing to do. It’s the most humane thing. If we try to reconstruct the leg, there’s no guarantee we won’t have to take it later due to infection. Better to spare him that pain and risk now.”
 
   “No! No, there’s got to be something else you can do! You can’t mutilate him like this. You can’t take his leg!”
 
   “Mama,” said Vinnie.
 
   “No, I can’t do this. I can’t. Don’t ask it.”
 
   The doctor exchanged another look with Abe. “There is a middle ground.”
 
   “What is it?” asked Vinnie.
 
   “We can start the reconstruction, but at the first sign of stress, an irregular heartbeat, a drop in blood pressure, we can switch to amputation. The problem is if we have to make that decision, there won’t be time to come out here and get permission. You’d have to trust me enough to make the call on my own. You’d have to give me permission to change the surgery in the middle if necessary.”
 
   Mona continued to shake her head.
 
   “Mama, you have to let him do this,” said Bernardo.
 
   “No, no, I can’t.”
 
   “Then you sign the papers, Papa,” urged Franco.
 
   Mona grabbed her husband’s hand, forcing the rosary beads into it. “You can’t do this. You can’t agree to this. Promise me you won’t do this to him.”
 
   Peyton moved forward, catching Mona’s hands and turning her away from Leo. “We don’t have a choice, Mona. We have to trust the doctor.” She pressed her hands tight, sealing their fingers with the beads. “We can’t lose him, Mona. We can’t chance having him leave us.”
 
   Mona’s hands trembled in Peyton’s, her eyes swimming in tears. “How will we know he’s telling us the truth? What if he amputates without trying to save the leg? I can’t chance it.”
 
   “I’ll be in the observation room, Mona. I’ll keep an eye on things,” offered Abe.
 
   “Mona, please. Please. We can’t lose him. I can’t lose him. I don’t want a life without him. Please, trust me that this is the right decision. Trust me,” Peyton pleaded.
 
   “I’ll sign the papers,” said Leo, tilting back his head defiantly.
 
   Mona burst into sobs, but gradually she nodded her agreement.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Jake handed her a cup of coffee and sat down beside her. She took it, but she didn’t think she could drink it. Anxiety had her guts in knots. She’d stopped looking at the clock half an hour ago. More than four hours had passed and there was still no word about Marco.
 
   Defino had arrived with the entire precinct and somehow secured them their own waiting room. She was glad for that. At least the drone of the television in the public waiting room had been silenced.
 
   Jake touched her hand. “Take a sip. It’ll help. It tastes like diesel fuel, but it’s hot and caffeinated.”
 
   She took a sip, grimacing at the bitter taste. “He made me an offer.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Chuck Wilson. He made me an offer and I couldn’t take it.” She looked up at Jake.
 
   “What was the offer?”
 
   “He’d let me pick up my gun and then we’d both shoot. That’s how he wanted to end it. He wanted us to go together.”
 
   Jake reared back from her. “Dear God, Peyton, I…” His voice failed.
 
   She bit her bottom lip, fighting tears. She wasn’t going to cry. She wasn’t going to give in, not now. “I told him I wanted to live, that I needed to live for Marco.”
 
   Jake just stared at her, horrified.
 
   “That’s all I thought at that moment, staring at his gun. I just wanted to live. I wanted to see Marco again.”
 
   He placed his hand on her arm.
 
   She shook back a strand of hair tickling her face. “Marco took his deal. No hesitation. No doubt. He just took it.”
 
   “He was trying to draw him away from you. He was trying to distract him.”
 
   She nodded and swiped a hand under her nose. “But here’s the irony.” She picked at the plastic lid on the coffee cup. “I wanted to live, but if he doesn’t…”
 
   Jake’s fingers tightened. “Don’t say it. Don’t even think it. He’s going to make it, Peyton. I know he is.”
 
   She nodded, but she couldn’t meet Jake’s eyes.
 
   Suddenly Abe and Dr. Cohen came through the door of the waiting room. Marco’s mother bounded to her feet and then the entire family surrounded him. Peyton couldn’t move. She felt paralyzed with fear, dizzy with it.
 
   “He came through surgery. He’s in recovery now,” said Dr. Cohen wearily.
 
   “His leg?” The tremble in Mona’s voice carried to Peyton.
 
   “We were able to save it.”
 
   Mona began praying.
 
   “Please don’t get your hopes up. If infection sets in…”
 
   “We understand, Doctor. Thank you,” answered Vinnie, reaching out to shake the surgeon’s hand.
 
   Abe detached himself from the group and moved to Peyton’s other side, taking a seat. He didn’t speak for a moment. Peyton watched Marco’s family hugging each other, sobbing and thanking the doctor.
 
   “She made the wrong decision,” said Abe, watching them as well.
 
   “Is it bad?” asked Jake.
 
   Abe shook his head, then sighed. “They cobbled that leg back together again. He’s facing years of physical therapy. Years of rehabilitation and…”
 
   Peyton looked up at him.
 
   “Pain.”
 
   She curled her arm around Abe’s bicep and leaned her head on his shoulder. He kissed the top of her head and rested his cheek against her. She’d have to deal with Marco’s recovery later, but right now she felt weak with relief.
 
   He’d made it through the surgery.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco’s eyes slowly opened. Peyton smiled at him, gripping his hand tighter. He focused on her, but confusion clouded his head.
 
   “Peyton?”
 
   “I’m right here.”
 
   He tried to look around, but he felt so damn weak, so disconnected. “Do you know where we are?”
 
   She laughed, blinking back tears. “We’re in San Francisco General.”
 
   “I don’t remember anything.” His gaze shifted back to her. There was something important he wanted to ask her, but his mind just wouldn’t piece together anything. There seemed to be a hole where his memory was. “Was there a helicopter?”
 
   “Yes, we rode in it to the hospital.”
 
   Something was tickling his nose and tubes ran out of his arm. Involuntarily his eyes closed again, but he forced them open. “Peyton?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I love you,” he said.
 
   She gave a sobbing laugh. “I love you too.”
 
   When he woke again, Jake had replaced Peyton. His head felt less cloudy, his thoughts a bit more focused. “Where’s Peyton?”
 
