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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Hey, Darla, it’s Jules. I just wanted to tell you I got the listing on Mason. Seven mil, baby. Don’t be too jealous. You’ve got your Painted Lady and all. Let’s get together for drinks to celebrate. We’re gonna be millionaires! I see Mercedes in our futures. Call me so we can coordinate our schedules. I got a showing at 2:00 and then I need to put in a few hours at the office, but I should be done by 6:00 at the latest. I can pick you up or we can meet at the bar. It’s your turn to pick the place. Talk to you soon, girl. Bye. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Lori walked up the steps before her clients, a young couple that had met at Google and married a year later. She loved this new crop of clients, high paying jobs and only a few years out of college. Of course, it was pushing home prices in San Francisco beyond anything people had ever seen, but she had no problem reaping the reward. Her new clients were book smart and money flush, without a lot of life experience. 
 
    When they told her they wanted to own a unique bit of San Francisco, this house had come to mind. One of the famed painted ladies, it had yellow siding, white trim and accents of brick red. She typed in her code to unlock the box on the front door handle and pushed it open, giving them their first view of the interior. 
 
    They were such a cute couple. The young woman grabbed her husband’s hand and let out a little squeal of delight. He beamed down at her. Lori was having a hard time remembering their names. She removed her business card from her pocket and looked at the back where she’d scribbled them down. 
 
    Darcy and Ethan Cox. 
 
    “Come inside,” Lori said, motioning them into the interior. 
 
    The entrance opened on a long hall with dark, polished wood floors and white wainscoting. The walls were painted a soft butter yellow above the wainscoting. 
 
    “The floors are all original as is most of the woodwork.” 
 
    The Coxs murmured in wonder. She led them into the sunlit living room with its tray ceiling painted a darker color than the walls and the bay windows overlooking the park. From there they entered the semi-circular breakfast nook with windows on three of the four sides and its newly tiled floors. The kitchen had been recently remodeled, the stainless steel appliances gleaming in the sunlight streaming through the open windows. 
 
    “The kitchen has gourmet appliances, top of the line.” 
 
    “Oh, we don’t cook,” said Darcy, clinging to her husband’s arm. “But it’s pretty.” 
 
    Lori nodded. Of course they didn’t cook. Who had time to cook when you were making millions? “As you know, San Francisco’s famous for its restaurants.” 
 
    They giggled at that. 
 
    “Can you show us the bedrooms?” asked Ethan and he gave Darcy a lecherous look. She swatted at him, hiding her face against his shoulder. 
 
    Lori tried not to throw up a little. Remember the money, she told herself. 
 
    “This way.” She stepped around them, leading the way to the stairs. They climbed to the second floor and Lori showed them the five bedrooms, all in a row, and the two bathrooms. Of course, they complained there wasn’t a bathroom in the master bedroom. 
 
    “This house was built in 1892. They didn’t have en suite bedrooms then.” 
 
    “1892,” said Ethan in awe, staring up at the tray ceiling in the master bedroom. “Can you believe that?” he asked Darcy. 
 
    “And it could be ours,” she said, her eyes gleaming. 
 
    Let it be theirs, let it be theirs, prayed Lori. With this commission, even splitting it with the listing agent, she’d be able to pay off her daughter’s school loans, buy a new car, and sock some away in the bank in case there was another real estate downturn. “Well, what do you think? Should we go downstairs and write up an offer?” 
 
    The Coxs looked at each other, silently communicating. Then Darcy nodded and Lori had to resist rubbing her hands together in anticipation. 
 
    Ethan smiled at Lori. “Before we do that, I’d like to see the garage.” 
 
    “The garage?” Lori tried to hide her disappointment. She was hoping to write up the offer as quickly as she could, get it sent over to the listing agent, then jet off for a massage and a pedicure before going home. Who gave a damn about garages in San Francisco? “It’s the typical garage. One car, accessed at street level.” 
 
    “I still want to see it. I like to work on vintage cars and I want to make sure there’s enough room for my 67’ Mustang.” 
 
    “Wow! That must be quite the car.” 
 
    “It’s gorgeous,” said Darcy. 
 
    Lori couldn’t care less about cars. They were a tool to get you from Point A to Point B. She drove an Acura, but mainly because you had to project prosperity to get prosperity, but it meant little else to her. She forced a smile. “Let’s go see the garage.” 
 
    She led them to the stairs and they descended. Her feet were starting to hurt in these damn heels and she didn’t want to walk down another flight of stairs below this one, except she wasn’t letting these two out of her sight until she had a deal on the table. She wasn’t foolish enough to give them time to talk amongst themselves without her listening in. She’d been burned like that before. 
 
    The door to the garage had been snuck into a corner of the kitchen. She unlocked it and pulled it open, reaching in to turn on the light. The staircase down was steep, but she gripped the handrail and preceded them into the dank, shadowy room. It smelled of mildew and something else she couldn’t identify. When they got to the bottom of the stairs, she searched for another light switch. 
 
    She’d toured this property when they’d had the realtors’ walk-through, but she hadn’t come down to the garage. She turned a circle on the landing and finally located the switch next to a juncture box for the electricity. Flipping it on, she shifted to step down onto the garage floor, but Darcy suddenly let out a blood curdling scream. 
 
    Lori’s eyes snapped up to the open area. A body lay sprawled in the middle of the concrete floor, brown hair fanned out in a halo around her head. She wore a navy blue pantsuit and heels, her hands folded on her breast. Lori couldn’t move, just stood, gripping the railing, while Darcy continued to scream. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Lori picked up her cell phone and looked at the time. She sat at the table in the breakfast nook with Darcy and Ethan huddled together at the other end. Cops swarmed the Victorian, snapping pictures, measuring things, laying down markers. More than an hour had passed and beyond a cursory few questions, no one had asked them anything else. She wondered how long they were going to be kept here. She just wanted to go home, she wanted a shower, and she wanted to drink enough that she’d forget what she’d seen. 
 
    She knew the woman in the garage. They’d never talked much, but they’d worked on a number of deals together. Darla Stevens had to be Lori’s age, maybe a year or two younger. She’d been a realtor in San Francisco for the last ten years or so. She was pretty, likeable, and professional. If she told you she was going to do something, she always came through. Lori had liked that about her. 
 
    After they’d found her, Ethan had worked up the courage to go up to the body. He’d felt for a pulse, but it was pretty obvious she was dead. She had bruises all around her neck where someone had strangled her. 
 
    Lori shivered now. It was the very thing her husband had always feared, that one time she’d go into a house and someone would either rape her or kill her. He’d wanted her to quit for years now, but the money was too good. They had three kids to get through college and already they’d gone into debt for Lauren. 
 
    She glanced up as a young African American woman stepped into the breakfast nook. She couldn’t have topped five foot four, her hair pulled up in a ponytail. She wore a leather jacket and combat boots with jeans. She had a pretty enough face, but her eyes were gorgeous. Large, dark, and heavily lashed, they gave her entire appearance an exotic look. 
 
    She pulled back the side of her leather jacket and unhooked the badge from her belt, showing it to Lori, then flashing it at the Coxs. “I’m Inspector Peyton Brooks,” she said. 
 
    Lori held out her hand. “Lori Hardy.” 
 
    The inspector shook it, then walked around the table and shook hands with the Coxs. 
 
    “Ethan and Darcy Cox,” said Ethan. 
 
    Inspector Brooks took a small notebook out of her pocket and wrote something on it. Lori eyed her more closely. She couldn’t even be twenty-five. How the hell was she an inspector? 
 
    “Brooks?” came a deep male voice. 
 
    Brooks turned and looked toward the kitchen doorway. “In here,” she said. 
 
    A moment later, the doorway filled with the handsomest man Lori had ever seen. He too couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, if that. He towered at least a foot over Brooks with black hair that touched his broad shoulders and blue eyes. His features had the symmetry of a male model and he had the build of an athlete. 
 
    Lori let out a breath in appreciation. 
 
    “Bob thinks you should see the body.” 
 
    Brooks made a face. “I thought I’d take a statement from the witnesses first.” 
 
    The man gave her a stern look. “Brooks.” 
 
    She held up a hand. “Tell Bob I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said and disappeared again. 
 
    Peyton offered Lori a self-deprecating smile. “That’s my partner, Inspector D’Angelo,” she said, coming to the table and pulling out a chair. She sank into it. 
 
    “Inspector,” said Lori, clasping her hands on the tabletop, “how much longer do we have to wait here?” 
 
    “Just a little longer. I need to take your statements, get your contact information, then you can leave.” She set the notebook on the table. “Did you know the victim?” 
 
    Lori tried not to think of the body, but it was all she could see. “Yes, she’s Darla Stevens, a fellow realtor. She works for Bay Cities Properties.” 
 
    Brooks wrote in her notebook. “Did you know her well?” 
 
    Lori shook her head. “I knew her professionally. I don’t think we ever exchanged personal information.” 
 
    Brooks nodded and wrote some more. “What were you doing in the house?” 
 
    Lori glanced at the Coxs and it suddenly hit her, they would never buy this house now. She’d just lost the biggest commission of her life, damn it. “I was showing the Coxs the house. They were interested in buying a Painted Lady.” 
 
    “Okay. When you found the body, what did you do?” 
 
    Lori frowned. “What?” 
 
    “What did you do? I need to know everyone’s actions from the moment the body was found.” 
 
    “I screamed,” said Darcy. “Lori turned on the light and I saw her and I just started screaming. I couldn’t stop.” 
 
    “Okay, what about you?” Brooks asked Lori. 
 
    “I just stared at her for a moment, trying to let it sink in.” She shivered. Dear God, they’d found a body. The thought kept ambushing her. “Then I called 911.” 
 
    “And Mr. Cox?” asked Brooks. 
 
    “I went down to see if she was alive.” 
 
    “Did you touch her?” 
 
    “I felt for a pulse. I didn’t do anything else.” 
 
    Brooks wrote. 
 
    “Is that okay? I mean, I had to see if she was still alive. I didn’t mean to mess up any evidence or anything. I just wanted to see if she was alive.” 
 
    Brooks regarded him without speaking for a moment, then she scribbled something on her pad. Turning back to Lori, she said, “Did you expect Darla to be in the house when you showed it?” 
 
    “No. I called her and told her I had interested clients. She told me to bring them over.” Lori turned in her seat and pointed to the door. “There’s a lockbox on the front door for us to use.” 
 
    “So you had no idea Darla might be here?” 
 
    “None. In fact, she said she had another appointment across town.” 
 
    “Did she say who it was with?” 
 
    Lori shook her head. “We weren’t close like that. We were just colleagues.” 
 
    A uniformed officer appeared in the doorway. He had a thick moustache and a thatch of dark hair. “Hey, Brooks, D’Angelo wants you to come down and look at the body. They’re ready to transport.” 
 
    Brooks sighed. “Got it, Frank. Tell D’Angelo I’m on my way.” 
 
    “Are you, though?” 
 
    She shifted in the chair and glared at him. 
 
    The officer gave her a closed-mouth smile, but she didn’t return it. With a chuckle, he walked away again. 
 
    “Can you give me your contact information?” Brooks said, flipping to a clean page and sliding the notebook to the Coxs. “Just in case I have more questions.” 
 
    Ethan took the notebook and pen, scribbling on the pad. 
 
    Lori shifted uncomfortably. “Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    The dark eyes swung to her. “Yes?” 
 
    Lori tried to formulate what she wanted to ask, but it seemed so calloused to be worrying about herself at this moment. 
 
    Brooks reached over and covered Lori’s hands with her own. “I think this is an isolated incident,” she said. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about.” 
 
    Lori nodded, glad the inspector had anticipated her question without her having to ask. 
 
    “Although,” she said, patting her hand. “It wouldn’t hurt to carry mace or pepper spray, now would it?” 
 
    Lori shook her head. Her husband had wanted her to carry a taser, but she’d scoffed at him. She wasn’t scoffing now. 
 
    Brooks took a business card out of her pocket and passed it to Lori. “If you think of anything or remember something about Darla, please call me.” 
 
    Lori picked up the card, studying it. Brooks couldn’t be more than a year or two older than her own daughter, Lauren. What the hell did she know about solving murders? But she put the card in her pocket just the same, feeling better for having it. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton made her way down the steep staircase to the garage. She couldn’t deny this Painted Lady impressed her. Built in the late 19th century, the old girl had held up against the relentless march of time. It was sure a lot nicer than the little house on 19th that she was renting…well, about to own. 
 
    The money from her father’s insurance policy had come through and the owners of her little shack were willing to deal. Peyton wasn’t certain how she felt about owning property. It seemed like a really grown-up thing to do, but she knew it would have made her father happy. 
 
    Her thoughts scattered as she hesitated on the landing. Marco had begun climbing toward her and he gave her a stern look. “Did you finally decide to stop chitchatting with the bubblegum millionaires?” 
 
    “Bubblegum millionaires?” she said, frowning. 
 
    He gripped the railing on either side in his hands, his shoulders straining the ribbed sweater he wore. His gun peeked out beneath his arm. “You know, the Google tech geniuses that are driving housing prices through the roof. Because of them, I can only eat twice a week since rent just keeps climbing.” 
 
    She gave him a sultry look. “You could always move in with me, Marco baby.” 
 
    He shook his head and straightened. “Hell no. I ain’t one of your charity cases, Brooks. So, you think you wanna do your job now?” 
 
    “You mean look at a dead body?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I mean.” 
 
    “Haven’t you done enough looking for the both of us?” 
 
    “Bob wanted you to see it. I don’t know, he thinks you’ve got good instincts or something.” 
 
    She elbowed her way past him, accidentally hitting him in the stomach. He made an oof sound and pretended to double over. Uniforms blocked her initial view of the body, standing in a cluster, talking to each other. 
 
    “You getting enough of a thrill, gentlemen?” she said. 
 
    Drew Holmes turned and gave her a bored look. He kept his hair so close cropped, his pink scalp showed through, and he had a hooked nose. He wasn’t her favorite uniform. Frank Smith looked contrite, stepping out of the way. A few uniforms from another precinct wandered off, giving Holmes and Smith commiserate shakes of their heads. 
 
    The body lay behind Holmes, sprawled on her back, her arms folded on her chest. She was in her late thirties, early forties, pretty with dark brown hair. Peyton swallowed hard. The smell of death was heavy in the room, along with a hint of mildew. She didn’t want to get any closer, but Bob Anderson looked up at her. 
 
    “You wanna come a little closer?” he said. 
 
    Her eyes cut to Holmes and he gave a little smile. She didn’t want to get any closer, but damned if she was going to let Holmes have the satisfaction of busting her chops about it. Marco exited the stairwell, talking into his cell phone. By the sound of his voice, she knew he was calling for the coroner’s bus to pick up their victim. 
 
    Once he was at her back, she lifted her chin and walked toward Holmes, forcing him to step away. Years ago she’d decided she would never back down to that rat bastard. Of course, having six foot four Marco behind her helped. 
 
    She focused her attention on Bob’s perpetual five o’clock shadow. “Her name’s Darla Stevens,” she said. 
 
    “You get that from the bubblegum millionaires?” asked Marco. 
 
    “I got that from the bubblegum millionaires’ realtor.” 
 
    Marco gave a grunt. 
 
    Bob squatted beside the body, wearing gloves, his camera resting on the concrete floor beside him. “I think she’s been dead more than 24 hours. Rigor’s come and gone.” 
 
    Peyton nodded, still not looking at the body. “It doesn’t look like she was sexually assaulted.” The glimpse Peyton had gotten revealed she wore a conservative navy blue pantsuit. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t look like sexual assault, although the way the body’s arranged seems almost…I don’t know,” said Bob, exhaling in frustration. 
 
    Peyton forced herself to look down. Darla Stevens had been arranged, her suit straightened, her hands folded primly on her chest, her legs together, and her feet in their expensive pumps ankle to ankle. Her hair had been fanned out around her head like a halo. 
 
    “Where’s her purse?” 
 
    Bob shrugged. “I didn’t find one.” 
 
    “What about car keys?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Peyton glanced at Marco. “Is there a car outside? Can we get some uniforms checking the ones on the street.” 
 
    Marco nodded and motioned to Holmes and Smith. They headed toward the stairs. 
 
    Bob brushed the back of his gloved hand over his prominent widow’s peak. “This is what I don’t get.” He pointed to her neck. 
 
    Peyton forced herself to hunker down opposite Bob and stare at the ligature marks on her neck. “Did you lift her head?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Any fingerprints on the back of her neck?” 
 
    “No fingerprints, but the ligature marks extend all the way around.” 
 
    “How’d he strangle her then?” asked Marco, looming at Peyton’s back. 
 
    “I can’t figure it out. I had the uniforms search the whole garage for a murder weapon, but I don’t know what it is. It’s not rope. That would have left thread marks or burns. It’s not a garrote because that would have cut into her skin, and it wasn’t with his hands.” 
 
    Peyton gave Bob a surprised look. Honestly, he didn’t know what she’d been strangled with? 
 
    “What?” he protested. 
 
    Bob wasn’t the smartest cookie, but when she looked up at Marco, his face looked just as blank. “You don’t know what he could have strangled her with?” 
 
    Bob huffed in exasperation. “That’s why I wanted you to come down.” 
 
    “She was strangled with a scarf.” 
 
    Their faces still appeared blank. 
 
    Peyton motioned to her own neck, but she didn’t often wear something so froufrou to work. “A silk scarf.” 
 
    Bob’s face lit with recognition. “Where is it?” 
 
    Peyton had a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. She figured she knew where the scarf was and why he wanted it. He was keeping souvenirs. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Darla, this is Gerald! What the hell! I told you I wanted to come by today and pick up my cufflinks. You said I could. You promised to meet me at the house at 4:30. What gives? If you weren’t going to let me have the cufflinks, you should have said so. I’m getting really sick of your irresponsibility. Damn it, just do what you promised to do! 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton and Marco drove back to the precinct after the coroner’s bus took Darla Stevens away. Climbing out of the Charger, Marco’s pride and joy, he waited for her to get out, then he pressed the lock. 
 
    “Call Abe and see if he can get the body,” he said as she fell into step beside him. 
 
    Peyton pulled out her phone and dialed the medical examiner’s cell phone. He picked up on the third ring. 
 
    “Hey, little soul sister, you wanna meet for drinks tonight?” 
 
    “Can’t,” she said, imagining the flamboyant ME with his wild dreadlocks and brilliant smile. She could just imagine what he might be wearing – whatever it was, it would be loud and unique, just as he was himself. She felt a little disappointed that they couldn’t meet him for drinks, but there was no way they’d be finished in time. “We have a case. Can you see if you can get the body for an autopsy?” 
 
    “Hold on, sweets, let me grab a pen and paper.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco climbed the stairs outside the precinct and Marco held the door open for her to pass through before him. He was always thoughtful that way. She pushed the half-door with her hip, Marco on her heels. Glancing to her right, she saw that Captain Defino’s office door was closed. Maria’s desk was empty, but a moment later she appeared from the back, carrying a piece of chocolate cake with what looked like raspberry filling. 
 
    Peyton’s eyes zeroed in on it. “Where’d that come from?” 
 
    Maria looked as if she smelt something bad, taking a large bite of the cake. “The break room. Geez, Brooks, where else would I get it? The bathroom?” 
 
    Peyton started to answer, but Abe was back on the line. 
 
    “Okay, sugar lips, shoot me the name,” he said. 
 
    “Darla Stevens,” Peyton said. 
 
    “Spell it.” 
 
    So Peyton did. 
 
    “Can Bob send me whatever pictures he took and a list of the evidence he collected at the scene?” asked Abe. 
 
    “I’ll tell him.” 
 
    “Can he send it to my correct email? Last time, I think he sent it to Mongolia, because I surely did not get it.” 
 
    Peyton sighed. Bob Anderson wasn’t the most responsible, conscientious CSI they’d ever had. It made her miss Chuck Wilson, who’d retired a few years ago. Now there was a man’s man, a tough old bastard, but he always dotted his i’s and crossed his t’s. 
 
    Peyton covered the receiver part of her cell phone. “Is there any cake left?” she asked Maria, watching her place another bite in her mouth. 
 
    Marco shook his head and pushed past her, going toward their desks. 
 
    “As if you need cake, Brooks,” said Maria. “You ain’t never getting a man if your trunk’s as big as a…well, trunk.” 
 
    Peyton gave her an arch look as Abe laughed in her ear. 
 
    “That Maria is such a saucy wench,” he said. 
 
    “If my trunk is as big as a trunk? Seriously? Not one of your better insults.” 
 
    “My blood sugar’s low,” said Maria, looking away. 
 
    “It won’t be in a minute,” said Peyton, headed to the back. “Just send me a text, Abe, when you find out if you can pull our case.” 
 
    “Anything for you, sweets. So tell me, what’s my Angel’D wearing today?” 
 
    Peyton paused by Marco’s desk. He was sipping a mug of coffee. She turned dramatically to look at her own desk. No cake. “Did you not hear me say I wanted cake?” 
 
    “I heard.” 
 
    “But you didn’t think to get me some when you went into the break room?” 
 
    “I figured you could use the exercise.” 
 
    Peyton drew a deep breath and released it. “What’s Marco wearing today, Abe?” she said. 
 
    Marco’s eyes widened and he waved his hands to stop her. 
 
    “Hot pink bikini briefs and a see-through muscle shirt.” 
 
    “Oh my,” said Abe and she could almost see him fanning himself. 
 
    She smiled wickedly at her partner. 
 
    He smiled back at her. 
 
    “I’ve got to go,” said Abe breathlessly, “something’s on fire.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” she said, laughing. 
 
    “Talk to you soon, sugar lips.” 
 
    “Talk to you soon, Abe.” She disconnected the call. 
 
    “You’re evil, Brooks, you know that?” 
 
    She leaned over him. “You have no idea,” she said, then walked into the break room after her cake. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Tapping her foot impatiently, she watched Bob Anderson rifle through the mess in his cubicle, looking for the notes he’d taken on the case. His camera sat on the edge of the desk balanced precariously and his evidence kit was open, evidence bags, disposable gloves, and vials shoved inside in a haphazard mess. 
 
    “You need to get organized.” 
 
    “Don’t keep at me, Brooks. I’m doing the best I can.” 
 
    “There isn’t evidence from another case in there, is there?” she said, pointing at the label on an evidence bag. 
 
    He glanced at it. “That’s just a cigarette butt from Cho and Simons’ BART station jumper.” 
 
    “Why isn’t it at the lab being analyzed?” 
 
    Bob looked at her, a muscle in his jaw twitching. “He jumped in front of a BART train, Brooks. He didn’t die of lung cancer.” 
 
    “But you collected it for a reason,” she said. 
 
    “Cho told me to. He wanted it tested for illegal substances.” 
 
    Peyton held out her hands, her eyes going wide with disbelief. “Seriously, Anderson, are you stupid?” 
 
    “You know what!” said Bob, jumping to his feet. 
 
    Before she could react, Marco was suddenly between them, a heavy hand on Bob’s shoulder, shoving him back into his seat. “Let’s just take a breath, okay?” he told Bob. 
 
    “She’s always picking on me!” 
 
    “Just take a deep breath,” Marco said again, then he turned and moved into Peyton’s personal space, forcing her to take a step back herself. “Let me handle this.” 
 
    “He has evidence in his case from Cho and Simons’ jumper. That should have been at the lab yesterday.” She pointed to the evidence. 
 
    “Brooks,” said Marco firmly. “Go see if Stan can get anything off her cell phone.” He handed her a slip of paper. “I got the number from the real estate agent who found her body.” 
 
    Peyton frowned, looking at the number. When had he talked to Lori? As far as she knew, she’d been the only one to question her. Of course, Lori was a woman and Marco had a way with women. She was surprised he didn’t have Lori’s personal number too, then she decided she didn’t want to know if he did. 
 
    “Fine.” She looked past his shoulder at Bob, who had his head braced on his hand. “Get that evidence to the lab!” she ordered, pointing at him. 
 
    Bob slammed his hand down on the desk, scattering papers and rattling the camera. As they watched in horror, the camera tilted and started to fall. 
 
    Marco snatched it by the strap at the last minute. 
 
    They all breathed out a sigh of relief. 
 
    Peyton backpedaled quickly, hurrying around the corner of Bob’s cubicle, headed toward the supply closet Stan had made into an office. 
 
    Stan Neumann was the precinct’s tech genius. A small, mousy man with curly brown hair and coke-bottle glasses, who wore t-shirts with silly sayings on them, he was probably the smartest man Peyton knew, next to Abe. He was also one of the sweetest. 
 
    He’d taken a supply closet and filled it with electronic equipment. He had a massive desktop with three monitors and a laptop, and sometimes a tablet. On the wall directly opposite the door, he’d hung shelves and those shelves were choked with dolls. Action figures, Peyton mentally corrected herself. Whenever she called them dolls, he got mildly offended. She didn’t like to offend Stan. The action figures were all in their original boxes because he told her they were worth more that way. 
 
    He’d placed a table over the door, so no one could just come inside and mess with his equipment. Not that anyone would. It looked like ground control in here and Peyton always felt anxious when she visited. As soon as she stepped up to the door, he wheeled around to face her and his face lit up. 
 
    “Peyton, hey, how are you?” 
 
    “Good, Stan, and you?” 
 
    “I’m hunky dory.” His eyes swept down her body, not in a lecherous way, but appreciative. “I like the leather jacket. You look all badass.” He widened his eyes until they appeared enormous behind his glasses. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said with a laugh and held out the slip of paper. “Can you get a warrant to search this woman’s phone? I need any information you can find out about her.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on it.” 
 
    “If you can get me her address too, that would help.” 
 
    “What happened to her purse?” 
 
    Peyton leaned against the doorjamb. “We couldn’t find it. We didn’t find a car at the scene or anything personal on her body.” 
 
    “Yowsa,” he said. 
 
    Peyton nodded. “We wouldn’t even have a name if the person who found her hadn’t known who she was.” 
 
    “I guess you want a license plate number on the car if there is one, so you can put out an APB?” 
 
    “That’d be awesome, Stan.” 
 
    He beamed at her. “Can I call you if I get any information?” 
 
    “You know you can.” 
 
    He looked down, his fingers folding the message into a tiny square. “Hey, Peyton?” 
 
    She gave him a fond lift of her brows. 
 
    “I was wondering…” 
 
    “Brooks!” came Marco’s bellow. 
 
    She looked down the hallway toward the main room, then she turned back to Stan. She hated it when Marco bellowed at her. “What, Stan?” 
 
    “I was wondering if…” 
 
    “Brooks!” 
 
    She winced. “I’ll be there in a minute. Stop shouting at me!” 
 
    “Defino wants an update.” 
 
    “Go. I’ll be right behind you!” She turned back to Stan and forced a smile. 
 
    He looked like a rabbit that wanted to bolt. 
 
    “You were wondering if…” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s nothing. Forget it.” 
 
    She exhaled, trying to keep her composure. This is what you got when you worked in a predominately male profession. “Okay. Well, if you decide differently, you can text me.” She started to turn away. 
 
    “…if you’d go on a date with me.” 
 
    Peyton stopped moving, her back to Stan’s doorway. She wasn’t sure she’d heard him right. Slowly she turned to face him, giving him a quizzical look. 
 
    He gave a hysterical laugh. “That’s ridiculous, right? Yeah, that’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “Stan.” 
 
    “No, no, it’s okay.” He held up a hand. “Forget it. I know a woman like you would NEVER be seen with a guy like me.” 
 
    Damn it all. She rubbed her hand across her forehead. “Stan.” 
 
    “The guys online, they said you gotta take a risk. I mean, I can go into battle against the Orc hoard, but I can’t ask a woman out on a date. It’s really ridiculous, but I mean look at you and look at me.” 
 
    “I’ll go!” 
 
    Stan stopped talking and blinked at her owlishly. “What?” 
 
    “I’ll go. I’ll go on a date with you.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “Tomorrow night?” 
 
    Wow, he moved fast. “Sure. Tomorrow night.” 
 
    “Can I pick you up at your house?” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll text you the address.” 
 
    He waved that off. “I’ll just get it off…” Then he faltered as he saw the alarmed look on Peyton’s face. He must have realized he sounded a little stalkerish. “Text me your address. Is 7:00 okay?” 
 
    If you were in high school, but she forced a smile, already wondering if she hadn’t made a mistake. Oh God, when Marco found out or Holmes, oh God, when Holmes found out, she would never live it down. 
 
    What? You gonna get matching Star Trek uniforms? He can be Captain Kirk and you can be Lieutenant Uhura. Kinky. 
 
    Stan was saying something, so she shook herself out of her musings. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I was just saying we probably shouldn’t let anyone know. They might think it’s a conflict of interest or something.” 
 
    She snatched that up, pointing at him. “Good idea, Stan. Besides, we’ll just keep it our little secret.” 
 
    She hadn’t meant to go all sultry on him, but she heard the way it came out, especially when his mouth dropped open and his eyes got even wider. He gave her a goofy smile. 
 
    “Right, our secret,” he said breathlessly. 
 
    Oh God, this was such a bad idea. Such a bad, bad idea. Defino was going to kill her if she found out. 
 
    “See you tomorrow night,” she said, backing away. 
 
    He leaned forward, his head peeking out of his closet. “Tomorrow night,” he called after her. 
 
    She quickened her pace and turned the corner, almost smashing into Drew Holmes as he headed for the back of the precinct. He gave her a lazy smile. 
 
    “What about tomorrow night, Brooks?” he said, waggling his brows. 
 
    Peyton tilted up her chin. “Tomorrow night I get the knowledge that for a few beautiful hours, Holmes, I can forget your ugly mug.” 
 
    He gave her a jerk of his chin. “All righty, then. All righty.” And he walked around her. 
 
    Glancing to her left, she saw Bob Anderson glaring at her, his head braced on his hand again. She glared back at him, then she headed to the front of the precinct to meet Marco. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Katherine Defino was of medium height with brown hair cut into a stylish bob and brown eyes that always squinted. She needed glasses or contacts or something, but she refused, declaring staunchly that she didn’t need any eye assistance. Peyton wasn’t sure of the reason for the rebellion – seeing seemed like a pretty good reason to get glasses – but Defino was determined. 
 
    Her office was always dark, the blinds drawn and the lights turned down low. She had a glass topped desk, shelves holding binders of legal precedence, and two ultra modern, white melamine chairs. Peyton hated those chairs. They didn’t conform to any sort of human body and she always felt like she was in danger of sliding off onto the floor. 
 
    Marco already occupied the chair closest to the door, his long legs stretched out before him, his hands folded on his flat belly. He gave her a lazy smirk as she angled around behind him and slid into the other chair. It would be so much easier if he just took the chair further into the room, but Marco loved to goad her whenever he could. 
 
    Captain Defino was reading something on her computer, her eyes squinting. She glanced over as Peyton fussed, trying to get comfortable in the unforgiving chair. “Why are you fighting with Bob Anderson?” Defino asked. 
 
    Peyton slapped Marco in the chest with the back of her hand. The smirk continued as he lifted his hand and rubbed the spot. 
 
    “Brooks, you need to learn to play well with others,” scolded Defino. 
 
    “Then others should do their jobs.” She pointed out the door. “He’s got evidence in his case, Captain, evidence that should have been turned over to the lab yesterday.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that, but you still don’t play well with others, Brooks. What am I supposed to do if no one wants to work with you?” 
 
    Peyton lowered her head, chastised. “Okay, okay. I’ll back off a little.” 
 
    Defino and Marco exchanged amused looks. “Tell me about the case. Who’s our vic?” 
 
    “Darla Stevens,” said Peyton, taking out her notebook. “She was a real estate agent who had a listing for a Painted Lady on Postcard Row. That’s all I’ve got so far. I need to run her license and see if she was married, what her home address was. Stan’s pulling a warrant to get her cell phone records and the license plate number on her car.” 
 
    “Did you find her car?” 
 
    Marco and Peyton both shook their heads, then Peyton continued, “Her purse was missing and we didn’t find a car. She might not even have one.” 
 
    “The people who found her? What about them?” 
 
    “One is a realtor herself, Lori Hardy, and the two others were Hardy’s clients, Darcy and Ethan Cox. They’re just a couple of…” She gave Marco a mischievous look. “What did you call them again?” 
 
    He gave her a shake of his head, fighting a smile. 
 
    “Oh, right, bubblegum millionaires.” 
 
    “What?” asked Defino. 
 
    “You know, Google wunderkind.” She braced her hands on either side of the chair and shifted again. 
 
    “Okay. Get a warrant to pull her driver’s license record and find an address. We need to notify next of kin.” 
 
    “On it,” said Peyton, starting to rise, but a knock at the door stopped her. 
 
    Maria poked her head inside. “Captain, the new ADA is here to talk with you?” 
 
    “Send him in,” said Defino, motioning with her hand. “You need to meet him,” she told her two detectives. 
 
    Peyton settled back in the seat and looked over as the door opened wider. A tall, African American man stepped through, his white teeth flashing in a brilliant smile. He wore a perfectly tailored suit and had short cropped black hair. While he might not be as gorgeous as her partner, this guy had classical good looks – strong nose, wide-set dark eyes, and a square jaw. He also smelled wonderful, like fresh linens dried on a line. 
 
    Peyton sucked in a breath of admiration, drawing a scowl from Marco. She didn’t care. This guy was sexy. 
 
    The man shifted the smile to her, then stepped between her and Marco, extending his hand to Defino. “Captain, I’m Devan Adams, the new ADA.” 
 
    Defino rose and took his hand. “Mr. Adams, it is a pleasure to meet you.” She released him and motioned to Peyton and Marco. “This is one of my finest detective teams, Inspector Peyton Brooks and Inspector Marco D’Angelo.” 
 
    Peyton rose and gave him her hand. He beamed at her, making her stomach do a little flutter, then he covered her hand with his free one. “Inspector Brooks,” he said, his voice warm like melted chocolate. “Pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “Same,” she said, smiling back at him. Oh goodness, he smelled even better up close. 
 
    He released her and turned to Marco. “Inspector D’Angelo.” 
 
    Marco didn’t bother to get up. He gave him a firm handshake. “DA,” he said in something suspiciously close to a growl. Devan released him quickly and turned back to Peyton. 
 
    “I hope I didn’t interrupt anything.” 
 
    “No,” she said with a flirty laugh. “We were just finishing up. We’ve got a case to work.” 
 
    “Well, let me know if you need anything. I aim to be as helpful as possible. I think we’re going to have a very good working relationship.” 
 
    Peyton laughed again and brushed by him, almost bumping into him to get to the door. “Excuse me,” she said, bracing her hand on his arm. “See you later, Captain.” 
 
    Marco flowed out of his chair and exited behind her, not bothering to say goodbye. 
 
    Maria stood at her desk, leaning forward to peer into Defino’s office as the door closed. “That is one fine piece of man,” she breathed. 
 
    Peyton glanced back. “Really? I didn’t notice.” 
 
    Marco made a scoffing sound and placed his hands on her shoulders, moving her out of his way. “I think we’re going to have a very good working relationship,” he mimicked in a fair imitation of Devan’s voice. “Wipe the drool off your mouth, Brooks,” he called, heading back to his desk. 
 
    Peyton took a quick swipe with her fingers, then felt Maria’s eyes on her. 
 
    “Sure, you didn’t notice,” said Maria, taking a seat in her desk chair. “Sure, you didn’t.” 
 
    Peyton looked away, then followed Marco back to their desks. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton got clearance to pull Darla Steven’s driver’s license records and get her address. She also put a BOLO out on her car once she had the car’s license plate number. After grabbing a quick lunch from the coffee shop across the street from the precinct, she and Marco headed out to Darla’s Pacific Heights Victorian. 
 
    Marco drove. He hadn’t said anything to her at lunch, poking at his salad with his fork. As Peyton scarfed down her ham and cheese sandwich, she hadn’t worried about his silence. They often went hours without speaking when they were on stakeout, but as they drove to Pacific Heights, she couldn’t deny his silence was starting to annoy her. 
 
    She could spring her date with Stan on him. She knew that would get a reaction, but she didn’t really want him to lecture her about dating at work. Marco had strict rules that he lived by. He didn’t believe cops should marry, and he definitely didn’t believe they should date anyone they worked with. 
 
    “How was your salad?” she asked him. For such a large man, his vegetarianism always amused her, but it was another thing he didn’t budge on no matter what. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    She tapped her foot on the floor of the Charger. “I could drive, if you want.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She looked out the passenger window. “Ever think it might be nice working for Google?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    She shifted and speared him with a look. “I’m thinking of getting a neck tattoo that says hot babe.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    She smacked him on the arm with the back of her hand. “What’s got you all pissy?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “I think I can count the number of words you’ve said to me since we left the precinct. Are you mad at me?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Right.” She looked back out the window again. “How hot was that ADA?” If nothing else, that should get a rise out of him. Marco wasn’t vain, but he wasn’t immune to his own looks. He was used to being the most handsome man in a room. 
 
    “Guess.” 
 
    “I mean did you see the way his clothes draped his body? Bet that guy has a six-pack all right. And he’s smart and he’s probably got money and he smells delicious.” 
 
    Marco stopped at a light and shifted, staring at her. She could see the annoyed set of his mouth. Finally, she’d gotten a response out of him. 
 
    “Why do you have to ride Bob Anderson the way you do?” 
 
    “What?” She was shocked by the anger in his voice. 
 
    “He almost struck you.” 
 
    “No, he didn’t.” 
 
    “Peyton!” 
 
    Peyton flinched. She hated when he called her Peyton. It usually meant he was upset with her. “He just stood up. He’s too much of a coward to ever strike me. He knows I’ll shoot him in the balls.” 
 
    “And Holmes? You’re always provoking him.” 
 
    “Look, D’Angelo, both of those men are threatened by a woman cop.” 
 
    “I know, so let’s make them feel even more threatened.” 
 
    She frowned at him. Where was this coming from? “You really are mad at me, aren’t you?” 
 
    He started the Charger moving again. “I’m not mad at you. It scares me.” He gritted out the words. “What if I’m not there the time one of them snaps?” 
 
    “I can take care of myself, Marco.” 
 
    He chewed on his inner lip. “I’ll bet Darla Stevens thought that too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Darla, what’s up? It’s Dave. Just thought I’d give you a call and see if you wanna meet for a drink or something. I’m in town for another few days. I had a great time the other night. Sure wouldn’t mind seeing you again before I head back to Dallas. Call me when you get the chance. I’ll be up late, thinking about you. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco found a parking space two doors down from Darla Stevens’ address. They both climbed out of the car and Peyton scanned the license plates on the cars on either side of the street. They were looking for a Nissan Leaf. Besides a multitude of Priuses, Peyton saw at least three Leafs, but none matched Darla’s midnight blue color. They also didn’t match Darla’s license plate number. What the hell! 
 
    The Victorian was a three story beauty with gingerbread shingles in a periwinkle blue. The rest of the house was pale blue. This woman had liked her blue. They climbed the stairs and Peyton peered in the window next to the door. It opened onto a square entry hall with a round table in the middle and a split staircase leading to the upper story. On a hunch, she tried the handle, but the door didn’t open. 
 
    “Think we can break out the window without doing too much damage?” she asked her partner. 
 
    “God, I hate to do that. So much paperwork.” He looked around the stairs. “Maybe she hid a key.” 
 
    “I could try one of the neighbors.” 
 
    “Let’s look down in the yard first, okay?” 
 
    They descended the steps and searched through the postage-card sized yard, looking for any sign that Darla had left a key in the planter beds. As they looked, a red Toyota Prius pulled into the driveway and a woman dressed in a sharp skirt and blazer got out. 
 
    She stood about five seven, model thin, with fashionably curled blond hair and big blue doe eyes. Peyton stopped looking for the key and watched the woman hurry up the walkway, her purse slung over her arm. Peyton noticed the purse and the woman’s six inch heels matched her suit perfectly. 
 
    “Can I help you?” she said, stopping on the walkway. 
 
    Marco rose to his full height and turned, his expression unreadable, but Peyton knew this woman was exactly the kind he liked – tall, curvy, blond – a perfect Barbie doll. She sighed and reached for her badge. 
 
    “Inspector Peyton Brooks and this is my partner, Inspector Marco D’Angelo.” 
 
    To Peyton’s surprise, the woman’s eyes filled with tears. “Is it true?” 
 
    “Is what true?” 
 
    “Is Darla dead? I got a call from Lori Hardy and she said…” The woman waved her hand in front of her face as if she were trying to stave off the tears. “She said she found Darla.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco exchanged a look. Damn it, Peyton had been very clear with Lori that she wasn’t to talk with anyone until they’d had a chance to notify next of kin. “Can I ask who you are?” 
 
    “I’m Julia Walters, or Jules. Darla and I were best friends.” 
 
    “Okay, Ms. Walters. Would you happen to know if Darla left a key out here? We have a warrant to search her house, but we’d rather not break the window to get inside.” 
 
    “I have a key.” She started to rummage in her purse. “Oh, wait. I guess I need to see the warrant.” 
 
    Marco pulled it out of his back pocket and held it out to her with a snap. She took it and opened it, scanning it. Peyton gave Marco a puzzled look. He was obviously still angry at her because he hadn’t seemed to notice how pretty Julia Walters was. Usually, he’d be only too quick to comfort a damsel like her. 
 
    She folded it and handed it back, tears and mascara streaking down her face. “She’s really dead.” 
 
    “Look, Ms. Walters…” 
 
    “Jules, please.” 
 
    “Jules, can we go in and talk?” Peyton motioned to the stairs. 
 
    “Of course,” said Jules, going back to rummaging in her purse. She finally found the keys and went before them up the stairs to unlock the door. As they stepped into the entryway, Peyton could feel the vastness of the structure. According to the internet, it was three stories tall with six bedrooms, eight bathrooms, and a bonus room. Peyton couldn’t understand why Darla needed this much space. 
 
    She motioned to the kitchen just visible down the hallway off the entrance. “Jules, please go sit in the kitchen and wait for us. We’re going to check out the rest of the house. Don’t touch anything, please.” 
 
    Jules nodded, trying to swallow her tears. “Can I at least get a tissue? Darla kept them in the bathroom down here.” 
 
    “Yes, get a tissue, then touch nothing else.” 
 
    Jules went off, her head bowed, her shoulders rounded in grief. Peyton turned to Marco. “Call Bob Anderson and have him canvass this house for evidence. I’d call him, but I don’t think he’s talking to me.” 
 
    “On it,” Marco said, taking out his phone. “Which floor do you want?” 
 
    “I’ll go up to the second, you do the third. We’ll just make sure the place is secure, then meet in the kitchen. I don’t want to touch anything until Bob’s had a chance to take some pictures.” Peyton looked around the stylishly decorated mansion. “I know she sold high end properties, but what the hell did Darla need with such a massive house?” 
 
    Marco shook his head. “I’m wondering the same thing. Did you notice if she was wearing a wedding ring?” 
 
    “I didn’t, but I’ll bet Jules will know. Let’s do a preliminary sweep and meet back down here.” 
 
    They found no one in any of the rooms. There didn’t appear to be any sign of struggle and nothing was obviously amiss. Only one bedroom looked like it was being used: a towel hung a little crooked on the holder, a book lay on the nightstand by the bed, some garbage sat in the garbage can next to the toilet. The rest of the house looked like a museum, as if no one had ever lived here before. 
 
    Peyton and Marco met in the entrance hallway a few moments later. “Bob’s on his way,” said Marco, “but I don’t think he’s gonna find anything.” 
 
    Peyton agreed. They knew she’d been killed in the Painted Lady, but whoever killed her had probably not met her here in this house. The way everything looked, Peyton found it hard to believe anyone besides Darla lived here and even then, it seemed she used it mostly for a crash pad, nothing more. 
 
    “I didn’t see any signs of a man. No clothes in the closet in the bedroom, no razor, no other male stuff,” said Peyton, moving toward the kitchen. “Does this place have a garage?” 
 
    “I think so. I’ll go look. You think the car might be in there?” 
 
    “I think we better check everything.” 
 
    “You see a purse in her room?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Marco veered off to the right down a hallway as Peyton entered the great room, a combination family room/kitchen. It had obviously been remodeled because great rooms were a modern invention and this Victorian had to be nearly 100 years old. 
 
    Jules sat at the table, her head braced on a hand, staring at her cell phone. Her eyes were rimmed with mascara. Peyton glanced around. The kitchen had all the latest stainless steel appliances, a restaurant grade range and refrigerator. The family room sported sleek blue microfiber couches and a massive flat screen television. Peyton marked there were no photos of people, just landscapes. There hadn’t been any photos in the bedroom either. 
 
    Going to the refrigerator, she opened it. Besides a jar of pickles and a number of bottles of flavored water, there didn’t seem to be any food in here. Pulling open a vegetable drawer, she found a take-out box, but that was it. A wine fridge next to the range was full and a wine rack hung on the wall in the breakfast nook. It too was filled. No beer, no hard alcohol. 
 
    She felt Jules’ eyes on her as she made her rounds. Pulling open the cabinet under the sink, she looked for Darla’s trashcan, but she didn’t find it. Beyond a couple of cleaning supplies, the cabinet was bare. Turning a circle, she tried to see if there was an external can.  
 
    “She had a trash compactor. It’s next to the sink,” said Jules. “It looks just like the rest of the cabinets.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Peyton, pulling it open. It was nearly empty. A few discarded paper towels, some take-out boxes, a couple of empty envelopes. She’d wait for Bob to come before she looked any further. 
 
    Marco returned to the kitchen. “No car.” 
 
    Peyton nodded, then faced Jules. Walking over to the table, she took a seat as Marco prowled around the room. “Do you mind if I take notes while we talk?” she asked the woman. 
 
    Jules’ attention kept wandering to Marco, but she shook her head. “Fine.” 
 
    Peyton took out her notebook and removed the pen, clicking it on. “Tell me your name again.” 
 
    “Julia Walters, but everyone always calls me Jules.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Is Darla dead?” The huge eyes grew liquid again. “Please tell me Lori was wrong.” 
 
    Peyton laid her hand on Jules’. “I’m so sorry, Jules. Darla is dead.” 
 
    A sob choked in her throat and she lifted the tissue to wipe the tears away. 
 
    “You said you and Darla were best friends?” 
 
    “Right. We went to college together. We took our real estate license exam together. We’ve even been on vacation together.” 
 
    “So you’re a realtor too?” 
 
    Jules nodded. “Darla and I had these silly competitions. We were going for drinks tonight.” She stopped suddenly and the tears overflowed. 
 
    Peyton waited for her to calm herself, looking over at her partner. Marco had stopped roaming the family room and turned to give her a disgusted look. Marco wasn’t the most patient man when it came to weepy females. 
 
    Jules eventually calmed. “I’m sorry,” she said, wiping her eyes and blowing her nose. 
 
    “No problem,” said Peyton. “So you were going for drinks tonight because…” 
 
    “She got the listing for the Painted Lady and I got a listing on Mason. Seven million. It was going to make my year.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this happened.” 
 
    “How long has she had the listing for the Painted Lady?” 
 
    “Only about a week. I think she’s had a few showings. She hasn’t even held an open house yet.” 
 
    Peyton gave her a skeptical look. “An open house? For a house worth millions?” 
 
    “Well, it isn’t like you think. It’s very exclusive. Only by invitation.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Darla was always so careful. She always checked out the people she showed houses to. You know how it is? It can be scary in this business. Going into an empty house by yourself at all hours.” She glanced over at Marco, then leaned close to Peyton. “I carry pepper spray.” 
 
    “That’s good,” said Peyton. “That’s good. Always better to be prepared.” 
 
    Jules nodded. 
 
    “Do you know who Darla would have shown the house to?” 
 
    “Oh, there’s bound to be a list in her office. All of that is carefully logged on the computer.” 
 
    “Right. Can you give me the address to her office?” She pushed the pad over to Jules. Jules wrote and passed it back. 
 
    “We’re in the same building.” 
 
    “Good.” Peyton tapped the pen against the pad. “So, was Darla married?” 
 
    Jules gave a snort of disgust. “Divorced.” 
 
    “You sound like you don’t care for her husband.” 
 
    Jules looked over at Marco again, but he’d wandered from the room. “He was an asshole.” 
 
    “Abusive?” 
 
    “Verbally. I hated him. I always told her he was why I’d never marry.” 
 
    “Can you tell me his name?” 
 
    “Gerald. Gerald Stevens. He’s a real estate broker. Thinks he’s a big freakin’ deal.” 
 
    “So he’s in San Francisco?” said Peyton, writing the name. 
 
    “Yeah, he has a condo on Russian Hill, bought it after the divorce. Darla kept the house.” 
 
    Peyton glanced around at the mansion. “So this was their house?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “It’s huge,” said Peyton, giving Jules a bewildered look. 
 
    “Ridiculous, isn’t it? I told her to sell. I told her to get one of those new condos down in the Marina, but she wouldn’t think about it.” 
 
    Peyton tapped the pen some more. “Was she seeing anyone?” 
 
    “Yeah, she was seeing some guy named Dave. I can’t remember his last name. He lives in Dallas.” Again Jules looked around for Marco before she leaned close to Peyton. “I think he’s married. He was out here just a few days ago, but he might have gone back. I don’t know.” Jules pressed the tissue under her eye. “I wasn’t too impressed with him either. Darla sure knew how to pick ‘em.” 
 
    Peyton wrote down Dave’s name, then Dallas and put a question mark after it. Looking up at Jules, she found the woman tearing up again as the realization of her friend’s death ambushed her. “Jules, I know this is hard.” 
 
    “Harder than you can imagine,” she said, blowing her nose. 
 
    “Is there anyone who might have wanted to do Darla harm? A jealous agent? Any other men in her life?” 
 
    “I can’t think of anyone.” She pointed a finger at Peyton, her eyes red rimmed. “I’ll bet you money it was that husband of hers. He’s a mean bastard. He couldn’t believe she would leave him.” 
 
    “We’ll look into it, don’t worry about that, but…” Peyton reached into her pocket and took out her business card, passing it to the woman. “If you think of anything else, will you let me know?” 
 
    Jules took it, nodding. “I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Peyton said, rising to her feet to let Jules know the conversation was over. 
 
    Jules rose also, hitching her purse onto her shoulder. “Goodbye,” she said, then hurried from the room, sidestepping as Marco came back in. 
 
    Peyton gave him an arch look. “Thanks a lot for helping me question her.” 
 
    “Hey, I went out to meet Bob. Let’s just say I had to promise to keep you two rooms away from him at all times.” 
 
    Peyton made a scoffing noise. “He’s afraid of a girl, D’Angelo, really?” 
 
    Marco dropped his arm around her shoulders and steered her toward the front door. “We all are, Brooks, we all are,” he said. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Peyton’s cell phone rang as she was pouring herself a cup of coffee. It startled her in the quiet of her little kitchen. She’d gotten used to the silence. She hated it, but she’d gotten used to it. As she reached for the phone, she wondered if she shouldn’t get a dog. A dog would make the little house less lonely, less empty, especially now that her father was gone. A dog made a home, right? 
 
    She glanced at the display and saw Abe’s name flash at her. She thumbed it on, taking a sip of her coffee. “Good morning, Abe.” 
 
    “Good morning, little soul sista, how are you, sweets?” 
 
    “Fine. What do you think about me getting a dog?” 
 
    Abe fell silent. “As in a yapping, pooping member of the canine family?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I think they’re overrated.” 
 
    “Really? You wouldn’t like a poodle that you could groom into puffballs with bows in its hair.” 
 
    “Hm, now that you mention it, I could have a righteous dog. Can you imagine the accessories I could get for him? And I could paint his toenails hot pink.” 
 
    “See, now you’re in the spirit.” 
 
    “I could see you with a dog, toots. Some feisty little terrier with more personality than size, yep, that would suit you just fine.” 
 
    Peyton laughed. Yes, she was going to get a dog. She’d been talking about it for months, but now that she was about to buy the house, it just seemed like a responsible, adult thing to do. 
 
    A horn honked from the driveway. 
 
    “Hey, Abe, Marco’s here. You call for any specific reason?” She fixed the lid on her travel cup and grabbed the one she’d prepared for him, then she hurried to the door, setting both on the sofa table. Grabbing up her badge, she affixed it to her belt, then slid her thin wallet with her license and bank cards into her pocket. Finally, she snatched up her keys and the two coffees, opening the door and stepping outside. 
 
    “I completed the autopsy on your realtor this morning.” 
 
    Peyton balanced both cups in one hand and shut the door, locking it. She had the phone wedged between her shoulder and ear, the strap of her gun holster rubbing against her neck. “And?” 
 
    “Strangulation. You wanna come by and I can show you?” 
 
    “Nope, I’m good.” She jogged down the stairs. As she appeared around the corner of her house, Marco rolled down the Charger’s window and took the coffee cup from her. 
 
    “Morning,” he said, taking a sip. 
 
    “Morning,” she called back, hurrying around the front of the car. 
 
    “Is that my D-licious Angel I hear?” said Abe. 
 
    “You know it is.” She opened the door and slipped into the seat, setting the coffee cup in the holder and slipping her keys into her pocket, then she reached for the seatbelt. “Back to Darla Stevens.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “We guessed she’d been strangled. Do you have anything else for us?” 
 
    Marco put the Charger in reverse and backed to the end of the driveway. It was always a little tricky getting out onto 19th, especially in the morning, but Marco did it like a pro. 
 
    “She had broken fingernails, and scratch marks on her neck above the ligature marks.” 
 
    “She fought?” 
 
    “She tried to stop whoever it was from strangling her.” 
 
    “Please tell me there was DNA under her fingernails?” 
 
    “Nope. Just fibers from whatever item strangled her. I’m assuming it was a silk scarf based on the fibers, but I sent the fibers to the lab to be evaluated. Did you find a scarf or anything at the scene?” 
 
    Peyton watched Marco deftly turn toward the precinct. “No, I’m afraid he might have taken the scarf for a souvenir.” 
 
    Abe was silent for a moment. Finally, he cleared his throat. “That’s disturbing, sweets.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You’re not thinking a serial killer.” 
 
    “Not with one murder, but I don’t like the missing murder weapon or her car and purse.” She sipped at her coffee, bracing her hand on the dashboard as Marco made another turn. “Anything else? What about a tox screen? Was she drugged?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Sexually assaulted?” 
 
    “No, again.” She could hear Abe fussing with papers on his end. “Here’s the thing, Peyton. It takes at least two minutes to strangle someone to death. Now that might not seem like a long time, but think about it.” 
 
    Peyton shivered. “I try not to think about those things, Abe.” 
 
    “He had to have gotten her from behind, pulled the scarf tight, and held on until she stopped fighting, losing consciousness.” 
 
    A thought jumped to the front of Peyton’s mind. “Can you estimate the size of the man we’re looking for?” 
 
    “Not with what I have. He wouldn’t have had to be taller than her if he got the drop on her. He wouldn’t have had to be that much bigger than her at all. With the scarf already around her neck and if he was behind her, he just needed leverage.” 
 
    “Okay. Send your report to my email.” 
 
    “Already done, sweets. You sure you don’t want to come down and view my work personally?” 
 
    “I’ll pass.” 
 
    “More’s the pity. I’m really quite talented, you know?” 
 
    “I know, you tell me all the time.” 
 
    The radio crackled, the dispatcher asking for their location. Marco picked up the mic and answered her. 
 
    “Abe, I gotta go,” she said as the dispatcher came back, informing them that a midnight blue Nissan Leaf had been found abandoned at Fort Funston. 
 
    “Talk to you later, sugarbeets,” Abe said and disconnected the call as Marco made the next turn to take them out toward the ocean. 
 
    “Have them repeat the license plate number on the car,” Peyton told Marco. 
 
    He relayed her message to the dispatcher. The radio crackled, then the woman came on the line, reading out the series of digits and letters. Peyton checked it against her notebook as the dispatcher spoke. 
 
    “That’s it,” she said, nodding. 
 
    “So, Abe determined she was strangled to death?” 
 
    “That’s what he said. Her fingernails were broken, but he only got traces of silk fiber with a scrape.” 
 
    “No sexual assault?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Could it be a woman?” 
 
    Peyton shifted in her seat, giving him a narrow-eyed look. “You mean a rival?” 
 
    “Yeah. What if one of her sister realtors wasn’t happy she got the listing for the Painted Lady?” 
 
    “That’s an interesting idea, D’Angelo,” she said, pondering it. She made some notes in her notepad. “Maybe we better take a closer look at your Barbie doll.” 
 
    “What?” He gave her a bewildered look. “What Barbie doll?” 
 
    “Jules Walters?” 
 
    “The woman from yesterday?” 
 
    “That’s the one.” 
 
    “Why is she my Barbie doll?” 
 
    Peyton made a choked sound. “Seriously? She’s exactly the sort of woman you’d take to bed.” 
 
    He gave her a disgusted shake of his head. “I don’t have a sort of woman.” 
 
    “You have a type.” 
 
    “And you? What’s your type? Tall, dark, and financially loaded?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged, looking out the front window. “I’m not gonna lie. That type is tempting.” 
 
    Marco pretended to shove his finger down his throat, gagging. 
 
    She hit him in the shoulder, but she was smiling. “You’re impossible.” 
 
    He reached over and ruffled her hair. She batted his hand away, then smoothed out her ponytail. 
 
    They arrived at Fort Funston twenty minutes later. Peyton spotted the blue Nissan Leaf immediately, parked in a parking space, a uniform standing by it. Marco pulled up behind it and they got out. The uniform walked over to them, holding out her hand. 
 
    “You must be Brooks and D’Angelo,” she said, shaking hands with Peyton, then Marco. She was middle aged, Latino, dark hair tucked under her hat. “I’m Sanchez.” 
 
    “Officer Sanchez, thanks for calling it in,” said Peyton as Marco wandered over to the car, peering inside. He already had his phone in his hand, texting someone. Peyton figured it was probably Bob Anderson, so he could go over the car for evidence. “How did you find it?” 
 
    “I was patrolling out here this morning and I spotted it. I remembered the BOLO. It’s the car you were looking for, right?” 
 
    “Right. You got a slim jim in your vehicle?” 
 
    Sanchez walked over to her patrol car and grabbed something out of the passenger side as Peyton went back to the Charger and took two pairs of latex gloves from the glove compartment. She handed a pair to Marco and began pulling on her own, while she watched Sanchez jimmy the lock. 
 
    When the click sounded, Marco opened the driver’s door as Peyton went around to the passenger side. Searching the interior, Peyton didn’t immediately see anything out of place, but she didn’t want to crawl inside until Bob Anderson had a chance to go over it. 
 
    “No purse?” said Marco, glancing up at her. 
 
    “Pop the trunk,” said Peyton, nodding to the button on the driver’s side. 
 
    Marco popped the trunk. Together they walked to the back and Marco pushed it open. An expensive designer handbag sat on the dark carpeting. Marco gave her a lift of his brows. 
 
    “Good guess, Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton eyed the bag, shaking her head. “She had an appointment to meet someone at that house, Marco.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “A woman puts her purse in the trunk when she knows she won’t need it, but she doesn’t want to carry it around.” She turned, pointing her gloved finger at him. “I’ll just bet whoever killed her is on her appointment calendar.” 
 
    Marco removed his phone again. “I’ll get started on a warrant for her office then.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton and Stan walked into the pizza parlor and found a seat near the window. Stan held out her chair and Peyton slid into it, hiding her smile. He’d shown up at her house with a box of chocolates and a bouquet of flowers. She loved the chocolates, but she could have done without the flowers. It was just something for her to watch wilt. Still, it was sweet and she’d kissed him on the cheek for it. He’d blushed so furiously, Peyton worried he might have a stroke. 
 
    Now he sat down across from her, giving her a goofy grin. He wore a collared shirt, not his usual t-shirt, buttoned all the way to the top, a pair of tight jeans, and his usual Converse sneakers. He’d tried to tame his brown hair, parting it on the side and slicking it back with…well, she didn’t know what and she wasn’t going to ask. The candle in the middle of the table flickered under his glasses, making his eyes look like two black holes in his face. 
 
    Peyton had tried to be conservative. She wore her usual leather jacket, a blue t-shirt and jeans, but she’d taken her hair down. It formed a curtain of curls to the middle of her back. She’d caught Stan brushing the backs of his fingers over it when he’d helped her put on her jacket at the house. 
 
    “Thank you for inviting me, Stan,” she said. 
 
    “Thank you for coming, Peyton.” He beamed at her again. “You look awesome.” 
 
    She wasn’t dressed any differently than any other day, but she smiled back at him. “Thank you.” 
 
    The pizza parlor was moderately crowded, a lot of men sitting at the bar, watching a basketball game on the television over the order window. Every once in a while a cheer would go up from the group. A couple of families and a few couples sat at tables in the dining area, eating pizzas, and a group of teenagers were playing video games in the back corner. 
 
    A waitress appeared, a teenage girl, smacking on a wad of gum. “What’ll it be?” 
 
    “Order whatever you want, Peyton.” 
 
    Peyton fought a laugh. Stan was pulling out all the stops – pizza, beer, chocolates, flowers – what more could a girl want? “What about a combination?” she suggested. 
 
    “Sounds awesome.” He looked up at the bored girl. “We’ll have a large combo and a pitcher of beer.” He gave Peyton a hopeful nod. Peyton nodded back. “Yeah, a pitcher of beer.” 
 
    “Sure.” With a flounce of her blond hair, she turned and walked away. 
 
    Stan sat on his hands, staring at her so intently, Peyton wanted to squirm. 
 
    “So do you come to this place a lot, Stan?” 
 
    “Naw, my roommate suggested it. He said the pizza’s good.” 
 
    “Your roommate?” 
 
    “Doug, Doug Brown. We went to college together.” 
 
    “Really? Where did you go to school, Stan?” 
 
    “Cal Poly Pomona. I studied computer forensics.” 
 
    “So when you came to San Francisco, Doug came too?” 
 
    “Yeah, he works from home, but he’s employed by a computer gaming company in the Silicon Valley.” He laughed. “We get to try out all the new games before they go on the market.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    The waitress returned and set the pitcher and two plastic cups on the table, then she walked away without saying anything. Stan poured the beer into the glasses, spilling some on the table as well. Peyton grabbed a napkin out of the holder and wiped it up. She noticed his hands were shaking as he pushed a glass toward her. 
 
    Peyton took a sip of her beer, hoping he’d do the same and calm down. He lifted his own glass and sipped, his face twisting into a grimace. Peyton hid her smile, setting her glass down. Stan clearly wasn’t a beer drinker. 
 
    “Do you play video games?” he said. 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “Not often, no.” 
 
    He sat back, clearly disappointed. He probably thought he’d hit on something they could share. “You have a computer?” 
 
    “Yeah, a laptop, but it’s mostly for email.” 
 
    “Do you go on social media?” 
 
    “You mean Facebook?” 
 
    “Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest?” 
 
    Peyton sighed. “No, not really. I don’t have much time and I don’t know, it’s not really my thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess not. I mean, your life is pretty exciting as it is. You don’t need that stuff.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” she said, reaching for the salt shaker and twirling it. “I just work a lot and when I’m home, I just wanna do something else.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He looked down at the table. “You probably go on a lot of dates, right?” 
 
    Peyton ran her fingers down the salt shaker. “Dates?” Ha! She hadn’t been on a date in more than a year. “No, not really.” 
 
    He looked up at her, the candle light flickering in his glasses. “Really? I can’t believe that.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re you and well, look at you.” He threw out his hand, obviously trying to motion at her appearance, but he hit his glass of beer and sent it sprawling across the table. “Oh no!” 
 
    Peyton picked up the empty glass. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll just get a rag from the bar.” She pushed back her chair and hurried to the bar. She hated to see the panicked, crestfallen look on Stan’s face. He was trying so hard to make this a good date for her, but he was just so damn nervous. 
 
    She moved to an open spot at the bar next to a guy in a cowboy hat. Boy, there were all kinds in San Francisco, she thought. He turned and gave her a slow perusal, but she ignored him, motioning to the bartender. 
 
    “Hey, sugar,” said the cowboy, jerking his chin at her. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, shooting him a back-the-hell-off look. 
 
    He leaned back on his barstool and took a long look at her backside. “Why don’t you park that cute little ass right here?” He patted his thighs, swiping his tongue over his lips and winking at her. 
 
    Peyton ignored him as the bartender started to move in her direction. 
 
    “A sweet little ass like that would fit just perfect.” He made a motion with his hands as if he were squeezing her butt cheeks. Peyton glared at him, but before she could tell him to go screw himself, Stan stepped up and tapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t talk to my date that way!” he said, clenching his fist at his side. 
 
    “What?” asked the cowboy, giving Stan a disparaging look. “Seriously?” 
 
    Peyton stepped between Stan and the cowboy, placing her hands on Stan’s shoulders to back him up. “It’s okay. Go back to our table and I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “He shouldn’t talk to you like that!” Stan thrust out his chin. 
 
    The cowboy swiveled his barstool around and rose to his feet, towering over the two of them. Peyton could feel the tension ratchet up in the room as the rest of the bar went silent. 
 
    “Stan, it’s okay.” 
 
    “No! Tell her you’re sorry,” Stan ordered. “Tell her or I swear…” 
 
    Peyton could feel the cowboy looming behind her, but she focused on Stan. 
 
    “Or what?” said the cowboy. 
 
    Stan’s mouth worked, but nothing came out. 
 
    “Or I’ll toss your ass through that window and into the street!” said the cowboy, pointing to the plate glass window on their left. 
 
    Stan pushed against Peyton’s hands. “You just try!” 
 
    Peyton closed her eyes briefly, but when the cowboy reached around her for Stan, she knew she had to react. Grabbing her badge out of her coat pocket, she whirled and shoved it in the cowboy’s face. 
 
    “Enough!” she barked, drawing all eyes in the room to her. “Sit your ass down and drink your beer before I arrest you for assaulting an officer!” 
 
    The cowboy took a step back and one of his buddies put his hand on his shoulder, backing him up another step. “Leave it alone!” said the friend. 
 
    The cowboy held up his hands. “No problem, Officer,” he said, glancing at her badge. “No problem.” 
 
    Peyton released her held breath and replaced her badge as the cowboy took his seat again, turning his back on the two of them. Peyton shifted and grabbed Stan’s arm, leading him back to the table. Stan meekly followed her, taking his seat again, then he grabbed her glass and downed half of it in one swallow, shivering at the taste. Peyton sat down across from him, watching him as his face turned red. She suspected this was more beer than Stan had ever drank in his life and she was probably going to have to drive them home. She hated that she’d humiliated him when he was trying to be her hero, but she couldn’t let the cowboy take a swing at him. He might knock poor Stan’s head clean off. 
 
    To her surprise, Stan leaned close to her and his eyes glittered in the candlelight. “That was so cool!” he said. “Total badassery!” 
 
    Badassery? Peyton gave him a bewildered look. “What?” 
 
    “You! You’re a badass, Peyton. But you know what would have been better?” 
 
    Yeah, not having a confrontation in a pizza parlor. “No, what?” she asked skeptically. 
 
    “If you’d pulled your gun,” he said, then gave a weird little breathless pant and fired off two finger guns. 
 
    Peyton swallowed hard and leaned away from him, trying not to be obvious about it. All righty then, she thought. 
 
    This night was so over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Darla, it’s Deb. I just heard something on the news that has me spooked. Please call me back. I’m really worried. They said they found a woman murdered in a house while she was showing a client. Darla, please pick up! You know how much I worry about you and that job! Call me as soon as you get this message! 
 
     
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco picked Peyton up the next morning. As was their usual routine, she carried him a cup of coffee in his travel mug and passed it to him through the window. He took it, immediately taking a sip. She knew she didn’t have to bring him coffee, he was perfectly capable of brewing it himself, but since she made a cup for herself, it only seemed reasonable that she bring one for him. 
 
    She sank into the passenger seat. “Morning,” she said, smiling at him. 
 
    “Morning,” he said, setting the cup in the holder and putting the car in reverse. “How was your night?” 
 
    “Good,” she said, deliberately avoiding any mention of the disastrous date with Stan. She knew he’d tease her about it, then the whole precinct would know and Stan would be embarrassed. Stan was a sweet guy and she didn’t want him being the butt of anyone’s joke. Besides that, she didn’t need any crap from Marco. Long ago, they’d promised not to interfere in each other’s sex life and she didn’t want to break that rule now. 
 
    “So, what’s on the agenda for today?” he asked. 
 
    Peyton curled her hands around the coffee mug and breathed in the steam. God, she loved the smell of coffee in the morning, especially on mornings like this where the fog had rolled into the City and didn’t look like it would burn off any time soon. “Did Bob Anderson find any evidence in Darla Stevens’ car?” 
 
    “He found a partial fingerprint. He thinks the perp tried to wipe off the steering wheel, but he missed a spot on the underside.” 
 
    “Is it enough to run through the system?” 
 
    “He’s gonna try, but I don’t think he’ll get anything.” 
 
    “Then I first want to talk to the ex-husband. He lives on Russian Hill. I called him first thing this morning and told him we’d be over about 9:00.” 
 
    “You got an address?” 
 
    Peyton pulled her notebook out of her jacket pocket and showed it to him. He took it, bracing it on the dashboard. 
 
    “Call Maria and let her know where we’re headed,” he told Peyton. 
 
    She made a face. She hated checking in with Maria. Maria could never just take a message. She always had to make a snide comment. Fishing out her phone, Peyton dialed the precinct. Maria didn’t answer. Peyton breathed a sigh of relief and left a message, then she hung up before Maria could intercept the call. 
 
    Marco chuckled. “You got lucky.” 
 
    “Once in a while I do,” she said, staring out at the fog. Maybe they’d get some sun on Russian Hill. “I’ve got Holmes trying to track down the boyfriend. Dave No-last-name. And hopefully, we’ll have our warrant to search her office in a few hours. If Holmes can’t get the boyfriend’s last name from her co-workers, or we can’t get it from her ex-husband, maybe we can get it off her phone.” 
 
    “What about questioning Jules again?” 
 
    “Your Barbie doll?” 
 
    He gave her an annoyed look. 
 
    Peyton laughed. “Sure, we should talk to her again.” 
 
    “Did Bob Anderson get the warrant for Darla’s phone?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “I don’t know. You get to make that call. He probably has my number blocked.” 
 
    Marco shook his head in amusement. “Poor guy. He’s just trying to make a living, Brooks. You don’t have to ride him all the time.” 
 
    “He sucks, D’Angelo. If he got better at his job, I wouldn’t have to ride him.” 
 
    “Just saying, you get more flies with honey.” 
 
    “And you get ants too. I don’t need ants in my honey.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    A doorman buzzed Gerald Stevens’ condo from the lobby. Peyton and Marco stood on the opposite side of the reception counter, looking around the building. Peyton had never seen so much polished chrome. She’d never seen a doorman before either. 
 
    “Mr. Stevens says to go right up. He’s on the tenth floor.” 
 
    Peyton nodded and reaffixed her badge to her belt, then she and Marco went to the elevators. Another young man stood by them, reaching out to push the call button. Marco and Peyton exchanged a look. Both men wore navy blue uniforms, polished black shoes, and a navy cap with a short bill. 
 
    The elevator arrived and the attendant held the door until they got inside. “Which floor?” he asked Peyton. 
 
    “Ten,” she said, somewhat confused. 
 
    He leaned into the elevator and pressed the right floor, then stepped back, clasping his hands before him. He gave them a patient smile as the doors closed. 
 
    Peyton looked around the interior – marble floor, ornate etched glass mirror, sound-proof tiles in the ceiling, and zebrawood paneling. 
 
    “Have you ever seen a place like this before?” she asked Marco. 
 
    “Land your lawyer and you might,” he said, staring up at the numbers above the door. 
 
    Peyton stuck her tongue out at him, but he didn’t respond. “Do you suppose that guy spends all day just pushing the button for an elevator?” 
 
    “Seems like it.” 
 
    “How much do you think he makes doing that?” 
 
    “More than you, Brooks. More than you,” he said, rocking on his heels. 
 
    A moment later, the doors opened on a plush hallway with zebrawood accents, thick carpeting, and expensive antique tables with fresh cut flowers sitting on top of them in crystal vases, or maybe it was diamond. As if Peyton would know the difference. 
 
    They found Gerald Stevens’ condo and knocked on the door. A Latino woman in her late twenties opened it. She wore a maid’s uniform, her bountiful assets straining the bodice. The hem of the dress was so short Peyton worried she’d get a peep show. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Peyton took out her badge and flashed it at the woman. “Inspectors Brooks and D’Angelo to see Mr. Stevens.” 
 
    “This way,” she said, stepping back and motioning them into the palatial condo. 
 
    If Peyton thought Darla Stevens’ house was impressive, this was more so. The entrance hall opened on a loft style space with exposed steel beams running across the ceiling. A turquoise blue leather couch and two ivory leather armchairs were arranged around a chrome box coffee table with mirrored end tables on either side. Sleek chrome lamps with square lampshades in turquoise sat on the tables, but there were no other items to mar the shiny surface. To the left was a galley kitchen with marble countertops, zebrawood cabinets, and more stainless steel appliances than Peyton would know what to do with. A stainless steel table took up the space before a wall of floor to ceiling windows. Leather chairs were arranged around the table and in the center was a crystal vase bursting with flowers. 
 
    A tall man in a business suit paced before the windows, talking loudly on a cell phone. The maid stopped before him, clasping her hands at her back and waiting patiently for him to acknowledge her. The position nearly made her breasts tumble out of her outfit. Finally he turned, spotted his visitors, and waved her off. She gave a slight nod and shifted to face them. 
 
    “He’ll be right with you,” she said, then meandered away past the kitchen and into a hallway, disappearing into a room. 
 
    Peyton watched her until she was gone, then took another look around. She just noticed the cowhide rug lying beneath the chrome coffee table. One corner had been accidentally flipped up to show the animal’s hide. She shivered and glanced up at Marco. 
 
    “Lot of leather.” 
 
    He kept his gaze fixed on the windows, staring out at the magnificent view of the City. “Yeah, my skin’s crawling.” 
 
    As a devout vegetarian, this place must feel like hell to him. Peyton was a little surprised this guy didn’t have a cow’s head mounted over his faux fireplace on the wall opposite the couch. While they waited, she decided to focus on the man instead of his decor. 
 
    Gerald Stevens had to be in his late thirties, early forties. He had a full head of brown hair, slicked back from a broad forehead with mousse. He wore a business suit in tan, but the jacket lay over one of the chairs around the table. His white shirt sleeves were rolled up to mid-forearm and a Rolex watch shined on his wrist, or Peyton assumed it was a Rolex. She didn’t think a man like this would wear a fake. He had a handsome face, but his lips were thin and oddly small, and his eyes seemed a little too wide-spaced. 
 
    He yelled into the phone, his words clipped and commanding. This was not a man who expected people to rebel. She couldn’t help but wonder if he’d been the same way with his wife. Finally, he barked a goodbye and thumbed the call off, then turned to them, his free hand on his hip. 
 
    Motioning with the hand that held the phone, he moved toward them. “Officers, good morning.” The smile he shot them would have given a used-car salesman a run for his money. “You would not believe what that call was about.” 
 
    “It’s Inspectors, Mr. Stevens,” Peyton corrected mildly. 
 
    He stopped, a frown marring his brow. “Right. Inspectors.” He held up the phone again. “That was the lawyer for the owners of the Painted Lady. He’s very upset that there was a murder in the house. He wants to get a housekeeping service in there, and a spiritualist to cleanse it of bad juju.” 
 
    Peyton blinked in surprise. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “He’s worried the murder will bring the price down. I told him, Arnold, this is a Painted Lady. An entire Boy Scout troop could be massacred in there and it would still fetch top bank.” 
 
    Peyton felt her back stiffen and Marco closed his eyes, bowing his head. “Mr. Stevens,” she said, “if you’ll remember, your ex-wife was the woman murdered in that house. As of this morning, your Painted Lady is a crime scene, so no, we will not be allowing a housekeeper or a spiritualist or a demon slayer to cleanse it of bad juju.” 
 
    “Demon slayer?” 
 
    Peyton’s teeth ground together. “I’d like to know where you were yesterday afternoon between the hours of 1:00 and 3:00.” 
 
    He reared back. “You can’t think I did this?” He looked to Marco as if he expected him to take his side. “Really? Me?” 
 
    Marco didn’t give anything away, just continued to stare at him. 
 
    “I find your lack of remorse about your ex-wife’s death a bit off, if you want to know the truth,” said Peyton. 
 
    “Well, I can assure you, Inspector, I am devastated. I mean, Darla and I had our differences, but I never wanted anything like this to happen, especially not in that listing.” 
 
    Peyton wanted to launch herself at the man and scratch out his eyes, but Marco stepped toward him, laying a hand on his shoulder. “Okay, let’s take a seat,” he said, directing the man away from her. “We have a few questions we want to ask you.” He gave Peyton a stern look and jerked his head toward their suspect. 
 
    Peyton reluctantly followed, choosing an armchair across the room from the man for his own safety. Gerald took a seat in the middle of the couch and Marco began his usual wandering, crossing over to the windows and looking out. Peyton was the only one who knew why he did this. It unsettled the person they were questioning and it allowed Marco to absorb everything around him. He often picked up more information from his wandering than Peyton did from her questions. 
 
    Gerald sat forward, looking at the display on his phone, his arms braced on his thighs. Peyton reached for her notebook to keep from snatching the damn phone from his hand and throwing it across the room. She already knew she didn’t like Gerald Stevens. 
 
    “Where were you yesterday afternoon between 1:00 and 3:00?” she repeated. 
 
    “I was in my office.” 
 
    “Can anyone vouch for your whereabouts?” 
 
    “My secretary and two of my realtors. I was meeting with them about a new condo complex opening in Emeryville. We were planning a marketing campaign to attract millennials.” 
 
    “You were there for the entire time?” 
 
    “We were there until about 4:20 or so. That’s when I got the call that Darla was found in the Painted Lady.” 
 
    “Does Darla still work for you?” 
 
    “She does.” He shook his head. “She did. We were divorced. I mean, we didn’t work as a couple, but I didn’t wish anything bad to happen to her. She was one of my top realtors, and this Painted Lady was really going to set us up for the year.” 
 
    “Can you give me the names of the realtors you were with yesterday?” She held out her notebook. “I’ll need to check your alibi.” 
 
    “Be happy to.” He took the pad and pen, setting the phone on the table. Then he scribbled something, his head bowed over the paper. Peyton couldn’t deny it made her happy to see the bald spot on the crown of his head. 
 
    Marco had found his way into the kitchen, meandering around, his eyes sweeping over every surface. Gerald didn’t even bother to glance his way as he passed back the pad and pen. 
 
    “You’re not going to find anything, Inspector,” Gerald called to Marco. “I’m telling you I had nothing to do with Darla’s death.” 
 
    “Just looking at the fixtures. Might want to do some remodeling,” he said. 
 
    Peyton had seen Marco’s apartment. It definitely needed remodeling. It epitomized the term bachelor pad. 
 
    “Do you have any leads?” Gerald asked Peyton. 
 
    “Besides you,” she said, giving him a lazy smile. 
 
    He pretended to laugh. “Darla made me a lot of money, Inspector. Forget we were married. Forget we were divorced. I’m not a man about to bite the hand that feeds me.” He motioned around the condo. “As you can see, I like the finer things in life.” 
 
    “The mansion she has seems like one of the finer things. Maybe you wanted that for yourself.” 
 
    “That mausoleum? Are you kidding me? I hated that house. I always felt like I was rattling around it in. And something was always going wrong. We dumped so much good money into that ancient piece of shit.” 
 
    A text flashed on his screen and he reached for the phone, but Peyton leaned forward, holding her hand over it. 
 
    “That can wait until we’re done.” 
 
    He seemed to visibly struggle with himself not to snatch it up. Marco had wandered back to the windows, but he glanced over his shoulder, watching Gerald. 
 
    “Do you get the house now?” 
 
    Gerald shook his head almost wistfully. “It goes to her sister. Everything she had goes to Deb and her three kids.” 
 
    “Bet that bothered you.” 
 
    Gerald shrugged. “I’m doing just fine, Inspector. I don’t need Darla’s money. I needed Darla’s ability to sell a house, but I didn’t need anything else from her.” 
 
    “Where does her sister live?” 
 
    “South San Francisco. Her kids are eight and five and three, I think. She works in a pharmacy as a pharmacy assistant.” 
 
    “What’s her full name?” 
 
    “Debra Lawrence.” 
 
    “She have any reason to want to get her inheritance early?” 
 
    Gerald blew out air, his gaze shifting down to the phone as another text came through, but he didn’t reach for it. “Deb and me, we didn’t get along so well, but she wouldn’t have done this. She and Darla were tight, you know? Man, she lost it when I had to call and tell her what happened.” 
 
    “So, she’s been informed?” 
 
    “Yeah, I called her yesterday right after I got the call.” He shook his head, turning his wrist to look at his watch. “Man, that was a shock.” 
 
    “Julia Walters said Darla had a boyfriend.” 
 
    “Yeah, Dave, um, Dave Forrester. He lives in Dallas.” 
 
    “How did they meet?” 
 
    “In a hotel in St. Louis. They were there for a convention. I think they met in the bar.” 
 
    “Is he a realtor?” 
 
    “No, he’s in banking or something. I think he does mortgage loans.” 
 
    “When did he leave to go back to Dallas?” 
 
    Gerald pursed his lips. It wasn’t an attractive look on him. “I think he left yesterday morning. You should be able to check his flight.” 
 
    “We will. We’d also like to see her office. Did she have an appointment book or a client list?” 
 
    “Yeah, but all of that would have been on her phone.” 
 
    “Her friend Jules thought it might be logged into the computer at the office.” 
 
    “Not her personal appointments. They only get logged after we write a contract. Her initial contacts would be in her phone. Have you gotten a warrant for her phone?” 
 
    “Not yet, but we’re working on it,” said Peyton. “Was there anyone who might have wanted to do Darla harm?” 
 
    Gerald straightened, his brow furrowing. “What? Why would anyone want to hurt Darla?” 
 
    “Were there any rivalries in the office? Were there any other realtors jealous that she got the listing for the Painted Lady?” 
 
    “Jealous? Sure. It’s a huge listing, Inspector Brooks. It’ll make the year, but no one would want to strangle her for it.” He thought for a moment. “No one could be that diabolical.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t respond, making a note on her pad. 
 
    “Right? No one would kill someone like that for something so petty.” 
 
    Peyton glanced up at him. “It’s been done before, Mr. Stevens. It’s been done many times before.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    After talking with Gerald Stevens, they headed back to the precinct. Marco drove for a while in silence and Peyton let him alone. She was trying to get her head around this case. With so little evidence, there were too many leads. She hated cases where their leads were slim, but she didn’t like ones where there were just too many people who could have wanted Darla dead. 
 
    Maria gave Peyton the evil eye as they entered the building. Peyton pasted a fake smile on her face, hoping that it might make Maria reluctant to goad her. 
 
    Not a chance in hell. 
 
    “My God, Brooks, have you seen that hair? Did you even bother to run a comb through it?” 
 
    Peyton automatically put a hand on her ponytail, hating herself for it. She forced herself not to run to the bathroom to check. It had been windy on Russian Hill. Still she hadn’t thought to fix her hair when they got back to the Charger. 
 
    Maria’s attention had already shifted to her partner. “Captain Defino would like an update, baby, when you get the chance.” 
 
    They both looked toward Defino’s closed office door. 
 
    “You wanna update her now?” Marco asked Peyton. 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “I wanna grab the whiteboard and write all the suspects down, then see where we are. We need to get the warrant for her phone and one for her office. If we get the one for her office, we can verify Gerald’s alibi.” 
 
    Marco nodded. “I’ll go grab us a couple cups of coffee. You tell the captain we’re gonna map it all out in the conference room.” 
 
    “Got it. Stop by Bob Anderson’s cubicle and see if he can check on the warrants.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    They parted and Peyton made her way toward Defino’s door. She gave Maria a puzzled look. “That’s an interesting color on you,” she said, nodding at Maria’s blouse. It had a flouncy scarf that looked like it might be made of silk, but it was also canary yellow and turned Maria’s brown skin a little sallow. “You look like an ear of corn.” 
 
    Maria glanced down at herself, making Peyton beam just a little. It felt good to get back at the hateful receptionist. Peyton knocked on the door, keeping an eye on Maria so she didn’t launch over the desk at her. 
 
    “Enter,” came Defino’s voice. 
 
    Peyton poked her head inside the office. “Hey, Captain, Marco and I are going to plot the case on the whiteboard in the conference room. You wanna watch?” 
 
    She realized, too late, that Defino wasn’t alone. The handsome ADA Devan Adams sat in the farthest chair from Defino’s desk. 
 
    “Hello, Inspector Brooks,” he said in his smooth as velvet voice. He rose to his feet and held out his hand. “How are you?” 
 
    When she gave him her hand, he clasped his other one over the top. Peyton felt a flutter of pleasure rush through her. Damn, it had been too long since she dated anyone. “I’m fine,” she said. “How are you?” 
 
    “Very well, thank you.” He finally released her. “By the way, I think your hair looks fantastic.” 
 
    Peyton again touched her ponytail. “Oh,” she said a little breathlessly, “thank you.” 
 
    “We’ll be right in, Brooks,” said Defino, but Peyton didn’t pay attention to her. 
 
    She found herself mesmerized by this man. His cologne was subtle, but she liked the scent, and he was dressed impeccably, his shoes shining. He flashed a brilliant white smile at her, his eyes crinkling at the corners. 
 
    “Brooks?” said Defino. 
 
    Peyton blinked. “Right. Right,” she said, taking a step back. “See you soon.” 
 
    “See you soon, Inspector Brooks,” said Devan. 
 
    Peyton pulled the door closed at her back and leaned against it. She found both Marco and Maria staring at her. 
 
    “What?” she said. 
 
    “You got it bad, Brooks,” said Marco, shaking his head. 
 
    “Yeah, she does, but what the hell is wrong with him?” added Maria. “Your hair looks like a rat’s nest.” 
 
    Peyton gave her a placid look. Nothing Maria said was going to find its mark now. “Jealousy is so unbecoming, Maria. Don’t worry. You’re still my number one girl.” Then she walked toward Marco, taking the coffee cup from his hand. “And you? Did you put enough sugar in it?” 
 
    He gave a chuckle. “You know I did. I emptied the whole damn dispenser into it, Brooks,” he said, following her into the conference room. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton picked up the dry erase marker and studied the blank board. Marco took a seat at the head of the table, closest to her. “What did Bob say about the warrants?” 
 
    “He’s checking. Stan requested the one for the phone, but he hasn’t gotten it yet.” 
 
    Peyton nodded, distracted. She stepped forward and wrote Gerald Stevens on the board, then ex-husband and alibi with a question mark after it. “Always start with the ex.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    She tapped the base of the marker against her lower lip. “But I don’t think he did it. He’s an ass, but I just don’t think he did it.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I think he was telling us the truth when he said he liked the money she brought in. He’s a real estate broker. He wants the commission.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    Peyton wrote Julia Walters below Gerald’s name, then best friend. After that she wrote potential rival. “I should have gotten an alibi from her, but she seemed so broken up about Darla’s death.” 
 
    “That’s why we follow up, Brooks.” Marco swiveled the chair back and forth with a booted foot. He lounged in the chair, his long-sleeved t-shirt straining across his chest. 
 
    Next Peyton wrote Dave Forrester, boyfriend, Dallas and finally, Debra Lawrence, sister, inheritance. Stepping back, she studied her board. “I wonder if there are any other rivals in the office?” 
 
    “Gerald didn’t say how many people worked for him?” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “I figured we’d find that out when we got the warrant.” 
 
    “Right. Add the partial fingerprint from the car, the car being parked at Fort Funston, and her purse in the trunk.” 
 
    Peyton made the notations as he asked, setting the cap on the pen but not securing it tightly. “We really need that warrant for her phone records. If we add in her clients, this list could get really out of hand.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” said Marco, still swiveling in his chair. “With the high end houses she sold, maybe there won’t be many clients.” 
 
    “Hm.” Peyton tapped the marker against her lip once more, considering what he said. 
 
    “Well, that’s a lot of suspects and very little evidence,” came a masculine voice. 
 
    Peyton whipped her head around, knocking off the cap on the top of the marker. Devan and Defino stood just inside the doorway. “We’re just waiting on warrants for Darla’s phone and office. If we check out Gerald’s alibi, look into the time of the boyfriend’s flight, and get an alibi from Julia, we can cross three off the list.” 
 
    Defino squinted at her, but that wasn’t unusual. “Where are we on the warrants?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “We don’t have them yet.” 
 
    Looking up at Devan, Defino gave him a pointed stare. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. “I’ll see if I can speed it along,” he said, pressing a button and holding the phone to his ear. He turned and moved toward the doorway, but he glanced over at Peyton, motioning to his cheek. 
 
    Peyton narrowed her eyes in confusion, but Defino just turned and followed him out. Looking over at Marco, she shrugged. “What?” 
 
    Marco gave a laugh and rose to his feet, tilting her chin up. “You’ve got something on the corner of your mouth.” 
 
    Peyton’s hand flew to her face. “What?” 
 
    “Drool,” he said, chucking her under the chin. 
 
    “Drool?” 
 
    He laughed. “God, you’re so easy, Brooks. No, you tagged yourself with the marker when you launched the cap at me.” Patting her on the head, he walked around her toward the door, still chuckling. 
 
    Peyton felt a flush of humiliation rush through her and she searched the ground for the wayward cap. Damn it all, that was sure not the way to seduce a man, she thought, wishing she didn’t have to walk past Maria’s desk to get to the bathroom and a mirror. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Ms. Stevens, this is Lucy Bettencourt. We talked about meeting for a walk-through on the Painted Lady. I need to reschedule that appointment. I have a previous engagement that I just can’t cancel, but I want to make sure you know my husband and I are still very interested. We can’t believe the chance to own a piece of San Francisco history is right at our fingertips. Please call me back as soon as you can, so we can reschedule. I’m looking forward to talking with you. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Stan wandered over to Peyton’s desk later that afternoon. “Hey, Peyton,” he said, smiling brightly at her. 
 
    Peyton looked up from her online research into the listing for the Painted Lady. “Hey, Stan,” she said. She hadn’t talked with him since their disastrous date. She resisted the impulse to see if Marco was listening, but she sure hoped Stan wouldn’t mention the other night in front of him. 
 
    “I just got the warrant for the phone records on your case.” 
 
    Wow, Devan Adams sure knew how to pull strings. “Really? That’s awesome. We need her client list and a transcript of any messages she had on the phone. Did Bob Anderson bring her phone to you?” 
 
    “Yeah, he found it in her purse. She has a number of messages indicated on the call log. I’ll get right on it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Stan. Does she have anything on her calendar for the day she died? Appointments? Anything?” 
 
    “Let’s go look. I haven’t even tried to break her password yet, but it shouldn’t be too hard. As soon as I got the warrant, I came over here to tell you.” 
 
    Peyton rose to her feet. “I’m going to see if there’s anything on Darla’s phone,” she told Marco. He waved a hand at her without looking away from his computer screen. He’d been working on locating the owners of the Painted Lady, a couple who lived in Los Angeles. Gerald had given him the name of their lawyer and his phone number, but he was conveniently unavailable. 
 
    She followed Stan to his cubicle and waited as he squeezed past the table and slipped into his desk chair. He picked up a phone in a sparkling pink case and plugged it into something on his computer. Then his fingers flew over the keyboard and a moment later, he leaned back in his chair and smiled at her. 
 
    “Just waiting for the program to crack the password.” 
 
    “You can do that?” 
 
    His smile faded. He didn’t like it when she questioned his ability, but she couldn’t help it. What she knew about computers could fit in a baggie. 
 
    “Sorry. I mean, I didn’t know there were programs to do that.” 
 
    “Yep. I got a special clearance to use this one in particular. It’s very powerful.” 
 
    Peyton forced a smile, glancing back down the hallway. She felt awkward, standing outside Stan’s office, especially after their date. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry about our date the other night.” 
 
    Peyton tried not to make an uncomfortable face, but talking about it was even worse than she thought. “It’s okay. It wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    “Do men talk like that to you often?” 
 
    Peyton gave him a bewildered look. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Comment about your…well, um…assets.” 
 
    Yeah, this was just getting worse. She peered at the face of Darla’s cell phone, but it didn’t seem to be doing anything. “Men make comments to women all the time, Stan. Not everyone is a gentleman like you.” 
 
    That made him flush with pleasure. She probably shouldn’t be encouraging him. 
 
    “Do the men here talk to you like that?” 
 
    She shook her head. “They wouldn’t dare. They know I’d shoot them.” 
 
    “Or Marco would knock them into next Tuesday.” 
 
    That made her frown. She didn’t need Marco fighting her battles for her. Did he threaten people behind her back? What the hell! Her thoughts went back to this morning when he’d made Gerald Stevens sit down. She’d thought he’d done it to protect Stevens. Had he done it to protect her? 
 
    She glanced toward their desks, feeling a rush of anger. He intervened with Holmes and Anderson when she had trouble with them. In fact, if she thought about it, he was always stepping between her and some man. Shit. That was going to have to stop but quick. She wasn’t having her partner protect her like she was a fragile flower. Damn it, she was tougher than he was. 
 
    “Bingo!” shouted Stan, clapping his hands and making her jump. 
 
    Peyton’s attention whipped back to him. “What?” She placed a hand over her heart. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said sheepishly, then he picked up the phone. “We’re in.” 
 
    “Pull up her calendar for me.” 
 
    Stan clicked on the phone, screwing up his lips as he concentrated. “She had an appointment for today at 10:00 to show the Painted Lady. Looks like they’re called the Bettencourts.” 
 
    “Is there a phone number for them?” 
 
    “Yep.” He grabbed a scratch pad and scribbled it down. “Nothing else for the rest of the day, but who knows what’s in her messages?” 
 
    “Go back a week. Is there anything scheduled for last week?” 
 
    “Manicure on Tuesday. Meeting at the office on Wednesday. She met with the Rochesters on Monday.” 
 
    “Wait, this Monday or last Monday?” 
 
    “Last Monday.” 
 
    “Does it have a note about why she met with them?” 
 
    “To sign contracts. Maybe she sold a house?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. The Rochesters must be the couple that owned the Painted Lady, the man that wanted to hire the spiritualist to cleanse the place. “Write all that down for me.” 
 
    Stan did as she requested. 
 
    “Is there a number for the Rochesters?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “What about a man named Dave Forrester? Does she mention him?” 
 
    Stan frowned. “It says Dave leaves on Tuesday.” 
 
    “Add that to our list.” 
 
    Stan scribbled some more and handed her the note. “I’ll get a transcript of her calls to you ASAP.” 
 
    “Go through the rest of her contacts and her calendar. See if she had any other appointments to show the Painted Lady.” 
 
    Stan saluted. “On it!” he said brightly. 
 
    Peyton smiled and walked back to her desk. 
 
    Marco looked up as she approached. “The house is owned by the Rochesters, a couple in LA. I got a short text back from the lawyer.” 
 
    “Hm, I just got their phone number. Remember, the lawyer wanted to cleanse the house.” 
 
    “Right. With a spiritualist.” 
 
    “Yep.” Peyton sank into her desk chair. “Do you want to call them or the Bettencourts?” 
 
    “Who are the Bettencourts?” 
 
    “A couple who’s supposed to look at the house at 10:00.” 
 
    “I’ll take the Bettencourts.” 
 
    Peyton wrote the number on a pad of paper and slid it over to him. “So, not to change the subject, but do you put yourself between me and any men we encounter?” 
 
    He gave her a puzzled look. “Why do I feel like I’m walking into a trap?” 
 
    “It’s just a question.” 
 
    “I don’t understand the question.” 
 
    “When we’re on a call or I have an altercation with a man at the precinct, you always step between us and try to de-escalate the situation.” 
 
    “I’m still not hearing a question.” His blue eyes narrowed. 
 
    Peyton exhaled in frustration. “Do you try to protect me from confrontations with men?” 
 
    Marco didn’t answer for a moment, but it was enough. She knew what the answer would be. Still, she wanted him to admit it, wanted him to realize how sexist that was. She could handle herself. She’d been doing it her whole life. Her father hadn’t raised a shrinking violet. 
 
    “Marco?” 
 
    “Now I know I’m walking into a trap. How about some coffee?” 
 
    “How about you answer me?” 
 
    “We’re partners, Brooks. That’s what partners do.” 
 
    “I don’t step between you and people.” 
 
    “Well,” he said, holding out his hand. 
 
    “Well?” An edge crept into her voice. 
 
    “Please let this go,”  he pleaded. “Where is this coming from anyway?” 
 
    “Stan said you’d knock a guy into next Tuesday if he made an inappropriate comment about my…” She hesitated. She might be giving too much away. 
 
    “About your what?” 
 
    “Forget it,” she said, reaching for her phone. 
 
    “Brooks, about your what?” 
 
    She blew out air. “My ass, okay?” 
 
    He half-rose out of his chair. “Did someone in this precinct make a comment about your ass?” 
 
    “Forget it, all right.” 
 
    “Brooks!” 
 
    “No, it was hypothetical.” She focused on the Rochesters’ number. “Let’s get back to the case.” 
 
    He settled back in his chair, but she could feel his eyes searching her. She didn’t meet his gaze. She should never have brought this up. What the hell was she thinking? She knew he got protective over her, looked out for her. He was just protecting her back the way she protected his. That’s what partners did. 
 
    She dialed the Rochesters. After a few rings, a man answered the phone. “Hello?” he said. 
 
    “Mr. Rochester, this is Inspector Peyton Brooks of the SFPD.” 
 
    “Inspector, I’m glad you called. I’ve been meaning to call you. My lawyer talked with Gerald Stevens this morning and we’re devastated to learn there was such an unfortunate accident in our home.” 
 
    “Mr. Rochester…” 
 
    “Samuel, please.” 
 
    “Samuel, I know your lawyer talked with Gerald. We were there when he took his call.” 
 
    “Inspector Brooks, when do you think the house will be released? We need to be able to show it and this isn’t helping anything. My wife and I are worried people won’t want to buy it now that it’s been the scene of a murder. Do you have any suspects?” 
 
    “Samuel…” 
 
    “The quicker this case gets solved the better. You don’t think someone killed Darla because of the house, do you?” 
 
    Peyton stared at the phone. “What? Why would someone kill her because of the house?” 
 
    “Because it’s a piece of San Francisco history. What if the murderer wants notoriety? You know, to become famous as a result of his crime. Like the Zodiac Killer or something. You know, the Painted Lady Killer?” 
 
    That gave Peyton pause. She didn’t like the fact that this guy took a souvenir from the crime scene. Could the location have been more important than the woman? She made a note on her pad. 
 
    “In Darla’s phone calendar, it says she met with you last Monday to sign the contracts.” 
 
    “Yes, we met in her office.” 
 
    “I have to ask this, Samuel. Where were you and your wife two days ago?” 
 
    “We were here, Inspector. In fact, we had some work done on our car. I can forward you the receipt and I believe they have a video camera in the repair shop. You could call them for the surveillance tape, right?” 
 
    “Right. Please send me the receipt and also the receipt for your flight the Monday before last. I just have to cross off any leads I might have.” 
 
    “Of course. Just text me a fax number and I’ll fax it to you as soon as I can. I want this case solved. Every day that it goes unsolved means money down the drain.” 
 
    “And a woman who doesn’t get justice, Samuel,” she scolded mildly. 
 
    “Yes, of course that, but you have to understand, we need the capital from the house to build our business. We’re opening up an antique store, Inspector Brooks. Soon we’ll have an online presence and you can buy directly from us there. We ship anywhere.” 
 
    Peyton rolled her eyes. Sure, she collected antiques, but most people would call it junk, garage sale junk. “Thanks, Samuel. Look, I need to go. Fax those receipts over as soon as you can.” 
 
    “Right away. Goodbye, Inspector.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Samuel.” She hung up and looked over at Marco. “He wants me to buy his antiques.” 
 
    “Really?” Marco gave a laugh, leaning back in his chair. “I didn’t know you were into antiques.” 
 
    “Didn’t you know the furniture in my house is antique?” 
 
    “That’s what you’re calling it now?” 
 
    “It’s better than junk.” 
 
    He rose to his feet. “How about I buy you a cup of coffee, Mrs. Rockefeller, and you can tell me all about it.” 
 
    She pushed back her chair and followed him into the break room. “How did your conversation with the Bettencourts go?” 
 
    “Mrs. Bettencourt was distraught that Darla died in the house. She wanted to know if the blood stains would come out.” 
 
    “Dear God,” Peyton said, grimacing. “What is wrong with these people? A woman was murdered.” 
 
    Marco reached for the coffee pot and a mug. “They sure don’t think like normal people. And these names – Rochester, Bettencourt – it’s like a guide book to the 1%.” He slid the mug over to Peyton. 
 
    She reached for the sugar and began shaking it into her coffee. “So I’m leaning more and more towards a rivalry, D’Angelo. I think we can cross off the Bettencourts and the Rochesters and even Gerald Stevens. I just don’t like him for the doer.” 
 
    “So, Jules is it?” 
 
    “And Lori Hardy.” She added another couple of shakes, then reached for a spoon and the milk, adding a splash of it to the cup. 
 
    “The woman who found her?” 
 
    “Yeah. I mean they were in direct competition with each other.” Setting the spoon down, she reached for the sugar again and shook it a few more times. She felt Marco watching her and looked up. 
 
    He leaned against the counter, lifting his mug to his lips. “Why don’t you get a cup of sugar and darken it with a splash of coffee?” 
 
    “Leave me alone,” she said, giving the shaker one more shake for good measure and glaring at him. Of course he took his coffee black, and he was a vegetarian, and he worked out in the gym…everyday. Well, she ran. Sometimes. 
 
    Lifting her mug, she walked over to the table and took a seat. A box of donuts sat in the middle of the table and her fingers itched to grab one. He sat down across from her, forcing her to look away from the tempting treat. 
 
    “Lori Hardy had nearly as much to gain as Darla if she sold the house to those yuppie kids,” said Marco, curling his fingers around his mug. 
 
    “You mean the Coxs? I guess she did.” She thought about it for a moment. Why would Lori kill Darla, then bring the Coxs into the house on the pretense of showing it, only to discover the body? Maybe she wanted an alibi. It was a pretty cagey plot, actually. “I can make a scenario where that might benefit her. What if she thought that the Rochesters might sign with her after Darla’s death, since she was bringing a potential client to the house?” 
 
    Marco made a face. “It’s got a lot of holes, Brooks.” 
 
    “Okay, how do you think it went down?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know. I know Abe said the attacker wouldn’t have to be much bigger than Darla if he or she got the drop on her, but it takes a lot of upper body strength to strangle someone. And why would a rival take her scarf?” 
 
    “Victory over an adversary or maybe it was just a pretty scarf.” 
 
    “You mean the killer might be wearing it?” He gave a shiver. 
 
    Peyton started to respond, but Bob Anderson appeared in the doorway, holding a folded set of papers. “Here’s your warrants for Darla Stevens’ office.” He handed them to Marco, refusing to look at Peyton. 
 
    “Thank you, Bob,” Peyton said in a syrupy voice. “I surely do appreciate it.” 
 
    He gave her a disgusted look and turned away. 
 
    Marco tapped the papers on the table. “Did he say something about your ass?” he demanded. 
 
    For a moment, Peyton forgot what he was talking about, then it came to her and she barked out a laugh. “God no! He hates me.” 
 
    Marco rose to his feet and leaned over her, staring down into her eyes. “That doesn’t mean he can’t notice your ass, Brooks,” he said, then turned and walked out of the room. 
 
    Peyton’s attention went back to the box of donuts. With a huff of exasperation, she grabbed a napkin and snatched one out of the box. It was covered in chocolate with pink sprinkles on top, just the way she loved it. Taking a bite, she hurried after her partner, stopping by her desk to snag her leather jacket on the way toward the front of the precinct. 
 
      
 
    *    *   * 
 
      
 
    The Bay City Properties offices was modern and elegant, much like Gerald Stevens’ condo. The reception room had highly polished wood floors and black leather chairs without arms. A few end tables in lacquered black paint held neatly stacked magazines, mostly about home improvement or model homes. 
 
    A young receptionist, with an hourglass figure poured into a midnight blue sheath dress and six inch screw-me pumps, greeted them. Her white blond hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail and her lashes looked like two caterpillars stuck to her eyelids. Black mascara winged away from her unnaturally purple eyes. 
 
    She gave Marco a sultry smile, ignoring Peyton altogether. Peyton slapped her badge down on the glass counter, along with the warrants. “Inspector Peyton Brooks and Marco D’Angelo from the SFPD.” 
 
    The receptionist rose to her feet. She had to be nearly six feet tall in those pumps. Peyton hated having to look up at her. “Gerald said you’d be coming in. He’s not here.” She turned, so she had to look over one shoulder, a totally natural pose, Peyton thought. She had one of those little girl voices, designed to make men come to heel. “He’s so distraught.” 
 
    “Distraught? Wow, that’s a big word,” said Peyton. 
 
    That didn’t even earn her a glare. As far as Real Estate Barbie was concerned, Peyton wasn’t even in the room. She looked up at her partner. Marco was giving the receptionist his sexiest smile. 
 
    Peyton motioned to the hallway beyond the counter. “Should we just go back? I’m sure Darla’s office is labeled.” 
 
    Real Estate Barbie turned, giving Marco a view of her other side. “I think I’m supposed to ask for a warrant, aren’t I?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Marco said. “It’s always a good idea.” 
 
    She giggled. 
 
    Peyton picked up the paper and waved it at her. “Warrant?” 
 
    “I’ll show you her office,” she said without even looking at the papers. “Follow me.” 
 
    Peyton briefly closed her eyes for patience, then followed Real Estate Barbie’s swaying hips around the counter, Marco on her heels. It always amazed Peyton that her partner could be so intelligent and clever on a case, but the minute a pretty woman batted her eyes at him and started talking in a little girl voice, all those brains migrated south. Marco was no better than any other man when there was a woman in heat. 
 
    “Gerald told you he’s staying home today?” 
 
    “He has to make the funeral arrangements,” she said, pursing her lips into a pout. “Gerald was all Darla had, well except for her sister – no children, no parents.” She paused at a frosted glass door with Darla’s name etched in gold on the outside. “Isn’t that the saddest thing you’ve ever heard?” 
 
    It was pretty sad, Peyton thought. Although she wasn’t necessarily in a better position. Except for her mother, no one else in the world would be around to make her funeral arrangements. Well, except Abe. Abe would make them, but he’d probably have her buried in a fur-lined hot-pink casket. 
 
    “Her sister isn’t helping with the arrangements?” Peyton asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. She and Gerald didn’t get along, so Darla didn’t get to see her much.” Real Estate Barbie opened the door and waved them inside. “I’ll just let you get to it. If you need anything,” and here she batted those eyelashes at Marco, “I’ll be at my desk.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said gruffly. 
 
    Peyton stepped into the office. Darla had a number of black leather chairs arranged before a black lacquered desk. A silver laptop lay on the top of the desk and behind it were a number of black file cabinets. Her window was draped in white sheers and looked out over the alley between the building next to them. Except for the laptop, there was nothing else on the desk, not even a picture frame or any personal effects. 
 
    Peyton went around the desk and took a seat, opening the laptop. She pressed the on-button as Marco wandered over to open the file cabinets. As she waited for the computer to boot up, she opened Darla’s desk drawers. In the top drawer, she found a leather-bound notebook. Damn, these people liked their cowhide. Pulling it out, she found it was a notebook for clients – brief descriptions of what they looked like, what they enjoyed (chocolate, champagne, cigars), and what sort of house they were looking to buy. At the back of it, she had an index card taped to the inside cover with her passwords listed. Older ones were crossed off. 
 
    At the start screen, Peyton pressed a D for Darla. The user name dstevens popped up, so Peyton went with that, then used the latest password to access her laptop. A moment later she was in. She smiled to herself, feeling very Stan Neumanish. She found a file that said Clients on it and she opened it. They were helpfully arranged by date. She saw the Rochesters name, but the rest of the entries had a closing date. Peyton assumed that meant the houses had closed escrow. 
 
    “You got in?” said Marco, coming to stand behind her chair. 
 
    “Yep. This is her client list. It looks like the Painted Lady was the only thing she was currently working on.” 
 
    Marco leaned over her shoulder and she could smell the sandalwood of his cologne. Damn the man smelled good. She forced her attention back to the laptop. “These are people whose houses she’s sold?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Better print that out, Brooks. We might have to go back over all the clients, find out if anyone was disgruntled.” 
 
    Peyton grimaced. “That’s a whole lot of clients, D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you got a better idea?” 
 
    Peyton thought for a moment, then she hit print. “Nope.” She could hear the printer working under the desk and she reached down into the small space and extracted the papers, tapping them together on the desktop, then she open the drawer and found a paperclip, bundling them together. 
 
    Going back to the laptop, she closed the client file and found another one that said Potential Buyers. This spreadsheet listed the names of the buyers, the realtor representing them (if any), the date they’d contacted Darla, and what property they were interested in. The listing was in alphabetical order and there were over a thousand names on it. 
 
    “Don’t tell me we have to print this too,” she whined. 
 
    “We’re gonna have to get Cho and Simons to help us.” Cho and Simons were the second, more experienced detective team in their precinct. They were not going to like this chore, not one little bit. 
 
    Peyton tapped her fingers on the desk, studying the sheet. “Some of these entries are really old, D’Angelo, like six or seven years. Don’t you think we can eliminate those?” 
 
    “Maybe at first.” He straightened and she looked up at him. His eyes were still fixed on the list. “I mean, we can start with her most recent contacts. Can’t you sort a spreadsheet by date?” 
 
    Peyton glanced back at it, chewing her inner lip. She was pretty sure you could, but she wasn’t sure she remember how. However, she didn’t want to call Stan for something this trivial. “Any ideas how?” 
 
    “I think you click at the top of the row you want to sort by. Try it. What could it hurt?” 
 
    Peyton slid the cursor to the row she wanted and clicked, praying she wouldn’t mess up this important data. “Okay, that’s the older ones on top now. I think if I click again, it’ll show me the newer ones, right?” 
 
    “You know more than I do, Brooks,” he said, leaning on the top of the desk chair with both arms. 
 
    Peyton clicked again, then clapped when the newest dates sprang to the top. Then she scrolled down, feeling her happiness dissipate. There were still at least thirty new contacts over the last month. “Man, this woman knew how to network. Look at this. All these contacts are in the past month.” She pointed at one in particular. “Here are the Bettencourts and the Coxs. It lists Lori Hardy as the Coxs’ realtor. The Evans, the Grosvenors…ha, look at this one, Tom Jefferson. Seriously?” 
 
    Marco laughed. “Print it out. We still need to check in with Jules and get her alibi and we need to see if we can talk to the people Gerald Stevens was apparently meeting with when Darla went to the big house.” 
 
    Peyton printed the list and logged off Darla’s computer. “Went to the big house? Are you serious, D’Angelo?” 
 
    He moved around the desk, dropping into one of the leather chairs. “I’m trying to be respectful of the woman’s demise, Brooks.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s a little cheesy, don’t you think?” 
 
    He shifted on the chair, the leather creaking. “This is uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, imagine how uncomfortable it was for the cow,” she said, tapping her new stack into place and paper clipping it. 
 
    “Thanks, Brooks, that’s just the sort of image any vegetarian wants in his head.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Just trying to be respectful of the cow’s demise, D’Angelo,” she said, giving him a wicked smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Darla, it’s Deb again. I tried to call Gerald, but he won’t answer the phone. He’s such an ass. I’ll never understand why you married him. Look, I get he hates me. I know he blames me for the divorce, but I’m really worried about you. Couldn’t the rat bastard at least text me and let me know you’re all right? It’s like he takes pleasure in torturing me. Darla, please call me back. I’m starting to panic. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton and Marco closed Darla’s office door and walked out to the reception area. Real Estate Barbie was back at her post, reading a magazine. She looked up as they appeared beside her. “Find anything?” 
 
    Peyton held up the two packets of papers. “We got her contact list. We’re gonna run down some names.” 
 
    “Oh, good. I sure hope you find out who did this.” She leaned forward and Peyton was gifted with the knowledge that she wore a lacy, black bra. So was Marco and he didn’t bother to look away. “I was thinking of becoming a real estate agent myself.” She gave a delicate shiver. “Just think. It could have been me in that garage.” 
 
    “Right,” said Peyton. “Look, um, sorry, I don’t know your name.” 
 
    “January.” 
 
    “Sorry? January?” 
 
    “January Applegate. Here’s the funny thing. I was born in April.” She giggled. 
 
    Marco made a soft chuckling sound. Peyton glared over her shoulder at him. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s funny,” Peyton said, looking back at January. “Look, January, has anyone called into the office lately wanting to file a complaint on one of the realtors?” 
 
    “A complaint?” 
 
    “Yeah, a complaint. A client that wasn’t happy or any other call from someone who was upset.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean mad,” she said in her little girl’s voice. 
 
    “Right, someone mad.” 
 
    “Not that I remember.” 
 
    “What happens if someone calls in mad?” 
 
    January picked up a notepad. “I write it on here and give it to Gerald.” 
 
    “When was the last time you wrote a note to Gerald about a mad client?” 
 
    January opened the cover on the notepad and Peyton could see it was printed on NCR paper. Flipping back a few pages, January inspected the faint writing on the notes. “Um, the last complaint was…” She looked up and her lips moved as she counted back. “Five months ago.” 
 
    “Was the complaint against Darla?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “Nope. It was against Eleanor.” She leaned forward again, dropping her voice. “She talked the client out of taking a deal he really wanted to take, then the guy had to settle for a much lower price. I remember that one. Man, that guy was heated.” 
 
    Marco reached for his phone. “Can I take a picture of that, January?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said, handing him the notepad. 
 
    He smiled at her and backed up, bracing the notepad on the desk behind Peyton. She could hear him rifling through the pages, double checking what Real Estate Barbie had told them. She focused her attention on January. 
 
    “Gerald said he was in a meeting on the day Darla died. He was meeting with two of his agents to discuss a condo complex that’s opening in Emeryville.” 
 
    “Right. Bayview Arms.” 
 
    “Bayview Arms?” Peyton repeated. “Do you remember who he was meeting with?” 
 
    “Um.” January considered, tapping a long, painted nail against her lower lip. “That would have been Sarah and Tyesha.” 
 
    “Do you remember how long that meeting lasted?” 
 
    “Well, I took them coffee about 4:00.” 
 
    “And you saw Gerald there?” 
 
    “Of course I did, silly. He asked me to order his dinner for delivery, so I called the Peking Palace. Gerald loves his General’s chicken. I keep telling him that it’ll put on weight, but he doesn’t care. I must order from Peking Palace at least three times a week.” She leaned over and opened a desk drawer, pulling out a folder. “I have the receipt here. Gerald has me keep all of these for his taxes.” She began searching through the receipts in the folder. “Here it is. One order of General’s chicken and steamed rice.” She passed the receipt to Peyton. 
 
    Peyton looked at it. It was dated the day Darla died and someone had written the delivery time on the top. 4:45. She passed it to Marco, so he could take a picture of it with his phone. 
 
    “January, do you know if any of the other realtors in this office were upset by Darla’s success?” 
 
    “No, why would they be? They all do so well for themselves.” 
 
    “Maybe because she was married to the boss?” 
 
    January sighed. “No, Eleanor’s married and Tyesha’s engaged.” She lowered her voice. “I think Sarah might be a lesbian. She gives me funny looks.” 
 
    Yeah, that must mean she’s a lesbian, thought Peyton in annoyance. 
 
    “I’ve never heard anything and trust me, I hear everything. I know exactly who’s sleeping with who and who they want to sleep with.” 
 
    Peyton had to admit that Real Estate Barbie was more savvy that she’d thought. “Do you know Jules Walters?” 
 
    “Darla’s friend? Yeah, Jules works in this building. She’s awesome. She’s so pretty and she’s always so nice to me.” 
 
    “Did she and Darla ever fight?” 
 
    “Are you kidding? The only person I ever saw Darla fight with was Gerald. Darla had no enemies. None. Everyone loved her.” 
 
    Someone hadn’t loved her. Someone had wanted her dead. 
 
    “Thank you, January.” Peyton gave her a business card. “If you think of anything, will you call me?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Marco handed her back the notepad and receipt. 
 
    “Good luck, Inspectors,” she said as they headed for the door. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “Well, check off Gerald Stevens from our suspect list,” said Peyton, pausing in the hallway outside the office. “Damn it, I wouldn’t have minded locking that arrogant bastard up.” 
 
    “Being arrogant and being a murderer are two very different things, Brooks.” 
 
    “Yeah, but now we have to figure this out and I was hoping we could just put this one to bed.” 
 
    “I’m still liking your rivalry angle,” he said, nudging her toward the elevator with his shoulder. “What’s say we talk to Jules again?” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” she said, “but afterward, I want lunch.” 
 
    “Okay. Where do you want to go?” 
 
    “Peking Palace. I think we should try the General’s chicken.” 
 
    “Vegetarian, Brooks.” 
 
    “Then I should try it. General’s chicken’s sweet, right?” 
 
    “How would I know?” He pressed the elevator button. “Any idea what floor Jules is on?” 
 
    “Third,” she said. 
 
    The elevator opened and they stepped inside. 
 
    “Maybe they have General’s tofu?” she suggested. 
 
    Marco gave her a patient smile. “We’ll go to Peking Palace after this. I’ll find something I can eat.” 
 
    “Don’t make it sound like you’re sacrificing something, D’Angelo. It’s not my fault you’re a crunchy granola guy.” 
 
    “I’m not a crunchy granola guy. I just don’t like eating flesh.” 
 
    Peyton gave a long-suffering sigh. “Do you always have to make it sound so disgusting?” 
 
    “I’m not the one eating the stuff, Brooks.” The elevator door opened and they stepped out. They found Jules’ office and pushed open the door, surprised to find Jules herself sitting behind the reception desk. 
 
    She rose to her feet at their entrance. She didn’t look as pressed and polished as she had at Darla’s house. In fact, her makeup was smudged and her hair was pulled up in a messy ponytail. Her skirt had wrinkles in it and she wore flats. 
 
    “Inspectors? Do you have any information?” she asked them, clasping her hands near her breast. 
 
    “We’re working on a few angles, crossing off a few things,” said Peyton, glancing around the room. It looked very similar to the one Gerald Stevens had downstairs. “Jules, I thought you were a realtor?” 
 
    “I am. I’m just filling in for Karen while she’s at lunch.” She drew a deep breath. “I didn’t feel like going out.” 
 
    “I understand.” Peyton shifted weight. She felt guilty asking this of her, especially seeing how upset she seemed to be, but she might be upset because she’d strangled her best friend. Peyton wouldn’t know until they checked Jules’ alibi. “I’m sorry I have to ask you this, but can you tell me where you were the afternoon Darla died? We need to cover the hours between 1:00 and 3:00.” 
 
    Jules stared at Peyton without speaking, then her eyes lifted to Marco. Peyton held her breath. Were they about to get a surprise confession? Stranger things had happened, but Peyton wasn’t usually this lucky. Still, it had to happen at some point in her career, right? 
 
    “I was here. I told you I got that listing on Mason. I was writing up the contract that afternoon to take it to the buyer at 5:00, then I was going to meet Darla afterward to celebrate with drinks.” 
 
    “How long does it usually take to write up a contract?” 
 
    “For a seven million dollar house? Hours. I had to write a marketing plan and I had to research comps. There aren’t many comps in that price range, so it’s pretty involved. I even cold called some of my clients to find out if they were interested.” 
 
    “You made those calls on your cell phone?” 
 
    “Yes. Can’t you get the records and won’t it show where I was when I made them?” 
 
    “Yes, it will. Was anyone else in the office during that time?” 
 
    “My broker, Joanne. She was helping me go over the offer. I think we met about 2:30.” 
 
    “Is Joanne in now?” 
 
    “No, she’s out, but…” Jules grabbed a business card and passed it to Peyton. “Here’s her direct number.” Then her eyes widened. “Also, they have a camera in the front lobby of the building. I’ll bet they have me leaving at 4:30 to meet with the client.” 
 
    Peyton couldn’t deny a small measure of disappointment. It would have been so much easier if Jules had just confessed, but Peyton didn’t like her for the doer. The problem was Peyton didn’t like any of their suspects for the doer. This damn case was going to be harder to solve than she’d thought. Still, she smiled at the realtor and held up the card. 
 
    “We’ll give Joanne a call and clear this up. I appreciate you being so cooperative.” 
 
    “I want Darla’s murderer caught, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    “So do we, Jules. You take care of yourself until we do, okay?” 
 
    Jules nodded and they turned to leave. 
 
    Once on the other side of the door, Peyton sighed. “Now I really need General’s chicken.” 
 
    Marco chuckled. “You just found out about it today. How can you need it?” 
 
    “I didn’t just find out about it. I’ve always known about it. I just forgot it exists.” 
 
    “I see,” said Marco, draping an arm around her shoulders. “You just want something sweet, that’s all this is.” 
 
    She bumped him with her shoulder. “And this surprises you why?” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    After they grabbed lunch at Peking Palace, they headed back to the precinct. Maria was sitting at her desk when they entered and her face lit up when she saw Marco. Marco pretended to tip an imaginary hat at her. 
 
    “Hey, Maria,” he said. 
 
    “Hey, Marco baby,” she purred at him. “How’s the case going?” 
 
    “Frustrating,” he answered. 
 
    Peyton moved around his six foot four frame. “Is Defino in her office?” 
 
    Maria’s face twisted into a scowl. “No, she’s having lunch with the mayor.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. “Lunch with the mayor?” 
 
    “He wants to start some task force on crime. What do I know, Brooks?” Maria leaned back in her chair. “Maybe you wanna try solving a crime once in a while.” 
 
    “And maybe you wanna get me some coffee, so I can solve it?” 
 
    “I’m not your servant, Brooks. Get your own damn coffee and lay off the sugar or your ass is gonna be as big as a hot air balloon.” 
 
    Peyton started toward her, but Marco laid a hand on her shoulder. “Go update the whiteboard in the conference room,” he told her, turning her toward the conference room door. “I’ll get the coffee.” 
 
    Peyton glared at Maria, but she let herself be directed to the door. “And see if there’s any left over cake. That’ll work better than coffee to give me my hot air balloon ass.” 
 
    Marco shook his head and started toward the break room. “Every freakin’ day,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    Peyton took off her leather jacket as she entered the room and tossed it on the table, then she grabbed the white erase marker off the rolling board and studied their list of suspects. She crossed off Gerald Stevens and Jules Walters. She studied Debra Lawrence’s name. 
 
    January said Gerald was making all the funeral arrangements, but Peyton found it hard to believe her sister wouldn’t want to be in on this. She needed to see if Stan could pull the sister’s phone number off Darla’s phone. She wondered if Debra even knew her sister was dead, despite what Gerald had said. 
 
    Her cell phone rang and Peyton reached for it without looking at the display. She thumbed it on, feeling defeated by their lack of leads. Only two suspects remained, if she ignored the list of clients and potential buyers. God, this case was frustrating. 
 
    “Hello?” she said into the phone. 
 
    “Hey, little soul sista,” came Abe’s booming voice through the line. “What’s say you, me and that gorgeous hunk of man you call a partner hook up for dinner tonight?” 
 
    “Sounds good. Where do you want to go?” 
 
    “What are you in the mood for? I’m wanting tempura. What’s say we go to Japantown?” 
 
    “We had Chinese for lunch. Can we do something else?” 
 
    “Chinese and Japanese are not the same things, toots, but I hear you. Okay, what about seafood?” 
 
    “Seafood? Where?” 
 
    “Alioto’s?” 
 
    “Alioto’s? On the Wharf? Tonight? God, Abe, Marco’s gonna hate that. So many tourists.” 
 
    “We’ll have a lovely view of the bay and the Golden Gate. I haven’t eaten at Alioto’s in years, Peyton. Humor me. I’ll let you pick the next three places. It’ll be fun pretending to be a tourist.” 
 
    “It won’t be fun. It’ll be crowded.” 
 
    “Please,” Abe begged. “I’ll drive.” 
 
    “No way is Marco going to get into your Mini, Abe, and you know that. We’ll drive. Meet us here at 6:00.” 
 
    “Okey dokey!” he said happily. 
 
    She looked up as Marco stepped into the room, carrying two cups of coffee. “Abe’s coming here at 6:00 and we’re going to dinner.” 
 
    Marco hesitated, looking like he might bolt. “Where?” 
 
    “It’s a surprise,” she said brightly, moving to take the mug from his hand. “Sugar?” 
 
    “An entire cane,” he mocked. 
 
    She took a sip. He knew exactly how to make her coffee for her. “Okay, Abe, see you then.” 
 
    “Bye, toots.” And he was off. 
 
    Marco sank into a chair at the head of the table, sipping his own coffee. “Where are we going to dinner?” 
 
    “Alioto’s,” she said, turning her back on him before he could say anything. 
 
    “Alioto’s? Brooks, that’s on the Wharf.” 
 
    “Is it? I wasn’t sure.” 
 
    She could feel Marco’s eyes boring daggers into her back. Sure, it was a weak lie. Everyone knew where Alioto’s was, but Peyton didn’t want to argue with him. 
 
    “It’ll be crowded with tourists and the parking’s a bitch.” 
 
    “Abe’s gonna drive us in the Mini,” she said, knowing that would divert his attention from the Wharf. 
 
    “Oh, hell no! I’m not riding in that ridiculous clown car.” 
 
    “Then we’ll take the Charger.” She turned and smiled at him, picking up her marker again. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes on her. “You just played me, didn’t you?” 
 
    She gave him her most innocent look. “How?” 
 
    “You threw up something more distasteful than the Wharf, so the Wharf would be reasonable.” 
 
    She shook her head, widening her eyes. “That’s manipulative and I would never be manipulative with you, Marco.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair, lifting his coffee mug. “All right,” he said slowly. “All right. I’ll remember this when it comes time to write the report on this case.” 
 
    Peyton made a scoffing sound and turned back to the board. She always wrote the reports, always. He pretended to have dyslexia, so he could get out of it, but she’d let him have his way. If he thought he was gaining something by making her write a report she was already going to write, so be it. 
 
    “Our suspect list is down to two.” 
 
    He made a noncommittal sound. “Looking pretty slim. I’ll bet we’re going to have to go through both of those lists name by name.” 
 
    Peyton tilted back her head and groaned. “That’s gonna take years.” 
 
    “Weeks, yep. Weeks.” He sighed. “You wanna take the boyfriend or the sister.” 
 
    “I’ll take the sister. I think I can get a number from Stan. We probably need to pay the sister a home visit. I’m not sure she’s even been notified yet.” 
 
    Marco pushed himself to his feet. “God, I hate that. If you think that, then we better leave that for the morning.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “Can you call Gerald and confirm he talked to the sister?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll do that before I put a call in to David.” He walked out of the room. 
 
    Peyton added the two lists they’d taken from Darla’s computer to the board, then recapped the pen, picked up her coffee and leather jacket, and left the room, ignoring Maria as she went past. She set the coffee on her desk, tossed her jacket over her chair, and headed toward Stan’s office. 
 
    Stan beamed at her behind his coke bottle glasses. He wore a collared shirt over his t-shirt, jeans, and his ubiquitous Converse sneakers. The t-shirt said Are you the Death Star? Because you blow me away. 
 
    “Funny,” she said, pointing at it. 
 
    He looked down, smoothing his hands over his chest. “You get it?” 
 
    “Sure.” She smiled at him. “Did you get the messages off Darla Steven’s phone?” 
 
    Stan wheeled backward to a table along his back wall, picking up a couple sheets of paper. “Here’s what I could find. Nothing too incriminating, if you ask me. I also pulled her call list for the last month.” He showed her a list of phone numbers. “Nothing jumps out here either. I could link all these numbers with people she interacted with often. I highlighted those in yellow. That would be her ex-husband, her friend Jules, her sister Debra, and the office landline.” 
 
    Peyton pointed to the one number that appeared nearly every week. “Is this her sister?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “What are the pink highlights?” 
 
    “I think those must be clients. They show up frequently. This is the Bettencourts and this is the Rochesters, see?” 
 
    “Right. Can we identify the other numbers in pink?” 
 
    “Only if we call them directly. She didn’t have them listed by names in her contacts. That’s how I connected the Bettencourts and Rochesters. I used the numbers you and Marco called.” 
 
    Peyton glanced at the messages. “You transcribed these for me?” 
 
    “Me and Maria. She types faster than I do.” 
 
    Peyton smiled at him. “Thank you, Stan.” 
 
    He beamed at her. “Anytime, Peyton,” he said. 
 
    Peyton headed back to her desk and found Marco ending a call. Peyton set the papers on her blotter and leaned against her chair. “Was that Gerald?” 
 
    Marco nodded. “He said he left a message for Debra about her sister.” 
 
    “What? He didn’t go talk to her in person?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “What a bastard!” 
 
    Marco slid a piece of paper over to Peyton’s side of the desk. “Here’s the sister’s number. You get to call her and tell her we want to come out and talk to her.” 
 
    Peyton sighed. “You give me the shit duty. You know that, D’Angelo?” 
 
    “Alioto’s on the Wharf, Brooks. That’s all I gotta say. Alioto’s on the Wharf.” 
 
    Peyton knew she’d been had. She leaned over and picked up the message. “Fine.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Alioto’s on Fisherman’s Wharf opened in 1925. Run by three generations of Aliotos, it was famous for its view of the bay and its traditional Sicilian cuisine. Peyton loved its garlic bread – real garlic and melted butter poured over San Francisco sour dough. Heaven. 
 
    The entrance to the restaurant was right on the Wharf. Steel drums and street performers plied their trade along the walkways, attracting tourists. Seafood restaurants placed chairs and tables outside under tin-roof awnings and the smells of the ocean and garlic mingled to make Peyton’s stomach growl. 
 
    She threaded her way through the crowd behind Marco and Abe. Since both men were over six feet, they cut a path through the tourist crowd with ease. At the door, Abe leaned close to the young maître d’ and passed him a folded bill. Peyton didn’t even want to know how much Abe gave the guy. It was sure a hell of a lot more than Peyton could afford. 
 
    The young man motioned them up the stairs and into the restaurant where he seated them before the windows overlooking the bay. The setting sun filtered through the shades, bathing the entire room in a rosy light. 
 
    Crisp white tablecloths covered the table with bright blue napkins set at equally spaced intervals. More silverware than Peyton knew what to do with sat beside the white china plates. She glanced around, wondering if her jeans, leather jacket, and kick-ass boots were out of place, but most people wore nearly the same thing. California casual. Peyton loved it. 
 
    As soon as they sat, a waiter appeared, wearing a blue apron around his waist with a starched collared shirt and a black tie. He passed them all menus and clasped his hands before him. A busboy poured water into their glasses and placed a loaf of garlic bread in the middle of the table. Peyton immediately reached for a piece, setting it on her bread plate. 
 
    “Can I start you off with a drink?” asked the waiter as the busboy retreated. 
 
    “It’s gotta be a martini for me,” said Abe, placing his long fingered hand against his chest. 
 
    “Very good, sir. What kind?” 
 
    Abe glanced at Peyton. “Make it chocolate. What do you say, sweets? You gonna join me in one?” 
 
    Alioto’s was famous for its martinis. The martini came in a martini glass with chocolate swirls around the inside and a chocolate kiss attached to a swizzle stick and garnished with chocolate shavings. Staring at the picture in the menu, Peyton didn’t feel that adventurous. 
 
    Besides, they had to get up early in the morning and try to track Darla’s sister down. Peyton had called her, but she’d gotten her voice mail and she hadn’t wanted to leave a message of this magnitude for her. 
 
    “I think I’ll pass on that one, Abe. I’ll take whatever beer you have on tap.” 
 
    “Very good, ma’am.” The waiter turned to Marco. “And you, sir?” 
 
    “Bring me the same as her,” he grumbled, reaching for the bread. 
 
    Peyton and Abe offered the waiter a commiserate smile and he gave a brief nod before he headed toward the kitchen. 
 
    “So, how’s the case going?” asked Abe. He wore a lime-green silk shirt with brown swirls all over it and darker green slacks. He had green suede loafers on his feet and green beads threaded through his dreadlocks. 
 
    In San Francisco, you could always tell the tourists from the locals. A pink elephant in a tutu could waltz down the Embarcadero and a local wouldn’t give it a second look, but the tourist would wrench his neck trying to get a peek. Just so with Abe. Not a single local gave the six foot tall black man in dreadlocks and Mardi Gras get-up a second look, but the tourists nearly smashed into each other as they passed by. Peyton loved going out in public with Abe. It always felt like a celebration. 
 
    “Our suspect list is either two or two hundred people long. We just don’t know.” 
 
    “Huh,” said Abe, considering. “Well, that is frustrating.” 
 
    “Yep. And tomorrow we need to talk to one of the suspects – her sister who inherited everything Darla had. The ex-husband let the sister know she was dead by voice message.” 
 
    “Cold blooded bastard. You sure he’s not the doer?” 
 
    Marco tore a piece of garlic bread in half. “He’s got an alibi,” he said, popping one half in his mouth. 
 
    Abe gave him a flirtatious smile. “Nothing like seeing a sexy Italian eating the food of his home country,” he said, winking at Marco. 
 
    Marco huffed and looked out the window, shoving the other half of the bread in his mouth. 
 
    Peyton hid her own smile behind her menu as the waiter returned with their drinks. She couldn’t deny, Abe’s drink looked a lot more fun than hers and Marco’s. 
 
    “Can I take your order?” 
 
    Peyton went back to studying the menu. There were so many choices and she knew she’d never get Marco to come back out here again anytime soon. She really needed to get a boyfriend who could spoil her, she thought. 
 
    In the end, Peyton ordered the Risotto Nonna Rose with bay shrimp, crab legs, peas and mushrooms. Marco got the baked manicotti with ricotta and spinach, but Abe insisted on the lobster. At market rate prices, Peyton knew her cop paycheck couldn’t afford that. 
 
    “Very good,” said the waiter, collecting their menus and walking away. 
 
    Abe curled his fingers around his martini glass. “So, who are the two suspects left on the list?” 
 
    “Her new boyfriend, David Forrester, and her sister Debra Lawrence,” said Peyton. “Marco tried to reach David, but a woman answered. She identified herself as his wife.” 
 
    “Well, there’s motive, then.” 
 
    “Except the boyfriend was on a plane at the time Darla got herself strangled,” said Marco. “He faxed the plane ticket to Maria and Stan’s going to verify it with the flight manifest.” 
 
    “So he’s still a suspect until Stan gets the manifest?” asked Abe. 
 
    “Technically, but I don’t like him for the doer,” said Peyton. “Even though he was cheating on his wife, the wife didn’t know about it, so he had no reason to kill Darla.” 
 
    “Unless she was threatening to tell his wife?” 
 
    Peyton made a face and took a sip of her beer. “Jules, her best friend, doesn’t even think she knew he was married.” 
 
    “So the sister then?” 
 
    “That’s all we got left,” said Peyton. “I really thought I had something with the rivalry.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Abe, smacking his lips over his martini. 
 
    “These women sell these high end houses. They’re in competition to see who can get the biggest listing. What if Darla stole the Painted Lady out from under another agent?” 
 
    “Yeah, but to kill someone over that?” said Abe. “I don’t know, that seems thin.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “I know.” 
 
    “What about a disgruntled client?” 
 
    “Gerald didn’t mention anyone and Stan transcribed her phone messages for me. She had no threatening messages. We asked January about complaints and…” 
 
    “January?” asked Abe. 
 
    “The receptionist for Gerald Stevens.” 
 
    “January. How do you like that?” He slapped Marco with the back of his hand. “We could adopt a little overseas baby and name it November.” 
 
    Marco glared at him. “No, we can’t.” 
 
    Abe laughed and waved him off. “I’m gonna wear you down one of these days, Angel.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” he said, then he gulped his beer. 
 
    Abe laughed again, undaunted. “Go on, toots. You asked January about complaints?” 
 
    “And she said there were none against Darla.” 
 
    “Hm, no threatening messages, no rivalries, no complaints. What you have, darlin’, is a whole lot of nothing.” 
 
    Peyton hung her head. She knew it. They were going to have to go through that list, that long, long lists of clients. 
 
    Abe picked up his drink, holding it against the light coming through the bay windows. “Unless you’re looking in the wrong place.” 
 
    Peyton glared at him. Of course they were looking in the wrong place. She knew that, she didn’t need Abe to tell her that. She needed someone to point them in the right direction and fast, because…she felt a drop in her stomach…because she just knew this wasn’t going to be the last kill. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Ms. Stevens, I got your number from an ad in the Home section of the Examiner. You recently sold a condo in Gramercy Towers for 1.5 mil. I’m looking for a single family home because I need a garage. I collect vintage cars and I like to work on them, so I need a property that can handle my hobby. You should know, Ms. Stevens, that I’ll be paying in cash. I just recently got an inheritance, a significant inheritance, and I’m looking to make a purchase sooner rather than later. I’ll text you my number. Please call.  
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton grabbed a coffee mug and filled it, then grabbed the sugar dispenser and poured directly into the mug. 
 
    “You better hope you never get diabetes, baby girl,” came Frank Smith’s voice in the doorway. He walked around her and grabbed his own mug. 
 
    Peyton reached for a spoon and stirred the coffee. No one else in the precinct would dare call her baby girl, but Frank had always taken on a fatherly role with her and she liked him. “I add that to my nightly prayers, Frank,” she said, facing him and reaching up to straighten his tie. 
 
    He poured his own coffee as she fussed with his tie clasp. “Where’s that hulk of a partner of yours?” 
 
    “Getting us something for breakfast.” She patted the tie in place and reached for her coffee. Before she could say anything else, Maria’s voice came over the intercom. 
 
    “Brooks, you got a visitor here.” 
 
    Peyton sighed, taking a sip of the coffee. “Better get right on that.” 
 
    “She gets snippy if you don’t.” 
 
    “She gets snippy if I do,” Peyton said, heading for the door. 
 
    Smith’s laugh trailed after her. 
 
    Dropping her coffee off at her desk, she moved toward the front of the precinct. Maria turned to face her from the counter where she’d been talking to a woman with brown hair, brown eyes, wearing a pair of jeans and an oversized sweater. 
 
    “This is Debra Lawrence, Brooks. Darla Stevens’ sister.” 
 
    Peyton’s steps faltered and she drew a deep breath, then she held out her hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m so sorry for your loss.” 
 
    Debra didn’t have any makeup on and dark circles marred the skin beneath her eyes. Her hair had been caught in a messy up-do behind her head with a clip. She grasped Peyton’s hand and she held on for a moment, her eyes searching Peyton’s face. Peyton opened the half-door and motioned her inside. 
 
    “I was going to call you again this morning. My partner and I had planned to come out and see you today.” 
 
    “I got your message, so I thought I’d just stop by.” Debra moved into the precinct. 
 
    Peyton usually would have brought her into the conference room, but she had the whiteboard set up with their case notes on it and she didn’t want Debra to see she was suspect number one now. “Come back to my desk. Maria, can you get Debra a cup of coffee?” 
 
    “Sure.” Maria gave Peyton an aggravated look, then she smiled at the other woman. “How do you take your coffee?” 
 
    “Black, please.” 
 
    As Maria bustled off, Peyton motioned Debra to follow her back toward her desk. She grabbed an extra chair from one of the other desks and pulled it up beside her own. “Please have a seat,” she told her. 
 
    Debra sat, pulling a large handbag onto her lap and clasping both hands around the handle. Her hands shook and she sat ramrod straight as if she was afraid to relax. She was sure in a lot worse shape than Gerald Stevens had been when they talked with him. 
 
    Peyton took out her notepad as Maria brought the coffee to Debra and set it beside her on the desk. 
 
    “Thank you,” Debra said, forcing a slight smile for Maria’s benefit. 
 
    “No problem,” said Maria, but she paused to give Peyton a glare before she hurried back to her post. 
 
    Peyton ignored the look and opened her notepad, writing Debra’s name on a clean page. “Again, I’m so sorry for your loss, Debra.” 
 
    “Deb, that’s what Darla called me.” 
 
    “Deb, okay. Do you mind if I take notes?” 
 
    “Fine.” She looked around. “The receptionist said two of you were working the case.” 
 
    “Right. Me and my partner, Inspector D’Angelo. He’ll be in shortly.” 
 
    “You’re homicide detectives?” 
 
    “Right.’’ 
 
    “That’s all you do.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    She nodded, staring at Peyton intently. 
 
    “Can I ask you a few questions?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “That’s why I’m here, Inspector.” 
 
    “Right. So, can you tell me where you live?” 
 
    “Westborough.” She rattled off an address and Peyton wrote it down. 
 
    “Are you married?” 
 
    “Yes, my husband works for American Airlines.” 
 
    “I see. What does he do?” 
 
    “He’s an Aviation Maintenance Technician.” 
 
    “He repairs planes?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “And do you have kids?” 
 
    “Two daughters – three and five. The five year old just started kindergarten.” 
 
    “Okay. Do you work, Deb?” 
 
    “No, not while the girls are still so young.” 
 
    “Daycare alone would take most of your paycheck, right?” 
 
    “No offense, Inspector Brooks, but I’m here to find out what you’re doing about my sister’s…” Her voice choked off. She drew a deep breath. “…my sister’s murder, not answer questions about my family and my work habits.” 
 
    “I understand that, Deb.” 
 
    “None of this has anything to do with Darla. I want to know what you’re doing to find out who killed her…” She stopped abruptly and her face went blank. “Am I a suspect, Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    Peyton set down her pen. “We have to approach every angle, Deb.” 
 
    “Am I a suspect?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    When Deb’s eyes widened, Peyton held up her hand. 
 
    “All that means is we need to find out where you were when Darla was killed. You have to understand, Deb. You were the only person named in her will. You’re the only person inheriting her estate.” 
 
    “And that makes me a suspect? Is Gerald a suspect because he should be. That bastard did everything he could to keep Darla and me apart. He never liked me and if he told you that Darla left me everything, it’s because she didn’t want him to get…” 
 
    “Gerald has an alibi, Deb.” 
 
    Debra deflated, slumping in the chair. She stared at her hands where they clasped her bag. 
 
    Peyton wheeled her chair closer to the woman. “I know how hard this is.” 
 
    “Really, Inspector Brooks? You know how hard this is?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Peyton, nodding. “My father was murdered.” 
 
    Debra’s eyes whipped to Peyton’s face and she covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh, God, I’m so sorry, Inspector. I didn’t know.” 
 
    “Of course you didn’t.” She held out her empty hand. “Look, Deb, we start with what we know and cross things off as we get more information. That’s all I have to do here. I need to make sure those closest to her had nothing to do with her death before I can cast my net out wider.” 
 
    Debra nodded, reaching for her coffee. Her hand shook so bad, Peyton worried she might splash it on herself, but she got it to her mouth and took a sip. After she set it down, she nodded at Peyton’s notepad. “I was at my daughters’ dance class that afternoon. They both take dance. The little one goes from 3:00 to 4:00 and the older one from 4:00 to 5:00. We didn’t get home until 5:30 because I stopped for burgers.” She opened her bag and rummaged around inside, then pulled out a receipt from the local fast food restaurant and laid it on the desk before Peyton. “Here’s the receipt for the burgers.” 
 
    “Can anyone vouch for you at the dance studio?” 
 
    “Yeah, some of the other mothers wait with me. They can tell you I never left the building.” 
 
    Peyton passed the notepad over to her. “Please write their names and numbers down. I have to verify everything.” 
 
    Debra nodded and wrote the information for Peyton. Finally, she passed the pad back to her, shaking her head. “I can’t believe she’s gone. I just can’t get my head around it.” 
 
    “I know. Did you know her boyfriend David?” 
 
    Debra made a scoffing sound. “Yeah, I met him once. The guy was obviously married, but Darla wouldn’t believe me. She was the worst judge of men. Her whole life, she always picked the wrong guy.” Debra sat forward. “You don’t think he did it, do you?” 
 
    “He has a pretty solid alibi. He was on a plane that afternoon.” 
 
    Debra nodded. 
 
    “How did Darla get along with the other agents?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean did she have any rivalries? These women are all selling these ridiculously expensive houses. Did Darla ever mention any problem with a fellow agent?” 
 
    “No, she didn’t. I mean, I wondered about it. You know how it can be when people are in competition over money, but she always said that what benefitted one of them benefitted all of them.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means that if she sold a house, another agent would likely get a payday too. They all seemed to work together that way.” 
 
    “What about disgruntled clients?” 
 
    Debra shook her head. “That’s another thing entirely. I always worried about her. I mean, she’d go into these mausoleums all by herself and it worried me. Some of the clients were eccentric and some of them were just downright creepy. She’d take them out in her car at all hours to see these places and sometimes, when she had an open house, weird people would stop by.” 
 
    “I thought her open houses were by invitation only.” 
 
    “In the last couple of years, but when she first started, she took any listing she could get. That’s how she and Gerald built the business.” 
 
    “Did she mention anyone in particular that worried her?” 
 
    “Not that I can think of, but I know she got some strange calls recently. Some guy called and wanted her to show him the Painted Lady. He said something about having cash. Darla didn’t buy that for a moment. Who has seven mil in cash?” 
 
    Peyton frowned, then she grabbed the folder she’d made for the case and opened it, quickly searching through the messages that Stan had transcribed for her. She found nothing from an unidentified male client. 
 
    “Did she mention a name?” 
 
    “Um.” Debra rubbed her forehead. “She did, but I can’t remember what it was. It was a real common name.” Her eyes widened and she pulled her phone out of her purse. “She sent me a text. I was in the doctor’s office, waiting for an appointment, when she sent it.” She scrolled through the text messages. “She was so excited when she got the Painted Lady and there was a lot of interest in it. She knew if she sold it, she’d make more money than she’d ever seen at one time.” Debra kept scrolling up through her messages. “She was telling me about all the people who wanted to see it – a young couple from Google and some other people who wanted it for a second home. A seven million dollar second home. She couldn’t get over that and then…oh God.” 
 
    Peyton sat forward. “What?” 
 
    Debra looked up and met Peyton’s gaze. “She sent me the text just the day before she died.” 
 
    “The text about the man who said he’d pay cash for the house?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Debra looked back at her phone. “His name was Harold Truman.” 
 
    Peyton wrote it down, but she knew there was nothing in the messages about Harold Truman. Maybe he was on the contacts list. She rifled through the papers and pulled up Darla’s client list, scanning down it with her finger. Tanner, Thompson, Turner. No Truman. Something niggled in the back of her mind and she tried to pull the thought to the foreground. Something bothered her about the name, something triggered an idea, but it was just out of reach. 
 
    “Hey,” came a voice and Peyton looked up into Marco’s blue eyes. The thought slipped away. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, glancing down at the bags he held in his hand. She could already smell the bacon. “This is Debra Lawrence, Darla’s sister, and this is my partner Inspector D’Angelo.” 
 
    They shook hands, then Marco motioned toward the break room. “I’ll just go stash this in there,” he said, lifting the bags. 
 
    “I’ll be right in,” Peyton answered, then looked back at Debra. “He brought us breakfast.” 
 
    Debra nodded, shifting in her chair to watch Marco as he walked to the break room. Once he disappeared, she looked back at Peyton, her eyes widening. “That’s your partner? You get to look at that all day, everyday?” 
 
    “Yep.” She knew exactly what Debra meant. Marco had that effect on women. 
 
    “You are one lucky lady,” she told Peyton, fanning herself. 
 
    “Yep,” Peyton said and smiled. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton saw Debra out and promised her she’d let her know as soon as they got any leads. Something was tickling the back of Peyton’s mind as she made her way into the break room to have breakfast with Marco. 
 
    He pushed a take-out box toward her. “It’s getting cold.” 
 
    She sat down and opened the lid, then reached over and grabbed a plastic fork from the cup they kept in the center of the table. He’d gotten her an omelet with bacon and avocado. She felt a little flush of pleasure at the sight of it. They made do with bagels or toast and coffee most of the time, but today, he’d insisted they needed more sustenance. He shoved a coffee cup over to her and Peyton lifted it, taking a sip. Mocha. Another shiver of pleasure raced through her. He knew her so well. 
 
    “Debra Lawrence thought you were hot.” 
 
    He made a non-committal grunt. He heard it so often, it didn’t register with him. “She give you anything?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Peyton cut into the omelet. “She said Darla texted her about a guy who wanted to see the Painted Lady. Darla thought it was strange because he wanted to pay in cash.” 
 
    “So? Some people have that kinda dough. I mean, it’s not people you or I know, but some people have it.” 
 
    “Seven million, Marco? Seven million?” 
 
    “Maybe he was one of those bubblegum millionaires, Brooks.” 
 
    “He’d be a bubblegum sevenaire, D’Angelo.” 
 
    Marco held up a hand and went back to eating. 
 
    “The thing is this Harold Truman wasn’t on the client list and Stan didn’t transcribe a message from him. How did he contact Darla?” 
 
    “Maybe he contacted her through January.” 
 
    “Could be or maybe Stan missed a message?” 
 
    “Not likely.” 
 
    “Maybe I missed a file on Darla’s computer. We should have just confiscated the entire thing.” 
 
    Marco lifted his own coffee and drank, tossing his fork into the empty container. “Okay, so you wanna go back out to Stevens’ office.” 
 
    “I think we need to split forces. You go back to Stevens’ office and charm the pants off January. See if she took any messages for Darla and get the laptop.” 
 
    “And what are you going to do?” he asked. 
 
    “Charm Stan. See if I can find out if there were messages he and Maria didn’t transcribe.” 
 
    “You’re going to call Stan’s tech savvy into question?” 
 
    She sighed, reaching for her mocha. “Yeah.” 
 
    Marco laughed. “Man, I don’t wanna be you, Brooks.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton slipped out to the coffee shop across the street and bought Stan a pastry, which she intended to use as a peace offering. She wasn’t sure what he liked, but she figured everyone liked cinnamon rolls, right? She sure did. 
 
    Carrying it back in its plastic container, she entered the precinct, hoping Maria wasn’t at her desk. 
 
    She was. 
 
    “My God, Brooks, are you kidding me?” she scolded when she saw what Peyton carried. 
 
    “It’s not for me,” she said, then cursed herself for being baited into defending herself. If she wanted to eat all the cinnamon rolls in the City, she would. “Besides, it’s none of your business.” 
 
    “Brooks!” came Defino’s voice from inside her office. 
 
    Peyton closed her eyes. Whenever she heard that tone, she felt like a little girl being reprimanded by her teacher. She walked to the door and poked her head inside. “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “What’s going on with the case?” Defino’s office was dark and oppressive as usual. Peyton slid into the chair, holding the pastry on her lap. 
 
    “We’ve checked the alibi of every suspect and they’ve all checked out.” 
 
    Defino squinted at her, forcing Peyton to play with a hanging piece of plastic on the edge of the pastry container. It made a satisfying twang noise, so she continued. “Doesn’t that mean we have no suspects?” said Defino levelly. 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “Brooks!” 
 
    Peyton twanged the plastic a little harder and a piece shot off, landing on the floor. Her attention focused on it, but she knew better than to lean over to pick it up again. “We’re working another angle, Captain. Marco went back out to Darla’s office to confiscate her computer.” 
 
    “Why didn’t we do that from the start?” 
 
    “I thought I got everything we needed off it. Anyway, this will give him another opportunity to talk to the receptionist.” 
 
    “And what are you doing?” 
 
    “Well, I’m about to run down a lead with Stan.” She held up the pastry. “I’m bringing him something to get his brain firing.” 
 
    Defino eyed the box. “You going to insult his work is what you’re going to do and you think that’s gonna to smooth things over?” 
 
    Peyton scraped her teeth along her bottom lip. Nope. She should have gone to the comic book store. She was slipping. This was the peace offering people brought her, not Stan. “It’s all I’ve got.” 
 
    Before Defino could respond, Nathan Cho and Bill Simons stepped into her office. 
 
    “You wanted to see us, Captain,” said Cho. 
 
    Nathan Cho and Bill Simons were the senior detectives in the precinct. Nate Cho didn’t top five six, but he was wiry and smart, and there was something about him that made people take notice, despite his lack of size. Bill Simons was his polar opposite – barrel chested, ham-fisted, and six feet of solid mass. Peyton admired both of them and right now, she was grateful for this interruption. 
 
    “Take a seat, gentlemen,” said Defino, giving Peyton a pointed stare. 
 
    Peyton scrambled out of the chair and stepped between the two of them. “I’ll just get back to work.” 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” said Simons, patting her on the top of the head like she was a puppy. Peyton would never challenge him because he was built like a house. Besides, she liked Bill Simons. Cho, on the other hand, scared her a little. 
 
    “Sorry, Brooks,” said Cho. “We can come back.” 
 
    Peyton backed toward the door. “No, not at all. I’ve got plenty to do.” She stepped outside, closing the door behind her. 
 
    Maria tsked. “You better get something on this case, Brooks, or she’s gonna hand it over to them.” 
 
    Peyton started to say something, then thought better of it and hurried off to Stan’s lair. Stan was messing on his computers, swiveling back and forth between his many monitors when she arrived. She set the pastry down on the table and pushed it over to him. 
 
    He stopped in mid-swivel and stared at it, then lifted his eyes to hers. A smile burst across his face. “Peyton, hi!” 
 
    “Hi, Stan.” 
 
    “Is this for me?” 
 
    “Yep,” she said. “Actually, I’m gonna be honest, it’s a peace offering.” 
 
    “A peace offering? Why?” 
 
    She leaned against the door jamb. “Could you have missed any messages on Darla’s phone?” 
 
    His face immediately darkened. 
 
    Peyton held up a hand. “I know. I know, Stan. It’s just Darla’s sister said Darla got a strange call from a man who was interested in the Painted Lady. I didn’t find any messages in the ones you transcribed that were from a man, except her boyfriend and her ex-husband.” 
 
    “There were the deleted messages, but those were all from clients who wanted to schedule a time to meet with her.” 
 
    “Deleted messages? How could you hear deleted messages?” 
 
    Stan reached for his own cell phone. “Most people don’t know this, but if you scroll down in your voice messages, there’s a delete file. When you delete your messages, they go into this file for a few days before they’re permanently deleted from your phone. That way, if you made a mistake, you can still find them.” He showed Peyton on the phone. 
 
    Peyton’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know that was there.” 
 
    “Yeah, most people forget about it, or never knew it existed in the first place.” 
 
    “And you went through those messages?” 
 
    “Yeah, I have them saved on my computer too, but there wasn’t anything in them, Peyton. It was just people interested in one house or another that she was selling.” 
 
    “What about one from a Harold Truman?” 
 
    Stan frowned. “Definitely don’t remember that.” 
 
    “What about a man who said he wanted to pay cash?” 
 
    That got a response. Stan reared away from her. “As a matter of fact,” he said, wheeling over to a computer and grabbing the mouse. He clicked away for a few minutes, then he looked up at her. “Listen to this.” He punched a button on the keyboard and a man’s voice filled the small room. “Ms. Stevens, I got your number from an ad in the Home section of the Examiner. You recently sold a condo in Gramercy Towers for 1.5 mil. I’m looking for a single family home because I need a garage. I collect vintage cars and I like to work on them, so I need a property that can handle my hobby. You should know, Ms. Stevens, that I’ll be paying in cash. I just recently got an inheritance, a significant inheritance, and I’m looking to make a purchase sooner rather than later. I’ll text you my number. Please call.” 
 
    Peyton felt a shiver race over her. “Can you get the number off that message?” 
 
    “Yeah, I have it.” 
 
    Peyton grabbed her phone out of her pocket. “Give me the number.” 
 
    Stan rattled it off and Peyton punched it into her phone. The call rang a few times, then a recording came on the line. “This number is no longer in service. Please check the number and try again.” 
 
    Peyton lowered the phone. “It’s not in service anymore.” 
 
    “It’s probably a burner cell.” 
 
    “Can you figure out who bought it?” 
 
    “I’ll reverse the phone number and see.” He messed with the computer some more. “It was bought at a Best Buy in San Bruno at the mall.” 
 
    “I need to know who bought that phone, Stan.” 
 
    He picked up the phone next to his computer. “Give me some time, Peyton. I’ll try to get them to release that information, but I’ll need a warrant.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “Good work, Stan.” 
 
    He beamed at her. “I’m sorry I didn’t bring those to you as well. I just didn’t think it had any bearing on the case.” 
 
    “You never know what might. That’s why we keep pushing,” she said. “Let me know as soon as you get anything on the burner cell.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    She walked back to her desk and slumped into the chair. Now what? She wasn’t good at waiting. She needed to be doing something. She wrote Harold Truman’s name on her notepad a few times, staring at it. That same itch kept niggling at the back of her mind, but she couldn’t pin it down. There was something about the name. Harold Truman. Something familiar. 
 
    She thought about what Debra had said, how she worried for Darla when she went to show people houses, how she often showed them houses at night. It seemed like the perfect setup for anyone wanting to attack a woman. A lot of these realtors were women. How did they protect themselves? 
 
    She swiveled her chair back and forth, staring at the name. What if Darla wasn’t his first kill? What if he’d killed before? Except she didn’t remember hearing about women being killed showing houses. They’d know about that. They got information about all the homicides in the City. 
 
    Peyton’s eyes widened. But what if he hadn’t killed anyone else? What if Darla was his first, but what if he’d attacked other women? Maybe they’d gotten away? Maybe they’d fought him off? Her precinct wouldn’t hear about those cases because they didn’t result in death. 
 
    She grabbed her mouse and pulled up the police database, then clicked the search engine. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco set the laptop down in front of Peyton. “January said no one called her about a cash sale. I ran into Gerald and he said cash buys are rare. They’d have remembered anyone calling to make a cash purchase.” 
 
    Peyton looked up from her search and blinked at him. She’d been so preoccupied the last few hours, she hadn’t heard him approach. “Okay.” She scribbled a name down on her growing list. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Swiveling in her chair, she pointed at the screen. “So, Debra mentioned that she worried about Darla when she went out to show a client a house because she was usually alone and sometimes weird people showed up. She also went out at all hours and sometimes put these people in her car.” 
 
    Marco took a seat in the chair she’d brought over for Debra that morning. “Okay?” 
 
    “So I thought about the fact that the killer took a souvenir from Darla’s murder.” 
 
    “The scarf?” 
 
    “Right. Either that points to a serial killer or a killer who’s escalating.” 
 
    “I’m with you.” 
 
    “But we’ve heard of no other murders with this MO. So I thought, what if he hasn’t murdered before? What if he’s just attacked women?” 
 
    “We wouldn’t hear about those unless we knew to look for them.” 
 
    Peyton pointed her pen at him. “Exactly. So I did a search on attacks in homes that are on the market.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I found nothing.” 
 
    Marco huffed in frustration and rubbed the back of his neck. “This case is…” 
 
    “Hold on.” She gave him a cunning smile. “That doesn’t mean there aren’t reports.” 
 
    His eyes swung back to her. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that nine times over the last two years, female realtors have reported a man asking to see a house they’ve had on the market. He contacts them by phone, arranges to meet them at the house, and each time these women have gotten a strange vibe from the guy, like something was off. One woman said he got so close to her, she grabbed her pepper spray. Another said he smelt her hair. And another said she was sure he’d reached out and petted her from behind.” 
 
    Marco made a disturbed face. “What happened with these complaints?” 
 
    “Nothing. Each of them admitted he hadn’t hurt them. Even the one who felt like he’d petted her couldn’t be sure he’d actually touched her. The cops had nothing to charge him with, nothing to bring him in on for questioning.” 
 
    “It’s not illegal to be creepy, I guess.” 
 
    “Right, but it gets better. Each woman said he originally got them out to the house because…” 
 
    “He said he’d pay in cash.” 
 
    “Bingo.” 
 
    “Well, let’s go bring Creepy McMillion in.” 
 
    “That’s the problem. I can’t get an ID for this guy.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She picked up her pad. “He uses different names all the time. Bill McKinley. Andy Johnson. Jim Monroe. Johnny Tyler. Jim Buchanan. Ben Harrison. Frank Pierce.” 
 
    Marco’s eyes widened. “Hold on. Let me see that.” 
 
    She passed the list over to him. 
 
    “What was the name he used on Darla?” 
 
    “Um…” She nodded at the notebook. “It’s on the other page.” 
 
    He flipped back a page. “Harold Truman.” He grabbed her pen and wrote it at the bottom of her list, then he studied the list for a moment. Finally, he went to the first name and crossed off Bill, writing William over it. Then Andy became Andrew and Jim became James. 
 
    Peyton’s eyes widened and everything fell into place. “How the hell did you figure that out?” 
 
    “Do you remember when we were looking at Darla’s client list in her office? You laughed at a name. Something’s been bothering me about that name since you said it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t remember the name…” Her thoughts clicked into place. “Tom Jefferson. Thomas freakin’ Jefferson. They’re all presidents.” 
 
    “They’re all presidents,” he repeated. 
 
    Peyton tapped her index finger on the notepad. “This bastard is using aliases to get into these open houses.” 
 
    “He’s escalating, Brooks. Now that he’s killed, he’s not going back to sniffing hair.” 
 
    Peyton shivered. “We need to warn every real estate office in the City, Marco. And we need to call all of these women who filed a report.” 
 
    “Do you know how many real estate offices there are in this City, Brooks?” 
 
    Peyton closed her eyes. They were so not going home tonight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Stevens, this is Angelica Nunes. I just wanted to call you and thank you for your help getting my mother’s house sold. You worked so tirelessly for us and it is so much appreciated. I just picked up the check and it’s larger than my family expected. You took less commission than you were supposed to. I’m so grateful for everything you did. Mama will be able to afford her care now and that has taken a huge weight off her shoulders. There is nothing I can do to repay your kindness. Bless you! 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Maria laid the stack of papers in front of Peyton. She glanced at them, then up at the entire precinct assembled in the conference room. Sitting next to her, Defino motioned with her hand. “Let’s get this circus on the road,” she muttered. 
 
    Peyton cleared her throat and rolled the dry erase marker over in her hand. “Okay. Thank you all for coming in early this morning.” 
 
    She had their attention. Marco gave her an encouraging nod. She couldn’t believe how much she relied on that single gesture, but she did. 
 
    “Last night, Marco and I compiled a list of all the real estate offices, agencies, and single realtors in the San Francisco city limits. We also tracked down contact information for the nine women who have filed a report about our suspect. We need to warn each real estate agency about our perp and we need to interview the nine women. We’ve divided the tasks, so we can get this done as fast as possible. We’re working against the clock.” She hesitated and glanced back at the white board with their notes on it. “We think Darla Stevens is his first murder, but it won’t be his last. I can’t stress this enough. This guy is escalating and I’m afraid someone else is going to wind up dead if we don’t get out ahead of this.” 
 
    They were nodding, even Holmes and Bob Anderson. 
 
    She picked up the first set of papers. “Cho and Simons, you’ll help D’Angelo and me contact the nine women who filed a complaint. Try to get as much information out of them as you can regarding the encounter. We especially need a description of the perp. This guy goes by aliases. So far, it seems like they’re all past presidents’ names, but try to find out if he let anything else slip.” 
 
    “Got it,” said Simons. 
 
    “The rest of you will take part of the realtor list. Contact the office and warn them about our concerns. Tell them if anyone at all contacts them about wanting to buy a house with cash or gives them a past president’s name to contact us immediately. In fact, they should contact us if they feel concerned about a client in the least.” 
 
    Defino rose to her feet. “Okay, people, grab a list and head out. Let’s get this sick bastard today.” 
 
    Peyton began handing out the lists as people filed up to her at the front of the room. When Stan approached, he paused. “I got the warrant. I’m headed out to the electronics store to see who purchased the burner cell.” 
 
    “Great, Stan. Let me know as soon as you get anything.” 
 
    He gave her a tense smile, starting to turn away, but he turned back to face her. “We’ll get this guy, Peyton. I promise you.” 
 
    “I know, Stan. I know we will.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco dropped a sandwich on her desk. Peyton stared at it, then looked up at him, rubbing the back of her neck. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. 
 
    “Come on. Take a break. You gotta eat something.” He jerked his head toward the break room. 
 
    Peyton picked up the sandwich and followed him, sinking into the chair at the table and unwrapping his offering. He went to the fridge and pulled it open, staring inside. “What you want?” 
 
    “I’ll take a root beer if there is one.” 
 
    He grabbed two cans and walked back to the table, dropping his own sandwich on its surface and placing a can in front of her. She reached for it and popped the top, taking a sip of the bubbly liquid. Then she picked up half the sandwich and took a bite. Ham, her favorite. 
 
    He unwrapped his own sandwich. “How many complaints are left to track down?” 
 
    “Two. I think one of the women left the area. I can’t trace her phone number or her address. She just disappeared off the grid. I even went on social media trying to find her, but nothing.” 
 
    He took a bite and chewed, considering. “How are Cho and Simons doing?” 
 
    “They got through their list and went back to their case. The information’s pretty much the same across the board. The guy called, gave them an alias, asked to see whatever house they were representing, offered to pay cash.” 
 
    He nodded. “Then they met him at the house.” 
 
    “Yeah, he showed up at the listing some way. None of them remember a car, so no license plate number, not even a partial. Then he walked around the house, not really asking many questions, gave some comment about wanting to see the garage. A couple of the women said he got really aggressive about the garage thing, and that’s what triggered a warning in them.” 
 
    “What do you mean, aggressive?” 
 
    “Demanding to see it. At least two of the women broke off the tour at that point. They both said they just had a really bad vibe off him.” 
 
    “What about a description?” 
 
    “Five seven, five eight. Stocky. Maybe 250, 300 lbs. Brown, wavy hair. Some said he was clean-shaven, others that he had a five o’clock shadow.” 
 
    “So, your basic every man,” said Marco, reaching for his soda. 
 
    “Yep. They didn’t remember any distinguishing scars, tattoos, piercings. He wore jeans and a t-shirt. No glasses or physical deformities.” 
 
    Stan walked through the door, his expression troubled. 
 
    “Hey, Stan,” said Peyton, setting down her sandwich. 
 
    He stopped by the table, shifting weight from foot to foot. “Hey, Peyton.” 
 
    Peyton could tell just by his demeanor that he didn’t have good news for her. “They don’t know who bought the phone, do they?” 
 
    “Nope. He paid cash.” 
 
    “Do we even know when he bought the phone?” 
 
    Stan nodded. “Two weeks before Darla’s death.” 
 
    She pushed the half-eaten sandwich away. “It’s like this guy’s a ghost.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Peyton,” said Stan miserably. “I’ll go back through Darla’s laptop and see if I can find anything. Maybe I missed something like I missed the call.” 
 
    Peyton reached over and laid her hand on his forearm. “You didn’t miss anything, Stan. You never do. We’re just up against a guy who has planned all of this down to the minute, but he’ll mess up. That much I know. He’ll mess up and we’ll get him.” 
 
    Stan gave her a worried smile. “But before he kills again?” 
 
    Peyton released him and shrugged. “That’s the seven million dollar question.” 
 
    He stared at the ground, his shoulders slumping, then he turned for the door. “I’ll let you know the minute I get something more,” he muttered as he walked from the room. 
 
    Peyton braced her forehead with her hand. 
 
    “God, that poor bastard has it bad,” said Marco, chuckling. 
 
    Peyton looked up at him. “What?” 
 
    “Seriously, Brooks. The poor damn fool’s half in love with you.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Marco shook his head in amusement, continuing to eat. “Stan. He’s nuts about you.” 
 
    Peyton looked away. She didn’t want to talk about this with Marco. “What now, Marco? What do we do about this case?” 
 
    He finished off his sandwich and then downed the rest of his soda. “We wait, Brooks. That’s what we do. That’s what we always do.” He nodded at her lunch. “Eat some more, then let’s go back to the conference room and review all of our notes. Maybe something will jump out at us.” 
 
    Peyton stared at her sandwich, but her appetite was gone. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton laid her head on her arms, closing her eyes. Her brain was mush, she was so tired. They’d compiled the list of realtors until late last night and then they’d come in early to meet with the rest of the precinct. After they’d made their calls to the nine women who filed complaints, she and Marco had been reviewing notes all afternoon. Dinner had come and gone, and still they had nothing. 
 
    She’d drifted into a half-doze when Marco touched her shoulder. “Come on, Brooks. I’ll take you home.” 
 
    She blinked her eyes a few times to clear them. “No, we need to keep going.” 
 
    “Nothing’s going to pop with what we’ve got. You need sleep. Come on. We’ll get back at it tomorrow.” 
 
    She sat up, realizing she had a crick in her neck from the way she’d been lying. She rolled her shoulders and yawned. God, she was so tired. 
 
    He was right. They both needed sleep, then they could hit the case fresh in the morning. After a certain point, they just weren’t going to gain any ground until they had time to re-energize. 
 
    “Fine, but you pick me up by 6:00 tomorrow. And I want another mocha.” 
 
    Marco chuckled. “You got it.” 
 
    As she pushed herself to her feet, Maria stepped into the room. “There’s a woman at the counter. She’s asking to talk to both of you.” 
 
    Peyton got an adrenaline kick, her eyes whipping to Marco’s face. He gave her a nod, then they walked to the door. The woman waiting on the other side of the counter was in her early thirties, a redhead, pretty, with big green eyes and a curvy figure. She wore a black pencil skirt and a white silk blouse with a red scarf tied around her throat. 
 
    Peyton approached the counter, holding out her hand. “I’m Inspector Brooks and this is my partner Inspector D’Angelo.” 
 
    Marco shook hands with her as well. 
 
    “I’m Cathy Anders.” She glanced at a slip of paper in her hand. “My broker told me a Bob Anderson called our office this morning.” 
 
    “Right. He’s our CSI,” said Peyton. 
 
    Cathy nodded. “He gave my boss a warning about a suspect.” 
 
    “Right.” Peyton reached for the half-door and opened it. “Come in and we’ll talk.” 
 
    Cathy moved through the door. 
 
    Peyton motioned to the conference room. “Can we get you something to drink?” 
 
    “No thank you,” Cathy said, entering the room. 
 
    Peyton hesitated by Maria’s desk. “Tell the captain to come in, will you?” 
 
    Maria gave a nod, her eyes following the woman, then she reached for her phone. 
 
    Peyton and Marco entered the conference room and took seats across from Cathy. Peyton took out her notepad and reached for the pen in the center of the table. “Cathy, is it okay if I take notes while we talk?” 
 
    “Sure.” Cathy glanced up as Captain Defino stepped into the room. 
 
    The captain offered her hand to Cathy and they shook. “I’m Katherine Defino,” she said, releasing her. “I’m the captain in this precinct.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Same. Thank you for coming in.” She sat down on the other side of Cathy. 
 
    Peyton waited for Defino to indicate she could continue, then she gave Cathy a reassuring smile. “So you heard about our suspect this morning?” 
 
    “No, I heard about it just an hour ago. I was busy running an open house all day.” 
 
    “I see.” Peyton made a note. “Something about the message must have rang a bell for you.” 
 
    Cathy nodded. “It did.” She jiggled her foot under the table. “I got a message just like the one your guy, Bob Anderson, warned us about.” 
 
    “Today?” 
 
    “No, a week ago.” She covered her mouth for a moment and her hand shook. 
 
    Peyton touched the hand that lay on the table. “Take your time, Cathy.” 
 
    “It’s just that that could have been me. The woman who was killed. Darcy or something.” 
 
    “Darla?” said Peyton. 
 
    “Right, that could have been me.” 
 
    “Okay. Take a deep breath.” She looked at her partner. “Can you ask Maria to bring her some water?” 
 
    Marco rose and went to the door. Cathy closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths, trying to calm herself. When Marco returned and sat down, Peyton patted Cathy’s hand again. 
 
    “I’m going to ask you questions. Just answer to the best of your ability, then if you remember something I didn’t ask, you can add it to your statement. Does that sound okay?” 
 
    Cathy nodded, opening her eyes. 
 
    “A week ago, a man called you about a listing you have?” 
 
    She nodded again. 
 
    “What name did he give you?” 
 
    “Zach Taylor.” 
 
    Peyton wrote it on her pad, then crossed off Zach and wrote Zachary. She showed it to Marco and he gave a chin jerk. “What property was he interested in?” 
 
    “A house in Bernal Heights, on Roscoe. Four bedroom on a large lot. Listed at two million.” 
 
    “Did you arrange a showing for him?” 
 
    “I did. That’s the thing. I was going to meet him just a week ago. He called and said he was interested in the house. He saw it had a single car garage, but it was on a large lot and he wanted to see if he could extend the garage.” 
 
    Peyton made a note. The damn garage again. What was this guy’s obsession with garages? “Did he tell you anything else?” 
 
    Maria entered and set a glass of water on the table before Cathy. Cathy looked up at her as she reached for the glass. “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    “No problem,” answered Maria, walking to the door and disappearing on the other side. 
 
    Cathy took a drink, then set the glass down again. She wasn’t shaking as badly as she had been. “He said he’d pay in cash. Cash? Two million dollars? I thought I’d hit the lottery. That never happens.” 
 
    “That’s what I gather. It’s a good way to make sure no one asks many questions.” 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    “So you didn’t meet with him though?” 
 
    Cathy gave a little laugh. It wasn’t a happy sound. “I got sick. Stomach flu or food poisoning. Puking my guts up.” She stopped herself and gave Marco a wide eyed look, her cheeks heating with embarrassment. 
 
    He flashed her his most charming Marco-smile and shrugged. “Happens to the best of us,” he said and she laughed, relaxing a little more. 
 
    “Anyway, I called and canceled, then we got an offer on the house and the owner wanted to take it, so I called and left a message, telling him I could look for another house.” She ran a finger down the outside of the glass and bit her bottom lip. “He never returned my call.” 
 
    “Do you still have the number he gave you, Cathy?” Peyton asked. 
 
    “I moved it to my contacts.” She dug her phone out of a small handbag she had slung over her shoulder. She pulled up the contact and slid the phone over to Peyton. 
 
    Peyton wrote the number down, then searched back through the folder to find the number that the suspect had given Darla, the one that had been disconnected. 
 
    “I could have been Darla. I could have wound up dead.” 
 
    “But you didn’t,” said Defino, leaning forward. “And you’ve given us our first real lead in this case.” 
 
    Peyton found the disconnected number and compared it to the one Cathy gave them. She looked up at Defino. “It’s a different number.” 
 
    Defino sat still for a moment, then she pushed back her chair. “Will you excuse us for a moment, Ms. Anders?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Cathy, glancing between the three of them. 
 
    Defino motioned Peyton and Marco to follow her, then rose and left the room. Peyton smiled at Cathy. “We’ll be right back.” 
 
    Cathy nodded. 
 
    Peyton grabbed the case folder and her notepad, then she and Marco followed Defino over to her office. Defino was already sitting in her desk chair, but she motioned for Marco to shut the door. 
 
    Peyton waited until he did so, but she didn’t bother to take a seat. As soon as the door clicked into place, she placed the folder on the captain’s desk. 
 
    “This number might not be disconnected. I’ll bet he has an entire fleet of burner cells he uses to contact these women. Once he killed Darla, he disconnected the phone so we wouldn’t be able to trace it back to him in any way, but this one might be operational.” 
 
    “What exactly are you thinking, Brooks? I can see the wheels turning in that curly head of yours,” said Defino with an edge to her voice. 
 
    “We set up a sting.” 
 
    She felt the weight of Marco’s eyes on her. “Hold on a minute.” 
 
    She held up a hand to stop him. “Just hear me out. We get Cathy to call him and arrange a meeting.” 
 
    “He didn’t return her last call.” 
 
    “But we offer him a property that has a large garage. He’s got some weird obsession with garages. We arranged a showing for him and once he shows up, we see what he does. Worse case scenario, he does nothing and we ask him to come to the precinct for questioning. At least we’ll have an actual identification and hopefully, an address. Then we can get warrants to search his home.” 
 
    “You’re not sending that woman in to meet with him,” said Marco, facing her. 
 
    Defino tapped her fingers on her clear glass desk. “Nope, she’s not. You’re planning to go in for her, aren’t you, Brooks?” 
 
    “It makes sense, Captain. I’ll pretend I’m Cathy’s assistant and meet him at the house. Maybe I can get him talking. You can have me wired up.” 
 
    “He strangled a woman to death,” Marco growled. 
 
    “Which is why the entire precinct will be outside of the house waiting to crash the party,” said Peyton reasonably. 
 
    “How about inside the house?” countered Marco. 
 
    “I need to get him talking. We need to get him to make a move, something to give us probable cause to bring him in. Part of this will be showing him an actual house. How am I going to explain my six foot four partner lurking in a closet?” She laid a hand on his crossed arms. “I can handle myself, Marco. At least I can until you can get inside. And I’ll be in constant communication. You’ll hear everything that goes down.” 
 
    Marco turned to Defino. “Captain, this is too dangerous.” 
 
    Defino considered, squinting at the two of them. “We don’t have anything else, D’Angelo, and Brooks is right. Now that this guy’s killed, he’s getting ready to open up on the entire City. I can’t let that happened.” 
 
    Marco’s jaw clenched, but he didn’t argue anymore. 
 
    Defino studied Peyton closely. “You’re gonna have to look the part. You can’t go in there wearing a leather jacket and combat boots.” 
 
    Peyton made a face. “Then Maria’s gonna have to help me.” 
 
    Defino laughed. “Oh, she’s gonna love that.” 
 
    “First we’ve got to see if we have a live number. We may be back to square one with this guy if he disconnects the phones after every call.” 
 
    “And we’ve got to get Cathy to call him. She’ll have to stay here until we see if he calls back. She may not want to put in this much time. You’re gonna have to get her cooperation, Brooks.” 
 
    “I think I can, Captain. She was spooked by what almost happened. I think I can convince her to help me.” 
 
    “Go talk to her and I’ll make a call to our new ADA. I wanna make sure we’ve got all the legal loopholes closed before we try something this risky.” 
 
    As she reached for the phone on her desk, Peyton and Marco stepped out into the precinct. Peyton started to walk toward the conference room, but Marco grabbed her arm, spinning her around to face him. 
 
    “You’re not thinking this through all the way, Brooks,” he said. “He’s killed a woman and you yourself believe he’ll kill again.” 
 
    She covered his fingers where they gripped her arm. “I know that, Marco.” 
 
    “And you’re gonna put yourself right in his path?” 
 
    “With you just outside the house. I’ll be fine. I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “You keep saying that, but Darla Stevens was a lot bigger than you are and she wound up dead.” 
 
    “Darla Stevens clearly didn’t know self-defense. And she didn’t have backup. The entire precinct will be there with guns.” 
 
    “I don’t like this. There’s gotta be another way. We’ll have Stan do a reverse search on the phone number Cathy has and…” 
 
    “And what? We know he paid in cash for Darla’s phone. He’s planned this all out, Marco. The most evidence we have is a partial print on Darla’s steering wheel. He uses burner cells and different aliases all the time. We’ve got a description of an everyman, Marco, an everyman. We have shit and Darla’s still dead. This is our only chance and you know it. We’ve got to try to catch the guy in the act or at least get enough information for probable cause.” She tightened her hold on him. “I don’t want another death on my conscience, D’Angelo. Do you?” 
 
    Marco looked away, his jaw clenching. “That’s low, Brooks, and you know it.” 
 
    “I know the cavalry will be waiting outside and that’s all that matters. Besides, we don’t even know if the phone will work or not.” 
 
    “It’ll work,” groused Marco. “It’ll freaking work.” 
 
    Peyton backed away from him, ignoring Maria, and headed for the conference room. Cathy glanced up as she entered, her expression pained. 
 
    Peyton placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder and gave her a smile. “Cathy?” 
 
    “Yes?” she asked, looking worried. 
 
    “I need you to make a call.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Stevens, this is Nora Edwards at the Bay Area Crisis Center. I just wanted to personally call you and thank you for the scholarship you set up. It has meant so much to so many of the women here. Two of our women are starting classes in the fall. You made that possible. Both of them remarked that the future has never looked brighter. That said, I was wondering if you’d be available to come in and give a talk. I mean who better to inspire our women than a woman as successful as you’ve become. Please call me back, so we can work something out. I’m so excited to have you come speak. I just can’t wait to see the women’s faces. Okay, well, talk to you soon. Bye. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The phone rang. Cathy’s eyes snapped to Peyton’s, the color leaching from her face. 
 
    Peyton touched her hand. “Just say exactly what we practiced,” Peyton told her. “It’s gonna be all right.” 
 
    Cathy picked up the phone and thumbed it on. “Hello?” she said, then she listened for a moment. “Yes, this is Cathy Anders. Right, Mr. Taylor, thank you for calling me back.” She reached for her water and took a sip. “Yes, yes, that’s right. I have a single family home on Newman Street in Bernal Heights. It’s four bedroom, five baths. Right. Right. It’s 1.9 million, but the sellers are motivated, so we might make a deal.” She listened some more. They’d spent a long time discussing how to approach this, how important it was to stay natural, normal, even though Cathy was scared to death. “Wait. I thought you were in the market for a house?” 
 
    Peyton held up a hand, motioning for Cathy to go easy. Marco shifted restlessly behind her. If they lost him now, she didn’t know when they’d get another chance. 
 
    “Right. I know the last house got sold before you got a chance to look at it, but you’re the first person I’ve called about this property.” 
 
    Peyton gave her a thumbs up. 
 
    “That’s right, Mr. Taylor, you’re the first one I’ve called. I feel bad about what happened the last time, so I’m holding off on scheduling any showings until you’ve had a chance to see it.” She listened, chewing on the edge of her thumbnail in her agitation. “Yes, it does. In fact, it’s one of the rare San Francisco properties that has a two-car garage. You know how rare that is.” 
 
    Peyton shot a look at Marco. What was with the garage? 
 
    Marco shrugged. 
 
    Cathy waited some more, then she closed her eyes briefly. “Yes, of course, I’d be happy to show it to you. Will tomorrow work? The owners will be out of the house around noon, so I could pick you up…” Cathy paused. Her eyes rose and fixed on Peyton’s. “Sure, sure we can meet there. Does noon work for you?” Cathy nodded. “Yes, yes, that’s perfect. Noon it is. Do you have a pen handy to take down the address?” She waited, then rattled off the street address for the house where they’d decided to stage the sting. “Yes, that’s right. Okay, good, I’ll see you at noon tomorrow.” 
 
    Disconnecting the call, she stared at Peyton without speaking for a moment. Peyton patted her hand. “You did good, Cathy. You did real good.” She picked up her own phone and sent off a text to Frank Smith. He was waiting to escort Cathy home as soon as they heard from their perp. “We really appreciate what you’ve done for us.” 
 
    “Will you let me know how it goes tomorrow? I really want to know if this guy is off the street.” 
 
    “Someone will let you know. I promise you.” 
 
    Cathy gave Peyton an intense stare. “You will be careful, won’t you? You don’t know how unpredictable this guy might be.” 
 
    Peyton gave her a smile. “I’ll be fine.” She glanced over her shoulder at her partner. “I’ve got a cavalry ready to ride to my rescue.” 
 
    Frank appeared in the doorway, smoothing down his moustache with a hand. “We ready to go?” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “Officer Smith is going to see you home. He’ll follow your car and then check out your house before you go inside.” She took a card out of her pocket and passed it to Cathy. “Call me if you need anything or if he contacts you again. My direct cell number is on there.” 
 
    Cathy took it, putting it in the front pocket on her purse. “I will.” She rose to her feet and Peyton rose with her. Reaching out, she took Peyton’s hand. “Watch yourself, Inspector Brooks. Don’t let this bastard hurt anyone else.” 
 
    Peyton squeezed her fingers. “I won’t, Cathy. That I promise.” 
 
    Cathy nodded, then turned and walked from the room, followed closely by Frank Smith. Peyton shifted to face her partner. “Now for the hard part,” she said. 
 
    “What’s harder than getting a murderer to agree to meet you for a sting?” he asked. 
 
    “Getting Maria to help me pick out an outfit,” she said. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “That’s as good as it’s gonna get,” said Maria, placing a finishing touch to Peyton’s scarf. She stepped back and gave her a critical once-over. The entire precinct was assembled in the front of the building, all except Marco. He was fussing around his desk. Peyton was pretty sure his absence was to show her he didn’t approve of what she was doing. 
 
    Peyton looked beyond Maria to Defino. The captain leaned on her office door, her arms crossed over her chest. “Can you see the wires, Maria?” 
 
    Maria put her hands on her hips and tilted her head. “No, Captain, the wires aren’t showing.” She grabbed the purse off her desk and rummaged inside. “You need lipstick.” 
 
    Peyton had found the tan skirt and jacket in the back of her closet. She honestly didn’t remember what she’d ever bought it for, but she had it and it still seemed in style. Maria supplied a light pink blouse (a color Peyton would never choose) and a floral scarf. Peyton had no idea how to tie the scarf, so Maria had done the complicated draping. Add a pair of six inch tan pumps and she felt so unlike herself, she might be able to fool her own mother. 
 
    Maria grabbed her chin and smeared lipstick on her lips. “Go like this,” she said, smacking her lips together. Peyton tried her best, but she felt like a fool with so many men standing around. She could see the amused expressions on their faces and she wanted to punch someone in the throat. 
 
    Handing Peyton the lipstick, she reached up and played with her loose curls, draping them over Peyton’s shoulder. “Keep the lipstick. Make sure you freshen it up when you get to the house. And check your teeth.” 
 
    “Check my teeth?” 
 
    “Nothing worse than a novice wearing lipstick on her teeth. Have you never worn lipstick in your life?” 
 
    Peyton found her patience slipping. “You’re right. I always stop to check my teeth when I’m chasing down a homicidal murderer. It’s number one on the to-do list.” 
 
    She heard some snickers, but her attention shifted to Holmes as he sidled around her, giving her a funny look. “Brooks, you got legs. Who’da thunk it?” He winked at her. 
 
    Peyton nearly hurled, but she’d finally found the first person she was going to throat punch. “Bite me, Holmes.” 
 
    “Okay, wher…” His voice trailed off and his eyes went beyond her. 
 
    Peyton turned and saw Marco looming behind them, giving Holmes a death stare. Holmes retreated to a spot behind Cho and Simons. 
 
    “It’s almost 11:00,” said Defino, clapping her hands. “Everyone, move out.” 
 
    They started for the doors, but Marco caught her arm, turning her to face him. “Put this in your ear, under your hair. That way you can hear us too.” 
 
    She took the device from him and put it in her ear, then shook her head to distribute her curls. “Can you see it?” 
 
    He reached up and pulled a curl forward. “Not now.” 
 
    She nodded and turned, but he stopped her. “Don’t turn your back on this guy for a moment, Brooks.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she told him. 
 
    “We got a car from impounds for you,” said Defino, bringing her a set of keys. “D’Angelo’s right. Watch yourself.” 
 
    Peyton took the keys, rolling them over in her hand. “What did you get me?” 
 
    “Brooks!” Defino said and Peyton’s eyes snapped to her face. 
 
    “I’ll be fine, Captain. I promise.” 
 
    “Good luck,” said Defino. 
 
    Peyton saluted and walked to the half-door, pushing it open. As she crossed to the outer door, she pressed the button on the key fob and heard a chirp. A cherry red Beemer sat in the parking lot, waiting for her. She gave a little clap of excitement. Marco stopped beside her, shaking his head. 
 
    “A Beemer? Suck it, D’Angelo. This is way better than the Charger.” She started down the stairs, pressing the button to open the door. 
 
    “Nothing’s better than the Charger,” he groused. 
 
    She didn’t care. She’d never driven anything this fancy before and she was going to enjoy it. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton pulled the Beemer into the driveway of the house on Newman. It was a large A-frame, a little out of place in the neighborhood, but it did have a large enough garage to fit two cars. “I tell you, D’Angelo,” she said, “I love driving this car.” 
 
    “Don’t get used to it, Brooks,” his voice crackled in her ear. 
 
    She climbed out of the car and grabbed the purse Maria had lent her. She never carried the things. Purses were always getting women in trouble – they were always fighting to keep the damn things or they were always going back into dangerous environments to retrieve them. Better to keep all pertinent possessions on one’s self. She looked out, trying to see where Marco had parked, but the Charger wasn’t in view. 
 
    Smoothing the skirt, she shut and locked the door, then slung the purse over her shoulder. 
 
    “Go in and search the house. Make sure it’s empty. Then lock the doors. Force him to knock to get inside,” he said as she made her way up the door. He, Cho and Simons had already scoped out the location while she was getting ready with Maria. 
 
    “This isn’t my first rodeo, D’Angelo,” she said. 
 
    He didn’t respond and she knew that meant he was really worried. 
 
    She arrived at the door and found the lockbox on the handle like Cathy had told her it would be. She punched in the code and the box opened, revealing a key. She took the key out and unlocked the door, then stepped inside. 
 
    The foyer was dark, so she flipped on the lights. The two sets of stairs greeted her, one leading up and one leading down to the garage, she assumed. She locked the door and set the key on the table by the entrance, then she descended the stairs to the lower level. Except a closet, the only thing down here was a door that led to the garage. She opened it and peered around inside. A few steps down, then a huge open space with tools arranged over a workbench. 
 
    She shut the door and climbed the stairs to the foyer, then turned and climbed to the upper story. She went through the rest of the house, finding four bedrooms, each with their own bathroom (a rarity in San Francisco) and a bathroom in the hallway. The decorations were homey – a lot of floral prints, tans and browns, overstuffed furniture. The kitchen looked like a country kitchen from a house in the mid-West, not a major city on the coast – pine cabinets, wooden countertops, a farmhouse sink. 
 
    She set her purse on the counter and went to the sliders that opened on the large backyard. Everything about this house seemed out of place for the City. Two car garage, five bathrooms, and a large backyard. No wonder it went for almost two million. 
 
    “Is everything secure?” came Marco’s voice in her ear. 
 
    She smoothed her hands down her sides. She hadn’t been nervous at any point in this sting, but his constant warnings were starting to tell on her. “Everything’s secure. Is everyone in place?” 
 
    “Cho and Simons, in place.” 
 
    “Holmes, here.” 
 
    “Smith, at target location.” 
 
    “Good,” said Peyton. “Now we wait.” She tugged her phone out of her jacket pocket and glanced at it. 11:45. He wasn’t due to arrive until noon. 
 
    Going back to the counter, she took out the small mirror and the lipstick Maria had foisted on her, touching up her makeup and to her eternal embarrassment, checking her teeth. She felt like a fool. Even as a little girl she’d much rather play with her father’s cop hat than dress in a tutu. It had driven her mother crazy, but she hadn’t pushed the issue. All this froufrou stuff annoyed the hell out of Peyton. Wearing a skirt and heels was impractical. The only good thing a dress was for was going dancing, which (come to think of it) she and Abe hadn’t done in a long time. 
 
    She thought to call him and suggest it, but she knew that would make Marco mad. He could hear everything she said and if she acted like she wasn’t taking this situation seriously, he’d call it off but quick. 
 
    She wandered around, looking at the bric-a-brac the family had. There wasn’t much. She figured the realtor had made them clear a lot of it away, but it always fascinated her what things people chose to put on display. She picked up a tea container. It was a cheery blue color with the word TEA written across the front of it in black paint. The top had a metal clip to hold it in place. She popped the clip and lifted the lid off, sniffing the contents. 
 
    She wasn’t much of a tea drinker. She didn’t see the point. If you wanted caffeine, power slam it with coffee and sugar, lots of sugar. She put the lid back on and lifted the metal clip to secure it, but the clip fell off in her hand. A moment of panic shot through her and she turned the container on its side to see how the clip fit into the lid. She fumbled with it for a few moments, but she couldn’t get the clip back in place. Shit, she hoped this wasn’t an heirloom or something because she didn’t have enough money to replace an heirloom. Not on a cop’s salary. 
 
    Maybe Marco could figure it out after this was over. Except Marco wasn’t any more handy than she was. Shit. Shit. Shit. She was just going to have to tell Cathy what she’d done and hope for the best. Maybe they had a bric-a-brac repairman who could replace the clip and she wouldn’t have to pay for the entire thing. As she went to set it down, the lid fell off and the container tipped over, spilling the loose leaf onto the counter. Peyton frantically tried to sweep the tea into her hand. No wonder the damn thing had a clip. It didn’t want to stay upright. 
 
    “Just spotted a guy coming up the street from Andover,” came Cho’s voice in her ear. 
 
    She stilled. 
 
    “What kind of car?” asked Marco. 
 
    “Walking,” replied Cho. “Maybe coming from a bus stop?” 
 
    “Maybe. Describe him,” said Marco. 
 
    “About five nine, five ten, brown hair, wearing jeans and a checked button up shirt. Sneakers. Stocky build, 250, 300 pounds.” 
 
    “Carrying anything?” 
 
    “Nothing, but he’s set a brisk pace. He’s definitely headed somewhere. In fact, he’s looking at the houses, like he’s reading addresses.” 
 
    Peyton felt her heart kick up and her mouth went dry. She hurried to the sink and dumped the loose leaf into it, brushing her hands together to clean them, then she turned on the water, rinsing the tea down the drain. 
 
    “Got a visual,” came Holmes’ voice. “He’s definitely looking at the houses. You should be able to see him in about thirty seconds, D’Angelo.” 
 
    Peyton dragged her teeth across her lower lip, turning off the water. Shit. Now she probably had lipstick on her teeth. 
 
    “Yeah, I see him. Brooks, keep the door unlocked after you let him inside. Call out the rooms as you show them to him, so I have an idea of where you are.” 
 
    “Got it,” she said. 
 
    “He’s turning up the walkway now.” 
 
    Peyton drew a deep breath and released it, but she still jumped when his knock came at the door. Running her hands over her skirt again, she pushed away from the counter and walked to the stairs, descending. She could see him on the other side, peering into the house. 
 
    He looked like any guy you’d meet on the street. Nondescript features, brown hair, brown eyes, a little heavyset, but not grossly overweight. She would never have given him a second look. His hair was neatly combed, his face clean-shaven, and he wore nothing to distinguish him – no glasses, no hat, no tattoos, no piercings. 
 
    She pulled open the door, forcing a smile to her face. “Mr. Taylor, right?” She held out her hand. 
 
    He frowned at her. “You’re not Cathy Anders. I know what Cathy Anders looks like and it’s not you.” 
 
    “No, I’m her assistant. She wanted me to meet with you. She got called away on an emergency, but she didn’t want to disappoint you a second time.” 
 
    He hesitated, not crossing the threshold. Peyton knew she had a narrow window to hook him. 
 
    “It really is a lovely house, very unique in San Francisco. I don’t think I’ve ever seen one like it before.” 
 
    He leaned inside and listened. “Okay, but I’m not happy. She’s done this to me twice.” His eyes traveled over Peyton and his shoulders relaxed. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Peyton,” she said. If her smile got any wider, she was going to look manic. God, she hoped she didn’t have lipstick on her teeth. “Won’t you come inside?” 
 
    He stepped across the threshold, but he didn’t go any farther. It wasn’t a large space and she had to squeeze past him to shut the door. She made sure it wasn’t locked. Then she squeezed past him again to motion up the stairs. 
 
    “This way,” she said and boldly strode up to the top. 
 
    He followed her after a moment, looking as skittish as a deer, peering all around as he reached the landing. He didn’t say anything, but his eyes swung to her face and lowered down her body again. 
 
    “It has four bedrooms, all with their own bathrooms. How many times do you see that in San Francisco?” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “And a fifth bathroom in the hallway here. Would you like to start with the bedrooms or the kitchen?” 
 
    He shrugged again. 
 
    Peyton was quickly understanding what women meant by something being off with this guy. He held his hands at his sides and he just stared. Peyton motioned into the hallway. “Let’s start with bedrooms.” 
 
    Walking briskly down the hallway, she came to the first room and pushed open the door. Suddenly she felt him behind her, so close she could feel his breath stirring her hair. She stepped into the room and turned to face him. 
 
    “Nice size, right?” she said, too brightly. 
 
    “What perfume are you wearing?” 
 
    Peyton didn’t know how to answer him. “Um, I’m not…I’m not wearing perfume.” 
 
    He sniffed the air. 
 
    Okay, that was beyond strange. She realized she wanted out of this room more than she’d ever wanted anything. Something was just so wrong about this guy. 
 
    “I smell flowers.” He closed his eyes, sniffing again. “Roses…no.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s look at the next room.” She moved past him and hurried into the hall. 
 
    He was just a step behind, crowding into her personal space almost immediately. Peyton’s hands closed into fists. This guy was begging for an elbow in the gut. She pushed open the second room and motioned for him to go first. 
 
    “No, you,” he said. 
 
    She clenched her jaw and stepped into the room. He crowded up, right behind her. “Here’s the second bedroom,” she said loudly, so Marco could hear. 
 
    “Tell me what the flower is,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    A shiver raced up her spine. Oh, yeah, this guy gave meaning to the word creepy. “It’s probably my shampoo. Um, I can’t remember what it is.” 
 
    He didn’t answer, so she turned to face him. 
 
    “Maybe you can tell me what you’re looking for in a house.” 
 
    His eyes came into focus on her face. “Let’s see the garage.” 
 
    “The garage?” She realized it came out as a squeak. 
 
    “I want to see the garage.” 
 
    “Why don’t we finish up here first? Then we can see the garage.” 
 
    “Now!” His face twisted. 
 
    Peyton squared her shoulders. “Why? Why do you want to see the garage?” 
 
    He blinked at her a few times, as if he didn’t know what she was asking. Then he gave her a forced, weird smile. “I have a lot of cars. Vintage cars. I like to work on them. The garage is probably more important than the rest of the house.” He stepped closer to her. “Take me to see the garage.” 
 
    Peyton drew a deep breath. “Okay. It’s this way.” He didn’t move as she motioned back toward the hallway, so she went forward. She hadn’t taken many steps before he was right behind her again, nearly treading on her heels. 
 
    She turned left at the stairs and walked down to the foyer. Her eyes chanced across the door and she realized the deadbolt had been thrown. When the hell had he done that? She frantically tried to think of a way to unlock it again, but he was breathing on her shoulder, the heat of his body actually radiating into her. 
 
    She made a decision and turned to go down the next stairs. She could handle him. Besides, as soon as she got in the garage, she was hitting the garage door opener. No more messing around with this ass. 
 
    She opened the door and they stepped out into the vast room with its tools and concrete floor. “Here it is,” she said, glancing around as surreptitiously as possible to look for the garage door opener. It should be by the door to the house, but it wasn’t. 
 
    The slamming of the house door made her jump and whirl to face him. His eyes raked down her body again. He sure gave off a feeling of a rapist, but he’d murdered Darla, not raped her. Maybe he was impotent? Maybe that’s why he acted so stalkerish? 
 
    “What do you think?” She forced that too bright smile again, scanning the room for the opener. 
 
    “What shampoo do you use?” 
 
    Peyton’s eyes snapped back to him. “Mr. Taylor, I have to ask. Are you interested in the house at all?” 
 
    He moved toward her. “I like the garage. The garage is nice.” 
 
    She nodded, trying to hold her ground. 
 
    He sniffed again, closing his eyes. Peyton had an overwhelming urge to run and as she searched the room in growing panic, she spotted the opener near the garage door itself. 
 
    “How about I just open the door,” she said, starting toward it, “and get some natural light…” 
 
    She’d just passed him when she felt him whip around and reach for her. He grabbed the trailing ends of the scarf and yanked, pulling her off balance. The scarf tightened around her neck and her flailing arms accidentally dislodged the ear piece. She saw it skitter away, under the lawnmower. 
 
    Grabbing the scarf with her hands, she tried to yank it out of his hold, but he exerted downward pressure, forcing her against his chest. Then he buried his face in her hair and breathed deeply. 
 
    Peyton felt panic surge through her and she fought to loosen the scarf as it tightened, cutting off her air. She knew the door was locked, so help wasn’t coming and she didn’t have long before unconsciousness would arrive. He twisted the scarf around his hand, tightening it, and Peyton gagged. His other arm snaked around her waist, pulling her tight against his body. 
 
    Think! she commanded herself. Knowing her window of action was diminishing, she released the hold on the scarf, feeling it dig into her throat, then she reached up and clawed her fingers down his face. 
 
    He hissed and his hold lessened, so she raked his face again, then she stamped down as hard as she could with the heel of her pump on his foot. He curled forward in pain and his hand fell away from the scarf. She twisted out of his hold and ripped the scarf away, gasping in air, but she didn’t give herself time to recover. Cupping her hands, she slapped them against the sides of his head, directly over his ears. He roared and reared away from her. She didn’t stop, grabbing for a shovel hanging on the wall by the door and swinging it. She connected with his shoulder and he dropped to the garage floor, covering his head. 
 
    A moment later, the house door was wrenched open and Marco appeared, his gun in hand. Stepping between Peyton and her attacker, he pointed the gun at the man’s head. Peyton stepped back a few paces and hit the button to raise the garage door, letting Cho, Simons, Holmes and Smith inside, weapons drawn. 
 
    “Brooks, you okay?” said Simons, placing a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    She nodded, staring at the man on the ground, his arms wrapped around his head, his body curled into itself. Once he no longer had an advantage, he’d sure gone to ground in a hurry. 
 
    Marco moved away from the crowd as Holmes rolled the suspect to his stomach and took out his cuffs. Turning toward her, he replaced his gun in its holster, then reached down and took the shovel out of Peyton’s hand. She looked up at him, bracing herself for a dressing down. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    She touched her throat. She figured it was probably bruised, but he hadn’t had enough time to do any damage. “I’m fine.” 
 
    Marco’s jaw clenched. “The door was locked.” 
 
    “I know. He must have locked it after I went up the stairs. I couldn’t think of a good way to unlock it.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re all right?” 
 
    She nodded, but the shaking had started. She was afraid to speak or she might betray herself. As if he sensed her turmoil, he stepped forward and pulled her into his arms. She buried her face in his shirt, breathing in the scent of his cologne and realizing she was safe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Darla, it’s Jules. I know this is crazy. I know people would think I need help for doing this, but I just miss you so much. I just wanted to hear your voice, pretend that you’re going to get this call and call me back. God, I can’t believe you’re gone. I can’t believe I will never hear from you again. I was thinking about the cruise we took to the Bahamas. My favorite memory was sitting on the deck, sunbathing and watching the ocean. We had Mai Tais and I remember I looked over at you and I said, it doesn’t get any better than this. I just want one more moment like that with you. One more perfect spot out of time. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton stood at the window, watching Warren Harding talking to his public defender. She hadn’t been sure getting a woman to represent him was a good idea, but Angela Peterson was the only one available. 
 
    Warren Harding. 
 
    They finally had his real name and whatever record they could pull up. After his arrest, they’d taken him to the hospital to be checked out. Marco had insisted she be checked out as well, then they’d hauled him back to the precinct for questioning, where he’d promptly lawyered up. Turns out, surprise, surprise, that he didn’t have millions at his disposal, hence the public defender. 
 
    Angela Peterson was looking frustrated as she tried to discuss the situation with Warren. His choice of presidential names for his aliases made a lot more sense now. It was pretty ingenious really. No one had made the connection for a couple of years. 
 
    Defino and the hunky ADA Devan Adams strode into the observation room. Devan shook hands with Marco where he leaned against the metal table directly behind Peyton, then he laid a hand on her shoulder, turning her to face him. 
 
    “I heard you got hurt.” 
 
    She touched the bruise around her neck. She hadn’t had time to change out of the skirt and blouse, but she’d ditched the damn scarf. Another reason why she’d never dress froufrou, it gave perps something to strangle you with. Except Devan’s eyes were making an appreciative sweep over her. Hm, something to think about. 
 
    “I’m fine. Cleared by the doctor in the ER. Just superficial bruising.” 
 
    “So, what do we have on this guy?” asked Defino. 
 
    Marco picked up the folder on the table next to him and glanced over it. “Sealed juvie record. One charge of stalking ten years ago that was dropped when he promised to obey a restraining order. Nothing else.” 
 
    “Not even a parking ticket?” asked Devan. 
 
    “He doesn’t own a car,” said Marco, snapping the folder shut again. 
 
    “Okay, Brooks, you’re up,” said Defino. 
 
    “Um, are you sure she should be interviewing him after he tried to kill her?” Devan looked between her and Marco. He clearly thought Marco should be doing the questioning. 
 
    “Brooks can handle it,” said Defino. 
 
    Devan gave Peyton a searching look. 
 
    “I can do it,” she said. 
 
    “I know this might be hard, but you want to try to get him on your side,” said Devan. 
 
    Peyton gave him a bewildered look. Was he giving her advice on how to interrogate a perp? “What now?” 
 
    “It’s always best to build a rapport with a suspect. Make them feel at ease. Then once you have him feeling relaxed, you can go in for the kill. It’s a delicate process. I’m not trying to put pressure on you, but all we have is a partial fingerprint. It would be nice to have something more. I know, I know, I’ve been told this is one of the most difficult parts of this job. However, you’re a sharp cop. I think you can handle it. Just stay focused on the mission and it should go all right.” 
 
    “Well,” said Peyton, smiling at him. She could see Marco close his eyes and bow his head. “I’m so glad you took the time to explain this to me. I mean, I was going to go in there, screaming like a hysterical woman, but since you’ve explained it to me so well…” 
 
    “As only a man can,” echoed Defino. 
 
    Peyton held up a hand to her. “I will just try my hardest to keep my wits about me and not get the vapors.” She snatched the file folder Marco held out to her and turned on her heel, stepping out of the observation room door. 
 
    “Did I say something wrong?” She heard Devan ask Marco. “I was just trying to give her advice. I mean, that’s my job, isn’t it? Am I missing something?” 
 
    Peyton heard the metal legs of the table protest as Marco straightened and moved toward the two way glass. “Buckle up, buttercup,” he said as Peyton stepped into the interrogation room. 
 
    Warren’s head snapped up and Angela fell silent. Peyton set the folder on the table and reached for the chair, perpendicular to him. He flinched and pulled away as the chair made a scraping noise across the floor. 
 
    Passing the public defender a business card, she settled into the chair, crossing her legs demurely and laying her hand on the file folder. She marked that despite his fear of her, Warren’s attention followed her legs. 
 
    “I’m Inspector Peyton Brooks. I thought we might talk a little,” she told the two of them. 
 
    “Go for it.” Angela made a motion with her hand. “Ask whatever you want.” 
 
    Peyton’s brows rose at that. What the hell did that mean? 
 
    Opening the file, Peyton pretended to peruse it. Then she looked up into Warren’s face. “You were arrested for stalking ten years ago, Warren.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything. I didn’t hurt her.” 
 
    “I know that.” Peyton smiled. “That’s why they released you, right?” 
 
    “Right.” He leaned forward a bit and sniffed. Peyton really found that habit distasteful, but she tamped it down. 
 
    “I need to talk about Darla Stevens, Warren.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about that.” He looked away, staring at the cuffs on his wrists. 
 
    “Okay, we don’t have to talk about that.” She smiled. “I’m afraid I wasn’t very nice to you earlier.” 
 
    “You hit me with a shovel.” 
 
    “Well, that and you asked me a question, a lot. You remember your question?” 
 
    “I asked you the scent of your shampoo.” 
 
    “Right. Lilac. I use lilac scented shampoo. You like the smell of it, don’t you?” 
 
    He nodded, refusing to look at her. 
 
    “You know what I think, I think you didn’t mean to hurt Darla. I think you just wanted to be close to her, smell her perfume.” 
 
    “Lavender. That was hers. Lavender.” 
 
    “Women haven’t been very nice to you, have they, Warren?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    “Especially women like Darla. All made up, wearing their fancy suits and heels.” 
 
    He still didn’t answer. 
 
    “They didn’t even really see you, did they? Unless you promised them money – lots of money.” Seven mil to be precise. 
 
    “Then they’ll listen,” he said, but he still didn’t look at her. “Then they’ll pay attention.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “And they try to get away, don’t they? I mean you just want to get close, but they flee, don’t they, Warren?” 
 
    He nodded. “Besides, they shouldn’t. They just shouldn’t.” He gave his head an odd jerk. 
 
    Peyton’s gaze shifted to the lawyer, who was moving as far away from Warren as she could without making it obvious. She sensed what every woman sensed, that there was something off about this man, something just wrong. 
 
    Peyton drew a deep breath, fighting down her own revulsion, then she reached out and tentatively touched Warren’s arm. He flinched like she might strike him, then he looked up directly into her eyes. 
 
    “They shouldn’t what, Warren?” she asked, leaning toward him. 
 
    His gaze shifted over her, then focused back on her face. “They shouldn’t go out like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” She tightened her grip just a little. 
 
    “Like whores.” 
 
    “Was Darla a whore? And the other women? Was Cathy Anders a whore?” 
 
    He nodded. “Women who work out of the house, selling their bodies. They’re all whores.” 
 
    “Darla didn’t sell her body,” said Peyton softly. 
 
    “She did. She did!” He pulled against the shackles, but Peyton didn’t move. Angela actually shifted the chair away from him, though. 
 
    “How did Darla sell her body?” 
 
    “That was part of it. She showed up in that outfit and acted like she cared, just to draw me in, just to make me say I’d buy, but when I told her I had nothing…” He gave a wheezing laugh. “You should have seen how quickly she changed. She accused me of lying. The whore accused me of lying.” He leaned back. “She should have known better. Women don’t work outside of the house.” 
 
    “But you go to see these women. You go to the houses where they’re working. Why?” 
 
    He did a strange thing with his mouth, moving it as if he were talking to someone, then his eyes focused back on Peyton. “What?” 
 
    “You call these women and ask to be taken to the houses. If they’re whores, why do you put yourself in that situation?” 
 
    “They tempt me. They lure me to them with their clothes and their heels and their perfumes, but I know they’re whores. I know what sort of women they are.” 
 
    “Who told you about those women? Who told you about the whores, Warren?” 
 
    He stared at her hand on his arm, moving his lips some more. 
 
    “Warren, I need your help. I can’t figure this out without you.” 
 
    His eyes snapped up to her face and he nodded. 
 
    “Who told you about the working women, Warren?” 
 
    “Dad. Dad told me. He told me and Mom.” 
 
    “He told you a woman who worked outside the house was a whore?” 
 
    “You bet he did. He told us both.” 
 
    “But you still like those women. You still go to the houses to see them.” 
 
    His shackles rattled as he tried to edge closer to Peyton. “They want me to look at them. That’s why they dress like they do, why they wear perfume. They want the attention.” 
 
    Peyton took a chance. She had no choice. They’d gotten into a circular pattern. “But isn’t that going against what Dad told you?” 
 
    He nodded, his features twisting. “It’s wrong. I know it’s wrong, but I can’t stop.” 
 
    “And Darla? Can you tell me about Darla?” 
 
    “She didn’t want to talk to me as soon as she found out I didn’t have money. She went for the door, like you did. I didn’t want to hurt her, but I couldn’t let her open the door. I couldn’t let her go.” 
 
    “So you grabbed the scarf?” 
 
    “And I pulled her back to me. I could smell her perfume. It was lavender. It was really nice.” 
 
    “And you tightened your hand on the scarf?” 
 
    “I just wanted to smell her perfume. I just wanted to see what it was. It was lavender.” 
 
    “And after you smelled the perfume, what happened?” 
 
    He shrugged, staring at her hand on his arm. “She stopped fighting.” 
 
    “Did you know she was dead? Did you know you killed her?” 
 
    He looked up again. “I knew. I knew she was dead.” 
 
    “And you took her scarf?” 
 
    “I took it. I took it because it smelled like her perfume. It smelled like lavender.” 
 
    Peyton pulled her hand away. “Why did you kill her, Warren? Why did you have to strangle her?” 
 
    His face went slack. “She was a whore.” 
 
    “She was a whore and that made it okay?” 
 
    “She shouldn’t have been working outside the house.” 
 
    Peyton straightened. “Why the garage? Why did you kill her in the garage?” 
 
    He mouthed the words again. Peyton watched, trying to catch them, but she couldn’t. 
 
    “Warren, why did you kill Darla in the garage?” 
 
    Suddenly Warren surged upward, struggling against his handcuffs. “It’s a man’s place! It’s a man’s place!” he growled at Peyton. 
 
    Angela scrambled to her feet and pressed herself against the wall. Peyton rose and held out her hands, trying to stop Warren, but before she could do anything, the door flew open and both Smith and Marco burst into the room, grabbing Warren and wrestling him into the chair again. 
 
    He spit and sputtered and raged, repeating “It’s a man’s place!” over and over again. 
 
    Peyton edged around him and grabbed Angela’s arm, hurrying her from the room. Once they got into the observation room, Peyton watched Warren struggling against the cuffs and the two men who held him down. In the corner, Defino was calling for an EMT to come administer a sedative. 
 
    Devan looked over at the shaken Angela and held out his card. She took it automatically. 
 
    “Let me guess, you’re entering a plea of insanity,” he said. 
 
    Angela didn’t respond, but turned to watch through the two-way glass with Peyton. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton rubbed her hand over her eyes and clicked on another screen. Marco dropped into the chair next to her desk and jerked his chin at her. “How much longer are you going to go at this?” 
 
    “Until I have something to give the ADA. I don’t think Warren meant to kill Darla.” 
 
    “But he did kill her, so he needs to be locked up, Brooks.” 
 
    “Not in a prison. He needs psychiatric help, Marco.” 
 
    He shook his head. “He tried to strangle you, Brooks. Have you forgotten that?” 
 
    She tapped the monitor with her index finger. “Listen to this, D’Angelo. Warren Harding, Senior, flew into a schizophrenic rage one March afternoon and beat his wife to death in the family garage. Fourteen year old Warren Harding, Junior, found her body.” 
 
    Marco shuddered. 
 
    “When police asked Harding Senior why he did it, he claimed…” 
 
    “It’s a man’s place,” Marco finished. 
 
    Peyton gave a weary nod. 
 
    “We got him, Brooks. That’s all that matters. Now, grab your coat and let’s go. We’re meeting Abe at Dave’s Dive.” 
 
    “Abe’s going to Dave’s?” 
 
    “Yep. Look, we solved a case. We get a beer. We can’t break with tradition. The report will wait for tomorrow.” 
 
    Peyton turned off the computer and grabbed her suit jacket off the back of the chair. “You think Defino will let me drive the Beemer for another day.” 
 
    Marco draped his arm across her shoulders. “I wouldn’t count on it. I saw them towing it back to impounds ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “Damn it,” she grumbled. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Dave’s Dive was a seedy bar in the SoMa (or South of Market). It had dim lighting, sticky tables that wobbled, and a bar that took up one whole wall of the room. In the past, it would have been filled with cigarette smoke. A pool table stood in the far back by the bathrooms and waitresses in skimpy skirts and Dave’s t-shirts meandered through the crowd. 
 
    Abe had a table secured in the middle of the room and he waved them over. He wore matching set of orange pants and a collared shirt with (God help him) orange loafers. Peyton had a mental image of the store where Abe bought all his clothes and it made her smile, easing some of the tension from the case. 
 
    He stood and grabbed her hand, forcing her to twirl before him. “You are delectable, sweets!” he shouted above the jukebox, then his attention focused on her throat. “But what’s with the bruise?” 
 
    “Hazards of the job,” she said, sliding into the cop’s seat where she could watch the entire room. 
 
    Marco gave her an arch look and she knew he wanted this seat, but she was feeling edgy, so she got it tonight. He sank into a chair next to her. 
 
    Abe leaned over. “What’ll be your poison?” 
 
    “Beer in a bottle,” she said, looking around. “I don’t want to get hepatitis. Why’d you pick this place, Marco?” 
 
    “After every solved case, we get a beer. I thought we might expand our locations,” he answered. “I’ll have a beer too, but get me one on tap. I’ll live dangerously.” 
 
    “Yes, you will,” said Abe in a sultry voice as he went to the bar. 
 
    Marco looked over at Peyton. “Stop worrying. Let it go for now.” 
 
    “I know, and I know that guy needs to be off the streets, but they’ll destroy him in prison and I hate that.” 
 
    “Brooks…” He stopped as a tall man in a perfectly pressed suit appeared at the table. 
 
    Peyton felt a flush of pleasure as Devan Adams smiled down at them. “What are you doing here?” she asked. 
 
    “I heard D’Angelo tell Maria where you were going. I was meeting with Captain Defino at the time, so I thought I’d see if I could crash the party.” 
 
    “Crash is right,” grumbled Marco. 
 
    Peyton nudged him with her elbow. “Of course, sit down,” she said, motioning with her other hand to a chair. 
 
    He pulled it out, but Abe was suddenly at his shoulder. “Well, well, well, how are you, hot stuff?” 
 
    Devan gave Abe a startled look, but Peyton intervened. “This is Devan Adams, the new ADA.” She put emphasis on his title. 
 
    “Howdy do!” said Abe, thrusting out his hand. “I’m Abraham Jefferson, Medical Examiner, fashion designer, and single.” He put emphasis on his marital status. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” said Devan, shaking his hand. 
 
    “What would you like to drink, darlin’?” said Abe. 
 
    “I’ll take a vodka martini, neat. And by the way, I’m straight.” 
 
    “Vodka martini it is,” said Abe, then he focused his attention to Marco. “He’s not as gorgeous as you anyway, Angel.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Marco with a tight smile. 
 
    Peyton laughed. 
 
    “Help me get the drinks, Angel’D,” said Abe, jerking his chin toward the bar. 
 
    Marco grumbled something, but he climbed out of his chair and followed Abe to the bar, while Devan sank into the chair across from Peyton. He gave her a smile, then leaned close. 
 
    “I owe you an apology.” 
 
    “For what?” she said. 
 
    “I questioned your ability and I shouldn’t have done that.” He tilted his head, giving her an appraising look. “You’re a talented interrogator, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. It’s one of the things I do well.” 
 
    A slow smile curled his lips. “Is it now? I wonder what the others are.” 
 
    “You’ll just have to find out for yourself,” she said, bracing her chin on her hand. Was she really flirting with this guy? She knew what Marco would say. You never date anyone at work. Well, it wasn’t as if he was really interested in her. 
 
    “I’ll never doubt you again,” he said. 
 
    She pressed her index finger into a divot in the table, deciding she might not have a better opportunity to make a case for Warren Harding. “You know Mr. Harding doesn’t belong in prison, right?” 
 
    “He murdered a woman, Peyton. He attacked a police officer.” 
 
    “He’s mentally ill. I found articles about his father. He murdered his wife and Mr. Harding found the body.” 
 
    Devan leaned back in his chair. “I thought this outing was to forget the case for a while.” 
 
    “It is. I just saw an opportunity and I took it.” 
 
    He smiled that slow smile again, making Peyton’s heart do a little flutter. “Well, what if I see a different sort of opportunity…” he began, but Abe suddenly loomed behind him. 
 
    “One vodka martini neat,” he boomed and set the drink in front of him. 
 
    Marco slipped into the chair next to her and passed her a bottle of beer, setting down his own mug. Abe had something pink in a martini glass, the top of which looked like cotton candy. 
 
    “What is that?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “A magic mojito. Rum, bitters, lime, mint and of course, the pièce de résistance, cotton candy. Want a sip?” 
 
    “No,” she said, recoiling. 
 
    Devan frowned at his own drink, then he reached for the swizzle stick and lifted it out, staring at the trio of pearl onions affixed to it. “I didn’t ask for onions,” he said, frowning at them. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry,” said Abe, taking a seat. “Angel thought you’d love them.” 
 
    Marco gave Devan a wicked grin. 
 
    Devan saluted him with the onions, then popped the whole thing in his mouth, chewing vigorously. When he finished, he turned to Peyton and offered her a wink.  
 
    Peyton couldn’t help it. She started laughing. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Jake settled the computer tablet on the counter and reached for the coffee pot, pouring the steaming, dark liquid into his mug. Carrying the pot into the living room, he looked down the hall. 
 
    “Do you want the rest of the coffee?” he shouted. 
 
    Waiting for a response, he swirled the liquid around the bottom of the pot. An oily sheen coated the inside of the glass carafe. He heard the flushing of the toilet, but no answer. 
 
    “Zoë, do you want the last bit of coffee?” 
 
    She usually did. If there was one thing Zoë loved, it was her morning cup of coffee…or three. And it couldn’t be the generic supermarket variety. Not Zoë. It had to be some exotic blend from some place halfway around the globe, shipped in fancy folded bags with fancy names in bold fonts. 
 
    Still no response. 
 
    He carried the pot back into the kitchen and placed it on the burner, then flipped off the switch. Lifting his own mug, he took a swallow, grimacing as the hot, bitter brew struck the back of his throat. He wasn’t the coffee aficionado that Zoë was. For him, it was just a morning ritual of pouring scalding hot fluids into his body, hoping it would stimulate his muscles enough to get him moving. 
 
    As he sipped at it, he picked up the tablet and read through the market report again. With interest rates this low, analysts were predicting a surge in people wanting to refinance their homes. In a housing market as brisk and stable as San Francisco, it meant he was bound to be busy today. That was good. It kept the numbing boredom at bay. 
 
    Settling the mug on the counter, he looked again at the last of the coffee in the pot. It wasn’t like Zoë to let coffee go to waste. He shoved the tablet into his briefcase and snapped it closed, then he walked back into the hallway again. 
 
    He couldn’t hear the shower running and that was unusual. Pausing in the entrance, he found Zoë sitting on the bed, her head braced with her hand. He frowned in concern. 
 
    “Zoë, you okay?” 
 
    She looked up at him. Her fair skin seemed a bit flushed and the blond hair around her temples was damp. “I’m fine. Did you call me?” 
 
    “Yeah, I wanted to know if you want the rest of the coffee.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, then forced a smile. It was the strangest smile he’d ever seen on her, tense, lips pulled back against her teeth. 
 
    “You okay?” He took a step further into the room. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, then braced her chin on her fist. “Just feeling a little queasy this morning. Maybe we should cut out the sushi for a while?” 
 
    “You sure you’re okay?” He took a seat on the bed beside her. 
 
    She edged over a little, but she didn’t make eye contact. “I’m fine, Jake. Like I said, I think dinner last night didn’t agree with me.” 
 
    He placed his hand in the center of her back. “You don’t have to work today, do you?” 
 
    “No, Mom and I are gonna go see Daddy in the home, then she wants to take me to lunch.” 
 
    “If you don’t feel up for it…” 
 
    She shrugged off his hand and rose to her feet, moving toward her dresser. “I told you I’m fine. Shouldn’t you be headed to work?” 
 
    He was a little hurt by her dismissal, but he choked it down. Talking about her father always put her on edge. He didn’t blame her. It would be hard for him to see anyone like that, comatose, unresponsive, and at such a young age. A massive stroke at 55 had taken Blake Harper from his family. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I’ll go. The bus should be here in about ten minutes.” 
 
    He moved up behind her and kissed her on the top of her head. She looked up at him in the mirror over her dresser. 
 
    “I love you,” she said. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her and squeezed. “I love you too, Zoë. Feel better and enjoy lunch with your mother.” He released her and walked from the room. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake loved Potrero Hill in the morning. The fog rolled in from the bay and blanketed the houses with a misty sheen. The houses stood shoulder to shoulder, some shaped as boxes, their modern lines stark and sharp against the haze; others adorned with the pointed gables of the Victorian style, their ornate gingerbread shingles painted a rainbow array of colors. San Franciscans did not fear color and used it liberally to distinguish their homes from one another. 
 
    In a few hours, the sun would creep over the hills and bathe the streets in light, chasing back the claustrophobic gloom. Then the mist on the houses would dry and the air would be crisp and clean, carrying just the remotest hint of the sea with it. 
 
    As he walked to the bus stop on the corner, he smiled at the young mothers pushing their babies in strollers from the small grocery on the corner. A few other businessmen in their suits hurried past, weaving between the pedestrians in their single minded purpose to be the first on the Muni. An elderly Asian couple strolled by him, nodding as they passed. He saw them every day, same time, same spot. They never spoke, but it was enough to share the murky morning stroll with each other. 
 
    He reached the bus stop as the Muni pulled up to the curb. The heat of the exhaust fought against the fog for dominion and the doors hissed as the bus driver opened them. He waited behind a teenager with earbuds in place, bopping his head to unheard music. The boy scratched his ear over the fabric of his Giants’ ballcap, adjusting the bill before he bopped a nod to Jake and bounded up the stairs into the bus. 
 
    Jake stepped back to allow a pregnant woman room to pass, then climbed onto the bus himself and pressed his pass against the reader. The bus driver nodded at him and he moved down the narrow corridor to the first open seat he found. The girl near the window gave him a shy smile and looked down at the book on her lap. In front of her, the teen boy had taken a seat and draped an arm across the top, glancing over to see what she was doing. She made a production out of ignoring him. 
 
    Jake sank into the seat beside her with a smile. He figured they probably knew each other from school or something. Sitting this close to the boy, he could hear the pulsation of the bass from his earbuds. It didn’t bother him, but the older woman who took the seat next to the boy glared at him until he shifted face forward and reached into his pocket for the device, turning down the volume. 
 
    The doors hissed closed a moment later and the bus lurched forward. Jake steadied himself on the metal headrest before him and glanced at the girl’s book. Hamlet. Pretty sophisticated reading for this early in the morning. He settled the briefcase on the floor in front of him and looked out the window. He knew the other businessmen were talking on their phones or looking up stock quotes on their tablets, but he preferred these few quiet moments to himself without the frantic motions of the business world. 
 
    He studied the houses for a few minutes, staring at the gardens, the porches, a cat along a fence. A man waited with his hands in his pockets at a small patch of lawn, while his dog did his business. He blew out air in frustration and it billowed white against the chill of the foggy day. 
 
    For some reason, Jake’s thoughts turned to Zoë. This next June they’d celebrate their fourth anniversary. The first three years had been good. Zoë worked in the coffee house on 18th, despite her father’s protests, and she was happy doing it. He’d gotten the job at the bank and although he couldn’t say he enjoyed it as much as Zoë enjoyed hers, it paid the bills and let them rent the flat in Potrero Hill. 
 
    Then last fall Blake had his stroke. At first, the family held out hope he’d recover. He was fit, he was young, and he had a lot to live for, but he didn’t recover. As the weeks, then months went by, he showed no signs of getting better. And worse yet, to Jake’s thinking, he hadn’t died. They were all trapped in a terrible limbo of knowing he was gone, and yet knowing he wasn’t. Zoë and her mother made regular pilgrimages to sit by his bed in the convalescent home, reading to him or just sharing the events of their days. Jake had taken his turn early on, but as the time marched past with no change, he’d stopped going. It wasn’t that he didn’t like his father-in-law. Hell, he held him in something akin to awe, but the Blake Harper he’d known wasn’t there in the wax-like shell. He hated seeing the strong, barrel-chested man with a deep commanding voice reduced to a shrunken skeleton with barely enough flesh to cover those bones. 
 
    Worse still, as the months paraded past, Zoë had changed. At first, she’d let Jake comfort her, but lately she’d been shrugging off his gestures, moving away from him when he tried to touch her. Dark circles permanently shadowed her eyes and she’d lost weight. When he tried to talk to her about it, she snapped at him and told him most men would be proud to have a thin wife. He didn’t know how to answer that. 
 
    Zoë was everything he’d ever wanted in a woman and more. She was California girl pretty with blond hair and big blue eyes. She was tall and athletic, not just slim but well toned. The first time he’d seen her in college, he’d thought she was perfect. She was also out of his league, but that just made her all the more attractive. 
 
    He knew she was Pacific Heights elite, while he was a Midwestern boy with humble roots. He’d polished his accent to the flat tones of a true San Franciscan, but every once in a while he said something that made Zoë smile in that quiet, superior way of hers. He even found that charming. 
 
    Her interest in him had been surprising, but so damn wonderful. He knew he was nothing like the privileged boy she dated in high school, but she never made him feel inferior. They had moved in with each other after their first date. Not that her father had known. She’d still maintained her apartment with her two roommates, but every night she spent at his flat with the mismatched furniture and dirty socks. He figured he’d never find a better girl. 
 
    He missed her. He missed her delight in little things, her ability to navigate the complicated world of her upbringing with the more humble choices of her adult life. He liked that she’d dropped out of the med program to work in a coffee house and that she was happy doing it. He loved the way she could attend the opera one night and an indie rock band in the Tenderloin the next. 
 
    He would never forget the first time they met. She was studying in the library and he was pretending, but mostly he was studying her. She had captivated him. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    “Organic chemistry?” he said, leaning over to look at the cover of her book. 
 
    She glanced up at him, pushing a lock of blond hair behind her ear. Her eyes had a far-off look, but she smiled. Her teeth were even and white. 
 
    He realized he was staring at her and looked down, cuffing the toe of his sneaker against the carpet. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s awful,” she said. She lifted her chin, trying to see his books. “Yours aren’t much better.” 
 
    He shifted the books in his arms and looked at the title. “I don’t know, Business Ethics for the New Millennium is gripping.” 
 
    She laughed. He basked in the sound. It was feminine and soft. “Sounds like a magnetic read.” She motioned to the chair across from her. “Why don’t you sit down?” 
 
    He pulled it out and sank into it, setting his books to the side. “I’m Jake,” he said, holding out his hand. 
 
    She accepted it. Her fingers were small and fit perfectly against his palm. “I’m Zoë.” 
 
    “Biology major?” 
 
    “Pre-med. My dad’s a surgeon and he wants his little girl to follow in his footsteps.” She closed the cover on her book. “You’re obviously a business major.” 
 
    “Yep,” he said with a nod. “Same bad reason. My dad wants me to become wealthy.” 
 
    She smiled. It was a smile that made his heart beat a little faster. Her eyes danced when she smiled, glimmering blue in the light from the fluorescents. “Where are you from?” 
 
    “That obvious, huh?” 
 
    She gave a delicate shrug. “Just a hint of an accent.” She tapped a finger against her chin. “Let me guess, Midwest.” 
 
    “Very good. Nebraska.” 
 
    “What brought you all the way out here?” 
 
    Jake leaned back and spread his arms, indicating the library. “Are you kidding me? This is San Francisco, babe.” 
 
    She laughed again. “Right.” 
 
    He rocked forward and folded his hands on the table as if he had a secret to tell her. “Honestly, it was the ocean. I was sick of corn fields.” He cocked his head to the side. “Let me guess, you’re from California.” 
 
    She twirled a strand of blond hair. “What gave me away? Actually, I was born and raised here. San Francisco native.” 
 
    “And here I would have guessed Hollywood.” 
 
    She flashed her stunning smile again. “That was smooth, real smooth.” 
 
    “You liked that,” he said with a laugh. 
 
    “Yeah, as far as lines go, that one ranks right up there.” 
 
    They both chuckled, then Jake grew serious. “Was it good enough to earn me a date?” 
 
    She glanced down at her book, but he could see the curve of her smile. 
 
    “I’ve got more.” 
 
    She met his gaze again, amusement simmering in her blue eyes. “That was enough. Trust me.” 
 
    “If you say so, but I’ve got a whole repertoire at my fingertips.” 
 
    “No doubt,” she said. 
 
    “Like, Are you lost? Because heaven’s a long way from here.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Or, I was blinded by your beauty, so I’m gonna need your name and number for insurance purposes.” 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    “How about If beauty were time, you’d be an eternity.” 
 
    “All right, you win. I’ll go on a date with you.” 
 
    Jake sat up straight. “You serious?” 
 
    “Yeah, just no more pick-up lines, okay?” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    Her smile blazed across her face and Jake felt his heart beat faster.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake was rocked out of his thoughts as the bus made a right turn on Market, sliding him toward the girl reading her book. He tightened his grip on the headrest and braced his legs against the seat back. Glancing out the window, he held his breath as the bus threaded into the dense traffic on Market. Horns honked and the brakes squealed, but the bus pulled up to the curb and lurched to a stop. 
 
    Jake reached for his briefcase and stood, following the other businessmen in suits as they pushed their way from the bus and disappeared into the press of people marching up the thin line of sidewalk cutting down the middle of the skyscrapers overhead. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    “See the brunette over there,” said Sam in an undertone, throwing himself into the chair before Jake’s desk. 
 
    Jake looked up from the computer screen and squinted across the bank platform to the teller line. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Nice, huh?” 
 
    Jake gave Sam a patient smile. Since his first day on the job three years ago, Sam had been his closest friend. They went to Giants’ games together and grabbed a beer in Fisherman’s Wharf once in awhile. He’d even been to Sam’s bachelor pad a few times off Divisadero. 
 
    “She’s good.” 
 