   Jake nodded to his right side. “She’s sleeping on a chair-bed thingy. Once you woke up, she pretty much passed out.”
 
   He swiveled his head on the pillow. She lay curled in a chair, a blanket pulled around her shoulders.
 
   “Your parents will be back in a little while. Your father made your mother go down to get something to eat.”
 
   “What time is it?”
 
   “It’d be better if you asked the day.”
 
   He turned back to Jake. “Day?”
 
   Jake scratched at his cheek where stubble shadowed his jaw. “You were shot almost two days ago. It’s Monday.”
 
   Two days? He’d lost two days? He glanced around the unfamiliar room. “Where’s my stuff? I had the ring in my jeans pocket.”
 
   Jake nodded. “Abe got to it before they took you into surgery.”
 
   “Did Peyton see it?”
 
   “No. He’s holding it for you.”
 
   “I can’t remember much that happened, just fragments, images, sounds. What about Bartlet?”
 
   “He’s going to make it. He’ll probably have a smoker’s voice, but he’s going to be all right.”
 
   He focused on Jake. “Chuck Wilson?”
 
   “He’s dead.”
 
   “Are you sure? Are you positive? He…”
 
   Jake laid a hand on his shoulder. “He’s dead, Adonis.”
 
   Marco tried to force his brain to work. “How?”
 
   “Peyton shot him. She emptied your gun into him.”
 
   He narrowed his eyes in concentration. He remembered hearing gunfire. He remembered the smell of gunpowder. “She shot him?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Marco nodded. He knew he shouldn’t take pride in the death of another person. He knew that it was wrong, but he couldn’t help it. “That’s my girl,” he said, looking over at her. “That’s my girl.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco tried to lift himself against the pillows, but pain tore through his leg, making him collapse. He covered the heavy bandaging with both hands and gritted his teeth, willing it to subside. They had it elevated in a sling and he couldn’t even shift without sending himself into fits of agony. Once the pain eased, he reached for the ridiculously tiny cup of gelatin, trying to pull the cover off. A small section tore free, but the majority of the tinfoil cover remained. He threw it on the tray and let his head fall back against the pillows.
 
   “Fighting with your lunch.” Peyton stepped into the room and crossed to the tray, pulling the rest of the cover away. She picked up the spoon and held it out to him.
 
   “I don’t want it.” He tried to shift again, but his leg gave an answering throb.
 
   Peyton set the gelatin on the tray, her expression troubled. “Are you in pain?”
 
   “They’re trying to back off on the pain medication. I can’t even shift in this damn bed, the food sucks, and I want to go home.” He patted the bed beside him. “Come sit with me and take my mind off it.”
 
   She carefully climbed on the bed beside him. “I know it’s frustrating, but they said you might be able to go home in a week.”
 
   “To my parents’ house. Did you hear that one? They’re having their stairs removed and putting in a ramp for me and my wheelchair.”
 
   She smiled, smoothing a hand down his chest. “I already talked with your mom. I got the name of their contractor and I’m having a ramp put on my house as well. You’re coming home with me.”
 
   “Did she want to fight you?”
 
   “No, right now she likes me.”
 
   He touched her chin. “Thank God.” He dropped his hand. “Abe was here earlier.”
 
   “He was?”
 
   Marco drew a breath and released it. “I made him tell me about my leg.”
 
   Peyton slid her hand down to his and curled her fingers around his palm. She wouldn’t look at him.
 
   “He told me they should have amputated it, but my mother wouldn’t let them.”
 
   Peyton didn’t speak.
 
   “Peyton, is that true?”
 
   “Marco…”
 
   “Remember, I know your tell.”
 
   She made eye contact. “Dr. Cohen recommended it as the best option for your recovery.”
 
   “But my mother refused?”
 
   “Marco…”
 
   “Abe said that it may never be able to hold my weight again, that I had years of physical therapy ahead of me, and that the pain…” He tried to get his raging emotions under control. “The pain may never go away.”
 
   “He shouldn’t have said that…”
 
   “I asked him for the truth.” He tightened his grip on her. “I’m asking you for the truth now. Was amputation the best choice?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’m not a doctor, Marco, but they said that with prosthetics as advanced as they are now, you’d have a full life.”
 
   He slumped back on the pillows.
 
   “Did you want them to take your leg?”
 
   “I don’t know. I just don’t know what I’m going to do now. I can’t be a cop. I can’t go back to my job. It’s all I’ve known and I don’t know what I can do.”
 
   “We’ll figure it out. We’ve got time to make some decisions.” She forced him to look at her. “We’re both here. Right now, that’s all that matters. We’re here and we’re alive and we’re together. Everything else will right itself with time.”
 
   He stared at her, trying to find the calm she projected, the assurance, the acceptance. “If the decision had been left up to you, what would you have picked?”
 
   “Marco, don’t ask me that.”
 
   “Peyton, I need to know. What would you have picked?”
 
   “I would have picked you. That’s all I could think about at the moment. They said the surgery was dangerous and I wasn’t thinking about anything else. I just wanted you.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “But she’s your mother, Marco, she’s your mother and you can’t blame her for her choice.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because, she couldn’t imagine a world where her son wasn’t whole.”
 
   He released his held breath. “Come here.”
 
   She leaned closer to him. “Are we going to smooch?”
 
   “Yeah. They finally let me have some toothpaste.”
 
   She laughed. “See, that’s progress right there.”
 
   “That’s what we’re going for now? Toothpaste is a freakin’ red letter event?”
 
   “You know the saying about when life gives you lemons…” She curled her hand in the throat of his hospital gown, bringing her lips close to his. “You squeeze the shit out of them bitches.”
 
   He laughed.
 
   “Now kiss me.”
 
   And he did.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
   Marco braced the crutches against the sink and turned on the water, washing his hands. Muttering curses, he fought his growing frustration. He could only wash one hand at a time because he had to brace himself on the sink as he balanced on one leg. And the entire time he stood upright, his leg throbbed and ached like a bitch.
 
   He heard someone come into the hospital room as he reached for the paper towel. Grabbing the crutches, he positioned them under his arms and grabbed the door handle. “If you’re coming for more blood, you vampires, you should know I’m going down swinging.”
 