    “Good? Man, can’t you at least pretend to look?” 
 
    Jake squinted at her again. “Nice…” 
 
    Sam leaned forward. 
 
    “…hair,” said Jake with a laugh. 
 
    Sam shook his head. “So where do you want to have lunch?” 
 
    “You pick.” 
 
    Sam drummed his fingers on the edge of Jake’s desk. “How about sushi?” 
 
    Immediately, Jake’s thoughts shifted to Zoë and how sick she’d been that morning. “Fine,” he said, reaching for the phone. “Let me get this loan finished first.” 
 
    Sam pushed himself out of the chair. “Okay. Think I’ll go see if the brunette needs help.” 
 
    Jake smiled as Sam wandered away, then he punched in the number for their flat. The phone rang a few times before the voice mail came on. Zoë’s voice filled his head. He adjusted the wedding picture on the corner of his desk and pressed the button to disconnect the call. Dialing again, he tried her cell phone. That, too, rang a number of times before he heard the same outgoing message. 
 
    “Hey, Zo, just wondering how you’re feeling? I guess you must be at the convalescent hospital, but give me a call when you get a chance. Talk to you soon, bye.” 
 
    He replaced the receiver in the cradle and studied their wedding picture. Zoë looked so happy, so filled with life. Her skin seemed to glow incandescently. He knew he needed to address her growing distance and the loss of her father, but he just didn’t know what to say. Whenever he approached the topic, she got angry. 
 
    He had to admit it annoyed him. She treated him as if she was the only person to ever lose a parent. She didn’t seem to remember he’d lost both of his within two years of each other. His mother died of cancer his second year in college and two years later, his father had a massive heart attack. 
 
    Zoë behaved as if she was the only one to ever experience such loss. He knew Blake was a huge influence on his daughter’s life, but how did pushing him away help anything? 
 
    “Excuse me,” came a voice and Jake looked up. Two well-dressed young men stood before him. 
 
    He rose to his feet and held out his hand. “How are you? I’m Jake. What can I do for you today?” 
 
    “We’d like to see about getting prequalified for a loan,” answered the taller of the men. “We just found a delightful Victorian and we want to make an offer.” 
 
    Jake motioned to the chairs. “Please sit down. I’m happy to assist you.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The Muni pulled to the curb and hissed as the doors opened. Jake braced his legs to take the sudden stop in motion and gripped the overhead handle harder. This late in the evening there were no seats to be had. 
 
    He lifted the briefcase braced between his feet and waited for the other standing passengers to move toward the front of the bus, shuffling down the narrow aisle. He nodded at the bus driver as he turned to go down the stairs. Late spring sun shown over the tops of the buildings, bathing the sidewalk with warmth. He paused for a moment to absorb it, knowing it would soon disappear. 
 
    He’d worked later than usual, but when a customer wants to fill out loan papers five minutes before the bank closes, you stay. Two full loan applications and a number of checking accounts. It had been a good day. 
 
    He started walking toward the flat. 
 
    He majored in business at San Francisco State because his father had wanted him to do something more than he had himself. John Ryder had spent his life working in one factory after another, mind-numbing, back-breaking work. First the metal industry and then the auto industry. He’d only been retired for five years before he had his heart attack and died. 
 
    Jake didn’t care for business. He didn’t particularly like working at the bank, but it was what his father had dreamed for him. The money was good and that was enough, or so to John’s way of thinking. He didn’t want his children to have to scrape by every month, worrying that something might break when the paycheck only covered the necessities. Jake knew his father was proud of him, but that didn’t mean he was satisfied. Still, it also earned him Blake’s respect and he’d do just about anything for that.  
 
    He jogged up the steps to the flat and reached in his pocket for his keys, fitting one into the lock on the outer door. It swung open and he stepped inside. The row of mailboxes on the wall to the left glimmered in the dying sunlight. 
 
    Mrs. Parker and her Pomeranian, Prince, were standing before an open box. Prince immediately began to bark at Jake and kick his back legs. Mrs. Parker turned with a startled look that melted into a smile. Jake smiled back at her. 
 
    “How are you, Mrs. Parker?” he said, bending to scratch Prince behind the ears. The little dog quieted, cocking his head in pleasure at the attention. 
 
    “I’m just fine, Jake. How was work?” 
 
    Jake straightened. “Good. You and Prince just get back from your walk?” 
 
    “We did. He saw the cat down the street and tried to go after him. That’s why he’s so worked up.” 
 
    Jake smiled again. Prince was always worked up, that is until you confronted him. Then he dissolved into a puddle of canine affection. 
 
    Mrs. Parker locked her box, then turned toward the hallway. “Have a nice evening, Jake,” she said. 
 
    “You too,” Jake answered and watched her shuffle away, followed by the bouncing ball of hair who was her constant companion. He found the key for the mailbox and opened it, reaching in to take out the envelopes and catalogs stuffed inside. Zoë never got the mail. She said it depressed her to see bills and she didn’t like to be depressed. 
 
    Jake tucked the mail under his arm and closed the box, then took the stairs to their flat. He fumbled for the right key at the door, but finally got it in the lock. Pushing open the door with his shoulder, he dropped the keys into the dish on a table by the door and settled his briefcase beside it. 
 
    “Zoë?” he shouted as he shut the door again. 
 
    The sun had sunk behind the houses and the flat was dark. Jake frowned and dropped the mail into the dish. As soon as the natural light failed, Zoë turned on every light in the flat. They argued about it. Jake didn’t understand why they needed to waste so much energy, but Zoë said she needed the light. 
 
    “Zoë?” he called again.  No answer. 
 
    She must be with her mother still. He reached for his phone and pulled it out. No text message, no voice message. That wasn’t like her. She was usually very diligent about keeping him informed. 
 
    He slipped the phone into his jacket pocket and walked toward the kitchen. The kitchen was dark, but he could see the glow of a Styrofoam box from a restaurant on the floor. He reached for the switch and flicked it on. The box had fallen and broken open. Some noodle dish in a red sauce leaked out. Jake frowned. 
 
    Zoë hated Styrofoam, said it was killing the environment, but if she went to lunch with her mother, Claire would make sure she brought any food home with her. Claire might have more money than she knew what to do with now, but she hadn’t always been wealthy. Before marrying Blake, Claire had scraped by, going heavily into debt to become a labor and delivery nurse. Meeting her doctor had changed her life, she always said. 
 
    He grabbed a handful of paper towel and reached for the container, but he stopped, looking toward the hallway. If Zoë had dropped this here, why hadn’t she cleaned it up? She must be home. She would never leave a mess on the floor like this. 
 
    Dropping the paper towel over the food, he moved toward the hallway. The door to the bedroom was open, but dark. Stepping into the doorway, he could see light spilling out of the half-opened bathroom door. For some reason, his heart kicked up speed as he crossed around the bed. 
 
    “Zoë!” Alarm made his voice sharp. He reached for the handle, pushing open the door. It bumped into something and he looked around. 
 
    Zoë lay crumpled on the floor. One shoe had fallen off and her eyes were closed. Jake pushed his way into the room and dropped beside her. “Zoë!” He touched her shoulder and she moaned. Blond hair spilled across the marble tiles and her breathing was labored. 
 
    He scrambled to pull the phone out of his pocket, dialing frantically. While he waited for the ringing to stop, he reached out and brushed the hair back from her face. Her skin was cold and clammy to his touch. 
 
    “Oh God,” he whispered, “Zoë, please don’t do this to me.” 
 
    The phone clicked and a woman’s voice filled the line. “911, what is your emergency?” 
 
    Jake gripped the phone tighter, grinding it against the side of his face, but he couldn’t find his voice. 
 
    “911, what is your emergency?” 
 
    He shook himself and took a deep breath. “My wife…” he said, his voice quivering. “My wife…please hurry. Please come. We need help.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Jake sat with his hands clasped before him, staring at his shoes. He needed to polish them. They looked scuffed around the toe. The cold plastic of the hospital chair wrapped around him and the brilliant overhead fluorescent lights beat down on his head. A headache was beginning in his temples and he had a nasty taste in his mouth. 
 
    He could still hear the scream of the sirens in his head, the frantic motion of the paramedics as they worked over Zoë’s body. If he closed his eyes, he could see the pulsation of the lights against his eyelids. 
 
    The hospital was cold. Across from him the television blared, some talk show where people shouted at each other from chairs. A young couple sat in the chairs before it, the girl resting her head on the boy’s shoulder. At the other end of the room, an old man coughed into a tissue, his breath wheezing, and a few seats down was a mother with a two year old who cried weakly and said she wanted to go home. 
 
    “Jake?” 
 
    Jake looked up. Claire bustled into the room. Her hair was perfectly styled in a blond bob, her make-up impeccable, her skirt and blouse out of place in this cold, austere room with its plastic chairs and veneered end tables. He rose to his feet and she bussed a kiss across his cheek without really touching him. 
 
    “Where’s Zoë?” she demanded, clutching her green handbag in front of her as if it were a barrier. She shot a look around the room and her painted lips pursed in obvious disgust. “Did they have to bring her here?” 
 
    Jake frowned. “Here?” 
 
    “This…this place with these…people.” 
 
    “Where did you want them to bring her?” Claire had always baffled him. She was so different from Zoë and her father, so…he wasn’t sure. 
 
    She looked back at him and her expression softened. “I’m sorry. I just hate to think of her in this place. What has the doctor said?” 
 
    “Nothing. They won’t let me see her and I haven’t gotten any news.” 
 
    “Have you asked?” 
 
    “Repeatedly.” Jake knew it came out sharper than he intended, but Claire was the last person he wanted to see right now. 
 
    Claire’s head came up. “Well, then I’ll just have to ask, won’t I?” 
 
    Jake lifted a hand and let it fall. No use arguing with that. 
 
    Claire bustled over to the desk, slamming her purse on the counter. “Hello,” she said with false politeness. Jake followed at a distance. He felt so out of his depth, but if Claire could get any information, he wanted to hear it. 
 
    The weary nurse looked up through her glasses, then pushed them back on her nose. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “I am Claire Harper. My husband is Doctor Blake Harper.” 
 
    “Good for you,” said the nurse with a smirk. 
 
    Jake closed his eyes. This wasn’t going to get them anything. 
 
    “Stella, is that right? Your nametag says Stella.” 
 
    The nurse’s smile dried. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Stella, my daughter was brought in by ambulance an hour ago. I would like an update on her condition. I’m sure you wouldn’t mind leaving your chair and finding out for me, would you?” Claire tilted her head back so she looked down her nose at the nurse. Everything about her said confidence and aggression, but he could see the trembling of her hands on the handles of her bag. That surprised him. 
 
    Claire never lacked for confidence and she usually got her way because most people didn’t know how to deal with her aggressive personality. 
 
    The nurse studied her for a moment more, but Claire wasn’t backing down. With a sigh, the nurse heaved her considerable bulk out of the chair and leaned on the counter. “I’ll see what I can find out.” 
 
    Claire flashed her a practiced smile. “Excellent. We’ll wait here.” 
 
    “You do that,” said the nurse icily as she turned away. 
 
    Claire pivoted on a high heel and lifted her purse, marching back to Jake. “That’s how you handle them,” she said, but Jake’s eyes were drawn to her hands. They still shook. He guessed she was more worried about Zoë than she let on. 
 
    He went back to his chair and she perched on the edge of the one beside him, settling the bag in her lap. She stared at the television for a moment, then shifted and stared at him. Jake had gone back to contemplating his shoes, hearing the blaring of the sirens once more, seeing the lifeless way Zoë lay on the gurney, watching the frantic motion of the two paramedics as they tried to start an IV. 
 
    “Tell me what happened again,” demanded Claire. 
 
    Jake looked up at her. Did he detect a hint of emotion in her voice, a slight tremble? “I came home and found her on the floor of the bathroom. I called 911 and they came. They didn’t tell me anything, just rushed us here. When I tried to go with her, they stopped me. I called you and this is where I’ve been for the last hour.” 
 
    “What did the medics say? What did they think happened to her?” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “They said nothing. The only thing I heard is that her blood pressure was too low. They had a hard time finding a pulse.” 
 
    Claire’s hands shook. “Didn’t they say anything else? Didn’t they have any idea what it could be?” 
 
    “No, they were a little busy trying to get an IV started.” 
 
    “And no one has come out since then? No one has said anything? What did the nurses say when you registered her? Did they ask you anything?” 
 
    “They asked me all the standard stuff – medications, her past illnesses. I couldn’t tell them anything. Zoë’s always been healthy.” 
 
    “But they didn’t have any idea what’s wrong? You didn’t pick up anything all this time you’ve been here?” 
 
    Jake felt his patience snap. “Claire, you know as much as I do. Why don’t you tell me what happened today? You were with her more than I was. How did she seem?” 
 
    Claire tightened her grip on the purse. “You don’t have to snap. I’m just worried about my daughter.” 
 
    “We both are. I found a Styrofoam box in the kitchen. Did she eat lunch?” 
 
    “A little bit. I couldn’t get her to eat much, so I made her bring it home. I was hoping she’d eat it later.” 
 
    “Did you go to see Blake?” 
 
    Claire nodded in a strange, tense way, her head jerking up and down very fast. “No change. I wish Zoë would stop going to see him. It always upsets her. I think that’s why she wouldn’t eat much.” 
 
    “Did she say she wasn’t feeling well?” 
 
    “No, she didn’t say anything like that. I told her I thought she looked tired, but she said she was fine. We got lunch and she took a few bites, then she said she wanted to go home. I asked her what was wrong, but she said it was nothing. I didn’t push it. We left the restaurant and got separate cabs. She seemed fine when I left her.” 
 
    Jake leaned back in the chair and rubbed his hands across his face. Pressing his knuckles into his throbbing temples, he closed his eyes. 
 
    “Do you have a headache?” asked Claire. 
 
    Jake fought for patience and nodded. 
 
    Claire snapped open her purse, rummaging around inside. Jake canted a look down at her. The bag was filled with brushes and compacts and lipstick canisters. Shoving her wallet aside, she reached into the bottom and pushed various medicine bottles out of the way, then came up with a small white bottle labeled aspirin. She glanced up at him. When she caught him looking, she snapped the bag closed, then pressed it against her stomach as she struggled to open the safety lid. 
 
    Shaking two white pills into her palm, she held them out. “No use being in pain.” 
 
    Jake frowned, but reached for the pills. Her actions were so matter of fact. Did she just not understand how serious this was? At 26, Zoë should be in the peak of health, not lying motionless on a gurney. 
 
    He pushed himself from the chair and walked over to the water fountain, popping the pills in his mouth. He turned the handle as he bent over the fountain, letting the cold water fill his mouth. 
 
    “Mr. Ryder?” 
 
    He swallowed and straightened quickly. The heavy-set nurse from the counter stood behind him. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Follow me.” She motioned to the door on the left of her counter. 
 
    Jake glanced at Claire, but she was already hurrying toward the door, her heels marking a sharp, staccato tattoo on the floor. He followed the nurse into a box-shaped room. A nurses’ station occupied the center and branching off like wagon-wheel spokes were other smaller rooms, separated by sliding glass doors. Jake could see a few sick people lying in beds behind the sliding glass doors. Visitors sat in chairs beside the beds and in a few, nurses checked vital signs or started IVs. 
 
    “Wait here,” said the nurse, pointing to a white wall. 
 
    Jake looked around again. Wasn’t there a consultation room or something they could go into? He felt exposed here. Claire started to say something to the nurse, but Jake shook his head. It didn’t matter. He wanted to know about Zoë and he couldn’t see her behind any of the sliding glass doors. 
 
    Another swinging door opened across the room and a doctor in blue hospital scrubs moved swiftly across the space toward them. He was tall, over six feet, and thin. He held a pair of latex gloves in one hand and his feet were covered with paper shields. 
 
    “Mr. Ryder?” He held out his hand. 
 
    Jake took it automatically. It felt rough and cold in his grip. “Doctor?” 
 
    “Singh.” He glanced at Claire and raised a black brow. “And you are?” 
 
    Claire stuck out a manicured hand. “Claire Harper, Dr. Blake Harper’s wife. Surely you’ve heard of my husband?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” said Dr. Singh, turning back to Jake. 
 
    “Zoë is my daughter,” continued Claire as if she didn’t notice the doctor had turned away. “I’d like to know what is being done to help her and exactly what is wrong.” 
 
    The doctor nodded. “Of course, that’s why I’m here.” He shifted toward Jake again. “I’m sorry it’s taken so long, but we’ve been trying to stabilize your wife.” 
 
    Jake’s mouth had gone dry. He wanted to ask about Zoë, but something in the way the doctor held himself made his thoughts scatter. 
 
    Dr. Singh let out a long sigh. “Maybe we should go somewhere else.” 
 
    Claire pushed up closer. “Out with it. What is going on with Zoë?” 
 
    Dr. Singh’s hand tightened around the glove. “We believe Zoë has a ruptured aneurysm.” 
 
    “A what?” Jake heard himself say. 
 
    “A ruptured aneurysm. Her blood pressure dropped so low because she’s been hemorrhaging. We’re having trouble getting her blood pressure to stabilize.” 
 
    “Where is this aneurysm?” asked Claire. 
 
    The doctor shifted weight. “We believe the rupture occurred in her brain. We’re taking her to have a CT scan right now. That should show us the extent of the damage and the exact location.” 
 
    “Then what?” said Jake. 
 
    “If we can get her stabilized, we’ll operate.” He glanced away, then back. “However, I have to warn you, should she be stable enough to endure surgery, there will likely be permanent damage.” 
 
    “Brain damage?” 
 
    The doctor finally met Jake’s eyes. “Yes. We fear the damage may be extensive.” 
 
    Jake shook his head. For some reason, he wasn’t understanding this. “How could this happen? How could someone as young as Zoë have an aneurysm?” 
 
    “Age has little to do with it. Many aneurysms are congenital, meaning they are present at birth. A weakness in a vessel that goes undetected until there is a stressor that triggers it.” 
 
    “What could trigger it?” said Jake. 
 
    The nurses at the desk looked over at him and he realized he was talking loudly. He didn’t care. His mind couldn’t grapple with the information Dr. Singh was providing. 
 
    The doctor shifted weight again. “I think it’s best we go somewhere else to discuss this.” 
 
    “No,” snapped Jake. “Tell me what you know. I don’t want to go somewhere else.” 
 
    “Jake, you’re making a scene,” said Claire. 
 
    Jake stared at her. What the hell was she talking about? Didn’t she understand what was happening? Her daughter was fighting for her life and would likely be impaired if she survived. Jake’s gaze shifted back to the doctor as his thoughts suddenly found focus. 
 
    “She will make it, won’t she?” 
 
    Dr. Singh twisted his gloves. 
 
    “She will make it, won’t she?” Jake repeated louder. 
 
    “We’re doing everything we can.” 
 
    “That’s not what I asked you. My wife will live, won’t she?” 
 
    Dr. Singh exhaled. “I just don’t know.” 
 
    Jake leaned against the wall. White noise filled his head. 
 
    Dr. Singh put a hand on his shoulder, steadying him. “You have to know the rest. You asked me what could trigger a rupture. Many things can be triggers. The vessel weakens over time, high blood pressure, but one of the most common triggers is pregnancy.” 
 
    “What?” Jake’s voice sounded like someone else’s. “What did you say?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Mr. Ryder, but we couldn’t save the baby.” 
 
    “The baby? What baby?” 
 
    Dr. Singh’s hand fell away. He took a step back. Jake stared at him, marking that black spots were dancing across his field of vision and it appeared the doctor was getting smaller, drifting further away from him. 
 
    “You didn’t know your wife was pregnant?” The doctor’s voice came from a great distance, as if he were shouting down a tunnel at him. 
 
    Cold sweat broke out over Jake’s skin and he pressed his palms flat against the wall, seeking the coldness of the cinderblocks beneath his fingers. 
 
    “Jake?” Claire sounded like she was underwater, the pulsations of her voice drumming in his head. 
 
    Jake felt himself sinking.  
 
    “I need a crash cart.” 
 
    Hands gripped him and held him up, but his legs had lost their strength. He found himself sitting on the ground. Dr. Singh had his hand on the back of his head and was pushing downward. 
 
    “Put your head lower,” he ordered. 
 
    Jake tried to shove him off. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Get me a blood pressure cuff.” 
 
    He felt someone fumbling with his sleeve and he jerked his arm away. His vision was beginning to clear and the noise in his head was receding.  “I’m fine,” he shouted, shoving the hands away. 
 
    Dr. Singh’s worried face came into focus. Behind him was a crowd of anxious nurses. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said again, reaching up to brush a line of sweat off his upper lip. “Please leave me alone.” 
 
    “All right,” said Dr. Singh to the nurses. “Go back to your stations.” 
 
    They meandered away, giving him worried looks. Jake closed his eyes and took a deep breath. His shirt was plastered against his skin, damp with cold sweat. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I thought you knew about the pregnancy.” 
 
    Jake shook his head, pressing back against the brick. The pain helped chase away the lingering light headedness. “She never told me. How far along?” 
 
    “We estimate three months.” 
 
    Jake leaned forward. “Three months? Shouldn’t she be showing?” 
 
    “That’s still early and she was thin. You didn’t notice anything?” 
 
    Jake thought of her sickness this morning, but he should have known sooner. He should have seen the signs, but she’d been pushing him away the last few months. She wouldn’t let him get close to her. He’d believed it was because of her father, but maybe it was this. Maybe she hadn’t been sure about having a baby with him? 
 
    He braced his head with his hands. “I can’t believe this is happening. How can this be happening to us?” 
 
    Dr. Singh gripped his shoulder. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Ryder. Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    Jake looked at him through his hands. Behind him Claire was watching with a strange expression on her face, her hands locked around that damn green, leather handbag. He pushed himself to his feet and Dr. Singh helped him up with a hand under his elbow. 
 
    “You’d better get back to her,” he said. 
 
    The doctor released him and nodded. 
 
    “Please keep me informed.” 
 
    “Of course.” He started to turn away, but Jake reached out and caught his arm. 
 
    “Please do everything you can to save her. Please.” 
 
    The doctor simply nodded, nothing more. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake punched in the text to Sam, telling him that he wouldn’t be into work today. He didn’t wait for a reply, slipping the phone back in his jacket pocket. Rising to his feet, he walked to the sliding doors of the hospital, staring out at the parking lot. A couple of security guards manned a podium to the right of the door, both of them sipping at coffee. The sun was fighting to shine through the cloud cover, stray beams touching down on the bed of succulents lining the ambulance lane. 
 
    It always struck him that life went on no matter what. It didn’t even pause. The sun still rose, people still drank coffee, and the hours paraded past. Hospitals, however, were like time warps – dead zones where minutes ticked by in seconds so slow you could almost see them. 
 
    “Here,” came Claire’s voice behind him. He turned and accepted the paper cup. The heat of the coffee stung his fingers, but he ignored it, lifting it to his mouth. He took a sip and grimaced. 
 
    “It’s pretty bad,” remarked Zoë’s mother. 
 
    “Bad is a compliment,” said Jake, running his free hand through his hair. His suit was wrinkled, his face itched with stubble, and his hair probably stood on end. Claire, however, looked as pressed and polished as she had when she came in hours ago. Not a hair was out of place on her bleached blond head. 
 
    Jake walked back to their plastic chair encampment and sank into the seat again. It had been 8:00PM when the ambulance arrived last night. It was now 8:00AM. Twelve hours had come and gone, upending all of their lives. Jake still couldn’t get his head around how much could change in such a short span of time. 
 
    He took another sip of coffee and watched Claire perch on the edge of the chair next to him. She sipped at her own coffee, holding it delicately between her thumb and forefinger. Studying her features, Jake could see tiny lines around her eyes and at the corners of her mouth, but they were concealed under a heavy layer of makeup. Her nose turned up at the end and she had a bow-shaped mouth, accentuated with red lipstick. Studying her this closely, Jake had a hard time seeing Zoë in her features. Zoë looked more like her father, he guessed, but even then there was a roundness, an openness about Zoë that neither Claire nor Blake possessed. Zoë’s forehead was wider, her cheekbones higher, her eyes large and round, and blue. Jake frowned. Neither Blake nor Claire had blue eyes and Claire’s blond hair was an unnatural, brassy blond, not highlighted with golden brown strands like Zoë’s. 
 
    Then there was Blake. Blake had been a bear of a man with huge hands. Jake always wondered how he performed the delicate operations he did with such blunt fingers; however, he was a premiere surgeon, top of his field. 
 
    Both Claire and Blake had tried to make Jake welcome in their home. He couldn’t fault them for that, but Claire was so above his league and Blake frankly intimidated him. He remembered when he’d asked Blake for permission to marry Zoë. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
    He climbed the curved stairs and passed between the white columns beside Zoë. She smiled back at him and reached for his hand, her other hand holding the small, wrapped gift. 
 
    “Relax. You’ve been here a hundred times.” 
 
    He forced a smile for her benefit. Not quite a hundred, but every time he’d been here only  reinforced that he and Zoë were not of the same social class. His parents’ home would fit in the entryway of the Harpers’ mansion. 
 
    Zoë turned the knob and stepped into the foyer, pulling Jake behind her. The house reminded Jake of a museum and he always felt he should lower his voice. Zoë tugged him through the entrance to the hallway leading toward the kitchen. 
 
    The Harper maid was bustling about the vast room, transferring hors d’oeuvre from a baking tray to a pewter platter. Zoë snuck up to her and threw her arms around her shoulders, bending to kiss her cheek. 
 
    The maid gave a startled laugh and patted Zoë’s arm. Zoë showed her the present. “Feliz cumpleaños, Junita.” 
 
    Juanita threw up her hands and turned, hugging Zoë. Zoë looked at Jake over Juanita’s shoulder. Go on, she mouthed, nodding at the French door, which led to the yard. 
 
    Jake drew a deep breath, then left the two women fussing over the little package. He opened the door and walked down the few steps into the Harpers’ enormous yard. A Greek-style swimming pool dominated the center of it, accented at each corner with a tall Cypress tree. A full outdoor kitchen took up the left side of the yard and smoke rose from a massive barbecue. To the right was a covered porch with an outdoor fireplace and black wicker couches arranged like a living room. A flat screen television blared over the fireplace and two football teams, one in gold and red, the other in blue and white, bashed each other on a brilliant green field. 
 
    The Harpers and their guests lounged on the couches, watching the game, but everyone stood when Jake appeared. Claire was the first to hurry over to him. She wore white Capri’s and a pink, sleeveless blouse. She had her blond hair pulled up in combs. 
 
    “Jake, I’m so delighted you came.” 
 
    She took his hand and gave him an air-kiss. 
 
    “Thank you for inviting us.” 
 
    Blake lumbered up and held out his hand. Jake felt like his own hand disappeared inside the larger man’s. “How’s school?” 
 
    “Good, sir. I finish this May.” 
 
    Blake slapped him on the shoulder. “Good, good. Remind me that I’ve got some contacts for you when you get out. 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Claire slipped her arm in his and directed him toward the couches. An older couple and a young man with massive shoulders stepped forward to meet him. “You remember our dear friends and neighbors, the Dixons.” 
 
    Jake shook each of their hands. “Nice to see you again.” 
 
    They smiled at him. 
 
    “And their son, Brandon.” 
 
    Brandon crushed Jake’s hand in his, giving him a hard stare. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey,” said Jake, trying to extricate himself. He’d met Brandon once before. Zoë’s boyfriend from high school was the opposite of himself. Brandon had played defensive tackle in high school and then spent two years with a full ride to a college on the East Coast. After his second year, he dropped out and came home, declaring, according to Zoë, that college was for posers. Apparently work was for posers as well. 
 
    “Let’s get you a drink, Jake,” said Blake, patting his shoulder. 
 
    The Dixons went back to their game. 
 
    Jake followed Zoë’s father to a full bar built under the windows of the kitchen. Blake slipped behind it and motioned Jake onto a stool at the front. 
 
    “Where’s my daughter?” he asked. 
 
    “She’s giving Juanita a gift for her birthday.” 
 
    Claire followed them and perched on a stool at the end of the bar. “Make me an appletini, darling,” she said. 
 
    Blake glanced over at her as he reached under the counter. “You didn’t tell me it was Juanita’s birthday,” he scolded. 
 
    “I did, but you never listen to me.” She gave Jake a look that said her husband was senile. 
 
    Jake studied the surface of the bar. 
 
    Claire braced her chin with her hand. “Don’t worry. We sent her flowers and she has an extra day off next week.” 
 
    Blake looked at her a moment, then turned back to Jake. “Beer?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Blake opened a glass bottle and placed it on the counter in front of Jake. Jake turned it so he could see the label. No domestic beer for Blake Harper. 
 
    “My college buddy has his own microbrewery,” Blake said, reaching for the vodka. 
 
    Jake nodded and took a sip. 
 
    Zoë came out of the house and went first to her mother, kissing her cheek. “Hi, Mama.” 
 
    Claire kissed the air. 
 
    Zoë leaned on the bar and kissed her father. “Daddy.” 
 
    “Hey there, kitten, what can I get you?” 
 
    “Just bottled water.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    She nodded, slipping in to Jake’s side and wrapping an arm around his waist. “It sure is a beautiful day.” She looked out at the late summer sun. “Perfect for a barbecue.” 
 
    “Gotta love Indian summer in the City,” said Blake, shaking the martini. 
 
    Brandon came up and gave Zoë a once over. “Hey, hot-stuff, you’re looking brown and beautiful.” 
 
    “Thanks, Brandon,” she said, then turned back to her father. “So what are we talking about?” 
 
    Blake smiled at her and reached for a handful of peanuts on the bar. “We were discussing Jake’s prospects after he graduates in May.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t eat those, Blake,” scolded Claire. “Your blood pressure’s through the roof.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Zoë in concern. 
 
    “It’s fine. I’m taking my medication. Besides, it’s a party. I can cheat a little on a party day.” 
 
    “So, you been tanning or something?” asked Brandon, ignoring the gist of the conversation. 
 
    Zoë gave him an annoyed look. “I guess.” She turned back to her father. “Have you seen the doctor lately?” 
 
    Blake scratched at the back of his neck. “Of course. I’m fine, kitten. Let’s not worry about it today.” 
 
    Claire climbed off the stool. “Let me show you the new curtains I got for your room, Zoë.” 
 
    Zoë allowed herself to be led away from the bar. 
 
    Brandon watched her go, then leaned on the bar next to Jake. “You like football, Ryder?” 
 
    Jake took a sip of his beer and placed it on the counter. “I’m more of a baseball fan.” 
 
    “Wussy-ass sport, baseball,” said Brandon, laughing for Blake’s benefit. “Real men play football, right, Dr. Harper?” 
 
    “Sure, Brandon,” said Blake, then he gave Jake a conspiratorial wink. 
 
    Brandon leaned on Jake’s shoulders. “Why don’t you come over and I’ll explain the game to you. Unless you’d rather look at curtains with the women.” He laughed and grabbed the beer Blake held out to him, returning to the couches and throwing himself onto one. 
 
    Jake exchanged a smile with Zoë’s father. 
 
    “It’s good to see Zoë’s taste has improved with age,” said Blake. 
 
    Jake studied him a moment, then looked down at the bar and fingered a water stain. “Actually, sir, there was something I wanted to ask you.” 
 
    Blake leaned back against the windows and took a drink of his beer. “Really? Well, go on, young man.” 
 
    Jake glanced up, trying to meet Blake’s stare. “Your daughter is the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” 
 
    A loud cheering exploded from the Dixons and Jake glanced over. Brandon was on his feet, pumping his fist. 
 
    Jake shifted on his stool. “Dr. Harper…” 
 
    “Blake.” 
 
    Jake met his gaze then. “Blake, I’d like your permission to ask Zoë to marry me.” 
 
    Blake bit his inner lip and studied Jake intently. Another cheer went up from the couches, but he ignored it. “Here’s the thing, Jake,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest. “You gotta understand that in my mind, no one will ever be good enough for my little girl.” 
 
    Jake dropped his eyes to the bar again and slowly nodded. 
 
    “But…” he continued, “if I had to pick someone for her, I’d probably pick you.” 
 
    Jake took a relieved breath and exhaled. 
 
    “You have my permission, son.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir…” he began, but at the same time, Brandon reached over and hi-fived his father with a celebratory whoop. 
 
    Blake glanced at them and sighed. Turning back to face Jake, he gave him a wry smile. “But you’d better hurry and seal the deal, son. God knows I could wind up with door number two over there.” 
 
    Jake laughed and reached for his beer, feeling a flush of pure happiness. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The swinging door next to the nurses’ station opened and Dr. Singh stepped out. He looked around the waiting room with heavy, dark eyes. He had removed his surgeon’s cap and his salt and pepper hair was mussed. 
 
    Jake set the coffee down on the end table and rose to his feet. His heart was pounding, his mouth felt dry. Dr. Singh’s eyes settled on him and he exhaled. That one motion was enough. Jake knew. Jake knew. 
 
    He sat down hard again and stared at his feet. Claire gave him a puzzled look, then glanced over her shoulder at the doctor moving toward them. 
 
    “Dr. Singh?” she asked, rising to her feet and clutching her handbag. 
 
    Dr. Singh put a hand on her shoulder and guided her back to Jake. “Sit down, please,” he said, then hunkered down before them. 
 
    Jake could see the doctor’s hands, clasped in front of him, large hands with a sprinkling of fine black hairs across the back. He couldn’t make himself look the doctor in the face. His stomach was trying to push its way out of his mouth, his heart was banging against his ribs. So much blood rushed to his head that he felt flushed and chilled at the same time. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” began the doctor quietly. His fingers tightened and then relaxed. “Sometimes the damage is so extensive, there’s nothing modern medicine can do.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” demanded Claire. 
 
    Dr. Singh opened his hands, palms up. “We lost Zoë. There was nothing we could do.” 
 
    Claire leaned back, but she made no other noise. Jake could see her from the corner of his eyes and she just stared out the doors of the hospital without expression. 
 
    Lifting his hands, Jake covered his face. We lost Zoë. Jake knew what those words meant, but his mind couldn’t grapple with the enormity of that statement. We lost Zoë. Lost. Such a word, so lonely a word. There was no way that word could ever mean anything positive. 
 
    “I don’t believe she suffered in the end. She just went to sleep,” continued the doctor. “She just slept.” 
 
    Jake clenched his fingers in his hair, anything to transfer some of the pain in his chest to another part of his body. He couldn’t breathe, he couldn’t draw enough air into his lungs. He felt like he was going to explode, like he was going to come apart in pieces, but he didn’t.  
 
    A strange buzz went off in his pocket and he jumped before he realized it was his phone. He looked up into Dr. Singh’s face and he finally drew breath. “I want to see her.” 
 
    “Of course,” said the doctor, pushing himself to his feet. “I’ll take you.” 
 
    Jake rose. His legs held him and he started after the doctor. He realized Claire wasn’t coming and he stopped, turning to face her. “Are you coming?” He didn’t mean to be sharp with her, but nothing had any meaning at the moment, nothing made sense. 
 
    She looked up at him, her head rotating slowly. The eyes that met his were blank. “You go. I…I can’t.” 
 
    Jake looked down at his scuffed shoes, then turned away, following the doctor into the box-shaped room. Dr. Singh led him to one of the sliding glass doors and motioned inside. Jake stepped to the opening and stared in. 
 
    Zoë lay in the bed, the covers pulled up to her waist. There were no tubes, no monitors, nothing on her. She looked like she was sleeping, but he could tell already that she was gone. Already she didn’t look like his wife, his Zoë. 
 
    He crossed to her and sank into the chair beside her bed. Reaching out, he started to touch her hand, then stopped and pulled back. Closing his eyes briefly, he drew a deep breath and exhaled. His chest hurt, his stomach ached. 
 
    Reaching out again, he brushed a strand of hair from her cheek. The skin beneath his fingertips was warm. “Oh God,” he moaned and leaned forward, pressing his forehead to her abdomen where their baby had been only twelve hours before. “Oh God help me.” 
 
    Wrapping his arms around her, he held her tight, trying to etch the smell of her in his memory, the feel of her in his arms. He felt a hand on his shoulder, squeezing tightly, grounding him, but he held on to Zoë, afraid that if he let go, she would vanish. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    A knock sounded at the door. Jake didn’t move, just stared at the television set. He didn’t even know what was on. He just needed the motion, the noise right now. The knock came again. 
 
    “It’s open,” he called. 
 
    He heard the hinges squeak and the door swung inward. Someone walked across the wooden floor, making the boards creak, then a hand reached out, picked up the remote, and lowered the volume on the television. Jake looked up into Sam’s brown eyes. 
 
    Sam hooked the ottoman with his foot and pulled it in front of Jake, sinking onto it. He leaned forward and braced his arms on his thighs. “I’ve been calling you for hours now.” 
 
    Jake glanced at the phone on the table. It had been buzzing regularly since he got home. “I don’t feel like talking.” 
 
    “I get that,” said Sam, “but everyone is worried sick about you. Andrews and your sisters. If you don’t call Faith, she and Hope will be out here tomorrow.” 
 
    “Call them for me and tell them I’m fine. Tell Andrews I’ll be back as soon as the funeral is…” His voice cut off. He couldn’t finish that sentence. He couldn’t think about putting Zoë in the ground. 
 
    Sam studied him a moment. “Andrews doesn’t expect you back, Jake. Not for awhile. You need to call your sisters yourself. They’re worried about you. They want to come out now and stay for the funeral.” 
 
    Jake flinched at the word, but he didn’t answer. 
 
    “Talk to me, Jake. Tell me what you’re thinking.” 
 
    Anger flared inside of him. It burned through the dull ache in his belly. “What the hell do you think I’m thinking? I don’t know. I don’t know what to think. Yesterday I had a wife. Today…today she’s gone. What the hell am I supposed to do with that, Sam? What do you want me to do with it?” 
 
    Sam reached out and gripped his arm. “I don’t know. I don’t know what to say. Except I’m sorry, Jake. I’m so damn sorry.” 
 
    Jake exhaled. “That doesn’t help.” 
 
    Sam sat back. “I know. I know it doesn’t help. I don’t think anything is going to help for awhile, but you can’t sit here, listening to a blaring TV. Let me help you. Let me help you make funeral arrangements.” 
 
    “Claire’s doing that.” 
 
    “Without your say?” 
 
    “What say? What am I supposed to say about it? What the hell difference does it make? I signed off to let Claire make arrangements. Planning a funeral isn’t gonna bring her back, is it? That’s all I want, Sam. That’s the only thing that will make this okay. I want Zoë back.” 
 
    “She isn’t coming back, Jake. Zoë’s gone. You have to accept that. You have to accept it someway.” 
 
    “Tell me how. Tell me how to go on living now that my wife is dead.” His voice choked on the word and he buried his face in his hands. 
 
    Sam squeezed his shoulder. “I don’t know. I think it just happens, Jake. I think you’ll just start accepting it after awhile. Give it time. That’s what funerals are for – they distract us with mundane chores so that we can come to grips with the loss. You need to help Claire plan it or you’ll never forgive yourself.” He slapped Jake’s shoulder. “Let me help. Let me call people or something, tell them when the funeral will be.” 
 
    Jake rubbed his hands down his face, staring at Sam over the tops of his fingers. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I get that, but you’ve got to pick a date.” 
 
    “I can’t. They haven’t released Zoë’s body yet.” 
 
    Sam frowned. “Why not? When will they do that?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “We don’t know. They’re performing an autopsy. It could be a week before we get the results. Until then, they won’t release her.” 
 
    “Why are they doing an autopsy? I thought she died of complications from pregnancy.” 
 
    “They want to be sure. You usually don’t see 26 year olds dying like that from an aneurysm. They want to make sure the pregnancy caused it.” 
 
    “What else could it be? I mean her father had weak vessels too, right? Didn’t you tell me it could be genetic? That would explain why Blake had a stroke so young.” 
 
    Jake looked away. He couldn’t talk about Zoë in this clinical manner. It was still too new, too fresh. 
 
    Sam leaned forward. “What are you going to do about Blake?” 
 
    Jake’s eyes snapped back to his face. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Sam ran a hand through his thinning brown hair, then scratched his forehead. “You have to tell Blake his daughter’s gone.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He deserves to know.” 
 
    “He’s comatose, Sam. Why the hell would I tell him something like that?” 
 
    “Because if he’s even a little bit aware of his surroundings, it’s the right thing to do. He needs to know that his daughter passed away, Jake.” 
 
    Jake sank back in the chair and turned his attention to the TV. On the screen a cop bent over a body on a jogging trail, pulling back a sheet to look at the face. Jake closed his eyes. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Neal typed the final few words into the draft and leaned forward. Pushing his glasses up on the bridge of his nose, he read over it, then slid the cursor to the start of the third sentence and typed in a couple more lines. 
 
    Aamani poked her head inside his office and gave him a scowl. He glanced up at her, but went back to typing. “It’s almost 7:30, Mr. Goldman.  Can’t that wait until tomorrow?” 
 
    He puffed out his cheeks with air and scratched the crown of his curly head. “That late, huh? I guess I can finish tomorrow.” He gave her a smile. “Go home, Aamani, you must have better things to do with your time.” 
 
    “I’m happy to stay if you need me to, Mr. Goldman.” She stepped into the room. 
 
    He took in her linen pants suit, coifed hair, and handbag. “You look like you’re headed on a date.” 
 
    She dropped her eyes shyly and smiled. “So I am.” 
 
    “Well, what are you doing here with an old man? Go home.” 
 
    She started to turn, then hesitated. “I’ll just shut things down then.” She nodded at his computer. He knew she wanted him to go home as well. His wife was probably waiting for him. 
 
    “Yeah, shut everything down out there. I’ll shut down in here.” He saved his file, then closed it, swiveling in his chair to look out the window. Night had fallen and the ever-persistent cloud-cover was sliding over the City. He reached for his cell phone and dialed his wife. 
 
    She picked up on the third ring. 
 
    “Ester, I’m just leaving now. I’ll be home about 8:30.” 
 
    “I had dinner ready at 6:00, Neal.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. I got so caught up here, I lost track of time.” 
 
    “Of course you did. I’ll see you at 8:30.” 
 
    He hung up and swung his chair around again. His home page had come up on the computer, showing the front page of the San Francisco Chronicle’s website. A photo of a pretty blond woman caught his attention and he leaned forward, shoving the glasses up on the bridge of his nose. 
 
    Zoë Ryder, daughter of renowned surgeon and philanthropist Blake Harper, dies of an aneurysm. 
 
    Neal slumped back in the chair, staring at her picture. For a moment he couldn’t formulate a coherent thought. He’d just met with Zoë not a week ago and now she was dead. Zoë Ryder – dead.  
 
    “Aamani,” he called into the other room, “bring me Blake Harper’s file, please.” 
 
    She poked her head back inside. “Mr. Goldman, I thought we agreed…” 
 
    “This is important. Get it for me, please. Then you can go.” 
 
    She disappeared. 
 
    Neal sat forward and scrolled through the rest of the story, holding his glasses pressed to his forehead. Aamani brought the file in and set it on his blotter. 
 
    “You all right, Mr. Goldman?” 
 
    “Fine,” he said, shortly. Then he looked up at her. “Go on home. I’ll leave in a few minutes. I just have a call to make.” 
 
    She nodded, then turned away from him as he opened the file. 
 
    “Aamani,” he called when she reached the door. 
 
    She turned and gave him a curious look. 
 
    He held up his cell phone. “Show me how to text again.” 
 
    She returned to his side and pulled up the texting window. “Just put the number in and type the message with the key pad here. Then press send. Do you want me to stay and do it?” 
 
    Neal shook his head, studying the contraption. “No, I think I’ve got it. You can go.” 
 
    She slowly walked to the door, but when he didn’t call her back, she disappeared from view. Neal riffled through the file, searching for the number he wanted, then he punched it into the phone and typed the message. 
 
    Please call me. It’s very important. I need to talk with you in person. Neal Goldman 
 
    He added his number and pressed send, then he slumped in the chair, staring at the file. What should he do? That one message wasn’t enough. He needed to do something more. 
 
    He read the newspaper article again. The reporter said she died of natural causes, so no one was going to believe anything differently. Who would even listen to what he had to say? But he had to try. He had to make some effort. 
 
    He opened a new window on the computer and looked up the San Francisco Police Department’s non-emergency number. He punched it into the cell phone and pressed the on-button. It began to ring. It rang four times, then a recording came on. 
 
    “You’ve reached the Non-emergency line for the San Francisco Police Department. If this is an emergency, please hang up and dial 911. Otherwise, you’ve reached this number after hours. The office is open Monday through Friday, 8:00 to 5:00. Please call back during regular business hours.” 
 
    Neal held the phone pressed to his ear. He couldn’t dial 911 for this. It wasn’t an emergency. Zoë Ryder was already dead. He’d have to call back tomorrow. He disconnected the phone and sat staring at it, hoping it would ring. When it didn’t, he turned off his laptop and put the cell phone in his pocket. 
 
    Then he picked up his briefcase and Blake Harper’s file, carrying them into the other room. He replaced the file in the drawer and walked to the outer door. His stomach hurt and he felt like he might be sick. 
 
    The report said she died of natural causes. He should just accept that. But he couldn’t. What was natural about a 26 year old dying? He opened the outer door and stepped into the hall. Reaching for the keys in his pocket, he locked it, then walked toward the stairs and descended. 
 
    The building was quiet, everyone else had gone home. He moved down the silent hallways and into the entrance hall, passing between the armchairs arranged in a welcoming pattern. 
 
    He opened the door and stepped out into the cool San Francisco night, locking the door behind him again. Then he jogged down the stairs and turned up the street. Maybe the cool of the fog and a brisk walk would settle his stomach. 
 
    He tried to whistle, but the sound failed him, so he picked up his pace, heading for Divisadero where he could catch a taxi to the BART station at the Civic Center. He heard a car start up behind him, but he didn’t remember seeing anyone on the street when he left his office. 
 
    He dismissed it and kept walking. Alta Plaza Park was quiet and empty as he walked along it. He could make out the huddled bumps of homeless people lying on the park benches. 
 
    He came to the corner of Washington Street and stepped off the curb. He made it halfway across the street when he heard the car accelerate behind him. 
 
    He glanced over as the headlights blinded him, forcing him to blink behind his glasses. He took a step as if to jump out of the way, but the car careened into him, throwing him up and over the hood. He slammed into the windshield and felt it splinter beneath him. Pain exploded in his head and the air rushed out of his lungs. Then he was flung forward, the briefcase torn from his hand. 
 
    He landed in the street with a sickening crunch of bones. 
 
    Gasping for breath, he tried to pull himself up, but pain spasmed through his body. Looking through the spider-webbing of his broken glasses, he saw the tail-lights of the Benz speed down the road. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The foil covered hamburger landed on the blotter with a solid thwunk. Peyton reached for it and tore the foil back, taking a huge bite. Her mouth filled with the blessed combination of juicy meat and melted cheese. She sank back in her chair and closed her eyes in bliss. 
 
    “That stuff’s gonna kill you one of these days. Clog your arteries to hell and gone,” said Marco, throwing all 6 foot 4 inches of well-toned man into the chair across from her. 
 
    Peyton gave him a beaming smile and took another bite. “Admit it,” she said around a mouthful. “You’re jealous. You know you miss hamburgers and steak and oh, God, lobster dripping in butter.” 
 
    Marco scrunched up his nose in disgust and plopped his salad on his desk. “I don’t know how you eat like that and stay as teeny tiny as you do.” 
 
    “Fast metabolism,” she said, reaching for the milk shake he set next to her computer. “Chocolate, right?” 
 
    “Chocolate, right,” he said with a laugh. He nodded at the computer. “What are you working on?” 
 
    “Finishing up the report on the bum roll in the Tenderloin.” 
 
    Marco speared a clump of lettuce and placed it in his mouth. “Hate that crap.” 
 
    Peyton knew he meant the paperwork. In the seven years they’d been partners, she’d done the bulk of it. She would have bristled at the chauvinistic manner in which she became responsible for pushing paper, except Marco never treated her chauvinistically. He really did hate filling out the paperwork and she was better at it. He couldn’t spell to save his life, said he was dyslexic. Of course, it did occur to her that it might be an excuse. 
 
    Well, he usually picked up their lunches, got her things like chocolate shakes when she asked. It seemed like a more than fair trade. She polished off her hamburger and threw the foil in the garbage can just as Maria Sanchez walked up and tossed a file on her desk. 
 
    “Heya, Marco baby,” Maria said, winking at Peyton’s partner. 
 
    Marco gave her a lazy look. “Hey Maria, what’s shakin’, baby?” 
 
    Peyton made a gagging sound. Marco looked like a Chippendales dancer with his shoulder-length black hair and blue eyes. Women and a lot of men threw themselves at him. 
 
    “What’s this?” she said, tapping the file. 
 
    “New case, VIP according to the captain. Wants you to take a look into it, but keep it discreet.” She gave Marco another wink. “Pacific Heights discreet.” 
 
    Marco offered her a practiced smile, showing a row of perfect white teeth. Peyton rolled her eyes. 
 
    “My hamburger is backing up on me,” she said, leaning toward the garbage can by Maria’s feet and making another retching sound. 
 
    Maria took a few steps back and glared at her. “Just check it out, all right, and fast. Captain wants to put this one away quick.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t want to keep a socialite waiting,” said Peyton with a yawn. “Don’t ya have anything else? Can’t you give this to Simons and Cho?” 
 
    “They’ve got a dead lawyer,” said Maria, fixing a hand on her hip. 
 
    “Lawyers are worse than socialites, Brooks,” said Marco, bracing his head on his hand and spearing another lettuce leaf. 
 
    “I guess so, but this one’s dead.” 
 
    Maria slapped a hand against her thigh. “You really want me to tell the captain you don’t want it?” 
 
    Peyton reached for her milkshake and placed the straw in her mouth, slurping deliberately. 
 
    Maria offered her a smirk. “See ya later, Marco baby,” she purred. 
 
    He gave a playful jerk of the head with just his chin. 
 
    Peyton wrinkled her nose at him. “Really? You’re all kinds of badboy, aren’t ya, Marco baby.” 
 
    Marco laughed. “You jealous, Brooks?” 
 
    Peyton reached for the file. “Yeah, I was thinking of asking Maria out myself,” she said. 
 
    Marco laughed again. 
 
    Peyton scowled as she read the report, then pushed it across the desk to Marco’s side. “This is the shit I hate,” she commented. “Why do men always gotta off their wives?” 
 
    Marco frowned and reached for the file. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake passed a twenty over the seat to the cab driver and opened the door, climbing out. He shut the door and looked up at the imposing façade of the Harpers’ mansion.  It sported four white columns and a circular set of stairs leading up to the wide front porch, topped by a balcony overlooking the front yard. The mansion was box-shaped, constructed of brown stones trimmed in white molding. 
 
    The cab sped off as Jake moved to the gate in the walk and pushed it open. He passed under the arbor covered by a white climbing rose and moved up the stone walkway toward the door. Jogging up the stairs, he passed between the columns and rang the doorbell. 
 
    He could hear voices behind the double doors and then the door on the right opened. Claire peered out. 
 
    “Jake,” she said, stepping back. “Come inside.” 
 
    Jake moved into the marble floored entrance. To the left rose the ornate circular staircase. Coming down the stairs was Brandon Dixon. Jake stopped and waited for the man to descend. 
 
    “You remember Brandon Dixon from next door,” said Claire, motioning to the man. 
 
    Jake frowned. With his short cropped brown hair, khaki pants, and polo shirt, Brandon looked every bit the privileged Pacific Heights resident. 
 
    Brandon held out his hand. Reluctantly Jake accepted it only to feel like his bones were being ground together. He hated men who shook hands like that. There were always men who felt they had to show their machismo through their grip. 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss,” said Brandon, but the words lacked any real warmth. 
 
    Jake wasn’t going to discuss Zoë with this man. He gave him a nod. 
 
    Claire hovered in the background. “Brandon came by to bring some food. There’s so much food in the kitchen I won’t have to cook for weeks.” 
 
    Jake studied her. The kitchen was in the back of the house on the main floor. Brandon had been coming down the stairs. What the hell was she talking about? 
 
    He dismissed it. He didn’t really care. Although, he thought it ironic that Claire mentioned cooking. As far as Jake knew, Claire had never cooked in her life. 
 
    “I’ll just be going. Call if you need anything, Claire,” said Brandon, touching her shoulder. 
 
    She gave him a tired smile and he walked to the door, pulling it closed behind him. After he was gone, Claire motioned to the parlor and led the way. 
 
    “Would you like something to drink? Tea or something?” 
 
    “No,” said Jake, taking a seat in the wing backed chair before the front window. Claire always entertained in this room. Besides the chair where he sat, there were three other wing backed chairs in striped, white linen arranged around a cherry wood table with a tray rim. On the wall directly across from the window was a grand piano, a beautiful, glistening black instrument that Jake had never heard played. A Persian rug in muted blue and white tones covered the marble tiles, and floor to ceiling curtains in shimmering silver satin framed the large bay window.  
 
    Usually, Claire had a maid who opened doors and served drinks, but she seemed to be the only one home at the moment. Jake tried to remember the maid’s name, but couldn’t. It was Juanita or something. 
 
    Claire settled into a chair across from him. “How are you doing?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. He didn’t want to talk about Zoë with her mother either. He wasn’t sure he’d ever want to talk about Zoë again, but he didn’t have much choice. They needed to finalize the funeral arrangements. 
 
    “I was wondering if you have any news about…” Jake’s voice failed him and he cleared his throat. “…about Zoë.” 
 
    Claire always sat on the very edge of a chair as if she was prepared to spring up at any second. She wore a tailored skirt and blouse with a string of pearls. Her blond hair was pulled up in back and clipped with a pearl comb. She had on a pair of red pumps and her wedding ring glimmered from her manicured hand. 
 
    “There’s a small problem,” she said, clasping her hands tightly together. “Zoë’s body has been moved to the Medical Examiner’s office for the autopsy.” 
 
    “What? I thought the autopsy was being performed at the hospital.” 
 
    Claire wrung her hands. “I thought so too, but when I called this morning, they told me she’d been moved. Something about her age and the fact she lost the baby…” 
 
    Jake looked down. The rug had swirls of blue in it, some of them almost forming butterflies in the weaving. “I don’t see what that has to do with anything,” he said quietly. 
 
    Claire didn’t immediately answer, then she rose to her feet and walked into the entryway. Jake leaned forward and watched her as she crossed to the coat rack beside the door. Her green, leather handbag hung from one of the hooks and she reached inside, pulling out a brochure. She carried it back to the parlor and handed it to Jake. 
 
    Jake turned it over in his hands. Cremation. He dropped the brochure on the tray table and sat back in the chair, letting his hands dangle over the sides. “That’s what you want done?” 
 
    Claire took her seat again, smoothing out the sleek lines of her skirt. Her eyes lowered to the brochure and she nodded, vigorously. “I think it’s best. Zoë would want that. More environmentally sound.” 
 
    Jake had to admit Claire was probably right; still it bothered him to think about it. And yet, he figured it wouldn’t matter what they did with Zoë, it was bound to bother him. 
 
    “I’ve made all the arrangements. Everything’s ready to go as soon as they release her body.” 
 
    “Did they give you any indication when they’d do that?” 
 
    “No, but I’ll call over there again tomorrow and demand to talk to the Chief Medical Examiner. There’s no excuse for this. She’s Blake Harper’s daughter. She deserves more dignity than she’s getting. I don’t sit on the board of two hospitals for nothing.” 
 
    Jake didn’t doubt that Claire would have more sway than he did. He slid forward, prepared to go. It bothered him that Zoë had been moved to the Medical Examiner’s office. He hated to think of more people cutting into her, probing her. He wanted her to have peace. He hesitated and gripped the arms of the chair. This wasn’t the only reason he’d come out to Pacific Heights. 
 
    “Claire, have you been to see Blake since Zoë…since she died?” 
 
    “I went yesterday.” 
 
    Jake’s fingers tightened. “Did you tell Blake about Zoë?” 
 
    “Tell him?” Claire gave Jake a look that said he’d lost his mind. “Jake, Blake is comatose. He doesn’t know we’re even there.” 
 
    “What if he does? What if some part of him is aware? Don’t you think he should know about his daughter? Don’t you think he’d want to know?” 
 
    Claire didn’t answer for a moment. Her features hardened and her eyes narrowed. When she spoke, Jake had never heard her voice so cold. “No, I don’t think he should know. I think that man has been through enough. I don’t think he should suffer anymore at all.” 
 
    Jake released his hold on the chair. “Okay,” he said, pushing himself to his feet. “It’s your decision.” 
 
    “It certainly is.” Claire rose as well. 
 
    “Let me know when you hear something.” 
 
    “I will. Do you need me to call you a cab?” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “No, I’ll walk to the bus stop. I wouldn’t mind the exercise.” 
 
    Claire led him into the entry way. “Take care of yourself, Jake. You look tired.” 
 
    Jake didn’t answer as she pulled open the door. He guessed he did look tired. He’d been sleeping on the couch since Zoë died. He couldn’t bear the thought of climbing into their bed without her, but the couch wasn’t really meant for long term slumber. And worse still, the dreams wouldn’t let him rest. He kept hearing the sirens, seeing the lights whenever he closed his eyes. 
 
    “I will. You too. Is there anything you need?” 
 
    Claire leaned against the door. “Just to put Zoë to rest. I can’t move beyond this until I do.” 
 
    Jake hesitated on the porch. Move beyond this? Was there a way to move beyond it? 
 
    “I’ll talk to you soon,” said Claire, then before he could answer, she shut and locked the door. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The security guards eyed Peyton and Marco as they moved toward the doors of the emergency room. Even though neither of them wore uniforms, people always knew they were cops. The doors hissed as they opened and Peyton led the way into the waiting room. 
 
    “I hate hospitals,” muttered Marco under his breath. 
 
    The waiting room was full. All eyes shifted to them as if they’d made an announcement upon their arrival. Peyton knew they looked silly together. She was five foot three, five six in her three inch boots, Marco six four. She glanced over the people sitting in the hard, plastic chairs, then focused on the nurse behind the counter. 
 
    The woman wasn’t looking at them. Peyton reached for her badge as they came up to the counter, but the nurse slapped a clip board on the counter and reached for a pen. 
 
    “Fill this out and have a seat. We’ll be with you in a minute.” 
 
    Peyton held the badge under the nurse’s nose. The woman’s head shot up and she gave them a scowl. “We’re here to talk to Dr. Singh. Is he available?” 
 
    The nurse rose immediately to her feet. “Go through the door over there,” she said, leaning forward and pointing. “I’ll meet you on the other side.” 
 
    Marco walked to the door and pushed it open. Peyton followed. They entered a large box with smaller rooms around the perimeter. The nurse motioned them into one of the smaller rooms. Reaching for a curtain, she pulled it half closed as she backed out of the room. 
 
    “Dr. Singh will be here momentarily.” 
 
    “Thank you,” answered Peyton. 
 
    The nurse pulled the curtain closed the rest of the way and they heard the glass door slide shut. Marco wandered around the small space, staring at the instruments. Peyton took a seat on the edge of the bed, watching him. He seemed to fill the room with his bulk. 
 
    “I hate hospitals,” repeated Marco. 
 
    “No one likes them.” 
 
    “Doctors and nurses love them. I hate them.” 
 
    “Reported and noted,” said Peyton, shaking her head in amusement. “Hopefully we won’t be here long.” 
 
    “You heard from the M.E. yet?” 
 
    “No, I put in a call before we came down.” 
 
    “Who got the case?” 
 
    “Abe.” 
 
    Marco sighed. “Great. Now I get to put up with more sexual harassment.” 
 
    Peyton smiled. She knew Marco was mostly kidding. Abe did flirt shamelessly with him, but he meant it all in good fun. He was also the best M.E. in the City, so they were lucky to have scored him for this case. Marco knew that. “You shouldn’t be so damn irresistible then.” 
 
    “Can’t help it. It’s in the genes.” 
 
    Peyton started to respond, but the glass door slid open, then closed again. A moment later, a tall, thin man with brown skin walked around the curtain. He wore blue scrubs and a paper cap over his hair. Peyton rose to her feet and showed him her badge. 
 
    “Dr. Jashmit Singh?” 
 
    He nodded. He didn’t look happy about being there. 
 
    Peyton gave him her most disarming smile. “I’m Inspector Brooks and this is my partner, Inspector D’Angelo. We understand you were the attending when Zoë Ryder was brought in three days ago.” 
 
    “Yes.” He clasped his hands before him. Peyton marked the slump of his shoulders and the way he tried to keep Marco in his sight without making it obvious. “I didn’t expect anyone to come out.” 
 
    “You are the one who signed her body over to the M.E., right?” 
 
    “Yes, but I thought that would be it. I don’t want to testify or anything.” 
 
    Peyton deliberately took her seat on the bed again. Best to make him feel more comfortable. Even innocent people acted guilty when confronted by police. Her father had always said you got more traction playing good cop than bad. Peyton tended to agree with him. 
 
    “We just want to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind.” She motioned to a stool. “Please sit down. You must be tired. That emergency room is jammed tonight.” 
 
    Dr. Singh sank onto the stool. “It’s always like that. The later it gets the busier.” 
 
    “Was it busy the night Zoë came in?” 
 
    “I can’t remember. She took priority. Her vitals were so unstable.” 
 
    “What exactly does that mean? I’m not very good with medical jargon.” 
 
    “Her blood pressure had bottomed out. We could hardly find a pulse. She was unresponsive, even to painful stimuli.” 
 
    “I see.” Peyton reached for the small notebook she kept in her jacket pocket and pulled it out, flipping open the cover. “She was young, right? 26?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That must have been unusual, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “It was. I was baffled by her presentation, but I knew she had to be hemorrhaging.”  
 
    “Hemorrhaging? Losing blood, right?” 
 
    “Right. After we made our initial examination, we discovered she was pregnant and was actively miscarrying.” 
 
    “Did you think that was the cause of the hemorrhaging?” 
 
    Dr. Singh glanced at Marco, but Marco had his back turned, pretending to study a chart on the wall. Peyton knew he was completely focused on their conversation though. “No, I knew the miscarriage was a secondary issue. One of her pupils was dilated, the other was not. That’s a sign of a brain injury.” 
 
    Peyton looked at her notes. “Initially you thought it was a ruptured aneurysm. What made you think that?” 
 
    “The pregnancy. It’s not uncommon for pregnancy to bring out a genetic weakness, especially in blood vessels. So much more blood is flowing through a woman’s system during pregnancy that it can cause a traumatic failure if a vessel is weak or damaged.” 
 
    “Later, though, you changed that diagnosis. What made you suspicious?” 
 
    “The initial tox panel. It came the next day.” 
 
    “Do you always run tox panels?” 
 
    “The minute you enter the hospital. Especially on someone so young.  Our first protocol is to suspect some sort of drug overdose.” 
 
    “What was unusual in her tox panel?” 
 
    “I sent everything over to the M.E. for his review, but it was the presence of warfarin that alerted me.” 
 
    “Warfarin?” 
 
    “A stroke medication.” 
 
    Marco turned around and stared at him. “Stroke medication? Why would a twenty-six year old be on stroke medication? Could she have taken it by mistake?” 
 
    “Not at the levels she had in her system.” Dr. Singh looked down at his hands. “I just don’t get it. Who do you think could have done this?” 
 
    “Most likely it’s the husband, Dr. Singh.” 
 
    Dr. Singh looked up again. “Her husband? I can’t believe he would hurt her. Do you really think it could be him?” 
 
    Peyton gave him a sad, weary smile. “It usually is,” she said. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton pulled the Charger into a parking space at the rear of the M.E.’s office and applied the emergency brake. They exited and walked toward the back door. Marco showed his badge to the guard and the man circled around his podium and pulled open the door for them. They walked down the stairs into the belly of the building, the bright fluorescent lights in the stairwell reflecting off the white walls. The temperature dropped as they descended and Peyton stuffed her hands into the pockets on her leather jacket. 
 
    Marco pulled open the door at the bottom of the stairwell and they entered a sterile white hallway. At the very end was a double door with a keypad. Peyton punched in the code and the doors swung inward on air-compression pistons. 
 
    Abraham Jefferson’s lab was the third one on the right, according to the placard on the wall.  They pushed open the swinging door and found him seated at a bench, his eye pressed to the lens on a microscope. His dreadlocks lay about his shoulders and his long fingered hands reached for the slide and removed it, grabbing another one from the table and replacing it. 
 
    “Be with you in a moment,” he said without looking up. 
 
    Peyton glanced around the large, austere room. A metal table took up the middle of the floor and directly below it was a drain in the floor. She was surprisingly grateful there was no body on it. Behind the metal table were rows of shelves encased in glass. Any number of bottles, flasks and test tubes crowded the shelves. Below the glass shelves were drawers that Peyton knew housed saws and blades and instruments worthy of a medieval torture chamber. For a homicide detective, she realized her squeamish nature was at odds with her job description. 
 
    “Hey, my soul sista,” came Abe’s voice. 
 
    Peyton turned and found him beaming a huge smile at her. Abe always looked like his mouth sported too many teeth. He shook back his dreads and rose to his full six feet. His dark eyes shifted to Marco and his smile grew wider. 
 
    “And the Italian Stallion,” he said, giving him a saucy wink. 
 
    Marco shot him one of his quelling stares, but Abe wasn’t afraid of him. “What can I do you for?” 
 
    Peyton glanced at Marco, knowing he would catch the double entendre. A smile tugged at the corners of Marco’s mouth and he walked away, looking at the bottles in the shelving unit. 
 
    “We’re here about the Zoë Ryder case, Abe,” said Peyton. 
 
    Abe’s playful demeanor fell away and he turned toward his desk, reaching for the file on top. He placed it on his bench next to the microscope and opened it. “Nasty bit of business, that,” he said, reading. 
 
    Peyton inched closer. “We just went to see Dr. Singh, the attending. He said he sent you all of his findings and the tox report. Have you completed the autopsy?” 
 
    Abe nodded. “Just waiting on the results of my own tox screening. They sent me the fetus too.” He looked up, narrowing his dark eyes. “Hate that part like crazy.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Abe turned a page with his elegant long fingers. Peyton had always been fascinated by Abe’s hands, long fingers, smooth seal-brown skin, but capable of sawing through a human skull without a moment’s hesitation. Abe Jefferson was the best M.E. in San Francisco, and one of her closest friends. 
 
    “So, the attending initially thought it was a ruptured aneurysm?” prompted Peyton. 
 
    “Yeah, she presented as such, especially with the pregnancy, but he got the initial tox report back the day after she died.” 
 
    “That’s when he found the war…whatever.” 
 
    “Warfarin. Yeah, really high levels too.” 
 
    “Is that what caused the hemorrhaging?” 
 
    Abe met her gaze. “Massive. She basically bled out, Peyton. Poor girl.” 
 
    “Dr. Singh said something about it being stroke medicine.” 
 
    Abe pursed his lips. “Yeah, warfarin is a blood thinner. Miracle drug, really, if used properly.” 
 
    Peyton eased onto the stool on the other side of Abe’s bench. “Is that what the hospital uses warfarin for?” 
 
    “Stroke patients? Yeah. If you give them warfarin when they first present, it can almost reverse the damage. It’s saved many people’s lives, kept them alive, and for those who’ve had strokes, it’s improved their recovery immensely.” 
 
    Marco wandered back to them. “Could she have done this to herself?” 
 
    “You mean suicide?” 
 
    Marco shrugged. 
 
    “Hell of a way to go. I’ve never heard of it before.” 
 
    “What if she was exposed to warfarin and didn’t know it? Could that have caused this?” continued Marco. 
 
    “Naw. She ingested huge amounts. There are signs of bleeding in her stomach.” 
 
    “Could the hospital or the medics have given it to her when they picked her up? Maybe they thought she was having a stroke?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “Her symptoms wouldn’t have presented as such. They would have suspected something was bringing her blood pressure down and they wouldn’t have wanted to lower it further.” 
 
    Peyton exhaled. 
 
    “It’s a terrible way to die,” said Abe. “By the looks of her stomach, she would have been suffering for days. Would have been more humane to put a gun to her head.” 
 
    “It would have been more humane to divorce her. That bastard is gonna ride the needle if I have anything to do with it,” Peyton said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Jake wandered aimlessly around the flat, staring out the window, sitting in front of the television, watching people go about the business of living. Mrs. Parker had been by twice and asked him to go for a walk with her and Prince. He begged off because he couldn’t stand the thought of small talk, pretending he gave a damn about anything right now. 
 
    He sat and stared at the phone, wondering why Claire didn’t call with news about Zoë, then he feared she might. It terrified him to think of the finality of a funeral. As long as they didn’t have it, he could continue to pretend – pretend none of it happened. 
 
    He stood up and wandered over to the pictures he’d taken of Zoë in Golden Gate Park. He had so carefully planned that day and he’d been terrified something would mess it up, but it had gone perfectly. 
 
    If he closed his eyes, he could remember the scent of juniper and eucalyptus, the warmth of the sun and the softness of the grass. She had leaned against a tree and he’d snapped her picture there. She had smiled as if she wanted nothing more than to be with him at that moment. 
 
    God, he loved her so much. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    “What are we doing?” she said, laughing and running to keep up with him as he tugged on her hand. 
 
    The great dome of the Spreckels Temple of Music rose across the concourse, and both right and left were the ornate buildings of the Academy of Science building and the deYoung Museum.  The San Francisco Symphony, dressed in black formal wear, were taking their seats under the bandshell. 
 
    Jake led Zoë to a blanket on the lawn and she stopped, staring at it. “Wait, is this ours?” She pointed at the basket, sitting in the middle of the blanket. 
 
    “Of course, did you think I just stole someone’s dinner?” 
 
    She gave him a look, half amusement, half confusion. “How did you do this?” 
 
    “I have my ways.” And help, he thought. He owed Sam a six-pack. 
 
    The symphony began tuning up and other people moved toward the chairs arranged before the dome. Zoë clasped her hands, her eyes shining in the late afternoon sunlight. 
 
    “A picnic and a concert?” she asked. 
 
    He merely lifted a brow and sat down, lifting the lid on the basket and pulling out a bottle of champagne. He took out two glasses and set them up on the blanket. “Are you going to join me?” he asked. 
 
    She sank down beside him, her sundress fanning out around her. “Jake, this is amazing.” 
 
    He smiled at her as he tore the foil off the bottle’s neck and began unwinding the wire. She looked around at the people and then back at the dome as the conductor took his place before the musicians. 
 
    When the cork popped on the bottle, she gave a start and laughed. He filled both glasses, then handed her one. He touched his to hers and looked at her intently. “To a thousand more memories just like this.” 
 
    She sipped at the wine, studying him over the top of the glass. “You are so wonderfully romantic and corny. I love it.” 
 
    He smiled and settled his glass beside him, then he reached for his camera and turned it on. He pressed the button and pulled up the pictures they’d taken that day. She leaned closer to him. 
 
    “Anything good?” she asked. 
 
    He frowned at the viewfinder. “What is this? I don’t remember taking this.” 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    He held the camera out to her and she took it. As she looked at the display, the symphony began to play Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake. She glanced up, then focused on the camera again. 
 
    “Why it’s a picture of a ring in a basket…” Her eyes lifted to the picnic basket. 
 
    Jake held his breath. 
 
    She looked at him and slowly set the camera down. “Jake?” she asked. 
 
    He gave the basket a pointed look. 
 
    She lifted the lid and peered inside. Then she reached in and brought out a glittering diamond ring in a black velvet ring case. She turned to him and her eyes shimmered with tears. 
 
    “Jake?” 
 
    He took the ring out of the holder and rose on one knee. “Zoë Harper, will you marry me?” 
 
    She didn’t say anything for a moment and Jake felt his heart kick against his ribs. Then she launched herself into his arms, spreading kisses all over his face. He laughed and wrapped his arms around her. 
 
    “You didn’t answer me,” he said, holding her off. “Will you marry me?” 
 
    She smiled radiantly. “Actually, I was waiting for some awful pick up line.” 
 
    He thought for a moment. “Is there a rainbow, because you're the treasure I've been searching for.” 
 
    She laughed and shook her head. 
 
    “Or It's not my fault I fell in love. You are the one that tripped me.” 
 
    She winced. 
 
    “Or Do you have a bandage? Because I just scraped my knee falling for you.” 
 
    She placed a finger against his lips, stilling him, then she leaned forward and kissed him, a slow, lingering kiss. When she pulled away, she pressed her forehead against his. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “I will most definitely marry you.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton pulled open the refrigerator and removed two beers. She carried one to the counter and passed it across to Marco where he perched on the barstool. Pickles, her Yorkshire terrier, slept in his lap, balanced by one muscular arm. When he tried to open the bottle, Pickles growled at him. Marco gave Peyton a lift of his dark brows and passed the beer back. 
 
    She settled hers on the counter and twisted the cap off his, sliding it to him. Then she uncapped her own beer and took a long swallow. Reaching down, she pulled off first one boot, then the other, kicking it across the room. Opening the drawer by the sink, she took out a pile of take-out menus and dropped them on the counter. 
 
    “What do you want? Pizza, Chinese? Thai?” 
 
    “Thai,” said Marco. 
 
    She located the right menu and reached for her phone. “Same as always.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She dialed the number imprinted on the front of the menu and placed the order. Then she settled the phone on the counter, took another sip of beer, and stripped her jacket off. Padding in stocking feet to the entryway, she hung the coat on the rack by the door and unstrapped her shoulder harness, hanging the Glock on the second hook before padding back to the kitchen. 
 
    She pulled the file to herself and opened it. A photo of a blond woman stared back at her. She lifted it and took a closer look. Even for a driver’s license photo, this woman was pretty. Creamy skin, large blue eyes, wide forehead. 
 
    “She was pretty,” she said, handing the photo to Marco. 
 
    He took it. “Yeah.” 
 
    She lifted the second photo of a man. Jacob John Ryder. He wasn’t bad looking. Straight brown hair with lighter highlights, parted on the left, a straight nose, thin mouth, strong chin. He had huge brown eyes framed with thick lashes. He wasn’t as good looking as Marco, but few men were. Still he looked sturdy and wholesome, your basic Mid-Western white boy with a solid family background. 
 
    “Is this the face of a murderer?” she asked, passing the photo to Marco as well. 
 
    “The prime suspect is always the husband or boyfriend…” 
 
    “Or lover, I know,” finished Peyton. She reached for her beer and took a swallow. “My dad always said a case was like a stool, built on three legs. The first is your suspect, the second your evidence, and the third your motive.” She pointed the neck of the bottle at Marco. “We got the first and some of the second. So then, what’s the motive?” 
 
    Marco scratched Pickles’ head. The dog stretched and growled in his sleep, then settled more comfortably. “Guess we’ll have to ask him when we talk to him tomorrow.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. She placed her beer on the counter and walked into the living room. She stopped at the table by the window and picked up a picture frame. A striking man with dark skin in a police officer’s uniform stared back at her. Officer Benjamin Brooks had served twenty-three years on the force before he was shot in a routine traffic stop. He died in the ambulance on the way to the hospital. Peyton had just finished her rookie year when she got the call. 
 
    She set the frame down and looked out the window. The lights from the cars sped up and down 19th Avenue. Fog was rolling in, sliding through the houses and settling over the street. 
 
    “You ever think about getting married, Marco?” she asked without turning around. She knew Marco had his fair share of conquests. Men who looked like him always did, but in the seven years they’d been partners, she’d never known of a serious relationship. 
 
    “No, I don’t think cops should marry.” 
 
    Peyton nodded, her thoughts turning to her mother. Alice Brooks had never remarried after her husband was killed. She moved in with her sister and worked in a tourist trap of a store for little more than minimum wage. Not that she needed the money. Ben had left her with a healthy pension and a life insurance policy. Still, she liked having something to do. Peyton didn’t see her much. She didn’t approve of Peyton’s job, not after her father died. 
 
    “With divorce as frequent as it is now, why would he kill her? Why wouldn’t he just leave?” 
 
    Marco swiveled in his chair. “Maybe he didn’t want to be a father. Maybe he was afraid he’d have to pay child support.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t turn. Marco had hit on the motive she feared most. It was bad enough to kill one’s wife, but to off an innocent baby…that was truly sick. 
 
    “Hey, Brooks, you ever think about getting married.” 
 
    She turned around and wandered back to the kitchen. “No man can handle me,” she said with a laugh, reaching for her beer. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake watched the coffee drip into the pot, inhaling the rich aroma. Reaching for a mug, he poured himself a cup, but didn’t take a sip. Wandering to the refrigerator, he pulled it open. Beyond a bottle of catsup and a half an onion, there was nothing inside to be called food. 
 
    He’d have to go to the store today, and tomorrow he was forcing himself to go to work. He couldn’t keep turning around in this flat or staring at the closed bedroom door. Sam had called three times, but he’d let it go to his voice mail. He hadn’t been able to avoid Faith’s repeated attempts to get a hold of him, but he really had nothing to say to her, so she’d hung up after a few minutes of asking if he was all right or if he needed her to come out. Then he’d gotten the really strange text message. 
 
    Please call me. It’s very important. I need to talk with you in person. Neal Goldman 
 
    He didn’t know any Neal Goldman, but he’d called the number anyway. It didn’t even go to a message center, it just buzzed with a busy signal. He’d given up after the third try. If Neal Goldman wanted to get ahold of him, he could call again.  
 
    He returned to his mug and lifted it, taking a tentative sip. It burned his palate, but he didn’t mind. The smell of the coffee brought Zoë’s face to mind, Zoë closing her eyes in bliss as she took a sip. God, he missed her. He missed everything about her. 
 
    A knock sounded at the door. For a moment, he thought of ignoring it. He didn’t want to talk to anyone. Mrs. Parker kept bringing him sweets – chocolate cake, cookies, a cherry pie – as if eating such things could replace his wife. 
 
    The knock sounded again, more insistent this time. Jake set down the mug and walked into the entry, pulling the door open without looking through the peephole. A short woman and a very tall man stood in the hallway. 
 
    The woman held out a shining bit of metal in a leather case. “Jacob Ryder?” she asked. 
 
    He glanced down at the metal and saw the words S.F. Police Department embossed on the top. A badge. “Yes?” 
 
    She snapped shut the badge. “I’m Inspector Brooks and this is my partner, Inspector D’Angelo. Can we come in and talk with you for a moment?” 
 
    Jake backed up to allow them inside, not sure what they could possibly want with him. Had there been a robbery or something in the building? 
 
    Both of them sauntered into the flat, looking around. The woman stood about five six, but she wore three-inch heels. She was of mixed ethnicity, probably part African American. She had a mound of curling black hair pulled into a ponytail at the back of her head. Her eyes were so dark they were almost black and her skin was a honey-brown color. She had full lips and high, wide cheekbones. She wore jeans and a black leather jacket. Not traditionally pretty, but exotic looking. 
 
    The man was well over six feet, massive shoulders. His jacket pulled across his chest, outlining his muscular build. He was probably Italian with black, shoulder-length hair and blue eyes. He looked like a male model, but the way he surveyed the room gave him a dangerous, edgy air. 
 
    The man walked around the flat, looking at the photos on the wall. He picked up a photo of Zoë on the mantle, one Jake had taken in Golden Gate Park. She was leaning against a tree, her blond hair thrown over one shoulder. He showed it to the woman. 
 
    “Is that your wife?” she asked. 
 
    Jake nodded with a frown. He didn’t like the officer handling Zoë’s picture. 
 
    “Nice picture,” he said, setting it down again. 
 
    The woman wandered over to her partner’s side and looked at the photos he was inspecting, all pictures Jake had taken at various times and places throughout the City. She faced him again. “You take these?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He realized he was still holding open the door. He closed it and moved into the family room. “Can I ask what this is about?” 
 
    “We’d just like to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Jake shrugged. He was so confused he wasn’t sure what to say. “I guess.” 
 
    She settled herself on the couch and pointed to the arm chair diagonal to her. Jake walked to the chair and sank into it. At the other end of the couch was a blanket and pillow he’d folded when he got up this morning. Zoë would have expected him to put it away, but he couldn’t find the energy. Just folding it had taken will power. 
 
    Officer Brooks reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a small notepad. She flipped up the cover. “Your full name is Jacob John Ryder, your parents were John and Grace Ryder, you have two sisters, Faith and Hope, both married, and one niece Emily. You work at a bank as a loan officer, right?” 
 
    Jake shifted and looked over his shoulder at the male officer. “Yeah, what’s this about?” 
 
    “Your wife was Zoë Harper Ryder, daughter of Dr. Blake and Claire Harper. She worked…” The officer paused and looked up at him, lifting her brows. “…at a coffee shop.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He shifted back around. “What exactly are you here for?” 
 
    She gave him a smile. It was pleasant enough. “We just want to ask you some questions. When someone as young as Zoë dies so suddenly, it’s standard protocol to ask questions.” 
 
    Jake frowned. 
 
    “Do you mind if my partner takes a look around the flat?” 
 
    “What would he be looking for?” 
 
    “You’re the one that found Zoë, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “In the bathroom.” 
 
    “That would be what he’s looking for. You don’t mind, do you?” 
 
    Jake wasn’t sure whether he should mind or not. He still didn’t understand why they were there. He shrugged. 
 
    Officer Brooks smiled. “Thank you,” she said warmly. She gave her partner a brief nod. 
 
    Jake looked over his shoulder as Officer D’Angelo went into the kitchen. 
 
    “Back to the questions. How long were you married?” 
 
    “Almost four years.” 
 
    “Where did you meet?” 
 
    “College.” 
 
    “San Francisco State?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Officer Brooks consulted her pad. “You were a business major and Zoë was pre-med.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Officer Brooks’ brows drew down into a frown. “But she worked in a coffee house?” 
 
    “She didn’t want to become a doctor. That’s what her father wanted. She enjoyed being a barista.” 
 
    Officer Brooks nodded, her dark eyes searching his face. Then she leaned forward. “Bet that was annoying, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Here she had the potential to make so much more money as a doctor, but she chose to work for minimum wage.” 
 
    “It’s what made her happy.” 
 
    The officer shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. You like working at the bank?” 
 
    “It’s a job.” 
 
    Her gaze shifted to the photographs. “Bet you’d rather take pictures though?” 
 
    Jake glanced at them as well. “Few people can make a living doing that.” 
 
    “Still, it must have rankled. You working so hard, while she pissed around in a coffee house.” 
 
    Jake shifted uncomfortably. He was beginning to think agreeing to this wasn’t the best idea. What the hell did they want? “As long as Zoë was happy, that’s all that mattered. I don’t mind my job.” 
 
    “Did you have a good marriage? I mean marriage is hard in the best of circumstances, but it must have been really hard marrying someone like Zoë?” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Jake’s voice came out sharper than he intended. He flinched when he heard the bedroom door open. He shifted to look over his shoulder and could just see Officer D’Angelo disappear into the room. 
 
    “You weren’t exactly from the same social class, now were you? She’s the trust fund kid from a wealthy surgeon and you are the third child of work-a-day stock.” She looked at her pad. “Your father worked in factories, didn’t he?” 
 
    Jake turned back around. “What the hell is this about?” 
 
    “I can sympathize. I can’t even imagine how hard it must have been. She was used to so many things. Things not even your bank salary could provide. It must have caused friction.” 
 
    Jake rose to his feet. “Okay, I don’t know what this is about, but I want to know why you’re here.” 
 
    Officer Brooks also rose and Jake marked that her hand went inside her coat. Gun? He was so stunned, he wasn’t sure how to respond. He sensed the other officer looming in the doorway of the bedroom. A cold sweat broke out across his body and he felt his stomach knot. 
 
    “Take a seat, Mr. Ryder,” said Officer Brooks. The tone of her voice was no longer gentle or warm. This was a woman who was used to being obeyed. 
 
    He sank down onto the chair, his knees trembling, and gripped the arms. He could hear her partner cross the hard wood and come up behind him, but he didn’t turn to look. He kept his attention focused on the woman until she slowly removed her hand from her coat. 
 
    “Are you familiar with a drug called warfarin, Mr. Ryder?” 
 
    That took Jake by surprise. “Should I be?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re trying to find out. You see Zoë had unusually high amounts of warfarin in her system when she died.” 
 
    Jake’s eyes widened. It suddenly made sense – the delay in releasing her body, the movement of her remains to the Medical Examiner’s office, the visit by the police…except it didn’t make sense. Zoë died of a ruptured aneurysm. Dr. Singh had been certain. 
 
    “Wait,” he said, tunneling his fingers into his hair. “What are you saying? She committed suicide with this stuff?” 
 
    “No, Mr. Ryder,” came Officer Brooks chilling tones, “that’s not at all what I’m saying. Tell me, how did you feel about becoming a father?” 
 
    Jake looked up through his fingers and stared at the officer. He didn’t know what to say. His brain wouldn’t fit everything together. What the hell was she talking about? If Zoë had this warfarin in her system when she died, what did that have to do with their baby? 
 
    He rose to his feet again so swiftly neither one of the officers had time to react. “I want you out of here,” he said, pointing to the door. “I want you out of my house immediately! What the hell are you accusing me of doing? What the hell is this all about?” 
 
    Officer Brooks rose, snapping closed her notebook and slipping it into her pocket. “We just wanted to ask you some questions. Nothing more.” 
 
    “Get out of my house now! I’m not answering another thing. I don’t understand what is going on, but I damn well know this can’t be legal.” 
 
    Officer Brooks’ eyes shifted beyond his shoulder, then she nodded toward the door. The officer behind him moved toward the door, walking backwards as if he feared Jake might spring on him. Jake was trembling in a mixture of fear and fury. He glared at the other man as he reached for the doorknob. 
 
    Officer Brooks was holding something out to him. He tore his eyes from the man and looked down. It was a business card with the SFPD emblem in the corner. 
 
    “Here’s my card. If you think of anything or want to talk, call me.” 
 
    Jake blinked at her in disbelief. 
 
    “There are deals we can make, Mr. Ryder, things we can do. You have a clean record. I’m sure the D.A. would take that into consideration if you cooperate.” 
 
    Jake didn’t take the card. “Get out!” His voice shook. “Get out of my house!” 
 
    Officer Brooks bent and laid the card on the table, then backed to the door as well. When she had a couch between her and him, Officer D’Angelo opened the door and stepped into the hall. Officer Brooks followed him. 
 
    “Don’t forget. Call me if you change your mind. Call me and I promise to help you any way I can.” 
 
    Jake blinked rapidly, his hands tightening into fists. Officer D’Angelo pulled the door closed. Later Jake wouldn’t remember how long he stood and shook in the middle of his family room, but when he finally stumbled into the kitchen, he found his coffee had grown cold. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Marco unlocked the Charger with the remote and Peyton slid into the passenger seat. She stared at the dashboard as Marco walked around the back of the car and sank into the seat behind the steering wheel. They both sat for a moment without speaking. 
 
    Finally Marco stirred, placing the key in the ignition. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Don’t know. He certainly has a temper.” 
 
    “That he does.” 
 
    Peyton rested her elbow on the door and spread her fingers across her forehead. “Kind of a weenie way to off someone, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yeah, but he probably thought he wouldn’t get caught.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Peyton shifted in the seat and looked at him. “So what do we have?” 
 
    “Prime suspect is always the husband.” 
 
    “Check.” 
 
    “He found her himself.” 
 
    “Check.” 
 
    “He definitely has a temper.” 
 
    “Check. And we have motive, assuming he didn’t want to be a father.” 
 
    Marco sighed. “Well?” 
 
    “What? Did you find something when you were snooping around?” 
 
    Reaching into his pocket, Marco leaned forward and looked up at the flat. He pulled out a foil wrapped packet and held it up. Peyton recognized the circular, blister-pack of white pills with the numbers beneath them. “Tell me why a woman who is three months pregnant needs birth control pills.” 
 
    Peyton reached for them. “Maybe they’re left over from before the pregnancy?” 
 
    “Turn it over.” 
 
    Peyton flipped it to the back. The prescription sticker covered the backside. 
 
    “She had them filled just two weeks before she died,” said Marco. 
 
    Peyton tapped the packet against the dashboard. “You think she didn’t want him to know she was pregnant?” 
 
    “Seems that way.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Maybe she knew he’d react badly. Maybe she was afraid of what he’d do.” 
 
    Peyton looked up at the flat herself. “Yeah, but she couldn’t keep that hid forever. Seems to me she was running short of time.” 
 
    Marco reached for the keys and the Charger roared to life. “Maybe that’s exactly what happened.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake stared at the coffee until he could get his emotions under control. Such a strange mixture of fury and confusion. Although the officer hadn’t come out and accused him directly, the implied threat was there. They thought him capable of murder? 
 
    His hands tightened into fists on the granite and he closed his eyes. How the hell had Zoë gotten some drug in her system? Why would she have taken anything, especially knowing she was pregnant? He’d never seen her take anything stronger than an aspirin before. There was no way she was on anything else and he didn’t know it. 
 
    However, a small thought niggled at his awareness. He hadn’t known she was pregnant. She had kept that from him. Maybe he wouldn’t have known if she kept anything else from him. 
 
    He pushed away from the counter and left the kitchen, turning into the hallway. Blood pounded so fiercely through him that he barely registered he’d crossed the threshold of their room for the first time in a week. He rushed beyond the bed and entered the bathroom, wrenching open the medicine cabinet. He grabbed the bottles lined up on the glass shelf, glancing at each as he threw them into the sink. When that turned up nothing, he wrenched open the cabinet drawer and began throwing things out of it. Hairbrush, hairclips, blush, eye shadow, mascara, lipstick. Kneeling down, he pulled open the doors on the cabinet and knocked peroxide, drain cleaner, cotton balls, lotion into a heap on the floor. 
 
    Leaving the mess where it was, he stalked into the bedroom and grabbed the drawer on her nightstand, tearing it out and dumping the contents on the bed. He found nail files, tissues, and a few necklaces and earrings – no pills. 
 
    Grabbing the bedclothes, he heaved them off the bed and sent the entire pile crashing to the floor on the other side. Pillows landed at his feet and he kicked them again and again, sending them flying into the dresser, knocking over bottles of perfume and other knickknacks. Still, his anger didn’t dissipate and he found himself swearing, kicking the blankets, the mattress…anything. 
 
    Finally he sank to his knees, panting, an ache spreading through his stomach. He couldn’t draw a deep enough breath, loosen the tightness that banded his chest. He felt light headed, so he shut his eyes, praying for calm. Gradually he took a breath, then another, his shoulders dropping, the muscles in his stomach unknotting. 
 
    Slowly, deliberately he opened his eyes. They came to rest on the red spine of a notebook, poking out between the box-spring and the mattress. He leaned forward and tugged it out. The word Journal was embossed in gold letters on the front cover. 
 
    He eased into a sitting position and placed the journal on his knees, then reached for the front cover. 
 
    Zoë’s  round handwriting sprung out at him. 
 
      
 
    June 16th, 
 
      
 
    Amy gave me this journal for my shower, said it would be good to keep my thoughts. Never been one for journaling, but thought I’d give it a try. 
 
      
 
    Tomorrow is my wedding day. Jake and I are spending the night apart. Got to keep up traditions, but I can’t wait until it’s over. It’s become too big. Mom and Dad invited half of Pacific Heights and most of the hospital. I wanted just family, but that wasn’t to be. 
 
      
 
    I’m looking forward to the honeymoon though. Two full weeks, relaxing in Belize. I can’t wait to spend time with my guy. 
 
      
 
    Jake has been so great through all of this. I know he was uncomfortable at the rehearsal dinner, but he never complained. Whatever I want, he’s agreed. I don’t know how I wound up with him, but I am so lucky. Can you imagine that tomorrow I will become Mrs. Zoë Ryder? Ha, probably should have kept my own last name, but Mom would have had a coronary. 
 
      
 
    Jake smiled. He could almost hear Zoë’s voice, see her expression as she wrote those words. He closed the cover and pressed it against his chest. Hugging it to him, he bent his head and wept, great wrenching sobs that felt like they were tearing him in two. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake peeked in the open window of the dressing room. He could see Zoë’s back in the flowing white gown and Claire, standing before her, adjusting the veil. He dropped below the window and listened. 
 
    “Just remember, when you’re in the reception line, point out the mayor for Jake. I’m not sure he’ll know who he is,” said Claire. 
 
    “I’ve got it, Mama,” said Zoë, just the slightest hint of exasperation in her voice.  
 
    “And remember to thank him for coming. It’s such an honor that he found time to attend.” 
 
    “I know,” said Zoë. “Listen, Mama, do you mind if I have a minute to myself?” 
 
    “All right.” Claire seemed taken-aback by the request. 
 
    “I just want a moment of quiet before everything begins. Please, Mama.” 
 
    Claire gave a tight laugh. “Okay. Don’t be so dramatic, darling. This is the happiest day of your life.” 
 
    “I know. I just want to savor it before everything sweeps me up, all right?” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll just be outside.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Jake waited until he heard the door open and close again. Then he reached up, grabbed the window sill, and hoisted himself into the room. Zoë turned at the sound and a startled laugh escaped her. 
 
    “Jake, what are you doing? It’s bad luck to see me before the ceremony.” She hurried over and helped him climb inside. 
 
    He righted himself and then stared at her. Her gown was off-the-shoulder with a beaded bodice and a full skirt, leading down to a long train. Her blond hair was wound up on top of her head and stray curls softened her face. She wore long white, fingerless gloves and a sparkling tiara, which held the veil in place. 
 
    He sucked in a breath and let it escape. “You are beautiful,” he said. 
 
    A smile beamed across her face and she reached up to straighten his tie. “You aren’t half bad yourself, sir. What are you doing here though?” 
 
    “I had to see you before the ceremony. Once it begins, we won’t have a moment to ourselves.” 
 
    Her smile turned grim. “It’s too big, isn’t it? This isn’t what I wanted, Jake. I wanted a little ceremony with just our families and closest friends. How did it get out of control like this?” 
 
    He took her hands and rubbed his thumbs across the backs. “Your mother is a force to be reckoned with,” he said with a laugh. 
 
    “She is at that,” said Zoë. 
 
    He pulled her closer and pressed his forehead to hers. “Just remember. Tomorrow we’ll be on a plane to Belize for two weeks, just you and me. Then when we get back, our little flat is waiting for us. No more mansions, no more mayors, no more mothers.” 
 
    She sighed. “It sounds so wonderful.” 
 
    “It will be.” He pressed the back of her hand to his lips. “By the way, Claire is right. I won’t have a clue who the mayor is unless you punch me in the ribs.” 
 
    A laugh bubbled out of her and she kissed him impulsively. “You’ve got to go. It’s bad luck to see the bride before the wedding,” she said, pushing him to the window. 
 
    He backed up, still holding her hands. “How can it be bad luck? I’m the luckiest man alive. An angel came down from heaven and agreed to marry me.” 
 
    She stopped and stared at him, then a smile spread like sunlight across her face. “And there it is. I was waiting for that. I love you, Jake Ryder.” 
 
    He smiled back. “I love you, Zoë Harper.” 
 
     
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton sank into her desk chair and stretched out her legs. Marco sat down across from her, reaching for the file and opening it. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” 
 
    Marco shook his head, but didn’t look up. “Something we missed.” 
 
    “You still thinking about the birth control pills?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Maria approached the desk. “Hey, Gorgeous, captain wants a word.” 
 
    Peyton swiveled her chair around and gave the buxom brunette a sultry smile. “You don’t have to flatter me like that, Maria.” 
 
    She didn’t even bother to look at Peyton, her gaze fixed on Marco. He shut the file and pushed himself to his feet. “Thanks, beautiful,” he said. “You coming, Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton rose with a sigh and edged around Maria. “Next time you could try chocolates. I like the ones with caramel centers.” 
 
    “As if,” snorted the other woman and turned on her heel. 
 
    Marco shook his head. “Why do you bait her?” 
 
    Peyton batted her eyelashes. “Me? I didn’t do anything.” She walked past him toward the captain’s office, but he easily caught up with her. “Besides, she hates me. It’s fun to watch her fume.” 
 
    “You’re a horrible person, Brooks, you know that?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, her hand on the knob. “And you’re an angel. That’s why we make such good partners.” 
 
    They entered the captain’s office. It was brightly lit, even though the single window was covered with a shade. A modern, glass desk took up the middle of the room with a chair behind it and two in front. The only other furnishings were a white board that hung on the wall behind the desk and a laptop computer. There was one picture in a glass frame that sat on the edge of the desk. Peyton knew it was a photo of the captain’s husband, a computer software guru who did something that Peyton really didn’t understand. 
 
    The captain was of medium height. Peyton could look her in the eye when she wore her boots. She had brown hair that she kept in a short bob and small brown eyes that perpetually squinted. She refused to wear glasses, said they didn’t work for her, but Peyton suspected it had more to do with vanity than anything else. Not that Katherine Defino gave a damn about beauty, but she sure didn’t want anything to make her look weak. For her, glasses screamed weakness. Peyton guessed she understood. It must be hard to be a female captain in a predominantly male occupation. 
 
    The captain motioned them to the chairs in front of her desk. “Take a seat.” 
 
    Marco and Peyton shared a look. This wasn’t good. “What’s up, Captain?” said Peyton as she lowered herself into the chair. 
 
    “Where are you on this Ryder case?” 
 
    Peyton reached for her notebook. “We talked with the attending, Dr. Singh, then met with Abe in the ME’s office. We just got back from paying a visit to the husband.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Peyton frowned. “And? Um…” 
 
    “Did you get anything from the husband?” 
 
    “No, he ordered us out once he figured out what we were there for.” 
 
    Marco shifted in his chair. “I took a look around the flat. Didn’t find anything suspicious, except she was on birth control pills.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “She was three months pregnant when she died,” offered Peyton. 
 
    “Why was she taking birth control then?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re trying to figure out.” Peyton looked at her notebook. “The only thing we came up with is she didn’t want the husband to know she was pregnant.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t she want him to know?” asked the captain, bracing her elbow on the desk and resting her head on her hand. “Unless she was messing around on him.” 
 
    Marco nodded. “Which gives us an even stronger motive.” 
 
    Peyton closed her notebook and slipped it into her pocket. “With all due respect, Captain, but why are we in here?” 
 
    The captain spread her fingers across her forehead. Her wedding ring glimmered in the light from the overhead fluorescents. “Zoë Ryder was once Zoë Harper, the daughter of a well-heeled gastrointestinal surgeon named Blake Harper.” 
 
    “Yeah, from Pacific Heights.” 
 
    “From Pacific Heights, yes. The Harpers have beaucoup bucks and a great deal of political pull. You name an election in this city for the last twenty-five years and they’ve had their hands in it. Political fund raisers, lobbyists, the mayor has them on speed dial and the governor knows them on sight. Claire Harper sits on the board of two hospitals and our own Chief ME has been to her house dozens of times.” 
 
    Peyton leaned back in the unforgiving chair. It was made of melamine and didn’t conform to the curves of the human body. “What are you saying, Captain? You want us to…” She didn’t finish. In her years on the force, she didn’t remember having a conversation like this. 
 
    The captain exhaled wearily. “Claire Harper is demanding the immediate release of her daughter’s body for cremation. Dwight is backing us up right now and holding her off, but eventually he’s going to have to cave. We need to make an arrest and quick.” 
 
    “The body is the only evidence we’ve got, Captain. We can’t release it,” said Marco. 
 
    “And our motive is pretty weak. We need more time with the husband,” added Peyton. 
 
    The captain tapped her fingers against her forehead. “You could haul him in.” 
 
    “And he’ll lawyer up,” said Marco. 
 
    “Right.” Her fingers drummed a few more times. “Okay, so up the pressure, get him to crack. He works in a bank. I’ll bet they have his accounts. Get them to block him, cut off his funds. Put a tail on him twenty-four seven. Watch everywhere he goes, everyone he sees. We’ve got a narrow window to break him and that window is closing fast.” 
 
    “Done,” said Peyton, pushing herself to her feet. 
 
    The captain lowered her arm. “Brooks, get me a confession before Claire Harper puts in a call to the mayor.” 
 
    Peyton hesitated and looked back. “You’ve got it.” 
 
    “Dead socialites and dead lawyers. What the hell? Do I need this, no I do not.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t respond. She knew the captain didn’t expect one, so she followed Marco out the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Jake picked up his tablet and Zoë’s journal, placing them in his briefcase and snapping it shut. He hadn’t been able to make himself read any more last night, but he intended to spend his lunch hour immersing himself in her voice, her thoughts – anything just to keep a small part of her with him. 
 
    Shrugging into his suit jacket, he reached for the keys in the bowl and glanced over his shoulder at the closed bedroom door. Claire wanted him to go through Zoë’s clothes and pick out something for her memorial service. He wasn’t sure why they were having a memorial service when Claire intended to have her cremated, but he just didn’t feel like arguing right now. He dreaded going through Zoë’s things, but he knew he would have to do it sometime. 
 
    Scrubbing a hand across his face, he realized he’d forgotten to shave. Not that he really gave a damn. Andrews probably wouldn’t care either. He’d likely be surprised Jake was coming in so soon. God, he needed some coffee. Not a night went by that he didn’t have the same dream – riding in the ambulance, red lights flashing across Zoë’s pale face, the siren screaming in his head. 
 
    He bent down and picked up the briefcase, reaching for the doorknob. He slipped into the hall, closing the door behind him and locking it as quietly as he could. He didn’t want to see Mrs. Parker or anyone else in the building. 
 
    Hurrying down the stairs, he crossed the entrance hall and pulled open the outer door, descending into the street. He kept his head down, refusing to make eye contact with anyone. A moment of panic speared through him as he realized he’d have to make polite conversation, pretend he gave a damn about people’s financial needs. 
 
    He set a brisk pace toward the bus stop, but when he came to it, he continued on past and jogged across the street. The coffee shop on the corner beckoned him. He could have gone to Zoë’s coffee shop, but he couldn’t face her co-workers yet. A few of them had called and one of them brought him some scones the day after she died. They wanted details on the funeral, but he didn’t have anything to share. 
 
    Squeezing past an elderly man, he entered the coffee house and moved to the back of the line. It was crowded – people sitting in armchairs and sipping from paper cups. A few had laptops open on tables and one middle aged man was reading a newspaper. 
 
    Jake kept his head down and studied the lines of his briefcase, thinking about Zoë’s journal. Why didn’t he know she kept a journal? He’d never seen her write in it, never seen her take it out before. It made him question what else he didn’t know about her. How the hell could you live with a woman for more than four years and not know little details like she kept her thoughts in writing beneath your bed, or bigger yet, she was three months pregnant with your child? 
 
    He moved forward in the line automatically, hardly registering the other patrons. He could hear the baristas calling drinks out loud, but he paid them only passing attention. Why had Zoë kept the pregnancy from him? How had she gotten that drug in her system? He knew what the cops thought, but he had to believe it was accidental. When he got a chance, he’d have to look up warfarin and see what it did. 
 
    He moved forward again. 
 
    “What’ll you have, bub?” said a voice behind the counter. 
 
    Jake looked up, blinking in surprise. The barista had huge holes in his ears, stretched by the metal gauges he’d placed there, and a piercing between his lower lip and chin. It looked like a stainless steel bar. His hair was a brilliant green at the tips and stood on end. 
 
    “What’ll you have?” he repeated, pointing at the menu hanging behind the cash register. His arm was covered in tattoos. 
 
    A dose of hepatitis C, Jake thought uncharitably, then glanced at the menu. For some reason, his brain wouldn’t process the complicated names. “Coffee,” he said. 
 
    The barista quirked an eyebrow. That was pierced too with another steel rod. In fact, only one half of his brow lifted. “No kidding.” 
 
    Jake closed his eyes for patience, then set the briefcase by his feet. “Just plain black coffee. You’ve got that, right?” 
 
    The barista straightened. “Oh, you’re serious. Yeah, plain black coffee it is.” He turned around and reached for a cup on the counter behind him, pouring coffee from a traditional pot into it. He slapped a top on it and slid it across the counter to Jake.  
 
    Jake pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and grabbed his debit card, swiping it across the machine. Reaching for the coffee, he took a careful sip. The heat and the bitter flavor made him suck in a breath of steam. 
 
    “Declined,” said the barista. 
 
    Jake lowered the cup. “What?” 
 
    “Your card. Declined.” 
 
    Jake swiped the card again. “Maybe it didn’t read right.” 
 
    The barista gave him a bored look. The machine made a beep and the young man looked down at the cash register. “Declined.” 
 
    Jake placed the coffee on the counter and glanced over his shoulder at the people waiting in line. The woman behind him gave him a sharp look. “That doesn’t make sense,” he said, turning back around. “It can’t be declined.” 
 
    “It says declined, bub. You got another card?” 
 
    Jake opened his wallet and reached for a twenty dollar bill, sliding it across the counter. “My card can’t be declined.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, bub.” The barista pressed a few buttons on the cash register and the drawer sprung open. He stuffed the bill inside and reached for change, sliding it across the counter to Jake. 
 
    Jake took the money, putting it in his wallet. “Why does it say it’s declined?” 
 
    The barista gave him a disgusted look. “It don’t, but obviously, you ain’t got no money, bub.” 
 
    “That can’t be. There has to be around a thousand in there.” 
 
    “Not my problem, bub. Next?” 
 
    Jake shoved the wallet into his pocket as the woman behind him pressed her way to the counter. He bent and grabbed the briefcase, stepping out of the woman’s way. Reaching over her shoulder, he snagged his coffee. She gave him an annoyed look before turning around and placing her order. Jake wended his way through the crowd and out the door, stopping to take a breath as the cool morning fog circled around him. 
 
    Declined? How could that be? He hadn’t even been paying for food lately, since neighbors kept bringing him dishes. He started walking toward the next bus stop a few blocks away. Had Zoë made a purchase that he didn’t know about? What would she have bought that drained their checking account? 
 
    He heard the hiss of the bus as it pulled up to the stop. Glancing up, he began jogging to catch it. He barely made it to the stairs before the bus driver pushed the handle to close the doors. Climbing, he juggled the briefcase and the coffee as he reached for his pass and pressed it to the reader. 
 
    The bus driver nodded him back toward the seats and he grabbed the first one on the aisle, sliding into it and settling the briefcase by his feet. Reaching into his back pocket, he grabbed his wallet and using the side of his hand, slid the debit card free. Turning it over, he studied the magnetic strip. It didn’t look damaged, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t demagnetized. 
 
    The bus bumped over a rut in the road and he grabbed the bar on the headrest to steady himself. Replacing the card, he put his wallet in his pocket and settled back in the seat, taking another sip of the coffee. He shouldn’t have come to work today. This was a bad idea. The debit card not working was a sign. It was too soon, he was too raw to get back into the swing of things. He’d check in with Andrews and then leave. There was no way he could face talking with people today. 
 
    By the time the bus pulled up at the Market stop, he had calmed himself a bit. He rose with the other passengers and exited. The cool breeze blowing off the bay actually felt good as he walked toward the bank. 
 
    Pausing at the entrance, he drew a deep breath, his hand tightening around the handle on the briefcase. Just go inside, he told himself, it’ll get easier from there. He walked to the glass doors and followed a young woman into the foyer. Two ATM machines blinked advertisements from the wall on his left. Directly in front of him were the inner doors to the bank. He could see people already waiting in line to speak with a teller. 
 
    The young woman veered off and went to the ATM. Jake walked to the inner door and pushed it open, stepping into the bank. He immediately turned right and set the coffee and his bank keys on his desk, then walked beyond it to the credenza beneath the plate-glass windows, which looked out over Market. 
 
    He slid back the door on the credenza and settled the briefcase on the bottom shelf, below the neat stacks of fliers for various products the bank offered. The credenza was between his desk and the one to the immediate right of him, but since the financial crisis, the bank had cut back to one loan officer and he was it. He had use of both desks and the credenza without complaint. 
 
    Sliding the door shut again, he returned to his desk. He hadn’t even made it to his chair when he stopped short. He’d forgotten about the picture of Zoë that he kept on the right-hand corner. He could see her smile, the line of her cheek, the way her blond hair framed her face. He felt his heart pick up speed, his chest constrict. He swallowed hard, fighting for composure. He didn’t want to break in here. Not now, not in this place. 
 
    “Jake,” came Sam’s voice, snapping his attention. 
 
    Jake tore his gaze from Zoë’s picture and stared at his friend. Sam’s eyes moved from Jake to the photo and back again. Without missing a beat, he picked up Zoë’s picture and circled around the desk, pulling open a drawer and placing it inside. He shut the drawer and moved toward Jake. 
 
    “One thing at a time, okay?” 
 
    “I have her pictures all over the house and I haven’t taken them down. I spend hours staring at them.” 
 
    Sam grasped his shoulder, his fingers digging in enough to ground Jake. “Yeah, but this is different. Here you have to pretend.” 
 
    Jake focused on his friend’s face and nodded. “It’s too soon. I shouldn’t have come back.” 
 
    Sam started to respond, but the bank manager, Evan Andrews, appeared behind him, coming toward Jake at a rapid clip. Jake turned toward him as Andrews came to a stop. 
 
    “Jake, I didn’t expect to see you.” 
 
    “I know, sir, but I thought maybe it was time I come back.” He glanced around at the customers. “I’m not sure it was a good idea, though.”  
 
    Andrews shifted his attention to Sam. “Would you give us a moment, Sam?” 
 
    Sam backed up a few steps. “Sure.” He moved toward the teller line, glancing over his shoulder at Jake. 
 
    Jake shrugged at him, then turned to his boss. “I know this isn’t professional and I know you’re short staffed since I’m the only loan officer, but I don’t think I’m ready yet. It’s only been a week and…” 
 
    “Look, Jake,” interrupted Andrews. He was about Jake’s height with a bald crown and a circle of close cropped grey hair marking a line from his ears to the back of his head. He had deep-set, watery blue eyes and a beak of a nose. “You’ve been a good employee for the last three years. I have no complaints.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I appreciate that you…” 
 
    “You’ve got to understand – it’s an image thing, Jake. It’s hard enough to project a positive image as a banker, but any little whiff of scandal and the media vultures would be on us like white on rice.” 
 
    Jake rubbed a hand over his face, feeling again the stubble on his jaw. “What? I don’t think I understand what you’re saying.” 
 
    “Don’t make me spell it out, Jake. I’m trying to avoid a scene.” 
 
    “What scene? I don’t even understand what you’re saying.” 
 
    Andrews looked over his shoulder. A security guard had moved into the space between the door and the teller line. Jake’s attention shifted to him. 
 
    “When this all blows over, I’ll be happy to write you a recommendation. You’ve been one of our best loan officers. No doubts about your numbers.” 
 
    Jake’s eyes snapped to his face. “You’re firing me?” 
 
    Andrews blew out his breath. “The police said…” 
 
    “The police have been here?” 
 
    People in line turned around at the sound of his voice and Jake realized he was yelling. 
 
    Andrews held up his hands, motioning Jake to keep his voice down. “I don’t want a scene. Neither do you.” 
 
    “Are you firing me?” 
 
    “Jake, image is everything in business and…” 
 
    “Answer me!” 
 
    Andrews took a step back. “Corporate policy doesn’t allow for a suspect in a criminal case to represent the bank.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything!” Jake shouted, taking a step forward. 
 
    Andrews’ hands came up again and the guard moved closer. “No scene, Jake, okay? You don’t need any more trouble right now.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? You’re firing me because some idiot cops think I’m a suspect! I swear I’ll sue this bank. I’ll sue the police department. This is defamation of character. This is outrageous!” 
 
    A few people broke away from the line and hurried toward the doors. Andrews caught the motion from the corner of his eyes before he looked back at Jake. 
 
    “I need you to leave now, Jake. Please, just leave. You’re scaring customers away.” 
 
    Jake found himself shaking with rage. “You can’t do this to me. Mr. Andrews, please. This is ridiculous.” 
 
    The guard moved beyond Andrews and reached for Jake. He stumbled back, but the guard grabbed his arm. 
 
    “I didn’t want it to be like this, Jake. I really didn’t want it to be like this.” He held out his hand. “I need your keys.” 
 
    Jake’s eyes involuntarily went to the blotter on his desk where he’d laid the keys when he came in. Andrews’ gaze followed it and he moved over to snag them up. 
 
    “Come on,” said the security guard, tightening his grip. 
 
    “Let go of me!” Jake tried to break his hold, but the guard pulled him toward the glass doors. “God damn it, let go of me!” 
 
    The guard didn’t even speak and Andrews moved back as if he was afraid Jake might contaminate him. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” said Jake, bracing his feet on the carpet. “I’ll leave. Just let me get my things. Just let me get my things!” He frantically looked over his shoulder at his boss, but Andrews had pulled out his cell phone and was calling someone. Jake had a suspicion he knew who it was. 
 
    The guard knocked him off balance, dragging him closer to the doors. His briefcase with Zoë’s journal was still in the credenza. They couldn’t make him leave before he got that. 
 
    “Mr. Andrews? Please, Mr. Andrews, let me get my things.” 
 
    Andrews placed the phone in his pocket. “The police are on the way, Jake. I think you better get out of here before they arrive.” 
 
    Jake felt the fight go out of him. 
 
    “Get him out of here,” said Andrews, walking beyond Jake and pulling open the door. 
 
    The guard led him to the opening and across the foyer. Using his free hand, he shoved open the glass doors and then threw him out onto the sidewalk. Jake stumbled, but caught himself and whipped around. Andrews and the guard blocked the entrance. Behind them, Jake could see Sam watching him with a tortured expression on his face. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jake, I really am.”  
 
    Jake looked around the street. Some of the customers were staring at him. When he looked back up, Andrews was gone, leaving the guard standing at the door, watching him. 
 
    Jake’s gaze shifted to the plate-glass windows. Sam and a few other colleagues were looking out at him. He couldn’t read their expressions from where he stood, but he sensed their confusion. A moment later, Andrews appeared behind them, scattering them like gazelle. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton’s cell phone vibrated on the desk and she automatically reached for it. “Brooks.” 
 
    “Officer Smith here.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t recognize the voice, but she remembered the name of the patrol officer sent to follow Ryder during the day. “Hey, Smith, what ya got for me?” 
 
    “He just got thrown out of the bank.” 
 
    “Hm, he went to work, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah. The manager placed a call to dispatch, but we intercepted it. You want us to pick him up?” 
 
    “No, tail him. Don’t haul him in yet. D’Angelo and I are trying to get more evidence before we bring him in. Don’t want him lawyering up on us.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “Hey, how’d he get to work? He doesn’t have a car registered in his name.” 
 
    “Bus.” 
 
    Peyton reached for a pen and jotted a note on her pad. Need to revoke bus pass. “Where’s he headed now?” 
 
    “He’s just standing around in front of the bank, looking lost.” 
 
    “When you say they threw him out, do you mean literally?” 
 
    “Yep, the security guard dumped his ass on the street.” 
 
    Peyton’s brows lifted. She hadn’t expected that when she talked with the bank manager. Nothing like innocent until proven guilty. Well, she was responsible. She hadn’t left much wiggle room when she talked to Andrews. She made it clear the first suspect was always the husband. Ninety percent of the time that proved to be the assailant as well. 
 
     “He’s on the move,” came Smith’s voice over the phone 
 
    “Where’s he headed?” 
 
    “South, toward Mission.” 
 
    “Don’t lose him.” 
 
    “We’re on him.” 
 
    “Where do you think he’s headed?” 
 
    “Bus stop.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll get his pass revoked. Make sure he doesn’t see you.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Marco dropped something on her desk, then circled around to his seat and slumped into it. 
 
    “Keep me posted,” she told Smith. 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    Peyton lifted the paper and glanced at it. “What’s this?” 
 
    “Motive.” 
 
    Peyton read more carefully. “Life insurance?” 
 
    “Quarter of a million. Look at the beneficiary.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “I see. Did he have one as well?” 
 
    “Yeah. Same amount.” 
 
    Peyton tapped the paper with her pen. “They got these when they married.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Peyton sank back in her chair. “A lot of couples get life insurance when they get married. I don’t know. It doesn’t feel solid to me.” 
 
    “We’re pretty slim on everything. Your daddy’s stool is a bit wobbly on this one.” 
 
    “So there’s got to be something we’re missing. Did you check his prescription records?” 
 
    “Yep, no warfarin.” 
 
    “What about hers?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Where the hell did he get the stuff?” 
 