   Pushing the door open, he made his awkward way out into the room and pulled up short. Captain Defino and the Chief of Police, Thomas Moore, stood just within the doorway. Marco felt his face heat with embarrassment. Bracing himself on one crutch, he tried to straighten the damn hospital gown they made him wear.
 
   “Captain…”
 
   Defino smiled at him and came forward, placing her arm around his waist and pointing to a chair close to the bathroom door. “Sit down, D’Angelo. Are you supposed to be out of bed?”
 
   He hobbled over to the chair and sank into it, unable to suppress the groan of pain any movement caused. Defino retrieved a blanket from the bed and settled it over his legs. He battled the pain under control and glanced up at the Police Chief. He’d met him once when he was first sworn onto the force.
 
   Defino followed his line of sight. “You know Chief Moore, right, D’Angelo?”
 
   “Yes. Hello, sir.”
 
   “Pleasure to meet you, son.” Moore came forward and offered his hand.
 
   Marco took it, wishing to hell he was formally dressed. “I’m sorry, sir. I’m not the most presentable.”
 
   Moore laughed. “You’re in a hospital, son. We didn’t expect you in your dress blues.”
 
   “Are you all right, D’Angelo? You look a little pale,” said Defino in concern. “Should I call for someone?”
 
   “No, it just takes a moment for the pain to ease. I refused to use their bedpans anymore, so this is the punishment I get for my rebellion.”
 
   They both laughed.
 
   Marco eased back in the chair, using his hands to position his leg so he could recline the chair and elevate it. That usually helped elevate the pain.
 
   Defino retrieved the chair from beside the bed, offering it to the chief, then she perched on the arm of the long chair where Peyton had been sleeping for the last week. “How are you doing?”
 
   “Better. I’m going home tomorrow.”
 
   “Good. Good,” said Moore. “When do you start physical therapy?”
 
   “Um, I’m not sure. They want me to try this water therapy, but they have to wait for everything to heal first. I’ve got so much metal in my leg, I’ll never get through airport security again.”
 
   Moore smiled. “I’m sure something can be worked out, especially since it’s our guys running the show over at SFO.”
 
   Marco felt uncomfortable. He was so painfully bad at small talk. God, he hoped this visit wasn’t going to be very long.
 
   “Actually, Captain Defino and I are here for more than a social visit. The first reason we came was to commend you on the apprehension and the neutralization of the serial killer known as the Janitor.”
 
   “I didn’t do much apprehending or neutralizing, sir. That credit belongs to my partner, Inspector Brooks.”
 
   “Yes, we’re very proud of the way she handled herself, and in light of her professionalism, we are immediately promoting her to Lieutenant.” He glanced at Defino.
 
   “In addition, Mr. Ryder will receive a merit pay increase,” said Defino.
 
   “And Captain Defino has agreed to come work in my office as Deputy Chief.”
 
   “Congratulations, Captain!”
 
   Defino smiled. “Maria will be coming with me. For a higher pay grade as well.”
 
   “She deserves it.” He shifted uncomfortably. “What about Bartlet, Captain?”
 
   “Officer Bartlet will be reassigned to a different precinct,” said Defino. “He should be lucky he’s being allowed to keep his job.”
 
   Marco wasn’t sure that was fair. He’d gone off the reservation himself for a woman not so long ago and he didn’t get reassigned.
 
   “That leaves you, Lieutenant,” said Moore.
 
   Marco gave a bitter laugh. “I don’t think I’ll be coming back, sir. Not now.”
 
   “Because of your leg or because of personal choice?”
 
   “Because I can’t do the job I once did. I can’t go out in the field and chase down perps. I can’t sit for hours in a squad car on stakeout. I’m not even sure how well I’ll ever walk again.”
 
   Moore steepled his hands. “We know you have a long recovery ahead of you, son. We know that you’ve been placed on leave for the next six month while you go through rehabilitation, but we need men like you on the force.”
 
   “I’m not sure I follow, sir?”
 
   “With Captain Defino moving to my office, your precinct has a deficit of leadership. In short, it needs a captain. We’re offering you that position, Lieutenant.”
 
   Marco’s head lifted. “What?”
 
   “Captain Defino has agreed to remain at her previous post until you’re cleared for duty.” Moore gave him a sly smile. “We were also thinking that you might work on finishing your degree with your partner. We understand she plans to take courses at San Francisco State.”
 
   Marco nodded.
 
   “Well?”
 
   He rubbed a hand along the bandages. “I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “How ‘bout yes? Apparently that’s a problem for you where your career is concerned.”
 
   Marco gave a breathless laugh. “Yes. Yes, sir, I’d be honored to serve as Captain.”
 
   “Good.” Moore held out his hand and Marco took it. “I can’t thank you enough, Lieutenant D’Angelo, for your service, your dedication, and your loyalty to the City of San Francisco. If there’s anything I can do for you, please don’t hesitate to ask.”
 
   Marco stared at his leg. “There is one thing, sir. Would you consider leaving Bartlet with me?”
 
   Moore didn’t immediately answer.
 
   “He’s young, sir, but I think he’ll make a good cop.”
 
   “He nearly got himself and two other officers killed, Lieutenant.”
 
   “I know. I know that, but the last thing I remember in that warehouse was something Chuck Wilson said.”
 
   “What did he say?”
 
   “There are no second chances.” Marco met Moore’s gaze. “I’d like to prove that he’s wrong.”
 
   Moore smiled. “Done. Bartlet stays with you.” He pushed himself to his feet and Defino rose with him, placing a hand on Marco’s shoulder.
 
   Marco reached for his crutches, but Moore stopped him. “Stay seated, son. We can let ourselves out.”
 
   Suddenly Peyton appeared in the doorway, taking in the scene.
 
   “Speaking of San Francisco heroes,” said Moore, holding out his hand for her. “How are you, Inspector Brooks?”
 
   She took his hand, giving him and Defino a bewildered look. “I’m doing well, Chief Moore,” she said.
 
   He patted the back of her hand with his free one. “Keeping out of trouble?”
 
   “Oh, well…” said Peyton, wincing. “You know me. Trouble just seems to dog my every step.”
 
   Moore laughed. “I look forward to seeing you at the Honor Ceremony next week.”
 
   “I’ll be there.”
 
   “Good. Well…” He glanced back at Marco. “I’m sure the two of you have a lot to discuss. We’ll talk again soon, Lieutenant.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Defino squeezed his shoulder, then moved to Peyton and hugged her. “We’ll talk in a few days, Brooks.”
 
   “Yes, Captain.”
 
   After they left, Peyton gave Marco a confused look. “What was that about?”
 
   “You’re getting a promotion.”
 
   “I already knew that.” She moved to the long chair and sat on the arm as Defino had done.
 
   “Well, he told me he’d offered Defino a position as his Deputy Chief, and then he…”
 
   “He what?”
 
   “He…” Marco shook his head, still unable to process what he’d heard.
 
   “Marco, he what?”
 
   “He offered me the job as her replacement.”
 
   “Captain?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   Peyton’s face burst into a radiant smile. “That’s wonderful.”
 
   Marco didn’t respond.
 
   “Isn’t it? We were just talking about what you’re going to do.”
 
   “Yeah, but this…”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don’t know how to be captain. I don’t know how to tell people what to do. Why didn’t he offer it to Simons or Cho? They’re more qualified.”
 
   “We’re not going to do this again, are we?”
 
   “Peyton, it’s true. He only offered it to me because they don’t know what to do with me now. I can’t patrol, I can’t go on calls, I can’t take down perps. I’m not qualified to do this and when I fail…”
 
   “You won’t fail.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Because I know. Because I know you. You always rise to the occasion, Marco. You always figure it out. I have no doubt you are qualified to be captain. I would follow you wherever you lead.” She tapped him on the shoulder. “Besides, you have the most amazing girlfriend who can tell you exactly what you’re doing wrong.”
 
   He looked up at her and smiled. “I do have that.”
 
   She leaned forward and kissed him, then slid her lips toward his ear. “Congratulations. You deserve it.”
 
   He pulled her back to him as she started to draw away. “You know I get out tomorrow.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “And we can go home.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “And Maria is moving out with Cho today.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “So…”
 
   “So, nothing. You’re going home and resting. We’re not doing anything else until the doctor clears you for...recreational activity,” she said, giving him a sultry look.
 
   He slumped back in the chair. “Then how about this? It occurred to me that we never got to finish our dinner in Napa, so what about the second night I’m home?”
 
   “Go to Napa for dinner?”
 
   “No, clearly that isn’t going to happen for a while, but I have good people who agreed to help me make dinner at your house.”
 
   “Our house.”
 
   “Our house. What do you say? You want to have dinner with me?”
 
   She smiled, but he held up a hand. “Although, I’m not sure what it’ll be. It might be barbecued hot dogs and hooch from someone’s illegal still, because that would be so adorable,” he mimicked, bringing a laugh out of her.
 
   “I know your people. I’m familiar with their work.” She pressed her forehead to his. “I would love to have dinner with you, Captain D’Angelo.”
 
   “I’ll even wear pants.”
 
   “Oh my…”
 
   “Well…pant, but it’s something.”
 
   “Yes, it is.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco tried to adjust his position in the wheelchair, but there was just no way to get comfortable in the damn thing. He pulled it closer to the table they’d set up in Peyton’s living room, banging his leg on the edge.
 
   Swearing, he pressed his hands against it and closed his eyes, fighting the pain. The dogs started to come to him, but Jake had banished them to the kitchen for the night. Marco could feel Abe watching him as he fussed with the linens on the table.
 
   “Why don’t you take a pill? After the shower, you probably need some pain medication.”
 
   “No!” he grumbled. “I don’t want my head messed up tonight.” He opened his eyes and glared at Abe. “And don’t mention the shower.”
 
   Abe swatted a hand at him. “Oh, come on. You don’t have anything I haven’t seen a million times.” He winked at him. “Although I will say that what you have is magnificent.”
 
   “Stop it!”
 
   Abe giggled and spun around, going to the kitchen. Jake was smiling on the other side of the counter.
 
   “What are you making tonight and don’t say hot dogs!”
 
   Abe and Jake exchanged a look. “Hot dogs?” Jake asked.
 
   “Or hooch.”
 
   “Hooch?” said Abe.
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   Abe placed a hand in the center of his chest. “I have no idea what you mean, Angel. For appetizers, we’re having fromage et des crackers.”
 
   “What the hell is that?”
 
   “Cheese and crackers,” answered Jake.
 
   “Not American cheese?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The crap that’s in individual plastic wraps?”
 
   “No, the crap that comes from a bioethical farm in Napa where the goats are given daily massages and have opera music piped in as they roam over rolling green pastures.” Jake came around the counter and settled the plate in front of him. “What’s got you all worked up?”
 
   Marco sigh. “I’m still traumatized over the damn shower thing…”
 
   Abe rolled his eyes.
 
   “And…” He reached into his jacket pocket, feeling for the ring box. “I’m nervous.”
 
   Jake took a seat in the chair reserved for Peyton. “She’s not going to turn you down.”
 
   “What if she just says yes because…” He motioned to his leg.
 
   “She loves you, Adonis. You know that.”
 
   Marco released the ring and fussed with his tie. He’d never dreamed that getting dressed would become such a nightmare. “So, what about Nebraska?”
 
   “I don’t know. They gave the job to someone else because I didn’t commit fast enough, but my sisters still want me to move back and live with one of them until I find something.”
 
   “Wait. What’s this? You’re going to Nebraska? Who’ll go to the symphony with me?” said Abe.
 
   Jake looked over his shoulder. “Adonis said he’d go. He’s a new man, getting culture and everything. No hot dogs, no hooch.”
 
   “I’m serious, Jake. I love you dearly, Angel, but I need a man who shares my love of all things fancy.”
 
   “That is definitely Ryder.”
 
   Jake gave him an arch look. “I just don’t know what to do. They’re my family.”
 
   “I get that, but will you be happy there?”
 
   Jake shrugged. “I was happy there as a kid, but I couldn’t wait to get out and I really don’t want to impose on my sisters. They have families of their own. They don’t really need me.”
 