    Marco opened the file again and riffled through a few pages. “Her father had a stroke five months ago. He’s in a convalescent home on California Avenue. I called the home and asked if Ryder had ever visited. They looked back over the records and found multiple times when he was there.” 
 
    “Are you saying he got it from the home?” 
 
    “It could be a source.” 
 
    Peyton tapped the pen again. “We need something else, a real solid motive. I wish we could find out if she was messing around on him.” 
 
    “Do we know any of her friends? She might have told one of them.” 
 
    “I haven’t found anything yet. I was thinking of putting in a call to her mother. See if she knew who Zoë’s friends were.” 
 
    “Yeah, you handle that one,” he said with a dramatic shudder. 
 
    “Okay. If I’m gonna call the Socialite Queen Bee, you head over to the coffee house and find out who Zoë hung out with at work.” 
 
    “On it,” said Marco, rising to his feet. 
 
    “I’ll bet they’re gonna love you,” laughed Peyton, reaching for the phone. 
 
    Marco gave her a wicked smile as he headed for the door. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake exited the bus at Powell and walked toward the branch on Kearny. He couldn’t believe how angry he was. He needed to get his card fixed and he sure as hell couldn’t go back into his branch to have it done. 
 
    Andrews had thrown him out without allowing him to get his things. He needed to call Sam and ask him to collect them, but he was so humiliated he couldn’t face that call just yet. He needed to walk off some of this frustration and anger. 
 
    The damn police. Where did they get off contacting his employer? They had nothing on him. They hadn’t even hauled him into the precinct yet. Why the hell were they messing in his life? 
 
    His thoughts turned as always to Zoë. They said this drug was in her system, a drug he’d never heard of before. How did he even know that part of it was true? He believed them without any evidence to prove it. Zoë would never have taken anything knowing she was pregnant. He was sure of that. 
 
    So how the hell did she get it? It had to be a lie. Dr. Singh said she died of an aneurysm. Why would he lie? Why would he tell the police something different than he told her husband? Maybe he made a mistake and gave her the wrong medication. Maybe the whole thing was Dr. Singh’s fault. 
 
    He paused outside the bank and stared at the doors. For a moment, he couldn’t remember why he’d come here. Then he blinked and rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. He needed some real sleep. He was getting punchy and this whole situation was beginning to spook him. 
 
    He climbed the stairs and pushed open the doors. Only two other people waited in line for a teller, so he moved up behind them. 
 
    If Dr. Singh was lying about the warfarin stuff and he was the one who gave it to her, what made her sick in the first place? What made her blood pressure drop so low? Maybe she’d had a ruptured aneurysm and they gave her the warfarin stuff to stop it. He had to look up warfarin and see what it did, but his tablet was in the briefcase with Zoë’s journal. 
 
    Two windows opened up and the people in line moved to them. Jake pushed thoughts of Zoë into the background and reached for his wallet, pulling his card out. Another window opened and the smiling young woman behind the counter beckoned him forward. 
 
    “Good morning,” she said. 
 
    Jake forced himself to smile in return. “Good morning.” What an ironic statement! It had been anything but good. “My card seems to have become demagnetized.” He held it out to her. 
 
    “No problem. Let me just take a look at that.” She took the card and swiped it on the keyboard of her computer, then began clicking on things with her mouse. “How has your day been so far?” 
 
    Jake leaned on the counter. He couldn’t believe how tired he felt and it was only just past 11:00. “Fine,” he lied. 
 
    She smiled at him again, then looked at the screen. Her brows drew down into a frown. “Do you have some ID on you, Mr. Ryder?” she said. 
 
    He opened his wallet and showed her his driver’s license. She tilted it toward her, then made a few more clicks on the screen. 
 
    “Let me just get my manager, all right?” 
 
    Jake straightened. “What? Why? Is something wrong?” 
 
    She gave him a tight smile and backed away from the counter. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Jake watched her hurry over to a desk in the back, picking up a phone. She said something into it, covering the receiver with her hand. Jake glanced over his shoulder at the rest of the bank. No one else seemed to be on alert. A security guard wandered toward the front doors, but he didn’t even look Jake’s way. 
 
    A middle aged Asian woman emerged from a hallway in the back and walked toward the teller. They exchanged a few words and the teller handed her Jake’s card. Together they approached the window again. 
 
    “I’m sorry to make you wait, Mr. Ryder.” 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Jake realized his voice came out sharp when the teller flinched. 
 
    “Your accounts have been frozen and…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your accounts have been frozen as of this morning.” 
 
    “I’m an employee of this bank.” 
 
    “We can see that.” 
 
    “Why the hell are my accounts frozen?” He suspected he knew, but he just couldn’t get his mind around the fact the police had so much power. “I want my money. There must be at least a thousand dollars in my checking account. I want to withdraw it now.” 
 
    The manager’s eyes went beyond him to the security guard. “I promise you I’ll look into this matter myself and see what can be done, but for now there’s nothing more I can do.” 
 
    Jake moved up to the counter and the two women fell back a few steps. “Don’t tell me you can’t do anything. I want my money. You have no right to hold it.” 
 
    “Calm down, sir,” came a voice behind him and Jake knew it belonged to the security guard. 
 
    The manager edged to the counter and laid a card on it. “Here’s my card. Call me tomorrow and I’ll see what I can find out. I should have some information for you by then.” 
 
    “Who put the hold on my account?” 
 
    “It was placed by the branch on Market.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It doesn’t say, but I promise I’ll look into that for you.” 
 
    Jake realized he was breathing hard. “I need that money. I have bills to pay. You have no right to put a hold on it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir. I wish I could do something for you.” 
 
    “You can give me my damn money!” he shouted. 
 
    A hand clamped down on his shoulder. “I said calm down, mister.” 
 
    Jake shrugged the hand off and backed away from the counter. “I don’t understand this. What the hell is going on?” 
 
    The manager and the teller gave him pitying looks. The security guard rounded on him, stepping between him and the counter. “She said she’d look into it.” 
 
    Jake took another step back. He didn’t want to be thrown out of another bank today. “I didn’t do anything. I didn’t do anything to anybody.” 
 
    The security guard took a step forward and Jake took one back. “Just leave now, okay? Just leave.” 
 
    Jake looked at the manager once more, then turned on his heel and hurried from the bank. He stumbled down the stairs and stopped on the street, bracing his hands on his thighs. He felt light headed, the blood pounded so fiercely in his temples. 
 
    What was he going to do now? He couldn’t get money to buy food or pay rent. He’d lost his job. And why? He didn’t even understand what was happening to him. He needed to sit down and think his next move. He wondered if he should contact a lawyer, but how the hell would he pay a retainer? 
 
    He’d probably have to go to Claire and ask for help, but he didn’t know how he was going to explain that the police were suspicious about Zoë’s death and thought he’d had something to do with it. Would Claire believe him capable of something so horrible? How could he know? Zoë was her daughter. 
 
    He forced himself to slow his breathing. He needed to go home. He needed to get some real sleep and then think through his next move. They hadn’t brought him into the precinct, which must mean they didn’t have a very solid case. They were speculating right now. He just needed time to figure this out. There had to be a way he could prove he’d done nothing and get them off his back. There had to be something he could do. 
 
    He walked to the bus stop on the corner of Powell and sank into the seat. Leaning forward, he braced his head in his hands. He felt like he was in a nightmare and couldn’t wake up. How had this happened to him? Just a week ago, he’d been happy. His life might not have been overly exciting, but he was satisfied with it. He had no problem with routine. He didn’t long for anything more. How could things have changed so quickly? 
 
    “Got any spare change?” A filthy hand shot into his line of sight and Jake looked up. A homeless man with a wreath of wild grey hair stood in front of him in tattered clothes. “Got spare change?” 
 
    Jake reached into his suit pocket and pulled out a few coins, extending them to the man. As he did so, his eyes landed on a white Crown Victoria parked across the street from the bus stop. Two men sat in the front seats, looking back at him. 
 
    The homeless man hit his hand with his open palm. Jake dropped the coins onto it, but his attention was fixed on the car. It had no markings, but a large antenna sat on the roof. The two men were nondescript, both white, one middle aged, the other younger. Jake didn’t recognize them, but he was certain they watched him. 
 
    He rose to his feet, but as he did so, the bus pulled up to the curb, blocking his sight. The doors hissed open. 
 
    Who the hell was watching him? 
 
    “You riding?” said the bus driver. 
 
    Jake tried to look around the bus without being suspicious, but he couldn’t see the car. 
 
    “Hey, you riding?” said the bus driver again. 
 
    Jake looked down, trying to corral his thoughts. None of this seemed real. He felt like he was completely off kilter. 
 
    “Mister?” 
 
    Jake lifted his eyes to the bus driver, then stepped around the homeless man and reached for the handrail, pulling himself up the stairs. 
 
    He automatically reached into his pocket for his keys and thumbed the bus pass forward. Pressing it to the reader, he started toward the seats. 
 
    The reader made a strange sound. 
 
    “Hold up, mister,” said the driver. “Do that again.” 
 
    Jake backed up and pressed the pass to the reader another time. 
 
    The reader made the same strange sound. 
 
    The bus driver leaned back and looked up at Jake from beneath the brim of his hat. “Dude, it says declined.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Marco entered the coffee house. It was crowded as these places always were. He took in the overstuffed arm chairs, the small, round tables, the people of every race, every age, lounging around the room, reading from tablets or typing on laptops. He even saw a woman with a paperback. Funny how you didn’t see many of those anymore. 
 
    He pushed past the line of patrons waiting to order drinks and walked up to the counter. He felt the eyes of the customers on him, but he ignored them. Behind the counter, the employees scurried around, making drinks or grabbing pastries out of the glass cases. A lower counter to the left allowed patrons to pick up their drinks once they were made. He reached into the inner pocket of his jacket and pulled out his badge, flipping it open. 
 
    He set it on the counter and pushed it forward, so the young woman making coffee could see it. She paused as she set a cup on the counter and looked up at him. 
 
    “A caramel latte with nonfat milk,” she called. A man reached around Marco and grabbed the cup. 
 
    “I’m Inspector D’Angelo,” he said, picking up his badge. 
 
    She studied him, nodding slowly. She was in her early twenties, Hispanic. A thick, brown braid ran down her back and she had at least six earrings in each ear. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Did you know Zoë Ryder?” 
 
    She sighed and looked down. “Yes. She and I worked together a lot.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Teresa. Teresa Gomez.” She glanced at the other baristas, who were watching them. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Marco looked at them as well. “Can you take a break, Teresa? I have a few questions I’d like to ask you.” 
 
    “About Zoë?” She narrowed her eyes at him. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Hold on.” She moved toward the other workers and whispered something to them. Marco stepped back, feeling the eyes of everyone in the room following him. 
 
    Untying her apron, Teresa shoved it beneath the counter, then eased past her coworkers and met him in the middle of the store. She motioned to the doors. “Let’s talk outside.” 
 
    He followed her to the patio and took a seat opposite her in one of the metal chairs. The sun was breaking through the cloud cover and the temperature was pleasant. A few more people entered the coffee shop from the street. When Marco glanced over his shoulder, he could see a number of the patrons looking out at them. 
 
    “Curious bunch,” he said, offering the girl a smile. 
 
    She studied him with a worried expression. 
 
    Reaching into his inner pocket again, he pulled out his business card and passed it across the table to her. He noted that her eyes were locked on his jacket where it gaped open. The butt of his gun must be visible. He straightened and covered the gun. 
 
    “Tell me about Zoë.” 
 
    “What’s to tell?” 
 
    “Were you close with her?” 
 
    “I guess. We went out for drinks and a movie or two. I’ve even been to her flat.” 
 
    “Did you know she had a college degree?” 
 
    “Yeah, biology, but she didn’t want to be a doctor. That’s what her dad wanted for her.” 
 
    Marco nodded. 
 
    Teresa leaned forward. “I thought she had a blood clot or something. I can’t remember what it’s called, but her husband said she died from some genetic defect.” 
 
    Marco’s brows lifted. “That’s what he told you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I went by the house to take him some food, sandwiches and stuff that we made up for him.” 
 
    “How did he seem to you?” 
 
    “Devastated. He was sleeping on the couch. Wouldn’t even go into their room. I felt so bad for him.” She fingered a ridge in the metal table. “Why are you here? What does the police have to do with this?” 
 
    Marco ignored her question. “Did you ever see Zoë with her husband?” 
 
    “Yeah, he came in here sometimes. Once he sent her a dozen roses – their anniversary or something.” 
 
    “Did she ever talk about him?” 
 
    “All the time. They were always going on these little day trips up and down the coast. You know, Half Moon Bay, Santa Cruz. They liked to have lunch at some little dive in Pescadero and he really liked walking along Miramar Beach. He has all these pictures he took of her out there.” 
 
    “Did she ever say anything about their marriage? Complain about fights or anything?” 
 
    Teresa sat back. “What’s this about? Why are you asking these questions? He loved her. He was always good to her. I mean he let her work here and he never complained about it.” She watched a couple of people leave the store. “We make minimum wage. Who chooses to work for that? But he never said anything about it.” 
 
    “Did they fight, Teresa?” 
 
    “Of course they did. What couple doesn’t?” 
 
    “What did they fight about? Did she tell you?” 
 
    “Stupid crap. She was all into environmental stuff and she’d get angry if he didn’t recycle. She was pretty upset when he stopped visiting her dad. He’s in a home, you know? Had a stroke or something.” 
 
    “Jake stopped visiting her dad?” 
 
    “Yeah. He went regularly for the first few months. All three of them took turns – Zoë, her mom, and Jake, but Jake stopped going.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I guess he didn’t see the point. Dr. Harper is a vegetable or something. You know, comatose? Zoë wouldn’t give up on him. She went all the time. Read to him. It really upset her.” 
 
    Marco shifted in his chair, trying to stretch out his long legs. “Did you know Zoë was pregnant?” 
 
    The look on Teresa’s face told him everything. “No, pregnant?” She covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh, God, poor Jake.” 
 
    “She didn’t tell you?” 
 
    “No, but…” Her eyes drifted away. 
 
    Marco waited. 
 
    Finally she looked back at him. “Pregnant? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, why?” 
 
    Teresa picked at the metal ridge again. “It’s just that…well…” 
 
    Marco leaned on the table. “You can tell me, Teresa. I’m trying to help Zoë.” 
 
    Teresa flatted her palm. “Why? You still haven’t told me why you’re here. What happened to Zoë?” 
 
    “Was Zoë taking any medications that you’re aware of?” 
 
    “Zoë? Are you kidding me? She hardly took aspirin. I told you she was something of an environmentalist, a health nut.” 
 
    “Zoë had a very dangerous drug in her system. It caused her death. We can’t find any record of her taking anything either. That’s why I’m here. I need to find out how she got the drug or…” He drew a breath and exhaled. “Or who gave it to her.” 
 
    “Gave it to her? You mean deliberately?” 
 
    Marco nodded. 
 
    Teresa leaned forward. “You don’t think…” She glanced at the departing customers and lowered her voice. “You don’t think he did it, do you?” 
 
    Marco didn’t answer. 
 
    Teresa covered her mouth again. Her eyes filled with tears. “You don’t really think that do you?” 
 
    “Did she say anything? Tell you anything that you thought strange at the time. You started to tell me something earlier, but stopped. What was that?” 
 
    She didn’t answer and a tear escaped, rolling down her cheek. 
 
    Marco leaned forward and covered her hand with his. “Please, Teresa, anything you can remember will help. I know you want to help Zoë, so please tell me anything you know.” 
 
    Teresa swiped at the tear with her free hand. “She just seemed so sad lately, so on edge.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “She would snap for no reason and once I found her crying in the back. She was sitting on the floor, crying.” 
 
    “Did she tell you what it was about?” 
 
    “She said she couldn’t tell me. When I kept asking, she said she was sad about her father. I left it alone. I didn’t want to push too much.” 
 
    “Okay. How long had she been acting like that?” 
 
    Teresa shook her head and another tear escaped. “I don’t know…maybe two…three months.” 
 
    Three months? The amount of time she’d been pregnant. “Did she mention any other men? Did anyone come to visit her?” 
 
    A frown drew a line between Teresa’s brows. “Men? No, what men?” 
 
    Marco shook his head and squeezed the girl’s hand. “Thank you, Teresa.” He pushed the card closer to her. “If you think of anything else, will you call me?” 
 
    She ran both of her index fingers under her eyes. “Yes.” She reached for the card. “You don’t really think he would hurt her, do you?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Jake. He couldn’t have done this, could he? He was her husband. How could her husband do something like this?” 
 
    Marco sighed. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” He nodded at the card. “If he comes in here, you give me a call, okay?” 
 
    She swallowed hard, then curled the card in her fist. “Yeah, I’ll call.” 
 
    Marco pushed himself to his feet. “Thank you for talking with me, Teresa.” 
 
    She gave him a sad smile and he walked away. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton put her cell phone on the desk and looked up. Marco was just going into the break room. She pushed away from the desk and followed him. He was pouring coffee into a mug, his back facing her. 
 
    “I thought you went to a coffee house.” 
 
    He turned, lifting the mug to his lips. “I’m a cop, Brooks. I’m not paying $7 for a cup of coffee when I can get diesel fuel here.” 
 
    She smiled and leaned against the table. “Find out anything?” 
 
    “Not much.” He moved to the table and took a seat. “I met her friend Teresa. Talked to her for a little bit.” He placed the mug on the table and stretched out his legs. “How the hell did no one know she was pregnant?” 
 
    “Her mother knew.” 
 
    He looked up. “You talked to her?” 
 
    “Yep. Interesting conversation. She kept demanding to know why I was calling. I finally had to tell her there were some concerns about Zoë’s death.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “She immediately jumped to Ryder.” 
 
    “That’s what everyone does.” He leaned forward and pushed a hand through his loose hair. “I like gun murders better. At least then I know what I’m looking for. What are we looking for here?” 
 
    “Teresa give you anything else?” 
 
    “The way she tells it, Ryder was a great guy. Bought Zoë flowers, took her to the beach.” He shrugged and lifted the mug, taking another sip. 
 
    “Did she say if they ever fought? If Zoë mentioned anything?” 
 
    “She said it was normal stuff.” He narrowed his eyes. “She did say she caught Zoë crying in the back room one time. Said she wouldn’t tell her what was wrong. When Teresa pressed, she just said she was sad about her father’s condition.” 
 
    “When was this?” 
 
    Marco lifted the mug toward Peyton as if making a point. “About three months ago.” 
 
    “When she found out she was pregnant?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Peyton sighed. “Okay, so Claire said Zoë told her about the pregnancy, but she told no one else, not even her girlfriend?” 
 
    Marco shrugged. 
 
    “Did you ask Teresa about other men?” 
 
    “Yeah, she got snippy with me and said what other men. Did you ask Claire?” 
 
    “I asked her if there was a reason Jake wouldn’t have known about the pregnancy. She couldn’t think of one. She was more concerned about keeping him away from the house. Wanted me to put a patrol in front of her place. Told her that wasn’t in the budget and I didn’t think she had much to worry about. Still, I think I better run it past the captain.” 
 
    “What about other girlfriends? People she hung out with? Did Claire give you any names?” 
 
    “I asked, but she said Zoë wasn’t close to many people. She had her family and that seemed enough. From the moment she met Jake, she didn’t seem to need any other contact. Claire obviously didn’t approve of this, but Zoë led her own life.” 
 
    “Here’s what bugs me. Zoë was obviously keeping secrets from her husband, yet she didn’t complain about him to the only girlfriend we’ve found. You’re a woman, Brooks.” When Peyton gave him a narrow-eyed stare, he flashed her a stunning smile. “In theory.” 
 
    She punched him in the shoulder. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you tell your only girlfriend you were having marital problems? Wouldn’t you tell her you were pregnant?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m not the right person to ask. You and Abe are my closest friends. I don’t have any girlfriends I talk to on a regular basis.” 
 
    He sipped his coffee. “Something isn’t clicking for me.” 
 
    Peyton swung her leg beneath the table. “Me either, but we’re running out of time. Claire was pretty insistent she wanted Zoë’s body released. I think I bought us some time, but once the shock wears off about her actual cause of death, she’ll want to continue with her plans. And believe me, she isn’t gonna be happy about us waiting to bring Ryder in. She’ll want him arrested with or without evidence.” 
 
    Marco settled the mug on the table and nodded. “Who’s on stakeout tonight?” 
 
    Peyton pulled out her notebook and flipped it open. “Holmes and some rookie named Bartlet.” 
 
    He tapped her knee. “What’s say we pick up some Chinese takeout and relieve those two for a few hours? See if Ryder makes a move, then we can pick him up and question him.” 
 
    “Bring him in?” 
 
    “No, if he comes out of the house, we can cite probable cause, cuff him and put him in the back of the patrol car. That might scare him enough to get him to spill.” 
 
    “What probable cause would we have? We have less than no evidence, no solid motive, nothing.” 
 
    “We can say he was headed to Claire’s and we wanted to protect her.” 
 
    “That’s pretty weak sauce, D’Angelo.” 
 
    “What else do we have?” 
 
    She raised her brows, but didn’t answer. She wished she knew what direction to go next. She wished something would land in their laps, guiding them, but… “I’ll have to pass,” she answered. “I have a date tonight.” 
 
    Marco leaned back. “A date? With who?” 
 
    “Devan Adams.” 
 
    “The Assistant D.A.?” 
 
    She gave him a nod. Devan Adams was tall, dark and handsome, everything she liked in a man. He looked a lot like a young Denzel Washington, and he was smart. Not only did she like looking at him, she liked listening to what he had to say. Plus he had money. Marco had one thing right – they couldn’t afford many luxuries on their salaries and Devan always took her to the best restaurants. In a city like San Francisco, that was saying a lot. 
 
    “How long has this been going on?” 
 
    “About a week,” she answered with a smile. 
 
    “I thought you said no man can handle you, Brooks.” 
 
    “Well, I’m willing to let him try.” 
 
    Marco made a face. “Ewww.” 
 
    “Have fun on your stakeout.” She leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. “Call me if you get anything.” She hopped off the table and turned around. 
 
    “Like I’m gonna interrupt your hot date,” he said, smacking her on the ass. 
 
    She tossed her ponytail over her shoulder. “Call anyway. I wanna know.” 
 
    “Go have fun, Brooks,” he said as she reached the door. “Forget about this place for awhile.” 
 
    She looked back at him from the door. “Night, Marco baby.” 
 
    “Night, Brooks.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    A knock at the door woke Jake from a deep sleep. He sat up, letting the blanket pool around his waist and looked around the room. The shadows were long, coming in from the window. The knock sounded again and he looked over his shoulder at the door. 
 
    With a yawn he climbed off the couch and went to the door, but before his hand touched the knob, he hesitated and looked into the peep hole. Not that he could do anything if it was the police. He just wanted to prepare himself. 
 
    Sam’s distorted forehead was the first thing he saw and he unlocked the door, pulling it open. “Did you get my text?” 
 
    Sam nodded, then gave him a critical stare. “You look like shit.” 
 
    Jake moved back to let him in, scratching at his mussed hair. Sam wasn’t carrying anything. “You didn’t get my briefcase?” 
 
    “I wasn’t able to get anything. Two police officers came in and went through your desk. Took all your personal belongings.” 
 
    “The briefcase too?” 
 
    “I didn’t see them take a briefcase. Was it in the desk?” 
 
    “No, I told you it was in the credenza under the window.” 
 
    Sam gave him a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry, Jake. The police cordoned off that area and Andrews is patrolling it like it was his particular mission. I don’t think I’ll be able to get it tomorrow either. Maybe once this blows off.” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “I need my briefcase, Sam. You’ve got to find a way to get it.” 
 
    “How, Jake? There are cameras all over that branch. How do you think I’m gonna get it without getting fired? Besides, what’s so important about a briefcase? Seems like you’ve got bigger problems.” 
 
    “My tablet was in there and Zoë’s…” He stopped and looked at Sam closely, registering the last thing Sam said. “You don’t believe I would hurt Zoë, do you?” 
 
    Sam gave him a wounded look. “Why the hell would I be here if I believed that? Shit, Jake, do you know what I risked when I argued with Andrews over you?” 
 
    Jake scratched at his stubble. “I’m sorry. This whole thing is making me paranoid.” 
 
    “I know. You need to get out of here. Grab some shoes. You’re coming back to my house. I already ordered a pizza. We’ll drink beer and watch the Giants game.” 
 
    All Jake could think about was getting Zoë’s journal. He wondered if he should just call the police and demand it. They had no right to hold it. They hadn’t charged him with anything. 
 
    “Come on, Jake. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Jake walked to the couch and sank into it. “No, I need to figure out my next move. I need to call Claire and see if I can borrow money. They blocked my accounts and my bus pass.” 
 
    Sam put his hand on his shoulder. “You can’t think without food. Besides, you need to get a new perspective. Come on. I’m parked illegally downstairs. Grab a jacket and let’s go.” 
 
    Jake looked up at him. He did have a point. He couldn’t remember when he’d eaten last. Pushing himself off the couch again, he returned to the entryway, grabbed a pair of sneakers from beside the door, and shoved them on, then grabbed a jacket out of the small closet next to the kitchen. 
 
    When they stepped into the hall, Jake motioned Sam toward the stairs as he locked the door. “I don’t want to see any neighbors.” 
 
    Sam jogged down to the lower level and across the entrance hall. Jake followed. When he got outside, the few pink clouds floated overhead and the air had grown crisp. Sam pressed the remote and unlocked his Civic, crossing around the front of it and climbing inside. Jake grabbed the passenger door, but hesitated. A Crown Victoria was parked across the street. 
 
    The officer in the driver’s seat was the one who had come to the flat the other day, the big man who bordered on pretty. The second officer wasn’t the woman, but a young man. He looked like he wasn’t older than a high school student. 
 
    As Jake stared at them, the good looking officer gave him a short nod. Jake yanked open the Civic’s door and slumped into the seat. He braced his hands on his thighs and stared at the dashboard. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, just go.” 
 
    “Put on your seatbelt, dude,” said Sam, starting the car. 
 
    Jake reached for the seatbelt as Sam pulled away from the curb. Looking into the rearview mirror on his side of the car, Jake watched the Crown Victoria make a U-turn in the middle of the road and pull up behind them. Swallowing hard, Jake gripped the armrest. 
 
    The entire ride to Sam’s apartment passed in silence as Jake kept the police car in his sight. When Sam pulled beneath the building into the garage, Jake didn’t get out for a moment. He watched the Crown Victoria pass by, then the garage door closed. 
 
    “Jake?” Sam poked his head back into the car. 
 
    Jake reached for the handle and shoved the car door open, climbing out. He followed Sam into the building and watched as Sam pushed the button on the elevator. He turned and looked toward the glass doors leading to the street, but he could only see the rapid traffic passing by in a multi-colored blur. 
 
    The elevator opened and Jake stepped inside behind his friend. Leaning against the back wall, he closed his eyes. His legs felt weak and he had a strange flutter in his stomach. He really needed to eat something. 
 
    When the elevator opened, he trailed behind Sam as they went down the hall, then waited while Sam fished out two sets of keys, juggling them as he unlocked the door. Jake’s gaze focused on the keys clasped in Sam’s other hand. He could see the distinct box shaped ones to the bank – one for the outer door, leading to the ATM machines, and one for the inner door, leading into the branch itself. If he just had his keys, he could retrieve his briefcase on his own. He didn’t give a damn who saw him now. He didn’t think breaking into a bank was nearly as bad as being accused of murdering your own wife. 
 
    Sam turned to look at him. “You okay?” 
 
    Jake realized he was standing in the hall. He dug the heels of both hands into his eyes and nodded. “I’m sorry. I’m so damn tired and I don’t remember when I ate last.” 
 
    “Come in and I’ll get you a beer. The pizza should be here any minute.” 
 
    Jake nodded and followed him into the apartment. While Sam disappeared into the hallway to their right, Jake wandered toward the windows. Sam’s apartment was toward the front of the building, overlooking the street at an angle. Jake unlocked the sliding glass door and stepped onto the tiny cement balcony. If he leaned over the edge, he could see the front of the building and the street. 
 
    The Crown Victoria was parked in front of a small grocery across from Sam’s building. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    Jake felt his heart kick against his ribs and he jumped. Sam held out a beer to him. Jake reached for it and realized his hand was shaking. 
 
    Sam noticed. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone need a drink as bad.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Jake lifted the beer and drained half the bottle. 
 
    Sam motioned toward the apartment. “Let’s watch the game.” 
 
    Jake walked to the couch, a low slung, modern piece in green leather, and sank down. Sam turned on the television set and settled the remote on the glass coffee table. Jake was only half aware of the game as he finished off his beer. 
 
    At some point, Sam replenished the beer and answered the door. A few minutes later, he plopped a pizza on the coffee table and motioned for Jake to help himself. Jake settled his beer on the table and took a piece. The first bite nearly made him sick. He felt his throat contract, but he forced himself to eat it and take another piece. 
 
    Sam brought him another beer. Within minutes, they finished off the rest of the pizza and a line of empty bottles ringed the table. Jake didn’t remember drinking that much, but a familiar buzz filled his head. 
 
    Sam rose and went into the other room. Jake watched the batter knock the bat against each shoe, then the corners of home plate, not really seeing it. What the hell was he going to do? The cops were outside. He had no money. His job was gone. He didn’t even have the last thing connecting him to Zoë – her journal. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    A wad of bills appeared in his line of sight and he blinked up at Sam. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Two hundred dollars. I want you to have it.” 
 
    Jake pushed the money away. “I can’t take your money.” 
 
    “Consider it a loan.” Sam’s words were slurred. 
 
    “You’ve had too much to drink. I’m not taking your money.” 
 
    Sam grabbed his hand and shoved the wad into it. “I’m fine and you need some cash to help you get through until this whole thing blows over.” 
 
    Jake extended the money to him. “I’m gonna go talk to Claire tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you need money for cabs and food. Take it, Jake. You can pay me back later.” He slumped on the couch and reached for another beer. “Trust me. It isn’t much.” 
 
    Jake put the money in his jacket pocket. “Thank you, Sam.” 
 
    “Ain’t no thing.” 
 
    “Actually it is. Just having you believe me is a lot.” 
 
    Sam lifted his beer and drank. “Ain’t no thing,” he repeated. 
 
    Jake pushed himself to his feet and swayed. He’d had a little too much to drink as well. “I need to use the bathroom.” 
 
    “You know where it is,” Sam said, pointing with the neck of his bottle. 
 
    Jake weaved his way to the back of the apartment and found the bathroom. He relieved himself, then washed his hands, splashing water on his face to clear away some of the buzz. On his way back to the living room, he halted. Sam’s dresser occupied the space beside the bedroom door and on the top of it were the things any man carried in his pockets – wallet, comb, receipts and…keys. 
 
    Jake’s gaze whipped to the doorway. He could hear Sam talking to the TV, complaining about a call. Before he knew what he was doing, Jake snagged the bank keys and tucked them into his jeans’ pocket. He felt a cold sweat break out across his shoulders and down his spine, but he didn’t put them back. 
 
    Hurrying into the living room, he grabbed his beer and downed the rest of it in one swallow. “I think I’m gonna head out,” he said, praying the tremor in his voice didn’t give him away. 
 
    Sam leaned forward. “I’ll drive you.” 
 
    “No, you’ve had too much to drink. I’ll take a cab.” 
 
    Sam slumped back on the couch. “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah. Thank you for the pizza and beer, especially the money.” 
 
    Sam waved him off. “You want me to call a cab.” 
 
    “No, I’ll walk until I find one. I need to clear my head. I drank too much too.” 
 
    Sam climbed to his feet and walked him to the door. “You take care of yourself, okay? I’ll give you a call in a few days.” 
 
    Jake stepped into the hallway, trying not to appear too anxious to get away. “I mean it, Sam, thank you.” 
 
    Sam shook his head. “Stop saying that. Talk to you soon.” 
 
    “Sure,” answered Jake, then he started toward the elevator before Sam closed the door. Once inside, he leaned on the rail and closed his eyes, breathing a sigh of relief. He couldn’t believe he’d taken Sam’s keys and he didn’t know what he planned to do with them, but what was done was done. 
 
    The elevator opened and he crossed the entry hall, pushing open the outer door. A breeze blew over him, cooling the sweat on his body, and his eyes immediately fell on the Crown Victoria. He stumbled to a halt and stared at it. He had to be drunker than he thought because he couldn’t believe what he was thinking. Still, he wanted to know exactly what the police had on him before he made another move. There was only one way he could think of to find out. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The City spread out below them, glistening brilliantly in the night. The Top of the Mark was on the 19th floor of the Mark Hopkins hotel and it commanded a panoramic view. The maître-d’ held the chair for Peyton as she slipped into it and Devan took the seat across from her. Looking out, she could see lights blinking on Alcatraz and the red-orange of the Golden Gate Bridge awash in a fluorescent glow. Fog was seeping into the city from the ocean, cutting the bridge in half and flowing into the bay. 
 
    “This takes your breath away,” she said. 
 
    “It does,” answered Devan. 
 
    She smiled at him. “Thank you for bringing me here. This is a sight no one should miss.” 
 
    He smiled in return. “Do you like martinis?” 
 
    She glanced up at the maître-d’, waiting patiently by their table. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “May I recommend the Cosmopolitan? It has a touch of cranberry and lime juice,” suggested the maître-d’. 
 
    “That sounds wonderful,” answered Peyton. 
 
    “Two, please,” said Devan. 
 
    The maître-d’ inclined his head and left the table. 
 
    Peyton looked back out at the view, but she could feel Devan’s eyes on her. 
 
    “You are stunning tonight,” he said. 
 
    She laughed, reaching up to touch a wild curl. She’d let her hair free of its ponytail and put on makeup. Her black dress and high heels made her figure look trim. The dress had no sleeves, so she’d worried her toned arms might seem less than feminine, but a lace shawl had helped to soften the look. She’d even added a small, beaded handbag and she hated handbags. She preferred to keep her keys and credit card in her pocket, but little black dresses didn’t come with pockets. She figured Devan was lucky she hadn’t worn her shoulder harness and gun. 
 
    “Why do you laugh?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t often hear that.” 
 
    “You should. You are a beautiful woman.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she replied. 
 
    He braced an arm on the table. “After the third date, don’t you think we should talk about our families. Isn’t it odd that we’ve avoided that until now?” 
 
    She glanced at the table and reached for her napkin, spreading it in her lap. “Mine is complicated.” 
 
    “Why do you think I haven’t talked about mine?” 
 
    She smiled at him. He was so unlike anyone else she’d ever dated. So sophisticated and worldly. “You go first.” 
 
    “Serves me right, I guess.” His teeth flashed white against his dark skin. “Both of my parents are corporate attorneys. Dad’s thinking of running for office. He even has a fact-finding team in place, but my mother is not happy about becoming a candidate’s wife.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “She doesn’t want to give up her career.” 
 
    “I can understand that,” said Peyton. “Are you an only child?” 
 
    “Yes, you?” 
 
    “Yep, Dad said they couldn’t do any better than me, so I’m it.” She held up a hand. 
 
    Devan laughed, then fingered the rim of his water glass. “Mom said it took too much time away from work.” 
 
    “Child rearing?” 
 
    “Child birth.” 
 
    Peyton couldn’t help the laugh that escaped her. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    He shrugged, his shoulders pulling the lines of his suit jacket. He wasn’t as muscular as Marco, but he was fit. “They gave me the best of educations and I’ve never wanted for anything. They were always actively involved in anything I did. I shouldn’t complain.” He leaned forward. “Now it’s your turn. I know your father was a cop.” 
 
    A waiter arrived with their drinks. “Do you know what you’d like to order?” he asked as he set them down. He tucked the tray behind his back and leaned forward. 
 
    Peyton used the interruption to grab her menu. Devan watched her for a moment more, then picked up his own. Her eyes widened when she saw the price, but she couldn’t back out now. The Top of the Mark offered a three course meal with two main entrée choices. She wanted to laugh. She was used to being able to select ten different types of hamburgers at her favorite burger joint. 
 
    She realized both the waiter and Devan were waiting for her. She looked up. “I’d like the Chateaubriand, please.” 
 
    “Excellent choice,” said the waiter, leaning toward Devan. 
 
    “I’ll have the same,” he answered and the waiter left. 
 
    Picking up her drink, Peyton took a sip. The astringent mix of vodka and cranberry flooded her mouth. A moment later she tasted the lime. She sucked in a breath. “Wow.” 
 
    Devan took a sip of his own drink. “Good, huh?” 
 
    “Very.” She didn’t want to tell him she was more of a beer kind of girl. “Marco would give me a bad time for ordering the Chateaubriand. He became a vegetarian two years ago.” 
 
    Devan gave a nod. “You and Marco are very close, aren’t you?” 
 
    Peyton heard the deeper question in his voice. She wasn’t about to lie. “I would take a bullet for him.” 
 
    Devan picked up his drink and took another sip as if to pretend he wasn’t bothered. Peyton could tell by the tight angle of his shoulders that he was. 
 
    “He’s my best friend and honestly, after all these years, he’s family, like the brother I never had. There’s nothing else there.” 
 
    Devan lifted his dark eyes. “I’m glad. Not sure I can compete with a man that pretty.” 
 
    Peyton laughed. “He’s one of those men that make women swoon and men wonder if they’re gay.” 
 
    Devan laughed with her. “You’re avoiding my question, you know?” 
 
    “I know. I don’t mean to avoid it. It’s just hard to talk about my dad. I still miss him. And when he died, I didn’t just lose him. I lost my mother in a way.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “It’s complicated and unfortunately, it’s gotten more complicated in the last few years.” She ran her finger along the stem of her martini glass. “Dad was a beat cop, as you know. He was happy with that. Didn’t want to climb the ranks or anything. He made me want the same thing. Then he was shot and killed in a routine traffic stop.” She braced her elbow on the table and sank her fingers into her hair at the temple. “They said it was drug related. The perp had so many priors.” 
 
    “Who was it?” 
 
    “Luis Garza. They believe he had Mexican cartel connections.” 
 
    “I remember reading about that now. He’s in San Quentin?” 
 
    “Two consecutive life sentences.” 
 
    Devan reached over and touched the back of her hand. “I’m sorry, Peyton.” 
 
    She turned her hand over and clasped his. “Thank you.” She released him and picked up her drink, taking another sip. “Anyway, after he died, my mom moved in with her sister and started working in a tourist trap of a store down by the Wharf. I don’t see her much.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “She doesn’t approve of my job. And now she has this boyfriend. He’s a piece of work.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    She glanced at Devan from the corner of her eyes. “He doesn’t exactly approve of mixed couples or their offspring.” 
 
    Devan opened his mouth to respond, then simply nodded. 
 
    “Closet red-neck, but Mom doesn’t see it.” 
 
    “I can see why you didn’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “We all have our baggage.” 
 
    The waiter brought the first course and set it in front of them. Peyton picked up her fork and moved the lettuce around on the plate, then took a bite. Now this she liked. The creamy smoothness of the cheese with the tart vinegar in the dressing exploded in her mouth. 
 
    Devan finished his martini. The waiter appeared as if by magic and reached for the empty glass. 
 
    “Can I get you another?” he asked. 
 
    Devan shook his head. “No, I’m driving, but bring one for the lady.” 
 
    Peyton started to protest, then thought better of it. Why not? She needed something to take the edge off. This Ryder case was driving her crazy. 
 
    As if he read her thoughts, Devan cleared his throat. “I need to talk with you about your case.” 
 
    Peyton paused with her fork midway to her mouth. “All right.” 
 
    “I hate to bring it up here, but I want to get it out of the way, so we can just focus on us.” 
 
    She studied him in the light from the candles. What could be so serious? “Go on.” 
 
    “This Ryder case,” he began. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Watch yourself, Peyton. These Harpers are some powerful people. My boss has gotten a call from Dwight Boyd about it.” 
 
    “The Chief M.E.?” 
 
    “That’s the one. Claire Harper wants her daughter’s body released for burial and she’s pretty connected. At one time Blake Harper had his hands in about everything in San Francisco. Claire Harper is just as ubiquitous.” 
 
    “The only evidence we have is the body, Devan. We really don’t have anything else.” 
 
    Devan picked up his fork. “You may not have that, if you don’t get a break on this.” 
 
    “Would you charge the husband with what we’ve got?” 
 
    Devan considered it for a moment, then he shook his head. “No.” He leaned forward again. “But we both know ninety percent of the time it’s the husband. What motive do you have?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “They both had life insurance policies.” 
 
    “Pretty weak. I’ll bet they got them when they got married.” 
 
    “They did.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “He didn’t know she was pregnant and Marco found a recent prescription for birth control pills when he searched the flat.” 
 
    Devan frowned. “But she was pregnant?” 
 
    “Abe has a fetus in his lab.” 
 
    Devan lowered his fork. “Why was she on birth control?” 
 
    “She didn’t want him to know she was pregnant?” 
 
    “That might be something. I’d follow that lead.” 
 
    The waiter set another martini down in front of her and Peyton reached for the old one, draining it. The waiter swept it away. She didn’t really like Devan telling her how to do her job, but he was trying to do her a solid by warning her about the Harpers. 
 
    “I appreciate the heads up,” she said. “Now, let’s try not to talk about work.” 
 
    He flashed that brilliant smile of his and gave her a smoky look. “As the lady wishes.” 
 
    The rest of the meal passed amicably. They talked about their childhood. He told her about the expensive boarding school he attended on the East coast. She told him about cutting classes, so she could try surfing in the frigid waters of the Pacific. 
 
    The Chateaubriand melted in her mouth and then dessert was the most decadent chocolate cake with pomegranate sauce she’d ever tasted. She ate every morsel of it. Devan seemed to delight in her enjoyment. 
 
    When they left the restaurant, she was full and slightly tipsy. She watched the City speed past out of the windows of his silver Lexus, and when they pulled up in front of her house, she waited while he came around the car to open her door. She could get used to being pampered like this. 
 
    He walked her to the door and reached out, fingering a curl that lay on her shoulder. “I really enjoy being with you, Peyton.” He bent down and gave her a soft kiss. His lips were warm and gentle on hers. 
 
    Peyton stared up at him and realized she was tired of being alone. Marco might be right and cops shouldn’t marry, but it didn’t mean they had to live a life of solitude and celibacy. She reached for the lapels on his jacket and pulled him down to her, giving him a real kiss. 
 
    He made a little gasp of surprise, then his arms went around her, pulling her tight against him. Peyton deepened the kiss, sliding her hands up around his neck. Then she eased back a bit and stared into his eyes. 
 
    “Do you want to come in?” she said. 
 
    “Hell yes,” he answered and reached behind her for the doorknob. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Marco watched the cars go by at the end of Baker on Fell Street. He didn’t know why he’d agreed to go on stake-out. He hated the boredom, but something about this case was driving him crazy. He liked his murders simple. Someone gets pissed, pulls out a gun, bang, there’s a body. This…this just felt so damn sneaky and he hated sneaky. 
 
    You could understand why someone would pop someone with a gun in a moment of passion. Not that you liked it or got used to it, but it made sense. Humans were creatures of passion and they snapped sometimes. But premeditation? Who schemes and plans and designs a method to off another human being? For that you have to think about it constantly, meticulously research what you’re going to do, and then execute it with full awareness of the consequence of your actions. 
 
    He’d never interviewed someone who shot a person in rage or frustration or fear who didn’t say I didn’t mean to do it. Never. But this murder…this one…someone meant for Zoë to die and that someone was the person who should have protected her, taken care of her…in sickness or in health. Good damn reason to never get married, he thought. 
 
    “Uh,” said the rookie, knocking Marco’s shoulder with his arm. “Uh.” 
 
    Marco frowned at him, but the boy was looking across the street. Marco whipped around and saw Ryder leave the building by the front door. He staggered a little, then grabbed the railing on the stairs and stumbled down them. 
 
    Great. The idiot was drunk. 
 
    Ryder positioned himself directly across from the squad car and squinted at them. The streets were dark, only a few lamps along the sidewalk, but one was right above them where they’d parked. Then he looked both ways, waiting for the traffic to thin. 
 
    “What the hell…” said Marco, but from the corner of his eyes, he could see the rookie reaching for his gun. He turned on him as his hand reached for the door handle. “Don’t pull that thing here.” 
 
    “He’s coming this way.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it. Just stay in the car.” 
 
    “He’s crossing the street.” The rookie’s fingers closed around the butt of his gun. 
 
    Marco filled his line of sight. “Do not pull that gun and do not get out of this car.” He yanked back on the door handle and unfolded himself from the car as Ryder jogged up to him. “What the hell are you doing, Ryder?” he said, easing the door closed.  
 
    “Hey, Adonis. Just wanted to say hi.” He leaned down and looked into the car. “Where’s Mighty Mouse?” 
 
    Marco really hoped the damn rookie didn’t pull that gun. He’d likely miss and shoot his partner instead. “You’re gonna get your head blown off, ya damn fool.” 
 
    “Would be a mercy, probably.” 
 
    Marco raised one brow and allowed his coat to gape open, revealing the butt of his gun. Ryder didn’t seem to notice. “You coming to give me a confession?” 
 
    Ryder’s face twisted. He leaned closer. “To what?” 
 
    Marco could smell the alcohol on his breath. “You drunk?” 
 
    “Why the hell not? Let’s see. Today you got me fired, blocked my accounts, and took away my transportation. What’s next? Get me evicted?” 
 
    Marco didn’t answer. 
 
    “I haven’t done anything. I’m the victim here. I’m the one who lost my wife.” He held his arms out to his sides. “Where do you get off ruining someone’s life? Where do you get that power?” 
 
    “You need to go home and sleep it off. You’re drunk.” 
 
    “Go home.” He turned an unsteady circle. “Go home? How?” He slapped a hand down on the hood of the car. 
 
    Marco flinched, catching his breath. He was afraid that if he looked inside, he’d see the rookie with his gun pointed at the windshield. “You’re gonna get yourself shot, Ryder. You don’t come up to cops on the street like this.” 
 
    Ryder straightened and his eyes widened. “Really? But you can take away my money, my bus pass, and accuse me of things…things that I can’t even stand to think about? But I’m not supposed to approach you!” 
 
    He was shouting and Marco looked around. A couple walking a dog was watching them. “If you want to tell me what happened, I’m all ears.” 
 
    Ryder looked up at him. His eyes were unfocused and watery. “My wife died. I don’t know how she died, but she did. Do you think I give a damn about anything else?” 
 
    Marco looked down at the asphalt. “Go home, Ryder. Get some sleep.” 
 
    When he didn’t answer for a long time, Marco looked up again. Ryder was staring at some keys in his hand. “You might as well take me home,” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Ryder glanced at him and shoved the keys into his pocket. “You might as well drive me home. I don’t have a bus pass and I don’t want to walk that far. I can’t afford a taxi. Besides, you’re only gonna end up there anyway. You might as well take me.” 
 
    Marco studied him. He’d planned to see if shoving Ryder in the back of a patrol car would make him break, but he hadn’t expected him to offer it himself. “You’re drunk.” 
 
    Ryder shrugged. 
 
    Marco looked around. The couple with the dog was finally moving away. What the hell was Ryder playing at now? God, he hated this case. Nothing fit, nothing made a damn bit of sense. “Put your hands on the car.” He grabbed his shoulder and shoved him toward the vehicle. 
 
    Ryder stumbled into it, but braced his hands on the roof. Marco moved up behind him and kicked his legs apart. 
 
    “You think I have a weapon? I thought you believed I poisoned people.” 
 
    Marco leaned closer to him. “You really should be careful what you say, unless you want to confess.” He made a quick search down the sides of his body, then bent to search his legs. 
 
    Ryder squirmed under the invasion. “Is this necessary?” 
 
    “You asked for a ride, dumb ass. I’m not putting you in a patrol car without knowing if you’re armed.” 
 
    Ryder shut up until Marco finished, but when Marco opened the back door and motioned him inside, he stopped in front of him. “I loved my wife.” 
 
    “That’s what they all say.” 
 
    Ryder stared him directly in the eye. He had to look up to do so, but his gaze never wavered. “You’re looking in the wrong spot. You should be looking at Dr. Singh. You’re letting past experience cloud your judgment.” 
 
    Marco frowned. Ryder didn’t seem as drunk as he had a few minutes before. “Get in the car,” he snapped. 
 
    Ryder studied him a moment longer, then he ducked into the backseat. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake locked the door, then went to the window and looked out. The Crown Victoria was across the street and D’Angelo was talking into his cell phone. Jake’s head buzzed from the beer, but he reached into his pocket and took out the keys he’d stolen from Sam. 
 
    He couldn’t believe he was thinking of doing this. If he got caught, the police would have something to charge him with finally. But Zoë’s journal was in that credenza and he wanted it. It was the last connection he had to her, the last thing he could look at and hear her voice. He couldn’t allow the police to take that away from him. 
 
    He went to the closet and put on a heavier coat, then changed into the hiking boots he’d bought with Zoë last winter when they went to Tahoe over Christmas. He’d hoped a vacation would let her forget about Blake for a few days, but she’d been moody and distant, snapping at him when he’d tried to bring her out of it. They’d actually left two days early. 
 
    Tying his boots, he leaned back on the couch and closed his eyes. He didn’t want to think of the bad times with Zoë. He only wanted to remember the good. Which is why he needed that journal. He needed to see those events through her eyes and know that she had been happy. 
 
    He went back to the window and looked out. A black and white patrol car had pulled up to the Crown Victoria and a uniformed officer stepped out. D’Angelo exchanged places with him and the marked car pulled away, taking D’Angelo with it. 
 
    Jake breathed a sigh of relief once D’Angelo was gone, then he waited while the other officer settled at his post before he reached into his pocket and ran his fingers over the keys to the bank. Finally he went to the door and let himself out. Glancing at his cell phone, he was surprised to see it was almost midnight. Where had the hours gone? 
 
    He descended into the entry hall and glanced toward the doors. He could just see the front bumper on the Crown Victoria. Turning to the right, he hurried down the back hallway and stopped before the door leading to the back of the building. He eased it open, it squeaked horribly, then he peered around it into the courtyard beyond. Three stairs took him down into the utility yard, littered with hoses, broken furniture and a dumpster. He snuck around the edge of the building and looked down the alley to the street. He couldn’t see the Crown Victoria at all from here. 
 
    Returning to the dumpster, he pulled the lid closed, then shoved it against the rear wall. Dragging a plastic crate over to the side, he climbed up until he could use the ridge on the side to hoist himself to the top. The lid gave a little under his weight, but it held and he grabbed the brick wall, pulling himself along the top of it. He looked over into the yard behind the wall. It was a clear drop onto a raised planter bed. He waited a moment, listening, hoping there weren’t dogs in the yard, but he didn’t remember hearing barking whenever he took the garbage out. 
 
    Closing his eyes, he swung his legs out over the yard, then shimmied around until he was on his stomach, his feet dangling. He let himself drop and he landed in the planter bed hard enough to lose his footing. He fell on his backside and sat for a moment, waiting for someone to sound an alarm. 
 
    When no one did, he crawled to his hands and knees, then edged over the planter bed until his feet touched the cement of his neighbors’ patio. Rising to his full height, he tried to take stock of his surroundings. There were no lights in the backyard and the moon was covered by clouds. He felt forward with his hands stretched out before him and finally bumped and stumbled his way to the house. Plastic toys, a playhouse and the barbecue made a nearly impossible obstacle course through the darkness. Finally his hands touched the cool lines of siding and he breathed a sigh of relief. Thank God these people didn’t have a dog. He’d made enough racket to wake the laziest of canines. 
 
    He found the side yard and using the house to guide himself, moved toward the gate. He prayed it wasn’t locked. He didn’t know if he could climb over another obstacle. Already the cold bay air and the exercise were clearing the buzzing from his head and he was beginning to rethink his plan. 
 
    The gate was closed by a simple latch and he opened it. Light from the street lamp fell over him and he blinked until his vision cleared. He didn’t bother to look around, just walked out to the sidewalk and turned north. 
 
    It was a good hike uphill until he got to the branch on Market. Traffic still flowed up and down the thoroughfare and there was no way to keep out of sight now. He stopped a short distance down from the bank and studied it. A couple of homeless people huddled in doorways, nothing more than a pile of blankets and bags. Other than that, the foot traffic was light. 
 
    He thought through his plan again. Get in, get out. It wouldn’t take more than a couple of minutes. No one had to know he was even here. They wouldn’t go through the tapes unless something happened and they had to. Once he was done, he could put Sam’s keys in an envelope and mail them to him. Andrews would never even know. 
 
    Drawing a deep breath, he walked briskly toward the bank and pulled the keys out. He didn’t look down the street or glance behind him, trying to appear as natural as he could. He fumbled to get the key into the outer lock, realizing his hand was shaking again. He turned the lock and pushed open the door, then locked it again once he was inside. He could hear the alarm pulsing in the wall to his right. 
 
    That gave him a moment’s pause and he stared at the display, wondering if they’d changed the codes since they took the keys away from him this morning. Oh God. If they had, he was screwed. He would set off all of the alarms and they already had him on the tape from the ATM machine. He knew he had only about a minute to decide. He should go back out the door and run, but it was already too late. He was caught. 
 
    Swallowing the rush of bile in his mouth, he reached out a hand and punched in the old code, wincing as he did so. The alarm made three loud beeps, then the screen flashed to DISARMED. Jake pressed his forehead to the brick wall and let his breath escape in a rush. 
 
    Lifting a hand, he ran it over the back of his neck, feeling cold sweat run beneath the collar of his shirt. What the hell was he doing? Sneaking around in the middle of the night. Breaking into banks. He reminded himself that the police now had a reason to hold him, a reason to charge him with a crime. 
 
    He pushed away from the wall and walked to the inner door. He found that key more easily and unlocked it. He still wouldn’t allow himself to look back, afraid he’d see D’Angelo’s bulk looming behind him. 
 
    Once inside the bank, he took a last look around the shadowed interior, then hurried over to the credenza and slid back the door. His briefcase lay on the lower shelf and he snatched it out, hugging it to his chest. For some reason, tears stung his eyes. God, he must still be drunk. 
 
    Curling his fingers around the handle, he rose and left the cabinet open, crossing back to the inner door and pulling it open. He locked it, then raced across the foyer and shoved the outer door open. He also paused to lock that too. 
 
    Blood was pounding furiously in his head and against his rib cage. His hand felt sweaty around the handle, but he was almost clear. Slipping the keys into his pocket, he turned back the way he’d come and tried to appear nonchalant. 
 
    “Mr. Ryder?” 
 
    Jake came to an abrupt stop and his heart slammed forcefully against his ribs. Slowly he turned on his heel. A short, bald man in a brown uniform stood at the foot of the bank stairs, holding a flashlight in his hand. The beam was directed at Jake. 
 
    Jake shivered in terror. Oh, shit. This was it. Think, damn it. 
 
    “Mr. Ryder, is that you?” 
 
    Jake nodded, but he feared the motion was jerky and strange. 
 
    The little man sidled up to him and lowered the flashlight, letting out a bark of strained laughter. “Damn, I’m glad it was you.” 
 
    Jake gripped the briefcase tighter. In the street lamps, he could see the man wore a bank security guard uniform. He was in his late sixties, early seventies. His bulbous nose and close set eyes seemed familiar. “Charlie?” he said as recognition dawned in him. 
 
    A smile bloomed across Charlie’s face. A strange buzzing noise issued from inside his uniform, but he didn’t seem to notice. “Mr. Ryder, how are you?” 
 
    “Good,” said Jake with a laugh that bordered on hysterical. “Well, actually, I’m okay. What the hell are you doing here this time of night?” 
 
    Charlie looked back at the bank. “They moved me to night patrol, Mr. Ryder, about a month ago. I sit out here all night, watching the damn bank.” 
 
    Jake frowned. “Why? Weren’t you on days?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Charlie leaned closer and dropped his voice. “I think they’re trying to force me to quit. I don’t even get to sit inside the bank.” He motioned to the alleyway on the left side of the bank. “I park my pickup down there and that’s where I keep patrol.” 
 
    Jake exhaled, feeling some of the tension snake out of him. Another buzz vibrated from Charlie’s jacket and he placed his hand against his pocket as if that would stop it. 
 
    “I’m sorry. That sucks,” Jake offered. 
 
    Charlie shook his head. “I gave this bank thirty years. No retirement, hardly enough to pay for the mortgage, but I show up every single day. Now they’re trying to force me out.” He suddenly gave Jake a sharp stare. “What are you doing here this time of night, Mr. Ryder?” 
 
    Jake held up the briefcase, hoping his shaking wasn’t visible.  “I wanted to pick up a few loan docs, make some calls from home.” When Charlie’s frown deepened, he added, “I couldn’t sleep, so I thought I’d come down and get them when no one else was here. Really don’t want to talk to people.” 
 
    “I heard about your wife, Mr. Ryder. I’m real sorry.” 
 
    Jake tensed. What else had they told him? Surely they’d told him Jake had been escorted off the premises. 
 
    The buzz sounded again. Charlie reached into his pocket and dug out his cell phone. “Stupid thing,” he said, hitting it with the heel of his hand. “It keeps doing that.” 
 
    “I think it means you’ve got messages,” Jake told him before realizing he shouldn’t have. 
 
    Charlie gave a sad chuckle. “Lot of good it does them to send me messages. I don’t know how to check them. They send those text thingies and I never know how to get them. This damn thing vibrates all day long, driving me crazy. I want to throw it away. Whenever I ask my grandson, he mutters something I can’t hear, punches a bunch of buttons and hands it back. What the hell good does that do me? The bank could fire me through this thing and I wouldn’t even know.” 
 
    Jake stared at the phone despite himself. “Well, I better get going. It was good to see you, Charlie.” 
 
    “Yeah, you too, Mr. Ryder. You take care of yourself, you hear?” 
 
    Jake paused. Such a simple thing to say, but it meant a lot after the week he’d been having. “Same to you, Charlie,” he answered, then walked away. 
 
    When he got back to Potrero Hill, he wasn’t sure what to do. It was nearly three in the morning and he didn’t want to climb over the back fence again. 
 
    In for a penny, in for a pound, or something like that. 
 
    He gripped the briefcase tighter and walked boldly up to his apartment, dashing up the stairs and into the front entrance hall. He raced up the inner stairs and hurriedly unlocked the door, slamming it shut behind him. Then he leaned against it for a long time, panting, letting the sweat dry on his body. Finally he pushed himself away and settled the briefcase on the coffee table as he went to the window and looked out. 
 
    The Crown Victoria was in place, but based on the slumped forms in the front seat, he suspected the two cops were asleep. Breathing a sigh of relief, he went to the couch and dropped onto it, then he reached for the briefcase, snapping it open. His fingers touched on his tablet first, so he turned it on and typed in his password. Then he pulled up a search engine and entered warfarin. It was a pharmaceutical given to stroke patients to thin blood. As he read further, he came across the dangers and side effects. Massive hemorrhaging. He quickly closed the browser window and sat holding the tablet. How the hell would something so dangerous be in Zoë’s system? The only answer had to lie with the hospital. They had to have given it to her by mistake. 
 
    Laying the tablet on the briefcase, he covered his face with his hands and realized he was sober. A headache hammered in his temples. He forced himself into the bathroom and pulled open the medicine cabinet, reaching for the aspirin, but it wasn’t there. He found it on the floor where he’d thrown it in his rage. He picked it up and opened it, shaking two pills into his hand. He put them in his mouth and bent over the sink, taking a drink from the faucet. Turning off the water, he wandered back into the living room and sank onto the couch again. Reaching for his briefcase, he pulled Zoë’s journal out. 
 
    For a moment, he simply sat, holding it. He felt such a mixture of dread and happiness whenever he read her words. It kept her close in his memory, but it also made him ache horribly for everything he’d lost. Life without her seemed so empty, so meaningless. He couldn’t seem to get his head around the fact that she was gone and there was no way of getting her back. No way it would ever be okay again. How did you learn to live without the person you loved most? How did you go on without your wife? He leaned back on the couch and opened the cover, leafing to the page where he’d last read. 
 
      
 
    August 10th 
 
      
 
    Jake and I found this adorable flat in Potrero Hill. It’s near a park and a short distance to the coffee house. Jake can catch Muni about a block from our door. 
 
      
 
    I can’t wait to decorate it. Of course, Mom wants to insist the landlord refurbish the floors and paint everything fresh, but I want this to be my project. I want to decorate it my way. Jake doesn’t really care as long as I don’t put doilies on everything. And pillows. He doesn’t want a bunch of decorative pillows crowding the couch. He says he doesn’t understand why women love pillows…and shoes. Men. 
 
      
 
    Dad took me to lunch the other day. He wanted to talk about med school, but I put him off. I told him Jake and I were planning a family, not that we’ve talked about it, but I couldn’t think of anything else to keep him from lecturing me. 
 
      
 
    Maybe I should have just taken the lecture because now all he’s going to want to know is when he’s getting a grandchild. 
 
      
 
    Jake closed the journal and pressed it to his chest. He and Zoë had never discussed having a family. It hadn’t bothered him before, but now that he thought about it, shouldn’t they have talked about it at least? Discussed the possibility? Didn’t all couples talk about those things? Why hadn’t they? 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake studied the sign. Potrero Hill Community Garden. Beyond the hand painted sign lay the City, skyscrapers stretching into the sky. He stood on the sidewalk and studied it, enjoying the way the sun glanced off the windows and shimmered as if a magical fairy kingdom lay below them. 
 
    “Here,” said Zoë, hitting his arm with a pair of gardening gloves. 
 
    Jake looked down at them and gave her a grimace. “Do we have to do this?” 
 
    She reached for his hand and slapped the gloves into his palm. “Yes, don’t you want to be part of the community?” 
 
    Jake gave her a narrow eyed stare and didn’t answer. She shoved him playfully in the shoulder. 
 
    “Of course you do,” she said, pushing him toward the rickety little gate. She opened it and stepped into the garden. Jake followed her reluctantly. 
 
    He’d expected a vegetable garden. He’d read a story about urban sustainability, but this was a flower garden. Beyond getting flowers to win Zoë’s attention, he didn’t really see much purpose in them, but Zoë was determined. 
 
    “Good morning,” beamed a tall, lanky man in sandals. “Come to help us out?” 
 
    “That’s right. We just moved in over there.” Zoë pointed over her shoulder to their building. “I’m Zoë and this is my husband, Jake.” Whenever she said husband, she got this goofy smile on her face that made Jake fall in love with her all over again. 
 
    A little Jack Russell terrier sidled up to Jake and sniffed his shoe. Jake bent over to scratch the dog behind the ears. He cocked his black and white head in pleasure and closed his eyes. 
 
    “I’m Josiah and that is Killer.” He pointed to the Jack Russell. 
 
    Jake shot him a smile and continued scratching the dog’s ears. 
 
    “Where would you like us to work?” Zoë asked. 
 
    Josiah pointed to a raised bed. “We could use a good weeding over there.” 
 
    “Done,” she said, reaching down and tugging on Jake to get him to stand. They went over to the bed and Zoë put on her gloves. Killer came with them and Jake took a seat on the edge of the bed so he could continue petting him. 
 
    Zoë hunkered down in the dirt and began pulling out the weeds. “Leave the dog alone, Jake, and help me.” 
 
    Jake gave Killer an apologetic look. “Sorry, pal, the wife’s nagging,” he joked. 
 
    Zoë laughed and threw a clot of dirt at him. They pulled weeds for a while and Jake could feel the back of his neck burning from the sun. He edged closer to Zoë and bumped her with his hip. “How does this make us part of the community?” 
 
    “This is the community garden, and we’re gardening, ergo we’re now part of the community.” 
 
    “Can’t we do like your mother and give them money instead?” 
 
    Zoë gave him a severe frown. “Absolutely not. Stop whining. We are going to really contribute something of value here, not pay our way out of it.” 
 
    Jake shrugged and went back to picking weeds. “I left Nebraska to get away from the land. Didn’t expect to get back to my roots in San Francisco.” 
 
    “It builds character,” she said. 
 
    “It builds blisters, and that’s something you tell your kids when you’re trying to get out of doing something by forcing them to do it.” He sat up and gave her a mischievous look. “That’s what we should do. Have kids so we can make them become productive members of the community.” 
 
    Zoë rolled her eyes skyward. “I already have a big kid. I sure don’t need more.” 
 
    “Pizza!” came a call toward the street. “Come and help yourself.” 
 
    Jake scooted around and moved toward the edge of the planter bed, but Zoë hooked him by the back of his sweatshirt and pulled him off balance. He fell on his back next to her. 
 
    “She said pizza,” he protested, looking up at her. 
 
    “You haven’t done anything to earn pizza. Now get to work.” 
 
    He lifted up and kissed her quickly on the mouth. 
 
    She gave him an annoyed look that was destroyed by the smile hovering on her lips. “You’re impossible.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her down on him, rolling her over until she was lying on her back in the planter bed. She was laughing, but he kissed her again, silencing her.  This time it was a long, lingering kiss. 
 
    When he lifted his head, she pushed him in the chest. “Oh, go get your pizza and let me weed,” she said with mock severity. 
 
    He kissed her nose and jumped up. “I’ll save you a slice,” he called over his shoulder as he hurried toward the road. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Marco pulled the Charger into the space behind the M.E.’s office. “So I took him home. When I called Holmes this morning, he said he didn’t see a sign of him the rest of the night.” 
 
    “He probably passed out.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking. He looked like shit. I don’t think he’s been sleeping too good.” 
 
    “Works for me,” said Peyton, removing her seatbelt and reaching for the door handle. 
 
    “Yeah, I really hope Abe has something. I’m sick of this case already, Brooks. I wish we’d gotten Simon and Cho’s dead lawyer.” 
 
    They climbed out of the car and walked toward the building. The security guard nodded at them as they showed him their badges. Marco pulled open the door, motioning Peyton through. 
 
    “So when you had him in the patrol car, did he say anything?” 
 
    “Nope, just stared out the window. I thought he might be asleep for awhile. That rookie Bartlet damn near pissed his pants the whole time though. That was pretty funny.” 
 
    Peyton smiled as they came to the automatic doors before the lab. 
 
    “So spill. How was your hot date last night?” 
 
    “It was good. Took me for martinis at the Top of the Mark.” 
 
    Marco let out an appreciative whistle. “You don’t say. And they let you in with your ass-kicker boots.” 
 
    Peyton punched him in the shoulder. “I wore heels and a dress. You should have seen it. Sleeveless little black number.” She pushed open the door to Abe’s lab. 
 
    “So what time did he leave this morning?” 
 
    “I’m not answering that,” she said, smiling as Abe walked toward them. 
 
    “Well, if it isn’t Marco-my-heart-beat-faster,” said Abe with a wink. 
 
    Marco grimaced. 
 
    “That was awful,” answered Peyton. 
 
    Abe hooked his arm in hers. “Don’t like that one? Okay, I’ve got more. Marco-all-my-dreams-come true.” 
 
    A bark of laughter escaped Marco. 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “You’ve gotta stop.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re no fun at all. So who’s having sex?” 
 
    Peyton gave him a bewildered look. 
 
    “You were talking when you came in.” He released Peyton by his bench and gave Marco a once-over. “Is it you, Handsome?” 
 
    “Nope. It’s Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton glared at her partner, but he gave her a wicked grin. 
 
    Abe placed his chin on his fist, his dreads swinging forward. “Do tell. Who is it?” 
 
    Marco sat down on a stool. “Devan Adams.” 
 
    “The dreamy Assistant D.A.?” 
 
    “That’s the one.” 
 
    “You little hussy,” said Abe, slapping her arm. 
 
    Peyton laughed despite herself. “That’s enough. So you called us down here for something, Abe. What was it?” 
 
    The professional mask fell over Abe’s face. “Right. So I’ve got a biology lesson for you two.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “We need some background first.” He reached for a file and pulled it open. “When they brought Zoë Ryder into the ER, her blood pressure was almost non-existent. Dr. Singh made the correct assumption that she was bleeding internally, so what to do then?” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “Transfusion?” 
 
    “Bingo. In order to do a transfusion, you have to type the blood. Simple skin prick, done.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “Here’s where it gets interesting. He tells Ryder what he’s going to do. Ryder offers to donate his own blood. Singh doesn’t really need it, but he goes ahead and types him, figuring he would feel like he was doing something positive to help his wife.” 
 
    Peyton glanced down at the file. “That’s all in there?” 
 
    “Every word. Our Dr. Singh is a meticulous note-taker as most E.R. doctors learn to be. Saves on depositions for lawsuits and such.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Turns out Zoë is O negative. Universal blood donor.” 
 
    “And Ryder?” 
 
    “O positive.” 
 
    Peyton exchanged a look with Marco. “And?” 
 
    Abe tapped the file. “Remember I told you they sent me the fetus.” 
 
    Peyton straightened on the stool. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, I’m as meticulous as Dr. Singh, maybe better. Let’s say I’m better.” 
 
    “Abe!” 
 
    He held up a long fingered hand. “I decided, on a whim, to type the baby.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “B negative.” 
 
    Marco’s hand closed into a fist on the bench. Peyton opened her mouth to comment, then stopped. 
 
    “Here’s your biology lesson. In order for the baby to be B negative, one of the parents had to be as well. We know Zoë was the mother for obvious reasons, which means…” He let the last trail away. 
 
    “Ryder wasn’t the father,” Peyton finished. 
 
    Abe touched his nose, then pointed at her. 
 
    Swiveling on her stool, she met Marco’s eye. 
 
    “That’s motive, Brooks.” 
 
    “That’s motive.” 
 
    Marco’s phone suddenly rang. He fished it out of his pocket and pressed it to his ear. “D’Angelo?” 
 
    Peyton could just make out the voice on the other end, talking rapidly. Marco didn’t answer, just listened, but his knuckles went white as he tightened his grip on the device. Peyton and Abe shared a look, then Abe began reading through his file again. 
 
    “Okay, yeah, got it,” said Marco. “No, let me call you back with that.” He thumbed the phone off and met Peyton’s gaze. “Seems our boy took a walk last night without our patrol noticing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The bank manager called. A night security guard caught Ryder coming out of the bank around two this morning. He’s an older guy, doesn’t know how to use his phone, so he didn’t get the briefing about keeping Ryder away from the bank.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. “I thought they took his keys.” 
 
    “They did. He must have gotten another set from that friend of his.” 
 
    “Okay, so he goes to the bank after what? Money? He had to know that stuff is locked in the vault at night.” 
 
    “He wasn’t after money. Once the security guard told Andrews about seeing Ryder, they viewed the surveillance video. He used the keys to get into the bank, but all he took was a briefcase that was stored in a credenza beneath the windows. We missed it when we searched his desk because it was part of the general furniture in the place.” 
 
    “A briefcase? He breaks and enters a bank to steal back his own briefcase…” Peyton’s voice trailed off. “What the hell is in that briefcase?” 
 
    “Our murder weapon?” suggested Marco. 
 
    “Where the hell is Ryder now?” 
 
    “Patrol did a wellness check on him around five when they changed men. Said he was in his apartment. They want to know if you want them to bring him in.” 
 
    Peyton looked away. Her eyes landed on the table where Abe did his dissections. “No, we’ll get him. I don’t want him flushing those pills or something if he thinks we’re coming for him. We need to get a warrant to search the place, then we’ll arrest the son of a bitch and haul his ass in.” She pushed herself off the seat and started for the door. “Thanks, Abe.” 
 
    “You got it, my soul sista. Bye, Marco-a-wish-upon-a-star,” he called after them. Peyton waved over her shoulder, but Marco gave him a dramatic scowl. 
 
    Once through the automatic doors, Marco put a hand on Peyton’s arm and stopped her. “Put a call into your boyfriend and ask him to meet us at Interrogation. It’d be good to have him there when Ryder confesses.” 
 
    “He’s not my boyfriend,” she said, but she reached for her phone. 
 
    “And you let him spend the night? Hoowee, you are a hussy, Brooks,” said Marco with a laugh. 
 
    Peyton swung at him, but he ducked out of the way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Jake was wrenched out of sleep by the violent pounding on his front door. 
 
    “Police! Open up!” 
 
    He blinked, looking around the flat. The blanket was pooled around his waist and Zoë’s journal just peeked out between the folds. 
 
    “Police! Open up!” 
 
    Jake grabbed the journal and shoved it under the coffee table, then he scrambled to his feet as the pounding began again. He fumbled for the lock and turned it, but before he could open the door, it was forcefully shoved inward, knocking him backward. 
 
    Guns pointed in his face and he automatically lifted his hands. Police officers streamed into the flat, fanning out around his living room. Behind them entered Brooks and D’Angelo. They also had their guns drawn, but when they saw he wasn’t offering any resistance, they both holstered them. 
 
    “You’d damn well better have a warrant,” he said. It came out braver than he thought it would. His heart was trying hard to force its way out his throat. 
 
    Brooks held up a piece of paper. 
 
    He lowered his hand enough to take it, but he couldn’t make sense of the words on the page. Another headache hammered behind his eyes. He handed the paper back. Brooks nodded at an officer standing behind him. The man shoved Jake against the wall and frisked him. 
 
    “What the hell is this about now?” 
 
    “He’s clean,” said the officer, releasing him. 
 
    “Search everywhere,” said Brooks and the officers dispersed throughout the flat. 
 
    Jake turned toward her, pulling his t-shirt back into place. “Why the hell are you doing this to me?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “Where’s your briefcase?” 
 
    He involuntarily glanced toward the coffee table. She followed his gaze, then circled around the couch, leaning over to move his tablet aside as she picked up the briefcase. D’Angelo moved closer to Jake as she riffled through the case, then dropped it on the coffee table again. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said, then looked down at the tablet. Picking it up, she turned to a cop going through his bookshelf. “Hand me an evidence bag.” 
 
    When he did, she slipped the tablet into it and zipped it shut. Then she faced Jake, nodding at D’Angelo. 
 
    “Jacob Ryder,” she began as D’Angelo took his cuffs off his belt, “you have the right to remain silent…” 
 
    Jake just stared at her as D’Angelo grabbed his arm and snapped the cuffs on his wrist. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton watched Jake through the one way mirror. He sat at the metal table, his head in his hands. He hadn’t moved for the last ten minutes. Marco leaned on the table beside her. 
 
    “How long did tech say they would need with the tablet?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “No estimate.” 
 
    The door opened and Captain Defino and Devan walked through. Marco rose to his feet and shook Devan’s hand. 
 
    “Captain,” Peyton said and then smiled at Devan. 
 
    He smiled back, turning to the mirror. “That our perp?” 
 
    “That’s the one,” said the captain. “Who’s gonna question him?” 
 
    “Brooks,” answered Marco. 
 
    “You know how you’re going to approach it?” asked the captain. 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Then you’re on,” she said, nodding toward the window. 
 
    Peyton smoothed her hands on her jeans, picked up the file, and walked to the door, pulling it open. She crossed to the Interrogation room and the officer stationed outside of it opened the door for her. When she entered the room, Ryder didn’t lift his head. 
 
    She dropped the file on the table and leaned on it. “So let’s go back to the beginning, okay?” 
 
    Ryder raised his head and stared at her through his fingers. His brown hair was mussed and a couple days growth of beard shadowed his jaw. His eyes were bloodshot. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “The truth.” She took a seat in the other chair and opened the file. “You say you found Zoë in the bathroom. She was unconscious, so you called 911.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “What did you do while you waited for the ambulance?” 
 
    “I tried to get Zoë to respond.” 
 
    “How? Did you shake her? Yell at her?” 
 
    “I don’t remember.” 
 
    “Where was Zoë earlier that day? Was she working at the coffee house?” 
 
    “No, she had the day off, so she went with her mother to visit Blake.” 
 
    Peyton looked down at the file and turned a page. “Let’s talk about Blake.” 
 
    Ryder frowned. “Blake?” 
 
    “You used to visit him with Zoë when he first had his stroke, then you stopped. Why?” 
 
    Ryder rubbed the back of his neck. “I couldn’t see the point. The doctors all agreed he wasn’t responding to treatment. He wasn’t coming back.” 
 
    “Did this cause trouble between you and Zoë?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess. She couldn’t accept that he was gone. As long as he was in that hospital, she held out hope.” He sighed. “I think they should have…” His voice trailed off. 
 
    Peyton leaned forward. “You think they should have what?” 
 
    He looked up at the mirror. “Nothing.” 
 
    Peyton flattened her hand on the file. “I want to help you, Jake. I do, but I can’t help you if you won’t be honest with me.” 
 
    Ryder stared at her for a moment, then exhaled. “You don’t want to help me. You just want to close this case and it doesn’t matter what the truth is. You just want a person to blame and that’s it.” 
 
    “I’m giving you a chance to tell your side. We’ve got enough to hold you on now, Jake, so I don’t really need to talk to you, but I thought you might like an opportunity to explain things to me. What did you start to say about Blake?” 
 
    “I think they should have taken him off life support.  It would have been kinder to him and kinder to his family. They could have mourned his loss, then moved on with their lives. As it was, Zoë never did.” 
 
    “I guess that was a point of contention for you, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Ryder wrapped a hand around his chin. “No, not contention. It made me feel helpless. I wanted to make things right for Zoë, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t make it better.” 
 
    Peyton looked at the file. That wasn’t what she’d expected him to say. She’d given him an opening to complain about his wife, but he didn’t take it. She needed to upset the balance between them if she was going to get him to confess, but she didn’t want to give away her biggest point of leverage. 
 
    “So, did you take the pills from the nursing home when you visited Blake?” 
 
    He dropped his hand to the table and his frown deepened. “Pills?” 
 
    “The warfarin. It’s stroke medication, you know? Did you sneak them off Blake’s bedside table or something?” 
 
    “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” he said, then he gave her a level look. “Besides, they don’t leave medications lying around like that in hospitals or nursing homes.” He leaned forward. “I didn’t have anything to do with my wife’s death and no matter how you phrase things, I’m not going to confess to something I didn’t do.” 
 
    She rose to her feet and moved to the end of the table, closer to him. “Let’s talk about the baby.” 
 
    Jake looked away. 
 
    “A lot of men get scared, knowing there’s a baby on the way. They worry it will change their lives.” 
 
    “I didn’t know she was pregnant.” 
 
    “That’s right. Dr. Singh was impressed with that performance. He genuinely believed you didn’t know.” 
 
    Jake swiveled his head and looked up at her. “If you really want to find out what happened to Zoë, you’d start there. I’ll bet you they gave her the wrong medication and are trying to cover it up.” 
 
    “We were talking about the baby.” 
 
    “Of course. You don’t even want to consider there might be another possibility to Zoë’s death. You just want to put me away for something I didn’t do.” 
 
    “Explain to me how a husband doesn’t know his wife is pregnant. Three months go by and you don’t question why she doesn’t have a period, you don’t question why she keeps getting morning sickness?” 
 
    Jake opened his hands, palms up. “I didn’t know. I don’t know why, but I didn’t.” 
 
    “And you don’t think it’s strange she didn’t tell you? I mean that’s a pretty big secret. You’ve got to wonder why she would keep it and…” She leaned closer to him. “What else she might have hid.” 
 
    Jake’s gaze snapped to her face. “Every moment of every day. It’s driving me insane.” 
 
    “I’ll bet. It’s got to hurt. Being lied to, being deceived. It would make anyone angry. Hell, I’d be downright furious about it. I’d feel betrayed on so many levels.” 
 
    Jake just stared at her. 
 
    “Here you work your ass off to provide for her, while she pisses around in a coffee shop and mopes about her dad. You do everything in your power to make her happy and she withholds the most important information from you. It would make even the most reasonable person want revenge.” 
 
    Ryder looked at the mirror. “Just charge me with whatever you want and let me go home. I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”  
 
    Peyton ignored him. She reached for the file. “Let’s go back again, okay?” 
 
    He closed his eyes and pressed his palms against his temples. 
 
    “The paramedics come and they try to find a pulse. They can’t, so they begin CPR and start an IV. They transport you to the hospital and the only thing you know is her blood pressure is too low. They don’t tell you anything else.” 
 
    Ryder continued to ignore her. 
 
    “You arrive at the hospital where Dr. Singh takes over. At some point he comes out and tells you Zoë needs a transfusion.” 
 
    Ryder lowered his hands and opened his eyes, staring at the table. Still he didn’t answer. 
 
    “You volunteer to give blood, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Peyton pushed the file in front of Ryder and leaned on the edge of the table, bringing herself closer to him. “Here’s what I learned the other day. In order to do a transfusion, they first have to type the person receiving it, so they don’t give them the wrong blood. You know what Zoë’s type was?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “O negative. You know what your type is?” 
 
    Ryder leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “O something.” 
 
    “That’s right. O positive.” 
 
    “What the hell does this have to do with anything?” 
 
    Peyton lifted her brows at him. “A lot.” She pointed to the file with her index finger. “Your baby was typed as B negative. B negative?” 
 
    Ryder’s face went slack. 
 
    “Now as I understand it – in order for the baby to have B negative, one of his parents had to have it as well, which means, Jake…” She leaned toward him, crowding his personal space. “Which means you weren’t the father.” 
 
    Ryder fixed his eyes on hers and a shudder went through his body. She saw his Adam’s apple move as he swallowed convulsively. 
 
    She leaned back. “My dad was a cop. He always said a case was like a stool, built on three legs. First you’ve got your suspect, second you have your evidence, and third you have your motive.” She tapped the file with her finger. “That, Jake,that is what we call motive.” 
 
    Ryder’s brown eyes searched her face. She wasn’t sure what he was looking to find. 
 
    “Tell me, Jake, did she confess? Is that what happened? She told you she’d been having an affair and you…what? Did you snap? A little warfarin in her dinner, some in her morning cup of coffee? Maybe you thought she’d miscarry? Maybe that’s all you wanted, but it killed her instead? I can understand that, Jake. I can understand wanting to get rid of the baby. It was tearing your relationship apart, destroying your life.” She closed the file and crossed her arms also. “Let’s face it, Jake. Zoë’s concern over her father wasn’t affecting your marriage, but her pregnancy was, her affair was. Did you find out who it was? Someone at work, someone she met on-line?” 
 
    “I want to go home.” His voice was flat, brittle. His gaze shifted to the mirror. “I want to go home.” 
 
    “Come on, Jake. Just tell me the truth. Tell me what happened. I understand. It must have felt so horrible to know she was cheating on you, using you that way. God, what man can stand the thought of his wife carrying another man’s child.” 
 
    Ryder moved so suddenly, Peyton wasn’t prepared. He slammed his fists onto the table and rose to his feet, knocking over his chair in the process. Peyton stumbled back off the table and scrambled to her feet as the inner door slammed open. Marco loomed in the entrance with his gun drawn. 
 
    Peyton held out her hands. “It’s all right!” she said. “It’s all right!” 
 
    Ryder stared at both of them, his chest heaving, his eyes brimming with unshed tears. “I want to go home,” he said. “I just want to go home.” 
 
    Marco slipped the gun back in his holster. “Sit down, Ryder!” he commanded. 
 
    Ryder sank into his chair again, his hands hanging by his sides. He looked so lost, so forlorn. Peyton watched him in surprise. He didn’t look like a man ready to confess. 
 
    Marco touched her arm and the two of them backed from the room. They returned to the observation room where the captain and Devan waited. 
 
    Peyton met Devan’s dark eyes. “We don’t have enough for arraignment, do we?” 
 
    “You don’t have enough to hold him,” said Devan. 
 
    “We’re just gonna let him go?” she asked in frustration. God, Marco was right. This case was a bitch. 
 
    “We can hold him for 24 hours on the breaking and entering. Maybe a night in jail will make him ready to confess,” offered the captain. 
 
    Peyton looked to Devan for confirmation. He was studying Ryder where he sat at the table, staring at the floor without expression. “You can do that, but if he doesn’t confess, you’ll have to let him go. The breaking and entering without theft is at most a misdemeanor.” 
 
    “He’s not gonna break after a night in jail. He hasn’t broken yet no matter what we’ve done. What the hell are we supposed to do?” she said, holding up her empty hands. 
 
    Devan turned to her. “You don’t have a murder weapon, you don’t have a confession, and your motive seems a bit hinky seeing his reaction to it.” He reached out and wrapped a curl around his index finger. “You’re a good cop, Peyton. You’ll think of something. Maybe you need to go at it in a different direction.” He rubbed the curl with his thumb, then released it. “Call me if you get anything.” 
 
    He moved past her and disappeared out the door. Peyton was left facing the captain and Marco, who both looked at her with raised brows. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” asked the captain. 
 
    Peyton dropped her gaze. “I had something in my hair.” 
 
    “Yeah, his fingers,” drawled Marco, earning him a glare. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Peyton stared at the white board she’d dragged out of storage. She had written as much information on it as she could, but looking at it this way only emphasized what they didn’t know. She’d traced Dr. Singh like Ryder suggested, but that had quickly led to a dead end. 
 
    First of all, she couldn’t find a single complaint about the doctor, even through the Medical Board. Second, Zoë had been hemorrhaging when the paramedics showed up at the flat. Something had caused her loss of blood and that something was the warfarin that she’d been given before the medics arrived. 
 
    Marco handed her a paper cup. “Chocolate,” he said, studying her white board. 
 
    She took it and set it down on the desk. 
 
    He shifted and gave her a concerned look. “You don’t want it?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” she said, “but this case is making me insane. What the hell are we missing, Marco?” 
 
    He leaned against the desk with her and crossed his arms over his massive chest. “A lot. Obviously, Dr. Singh is a dead-end.” 
 
    “So is everything else.” 
 
    A man in his early thirties approached them. He was of average height and thin with glasses and curly brown hair that perpetually looked mussed. He wore his button down shirt tucked into his jeans and his sneakers were scuffed at the toe. 
 
    “Hey, Stan,” said Peyton, giving him a smile. “You got something for me.” 
 
    Stan pursed his lips. “I finished that tablet you brought me.” 
 
    “And?” Peyton reached for the milkshake and took a sip. The beautifully smooth, cold flow of chocolate crossed her tongue. 
 
    “I found a search for warfarin.” 
 
    Peyton sat up straighter. “That is the best news I’ve had all day.” 
 
    “Well, hold on a minute. It was done this morning about 3:00AM.” 
 
    Peyton felt herself wilt. “You’re sure about that?” 
 
    Stan looked offended. “Of course I’m sure.” 
 
    “Nothing else?” asked Marco.  
 
    “A bunch of stock quotes, interest rates, but nothing else. Mostly this guy used his tablet for work.” 
 
    “Thanks, Stan,” said Peyton. 
 
    “No problem,” he said and walked away. 
 
    Peyton looked up at Marco. “We have nothing.” 
 
    “We have less than nothing. Your boyfriend’s right. This case is hinky.” 
 
    “He’s not my boyfriend,” said Peyton, chewing on the end of her straw. “You know what really bothers me?” 
 
    Marco exhaled. “A lot bothers me, but tell me anyway.” 
 
    “He didn’t know the baby wasn’t his. You can’t fake that reaction. He was stunned…stunned and devastated.” 
 
    “I know, which blows our motive to hell and gone.” He drummed his fingers on his crossed arm. “You know what bugs me?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He hasn’t lawyered. Why? Why hasn’t he asked for a lawyer, Brooks? You get any two bit criminal in here and the first thing they’re screaming for is a lawyer. Not Ryder. Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You aren’t suggesting that you think he’s innocent, are you?” 
 
    “No. It’s always the husband. I know that, but I just wish this case wasn’t so slippery.” 
 
    “Noted and reported. Now what?” 
 
    “Let’s do what Adams said. Let’s go at it from a different angle.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    Marco rose and picked up the eraser, wiping Dr. Singh off the board. “We know it wasn’t him.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Let’s focus on the murder weapon. Where could someone have gotten this warfarin stuff? It would have had to be prescribed by a doctor, but what doctor?” 
 
    Peyton shook her head, sipping at the milkshake. “If we’ve eliminated Dr. Singh, the only other doctor on that board is Zoë’s father, Blake.” She set the milkshake down on the desk. “He’s in a coma, D’Angelo. He couldn’t have done this. Besides he’s her father.” She searched the board for another link, but her eyes kept coming back to Blake. “Right?” 
 
    “What if the motive isn’t the baby, but something else? If we find the murder weapon, we might find the motive. I don’t know where else to start looking, but the only person who would have had access to prescription medications is Blake Harper.” 
 
    “So you’re saying we need to go see Blake?” 
 
    “I’m saying we need to go see Blake.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    They led him to a room and made him remove his clothes, then they gave him an orange jumpsuit and a pair of shoes with no laces. He didn’t even realize what they’d done until he automatically sat down to tie them. 
 
    He stared at the shoes and a frantic laugh escaped him. No laces. No suicide. Why? So they could keep playing cat and mouse with him. 
 
    An officer with coffee-dark skin and a bald head led him down a corridor with cells on either side. Jake glanced into the cells, feeling his heart pick up speed. This was real. They were going to lock him in. 
 
    The officer stopped at a cell and spoke into his shoulder receiver. Jake wasn’t sure what he said, but the cell door slid open and the officer motioned him inside. “Dinner’s at 5:00PM,” he said. 
 
    Jake walked into the middle of the cell and stood there. No one was on either side of him, a mercy that he didn’t want to think about too hard. Besides a cot, a thin mattress, one blanket, a sink, and a toilet, there was nothing else in the cell. Three walls were bars, the back one cinderblock, the floor cement with a drain in the center. He had a hysterical vision of them hosing down the cell after he left, like they do with animals in a zoo. 
 
    When the cell door clanged behind him, he looked around dazedly. A cell. A freakin’ jail cell. Panic edged his awareness and he clenched his fists in the jumpsuit. A jail cell. He was locked in and there was no getting out. 
 
    He whipped around, but the officer was walking away. Across from him, he could see a bearded jaw and two bloodshot eyes staring at him, nothing else. He backed up until he bumped into the cot, then he sat down hard, his hands dangling between his knees. A jail cell. Oh, God. 
 
    He put his head in his hands and tried to slow his breathing. If he didn’t get control, he’d start kicking things or screaming. That would only give them ammunition against him. He searched the ceiling, looking for cameras. He spotted one turning lazily in the corridor beyond the cell. 
 
    Okay, he could reason his way through this. They hadn’t told him what they were charging him with…or maybe they had. After Peyton told him about Zoë and the blood typing, he didn’t really hear much else. 
 
    Think, he commanded himself. What did they say when they fingerprinted you and took your picture? Picture – oh God, no, a mug shot. A mug shot. He was now in their system with a mug shot. For murdering a woman he loved more than anything. A woman he would have done anything to save. A woman who betrayed him. He closed his eyes. This wasn’t helping. 
 
    What did the officer say when they printed him? They were holding him for…for…breaking and entering. That was it. Not murder. Breaking and entering. He exhaled and tried to lower his shoulders. His back hurt, he was holding himself so tight. Not murder…not yet. 
 
    He lay back on the cot, pressing his heels into the thin mattress and tenting his knees. He dropped an arm over his eyes and clenched his other hand into a fist. He tightened the fist as hard as he could until his nails dug into his palm, then he released each finger, forcing them to stretch out until his palm was flat on the blanket. 
 
    He could get through this if he just didn’t lose control or look at the bars, or watch those eyes across the corridor watch him. He could do this. He only had to get through the night. He didn’t think they could hold him longer than that. 
 
    He tried to remember what else they said to him, but all he could hear was Peyton’s voice, the way she looked at him as if she could see into his skull and read the thoughts parading through his head. She had manipulated him and led him down a path, pretending to understand, yet trying to get him to confess. That’s all it was. She didn’t care if he killed anyone. She just wanted the collar, she wanted the credit for solving this case, whether it was solved or not. 
 
    It must have felt so horrible to know she was cheating on you, using you that way. God, what man can stand the thought of his wife carrying another man’s child. His hand curled into a fist again and he pounded the mattress. 
 
    A growl rumbled in his chest, a sound of rage and fury that he couldn’t contain. Horrible? It felt like someone had ripped out his intestines and shown them to him. What the hell did she think it felt like? She was toying with him, trying to make him lose his temper and admit something too awful to think. She wanted him to say he’d killed his wife because she cheated on him. 
 
    He rolled to his side and curled his knees into his chest. Oh, God, Zoë, why? Why would she have done something like that? He opened his eyes and stared at the bars. How could she? When would she have had time to carry on an affair? 
 
    I can understand that, Jake. I can understand wanting to get rid of the baby. It was tearing your relationship apart, destroying your life. But it wasn’t. He and Zoë were happy together. They loved each other. She never gave him a moment to doubt her love. 
 
    Even as the thought entered his mind, Jake realized he was lying to himself. She had been distant the last few months, refusing to let him touch her. Pulling away when he tried to hug her. He’d felt it, he’d recognized it, but he’d tried to pretend it wasn’t happening. He stuffed the hurt inside and ignored it. Just as he’d done when his parents died. 
 
    His sisters had mourned openly, but he had just stuffed it away and retreated back to San Francisco, telling himself he never wanted to see Nebraska again. That was how he handled loss, that was his way of coping – pretending the thing hurting him was gone. 
 
    Just pretend it was gone. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Morning light was filtering into the jail as Jake collected his things and was led to the door. The cop guiding him motioned him outside, then left him on the sidewalk looking around. A long, sleepless night had brought him to a few conclusions. One, he wasn’t going to let them control the situation any more. Two, he wasn’t going back in that cell. Three, he was going to have to figure out what happened to Zoë. 
 
    He’d been left alone last night, but if they succeeded in pinning this on him, he wouldn’t be granted that luxury. Jake knew what happened to men in prison and he wasn’t going to passively accept victimization. 
 
    He slung the strap of his briefcase over his shoulder and started walking down 7th toward Townsend. He needed to get to the flat and pray Zoë’s journal was where he hid it. Then he was packing a few things, finding any money they’d stashed around the place, and finally he was sneaking out again. 
 
    He would stop by Claire’s and ask her for help. He dreaded that, especially knowing what he did now, but he could think of no one else who had the capital to get him a lawyer, and after what he’d been through, he knew he needed one. Then he was going to find some place quiet and figure this thing out. 
 
    Whenever his thoughts touched on Zoë, he shied away from them. He didn’t want to think about her betrayal. He didn’t want to accept it, but he knew that eventually he’d have to face it, confront it. He dreaded that. It made everything about their life seem a lie. 
 
    He didn’t have the energy to walk back to Potrero Hill, but he didn’t want to waste money on a cab. As he looked around for a bus stop, he marked the Crown Victoria following him. He sighed. They might not have enough to hold him, but they weren’t giving up on convicting him. 
 
    Pulling out his tablet, he turned it on and punched in Muni bus stop. There was one a couple of blocks away. As he turned off his tablet, he realized he probably should be careful how he used it. He was certain the police knew exactly what he searched. He turned on Townsend and headed east. 
 
    The bus stop was crowded and he stood to the side of the enclosure with the other people on their way to work. How did someone go from being a working stiff to a suspect in a murder case within a few weeks? If he thought about it too much, he knew he would give up and they would have him. He’d never understood why people confessed to crimes they didn’t commit, but he was getting a better idea of it now. The way they hounded you, took away your life, made you think you’d do just about anything to end it. Not a few times last night he thought suicide was the only way out. Of course, it wasn’t real planning, just a random thought that popped into his mind, but he could see how people might feel that desperate. 
 
    The bus pulled up to the curb. Jake had a moment of panic. He had no bus pass and he knew Muni no longer took cash. The back door opened and people began climbing off as others began climbing on at the front door. As Jake looked through the windows, he could see it was standing room only. 
 
    Clutching his briefcase tightly against him, he reacted on instinct. He shoved into the people climbing off. A few muttered curses at him, but they were too concerned with getting off the bus to do anything else. He wedged himself against the stairwell and waited until everyone climbed down, then he moved up into the bus and grabbed a handhold as if he’d been there all along. An older black woman glared at him, but she didn’t say anything. Jake breathed a sigh of relief when the bus began moving again. 
 
    He couldn’t see out the back window to know if the Crown Victoria followed him, but he was sure they’d show up at his flat shortly after he arrived. Once he was wedged onto the bus, he found himself thinking about Zoë, despite his determination not to do so. She had lied to him. Not only had she kept the baby a secret, but the baby wasn’t his. When had she started an affair? Where had she met this man? Did she sleep with him in their bed? 
 
    He closed his eyes and tried to block the thought. He was so tired, the sway of the bus lulled him into a semi-sleeping state. Each time the bus lurched to a halt, he opened his eyes and checked the location, not wanting to miss his stop. 
 
    The sun was shining on Potrero Hill when he arrived. He hurried to his flat and slipped into the entrance hall without anyone seeing him. When he opened the door to his apartment, he was relieved to see the police hadn’t trashed it. He dumped the briefcase on the couch and dropped to his knees, reaching under the coffee table for Zoë’s journal. Pulling it out, he sat back on his heels and held it, staring at its red surface. 
 
    Had Zoë written about the affair in here? He felt such a conflict of emotions. Wanting to know warred with a sick anxiety that it might actually be in there. Forcing himself to set the journal on the briefcase, he went into the kitchen and started a pot of coffee, then he walked into the living room and looked out at the street. No Crown Victoria. 
 
    Returning to the kitchen, he pulled out the pot and poured whatever was brewed into a mug, then replaced it. Carrying the mug with him, he went into the bedroom and climbed over the strewn bedclothes and pillows to the bathroom. 
 
    He took a long hot shower, letting the water soothe away the anxiety, then he dressed in a sweatshirt, jeans and his hiking boots. Sipping the coffee, he moved into the bedroom and climbed onto the bed, pulling a pillow up with him. He fell into a deep sleep. 
 
    When he woke, the shadows across the ceiling told him it was early afternoon. A headache throbbed in his temples, so he went into the bathroom and took some aspirin. Returning to the bedroom, he riffled through the closet and found an empty backpack. He shoved the aspirin, his toothbrush and some toothpaste into it, then grabbed a change of clothes. 
 
    He went back into the living room, carrying the backpack and mug. He set the mug on a table, then reached for his briefcase, shoving both Zoë’s journal and the tablet into it. Then he searched the flat for money, but besides a jar of loose change, he found nothing. He shoved the jar into the backpack and zipped it up. Carrying it and the mug into the kitchen, he poured another cup of coffee and drank it standing by the sink. He wasn’t completely sure what he intended to do, but the first thing was to head over to Claire’s and ask her for help. 
 
    Turning off the pot and setting the mug in the sink, he walked into the living room and looked out the window. The Crown Victoria was in its customary place. He didn’t recognize the cops, but that didn’t matter. They would follow him wherever he went. 
 
    He grabbed his keys and left the flat. Hesitating, he tried to decide what to do next. Prince was barking at the other end of the corridor, so he knew Mrs. Parker would be coming out to take him for his walk. He didn’t want to see her and he didn’t want to go out the back door again. He was bound to be caught cutting through someone’s backyard. 
 
    When Prince’s barking grew louder, Jake made his decision, hurrying down the stairs and onto the street. He looked pointedly at the cops and they looked back, then he shouldered his backpack and began walking north. 
 
    He was tempted to ride the bus again, but he wanted to lose the police, so he passed his usual bus stops and continued on. After catching some sleep, he didn’t mind the walk and the sun shone down, bathing him with warmth. He turned east on 18th and glanced back to see the Crown Victoria following him. They would pull over in an open parking spot, allowing him to get a little ahead of them, then they’d pull out into traffic and catch up. He had to lose them, but he wasn’t sure how. 
 
    He knew there were a lot of businesses along 18th, so he waited until he was in the middle of them before he turned into an Italian restaurant. A hostess smiled at him as he entered and he could smell a mixture of garlic and oregano. His stomach growled and he realized he didn’t remember when he’d eaten last. The food served at the jail didn’t qualify. 
 
    “Just one?” she asked. 
 
    He glanced around the restaurant, wishing he could afford to eat here, but he only had about half-an-hour to put distance between himself and the police before they decided to look for him. “Sure,” he said, and she led him to a table by the window. He could see the Crown Victoria in the red zone in front of the restaurant. 
 
    “Do you have anything that isn’t by the window?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course,” she said, leading him deeper into the restaurant. She held out his chair, but he hesitated before slipping into it. 
 
    “Actually, can you point me to the restroom?” 
 
    She smiled again as she set his menu down. “Right in back.” She pointed to an arched doorway beside a window that looked into the kitchen. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Jake, forcing himself to walk as normally as he could to the back, winding through all of the tables. The bathrooms were located about halfway down the hallway, but Jake moved past them to the back door. It had been propped open with a brick. That was just as well because he could see it was usually armed with an alarm. 
 
    He shoved it open a little, then peered into the alleyway behind the restaurant. A number of dumpsters lined the back wall and next door a busboy was smoking on the back stoop, his arms braced on his knees. 
 
    Jake slipped into the alley and started walking as quickly as he could. The busboy nodded at him, but no one else seemed to notice. He kept walking until he figured he was at least a few blocks from the restaurant, then he cut up a side alley to the street. When he stepped out into the street, he didn’t hesitate, but found the very next bus stop that was crowded with people just getting off work. 
 
    His heart was pounding rapidly as he waited. A giddy feeling of excitement moved through him. He wondered how long the cops would wait before they checked the restaurant for him. He pulled the same trick once the bus arrived of entering through the back, but this time he found a seat near the stairwell. He sank into it, realizing his legs were trembling, and immediately fished Zoë’s journal out. If he was brave enough to escape the police, he was brave enough to face whatever she revealed in her private thoughts. 
 
      
 
    December 26th 
 
      
 
    Jake gave me a redwood tree for Christmas. He said it was for the community garden and that we’d plant it to have a reminder of our love. As long as the tree grew, we would know someone in the world loved us. 
 
      
 
    I’ve received diamonds and electronics, televisions and earrings, but nothing compares to this. I can’t believe I found a man who understands it isn’t the monetary things in life, but the simple things. 
 
      
 
    I know it sounds ridiculous, but I feel like I’ve found the very person I was meant to be with, meant to marry. Jake is that man. He accepts me for exactly who I am and no matter how many faults I have, no matter how many mistakes I make, I know that I have one person standing solidly and firmly rooted in my corner. Pun fully intended. Get it – tree, root. 
 
      
 
    Jake swallowed the lump in his throat and put his hand over his eyes, closing the journal and letting it settle on his briefcase. No matter how much he might want to pretend otherwise, there was no escaping this grief. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Jake walked through the rose arbor and up to the mansion. He hesitated on the front step and drew a deep breath. Oh, God, he didn’t want to ask Claire for help. He would give anything if he didn’t have to do this. He didn’t even know if the police had contacted her with their suspicions or how she would respond to him. Would she lend him money to hire a lawyer? 
 
    When a car went down the road, he looked over his shoulder, searching for the Crown Victoria. He was becoming paranoid. If this continued much longer, he was going to wind up in a mental ward. 
 
    Steeling himself, he pressed the buzzer. Hopefully, Angelina or Juanita would answer it. He wished he could remember the maid’s name. He felt guilty that he didn’t know, but she kept to herself in parts of the house Jake had rarely seen. Claire liked to keep her help invisible. She pretended that she still did much of the work herself. 
 
    The door opened and Brandon, Zoë’s high school boyfriend, loomed in the entrance. “You shouldn’t be here,” he said. 
 
    Jake frowned, trying to look beyond his shoulders inside the house. “Is Claire here?” He felt confused. This idiot had been here twice when Jake happened by. 
 
    “I said you shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “I heard you. The neighborhood heard you. Just exactly what are you doing here? Aren’t you one of the neighbors?” 
 
    “You’ve got some balls after what you’ve done,” Brandon said, moving a step onto the porch. 
 
    Jake backed up, frowning at him. “What? Where’s Claire?” He tried to look into the house again. 
 
    “You come here after what you did to Zoë.” 
 
    Jake went still. Of course the police had been here before him. “I didn’t hurt Zoë. Why do you think I’m out of jail? They have nothing on me. I want to see Claire.” He stepped back and looked at the upper windows. “Claire!” 
 
    “I want you to leave!” 
 
    Jake ignored him. “Claire! Claire!” 
 
    “I’m warning you, Ryder, you’d better leave.” 
 
    “Not until I see Claire. Claire!” 
 
    “Oh, for God’s sake, shut up, Jake!” hissed Claire, appearing in the doorway. 
 
    Jake dropped his eyes to her. Was she hiding in the entryway the whole time? He lowered his gaze further and saw she held her cell phone. “Did you call the police?” 
 
    “Of course I did. They’re on their way.” 
 
    Jake took a step closer to her, but Brandon moved to block him. “Claire, I didn’t hurt Zoë. You know I loved her. You know I wouldn’t have done anything to her.” 
 
    “I don’t know any such thing.” 
 
    “Claire, I need help. I need some money to hire a lawyer. The police are framing me for something I didn’t do.” 
 
    “That’s what they all say, Jake. No one in this country has ever committed a crime. They’ve all been framed. I’m sorry, but I’m not about to help a man who’s been accused of harming my daughter.” 
 
    “How could you think I’d do something like that?” He wished Brandon wasn’t listening to this conversation, running interference. 
 
    “People do a lot of terrible things to each other. I don’t know why you did it and I don’t want to know. I just want you to leave.” 
 
    “You know me, Claire, you know I wasn’t capable of that.” 
 
    Claire’s expression grew cold. “Do we ever really know anyone, Jake? Do we?” 
 
    Jake hesitated. She had a point. He hadn’t known his own wife was capable of cheating on him. He hadn’t known his whole marriage was a lie. All Zoë talked about in her journal was how much she loved him, how happy she was, but yet, she’d cheated. She lied and betrayed him, for what? 
 
    He started to ask Claire about the baby, but she lifted her phone as if she would dial again. 
 
    “They’re coming, Jake,” she said. 
 
    Jake stared in frustration at her, then at Brandon. In the entryway of the house, he could see the maid, watching him with large, anxious eyes. Oh, the police would love this. There must be something they could charge him with on this one. 
 
    “I didn’t hurt Zoë,” he repeated, then he turned and walked back toward the street. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Peyton scrunched up her nose as they entered the convalescent home. The smell of urine covered by disinfectant assailed them. A few residents were lined up in the entry hall, sitting in their wheelchairs, soaking up the late day sun. Down the hall, she could hear someone yelling, actually swearing up a blue streak. 
 
    She and Marco exchanged a look, then walked toward the reception desk. A woman with crooked teeth and an enormous bust sat at a desk. She smiled at them, her eyes lighting up when they landed on Marco. 
 
    “How can I help you?” she said, glancing at Peyton, but focusing on her partner. 
 
    “We called earlier. We’d like to see Dr. Albert Chang. He’s the attending for Blake Harper, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, then lowered her voice. “Can I see your badges please?” 
 
    They both pulled them out and showed them to the woman. She reached for Marco’s wrist and angled it down, so she could see it better. Then she smiled up at him. “Can’t be too careful.” 
 
    Marco smiled back. “Dr. Chang?” he prompted. 
 
    She gave a girlish giggle and reached for the phone. “Dr. Chang, two police officers are here to see you about Dr. Harper?” She listened for a moment. “All right. Thank you.” She beamed up at Marco again. “He’ll be out shortly.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he answered. 
 
    “So, how long have you been a cop?” she asked, bracing her chin on her hand. 
 
    Peyton made a gagging motion beyond the receptionist’s line of sight; however, she knew Marco picked up on it by the slight smile that tugged at the corners of his mouth. 
 
    “A little over six years.” 
 
    “Are you from a family of big, strong cops?” she asked. 
 
    Peyton moved away, looking at the photos displayed on the wall. Despite being a convalescent hospital, this place sported an impressive array of donors. She saw state senators and past mayors among the photos of contributors. 
 
    “Nope,” said Marco behind her. “I’m the only one.” 
 
    “How is that?” the receptionist laughed. 
 
    “I had three older brothers who all went to college, but I didn’t want to go that route. I chose the Academy instead.” 
 
    “Oh, are they all as handsome as you are?” 
 
    Marco gave a masculine chuckle. “Not even a bit.” 
 
    The receptionist peeled off into hysterical giggles. 
 
    Peyton glared over her shoulder at them. She started back toward the counter, but the inner door opened and a short, dark haired man stepped out. He wore glasses and a white lab coat. He held out his hand first to Peyton. His fingers were cool and delicate. 
 
    “Officer Brooks?” he said, “We talked on the phone.” 
 
    “Right. Dr. Chang?” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” He turned and shook hands with Marco, who had finally torn himself away from the receptionist.  
 
    “This is my partner, Marco D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. Won’t you come this way?” He motioned to the door and then led them to it. He moved at a rapid pace for all his short stature. He stopped at an office and pushed open the door. The placard on the outside bore his name. “Please, take a seat.” He indicated the two chairs before his desk, and bustled around the back, sinking into a large, leather chair that dwarfed him. 
 
    “Thank you for seeing us, Dr. Chang. We appreciate you taking the time.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” he said, then held out his hand. “Can I see the warrant? I can’t discuss anything with you without it.” 
 
    Marco reached inside his leather jacket and drew it out, passing it over the desk to the doctor. Dr. Chang spent several minutes reading it, while Peyton and Marco waited. Peyton looked around the office, noting the many diplomas hung on the wall by the window, the expensive wood of his cabinets and book cases. A Newton’s cradle sat in the direct middle of the desk and impulsively Peyton started it moving. 
 
    At the first clack, the doctor glanced up, gave Peyton a firm look, then reached over and stopped the motion. Marco covered a smile with his hand and looked away. Peyton clasped her hands in her lap and tried not to fidget as the doctor finished inspecting the warrant. 
 
    “It seems to be in order. What can I do for you?” 
 
    Peyton started to speak, but the doctor interrupted her. 
 
    “I’d like to remind you discretion is expected here. I’m happy to help with your investigation, but I want the privacy of my patients maintained as much as possible.” 
 
    Peyton wasn’t sure how to answer that. She didn’t give a rat’s ass about his wealthy patients, but she did want his cooperation. Marco saved her. 
 
    “We’ll be extremely discreet, Dr. Chang.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, now what can I tell you?” 
 
    Marco glanced down at her. Peyton unclasped her hands and eased forward in the seat, reaching for her notebook. She flipped open the cover and glanced at the questions she’d jotted down. “How long ago was Blake Harper admitted?” 
 
    “Six months. He was comatose, unresponsive with a grim prognosis. He didn’t respond well to treatment in the hospital, so he was moved here.” 
 
    “What was your diagnosis? What brought about the coma?” 
 
    “Massive stroke. His brain scans are dark.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “Dark?” 
 
    Dr. Chang steepled his fingers. “When you scan a healthy brain, it lights up like a Christmas tree. Damaged brains can show dark areas where the damage has occurred. Nearly all of Blake Harper’s brain is dark.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    “For all intents and purposes, Blake Harper is dead. His brain is no longer functioning.” 
 
    “How is he alive?” 
 
    “He’s not, not really.” 
 
    “I get that,” said Peyton, trying hard not to get annoyed. “What’s keeping his body alive?” 
 
    Dr. Chang spread out his hands, palms up. “We are.” 
 
    “You mean life support?” offered Marco. 
 
    “Yes, yes.” 
 
    Peyton looked at her notebook to gather her thoughts. “Did you communicate this to the family? Did they know there was no hope of recovery?” 
 
    “I communicate it on a regular basis, but it does no good. His daughter and wife cannot accept that he is gone. Whenever I suggest we remove him from life-support, they get emotional, so I ask who does it hurt to keep him going?” 
 
    Blake, thought Peyton, but she didn’t voice it out loud. Damn, Jake had been right again. What the hell was going on in this family? 
 
    “Besides, it won’t be long now anyway. There is only so much modern medicine can do to keep the inevitable at bay.” 
 
    “Wait, what? What do you mean? He’s dying?” 
 
    “He has an infection and we just can’t get it under control. Soon his entire system will fail.” 
 
    “Infection? Pneumonia?” 
 
    “Ah,” said Dr. Chang in approval, “very good. Yes, a lot of patients do develop pneumonia. It is usually the cause of death on death certificates, but it isn’t the real reason people die. No, Blake Harper doesn’t have pneumonia. Well, not yet.” 
 
    Peyton looked at Marco in confusion. He gave her a confused look in return. “Wait. You said Blake had an infection.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. Around the shunt…well, beyond the shunt now. It happens. No matter how hard we try, no matter how clean we try to be, we can’t avoid all of the bacteria getting in.” 
 
    Peyton scratched her forehead. For a man who claimed to want discretion, he was a fountain of information, not all of it helpful. “You know Dr. Harper’s daughter died recently, right?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, terribly sad. She was delightful.” 
 
    “She visit here regularly?” 
 
    “Quite often. Not so much lately, but she still came regularly. Some of these people get no visitors at all. It’s quite sad.” 
 
    “When you say she didn’t come much lately, what do you mean?” 
 
    He considered her question. “I don’t know. You have to check at reception. Everyone signs in when they visit, but I don’t remember seeing her much for the last couple of months. At first, she and her mother were very active in Dr. Harper’s treatment, but lately, I’ve just dealt with her mother.” 
 
    “Is Dr. Harper on many medications?” 
 
    “Not so much as at first. An antibiotic for the infection, pain medication on a regular schedule, but beyond the feeding tube, IV, and respirator, all other interventions have been stopped.” 
 
    “With Claire Harper’s approval?” 
 
    “She ordered the feeding tube and IV. She demanded the antibiotic, but there was no indication that any other medication would do any good.” 
 
    Peyton closed her notebook. “What about warfarin? Is he on that?” 
 
    “Warfarin?” Dr. Chang’s brows knit, then he opened his eyes wide. “Oh, stroke medication. Yes, yes, I see. No, he’s not on warfarin.” 
 
    “Was he ever?” 
 
    Dr. Chang spread his hands again. “Perhaps when he first arrived at the hospital, but by the time he was moved here, it wasn’t indicated.” 
 
    “Because there was no brain activity?” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” 
 
    “Just to be sure I have this right, there was never any time here at your facility that Dr. Harper was given warfarin for any reason.” 
 
    “Of course not. As I said, it wasn’t indicated. Warfarin would have only hastened his death.” 
 
    Marco and Peyton exchanged a look. “Why?” she asked. “You said yourself it’s a stroke medication.” 
 
    “Do you know what a shunt is, Officer?” 
 
    “I think I do. It’s too remove excess fluid, right?” 
 
    “Yes, yes. A stroke is caused by a blocked artery, but when the blockage is so great, the artery fails, you now have bleeding where there should never be blood. Blake Harper has a shunt because his brain is bleeding into his cranial cavity.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t move. She stared at Dr. Chang, trying to process what she’d heard. The doctor waited a moment, then reached for the warrant and folded it, passing it across the desk to Marco. Marco took it, but he didn’t put it back in his coat pocket. 
 
    Dr. Chang pointedly looked at his watch. “Is there anything else, Officers? I have patients I need to see.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head and pushed herself to her feet. “No, thank you, Dr. Chang.” She held out her hand and he shook it. “If we think of something else, can we call you?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, please do.” He reached for a business card in a metal holder beside the Newton’s cradle. “Take this.” 
 
    Peyton accepted it and put it in her notebook, then she put the notebook in her pocket and followed the doctor to the door. 
 
    “You can show yourselves out, yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Peyton, resisting the urge to add another yes. The doctor disappeared down the hall and through a different door. Peyton followed Marco into the lobby again. 
 
    “Hold on,” said Marco and he strode up to the desk, flashing his million dollar smile. “Dr. Chang said you have a record of all people who visit. Could you look up someone for me on a specific date?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said, reaching for a large book sitting on the counter next to her. “What date?” 
 
    Marco gave the day of Zoë’s death and waited while the receptionist searched through the pages. She located the date, then smiled up at him. “Who are you looking for specifically?” 
 
    “Zoë Ryder.” 
 
    Peyton wandered over to the counter as the receptionist dragged her finger down the page. “No, no Zoë Ryder,” she said, looking up. Peyton leaned over and looked herself. She didn’t see a Z anywhere on the page. 
 
    “Try Claire Harper,” she said. 
 
    The receptionist made another swipe with her finger. “No, no Claire Harper either.” 
 
    Peyton looked up at Marco and shook her head. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “Someone is telling us lies. I think it’s time we paid a visit to the Queen Bee.” 
 
    Peyton’s phone rang. She dragged it out of her pocket and pressed it to her ear. “Brooks?” 
 
    “Hey, Brooks, this is Smith. Just got a call from dispatch that Ryder is at Claire Harper’s house making a scene. You know how these uptight Pacific Heights people are. Captain wants you and D’Angelo to check it out.” 
 