   Marco narrowed his eyes on him. “I’m not sure why you’d go back. You have a job here where you’re needed.”
 
   “That’s a job, Adonis. Being needed on a job isn’t the same thing.”
 
   “I need you to go to the symphony with me and get crepes. I like crepes, Jake.”
 
   Jake laughed. “I know, Abe.”
 
   “If this is because of my promotion…”
 
   “It’s not. I don’t have a problem working for you, Adonis. I’ve got you figured out. You’re mostly all bark, very little bite.”
 
   “I don’t mind biting,” said Abe, giving Marco another wink.
 
   Marco glared at him.
 
   Jake shook his head. “Being with family is important to me. I just wish I felt like I was needed, I mean really needed somewhere.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton hurried to the front of the precinct. She’d had to finish her final report to turn into Defino on the Janitor case and she was already late for dinner. Maria was grabbing her purse out of her desk, prepared to leave for the night.
 
   “How’s it going at Cho’s?” Peyton asked, feeling the need to acknowledge her.
 
   “It’s good. He’s good. He treats me real nice.”
 
   Peyton gave her a smile, squeezing her arm. “I’m glad, Maria. You deserve it.”
 
   “How’s Marco?” Worry clouded her expression.
 
   Peyton shrugged. “He’s Marco. I’ve never met a man who hates being sick or hurt the way he does. He won’t take the pain medication and he tries to do things he shouldn’t. He won’t ask for help.”
 
   “He’s not used to this, Brooks.”
 
   “I know. It’s just I want to fuss over him right now. I need to fuss over him, but it upsets him. I’m not sure how to help.”
 
   “Just be there for him. That’s all. How are you sleeping?”
 
   Peyton looked out the precinct door. “It’s better now that he’s out of the hospital, but we both wake up in the middle of the night.” She forced a smile for Maria’s benefit. “We’ll be all right. I’m just glad he’s home.”
 
   Maria rubbed a hand up and down her arm. “If I can do anything, let me know.”
 
   “Thank you. Now I’ve got to go. We’re having dinner tonight.” She started for the half door just as Maria’s phone rang.
 
   Maria picked it up. “Brooks, wait.”
 
   Peyton halted at the half door and looked back.
 
   Maria listened, then waved her over. “Okay, I’ll tell her, Captain.” Placing the phone on the cradle, she picked up her purse. “Captain wants to see you.”
 
   Peyton pulled out her phone and checked the time. “Now? Marco’s waiting for me, Maria.”
 
   “Sorry,” said Maria, moving toward the front door. “She says now.”
 
   Peyton walked back to Defino’s office and pushed open the door. “Captain, I promised Marco I’d be home,” she said, stepping inside. She came up short when she saw Rosa Alvarez sitting in the chair before the captain’s desk.
 
   “It’ll only be a few minutes, Brooks. Take a seat.” Defino motioned to the other chair, reaching for her stapler and paperclip holder and placing them on her side of the desk.
 
   Peyton sat down, giving Rosa a tight smile. She still didn’t feel comfortable having her hanging out at the precinct.
 
   “How’s Marco?” Rosa asked.
 
   “He’s managing. It’s better now that he’s home.”
 
   “Has he seen Dr. Ferguson yet?” asked Defino.
 
   Peyton reached out and picked up a royal blue ball that sat just on the edge of Defino’s desk. When she pressed her fingers against it, she found it was filled with silicone or something equally rubbery. It had a nice texture. “He starts in a few days. The hospital also recommended a support group. A lot of veterans and car accident victims attend it. It’s for people having to cope with life changing injuries. I finally got him to agree to go.”
 
   “Good. I think that’s important.”
 
   Peyton nodded, squishing the ball in her hand. “Captain, I don’t mean to be rude, but Marco planned a big dinner for us tonight to celebrate him coming home and I’m already late.”
 
   “This won’t take long.”
 
   Peyton glanced at Rosa Alvarez. She gave Peyton an odd smile, then lowered her eyes to the squishy ball.
 
   “We wanted to talk to you about your future, Brooks,” said Defino.
 
   We? Peyton chewed on her inner lip. “My future?”
 
   “Your plans for your career.”
 
   “I was just given a promotion to Lieutenant, Captain.”
 
   “You don’t really believe you can stay here, working under Marco, do you?”
 
   “No, but Chief Moore said I could pick any precinct I wanted and they’d make a position for me. I’ve been looking into a few of them.”
 
   “We think you should aim a bit higher,” said Rosa, then she held out a folded piece of paper.
 
   Peyton reached for it, dropping the ball in her lap as she unfolded it. She read it over twice, then looked up at the two women. “What’s this?”
 
   “It’s a special dispensation from the FBI, Lieutenant Brooks, allowing you to begin your training at Quantico while you complete your bachelor’s degree at San Francisco State through remote learning.”
 
   Peyton shook her head. “But I never applied to the FBI.”
 
   “We’ll also need you to fill out an application ASAP.”
 
   Peyton gave Defino a bewildered look. “I don’t understand.”
 
   Rosa shifted in her chair. “You are the sort of agent we are currently trying to recruit, Lieutenant Brooks, and after the way you conducted yourself with the serial killer case, we are prepared to make you a special offer to recruit your talent for the Bureau.”
 
   Peyton stared at the paper again. She couldn’t believe this was happening. She’d toyed with the idea of applying, but she never really thought she’d make the cut. She was too flighty, too troublesome to be FBI material. Wasn’t she?
 
   “You’ll notice that I was given assurance that you’ll remain with me under contract for a period of three years to complete your advance training. After that, you may go wherever your career takes you, but for now, you are guaranteed placement in the San Francisco branch.”
 
   Peyton felt flushed with excitement. FBI? Special Agent training? A new career? A new opportunity? She couldn’t believe this was happening to her. Until she saw the date. She was expected to report to the academy in Virginia on November 1st.
 
   Her heart sank.
 
   Closing her eyes, she drew a deep breath, then exhaled. Folding the paper, she passed it back to Rosa.
 
   “I am deeply honored. This is beyond anything I ever imagined for myself and I feel humbled by this offer, but I can’t accept it.”
 
   “What?” said Rosa, shock evident in her voice.
 
   “Brooks,” began Defino.
 
   “I can’t, Captain. It says I have to report to Quantico by November 1st. Marco will just be starting his physical therapy and he can’t drive himself. Besides that, he needs help around the house. Everything is difficult for him now. Taking a shower, going shopping, cooking. I have to be here. I can’t leave him right now.”
 
   “You can hire someone to assist him, Brooks,” said Alvarez through clenched teeth. “You’ll both be making more money than you’ve ever had before. People hire nurses all the time.”
 
   Peyton shook her head, picking up the squishy ball again. “I can’t. He needs me right now and I can’t leave him.”
 
   Defino pointed a finger at her. “Don’t say anything more, Brooks. You hear me? Not another word. Not until you go home and talk to him. Tell him what you just told us. I’ll bet he has a different take on this.”
 
   “Yeah, he’ll tell me to go, which is why I won’t be telling him anything.”
 
   “You will or I’ll call him myself,” said Defino.
 
   Peyton frowned at her. “Are you black mailing me, Captain?”
 
   “You bet your sweet ass I am. This is your chance and you aren’t going to throw it away like this.”
 
   “Consider it this way, Lieutenant Brooks,” said Rosa, “your country needs you.”
 
   Peyton laughed. She couldn’t help it.
 
   “That’s funny to you?” challenged Rosa.
 
   “No, I’m sorry.” She held up a hand in apology. “I just appreciate what you’re both trying to do, but I think Marco needs me more than my country does.”
 
   Defino leaned forward on her desk. “Then think of it this way. Women in this country are still not equal to men. We still don’t get the same job opportunities, we still don’t get the same pay. And for women of color, it’s even worse. You have a chance here to make a stab at the glass ceiling, Brooks, and damned if you don’t owe it to all of us to try.”
 
   Peyton stared at Defino, letting her words sink in. She could almost hear her father speaking in her ear. You will do great things, sweetness, this I know. You will surpass your old man in so many ways.
 
   Rosa held the paper out to her again. She stared at it a moment, then she reached out and took it.
 
   Defino smiled. “Go home and talk to Marco, Brooks. Then give us your answer tomorrow.”
 
   Peyton nodded and placed the ball back on Defino’s desk.
 
   “Take it. I got it for you,” she said.
 
   Peyton gave her a quizzical look as she picked it up again.
 
   “Turn it over and hold it up to the light.”
 
   Peyton spun it around in her hand and lifted it. Faint silver letters appeared on the royal blue background. I will seize fate by the throat -- Ludwig van Beethoven. She closed her fingers around it.
 
   “Thank you, Captain,” she said.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco felt tension shiver over him as the lock turned in the door and Peyton stepped through. Jake scooped up Pickles before he could rush her and pointed to Tater, motioning him down. 
 
   Peyton took in the table, the linens, his suit. “I’m so sorry I’m late,” she said, holding up a hand. She quickly slipped off her jacket and hung it on the door, then stripped off her gun.
 
   Marco’s gaze focused on the white slip of paper sticking out of her back pocket.
 
   She came to the table and leaned in to kiss him, lingering on his lips. When she drew back, she clasped her hands together. “Please forgive me. I’m so sorry.”
 
   “You don’t have to keep apologizing.”
 
   “I don’t want you to be mad at me.”
 
   “I’m not, but why are you so late?”
 
   She immediately looked toward the kitchen, waving at Jake and Abe.
 
   “Peyton?”
 
   Her gaze roved over the table. “This is beautiful.”
 
   Abe came around the counter with a silver tray. Two tall champagne glasses sat in the middle of it. A raspberry floated near the top of each. He handed a glass to Peyton. 
 
   “What is it?” she asked, smiling up at him.
 
   “A wine spritzer. Half the alcohol, twice the fun.” He handed the other glass to Marco, but he just set it on the table.
 
   Peyton took a sip of hers. “Oh, it is fun.” She reached for a cracker. “What else are we having?”
 
   “Peyton!”
 
   Her eyes snapped to his face. Abe took a few steps away, watching him warily.
 
   “Why are you late?”
 
   “I had a meeting with Defino.”
 
   “What’s the paper in your pocket?”
 
   “What paper?” She reached for a piece of cheese.
 
   He gave her an aggravated look. “I know your tell. Do we really have to do this?”
 
   “Please, Marco. I just want to have a nice dinner with you. I don’t want to talk about it right now. Please.”
 
   He held out his hand.
 
   She reached for it and placed it across his palm. He opened it and started reading. Abe sidled up behind him and read over his shoulder.
 
   “Oh my God,” said Abe, covering his mouth with his hand.
 
   Marco’s guts knotted. He could feel the weight of the ring in his pocket. For a moment, just a moment, he wanted to tear the paper apart, then he looked into her eyes. They were shining with excitement and pride. And damn if he didn’t feel proud of her too.
 
   “What is it?” asked Jake.
 
   “A special dispensation from the FBI,” said Abe. “The FB freakin’ I. They want our girl to start training on…oh…”
 
   “On?” prompted Jake.
 
   “November 1st,” finished Marco.
 
   Peyton reached out and took the paper away from him, setting it at the farthest edge of the table. “Which is why I told them no?”
 
   Marco went still. “You did what?”
 
   Abe immediately retreated behind the kitchen counter.
 
   “I’m not going to Quantico now, Marco. You need me here. You’ll just be starting physical therapy and you need me to drive you. Please, can’t we just forget it? I just want to enjoy my dinner with you.”
 
   “You told them no because of me?”
 
   “What was I supposed to do? You need me here and I want to be here. I want to do those things for you. I want to be there when things are tough. This is what a grown-up relationship is about, Marco. Being there for the person you love when they need you.”
 
   “It’s five months, Peyton. If we can’t get through five months, we don’t stand a chance in hell.”
 
   “That was one thing before, but now, it’s five months that I wouldn’t be here when you need me the most.”
 