    “How did Ryder get to the Harper place?” 
 
    “He went into an Italian restaurant for food and never came out. We’ve been looking all over for the bastard when we got the call. Want us to meet you at the Harper place?” 
 
    “No, you find Ryder. By the time we get over there, I’ll bet he’s gone.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “And Smith?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Don’t lose him this time. He’s got you twice now.” 
 
    “That wasn’t me. The last time it was Holmes he burned.” 
 
    “Whatever. Just find him, okay?” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    Peyton disconnected the call and replaced the phone in her jacket pocket. 
 
    “Well, that was convenient.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, Jake is just being all kinds of cooperative now.” 
 
    Marco passed the receptionist his business card. “Thank you for your help. Call if you remember anything.” 
 
    She clutched the card to her massive bosom. “I will,” she called after him as he headed toward the door. 
 
    Peyton followed behind him. “I’ll bet she’ll remember your pretty blue eyes, Marco Baby,” she said as they exited the building. 
 
    “Don’t they all, Brooks, don’t they all.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Jake rode the bus to Outer Richmond and got off on Geary. He found a little deli and went inside. It wasn’t as crowded this late in the evening and he was grateful for that. He was becoming a little afraid that the police would put out a bulletin about him. He waited in line and ordered a turkey sandwich and a glass of iced tea. 
 
    Taking both to an armchair by the window, he settled the backpack in the chair next to him and sat down. He watched the traffic go by as he wolfed down the sandwich. Nothing had ever tasted as good to him. Funny how much better food was when you were really, painfully hungry. 
 
    He sipped at the iced tea as he reached for Zoë’s journal again. So far it hadn’t told him much. It was a pleasant chronicle of their first three years together, but nothing led him to answers he desperately needed. He skimmed through the pages until he came to a date he recognized – the date her father had his stroke. 
 
      
 
    September 23rd 
 
      
 
    I have no words to express the sadness I feel tonight or actually, it’s more like tomorrow. It’s 2:00AM and I can’t sleep. Jake is out cold. I can hear him snoring in the bedroom, but every time I close my eyes, I see my father lying in that bed with tubes and wires attached to him. 
 
      
 
    The doctors don’t have much hope. They’re going to run a brain scan tomorrow, but they’re already talking to Mom and me about removing him from life support. Can’t they just let us adjust to the devastation? Do they have to push us to make decisions we can’t even fathom right now? 
 
      
 
    I can hardly write this down. It just doesn’t seem real. I keep hoping I’ll wake up and it’ll all be a bad dream. 
 
      
 
    September 29th 
 
      
 
    No change in Dad’s condition. It’s been more than a week. The doctors are saying the brain scans show little to no activity. Still, Mom and I won’t allow them to unhook him. I’ve read many stories of people who were thought brain dead, who miraculous recovered. I’m not giving up hope. 
 
      
 
    We got them to insert a feeding tube, so he’s getting nourishment, and they agreed to begin pain medication on a regular basis. He doesn’t indicate he’s in pain, but I can’t stand the thought that he might be. 
 
      
 
    What scares me most is they want to move him from the hospital to a convalescent home. I can’t stand the thought of that. I want Mom to take him home, but she says she can’t take care of him. I know they have enough money for her to hire help, but she panics whenever I suggest it. I don’t know what I’ll do if they move him. 
 
      
 
    October 4th 
 
      
 
    They moved Dad to the convalescent hospital. It’s the nicest one I’ve seen, but it’s still a horrible place to be. I can’t stand seeing him in that place. I can’t stand seeing him lying in that bed. He’s lost so much weight already. It’s like he’s shrinking before my eyes. My powerful father reduced to a shell of what he once was. 
 
      
 
    His latest doctor, Dr. Chang, began pestering Mom and me about removing him from life support. He did his own brain scan and says there is very little activity. He said it would be a mercy to let him go. 
 
      
 
    Oh, God help me, I wonder if he’s right. Are we doing the wrong thing by keeping him alive? How do you make that decision? 
 
      
 
    When I approached it with Mom, she flew into a rage and began sobbing. I dropped it immediately. I guess there isn’t a choice as long as she is so vehemently opposed to it. 
 
      
 
    Jake lowered the journal and sat looking out the window. The lights on the cars washed over his face as they raced down the street. So, Zoë had considered letting Blake go? She’d never mentioned it to him, but that was probably because of Claire’s reaction. 
 
    He wished that she had confided in him. He could have helped her, at least he could have comforted her and supported her in her decision not to fight Claire. As it was, he’d made things worse. He’d commented often enough that he thought it was cruel to keep Blake alive. He thought he was doing the right thing, but obviously, he’d just been rubbing salt into the wound. 
 
    He covered his eyes and allowed the wave of sadness to sweep over him. What kind of a husband gives his wife a hard time when she’s going through something like this? No wonder she’d turned to someone else. 
 
    Reaching for the iced tea, he gulped it down. The chill of it drove some of the panic away and he felt calmer. Picking up the journal again, he continued reading. 
 
      
 
    October 10th 
 
      
 
    Received a letter today from Dad’s attorney. Honestly, I didn’t know Dad had a lawyer. It was addressed to me, which I thought was odd, since Mom must be Dad’s beneficiary. I also don’t understand why I received it now. Dad has stabilized and although there is no progress, he doesn’t seem to be declining either. 
 
      
 
    The letter asked me to contact the lawyer, a Mr. Neal Goldman, Esq. He said he has some information that my father wanted me to have in the event of his demise. My father isn’t dead. Why is this man contacting me now and what information could he have that my father gave him? 
 
      
 
    I want to ask Jake, but he and I are going through a rough spot. He won’t go see Dad anymore and he disapproves of Mom and my decision. I wish I could explain it to him, but every time I talk about Dad, I’m so overwhelmed with guilt and sadness I start crying. I’m sure Jake is sick of having a weepy, depressed wife all of the time. 
 
      
 
    Jake marked his spot and closed the journal, leaning his head back with a weary sigh. His chest ached. He couldn’t read any more. Not tonight. Oh, God, Zoë, how had they gotten so far away from each other that she didn’t feel comfortable confiding in him? 
 
    He hesitated and sat staring at the cover of the journal. Neal Goldman, Esq. Neal Goldman. He dug his phone out of his pocket and started to thumb it on, but stopped. The police would be able to trace him here if he used it, but he needed to check the text message he’d received awhile ago. He was certain the man’s name was Neal Goldman. The man who had never answered his call. He struggled with himself for a moment more, then he let out a heavy sigh and put the phone back into his pocket. He couldn’t risk it. Not yet. 
 
    He slipped the journal into the backpack and rose to his feet, moving toward the counter. He needed to find a cheap motel for the night, so he could get some real sleep. If he didn’t get a full night, he wasn’t going to be able to help himself any more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Peyton pulled the Charger up in front of the stately mansion. She leaned over and looked at it. Her little home on 19th could fit inside of it about three times. She shook her head in amusement as she marked the lights angled to highlight its white columns as if it were a star parading in the spotlight. 
 
    “Hot damn, being a gastro-whatever sure pays well,” she said. 
 
    Marco was studying it as well. “I guess so. Definitely not a cop’s house.” 
 
    They both laughed, then climbed out of the car. 
 
    “What did the Queen Bee do again before she married Dr. Harper?” asked Marco. 
 
    Peyton reached for the gate in the rose arbor. “She was a nurse. I think I’ve read where all these doctors keep something going on the side with their nurses.” 
 
    “That’s a stereotype, Brooks. Like cops being fiends for donuts.” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “Whatever. I can’t say I mind donuts myself.” 
 
    “You like anything that’s got sugar in it.” 
 
    Peyton jogged up the steps. “That’s why I’m so damn sweet.” 
 
    “Tell that to your boyfriend,” he responded and took two long strides to the door. He knocked loudly a couple of times. 
 
    “He’s not my boyfriend,” she said, leaning back to take in the façade of the house. “Definitely in the wrong business.” 
 
    “You keep on with your lawyer and you might get one of these in your stocking one Christmas.” 
 
    Peyton stuck her tongue out at him. 
 
    The door opened and a man in his late twenties looked out. He had massive shoulders and was over six feet tall. He had the arched brows, narrow nose, and thin lips of white aristocracy – a frat boy down to his polo shirt, khaki pants, and penny loafers. 
 
    “Officers, nice of you to show up,” he said. 
 
    Peyton bit her inner lip as she reached for her badge. All cocky aggression and condescension. Oh, she hated him already. She and Marco flipped open their badges at the same time. “Inspector Brooks and D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Come in.” He stepped back and motioned them inside. 
 
    Marco let Peyton go first. The entrance hall was tiled in marble with a huge staircase rising to the right. To the left was a door that opened onto a parlor. Peyton marked the blond woman rising from one of the chairs at the same time she caught motion at the far end of the hall. A short, dark haired woman, probably Hispanic, was watching them, but she disappeared as soon as she caught Peyton’s eye. 
 
    “Police officers,” said the man as the blond woman bustled up to them. “Brooks and D’Angeles.” 
 
    “D’Angelo,” Peyton corrected, turning to the woman. “Are you Claire Harper?” 
 
    She was dressed in a silk blouse and a pencil skirt with black pumps. Her blond hair was pulled up in pearl combs and her face was made up impeccably. She pressed a hand to her chest where a large diamond sparkled in the light from the chandelier. 
 
    “Yes. Why did it take you so long to get here? I was terrified.” 
 
    Peyton started to say something, but the man interrupted. “I was here the whole time. He wasn’t getting inside, Claire.” 
 
    Claire touched his arm. “I know. I felt so much better that you were here.” 
 
    Peyton exchanged a look with Marco before she turned to the man. “Exactly who are you?” she asked, meaning her tone to be sharp. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes in affront and Claire straightened like a bird dog on alert. 
 
    “This is my dear neighbor, Brandon Dixon. He and my darling Zoë were sweethearts in high school.” 
 
    Peyton reached for her notebook and a pen. She jotted his name on a clean page. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you be more comfortable in the parlor, Officer?” Claire said, motioning behind her. 
 
    Peyton closed the notebook and followed the woman into the room. She took the seat Claire indicated in front of the windows, but Marco wandered around the room as he always did, looking at the paintings and the furnishings. Claire perched on the very edge of her chair and patted the seat next to her for Brandon. 
 
    Peyton frowned at that. Now that they were here, why exactly was he staying? 
 
    “Can I get you anything to drink?” offered Zoë’s mother. 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    “Oh, I must insist. You look positively exhausted.” 
 
    Peyton lifted a hand to touch her wild mane. It was dutifully pulled back in a ponytail, but some curls always escaped. With her ass-kicker boots, jeans, t-shirt, and leather jacket, she guessed she didn’t look like she belonged in Pacific Heights. 
 
    “Juanita!” Claire shouted. “Juanita, ven aqui, por favor!” 
 
    Marco had wandered to the piano, but he turned and gave Peyton a quizzical look. Peyton glanced down to hide her amusement. 
 
    “So, Mrs. Harper, can you tell me what happened earlier?”  
 
    Claire placed her hand over her heart again. Give the woman a diva award. “Jake showed up here, demanding to talk to me. I was so afraid. I don’t know what I would have done if Brandon hadn’t stopped him. He just kept shouting and shouting.” 
 
    Peyton stored part of that away to come back to later. “What was he shouting?” 
 
    “He wanted money for a lawyer. Can you believe that? He asked me for money for a lawyer.” She shook her head in disbelief, then she shifted in the seat. “Where is that maid? Juanita…” She stopped as the little woman appeared in the doorway. “Oh, there you are. Bring us some tea, por favor.  El tea-o.” 
 
    Peyton’s eyes widened in shock at Claire’s words. Juanita was studying both her and Marco with wide frightened eyes, but when Peyton’s attention shifted to her, she disappeared again. Peyton sat staring at the empty doorway. 
 
    “Language barrier,” said Claire with a strange laugh. 
 
    Peyton blinked, then shifted back to Claire. “No doubt,” she said. “Okay, um, he asked you for money for a lawyer?” 
 
    “Yes.” She sighed. “It hurt me to turn him away. We were once very close, but…” She let the last trail away. 
 
    “When you refused, what did he do?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t give up. Brandon had to threaten him and I had already called the police.” She rested her hand on Brandon’s arm again. He patted it. 
 
    “Did you see where he went?” 
 
    “No, after I was sure he went out the gate, I locked the doors and waited for you.” 
 
    Peyton looked down at her notes. “Let’s go back. You said Brandon stopped him when he first came to the door.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “I answered the door,” offered Brandon. 
 
    Peyton nodded at him, then turned her attention back to Claire. “What was Brandon doing here? Didn’t you say he was a neighbor?” 
 
    Claire had shifted to see what Marco was doing. “Wouldn’t you be more comfortable sitting down, Officer D’Angelo?” 
 
    Marco looked over his shoulder. “I’ve been sitting all day, ma’am. I’d like to stretch my legs if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” said Claire, turning back to Peyton, but Peyton could tell by her pinched lips, she wasn’t pleased with his answer. “What did you ask?” 
 
    “Why did Brandon open the door? Was he here for a specific reason?” 
 
    “Brandon has been a rock for me since Zoë died…well, since Blake got sick. He takes care of small chores for me.” 
 
    “Chores? Things Juanita doesn’t do?” 
 
    Claire’s finely drawn brows knit. “Of course. Yard work. Heavy lifting.” 
 
    “Yard work?” said Peyton with a forced smile. “You don’t have a gardener, Mrs. Harper?” 
 
    “Well yes, but…” She clamped her mouth shut. 
 
    “You told me on the phone that you knew about Zoë’s pregnancy, right?” 
 
    “What does that have to do with Jake showing up here tonight?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “I just have a few questions I’ve been meaning to ask you. Since we’re already here, I thought I might get it out of the way.” 
 
    “Fine. Yes, I knew Zoë was pregnant.” 
 
    “Even though she didn’t tell her husband?” 
 
    Claire made a scoffing sound. “Daughters tell their mothers things they tell no one else, Officer Brooks. You should know that. Besides, she and Jake weren’t getting along very well.” 
 
    Peyton ignored the comment about mothers. In her family, that axiom didn’t exactly work. She certainly hadn’t told her mother about Devan. “Yes, you said that before. What do you mean?” 
 
    “You know, fighting and such.” 
 
    Juanita appeared with a tray. She brought it into the room and placed it on the table. Peyton marked that the teacups clattered as she set it down. She was shaking. Peyton offered her a warm smile as she rose, but she didn’t return it, backing away from the table as if it were hot. 
 
    “I’ll pour,” said Claire, waving her away. 
 
    The maid retreated. Peyton leaned back to watch her go. What was that all about? 
 
    Claire reached for the teapot and began pouring. 
 
    “What did they fight about?” 
 
    “He didn’t approve of us keeping Blake on life support. He thought it was a waste of money.” She held out a teacup to Peyton. 
 
    Peyton set down her notebook and accepted it. “That’s what he said – waste of money?” 
 
    Claire lifted another cup and shifted around to hand it to Marco. Marco accepted the tiny cup in his huge hands. Peyton wanted to laugh at the ridiculous sight. “Yes, he was always going on about money.” She handed a third cup to Brandon, then leaned forward. “I think he saw all of this and he wanted his share.” 
 
    Peyton set her cup on the coffee table. “That seems like a relatively silly reason not to tell your husband you’re pregnant. Did you encourage her to tell him?” 
 
    Claire paused in the act of pouring her own tea. “Of course I did. I begged her to tell him, but she wouldn’t hear of it. Zoë was head-strong. She always did things her way. Didn’t she?” she said to Brandon. 
 
    He nodded and sipped his tea. 
 
    “Just like med school. Blake tried so hard to get her to go, but she liked working in that horrible coffee shop for minimum wage.” 
 
    “A lot of people think it’s honest work.” 
 
    Claire made a scoffing sound. “Believe me. I’ve done honest work and there’s nothing to be said for it.” 
 
    Peyton’s brows rose. She resisted the impulse to comment. She closed the notebook and replaced it in her pocket. Her gaze lifted and met Marco’s. By his slight nod, he knew where she was going next. They’d likely get no more cooperation after Peyton broached her next topic, but she had to see Claire’s reaction. 
 
    “Could it be that Zoë didn’t want to tell Jake about the pregnancy because she knew it wasn’t his?” 
 
    A teacup clattered against a saucer, but it wasn’t Claire’s. Peyton’s attention shifted to Brandon. His eyes were wide and his mouth hung open. When Claire shot him a look, he closed his mouth, then leaned forward and placed his cup on the table. He didn’t rise for a moment, just sat with his hands between his knees, staring at the cup. 
 
    “What a particularly horrible thing to say about my daughter, Officer Brooks. I’m shocked you would slander her reputation that way.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not slander, Mrs. Harper. Our M.E. typed the baby’s blood. Both Zoë and Jake are O, while the baby was B. There’s no way for Jake to be its father.” 
 
    Claire set down her cup and rose swiftly to her feet. “I’d like to know what you are doing to catch my daughter’s murderer. I’m not interested in such defamous allegations about her.” 
 
    Peyton rose also and offered her a smile. “I’m sorry to upset you, Mrs. Harper. I do have one last question.” 
 
    Claire smoothed her skirt. “Go on.” 
 
    “We saw Dr. Chang today.” 
 
    “My husband’s doctor?” 
 
    “Yes. Jake told us you and Zoë had been to see Blake the day Zoë died.” 
 
    “Yes, we go often.” 
 
    “Really? Well, when we checked with the receptionist, she said neither one of you were there that day.” 
 
    Claire’s face shifted – grew grim and cold. “I am a donor to that hospital, Officer Brooks. I don’t have to sign in when I visit. Everyone knows me on sight.” 
 
    “I see. Is the same true for Zoë?” 
 
    “When she’s with me.” 
 
    Peyton nodded, then turned to go. Marco was already in the entrance hall. She took a few deliberate steps, then turned back. “Dr. Chang also mentioned that Dr. Harper has very little brain activity and hasn’t for a long time. I’m just curious why you won’t let him go in peace.” 
 
    Claire’s mouth opened and her hands gripped the sides of her skirt. Brandon glanced up at her from his chair. “How dare you ask me something so personal! My husband is still alive and I have no intention of hastening his death any time soon. What a horrible question to ask! Be assured I’ll be contacting your supervisor over this visit. I am utterly appalled by the way you’ve handled my complaint.” 
 
    Peyton couldn’t resist a smile as she reached into her pocket for a business card. “Feel free to call anyone you choose, Mrs. Harper. My captain’s name is Katherine Defino.” She held out the card. “I’m sure she’d be delighted to receive your call.” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, she met Marco in the entrance hall. A coat tree to the right of the door caught her attention. A fur jacket of some kind hung from a hook and over it was a green Coach handbag. 
 
    Peyton reached out and touched the textured leather. “Beautiful bag, Mrs. Harper,” she said. 
 
    “Please leave, Officer Brooks,” said the woman, coming up behind her. 
 
    Peyton followed Marco onto the porch just as the door slammed behind them. 
 
    Marco arched a brow. “That went well.” 
 
    “It did indeed. For my part, I learned a little Spanish and some English I wasn’t aware of.” 
 
    “If we stay around much more, I’m sure you’ll learn a host of words you’ve never heard before.” 
 
    Peyton laughed, but a motion in the corner of the drive caught her eye. “Wait for me at the car,” she said, passing him the keys. 
 
    He nodded and went down the walk. Peyton descended the stairs and crossed the drive to a little fenced-in area, housing the garbage cans. 
 
    Juanita was hiding between them. “Please no, I have papers. I show you.” 
 
    Peyton halted. “I’m not with the INS. I’m with the San Francisco Police Department.” She glanced up at the house, but she didn’t see anyone in the windows. “I’m here about Zoë Ryder.” 
 
    The little woman nodded, quickly. 
 
    “Tell me, Juanita. Is Brandon here a lot?” 
 
    “Sí. A lot.” She kept looking at the house. “No quiero hablar, por favor.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Peyton. She reached for another business card. “If you do decide you want to talk, here’s my number.” 
 
    The maid took the card. 
 
    Peyton started to walk away, but shifted back around. “What work does Brandon do around here?” 
 
    Juanita’s eyes rose to the upper story windows and then she looked down, hunching her shoulders. 
 
    Peyton followed her gaze. “What’s up there, Juanita? On the second floor?” 
 
    “Dormitorios.” 
 
    Bedrooms. 
 
    “Gracias.” 
 
    “De nada.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton lifted the beer and took a sip. The pounding of the bass from the sound system on the dance floor echoed in her skull, but she tried to tune it out. Marco lounged in the booth across from her. Every so often a young, scantily clad woman would stroll past, giving him a once-over and a smile. He returned each one with a lazy wink. 
 
    “You got something in your eye,” said Peyton, pointing with the neck of her beer bottle. 
 
    He laughed and peeled away part of the label on his own beer. “Jealous, Brooks. You’ve got to do something about that.” 
 
    Abe slid into the booth, carefully setting a frothy pink drink on the table. 
 
    Peyton and Marco both frowned at it. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Marco asked. 
 
    “This is a Flaming Pink Flamingo.” 
 
    Marco opened his mouth, but didn’t respond. 
 
    “Flaming is right,” said Peyton. 
 
    Abe gave her a saucy smile and sipped at his pink concoction. 
 
    “What’s in it?” asked Marco with a skeptical look. 
 
    “Vodka, triple sec, and grenadine, Marco, my sweet. Want a sip?” 
 
    Marco shook his head. “I’ll pass.” He picked up his beer and took another sip. 
 
    “What makes it foam?” asked Peyton. 
 
    Marco gave her a horrified look and a massive smile bloomed across Abe’s face. Before he could respond, Peyton leaned forward and clasped his hand. 
 
    “Don’t tell me,” she said, closing her eyes briefly. “I don’t know what I was thinking when I asked.” 
 
    Abe chuckled and took another pull on his straw. His gaze swiveled back to Marco. “I see you’re getting all kinds of attention, my Angel’D.” 
 
    Marco gave a careless shrug. 
 
    Abe shifted back to Peyton. “The music is right awful, you know?” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I know a great bar on Castro…” 
 
    “Oh, no,” said Marco, leaning forward. “No bars on Castro.” 
 
    Abe giggled and sipped at his drink some more. “So tell me. How’s the Potrero Hill case going?” 
 
    Peyton slumped against the cracked red upholstery of the booth. “No motive, no weapon, and now no suspect.” 
 
    Abe gave her an elegant frown. “No suspect? I thought it was the husband.” 
 
    “It’s still the husband, but he’s on the lam now.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Abe, his brows climbing nearly to his hairline. “That’s not good.” 
 
    “No, not good at all.” 
 
    “Defino know?” asked Abe, glancing between the two of them. 
 
    “She knows,” answered Marco, tearing at his label again. 
 
    “Has Dwight Boyd talked to you, Abe?” wondered Peyton. 
 
    “My boss?” 
 
    “Yep, that’s the one.” 
 
    Abe shrugged his shoulders, making his dreads bounce. “He mentioned how he’d like to put this one away, so we can release the body.” 
 
    “Mentioned? As in strongly?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “As in, we need this to be over, so we can release the body before the mayor calls.” 
 
    “That’s pretty much what Devan said too,” remarked Peyton. 
 
    Abe leaned forward, holding his drink in both hands. “So dish about the dreamy D.A.” He cast a glance at Marco. “Don’t worry, Angel baby, D.A. Dreamy is apparently taken.” 
 
    “I’m so relieved,” said Marco with an ironic smile. 
 
    “There’s nothing to dish.” 
 
    “How can there be nothing to dish? He’s one of the most eligible bachelors in San Francisco…who is straight, that is, and he’s all kinds of things we like – handsome, rich, powerful, rich.” 
 
    Peyton laughed. “He’s a great guy.” 
 
    Abe gave Marco a theatrical look. “A great guy? Aphrodite smite this one, she needs some serious help. You don’t lead off a dish with he’s a great guy, Peyton. Tell me how the sex was.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa, hold on!” said Marco, lifting his hands. “I do not want to hear this.” 
 
    Peyton picked up her beer and pressed it to her lips, laughing at Marco’s reaction. 
 
    Abe slid his Flaming Pink Flamingo over to him with one long finger. “Drink this and loosen up, Angel, our little girl has a boyfriend.” 
 
    “He’s not my boyfriend,” both Peyton and Marco said at the same time.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake woke the next morning disoriented and confused. The room with its 70s décor didn’t seem familiar until his thoughts came into focus. He rolled to a sitting position and braced his head in his hands. He couldn’t keep staying in flea bag motels like this. Even this one had cost him more than he could afford, although they’d accepted his cash without demanding a name. Sort of explained the kind of clientele they usually got. 
 
    He pushed himself to his feet and crossed to the bathroom, turning on the shower. While he waited for the water to heat, he leaned on the sink and stared at himself in the mirror. His eyes were bloodshot and a week of no shaving had left a sorry, patchy beard on his jaw. He scratched it and wished he’d remembered to pack a razor. 
 
    Reaching for the toothbrush, he brushed his teeth, then climbed in the shower. The hot water felt so good, he lingered until it began to get cold. So much for cheap motels. Climbing out, he toweled off, then changed into his only other clean clothes. 
 
    He repacked his backpack, then hesitated, staring at Zoë’s journal where it lay on his nightstand. Picking it up, he shoved it in the backpack and walked to the door. Pulling it open, he stared out at the parking lot, watching traffic buzz by on the street. 
 
    He didn’t see a Crown Victoria waiting for him, so he shouldered the backpack and began walking down Geary toward the ocean. He found a fifties themed diner and went inside. 
 
    “Take a seat anywhere, baby,” said the waitress, a woman in her early fifties. 
 
    He picked a table by the window, so he could watch the street, and settled the backpack by his feet. She came over carrying a menu and a coffee pot. Reaching for the mug on the table, she turned it over and filled it. 
 
    “Long night?” she commented, giving him a look over her glasses. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, reaching for the mug. The steam bathed his face as he took a sip. Motor oil might have more flavor, but it was hot and caffeinated. 
 
    She moved away to another customer as Jake opened the menu. Last night he’d fallen asleep almost immediately, but he’d had nightmares the entire time. Not Zoë in the ambulance. This time it was his own nightmares of climbing fences and running down alleyways, constantly looking over his shoulder. 
 
    He chose something off the menu and closed it, picking up his mug again. He sipped at the coffee until she returned. 
 
    “What’ll it be, baby?” 
 
    “I’ll have a Denver omelet with the country fries.” 
 
    “Sour dough or wheat toast.” 
 
    “Sour dough.” 
 
    She bustled away. Jake glanced around the restaurant, but except for an older man at the counter and a middle aged couple in a booth, he was alone. He reached for the backpack and unzipped it, pulling out Zoë’s journal. 
 
    Taking another sip of coffee to brace himself, he opened it to the point where he was last night. 
 
      
 
    November 16th 
 
      
 
    Received another letter from Mr. Goldman about my father’s request. He wants me to come see him, says he has important information to give me. I don’t know why this is so hard for me. Why can’t I just make a decision? 
 
      
 
    Because my father isn’t dead yet and I can’t stand the thought of hearing his final wishes when I know he’s still alive. I asked Mom if she’d heard from Mr. Goldman, but she said she hadn’t. She acted so surprised that he would contact me instead of her. 
 
      
 
    Jake and I are to the point where we don’t discuss my father at all. I’m dreading this time of year more than I can tell you. Thanksgiving is a week away, then Christmas, but my father won’t be here to celebrate with us. 
 
      
 
    December 20th 
 
      
 
    Jake wants to go away for Christmas. He says he wants to get my thoughts off my father, but I can’t stand the thought of leaving. What if he dies while I’m gone? I would never forgive myself, except what if this is the only way to preserve my marriage? 
 
      
 
    I feel like I’m growing away from Jake. There’s so much I want to say to him, but I can’t. He doesn’t understand why I’m so upset. I know he thinks I’m insensitive. He lost both of his parents and he dealt with it. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know why, but I’ve always been closer to my father. And now Mom is acting strange. It’s not like she and I have ever been able to talk, but whenever I try to broach certain topics, she flies into a rage. It’s like all of the most important relationships around me are disintegrating and I can’t stop it. 
 
      
 
    The waitress appeared and set Jake’s plate in front of him. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, distracted. 
 
    She filled his coffee again. “I’ll be back to check on you in a few.” 
 
    He nodded, reaching for his napkin and a fork. He began shoveling the food in as he continued reading Zoë’s journal. He’d had no idea how isolated she’d felt and he couldn’t help the guilt that washed over him whenever he read about it. What an ass he’d been. 
 
      
 
    January 3rd 
 
      
 
    I received a call from Mr. Goldman today. He said he had a horrible time finding my number, but he’d finally tracked me down. I apologized for not responding sooner and tried to explain to him why I hadn’t answered his letters. He said it was important I come in and see the information my father left me. 
 
      
 
    He mentioned that Dad had changed his will about a week before he had his stroke and I needed to know what was in it. He said he couldn’t talk about it over the phone, it was too important. Why would Dad change his will? 
 
      
 
    Mr. Goldman wouldn’t give me any more information, just urged me to come down. When I told him I really couldn’t stand the thought of seeing my father’s will before he was dead, he said something really strange. He said I needed to look at my birth certificate and then I might be willing to come see him. 
 
      
 
    My birth certificate? I’ve gone through all of my papers and I realize I don’t have a copy of it. I have a passport, which I’ve used from the time I can remember, but I don’t remember if I’ve ever seen a copy of my birth certificate. 
 
      
 
    Jake flipped the page, but it was blank. He flipped a few more and still nothing. She had just stopped writing. He lowered the journal and sat staring at its red cover. Why hadn’t she written anymore? Why hadn’t she continued to chronicle the most important part of this experience? 
 
    He pushed the rest of his breakfast away and ran a hand over the beard on his chin. What could be wrong with her birth certificate? 
 
    “All done?” said the waitress, reaching for his plate. 
 
    He nodded without looking at her. 
 
    She set the check in front of him. “More coffee?” 
 
    He glanced up. “Yes, please.” He needed a little more time to think. 
 
    She filled his mug. “I’ll take that when you’re ready.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he muttered as she walked away. 
 
    He looked out the window and watched the traffic for a few minutes. The fog was breaking up and sunlight was shining down. A few people meandered down the sidewalk and a young man turned into the diner. 
 
    Jake could view her birth certificate himself because he had her social security number and her birthdate, but it would mean going on-line. The minute he turned on his tablet, the police would know where he was. He had no doubt they could track him by it. 
 
    He had to know. He had to find out what Mr. Goldman meant. He reached into his backpack and pulled out his tablet. He set it on the table before him, then searched through his backpack for a pen and paper. He didn’t have one. 
 
    Pushing back his chair, he went to the counter where the waitress was taking the young man’s order. “Can I borrow a pen and some paper?” 
 
    She reached into her apron pocket and pulled out a pen, handing it to him. Then she tore off one of her order sheets and passed that to him as well. He went back to his table, then sat staring at the tablet a moment longer. How long did he have before they could dispatch someone here? 
 
    He didn’t have any choice. He’d get on, hopefully find what he needed quickly, then log off again. Turning on the tablet, he pulled up a search engine, located the proper government agency and found the birth certificates. He opened another window on the tablet and looked up Zoë’s personal information, punching it into the form. While he waited for the tablet to think, he stared out the window, expecting to see a bunch of police cars screech to a halt outside the restaurant like in the movies.  
 
    When he looked back, he saw Zoë’s name. Using his index finger, he tapped it. A form opened up across the screen with the official seal of California across the top. He glanced down the form, then stopped. 
 
    His heart slammed against his ribs and he scanned it again, coming to a stop at the same place. What the hell! He read it a third time, but nothing changed. It just didn’t make sense. This couldn’t be right. 
 
    “Can I get you anything else?” asked the waitress. 
 
    Jake jumped and looked up at her. She was giving him a frank stare, then looked down at the check. He reached for his wallet and pulled out a twenty. She took it and the check, walking away. Jake glanced back at the form, reading it a fourth time. 
 
    He grabbed the paper and jotted a name on it, then closed the file, but before he turned off the tablet he hesitated. Pulling up the search engine again, he typed in Neal Goldman, Esq. He located his office on Scott Street and wrote it next to the name on his paper. Then he folded the paper and put it in his pocket, leaving the pen on the table. 
 
    As he reached for the tablet, he hesitated. He knew the cops had to have mapped his location by now. Maybe he could use this to his advantage. Pulling up the memo function on the tablet, he typed a note to them and then looked up as the waitress brought him his change. 
 
    “Here you are, baby,” she said. 
 
    He pulled out a bigger than normal tip and held it out to her. “I have a favor to ask you.” 
 
    She took the tip, her brows lowering in a frown. “Yeah?” 
 
    He held the tablet out to her as well. “When the cops show up here in a few minutes, give this to them, please.” 
 
    “Cops?” 
 
    “Yeah. Please, it’s important.” 
 
    She took the tablet and gave him a scowl. “What’s this about?” 
 
    He grabbed Zoë’s journal and picked up the backpack, slinging it over his shoulder. “Please. Just give it to them. It’s more important than you can imagine.” 
 
    “I don’t want to get involved in no crime,” she said. 
 
    “You aren’t. I just need them to have some information and I can’t give it to them myself. Please?” 
 
    Her frown deepened and she took a step back from the table. “Okay, but I don’t want to get involved.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, easing around her. “I am forever in your debt.” 
 
    She made a grunt, but didn’t respond. Jake hurried to the door and slipped outside. He didn’t know if she would do what he asked, but it didn’t matter. He had very little time to get out of the Richmond District before they arrived. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    “What did I tell you about Claire Harper, Brooks?” came the voice on the other end of the line. 
 
    Peyton closed her eyes briefly and then looked out at the traffic on 19th Avenue. She glanced at Marco in the driver’s seat. “Hey, Captain. How are you this lovely, sunshiny San Francisco morning?” 
 
    “Cut the shit, Brooks. This morning I’ve talked with Claire Harper for forty-five minutes about your interview last night. And then…and then I received a call from Dwight Boyd. You remember who he is, Brooks?” 
 
    “The Chief M.E.” 
 
    “The Chief M.E.,” repeated the captain. “You think we might need his cooperation in the future, Brooks, do you?” 
 
    “Yes, but Captain…” 
 
    “Did you ask Claire Harper why she hasn’t pulled the plug on her husband? Just tell me that, Brooks. Tell me you didn’t ask a grieving mother why she doesn’t pull the plug on her comatose husband!” 
 
    Marco glanced over and gave her a concerned look. 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “It was relevant, Captain.” 
 
    “Relevant? How?” 
 
    “We’re working on that.” 
 
    We’re? mouthed Marco. 
 
    Peyton ignored him. 
 
    “You’d better be working on it, Brooks. You’d better damn well be working on it. And before you approach Claire Harper again, you’d better clue me in. You hear me? You’d better damn well clue me in.” 
 
    “You got it, Captain. You’ll be clued the minute we get something.” 
 
    “I’m not joking, Brooks.” 
 
    “I know that, Captain.” 
 
    Defino hung up before Peyton could say goodbye. She lowered the phone. 
 
    “You got any ass left?” said Marco. 
 
    “Funny. You’re a regular comedian. I didn’t see you backing me up.” 
 
    “You’re a big girl, you can take it. So, Captain heard from the Queen Bee, eh?” 
 
    “And Boyd. You know, I’ve been thinking…” She was interrupted by the ringing of her phone. “Hold on.” She thumbed it on and lifted it to her ear. “Brooks?” 
 
    “Hey, we got a ping on Ryder.” She recognized Stan Neumann’s voice. 
 
    “Sorry. A ping?” 
 
    “He turned on his tablet and he was on long enough for us to pick up a location.” 
 
    Peyton reached for her notebook and pen. “Give it to me.” 
 
    Stan read her the address. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Some diner or something.” 
 
    “Got it. Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    Peyton dropped the phone into her pocket. “You’re gonna need to turn around. Stan picked up a location for Ryder through his tablet.” She held the address out to him. 
 
    Marco slipped the Charger into the left lane and hit the lights. “Let’s hope we get there before the bastard leaves.” 
 
    Peyton nodded and braced herself against the center console and the door as Marco flipped a U-turn. 
 
    “You were saying something about you thinking?” prompted Marco. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll tell you later. Let’s just see if we can catch Ryder.” 
 
    They fell silent as Marco whipped through the traffic. Peyton squinted, hating this part of it. She liked driving herself when they had to hit the lights. With every swerve and brake, she was sure Marco was going to plow them into the other cars. And people did such stupid things when they heard a siren. Instead of just stopping where they were, they would swerve out of traffic no matter how dangerous it was. She was amazed more people weren’t hurt when police responded to a call. 
 
    After a heart stopping few minutes of white-knuckle driving, they pulled up in front of the diner. Peyton climbed out of the Charger and reached the door before Marco had finished putting the car in park. He met her at the entrance, but Peyton could see they were already too late. 
 
    A few construction guys were sitting at the counter. Two women were in a booth, talking and sipping coffee, and a kid with a backpack sat in the far corner. A waitress with glasses looked up as they entered, but there was no sign of Ryder. 
 
    Peyton reached for her badge and approached the counter, showing it to the waitress. She looked at it, then bent down and retrieved something from under the counter, passing it over the cash register to her. 
 
    “I don’t want no trouble,” she said. 
 
    Peyton held the tablet up for Marco to see, then she looked at the waitress. “Can you describe the man who gave this to you?” 
 
    “Medium height. Brown hair parted on the side. Bit of a beard. White.” 
 
    “Do you know where he went?” 
 
    “Took off up Geary toward the ocean. Don’t know where he went after that.” 
 
    “Did he say anything to you?” 
 
    “Nope. Just asked me to give it to the cops when they showed up.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “That’s it.” 
 
    Marco nodded at the door. “Let’s see if we can catch him.” 
 
    Peyton stepped back, carrying the tablet with her. “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    The waitress shrugged. 
 
    Peyton followed Marco from the diner and waited while he opened the car, then she slipped into the passenger seat. Marco dropped into the driver’s seat and started the car, then wheeled out into traffic again, headed west on Geary. He didn’t turn on the lights or his siren. He obviously didn’t want to alert Jake if he was still around. 
 
    On impulse, Peyton slid her fingers across the tablet’s dark surface. It sprang to life with a chime of bells. A note appeared on the screen and she read it. Check Zoë’s birth certificate. It wasn’t signed, but she knew who wrote it. 
 
    Looking up, she glanced at the people wandering up and down Geary. “Go back to the precinct,” she said. “I’m sure he’s gone.” 
 
    Marco shot a glance at her. “You don’t think we should look?” 
 
    She held up the tablet for him to see. 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “Don’t know, but let’s go look up her birth certificate.” 
 
    “Whatever you say,” he answered, moving into the left turn lane to make another U-turn. “What do you suppose we’re gonna find there?” 
 
    “With this case, who the hell knows? It’ll probably say she’s an alien.” 
 
    “Oh, like the gardener’s kid or something?” 
 
    “No, not like the gardener’s kid or something. Like a space alien.” 
 
    “Yeah, that makes a lot of sense,” sneered Marco. 
 
    “It was a joke, D’Angelo. Jeez, you work with a guy as long as I have and you’d think a sense of humor would rub off on him.” 
 
    “Seems to me you’ve got to have something first before it becomes contagious.” 
 
    “Just drive,” she snarled and began thumbing through the files Jake had on the tablet. 
 
    “Better not let your boyfriend see your lovely morning personality, Brooks,” he muttered. 
 
    Peyton glared at him. “He’s not my boyfriend,” she said. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake sank into the last seat at the back of the bus and slid over to make room for the skinny kid with the long hair and sandals.  It alarmed him to think how adept he was at riding the bus for free. No one had even once tried to stop him. 
 
    He placed the backpack on his lap and unzipped it, pulling out Zoë’s journal. He wanted to flip through it again and make sure she hadn’t written anything else after the entry about the birth certificate. He leaned back in the seat and started at the first page. He turned each one, rubbing them between his thumb and first two fingers to make sure none of them stuck together. 
 
    He came to the last entry and did the same thing for the blank pages. When he got to the end, he hesitated. Taped to the back cover was a scrap of paper. It wasn’t just stuck there with a few strips. Zoë had meticulously taped its entire surface. 
 
    Jake lowered the backpack between his feet and braced the journal on his lap, then he carefully began peeling off the tape. The young man next to him looked down and watched him, but Jake only half noticed he was there. 
 
    Once he had gotten a few strips undone, he could wedge his thumb beneath the note and pry it up. Closing the journal, he dumped it in the backpack, then gently pulled apart the edges of the note until he had a full piece of paper. Laying it across his thighs, he smoothed it out, staring at Zoë’s handwriting without reading it. The letter was addressed to him. 
 
    He became aware that the young man was watching him. Angling his body toward the window, he hunched over the note, so that no one else could see it. 
 
      
 
    Jake, 
 
      
 
    Oh, God, I don’t know how to write this or if I’ll ever be able to give it to you. Before I begin, you must know I love you. I know I haven’t been the best wife, but you have always been there for me, patient and loving, even when I pushed you away. 
 
      
 
    And I know I’ve been pushing you away a lot more lately. I’m so ashamed, I can’t even look you in the eye. I never expected this to happen and I would give anything if it hadn’t. I didn’t mean it, but I’m sure that won’t be any comfort at all. 
 
      
 
    I betrayed our marriage and I betrayed your trust. Oh, God, how can I ever say this to you in person? You have the right to know the truth, but I can’t bear the pain I know I’ll see, the shock and disappointment. I don’t think I can bear having you look at me like I’m tainted in some way. 
 
      
 
    How do you explain what I don’t even understand? I received some shocking news, so I went home to find out the truth. Dad was apparently filing for divorce before his stroke and if that wasn’t enough, I found out something even more devastating. Something I can’t even write here. 
 
      
 
     Mom wasn’t at the house, but Brandon was. I was pretty hysterical, crying and everything, so he offered me a drink. 
 
      
 
    I swear I only had the one drink, but the next thing I knew it was many hours later and I woke up in bed with Brandon.  Oh, God, Jake, I’m so sorry. I would give anything to take it back. I don’t even remember what happened. I must have passed out or blacked out or something. 
 
      
 
    Please, please believe that I would never have consciously betrayed our marital vows. I would never have cheated on you, not for anything in the world. I pray that you will be able to forgive me. I pray that you won’t give up on us, but I know that this will be such a shock, such a horrible, nightmare of a shock. I am filled with such guilt and shame. Every time you touch me, I feel as if I’m betraying you all over again. 
 
      
 
    And because of this, I know I will never be able to give you this letter. I just can’t destroy what we have. I know that is horribly selfish of me, but I can’t. May God have mercy on me. 
 
      
 
    Zoë 
 
      
 
    Jake curled the letter into his fist and closed his eyes, hunching his shoulders. He didn’t think he was capable of feeling any more pain, any more anguish, but he was. The guilt she carried with her up until the moment she died. The pain she must have been hiding. And he’d never done anything to help her, to find out why. 
 
    “Dude,” came a voice beside him and a hand closed on his shoulder. “You okay?” 
 
    Jake realized his face was wet and he rubbed the tears away with the back of his fist. “Yeah,” he said, but his voice was strained. “Yeah, I’m okay. Where are we?” 
 
    “Divisadero and Pacific Avenue.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He forced himself to take a few deep breaths, then he smoothed her letter out on his thighs again. He reached for her journal, folded it in half, and placed it inside, then he returned them both to the backpack. 
 
    If he ever saw Brandon Dixon again, that son-of-a-bitch was dead. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton set the tablet on the desk and sank into her desk chair, pressing the button on her desktop to boot it up. Marco took a seat across from her, swiveling to study the white board. 
 
    Maria wandered over to them and leaned a hip on Marco’s desk. “Hey, Marco baby,” she said, “Captain wants an update on the case as soon as you get a moment.” 
 
    Peyton frowned at her as she typed her password into the keyboard. 
 
    “We’re working on something right now, Maria,” said Marco, “but as soon as we find out, we’ll check in with her.” 
 
    “Hey, Maria,” Peyton said. “I could use a cup of coffee. No cream, but at least a tablespoon of sugar.” 
 
    Maria sneered at Peyton. “Captain was pissed this morning,” she said. “Talking about taking your badge.” 
 
    Peyton smiled. “I’d also like a donut, chocolate if we got it.” 
 
    “Kiss my ass,” hissed Maria, walking away. 
 
    Peyton caught the shaking of Marco’s head before she focused on the screen. She typed in the California Department of Public Health website address. “Hey, look through the file and see if we have Zoë’s social.” 
 
    Marco swiveled around and reached for the file. He thumbed a few pages, then called out the numbers for her. Peyton typed them into the birth certificate form. She reached for a pencil as she waited for the website to think, drumming the eraser on her desk blotter.  
 
    “You see Devan last night after we went for drinks?” asked Marco, leaning back in his chair and hooking his hands behind his head. 
 
    “Nope. I went home and took Pickles for a walk. Devan offered to come over, but I needed a night alone. What’d you do after we left the bar?” 
 
    “I had a pizza and a couple of beers with my brother, Vinnie, then went home.” 
 
    Peyton gave him a smile. She’d rarely seen a family as close as the D’Angelos were. They all lived within blocks of each other and regularly went to Mom and Dad’s for Sunday dinner. She envied it.  
 
    Peyton wished things were different with her mom, but what could she do? She didn’t like her mom’s new boyfriend and she wasn’t going to quit her job. She called her at least once a week, but the conversations were stilted. Still she called. She needed to check in at least that often and make sure everything was all right. 
 
    Zoë’s name came up on the screen and Peyton scrolled the mouse over to it. She clicked on the link and a birth certificate unfolded before her. She scanned it quickly, reading Zoë’s given name, date of birth, hospital name, delivery doctor, then her parents. 
 
    Peyton’s eyes widened and she leaned closer to the screen. “Come here,” she said to Marco. 
 
    He swiveled around the desk and looked over her shoulder. “What am I looking for?” 
 
    Peyton pointed. “Check out her parents.” 
 
    Marco squinted, then leaned back and let out a low whistle. “What the hell?” 
 
    Peyton scrolled through the form, then came back to Zoë’s parents. “Who the hell is Annabelle Harper?” 
 
    “Obviously, Zoë Harper’s birth mother.” 
 
    Peyton minimized the screen and pulled up a new one. She typed Annabelle Harper into the search engine, but nothing came up. She clicked back into the Department of Public Health and punched Marriage Certificates. She typed in Blake Harper’s name because she didn’t know what Annabelle Harper’s maiden name might have been. Two entries came up for Blake Harper. Peyton clicked the first and studied the form that appeared on the screen. 
 
    “Give me Zoë’s date of birth.” 
 
    Marco snagged the folder off his desk and read off Zoë’s birthdate. 
 
    “They were married two years before Zoë was born,” said Peyton. 
 
    “What about a divorce settlement?” 
 
    Peyton pulled up the Department of Public Heath again and clicked Divorce Records. She typed in Blake’s name. 
 
    The computer thought. 
 
    Peyton chewed on her lower lip, then turned to Marco. “I wasn’t kidding about the coffee. Do you want some?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    She pushed away from the desk and walked into the break room. Grabbing two mugs, she set them on the counter and reached for the coffee pot, filling them. Marco liked his black, but she grabbed the sugar and spooned a heaping tablespoon into her mug. Glancing over her shoulder to make sure Marco didn’t see, she dumped in a second spoonful and stirred it. 
 
    Stopping with the spoon still in the mug, she studied the swirling coffee. She could see her dad in her memory – barrel-chested with short cropped black hair. He wore a mustache and a soul patch just beneath his lower lip. 
 
    Always look at the obvious, Sweetness. He would touch her on the nose with the tip of his index finger. 
 
    Sweetness, his homage to his favorite running-back, Walter Payton.  He’d tricked Alice into naming his daughter after the legend by changing the a to an e. No matter how old she’d been, Peyton always melted when he called her Sweetness. 
 
    Always look at the obvious, then when you’ve done that, look at the unexpected. 
 
    Look at the unexpected. She tossed the spoon into the sink and carried the mugs to their desks. Marco accepted his and shook his head. “I tried Annabelle’s name too, but I can’t find any record of a divorce.” 
 
    “That’s because there wasn’t one.” She took a sip of coffee as she sank into her seat. She clicked on the home page and hovered over the last choice on the left side. Death Certificates. She had to search by Annabelle’s name, since she knew they wouldn’t have her social security number in their file. 
 
    The cursor turned from an arrow into a wheel, spinning around, then the screen shifted and a list of Annabelles appeared. Marco sucked in a breath, but she ignored him, clicking on Annabelle Harper. Peyton realized her heart was pounding as she waited for the death certificate file to load. 
 
    As it spread across the screen, Marco set his coffee down hard on the desk. 
 
    There before them was the death record of a woman they didn’t know existed ten minutes before. 
 
    “What’s the date?” asked Marco. 
 
    Peyton searched for it, then she snagged their file on Zoë and scanned the first page with her index finger. “Two days after Zoë was born.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    Peyton nodded, chewing on her lower lip. 
 
    “Cause of death?” 
 
    Peyton searched for that, then swiveled her chair to face Marco. “Complications from child birth.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “We need a warrant for her medical records.” 
 
    “I’ll get on it.” He swiveled his chair back to his side and reached for his phone. 
 
    “I’ll call Abe and let him know he should expect it.” 
 
    Marco keyed in the number and put the phone to his ear. “You know, Brooks…” He gave her a narrow-eyed look. “We should probably get Blake Harper’s medical records while we’re at it.” 
 
    Peyton hesitated. Do you know what a shunt is, Officer? I think I do. It’s too remove excess fluid, right? Blake Harper has a shunt because his brain is bleeding into his cranial cavity. 
 
    “On it,” she said, grabbing her phone out of her pocket. She felt a surge of adrenaline. This was the part of an investigation that she loved – when it all started to coalesce.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Jake got off the bus at the juncture of Divisadero and Green. He wanted to be far enough away from the lawyer’s office before he made the call. He watched the bus pull away, then reached for his cell phone. He hadn’t turned it on since he slipped the police in the Italian restaurant. He didn’t know how long he could talk before they found his location through GPS, but he was afraid it might be instantaneous. 
 
    He closed his eyes and tried to decide if this was the best option. Then he thought of the letter from Zoë and knew there wasn’t a decision to make. She deserved better than she’d gotten from him. He couldn’t make it up to her now, but he could try to settle a score. 
 
    He dug in the bottom of the backpack and found Peyton’s card. With a deep breath, he turned on the phone, then quickly dialed her number. It rang at least five times. Jake almost hung up. His stomach hurt and he felt like he might be sick. 
 
    Then he heard her voice. “Brooks?” 
 
    “Hey, Mighty Mouse.” He tried to sound confident, but he felt a flush of anxiety race through him. 
 
    “Jake? Where the hell are you? We need you to come in. A lot of cops are looking for you. You’ve got our asses in a sling and the captain is chewing us out at regular intervals. Claire Harper has been screaming to every available ear. They’re going to turn up the heat on you now. It was right stupid to go to her house and ask her for money.” 
 
    “Listen. I need you to know something…” 
 
    “Where are you? Tell me that first and we can talk.” 
 
    “I’m not going to tell you where I am.” 
 
    “We can protect you, Jake. I’m not kidding you. Claire is demanding we bring you in. You really scared her the other day and someone might get hurt if you don’t turn yourself in.” 
 
    “Please just listen to me for a moment…” 
 
    “We checked out the birth certificate like you asked. I’d like to share that information with you. We found out something more than you did.” 
 
    “Wait. What?” 
 
    “Come in and I’ll tell you everything. Just tell me where you are and I’ll send a squad car over. You must be tired and hungry. I can get you something to eat, a shower maybe…” 
 
    Jake lowered the phone. He wanted to know what information they’d found, but it could be a trick. She always sounded genuine and kind, but he’d seen her turn in an instant. Then he realized what she was doing. She was stalling so that a squad car could get to his location. 
 
    He lifted the phone to his ear again. “Just shut up for a minute, all right?” 
 
    She went quiet. 
 
    “Zoë had a journal and at the back of it was a letter for me. If you do a blood test on Brandon Dixon, I’ll bet you find out his blood is B. Sometime in late January, Zoë went to see her mother, but she wasn’t home. That bastard Brandon was. He offered her a drink and she didn’t remember anything else after that until she woke up in bed with him.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t respond for a few moments, then he heard her exhale. “Zoë had a journal? I need to see that journal, Jake.” 
 
    “No, the journal is mine. It’s all I have left of Zoë, but you’ve got to test Brandon’s blood. I’m sure he’s the father. He forced her, Peyton, he must have drugged her and forced her to sleep with him.” 
 
    “Okay, Jake, I’ll look into it, but I still need you to come in. Please, Jake, I don’t want you to get hurt. You need to turn yourself in now and let me handle this.” 
 
    “You won’t handle anything once you have me. I know that. Claire is putting pressure on you to finish this case and it’ll be too tempting just to pin it on me, but if you can’t find me, you might keep looking. That’s all I’ve got, Peyton. That’s all I can do to force your hands.” 
 
    “Jake, please listen to me…” 
 
    “No. Just get Brandon’s blood, Mighty Mouse, please. And tell Adonis I said hi.” He disconnected the call, then glanced around the street. Walking to the curb, he located a storm drain and tossed the phone into it.  
 
    When he stood up again, he found an old woman watching him. He turned away and headed up Divisadero to the north. At the corner of Union, he turned left and began running west until he reached Broderick, then another left at Washington so he was headed east until he found Scott Street. 
 
    He leaned on the street sign for Scott and reached into his pocket for the order form where he’d written Goldman’s address. He fought to catch his breath as he unfolded the scrap of paper. Walking down Scott, he searched the addresses and deliberately calmed his breathing. He didn’t think he’d get much information out of the lawyer, but he had to try. It would be better if he didn’t look like he was running from the police. 
 
    When he found the address, he had a momentary feeling of panic. What if the police had already been here? What if they had someone waiting inside for him? He drew a deep breath and held it, then deliberately exhaled as slowly as he could. 
 
    If they were waiting for him, he would give himself up, but he had to risk it. He had to know what Goldman wanted to tell Zoë about the changes to her father’s will. At least if he were caught here, they might get a warrant for any files Goldman had about the Harpers. 
 
    The address belonged to a three story Victorian with gingerbread shingles and cream colored paint. A number of stairs led to a wooden door with a glass panel in the center of it. He climbed the stairs and carefully opened the door. Thankfully there was no bell on it, nothing to alert the occupants of his arrival. The entry opened into a small room with dark paneled walls and a few arm chairs. Between the arm chairs were tables sporting an array of magazines. 
 
    To the right of the door was a board, listing the businesses in the building and their suite addresses. He ran his finger over a couple of marriage counselors, a number of lawyers, and a title company. Goldman’s name was in the middle, Suite 2B. 
 
    Beyond the entrance was a hallway that branched left and right. He glanced down both ends and marked the suite numbers on the doors closest to him. He chose the right corridor and began walking down it, feeling a bit unnerved in the quiet. A stairwell opened on the hallway about halfway down and he turned into it, taking the stairs to the second floor. 
 
    He exited the stairwell and turned right. He found Suite 2B. The words Neal Goldman, Esq., were etched into the frosted glass in antique gold lettering. He could see a few dark forms through the frosting on the door, but little else. Glancing down the hallway, he reached for the knob and turned it, stepping into a brightly lit office. 
 
    Plants lined each side of it, partnered with a number of wing-backed armchairs in red leather. A receptionist desk dominated the center of the room and a young woman of Middle Eastern ethnicity sat behind it. 
 
    “Good afternoon, sir,” she said, giving him a quizzical look. She rose and crossed around the desk. “Are you looking for someone?” 
 
    Jake frowned at her. What a strange question to ask. “Uh, yeah.” He looked around again. Another frosted door bisected the middle of the wall behind her desk and to the left were rows of file cabinets. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    Jake forced a smile for her. In for a penny, in for a pound. “I have an appointment with Mr. Goldman to go over my will.” 
 
    Her face fell immediately. In fact, it was such a stunning change, Jake wasn’t sure he interpreted it right. He expected her to hurry back to her desk and grab her phone, dialing the police or maybe scream. Screaming would be really bad and he wasn’t exactly sure how he’d respond. She obviously knew about him from the police and hadn’t really thought he’d show up here. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at the door. Was it too late to escape? 
 
    She didn’t scream. Instead, she said, “Oh, I’m so sorry, Mr…” 
 
    Jake’s gaze snapped back to her. “Huh?” 
 
    “Mr.?” she prompted again. 
 
    Jake looked around and his eyes fell on the greenery in every corner. “Plant. Uh, Robert Plant.” He winced when he realized what he’d just done. 
 
    She lifted her brows and studied him. “Robert Plant?” 
 
    “Yeah, parents huge Led Zeppelin fans,” he offered lamely. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, giving him a strange look. “I must have missed your appointment in the computer. I’ve been trying to contact all of Mr. Goldman’s clients. When did you make it? I don’t know how I could have missed it.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t make it with you. I ran into Mr. Goldman at a charity dinner and asked him if he’d do my will.” He looked at her from the corner of his eyes, prepared to run for the door. Did lawyers attend charity dinners? He thought they did, but he wasn’t sure.  
 
    “Yes, of course, for the Shriners?” 
 
    Jake latched on to that. “Right. Right, the Shriners.” 
 
    Her face fell again and she briefly closed her eyes. “Mr. Goldman was always doing things like that. Making appointments, then forgetting to tell me.” 
 
    Jake keyed in to something she said. “Wait. Was?” 
 
    She met his gaze. “I’m sorry. Didn’t you know?” 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “Oh, goodness, I’m so sorry, Mr. Plant. Of course you didn’t know or you wouldn’t have shown up for your appointment.” 
 
    Jake shook his head in confusion. 
 
    “Mr. Goldman died about a week ago.” 
 
    Jake stared at her, stunned. He couldn’t formulate a thought. He raised a hand and ran it across his beard. Why couldn’t he think? Why couldn’t he grasp what she’d just said? “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Mr. Goldman is dead, Mr. Plant. I’m so sorry.” She hurried back to her desk. “I can recommend a number of other lawyers to you.” 
 
    “Wait. Dead? Are you sure?” 
 
    She looked up at him. “Yes, I’m sure. I’m sorry. I thought I’d contacted all of his clients. I obviously missed you.” 
 
    Jake ran his hand across the back of his neck, applying pressure to get himself to think. “Wait. How?” 
 
    “How did he die?” 
 
    “Yes, what happened to him?” 
 
    She straightened and looked down. “He was hit by a car. It was late and he was leaving the office. He liked to walk to Divisadero and pick up a taxi. He lived down the Peninsula. The driver must have been drunk because he didn’t even stop.” 
 
    Jake felt the blood drain from his head. 
 
    “Are you all right?” she asked, crossing around the desk again and grasping his arm. “Sit down.” 
 
    He did so and let his head hang, his fingers closing on the backpack. 
 
    “I’ll get you some water.” She hurried off. 
 
    Jake waited for the white noise to clear out of his head, then he sat back, until she appeared in front of him, holding out a glass of water. He took it and drank, draining it, then handed it back to her. 
 
    “Better?” she said, giving him a worried smile. 
 
    “Yes, it was just a shock.” 
 
    “I know. I can’t believe it myself. I’m just tying up loose ends, then we’re shutting down the office, his wife and I. He didn’t have any partners and I was his only paralegal. I have a list of lawyers who are qualified to take his clients. Can I give it to you?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said and watched her go back to her desk. While she searched for the paper, his eyes focused on the file cabinets. Blake Harper’s will had to be inside, but how was he going to get it before everything was turned over to someone else? 
 
    She found the paper and brought it back to him. He took it and folded it in half, shoving it into the backpack. Then he rose to his feet. His legs supported him and he was grateful for that. 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate how kind you’ve been.” 
 
    She waved away his thanks. “Don’t mention it. I’m just sorry I hadn’t contacted you before.” 
 
    “Not your fault,” he said. “Well, I guess I’d better go.” 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    “Good luck,” he said, walking to the door. 
 
    “Good luck to you, Mr. Plant,” she answered as he opened it and stepped into the hallway. 
 
    Jake shut the door behind him and leaned against it. Now what? How was he going to get that file? He could contact Peyton again and see if she would subpoena it, but he wasn’t sure she would see a connection. 
 
    No, he had to get it himself. He started wandering down the hallway toward the stairs, sifting through the plans that popped into his head. He could come back here tonight and break in. If he timed it right, he could be in and out before the police arrived. And if he got caught, at least, he could hand the file to them himself. Curiosity would make them want to read it, right? 
 
    He could also find out when the paralegal left for lunch and sneak inside. She probably didn’t lock the door, but if she did, he could break through the frosted glass before anyone would know.  Or maybe there was a fire escape in the back he could climb. A broken window into Goldman’s office wouldn’t be discovered as quickly as a broken front door. 
 
    His steps faltered as he moved into the stairwell. Right before him was a red box labeled fire alarm. 
 
    Then there was a third option. A plan formulated quickly and he climbed the stairwell all the way to the top. A door opened onto the roof and he propped it with his backpack in case it had an automatic lock if the fire alarm was activated. Stepping onto the small rooftop, he marked a number of ventilation pipes, which offered scant cover to hide until things settled down. 
 
    Walking back to the door, he pulled it open, then double checked the backpack to make sure it was wedged securely. Climbing down the stairs to the entrance of the third floor, he curled his fingers in the fire alarm handle and took a deep breath. Please let this work, he prayed. Then before he could think better of it, he pulled the handle. 
 
    The cacophony of the alarm made him jump and he covered his ears with his hands. When he heard the first doors open on the third floor, he ran up the stairs and huddled in the doorway, straddling his backpack. 
 
    People’s voices and the clomp of heels on the cement stairs marked their exit. He crouched where he was until he could hear them no more. It seemed to take forever with the shrieking of the alarm in his head and the pounding of his heart beneath his ribs, but finally he felt it was safe. 
 
    He knew he had a narrow window between their exit and the arrival of the fire department, so he ran down the stairs, gripping the handrail, and skidded on the cement as he landed on the second floor. He bumped his shoulder on the door as he turned the corner and raced for Goldman’s office. For a moment, he panicked that she would have locked the door, but it opened at the turn of the knob and he sprinted around her desk, searching the drawers for an indication of which one. 
 
    Grabbing the fourth drawer, he pulled it open, then began thumbing through the files at the front of the drawer for Harper. A new sound infiltrated his awareness. The sound of a siren. He searched faster and his fingers stumbled upon Harper, just as the fire engine pulled up before the building with a hiss of brakes. 
 
    He pulled the file out, clutched it against his chest, and kicked the drawer closed, then ran for the office door. He bolted for the stairs and raced up them, slamming into the roof door with his bruised shoulder and snatching his backpack as he jumped through. 
 
    He chose the furthest exhaust pipe and dropped behind it, hoping he couldn’t be seen from the doorway. Leaning his head back, he panted to regain his breath, fighting a hysterical laugh. Reaching up, he rubbed his bruised shoulder and wiped the sweat from his brow. 
 
    Holy crap, he’d done it. He had the file. Now he needed to wait until the firefighters left and the workers returned to their offices. Then he’d go back down the stairs as if he belonged there and onto the street. 
 
    Feeling his heart slow, he released his death grip on the file and laid it on his thighs, then he reached for the front cover.  The first document that greeted him read Divorce Application across the top. It was signed by Blake Harper and dated a week before he had his stroke. The second document was his will. Jake stared at it in amazement. It had been drafted two days before the stroke. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton opened the door to Captain Defino’s office and stepped out into the squad room. Marco followed behind her, closing the door at his back. They didn’t talk as they began weaving their way through the desks. 
 
    The captain had made it clear. They had twenty-four hours to bring Ryder in or she was turning the case over to another set of inspectors. Claire Harper’s influence was far and wide. Even the mayor had put in a call on her behalf. 
 
    Peyton hated that part of police work. She hated the politics. No matter how much she might wish differently, there were citizens and then there were Citizens with a capital C. Claire Harper was a Citizen of the first order. 
 
    She came to a halt, giving Abe a pointed look. He sat in Marco’s chair, his feet propped on Marco’s desk, his long-fingered hands clasped on his belly. “Please tell me you’ve got something interesting,” she said. 
 
    Abe waggled his brows at her. “You are looking fine today,” he drawled. 
 
    “I know you aren’t talking to me,” she answered, sliding into her chair. 
 
    Marco stopped beside her desk, crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Nope, talking to that cool dish of Gelato next to you.” 
 
    “Did you get the files?” asked Marco with a scowl. 
 
    Abe dropped his feet to the floor. “You think I’d leave the sanctity of my lair if I hadn’t gotten them. Well, maybe to flirt with you, my Angel’D.” 
 
    “Lair is right,” said Marco, quirking a brow. 
 
    Abe laughed. 
 
    Peyton flattened a palm on the desk. “Please, please tell me you have something. We’re running out of time.” 
 
    Abe gave her a slow smile. “Have I ever let you down, my soul sista?” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “Not even once. What do you have?” 
 
    “So very much. Let’s start with Blake Harper. Medical records show that Blake has been suffering from exceptionally high blood pressure for many years. He was on medication for it; however, suddenly in September, he collapses at home. His wife calls an ambulance and describes the symptoms. Based on symptomology and his medical history, paramedics assume stroke and begin the appropriate course of action. Dr. Harper is given warfarin to mitigate the damage of the stroke, but he doesn’t respond and presents at the hospital with severe intracranial bleeding, presumed to be from a blocked artery that ruptured. He never regains consciousness. You know the rest.” 
 
    Peyton curled her hand into a fist, but she didn’t want to interrupt Abe. 
 
    “Now let’s talk about patient number 2. Annabelle Harper was twenty-three when she became pregnant with her first child. The pregnancy was completely normal, not even one mention of elevated blood pressure. She went into labor a week after her delivery date and although long, the birth was completely uneventful. A perfectly natural vaginal delivery of a baby girl, which she named Zoë. Mother and daughter were both given clean bills of health.” 
 
    “But she died two days later?” 
 
    “I’m getting to that. Because she was the wife of a prominent and well-respected surgeon, she wasn’t rushed out of the hospital as quickly as most women are. A day after delivery, she complained of stomach pain and a headache. They took her blood pressure and found it was a bit low. They assumed it was due to blood loss during the delivery and started her on a rigorous course of iron, but a day later she was dead.” 
 
    “From what?” asked Marco. 
 
    Abe twirled one of his dreads. “A ruptured aneurysm. The cause of death was listed as complications of pregnancy, the grieving husband declined an autopsy, and Annabelle Harper was cremated before her daughter even left the hospital.” 
 
    “Wait. A ruptured aneurysm?” Peyton narrowed her eyes. “Tell me they did a blood test when she first complained of being sick?” 
 
    Abe shook his head. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Can’t tell you. It’s not indicated on the file. They assumed it was anemia and that’s the course of treatment they began.” 
 
    “How did they get around the autopsy?” 
 
    “Because Blake Harper was a surgeon. I’m guessing she had the baby in his hospital,” answered Marco. 
 
     “Smart and beautiful,” said Abe, giving him a wink. 
 
    Peyton rubbed her eyes with her fists. “Doesn’t it seem like there are an awful lot of coincidences in these deaths?” 
 
    “Genetic weakness,” said Abe with a shrug. 
 
    Peyton lowered her hands. “Genetic weakness? Was Annabelle Harper related to Blake somehow?” 
 
    “Likely not.” 
 
    “Then how genetic weakness?” 
 
    “Playing the devil’s advocate.” 
 
    Peyton gave him a severe look. “My dad always said there are no coincidences.” 
 
    “A lot of dads say that,” remarked Marco. “Especially when you try to explain why the car has a new dent after you’ve driven it.” 
 
    Abe held out his hands, palms up, then he rose to his feet and leaned on the desk, his dreads swinging forward. “Want to know something else interesting?” 
 
    Peyton met his mischievous look. “I’m thinking I really do.” 
 
    “Oh, you really, really do. Guess who was Annabelle Harper’s attending nurse?” 
 
    Peyton leaned back in her chair. “I’ll bet I don’t have to guess.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you don’t either.” He rose to his full height and gave Marco a lurid stare, then walked away, waving over his shoulder at them. 
 
    Peyton swiveled toward her partner, but just as she was going to speak, her phone rang. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake stepped over the legs of a homeless man, stretched out on the sidewalk, and entered the bar on 7th Street. It was close to a BART station and multiple light rail stops. The place was crowded and the pounding bass vibrated in his head. A number of scantily clad bodies writhed and bumped against each other on the dance floor. 
 
    He pushed through the gyrating couples and approached the bar. A mirror over the counter allowed him to see back to the door. He settled on a stool and pulled the backpack around in front of him. A trio of young college age girls sat next to him, leaning close and laughing at the people dancing. The one next to him was a bottle blond with a skirt that barely covered her ass and a camisole that showed off an impressive display of cleavage. 
 
    The bartender came over and placed a napkin in front of Jake. He wore a silk collared shirt that was unbuttoned down to his navel. Tattoos lined his arms like sleeves. He had spiky blond hair and multiple piercings all over his face. 
 
    Jake sighed, looking at him. Somehow time had passed him by. He wasn’t a lot older than the bartender, but he felt it. 
 
    “What can I get ya?” 
 
    “Beer,” said Jake, reaching for his wallet. 
 
    “Draft.” 
 
    Jake eyed the glasses on either side of him as the pulsing red and yellow lights strobed in the mirror behind the bar. “Bottle. Whatever’s cold.” 
 
    The bartender nodded and walked down the counter. Jake swiveled on his stool and watched the dancers for a moment, then he tried to hear what the girls next to him were saying. He didn’t feel like talking, but he couldn’t believe how isolated he was feeling. 
 
    He’d never been much for bars, but tonight he needed people around him. He was becoming afraid of his own thoughts. The few hours of sleep he’d snatched didn’t help. His dreams were so frantic and alarming, he hated to succumb to them. 
 
    The bartender plunked the beer down in front of him and Jake reached for his wallet. The money inside was going rapidly. He couldn’t afford to pay for another motel, even one as bad as last night’s, so he was hoping he could steal a few hours of sleep, riding around on BART tonight before anyone noticed. 
 
    He paid for the beer and lifted it, taking a long drink. It tasted so good, he closed his eyes and savored it. Turning back to the bar, he fingered a gouge in the wood and tried to decide what he should do next. He needed to get Goldman’s file to Peyton. He wasn’t sure how Blake’s will worked in the greater scheme of things, but she might. She wasn’t operating on little sleep, scraps of food, and paranoia the way he was. She might be better able to see the whole picture, something that was eluding him. 
 
    He took another swallow of beer, momentarily distracted by the opening of the door. He watched the latest group arrive, five young men with baggy pants and hooded sweatshirts. They immediately moved toward the stairs that Jake assumed led to a basement dance floor. He dismissed them and drank his beer. 
 
    Next to him, the blond reached into her purse for her phone. It was fluorescent pink with a large screen that flashed with a text message. She spent a few seconds typing into the phone and giggling with her friends. They all shot him a look, rolled their eyes, and huddled together to snicker. Jake looked away, finishing off his beer. 
 
    The bartender moved over to him. “Want another?” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “No thanks.” 
 
    With a shrug, he shifted to the next customer. 
 
    A man and two women took the seats on Jake’s right. It was so crowded at the bar that the man’s shoulder bumped into Jake. Jake moved his stool closer to the blond girl. She gave him an arch look and went back to tapping into her phone. 
 
    Jake ran a hand over his face and came to the conclusion that this was a bad idea. The people in this bar were out for a good time tonight. They were engaged in frivolities, while he was fighting for his life. He didn’t belong here. The door opened and he looked up again, watching a couple stumble through, groping each other. Beside him the blond set her phone down on the bar. 
 
    Jake’s attention snapped to it as the girl turned her back and started pointing out people on the dance floor to her two friends. Jake leaned forward and marked where the bartender was. He’d moved to the end of the counter to blend some drinks. The trio on his right were huddled close, trying to have a conversation over the pounding of the bass. 
 
    Jake pushed his stool back. Casually, he laid his hand over the phone and rose, leaning on the bar as he did so. Curling his fingers around the boxy device, he slid it into his pocket and stepped away from the bar. He felt as if all eyes were watching him as he crossed the dance floor and headed toward the door, but no one even marked his passage. 
 
    He weaved between the people and pressed the lever in the door, shoving it open. Then he was outside in the fog and the night, stepping over the same homeless man as he made his way to the Civic Center BART Station. 
 
    Once he had the station in sight, he stopped and reached into his back pocket for Peyton’s number. He prayed the girl didn’t have a security code on the phone, or if she did, she hadn’t activated it. He pressed his thumb to the screen and the phone flashed neon across his face. He released his held breath and quickly punched Peyton’s number into it. 
 
    It rang twice before she picked up. “Brooks?” 
 
    “Mighty Mouse, listen. I don’t have much time.” 
 
    “Jake, where the hell are you?” Her voice got distant, then came back louder. “What the hell number are you calling from?” 
 
    Jake held the pink phone out and shook his head. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. Listen. I have something I need to give you. It’s really important.” 
 
    “Fine. Let me come pick you up.” 
 
    “No, I need to think this through. I need to get some sleep. I’m not dealing with you or any other cops until I have some time to think.” 
 
    “I can get you a bed, Jake, a full meal. Come in. It’s really important. You can’t keep running like this.” 
 
    “Look,” he snapped, surprised by his own anger, “I’m really on edge. I can’t deal with you tonight. I’m not going to walk into a trap because I haven’t thought this through. This is my life on the line, so we’re doing this my way. Got that.” 
 
    “Okay. What exactly does that mean?” 
 
    “I have some really important information for you and I want to give it to you, but you’re not taking me in. I’ll meet you tomorrow at 6:00AM, before rush hour and everything. I’ll give you this information, then I’m walking away. You’ve got to come by yourself or I leave.” 
 
    “They won’t let me come by myself, Jake. You know that. This isn’t the movies.” 
 
    “You come by yourself or forget it. Look, Peyton, I think I’ve got something pretty big, but I just can’t figure out how it all fits together. I really need you to look at this, but I don’t trust you. You’ve got to agree just to meet me by yourself. You know I won’t hurt you. I know you know that.” 
 
    Peyton was quiet on the other end of the line. Jake watched a couple dressed in black formal wear hurry toward the BART station. He almost forgot what he was doing as he watched them, he was so damn tired. 
 
    “Peyton, look, I don’t have to meet you. I can just have someone deliver Blake’s will, but I want to talk to you. I want to know what you’ve found out. An equal trade. Information for information. Please.” 
 
    “Blake’s will?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s not like any will I’ve ever seen. Look, I’m exhausted, so maybe I’m misreading things, but I really think this is important.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Where?” repeated Jake. 
 
    “Where do you want to meet?” 
 
    “The grocery store on La Playa.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t immediately answer. “That’s pretty remote, Jake,” she finally said. 
 
    “That’s the idea. I’ll be able to see if you come alone. The minute I see Adonis, Peyton, I’m gone.” 
 
    “You’re asking a lot. This information you have had better be worth it, Ryder.” Here was the forceful police officer, commanding obedience. Jake marveled at how quickly she could change personalities. 
 
    “I think it is, but like I said, I can’t piece together the whole picture yet. That’s why I want the information you have. I know you have the missing parts I need.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll be there at 6:00AM.” 
 
    “By yourself?” 
 
    “By myself, but I promise you this, Jake Ryder, you try anything and I’ll shoot your ass. You’ve been a bucket of trouble for me and I’m fed up, Jake. You’ll be lucky if I don’t shoot you on principle.” 
 
    Jake gave a grim laugh. “I’d tell you I feel the same about you, but I don’t want to add threatening a police officer to my list of crimes. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    He disconnected the call before she could respond, then crossed the street. Bending down, he dropped the phone into a homeless woman’s lap and walked into the BART station. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Marco stopped the Charger two blocks down the street from the market on La Playa. He put the car in park and shifted to face Peyton. She ignored him as she adjusted the straps on her flak jacket and fixed her radio. She knew what he was going to say. He’d been saying it since they left the precinct. 
 
    “Brooks?” 
 
    “I know, Marco, I know. If he tries anything, shoot him.” 
 
    Marco let out his breath in exasperation. “That’s not what I was going to say. I was going to say that we’ll be surrounding the back of that store. Take your time walking down there, so we can get into position.” 
 
    “Got it.” She loosened her gun in her holster. She didn’t like wearing it around her waist, but with the flak jacket, she couldn’t use her shoulder strap. She was still quick with the waist holster though, besides the fact that she was fairly certain Jake wasn’t armed. 
 
    “Brooks?” said Marco again, leaning closer to her. 
 
    She looked up at the tone in his voice. 
 
    “Be careful.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Now you’re scaring me. He’s not dangerous, D’Angelo.” 
 
    “He’s cornered and exhausted. He’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Then I’ll shoot him.” 
 
    Marco gave her a smile. “You do that.” 
 
    She smiled back and climbed out of the Charger. The sun was just peaking over the edge of the city as she started walking toward the market. She did as Marco asked and took it easy, giving him and the rest of their backup time to get into position. 
 
    Defino had agreed to the plan only if there was sufficient fire power in place. Peyton didn’t think they needed it. She suspected Jake was ready to come in and he’d just surrender once she got there, but you never knew. Marco was right. The man was tired, hungry, and desperate. Still, they couldn’t pass up this opportunity. She wanted to bring Jake in before he got hurt and with an APB out on him, the odds of him getting shot by some yahoo rookie went up. 
 
    She could see the market up ahead. Only three cars occupied spaces in the parking lot and the neon lights were on across the front of the building, but she didn’t see Jake. She rested her hand on the butt of her gun and scanned the area. 
 
    He’d told her he had Blake’s will. How he got it, she wasn’t sure, but she did want to see what it said. She thought she had a fairly detailed picture of what had happened, but there were too many holes still. She wished he’d turn over Zoë’s journal. She’d been kicking herself about that one. How had they missed the journal? Hopefully, he’d have it on him when she arrested him, but she was afraid he might have stashed it somewhere. 
 
    She turned into the driveway of the market and began crossing the parking lot. She still couldn’t see Jake, but she marked a few more cars parked along the side of the building. At the end of the parking lot farthest from her was a little A-frame building, sporting a sign saying French Roast Coffee. A drive-thru lane wrapped around the back of it and another two cars were parked in front of it. 
 
    She scanned the front of the market, then moved toward the coffee stand. As she did so, a figure stepped out from under the eaves and moved toward her. Peyton could feel her heart pick up pace as he came to a halt a half-dozen yards away. 
 
    “You came?” 
 
    He had a scraggly beard and his hair was mussed. His jeans and jacket were dirt stained, and dark circles bruised the skin beneath his eyes. He had a backpack slung over one shoulder and he held a folder in one hand. The other hand was empty, held loose by his side. She could see his wedding ring in the circle of light from the parking lot lamps. 
 
    “You look like shit.” 
 
    “Yeah, sleeping on BART’ll do that to a person.” 
 
    “I can get you a meal, a shower, and clean clothes. I can also get you a bed.” 
 
    “And a wall of metal bars to complement it. No thank you.” 
 
    Her fingers drummed on the butt of the gun. “Jake, you’re gonna get hurt if you stay out here. Come in and we’ll get this thing cleared up.” 
 
    He held out the folder. With his other hand, he wiped at a smudge on his right cheek. “This has Blake’s will inside. I’ve never seen anything like it, but I think it explains why Zoë is dead.” 
 
    She didn’t move to take it. She wanted him to come closer. With her shorter legs, she wasn’t sure she could outrun him if he bolted and she didn’t really want to shoot him. “Okay, I’ll read it. In fact, come in and we’ll read it together.” 
 
    He gave a bark of bitter laughter. “You really must think I’m stupid. I already told you, I’m not turning myself in.” 
 
    He set the folder on the ground at his feet and took a step back. “The lawyer is dead, you know.” 
 
    Peyton frowned at the change in subject. “The lawyer?” 
 
    “Neal Goldman. Blake Harper’s lawyer. He’s dead.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “Dead? How?” 
 
    “He was hit by a car about a week ago. Hit and run. Driver never even tried to brake.” 
 
    Peyton’s eyes fell to the folder. What the hell was going on? The body count was piling up. “Jake, I need Zoë’s journal. It’s evidence.” 
 
    “It’s not evidence. It’s mine. It’s her personal thoughts, the last things I have from her. I’m not giving you that.” 
 
    “Jake, please. This is ridiculous. You’re going to get yourself killed. There’s an APB out on you now and eventually you’re going to run into a cop who will shoot first. I don’t want it to end like that.” 
 
    “I know what’s going on, Peyton. They just want this case ended, put away. It doesn’t matter what really happened. Your captain just wants Claire Harper off her back.” He gave a grimace of disgust. “You think I don’t know the influence that woman has. You think I don’t know the power she wields. I’m not going to be a pawn or a sacrifice.” 
 
    When he took another step back, Peyton knew he wasn’t going to be persuaded by her caring, rational routine. Her eyes narrowed on him and she straightened her shoulders. “You can’t possibly believe I’m going to let you leave.” She curled her fingers around the gun grip. “And you don’t really believe I’m here alone, do you?” 
 
    He gave a frantic look around the parking lot, but it appeared to be just the two of them. The sun rose over the top of the buildings and slashed across his face, highlighting the hollows of his cheeks and the dark circles under his eyes. She knew he was exhausted and not thinking right. She didn’t want him to do something stupid. 
 
    “I told you to come alone.” He took another step back toward the two cars. He had shifted to a half crouch, his hands out to either side. Just by the posture of his body, she knew he was about to bolt. 
 
    She let out a frustrated breath and then made a decision, whipping the gun out of its holster and leveling it on him. He went still, staring down the barrel of it. She could see the whites of his eyes clear around the iris. “Don’t make me do this, Jake. Don’t make me shoot you,” she warned. 
 
    He held his hands out, palms facing her, showing her they were empty. She gnawed on her lower lip, but her hand never wavered. 
 
    “I don’t have a choice, Peyton. I didn’t kill her. You know I didn’t.” 
 
    She went back to pleading. He never seemed to respond to her intimidating cop routine. “Come back with me, Jake. There’s a lot we need to go over.” 
 
    He shook his head, his chest heaving. “You think I did it. You think I wanted her dead.” 
 
    “Look, we can talk about this. We can sit down, grab some coffee, and talk this out. I don’t want to shoot you, Jake, but I can’t let you go.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and opened them again. “I don’t have any other choice, Peyton. I’m not letting you take me back. I can’t do anything in there.” He lifted his hands to his shoulders as if he might surrender. Peyton dared to hope. “Listen, I know you don’t believe I did it. I know it. Help me. Help me find out the truth, Peyton.” 
 
    She had to bring him in for his own safety until they could finish this thing. Knowing Blake’s lawyer was dead only solidified this need. Jake was in real danger. “I know the truth. It’s the same truth that’s been there all along, Jake.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill her, Peyton. I loved her.” 
 
    “Love makes people do real stupid things sometimes, Jake.” 
 
    “Not that. Not that way. Please, Peyton, I know you believe me. Maybe you have doubt, but some part of you knows I’m telling the truth.” 
 
    “Then give me a show of good faith. Come with me, Jake.” 
 
    He moved closer to her. She wasn’t sure why, but instinctively she tightened her finger on the trigger. Forcing herself to exhale, she eased her grip, but he caught her initial motion and came to an abrupt halt. 
 
    “Peyton, I can’t go back with you. I can’t let you take me in. I’ll be no good in there.” 
 
    “If you let me take you back, I promise to continue the investigation. I promise to keep looking.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You might promise, but it means nothing. They’ll move you to another case. This one will be closed, finished. All they want is a body to blame. They don’t care about the truth, but I thought you were different. I thought you really cared.” 
 
    “I do care. I don’t want to shoot you. Please, please don’t make me. I promise I’ll stay on the case, even if I have to work it on my off-hours.” The longer this went on, the greater the risk that something bad might happen. Marco was only going to wait so long, and Jake couldn’t keep up this standoff without taking some sort of action. 
 
    His face twisted into such misery, such desperation. “They just want a body. It doesn’t matter whose. If you bring me in, they’ll have what they want and the truth won’t matter.” He glanced around the parking lot.  
 
    “Don’t run, Jake. I will shoot you. I won’t have any choice.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill anyone, Peyton. Why won’t you believe me?” he shouted at her. 
 
    She wanted to reassure him, but she had to bring him in. She had no other choice. Defino demanded it and so did his safety. “The evidence is pretty substantial, Jake.” 
 
    “What evidence? You have nothing. You know the case is riddled with holes.” 
 
    “Jake, please. Come back with me and we’ll talk about it.” 
 
    He slid his foot back a half step. She steadied the gun with her free hand. 
 
    “I can’t. I’m sorry. I have to find out the truth. I have to know. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Jake, don’t…” she warned, moving forward with him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he mouthed. 
 
    “Jake, please…” 
 
    He hesitated. His chest was heaving. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Oh, God, please don’t do this, Jake, she prayed, but she held the gun steady. She knew he was trying to get between the cars and complicate any shot she had, but he didn’t understand how accurate she was. 
 
    “Jake!” she shouted, moving another step closer as he retreated a pace. “Jake, don’t!” 
 
    He lowered his arms. 
 
    “Jake!” 
 
    He took another step. 
 
    “Jake! I will shoot!” She stepped to the left, trying to cut him off. “Jake!” Please, please don’t. 
 
    He gave her a wounded, anguished look and then started to turn. 
 
    Peyton squeezed the trigger. The bullet whistled from the barrel and the gun recoiled in her hands. Not a foot from him, the tire on one of the cars began to whistle as the air escaped in a rush. Jake ducked, covering his head with his hands. 
 
    “The next one goes in your knee, Ryder!” she said angrily. Damn him to hell if he made her shoot him. 
 
    “You shot at me,” he said, staring at her incredulously. 
 
    She could hear running feet behind her and knew the cavalry was coming. “Get on your knees and put your hands behind your head!” she shouted. 
 
    “You shot at me!” he repeated, staring at the now flat tire. 
 
    “Get on your knees!” she shouted, moving closer to him, the gun leveled at his head. 
 
    He glanced at her, then slowly lowered himself, placing his hands behind his head. A uniformed cop sprinted past her and knocked him onto his belly, straddling him as he reached for his cuffs. Peyton lowered the gun, releasing her held breath. Suddenly Marco was beside her. 
 
    “You okay?” he said, gripping her shoulder. 
 
    As she put her gun into her holster, she realized her hand was shaking. “Yeah.” 
 
    “You sure?” He turned her, so she had to look up at him. 
 
    “Yeah.” She pushed a strand of hair from her cheek. “I hate that.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Defino is gonna love this,” she said, pointing at the car. 
 
    “Better that than a body, I’m thinking.” 
 
    She reached for a business card in her pocket and sidestepped Jake, placing it on the car’s windshield below the wiper, then she turned and leaned over Jake. “I promise you I won’t stop working this case.” 
 
    He didn’t answer, but slowly, he closed his eyes. Two uniformed officers pulled him to his feet and began walking him toward the market where their patrol cars waited. Peyton watched them go, then she shifted her attention to Marco. 
 
    He’d retrieved the folder Jake had dropped on the asphalt and he was reading the will. She moved toward him, still feeling shaky and unnerved. She hated firing her gun. She hated pointing a weapon at a living person and she dreaded the day she’d be forced to take a life. 
 
    Her father had always told her that every cop feared that, but knew it was inevitable. One day she would draw her gun and shoot. That was the job, that was the responsibility, and that was the burden. She leaned against Marco’s arm and drew a deep breath. 
 
    “Anything good?” she said, looking up at him. 
 
    He met her gaze and gave her a tight smile. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” He held up two papers. One read Divorce Application and the other read Last Will and Testament. 
 
    Peyton narrowed her eyes. “Now isn’t that interesting.” 
 
    Marco gave her a nod. “And just wait until you read it.” 
 
    Peyton shifted and looked in the direction Jake disappeared. She replayed something he said over in her mind. “Marco?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Where are Cho and Simons?” 
 
    “I’ll call and find out. Why?” 
 
    “I think our cases are connected.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    “A car, Brooks, you shot a car?” said Smith as they entered the precinct. “Did it resist arrest?” 
 
    The rookie, Bartlet, smirked, but when Peyton glared at him, he dropped his eyes. 
 
    “I shot a tire. Maybe you’d like me to shoot something round and spongy on you,” she said, going toe to toe with him. 
 
    Marco made a chuckling sound. “That would certainly deflate him.” 
 
    Smith gave them a condescending laugh in return. “Very funny.” 
 
    “Brooks!” 
 
    Peyton closed her eyes briefly, then turned around. “Captain?” 
 
    Defino stopped before her and looked her up and down. “You okay?” 
 
    Peyton felt her shoulders lower. “Yeah. Thank you. Is Ryder in booking?” 
 
    “No, we processed him and he’s cooling his heels in an interrogation room. We got him some food.” 
 
    “Good.” She glanced over her shoulder. “We were just going to talk to Simons and Cho.” 
 
    “I want to hear this,” Defino said and led the way across the squad room. 
 
    Simons and Cho’s desks occupied a corner of the squad room near the stairwell. As Defino approached, both Simons and Cho rose and moved to meet her. Bill Simons was a bear of a man with huge blunt fingers and a barrel-chest. His hair was thinning, wisps of light brown combed back from his brow, showing the pink of his scalp. Nathan Cho was small and quick with a head of thick black hair and a round, open face. 
 
    “Brooks and D’Angelo might have something for you,” offered Defino. 
 
    “We’ll take anything we can get,” said Simons. His voice rumbled from deep in his chest. 
 
    “I need to ask you some questions first,” said Peyton. “Mind if we sit.” She motioned to the chairs. Simons grabbed one and swung it around for her. Peyton sank into it. She was still a little shaken from the confrontation, she realized. Marco offered a chair to the captain and grabbed one himself, straddling the back of it. Simons slumped into his desk chair and Cho perched on the edge of his desk, clasping his hands on his bent knee. 
 
    “What’s up?” said Cho, pointing his chin at Peyton. 
 
    “Your lawyer? What was his name?” 
 
    “Neal Goldman,” answered Simons without hesitation. 
 
    Peyton shared a look with Marco. “He get run over by a car?” 
 
    “That’s the one.” 
 
    “Can you tell me what you’ve got so far?” 
 
    Simons leaned forward with a grunt and grabbed a folder, opening it. He picked up a sheet of paper and glanced over it quickly. “He was hit around 8:00PM on March 29th, while walking near Washington. Killed him on impact. Knocked the poor bastard out of his shoes.” 
 
    “No skid marks,” said Cho. “Didn’t even try to brake. Hit him and never slowed down.” 
 
    Peyton blew out air. “Any suspects?” 
 
    “No. Found the car at Seal Rock with the imprint of the body on the front bumper and a shattered windshield. Dusted for fingerprints. Found some hairs and sent them to the lab for DNA testing, but you know how long that takes,” said Simons. 
 
    “License plates?” asked Marco. 
 
    “Yeah,” answered Cho. “We ran them. The car was reported stolen at 6:00PM that same day.” 
 
    “What kind of a car?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “Benz. Latest model. The family said they’d only had it a few months.” 
 
    “Who did it belong to?” 
 
    Simons picked up his notes and read them. “Young. Registered to Henry A. Young.” 
 
    “You said you dusted for fingerprints?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Get anything?” 
 
    “Matched both Youngs, husband and wife,” answered Simons. “No others.” 
 
    Peyton chewed on her lip, thinking. 
 
    “Where do these Youngs live?” asked Marco. 
 
    Simons studied the paper, then lowered it. “Pacific Heights.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Peyton climbed the stairs and studied the double doors for a moment. Reaching up, she shifted her gun in its holster and touched the link on her radio. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and exhaled. In and out, centering herself. 
 
    Opening her eyes again, she lifted her hand and knocked, twice, loudly. She resisted the impulse to touch the radio again and rocked on her booted heels. She could hear movement behind the door, then the door was pulled open and Brandon Dixon loomed in the entrance. 
 
    She gave him a grim smile. “We seem to meet here a lot,” she said. 
 
    He frowned at her. “Officer Brooks, right?” 
 
    “Right. Mind if I come in?” 
 
    Claire appeared in the entrance behind him. It was 8:00PM and she wore heels, a linen skirt, and a silk blouse. Her red lipstick was a slash of color across her face. “Tell me you have that murderer in custody, Officer Brooks.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m here for.” She moved closer to Brandon as if she would step inside the house, but he didn’t back away. “Do you mind if I come in, Mrs. Harper?” 
 
    Claire nodded at Brandon and he backed up a few steps. As Peyton entered the house, she saw Juanita watching from the hallway. She gave her a smile, but the maid didn’t acknowledge her gesture. 
 
    Claire clasped her hands before her. “Do you have Jake in custody, Officer Brooks?” 
 
    Peyton glanced around the entry, marking the coats on the rack and the green Coach handbag. She turned back to Claire. “Actually, it’s Inspector Brooks, Mrs. Harper. And yes, we have Jake in custody.” 
 
    Claire pressed a hand to her heart and exhaled. “Thank goodness.” 
 
    Brandon, however, didn’t seem relaxed. He loomed beside Peyton, staring down at her. 
 
    “Well, thank you for coming out here personally. I appreciate it, Inspector Brooks.” Claire tipped her head back and looked down her perfect nose. “And I accept your apology for the way you treated me the last time you were here.” 
 
    “Apology?” Peyton smiled, slowly. “Certainly. However, I do have a few last questions.” 
 
    “Questions? You said you had Jake in custody.” 
 
    “We do, but I’m certain you’d like us to get a conviction, Mrs. Harper, right?” 
 
    “Of course. He murdered my daughter.” 
 
    “Right.” Peyton kept her smile in place. “Do you mind?” She pointed to the parlor. “It’s been a long day and I’m tired.” 
 
    Claire glanced toward the parlor, then shrugged and moved toward the doorway. “I’ll do everything I can to end this miserable experience.” 
 
    She led them into the room. Brandon didn’t take a seat, but stood leaning against the wooden door jam. Peyton took the same seat she had on her last visit, her back to the windows. As she settled on the striped cushion, she adjusted her gun in the holster. 
 
    Claire perched on the edge, her back ramrod straight. She is the very definition of what people mean by a stick up your wahoo, thought Peyton. 
 
    “Can we get this over with, Officer Brooks? I have funeral arrangements to finish now that this is settled.” 
 
    “Inspector Brooks,” Peyton repeated. 
 
    “Inspector,” said Claire, fighting for patience. She drew a breath, then forced a tight smile. “Can I offer you something to drink? Coffee, tea, soda?” 
 
    Peyton’s smile returned. “Oh, I won’t be drinking anything, Mrs. Harper. Thank you.” 
 
    “So what do you need to know?” 
 
    Peyton shifted her attention to Brandon. “Why don’t you take a seat?” 
 
    He glanced at Claire, then his eyes moved back to Peyton. “I’d prefer to stand.” 
 
    “Of course.” Peyton turned her gaze on Claire. “Did you know Zoë had a journal, Mrs. Harper?” 
 
    “A journal? No, I didn’t. Did she mention the problems in her marriage? Did she say she was afraid of Jake?” 
 
    “Actually, no, she talked about how much she loved him. How dedicated he was as a husband. She did mention you and…” Peyton’s eyes snapped to Brandon. “Her ex-boyfriend.” 
 
    Claire gripped the arms of the chair. “I want that journal, Officer Brooks. It is the last words of my daughter, and it’s private. It belongs to me.” 
 
    “It’s evidence now, Mrs. Harper, so that isn’t possible.” 
 
    “I will call Captain Defino, Officer Brooks. You should be aware of that.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll be calling her, Mrs. Harper. You see, my dad was a cop…” 
 
    “What the hell does that have to do with anything?” snapped Claire, her polished façade slipping. 
 
    Peyton smiled. “He always said a case was like a stool, built on three legs. The first is your suspect, the second your evidence, and the third your motive.” She clasped her hands together and leaned forward. “I’ve had the devil’s own time figuring out the motive, Mrs. Harper, but nothing’s worked out. Until we found Zoë’s journal, or rather, Jake found it.” 
 
    Claire slowly licked her upper lip, but she didn’t speak. Brandon was no longer leaning against the door jam. 
 
    “You aren’t Zoë’s mother, Mrs. Harper. That was our first break.” 
 
    “I raised Zoë from the time she was an infant. I am her mother in every other way.” 
 
    “You and Dr. Harper worked in the same hospital, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Were you having an affair?” 
 
    “No. He and Annabelle had just married a few years before, but when she died, he was so lost. You know men and babies. He had no idea what to do. I helped him get back on his feet, and I took care of Zoë. We fell in love.” 
 
    “Then what happened? Why did he have divorce papers drawn up?” 
 
    Claire closed her eyes and looked away. “All these years I’ve supported him, attended political events, served on the boards of two hospitals, hosted parties, and raised his child.” She looked back. “Men and their mid-life crises.” 
 
    “What was her name?” 
 
    Claire’s eyes grew cold. “Ashley. Nursing student. Twenty-one years old. She was younger than his daughter. Isn’t that sick, Officer Brooks? Younger than his daughter.” 
 
    Peyton turned her attention to Brandon. “Not only did he draw up divorce papers, but he cut you out of his will. Was he getting suspicious about Annabelle?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Peyton glanced at her. “You don’t know what I’m talking about? You mean the will or Annabelle?” 
 
    “I know about the will.” 
 
    Peyton nodded slowly. “I couldn’t understand why you wouldn’t pull the plug. It seemed so heartless to keep him alive, but you had to have him alive, didn’t you? If he died, you wouldn’t get any of his money, his house.” She motioned around the room. From the corner of her eyes, she could see Brandon edging toward the door. She focused on him again. “Ironically, Zoë would have been safe, if it wasn’t for Brandon.” 
 
    Claire frowned and glanced at him as well. “He has nothing to do with this.” 
 
    “Really? Did you know Zoë felt that he raped her? She came here to get answers from you and he was waiting for her. He gave her a drink and she passed out. When she woke up, she was in bed with him. She had absolutely no memory of what happened.” 
 
    Claire swallowed convulsively, but didn’t speak. 
 
    Peyton looked up at Brandon. “Did you know Zoë was carrying your child? She died with your baby in her belly.” 
 
    Brandon’s chest heaved and he looked at Claire frantically, but she wouldn’t meet his gaze. 
 
    “Such a shame because that was the trick of Blake’s will. He didn’t leave the money to Zoë, he left it to her future children. If you hadn’t gotten her pregnant, she’d still be alive. And if you had protected her, you’d potentially have access to the Harpers’ substantial holdings.” 
 
    “Claire?” he begged. 
 
    Still she wouldn’t look at him, but slowly she closed her eyes. 
 
    Brandon’s jaw worked. “Claire, you promised me…” 
 
    “What did she promise?” asked Peyton. 
 
    He gave her a frantic look, then turned his eyes on Claire. Peyton could see the confusion and fear on his face. “Claire, you promised it would be all right.” 
 
    Peyton glanced at Claire, but she still had her eyes closed, her hands clawed around the chair. 
 
    “Claire!” he shouted, taking a step toward her. 
 
    Peyton reached for her gun and his eyes shifted to it. She could see his pupils were dilated and his breathing was erratic. 
 
    Claire opened her eyes and looked at Peyton. “Are you suggesting Brandon killed my daughter?” 
 
    Brandon’s mouth worked again, but no sound came out. He stared at the back of Claire’s head, then looked down at Peyton’s gun. Finally he bolted, running toward the back of the house. 
 
    Claire jumped to her feet and turned toward the door. “Brandon!”  
 
    Calmly Peyton rose and pressed the button on the radio, speaking into her shoulder. “You have incoming,” she said. 
 
    Static crackled on the line, then Marco’s voice answered, “On it.” 
 
    Claire took a step toward the hallway. “Brandon!” 
 
    “Sit down, Mrs. Harper!” said Peyton in her most forceful tone. 
 
    Claire blinked at her in disbelief, but didn’t move. 
 
    “I said, sit the hell down!” 
 
    Claire sank into her seat, gripping the arms of her chair again. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton’s voice crackled across the radio. “You have incoming.” 
 
    Marco nodded at Cho and motioned toward the house rising across the yard, then he pressed his radio button. “On it,” he said, reaching for his gun. 
 
    He pulled it out of its holster and moved away from the redwood tree standing at the back of the yard. He heard the French door slam open as he angled around the pool for a better shot. Cho, Simons and Smith fanned out to the right of him, blocking all access to the sides and back of the yard. Marco knew at least that many officers lined the front yard as well. 
 
    Brandon bolted from the house. Marco could see the other officers leveling their guns from the corner of his eye and he did the same, bracing it with his free hand. 
 
    “Halt!” he shouted. 
 
    Brandon skidded on the travertine tiles and immediately threw his hands in the air. “Don’t shoot!” 
 
    Marco and the other officers closed in on him. When Cho was close enough, he holstered his gun and grabbed Brandon’s left arm, shoving him to his knees, while he reached for his cuffs. 
 
    Marco holstered his own gun. “Coming out to do some gardening?” he asked. 
 
    Brandon looked up at him, his eyes wide and circled in white. “I want a deal.” 
 
    Marco shared a look with Simons. “Deal?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you everything, but I want a deal.” 
 
    Marco and the other officers laughed. 
 
    “We haven’t even read you your rights, scumbag,” said Cho. 
 
    “I don’t care. I want a deal. And a lawyer. I want a lawyer.” 
 
    Marco leaned closer to him. “You’re gonna need a lawyer, ass-wipe.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton took her seat again, watching Claire closely. “It must have felt like such a betrayal when Brandon slept with Zoë.” 
 
    Claire glanced up at her. Peyton could see the lines in her face as her make-up cracked. 
 
    “First your husband had an affair, then your boy-toy. You must have wanted to kill both of them when you found out.” 
 
    “I raised Zoë from the time she was a baby. I loved her like my own.” 
 
    “Until she stood between you and the life you’d stolen for yourself. I mean, let’s be real, Claire. You worked for this. You fought for your doctor and you got him. Then you raised his kid, advanced his career, and played dutiful wife for nearly 30 years. How does everyone repay you?” 
 
    “I don’t know where you’re going with this, Officer Brooks. Zoë’s journal is hearsay without her testimony to back it up and I am a very well respected member of this community. Besides, you already have her murderer in custody.” 
 
    Peyton leaned forward. “All those years and he asks for a divorce. You committed murder to get him. You killed Annabelle in the very hospital where he worked. Then you took care of his newborn baby when he was too weak to do so himself. You raised her as your own and when she was out on her own, he has an affair on you with a twenty-one year old. As you said, she was younger than his daughter. To get even, you begin your own affair. Zoë wouldn’t care. She’d dropped Brandon for Jake, so you weren’t hurting anyone there and Brandon was willing. Why the hell not? He knew of Blake’s vast estate.” 
 
    “Brandon is wealthy himself.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “No, Brandon’s parents are wealthy, but because Brandon is a slacker, they cut him off, trying to force him to do something with his life. They also weren’t too thrilled with him having an affair with a woman old enough to be his mother.” Peyton gave Claire a grimace. “See, it cuts both ways, Claire.” 
 
    “You forget yourself, Officer Brooks.” 
 
    “It’s Inspector,” Peyton said with asperity. “But back to my story. It’s just getting good, isn’t it? Somehow you find out about the will.” 
 
    “A woman knows what her husband is doing.” 
 
    “Of course. So you find out that Blake has cut you from the will, but surprise, surprise, he hasn’t left the money to Zoë. Here’s where I’m a little fuzzy, so feel free to fill in the details. California is a community property state. You would have had legal right to half of his holdings no matter what his will said.” 
 
    “He made me sign off on the will. He forced me to give up my rights.” 
 
    Peyton gave her a bewildered look. “Did he suspect your involvement with Annabelle’s death? Did he threaten to go to the police with his suspicion? Is that why you had to poison him, Claire? I’m just uncertain why he left the money to her future children. I can only speculate he was trying to protect Zoë until he could get you out of their lives.” 
 
    “Speculate is right. This is quite the fantasy you’ve concocted. I feel the need to inform you that I will demand your badge for this stunt.” 
 
    “So, once you learned of the will, you had to get rid of Blake. But you couldn’t let him die. That must have been tricky, wasn’t it? How did you know the dose that would destroy his mind, but not kill him?” Peyton tapped a finger against her chin. “Oh, that’s right. You’re a registered nurse, aren’t you, Claire?” 
 
    “You are bordering on disrespect now, Officer Brooks.” 
 
    “When the doctor wanted to take him off life support, you played the grieving wife who couldn’t face the loss of her husband, but damned if Zoë didn’t start questioning you. That had to feel like betrayal. How could she question your decisions? You raised her.” 
 
    Claire looked away. 
 
    “Still, you could hold her off by playing into her guilt over her father. And the tension it caused in her marriage only helped the situation. Until Brandon raped her and she got pregnant. Now Blake’s will had to loom large in your mind, a constant reminder of all that you would lose. I’m sure it was hard to kill the child you raised from a baby, but she betrayed you first with her ex-boyfriend and then by keeping the baby. Zoë had to die.” 
 
    Claire’s eyes whipped back to Peyton’s face. “Enough. I don’t have to listen to this.” 
 
    “Neal Goldman was collateral damage, I suspect. It was a rather desperate move, but you had to stall people looking into that will, especially with Blake failing as quickly as he was. I’m guessing Brandon did that one. It’s a little too personal, a little too dirty. You operate more sneakily, don’t you, Claire? You don’t really like to get your hands dirty.” 
 
    Claire met Peyton’s look with cold ferocity. “Not only will I have your badge, Officer Brooks, but I will drive you out of this city. There will be no where you can go. No one who will serve you, no one who will accept your business. I will destroy you.” 
 
    Peyton slowly clapped her hands. “That was brilliant, Claire. A truly bitch-on-wheels performance.” 
 
    Claire’s eyes bulged. “You have nothing. You have no evidence. You have no murder weapon. You have no proof.” 
 
    At that moment, Peyton heard the front door open and she glanced over her shoulder to see Cho and Simons appear in the parlor entrance. “Inspector Cho?” she said, “Would you bring me Mrs. Harper’s lovely green handbag? It’s hanging on the coat rack in the entrance.” 
 
    He disappeared and Claire sat forward. “You have no right to touch my personal belongings!” 
 
    “You’re right,” said Peyton, “which is why we got a warrant for everything in this house.” 
 
    Cho entered the room and handed Peyton the bag. Behind him Simons and Marco loomed in the doorway. 
 
    “You know the funny thing about women,” said Peyton, opening the clasp on the bag. 
 
    Claire’s back was ramrod straight, her hands clasped in her lap. Her eyes showed white around the iris. 
 
    “They keep everything they think is most important in their purses, conveniently vulnerable to thieves and police.” She fixed her gaze on Claire. “That is why I never carry one.” Turning the bag over, she dumped the contents onto the tray table – hairbrushes, compacts, lipstick tubes, wallet, and on the very top, a prescription bottle. 
 
    Peyton’s dark eyes rose from the contents of the bag to fix on Marco’s Queen Bee. “Claire Harper, you have the right to remain silent.” She reached for the cuffs on her belt and circled around the table. “Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.” She grabbed Claire under the arm and forced her to her feet. 
 
    “I want to call my lawyer.” 
 
    Peyton slapped the first cuff on her right wrist. “You have the right to speak to an attorney, and to have an attorney present during any questioning.” 
 
    “I want to call my lawyer now!” 
 
    Peyton slapped the cuffs on her other wrist and looked at her over her silk clad shoulder. “You might want to pay particular attention to the next part of your rights, Claire. You see, just before we came over here today, we got a call from Dr. Chang at the convalescent hospital. Blake died around 5:00PM, effectively cutting you off from all of his funds.” 
 
    Claire struggled to turn around. “What?” 
 
    Peyton smiled again. “If you cannot afford a lawyer, one will be provided for you at the government’s expense.” She gave her a wink and shoved her forward. “But maybe you can ask your son-in-law for help.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Peyton wandered through the old tombstones, ornate stone monoliths of a by-gone era. Cypress trees with their bent trunks and umbrella shaped tops dotted the landscape, growing between the graves, and flowers lay strewn over the lawn, brought by grieving relatives. The sky was over-cast, dark black clouds rolling in from the ocean, casting a pall over the weathered grey of the tombstones. She marked the scattered families, huddling in coats as they paid their respects, then hurrying to cars parked along the twisting cemetery road to escape the chill. 
 
    She tucked her hands into her leather jacket and kicked at a pinecone. It rolled away, coming to rest against a great stone mausoleum with its beautifully carved frescos and ornately scrolled family name. Climbing up between two of the stone buildings, she could hear bagpipes in the distance and saw the huddle of people in black standing around a freshly dug grave. 
 
    She walked toward them, but stopped far enough away that she could hear, but not intrude. A minister in an ornately embroidered robe was reading from the Bible and everyone had their heads bowed, their hands clasped before them. 
 
    She leaned against a tree and sighed. Her hair tickled her neck where it lay on her shoulders, unbound from the ponytail she always wore. It was a wild mane of untamed black curls, but it was the last bit of vanity she permitted herself. 
 
    The minister finished his reading and made a motion toward the grave. Peyton could see the coffin sitting on a metal frame supported by fabric straps. It gleamed white in the bleak foggy air. Spread across its top was a blanket of red roses. 
 
    The bagpipes began their mournful wail as two men removed the roses and set them on the ground, then began turning the crank. The coffin slowly lowered into the grave, disappearing over the lip of dirt. The mourners waited until the crank stopped, then a man rose, moving toward the blanket of roses. He selected one and held it a moment, looking into the grave. Then he tossed the rose onto the coffin and stepped back. Others came forward and did the same, but as soon as they tossed their roses, they circled around to him and gave him lingering hugs. 
 
    Peyton looked down, cuffing the dirt with the toe of her boot. Closing her eyes, she let the notes of the bagpipes seep into her. Amazing Grace. She could not hear that song without getting a lump in her throat. 
 
    When she looked up again, the mourners were gradually moving toward their cars as the notes of the bagpipes drifted over the cemetery. Peyton waited until they were almost all dispersed before moving toward the grave. 
 
    The man and a woman were the only ones left and they stood looking into the grave. The woman had her arm through the man’s and was leaning into him, speaking softly. Peyton stopped at the edge of the mound of dirt and waited. 
 
    They turned together and the man looked up, meeting Peyton’s eye. Jake had shaved and cut his hair. He wore a black suit and a long black raincoat. The woman beside him gave Peyton a startled look, but she didn’t release her hold on Jake’s arm. By the color of her hair and the shape of her eyes, Peyton figured they were related. 
 
    Jake moved toward her, guiding the woman over the uneven ground. “Inspector Brooks, this is my sister Faith.” 
 
    Peyton smiled, but the woman gave Jake a surprised look. 
 
    “Jake?” she said worriedly, but he patted her hand. 
 
    “I’m just here to pay my respects,” said Peyton quickly. 
 
    The woman breathed a sigh of relief, but she didn’t release her brother. 
 
    “It’s all right, Faith. I’ll just be a moment. You can go to the car.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    She released him, but she gave Peyton another suspicious look. 
 
    “It was nice to meet you,” said Peyton. 
 
    She didn’t answer, just nodded. 
 
    As she walked away, she looked back over her shoulder a few times, but Peyton dismissed her and turned back to Jake. 
 
    “You look better,” she said. 
 
    He gave her a grim smile. “Thanks. Shave helps.” He rubbed a hand along his chin. “Why are you here, Mighty Mouse?” He looked around the cemetery. “Where’s Adonis?” 
 
    “At a birthday party for one of a hundred nephews.” She rocked on her heels. “I’m here to tell you I’m sorry.” 
 
    Jake’s brows lifted in surprise. “You’re sorry. Wow, that’s pretty amazing.” 
 
    She heard the note of sarcasm in his voice. “I know we can’t make it up to you, but I just wanted you to know, I regret what happened to you.” 
 
    Jake looked away, staring up into the branches of the tree. “Nope, it doesn’t begin to make it up, but…” He looked down at her again. “But it helps. Thank you.” 
 
    She kicked at a tree root, pushing her hair behind her ear. “What are you going to do? Are you going home to Nebraska?” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder where his sister was climbing into a car. “For a little while, but I don’t think I’ll stay. I’ve gotten used to the City. Besides I want to know what happens with Claire and Brandon’s trials. I need to see that through.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “We talked with your boss, Andrews. He said he’d give you your job back, if you want it?” 
 
    Jake looked away. “I’m not going back there, but I’m glad my accounts aren’t frozen anymore.” 
 
    Peyton gave him a grim smile. “Yeah, again, I’m sorry. Look, if you need anything…” 
 
    Jake gave her an incredulous look. “I won’t be calling you, Mighty Mouse, trust me.” 
 
    Peyton laughed and he laughed with her. 
 
    “Fair enough, but know the offer is there.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He jerked his head toward the car. “I’ve got to go. People are going back to Potrero Hill for a wake.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “I understand.” She held out her hand. “Good luck, Jake Ryder. I wish you all the best.” 
 
    He hesitated a moment, staring at her hand, then gradually he raised his and clasped it. “Good luck to you, Inspector Brooks. Tell Adonis I said hi.” He released her and turned away. 
 
    Peyton stayed under the tree watching him. 
 
    When he got a few yards beyond her, he hesitated and turned back. “By the way, I love the hair,” he called, then he continued walking. 
 
    Peyton laughed and lifted a hand to smooth her curls. 
 
    Above her the sun suddenly burst through the cloud cover as the bagpipes continued their mournful wail. 
 
      
 
    The End


 
   
  
 

 MURDER IN THE TENDERLOIN 
 
    A Peyton Brooks’ Mystery 
 
    Volume 2 
 
    ML Hamilton 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Murder in The Tenderloin 
 
    © 2012 ML Hamilton, Sacramento, CA 
 
    All rights reserved.  No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without written permission from the author, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review to be printed by a newspaper, magazine or journal. 
 
      
 
    First print 
 
    All Characters appearing in this work are fictitious.  Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    This novel is dedicated to my family as always. Your support and encouragement keeps me going. I appreciate the editing, even when you have to draw straws to see who gets to give me the bad news. I can never repay the hours you’ve given me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    “Behind every great fortune lies a great crime.”
  
 
    ~ Honore de Balzac 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    “Where the hell do you think you’re going? Punta, I’m talking to you.” 
 
    Athena stumbled and Venus pulled her upright. If they could make it to the street, someone might help them, but they had to get to the street. Rain pounded down between the buildings and steam rolled out of the storm drains. 
 
    The alley looked like a long tunnel, cutting between a brick building on their right and a cinderblock building on their left. The asphalt gleamed like ebony and a single streetlight shone down at the opening of the alley like a beacon of safety. 
 
    Venus could see cars speeding past on the main street, their tires kicking up sprays of water. A siren sounded in the distance, cutting through the sizzle of the rain on the sidewalk. If they could make the street… 
 
    Something heavy slammed into Venus’ back and she fell. Athena went down with her, her scream ricocheting against the buildings and echoing away into the distance. For a moment, Venus couldn’t move. A weight pressed her into the asphalt and she found herself wedged against a dumpster on her right side. 
 
    Then the weight rolled away and she pushed herself to her hands and knees, her blond hair plastered in her eyes by the falling rain. She clawed it out with one hand as she steadied herself on the side of the dumpster. 
 
    Peering through the darkness and the driving water, she saw Athena struggling with someone. She was on her back, and she was kicking and clawing at her attacker. The hooded, dark figure rose over her, his hands wrapped around her throat, throttling her. 
 
    Venus climbed to her feet, using the dumpster to steady herself. Her palms and knees stung from the abrasion of the asphalt, but she ignored it, taking a few stumbling steps toward the struggling pair. Then she launched herself at the dark figure, swinging with her fists. 
 
    He reared off Athena and grabbed Venus’ hands, crushing the bones in her wrists together. The pain was excruciating and she found herself forced to her knees, moaning in agony. From the corner of her eyes, she saw Athena reach for something in the man’s belt. 
 
    She pointed it at his head, but he didn’t notice. He was too busy crushing Venus’ wrists, but Venus saw it and she frantically tried to pull free, closing her eyes and turning her face away. The roar of the gun slammed into her head, robbing her of hearing. 
 