   Marco leaned forward and took her hand. “When I needed you, you were there. You saved my life in that warehouse – twice, Peyton. That’s when I needed you. I love you, sweetheart, but I don’t need you for a chauffeur. I want us to build a life together, and you putting your career on hold because I need someone to drive me to physical therapy isn’t building that life. That’s taking it away.”
 
   “How are you going to get along here? There’s cooking and cleaning and…”
 
   “You’re right. I need someone.” Marco glanced over at the kitchen. “Which is why Jake will stay.”
 
   Jake straightened.
 
   “Jake?”
 
   “He can stay here for another six months rent free. It’ll give him time to save up money for his own apartment and he can help me out with the things I need.”
 
   Peyton turned toward Jake.
 
   He gave her a smile. “He’s right. I’ll stay. It would help me out too. I can save a lot faster if I don’t pay rent.”
 
   “And I’ll do the showers,” offered Abe.
 
   “What?”
 
   Marco closed his eyes. “Please don’t ask.”
 
   Peyton looked back at him. “I don’t want to leave you for five months. I don’t think I can do this. I can’t even sleep at night unless you’re next to me.”
 
   He placed his other hand over hers, ignoring the weight of the ring in his pocket. “You can do this. I have faith in you. There’s no one else in the world I have more faith in. It’s only five months. I’ll fly out some weekends and we’ll get through it.”
 
   “Marco…”
 
   “Peyton, opportunities don’t come along too often, and they certainly don’t come a second time. You were meant to do big things, sweetheart. I’m so proud of you. I’ve always told you you were an amazing cop, now you have the chance to show everyone.” He kissed the back of her hand. “Chuck Wilson took so much from so many people. He terrorized both of us. This is how you show him that he didn’t win. This is how you take back your life and do it with style.”
 
   Tears shimmered on her lashes. “Do you have any idea how much I love you?”
 
   “Yeah, I do, which is why I know we’re going to be just fine.”
 
   She left her chair and placed her hands on either side of his face, then she kissed him.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Peyton stared at the boarding gate. She felt like she couldn’t draw a deep breath. Turning, she surveyed the circle of people who had come to see her off. Tears burned in her eyes, but she wasn’t going to start crying, not now. That was going to wait until she was actually on the plane.
 
   “You know that scene at the end of the Wizard of Oz, when Dorothy’s saying goodbye to everyone. This feels like that.”
 
   “And I’m the Scarecrow,” said Abe. “The one you’re going to miss most of all.”
 
   She walked over to him and pressed her hand on his cheek, rising up on tiptoes to kiss him. “I am going to miss you something terrible.”
 
   He hugged her tight. “Give them hell, my soul sista’,” he said, kissing the side of her face again. Reluctantly he released her and she moved on to Cho and Maria.
 
   She offered Cho her hand and he gave her a smile. “You’ll do great.”
 
   She squeezed his fingers, then staggered when Maria launched herself into her arms. “Don’t go getting another best friend,” whispered Maria in her ear.
 
   “Never,” said Peyton, hugging her back.
 
   Maria eased away, placing her hands on her shoulders. “And watch the carbs. You don’t want an ass as big as a walrus.”
 
   Peyton laughed through her tears. “No, no walrus ass. That would be all bad.”
 
   “It would.”
 
   Tag was next and she held out a hand for Peyton to shake. Peyton gave her a wry look, then stepped forward, hugging her. Tag awkwardly patted her shoulder. “My real name’s Annie,” she said gruffly.
 
   Peyton leaned back, looking at her. “Tag is much better,” she said, then hugged her again.
 
   “That’s enough, Fluffy,” Tag growled, but she was smiling when Peyton released her.
 
   Stopping in front of Jake, she took his hand. He swung it between them, giving her a sad grin.
 
   “You watch my dog, okay?”
 
   “You know I will.”
 
   She moved forward and kissed his cheek.
 
   He wrapped her in his arms. “Take care of yourself, Mighty Mouse.”
 
   “I will. Take care of him, please,” she whispered in his ear.
 
   He kissed her forehead. “You know I will.”
 
   Marco was waiting a few steps away, leaning heavily on his crutches. She moved to him and went up on her tiptoes, melding her mouth to his. He sank his fingers in her hair and anchored her against him, deepening the kiss.
 
   The announcement went out for boarding again.
 
   Gradually Marco drew away. “You’ve got to go.”
 
   She wrapped her arms around his waist and laid her head on his chest. “I don’t want to go.”
 
   “It’ll only be two weeks, then I’ll be out there. I’ve got a hotel room all lined up for us.”
 
   She closed her eyes and tightened her hold.
 
   “Come on, sweetheart. This is killing me too.”
 
   Her throat felt so tight, she didn’t think she could speak, let alone breathe. How was she going to sleep at night without him? The only hours of peace she got were in his arms, feeling his heartbeat, hearing his breathing.
 
   He gently eased her out of his hold. “You’ve got to go,” he said, forcing a smile.
 
   She went up and kissed him again, placing her hand on the back of his neck. “I love you,” she whispered against his mouth.
 
   “Go,” he urged.
 
   She backed away from him, moving toward the gate. Giving everyone a last glance, she turned and started walking for the tunnel as fast as she could, but just as she was about to step over the line, she halted.
 
   “Peyton.”
 
   She turned and looked at him. He was leaning on the crutches, one hand in his jacket pocket. Even with the crutches, he was the most beautiful man she’d ever seen. She hurried back to him, throwing her arms around him and pressed her cheek to his.
 
   “I can’t do this. I can’t leave.” She felt panicked, terrified. The thought of getting on that plane and going so far away from him was crippling.
 
   He went still, then he let out a long sigh. Sliding his hand out of his jacket pocket, he eased her back from him. “You can and you will. Getting on that plane is for us. Going to Quantico is for us. Being the cop you were born to be makes us stronger. Peyton, you have to do this. You have to face this. It’s time, sweetheart.”
 
   She swiped at the tears, then nodded. “Okay. It’s just two weeks.”
 
   “That’s all. Just two weeks.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too. Now, go.”
 
   She forced herself to turn and she started walking. Just keep going. Don’t stop. Don’t look back. Don’t hesitate. She made it to the tunnel and stepped over the threshold. Gritting her teeth, she just kept walking.
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
    
 
   Marco stared at the gate until they closed the door. She was gone. Just like that. She was off to a new adventure and a new life.
 