    She collapsed on the ground, blinded by the flash of the muzzle, stunned by the percussion of sound. Rain hammered on her head, but she couldn’t hear it. Gradually, however, she became aware of a sound. 
 
    The sound of Athena sobbing. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The black Charger with tinted windows pulled up behind the squad car and the doors opened. An exceptionally handsome man with shoulder-length black hair and massive shoulders climbed out of the passenger side. He had to be six four or taller. 
 
    The driver’s side door opened and a woman climbed out. Short with a mass of curling black hair pulled up in a ponytail, she looked like she was a mix of African American and white. She wore a leather jacket, jeans, and some dyke boots with three inch heels. 
 
    Sitting in the back of the ambulance, Venus hiked the blanket up on her shoulders and pushed the lank hair out of her face. Homicide detectives. They reeked of it. They stopped next to the uniformed officer and talked with him for a few moments. 
 
    The tall cop looked over at Venus, studying her, then back at the uniformed officer. He was handsome, if you liked pigs, Venus thought. Lifting her hand, she pressed it against her ear. Her fingers came away stained with blood. 
 
    The paramedic, a brunette woman with short hair, shook her head. “Hold this to it,” she said. 
 
    She sounded like she was speaking underwater. Venus took the gauze and pressed it against her ear, continuing to watch the detectives. 
 
    The alley was awash in lights now, the rain cutting through the fluorescent lamps at an angle. Cops milled everywhere. One was taking pictures, while another measured things with a wheel, and still others interviewed people standing on the street. 
 
    Beyond a few cursory questions, no one had asked Venus what happened. Not that she gave a damn. She was just as glad El Griego was dead. The bastard deserved worse. 
 
    She glanced over as Athena squeezed her hand. The paramedic was starting an IV. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Venus said, squeezing back. 
 
    Bruises shown vividly around Athena’s neck, even against her dark skin, and the whites of her eyes were red with burst blood vessels. She hadn’t spoken since the shooting. She had screamed for a full ten minutes, until Venus dragged her from the alley, then she had rocked herself and moaned until the cops arrived. Once they moved her to the back of the ambulance, she’d hardly made a sound. 
 
    The handsome detective walked toward the blanket covering El Griego’s body. A uniformed cop moved to pull it back from his face. Venus looked away. She hated him, but she didn’t want to see what a bullet at close range did to a man. 
 
    The female detective approached the ambulance, reaching into her jacket pocket and pulling out a notebook. Her eyes passed over Venus, then Athena, coming to rest on the paramedic. “Before you transport, the CSI will need to check her hands for residue,” she said, nodding at Athena. 
 
    “No problem,” answered the paramedic. 
 
    The detective turned her attention to Venus. “I’m Inspector Brooks and you are?” 
 
    “Venus.” 
 
    Inspector Brooks cocked her head at that. “Venus. Interesting name. What about a last name?” 
 
    “Just Venus.” 
 
    The detective stared at her wordlessly, then her eyes lowered to Venus’ fishnet stockings showing beneath the blanket. Venus tried to cover her legs. “Why don’t you give me your real name and save me the trouble of calling Vice?” 
 
    Venus gave her a snide smile. “Olivia Walker.” 
 
    Inspector Brooks wrote it in her pad, then shifted her gaze to Athena. “And you?” 
 
    Athena didn’t answer. In fact, she just stared at El Griego’s body. She’d been doing that for the past hour. 
 
    If her head didn’t hurt so bad, Venus would have been freaked out. “She ain’t talking,” she said, tightening her grip on Athena’s hand. 
 
    Inspector Brooks looked at the paramedic. 
 
    The paramedic shrugged. “She’s said nothing since I came on scene. Just keeps staring into the alley.” 
 
    “Okay, what’s her name?” said the detective, shifting her attention back to Venus. 
 
    “Athena.” 
 
    One brow lifted over the detective’s dark eye. 
 
    Venus held up the bloody gauze in a gesture of futility. “Hey, that’s all I know. She show up on the street one day and El Griego, he call her Athena. He was all up on them Greeks and such.” 
 
    “El Griego? The victim.” 
 
    Venus made a face. “El Griego ain’t no victim. El Griego ain’t never been no victim.” 
 
    “Sorry, let me rephrase that. The dead guy?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s El Griego.” 
 
    “What’s his real name?” 
 
    “Alberto something. I don’t know.” 
 
    The detective’s attention moved back to Athena. She gave her a critical stare. “How old is she?” 
 
    Venus looked into Athena’s battered face. Her upper lip was split and her left eye was swollen. “Couldn’t tell you, but she don’t look more’n fifteen.” 
 
    “Did she tell you where she was from?” 
 
    Venus shrugged, the blanket slipping. She caught it with her free hand and tried to pull it back up, but not before the detective caught her torn shirt. It hung off one shoulder and only covered her to her midriff. She pushed her lank hair away from her face. 
 
    “She said she didn’t want to talk about the past, but she wasn’t like the rest of us. All the time she’s quoting the Bible and such, and you should hear her sing. She knows this gospel crap and all.” 
 
    “El Griego your pimp?” 
 
    “He ain’t my husband.” 
 
    “Same with Athena?” 
 
    “What’da you think?” 
 
    “You want to tell me what you saw?” 
 
    Venus rolled her eyes. “A gun went off in my face. I didn’t see or hear nothing. I was too busy bleeding out my frickin’ ears.” 
 
    “How long were you incapacitated?” 
 
    “Incawhatatated?” 
 
    “Unaware of your surroundings.” 
 
    “Oh.” Venus lifted her hand and let it fall against her thighs. “I don’t know. A minute or two.” 
 
    “Did you notice any witnesses? Anyone see the shooting?” 
 
    “How would I know that? I was bleeding out my frickin’ ears!” 
 
    Inspector Brooks held up a hand. “Okay, okay.” 
 
    The handsome detective moved toward them and Athena whimpered, her eyes snapping to his face. Venus dropped the gauze and covered her hand with both of her own. “It’s okay,” she whispered, reaching up to brush a strand of hair off Athena’s forehead. “He’s a cop.” 
 
    “This is Inspector D’Angelo, my partner,” said Inspector Brooks. She had to look up at him, he was so tall. 
 
    Venus studied his high cheekbones and blue eyes surreptitiously. He was one of the most handsome men she’d ever seen. 
 
    “It appears El Griego there was their pimp.” 
 
    Inspector D’Angelo gave a short nod. “Which one blew out the back of his skull?” 
 
    “According to Officer Holmes, it was Athena here, but she’s not speaking. We’re gonna check her hands for powder.” 
 
    “Good,” he said, then curled his hand around the detective’s elbow and tugged her away. “You need to see something.” 
 
    Venus followed them with her eyes as they walked toward the body again. Beside her, Athena loosened her hold on Venus’ hand, but her eyes were still fixed on the blanketed form lying out in the rain. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    “How old is that kid?” asked Marco as they walked toward the body. 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “She won’t talk to me, but the other one said she guessed about fifteen. That’d be my guess, too.” 
 
    “Fifteen. Shit. She prostituting?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “Probably.” They halted by the body and Peyton looked back at the ambulance. “Most likely a runaway who got hooked up with the wrong guy.” 
 
    Marco chewed his lip, but didn’t say anything. Then he nodded at the uniformed officer standing guard over the body. 
 
    The officer bent and pulled the blanket away from the vic’s feet. 
 
    “Check out the bottom.” 
 
    Peyton crossed around the body and bent over, staring at the tread on his Converse sneakers. “Hand me your flashlight,” she asked the officer. 
 
    He snapped it off his belt and gave it to her. 
 
    Pressing the button, she shined the beam on his right shoe, then shifted it to his left. The raindrops cut through the beam of light, pattering on the asphalt. “Blood?” she said, shining the light up his pantlegs. She clicked it off and straightened, looking down the alley. “Any bloody footprints?” she asked, turning back to the officer. 
 
    “Didn’t notice anything. Probably nothing left with all this rain.” He covered the vic’s feet again. “There’s plenty of it all around here though.” 
 
    Peyton looked at the pool of blood under the victim’s body, but it was mostly centered near his head, except where the back of his skull and brains had splattered against the brick wall of the building to their left. “He didn’t walk in his own blood. Not with half his head missing.” She shuddered involuntarily, just as glad that Marco had viewed the rest of him and spared her. “Anyone canvas the rest of the alley?” 
 
    “Yeah, weren’t sure if there were other shooters,” said the officer. 
 
    “Let’s take another walk, why don’t we?” She pointed the flashlight at the body. “He ain’t goin’ nowhere.” 
 
    The officer shrugged. “What we looking for, exactly?” 
 
    “Partial footprints. Blood. Anything that wouldn’t normally be here.” 
 
    He gave her a wry look. “Really? In the Tenderloin?” 
 
    Peyton held up a hand in acquiescence. “Okay, anything stranger than usual in the Tenderloin.” 
 
    The officer gave a grunt and fanned out from them. “Still doesn’t help,” he grumbled under his breath. 
 
    Peyton ignored him and methodically worked her way down the alley, shining the flashlight. A few dumpsters lined either side, looming menacingly out of the darkness. She looked between each of them, but it was too dark to see much. They’d have to come back out tomorrow morning and do a more thorough canvas of the area. 
 
    “Brooks?” came Marco’s voice. 
 
    She angled toward the middle of the alley. He pointed at a higher part of the asphalt. A bloody tread mark was just visible, the outer edges already diluting with the rain.  They continued down the alleyway, finding another tread mark on the edge of a pothole. The alley ended at the backdoor of an abandoned apartment building. The lower windows were covered with plywood and painted with graffiti. Marco reached out and traced the line of one mark. 
 
    “The vic has this tattooed on his neck,” he said, turning to Peyton. 
 
    She lifted the flashlight and shined it on the graffiti, then slid it across to a poorly boarded up door. A pair of two by fours crisscrossed over it, but there was a gap between the top and the bottom where the bottom one had been pulled down. On the upper edge of the bottom board was a bloody footprint. 
 
    The officer stepped closer and peered into the building as Peyton and Marco drew their guns.  
 
    “Call for backup,” said Peyton, stepping toward the opening. 
 
    “Aren’t you gonna wait?” asked the officer. 
 
    Peyton stepped over the bottom board. “Just call and then wait out here. Send the backup in though.” She slid under the upper board and stood straight, shining the light across the floor. A number of dark footprints sprang up in the flashlight’s beam, leading through a short hallway and across the derelict lobby of the apartment building. Marco forced his larger bulk between the boards and straightened beside her, reaching up to brush dust from his hair. 
 
    “In movies, this is where the vampire drops down on the two dumb cops searching the building,” he said, lifting his gun. 
 
    “And me without my garlic,” answered Peyton, raising her own gun. 
 
    “Garlic doesn’t work. It just pisses them off.” 
 
    “Good to know. Pissed off vampire has got to be all bad.” 
 
    “So, we follow the footprints.” 
 
    “Unless you have a better idea.” 
 
    “Yeah, let the uniforms do this.” 
 
    “Where’s your adventure, D’Angelo? When was the last time you got to go exploring a spooky building in the pouring rain.” She moved toward the footprints, holding her gun in one hand and the flashlight in the other. 
 
    “You know there’s a whole hobby built around doing this.” 
 
    “Following bloody footprints?” 
 
    “No, exploring abandoned buildings. Idiots go all over the country, finding these places in big cities, then exploring them.” 
 
    “Seems like a good way to get your head blown off by a gang banger or a drug dealer.” 
 
    “That’s part of the excitement.” 
 
    A bank of elevators rose on their left, the doors forced open and the cables showing in the gap. The outer doors of the building were also boarded up with plywood, but a few had been pulled away, allowing a muted light to filter through the dusty panes of glass. They followed the footprints across the lobby to a hallway that ran along the side of the elevators. Peyton could feel the hairs on the nape of her neck rising and her wet clothes stuck to her body. Overhead they could hear the rain drumming on a skylight in the ceiling two stories above them. 
 
    Something gave a shriek and ran past their feet. Both she and Marco jumped, whipping their guns up and bracing them with their free hands. After a tense moment, Peyton let out her held breath and shined the flashlight back down the hallway. Beady eyes reflected back the light. 
 
    “Rat,” she breathed. “Not vampire.” 
 
    Marco let out a tense laugh. He reached over and pulled the beam of the flashlight down to the threadbare carpet. The full imprint of a Converse shoe was visible in dark red blood.  A few feet away loomed a door marked Staircase. 
 
    They positioned themselves on either side of the door and Marco nodded at Peyton. She nodded back, then he turned the handle, throwing the door open. Peyton could just make out the shadow of a body lying on the landing as Marco caught the door and pushed it open again, bracing it with his shoulders. She crept to the opening and shined the light across the feet, also wearing Converse, to the legs in dark Dickies, across the torso, the arms outflung to either side, and then…nothing. 
 
    Peyton took a step closer and ran the beam over the top of the body where the head should be, but there was nothing. Legs, torso, arms, then nothing. The body had no head. She dropped the flashlight and slumped back against the wall, her breath coming too quick and bile rising in her throat. 
 
    She felt light headed and a cold sweat peppered over the surface of her skin. She heard Marco let the door close and then he had a hand on her shoulder, bracing her. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “He has no head,” she heard herself say. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “He has no head, Marco!” She recognized the hysterical quality to her voice, but felt so removed from it. 
 
    “Take a deep breath, Brooks. You’re hyperventilating.” 
 
    “I’m gonna be sick,” she said, then pushed away from him. She made it only about two feet before she doubled over and heaved her dinner onto the tattered carpeting. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    “You’re late, Magdalena. That’s the third time this week. You’ve left me with no choice. Detention this afternoon.” Mrs. Rosales tore off the slip of paper and handed it to Magdalena as she sank into her seat. 
 
    Magdalena took the slip and laid it on the desk, clutching her backpack against her. She’d never been given detention before, but she knew Mrs. Rosales had given her multiple opportunities before this. She’d explained to Magdalena yesterday that she had to follow the school rules. Still, Mama would be furious when she didn’t come home as expected. She would want Magdalena to watch her brothers. 
 
    “Take out your books and open to page 123.” 
 
    Magdalena unzipped the backpack and fished out the book, settling it on her desk by the pink detention slip. She flipped to the right page, but she couldn’t concentrate on the words. Her eyes strayed back to the detention. She’d never gotten in trouble before. This would go on her record. Papa would be disappointed. He always said she needed to do well in school, so she could be the first Hernandez to go to college. 
 
    But lately her grades had been slipping. She tried not to make excuses. Mr. Davis, her math teacher, told her repeatedly that there were no excuses. You either did your work or you didn’t. He was right. She wasn’t doing her work, but it was because she had to watch the twins after school and help them with their homework. Then there was dinner to make. 
 
    Her hand strayed to the cross at her neck and she clutched it. Lowering her head, she took slow, deep breaths to still the panic working up inside of her. It was just a detention. People she knew got them all the time and they didn’t panic over it. And it was only half an hour. Mama would hardly miss her in that short a time. She’d just have to race home as soon as it was done. 
 
    The edges of the gold cross pressed into her flesh and helped ground her. Running her thumb over the surface of it stilled the panic, let her concentrate. She could get her work done if she spent her lunch hour in the library. It meant forgoing food, but she had to find some way to get things done. No more excuses. Mr. Davis was right. She was in control of her life. She was the one who made it or didn’t. No one else was responsible. 
 
    “Magdalena,” came Mrs. Rosales’ voice. 
 
    Magdalena blinked in surprise and looked up. The teacher was standing over her desk with a look of disapproval. Magdalena realized she’d been daydreaming again. She clutched the cross tighter and glanced at the girl next to her, Amy Porter. 
 
    Amy slid her hand over her own book and tapped a spot on the right page. Magdalena looked down at the book, but she didn’t know what the teacher wanted. “I…uh…” 
 
    “Were you listening to me?” 
 
    Magdalena looked up. Mrs. Rosales cocked her head and narrowed her eyes. If she was fair, Magdalena had to admit this woman gave her every chance to do well, but Magdalena kept disappointing her. Her last essay was only half a page long, far shorter than the three pages Mrs. Rosales had asked for, but she simply gave Magdalena an incomplete and told her to finish it by the following Friday. Unfortunately, she’d never found the time and the grade still stood incomplete. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mrs. Rosales, I wasn’t paying attention. I promise I’ll do better. Can you tell me again what you want?” 
 
    Mrs. Rosales’ expression softened and she placed her finger on the page where Amy had pointed. “Start reading from there, please.” 
 
    Magdalena did as she asked and fought hard to keep her attention on the subject for the remainder of class. She didn’t want to disappoint Mrs. Rosales any more, and she didn’t want her fellow classmates’ attention either. 
 
    When the bell rang, she gathered her books and shoved them in the backpack, then picked up the pink slip and folded it in half, sliding it into her jeans pocket as she rose to her feet. She moved into the queue and headed for the door, but as she passed the teacher’s desk, Mrs. Rosales called her name. 
 
    Magdalena hesitated, wanting to pretend she didn’t hear her and go on to her next class, but she knew she’d been an annoyance enough for one day. She eased out of the line and approached the teacher’s desk, curling her hands into the straps on her backpack. 
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Rosales?” 
 
    The teacher waited until the last student shuffled out the door, then she gave Magdalena a worried look. “Is everything okay? I mean, at home. You seem extra distracted lately and your work…” Her voice trailed off meaningfully. 
 
    “I know it hasn’t been my best.” 
 
    “If you need help, you can always come see me.” 
 
    “It isn’t that.” Magdalena hesitated. Maybe she should latch onto that angle and play it out. It was better to not understand than to admit she just didn’t have time for the class. 
 
    “I want to help you. Are things all right at home? I haven’t heard from your mom lately.” The teacher gave her a wry smile. 
 
    Magdalena looked down. She knew Mama made a nuisance of herself with the teachers, asking all of these questions, demanding answers as to why her children weren’t doing well. But not lately. Lately Mama had time for only one thing. 
 
    “She’s been working a lot.” Her hand crept up to the cross. “Four kids to feed, you know?” 
 
    Mrs. Rosales frowned, but she didn’t press it. Magdalena was glad. Her parents were fiercely private and didn’t believe in taking help from anyone. Papa always said he would rather starve than become a charity case in this country. 
 
    That’s what all the gringos think anyway, he would say. Another Mexican family taking handouts. More illegals taking their jobs. As if they wanted the stinking-ass jobs to begin with, aiya! 
 
    Most of the time Magdalena didn’t understand what he meant, but she knew he wouldn’t approve of her confiding in this teacher, no matter what color her skin or her racial background. Teachers were akin to cops in his eyes. 
 
    “I’ll do better, Mrs. Rosales, I promise.” 
 
    The teacher nodded. “Remember, I’m here to help, Magdalena.” 
 
    She forced herself to smile. “I know.” She turned to go, then glanced back, “No more tardies, I promise.” With that she hurried from the room. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    The rain slipped beneath the umbrella and ran down the back of Peyton’s neck as she pulled open the door to the precinct. She paused in the entrance and shook out the umbrella, then closed it, reaching up to press the back of her shirt to the drip of water running down her spine. Finally, she slipped the keys of her Corolla into her pocket. She’d gotten the little green car last month because she was tired of waiting for Marco to pick her up in the morning. He was worse than a woman about getting ready. 
 
    Depositing the umbrella in the bucket by the door, she crossed the lobby and pushed open the swinging half-door, headed toward her desk. Marco was already in his chair, surrounded by Officers Holmes and Bartlet. They were laughing at something. 
 
    Peyton took off her coat and slung it across the back of her chair. Holmes lounged against their desks where they pressed nose to nose against each other. 
 
    “Brooks, Brooks,” he tsked, shaking his head. 
 
    Peyton braced herself for the bullshit ribbing he was going to give her. Bartlet had sense to lower his eyes, but she could see the crooking of his lips upward in a smile. 
 
    “There are so few things I can count on seeing each day, Holmes, but two of them are you and dog shit.” 
 
    “I guess you can count on seeing your breakfast again too,” he said with a smirk. 
 
    Bartlet snorted out a laugh, but lifted his hand as if hiding a cough. 
 
    “And yet somehow I manage to keep my lunch down around you every day.” 
 
    “Now, don’t get a—head of yourself, Brooks. It’s not your fault. You didn’t know what you were heading into and women just aren’t equipped to handle such heady situations.” 
 
    Bartlet sounded like he was having a fit, snorting into his hand. And Marco, Marco was chuckling, staring down at his desktop. Peyton gave him a death glare, but he didn’t see it. 
 
    “Go away, Holmes. I have work to do.” 
 
    Holmes slid off the desk and stood up. “You’re right, of course. You’ll want to hurl some ideas at each other, throw up a couple of leads, spew out some theories, and toss some perps around.” 
 
    Peyton took a swipe at Bartlet, but he danced out of the way and started back toward his desk, snickering. She gave Holmes a sarcastic smile as he brushed past her, grinning like a cat in the cream, then she picked up the pen on her desk and threw it at Marco. He deflected it easily. 
 
    Slumping down in her chair, she braced her chin on her hand. “You’re a crappy ass partner, you know that?” 
 
    He let his chair drop down and leaned forward. “I know. And you’d just love it if I came to your defense, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “I’d gut you like a fish.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Maria Sanchez, Captain Defino’s buxom assistant, approached their desks, beaming a smile at Marco. “Hey, Marco baby.” 
 
    “Hey, Maria,” he said, smiling up at her. 
 
    Maria gave him an air kiss, then dropped a brown envelope on Peyton’s desk. 
 
    Peyton reached for it as she looked up at Maria. “You never greet me like that anymore. It’s like we’re growing apart or something.” 
 
    Maria wrinkled her nose at Peyton and tossed her hair. “That’s from Bob Anderson. Photos from last night.” 
 
    Peyton’s fingers stopped on the metal clasp and she chewed her inner lip. She didn’t want to see that image again. It had haunted her all night. 
 
    “Wouldn’t want you to get vomit on my new shoes,” teased Maria, scuttling back a few steps. 
 
    Peyton pushed the two halves of the metal clasp together and reached for the flap. She wasn’t going to let Maria of all people rub her nose in her humiliation. In fact, she was sure Maria had never seen pictures like these. 
 
    Neither had she, she thought as she pulled them from the envelope. “What the hell is this?” 
 
    Maria tilted her head back to look at them. “Blurry pictures.” 
 
    Peyton passed one over to Marco. “We can’t use these. They’re horrible. I can’t even make out that’s a body.” 
 
    “It was raining,” said Marco with a shrug. 
 
    “Not indoors.” Peyton slammed the photos down. “This is ridiculous. He gets worse every time.” 
 
    “Who gets worse?” came Captain Defino’s voice.  
 
    Peyton held out the prints. Maria faded into the background as the captain reached for them. 
 
    She turned them every which way she could, but finally she handed them back.  “I think it’s a tattoo of some kind.” 
 
    Peyton arched a single black brow. “Think?” 
 
    “Where are we with this?” the captain asked. 
 
    “The two women involved are in the hospital. We need to question them more because the shooter wouldn’t speak to us and we got sidetracked by the search for the other banger.” Peyton tapped the pictures on the desk. “I was hoping to use these to see if either of the women can identify the tattoo. Other than that, we have no leads” 
 
     “I don’t want this breaking out into turf warfare, Brooks. We need to figure out who the headless man is and stop whatever is going down before it gets out of control.” 
 
    “Got it. We’ll go talk to the hookers today and try to get an ID.” 
 
    “What’s your take on the shooter?” 
 
    “She’s a kid, probably a runaway. Maybe fifteen at the outside?” Peyton looked to Marco for confirmation and he nodded. “She has bruises on her neck, consistent with strangulation, and the other hooker, Venus, says it was self-defense, but the girl herself ain’t talking, or she wasn’t last night. Maybe she’s come out of her shock today.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s keep her in the hospital as long as we can. I hate to stick a kid in lock-up, especially without any evidence to suggest it was anything but self-defense. Still, let’s make sure we don’t lose her.” 
 
    Peyton nodded, her eyes straying to the blurry photos again.  “Captain, this is getting ridiculous.” 
 
    “Stop by and talk to Bob. See what happened. You’re right. These are a disgrace to the department and no one would accept them into evidence.” Defino sighed. “I think he’s lost his nerve. Happens to the best of us in this job.” She gave Marco and Peyton a firm stare. “I’m not kidding. I don’t want this one getting out of control. Anything to do with bangers makes me nervous as hell.” 
 
    Peyton reached for the envelope as the captain walked away. As she was shoving the pictures back into it, she paused with them halfway, remembering other photos she’d seen not six months before, photos with clarity and definition. 
 
    “You know who’d be good at this?” she said, holding up the envelope. 
 
    “No, you don’t, Brooks,” said Marco, pushing himself to his feet, “Just forget that right now.” 
 
    “What? You don’t even know what I was going to say.” 
 
    He towered over her. “Yes, I do. I know you too well. You can’t ever leave anything alone. You’ve got a Christ complex a mile long and feel like you have to save everyone. Well, not this time. Stick to this case and leave it alone.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, following him. “What does Christ have to do with photography? It wasn’t even invented when He was around.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton tossed the envelope on the desk. “What the hell is this?” 
 
    Bob Anderson was of average height, blond with a prominent widow’s peak, a long, hooked nose, and close-set brown eyes. His clothing always looked like he slept in them and a five-o’clock shadow permanently feathered his jaw. He ran both hands through his hair, making the center stand up and leaned back in his chair. He didn’t reach for the photos. 
 
    “Always the lady, eh, Brooks,” he said. 
 
    Peyton motioned to the envelope with her chin. “Did you actually look at those or do you stuff them in the envelope the way you take them – with your eyes closed?” 
 
    “Lay off, Brooks,” he said, bracing his elbows on his desk and placing his head in his hands.  
 
    Peyton leaned on the desk, tapping the envelope with her fingers. “Lay off?” Her voice was deceptively quiet and Bob looked up. Behind them, Marco let out a sigh. “This is your job, Anderson. You take photos of crime scenes, which are used as evidence to prosecute criminals. Lay off? We had two dead bodies last night, one with his brains splattered in an alley and another without a head, and you tell me to lay off. We can’t use these pictures, Bob. We can’t even make out what you took. What the hell is wrong with you? You lost your nerve or something?” 
 
    Bob slammed his hands down on the desk and rose to his feet so quickly his chair slid back and hit the edge of his cubby. Marco moved forward, but Peyton held him off with a hand in the center of his chest. 
 
    “Lay off!” Bob shouted, shooting a quick glance at Marco. “You wake me up in the middle of the night and make me drive into the Tenderloin to take pictures of dead meat! Then you want to bitch about what I take? I’m sick of it. Lost my nerve, hell yeah! This job sucks and I quit.” 
 
    He grabbed his chair and threw it into the desk, then tore his coat off the back and stormed away, never once looking back. Peyton and Marco didn’t move for a moment, then Peyton lowered her hand and swiveled to gaze up at her partner. 
 
    “Smooth, Brooks, real smooth.”  
 
    “What did you want me to do? Ask him how he’s feeling, offer him warm milk and cookies?” 
 
    “No, that would be silly. Better to tell him how badly he sucks and question his manhood.” Marco held up a hand, indicating the empty chair. “Your way was clearly the better choice. Now instead of a crappy ass criminal photographer, we have none.” 
 
    Peyton sighed and reached for the envelope. “I already hate this case.” 
 
    Marco slung an arm across her shoulders and steered her toward the front of the building. “I don’t know why you’re complaining. Now we get to interview an underage hooker and when we’re done, we’re gonna search for a banger’s decapitated head. Then you get to explain to the captain why we no longer have a crime scene photographer. This, Brooks, this is the life.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The hospital was crowded when they arrived. They waited for the elevators with a half dozen other people. When they opened, Marco and Peyton were pushed to the back as people forced their way in. Two teenage girls huddled together in a corner of the box and stole looks at Marco, giggling and whispering. One took out her phone and held it up, snapping a quick picture. 
 
    Peyton rolled her eyes toward the mirrored ceiling. “You ever get tired of that?” she said to him. 
 
    He gave her an innocent look. “What?” 
 
    Peyton nodded at the giggling girls. “That?” 
 
    Marco glanced at them, then down at her, nudging her with his shoulder. “You jealous, Brooks?” 
 
    “Yeah, I wish they’d snap pictures of me with their cell phones.” 
 
    Marco chuckled. “It’s harmless.” 
 
    “You should have gone to Hollywood instead of become a cop. You’d be a millionaire.” 
 
    “And miss out on being your partner, not for the world. Your sunny disposition keeps me grounded.” 
 
    She stifled a laugh and punched him in the stomach with her elbow. The elevator came to a halt at the fourth floor and the doors opened. “This is us,” she said and threaded her way through the people. No one in an elevator ever wanted to let people in the back out. They gave her disgruntled looks and edged away only marginally. Peyton had a mental picture of drawing her gun and waving it around. She figured she’d get them to move then. 
 
    A drab, grey hallway extended down both sides as they exited. A picture of a rose across from the elevator attempted to shed some pleasantness in the dreary place, but it was too generic to force back the oppression. A bit further down was a window which looked out over the grey rooftops with exhaust vents scattered throughout a bed of gravel. The window had chicken wire embedded in the glass, adding to the penitentiary atmosphere. 
 
    “This way,” said Marco, motioning to a curving desk at the end of the hall. A few nurses in scrubs bustled back and forth behind the counter. 
 
    Peyton shifted the envelope to her left hand and reached into her belt for her badge. Marco did the same, laying it on the counter. A woman with round Asian features and a blue shirt with bright, colorful parrots on it glanced at Marco’s badge, then smiled up at him, showing white, even teeth. Her black hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail, hanging far down her back. 
 
    “Hello, Officers, I’ll bet you’re here for our Jane Doe in 415B. I was just on my way to take vitals.” 
 
    Marco smiled in return. “There were two…um…women brought here last night. We were told they were on the same floor. One we know is named Olivia Walker.” 
 
    “Yes, she’s in 420A, but she’s been spending a lot of time with the Jane Doe in 415B.” 
 
    “Obviously, you haven’t ID’d the younger girl?” asked Peyton. 
 
    The nurse shook her head. “Won’t talk at all. Completely catatonic. Just stares at the door and rubs a crucifix she had on her. When we tried to take it off, she started crying, so we let her keep it. That’s the only reaction we’ve gotten.” 
 
    “Does she respond to Olivia?” 
 
    “No, Olivia keeps talking to her, but the Jane Doe never answers.” 
 
    “Have any doctors seen her?” asked Marco. 
 
    “A couple.” She lifted a chart that she’d been looking at when they arrived. “Neurologist, psychologist, you name it. They all say the same – catatonia due to extreme shock. She’ll come out of it eventually, but for now, she’s not speaking. It would help if we could ID her and get her parents here.” 
 
    “We’re working on that,” said Peyton. “Can we see her?” 
 
    The nurse picked up the chart. “Follow me,” she said and crossed around the end of the counter, sidestepping another nurse who was entering. She led them to the back of the counter and into a hallway. A number of rooms branched off on either side and Peyton could see patients sitting up in beds, televisions blaring. A few visitors sat in hard blue upholstered chairs beneath the televisions, sitting with that tense, rigid posture of family members who would rather be any other place in the world. 
 
    The nurse brought them to the door of room 415. The first bed was empty. Venus sat in the chair in front of the windows. The curtains had been pulled back, but the room was still dark from the rain outside. She looked up when they entered. Peyton stopped, stunned by how young she looked without the makeup, her hair damp and straight, laying about her shoulders. She wore a patterned hospital gown with blue socks on her feet. 
 
    Athena lay in the bed, her face turned toward the door, but her expression slack. Her eyes didn’t even move as the nurse entered, but when she saw Marco, she closed her eyes and let out a whimper. Both Peyton and the nurse looked back at him where he loomed in the doorway. He hesitated, marking Athena’s reaction. 
 
    “I’ll wait out here,” he said. 
 
    “There’s coffee in the waiting room at the end of the hall,” offered the nurse. “Better than the cafeteria.” 
 
    Marco gave her a smile and nodded, then disappeared. 
 
    Peyton glanced back at Athena. She looked small and frail, lying beneath the white sheets, her black hair spread out on the pillows, dark circles under her eyes. Seeing her without makeup only brought home how very young she was, her features still round and full like a child’s. Her natural coloring was dark, not as dark as Peyton’s, but by the cast of her features, the largeness of her eyes, and the straightness of her hair, Peyton guessed she was Hispanic, probably Mexican. In her bandaged right hand, she clutched something. Peyton assumed it was the crucifix the nurse had mentioned. 
 
    As the nurse bustled about, checking her vitals, Peyton moved forward, settling the envelope on the bed and turning her attention to Venus. 
 
    “How are you this morning?” 
 
    Venus turned her right ear toward Peyton. “Can’t hear out of my left ear, but it’s stopped bleeding, so that’s good, I guess.” She reached out and curled her hand around Athena’s, but Athena didn’t seem to notice. “She still won’t talk. Doctors say it’s shock or something.” 
 
    “I know, Nurse…” Peyton realized she didn’t know the nurse’s name. She glanced around the room. “Nurse…” 
 
    “Maelee,” offered the nurse, messing with Athena’s IV. 
 
    “Nurse Maelee said the doctors believe it should get better with time.” 
 
    Venus digested this, then slumped back in the chair, crossing her arms. The IV tubing in her own arm pulled taut across her chest and she adjusted it, causing the bag to swing above her head. The motion drew Peyton’s eyes to her arms. The edge of a tattoo was just visible beneath the sleeve of the hospital gown. 
 
    “As soon as they figure out she’s a hooker with no insurance, they gonna throw her back on the street.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. We need her to stay put for now,” soothed Peyton. She reached for the envelope. “I was hoping you might help me.” She opened the clasps and pulled out the blurry photos. “Do you recognize this?” 
 
    She passed one across to Venus. Venus took it, then looked up at Peyton with a frown. “What the hell is this? This ain’t no photo of nothing.” 
 
    Peyton sighed. “It’s not good, but it’s of a tattoo. Do you recognize it?” 
 
    Venus gave her a frank look, then tossed the photo onto the bed. “Ain’t no one can recognize that. What you do? Get a junkie looking for a fix to take it?” She made her hands shake uncontrollably, then laughed. “Cop comes in here, asking, ‘Do you recognize this blurry ass, black splotch?’” 
 
    Peyton couldn’t help but smile. She had a point. “Okay, let’s try something else. Want to tell me what you were doing in an alley last night with a dead gang banger and another one inside an abandoned building?” 
 
    Nurse Maelee looked up with an alarmed expression. Oh, it gets better, thought Peyton. 
 
    “What you think we was doing, sweetie pie? We wasn’t singing Christmas carols.” 
 
    This confused Peyton a bit. “Wait. You were turning tricks in an alley?” 
 
    Venus gave a sharp nod of the head. “Johns don’t always got a bed handy. You’d turn bright red to know where I been turning tricks in this city.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t blush, but Nurse Maelee did. She busied herself with the blood pressure cuff. Even as she tightened it on Athena’s arm, the girl didn’t seem to notice. Peyton shifted her attention back to Venus. Something didn’t sit right with this story. 
 
    “So, let’s see if I’ve got this right. You and Athena went to the alley behind the abandoned building to meet up with a John. You always go in pairs?” 
 
    Peyton could see the hard mask flow over Venus’ face. She wasn’t going to give up any information willingly. “Safer that way.” 
 
    “What was El Griego doing there?” 
 
    “What you think? You ain’t stupid.” 
 
    Peyton’s gaze met the nurse’s, then slid away. She didn’t want to get tough with Venus, especially in front of the nurse, but she was losing her temper. “Look, O-li-via,” she said, deliberately drawing out her name. “Don’t bust my chops, okay? I need to know what happened or I’m gonna have to take you both into the precinct, which means Athena here goes into stir. Now I don’t think you want that, do you?” 
 
    Venus shook her head. 
 
    “Good, so just answer the questions and drop the attitude. I got two dead bodies in the morgue and a captain who wants this put to bed but quick.” 
 
    “Two?” said Venus, her brow furrowing. “What you mean two?” 
 
    Peyton motioned to the photo with her chin. “The tat was on a second man we found in the building. He was lying in the stairwell.” 
 
    Venus considered that for a moment in obvious bewilderment, then glanced at Athena. “You don’t know who it was?” 
 
    “No, we haven’t even figured out who El Griego is yet. You gave us Alberto, but that’s all we’ve got so far. So tell me, Olivia, why did El Griego come after you in that alley if you were just turning tricks? What’d you do to piss him off so bad?” 
 
    Venus looked back at the photo. “He wanted money, said he couldn’t wait. Him and Athena got into it and he started chasing us. He knocked us both down, then started choking her. I went after him, but he grabbed my wrists. Next thing I know, everything goes white, this roar’s in my head, and I’m sitting there blinkin’ back black spots. Then I feel something hot running down my neck and see it’s blood.  That’s when I realize Athena got him.” 
 
    “She and El Griego fight a lot?” 
 
    “No, that’s what’s strange. She never stands up to anyone, just takes it. But in that alley, she was really tough. Saved my life.” 
 
    Peyton pulled out her notebook and flipped open the cover. She made a few entries, while Nurse Maelee finished checking Athena’s vitals, then she moved back as the nurse squeezed around the bed. 
 
    “I’ll be down the hall if you need me,” she told Peyton. 
 
    Peyton nodded, then returned her attention to Venus. “Anyone else work with El Griego?” 
 
    “Yeah, whole bunch a people.” 
 
    “I don’t mean other hookers. I mean pimps.” 
 
    Venus gave her an amused look. “You think pimpin’s all he did? That’s real freakin’ cute.” 
 
    “What else was he into? Drugs?” 
 
    “He was a gang banger, what you think they were into? Pimpin’s just for quick cash.” 
 
    “Did you know the rest of the bangers?” 
 
    Venus leaned forward and curled her fingers around Athena’s arm. “You try not to know them. You pretend you don’t see things, hear things, and maybe you stay alive. Maybe they don’t know you exist.” 
 
    Peyton closed the notebook. “Olivia, there are ways out of this life. There are people who can help you break this cycle.” 
 
    Venus’ expression never changed, never softened. “You think I haven’t heard that one too. You think I haven’t been given little slips of paper with a picture of Jesus on it and told if I just believed I’d be saved. Ain’t no one gonna save you. Ain’t no one who cares, so you can keep your help. I don’t need it.” 
 
     Beside her, Athena made a strange sobbing noise. Peyton glanced at her and marked that she was staring at the door, her face twisted in terror. Venus’ gaze also shifted to the door and she stood up, releasing Athena. 
 
    Peyton whipped around, reaching for her gun. A young man in a janitor’s uniform was just pushing a bucket on wheels into the room by the handle of a mop. When he saw Peyton, he stopped dead. Peyton had just enough time to register the color of his hair and skin, the whites of his eyes as he made eye contact, and the tattoo on his neck, a jagged black block. Then he pushed the bucket against the wall, water sloshing onto the floor, and bolted. 
 
    Peyton ran after him. “Stop!” she shouted, skidding into the hallway. 
 
    The young man was in a full out run toward the end of the hall where Peyton could see an exit sign. He crashed into a cart and knocked it over, falling on top of it, but he didn’t slow, scrambling back to his feet. 
 
    Peyton drew her gun as Marco suddenly appeared beside her. “We need to stop him!” she said, pointing at his back. 
 
    “What’s going on?” said Nurse Maelee, hurrying over as Marco sprinted after the young man. 
 
    “Your janitor on this floor, what’s his name?” said Peyton. 
 
    “Janitor?” 
 
    “Yes, the young Hispanic man, what’s his name?” 
 
    “Hispanic? What are you talking about? Our janitor is an old, white guy named Bill Johnson.” 
 
    Peyton gripped the gun. “Call security and have them guard that room. Don’t let anyone in unless you clear them yourself.” 
 
    Thankfully, Maelee nodded without question. Peyton reached for her phone as she raced after Marco. Shoving open the door, she drew a deep breath and grabbed the handrail, jogging down the stairs, while trying to dial the precinct. She could hear other running feet below her, but couldn’t decide if it was one or two pairs of feet. 
 
    The phone rang and Maria eventually picked up. Before she could identify the precinct, Peyton interrupted her. “Sanchez, listen to me. I need two uniforms dispatched to the hospital immediately. Tell them they are to guard room 415A and let no one enter unless cleared by the hospital staff.” 
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    “Sanchez, look, I’m in pursuit right now and don’t have time for this.” She grabbed the rail and swung around to the top of the next staircase. She was breathing hard now and gasping for enough air to shout into the phone. “Just get the uniforms to the hospital, will you?” 
 
    When Maria didn’t immediately answer, Peyton hung up and shoved the phone in her pocket. She swung around another landing and raced down a darker set of stairs, but a glowing exit sign at the bottom beckoned her. She hit the door and it flung open onto a busy street. The sudden blaze of sunlight off the rainwater in the street forced her to squint and she braced her gun with her free hand, frantically searching for either Marco or the suspect. A number of people shied away from her, hurrying in the opposite direction. 
 
    Marco appeared around the corner of the building, holstering his gun. He was breathing hard and shaking his head. “Lost him.” 
 
    Peyton nodded, easing her own gun under her coat. “Did you get a look at him?” 
 
    “Just in passing. Thought I caught a tattoo on his neck like our dead bangers, though.” 
 
    “So did I.” She reached for the hospital door and pulled it open. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I think our ladies are more than just common hookers, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, so we better get back up there. I called for backup, but Maria wasn’t in a listening mood. You wanna give it a try?” 
 
    “You want uniforms to guard both ladies?” 
 
    “Athena at least. I’m thinking we take Venus with us and see if we can’t get her to open up about what’s going on.” 
 
    Marco motioned for her to precede him up the stairs. “Are you saying our hooker’s not telling you everything she knows?” 
 
    “Now why would I say that? I’m not gonna make disparaging comments about the oldest profession in the world. Shit, if we didn’t have sex and drugs, what the hell would the economy run on?” 
 
    “You forget greed.” 
 
    “Don’t think I did.” Peyton paused on a landing and forced full breaths into her lungs. Her thighs were burning from the rapid climb. 
 
    Marco kept climbing. “Come on, Brooks. Don’t make me tell Holmes you couldn’t haul your ass up the stairs.” 
 
    Peyton pulled herself up the next step. “You tell Holmes a damn thing again and I’ll shoot you, I swear I will. Besides, my legs are half as long as yours. It takes me twice as many steps.” 
 
    They finally reached the top and Nurse Maelee was waiting for them, a worried look on her face. “Did you find him?” 
 
    Peyton shook her head, closing her eyes and breathing hard. 
 
    “I called the head of security.” 
 
    Marco moved toward room 415 and Peyton followed, still fighting for air. 
 
    “We’ll get some uniforms here as fast as we can, but make sure no one gets past these guys.” Peyton squeezed past Marco and the two guards, turning into the room. Athena was curled up in a fetal position, staring at them without speaking, but the spot Venus had occupied was empty. 
 
    “Where’s the other one?” demanded Peyton, turning on Nurse Maelee. 
 
    “She wanted to go back to her room,” said the nurse, giving Peyton a confused look. “You said no one gets in. You didn’t say anything about getting out.” 
 
    “Where’s her room?” Peyton demanded. 
 
    Maelee hurried out the door and turned to the left, going down the opposite end of the hall. Peyton and Marco were on her heels. The three of them crowded into the room, then came to a halt. Venus’ IV pole was shoved up against the bed, the tubing dangling nearly to the ground. Peyton reached for it, sliding it through her fingers until she came to the catheter, lifting it for both of them to see. 
 
    “She took out her own IV.” 
 
    Maelee went to the rolling closet and pulled open the door. She reached in and picked up a crumpled hospital gown. “Her clothes are missing.” 
 
    Marco stepped back into the hallway and Peyton followed him, letting the tubing drop. They walked a few steps down the hall and came to another door, labeled EXIT. Peyton knew it did no good to look inside, but she pushed it open anyway. The stairway beyond was empty. 
 
    She let the door fall closed, then turned to face her partner. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Magdalena clutched her backpack as she edged to the door. A sign in the window said Detention. She didn’t ever remember seeing this room before, but she closed her hand on the doorknob and pushed it open, peering inside. 
 
    A teacher’s desk dominated the front of the room and in front of it were student desks lined up in three even rows. Magdalena let out her held breath and pushed the door open a bit more, stepping inside. Okay, this wasn’t so bad. It looked like any other classroom at school. She wasn’t sure what she expected, but it hadn’t been this. 
 
    The teacher, a balding man with a heavy belly, leaned back in his chair and gave her a look over the top of his glasses. “Yes?” 
 
    She pulled the pink slip out of the top of her backpack and held it out to him. He leaned forward and snatched it from her hand. 
 
    “Take a seat and get your homework out.” 
 
    Magdalena stared at him, shocked by the hostility in his voice, then she remembered, she was in detention. She was being punished for doing something wrong. Of course he would be hostile toward her; he assumed she was like all the other students who got detentions – punks who didn’t care about their education. 
 
    She slid into the first desk in the middle row, keeping her head down, and quietly opened her backpack. No other students were in the room. She pulled out her math book and set it on the desk, then reached for her binder. The teacher picked up a magazine and leaned back in his chair. He lifted the magazine so he couldn’t see her. 
 
    Magdalena dared a look around. The white board behind the teacher’s desk had a number of rules listed in bright red pen. The first rule in capital letters was NO TALKING. Magdalena didn’t know who she was supposed to talk to, seeing as the teacher was completely blocked behind his magazine, but she had no intention of making a sound. 
 
    The door swung open just as she got out her pencil. She looked up in surprise as a lean, lanky boy walked through. He was obviously Mexican, his skin a shade darker than her own. He wore a ball cap and his jeans hung low on his hips. Magdalena had seen him around school, hanging with a tough looking group of boys who laughed loudly and talked in Spanish. 
 
    His eyes moved to her, ringed with thick lashes, looking lazy and smoky, like black velvet. He gave her a slow smile, his teeth slightly crooked in front, but blazingly white against his dark skin. He pulled a slip of paper out of his pocket and snapped it open, holding it out to the teacher without looking at him. He kept his eyes on Magdalena. 
 
    She felt her cheeks heat and lowered her head, reaching up to grasp her crucifix. This was the sort of boy Mama was always warning her about, the sort of boy that was always, always trouble. She knew Mama would want her to keep her distance. 
 
    “Take a seat, Felix,” the teacher said, crumpling up the slip and tossing it in the wastebasket. “Get out your work.” 
 
    Unexpectedly, the boy slipped into the seat next to Magdalena and shoved it close to the side of her desk. Magdalena turned her head to the side and clutched her backpack tighter, refusing to make eye contact. The teacher looked at them over the back of his magazine. 
 
    “Move your desk, Felix. Now!” 
 
    The boy slid the desk back into place, still not looking at the teacher. In fact, since the moment he entered the room, he’d been focused on Magdalena only. “What’s your name, chica?” he asked. 
 
    Magdalena lifted frightened eyes to the teacher. She could hear Mama’s warning in her head. 
 
    “No talking!” snapped the teacher. 
 
    The boy braced his head on a hand and stared at her, but he didn’t speak. 
 
    Magdalena fished out her pencil and tried to concentrate on her work, but she was so aware of him sitting close beside her, staring at her. She could smell the aftershave he used, similar to Papa’s, sandalwood and musk. 
 
    Concentrate, she scolded herself. She began to work out a complicated problem and for a moment, she was only minutely aware of him. Then he pushed a piece of paper against her hand. She didn’t immediately open it, continuing to work on the problem. Actually, she was pretending. Her heart was pounding so, it was difficult to concentrate. 
 
    Finally she reached for it and folded it open. It said, “What’s your name?” 
 
    Magdalena cast a quick glance at the teacher, but she couldn’t even see his face behind the magazine cover. She hastily wrote, “Magdalena,” then pushed it to the edge of the desk. 
 
    He picked it up and opened it. She saw his hand move as he scribbled something on the page. A moment later, he pushed it back at her. 
 
    Magdalena pulled it close and opened it. “Felix. Why you here?” 
 
    “Tardy,” she wrote and pushed it back, but before he could get it, she took it back and added, “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Flippin’ off that cabrón Green.” 
 
    “The PE teacher?” 
 
    “Sí.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Told me to dress out.” 
 
    Magdalena folded the paper and shoved it under her book. She would never be so disrespectful to a teacher, ever. She did what they told her to. It had never occurred to her to rebel. Felix frowned at her and motioned to the paper. Magdalena shook her head, sliding around in the desk so she couldn’t see him. Mama was right. She had no business talking to this boy. 
 
    She felt his fingers touch the bottom of her hair, pulling the strands off her shoulder. She shook her head and reached up, pulling her hair away from his touch. He made a chuckling sound beneath his breath and then slouched down in his seat, thrusting his legs out beneath the desk. 
 
    Magdalena pretended to do math, but for some reason, even simple addition eluded her while the boy lounged in the chair next to her. Whenever he moved, she ducked her head, afraid he might touch her again, then afraid he wouldn’t. Such conflicting feelings. She wished she’d never gotten that detention. When he was with his gang of friends, she could ignore him, but while he was here, watching her from the corner of his eyes with the smoldering, velvety look, she couldn’t get him off her mind. 
 
    Finally the teacher snapped the magazine closed and leaned forward. “Get out of here!” he said, pushing himself to his feet. 
 
    Magdalena quickly began shoving her books back in her bag, glancing at the clock on the wall. Just 20 minutes later than usual. Mama probably wouldn’t know. 
 
    The boy slid his feet under him and rose, leaning heavily on the desk, angling toward Magdalena. “Adiós, chica,” he said in a drawl. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
    Magdalena shot him a quelling look, but he just gave her a slow smile as he straightened. Then most surprising of all, he winked at her. Magdalena caught her breath and looked away. 
 
    “Get out of here, Felix,” snarled the teacher, reaching for his keys. 
 
    Still smiling, Felix headed toward the door with a loose-limbed walk. He held up two fingers. “Peace, man,” he said, and shoved the door open. It banged into the wall and the boy disappeared. 
 
    The teacher didn’t say anything as Magdalena grabbed her backpack and hurried after him. Once in the hallway, Magdalena marked where the boy had gone, his slow, loping gait disappearing around the side of the building, then she went in the opposite direction, nearly running in her haste to get away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Devan picked up the coffee pot and poured the last of the coffee into both of their travel mugs, settling it back on the burner and turning it off. He slid Peyton’s across the counter to her. Peyton adjusted the strap of her gun across her shoulder and reached for her mug. 
 
    Devan leaned his elbows on the counter and gave her a slow, smoldering look out of his dark eyes. His full mouth lifted in a smile, showing a glimpse of white, straight teeth. With his coffee colored skin, short-cropped black hair, and finely tailored charcoal suit, he looked like a GQ model and Peyton felt a flutter in her stomach. 
 
    “What?” she said. 
 
    “I like my women tough.” 
 
    She smiled at the compliment, then reached up to gather the heavy mane of black curls into one hand. His face fell. 
 
    “Do you have to do that?” He liked it when she wore her hair loose, but it was a wild mass of spirals that drove her crazy. 
 
    “You want something for a perp to grab?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    Pickles, her Yorkshire terrier, pawed at her pants leg and she scooped him up, cuddling him a moment. 
 
    “I heard you got a text earlier. They pick up your hooker?” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “Nope. Can’t find her. We even called in Vice to get a hit, but nothing. She must be keeping low.” 
 
    Devan twirled the coffee cup, then gave her his best District Attorney look, no nonsense, business-only. “We’re going to have to arraign the other one in a couple of days. Has she said anything?” 
 
    Peyton set Pickles down again and took a seat at the counter, lifting the travel mug to her lips. The warmth and smell of the coffee felt like a blessing this morning. “No, no change when I called last. We’ve got her under guard. Can’t you hold off for a bit?” 
 
    “I’ll stall as long as I can, seeing as she can’t exactly help her own defense, but eventually, we’re going to have to get her up before a judge.” 
 
    “Yeah, but our only eye witness has bolted.” 
 
    “She was positive for powder on her hands. That’s enough to arraign her.” 
 
    “Marco and I are going to see Abe today. Maybe he figured something out. Someone did the other banger, Devan, and I don’t think it was her.” 
 
    “No, probably not.” He reached over and took Peyton’s hand. “Look, Captain Defino is right. Stuff like this gets out of control really easily. I can’t stand the thought of you getting caught in the middle of a gang war.” 
 
    She squeezed his hand and let go. “I understand that better than you do. Don’t you have some poor sap you’ve got to lawyer today?” 
 
    He straightened and reached for the cap of the travel mug, screwing it in place. “Yes, I do.” He picked up the mug and crossed around the counter, bending over her. Peyton looked up at him as he touched his lips to hers, lingering there. He smelled of soap, tooth paste, and coffee. She wanted to curl her hands in his lapels and hold him to her, but she didn’t want to wrinkle his suit. 
 
    He pulled away, staring into her eyes. “Be careful out there, Peyton.” 
 
    She smiled. “I will. I promise.” 
 
    He kissed the tip of her nose, then headed toward the door. 
 
    As Peyton reached for her own cap, she knocked the manila envelope off onto the floor. Climbing off the stool, she bent and picked it up, holding it as she watched Devan shut the door behind him. 
 
    They needed a new photographer. Devan would never be able to use these pictures as evidence in any case he argued. And she knew the photographer she wanted, but he wasn’t likely to talk to her. Well, nothing said she couldn’t ask, and then she could also assure herself that he was doing all right. 
 
    Decided, she replaced the envelope on the counter and grabbed the cap, screwing it in place. After she and Marco talked to Abe, she was going to take an early lunch and see about getting the department a new crime scene photographer. No one could fault her for that. He was the best photographer she’d ever seen. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    “So he spent the night again? Sounds like it’s getting serious, Brooks,” said Marco, pulling open the backdoor of the Medical Examiner’s office. 
 
    Peyton gave the guard beside the door a nod, then followed Marco through. “It’s not getting serious.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” They turned left toward Abe’s office. “He spends the night how many times a week?” 
 
    “Two or three at tops.” 
 
    They paused before Abe’s hydraulic door and Peyton peered through the window. The tall, lanky medical examiner with the dreadlocks and elegant hands wasn’t inside. 
 
    “He’s probably taking a break.” 
 
    They continued down the hall toward open double doors marked Staff Lounge. 
 
    “Two, three times a week is serious.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t. I haven’t even stayed at his place yet.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Pickles.” 
 
    “I can take care of the fluff ball for a few nights if you want.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head and stepped through the doors of the staff room. “No way, bucko, Pickles and I are a package deal. Love me, love my dog.” 
 
    “Oh, so now it’s love.” 
 
    Peyton gave an exasperated sigh, but before she could answer, she spotted Abe, lounging in a chair by the window, sipping at a soda. He lowered the can as they stopped at his table. 
 
    “If it isn’t the Angel of my life and his spunky little partner.” He waggled his black brows at Marco. 
 
    Marco gave a short nod, fighting a smile, and slid into the chair across from him. Peyton had to wait for Abe to drop his feet to the floor before she could pull out the other one. 
 
    “How are you, Gorgeous?” He leaned forward and gave Marco a sultry look. Marco was wearing his usual leather jacket that stretched across his shoulders with his long, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail. Even Peyton had to admit he was stunning. 
 
    “In the pink. You?” 
 
    Abe gave a broad smile. His mouth always seemed to be fighting to constrain his teeth. “I am fabulous.” 
 
    Peyton sank into the chair and gave Abe a withering look. “Enough of the flirting, okay?” 
 
    Abe folded his beautiful, brown hands together and rested his chin on them. “Enough flirting is an oxymoron. There can never be enough.” 
 
    “Abe, did you get our two bangers?” 
 
    The only thing that could distract Abe was work. “I did. Nice mess you left me.” 
 
    Peyton fought to hide her expression of disgust. “I know. Headless and Faceless.” 
 
    “And nameless. You have a hit on that.” 
 
    “We know Faceless is Alberto Something, but we don’t have a last name yet. No one has exactly put in a missing person’s report on him. Headless is a mystery and now we’ve misplaced our only eye witness.” 
 
    “Did you at least find his head?” 
 
    “Nope.” She gave a shiver at the thought. 
 
    Abe laughed. “Ever see a cop so squeamish before?” he remarked to Marco. 
 
    Marco shrugged. “I could do without the headless ones myself.” 
 
    “What did you find out during the autopsy?” 
 
    “Dug around Faceless’ skull almost all morning.” 
 
    “You get the bullet?” asked Marco. 
 
    Abe reached into his left pocket and pulled out a plastic bag labeled John Doe 1 on the outside. Inside was a piece of cylindrical metal. 
 
    Marco reached for it and held it up. “This didn’t come from no Saturday Night Special. This baby came from a Sig-Sauer.” 
 
    “The one the hooker used, right?” 
 
    Marco nodded. 
 
    “Well-heeled gangsters you got there,” Abe said to Peyton, nodding at the bag. “I was just sending it over to Ballistics.” 
 
    “Well-heeled and well-armed.” 
 
    “Or lucky,” said Marco, setting the bag on the table. “Most bangers get their weapons from robberies.” 
 
    “What about Headless? Could you get anything from him?” Peyton asked. 
 
    “He was dead before the beheading.” 
 
    Peyton was surprisingly relieved by this news. Dead was dead, but some ways were worse than others. “How?” 
 
    Abe reached into his right pocket and pulled out another plastic bag. This one was labeled John Doe 2 in bold black letters. He set it on the table. Both Marco and Peyton leaned forward to look at the bit of metal. 
 
    Peyton’s eyes rose to Abe’s smiling face. “He was shot?” 
 
    “Through the heart.” 
 
    Peyton fingered John Doe 2’s bullet. “This is also a 9mm.” 
 
    Abe gave her a lift of his brows and leaned forward, reaching for both bags. He shook the bullets to the side, where they would have touched except for the plastic. Then he turned each with his fingertips until he was satisfied. “Look at the striations here and here.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco leaned over, looking where Abe pointed. “They’re the same.” 
 
    “Well, Ballistics will confirm it once they get your Sig, but yeah, I’m fairly certain they are.” 
 
    Marco leaned back. “That means the same gun killed both of them.” 
 
    Abe touched his fingertip to his nose and winked at Marco. 
 
    “Wait. You’re saying Faceless offed Headless, beheaded him, then chased after our two hookers, only to have his brains blown out by the same gun that killed his comrade?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    Peyton looked toward the windows. The clouds were rolling in again, looming dark and menacing over the city. At school, she’d hated when her English teachers shoved foreshadowing and symbolism down her throat, but she had to admit that sometimes nature did seem premeditated. 
 
    “This is the frickin’ mess Defino’s afraid of, isn’t it?” she said to Marco. 
 
    “That’s not a mess, Brooks, that’s a war.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head and watched Abe pocket the bullets again. “Well, shit,” she said. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    “Anything else I can do for you, Mrs. Barnes,” said Jake, forcing a smile for the small, stoop-shouldered woman. 
 
    She put her money in her wallet, fussily arranging the bills, then tapped a broad-knuckled finger on her bank card. “Now move $300 from the savings to the checking, please.” 
 
    Jake didn’t bother to tell her she could do it herself on-line. He reached for the card and swiped it across the top of his keypad. 
 
    “You can go ahead of me,” came a voice from the line. 
 
    Jake stopped in mid-motion and his head lifted, staring at the queue of waiting customers. There, second back behind the red velvet rope, was a woman he’d hoped never to see again. The leather jacket, the kick-ass boots, the rope of black curls bound up in a ponytail, a few wisps escaping to curl around her dark face. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” asked Mrs. Barnes. 
 
    Jake realized he was staring at the line, holding the card in his hand. He looked down into Mrs. Barnes’ face and tried to slow his breathing. When had he started breathing so fast? He pushed the card across the counter to her and reached for the mouse, forcing himself to focus on the screen. 
 
    “I’ll help whoever’s next,” offered Pauline beside him. 
 
    The lean, tall young man with the beany moved up to the window, leaving her at the front of the line. Jake scanned the other tellers and marked they all had customers. He turned back to the screen and slowed his movements, taking his time as he clicked on the various windows to move Mrs. Barnes’ money. 
 
    “Next,” called Drew, the last teller in line. 
 
    Jake watched out of the corner of his eyes as she motioned the person behind her forward and continued waiting, her gaze fixed on Jake. Damn it, she was here for him. And he knew her well enough to know she would keep letting people go in front of her until he was finally open. He couldn’t keep Mrs. Barnes standing here for hours. 
 
    As he made the final click to move the money, he realized he was gritting his teeth. He brushed the cold sweat off his upper lip and tore the receipt out of the machine, holding it out to Mrs. Barnes. His hand was shaking. 
 
    “Are you all right?” she asked, taking the paper. 
 
    “Low blood sugar,” he said. “Anything else I can do for you?” 
 
    She tucked the receipt into her wallet beside the bills and snapped it closed, fumbling for her purse. “I think that’s it for today.” 
 
    Jake sneaked a look at the line. 
 
    “I’ll help the next customer,” said another teller. Jake couldn’t remember her name, she only worked part time. 
 
    Again, she motioned another customer in front of her, then she looked pointedly at Jake and gave him a smile. 
 
    Mrs. Barnes had finished stuffing her wallet into her purse. “Thank you for your patience.” 
 
    Jake gave a curt nod, then watched her turn around. As soon as her back was to him, he grabbed the window and pulled it closed, hurrying toward the break room. He saw Pauline look after him, but he ignored her. He knew it was too early for his lunch break, but he had no other choice. 
 
    Slipping into the break room, he grabbed a chair and pulled it out, sliding into it and putting his head in his hands. He didn’t know why he was so upset, but his heart was hammering in his chest. Damn it all, he’d just started putting his life back together. What the hell could she want with him? 
 
    He wanted to look outside and see if she’d gone to someone else, but he was afraid he knew the answer to that. She wouldn’t come in here unless she wanted to harass him for something. What did she want? Zoë’s murder trial didn’t even have a date set as far as he knew, so it couldn’t be about that. He hadn’t heard from the San Francisco police department for six months. How did she even know where he was? 
 
    He should have gone back to Nebraska like his sister, Faith, wanted. Then she wouldn’t have any jurisdiction over him. He’d be beyond her reach, so far away that she would only be an unpleasant memory. 
 
    “Jake?” 
 
    Jake looked up through his hands and met his boss’ light brown eyes. Sarah Temple was a short, round woman, who always wore a suit that seemed two sizes too small. Her feet were shoved into pumps that made the flesh ooze out of the top, and her bosom strained the buttons on her blouse so that it gaped, giving him a view of very pale flesh. He always tried to look away, but it was like a traffic accident, he was destined to gape. 
 
    “I’m sorry I left my window. I just desperately needed a break.” 
 
    She didn’t look happy, her face pinched. “There’s a cop out there who would like to open a checking account. She asked for you specifically.” Tilting her head, she gave him a severe glare. “You aren’t in trouble again, are you? Because you assured me that everything was behind you, you were cleared.” 
 
    Jake dropped his hands and shook his head vigorously. “No, I don’t know why she’s here, but it has nothing to do with me. I showed you the paper work. I was exonerated of all wrongdoing.” 
 
    Sarah folded her arms under her bosom, forcing the flesh against the gaping fabric. Jake wanted to wince, afraid a button might ping off. “I know, but why are you acting so strange?” 
 
    Jake forced himself to draw in a deep breath, then exhaled. “That woman caused me to lose my last job. I never wanted to see her again, but suddenly she appears here? I need this job, Sarah, please.” 
 
    Her look softened and she uncrossed her arms. “Okay.” 
 
    Jake felt some of the tension leave him. If he just waited here long enough, she’d give up and leave, then he could go back pretending that his life hadn’t been any different until six months before. 
 
    “I’ll still need you to take the account application though.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She requested you specifically.” 
 
    Jake wanted to argue, but he was afraid. He wasn’t lying. He needed this job. Since Zoë died, nothing had gone right. He’d had to leave their flat on Potrero Hill because he couldn’t keep up the rent with his unemployment check, then the only apartment he could afford was on Hyde, too close to the Tenderloin for his comfort. 
 
    “Please, Sarah, can’t you help her for me?” 
 
    “I tried, but she refused. Said it had to be you or nothing.” 
 
    Jake braced his hands on the table and stared at them. What the hell could she want with him? Maybe she really did want to open an account. But he knew, he knew there was no way he was that lucky. 
 
    “Look, Jake, one cop isn’t worth shit, far as I’m concerned. There’s certainly no money there, but we don’t want to make enemies out of the cops. One robbery and they don’t respond…come on, you know we can’t have that.” She laid a pudgy hand on his shoulder. “Man up and go out there. Make her happy and I’ll be able to write you a good recommendation if anything opens up at the Loan Center.” 
 
    Jake resisted the impulse to shake her hand off his shoulder. This was blackmail and he hated it. He hated being a teller and she knew that he was biding his time until he could get out of there. Still, it was better than unemployment. Once in a while he could even afford a little hamburger and beer. 
 
    He pushed himself to his feet and straightened his suit jacket. His hands were sweating, so he wiped them on his pants, then he went to the door and peered out. She wasn’t waiting in line, but when he leaned forward to take in the rest of the bank, he found her sitting in a chair at the assistant manager’s desk. The assistant manager was an avid Giants’ fan and had Giants’ paraphernalia all over his cubby. She was leaning forward, looking at a Giants’ desk calendar. 
 
    He mentally prepared himself, then shoved away from the break room door and tried to stride as calmly as possible behind the teller line to the half door that opened onto the platform. He pushed it open and crossed the carpeted floor, circling around her chair and dropping into the seat behind the desk as if he hadn’t been having a panic attack two seconds before. 
 
    “Inspector Brooks,” he said, but didn’t offer his hand. 
 
    She looked him over, a smile on her lips. Damn her, she didn’t look at all flustered. “Hello, Jake, you look good – thinner, but good. No beard.” 
 
    He resisted the impulse to run his hand across his jaw. “What do you want?” So much for being polite. 
 
    “I want to open an account.” 
 
    “No, you don’t.” 
 
    She sat up at that. “What’s with the hostility, Jake?” 
 
    He leaned forward, lowering his voice, but he kept an eye on Sarah as he spoke. “You’re here to harass me about something. You don’t want to open an account. You could have done that on-line or gone to one of the other tellers. You’re here to see me.” He sat back, gripping the arms of the chair. “How did you find me?” 
 
    She gave him a look that made him feel like a small, very stupid boy. “Really, Jake?” 
 
    “Okay, but why? I haven’t done anything wrong. I’m trying to put my life back together again…” 
 
    “Working as a teller?” She made a face. “With a college degree?” 
 
    He felt heat rising into his cheeks. He gripped the chair so hard, his knuckles ached. “You didn’t leave me with much else. I barely got this job.” 
 
    “We got your old job back, Jake, why aren’t you there?” 
 
    “I couldn’t go back there. Everyone knew what happened. Even though I was exonerated, no one would ever look at me the same.” 
 
    “I understand that, and besides your last boss, Anders…” 
 
    “Andrews.” 
 
    She nodded. “Andrews, right? What a prick.” 
 
    Jake couldn’t stop the disbelieving laugh that escaped him. “What do you want, Peyton?” 
 
    She crossed one leg over the other, folding her hands on her knee. “We have this case and it’s a nasty one. Gang bangers and hookers, one guy was decapitated.” 
 
    Jake realized he was staring at her with his mouth open. “What the hell does this have to do with me?” He looked around the bank. “Where’s your partner, Adonis?” 
 
    She uncrossed her legs and leaned forward, reaching out to touch a bobble head on the corner of the desk. She set the head to dancing and smiled at it. 
 
    Jake clamped a hand on the head, stopping it, then glared at her. “Peyton, I don’t have time for this. Why the hell are you here?” 
 
    “Marco doesn’t know I came. He’d give me hell if he knew I looked you up.” 
 
    Jake figured he liked Adonis more than ever. 
 
    “Like I was saying, we have this case. This one has the potential to get out of control. It’s really nasty and we really need to have all our t’s crossed and our i’s dotted.” 
 
    Jake released the bobble head and slumped in the chair. He couldn’t fathom a reason why he gave a damn about her case, but she didn’t seem concerned. 
 
    She picked up a manila envelope that had been leaning against the chair, then she slid it across the desk to him. “Look at those.” 
 
    Jake didn’t touch the envelope. He stared up at her as if he thought it contained a poisonous snake. “What’s in there?” 
 
    “Photos.” 
 
    “Of dead people?” 
 
    She made a strange nodding motion. “Sort of. Take a look.” 
 
    She’d cost him his job and his home, she’d cost him the only friendship he’d had, and now she wanted him to look at photos of dead people. Good lord, wasn’t enough enough? Still, she didn’t seem inclined to go away. He reached for the envelope and opened it, pulling out the photos inside. 
 
    He frowned, then turned them over, looking at them a different way. “What the hell is this supposed to be?” 
 
    “A tattoo.” 
 
    “On a dead body?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with your photographer? Is he blind?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “We think he’s lost his nerve, but it doesn’t matter. He quit.” 
 
    “He quit? Why do I think you were involved in that decision?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but whatever. You’re not entirely wrong.” 
 
    “You made him quit?” 
 
    “I pissed him off and he quit. He was probably going to be fired anyway.” 
 
    Jake laid the photos on the envelope and pushed it back to her. “Why are you bothering me with this?” 
 
    “We need a crime scene photographer. If you’re interested, you could even take some classes at the precinct on crime scene investigation.” 
 
    “Why would I do something like that?” 
 
    Peyton looked around the bank. “It’s better than this.” 
 
    “Taking pictures of dead people is better than this?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    “Hell yes. Come on, Jake, what are you making? Minimum wage?” 
 
    “And this pays better?” 
 
    “Yes, and you’d get medical benefits. Besides, you’d be helping out the public. We need a good photographer, Jake, someone with talent.” 
 
    “I’m just an amateur, Peyton, that’s all.” 
 
    “You’re a hell of a lot better than Bob Anderson.” 
 
    “Who’s Bob Anderson?” 
 
    She motioned at the photos with her chin. 
 
    Jake considered a moment. He was better than Bob Anderson, that he knew, but still, this whole visit was outlandish, insane. “I’m not a cop.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be. Not for this. You just have to be able to take clear pictures that we can use as evidence.” 
 
    “And how are you going to propose this, Peyton? Oh, by the way, remember that guy whose life I ruined because I thought he killed his wife, yeah, well, I hired him to take pictures for us. You must be freakin’ crazy.”’ 
 
    “How is this crazy? Look around you, Jake. This is bull shit. You can’t possibly want this job. I’m giving you a way out. I’m giving you a chance to get paid for doing something you love.” 
 
    “Taking pictures of dead people is what I love?” 
 
    She exhaled. “I want to do this for you. I owe you this, Jake. I can’t stand the thought of you working at a place like this.” 
 
    Jake barked out a laugh again. “So you offer me a job taking gory pictures?” He pushed himself to his feet and pointed at the door. “Please leave, Peyton, this is charity that I definitely don’t need.” 
 
    She stared at him a moment more, then she grabbed her blurry photos and shoved them in the envelope. Rising to her feet, she reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a card, placing it on the desk in front of him. “If you change your mind, call me.” 
 
    Jake deliberately picked up the card and tore it in half, throwing both pieces into the Giants’ wastebasket by the desk. “Just leave.” 
 
    She shook her head, then reached out and flicked the bobble head, sending it bouncing madly. With that, she turned her back and headed toward the door. She just reached the tiled lobby when she looked over her shoulder. “You know where to find me,” she said, before grasping the handle. 
 
    Jake watched her stroll to the outside door, then he glared down at the bobble head. Bringing back his hand, he punched it off the desk and into the trash can. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    “Mama?” called Magdalena, pushing open the front door. 
 
    As she settled the backpack by the door, she heard pounding coming down the stairs. Her twin brothers, Jesus and Juan, skidded on the linoleum, both of them grabbing the banister to stop themselves. 
 
    “We’re hungry.” 
 
    “Call Mama.” 
 
    Magdalena took off her jacket and hung it on the hook Papa had nailed to the wall by the door. “Where’s Papa?” 
 
    “He’s working a double shift.” 
 
    “He won’t be home until midnight.” 
 
    Magdalena angled around her brothers and headed toward the back of the house. Both boys followed her. They had just turned ten last month and they reached her shoulder already. With their mops of black hair, gap-toothed smiles, and identical black eyes that twinkled with mischief, Magdalena knew they would break women’s hearts someday. 
 
    “Mama’s at the hospital, sí?” 
 
    “She said to call her.” 
 
    “She couldn’t wait.” 
 
    “Why were you late?” 
 
    “She wasn’t happy.” 
 
    Magdalena leaned on the counter and looked down at them. They gamboled about like puppies. “Take out the garbage, while I call Mama, then I’ll make dinner.” 
 
    They started shoving each other, arguing over whose turn it was. Magdalena ignored them and reached for the house phone. She dialed Mama’s cell. It rang three times before Mama picked up. 
 
    “Magdalena,” Mama whispered into the phone. “You home?” 
 
    “Sí, Mama.” 
 
    “I had to leave the boys alone. Why were you late?” 
 
    Magdalena gripped the phone, watching her brothers struggle to remove the overflowing garbage. One held down the can, while the other tugged on the bag. She didn’t want to tell her the truth. She knew it worried Mama if her children got in trouble at school. She didn’t like them to draw attention to themselves in a negative way. 
 
    “Mrs. Rosales asked me to meet with her after school.” 
 
    “Are you in trouble?” hissed Mama. 
 
    Magdalena closed her eyes and tried to summon all of her patience. “No, Mama, I’m not in trouble. She wanted to go over my essay with me.” 
 
    “No necesitamos problemas, mi’ja.” 
 
    “I know, Mama. How is Esperanza?” She wanted to change the subject. 
 
    “She is sleeping now. It was not a good day.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She didn’t like to think of Esperanza. Her sister had just turned twelve when they got the diagnosis. 
 
    The boys were still tugging on the garbage bag. Mama was saying something, but Magdalena could see the plastic was about to rip. 
 
    “Hold on, Mama. Juan, the bag.” 
 
    Before she could slide around the counter, the bag ripped and garbage spilled out onto the floor. Magdalena stopped and just stared at it. Her brothers looked up from the mess and met her eye. She didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t really their fault. 
 
    “What is wrong? Magdalena? What’s happening there?” 
 
    Magdalena drew a deep breath and exhaled. “Nothing, Mama. We just had a little spill. I’ll clean it up.” 
 
    “Please don’t leave me a mess, Lena. I have too much to do.” 
 
    Magdalena watched as her brothers hunkered down over the mess, using a can to push paper out of the way so they could inspect the brown fluid that was oozing across the floor. “I know, Mama. Look, I’ve got to go. I’ve still got to make dinner.” 
 
    “There’s some rice in the refrigerator. Mix it with the soup from the weekend.” 
 
    “Okay, Mama.” 
 
    “And make sure the boys do their homework.” 
 
    “Sí, Mama.” 
 
    “And can you run a load of clothes? They won’t have anything to wear if you don’t.” 
 
    “Sí.” 
 
    “All right, I’ve got to go. The nurse is here. Adiós, mi’ja.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Mama.” The phone went dead in her hand. Magdalena replaced the receiver, then crossed to the garbage and shooed her brothers away. “Go get your homework and start it at the kitchen table. I’ll clean this up and get dinner.” 
 
    They reluctantly backed away and Magdalena stepped over the mess, pulling another bag out of the dispenser under the sink. As she began cleaning up the spilled garbage, she thought of the boy, Felix, she’d met in detention. Thoughts of him made her cheeks heat, so she forced them down. Glancing at the clock on the stove, she realized it was getting late. Here was another night when she wouldn’t be able to complete her homework. 
 
    That thought depressed her so, she decided she’d let herself think about Felix instead. Mama might not like it, but she didn’t have control over Magdalena’s mind. At least there, she could do what she wanted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Peyton returned to the precinct after the frustrating meeting with Jake. She couldn’t understand why he hadn’t been more receptive to her idea. Certainly, she had made his life difficult, and the investigation had cost him his job, but she hadn’t treated him any differently than any other suspect. It wasn’t personal. Why did he take it that way? 
 
    Placing the manila envelope between her teeth, she tugged off her coat as she headed to her desk. It was beginning to rain again and the leather on her jacket was wet. Removing the envelope, she vowed that she wasn’t going to give up on Jake, not now. Once the shock of seeing her wore off, he’d realize she was right. She was offering him more than what he had as a teller. 
 
    Marco was waiting at their desks with a cop she vaguely recognized. She’d seen him a couple of times before at crime scenes, but she couldn’t remember his name. He was about five ten, well-muscled with tattoos covering his arms. His Hispanic heritage was evident in his round face, dark eyes, olive skin, and black hair, which he kept in a crew-cut. 
 
    Marco leaned on the edge of their joined desks, his arms folded across his chest, his blue sweater straining against the muscles of his upper body. “Where have you been?” he asked, frowning at her. 
 
    Dropping the manila envelope on the desk, she arranged the coat on the back of her chair and smoothed out the shoulders. “Lunch, why?” 
 
    “Two hours?” 
 
    “I had some errands to run.” 
 
    He gave her a skeptical look, but she turned away from him, holding out her hand to the other cop. “Peyton Brooks,” she offered. 
 
    “Javier Vargas.” His grip was firm, but he didn’t seem intent on crushing her fingers. 
 
    “Javier is with the Gang Taskforce, Brooks. He might have something for us.” 
 
    Peyton fixed her hands in her back pockets. “Great. We aren’t making much progress ourselves.”               
 
    “I heard. Vice locate your witness yet?” 
 
    “Nope. We think she’s gone underground, afraid to show herself.” 
 
    “She’ll have to come out eventually.” 
 
    “Exactly. So what do you have for us?” 
 
    “I went to see the bodies at the M.E.’s office. Captain Defino called and said you had some tattoos you needed identifying.” He pointed at the envelope. “She told us your photographer has lost it or something.” 
 
    “You could say that. He quit on us yesterday. I guess you don’t want to see his pictures if you saw the bodies, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “You recognized either of them?” 
 
    “Wasn’t much left to recognize. You still haven’t found the head?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Javier nodded. 
 
    Peyton slapped Marco in the stomach with the back of her hand. “Get him a chair, will you?” She pulled out her own chair and sank into it as Marco hooked his and swung it around. Javier settled into it, but Marco went back to leaning on the desks. 
 
    “So you were telling us about the tattoos?” 
 
    “Yeah, Marco said you saw the same tattoo on both of them, and on the building where one of the bodies was found?” 
 
    “Graffiti next to the entrance. Looked like a bunch of crooked black lines.” 
 
    “They’re not lines. They’re letters.” 
 
    Peyton lifted her chin. 
 
    “ŁĦȺ.” 
 
    “ŁĦȺ?” Peyton glanced at Marco in question, but he simply shrugged. 
 
    “Stands for Los Hermanos Aztecas, local gang ‘round the Tenderloin. Mostly go by Aztecas.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of them,” said Peyton, tapping her fingers on the envelope. “I took a workshop by one of your guys about two years ago. I thought the Aztecas were small, mostly petty theft, home invasion. These guys were dealing in drugs and prostitutes. Pretty sophisticated gang activity, isn’t it?” 
 
    Javier scratched at his wrist and gave one short nod. “They were small, but lately, they’ve been branching out.” 
 
    “How?” asked Marco. 
 
    “Some gangsters are infiltrating from Mexico. These Mexican gangsters aren’t your local hoods and drop-outs, these gangsters are businessmen and know how to run things.” 
 
    Peyton closed her eyes. Defino was right. This was way out of their control. 
 
    “There’s something more,” said Javier. 
 
    Peyton opened her eyes again. He was staring at her. 
 
    “Something that directly affects you.” 
 
    Her? What the hell did she have to do with Mexican gangsters? Suddenly she went still inside and her hands curled around the arms of her chair. She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear what he was going to tell her. 
 
    “Luis Garza used to be a member of the Aztecas.” 
 
    Luis Garza? The man who killed her father. Gunned him down in a routine traffic stop because he was carting drugs and her father had become suspicious. Ben had died in the ambulance on the way to the hospital, leaving Peyton with no time to say goodbye. 
 
    “Brooks?” said Marco. 
 
    Peyton blinked. “So he was a member,” she commented, turning to her desk and pretending she was looking for something. She grabbed a pen and tapped it on the envelope. 
 
    “He was pretty high up in the operation. We’re pretty sure he handled the drug deals for the whole of the City.” 
 
    Peyton swiveled in her chair and studied him. “He was making the deliveries himself when he shot my father.” 
 
    “That was something special. We don’t think he did much of that. He was a general.” 
 
    “General?” said Marco in an incredulous tone. 
 
    “A lot of the larger gangs structure leadership with military rankings. Aztecas have been moving in that direction for the last couple of years. I suspect the two dead gangsters were also high ranking. I’d really like to get them identified because someone is going to be moving in to take their places.” 
 
    Marco glanced at Peyton, but she didn’t know what he expected her to say. She couldn’t seem to corral her thoughts at the moment. “The M.E. thinks one of them killed the other and beheaded him, but if they were both Aztecas, why would that happen?” 
 
    Javier shrugged, watching Peyton from the corners of his eyes. “Who knows? They get into a territorial dispute, one is moving in on the other, trying to elevate himself. The beheading is a message, intimidation. I’ll bet there were other gang members there when it happened. We really need to figure out who they are. I’d be able to give you better information then.” 
 
    Peyton realized she was holding the pen in a death grip. She forced her fingers to relax and released it. “Our witness, one of the hookers, called him El Griego. Does that help?” 
 
    “The Greek?” Javier shook his head. “Doesn’t ring a bell, but I’ll ask around. The Aztecas are evolving rapidly and we can’t seem to keep up.” 
 
    “She said his real name was Alberto something.” 
 
    Javier reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a notebook, much like Peyton’s. She liked him more for it. He motioned to the pen she’d been holding. “Do you mind?” 
 
    Peyton handed it to him and he wrote something down. “I’ll get back to you on this,” he said, handing her the pen. He pushed himself to his feet and replaced the notebook. “Thanks for filling me in.” He shook hands with Marco first. 
 
    Peyton rose and accepted his hand in turn. “We’ll keep you updated from here too.” 
 
    He covered her hand with his free one. “I’m sorry about the news,” he said. 
 
    She forced a smile. “It’s okay. I guess I’ll never get away from that bastard.” 
 
    He patted her hand, then released her. “Nice to meet both of you.” 
 
    “Same,” said Marco. 
 
    Peyton nodded at him and he walked away. Avoiding eye contact with her partner, Peyton sat back down and grabbed her mouse, clicking on the address program Dispatch used when they received a call. She typed in her password and waited. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “I will be if we don’t talk about it.” 
 
    “Okay,” he answered, holding out his hands. “But you know if you want to…” 
 
    She stopped and glanced up at him. He looked genuinely concerned. “I know, Marco.” She half-rose and kissed his cheek. “I know.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake tossed the frozen dinner in the microwave and punched in the minutes, then he bent over and pulled open the tiny refrigerator, taking a beer out of the door. He popped the tab and swilled back a huge mouthful. Once he had been able to buy imported beer. Zoë liked her fancy coffees, he liked imported beer. His friend, Sam, had joked that he couldn’t be from Nebraska and not drink domestic. 
 
    He walked the two steps to the couch and picked up the remote off the arm, clicking it on. A Giants game filled the wide-screen. It was one of the few luxuries he’d allowed himself to take from the flat on Potrero Hill. He took another drink of his beer and sighed. The sound of a baseball game almost made him feel like things were returning to normal. Almost. 
 
    The third baseman took his stance at the plate, the bat waving in the air behind him, and the Cubs’ pitcher threw a fast ball right down the pike. Jake caught his breath as the third baseman swung and connected. The ball rose in the air and angled deep into the outfield. The right fielder ran back, back, tracking it. The camera caught a slice of the bay in the background, the white of kayaks bobbing in the water. A knock sounded at the door as the right fielder jumped for the ball. The ball bounced off the top of the wall and splashed into the bay. The crowd erupted in cheers. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    Jake set his beer on the microwave table and backed toward the door, watching the third baseman round the bases. He didn’t bother to look through the peephole as he unlocked it and pulled it open. 
 
    The entire dugout emptied as the Giants spilled out to welcome their third baseman into home plate. Jake turned away from the television, still gripping the doorknob, and looked at his visitor. Peyton flashed him a smile. 
 
    Jake’s expression fell and he simply stared at her unblinking as she strolled into his apartment without invitation. She circled around the one room studio and peered into the microwave to see what he was eating. Jake shook himself and shut the door, feeling anger rise inside of him. This was going too far. 
 
    “Now wait just one damn minute!” he said. “This is harassment and I’m going to report you.” 
 
    “And how exactly will that go, Jake? What exactly are you going to say? She came to my apartment and offered me a job.” The look she gave him plainly said she thought he was insane. When you put it that way, it really didn’t sound reasonable. 
 
    She tilted her head and inspected his miniature refrigerator, then the hotplate sitting on the only counter by the sink. The kitchen, if you could call it that, had shelves for plates and glasses rather than cabinets. 
 
    “I’ll be damned. You’re right, Jake. If this is what you can get off a teller’s salary, you certainly don’t need me.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this to me, Mighty Mouse? I already told you I’m not interested. I’m working my way back into finance and soon I’ll be able to afford something better.” 
 
    “Really? ‘Cause the winos I stepped over to get up here seemed to think differently. You’re two blocks from the Tenderloin, Jake.” She looked around the studio, then held out her arms. “But of course, the frat boy refrigerator and bohemian hotplate really add to the ambience.” 
 
    Jake pointed at the door. “Get out, Inspector Brooks. I’ve lost my patience with this and I don’t have to take it. Get out!” 
 
    “Just let me make one last proposal.” She walked over and pushed up a section of peeling wallpaper, then dusted her hands on her jeans. “Look, I have a house on 19th Avenue. It’s a two bedroom with a real kitchen and a man sized refrigerator.  I’ve been thinking about taking on a roommate.” 
 
    Jake couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “What?” 
 
    “I’d rent you a room for what you’re paying here. What are you paying here?” 
 
    “Are you insane?” 
 
    “It makes sense. If you won’t take the job, at least take the room. That would go a long way toward assuaging my guilt.” 
 
    “Assuaging your guilt?” 
 
    “I used that right, didn’t I? Assuaging? It means lessening, right?” 
 
    Jake stared at her in disbelief. “You are certifiable. Why me, Mighty Mouse, why me? I just want you to leave me alone. At least tell me why you’re picking on me.” 
 
    She tilted her head and gave him a frown. “Flair for the dramatic, honestly.” Then she tucked her hands in the back pockets of her jeans, her leather jacket gaping open. He could see the handle of her gun in the holster under her arm. “Look, Jake, you were one of the good ones. We don’t see many of those in this job. You loved your wife. We see even less of that. Usually I feel good about taking someone apart, tearing up their life, but with you, I don’t. I feel terrible.” 
 
    “You told me that at Zoë’s funeral and I accepted your apology. That’s enough, Peyton.” 
 
    Peyton studied the hot plate and the twin bed shoved into a corner of the room. He didn’t even have enough space for a nightstand, so he’d rigged a shelf there too. “It’s not enough. Then this thing came up with our photographer and I had a brainstorm. It’s the perfect job for you, Jake. When you turned me down, I looked up your current address. When I saw where you were living, I just couldn’t let it go. You’d be better off in Nebraska.” 
 
    It occurred to Jake that she was right if only so he could get away from her. He was distracted by cheering on the television and he squinted to see what was happening. The left fielder had hit a double. The Giants were up by two, and in that moment, he knew he didn’t want to go back to Nebraska. This was where he belonged, in the City where he and Zoë had made their life together. 
 
    Peyton suddenly stamped her foot, drawing his attention. He frowned at her as she held up a hand, then rubbed the bottom of her boot along his worn, hard-wood floor. 
 
    “It’s okay, just a cockroach.” She gave him an uncomfortable smile. “He did go after my gun, but I think he planned to use it on the rat in the corner.” 
 
    Jake involuntarily leaned forward, peering at the corner where she pointed, but he didn’t see anything. He glared at her. “Really?” 
 
    “I have a nice place, Jake. Hot water, flushing toilets, and you don’t have to go down to the gas station on the corner to use one.” 
 
    Jake didn’t have to go to a gas station, but he didn’t tell her that he had to straddle his toilet in order to get a shower in the morning. “Think what you’re saying. I was a murder suspect for you not six months before. How is Adonis or your captain going to react to you having a suspect living in your house?”  
 
    “First of all, I told you I was thinking of taking a roommate. It’s none of Marco’s business what I do outside of work, and the same goes for my captain.” 
 
    “And you don’t think this is all ridiculous, Peyton?” 
 
    “This is ridiculous. What the hell, Jake. This is a dive. I’m gonna get called out here next time to identify your rotting corpse. Or what’s left of it after the cockroaches finish.” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “I don’t want your charity. I don’t want your job and I especially don’t want your room. I’m doing just fine on my own. Now, please, Peyton, leave. Just leave me alone. I don’t want you feeling responsible for me, I don’t even want you thinking of me. Just forget I exist.” 
 
    She looked so disappointed, he felt a bit guilty for being so harsh, but she had to understand, she had to stop this. She reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out another damn business card. “If you change your mind about either…” She came forward and laid it on the cinderblock he was using as a coffee table. “…call me.” 
 
    He shook his head and took a step back, opening the door. 
 
    The microwave dinged as she crossed the room and stood looking up at him. “I have a bat you can use to fight off the rat when he tries to take your dinner from you.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Mighty Mouse,” he said, fighting a smile. 
 
    “Goodbye, Jake.” She stepped out the door. 
 
    He didn’t wait to see her walk down the hall before he shut it at her back and then leaned against it. The big screen TV was awash in bright green and tan, but all around it was dingy grey. Oh, well, sometimes you had to go down in order to go back up. Right? 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton saw Devan approaching across the precinct. She rose to her feet and gave him a quick hug, feeling Marco’s speculative look. Devan kissed the top of her head. “Missed you last night,” he said. 
 
    “Same here,” she answered. “Can I get you some coffee?” She wanted to get him away from all the prying eyes. 
 
    “Maybe later. I’m actually here on official business.” He released her and nodded at Marco. “D’Angelo.” 
 
    “D.A.” Marco flashed Peyton a smirk. 
 
    Captain Defino left her office and crossed over to them. Her short stylish bob looked a little disheveled and her pants suit could have used a pass with an iron. “I got a call from your boss this morning, Adams.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here. He doesn’t want to drag this out any more than necessary, considering the circumstances. He wants to arraign the girl as soon as possible. He sent me down here to get a statement from her.” 
 
    “She’s catatonic. She can’t give you a statement,” said Peyton. 
 
    “I know, but he wants me to check it out myself.” 
 
    Defino shifted weight, squinting up at them. She always squinted because she refused to wear glasses. She thought glasses made her weak. Peyton thought going around without seeing put one in a position of weakness, but who was she to say anything. 
 
    “Okay, Brooks, head down to the hospital and question the girl.” 
 
    “We were going to meet with a sketch artist and Abe. Abe thinks he’ll be able to recreate enough of El Griego’s facial structure, so that we can check around the streets and see if anyone knows him, or maybe Javier from the Gang Taskforce will recognize him.” 
 
    “Marco can do that. You go with Adams.” 
 
    Marco let out an exasperated sigh. “Why don’t I go with Adams?” 
 
    “Because you’re male. Our hooker is terrified of males,” answered Defino. 
 
    “Fine,” said Marco, slumping in his seat. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” the captain asked. 
 
    “Abe’s gonna flirt with him,” offered Peyton. 
 
    Defino gave Marco an arch look. “So, enjoy it while it lasts. Someday you won’t remember the last time someone flirted with you.” 
 
    “Captain, this is Abe,” he said reasonably. “One day he had the entire Coroner’s lab do a flash mob to You’re the One that I Want.” 
 
    Peyton burst into laughter. That was a classic. 
 
    Defino seemed to be fighting a smile. “See if the Gang Taskforce guy, Javier, will meet you there. Abe’ll be on his best behavior if someone he doesn’t know is around.” 
 
    Marco’s expression was unconvinced, but he reached for his phone. “Fine. But if he does something in skywriting, I get a week off.” 
 
    Defino patted Marco’s shoulder. “You’ve got it, Danny Zuko.” 
 
      
 
    *   *  * 
 
      
 
    Peyton was relieved to see Nurse Maelee when they arrived on Athena’s hospital floor. She smiled at Peyton, then gave Devan a quick once over. 
 
    “Officer Brooks,” she said brightly. 
 
    Peyton didn’t bother to correct her on the job title. “Nurse Maelee, this is Assistant District Attorney Devan Adams. He needs to see our patient, if possible.” 
 
    “Certainly.” She turned around and searched the wall for a chart, then lifted it off the metal peg.  She glanced at the writing. “She still isn’t talking. We can’t even get her to fill out her meal card, so she can pick what she wants to eat.” 
 
    “Are the two officers still guarding the door?” 
 
    Nurse Maelee closed the chart. “Yes, but we had to move them a few feet away from the door so she can’t see them. Even having them in her line of sight agitates her. The first day we had to give her a sedative until we caught on to what was upsetting her.” 
 
    “I was hoping she’d be better,” said Peyton. 
 
    “You and me both. Come on.” She circled the counter and led them down the corridor. 
 
    “Everything else quiet since my last visit.” 
 
    “You mean extra janitorial staff?” 
 
    Peyton nodded. 
 
    “I haven’t heard of anything,” offered Maelee. She entered Athena’s room and Peyton followed. The girl was lying in the bed, staring out the window, her eyes fixed on nothing. Her hair lay about her shoulders, looking tangled and greasy. 
 
    “She hasn’t taken a shower or anything?” asked Peyton. 
 
    Maelee settled the chart on the dinner cart and shook her head. “We can hardly get her to sit up in the chair while we change the bed. I’m trying to figure out a way to wash her hair…” The nurse was cut off by a moan from the bed. 
 
    Athena had closed her eyes and as they watched, she pulled her knees into her chest, hugging them. A sound, like a wounded animal, escaped her throat and Peyton turned around to see what caused her distress. Devan had taken a few steps into the room. 
 
    Maelee looked up at the same time. “I don’t think this will work.” 
 
    Peyton agreed with her. Athena was beginning to rock herself and give whimpering noises. “I’ll try to talk to her, Devan, see if I can get anything, but you should wait outside. You can see what a state she’s in, let’s not make it worse.” 
 
    Devan backed toward the door. “I think you’re right. See if you can get her to talk to you once I’m gone.” 
 
    Peyton waited until he disappeared before she moved up to the bed. She covered Athena’s hands with her own. “He’s gone now. He won’t hurt you.” 
 
    Athena gradually calmed, but she didn’t open her eyes. 
 
    “Listen, Athena, I know that’s not your real name, but it’s all I’ve got. I’m trying to help you, but I need you to help me. I need you to talk to me, tell me what happened. If you don’t, I can’t help you.” 
 
    Athena released her knees and reached up with her right hand to clasp the crucifix around her neck. Maelee nodded at Peyton to continue. She was obviously making some sort of progress. 
 
    “If you tell me your name, I can contact your family, let them know where you are. I’m sure you’d like to see them, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Slowly Athena opened her eyes, but she didn’t look at Peyton. She fixed her eyes on the door and didn’t blink. 
 
    Peyton sat down on the edge of the bed and tightened her grip on Athena’s hand. “Please, help me. Help me understand what happened. If someone hurt you, I can stop them. I can find them and make sure they don’t hurt anyone else. But I need your help, Athena. I need you to tell me what happened that night. Why were you at that building? Did you go inside? Did you see El Griego murder the first man?” 
 
    She waited, studying Athena’s face, willing her to respond, but she got nothing. She sighed, drawing her hand away from the girl’s. Beside her, Maelee clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. 
 
    “Thanks,” answered Peyton and got up to leave. This was a waste of time. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Marco met Javier at the entrance to the conference room. The two men shook hands. “Did you find out anything about El Griego?” 
 
    Javier shook his head. “Nothing. None of my regulars heard of him, but that means nothing. Sometimes when a gangster buys it, his name becomes forbidden and no one will admit to having known him, especially if he was off’d because of something he did against the gang.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to hate this case.” 
 
    “Welcome to my world, man.” 
 
    Marco turned the handle on the door and pushed it open. Abe was already sitting at the table with the precinct’s sketch artist, a man named Steve Eldridge. Steve looked a lot older than he was with a full beard and shoulder length brown hair. Marco never remembered him without sandals and a ratty tie-dye t-shirt. He wore a round pair of glasses like John Lennon once sported and his fingernails were always stained with paint. However, he was a brilliant sketch artist and Marco liked him. 
 
    “Steve, how are you?” He held out his hand and Steve took it. 
 
    “Good, you?” He scratched at a spot of paint on his stomach. “Where’s your partner?” 
 
    “Running down a call with the D.A.” At that Abe’s brows rose into his hairline, forcing Marco to acknowledge him. “Abe?” 
 
    “My own Angel’D, you’re looking especially angelic today.” He was playing with a piece of paper, folding it into tiny pieces. 
 
    Marco glared at him. “Behave yourself.” 
 
    Abe splayed a hand across his chest and gave Marco his most innocent look. “I always behave myself, except when I don’t.” 
 
    Marco motioned Javier up beside him. Javier had a half-bewildered smile on his face. “This is Javier Vargas from the Gang Taskforce. We were hoping he might recognize the John Doe once we get the drawing done.” He indicated the chair next to him and took the one directly across from Abe. 
 
    Abe continued to fold his paper. “We already started.” 
 
    Marco studied the drawing in front of Steve. A Hispanic man in his late twenties was materializing there. “How close do you think you’ll be able to get, Abe?” 
 
    Abe leaned over and looked at the drawing , his dreads swinging forward. “Not very. I can give you a general racial mix based on the bone structure, but that’s about it, and really I can only give you an approximation of the right side. The left was merely bone fragment and brain.” He made a face for Javier’s benefit. 
 
    The other cop gave a short nod and continued watching Steve sketch. 
 
    “Make the cheekbones just a smidge higher,” said Abe, watching his paper instead of the drawing. “The forehead should be a bit broader.” 
 
    They all watched Steve sketch for a few more moments. Finally, Abe held his folded paper out to Marco with a wicked smile. Marco frowned at it, but he wasn’t sure what he was looking at anyway. 
 
    “For you?” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Origami.” 
 
    “Origami?” 
 
    “Yes, origami is an ancient Japanese art of paper folding.” 
 
    “I know what origami is. What is this?” He took the object and held it up for Abe. 
 
    “An angel for my Angel.” 
 
    Marco briefly closed his eyes and settled the paper on the table. He felt Javier’s eyes on him in confusion. This might not be worth a week off, but it sure ought to buy him a day at least. “Just concentrate on the drawing.” 
 
    Abe returned to the drawing and gave a few more suggestions. Steve fleshed them out, then picked up the drawing and gave it to Marco. Both Marco and Javier looked at it. 
 
    “Do you recognize him?” 
 
    Javier shook his head, never taking his eyes off the drawing. “I wish I did. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It was a long shot at best,” said Marco. “We’ll make a copy and you can pass it around your division, see if anyone recognizes him. That’s the best we can do.” 
 
    Javier shifted in the seat and faced Marco. “Actually, it’s not. You might try talking to Luis Garza. After all, he ran with the Aztecas for a while. He might recognize this one. He might be a holdover from when Garza was in charge.” 
 
    Marco didn’t immediately respond. He could already see trying to present this to Peyton. Oh, lord, that wouldn’t go well. “I thought the Aztecas are different now, more organized than when Garza ran them.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean the players are completely different. It takes a while to move up in the ranks. You’ve got to earn it, you know?” 
 
    Marco chewed his inner lip. “My partner is never going to agree to talk with Garza without being sure he’s got something to offer.” 
 
    “She will if you ask her,” said Abe, playing with a new piece of paper. 
 
    “Me? You’d have better luck than me? And I don’t like your odds, to be honest.” 
 
    “Come on,” said Abe, giving him a smug look. “We’re her girlfriends. Me she goes to for the fun things, like sex and stuff. You handle the serious stuff.” 
 
    “I’m not her girlfriend.” He glanced at both Steve and Javier. The two men were fighting smiles, avoiding eye contact with him. 
 
    “You know she’d do it if you asked her. You just don’t want to ask her because you know it would hurt her to do it.” 
 
    Marco studied the sketch some more. Abe was right, but he hated to admit it. If he asked Peyton to talk with Garza, she’d agree, but it would kill her to even see the bastard, let alone breathe the same air. There had to be another way around it. He just couldn’t ask her to revisit the most devastating experience of her life. 
 
    “I’m not her girlfriend,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    *  *   * 
 
      
 
    Magdalena leaned on the bus stop pole and waited for the bus to arrive. Mama had promised to pick her up after school, but she’d never shown up. Magdalena knew she shouldn’t get angry about it, or feel neglected. Her sister, Esperanza, was more important right now. In her head, Magdalena knew this, but in her heart she felt alone. 
 
    Once she got home, her brothers would want dinner, and there would be dishes to clean from breakfast. Then the laundry had to be folded. If Mama got back late, she wouldn’t want to see the clothes still sitting in the dryer. 
 
    Someone needed to go shopping. The cabinets were looking bare and Papa was the only one with a vehicle, a rusty, noisy pickup that they’d inherited from their grandfather. Papa hated driving that truck, said he was sure la migra was going to pick him up every time he left the house. If Mama was there, she would scold him into doing it, but Magdalena knew better than to scold Papa. He never raised a hand to his children, but a look from his eyes was enough to reduce them all to tears. 
 
    She saw the boy from the corner of her eyes, but she stared straight forward, praying the bus would come. He sauntered over to her, all loose-limbs. He wore a jeans jacket and a bandana held back his hair. A white tank top peaked through the opening of the jacket and the top of his boxers showed over his low-slung jeans. 
 
    “Hey, there, Lena,” he said, moving so close to her, she shrank against the pole. 
 
    She wanted to correct him. Only her family called her Lena, but she liked the way he drew out the syllables, like it was honey on his tongue. “Felix.” She kept her head turned to the side, holding her books as a barrier before her. “Where are your friends?” 
 
    He gave a careless shrug. “I ditched them when I saw you waiting here. I got a car, chica, I’ll take you home.” 
 
    She blinked up at him, startled by his offer. They’d only said a few words to one another, most of it written in a note. She was definitely not getting in a car with him. “I’m taking the bus. It’ll be here soon.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” He reached above her, making her flinch, but he only curled his long fingers around the pole, leaning until the edges of his jacket brushed against her. “We don’t have to go to your house. I’ll take you anywhere you want to go.” 
 
    Anywhere she wanted to go? Magdalena briefly closed her eyes. Unfortunately, that was impossible. She wanted to go back in time to before Esperanza got sick, when Mama and Papa had time for everyone. 
 
    “Come on, chica, name it. I’ll take you there.” 
 
    Magdalena shook her head. “You can’t. It’s not possible.” 
 
    “’Course it is. I got a full tank of gas. Just name it and we’ll go. Los Vegas? New York? Abilene?” 
 
    A laugh escaped her and she smiled up at him. “Abilene?” 
 
    He smiled in return and Magdalena liked his crooked teeth. “I ran out of big cities.” 
 
    She shook her head, shifting a little so she could see him better. “There’s Chicago, St. Louis, Detroit…San Francisco.” 
 
    He snapped his fingers. “Yep, ‘Frisco. Got a cousin out there. He’s always telling me I should come.” 
 
    “I’d like to see San Francisco,” she said. 
 
    “Done. I told you I’d take you anywhere you want. ‘Frisco it is.” 
 
    “And just what would we do for money once we got there?” 
 
    He moved his hand from the pole and ran a strand of her black hair through his fingers. Magdalena knew she should pull away, but she couldn’t. It was so nice to spend a moment just talking to someone her age, flirting. Papa would hate it, but Papa wasn’t here. He was either at work or at the hospital with Mama. 
 
    “I’ll get a job,” he said, his voice dropping into a lower register. It sent a shiver through Magdalena. 
 
    “Doing what? You don’t even have a high school diploma.” 
 
    “It’s easy to get money out there. My cousin says he’s always got more than he knows what to do with.” 
 
    Magdalena gave a laugh. “How?” 
 
    Felix tilted his head, giving her a pointed look as he continued playing with her hair. “How do you think, chica? What’s the easiest way to get money in the world? Drugs, chica.” 
 
    Magdalena’s smile dried and she pulled her hair out of his fingers. “Leave me alone.” 
 
    “Whoa!” he said, holding out his hands and taking a step back. “Don’t go all virgin on me, chica. I didn’t say I did those things, I just said it’s a way to get quick money.” 
 
    Magdalena’s hand closed automatically on the crucifix. “It’s a horrible way to get money. It’s evil and wrong and illegal.” 
 
    “How’s it wrong when people want the stuff? When they beg for it? I’m not telling them to do it. And as for the law, since when has the gringos’ law ever done right by us.” He made a scoffing sound. “Don’t tell me about that shit.” 
 
    The bus pulled up to the stop, the brakes hissing. Magdalena glared at him and then moved off the sidewalk to avoid him. The doors opened with a hydraulic sound and Magdalena hurried up the steps and into the bus, dropping the coins into the machine. 
 
    She sank into the first seat she found, clutching her books as tightly as she could. She wanted to look out the window and see if Felix was still there, but she was afraid any contact would encourage him and she had to put as much distance between them as she could. Dealing drugs? Lord, she had initially hoped he was kidding, but he wasn’t. 
 
    No matter how attractive she thought him, Magdalena knew she had to end their friendship…association…whatever. Mama would have a fit if she knew and Papa would probably have a heart attack, then kill Felix as soon as he felt better. 
 
    When the doors closed and Felix didn’t appear, Magdalena breathed a sigh of relief and rested her head on the back of the seat. Now it was time to forget about him. Never let him enter her mind again. Despite her resolve, she rose slightly and looked back at the bus stop, wondering if she could see him, but he was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Jake climbed the stairs in the dark. The light at the top was out again. No matter how often he complained to the manager, someone took the bulb out of the light and he suspected, used it in their own apartment. The narrow staircase and the dark, wood paneling didn’t help and made him feel a little claustrophobic until he reached the top. 
 
    The carpet in the hall was faded and threadbare, the walls papered with a peeling, yellow pattern that had once been white, the entire building looking neglected and dim, but at least a skylight in the ceiling allowed a little light to filter through. He shifted his briefcase to his left hand and reached into his pocket for his keys; however, as he came to his door, he noticed it was ajar. 
 
    Pushing it open slowly, Jake peered around the door and surveyed the one room studio. The spot on the wall that his television had occupied was empty, the couch tossed on its face and all the drawers in the dresser he used as a television stand were open, the clothes hanging out or strewn on the floor. 
 
    Jake pushed the door the rest of the way open and set his briefcase down. Edging to the bathroom, he shoved that door open and peered inside. His medicine cabinet had been rifled, the toothpaste, mouthwash and over the counter drugs thrown on the ground. For a moment, he sank down on the toilet and simply stared at the pill bottles. All of the memories of Zoë’s death came back in a rush, leaving him feeling as he did then, helpless and lost. He remembered the bathroom in Potrero Hill, the way he had thrown everything out of the cabinets, hoping to discover what had killed his wife, and finding nothing. 
 
    Footsteps sounded in the main room, snapping Jake out of his memories. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” came a voice. 
 
    Jake sprang to the opening, startling the young teenager who lived next door. 
 
    The boy had dark skin, his hair braided in cornrows, his trousers and t-shirt looking three sizes too big for him. He was the only neighbor who ever talked to Jake, ever acknowledged him in the least. 
 
    He lifted big, brown eyes to the man. “Dude, you got robbed.” 
 
    Jake forced his shoulders to relax. “Looks that way.” 
 
    The boy looked around. Mikey, that was his name. “Dude, they took your TV.” 
 
    Jake nodded, shifting to look at the spot too. It was the last nice thing he’d owned. “Yeah, they did.” He let his eyes sweep the rest of the room. Not only had they taken the television, but they’d taken his microwave, the dorm fridge, and his sorry-ass hot plate. 
 
    “That sucks,” said Mikey. 
 
    Jake nodded, wandering over to the wardrobe he’d bought to compensate for the lack of a closet. He opened a door. His suits were all there, but someone had gone through the pockets. Then a sick feeling settled in the pit of his stomach and he whirled around, dropping to his knees and feeling under the bed. His fingers felt the rough fabric of the camera case and he pulled it out, unhooking the latch. The camera was inside, the lenses neatly arranged in their protective holders. 
 
    He closed his eyes and released his held breath. The last pictures he had of Zoë were on that camera, but he’d never had the strength to take them off, download them onto his tablet. He was grateful that they’d left him this one thing. 
 
    “At least they didn’t find that, huh?” said Mikey, peering over his shoulder. He looked up and marked the mess that was the bathroom. “Why’d they throw your toothbrush on the floor like that?” 
 
    Jake looked up and saw his toothbrush lying by the toilet. “I think they were looking for drugs. You know, prescription painkillers.” 
 
    Mikey nodded. “This sucks. You called the cops?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Won’t do no good. Cops don’t come out here.” 
 
    Jake suspected he was right. He set the camera on his bed, then climbed to his feet. “Help me pick up the couch?” 
 
    Mikey walked to the end and they righted it, then Jake sank onto the cushion, bracing his elbows on his knees. Mikey sat down next to him. “Man, this sucks ass, dude.” 
 
    “Sucks ass,” repeated Jake. “A lot of things suck ass, my friend.” 
 
    “You got any idea who did it?” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “Do you?” 
 
    “Nope. I’ve been at school all day, dude. Just got home.” He looked around some more. “They even took that ghetto stove you had.” 
 
    Jake looked over his shoulder at the spot where the hotplate last sat. “They sure did.” 
 
    “What you gonna do?” 
 
    Jake turned back around and stared at his clasped hands. “Good question. I can’t afford to replace my stuff and I didn’t have insurance.” 
 
    “Insurance?” 
 
    “Yeah, for things like this.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t do no good. You’d just get robbed again.” 
 
    Jake figured the boy was right. 
 
    “We were robbed three times last year. They even took my sister’s dolls. What the hell they want with dolls?” 
 
    “Sell them.” 
 
    “Man, I wish we could get out of here.” 
 
    Jake offered a sympathetic smile to the boy. “You and me both.” He hesitated. Shit. This was priceless. Peyton would love this if she knew. Hell, he wouldn’t put it past her to set someone up to rob him. 
 
    Now that wasn’t being very charitable, but still, this played right into her hand. He reached over and picked up the card on the coffee table. Flipping it over, he studied her name, then blew out the air he was holding. 
 
    “You win,” he said and reached for his phone. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Marco rolled his head, stretching his neck. Looking out the precinct windows, he could see the street lamps were on, chasing back the dark. At least the rain had stopped. He was sitting in a chair in front of the white board with their latest case scribbled in multi-colored dry erase marker. Peyton was listing everything they knew, which wasn’t much by the looks of it. Captain Defino sat on the desk beside him, her short legs swinging back and forth. 
 
    “So Javier couldn’t help with the identification of John Doe 1?” Defino asked Marco. 
 
    “Nope, but he said he’d pass the drawing Abe and Steve made around his division. Maybe someone there will recognize something.” 
 
    “And you couldn’t get Jane Doe to speak?” 
 
    Peyton turned around, snapping the cap on the pen. “Not a word. She panicked when she saw Devan.” 
 
    “And no one has seen our gangster turned janitor again?” 
 
    “According to Nurse Maelee, everything has been quiet since we stationed the uniforms there.” 
 
    “And Vice has nothing on Olivia, our happy hooker?” 
 
    Marco drummed his fingers on the desk. “She’s still lying low.” He shot a look up at the captain. “If she’s still alive.” 
 
    Defino nodded, then ran her hand over her face. “God, I hate this case. We have nothing, and I have a particularly bad feeling about it. I don’t even know what our next move should be.” 
 
    Peyton started to say something, then she frowned and reached into her pocket, pulling out her phone. She glanced at the screen, then began moving toward the front of the precinct. “Excuse me for a moment.” 
 
    Marco and the captain exchanged puzzled looks, then Marco shrugged. Must be Devan, he thought, watching her as she began speaking into the receiver. He shifted his attention to Defino. 
 
    “Captain, Javier did have an idea of where we might try for some answers.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    He shifted in his seat until he was facing her. He braced his arms on his thighs. “He suggested we show the sketch to Luis Garza.” 
 
    Defino automatically looked over at Peyton, but Peyton was absorbed in her phone call. When she looked back, Marco knew her expression mirrored his own. “He’s been locked up for six years now, Marco. How would he know anything?” 
 
    “He ran the Aztecas. Javier says it takes a long time for these bangers to move up in the ranks. Our John Doe 1 might have been operating under Garza before he got caught.” 
 
    Defino studied his face. “I’d hate to put her through that before we know if he has any information.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Put it in your back pocket for now. We might be forced to go there if something doesn’t break, but let’s hold off for a while. And if we do go that route, you’d better be the one to question him.” 
 
    Marco rubbed the back of his neck. It was getting stiff from sitting for so long. “She’s just so much better at it than I am.” 
 
    “I understand, but you can’t ask that of her.” 
 
    “I know.” He stopped talking as Peyton moved back toward them. 
 
    She snatched her coat off her chair and swung it around her shoulders. “If you guys don’t mind, something came up. I’ll see you both tomorrow.” 
 
    Marco frowned at her. What the hell came up that she didn’t share with him? They shared everything, in fact, sometimes Marco felt like they shared a little too much, but he couldn’t think of anything she had to do that he couldn’t know. Without a backward glance, she hurried from the precinct. 
 
    “What the hell was that about?” 
 
    Marco shrugged. “I have no idea.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a few moments, studying the white board, but finding no connections. Devan appeared out of the back entrance. 
 
    Marco frowned at him as he came to a stop at their desks. 
 
    “I bought us another 72 hours from my boss. Hopefully, we’ll come up with something by then.” He looked around the empty precinct. “Where’s my girl?” 
 
    “I thought she left with you,” said Marco. 
 
    “No, she told me she was working late with you two on the case. Where’d she say she was going?” 
 
    “She didn’t. She got a phone call, then took off out of here like something was on fire,” said Defino. 
 
    Suddenly everything fell into place in Marco’s head. “Shit.” 
 
    They both looked at him for an explanation. He didn’t immediately answer. He didn’t want to betray Peyton’s confidences, even though she obviously didn’t feel the same about him. 
 
    “What?” asked Defino. “Do you know where she went?” 
 
    Marco had never lied very well. He felt certain he knew where Peyton had gone, but he wasn’t sure how the captain or her boyfriend would respond to it. 
 
    “Where did she go?” demanded Devan. 
 
    “It’s nothing important.” 
 
    Defino wasn’t persuaded. “Let me decide that, D’Angelo. I have a potential gang war going on and one of my officers takes off in a suspicious manner. If you know where she’s going, I want to know. Consider it an order.” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal, Captain.” 
 
    “Then it’s no big deal to tell me.” 
 
    Marco wished he’d never said anything. He didn’t want to betray Peyton, but he couldn’t ignore a direct order. “I think she went to see Jake Ryder.” 
 
    Devan gave him a severe frown. Defino simply looked shocked. 
 
    “Jake Ryder? The guy we suspected for killing his wife?” asked Defino. 
 
    “Same one, yes.” 
 
    “Why would she see him?” questioned Devan. 
 
    Damn, Peyton was going to be pissed when she found out he’d told them about this. He felt a twist in his gut. He should never have opened his big, stupid mouth. “It’s really nothing.” 
 
    “Why is one of my cops going to see a suspect from a previous case?” 
 
    “She thinks she owes him something because we ruined his life. She wants to help him.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “She thinks he’d make a good crime scene photographer to replace Bob Anderson.” 
 
    “What?” both Devan and Defino asked. 
 
    Marco shrugged. “She felt horrible about what we did to him, and we do need a new photographer.” 
 
    “What the hell made her think he’d be it? Has he ever shot crime scenes before?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, but he is good. You should see his work, Captain. Everything’s in focus.” 
 
    “We can’t go around offering jobs to every suspect we question. That would be ridiculous.” 
 
    “I understand that,” said Marco, then he felt obliged to continue, “And so does Brooks? Jake just got under her skin. He really loved his wife and it isn’t often we get to see something like that in this job.” 
 
    “I get that, but still, this is highly irregular.” 
 
    “But she hasn’t done anything wrong, technically.” 
 
    Defino pushed herself off the desk. “I didn’t say it was wrong, but I also don’t think it’s a good precedence to set. And that I need to make perfectly clear to her. I’ll try to leave you out of it, but I’m going to have to talk to her about it. Go home and get some rest, D’Angelo. We need to get back on this case first thing in the morning.” With that, she headed toward her office. 
 
    Marco rose and stretched. Devan was tall, but Marco had him by an inch or so. “Don’t be mad at her, okay? She’s trying to be charitable.” 
 
    “I get it, and I’m not going to yell at her, but we do need to have a serious discussion. She should have told me what she planned. That’s how relationships work.” 
 
    “Well, if you really want a relationship with her, I suggest you be a little careful about making broad generalizations. Peyton doesn’t exactly like to be put in a mold.” 
 
    Devan clapped Marco on the shoulder. “Well, that’s exactly what I find most attractive about her. She’s unique. I need a little unpredictability in my life.” He squeezed Marco’s shoulder briefly, then released him, headed toward the back of the precinct again. 
 
    Marco chuckled under his breath as he watched him walk away. “Good luck,” he muttered to himself. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton unlocked the door and pushed it open, stepping through. Pickles scrambled across the floor to meet her and she scooped him up, pressing a kiss on the top of his head. She tossed her keys onto the sofa table and watched as Jake lugged his suitcase through the entrance. 
 
    He set it down and looked around. He seemed so bewildered and quiet. The entire ride over, he’d said very little. She knew he wasn’t thrilled with taking her up on her offer, but he’d get used to it. 
 
    “So here’s the living room, and there’s the kitchen.” She moved toward it, pointing at the stove. “Look, Jake, a real grown-up stove, not an Easy Bake oven.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” he said, removing the camera bag from his shoulder. “That’s enough of that.” 
 
    “It’s never enough,” she said, setting Pickles on the floor. She couldn’t resist teasing him just a little. He came to the counter and took a seat. He looked weary and still a little shell-shocked. 
 
    She opened the refrigerator and pulled out two beers, twisting the cap off his and sliding it across the counter to him. He lifted it to his mouth immediately. She twisted her own cap off, but didn’t take a sip. She couldn’t believe how happy it made her to have him here. She didn’t realize how much guilt she’d been carrying around about him all these months. 
 
    Turning away from him, she hid her emotions by grabbing Pickles’ dish and then pulling his dog food from the cabinet. He danced around her feet as she retrieved the can opener. Jake pointed his beer bottle at him. 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “This is Pickles, my better half.” 
 
    Jake’s brow quirked upward. “Pickles? Where the hell did you come up with a name like that?” 
 
    Peyton mixed the food in his bowl and set it in his spot by the refrigerator. “I have this friend named Abe who likes to make these crazy drinks. The night I brought this little guy home, Abe came over to help me name him and made drinks. After two of his concoctions, you’d be surprised what sounds good.” 
 
    Jake gave her a skeptical look. “You could have renamed him the next day when you were sober.” 
 
    “You don’t know Abe.” She put the remainder of Pickles’ food away, then motioned to the hall. “Come on, let me show you your room.” 
 
    Jake climbed off the stool and followed her. She pointed to the first door on the right. “That’s my room.” She opened the next door and flipped on the light. “This can be your bathroom, but guests will also use it.” She continued on and pushed open a door on the left. “Here’s your room.” She turned on the overhead light. Jake stepped in behind her and looked around. A double bed took up the center of the room, but there was enough room for a desk in the corner, a nightstand, and a dresser. He also had access to a large closet that she never used. “We can replace that bed with yours whenever you want.” 
 
    “I gave all of my furniture to the kid next door, so I appreciate that it’s already furnished.” He studied it all a moment more, then turned to her. “Thank you for doing this, Mighty Mouse. I don’t even begin to know how to thank you.” 
 
    “It’s nothing. I told you I was thinking of getting a roommate anyway.” 
 
    Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she reached for it, pulling it out. She thumbed on the display and a text message appeared in the upper left corner. She touched it and the message opened. 
 
    See me in my office first thing tomorrow morning. Oh, and bring Ryder. Captain Defino. 
 
    Shit. How did she know that fast? She thumbed off the phone and looked up at him. 
 
    He frowned. “What?” 
 
    “Captain wants to see us first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    “Us? As in you and me?” 
 
    Peyton nodded. Pickles padded into the room, so she picked him up. Shit. She didn’t want to discuss this with Defino yet. She hadn’t even worked out what she was going to say. How did the captain know about Jake anyway? 
 
    Marco. Shit. Marco must have said something. 
 
    “What does she want with us?” 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?” said Peyton, moving toward the door. “Look, I’ll let you get settled. I have to take Pickles for a walk, but I’ll be back in a little while.” 
 
    “Peyton, who told your captain that I’m here?” 
 
    “I suspect Marco did. He’s the only one that knew I contacted you.” 
 
    “And what did he say about it?” 
 
    Peyton turned in the doorway. “He told me I was insane for going to see you and that I needed to let you find your own way.” 
 
    “I suspect your captain’s going to say the same thing.” 
 
    “You’re probably right, but just in case, bring your camera. She might just decide to give you a job.” 
 
    “Or she might decide to arrest me again.” 
 
    “Or she might do that,” agreed Peyton, leaving him standing alone in the room. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton and Jake entered the precinct the next morning. As she suggested, Jake carried his camera case over his shoulder. He halted in the entrance and looked around, his mouth tightening. Peyton backtracked to him and put a hand on his elbow. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    He gave a strange, jerky nod. “I hate this place.” 
 
    She squeezed his elbow. “You’re with the good guys now.” 
 
    He gave her a narrowed eyed look. “I was always with the good guys, Mighty Mouse. You just wouldn’t believe me. And let me tell you, you can be one scary bit...” 
 
    She tightened her hold a little more. “I wouldn’t finish that sentence. I’m still carrying a gun, Ryder, and I will use it.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” he said, but a smile touched the corners of his mouth. 
 
    She pushed open the half-door and held it for him. As they crossed toward her desk, she spotted Marco sitting on top of Maria’s desk, his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    Maria was leaning back in her chair, smirking. “You are in some deep shit again, Brooks,” she said with obvious delight. 
 
    Peyton gave her a lazy smile. “Maria, Maria, I just met a girl named Maria.” 
 
    “What the hell are you babbling about now?” 
 
    “West Side Story,” muttered Jake. 
 
    Peyton smiled back at him. When she turned around, Marco wasn’t smiling. 
 
    “Ryder,” he said, all menacing male in his black leather jacket and Doc Martin boots. She could see his gun grip peeking out beneath his arm. He had his black hair pulled back in a ponytail. 
 
    “Adonis,” said Jake, obviously not as intimidated as Marco wanted him to be. 
 
    Maria giggled at that, but Marco shot her a glare, then the glare climbed up to Peyton. “You are a shitty-assed partner.” 
 
    “I’ve told you that before,” said Maria, swiveling her chair back and forth. 
 
    “You aren’t much better. What are you, my big brother, tattling on me?” 
 
    “When you go and do stupid things, yes. What the hell were you thinking? You don’t go and rescue every stray perp we happen to question.” 
 
    “Well, hold on a minute,” began Jake. 
 
    Marco pointed a finger at him. “You don’t speak!” 
 
    Peyton blinked in surprise. He was clearly angrier than she’d expected. She moved toward him, but he rose and towered over her. “I may not want the intimate details of what goes on between you and your boyfriend, but this is the sort of stuff you tell a partner, Brooks. You don’t go offering a job to someone who was a suspect a few months ago without talking to people!” 
 
    “Marco…” 
 
    “I’m not finished. You tell me everything, but this, this is what you keep a secret? What the hell else are you hiding?” 
 
    Peyton bit her lip. 
 
    “Did she tell you I’m renting a room from her?” offered Jake. 
 
    Peyton swung around and glared at him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Maria’s mouth hung open and Marco’s eyes were a little too wide. 
 
    “Are you trying to make it worse?” Peyton asked Jake. 
 
    “Consider it revenge,” he said coolly. 
 
    “Peyton.” 
 
    Peyton closed her eyes. Marco only used her first name when he was very, very mad at her. She felt his fingers curl around her arm and turn her. 
 
    “Look at me,” he said, his voice vibrating in the lower register. He was definitely mad. 
 
    She opened her eyes. “Can’t we talk about this later? I have to be chewed out by the captain right now.” 
 
    “Why would you keep this from me?” 
 
    “Probably to avoid you behaving like a Neanderthal,” said Jake. 
 
    Maria whistled and Marco took a step toward him. Peyton threw herself in between them and braced her hands on Marco’s chest. Damn he was well built, she thought, then shook her head to focus. 
 
    “Ryder, I can snap you!” he threatened. 
 
    “Like a Neanderthal.” 
 
    Peyton whirled on him. “Do you have a death wish?” 
 
    “Brooks!” The captain’s voice echoed across the squad room. “My office, now!” 
 
    Peyton drew a deep breath, then pointed at Jake. “Behave yourself.” 
 
    He gave her a smirk as she eased out between them. 
 
    “What the hell do you mean you’re renting a room from her?” said Marco. 
 
    Peyton quickened her pace toward the captain. 
 
    “I give her money every month and in exchange I get to sleep in a place that isn’t crawling with cockroaches or bums.” 
 
    Peyton ducked inside the captain’s office, resisting the impulse to hear Marco’s response. Captain Defino was just taking a seat behind her desk. Peyton slid into the chair across from her and gripped the arms. 
 
    “Nothing like getting two men to act like teenage boys, eh, Brooks?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Captain.” 
 
    “What the hell is going on? Did I hear right? You’re now renting Ryder a room?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She reached for the photo on the captain’s desk and turned it, looking at a smiling man. He was pleasant looking, middle aged with a thick head of wavy red hair. “Your husband sure seems happy.” 
 
    Defino reached for the photo and turned it back around. “Stop stalling. I want you to tell me everything and I want it now.” 
 
    Peyton clasped her hands. “I went to see Ryder at the bank where he works now. He’s a teller, not a loan officer anymore.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “He has a college education, Captain. He’s barely making minimum wage.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “He didn’t want to see me, so I looked up his address on our system…” 
 
    “You did what?” 
 
    Peyton paused. It did sound barking mad now that she heard it herself. 
 
    “Keep talking.” 
 
    “I went to his apartment. He was living in this rat-trap near the Tenderloin, so I offered him a room in my house. I’ve been thinking of renting it out anyway, so this worked on both ends.” 
 
    “You offered a suspect in a murder case a room in your house?” 
 
    “He was exonerated of all charges, Captain.” 
 
    “Why did you go looking for him?” 
 
    “He was living near the Tenderloin…” 
 
    “A lot of people live near the Tenderloin, Brooks. Are you going to rent every one of them a room?” 
 
    Peyton smoothed her hands on her pants. “No, just Jake.” 
 
    “Why?” The captain was clearly confused. 
 
    “We put him there. We blazed through his life and burned it to the ground. Then we left him to pick up the pieces.” 
 
    “That’s our job, Brooks. We have to use whatever means necessary to bring in the perp.” 
 
    Peyton stared at the glass desk between her and the captain. It seemed like a larger barrier than it was. “Do we? Do we really have to use a scorched earth policy?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Peyton lifted her eyes and fixed them on Defino. “I’m not trying to be disrespectful, but is it really necessary to destroy people when we investigate a case? Do we have to trash their lives and then, when we’re wrong, simply say sorry?” 
 
    “Collateral damage.” 
 
    “Does there have to be so much of it? He had a good life, Captain, he was happy. We took that away.” 
 
    “No, his mother-in-law took that away.” 
 
    “And we finished the job.” She looked out the single window. For once Defino had the shade drawn up. She could see the City lying in wait beyond the glass, cars rushing past. “My father used to say our job was to serve and protect.” She looked back at the captain. “We didn’t serve and we didn’t protect Jake. I’m just trying to make up for it.” 
 
    The captain leaned forward on the desk. “You can’t take in everyone who needs help, Peyton. This job will eat you alive. You’ve got to harden yourself to people like Jake or you’ll never be able to help anyone.” 
 
    Peyton blew out her held breath. “In my head, I know you’re right, but in my heart, I feel differently. I can help Jake and what’s more, I want to. I can understand your concern. I know your job is to put the best cops on the street, but this is who I am, Captain.” 
 
    “I am putting the best cop on the street,” said Defino. “But I don’t want to lose her.” 
 
    “It’s been seven years, going on eight, and I’m still here. I think that’s pretty good odds.” 
 
    Defino didn’t answer. She splayed her hand on the glass desk and stared at it for a moment. “What’s this about offering him a job?” 
 
    Peyton slid forward in her chair. She felt the change in the atmosphere. “He’s a hell of a photographer, Captain, and we need someone now that Bob Anderson quit.” 
 
    “How do you know he’s a photographer?” 
 
    “I saw his pictures during the case. He had these great scenes of the City and his wife. They were so clear they seemed three-D.” 
 
    “Peyton, taking pictures of a bridge or your wife isn’t what we do. We take pictures of dead bodies.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that, but a body’s a body dead or alive, Captain. All we need is a clear shot for evidence.” 
 
    “It takes a special person to work homicide, Brooks. It takes someone…” The phone suddenly rang. She grabbed the receiver. “Defino?” She squinted as she listened, then reached for a pen. “Give me that again.” She scribbled something on a notepad. “Got it. Yeah, we’ll get on it. Thanks for the head’s up.” 
 
    She settled the receiver on the cradle and stared at Peyton, then she slowly shook her head. “It’s your lucky day, Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. 
 
    “They found the rest of John Doe 2 on Hyde Street. Take Ryder and his camera out there and get pictures. If he’s as good as you say, I’ll think about giving him a probationary trial.” She tore the paper off the pad and handed it to Peyton. 
 
    Peyton glanced at the address, then folded it in half, tucking it into her jeans pocket as she rose. 
 
    “Brooks?” 
 
    Peyton paused. 
 
    “I wouldn’t prepare Ryder if I were you. I want to see how he handles this job in all its gruesome glory.” 
 
    Peyton wasn’t sure that was exactly fair. 
 
    “I’m not playing, Brooks. If he can’t handle this call, he’ll never be a crime scene photographer. You understand me?” 
 
    “I’ve got you, Captain.” Peyton headed toward the door. 
 
    “And, Brooks, I’m not pleased with what you’ve done.” 
 
    Peyton hesitated, then she nodded. 
 
    “But I understand it,” Defino finished. 
 
    Peyton smiled and pulled open the door. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    “Hola, chica!” said Felix. 
 
    Magdalena looked up from her spot at the picnic table. She was eating lunch alone. Well, she wasn’t eating. She was pushing the food around her tray without taking a bite. 
 
    Felix slid onto the bench across from her. He wore a baseball cap, but the bill was pointing to the back, and a white, ribbed tank top. Magdalena stared at his smooth brown arms and defined shoulder muscles. “You don’t like the food?” 
 
    “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “I can see why. Come on. I’ll take you to get some real food. There’s a taquería just down the street that’s good. I’ll drive.” 
 
    Magdalena shook her head. “I’m not cutting school, Felix. I don’t have much time left as it is.” 
 
    He gave her a frown. “What? You dying or something?” 
 
    She stared at him, feeling her stomach drop. Her thoughts went to Esperanza. “No. My parents are sending my brothers and me to live with my aunt and uncle in Odessa.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “My sister, Esperanza, is sick. She has leukemia. They’re taking her to the Shriner’s Hospital in Austin, so we can’t stay here.” She lowered her eyes and poked at the baked potato on her tray. “I just got used to being here. We’ve only been here three months. I’ve been to two different high schools in the last nine months and now I’m moving again.” 
 
    Felix folded his arms on the table. Magdalena noticed the tattoo on his bicep – the letter Ł in black ink. She didn’t know any other teenagers who had tattoos and openly showed them off. Anyone who got one at their age was trying to hide it from their parents. 
 
    “That sucks.” He leaned over and put his hand beneath her chin. “I don’t want you to go. I just got to know you.” 
 
    Tears filled Magdalena’s eyes. She was so torn. She hated that her sister was sick, but it was ruining all of their lives and the thought of going to another school made her stomach ache. She hadn’t even made friends here. What was the point? They’d just be moved again in a few months and have to start over. She couldn’t imagine what a college would think if they saw her transcript and noted the number of schools she’d attended in her first two years of high school. 
 
    Suddenly, Felix leaned closer to her and then he touched her lips with his. Magdalena had never kissed a boy before, but his lips were warm and sweet. She found herself returning the kiss without really understanding what she was doing. When he pulled away, she realized she had grasped the straps of his tank top, holding him to her. 
 
    He gave her his smile, crooked teeth and all. “Tell you what, chica. You don’t have to go to your aunt’s. Go with me. I’m getting out of this hole and heading toward ‘Frisco. You can come. My cousin said there’s so much to do there. He’s even got a place where we can crash.” 
 
    “What about school?” 
 
    “What about it? You ain’t gonna finish at this rate. A few months in Odessa and then where? Back to Mexico? Screw that. Come with me. I won’t leave you. I promise you that. We’ll go on an adventure together.” 
 
    Magdalena’s dark eyes searched his face. “How can I leave my family?” 
 
    He made a disparaging snort. “They left you, shipping you off to an aunt. What the hell is that? I’ll bet you your tía has kids, don’t she?” 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    “Yeah, and where you think you’re gonna sleep? You think they gonna give you your own room?” 
 
    “No, Mama says we’ll have to stay in the living room in sleeping bags.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s bullshit. Come to ‘Frisco, chica. My cousin will give us a room and after we save up, we can get our own place. Then if you want, you can go back to school.” 
 
    Magdalena stared at him and felt herself tremble. He was suggesting such bad things, she couldn’t even imagine what he’d expect her to do. Mama would disown her, Papa would never look at her again, and she’d be excommunicated from the church. God would take His blessings from her. 
 
    “I can’t run away with you. It’s a sin.” 
 
    He leaned forward and kissed her again. This time the kiss was more demanding and Magdalena felt a strange flutter in her belly. She found herself matching him and when he pulled back, she wanted to drag him to her once more. 
 
    “It’s not a sin if we get married,” he said. 
 
    “We’re too young.” 
 
    He reached for her hair and ran it through his fingers. “I can find a priest who will marry us. My cousin knows of someone in ‘Frisco. He’ll do it because he won’t want us to sin.” 
 
    She could almost hear her mother scolding her for even listening to this, but Mama was sending her away. Mama was choosing Esperanza over her other three children. For the last year, it had been like this. Every time they moved it was because of Esperanza, because Mama found a new doctor who said he could fix her, but it never worked. Still, Mama didn’t care. She’d move again and again no matter how much it tore her other children apart. 
 
    The school bell rang, causing Magdalena to jump. Felix gave her his slow smile that promised adventure and sex and so much more. And Magdalena wanted to take him up on the offer, she wanted to jump without looking. 
 
    “Well?” he said. 
 
    Swallowing hard, she pushed away from him and rose to her feet, grabbing her books. “I can’t,” she said and hurried toward the school. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Marco pulled the Charger to the side of the road and set the emergency brake. Jake could see the crime scene tape marking off the area. Two officers were guarding both edges of it. Opening the door, Peyton stepped out and waited for them. The ride over had been tense and quiet.  
 
    Gathering his camera bag, Jake climbed from the backseat. He’d chosen to sit behind Peyton, out of direct view of Marco. As far as Jake could tell, Marco wasn’t speaking to either of them. That was fine with him. He didn’t need another pissing match with that hard-ass. 
 
    They walked down the sidewalk to where a young cop waited.  
 
    “Bartlet,” said Peyton. “You okay?” 
 
    Bartlet was pale and clammy, his hat pushed to the back of his head. “Yeah,” he answered, but his voice had a strange quality to it. Jake wondered what the hell he was getting himself into now. 
 
    “Where is it?” asked Peyton. 
 
    It? Oh, shit, that didn’t sound right. 
 
    Bartlet didn’t turn, but pointed over his shoulder. “Where Holmes is.” 
 
    Peyton nodded, then faced Jake. “Go over to Officer Holmes and he’ll tell you what to do.” 
 
    “You’re not coming.” Jake felt more and more perplexed. 
 
    “Best not to mess up the crime scene until you get the pictures,” she lied. He knew she was lying. Why? What the hell was over there with Holmes? 
 
    His eyes lifted to Marco, but Marco wasn’t about to give him any help. “All right. Want to tell me what I’m taking pictures of?” 
 
    “Officer Holmes will tell you.” 
 
    Jake gave a frustrated huff. Peyton wasn’t backing down. All right then. Well, this was as good a test as any. Either he was cut out for this job, or he’d go back to counting other people’s money. Swallowing down his anxiety, he turned and ducked under the tape as Bartlet held it up. 
 
    “It’s nasty,” said Bartlet at his back. 
 
    Jake took a few more steps toward the older officer.  
 
    “Jake?” Peyton called behind him. 
 
    He turned. “What?” 
 
    “It’s just ahead.” 
 
    He scowled at her. “Yeah, I got that.” What the hell? Where did she think he thought it was? He stopped before the officer. “Holmes?” 
 
    Holmes gave him a scathing once over. He’d taken off his hat. His hair was close-cropped, but thinning on top, a pale blond that allowed pink scalp to show through. He had sharp features and a hooked nose. “So now we’re hiring the cons to take pictures for us? Why the hell not!” 
 
    “I’m not a con.” 
 
    “So you say.” 
 
    “Look, do I know you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I followed your ass for days a few months back. You made me look bad.” 
 
    Jake remembered the officers he’d lost when he slipped out of his flat on Potrero Hill. “I’ve got no hard feelings, so why don’t we put it behind us?” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to take pictures of?” 
 
    Holmes gave him a wry look. “The crime scene.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that, but what?” He saw some dumpsters, nondescript doorways, and debris. 
 
    Holmes pointed to a box sitting in front of a dumpster. “That.” 
 
    Jake studied the box. It was a packing box, brown cardboard, about the size of a small appliance. He unslung his camera case and set it by his feet, pulling out the camera. Shooting a last look at Holmes, he caught the lifting of his brows and the smirk on his lips. What the hell was so damn amusing? This whole thing was freakin’ annoying. Why did cops have to be such assholes? 
 
    Taking off the lens cap, he edged toward the box, then peered over the side of it. A man’s head stared back at him – the eyes wide and glassy, the neck a ragged tatter of mutilated flesh, and the mouth open in a twisted grimace. 
 
    It’s just ahead. No! It’s just A HEAD. 
 
    “What the hell!” he said, backing quickly away, holding the camera as if it offered a barrier. 
 
    Holmes chuckled behind him. 
 
    Jake turned on his heel and marched back to Peyton. She gave him a sheepish look as he stormed up to her. “It’s just a head!” he shouted at her. 
 
    Beside him, Bartlet made a gagging noise, but Marco was smiling like a cat in the cream. 
 
    “Calm down, Jake!” 
 
    “Calm down? It’s just a head! In a box! What the hell!” 
 
    He could hear Holmes and Marco both chuckling now. 
 
    “You’re getting worked up,” said Peyton calmly. 
 
    “Worked up! You didn’t think to warn me! What the hell game are you playing?” 
 
    “Captain Defino asked me not to warn you. She wanted to see if you can handle this job. This is the sort of stuff we see daily, Jake.” 
 
    “Not me! I was fine being a teller, Peyton. I didn’t need to see heads in boxes. This is sick. This job is sick.” 
 
    Peyton’s face hardened and she took a step forward, poking him in the chest with her finger. “It’s this job that puts criminals behind bars, that keeps these streets safe, that makes it all right for you to be a teller, Jake. Those pictures I want you to take put animals like this where they belong, those pictures allow us to prevent more heads in boxes, Jake. So you want to sit here and tell me how noble being a teller is, Jake. You want to sit here and tell me how sick my job is. Well, when you go back to counting other people’s money, just remember I’m out here stopping someone from putting your head in a box, bucko!” 
 
    Jake became aware of how quiet the street was. All four men were standing, staring at this tiny woman with the wild black curls. As her words sank in, Jake felt a flush of shame rise inside of him. 
 
    His fingers tightened on the camera and he deliberately calmed his breathing. He could do this. He could give her the pictures she needed so she could arrest whoever had done this. He could help contribute something to this lop-sided battle against chaos and insanity. He could be a force of justice…if he could just make himself turn around and face the head in the box again. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake printed out the last of the photos and handed them to Captain Defino. She had allowed him to use Bob Anderson’s desk for now and Peyton was surprised by how comfortable he seemed after his initial shock. 
 
    Marco had phoned Javier from the Gang Taskforce to view the photos and he was on his way over, while the head was being transported to Abe in the lab. All in all, it had been a successful day, but Peyton felt tired and drained. It was also emotionally exhausting, and she just wanted to go home to her dog. 
 
    Devan had been calling for the last few hours, asking her to go to dinner that night. She’d brushed him off the past two nights, so she knew she had to agree to a date or he’d be upset. Still she really just wanted to get a pizza and sit in front of the television. 
 
    The captain glanced up at Peyton, then shook her head. “You win this one, Brooks,” she said, rifling through the photos again. Peyton was a little curious about the quality, but she really didn’t want to see a decapitated head. “You’re good, Ryder. Probably the best we’ve had.” 
 
    Jake gave a half-smile. “Thanks.” 
 
    Defino tapped the photos against her hand. “If you want the job, I’ll give it to you on a probationary basis, but that’s it, probationary. It’ll give us both time to see if you’re cut out for this business. You’ll have to take some classes from the academy on crime scene investigation, but I’m willing to give you a try if you’re interested.” 
 
    “I have to become a cop for this?” 
 
    “No, it’s not essential. Some of the best crime scene investigators are not cops. I just want you to take some classes so you don’t mess up our evidence.” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    “I don’t know what the starting salary is, but Payroll can tell you that, but I do know you’ll have medical and dental benefits. You can use Bob Anderson’s desk here and we’ll get you a secure log-in for the computer. What do you say?” 
 
    Jake rose to his feet, his gaze shifting to Peyton. She tried not to give anything away, but she couldn’t help the smile that tugged at her mouth. “I’ll have to give two weeks’ notice at my other job, but yeah, I’ll take it.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to your boss at the bank and see if we can get around the two weeks. We really need you here.” She held out her hand. “Welcome aboard, Mr. Ryder.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Defino pointed a finger at him. “Thank me after the probation is over.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Javier arrived, striding toward them. He was about Jake’s height, but he walked with that alert motion of a street cop. He shook hands first with the captain, then Marco. He squeezed Peyton’s elbow in a friendly gesture as he took her hand. 
 
    “Thank you for coming, Javier,” she said, releasing him. “This is Jake Ryder. He’s our new crime scene photographer.” 
 
    Javier shook hands with Jake. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Same,” said Jake. 
 
    Defino held the photos out to him and Javier took them, rapidly flipping through the various shots. “Do you recognize him?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded, then went through them again. “That’s El Miedo, Eduardo Jiménez. We’ve been trying to catch this vato for two years.” 
 
    “Is he with the Aztecas?” asked Marco. 
 
    “Yeah, we think he runs their drug operations…or ran, that is. At least since Luis Garza got pinched.” 
 
    Peyton ignored the mention of Garza. “El Miedo, the Fear?” 
 
    Javier handed the photos back to the captain. “Yeah, he was a nasty piece of work, this one. We’d get a lead on him, then our informer would disappear.” 
 
    “So what happens now that he’s dead?” asked Defino. 
 
    “Someone moves into his place. It might have been our John Doe 1, if Athena hadn’t blown his face off, but it won’t take long before there’s a new one.” 
 
    “What would he have done to get his head taken off?” asked Jake. 
 
    Javier shrugged. “Who knows, but it must have been big. It must have been something to cost the Aztecas a lot.” 
 
    “Money?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “Money, prestige, territory. All of those are equal to these gangs. You don’t want to make them lose anything or you wind up like that.” He motioned to the photos. “So, you took those, eh?” he said to Jake. 
 
    Jake simply nodded. 
 
    “You got a steady hand. That’s good. You won’t get rattled easily.” 
 
    Jake gave a snort of derision. “I don’t know about that. ‘Bout pissed my pants when I looked in that box.” 
 
    Javier laughed and clapped him on the back. “We all feel that way. Hell of a way to go, no?” 
 
    “Hell of a way to go, yes.” 
 
    Defino handed the photos to Marco. “See these get in the file, then everyone go home. We need to go at this fresh tomorrow now that we have a name. Thanks for the help, Javier.” 
 
    “Not a problem. See you all later.” He walked away as Marco took the photos from the captain. 
 
    Defino nodded at Jake. “See you tomorrow no later than 8:00AM. Before you leave, give your boss’s name and number to Maria, so I can place a call.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    She turned toward her office. 
 
    Marco held the photos out to Peyton. “You wanna put them in the file.” 
 
    Peyton took an involuntary step back and looked away. “She told you to put them away.” 
 
    Jake frowned. “Why won’t you look at them?” 
 
    “She hates seeing dead bodies,” answered Marco. 
 
    “She hates dead bodies?” echoed Jake. “Good thing she’s a homicide detective then, innit?” 
 
    Marco frowned at him. “You always were a snarky shit, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Knock it off,” said Peyton, moving away from them. “You’ve got to drive him home. I’m headed out with Devan.” 
 
    “Who?” asked Jake. 
 
    “Her boyfriend.” 
 
    “Will you feed Pickles and walk him for me?” she called over her shoulder. 
 
    “That wasn’t part of the bargain,” said Jake. “Neither was riding with Adonis here.” 
 
    “At the rent I’m charging, it is or we could discuss a rent increase, since you’ll be making more money now.” 
 
    Jake shifted and looked up at Marco. “I call shotgun.” 
 
    “You’ll be the only one in the car, idiot, of course you’ll ride shotgun. I’m not chauffeuring you around, Miss Daisy.” 
 
    Peyton smiled as she grabbed her coat off her chair and reached for her phone. At least that was one situation that sorted itself out. Now to tackle the next one. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    “How do you like your beef bolognaise?” said Devan. 
 
    Peyton pushed the pasta around her plate and smiled at him. “It’s delicious.” She felt underdressed for this restaurant and longed for something simple to eat. Why couldn’t they just get a taco or a hamburger? Why did it always have to be gourmet? Although the restaurant was charming with its candle-lit tables, red and white checked table clothes, and Old World china. 
 
    “You haven’t touched your wine.” 
 
    She set her fork down and rested her arm on the table. “I’m really tired tonight, Devan. I’m sorry I haven’t been very good company.” 
 
    “Is it the case?” 
 
    She knew she had to tell him about Jake, but she just wasn’t sure how he’d react. Their relationship was so new and fragile. “Partially. We figured out who the headless John Doe was. His name is Eduardo Jiménez. Apparently, he ran the drug operation for the Aztecas at least the last few years.” 
 
    “How’d you figure that out?” 
 
    “We found his head. Javier identified him from the photos.” 
 
    Devan pushed aside his plate and crossed his arms on the table. “Photos Jake Ryder took?” 
 
    Peyton sat back, surprised. “How did you know?” 
 
    Devan didn’t immediately answer. 
 
    “Marco, that rat-bastard. What? Did he call my mother too?” 
 
    “I was there when he figured it out. He tried to protect you, but Defino forced it out of him. He didn’t want to tell her, but she gave him a direct order.” 
 
    Peyton felt a little mollified, which was immediately followed by guilt. She’d left Marco to go to dinner when she was still angry at him. She wanted to call him and apologize, but she figured that might not look good to Devan. 
 
    Devan’s expression was unyielding. “Did you ever plan to share this scheme with me?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a scheme. I didn’t even intend to offer him a room in my house until I saw…” She stumbled to a halt when she noticed Devan’s reaction. He fell back against the chair and his eyes were wide. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    Peyton realized this might be where she lost him. “I offered him the spare room in my house. I’m not using it and I’d planned to rent it out anyway.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why would I rent it?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “For the extra money.” 
 
    “What do you need extra money for?” 
 
    Peyton blinked at him. Was he serious? “Living, Devan. I don’t exactly make a lawyer’s salary.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think this was something I might want to know? You have a murder suspect living in your house and you don’t tell your boyfriend?” 
 
    “He’s not a murder suspect and it’s just temporary, until he gets on his feet again.” She reached for his hand. “Is this really a problem for us, Devan?” 
 
    His expression softened as he looked at her. “Peyton, when two people are in a relationship, they share these things, they don’t hide them. If we ever hope to have a future, you’ve got to be more forthcoming with me. I can’t find out these things through your partner.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she said, tightening her grip. “I’m sorry. I should have told you. I’m learning how to share my life, so give me time. Okay?” 
 
    He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. “You have me wrapped around your finger, you know that?” 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better, Marco’s not talking to me either.” 
 
    Devan considered that a moment, then shook his head. “No, no that doesn’t make me feel a damn bit better.” His expression grew serious. “We need to build trust with each other, Peyton, otherwise this doesn’t stand a chance. You can’t keep these major things from me anymore, all right?” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    He released her and reached for his napkin, tossing it on his plate. “Let’s get you home. You look like you’re about to fall asleep right here.” He motioned to the waiter for the check. 
 
    “Will you stay the night?” 
 
    He gave her a regretful look. “It’s a little awkward right now. Let me get used to the idea of Ryder being there, okay?” 
 
    “You’re right.” She dabbed her mouth with her napkin, then settled it beside her plate. “I understand.” Actually, she was relieved. She really just wanted to go to sleep when she got home. 
 
    He reached for his wallet and opened it, pulling out his credit card. He didn’t even look at the bill as the waiter placed it on the table, he simply stuffed the card inside and held it out for the man to take. Peyton had never in her life paid without checking the exact balance. 
 
    “Maybe next time you’ll stay with me,” he offered. 
 
    Peyton flashed him a smile. “Now see. Here’s why having a roommate is such a good idea. I now have someone to watch Pickles for me.” 
 
    “Damn, why didn’t I think of that? It makes opening your house to a past suspect sound completely sane.” 
 
    “All right. I’ve taken enough ribbing for one day, thank you very much. I get the message from all of you, loud and clear. Don’t bring home any more felons.” 
 
    His eyes went wide in mock amazement. “Who’da thunk it was such a good motto to live by.” 
 
    And they both laughed. 
 
      
 
    *   *  * 
 
      
 
    At 8:00AM sharp, Peyton deposited Jake at Payroll and left him to wend his way through the confusing bureaucracy of the police business. She found Marco getting himself a cup of coffee in the break-room. Leaning against the counter by him, she watched him pour a dash of milk into the coffee, turning it a pale brown. He never touched the sugar, something she just couldn’t understand. 
 
    He watched her from the corner of his eyes as he stirred. 
 
    Peyton picked a piece of lint off his grey ribbed sweater. It pulled tight across his chest and shoulders, defining his muscles, allowing him easy access to his gun and allowing every woman to fanaticize about undressing him. 
 
    “I owe you an apology,” she began. 
 
    He quirked one brow. He wore his hair loose today. 
 
    Peyton tucked one of her curls behind her own ear. She hadn’t yet put it up in her regular ponytail. “How long are you going to ignore me?” 
 
    He set the spoon down, then turned to face her, leaning his hip against the counter. “I’m waiting for your apology.” 
 
    “I just gave you one.” 
 
    “No,” he said, lifting the mug and taking a sip. “An apology begins with I’m sorry and ends with a declaration of what the offender did that was wrong.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “All right. I’m sorry I thought you’d betrayed me and tattled to Defino. Devan told me she gave you a direct order. However, I wish you had told me that you already knew about Jake before I walked in here yesterday.” 
 
    He crossed his arms over his chest, holding his mug against his elbow. “Are you freakin’ kidding me, Brooks? That’s a crap ass apology. You don’t end it with how I’m actually responsible for you treating me like shit.” 
 
    She smiled, knowing she had him. “We good.” 
 
    He uncrossed his arms and used his free hand to capture hers. Her hand disappeared inside his larger one and she could feel the callouses along his palm. “We’re good. We’re always good. You know that.” 
 
    She tightened her grip. “I do.” 
 
    “Brooks! D’Angelo! My office, now.” 
 
    Peyton glanced over her shoulder to see Captain Defino leaning in from the doorway. Then she disappeared. “I don’t even cringe anymore when I hear that.” 
 
    Marco released her. “Probably because you hear it so often.” 
 
    “Probably,” she said, leading him from the break-room. 
 
    Maria swiveled in her chair as they headed for Defino’s office, but Peyton didn’t feel like baiting her today. Maria wasn’t one to let an opportunity go however and she gave Peyton a once over. 
 
    “I have a hairdresser who could do something with that rat’s nest you call hair.” 
 
    Peyton wished she were a better person and could let these things go, but she couldn’t. “And I know a plastic surgeon who could do something about those…” She motioned to her own bust-line. “Must give you a terrible back-ache, and really, big boobs are so last year. I myself prefer a woman who is understated, but I’ve always tried to ignore that little flaw in you, Maria.” 
 
    Maria’s mouth worked into a word that Peyton suspected began with a B, but she restrained it. “Marco doesn’t mind my assets,” she said, arching her back to put them on display for him. 
 
    Marco gave her his lazy smile. “Don’t mind one little bit,” he purred. 
 
    Peyton punched him in the gut with her elbow, then reached for the handle on Defino’s door. “Don’t mind one little bit,” she mimicked as she entered the captain’s office. 
 
    “Don’t mind what?” said Defino, squinting up at them. 
 
    “Big boobs.” 
 
    Defino knew better than to ask further. She motioned to the chairs before her desk. “Sit.” 
 
    Peyton slid into the first one, forcing Marco to go around her. He sat down, then gave her a scowl. Peyton batted her eyelashes at him. Yep, they were back on even-footing again. 
 
    “What’s up, Captain?” she said, focusing her attention on Defino. 
 
    “What do you know about the Reverend Jedediah O’Shannahan?” 
 
    Peyton hadn’t expected this. “Isn’t he that Evangelical preacher who has a Sunday Prayer Meeting on Channel 2?” 
 
    “He’s also in syndication and has a meeting house on Judah in the Sunset,” she added. 
 
    “Okay? So does this somehow relate to us?” asked Peyton. 
 
    Defino slid a piece of paper across the desk. “Here’s his address. Our preacher does pretty well for himself. Currently, he lives in one of the Painted Ladies on Nob Hill.” 
 
    “Nothing like doing God’s work,” said Peyton, turning the paper so she could see the address. 
 
    “Why do we need his address?” asked Marco. 
 
    “Yesterday he called in to the station to file a complaint against his neighbor.” 
 
    “We’re homicide,” said Peyton. 
 
    Defino gave Peyton an annoyed squint. “Really, Brooks?” She drummed her fingers on the desk. “He thinks his neighbor is trying to kill him.” 
 
    “And when he does, then we’ll investigate,” Peyton offered brightly. 
 
    Defino fought her smile. “Not this time. I got a call from the mayor.” 
 
    Both Peyton and Marco groaned. 
 
    Defino held up a hand, her huge diamond sparkling in the sunlight from the window. “I know, but he’s licking his wounds over the whole Claire Harper fiasco. It really left a stain on his reputation.” 
 
    “A stain he deserved,” muttered Marco, slumping in the chair. 
 
    “Granted; however, I suspect he’s trying to solidify his backing for the next election and having the deep pockets of O’Shannahan in his corner would go a long way toward smoothing things over.” 
 
    “His political sway with the conservative vote doesn’t hurt either,” said Peyton. “Especially in San Francisco. Look, Captain, we’ve already got a case. Can’t Cho and Simons take it?” 
 
    “The mayor specifically asked for you two.” 
 
    Peyton sat forward in her chair. “He’s trying to punish us for making him look bad.” 
 
    “Or he’s trying to prove he isn’t completely blinded by his campaign contributors.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco both gave her skeptical looks. 
 
    She acquiesced the point with a nod. “You’re right. It’s punishment. Just go check it out and hurry back here. We’ve got to put our energies on this other case.” 
 
    Peyton grabbed the slip of paper and folded it as she rose to her feet. “We’re on it, Captain,” she said, stuffing it in her pocket. 
 
    Marco reluctantly rose with her and they turned toward the door. 
 
    “Listen, you two, don’t let O’Shannahan get under your skin. The little bit I’ve seen of him tells me he’s a manipulator.” 
 
    “Maybe we should carry crosses and wear garlic,” Peyton said to Marco. 
 
    “That’s for vampires, Brooks.” 
 
    “Exactly my point.” 
 
    As they exited the office, Defino braced her head with her hand. “I just know I’m going to get another call from the mayor.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Magdalena crept to the door of Mama and Papa’s room, peering around the jam. Mama had the suitcase open on the bed and she was folding clothes and placing them inside. Magdalena knew she was running out of time. Her parents were supposed to meet the ambulance at the hospital, so Mama could ride with Esperanza to the Shriners. 
 
    “Mama?” 
 
    Mama didn’t turn, just kept folding. “What, Lena? Don’t hover about the door. Vete aquí, mi’ja.” 
 
    Magdalena crept around the bed, then climbed onto it, so she faced her mother. She reached for a blouse and began folding it. Mama looked tired. She had her hair wound up in a bun, but wisps had escaped and were flying about her head. Her clothing was wrinkled. Since Mama was always so particular about her appearance, Magdalena wondered if Esperanza was worse than her parents let on. 
 
    “Mama, will they be able to help Esperanza at the Shriners?” 
 
    Mama paused and looked up. Her face grew sharp. “Of course they will. Why would you say such things, Magdalena?” 
 
    Magdalena looked down, leaning forward to place the blouse in the suitcase. She knew better than to ask about Esperanza’s prognosis. It always brought the fear to the surface in Mama, made her sharp, cold, angry. 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you about something else.” 
 
    “Make it quick, mi’ja. I have a lot to do. Now remember, you need to watch your brothers for tonight. Papa will be back tomorrow to drive you to Aunt Silvia’s, but tonight you will be on your own. Don’t open the door to anyone. Don’t even go near it after dark, and make sure the boys are in bed at a reasonable time.” 
 
    Magdalena nodded, her fingers picking at a loose thread on the suitcase. “Mama, I was thinking that maybe since I’m old enough to stay by myself tonight, that maybe…” Her voice faltered when Mama suddenly looked up, narrowing her eyes on her. 
 
    “I don’t have time for nonsense, Lena. Don’t even finish that thought. Now, please go. I’ve got so much to do and I’m running out of time.” 
 
    Magdalena felt a surprising rush of anger. She never got angry at Mama and Papa. “I just don’t understand, though. How come I’m old enough to stay tonight, but I’m not old enough to do it for a few weeks?” 
 
    “Don’t bother me with this nonsense, mi’ja.” 
 
    “It’s not nonsense, Mama.” She leaned forward, hoping to enter her mother’s sight, but she was too busy trying to arrange things in the suitcase. “Do you know that I’ve been to three different schools this year? Three different schools, Mama? Do you have any idea how hard that is?” 
 
    Mama’s hands stilled and slowly she lifted her head. “Are you really going to complain about this right now?” 
 
    “When will be better? In a few hours, you’re going to run out of here and leave us, and I won’t have a chance to talk to you. I’m tired of moving all over. I’m tired of moving schools. I can’t make any friends because I’m probably going to move again as soon as you find a new hospital.” 
 
    “I can’t believe how selfish you’re being. Your sister is sick.” 
 
    “I know that, Mama, but you have other children. Esperanza isn’t the only one. We’re hurting too, and yet, you don’t seem to care.” 
 
    “I’m doing the best I can for this family, Lena. Do you have any idea what we’re going through? How hard it is? Your papa is working so hard to put food on the table and I can’t get a job. I’m sorry you had to move schools a few times, but think about what everyone else is going through for once. This isn’t just about you, Lena.” 
 
    “Me?” Magdalena touched the center of her chest. “When have I ever complained about anything? I cook, I clean, I take care of the twins, for nothing. You don’t even tell me thank you.” 
 
    “And I should? Isn’t that your job as part of this family?” 
 
    “I’m sixteen, Mama. They aren’t my children. Why should I take care of them?” 
 
    Mama waved her hands in the air. “I don’t have time for this nonsense. I can’t believe you’re doing this to me now. I’ve got to get to the hospital, so she doesn’t have to ride alone.” 
 
    “But we can be alone, right, Mama? That’s okay. We can get along without our parents, just so you can spend every second with Esperanza.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” cried Mama. 
 
    “I want a mother. I want you to care about us too, Mama. I want you to remember you didn’t just have one child.” 
 
    Mama threw the sweater she was folding into the suitcase. “Your sister is sick. That’s all I can handle right now. I’ve got to be there for her. I can’t believe you’re this selfish. Surely to God, you know how bad she is. You’ve got to understand how serious her illness is. You must know that she could die.” 
 
    Magdalena felt such rage and hurt inside of her. Mama hadn’t heard a word she’d said. All she kept saying was how selfish Magdalena was for wanting a home, a mother, and a stable school. She wouldn’t even acknowledge that it was hard for her daughter. 
 
    “I wish she would die. I’m sick of this.” The moment the words left her mouth, Magdalena gasped and tried to draw them back, but it was too late. 
 
    Mama’s face grew terrible, the color draining from it. Before Magdalena could get out of the way, Mama slapped her, hard on the cheek. Mama had never slapped her before and Magdalena couldn’t believe she’d done so now. She stared at her mother, both of them in shock, and tears welled in her eyes. Then without a word, she jumped to her feet and dashed from the room. 
 
    “Lena!” called her mother at her back, but Magdalena didn’t respond. She raced for the front door and tore it open, then bolted down the walk, turning the corner and running , running as far as she could. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Marco rang the doorbell, then looked around the neighborhood. “These houses have to be worth millions.” 
 
    The Painted Ladies were Victorian mansions all throughout the City. They stood shoulder to shoulder in bright paint and gingerbread shingles, sporting their famous beauty with an unabashed charm. On Nob Hill, they also came with a million dollar view. Many of the Nob Hill mansions had been destroyed during the 1906 earthquake, but this area had been restored and the Painted Ladies returned to their original glory. 
 
    Peyton rocked on her heels, watching through the leaded glass panel on the door. She could see someone coming down the stairs. “So much for the lifestyle of a humble preacher, eh?” 
 
    The door opened and a woman in a button up sweater, a pencil skirt, and mousy brown hair looked out. She had a string of pearls around her neck and her hair was held back with a chocolate colored headband. “Yes?” 
 
     Peyton showed her badge. “Inspectors D’Angelo and Brooks.” 
 
    She took a step back and opened the door. A brown pair of penny loafers and brown tights completed her outfit. “Come in.” 
 
    They stepped into the foyer. The dark wood floor disappeared down the hallway to the right and an ornate carved balustrade curved around the stairs, rising to the upper levels. Overhead hung a crystal chandelier with teardrop bobs glimmering in the sunlight pouring through the open doorway. 
 
    The woman crossed around behind them and shut the door. As she did so, a tall, blond man appeared from the hallway in the back of the house. He wore a business suit, obviously cut just for him. He wasn’t as muscular as Marco, but he was well built and had a handsome face with a straight nose and heavily lashed brown eyes. His hair was parted on the side and feathered back with a carelessness that looked just a little too static. Peyton recognized him from the few times she’d happened across his Sunday Prayer Meeting on television. 
 
    “Can I help you?” he said. 
 
    “They’re police officers,” said the woman at their back. 
 
    Peyton glanced over her shoulder at her. She didn’t like people hovering out of sight. “Actually detectives. I’m Inspector Brooks and this is Inspector D’Angelo. You issued a complaint with our department about your neighbor?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, giving them a smile. His teeth gleamed in the light from the doorway. “Kristen, will you get the inspectors something to drink? Coffee, tea?” 
 
    “Nothing, thank you.” 
 
    He gave a nod. “Right. To business, then. Thank you, Kristin.” 
 
    The woman stepped around Peyton and headed for the stairs. The reverend pointed to a carved wooden door at the right of the entry. “Please, let’s talk in my office.” 
 
    Peyton watched the woman climb the stairs. “Maybe your housekeeper should stay. She might be able to add something that she saw or heard.” 
 
    The woman hesitated and looked down. The reverend glanced up at her, then chuckled. “She’s not my housekeeper, Inspector Brooks. Kristin is my wife.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco exchanged a look. “Maybe your wife should stay.” 
 
    “She hasn’t had any interaction with our neighbors. She spends most of her time helping the less fortunate. She runs a charity organization with women from the church.” He gave Peyton a practiced smile. “You might be interested in this. They donate clothing and vaccinations to children in Africa. It’s a wonderful organization.” 
 
    Peyton realized her mouth had fallen open. She might be interested? She blinked a few times, telling herself to let it go, but it was one of the hardest things she’d ever done. The reverend continued to smile at her. 
 
    “We really don’t have much time, Mr. O’Shannahan,” she said, “so if we could get to your complaint.” 
 
    “Of course,” he answered, turning toward the door, then he hesitated and smiled back at her. “Please do call me Reverend though. I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    Peyton bit her lip as he opened the door and led the way. Kristin remained on the stairs as they followed him inside. 
 
    The Reverend’s office was covered in bookshelves with a large mahogany desk dominating the area before the floor to ceiling bay windows. Peyton could see over the City from this angle. Two leather armchairs and a small reading table rounded out the furnishings. 
 
    The reverend reached the center of the room and turned. He gave them both a once over, the smile never leaving his face. “Two of our City’s finest.” He curled his fingers around his sculpted chin. Peyton noted he was clean shaven and had a cleft. “What an interesting pair you make? An African American woman as a detective – equal opportunity at its absolute best. Isn’t this a wonderful country?” His attention focused then on Marco. “D’Angelo? Must be Italian. I’ll wager you were raised Catholic.” 
 
    Marco gave him the practiced Marco scowl, but didn’t answer, so he shifted his focus to Peyton again. “And you, you must have been raised Baptist.” 
 
    “Wow,” said Peyton, “how did you manage to make that sound so offensive?” 
 
    “Offensive? Oh I certainly didn’t mean that. I like to guess people’s religious affiliations. It allows me to connect with them on a spiritual level.” 
 
    Peyton could feel her teeth grind together. If she made it through this interview, she deserved a medal of honor. 
 
    He wandered to the right side of the office and retrieved a ladder-backed chair that had been sitting against the wall. He moved it in front of the arm chairs and motioned them to sit. He took the ladder-back chair, unbuttoning his suit jacket as he sat, and crossed one leg over the other. He clasped his hands on his knee. As she and Marco moved to the chairs, she noted that his shoes had to be Italian leather and by the lining of the suit, it was obviously custom-made. 
 
    She reached into her pocket and pulled out her notepad, flipping open a page. “You issued a complaint against a neighbor. Which one?” 
 
    He pointed to the right. “Just moved in two months ago. Nob Hill is a beautiful neighborhood, but it’s hard to escape your neighbors, living pressed against one another the way we do. Our balconies in back almost touch. I can reach over and place my hand on his railing. If I wanted, I could jump between the two.” 
 
    “That must be so difficult for you,” Peyton said. 
 
    If he picked up her tone, he didn’t notice. The smile was back in place as if pasted on. “Well, it makes it impossible not to get involved in their lives.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t think the reverend would be able to resist that impulse if there were acres separating them. 
 
    Marco shifted his bulk in the unforgiving chair. “Your complaint said he threatened your life?” She could hear the impatience in Marco’s voice. 
 
    “Yes, I’ll get to that in a moment.” 
 
    Marco leaned forward, bracing his arms on his thighs. “You do understand we’re homicide detectives? We investigate murders, not threats of murder.” 
 
    The reverend sat for a moment, simply smiling. Then he lifted his chin. “Perhaps if you investigated the threats, you’d have more success at preventing the murders. As the Bible says, ‘An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.’” 
 
    Peyton opened her mouth to tell him she suspected Benjamin Franklin said that quote, not God, but she decided it probably wasn’t worth it. “I think what my partner is trying to say is that we have another case we are currently working and we really need to get back to it. That one has dead bodies and all.” 
 
    “The mayor assured me you two were the best the City had to offer, but I don’t want to take you away from something that is more important.” 
 
    Peyton exhaled. The mention of the mayor was calculated and damned if it didn’t work. “Okay, Reverend O’Shannahan, why don’t you tell us about this murder threat?” 
 
    “As I was saying, three months ago the house next door goes up for sale. It gets bought in the first week. Trucks start pulling up, contractors, gardeners, you name it. They begin work on the house. A month later, this guy moves in, but he brings with him a couple of women and a number of young men in their late teens, early twenties.” 
 
    “And someone over there threatened you?” prompted Peyton. 
 
    The reverend sat still for a moment, just smiling. Peyton and Marco exchanged a look, but he didn’t seem inclined to continue. Peyton pretended to write something in her notebook. Finally, his foot began swinging again. 
 
    “I am the most open minded person you will ever meet. I allow anyone at all into my congregation, but I have to admit I was a little skeptical when I saw who bought the house next door. I mean, it’s a two to three million dollar mansion.” 
 
    “Who bought the house next door?” 
 
    The reverend leaned forward. Peyton and Marco leaned forward with him. “Mexicans,” he said in a whisper that might carry to half the neighborhood. 
 
    Peyton snapped her notebook shut and leaned back. “Do I have this right? You called us out here to investigate your neighbors because they happen to be Mexican?” 
 
    “In a million dollar house, Inspector, and according to the real estate agent, they came directly from Mexico.” 
 
    “Where does the death threat come in?” demanded Marco. 
 
    “I was getting to that, but I can already see what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m certain you can’t, Reverend,” said Peyton. 
 
    “You think I’m some bigot who doesn’t want his neighborhood integrated.” 
 
    Perhaps he did know what they were thinking. 
 
    “The Bible says, ‘Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.’ Matthew.” 
 
    “Leviticus,” corrected Marco. 
 
    The reverend smiled and touched his nose with his index finger. “I knew you were a practicing Catholic. I can smell the holy water on you.” His eyes crinkled up, he smiled so wide. “At any rate, I try very hard to practice what I preach.” 
 
    “The death threat?” prompted Peyton. 
 
    “Yes, well, yesterday I was having breakfast on the balcony when I heard arguing coming from next door. Of course, I was concerned. It sounded loud and violent.” 
 
    “What were they saying?” 
 
    He gave her a condescending smile. “I have no idea, Inspector Brooks, I don’t know Spanish. Good old American English for me.” 
 
    Peyton’s fingers curled around her notebook. “Please continue.” 
 
    “I got up and wandered over to where our balconies nearly touch. I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, mind you?” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Marco with a hint of snarl. 
 
    The reverend didn’t miss a beat. “As I said, I was concerned. I could see the man of the house, a handsome chap in his early thirties, through the kitchen windows. He was yelling at a younger chap, pointing his finger at him.” The reverend made poking motions with his index finger. “All of a sudden, he saw me. He stopped yelling and walked over to the doors, opening them. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I just smiled.” 
 
    “He came to the side of the balcony and smiled back. ‘Is something wrong?’ he said. He had a thick accent, you know, but I understood him.” The reverend nodded his head vigorously as if he’d accomplished an amazing feat. “I said I was simply concerned as I had heard arguing. I introduced myself, but he didn’t know who I was.” 
 
    “That must have been terrible,” said Peyton. 
 
    The smile bloomed again. “I just don’t often find people who don’t know who I am. At any rate, that’s when he said it. It was so strange I wasn’t sure what he meant at first.” 
 
    “What did he say?” asked Marco. 
 
    “He said that our houses were so close together that you couldn’t even murder someone without the neighborhood knowing about it.” 
 
    Marco tilted his head to look at Peyton. Peyton met the look, then turned back to the reverend. “Did he specifically say he couldn’t murder you or someone else?” 
 
    “He said someone, but later when I thought about, I realized it was a threat toward me because I was listening…” He paused, then added, “…out of concern.” 
 
    Peyton stuffed the notebook back in her pocket and curled her fingers around the arms of her chair, pushing herself to her feet. “Thank you for your time, Reverend. I think we have enough.” 
 
    Marco rose with her. 
 
    “What’s the next step?”  
 
    Peyton glanced at her partner, then back. “We’ll have to do some more investigation.” 
 
    “I can give you the name of the realtor. She can probably tell you their names.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary.” 
 
    The reverend rose also. “Will you keep me informed on the progress of the investigation?” 
 
    “As soon as we have anything, you’ll be the first to know.” She crossed between the chairs and moved toward the door. Marco was fast on her heels. 
 
    “Maybe I didn’t convey the tone of his voice when he said it.” 
 
    “We got it.” 
 
    “Should I keep an eye on him, or what do you want me to do? I could set up surveillance cameras out back?” 
 
    Peyton paused at the door. “Please, let us handle it from here. We don’t want you in any danger. You’re too important to this community.” 
 
    He halted in front of her, beaming. “I appreciate you saying that, Inspector. I would love to see you in my flock on Sunday. We have a lovely African American family that attends quite regularly.” He smiled over at Marco. “Not too many Italians, but I’d be delighted to share the blessings with you.” 
 
    Marco pulled the door open and stepped into the hallway. 
 
    Peyton followed on his heels. “We’ll definitely give it some thought,” she said, nearly racing Marco for the outer door. 
 
    “Thank you, Inspectors. I’ll check with the mayor in a day or two to see how you’re progressing.” 
 
    Peyton shut her eyes briefly at that. She just bet he would check with the mayor. He wasn’t going to let this go. “Good bye,” she said over her shoulder as they stepped out into the sunlight. 
 
    Shutting the door at their backs, Marco looked over at her. “We aren’t going next door, are we, Brooks?” 
 
    “Hell no.” She jogged down the steps toward their Charger. “I’m not bothering those people.” 
 
    She waited as Marco circled the front of the car, pressing the button to unlock it. 
 
    “Is something wrong, Officers?” came a voice. 
 
    Peyton turned and watched a handsome Hispanic man in his early thirties approach them. His black hair was parted to the side and combed away from his face, his cheekbones were high, and his dark eyes large and thickly lashed. He wore a fine, tailored suit with cufflinks on the shirt sleeves. He could be the dark to the reverend’s light as if they were opposite halves of the same coin. 
 
    “No, nothing’s wrong. The Reverend O’Shannahan is a friend of the mayor and he asked us to pay a visit.” 
 
    “Oh,” said the man, “I live next door. I was worried that something might be wrong.” He had an accent, but he spoke perfect English. “It is good of you to come out here.” 
 
    Peyton moved away from the Charger and held out her hand. “Inspector Brooks and D’Angelo,” she said. 
 
    He took her hand in his and gave her a firm shake. “The pleasure is mine. I am Raphael Peña. I am opening an import business here. It is good to know that we have the attention of the San Francisco police department. I feel much safer for it.” 
 
    Peyton thought it a strange thing to say, but she figured it might be the language difference. “Have you had any trouble with your neighbor, Mr. Peña?” 
 
    “The Reverend O’Shannahan? No. Did he say we quarreled?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    “He is a man of the cloth, as you say. A man of faith. I have no quarrel with him.” 
 
    Peyton reached into her pocket and pulled out her business card, passing it to Raphael. “If you need anything, please feel free to call me,” she said. 
 
    He took it, pressing it to his lips. “It is good to know such a beautiful woman will watch out for me.” 
 
    Oh, this one was a charmer, Peyton thought, feeling a blush steal over her cheeks. 
 
    Marco cleared his throat. He was leaning on the driver’s door, waiting. 
 
    “Have a good day, Mr. Peña. It was a pleasure meeting you.” 
 
    “You have a good day, la belleza, and thank you for your card.” 
 
    Peyton backed to the Charger and pulled open the door, sinking into the seat. 
 
    Marco threw himself into the driver’s seat and started the car. “La belleza. Give me a frickin’ break,” he snarled, pulling away from the curb. 
 
    Peyton laughed. “You’re just pissed because you didn’t get all the attention for the first time.” 
 
    Marco looked over at her. “Yeah, that’s it.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Defino stood by Maria’s desk when they arrived at the precinct. Her arms were crossed and the expression on her face didn’t look welcoming. Peyton and Marco came to a halt in front of her. 
 
    “Let me guess, the mayor called?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    Peyton blew out her held breath. “Because you look pissed, Captain.” 
 
    “I’m not pissed.” 
 
    Realization dawned on her. “You need to give in and get some glasses, Captain. When you squint at people, you look pissed.” 
 
    “I don’t need glasses, Brooks, and I’m thinking it isn’t a bad thing if people believe I’m pissed all of the time, then they won’t pull crap on me. Now tell me what happened. What was behind this complaint?” 
 
    “The neighbors are too brown,” said Marco, tugging off his leather jacket as he moved toward his desk. 
 
    Defino followed him with her eyes, then turned back to Peyton. “Really?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. Although he gave us Bible verses about loving one’s neighbor, our reverend is a piece of work.” 
 
    “He’s a racist?” asked Maria. “He seems so genuine on his show.” 
 
    Peyton gave her a skeptical look. “He told me that I’d be interested to know his wife helps children in Africa and then called me a Baptist.” 
 
    Maria frowned in confusion, but Defino’s mouth dropped open. 
 
    “And he damn near patted me on the head for being a poster child for Affirmative Action.” 
 
    “What did he say to D’Angelo?” 
 
    “That he’s a Catholic.” 
 
    Defino tsked, but Maria seemed more confused. 
 
    “That’s a bad thing?” she asked. 
 
    “Not at all, baby,” answered Peyton, “but he’d probably ask you if you were born in Tijuana.” 
 
    “I was born in Daly City.” 
 
    “My point exactly.” 
 
    “Forget it,” said Defino. Peyton wasn’t sure whether she was talking to Maria or her. “We looked into it. It’s nothing. Now let’s get back to our case.” 
 
    “Got it. Were you able to talk to Jake’s boss at the bank?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s cleared. Got him started reading a basic crime scene manual and he’s scheduled for classes in a few weeks. Why don’t you see how he’s doing on his first day?” 
 
    “Sure thing, boss.” Tapping Marco on the shoulder as she passed their desks, she wended her way through the squad room to where Jake’s desk now stood. The squad room was almost deserted this time of the afternoon since most cops were out on calls. 
 
    Jake glanced up as they approached. He pressed his fingers against his eyes and closed the manual he’d been reading. “I think I’d rather take pictures of decapitated heads.” 
 
    Peyton smiled. “Bored already?” 
 
    “It’s a lot to take in at once. It was easier counting money.” 
 
    “You need the basics, so you don’t screw up the evidence.” 
 
    “I got that about 100 pages back.” He shifted his attention to Marco. “So, why do you look so damn happy?” 
 
    “Seeing you here just sours my mood,” Marco shot back. 
 
    Peyton pushed him in the chest. “We had an annoying call to run and not a single person flirted with him. It’s been an off day.” 
 
    Jake chuckled, drawing a glare. 
 
    Peyton’s phone suddenly vibrated in her pocket. She pulled it out and thumbed on the screen. The icon for a text message blinked at her, but she didn’t recognize the number. 
 
    “I’m gonna get a soda,” said Marco. 
 
    “Hold on.” Peyton touched the icon and the message scrolled across her screen. Need help. Meet me at Betsy’s Diner on O’Farrell. Venus. She showed it to Marco. 
 
    “I’ll tell the captain,” he said, headed for the front of the squad room. 
 
    Peyton reached into her pocket and pulled out the keys for her Corolla, passing them across the desk to Jake. “You need to get your own car.” 
 
    “I’ll take the Charger.” 
 
    “You can’t drive that, it’s police issue. I don’t know how long we’ll be, but if you make it home before I do, will you walk Pickles?” 
 
    Jake took the keys. “Do you mind if I swing by the old place and pick up the last of my things?” 
 
    “No, just don’t get her stolen.” 
 
    “I’ve ridden in your little green heap, Peyton. No one wants her.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t talk bad about her. She just might strand you.” 
 
    “I’ll take my chances.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Betsy’s Diner was a typical greasy spoon. A few tables crowded the front of the store, looking out over the street. The back wall was occupied by the grill, which spat black, foul smelling smoke into the room. A tired-looking woman in a stained apron manned the cash register and a couple of teenage girls took orders in jeans and skimpy t-shirts that read Betsy’s across the bust. Behind the grill was an older man, Asian-looking with a white beany on his head. 
 
    Marco opened the door and motioned Peyton through. She spotted Venus instantly. She was sitting with her back to the wall, watching the door with an anxious, nearly manic expression. Her fingers drummed on the table and she held an unlit cigarette in her other hand. Her clothing was filthy, her fish-net stockings torn and the shoulder of her shirt hanging down around her elbow. She tried to push it back into place when she saw them, using the hand with the cigarette to smooth down her mussed hair. 
 
    Peyton slid into the booth beside her, fighting the odor of sweat and sickness coming off her. Marco sat on the other side, boxing her in. He placed his hand flat on the table and stared out at the restaurant, a position of defense. She knew he could grab his gun in a second if necessary. 
 
    Peyton marked that Venus only had a water glass in front of her. “Did you order?” 
 
    Venus made a disparaging sound. “With what money?” Her fingers drummed again and again. 
 
    Peyton reached over and covered her hand with her own. “We’re here now. You’re okay.” 
 
    Venus’ eyes were bloodshot and watery. “How’s Athena? She talkin’ yet?” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “Can I get you something? A burger maybe?” 
 
    Venus gave a laugh and twisted a lock of hair with the hand that held the cigarette. “I can’t remember the last meal I had.” 
 
    “Where have you been, Olivia?” 
 
    “Hiding. Tried to turn some tricks, but I couldn’t go home and get cleaned up. They’re watching for me. Searching the streets for me.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Venus’ eyes flitted away. 
 
    A waitress approached the table. “What can I get you?” she asked. 
 
    “A cheeseburger with fries,” Peyton said. “You want something to drink, Olivia?” 
 
    “Milkshake, chocolate.” 
 
    Good choice, thought Peyton. 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. 
 
    The waitress wrote the order and walked away. 
 
    Shifting in the booth, Peyton leaned as close to Venus as she could stand to get. “If you want our help, you’ve got to tell us everything, Olivia. You can’t lie anymore, or there’s nothing we can do for you.” 
 
    Venus put the cigarette in her mouth, then remembered it wasn’t lit and took it out again. Peyton could feel her kicking her leg beneath the table. She glanced at Marco, then away, but Marco’s eyes roved the diner. 
 
    “I lied about El Griego.” 
 
    “What do you mean you lied?” 
 
    “I know his name.” 
 
    Peyton reached for her notebook and pulled it out. “Tell me.” 
 
    “Alberto Flores. He ran with a gang called the Aztecas – Los Hermanos Aztecas. That’s what the tattoo is. The letters ŁĦȺ. They deal in drugs and prostitutes. Their territory is most of the Tenderloin now. They’ve been pushing the other gangs out.” 
 
    “How?” Peyton wrote the name in her notes. 
 
    Venus shook her head. “I don’t know. They suddenly got new guns, I mean real nice pieces. Not those…what do you call them?” 
 
    “Saturday Night Specials?” offered Marco. 
 
    “Yeah, not those. But Sigs, glocks. Real fire power.” 
 
    “Who’s supplying them?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “I don’t know. No one does. They don’t let you know anything and if you figure it out, they kill you. If I stay on the street, I’m dead. They’ll find me and kill me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I tried to get away. Because I was there when Athena killed El Griego. Just because they can.” 
 
    The waitress placed the burger and milkshake in front of Venus. Venus didn’t touch it for a moment, just stared out at the diner as if she was afraid someone would suddenly materialize. “They’ll kill me,” she said, shifting to look at Peyton. 
 
    “Okay, look, give me their usual hang-outs and I’ll get you help. I’ll take you to a shelter I know for women who are escaping bad situations. They’ll help you.” 
 
    “You mean like for women who are getting beat up?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Venus shook her head. “They won’t take no prostitute. I tried it before and they told me to go. If I go in there looking like this, they ain’t gonna let me stay. I need some decent clothes and a shower or something.” 
 
    “Olivia, this is your chance to change things. To start a new life. If we take you there, you’ve got to promise me you’ll stay. We need you to testify for Athena, we need you to tell the judge that she killed El Griego out of self-defense.” 
 
    “I don’t like judges.” 
 
    “I understand that, but you care about Athena, right? You want to help her, right?” 
 
    “Are you going to arrest me if I don’t testify?” 
 
    “No, but if you don’t testify, Athena may be charged with murder and she will go to prison then.” 
 
    Venus broke the cigarette in half, then stared down at it as if she hadn’t meant to do that. She laid it on the table and pushed it away from her with the heel of her hand. “I don’t want Athena going to prison.” 
 
    Peyton covered her hand with her own. “I know. I promise you they’ll take you at the shelter and you’ll be safe.” 
 
    “They won’t take me like this. They ain’t gonna take no dirty prostitute. If I can’t get a shower and some decent clothes, we can both forget about it. There’s down-and-out and then there’s prostitute.” 
 
    “Do you have any clothes we can get that are less provocative?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Peyton drew a patient breath. “Less slutty.” 
 
    She gave Peyton the look that made her feel simple. “Yeah, I got me a business suit back at my condo.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “On Nob freakin’ Hill.” 
 
    “Okay.” Peyton patted her hand. “I can probably…” Her voice trailed away. 
 
    Marco’s eyes rose to pin her. As if they communicated by telepathy, she knew he knew what she was thinking. He shook his head at her, but Peyton held up her hands in a gesture of futility. 
 
    “God damn it,” muttered Marco under his breath. 
 
    “Look, Olivia,” Peyton said, “I’ll take you to get a shower and a change of clothes, but you’ve got to give me something in return. I need their hangouts, where you went when they sent you to a John.” 
 
    Venus reached for the milkshake and took a sip. “I’ll give you whatever you want, just don’t send me back out there.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Magdalena’s eyes were wide as they crossed over the Bay Bridge and the skyline of San Francisco rose in the distance. She’d seen pictures of the City in books, but she never dreamed it would feel like this. Panic fluttered in her belly. She needed to find a phone and call Mama, tell her she was all right, but the entire ride out here, she’d never gotten away from Felix for a moment. He watched her like a hawk. 
 
    She wasn’t sure she could call Mama now anyway. She had done things with Felix, things in the car and the cheap motel rooms that she knew would make Mama cry. Touching the crucifix at her throat, she tried to say her novenas, but couldn’t finish. Would God turn away from her now? She wasn’t married like Felix promised. He’d never taken her to the priest he said he knew. 
 
    His cousin had sent him money to get to San Francisco, but by the time they hit Arizona, they couldn’t get motel rooms anymore because they had to save all of their money for gas and food. She wanted to take a shower, she felt dirty in more ways than one. And she was so sick of driving. 
 
    Worry for her family made her stomach hurt. She hadn’t eaten much during the entire trip. Did Mama take Esperanza to the Shriners? Were they looking for her? She hadn’t even left them a note. After the fight with Mama, she’d run to the school. She hadn’t expected to see Felix, but he and his friends were hanging out there. When he suggested again that they go to San Francisco, she’d agreed. She’d regretted it every moment after, but it was too late now. Too many things had happened. 
 
    “Felix,” she said, shifting in the seat to face him. He had the window down and his arm braced on the sill. He needed a shower as bad as she did. For the last few days, he’d tied his hair up in a bandana. “When we get to your cousin’s, can I use the phone?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. He reached over and turned up the radio, tapping his hand on the steering wheel. In fact, since their first night in the motel, he hadn’t really spoken to her very much at all. 
 
    “Felix?” 
 
    “Don’t nag me, chica. We’ll see. It’s long distance now and costs a lot of money.” 
 
    “I just want to tell my family that I’m all right.” 
 
    “I’m your family now.” 
 
    Magdalena curled her arms around her stomach. She closed her eyes and tried to pray. 
 
    He reached over and wound a lank strand of hair around his fingers, tugging on it. “Come on, chica. We gonna have so much fun now we’re in ‘Frisco. You won’t even think about home anymore.” 
 
    Magdalena’s eyes stung with tears, but she turned toward the window and looked out at the bay spreading beneath the bridge. Oh, God, please don’t forsake her now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Jake tossed the car keys onto the sofa table where Peyton always left them, then deposited the crime scene manual and his camera case beside it. Pickles didn’t come prancing out to see him, which he found strange. 
 
    He headed toward the back of the house. Peyton’s door was closed, but his bathroom was open. A young woman with bleach blond hair was shaving her leg, her foot braced on the toilet. She had a towel wrapped around her and her hair was damp, hanging over a bare shoulder. 
 
    She looked up at him when he appeared in the doorway and a wicked smile spread across her face. “Well, hello, baby,” she purred. 
 
    Jake backed quickly away. “Peyton!” he shouted. 
 
    The door to her room flew open and she appeared in the doorway. Behind her, Jake could see Pickles lying on the bed. He pricked his ears at Jake’s voice. 
 
    “Jake, I didn’t hear you come in.” 
 
    “There’s a woman in my bathroom, naked.” 
 
    Peyton smiled. “That’s Olivia. She’s just getting cleaned up.” She held up a pair of shorts and a tank top. “I’m trying to find her something to wear, but she’s a lot taller than I am.” 
 
    “Why is she here?” 
 
    Olivia wandered to the door and peeked out at Jake, giving him a practiced pout. Peyton only briefly glanced at her. 
 
    “I’m taking her to a shelter, but she didn’t feel she could go looking like a…” She stopped and motioned toward Olivia with her chin. 
 
    “Like a what?” demanded Jake. 
 
    “Like a hooker,” offered Olivia, disappearing into the bathroom again. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    The outer door opened and he heard Marco bellow, “Brooks!” 
 
    Peyton pushed past Jake and went out to meet him. Jake edged to the entrance of the living room and peered out. “What did you get?” she asked, taking the bag from him and opening it. 
 
    “Panties, bra, and a sweat suit. I also picked her up a toothbrush, toothpaste and deodorant.” 
 
    “Wow! You did good with her size.” She gave him a critical look. “Must be all that experience with undressing women.” 
 
    “Cute,” he answered. “Is she ready? Let’s get this done, all right? I promised Vinnie I’d come over for dinner.” 
 
    “Give me a minute.” She stuffed everything back into the bag and carried it past Jake again, knocking on the bathroom door. 
 
    Jake watched her disappear inside, then he wandered into the living room. Marco had just taken a seat on the couch, sprawling out his long legs and clasping his hands on his belly. 
 
    “Ryder.” 
 
    “Adonis.” He pointed over his shoulder at the hallway. “Is she really a hooker?” 
 
    “She ain’t Mother Teresa.” 
 
    “And she’s here why?” 
 
    Marco let out a long suffering sigh. “Because she wanted a shower before she goes to a woman’s shelter and my partner, your new roommate, is a sap.” 
 
    “Is it a good idea to bring hookers here?” 
 
    “I don’t know. With the murder suspect living here now, seems to me she’s got a matched set.” 
 
    Jake gave him a tight smile. “I get you have a problem with me, but we both know I didn’t do anything. If one of us should be pissed at the other, it really should be me, so why don’t you stop riding my ass?” 
 
    Marco held up a hand. “You’re right. It’s been a bitch of a day.” 
 
    Jake took the armchair across from him. “This just doesn’t seem like a good idea.” 
 
    “It’s a rotten idea, but what the hell do you want me to do? If I didn’t agree to bring her here, Peyton would have done it behind my back. This way, I’m here to shoot someone if it goes horribly wrong.” 
 
    “She’s a handful. Is this what I get to look forward to everyday? Hookers here in the morning, drug dealers in the afternoon, and maybe a pirate after supper?” 
 
    “Lately she’s had this thing for vampires, so you might want to get you a cross and some holy water.” 
 
    “Thanks for the head’s up.” 
 
    Peyton and Olivia emerged. In the light blue velour track suit and her hair in a ponytail, Jake would never have suspected her to be what she was. She looked young and innocent, the seductive expressions replaced by a look of panic. 
 
    Peyton motioned her to the other armchair, then picked up a pad of paper and a pen that had been sitting on the coffee table. “I did my part, now you do yours. Give me the locations of where the Aztecas usually crash.” 
 
    Olivia took the paper and the pen Peyton held out to her. “If they find out I told you, I’m dead.” 
 
    “If you stay at the shelter, they can’t find you. Come on, Olivia, you promised.” 
 
    The young woman looked around, hoping for a sympathetic face, but when she didn’t find it, she lowered her head and began writing. Jake looked up at Peyton. She seemed pleased with this turn of events. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton typed in the rest of the update on her report to Defino. Picking up the pen, she chewed on the end of it as she read it back over. Marco wandered out of the break room and placed something on the corner of her desk. 
 
    Peyton glanced down and saw a chocolate covered donut bathed in multi-colored sprinkles. Instantly, she felt happiness wash over her and she smiled up at him. 
 
    “That might taste better than the pen,” he said. 
 
    She dropped the pen and tore into the donut, placing a bite in her mouth. Closing her eyes in bliss, she chewed slowly to savor it. She tried to avoid donuts, but they called to her whenever someone brought them into the squad room. 
 
    “I think I prove the stereotype about cops and donuts.” 
 
    Marco smiled. 
 
    She paused in placing another piece in her mouth, glad to see him do something besides scowl at her all the time. “Abe’s right. You’re so much handsomer when you smile.” 
 
    He shook his head in amusement, then went to his desk. 
 
    From the front of the squad room, Holmes and Bartlet appeared. Holmes stopped at their desks, taking off his hat and scratching his head. “Not a damn thing. They must have cleared out when they heard we were coming.” 
 
    Peyton swiveled in her chair and looked up at them. “You didn’t find anything?” 
 
    “We checked two of the places on the list. Cho and Simons are checking the third. We found a couple of bums crashing in the first and a bunch of those ŁĦȺ things painted all over, but nothing else.” 
 
    “Were both of the addresses abandoned buildings?” asked Marco. 
 
    Bartlet moved forward. “The second one wasn’t abandoned. It was a flop house, bad.” 
 
    “One of the residents told us which room they rented, but when we got up there, it was cleaned out,” finished Holmes. 
 
    “Do you think she led us wrong deliberately?” asked Peyton, turning to Marco. 
 
    Marco shrugged. 
 
    “They were there. At the second place, a lot of the residents talked about them, how there were people in and out, but they said they cleared out about a week ago.” 
 
    “The residents weren’t afraid of them?” 
 
    Holmes scratched at the crown of his head. “I think they avoided them, but the bangers were pretty free with the money from time to time.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Peyton. 
 
    Holmes walked away, but Bartlet stopped. “Sorry,” he said. 
 
    Peyton nodded. She swiveled back to Marco. “Every time I think we’ve got a lead on this case, it slips away from us. Maybe those two deaths were isolated incidents.” 
 
    Marco studied her a minute, but he didn’t respond. Finally, he pushed himself to his feet. “Want some coffee?” 
 
    Peyton frowned at him, but he walked away from her before she could answer. She started to go after him, but Cho and Simons came through the outer door, pushing a Hispanic teen in front of them. 
 
    Peyton redirected herself and followed them as they shoved the boy toward an interrogation room. They had to pass Jake’s desk as they went and he swiveled to watch them. 
 
    “Bring your camera,” said Peyton. 
 
    He closed his manual and grabbed the camera bag, following her. 
 
    While Simons took the boy into the interrogation room, Cho, Peyton and Jake entered the viewing room, watching through the one-way glass. Bill Simons might not be as tall as Marco, but he was huge. He always reminded Peyton of a bear. He shoved the boy into a chair and then looked up at the glass. 
 
    Nathan Cho was small, but he moved with a quick, fluid grace that Peyton wished she could master. He watched the exchange between the boy and Simons, then turned when Marco and Captain Defino entered. Jake moved to the back of the room, clearly confused as to why he was there. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    Cho rocked on his heels. “We got to the location Brooks gave us. It was abandoned. A warehouse, but there was nothing inside. We caught the boy hanging around outside, watching us. Had to chase the little shit down.” 
 
    The boy was thin, wiry, a bandana tied around his forehead, his clothing baggy and hanging off his frame. He wore a white tank-top, but a heavy jacket was pulled up around his neck and ears. 
 
    “He’s probably a look-out for the gang,” said Peyton. 
 
    Cho nodded. 
 
    “What are we going to hold him on? He wasn’t doing anything illegal,” said Defino. 
 
    Cho reached into his pocket and pulled out an evidence bag. Inside were a few white rocks. Peyton took it and held it up to the light. 
 
    “He’s just a kid,” she said, setting the bag on the table before the windows. “Jake, take some pictures of these, please.” 
 
    While Jake opened his camera case, they watched the boy. 
 
    “Does he have a tattoo?” asked Marco. 
 
    “I’ll find out,” said Cho, going into the room. He ordered the boy to take off his jacket. With Simons hulking over him, he complied, keeping his head down. Peyton could see his hands trembling. Either he was on the stuff or he was afraid, but he clearly didn’t know what they were going to do to him. 
 
    His arms were stick thin, his chest concave. As the jacket came off, Cho took it away as evidence and Simons grabbed the boy’s left arm, turning it so they could see his bicep. He didn’t put up any resistance. 
 
    An angry red covered the area around his shoulder muscle and the letter Ł was scrawled in black ink. Peyton frowned, uncertain what that meant. Cho reentered the viewing room with the jacket. 
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    Defino took over. “Leave Simons there. Brooks, you go in. Marco, let’s see if we can get him some food and a soda. Maria can call out for a burger or something.” 
 
    Marco left the room. 
 
    Defino turned to Peyton. “Try to get him talking. He’s obviously scared to death.” 
 
    “Got it.” Peyton motioned to Jake. “Come with me and get some pictures of that tattoo.” 
 
    She didn’t wait to see if he would follow, just walked into the interrogation room. Simons moved back to take up a position of intimidation at the boy’s back, out of his line of sight, as Peyton took a seat at the table near him. Jake edged into the room, looking completely out of place, but Peyton nodded at the boy. 
 
    “Take a couple of his arm, okay?” 
 
    Jake began snapping pictures. The boy glared at him from the corner of his eyes, but he didn’t make any other move. 
 
    “I’m Inspector Brooks,” she said. “We’re trying to get you something to eat. You look hungry.” 
 
    He stared at the table, but didn’t say anything. Being this close to him, Peyton suspected he was only twelve or thirteen at best. Possibly a mule for the Aztecas, carting drugs, spying. 
 
    “Can you tell me your name?” 
 
    “They said to tell the cops nothing, especially not my name.” 
 
    “Who said?” 
 
    The boy gave her an arch look. 
 
    Peyton decided to go a different direction. “Does the tattoo hurt? It looks new.” 
 
    “Got it last week,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Why is there only an L? The others I’ve seen have been three letters.” She leaned forward on the table as Jake continued to snap pictures. He wasn’t just taking the tattoo anymore, but Peyton didn’t stop him. “The ones I’ve seen on others have been L…H…A...” She let the letters hang between them. 
 
    Slowly the boy raised his head and met her gaze. She couldn’t even see a mark of stubble on his jaw and his face had that roundness of youth. Jake snapped one last picture, then backed away. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, nodding toward the window. 
 
    Jake hurried from the room, leaving only Simons and her with the boy. 
 
    “You gots to earn the letters,” said the boy. 
 
    Peyton gave him a kind smile. “How do you do that?” 
 
    “The first one’s easy. You just deliver stuff for them. Once you done it enough, you get the Ł.” 
 
    “Stuff like the rocks we found?” 
 
    He looked down. “Yeah, like that.” 
 
    “How do you get the second?” 
 
    He shrugged his narrow shoulders. 
 
    “I want to help you, but I can’t if you don’t help me. You’re in a lot of trouble. Underage, carrying crack. Those aren’t good things. They could get you sent away for a long time.” 
 
    “To jail?” 
 
    Peyton nodded sadly. 
 
    “They said I couldn’t go to jail. I was too young.” 
 
    “They were wrong. We can try you as an adult. Drug possession is a serious offense, but if you help me, I can help you.” 
 
    “I can’t go to jail. I gotta help my mom and sisters. They need me.” 
 
    “I understand that, but you’ve got to give me something before I can help you.” 
 
    “What you want to know?” His shoulders slumped. He was hungry, scared and so very young. He still wanted to trust someone in authority. 
 
    “Tell me your name.” 
 
    “Carlos.” 
 
    “Carlos what?” 
 
    “Oroso.” 
 
    “How do you earn the next letter, Carlos?” 
 
    “Couple’a ways.” 
 
    “Okay. Tell me them.” 
 
    “You gotta make a deal yourself, not just carry it.” 
 
    “All right. How else?” 
 
    “You gotta give them some information they want – you know, like about cops, or other gangs.” 
 
    “Spy?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    Carlos looked down, raising his hand to rub the tattoo. “Bring them girls.” 
 
    Peyton’s eyes lifted to Simons. He gave a shudder. 
 
    She reached out and stopped the boy from rubbing the tattoo. The contact made him look at her. “How do you earn the third letter, Carlos?” 
 
    His mouth worked, but no sound came out. Then he pulled his lower lip between his teeth and chewed at it. 
 
    Peyton drew her chair closer to him. “Tell me this, Carlos, and I promise we’ll get some help to your mother and sisters. I know some people who get other people out of gang situations.” 
 
    He searched her face with eyes far too old for his years, but he didn’t answer. 
 
    “Carlos, please help me out. How do you earn the third letter?” 
 
    He leaned forward slightly, dropping his voice, but Peyton heard him clearly. “You gotta kill someone.”  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Javier.” Marco clicked off the phone and turned back to the gathering around his desk. “He’ll take over from here. He’s got a counselor who can make contact with the mother, get her some help, and there’s a juvenile program for first offenders that the DA can recommend to the judge.” 
 
    “That’s all we can do,” said Defino. 
 
    Jake sat at the back of the circle, watching them. He honestly hadn’t given much thought to what the police did. Arrest people, rough them up, force them to admit to things they did or didn’t do, then walk away from them, but the group gathered here seemed genuinely concerned about the skinny kid with the half-finished tattoo. 
 
    Peyton had been unusually quiet since they questioned the boy. Jake could imagine it was hard to realize that no matter what anyone did, there probably was no way to stop the boy from continuing down his current path. 
 
    Her phone rang, a bluesy song that seemed to match the mood in the room. She reached into her pocket for it and thumbed it on. “Brooks?” She listened for a few moments, then sat forward in her chair. “When did this happen? Okay, hold on.” She grabbed her pen and a pad of paper. “Give it to me again.” She scribbled an address on the pad, then tapped the pen against it. “Okay, thank you. I appreciate it.” 
 
    She lowered the phone and met the captain’s gaze. “They’re moving Athena to a small psych hospital out in the Sunset. They couldn’t keep her in the hospital because of the costs. The two officers are accompanying her there, but they’ve already been told they can’t stay. The psych hospital has its own security.” 
 
    “Well, who would know she’s been moved, except for us? She should be safe enough for now,” said Defino. 
 
    “I’m sure we can fight it, Captain, if I talk to them.” 
 
    Defino shook her head. “Leave it for now. If anything happens, we’ll be all over that hospital in a heartbeat.” 
 
    The captain’s assistant, Maria strolled over, handing her a slip of paper. “Smith just called,” she said. “They got a drive-by about an hour ago down on Eddy. Two cars hit. A passenger in one of the cars says the shooter was a Hispanic male, riding in a late model Benz. Smith figured Brooks and D’Angelo might want to check it out.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco were already moving, grabbing their coats and looking for car keys. 
 
    “Get your camera, Jake,” Peyton said, taking the slip of paper the captain held out to her and heading for the door. 
 
    Jake looked around in confusion. “Me?” 
 
    “We got us a crime scene…” she shot over her shoulder. 
 
    “And you’re the crime scene photographer,” finished Marco. 
 
    Jake nearly tumbled out of his chair, hurrying to his desk after his camera bag. When he’d worked at the bank, he hadn’t even been in a bank robbery. What the hell was he doing, rushing off to take pictures of a shooting? But his heart pounded in his chest and he didn’t remember when he’d ever felt so exhilarated. It was just like in the movies. 
 
      
 
    *   *  * 
 
      
 
    Eddy ran through the Tenderloin, going from the west to the east. It crossed most of the major streets running north and south into Market. 
 
    Marco pulled the Charger to the side of the street behind the crime scene tape and they climbed out. Clouds were rolling in and Peyton glanced upward, wondering if they weren’t in for more rain. To their right was a motel and across the street was a bistro. A number of patrons from both were standing on the sidewalks watching. Smith walked down the middle of the street toward them. 
 
    Two cars were lined up one behind the other at a street light, steam rising from the engine of the first one. The one on the right had a flat tire on the passenger side and Peyton thought she could see a bullet hole in the windshield. 
 
    An older couple was giving their information to another uniformed officer and a young woman was sitting on a planter box that lined the front of the motel, talking to a paramedic. The older couple was white, but the young woman was Hispanic, dressed in a uniform of some kind. 
 
    “Hey,” said Smith, coming up to them. 
 
    “Hey,” said Peyton and Marco. 
 
    Smith’s gaze shifted to Jake. 
 
    “Jake Ryder,” Peyton said. “He’s our crime scene photographer.” 
 
    Smith raised an eyebrow, but said nothing else. Although he sometimes ribbed Peyton, he was a solid cop that could be relied on in a pinch. He had a thick dark moustache and a head of hair most men envied. He was a little shorter than Jake, stocky, but not really overweight. 
 
    “What we got here?” Peyton asked. 
 
    Smith pointed back over his shoulder. “The blue Taurus is a rental, driven by the older couple. They’re on vacation from Washington State. The silver Civic behind the Taurus belongs to the girl.” He pointed to the Hispanic woman. He shifted around and pointed to a liquor store on the corner of Larkin and Eddy. “They think the gunshots came from there, maybe down the street a little.” 
 
    “Anyone hurt?” asked Marco. 
 
    “No one was hit, but the girl, uh…”  He pulled out his notebook and flipped it open. “Daniela Ortega, she was shaken up pretty badly. Far as I can tell without Forensics out here, one bullet went into the passenger side tire, the other through the windshield. I think it’s imbedded in the backseat. She said her son usually rides back there.” 
 
    “Where is her son now?” 
 
    “With her mother. She just got off work and was on her way home.” 
 
    “You get names on the older couple?” 
 
    “Richard and Nancy Miller from Olympia.” 
 
    “Great way to attract the tourists.” She hit Marco in the arm. “Let’s go talk to them.” Then she remembered Jake, hovering behind them, looking like a lost little boy. She kept forgetting he was new to this. “Jake, take pictures of the cars, the bullet holes, the entire scene –anything that catches your eye, but especially things that have a plastic marker by them.” 
 
    “I know about the plastic markers, Mighty Mouse. I read the manual.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco exchanged a smile. 
 
    “He read the manual.” 
 
    “Freakin’ brilliant,” answered Marco. 
 
    Jake muttered something as he pushed past them. Peyton thought she caught the words hard and ass, but she wasn’t sure. 
 
    They approached the older couple first, since the paramedic was checking the younger woman’s vitals. Peyton reached for her badge as the uniformed officer stepped back a pace. “Inspector Brooks and this is my partner, Inspector D’Angelo. Officer Smith told us you were visiting from Olympia?” 
 
    “Yes,” said the woman, “I’m Nancy Miller, this is my husband Richard. We’re on vacation.” She looked over at the younger woman. “Is she all right? We couldn’t get her out of the car at first. All she kept saying was her son was usually in the backseat.” 
 
    “She’s being looked after right now, but I think she’s just a little shaken up. Are you both all right?” 
 
    “We’re fine. Scared us to death, but we’re fine.” 
 
    “We’re fine,” repeated the husband. 
 
    “Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    Peyton removed her notebook. As she did so, Marco wandered across Larkin, headed toward the liquor store. She could see Jake taking pictures of the cars from the corner of her eyes. 
 
    “You were driving down Eddy…” she prompted. 
 
    “We were coming back from Japan Town. We got a little turned around and were trying to find Market. We don’t know our way around San Francisco very well, and the GPS wasn’t really helping.” 
 
    “It wasn’t helping,” echoed her husband. 
 
    “And you came to the light?” 
 
    “Yes, we stopped at the light. All of a sudden we heard this strange pop and steam started rising out of the engine.” 
 
    “Right out of the engine.” 
 
    Peyton nodded to get them to continue. 
 
    “Then pop, pop, pop!” said Nancy. 
 
    “So many pops,” said her husband. 
 
    “Gunshots?” 
 
    “Yes, gunshots. We weren’t sure at first, but then the young lady started screaming.” 
 
    “Screaming like she was dying.” 
 
    “We were terrified.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Peyton. She looked to where Marco was standing. He was on the side of the liquor store, near a sandwich shop. From his angle, they had a clear view of each other. Fairly easy shooting. “Jake,” she called over her shoulder. “Can you take some shots of the cars from where Marco is standing?” 
 
    He immediately shifted in that direction. 
 
    Peyton focused her attention back on the couple. “Did you see anyone?” 
 
    “You mean the shooter?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “We saw a man in a hoody start running that way.” Nancy pointed up Eddy. “He jumped into a car that was parked in front of the liquor store and the car sped away.” 
 
    “Did you see what he looked like?” 
 
    “He looked Hispanic.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I got a quick glimpse of his face as he ran.” 
 
    “Just a quick glimpse,” said Richard. 
 
    Peyton made some notes. “What kind of a car did he get into?” 
 
    “I think it was a Mercedes Benz.” 
 
    “Definitely a Benz.” 
 
    “When the car sped off, where did it go?” 
 
    “Turned down that street up there. Made a right turn.” 
 
    Hyde. And Hyde led directly into Market. From there, take your pick. He could be all the way up the peninsula by now or across the bay. 
 
    She took out a card and gave it to them. “Would you be willing to talk with a sketch artist at my precinct?” 
 
    “Certainly,” said Nancy, “we’re happy to do anything we can to help.” 
 
    “Happy to do it.” 
 
    Peyton reached out and squeezed Nancy’s arm. “Thank you. It would be best to do it sooner rather than later. We want to keep the memory fresh in your minds. The tow truck should be here to take the car away and then, Officer Smith will bring you to the station, all right?” 
 
    “That’ll be fine. I guess our rental car is now evidence.” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “I suppose it can’t be helped,” said Nancy. 
 
    “Can’t be helped,” said Richard. 
 
    Peyton smiled at them and moved toward the young woman. She hunkered down beside her. “How’s she doing?” she asked the paramedic. 
 
    He began rolling up his blood pressure cuff. “Shaken up, but her vitals are fine.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    He gave a nod and rose, moving toward the ambulance parked on Larkin. 
 
    Peyton reached for her card and held it out to the young woman. She was definitely Hispanic, around twenty-five or so, her black hair tied up in a ponytail. She was wearing a white uniform dress. “I’m Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    “I heard,” she said, but she took the card. “Look, can I go? I’ve got to get home to my boy. He’s waiting on me.” She curled her arms around her middle, gripping her elbows. 
 
    “Soon. I need to ask you some questions.” 
 
    “I didn’t see anything. I just want to go home.” 
 
    “How old is your son?” 
 
    Peyton decided to change track. 
 
    “Seven.” 
 
    “Officer Smith said your name was Daniela Ortega. Is that right?” 
 
    She gave Peyton a hostile look. “Yeah, can I go?” 
 
    “We’re waiting on a tow truck.” 
 
    “I need that car for work.” 
 
    “Where do you work?” 
 
    “The Marina Inn. I’m a maid there.” 
 
    “And you were coming home from work when you heard the shots?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Where did they come from?” 
 
    “Where the old people told you. About where the photographer is standing now.” 
 
    “Did you see the shooter?” 
 
    She met Peyton’s eyes and her expression closed down. “Yeah, he was about six feet tall and black.” 
 
    Peyton studied her a moment, but didn’t correct her. 
 
    “Where do you live, Daniela?” 
 
    “I gave my address to the officer.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “I can get it from him, but just tell me the street.” 
 
    “Utah.” 
 
    South of Market. “Do you always drive this way going home?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “I just have to ask these questions.” 
 
    “I just want to go home to my son, please.” She gripped her elbows so hard, her knuckles turned white. 
 
    Peyton took a seat next to her on the planter box. Something wasn’t adding up. “It’s funny because both Nancy and Richard said the shooter was Hispanic.” 
 
    “I told you I didn’t see anything.” 
 
    “Did you see the Benz drive away?” 
 
    “No, after the first shot, I ducked behind the steering wheel.” 
 
    “But yet you saw enough of the shooter to identify him as a black man, six feet tall. Why do I get the feeling that you aren’t being completely honest?” 
 
    She gave Peyton a frantic look. “They shot at me. Why are you making me feel like I’m the criminal?” 
 
    “I’m not. I just want to figure this out.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know anything. I can’t help you. I heard the shot and I ducked. That’s all. I don’t remember anything else until the old man pulled me out of the car to see if I was hurt.” Tears filled her eyes and she shivered. “I don’t have a cell phone. I don’t have any way of calling my mother and telling her what happened. And now I don’t have a car or a way home. I just want to see my son, that’s all. I just want to go home.” 
 
    Peyton studied her a moment more, then pushed herself to her feet. “Okay, Daniela. I’ll have Officer Smith take you home, but if you remember anything, will you give me a call?” 
 
    She gave a quick nod, then looked down, rocking herself back and forth. Peyton motioned Smith over and asked him to take Daniela home after the tow truck arrived. 
 
    She then wandered over to where Marco and Jake were standing. “Any shell casings?”  
 
    Marco shook his head. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Anyone see anything?” 
 
    “Heard the shots, but by the time they got out here, they only caught a fleeting glimpse of the Benz turning onto Hyde. She tell you anything?” 
 
    “No, and what’s really strange is she said it was a black male, about six feet, then she told me she saw nothing because she was hiding behind the steering wheel. When I questioned her, she got angry with me. She’s definitely hiding something.” 
 
    “Maybe the shooter was a pissed off boyfriend,” offered Jake. 
 
    “Well, I don’t think he was shooting at the tourists.” 
 
    Jake rubbed a hand over his chin. “Of course, you know, that means that he knew which way she came home and what time.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “That is some freakin’ amazing manual,” she teased, “because that’s exactly what’s bothering me about this whole thing.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Felix’s cousin scared her. He sat in the small apartment, lounging back on the couch, the television blaring a telenovela that he hadn’t looked at once. He had a tattoo on his neck. Magdalena had seen tattoos on arms and legs, but never on anyone’s neck. She didn’t want to make eye contact with him, but it was hard not to stare. 
 
    She sat on a folding lawn chair next to Felix. Once in a while Felix would stroke her hair, but mostly he ignored her, talking to his cousin, asking him questions that Magdalena didn’t understand about deliveries and other things. She suspected it had to do with drugs, but she didn’t really want to know. 
 
    She desperately wanted to call her family. She needed to know if they were all right and if maybe, maybe she could come home. She had forsaken her religion, she had taken a man as husband without being married, but maybe Mama and Papa would forgive her. The priest forgave people much worse things with a few rosaries and Hail Marys, and of course, a promise never to stray again. If she could go home, she would never, ever stray. 
 
    But Felix wouldn’t let her near a phone. He said she had to give up that past life and understand that he was her family now. He would provide for her. She glanced around the apartment and thought he wasn’t doing much providing. 
 
    In the day they’d been there, people came in and out of this apartment all of the time. Sometimes Felix’s cousin would take them into one of the rooms. Sometimes they’d sit down and drink a cerveza with him, but often he went outside to talk with them in the hallway. 
 
    A lot of the people who visited were women. In fact, last night, two of the women had come in very late and had fallen asleep on the floor. In the morning, they handed Felix’s cousin some money. Magdalena wasn’t stupid – she knew what the money was for and it made her even more ashamed. 
 
    She felt the cousin’s eyes on her. He kept watching her ever since she’d gotten out of the shower the previous day. She clasped her crucifix and tried to ignore him, but she could feel the weight of his gaze boring into her. He’d been drinking for a few hours and a line of cervezas was beginning to ring the crate he used as a coffee table. 
 
    “Felix,” he finally said. 
 
    Felix looked over quickly. Magdalena noticed that whenever his cousin spoke, Felix was right there, panting like a puppy. The cousin was maybe ten years older than he was, or maybe it was less, but life in San Francisco had aged him. 
 
    The cousin leaned forward and braced his arms on his thighs. “You want your next letter, primo.” 
 
    Felix nodded. “Yeah. How?” 
 
    His eyes shifted to Magdalena and she felt a drop in her stomach. “How bad you want it?” 
 
    “Bad, Berto. I want to be one of you. I came all the way out here, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Yeah, you did.” His eyes traveled over Magdalena. “Give me your girl.” 
 
    Felix went still. Magdalena turned to him, using her eyes to plead. “My girl?” 
 
    The cousin nodded, his gaze never leaving Magdalena. 
 
    Felix barked out laughter. “You crazy, man. Got me good.” 
 
    Magdalena chanced a look at the cousin. He slumped back on the couch, but by the tight lines of his jaw, she knew he wasn’t happy. “Whatever.” 
 
    Felix fidgeted for a few minutes, pretending to watch the TV. Magdalena wanted to run. She gripped the crucifix so hard, the points dug into her hands. She began reciting the 23rd Psalm to herself. 
 
    “You were joking, right?” 
 
    The cousin shook his head. 
 
    Felix shifted anxiously in the chair. “I want the next letter. What else can I do?” 
 
    The cousin shook his head again. 
 
    Felix’s hand tightened into a fist on the chair. “She’s my girl, man.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    Felix glanced into Magdalena’s terrified face, then away. “She’s my girl…” he said weakly. 
 
    Magdalena thought to jump up and run, but she didn’t know where she was or where to go and they would probably catch her before she got to the door. Then what would they do to her? Oh, God, why? Why had she left home? Why had she come to this God forsaken place? She wanted her Mama and Papa, she wanted to go home. 
 
    Felix slammed his fist down on the chair arm. “Take her,” he said without looking at her. 
 
    Those two simple words echoed in her head, drowning out all other sound. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Peyton stretched, trying to work out the kinks from a difficult night sleeping. Her desk lay before her and beyond that was the white board that led to many different conclusions, but none of them reasonable. 
 
    She heard the tap of Devan’s dress shoes and turned to greet him. He stopped in front of her and curled his hands around her shoulders, bending down to kiss her. She wrapped her arms around him and held him tight. 
 
    “I missed you the last two nights.” 
 
    He kissed her forehead. “I missed you. I think I’ve come to peace with you having a roommate.” 
 
    She smiled, especially when he lowered his head toward hers again, but he stopped before their lips touched and stepped away from her. “D’Angelo,” he said. 
 
    “DA,” came the response at her back. 
 
    She turned and saw Marco settling his coffee on his desk. He gave her a side-long look before pulling out his chair and dropping into it. She could feel a strange current between the two men, although if she were honest, most of it was coming from Devan. They were so different. Both tall and lean, but Devan was the consummate professional – stylish and sexy in a pressed suit and perfectly cut hair, a man of power. Marco was devastatingly handsome of course, but he had a raw, edgy look to him. 
 
    “I have bad news for both of you,” said Devan, no longer her lover, but the polished district attorney. “My boss wants Athena arraigned this week, whenever the court has an opening.” 
 
    “You told us you’d buy us 72 hours, Devan?” 
 
    “I did, Peyton. The 72 hours are up.” 
 
    “She still can’t speak. You said it yourself, she can’t help in her own defense.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Peyton. I’ll stipulate to that before the judge, but our job is to prosecute people and we’ve given her as much time as we can.” 
 
    Peyton looked at Marco, but he didn’t offer her any solution. Maria approached them at the moment. She gave Marco a sultry smile, but she didn’t seem her usual antagonistic self toward Peyton. 
 
    “You got a message this morning, Brooks,” she said, handing it to her. 
 
    Peyton took the message. It was from the director of the shelter where they’d dropped Venus. Sorry. Olivia snuck away in the middle of the night sometime. We just discovered her missing this morning at breakfast. Peyton crumbled the message in her fist. 
 
    “Venus ran away from the shelter,” she told Marco. 
 
    He started to say something, but Devan interrupted him. “Wait. Isn’t that the hooker who witnessed the shooting?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “She’s the only eye witness, Peyton. This is bad.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    He gave her a surprised look. She realized she’d never been short with him before. 
 
    “Peyton, she’s the only chance Athena has of getting off. Without her testimony, that girl is going to prison. How could you let her get away?” 
 
    Marco blew out air and swiveled his chair around to watch as Peyton squared up with Devan. “What did you say? How could I let her get away? She wasn’t a criminal, Devan, she was a witness. What exactly are you suggesting I could have done to keep her?” 
 
    “You could have arrested her on some charges. Kept her locked up here. She was a prostitute, Peyton.” 
 
    “For how long? How long were we supposed to legally hold her? Months, the year or so it takes you to give someone their right to a speedy trial? And what exactly were we going to hold her on again? We’re homicide, Devan, not Vice.” 
 
    He drew himself up, making himself taller, the trial lawyer with all of his super powers at his fingertips – intelligence, intimidation, language. “If I can venture a criticism, it seems to me that your entire case has been botched. You can’t identify half the players, your witnesses disappear, and every lead you track down leads you to a hundred other places.” He pointed at the white board. “No one can figure out anything in all this chaos.” 
 
    From the corner of her eye, she could see Marco close his eyes and lower his head. 
 
    Peyton took a step closer to him. “Good thing you’re here to offer a criticism. How the hell would cops ever be able to work anything out without uptight, arrogant piss-ass lawyers telling them where they’ve gone wrong. By all means, District Attorney, why don’t you solve the case, arrest the perps, and then put them in prison. Superman obviously doesn’t need us lowly grunts following him around.” 
 
    She turned and headed for the break room. 
 
    “Peyton,” he called after her. 
 
    “I’m getting a donut because that’s about all us cops are good for, isn’t it?” she shouted over her shoulder. 
 
    “Wow,” she heard him say. “I don’t think I handled that well.” 
 
    Marco gave a short laugh. “You know the saying you brought a knife to a gun fight.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You brought a grenade and she took it, shoved it down your pants, then detonated it.” 
 
    “Blew my balls off,” agreed Devan. 
 
    Peyton turned the corner of the break room and gripped the counter hard. Freakin’ idiots! She could feel the anger simmering inside of her. She hated it when men tried to tell her how to do her job. 
 
    She hadn’t realized Captain Defino was in the room until she felt her hand on her shoulder. “Now you know why I refuse to wear glasses. A woman in this business is always having to kick some ass.” 
 
    Peyton just nodded, then she spied the coffee cake from the corner of her eye and pounced on it. 
 
      
 
    *   *  * 
 
      
 
    Marco sipped at his coffee as the captain left the break room and went back to her office. He wasn’t sure what to do. Should he go after his partner or let her calm down on her own? Usually he voted for letting women calm down on their own, and he didn’t feel on firm ground where Peyton and her boyfriend were involved. 
 
    He opened the file and looked at the pictures Jake had taken of the teenager they arrested yesterday, the head in a box, and the drive-by on Eddy. The randomness of everything made this one particularly difficult. He slammed the file closed and braced his head on his hand. 
 
    And then there was the suggestion that Javier had made. He didn’t know what to do with it. He didn’t know how to approach it, but it was getting harder and harder to ignore. He knew Peyton sensed he was keeping something from her. He knew it and he didn’t know how to broach the subject without hurting her. 
 
    She came out of the break room and stood looking at the white board. Marco kept his back to her, trying to summon up the courage to say what needed to be said. He wished she just hadn’t had a fight with Devan. 
 
    “Devan’s right,” she offered with a sigh, giving him the opening he needed. “We really don’t have anything. The minute we identify one of the players, we get side tracked by something else.” 
 
    “It’s the gang connection. We don’t know enough about the Aztecas.” 
 
    “You’re right, but if Javier can’t give us the information we need, I don’t know what else we can do.” 
 
    Marco pushed his coffee mug away and swiveled toward her. “There is something else we can do.” 
 
    She turned from the board and studied him. “What?” 
 
    Marco made a fist and tapped it against his desk a few times, trying to force the words out. “Javier suggested we talk to Luis Garza.” 
 
    She went still, no flicker of emotion on her face. Then, carefully, her chin tilted upward. “What?” she repeated. 
 
    “He ran the Aztecas for a few years, Brooks. He should be able to give us their internal structure, maybe names, something more than we have now.” 
 
    Her eyes roved over his face. “When did Javier suggest this?” 
 
    “A few days ago.” 
 
    “And you’re just telling me now.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “And keeping this from me protects me how, Marco? I can forgive Devan for his mistakes, he doesn’t know me that well, but you? I thought we were partners. I thought I could trust you with everything.” 
 
    “You know that you can, Peyton, but this…I didn’t know how to tell you this. And then Captain Defino said…” 
 
    “The captain knows? You told her you wanted to question Luis Garza, but you didn’t think you should tell me?” Her voice rose so loudly that everyone in the squad room looked over. 
 
    Marco caught Jake’s concerned look before turning back to her. “All right. Tell me what you would do in my place, Brooks? Tell me how you would handle something like this if I was on the receiving end?” 
 
    She shook her head at him, then walked to her desk and grabbed her coat. She paused and leaned on the corner of his desk, bringing herself close to him. “I would have told you, Marco, because I trust you with my life.” 
 
    She spun around and headed toward the outer doors. “Tell Defino I’m going to see Athena,” she barked at Maria, then threw open the half-door. It slammed into the counter behind it and sprang back. A moment later, Peyton disappeared through the glass doors of the precinct. 
 
    Marco watched her go, then he covered his eyes with his hand. She was right. He should have told her that day, but it was too late to fix that now. 
 
    “Who is Luis Garza?” 
 
    Marco lowered his hand and looked up at Jake. He was standing by her chair, his hands curled around the top of it. Marco supposed he had a right to know. 
 
    “The man who murdered her father.” 
 
    Jake looked confused. “How?” 
 
    “Routine traffic stop, but Garza was hauling dope. He freaked out and shot him cold. Ben died on the way to the hospital.” 
 
    Jake looked up at the white board, but didn’t say anything for a few moments. “It’s not easy to stare into the eyes of someone who killed the person you love. It’s one of those hurts that never goes away.” 
 
    Marco met his gaze and saw bleakness there. 
 
    “You think you’re over it. You think you’ve compartmentalized it, but then it ambushes you. You shouldn’t have let her be ambushed, Adonis.” 
 
    Marco lowered his gaze to her chair and stared at the empty seat. “You’re right,” he said. 
 
      
 
    *   *  * 
 
      
 
    Peyton took a seat beside Athena. A nurse or someone had dressed her in a bright yellow sundress, combed her hair, and placed her in a wheelchair. Then they’d wheeled her into the common room and parked her in a corner where the feeble sunlight filtered through the window and caressed her. 
 
    Around her were other residents of the hospital. Most were quiet, but a few whispered to themselves or rocked themselves distractedly. A handful played a nearly silent game of cards at a white resin table. 
 
    The hospital was clean and people weren’t screaming or cursing. It was almost normal, except the young girl in the yellow sundress looked like a made-up doll for all her animation. Peyton wondered how you could be as still as she was, how you could sit for hours without showing signs of life. She’d seen her whimper and cringe, but now she just seemed plastic, empty, a shell. 
 
    Athena’s hands were folded around the arms of the wheelchair. Peyton reached over and covered the left one with her own. “I wish you’d help me out, Athena. I wish you’d talk to me, so I can get your story. The D.A. is going to arraign you this week and I really want to testify on your behalf, but we need to know what happened to you.” 
 
    She waited, but Athena simply blinked and continued to stare straight ahead. 
 
    Peyton’s eyes lowered to the crucifix around the girl’s neck. She decided this might be a better way in. She remembered Venus telling her Athena could sing gospel music. “When my father was alive, we went to church every Sunday. He never missed a sermon. He always said he needed something to break up the sinning.” She smiled in memory. “He wasn’t much of a sinner, but he sure liked to pretend his soul was in mortal danger and the only thing standing between him and hell was the Reverend Theodore C. Brown.” 
 
    “I liked the Reverend Brown. He’d get so excited, he’d be covered in sweat by the end of the sermon. I loved the way his big voice would thunder and quiver like he was his own force of nature.” She laughed. “At home, my daddy would pretend he was Reverend Brown. He’d have my mama and me laughing so hard, we couldn’t even speak.” 
 
    She looked out at the room. A few of the nurses were listening to her and one or two of the patients, but there was no change in Athena. Still, it comforted Peyton to think of her father and remember all of the silly things he did. 
 
    “Hands down, though, my favorite part was singing the gospel. Lord, it was so joyful. All those voices raised in song, the dancing, the music. I would sing right along with them. I didn’t have a very good voice. Never could carry a tune, but what I lacked in talent, I made up for in enthusiasm.” 
 
    “It embarrassed my mother, but my father would wave her off and pick me up. Together we would sing our hearts out, drowning out everyone around us. Mama would glare at us, but eventually she’d start laughing, then we’d know we got her.” 
 
    Peyton patted Athena’s hand on the back, then released her. “Come on, girl. Help me out here. I want to send you home. I want to send you back to your mama and papa.” 
 
    Suddenly Athena’s eyes shifted to Peyton and seemed to bore into her. Peyton didn’t move, hoping, praying for a word, but after a moment of staring, she simply turned and looked away. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton pulled into the precinct parking lot. Marco was just unlocking the Charger, prepared to go home. The clouds had rolled in and the lights outside the precinct looked like fog beacons at sea. After leaving Athena, she’d just driven around. She wound up at Stow Lake in Golden Gate Park and sat, tossing the bun of a hotdog at the ducks. She was usually so good at corralling her emotions, but not here, not in this situation. 
 
    She parked next to him and climbed out. He paused and turned, leaning against the car as she came up to him. She put her hands in her back pockets and rocked on her heels. They didn’t say anything for a moment. 
 
    Finally, she looked up at him. “Jake still here?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s waiting for you to return. He’s been wandering around the office, grumbling. Don’t think he likes the hours we keep.” 
 
    “Then he should get a car.” 
 
    “What I told him.” 
 
    She rocked back on her heels again. “I owe you another apology.” 
 
    His dark brows rose, but he didn’t respond. 
 
    Peyton had to smile. “For snapping at you earlier.” 
 
    “I’m sorry too, Brooks. I should have told you as soon as Javier suggested it. I just didn’t know how.” 
 
    “I know that.” She felt tears start in her eyes and was determined to hold them back.  “It’s just…the thought of seeing him again, of looking into that soul-less face, makes me feel physically sick inside, Marco.” 
 
    “I know, Brooks.” 
 
    “But I’ve got to do my job and we need to question him. Javier is right.” She blinked hard, trying to keep the tears from spilling. Marco looked down and cuffed his boot against the asphalt, giving her the time. She pressed her fingers over her heart. “I just don’t think I can do it.” 
 
    He lifted his head, his hair sliding back from his face. “I’ll do it, Peyton.” 
 
    She drew a deep breath, then forced a smile. Coming forward, she placed her hand on his arm and rose on tiptoes, kissing his cheek. “You’re always watching my back, partner,” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    He met her look, then tucked a curl behind her ear. “Always, partner.” Then he glanced toward the precinct. “Devan is watching from inside.” 
 
    Peyton gave him a confused look and backed up. “So?” 
 
    “So, you should go smooth things over with him. He was upset earlier and he’s been back twice now.” 
 
    She squeezed Marco’s arm, then released him. “Did you put in a call to San Quentin?” 
 
    “Yeah, we can see him at 10:00AM tomorrow. Defino wants to go with us.” 
 
    Peyton swallowed hard. “Okay. Tomorrow.” 
 
    He pushed himself off the car and lightly punched her shoulder. “Come on, Brooks, man up.” 
 
    She smiled as he pulled open the car door. “Thank you for understanding.” 
 
    Marco paused and looked back at her. “You got to give some of the credit for that to Jake.” 
 
    She nodded in understanding. “Have a good night.” 
 
    “You too, Brooks,” he said, giving her a wink. “You too.” 
 
    Peyton waited while he started the car and drove away. When she looked up, she could see Devan watching through the windows of the squad room. Biting her lip, she headed for her next apology. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton woke and lay listening to the sounds of the house. Pickles was snoring on his bed in the corner and Devan’s even breathing beside her told her he was asleep. She looked over her shoulder at the clock on her nightstand. 2:00AM. Shit. 
 
    She forced herself to lie back down and tried to think of other things, but her thoughts kept coming back to the day her father died. She and Marco were chasing down a wife who had shot her husband after years of abuse. She’d just completed her first year and Marco was a rookie. They didn’t usually pair two green cops together like that, but both of them had graduated at the top of the academy. They were considered the “dream team”. 
 
    They were just going to make the arrest when her phone rang. 
 