   Abe moved to his side and wrapped his arms around him, hugging him. He leaned forward and kissed the side of his face. “You’re a good man, Angel, you know that?”
 
   Marco couldn’t answer.
 
   He was aware of the others meandering away, but he wasn’t ready to go yet.
 
   Jake came up on his other side. “I really thought you were going to ask her to marry you there for a moment.”
 
   “I couldn’t. She wouldn’t have gone then.”
 
   Jake patted his shoulder awkwardly. “You did the right thing, Adonis. Besides, there’ll be another time.”
 
   Marco nodded, but he wasn’t sure. His stomach ached and his chest felt tight. What if everything changed now? What if going to Quantico opened up a whole new world for her and she decided she didn’t want the life she’d left behind?
 
   “You know what we need,” said Abe, his arms still wrapped around Marco’s shoulders.
 
   Marco felt sure that whatever it was, he definitely didn’t need it.
 
   “We need crepes. Don’t we, Jake? Don’t you think crepes would help?”
 
   “I think they definitely would.”
 
   Marco closed his eyes. This was going to be the longest five month of his damn life.
 
   “What do you say, Angel? Can we go get some crepes?”
 
   Marco clenched his jaw. “Sure. Why the hell not? Everyone needs a freakin’ crepe now and then.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   Peyton hurried down the hallway, half-noticing the opulent appointments: the damask wallpaper, the thick patterned carpeting, the wood accents. He had spared no dime on this hotel. She ran her hand along the edge of the keycard and gripped her overnight bag tighter. Her heart was hammering frantically, making sure she knew it was there.
 
   She found the room, 314, and slid the key into the slot. “Come on, come on,” she said impatiently. The red light turned green and she grabbed the handle, forcing it open.
 
   Stepping into the room, she gave it a cursory glance, noting the thick rose colored bedding, the cherry wood furnishings, the heavy brocade curtains and the sunlight streaming into the room. Then she focused on the man.
 
   He was sitting in a chair next to the bed, but he reached for a crutch and used it to lever himself to his feet. He’d cut his hair shorter, but he’d gained back the weight he’d lost in the hospital and his shoulders strained at the lines of his deep purple collared shirt.
 
   She closed the door and pressed her back to it, letting the overnight bag drop beside her. She drank him in, and when he smiled at her, she felt like her heart couldn’t pound any harder.
 
   “Why are you standing there? Come here,” he said, tilting his head at her.
 
   God, she wanted him so badly. “I’m afraid if I come over there, I’m going to ravish you and I’m not sure you’ve been cleared for ravishment.”
 
   He laughed. “I’ve been cleared. Ravish away.”
 
   She still didn’t move, pressing her palms to the door.
 
   “You’re still standing there.”
 
   She felt the muscles in her belly clench and a shiver raced over her. “Before I do, we need to talk.”
 
   He briefly closed his eyes and leaned his head back. “No conversation starting with those words has ever ended well.”
 
   She held up a hand. “Please just listen to me.”
 
   He looked at her, his eyes so blue, so clear, so full of love...and worry.
 
   “I know what you’ve always said. I know how you feel. You’ve made it clear to me and you’ve never once wavered in your conviction.” She started walking toward him, hating the shivery feeling racing through her. It scared her to be this vulnerable, even with him. “I respect your beliefs, I really do, and I know that a cop’s life is anything but ideal.” She halted before him, looking up into a face she realized she’d loved for so many years. “I just feel that when two people find each other and it’s this good, this perfect, that maybe, just maybe it requires a deeper commitment…”
 
   “Peyton.”
 
   She placed a hand in the middle of his chest. “I know what you’re going to say. We don’t need the sanction of a church or society or…”
 
   “Peyton.” He reached into his pocket and drew something out. “Will you marry me?”
 
   She stared at the ring in his hand, unable to process what she was seeing, hearing. Slowly, her eyes lifted to his. “What?”
 
   He laughed. “Sweetheart, I’ve tried to ask you three times and every time something’s happened to stop it.” He glanced around the room. “I’m a little afraid the ceiling’s going to come down on us if you don’t answer pretty quick here.”
 
   “You tried to ask me three times?” She couldn’t get her head around it. She’d worked herself up for days for this speech and he was telling her he’d already reached this spot before her. “You had a ring?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve had the ring for a few months now.”
 
   He braced the crutch and took her hand, sliding the ring on her finger. It fit her perfectly. She loved it, the entwined bands of platinum, the small row of diamonds, leading to the larger diamond in the center. She couldn’t believe he’d been carrying this around for months and hadn’t told her. Here she thought he was going to laugh at her, scoff at her for being womanly and overly romantic, but he’d been planning to ask her all along.
 
   He placed his fingers under her chin and lifted her eyes to his. “Peyton, will you marry me?”
 
   “Yes,” she said, curling her hand around his and pulling it away. “Yes, I’ll marry you.” Then she rose on her tiptoes and kissed him, telling him with her lips what she couldn’t say with words.
 
   After a long time, he pulled away. “Take me to bed,” he said against her mouth.
 
   “Aye, Aye Captain,” she answered and she did.
 
    
 
   THE END
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Author’s Note:
 
    
 
   Posttraumatic Stress Disorder or PTSD is a serious mental health illness that can develop after a person has gone through an extreme emotional trauma. For more information on the disorder, please visit the National Center for PTSD at http://www.ptsd.va.gov/.
 
    
 
   To my fans who have shared Peyton’s many adventures, please know how much your dedication and loyalty has meant to me. Peyton and her friends have become an integral part of my life and although this novel marks the end of her experience as a San Francisco police inspector, her adventures will continue in a new series, entitled Peyton Brooks, FBI coming soon.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Now that you’ve finished, visit ML Hamilton at her website: authormlhamilton.com for more information on the Peyton Brooks’ mysteries and her other contemporary fiction novel, Ravensong.
 
    
 
   If you missed the first six novels in the Peyton Brooks’ mystery series, download them now!
 
    
 
   Then check out her fantasy series, The World of Samar, at worldofsamar.com.
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