    Captain Defino told her she was sending Cho and Simons to arrest the wife, that she and Marco needed to get to the hospital. Then she said the words every cop dreads. “Your father’s been shot.” 
 
    Arriving at the hospital, they found the emergency room in turmoil. Cops were all over the building, converging here to pay honor to one of their own. The moment she walked in the door, they all turned and stared at her. She felt like she was walking a gauntlet, walking through them all to where her mother stood, sobbing. 
 
    Alice fell into her arms and Peyton would never forget the first thing she said. “He’s gone.” 
 
    Blood rushed to her head and she reeled, the weight of her mother pushing her down. Then she felt Marco’s hands on her elbows and the next thing she knew, she and her mother were on the ground, holding each other. Peyton hadn’t cried, had focused all of her attention on keeping her mother together and praying that she’d heard wrong. 
 
    Later, when she was alone, the suffocating panic had set in and she woke to find herself sobbing in her sleep. 
 
    Even now, Peyton could feel the edges of that panic if she tried. She rolled over so she wouldn’t wake Devan and threw back the covers, climbing from the bed. In her shorts and tank top, she walked to the door and pulled it open, pushing back her hair. The light was on in the kitchen and when she rounded the corner, she found Jake there, searching through her cupboards. 
 
    He paused as she took a seat on the barstool at the counter. “Can’t sleep?” 
 
    She shook her head. “We go to San Quentin tomorrow to question the man who killed my father.” 
 
    “I know. Adonis told me.” 
 
    “How come you can’t sleep?” 
 
    He paused in searching the cabinets and rested his hands flat on the counter. “I’m good during the day when I’m busy, but at night, the memories just come flooding back. I miss her most at night.” 
 
    “I know what you mean.” 
 
    “Yeah, you do.” He exhaled and then crossed his arms on the counter, leaning on it. “How long has your father been gone?” 
 
    “Going on seven years.” 
 
    “My parents died when I was in college. My mother died of cancer, then my father two years later.” 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    “Heart attack.” 
 
    “I think I remember that from the case. I’m sorry, Jake.” 
 
    “I didn’t know about your dad. I’m sorry too.” 
 
    “He was a good man, my dad, a good cop. I always wanted to be like him. It drove my mom crazy.” 
 
    Jake smiled. He had a nice smile and he didn’t smile very often. “Where’s your mom now?” 
 
    “Here. She works in a tourist trap of a store. She’s living with my aunt, but lately she’s been talking about moving in with her boyfriend.” Peyton made a face. 
 
    Jake laughed. “Not a fan.” 
 
    “It’s the other way around. Let’s say he doesn’t think certain bloods should mix.” 
 
    “Oh, so he’s a racist.” 
 
    Peyton laughed too. “Your words, not mine.” 
 
    “Your mother doesn’t see that.” 
 
    “She’s lonely. She truly loved my father. This guy is just a body beside her at night.” 
 
    “Gotcha.” He leaned back and began searching the cabinet again. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” 
 
    “Tea. It’s good to help you get back to sleep.” 
 
    “Can’t put sugar in tea, so I won’t have it in my house.” 
 
    Jake gave her a wry look. “You can put sugar in it. I think the Brits do it all the time. Haven’t you ever heard of iced tea?” 
 
    “Heard of it, can live without.” She climbed off the stool and crossed around the counter. Pulling open the lower cabinet next to him, she grabbed a bottle of Jack Daniels and two shot glasses. “This is the stuff to help you sleep.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a very healthy practice. I think that sleep aid leads to problems.” 
 
    She poured two shots and slid one over to him. “Two shots is medicinal. More than two is a problem.” 
 
    He picked his up and stared at her skeptically over the top. “You sure about this?” 
 
    “Definitely. Bottoms up.” She tossed hers back. 
 
    Jake did the same, then pounded on the counter with his fist, screwing his eyes shut tight. “Dear God,” he panted. 
 
    She smiled and poured the second shot. “Gets easier.” 
 
    “The hell you say.” But he picked it up and they tossed it back together. 
 
    Peyton spun the shot glass around on the counter. “I’m usually so detached when I question someone.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, blinking back the watering in his eyes. “I’ve been there.” 
 
    She pushed him lightly in the shoulder. “Why can’t I do this? Why can’t I just call all of that experience to the foreground and question Luis Garza the same way? If I’m a professional, I should be able to do it.” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “This is different. This is too close. Let Adonis do it. You might miss something important if you try. Just this once let someone else take care of you, Mighty Mouse. You don’t always have to be so kick-ass hard.” 
 
    She studied him a moment, then screwed the top back on the Jack Daniels bottle. “You know, you’re pretty wise for a teller.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with being a teller. No one ever tried to deposit a head at the bank.” 
 
    Peyton replaced the bottle and carried the shot glasses to the sink. “I don’t know. You ever wonder what’s in those safe deposit boxes.” When she turned around, he was giving her a disturbed look. So, he had wondered. “I’m just betting there are all sorts of souvenirs in those. Can you imagine what you might find?” 
 
    “Now I can. Thanks for helping me get back to sleep.” 
 
    She patted his shoulder as she headed back to her room. “My pleasure, Mr. Ryder. Sweet dreams.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Magdalena sat on the bed in the back of the flat, huddled in the corner, reading the small Bible she’d shoplifted from the store the other day. She was hoping they’d all forget she was there in whatever drug-induced hell they inhabited. Outside the room she could hear the thump of the bass and people shrieking. 
 
    She didn’t really understand these parties, but they told her it was necessary and she needed to shut up and cooperate. It hadn’t taken more than once for Magdalena to understand what they meant by cooperate. Pushing her tongue into the gap where her tooth used to be was all the reminder she needed. At least she’d lost one that wasn’t easily visible and she didn’t really need it to eat, but what became crystal clear from that experience was you didn’t cry, you didn’t struggle, and you didn’t hope to be treated like a human being. You especially didn’t try to get away. Felix’s cousin had given her that lesson with the barrel end of his gun pressed to her temple. You didn’t try to get away. 
 
    The door opened and Magdalena quickly shoved the Bible between the wall and the bed, letting her hair fall forward to obscure her face. Looking up through the lank, tangled strands, she could see it was a blond woman that had been living here long before she and Felix arrived. 
 
    They didn’t talk to each other. The blond woman was usually stoned out of her mind, but Magdalena knew Felix’s cousin sent her out to “entertain” men. She now knew what that entertainment entailed and she’d watched the woman hand over her earnings every morning for the past three weeks. Felix’s cousin kept threatening to send Magdalena out too, but since she tried to escape, he brought the johns here instead. She shuddered and hugged her knees to her chest. 
 
    “Hiding, huh?” said the blond. 
 
    Magdalena didn’t answer. 
 
    The blond came to the bed and climbed on it, leaning back against the wall next to Magdalena. She pulled a cigarette box from beneath her bra strap and opened it. She offered one to Magdalena, but she shook her head no. The blond shrugged and took out a cigarette, digging a small lighter from the box as well. She lit it, then replaced the lighter in the box and the box in her bra as she took a few deep draws on the filter. 
 
    “Best to not start. We got enough bad habits as it is.” 
 
    Magdalena still didn’t answer. 
 
    She shifted on the bed and studied her in the half-gloom. “What you hide under the bed?” 
 
    Magdalena felt her heart sink. She didn’t want to give up the Bible, even though she knew she’d gotten it through an act of sin itself, but she also knew that nothing belonged to her anymore. They let her keep her crucifix because Felix’s cousin said some guys liked that. It almost made her take it off just to keep the memory of it from being defiled. 
 
    She fished the Bible out and held it up. The blond didn’t snatch it from her as she expected her to. “Wow, I ain’t seen one a’them for years. You reading it?” 
 
    Magdalena nodded. 
 
    “Wow,” she said again, drawing on the cigarette. “You best keep it hid good. I’ll show you where I hide my stuff.” 
 
    Magdalena hugged the Bible against her chest. 
 
    “I hear you singing sometimes. Them church songs you sing?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The blond nudged her with her shoulder. “See, you can talk.” She held out her hand. “My name’s Venus.” 
 
    Magdalena took the hand and clasped it, then released her, but she didn’t give her her name. She didn’t want her to know her real name and she wasn’t going to use the name Felix’s cousin had given her. 
 
    “You don’t belong here, do you?” 
 
    Magdalena rested her chin on her knees. “I don’t know where I belong anymore.” 
 
    “Guess you won’t tell me where you from, right?” 
 
    Magdalena shook her head no. 
 
    “You came out with that kid, that shit-faced Felix, right?” 
 
    Magdalena nodded. “He said it would be better out here. It would be easy to earn money. I was so stupid. I didn’t know what he meant.” 
 
    The blond gave her a skeptical look. 
 
    Magdalena capitulated. “I pretended I didn’t know what he meant. I just wanted to get away.” 
 
    “Why? Daddy touch you? Beat you?” 
 
    Magdalena reared back. “No, he never laid a hand on us.” 
 
    “Then what you running from, baby doll? What could be so bad that you had to get away?” 
 
    Magdalena watched the end of the cigarette, the ash growing long and threatening to fall. “At the time it seemed bad, but compared to here…” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    Venus shifted and grabbed a soda can off the nightstand. She flicked the ashes into it. “Yeah, it always looks better somewhere else, but it never is. So tell me what made you leave?” 
 
    “My sister, Esperanza, was sick and in the hospital. Mama and Papa moved us all over the state, so they could get her help. They were going to send us someplace else again, my tía and tío’s house, but I couldn’t stand the thought of moving schools again. Four times in one year.” 
 
    Venus drew on the cigarette. “What your sister have?” She blew out smoke, but Magdalena didn’t flinch away. She was grateful to have someone talk to her. 
 
    “Leukemia.” 
 
    “Man, that’s rough.” 
 
    “My mama was always at the hospital. I had to take care of my brothers, clean the house and cook. I hardly had time for homework and I was so behind already because of all the moves. Felix said it would be real easy out here.” 
 
    “Felix is a douche.  I bet you’d like to go back, huh?” 
 
    “The minute we got here I wanted to go back. I kept asking Felix to use the phone, so I could call my parents, but he wouldn’t let me. That’s why I tried to run away. I just want to talk to my parents again.” 
 
    Venus leaned back and reached into the pocket of her shorts. She pulled out one of those prepaid cell phones. “Look, they gave me this so I can contact johns. El Griego monitors who I call so I have to be careful, but you can use it. Call home. Tell them where you are.” 
 
    Magdalena stared at the phone. “Won’t you get in trouble?” 
 
    “Not if you make it quick. Just tell them where you are and get off.” 
 
    Despite herself, Magdalena reached for the phone. “Quick and off.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    She dialed Mama’s cell phone number. It was the only one they had, so the hospital could get ahold of her if Esperanza needed her. It rang three times, then Mama picked up. Her voice echoed in the phone. 
 
    “Lena? Is that you, mi’ja? Lena?” 
 
    Magdalena gripped the phone in both hands and simply listened to her mother’s voice. She couldn’t remember how to speak herself. It was so good to hear her mother, to know that she was just a short phone call away. 
 
    “Lena? Mi’ja? Please answer me.” 
 
    Magdalena opened her mouth to tell her mother where she was, but then she remembered, everything, every single experience since coming to San Francisco. She was tainted goods now. Not the sweet, innocent girl she’d been just a few short weeks ago. Everything she’d done came flooding back and she gripped the phone tighter. 
 
    Then before she could stop herself, she hung up. 
 
    “Why’d you do that?” asked Venus, accepting the phone as she handed it to her. 
 
    “I can’t go back. Too many things have happened. I’m not the same girl. I couldn’t pretend to be something I’m not, it would be a lie and a sin. I can’t bear to think of what my parents would think of me now. I just can’t.” 
 
    Venus put her arm around her shoulders and hugged her close. “I got you. I understand,” she said.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    San Quentin sat on a point overlooking the San Francisco bay. The water came right up to the rocks upon which the prison was built. It was a massive tan structure that housed some of the most notorious criminals in American history. Black Bart and Charles Manson both walked those halls. 
 
    Peyton, Marco and Captain Defino were processed through and taken to the high security area where they would be allowed to interview Luis Garza. While the guards went to get Garza, they waited in a room much like their own interrogation room with a one way glass covering the wall. 
 
    Javier arrived, shaking hands with all of them. He’d asked to be present, so he could find out what Garza knew about the Aztecas. As usual, he gripped Peyton’s elbow as he shook her hand. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    She nodded. She didn’t trust herself to speak. On the ride over here, she’d almost asked Marco to stop the Charger twice so she could throw up, but she’d rolled down the window and let the feeling pass. 
 
    “You aren’t going to question him, are you?” 
 
    Was she? She’d been going over and over this in her mind all night. She was better at interrogation. She could be either cold-blooded or sensitive depending on what the situation needed, but this was different. This was Luis Garza. 
 
    Marco gave her a pointed look when she didn’t immediately answer. She drew a deep breath and exhaled. 
 
    “I need to do this, Marco. I need to face him or he will own me for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” said Javier. 
 
    “Neither do I,” said Marco. 
 
    She looked at her captain. Katherine Defino met her gaze and gave her a slight nod. She understood. 
 
    “Let’s give it a try. If it goes badly, then we can regroup,” Defino said.  
 
    Before Peyton could second-guess her decision, the guards arrived, leading a man with both arm and leg shackles into the interrogation room. They forced him into a seat and chained him to the floor, then they moved into the waiting area. Peyton wouldn’t allow herself to look at Garza. She picked up the file and gripped it tightly, then turned to face the prison guards. 
 
    “He’s all yours. If he tries anything, we’ll be here.” 
 
    Peyton nodded and moved toward the door before she could chicken out. 
 
    Marco stopped her in the hallway. “You don’t have to do this, Brooks. I can handle it. I promise.” 
 
    She forced a smile for him. “I know. I need to do this. I need to look into his eyes and walk away from it. I have to conquer this.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said. He motioned to the door and Peyton stepped in front of him and into the room. It was a cinderblock room with no windows, save the one way glass, a metal table very similar to theirs and two metal chairs. The floor was grey linoleum, probably over cinderblock reinforced with rebar. Lounging in the chair was the man who haunted her sleep. 
 
    She stared at Luis Garza – El Guerrero they called him on the streets, the warrior. The last time she’d seen him had been at the trial when they’d sentenced him to two consecutive life sentences for killing a cop, her father. 
 
    He was short, not much taller than she was, his face covered in deep acne scars. His nose had been broken a number of times and never set right. It looked like a formless mash of brown flesh in the middle of his face. His hair was thick and black, lying lank on his shoulders. He eyed her from watery brown eyes, his hands with their silver handcuffs folded on the thighs of his orange jumpsuit. 
 
    Peyton didn’t know what to feel. She’d never been this close to him before or met his gaze – his empty, soul-less gaze. It was like looking in the eyes of the crocodile at the Academy of Sciences, dead, empty, a beast designed to kill and nothing more. 
 
    Marco curled his hand around her shoulder. He didn’t say anything, but the feel of his familiar touch grounded her, forced her to remember why she was here. She sucked in a quivering breath and moved toward the table, pulling out the chair and settling into it. Placing the file on the table in front of her, she flattened her palm on it and looked up at him. 
 
    “Hello, Luis,” she said, narrowing her eyes. 
 
    His gaze roved over her and lifted to take in Marco, standing at her back. “What you want, little jefe? You come to ask El Guerrero about something?” 
 
    Peyton clenched her jaw, then forced it to relax. Oh, there was a lot she wanted to ask him, but it didn’t pertain to her case. “I want to know about El Griego.” 
 
    His face twisted up as if he smelled something rank. “El Griego?” He gave a derisive laugh. “We call him El Gusano. You know what el gusano means, jefe?” 
 
    “The worm,” she supplied. 
 
    “That’s right. El Griego is a worm. He ain’t worth your time.” 
 
    Peyton opened the file and pulled out a picture, passing it over to Luis. It was the grainy one Bob Anderson had taken. “El Griego is dead.” 
 
    Luis lifted his chin to look at it, but he didn’t lean forward. “Yeah, that’s dead, all right. So what you asking me about, eh?” 
 
    “What was he into? Drugs, prostitution?” 
 
    “Yeah, both.” 
 
    “What sort of drugs?” 
 
    Luis pursed his lips, thinking. “What’s in it for me? Why I wanna help you, jefe?” 
 
    “Because we’re askin’ real nice right now,” said Peyton, letting the implied threat settle on him. 
 
    His eyes narrowed and he leaned closer so he could get a good look at her. “I remember you now. Your papa was the cabrón I off’d. Got me stuck in here.” 
 
    Peyton rose to her feet before she knew what she was doing. She leaned on the table. “Listen, you sick mother…” 
 
    “Brooks,” came Marco’s warning. 
 
    Peyton drew a deep breath and exhaled. “You’re gonna tell me what El Griego was into and you’re not gonna say another God damned word.” 
 
    He folded his arms on his chest, the chains clanking. “Or what? What you gonna do, cochina? You can’t touch me. You can’t do a damn thing to me.” He smiled and gold crowns glittered on his front teeth. “Don’t worry, little jefe. Your papa, he didn’t feel nothing. I popped him right between the eyes.” He made a shooting motion with his thumb and index finger. 
 
    Peyton launched herself over the table and grabbed him by the throat. Their combined weight threw his chair over and he landed on his back, his head smacking the linoleum. She felt his flesh beneath her fingers, the ridge of his esophagus beneath her hands. 
 
    Then Marco hauled her up and stepped between her and the man on the floor. “Get a hold of yourself, Brooks!” he shouted at her. 
 
    “That’s police brutality, cochina. I’m gonna have your badge for that.” 
 
    Marco whirled on him. “Shut your mouth, Garza!” Then he turned back to Peyton. “Let me handle this one, please. This is just too hard.” 
 
    She pressed a hand against her forehead and paced in front of him. 
 
    “Brooks?” 
 
    Her chest rose rapidly in a pant and she paced some more. 
 
    “Peyton?” He curled his fingers around her shoulders and turned her to face him. “Let me handle this one, okay?” 
 
    She gave him a short nod and stalked to the door, kicking it open. It careened back and slammed into the wall. She walked into the viewing room and stared at Luis Garza as he scrambled awkwardly out of the fallen chair. Captain Defino moved close to Peyton and put her arm around her shoulders, but she didn’t say anything. Peyton was grateful for both gestures.  
 
    Marco grabbed Garza’s chair and slammed it upright, then he reached for his arm and shoved him into it. 
 
    “That’s more police brutality, vato. I want my lawyer.” 
 
    Marco leaned over him. “I suggest you shut your mouth before I cut out your tongue. You want police brutality, you’ll get it, dumb ass.” 
 
    Garza ducked his head, the whites of his eyes rolling as he tried to keep Marco in sight. Marco edged around his chair and took a seat on the table, close enough to touch him, or slam his head against the metal surface. Peyton voted for the latter. 
 
    “Let’s get something straight, El Guererro. You’re gonna tell me what I want to know because if you don’t, I’m gonna remind every single guard at San Quentin exactly why you’re here.” 
 
    Garza’s lip twitched and he stared at Marco’s fist where it rested on the table. 
 
    “Now I’m thinking that you’re bound to have pissed someone off, made some enemies. Maybe you pissed off the Black gangs…or, the Asians…” Marco leaned closer to him. “How about the skinheads? If I remind the guards exactly why you’re here, I figure you’ve got about a week before you take a shiv. A lot of the guards here like my partner, Garza, they like her a lot and you…you’re a cop killer.” 
 
    Garza briefly closed his eyes. “What you wanna know?” 
 
    “El Griego, what’s his real name and what was he into?” 
 
    “Alberto Flores. He was into coca, smack, you name it.” 
 
    “Prostitution?” 
 
    “Yeah, El Gusano, he liked them young, real young. Girls.” He gave Marco a once-over. “Pretty boys. Fourteen, fifteen, younger.” 
 
    “He have powerful connections?” 
 
    “El Gusano?” Garza gave a bark of laughter and slumped in his chair. “He was a two-bit hood. He ain’t got no connections.” 
 
    “What about El Miedo?” 
 
    Garza finally met Marco’s eyes. “El Miedo, he’s a nasty piece of work.” 
 
    “How is he connected to El Griego?” 
 
    Garza shrugged. “I’m in here, vato. What makes you think I know?” 
 
    “How is he connected, Garza?” 
 
    Garza blew out air. “El Gusano had a prime bit of turf in the Tenderloin. Maybe El Miedo wanted it.” 
 
    “How would he move on him?” 
 
    Garza motioned at the photo with his chin. “Blowing out his brains is a way.” 
 
    Marco reached for the envelope and pulled out another photo. This one had such sharp acuity, it almost looked three-dimensional. Jake’s pictures. 
 
    He placed it on the table in front of Garza and Garza reared away, his eyes widening. 
 
    “Is this El Miedo?” 
 
    Garza’s gaze flickered up to Marco’s. “That’s a head, vato!” 
 
    Marco pointed at the tattoo on the man’s neck. “Do you recognize the ink?” 
 
    Garza looked at the picture from the corner of his eyes. “Yeah. Los Hermanos Aztecas. That’s El Miedo.” He gave Marco a scowl. “But, man, that’s not right. He’s just a head.” 
 
    “Tell me about the Aztecas.” 
 
    “What I know? I’m in here, vato.” 
 
    “You ran the Aztecas.” 
 
    “Yeah, but the Aztecas ain’t like when I ran it. The Aztecas, they try to move some big shit. They ain’t no piss-ass street thugs no more. The Aztecas, they serious shit now. You don’t wanna mess with the Aztecas, vato.” 
 
    “Who runs them now?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m in here. You gotta talk to someone in the ranks now.” 
 
    “Who would do this? Who would chop off his head if he was Azteca? Another banger fighting over turf?” 
 
    Garza shook his head. His lip twitched. “No, vato, that…” He motioned at the photo with his chin again. “That’s cartel.” 
 
      
 
    *   *  * 
 
      
 
    Peyton opened the door to her house. Pickles’ nails scrabbled on the wooden floor as he raced to her and she scooped him up. Jake was standing in the middle of the living room, watching her with a worried expression on his face. 
 
    Peyton cuddled Pickles close and tossed her keys and cell phone on the sofa table, then moved toward her room. “I’m gonna take a shower,” she said and didn’t wait for him to respond. She crossed the room and shut the door at her back, leaning against it. Pickles laid his head on her shoulder as if he sensed her upset. Peyton pressed a kiss between his ears and settled him on the bed, then took off her jacket and the shoulder harness. She hung the gun on a hook behind the bathroom door and began stripping off the rest of her clothes. 
 
    Turning on the hot water, she untangled her hair from its band and shook it out, scratching her nails against her scalp. Then she stepped into the hot water, wincing as it stung her naked flesh. 
 
    She grabbed the soap and scrubbed across her body over and over again, wishing she could wash away the anger and helplessness she’d felt facing down Garza across that table. She wanted him dead. She wanted to crush his esophagus and feel his life sputter out beneath her fingertips. 
 
    Bracing her hands on the shower wall, she let the water beat against her shoulders, then she forced herself to turn it off and climbed out. Grabbing a clean towel, she dried off and then walked barefoot into the bedroom, pulling out a pair of sweats and a baggy sweatshirt from her dresser. 
 
    She dressed, then ran a comb through her hair, letting the wet curls lay against her shoulders. Picking up the dog, she carried him to the door and opened it. She needed to feed him and take him for a walk. 
 
    The living room was empty, but as she turned the corner, she saw Jake standing at the kitchen counter, the bottle of Jack Daniel’s in front of him. She came to a halt and bent, setting Pickles on the ground. 
 
    “Marco called you.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    He slid a shot glass across the counter to her. “He did. He said he had some anniversary dinner for his parents that he was going to cancel and then come over, but I talked him out of it. He told me about your ritual and I told him I thought I could handle it.” 
 
    She sighed and stared at the shot glass. “I’ve got to walk and feed Pickles.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    Peyton moved to the counter and climbed onto one of the barstools. “Thank you. You didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    “Pickles thought I did.” 
 
    Peyton gave him a ghost of a smile and fingered the shot glass. 
 
    “So how does this ritual work?” 
 
    She curled her fingers around the glass and drew it to her. “We recite the 23rd Psalm, one line at a time, and after each line, we drink a shot.” 
 
    “Sounds sacrilegious, but I’m game.” He picked up his own glass. “I’ll start.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. 
 
    “The Lord is my Shepherd; I shall not want.” He upended the glass and shuddered violently. “You sure this helps?” 
 
    “Give it time.” She lifted her own glass. “He maketh me to lie down in green pastures.” She drained the glass, closing her eyes as it blazed through her body. 
 
    Jake filled their glasses again. “He leadth me beside the still waters.” He banged his fist against the counter as he drank. 
 
    “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death…” Her voice caught and tears filled her eyes. “I will fear no evil, for thou art with me.” 
 
    Jake closed his fingers over her free hand as she took her shot. She set the glass on the counter and motioned for him to fill their glasses again. He did so without releasing her hand. “He can’t hurt anyone again, Peyton.” 
 
    She felt a tear slip down her cheek and she wiped it away with the back of her hand, while still holding her shot glass. “He did, today. I let him get to me. I wanted to kill him.” 
 
    “Thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me,” said Jake pointedly. “Go on. Finish the ritual.” He sipped at his glass as she drew a shuddering breath. 
 
    “Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies.” She tossed back the shot and shivered. Warmth was spreading through all of her limbs and she could feel her shoulders relaxing. 
 
    Jake filled their glasses halfway. “Thou annointest my head with oil.” He released her hand and leaned on the counter. “Did Adonis find out anything?” 
 
    “Garza thinks El Miedo was executed by a Mexican cartel.” 
 
    Jake’s mouth opened. “Do you think that?” 
 
    “I suspected it when I saw the body.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Peyton picked up her drink and pointed it at him. “Nothing good.” She closed her eyes and filled her lungs, a calming warmth spreading through her. “My cup runneth over,” she whispered and they both tossed their shots back. 
 
    Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the House of the Lord forever, she finished silently and reached for the bottle. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton followed Pickles into the kitchen the next morning, tugging the belt on her robe tighter. Jake was moving around the stove, cooking pancakes. He glanced over and motioned to the pot of coffee. A mug had already been laid out and next to it was a bottle of aspirin. 
 
    Peyton reached for the handle and filled the mug, then began the fight with the child proof cap on the aspirin. “You keep this up and I’m never gonna let you leave.” 
 
    He chuckled and kept flipping pancakes. 
 
    She popped two pills in her mouth and downed them with a swallow of coffee. She’d never made coffee this good before. He was spoiling her and she found she enjoyed it. She picked up Pickles’ bowl and opened the pantry for his food. The little dog danced around her feet in excitement as she filled it. She settled the bowl beside his water dish and returned the dog food to the pantry. Then she climbed onto a barstool and watched Jake cook. 
 
    He finished the last of the pancakes, then grabbed two plates and handed her one. He had already fished butter and syrup from the refrigerator. He sidestepped Pickles and took a seat beside her at the counter. 
 
    “When I was in college, I always made pancakes after a bender. I think it helps absorb the alcohol.” 
 
    She reached for the butter. “Thank you.” She spread a thin film over her pancakes, then slid the dish to him. Bracing her head with her hand, she studied him as he prepared his own pancakes. “Thank you for everything last night. It meant a lot to me.” 
 
    He shrugged and nudged the syrup in her direction. “I’m glad I could be here. Nice to see you as something other than an ass-kicking cop.” 
 
    She smiled at him and poured a line of syrup around her plate. She could hear Pickles crunching his food in the background. 
 
    “So how did you come up with that ritual?” he asked. 
 
    She set the syrup down and picked up her fork. “When I was a kid, my parents took me to church every single Sunday. You know, I can’t remember ever missing a week.” 
 
    “Oh, believe me, I know. Going to church on Sunday in Nebraska is a law.” 
 
    She took a bite and closed her eyes in pleasure. The sweetness of the syrup flowed over her tongue. Blessed, blessed sweetness. If she could eat sugar for every meal, she would. “There’s something about the 23rd Psalm that resonates with me. Whenever I was upset or had to face something I feared, I recited it. I can’t tell you how many times I whispered that Psalm over the years.” 
 
    Jake shifted on the stool, so he could see her. “I get that. I think that’s why so many people cling to religion. The routine, the ritual, they are comforting.” 
 
    She placed the tines of the fork in a puddle of syrup and swirled it around. “Three years ago, Marco and I were on this horrible case – little girl, only six years old, goes missing. She was found two days later in a dumpster, strangled.” 
 
    “Oh God,” said Jake. 
 
    “It really got to both of us. We couldn’t get a break on the murderer, we didn’t have much evidence. No DNA. We were arguing and sniping at each other. Neither one of us could sleep. Nightmares like you wouldn’t believe.” 
 
    Jake stopped eating, watching her intently. She couldn’t meet his eyes. 
 
    “One night we were at Marco’s apartment, trying to figure it out. I was sitting on the couch, my eyes closed, mouthing the 23rd Psalm. He recognized it and he started saying it out loud. In the middle of it, he brought out a bottle of Jack Daniels. We started drinking. Somehow we started taking a shot after every line. Now whenever one of us is really upset, we perform the ritual.” 
 
    He looked down at his plate. “I don’t know how you do this job. How can you ever look at people without wondering what they’re capable of doing?” 
 
    “I try to think about the people I know who are good. There are more people who don’t prey on others than who do. You just have to keep that in mind, but sometimes it’s hard.” She dropped the fork and leaned back on the bar stool. “I really messed up yesterday. I was so unprofessional and I let him get under my skin. He had no remorse, no regret. It’s hard to see a monster like that and not think all of mankind is the same way.” 
 
    “That was a pretty hard thing to do, Mighty Mouse, confront the man who killed your father? You shouldn’t have been put in that situation.” 
 
    “That’s my job, Jake.” 
 
    He pushed his plate away and twisted on the stool, so he could face her. “No, that isn’t your job. That’s someone else’s job. Just like doctors don’t operate on their family members, cops shouldn’t confront the criminals who commit crimes against them.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Maybe you’re right.” She lifted her coffee cup and took a sip. “What makes someone become so dead inside? What could have happened to him as a child? He enjoyed telling me how my father died. He even made a gun out of his fingers.” She showed Jake. 
 
    “He’s a sociopath, Peyton. He’s subhuman.” Pickles stood on his hind legs and pawed Jake’s pants. He bent over and picked him up, settling the little dog on his lap. Peyton reached over and scratched behind his ears. “I don’t know. Maybe humans are defective. No other animal preys on each other the way we do. It seems like humans are guided by two things: greed and revenge. We want what someone else has and we will do anything to take it from them, then when something is taken from us, we try to get revenge for what was taken.” 
 
    Peyton went still. Slowly she turned and studied him. “Say that again.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We try to get revenge for what was taken. That’s what’s wrong.” 
 
    She jumped to her feet and hurried over to the sofa table, grabbing her phone. When she thumbed it on, she saw that Devan had tried to call her five times the previous night. She felt a pang of regret, then dialed Marco’s number. 
 
    He picked up on the third ring. 
 
    “You okay, Brooks?” 
 
    She paused when she heard the worry in his voice. It helped ease some of the ache inside of her. She needed to spend some time thinking about the good things in her life, not dwell on the bad, but that would have to wait until after this case was solved. 
 
    “I’m fine. Thanks for sharing the ritual with Jake. I appreciate that.” 
 
    “I should have been there, but he said he could handle it.” 
 
    “He did. You’ve been here so many times before and I know you’ll be here again.” 
 
    “So, I know you didn’t call me for that.” 
 
    She smiled. “You know me so well. I think I’ve figured something out. Can you meet me at the precinct?” 
 
    “It’s Saturday, Brooks,” he said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    “I’ll only take up an hour or so. Please?” 
 
    “Tell me what you’ve got first.” 
 
    “El Griego wasn’t after turf, he was after something else. El Miedo must have had something that El Griego wanted, and when he didn’t produce it, he was executed.” 
 
    “What something? Not the girl?” 
 
    “No, I think she’s collateral damage. Something more important to a member of a gang.” 
 
    Marco was silent for a moment, then he gave a low growl. “All those somethings are way too confusing for me to follow. All right, I’ll meet you at the precinct.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton got to the precinct first. She powered on her desktop and pulled up the San Francisco Police Department Database. She typed in Alberto Flores and waited while the machine performed a search. 
 
    His name came up and she clicked on it. A list of priors scrolled across the screen, but on another screen she found personal information. He wasn’t married, he had no children, and he’d held a few retail jobs when he’d been in high school. Then her eyes fixed on one entry that was more recent. 
 
    “Hey,” came Marco’s voice and he loomed over her, setting down a hot fudge sundae by her elbow. 
 
    Her eyes fixed on it and she couldn’t suppress a shiver of happiness. She’d have to remember to tell Jake about hot fudge sundaes and how they made things seem less bleak. She grabbed it and pulled the plastic top off, picking up the spoon. The fudge was still warm and melted in her mouth. 
 
    She tilted her head up and looked at Marco. “I’m okay, you know? Really.” 
 
    He gave her a critical stare, then looked away, hooking his chair with a foot. He sank into it and leaned over to see the computer screen. Peyton’s cell phone buzzed on the desk by his hand. 
 
    “What you got?” he said, pointing with his chin at the computer. 
 
    She tilted the screen with the back of her hand, keeping a firm grip on the sundae. “Alberto owned a moving company. They had two trucks and operated out of a warehouse on 16th Street.” 
 
    “I’ll bet they weren’t moving furniture.” 
 
    She licked her spoon. “Guess who his partner of record was?” 
 
    Marco’s head tilted down. “Eduardo Jiménez.” 
 
    She touched her nose with the tip of her index finger. “Him without the head.” 
 
    “You got an address on the warehouse?” 
 
    Peyton reached for the mouse and clicked a few times. “Write this down,” she said, pointing at it with her spoon. 
 
    He gave her a scowl, then grabbed a pen and paper, scribbling down the address. “I can see my beautiful Saturday of football and barbecue disappearing.” 
 
    Peyton’s cell phone buzzed again. She tilted it and glanced at the screen, then put it down. “It shouldn’t take more than an hour to check it out.” 
 
    “That’s what you said before.” He tapped the cell phone with his finger. “Who keeps calling, Brooks?” 
 
    She rolled her shoulders. “Devan.” She picked up the phone and typed in a text, then set it down again. 
 
    “You avoiding him?” 
 
    “Not precisely.” 
 
    “What precisely?” 
 
    “I just don’t want to talk about what happened yesterday with him.” 
 
    Marco frowned. “I’m no expert, but I think you’re supposed to tell your boyfriend these things.” 
 
    Peyton chewed her inner lip. “I’m not sure he’d understand.” 
 
    “What’s to understand?” 
 
    “That I lost control. What I did yesterday was unprofessional?” 
 
    Marco leaned an arm on the desk and edged closer to her. “Defino never said a word about it. She didn’t fault you. If your boss didn’t have a problem with it, why would Devan?” 
 
    “Because he never loses control. He never even raises his voice. He’s always polished and professional. I wasn’t.” 
 
    “Devan’s never had to face the man who killed his father. Who the hell could do that without wanting to take the bastard’s head off?” 
 
    Peyton smiled. “That’s what Jake said.” 
 
    Marco lifted a brow. “I’m beginning to like him better and better.” Then he pointed a finger at her. “I still don’t think he should be living in your house, but…” 
 
    She rose out of the chair and kissed his cheek. “Always watching out for me, Marco Baby.” 
 
    He flashed his million dollar smile and unfolded his long body from the chair. “Let’s go check out your warehouse.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    El Griego gripped her arm with one hand as he entered the restaurant, the other hand was tucked out of sight, under his jacket. She knew he gripped the handle of his gun. His fingers dug into the sensitive flesh at her elbow and she wanted to pull away, but she knew better. 
 
    Some of the patrons watched them cross the room, and El Griego swept them with his eyes, but kept on moving, headed to the back. A few booths lined the edges of the restaurant, but all were empty, the diners all crowded in tables in the center of the room. 
 
    But one booth wasn’t empty. A man sat in the very back of it, his arms stretched out across the top of the red leather chair. He had ŁĦȺ tattooed on his neck and he was chewing on a toothpick. 
 
    El Griego shoved Magdalena into the booth, then grabbed a chair from a nearby table, turned it around backwards, and straddled it. The man smiled at Magdalena and reached out to run his fingertips across her arm. Magdalena shivered and resisted the impulse to pull away. 
 
    “The girl, she for me?” asked the man. 
 
    El Griego made a face. “She not for you, vato. She’s for El Viento.” 
 
    He removed his hand. 
 
    “What you got for me? El Viento is going to want something more.” 
 
    The man produced a small, white package and slid it across the table with two fingers. El Griego picked it up and pulled the zipper open. He dipped a finger in and touched his gums. After a moment, he glared at the man. 
 
    “El Viento’s gonna want to know who all you got pushing his stuff. You gotta get them to stop with this local crap. He’ll be bringing it ‘cross the border now.” 
 
    The man nodded. “He get the warehouse yet?” 
 
    “Almost. He’s just getting things set up for us, like we got a business or something together. Then I’ll be able to drive the truck to the warehouse and leave it for you. I’ve got the contract drawn up to make the business legit.” 
 
    The man gave an ironic shake to his head. “Legit. We regular Wall Street guys now. This is gonna go big, man.” 
 
    El Griego scanned the restaurant once more. “Don’t get smart, cabrón. One slip and we sitting in San Quentin too.” 
 
    Magdalena kept her head down, but she stared at the small, white packet. She knew what was in it. It was bad enough what they made her do for money, but this…this was something worse. This would go to young kids, ruin families. Her priest had talked about the drugs killing this country. Her health teacher had told her it was an epidemic. And to the south, in Mexico, it was destroying an entire nation. 
 
    The man’s attention suddenly focused on her. “If you so worried about getting caught, why you bring a puta to our meeting?” 
 
    El Griego curled his hand in Magdalena’s hair and gave it a tug. “Told you, she’s a present for El Viento. He likes them young. Catholic schoolgirl young.” He pulled on Magdalena’s hair until tears started in her eyes, but she didn’t make a sound. She knew better. He had his hand on that gun. “Besides, I own her. Don’t I, puta?” 
 
    Magdalena closed her eyes and gave a short nod.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Peyton and Marco parked the Charger on Florida and walked down to 16th, turning the corner. Peyton scanned the front of the buildings for addresses. The facades of all the buildings were industrial, steel and concrete with rolling doors, no windows. She pointed to the other side. 
 
    “Over there.” 
 
    They crossed. On a Saturday there didn’t seem to be too much traffic in this part of the City. They came to the warehouse address listed on the scrap of paper Marco had, but a chain link fence had been erected across the front to keep people out and scorch marks around the rolled door indicated a fire had occurred recently. 
 
    Peyton stepped back and scanned the buildings on either side. They were two story warehouses, while the one before them was single story. Neither building on either side showed fire damage. 
 
    “Is this the place?” asked Marco. 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “I saw you write the address.” She reached for her phone and turned it on, then pulled up her contact list. 
 
    “Who you calling?” 
 
    “Stan Neumann. I have his private cell phone number.” Stan was the precinct’s tech god. If anyone could find out information, Stan could. There wasn’t a system he couldn’t hack into, he said. He was around thirty with curly brown hair, glasses, and Peyton had never, never seen him without his sneakers on. 
 
    Marco leaned on the chain link fence. “You’re just hot to ruin everyone’s weekend. Why do you have Stan’s private number?” 
 
    “He asked me on a date awhile back.” 
 
    Marco smirked. “You never told me that.” 
 
    She shrugged and then pressed the button to call. 
 
    “You go?” 
 
    “Yeah, beer and pizza. Some idiot at the bar made a comment about my ass and Stan felt he had to defend me. I begged him to let it go, but he wouldn’t. When the guy threatened to throw him through the plate glass windows, I had to flash my badge.” 
 
    Marco chuckled. “And?” 
 
    Peyton pointed a finger at him. “We agreed never to talk about it again, so you keep your mouth shut and especially, you keep your mouth shut around Holmes.” 
 
    “I’m guessing he never asked you out again.” 
 
    “He did, but he wanted me to pull my gun the next time. It was all a little too kinky for me.” 
 
    Marco laughed outright. 
 
    The phone stopped ringing and Stan’s voice came on. “Hello?” 
 
    “Stan, this is Peyton.” 
 
    “Hey, Peyton. Pretty cool you calling on a Saturday.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, let me tell you why and then you can cuss me out for ruining your weekend, just like Marco’s been doing for an hour now.” 
 
    “What you need?” 
 
    “I’ve got an address for you. I need you to find out anything you can about it. It’s a warehouse and looks like it had a recent fire.” 
 
    “Hm, give me the address. You know I love a puzzle.” 
 
    Peyton read it to him, then waited. She could hear his fingers clicking on the keyboard. She wondered if he carried his laptop everywhere he went and had a sudden mental picture of him taking it into the bathroom. 
 
    “I found a report from the Fire Department. The fire happened about a month ago, possible arson. They suspect an accelerant was used, but everything was so fire damaged that they are still investigating. Apparently there was a truck inside, some packing crates, and a large number of tires. The tires made the fire particularly difficult to put out.” 
 
    “Insurance fraud?” 
 
    “Mmm,” said Stan, his fingers clicking some more. “I don’t think so. They think it may have been racially motivated.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yeah. This is strange, Peyton. Hold on a minute.” 
 
    Peyton waited while Stan typed away. Marco gave her a questioning look. “He’s tracking something down. The fire department suspects arson. What would it take to get a search warrant?” 
 
    “Not much, since our two bodies were tied to this place. You want me to work on it?” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s get one.” 
 
    Marco took out his phone and stepped down the block a way to make his call. 
 
    “Hey, Peyton, the warehouse was apparently the headquarters of some small scale moving company.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that off our vic’s records. The owners were Eduardo Jiménez and Alberto Flores, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but they aren’t the ones on the rental agreement.” 
 
    “Who is?” 
 
    Stan typed some more. “An outfit named Los Hermanos.” 
 
    Peyton’s fingers tightened on the phone. “You sure about that, Stan?” 
 
    “Am I sure? You know who you’re talking to, girl?” 
 
    Peyton smiled. He was a lot bolder talking over technology than in person. 
 
    “Hey, Peyton.” 
 
    “Yeah, Stan.” 
 
    “Los Hermanos is based out of Mexico.” 
 
    Peyton went still. No, vato, that…that’s cartel. She had seen the look in Garza’s eyes. The contempt and arrogance had been replaced by fear. 
 
    Marco came back to her, a puzzled look on his face. “The judge won’t consider our warrant until Monday.” 
 
    “Monday?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Peyton looked back at the warehouse. They needed to get inside, but she didn’t see how without a warrant. She wanted to do this by the book. If they were dealing with something as big as a cartel, they needed to cross all their T’s. 
 
      
 
    *   *  * 
 
      
 
    When she got home, the living room was empty and Pickles wasn’t around. She took off her shoulder harness and hung it on the peg by the door, then walked across the room to the hallway. She could hear Jake’s music behind his closed bedroom door. He spent a lot of time by himself or with Pickles, listening to music and uploading his photos onto his computer. 
 
    She left him alone. She knew he was still grieving his wife and liked his moments of solitude. Kicking off her shoes, she curled up on the couch and reached for the remote. She didn’t watch much television, but sometimes she liked the noise. She clicked it on and surfed channels until she found one about animals. Settling back on the couch, she rested her head on her arm and let her thoughts go blank for a blessed few minutes. Before the first commercial, she fell asleep. 
 
    A knock woke her. Peyton switched off the television and uncurled herself from the couch, padding across the hardwood floor to peer through the peephole in the door. Devan’s handsome face stared back at her. 
 
    She pressed her forehead to the door and then unlocked it, pulling it open. “Hey,” she said, forcing a smile. 
 
    He didn’t return it. 
 
    “Come in.” She stepped back, allowing him room to pass. In her stocking feet, she came to the middle of his chest and she had to look up at him to talk. 
 
    “Are you avoiding me?” 
 
    So direct, so much a lawyer in everything he did. 
 
    She looked down. “No, I just…” 
 
    He placed two fingers under her chin and lifted her face until her eyes met his. “Peyton?” 
 
    She curled her hand around his and pulled it away, but she didn’t release his fingers. “I am avoiding you, but it’s not for the reasons you think.” 
 
    He frowned and crossed his arms over his chest, the lines of his coat pulling against his broad shoulders. “Then why?” 
 
    “Marco and I had to question Luis Garza yesterday about the case we’re on.” 
 
    “The man who shot your father?” 
 
    Peyton chewed on her lower lip. “That’s the one. I didn’t handle it well. I wasn’t very professional.” 
 
    “Does he have a bullet in his brain?” 
 
    “No,” she said in surprise. 
 
    “Then I think you handled it well. If it was my father and I had to question the bastard who killed him, I’m not sure he wouldn’t be dead by the time it was over.” 
 
    Peyton let out a breath in relief. She hadn’t even realized she was holding it. “I thought…” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “You thought what?” 
 
    Peyton looked down again, pressing her toe into a knot on the wooden floor. “You’re always so together, the consummate professional. I wasn’t sure how you’d react if you knew what I did.” 
 
    He stepped closer to her and curved his hands around her hips. “Peyton, I would never judge you. Our jobs are so different. I deal in the manufactured part of it, the made up laws and the man-made penalties. You deal in the reality, the blood and the gore and the broken lives. Don’t for a minute think that I don’t know how much professionalism your job takes. I could never do it. I would snap.” 
 
    Peyton slid her hands up the lines of his chest. He was staring at her with such intensity, so much devotion. She didn’t remember ever having anyone treat her like that before. “Okay, I promise I won’t keep you out anymore.” 
 
    “That’s all I ask,” he said before lowering his head and kissing her. 
 
    She lifted on tiptoes to meet him, sliding her arms around his neck. It felt so nice to be held this way, protected and safe in his embrace. She hated weak women, but she didn’t think it made her weak needing another human being. He broke the kiss and pressed his forehead to hers. 
 
    “Devan, why would Judge Bogert put off a hearing for a search warrant until Monday?” 
 
    “He probably wanted a weekend and didn’t feel anyone was in immediate danger. Did you petition for a warrant?” 
 
    “Yeah, to search a burned out warehouse, but he put it off until Monday.” 
 
    Devan shrugged. “I’m thinking it’s just standard routine, Peyton. I wouldn’t worry about it. The warehouse was empty right?” 
 
    “I’m guessing. It was fenced off.” 
 
    “Then he’ll grant it to you on Monday.” He curved his hand around her cheek. “Come on. I’ll take you to dinner and then we’ll go back to my place. You can stay the night, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can stay the night.” She pulled out of his hold. “Just let me tell Jake and ask him to watch Pickles.” 
 
    Devan’s brow furrowed, but Peyton didn’t stop to question why. She turned on her heel and hurried into the hall. She knocked on Jake’s door. 
 
    “It’s open,” he called. 
 
    She turned the knob and leaned in. Pickles lay stretched out on the bed, but he rolled over when he heard the door open. Jake was sitting at his desk, working on his computer. He swiveled around and watched her cross to the bed and pick up the little dog, cuddling him. 
 
    “I’m going to dinner with Devan and then back to his place. Can you watch Pickles for me?” 
 
    Jake gave her a narrow-eyed stare. 
 
    She stared back at him. “Well?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said after a moment. “I thought you weren’t seeing him anymore.” 
 
    “Why would you think that?” 
 
    “Because you ignored his calls all day.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. Why were the men in her life acting like idiots? “We’re fine,” she said. “Are you okay with Pickles?” 
 
    “Are you kidding? Pickles and I have some wild ass plans tonight. We’re gonna go for a walk, then eat some kibble…well, Pickles will, not me so much. Then we’re gonna take a nap.” 
 
    Peyton laughed and settled the dog on the bed again. “Don’t get too crazy, okay?” 
 
    “You got it, Mighty Mouse,” he said as she left the room. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake realized he hadn’t done anything on the computer in a minute or so. He shook himself and rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. Why the hell did he care if Peyton spent the night at Devan’s house? 
 
    He didn’t. 
 
    He swiveled in the chair and looked at Pickles, lying there with his head between his paws. “We don’t care, do we, boy?” he said. 
 
    Pickles cocked his head at Jake, then his attention shifted to the door. Jake heard the outer door open and close again. The floor creaked as someone moved toward the kitchen. “Heya, soul sista’, Marco and I thought we’d come by to cheer you up,” came a loud, male voice. 
 
    Jake pushed himself to his feet and cautiously walked into the hallway, peering around the opening into the kitchen. A tall, dread-locked black man was puttering around the kitchen, grabbing glasses and a blender. 
 
    “Peyton?” he shouted, then reared back in surprise when Jake appeared in the opening. He gave Jake a once over, then a smile burst across his face. “You must be Jake Ryder.” 
 
    Jake studied him in awe. A plate of chopped tomatoes sat on the counter next to the blender. “And you are?” 
 
    “Peyton’s best friend, Abe Jefferson. I know she’s told you all about me.” 
 
    At that moment, Pickles bounded into the kitchen. Abe swooped down on him and picked him up, holding him over his head. Pickles’ tail was whirling like a propeller and Abe began kissing him on the nose with smacking, enthusiastic affection. 
 
    “And here’s my big boy!” 
 
    Jake blinked his eyes in bewilderment. “Um, how did you get in?” 
 
    Abe lowered the dog and gave Jake an equally astonished look. “My keys, of course.” 
 
    Jake turned and looked toward the door as Abe put Pickles down and picked up the tray of tomatoes. “Would you like some bruschetta? It’s absolutely delightful. I used fresh basil from my garden. It’s to die for.” He ended the last in a high falsetto.  
 
    Jake reached for a piece, watching Abe go through Peyton’s cabinets and piling things on the counter. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Abe looked up over the rim of the counter. “I’m making Sex on the Beach. You’ll love it. Now where did Peyton put those precious umbrellas we bought last time? Peyton?” 
 
    “She’s not here.” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    Jake blinked again. What the hell was going on? “She went out with Devan.” 
 
    “Oh, the delicious DA. Isn’t he gorgeous?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t know? You’ve seen him, right? He’s absolutely delicious.” 
 
    “I don’t really look at men like that.” 
 
    Abe made a scoffing noise. “You’re so straight you can’t tell a handsome man when you see one?” 
 
    Jake opened his mouth to respond, but decided against it. He put the bruschetta in his mouth instead. It really was good, the tomatoes succulent and the basil a pungent splash of flavor on his tongue. 
 
    “To die for, isn’t it?” said Abe, wrinkling his nose. 
 
    At that moment, the door opened and Marco stepped through. He carried a six pack of beer in one hand and a pizza box in the other. Pickles scrambled across the floor to him and began bouncing up and down. 
 
    “Ryder,” Marco said, setting the pizza on the counter. 
 
    “Adonis.” 
 
    Abe’s head popped up again. “Adonis? And you can’t tell a pretty man when you see one?” he scolded Jake. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” asked Marco, pointing at the bruschetta. 
 
    Abe gave him an arch look. “Are you really going to tell me you don’t recognize bruschetta, my Italian Stallion?” 
 
    “I thought we were doing pizza.” Marco lifted the lid on the box. 
 
    Jake rose on his tiptoes and looked at it. Then he frowned. 
 
    Marco caught the look. “What?” 
 
    “I just never expected you to pick vegetarian.” When Marco and Abe both gave him questioning looks, he shrugged. “You know, bad-ass cop routine…” 
 
    “What? Because I don’t like eating dead animals, I’m not manly.” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    Marco scowled, then bent down and picked up Pickles. The little dog immediately melted into his arms. 
 
    Jake realized he was staring. 
 
    Marco sat down on the bar stool. “What? You hate dogs too, Ryder.” 
 
    Jake ventured a step closer, so he could see what Abe was doing. “No, Pickles and I have a great fondness for one another.” 
 
    Abe started pouring liquids into a cocktail shaker. “Where did Peyton put those umbrellas?” 
 
    “What umbrellas?” asked Marco. 
 
    “For the drinks.” 
 
    “What the hell are you making?” 
 
    “Sex on the Beach,” said Abe, continuing to pour. 
 
    Jake climbed on a barstool, feeling tentative and confused. He really wasn’t sure what the hell was happening. 
 
    “Where is Brooks?” Marco looked around the living room. 
 
    “She went out with the DA,” offered Jake. 
 
    “You know what DA stands for?” asked Abe, lifting the shaker. 
 
    Jake shook his head. 
 
    “Delicious Ass.” He laughed as he shook the drinks. “Get it, Angel’D.” 
 
    “I get it. I always get it, Abe.” 
 
    Abe peeled off into ridiculous laughter. Jake could see the corners of Marco’s mouth twitching upward. He wanted to laugh himself, it was all so strange. 
 
    Marco reached across the counter and pulled off a beer. He held it out to Jake. “Want one?” 
 
    Jake started to reach for it, but Abe shook a finger at him. 
 
    “Uh uh uh, you’re having what I’m making.” 
 
    Jake glanced between the two of them, then shrugged. 
 
    “It’s your funeral,” said Marco, ominously. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Devan lived on Beach Street in a condominium that overlooked the Golden Gate. He could walk down to the Marina and Crissy Field or over to the Palace of Fine Arts whenever he wanted. The façade of the building sported a tamed-down Gothic Revival architecture with arched windows and gables along the roof. His condo was on the top floor, three stories from the street. The elevator was papered in a metallic print that reflected the light from the small chandelier in the ceiling. 
 
    The condo itself had been remodeled, reflecting Devan’s more modern tastes. The front door opened onto one room with a vaulted ceiling, a combination living room/kitchen painted in stunning glacial white. Strange red-leather furniture, with round rows piled up on top of each other to make the back, sat at angles in the center of the room. A plush white shag rug lay beneath a rectangular metal box that functioned as a coffee table. Two lamps occupied either end of the couches, the shades looking like a collection of white barnacles on the bottom of a ship. The massive floor-to-ceiling windows were bare, but the view beyond them took one’s breath away. The Golden Gate, in all of her rust-red glory, shown in the foggy night air. 
 
    The counters in the kitchen were marble, the dark veining contrasting with the glossy white of the cabinets. The stove, refrigerator and dishwasher were of the highest quality, their stainless steel surfaces gleaming. Peyton wandered over to the counter and ran her hand across the cold marble. 
 
    “How did you like dinner?” Devan asked, removing his suit jacket. He draped it over the back of the red couch. 
 
    “It was very good. I haven’t been to Japan Town in years.” 
 
    “Can I get you some wine?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Peyton leaned on the counter as he crossed behind it, opening a cabinet and pulling out two glasses. He bent down and opened a beverage refrigerator, grabbing a full bottle and setting it on the counter. He reached into a drawer and lifted out a wine opener. There were no other utensils in the drawer. 
 
    “Have you ever cooked in here?” 
 
    Devan glanced around at the sparkling appliances. “No. I’ve catered parties, but that’s about it.” 
 
    “You never cook?” 
 
    Devan shook his head. “Can’t see the need. Do you cook?” He tore the foil off the bottle and attached the bottle opener. With a push of the handle, the cork came out of the bottle. 
 
    Peyton gave a laugh. “Almost every night. I’m a cop, remember? Not much left over after the mortgage gets paid.” 
 
    He filled the two glasses, then passed one to her. “I’d be willing to change that for you, if you’d let me.” 
 
    Peyton paused with the glass halfway to her mouth. She didn’t know how to respond to that. She should have guessed something like this was coming. They’d been dating for about six months now. Still, she wasn’t sure how to react. 
 
    She took a sip of her wine and looked down at the veining in the marble. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me tonight,” he said, “but I just thought I’d put it out there.” 
 
    “I appreciate it.” She forced herself to look at him. “I can’t even imagine living in a place like this.” She could imagine what Pickles might do to his pristine white shag rug. 
 
    He reached over and took her hand. “Think about it, all right? We’re good together, Peyton. I’d be happy knowing I was coming home to you.” 
 
    Oh, she wanted to say yes. She wanted to just jump into the deep end and hope for the best, but her voice caught in her throat and she said nothing, just stared at him. After a moment, he looked down and reached for his glass. 
 
    Peyton lifted her own and took a long swallow, closing her eyes against the panicked fluttering of her heart. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    El Griego put his hand under Magdalena’s chin and lifted her face. She wanted to cringe away from him, but she didn’t. It only made him madder and then he was sure to strike her. He gave her a smile. On anyone else it would have eased her fear, but on him it was terrifying. 
 
    “You did good, chica. El Viento, he liked you.” 
 
    She caught Felix’s expression behind his cousin. He glared at her, then turned away. She didn’t know what he had to be mad about. He’d betrayed her, not the other way around. And now she was just trying to survive. 
 
    El Griego squeezed her chin. He always exerted his physical power over her, making sure she knew what he would do to her if she stepped out of line again. “You earned a little freedom for that, chica. What you say? You happy?” 
 
    She nodded, hoping he’d release her. He did and she looked down, but her eyes landed on the handle of the gun sticking out of his belt. How many times had she imagined herself grabbing it and shoving the barrel in his face? 
 
    “You got two hours. You come back on time, I give you more. You don’t come back…” He leaned over her, breathing in her ear. “I hunt you down.” 
 
    Magdalena didn’t lift her eyes. She could feel the warmth of his breath and it sent a shiver down her spine. He would hunt her down. She knew it. 
 
    “You better go,” he said. 
 
    Magdalena scrambled to her feet and raced to the bedroom he let her and the other girls share. She’d been given a drawer where she kept the stolen Bible and her few clothes. She pulled open the drawer and searched through it for something appropriate to wear. 
 
    Venus came to the door and leaned against the jam. “Where you gonna go for your two hours?” 
 
    Magdalena found a pair of jeans. The knee was torn, but at least it covered her body, and a t-shirt that had a picture of a hummingbird on the front. It was long enough to cover her midriff. 
 
    “Church,” she answered, looking at the clock. It was almost eleven. She could just make it. 
 
    “You gonna waste your two hours on church?” 
 
    Magdalena pulled the clothes from the drawer and hurried back into the hall for the bathroom. No matter what had happened to her, she still wasn’t comfortable dressing in front of everyone. 
 
    She paused at the entrance. “For two hours, I’ll be safe. For two hours, I’ll have peace.” 
 
    Venus leaned against the wall, watching Magdalena. She rubbed a hand down her arm. Venus was so thin, Magdalena feared she’d shrivel up and disappear one day. “Sounds nice.” 
 
    “You want to come?” 
 
    Venus looked toward the main room where male voices could be heard. They were watching some sporting event, soccer probably, on the television. “Why the hell not,” she said. 
 
    Magdalena nodded at her clothes. “You’ll need to change. Do you have anything appropriate?” 
 
    “I’ll look.” 
 
    A few minutes later they were on the street. Magdalena walked as fast as she could. She’d seen the church the other day when El Griego took her out and she’d wanted desperately to come back. The arched windows, the tan concrete blocks, and the unimposing sign saying Glide Memorial Methodist Church – all had beckoned her in. 
 
    A line of people were waiting to go inside and she pulled Venus to the back of it with her. Venus looked up at the towering front. “Glide? I thought you were Catholic?” 
 
    “This will do,” said Magdalena, clutching Venus’ arm in excitement. “You think they’ll let us in?” 
 
    Venus gave her an arch look. “They let everyone in. It’s their thing. I heard famous people sit in them seats with homeless guys.” 
 
    “They’re called pews,” corrected Magdalena, moving forward in the line. 
 
    “Whatever. They’ll even feed you here.” 
 
    An elegantly dressed black woman stood at the doorway and welcomed people in, clasping their hand in both of her own. “Welcome to Glide,” she said as people passed her. “Welcome to Glide.” 
 
    Magdalena took her hand, smiling at her. Her heart was filled to bursting, she was so happy to be here. 
 
    “Welcome to Glide, child. The Reverend Josiah James is giving the sermon today. He’s visiting from New York. It’s bound to be a beautiful service.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Magdalena and allowed the woman to hand her inside. She tugged Venus behind her and they crossed the vestibule into the vaulted sanctuary. People filled the pews, but they found one in the back, sliding into it. Everyone was standing and the choir performed on risers directly behind the altar. 
 
    People swayed to the music or sang. The words of the hymn were scrolled across a giant screen behind the choir. The sound filled the space and spilled out, a glorious cacophony of joy and forgiveness. 
 
    Magdalena closed her eyes and swayed with the music, letting it fill her, imagining it washing away all of the taint and filth of her present life. Then it ended and silence filled the sanctuary. Opening her eyes, Magdalena watched a handsome black man in a beautiful robe step up to the pulpit. He stood for a moment and looked over the congregation, smiling. His teeth were brilliant against his dark skin, his smile genuine and kind, asking nothing. 
 
    “Welcome brothers and sisters,” he said, holding out his arms. 
 
    A murmur of ‘welcome brother’ followed him. 
 
    “I am Reverend Josiah James and I come from New York City.” 
 
    More murmurs. 
 
    “The kind Reverend Cecil Williams asked me here to speak and I am honored to share the blessings of this beautiful Sunday with you all.” 
 
    A number of ‘amens’ could be heard. 
 
    “Today…today, I want to talk about sin.” 
 
    Magdalena felt her heart catch. His voice boomed in the vaulted room, echoed by a number of people saying ‘yes sir’ and ‘mmhmm’, but Magdalena felt as if he were speaking for her alone. 
 
    “Yes, my brothers and sisters, sin is real and sin is alive. It is in our cities, it is in our homes, and let me tell you something, my children, it is in our hearts.” 
 
    “Amen, amen, brother,” came a smattering of shouts. 
 
    Venus fidgeted beside her, but Magdalena ignored her. 
 
    The reverend swept his hand across the congregation, touching every one of them. “There isn’t a one of us who escapes it. There isn’t a one of us who isn’t a sinner. As Jesus Christ Almighty said himself, ‘He among you who is without sin, let him first cast a stone.’” He swept his hand back. “He among you who is without sin, let him first cast a stone.” He paused to let his words sink in. 
 
    “Matthew 7:2-5 tells us, ‘For with what judgment you judge, you will be judged; and with the measure you use, it will be measured back to you.’ For with what judgment you judge, you will be judged.” 
 
    He flashed his smile, beaming on all of them. “The only judge is God. He is the only one who can evaluate our lives, but yet sin is upon us. Sin is everywhere. We turn on the television, we find sin. We turn on the internet, we find sin. We go to the movie, we find sin.” He leaned on the pulpit. “We walk out our doors, we find sin.” 
 
    “Well, if we are not to judge others and we are all sinners, what are we to do about it? How do we fight it? How do we purify our lives?” 
 
    “Tell us, brother,” said someone to their right. 
 
    “I’ll tell you, sister,” said the reverend. “We must take the righteous upon us. We must believe in God’s direction. We must fight against the tyranny of sinful pleasures corrupting our bodies and our minds. We must take back our cities, we must take back our homes….” He pointed at them all and Magdalena felt certain he was pointing at her. “We must take back our hearts.” 
 
    The room erupted in amens and shouting. 
 
    “But how, you ask me? How can I take back my heart?” He leaned over the pulpit and stared out at them. “How?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you how. I’ll tell you how, brothers and sisters. We’ve got to stop abuses. We’ve got to stop the bullies in our schools, the predators in our homes, and the hopelessness and poverty on our streets. We’ve got to turn aside from pornography; we’ve got to turn aside from sex addiction; we’ve got to turn aside from alcoholism and drug addiction. If we purify our bodies, we will purify our minds. If we take care of ourselves, we will take care of our sin.” 
 
    He rose to his full height and raised his arms over his head. “We have got to say no more to gangsters on our streets, no more to hunger and homelessness, no more to drug dealers and whores, no more to drive-bys and murders. We’ve got to say no more to hopelessness and despair.” 
 
    “Amen, amen, amen,” shouted the people. 
 
    He brought his hands down and held them out over the congregation. “Or I promise you we will perish.” 
 
    Magdalena realized that tears were streaming down her face and she had the crucifix clasped so tightly in her hand that it cut into her palm. ‘We will perish.’ His words echoed in her head. ‘We will perish.’


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Jake shambled into the kitchen the next morning, looking blurry and disheveled. Peyton could guess the reason by the cocktail shaker and empty bottles of vodka and beer in the recycle bin. 
 
    She settled Pickles’ bowl on the floor and the little dog launched himself into it, eating as if he didn’t remember the last time. “Good morning.” 
 
    He gave her a squint eyed look and plopped down on the stool. “Nothing good about it.” 
 
    She passed a steaming mug of coffee across the counter to him. “What happened in here?” 
 
    “Apparently, your best friend and Adonis thought you needed cheering up, so they dropped by.” 
 
    Peyton leaned back and looked into the recycle bin. “You didn’t consume whatever unmentionable drink Abe concocted, did you?” 
 
    “I did. It was called Sex in the Surf or something.” 
 
    “Sex on the Beach,” she corrected. “First lesson, never drink anything that Abe drinks.” 
 
    Jake braced his head with his hand. “Yeah, I got that. Adonis tried to warn me.” 
 
    Peyton laughed. She picked up a scribbled note that had been taped to her counter. “What does this say?” 
 
    Jake squinted at it. “You’re out of drink umbrellas. He wants the ones that are pink and orange next time you go to the store.” 
 
    Peyton pulled out a drawer next to the stove. “They’re right here.” She held up a paper umbrella for him to see. 
 
    “Silly me,” he said in the most dead-pan voice. “How could I miss that?” 
 
    Peyton pulled out a pan from beneath the stove. “How about I make you pancakes this morning?” 
 
    Jake blinked at her. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. I make a mean flapjack.” 
 
    He picked up his mug and took a sip. “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    After breakfast, she took a quick shower, walked Pickles, and then returned to the house to find Jake napping. She sent a quick text to Abe, telling him she needed to talk. He sent one back telling her to come to the lab, he was finishing up some work. Abe was the only one she knew who worked on Sundays as often as she did. 
 
    She drove over to the lab. The sun was shining and the sky was clear. A little breeze blew across the parking lot, making the eucalyptus trees bordering it sway. They gave off a clean, menthol smell that wafted over her as she walked to the back door, placing her sunglasses on top of her head. The guard smiled as he opened it for her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, stepping into the brilliantly lit, sterile hallway. 
 
    She wandered toward Abe’s new lab, pushing open the door and peering inside. The coroner’s office had moved him from the basement when another M.E. retired and gave him a state of the art facility to work in. He’d been so proud, he’d smuggled champagne in and they’d celebrated in secret one night while he worked. 
 
    A body sat on the metal table in the center of the room and Abe was bending over it, staring at something in the chest cavity. 
 
    She grimaced and looked away. Someone who saw as many dead bodies as she did should be used to them by now, but she wasn’t. 
 
    “Abe?” 
 
    He looked up, his dreads swinging, and then reached for the sheet, covering the corpse. He was always thoughtful that way. “Hey, soul sista’.” He went to his sink and briskly washed his hands. “Give me a minute.” 
 
    She waited by the door until he came over and pulled her into a bear hug. “What’s going on, baby girl?” he said, kissing the top of her curly head. 
 
    “Can we talk somewhere else?” 
 
    “Yeah, let me buy you a soda.” 
 
    He led her back into the hallway and toward the far end, pushing open another swinging door. It opened on a small cafeteria with a bank of vending machines and a few tables, surrounded by blue plastic chairs. Pulling a few bills from his pocket, he fed them into the machine and pressed a button. A can dropped into the tray at the bottom and he fished it out, passing it to her. 
 
    She took it and wandered over to one of the tables as he inserted another bill into the machine. Once he had his can, he took a seat across from her and propped his feet on another chair. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    She fingered the rim of the can. “Should you leave that body like that?” 
 
    “He’s not going anywhere. I’ve got a little while before he gets ripe.” 
 
    Peyton flinched. “Lord, Abe, that’s morbid.” 
 
    Abe held out his long fingered hand. “It’s the job I do, sweets.” He took a sip of his soda. “How’s your roommate?” 
 
    “Hung-over. Why’d you let him drink your concoctions?” 
 
    Abe shrugged. “He’s a big boy. We couldn’t find the umbrellas though.” 
 
    “They were in the drawer by the stove.” 
 
    “Didn’t look there. Anyway, we won $50 off him at poker last night.” 
 
    “He doesn’t have $50 to spare, Abe.” 
 
    “He’s got a real understanding landlord, I hear,” he answered with a wink. 
 
    Peyton rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t help her smile. He was so damn endearing. She took off her sunglasses and laid them on the table next to her drink. 
 
    “Stop stalling. What’s up?” 
 
    She twirled the glasses around by the ear piece. “Devan asked me to move in with him. Well, he didn’t come out and ask me, but he hinted at it.” 
 
    Abe dropped his feet to the floor and leaned forward. “For the love of all that is holy, Peyton. Really? Why aren’t you packing? You have no idea what I’d do to park my bags in that condo.” 
 
    “I have some idea,” said Peyton wryly. 
 
    Abe laughed. “What did you tell him?” 
 
    “I said I’d think about it.” 
 
    “You’d think about it? What is there to think about, girlfriend? When a gorgeous, rich man asks you to move in with him, you don’t do no thinking.” 
 
    She sighed and dropped her head on her arms. 
 
    Abe reached over and placed his hand against her elbow. “What’s wrong? I thought you were crazy about D.A. Delicious.” 
 
    “I am,” she mumbled into her arms. 
 
    “Dish,” he commanded, swatting her. 
 
    She lifted her head. “I want to be excited, I really do, but all I can think about is wandering around, afraid to touch anything. He’s got these lamps that look like barnacles. I would be afraid to turn them on. And a white shag rug? With Pickles?” 
 
    Abe grimaced. “I’m beginning to see.” 
 
    “What do I do?” 
 
    Abe ran his tongue over his teeth in consideration. “I wish I knew. I think you’ve got to talk to him. Tell him just what you told me. Maybe he’d consider moving into your place…” 
 
    When Peyton gave him an arch look, he bopped his head to either side, sending his dreads dancing. “You’re right. Stupid thought. Anyway, you’re gonna have to talk to him, sweets. Tell him why you’re hesitating and ask him to give you some time.” 
 
    Peyton leaned her head back and blew out her breath. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Of course I’m right.” He looked at the watch on his arm. “I better get back to my stiff before he grows some mold.” 
 
    Peyton stood up and leaned on the table, kissing his cheek. “Thank you,” she said, staring into his caramel brown eyes. 
 
    “Always, baby girl.” 
 
    “And keep your cards and booze away from my roommate.” 
 
    Abe waved a hand. “Like I said, he’s a big boy, he can take care of himself.” He pushed away from the table and stood up, grabbing both of their cans. He dumped them in the recycle as he escorted her to the door. When they were in the outer hallway, he draped an arm across her shoulders and headed toward his lab. 
 
    “You’ll figure it out. Just do what feels right, okay?” 
 
    She gave him a squeeze, then released him. “I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    “Okay. Bye, sugar-lips.” 
 
    “Bye, baby cakes.” 
 
    He disappeared into his lab and she continued toward the back door. When she reached it, she pushed it open. The security guard gave her a brief nod. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, starting toward her car. 
 
    “No problem. Enjoy the rest of your Sunday.” 
 
    She smiled back at him. “I’m gonna try.” 
 
    A car engine roared to life at the end of the parking lot. Since it was Sunday, there weren’t many cars parked out back today. She noted that it was an older model Lincoln as it accelerated toward the street. Sunlight glanced off its windshield and she reached for her sunglasses, then remembered she’d left them on the table in the cafeteria. 
 
    Turning around, she jogged back to the door. “Forgot my sunglasses,” she said with a laugh. 
 
    The guard began to slide off his stool to open the door, but she waved him back. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” she said. 
 
    She heard the wheels on the car squeal just as she pulled the door open. Something slammed into the door above her head and instinctively she ducked, dropping to her hands and knees, then covering her head. What the hell! 
 
    The guard made a strangled sound and fell off the stool, landing in front of her. She glanced up to see a bloom of red spread across his upper chest, just as she heard another pop. A bullet slammed into the side of the building and another one splintered the guard’s podium. 
 
    Peyton grabbed the guard’s uniform shirt and tugged. “Come on,” she shouted, keeping her head down as she angled her body inside the doorway. 
 
    The guard rolled to his side with a groan of pain and inched across the ground as Peyton pulled on his arm. They collapsed inside the building and she let the door slam shut. 
 
    “How do you lock it?” 
 
    The guard sank against the wall, his face contorted in pain. “Panic button,” he said, lifting his hand enough to point to the wall above her head. 
 
    Peyton lunged to her feet and threw up the plastic cover, slamming her hand over the red button. The sharp shriek of the siren echoed in the white hallways and the lock on the door engaged automatically. 
 
    Peyton dropped beside the guard, pressing her hands to his chest. Blood had flowed down his arm and was pooling beneath him. “Abe!” she shouted above the screaming of the siren. “Abe!” 
 
    The guard was panting hard, sweat breaking out on his forehead and rolling down his temples. Peyton pressed harder. 
 
    “Abe!” 
 
    She heard someone running and then Abe was skidding to a halt beside her. 
 
    “What the hell…” 
 
    “He’s been shot.” 
 
    Abe pushed her away. “This is my area.” He pulled the guard flat and removed his white lab coat, pressing it over the wound. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    She shook her head, digging into her jeans pocket after her phone. Her hands were slick with the guard’s blood as she thumbed it on and dialed 911, then she reached into her jacket after her gun. 
 
    “Who the hell are you calling?” 
 
    “I’m calling for backup. I’m sure you don’t want to hope that door is gonna hold.” 
 
    Abe’s dark eyes lifted to her and he swallowed hard. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
     The parking lot behind the Medical Examiner’s building was filled with police cars, ambulances, and one massive fire engine. Police in plain clothes and uniforms roamed the area, measuring out distances with a wheel or standing in small pockets, talking to each other. 
 
    Jake didn’t immediately get out of the car as Marco pulled to a stop and threw the Charger in gear. Throwing the door open, the larger man looked over and gave him a scowl. 
 
    “You coming?” 
 
    Jake glanced at him, then searched the area for Peyton. 
 
    Marco didn’t wait. “Let’s go!” he said, climbing from the car and striding across the asphalt. 
 
    Jake reached for his camera case and opened his own door, climbing out. He followed Marco and then came to a stop when he caught sight of Peyton. Blood stained the front of her clothes, but Marco didn’t seem to care, pulling her into an embrace and kissing the top of her head. 
 
    Jake wasn’t sure what he felt. Relief, sure, but there was a bitter, dry feeling in his mouth and his stomach felt like it was knotted. He could see a person on a gurney in the back of an ambulance. Abe was bending over him and another paramedic was fussing with tubes hanging down from the ceiling of the vehicle. An oxygen mask obscured the man’s face, but Jake tried to reason that he wouldn’t need oxygen if he wasn’t alive. Outside of the ambulance, all was chaos and motion – cops, firefighters and paramedics moving around, talking into radios, and motioning back and forth. 
 
    Peyton glanced around Marco and saw him. She extricated herself and crossed the parking lot. “Jake, I need you to take pictures. Start over there at the back of the parking lot where the markers are. Get some shots of the casings, then come back here and shoot the building.” 
 
    Jake’s eyes involuntarily tracked a path to the red-brown stain covering her shirt front and pants. He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. He felt like retching, a static buzz was in his ears. 
 
    “Jake?” she said sharply. 
 
    He blinked up into her eyes. 
 
    “I need you to take pictures.” Her brow lowered in a frown and she reached toward him. Splatters of blood dotted the back of her hand. Jake simply stared at it. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Peyton,” called Captain Defino. “I need you to give a description of the car, so we can get an APB out on it.” 
 
    “All right, Captain,” Peyton called over her shoulder. She turned back to Jake. “Jake?” 
 
    He shook himself, then took a step back, moving toward the markers she’d pointed out at the far corner of the parking lot. He could see her watching him from the corner of his eyes, but he couldn’t answer her. He didn’t know what he was feeling. 
 
    “I’ll talk to him,” he heard Marco say. 
 
    He set the camera bag down by the marker and hunkered over it, unhooking the latch. The smooth plastic of the camera body gave him something else to focus on, until Marco’s shoes moved into his line of sight. He hunkered down in front of Jake and put a hand on his shoulder, steadying him. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    Jake closed his eyes and gripped the camera tighter. “I don’t think I can do this.” 
 
    “You have to compartmentalize it. Store it away.” 
 
    Jake looked up into Marco’s handsome, grim features. The ambulance rumbled to a start and the lights whirled on the top of it. Jake’s attention was snagged and he watched as the paramedic closed the back doors. Abe’s dark head could be seen in the rear window. “She could have been killed. She left the house this morning, and an hour later, she could have been dead.” He motioned at the cops. “They could be asking me to take pictures of her corpse.” 
 
    “I know that, but you’ve got to focus on the fact that she’s all right. She’s not even hurt. And the guard, Abe thinks he’s going to make it. This is a one-time thing, it doesn’t happen all the time.” 
 
    Jake gave a bark of laughter, then jumped when the shriek of the siren rent the afternoon. Marco looked over his shoulder and watched as the ambulance pulled around the side of the building, carrying the wounded guard to the hospital. 
 
    “It only takes one bullet.” 
 
    Marco turned back to him. “What?” 
 
    “It only takes one bullet and it’s over. How can she do this? How can you?” 
 
    “Because if we don’t, they win. If we don’t go after these guys, what happens to the rest of the City? And in order to get convictions on these scumbags, we need evidence, Jake, we need photos. If you want to protect her, help her put these bastards away for good.” 
 
    Jake hugged the camera to his chest. “All right, you win. I’ll take the pictures.” 
 
    Marco slapped his shoulder and pushed himself to his feet. “Let me know if you need anything.” He started to turn away. 
 
    Staring out over the chaotic scene, Jake’s thoughts snapped into focus. He looked down at the spent shells, then back to the building. Even from here, he could see the holes made by the bullets. 
 
    “Adonis?” 
 
    Marco swiveled back around. 
 
    “Someone followed her here.” He rose to his feet. “Someone watched her leave the house.” 
 
    Marco’s expression grew even grimmer. 
 
    “Someone knows where she lives and I think we both know who that is.” 
 
    “Shit.” Marco’s hands flexed into fists. “It was Venus.” 
 
    Jake nodded. “Who else?” 
 
    Marco clenched his jaw, then turned away, striding toward the captain who was instructing some uniformed officers in cordoning off the area. Jake watched Marco and the captain begin a heated discussion. Impulsively, he lifted the camera and captured them. Then he panned over. Peyton was talking with a sketch artist, pointing around the parking lot. Jake snapped the shot, then looked into the viewfinder as it loaded the image for him. She looked small and fragile against the backdrop of so much action, cops moving back and forth, their bodies a blur of color around her and she the only solid thing in the frame. 
 
    He drew a deep breath, then turned back to the spent shells, lifting the camera to focus it. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton glanced around the crowded street. North Beach was always a bustle, but once darkness fell, all manner of creepy crawlies came out. Prostitutes hawked their wears on the corners, johns pulled up in fancy cars and rolled down windows, hiding behind the high tinting on their windshields. Servicemen wandered from bar to bar, shaking off a week of obedience in the raunchiest way possible. Strip joints and dance clubs, bars and poker rooms, whores and pimps – a shadow world hiding their desperation behind neon lights. 
 
    Venus had said she owned this corner. Her regulars knew where to find her and the other whores knew to stay away. El Griego had held it with an iron fist, but since his death, Peyton wasn’t sure who ran the show. Especially now that they didn’t know where Venus had gone. Peyton didn’t like to speculate what that might mean, but as they trolled the streets looking for her, she felt a sinking sensation in her stomach. She hated to think that Venus had sold her out, but it seemed pretty obvious in her disappearance. Not only that, but Peyton was beginning to fear she might be dead. 
 
    Finally Marco suggested they shake down the girls working her corner. Peyton wasn’t sure that would work – they were homicide detectives, not vice, but she didn’t have any other suggestions, so it was worth a shot. 
 
    She could see Marco strolling down the street ahead of her. They had parked around the corner, then decided to approach Venus’ spot from opposite directions. Peyton hung back and let Marco arrive first. A whore with brilliant red hair turned toward him immediately. In one hand she held a cigarette, while the other was covered with a black lace glove. Her hair was piled on top of her head, trailing down her back and over the rise of her breasts, which strained at the leather bustier she wore. A short skirt barely covered her ass, ending in fishnet stockings and five inch heels. She was already a tall woman, but in the leopard-print sling-backs she nearly topped Marco. 
 
    Marco stopped before her and Peyton could see the whore’s head dip as she looked him up and down. 
 
    “Just keep walking, handsome,” she said in a drawl. “You’re either a cop or gay.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” said Marco, giving her a slow smile. 
 
    She eyed him some more. “Cop. You walk like one and you’re too pretty to be a john.” She glanced toward the building where a couple of other whores were milling. “Look, I don’t want no trouble with you.” She turned on a spiked heel and came up short as Peyton lifted her badge into her face. 
 
    “Where’s Venus?” 
 
    The whore screwed up her face. “Venus? What you talking about? I don’t know no Venus.” 
 
    “This is her corner.” 
 
    The whore looked over her shoulder at Marco. Marco leaned against a street lamp, but his relaxed pose didn’t hide the fact that he was ready to move in a moment. A few of the girls lounging against the building started to sidle away. Peyton marked them from the corner of her eyes, then turned her attention back to the red-head in front of her. 
 
    “Let me ask again. Where’s Venus?” she said. 
 
    The whore snorted a laugh, then shifted weight on her five-inch heels. “Look, I ain’t doing nothing wrong. You ain’t got nothing on me.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that. I thought I heard you solicit my partner a moment ago.” 
 
    The whore drew on her cigarette, her hand shaking. “That’s a damn lie and you know it,” she said with a forced laugh. “I told him to just keep on walking. I made him as a cop the moment I saw him.” 
 
    Peyton looked beyond her at Marco. “Did she? I thought I heard her ask you if you were gay.” 
 
    “That’s what I heard,” said Marco. He crossed his arms over his chest, his jacket gaping and showing the butt of his gun. “I don’t see any witnesses around to say otherwise.” 
 
    The whore threw her cigarette down and ground it with the toe of her shoe. “Look, I don’t need no trouble. I got a kid waiting for me to come home.” 
 
    “A kid? I’ll bet CPS would just love to know that. Here you are, soliciting cops and you got a kid at home. Hate to see him or her wind up in the foster system.” 
 
    Marco made a tsking noise. “I heard it’s a bitch getting them back out again.” 
 
    The whore looked between the two of them, then down the street. Peyton took a step to the right, blocking the center of the sidewalk. Cars honked their horns as they sped past. Closing her eyes briefly, the whore held up her hands. 
 
    “Okay, look, what do you want?” 
 
    “Where’s Venus?” 
 
    She scratched at her fishnet stockings. “I wasn’t doing no harm taking her corner. She ain’t been working it for a while. Word is she’s done. She ain’t coming back. With El Griego gone, I thought, what’s the harm? Venus, she done good for herself on this corner, you know, and I got a kid to feed.” 
 
    “Where is she?” said Peyton sharply. She was getting sick of this whole thing, and more than a little worried about Venus. 
 
    “Word is she fell off the wagon. She’s floppin’ in some warehouse on 16th, smoking crack.” 
 
    Peyton’s eyes lifted to Marco. He moved around the whore and they started walking toward their car. As they went, Marco reached into his jacket and pulled out his cell phone. 
 
    “Calling for backup?” she asked. 
 
    “Nope, calling Vice. Someone needs to find out if there is a kid. You call for backup.” 
 
    “Done,” said Peyton, reaching for her phone. 
 
      
 
    *  *   * 
 
      
 
    Magdalena followed El Griego when he left the house. Gradually she’d been gaining freedom and now had at least most of the day to herself. He made her work nights, but she didn’t need much sleep. He always slept in until noon, so she timed herself to wake up when he did. 
 
    He jogged down the stairs of the flat and turned left. Magdalena let him get a full block ahead of her before she started. Everyone else in the house was still asleep, she suspected through artificial means. 
 
    He kept going until he came to the bus stop. He paced at the bus stop a bit, glaring at the people waiting on the benches. They sidled away, trying not to make eye contact with him. Usually he walked wherever he went, which made following him easy, but if he got on the bus, she wasn’t sure what to do. 
 
    Biting her lip, she considered her options. She could go up to him and ask him to let her go wherever he was going. He’d likely get pissed about that. She could tell him she wanted to take the bus downtown and hoped he was going the same place. Or she could try to sneak on when he wasn’t looking. There were a lot of people waiting for this particular bus. He might not notice. 
 
    She pulled the hood of her sweatshirt up and tucked her hair inside, deciding the third option was best, but reaching into her pocket, she realized she didn’t have bus fare. She would have to pickpocket someone and hope to get lucky. 
 
    She knew theft was a sin, but stealing change had to be a lesser sin and she’d already done that a couple of times to get something to eat. After prostitution, any other sins would only add a rosary or two to her salvation, if she could be saved still. 
 
    When the bus pulled up, she wedged her way into the crowd. People coming off the bus mixed with people getting on. Magdalena found herself behind a huge man who must weigh 250 lbs. His pockets gaped at the sides as if inviting her to check. With a grimace, she thrust her hand inside and found some loose change and a bill. She grabbed for the bill, pulling it out. Glancing down she saw it was a five. 
 
    When it was her turn to board the bus, she shoved the entire five into the hand of the driver. “I don’t have a pass.” 
 
    He started to protest, but she covered his hand with her own. “Please, my mother is sick and I need to go to the hospital to see her.” 
 
    He nodded her back and pocketed the money himself. 
 
    Muni drivers were only supposed to take passes, but Magdalena had found that she could usually persuade them to accept cash whenever she needed a ride. There was no way El Griego would allow her to have a pass. 
 
    She kept her head down as she moved to a seat. Her heart pounded frantically as she spotted him, sitting two rows down. If he saw her, what would she say? She’d tell him she was going to window shop on Market. What else could she do? 
 
    He was looking out the window, ignoring the rest of the riders, so she sank into a seat three back from him on the same side. He fidgeted in his chair. He was always fidgeting, picking at his clothes or adjusting himself. And he was always and forever stroking the butt of that gun. Magdalena wished just once that she could have it in her hands. She’d show him what the barrel looked like up close. 
 
    She exhaled and clutched her crucifix. Murder was a worse sin than prostitution. Unless it was okay to murder another sinner? She wished she’d had the foresight to ask Reverend James if that was a way to ‘turn aside’ sin. It was certainly a way to purge it from the world. 
 
     They rode down to North Beach and he got off. Magdalena didn’t move. He brought her to North Beach before, made her stand the corner with Venus. He walked down the street to the corner where Venus usually was. The gangster from the day at the restaurant was there. Something passed between their hands, then they started talking. Magdalena thought it was money, but she wasn’t sure. 
 
    When the bus pulled away from the curb, Magdalena faced forward. She might as well ride it back to where she’d gotten on. She wanted to find something to use in her battle against him, but she didn’t want to risk getting caught. She’d just have to wait until another opportunity presented itself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Marco hit the sirens and they sped toward the warehouse on 16th. It was the only logical lead they had. Peyton hung on to the door and seat as he took the turns, bouncing the Charger over Market Street. The streets were dark, even though it had just passed 8:30PM, but among the warehouses there weren’t many street lights. 
 
    They didn’t bother with parking on Florida this time, but pulled right up in front of the warehouse. Two other police cars were lined up on the sidewalk, their front bumpers pressed against the chain link fence. 
 
    Peyton and Marco jumped out and found Holmes striding toward them. “We got a warrant to go inside?” he asked. 
 
    “The judge won’t hear our petition until tomorrow.” 
 
    “You tell him the situation?” 
 
    “About five minutes ago,” said Peyton, moving toward the fence. There were no lights on in the warehouse and a chain and padlock held the warped rolling door closed at the bottom. The door was rolled up a couple of feet, enough for someone to squeeze under it. Peyton didn’t remember it being open when they were there the day before. She turned to Marco. “Do you remember the door being rolled up like that?” 
 
    Marco shook his head. “I don’t remember the chain either.” 
 
    Holmes studied it. “The lock must have melted and they had to break it to get inside during the fire.” 
 
    Bartlet paced nervously. “Why won’t the judge give you the warrant?” 
 
    “Don’t know,” said Peyton, trying to listen for any sounds. She pointed at the other black and white. “Where did they go?” 
 
    “Sent them around back,” said Holmes. 
 
    Peyton curled her fingers through the links. “You hear someone scream inside there?” she asked the others. 
 
    The streets were silent, except for the sound of wheels on damp asphalt. 
 
    “I heard a scream,” said Marco. 
 
    Holmes began walking back toward his car. “I think I heard one too.” 
 
    Bartlet stopped pacing. “I didn’t hear anything.” 
 
    Peyton ignored him, waiting anxiously as Holmes brought back the bolt cutters from the trunk of his car. He began cutting away the links on the fence as Marco pulled it back. 
 
    Bartlet moved to Peyton’s shoulder. “I didn’t hear any screams. Did you really hear something?” 
 
    Peyton gave him a glare. “You did hear a scream. You heard the same scream we did.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes on her. “I don’t lie well, Brooks.” 
 
    She went toe to toe with him. “Listen, Bartlet. Someone took a shot at me today, so when I say we heard a scream, we heard a scream. If anyone asks you, you tell them you were searching the street, or in the car, or whatever, but you remember this, the rest of us heard a scream.” 
 
    He didn’t answer and Peyton didn’t really care. Internal Affairs likely wouldn’t question them and if they did, they would take the word of three seasoned officers over a green one any day.  
 
    They cleared a big enough part of the fence to wedge themselves through and then Holmes cut the bolt on the rolling door. Marco and Holmes pulled it up, despite the protests of the abused rollers, and the three of them stared inside at the darkness. 
 
    Bartlet appeared beside them, taking a flashlight from his belt. Peyton was glad he’d finally decided where his loyalty lay. He flicked it on and Holmes did the same, but the two flashlights did little to illuminate the interior. 
 
    “Turn on your headlights,” suggested Marco. 
 
    Bartlet turned his flashlight over to Peyton and jogged back to the cars. A moment later the headlights blazed into the interior of the warehouse. They saw what looked like a moving van, but it was melted down to the metal frame. A few half-burnt tires lay around the floor and scorch marks climbed right up to the ceiling. The track lighting had melted and the bulbs burst, so there was no chance of getting more light, as if the electricity was still working. 
 
    Peyton moved into the warehouse, followed by Marco and Holmes. Their flashlights roved over the burnt out truck, but there was nothing except melted, twisted parts to see. Angling around the back of it, Peyton saw an office. The glass windows fronting the office had blasted out in the fire, but the metal frames of the windows still stood. 
 
    “Marco!” Peyton called and jogged to the melted, sagging door. She shoved it open, noting that the black ash around the threshold had scuff marks through it. Shining the flashlight over the interior, she saw a half burnt desk, a twisted metal chair, and then the strange pattern of fishnet stockings. 
 
    She drew her gun and edged into the room, circling around the desk. The flashlight climbed over the legs and upward to a swath of tangled blond hair. Placing the flashlight on the desk, she kept her gun ready, kneeling down in front of Venus. 
 
    She reached out with her left hand and pushed the hair from Venus’ face. Her eyes were closed and she was breathing rapidly. 
 
    Marco appeared in the doorway of the office. 
 
    “Get an ambulance!” Peyton said and he disappeared again. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” said Peyton, lowering the phone. Marco and Jake looked up. They were gathered around Jake’s desk, while he processed the pictures from the shooting at Abe’s lab. It was going on 11:00PM and Peyton just wanted to go home and see her dog. 
 
    “Well?” asked Marco. 
 
    “She wasn’t smoking crack. She took a handful of sleeping pills. They pumped her stomach and she came around, but we can’t question her tonight. She did tell them that she tried to commit suicide.” 
 
    “Why there? Why at the warehouse?” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “I guess it’ll have to wait until we can question her tomorrow.” 
 
    “Is she under guard?” 
 
    “Yep. They already told me that they won’t keep her at the hospital. I got them to agree to move her to the psych hospital where Athena is.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” 
 
    Peyton rubbed the back of her neck and sank down into the chair by Marco. “How much longer, Jake?” 
 
    “A few more minutes.” He didn’t look at her. He’d been especially quiet since he’d taken the pictures at Abe’s lab. 
 
    Right now, she didn’t care what was wrong with him. She just wanted to go home and sleep. What a bitch of a day! 
 
    “Peyton!” 
 
    She closed her eyes and ducked her head. It was about to get longer. Devan had been calling her steadily for the last few hours, but she’d let all the calls go to voice mail. Well, now she was going to have to face him. She knew she was wrong, she knew she had promised him to tell him what was going on, but everything had been happening so fast. 
 
    Pushing herself to her feet, she turned around. He was waiting by her desk, out of earshot from the others. Unless he started yelling. By the look on his face, she suspected everyone in the squad room would soon know their issues. 
 
    She approached him, tucking her hands in the back pockets of her jeans. If she admitted she was wrong first, maybe they could avoid a fight. “Look, I know I promised not to dodge your calls again, but it’s been a hell of a day and I was so busy.” 
 
    “A hell of a day! Are you shitting me? Someone takes shots at you and that’s what I get, a hell of a day!” 
 
    “Devan, I’m sorry…” 
 
    “Sorry? You’re sorry? What are you sorry for?” 
 
    “That I didn’t take your calls. I just didn’t have time.” 
 
    He crossed his arms. She noticed that he’d taken off his suit jacket. “You think this is what I’m mad about, that you didn’t answer my calls.” 
 
    She shrugged. “What else?” 
 
    He shook his head in bewilderment and looked away. “Are you kidding? Do you know how I heard you’d been shot at?” 
 
    She paused. She wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Someone in my office asked me if you were okay. I didn’t know what the hell they were talking about.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Devan.” 
 
    “For what, Peyton?” 
 
    “For not having someone tell you.” 
 
    He held up a hand and let it fall against his thigh. “Did you call anyone after it happened?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Who was the first person you called after the shooting, Peyton?” 
 
    “Marco.” She didn’t know where he was going with this. 
 
    “Who did you call?” 
 
    “Marco.” 
 
    “Not me, not your boyfriend. You called Marco.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “He’s my partner, Devan. I called for backup.” 
 
    “And the second call?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Who got your second call?” 
 
    Peyton realized where he was going, but he was wrong. He didn’t understand the way things worked on this side of the law. “I called Jake.” 
 
    “You called your roommate?” 
 
    “He’s the crime scene photographer, Devan.” 
 
    “And did you throw in Abe for good measure?” 
 
    She looked down. “Abe was already there.” 
 
    He didn’t answer and his silence was in some ways worse than his anger. 
 
    “Look, Devan. This had nothing to do with my personal life. I didn’t call any of those people because they are more important to me than you are. I called them because it was business and I needed them there.” 
 
    He stared at her so hard, she wanted to look away. “I can’t do this, Peyton. I can’t do this anymore. The thought of you being shot made me sick inside. I thought I was having a heart attack, and then to know I didn’t even merit a call, in all the hours after it happened. I just can’t accept that.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Devan?” 
 
    He drew a deep breath, then let it out. “I’m saying I don’t think this is going to work. Let’s face it, Peyton. When push comes to shove, I am last on your list of important people.” 
 
    “That’s absolutely not true,” she said. “You’ve got to give me time, Devan. You can’t just expect everything to work perfectly right off the bat. Relationships have to be built, worked at, nurtured.” 
 
    “And just how is that going to happen here, Peyton? A relationship is a two way street, both parties have to contribute to it, but you go about your life and you squeeze me in whenever you have time.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Really? I asked you to move in with me and you never answered. It suddenly occurred to me why. It would mean meeting me in the middle, giving up some of your independence and autonomy. You just don’t want to do that.” He gave her a grim smile. “The very things that I find most attractive about you are the very things forcing me away. I’m sorry, but this is too serious for me. I know you think I’m moving too fast, but that’s the way I feel about you. I just can’t accept half-measures, Peyton. Either you plunge into the deep end with me or we go our separate ways, but that’s the way it has to be.” 
 
    Peyton stared at him. She couldn’t believe he was asking this of her.  “I’m not sure I fully understand you. I know you want me to move in, but the rest of it? What are you asking me to do? Give up my job and my house? Give up my friends?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe I am. Maybe that’s what I’m asking. I can’t go through another day like today, imagining you dead. I would rather see you do anything else for a living.” 
 
    Peyton swallowed against the lump in her throat. “I can’t do that, Devan.” 
 
    He gave her a sad smile. “I know. I know you can’t, but I wish I was important enough for you to at least give it a thought. You didn’t even do that.” He stepped forward and kissed her on the forehead. Then he walked away. 
 
    Peyton stood, stunned. She fought back tears, but they filled her eyes. She couldn’t believe he was ending it just like that. It had only just begun and he wasn’t giving her any time to make adjustments. She wasn’t used to relationships like this. She needed to learn how to trust someone else, how to share her life. It came easy with Marco and Abe. She’d had years to learn to trust them, but Devan was asking her to change everything overnight. He was pushing everything too fast. 
 
    Blindly, she turned toward Jake’s desk. She took a few steps, then she ran into Marco. She pressed her face to his chest and wrapped her fingers in his shirt, fighting hard not to sob. He enfolded her in his arms and laid his cheek on the top of her head. 
 
    “Man up, Brooks,” he whispered in her ear, but he tightened his hold, rather than push her away. 
 
      
 
    *   *  * 
 
      
 
    Marco was waiting for her in the parking lot of the precinct the next morning as she and Jake pulled in. She felt muddleheaded and her eyes burned, but she forced a smile for his benefit. She was through with wallowing. One night was enough. There was a case to solve. 
 
    As she climbed from the car, he handed her a paper cup with a plastic cap on top. 
 
    “Where’s mine?” asked Jake, climbing out after her. 
 
    “Back at the coffee shop.” 
 
    Jake pulled the camera case out and headed toward the squad room. Peyton leaned against the car and lifted the cup to her lips, taking a tentative sip. She expected coffee, but the rich taste of hot chocolate filled her mouth. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    She sipped again. “I’ve been better, but I’ll survive.” 
 
    “I don’t know. You’re quoting 70’s disco tunes. Not a good sign.” 
 
    She laughed, despite the sadness she felt inside, and began walking toward the squad room. He fell into step beside her. Maria was waiting for them the moment they opened the doors. 
 
    “Hey, Marco Baby,” she purred, leaning on the counter so her cleavage showed, “Captain wants to see you both right away.” 
 
    A number of insults came to mind, but Peyton just didn’t feel like playing today. She pushed open the half door and waited for Marco to go through. Maria turned, waiting for her to say something. 
 
    Peyton sighed. It was too easy. “Nice bra. Sale at Goodwill over the weekend?” 
 
    “At least these let me keep a man,” Maria answered, boosting her assets with her hands. 
 
    Smiling, Peyton leaned close to her. “Well, all I’ve ever wanted, Maria, is a good woman like you, so I guess it was no great loss, eh?” 
 
    Having taken her lowest shot, Maria wasn’t sure what to say now. Peyton winked at her and moved to Captain Defino’s door, stepping through as Marco held it open. Two other people occupied the office. 
 
    From the dark suits, the sunglasses tucked into the ties at their necks, and the perfectly rigid postures, Peyton knew what they were immediately. Feds. One was male, handsome and brittle as china, tall and slender, broad shoulders, narrow waist, brown hair parted in the middle, Caucasian. The other was female, pretty, Hispanic, long brown hair pulled back in a severe bun. The masculine cut of her suit did nothing to hide the shapely curves beneath it. Captain Defino looked short and stocky by comparison. 
 
    All three were standing, discussing something, but they stopped when Marco and Peyton entered the room. Captain Defino held out a hand, indicating the two suits. “Inspectors D’Angelo and Brooks, I’d like to introduce you to Agents Joe Miller and Rosa Alvarez with the DEA.” 
 
    Yup, Feds. Peyton should have smelled them in the outer room. 
 
    They shook hands with the federal agents, then faced Captain Defino again. 
 
    “Agents Miller and Alvarez have been working on a drug trafficking case here in the City for the last month or so. They have reason to suspect a Mexican drug cartel is trying to move part of its operations here by using a local gang.” 
 
    Suddenly things were beginning to coalesce. 
 
    “Let me guess the name of that gang,” offered Peyton. 
 
    Rosa made a grunt of agreement. “Los Hermanos Aztecas, as you already know. We’ve tried and tried to find the king-pin, but we keep running into a dead end.” 
 
    “We know,” said Marco. “We’ve experienced it ourselves.” 
 
    Captain Defino shifted weight. “Here’s the thing. The presence of a Mexican drug cartel changes things. The DEA will be taking jurisdiction and running point from now on.” She turned her focus on Peyton. “Marco will be working as liaison between our department and the DEA.” 
 
    “And me?” 
 
    “You’re off the case, Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton exchanged a bewildered look with Marco. “You can’t do that, Captain. This was our case from the start.” 
 
    Alvarez turned toward her. “Look, it’s too dangerous for you to remain on the case for a number of reasons. They’ve marked you and once they have, they don’t give up. The shooting yesterday is just the first attempt. Then there’s the connection with your father. You’re now wearing a target on your head.” 
 
    Peyton ignored her. “I’m supposed to question Venus today. She trusts me, Captain. She isn’t going to tell them anything. You can’t take me off this case.” 
 
    “She’s right, Captain,” said Marco. “Venus isn’t going to talk to anyone else. She’s established a rapport with her.” 
 
    Captain Defino considered that. “Okay, Brooks. I’ll let you question Venus, but as soon as that’s done, so are you. You are going to take a vacation and for good measure, there’s going to be a uniform outside your house until this thing is over.” 
 
    Peyton looked away. She couldn’t believe this was happening. The most important case of her career and she was being sidelined. “I don’t want a vacation.” 
 
    “You’ll just be a distraction by staying on the case,” said Miller. “We can’t be worried about your safety while we try to figure out the cartel connection. There’s just no other way.” 
 
    Peyton bit her tongue to keep from saying things that would get her in trouble. She needed this job more than she needed the case, but it was so hard to accept. Who the hell were the Feds to come in and take jurisdiction? 
 
    “Captain, this is ridiculous.” 
 
    “I don’t care, Brooks. Keeping you alive is my job and this is my final decision.” 
 
    Peyton slapped her hand against her thigh and turned toward the door. “Fine. Let’s go then.” She didn’t wait to see if they would follow. She knew they would. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Alvarez and Miller allowed her to go in to see Venus by herself, but they hovered by the door. Marco had sense enough to go down the hall and check on Athena. Venus lay in the bed, a nasal cannula in her nose and an IV pumping fluids into her arm. 
 
    Her blond hair lay lank on the pillows and her face had been scrubbed of makeup. She looked older somehow, more used up, as if a strong wind would blow her down. She opened her eyes when she sense Peyton approaching the bed. The whites of her eyes were bloodshot and her cheeks were hollow. 
 
    “Hey, Olivia, you look like shit.” 
 
    She choked out a laugh. “This is how you look after they’ve been pounding on you all night, pumping your stomach.” Her voice was husky and rough. “You like my new voice. I sound like a man.” 
 
    “Used to be all the rage among movie stars.” Peyton took a seat in a chair by the bed. “You know this is where they’re keeping Athena too?” 
 
    “I figured by all the crazies wandering the halls. You know what room?” 
 
    “No, but I’ll have the nurse tell you.” 
 
    Venus looked down, avoiding eye contact with Peyton. 
 
    “How come you took all those pills, Olivia?” 
 
    Venus didn’t lift her head. “Maybe I wanted to die.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because my life is a mess and when I find someone who gives a damn about me, I betray them.” 
 
    Peyton tilted her head back. She had hoped Venus wasn’t involved, but she’d suspected that she was. “Why didn’t you stay at the shelter?” 
 
    “I couldn’t. It was too hard.” 
 
    “Why? What was wrong with the shelter?” 
 
    Venus ran a hand over her IV tubing. “They all want a change, to better themselves. Some are taking night courses, trying to earn their GEDs. Others are in counseling for drug addiction. That isn’t for me, and I don’t want to hear about it all the time. So I left.” 
 
    “And the Aztecas found you?” 
 
    She briefly closed her eyes. “You don’t know how brutal they can be.” She pulled back the arm of her hospital gown. On the inside of her elbow were burn marks from a cigarette. 
 
    Peyton looked away. The wounds were raw, but glistened with antiseptic ointment. “That’s why you told them where I lived.” 
 
    Venus lifted her head and met Peyton’s eye. “I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to hurt you. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Peyton covered her hands with both of her own. “I understand.” She tightened her grip. “But Olivia, I need you to help us. The Aztecas are dangerous and they are only getting worse. We need to stop them. I need you to tell me everything you know.” 
 
    She searched Peyton’s face, then she nodded. “I’ll tell you whatever you want. I owe you that.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s start easy okay.” 
 
    Venus nodded. 
 
    “Do you know Athena’s real name or where she came from?” 
 
    “No, she’d never tell me.” 
 
    “Do you know who runs the Aztecas? Not the small guys like El Griego and El Miedo, but the big ones, the top of the food chain.” 
 
    “I don’t. They don’t tell their putas that stuff.” She let out a shuddered breath. “A lot of rumors went ‘round saying they’re from Mexico, but I never met anyone. El Griego called one of them El Viento, but there were a lot of bangers claiming to be El Viento. It meant nothing.” 
 
    Peyton patted her hand. “You’re doing real good, Olivia. Just a little more.” 
 
    Olivia pushed back her hair. “They gave me something after they pumped my stomach. Makes me sleepy.” 
 
    “I understand.” Peyton resisted the impulse to see if the DEA agents were listening. She was certain they were. “Olivia, what happened the night Athena shot El Griego? I need to know everything. You can’t hold back.” 
 
    Olivia glanced at the door, then back to Peyton. “I didn’t see much.” 
 
    “That’s all right. Tell me what you saw.” 
 
    “It started before that.” 
 
    “Okay. Tell me from where it started.” 
 
    Venus let out another shuddered breath. “Athena had this scheme. She wanted to follow El Griego and see what he was doing all the time. One day we went to that warehouse where you found me.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “Did you go inside?” 
 
    “No, I got scared. I knew we shouldn’t be there. There was an emergency door in the back with a window in it. We peaked inside, but I freaked out. I made Athena leave.” 
 
    “Did she go back?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Everything went to hell after that.” She gave a grim laugh. “Not like it was great before, but after that, it was worse.” 
 
    “Is that why you went there last night?” 
 
    Venus nodded. “I thought they wouldn’t look there. I thought I’d be safe, you know, hiding under their noses.” 
 
    “I get it. Tell me about the night El Griego died.” 
 
    “Athena was always following him. I was afraid he’d catch her, so I followed them both. They went into that alley where you found us, and up to the back of that abandoned building.” 
 
    “Did she go inside?” 
 
    Venus nodded. “El Griego pulled off some boards, then crawled in. Not too long after that, she goes in. I was so scared. I wanted to go in too, but I was so scared.” 
 
    “So you stayed outside? You never went into the building?” 
 
    “Never.” She picked at the IV until Peyton stopped her. “I stood there and listened at the door. I felt so guilty for not going in.” She rubbed at her throat as if it were sore. “I couldn’t hear anything.” 
 
    “How long did you wait?” 
 
    “About twenty minutes, half hour. Then, all a sudden, I heard two gunshots. Bang, bang.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I thought he killed her.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. 
 
    “I pulled out my phone and called 911, but before I could finish the call, she’s suddenly in the doorway. Scared me so bad, I damn near pissed my pants. She yells for me to run and we start running. The frickin’ rain is coming down so hard, but I keep thinking, if we can get to the street, we can get help.” She came to a panting stop, her hands picking at her bedding. “That’s when he showed up.” 
 
    “El Griego?” 
 
    “Yeah. He knocked us both down and then started choking her. I tried to pull him off, but he grabbed my wrists and started grinding the damn bones together. Next thing I know, Athena is reaching for his gun.” She shuddered in memory. 
 
    “You’re doing real good, Olivia,” Peyton said, running a hand down her arm to comfort her. “Why do you think El Griego wanted to kill Athena?” 
 
    Venus met Peyton’s look. Her eyes weren’t just bloodshot. The entire white was a brilliant red from the induced vomiting the previous night. “I wish I could tell you, but I don’t know. I do know it has something to do with that freakin’ warehouse, though.” 
 
    Peyton rolled her shoulders. The tension made her edgy. “Thank you, Olivia,” she said, rising. “I appreciate it.” 
 
    Venus grabbed her hand and squeezed hard. “I didn’t want to betray you. Besides Athena, you’re the only other person who’s looked at me like I’m worth something.” 
 
    Peyton patted the back of her hand. “I forgive you. Please get well, Olivia. Once again, you have a chance and I want you to take it.” Then she disengaged herself and walked from the room. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Magdalena pulled on her shoes and looked at the man passed out in the bed. She shivered in disgust, then rose, crossing to the dresser where he’d placed his wallet. She took the payment out of it, but as she did so, she found his bus pass. 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder to see if he was still sleeping. Pocketing the bus pass, she made her way out of the motel room and back onto the street. She walked to Venus’ corner and found the blond leaning against a light pole, smoking a cigarette. 
 
    “Hey, girl, how’s your night?” 
 
    Magdalena shrugged. “Look what I found.” She held up the bus pass. 
 
    Venus pulled it into the light to see it. “That’s damn near gold, until your john decides to cancel it.” 
 
    “It’ll get me where I want to go, that’s all.” 
 
    “Home?” 
 
    Athena leaned against the light pole next to her. “No, I can’t go home.” She turned the bus pass in her hands. “Remember the Reverend James from the other weekend?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “He said we have to ‘turn aside’ sin. I want to turn aside sin.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Venus shifted to face her, rather than looking out over the street for her next john. 
 
    “El Griego goes out all the time and meets with people. We know what he does, but I want to know more.” 
 
    “So you can do what?” Venus asked in bewilderment. 
 
    “Turn aside sin.” 
 
    “How you gonna do that?” 
 
    She waved the bus pass in Venus’ face. “With this. I’ll follow him.” 
 
    Venus gripped her wrist. “He finds out, he’ll kill you. You stay away from him, you hear me?” 
 
    Magdalena tucked the bus pass in her bra. “The only way I’ll ever be able to go home is to get rid of the sin. And to do that, I’ve got to rid the world of men like El Griego.” 
 
    Venus made a shooing motion with her hands. “You talk so crazy.” She pointed a finger in her face. “You got to stay alive. That’s all. Forget all this other crap. I wish we hadn’t gone to that church.” 
 
    “You don’t understand.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. You want to go home, use that pass and go home.” 
 
    “This is only good for Muni. It won’t get me out of the City.” 
 
    “Get to the edge, then find a phone. That’s all you need.” 
 
    “You won’t tell him I’ve got it, will you, Venus?” 
 
    Venus frowned at her and drew on her cigarette. “What you think?” 
 
    “Promise me.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever, I promise. Now go. I ain’t gonna pick up no johns with you hanging around.” 
 
    Magdalena squeezed her arm. “Be careful, all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” she answered, turning back to the street and searching it for johns.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Marco sat at his desk, staring at Peyton’s chair. After talking with Venus, the captain had sent her home with a uniform and told her to stay put. He was torn. The shooting yesterday scared him, the thought that they wouldn’t stop coming after her scared him more, but this was her case, more hers than his. Her father had been killed by these bastards. He knew how he’d feel if he was in her place. 
 
    The conference room door banged open and the two feds came out, moving with purpose. They’d taken over the conference room and Defino’s office. The local cops resented it, but they couldn’t do anything about it. Not only did the DEA send their two field agents out, but they sent out a host of equipment and tech junkies to run it. 
 
    Rosa Alvarez came directly to his desk, while Joe Miller went out the front doors. Captain Defino moved to the doorway of her office and looked out. 
 
    “Let’s go, D’Angelo. We got a drive-by on Utah. Boy, seven, shot, on his way to the hospital. Looks like it’s gang related.” 
 
    “Utah? That’s lower Mission,” he said, standing up and grabbing his coat. 
 
    “Don’t care where it is.” 
 
    “The Aztecas operate in the Tenderloin.” 
 
    “Yeah, you coming?” Alvarez was impatient and turned her back on him, striding toward the precinct door. He couldn’t help but notice the way her trousers accentuated her backside. 
 
    “Jake, let’s go,” he shouted across the squad room. 
 
    Jake scrambled to grab his equipment and hurried over to him as Marco followed Alvarez. “What now?” he asked. 
 
    “Another drive-by.” 
 
    “Anyone shot?” 
 
    “Seven year old boy.” 
 
    Jake faltered. “You want me to take pictures of a dead child.” 
 
    “He’s not dead yet. On his way to the hospital.” He held the half-door for him and then exited into the foggy San Francisco weather. 
 
    Jake fidgeted with his camera the whole way over to Utah. Every time Marco took a turn a little too fast, he shot him a panicked look and gripped the door handle. Marco wasn’t sure he was going to make it in this business, but he was sure a hell of a better photographer than Bob Anderson had been. 
 
    “You need to get your own car,” he scolded. 
 
    “Yeah, with all the freakin’ money I’ll be making, I can probably afford a scooter.” 
 
    Marco shrugged. “Suits you.” 
 
    “You’re a real asshole, Adonis. You know that.” 
 
    Marco ignored him. 
 
    “How do you think Peyton’s doing?” 
 
    Marco shook his head. It was so strange to be going on a call without her. For the past six years, they’d been inseparable. “I’m sure she’s making Pickles’ life a living hell.” 
 
    Jake fell silent and they followed behind the DEA agents to a squat yellow house with two huge windows on the front that looked like eyes. A crowd was gathered on the sidewalk in front of the house, people milling about, some grouped in a huddle, sobbing and clutching each other. 
 
    Marco parked across the street behind the DEA’s vehicle and they both got out. Crime scene tape marked off the area and a uniform was putting down the markers by shell casings and blood stains. Crossing the street, Marco ducked under the tape and moved to Alvarez’s right side, staring at a nearly circular pool of blood in the driveway, directly beneath a basketball hoop attached above the garage door. 
 
    Freakin’ hell, he thought. Seven. A seven year old boy, hardly more than a baby. A uniform came up to them and pointed to an older, stocky woman with grey hair. She stood to the side, sobbing into the arms of another older woman. Two more people, a young Hispanic man and woman, stood on either side of them. 
 
    “That’s the grandmother,” said the uniform to Alvarez. 
 
    “She speak English?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She’s been crying so much, I can’t tell what language she speaks. The boy was her grandson. The mother went with him to the hospital.” 
 
    “What did the medics think? Will he make it?” 
 
    “Don’t know. It was bad. Got him in the gut.” 
 
    “One shot?” 
 
    “Far as we know.” 
 
    “Anyone else hit?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Anyone get a license plate number on the vehicle?” 
 
    “The boy was shooting hoops by himself. Just got home from school. The grandmother and mother heard the shot and came running. I don’t think they saw anything once they saw him lying there.” He pointed to the blood stain. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    She tapped Miller’s shoulder. “I’m gonna question the grandmother. See if you can find out if anyone in one of these houses saw anything.” 
 
    Miller nodded and left. She didn’t say anything to Marco as she strode over to the grandmother. Marco watched her walk away, then he motioned the uniform over. Jake had begun taking pictures of the scene without direction, starting at the blood stain. 
 
    “What’s the boy’s name?” Marco asked the uniform. 
 
    The cop dug a scrap of paper out of his breast pocket. “Ernesto Ortega.” 
 
    At the name, Jake looked back at Marco. Marco narrowed his eyes. “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said the uniform. “That’s the name the mother gave me.” 
 
    “What was her name?” 
 
    “Uh.” He turned the scrap of paper over and looked at the back. “Daniela,” he said. 
 
    Marco nodded and the uniform moved away. Digging his phone out of his pocket, he took a few steps back. Jake followed him. 
 
    “That was the name of the young woman whose tires were shot,” Jake said. 
 
    “I know,” answered Marco, pressing the call button. The phone rang only twice before it connected. 
 
    “Stan Neumann.” 
 
    “Stan, this is D’Angelo. Can you run an address for me?” 
 
    “Hold on.” 
 
    Marco waited as Stan typed on his computer. This street looked like a typical urban neighborhood. Well maintained homes, concrete front yards, and mini-vans. He noted that a number of houses had basketball hoops in the driveway. Must be family oriented. 
 
    “Give it to me.” 
 
    Marco read him the address. 
 
    After a moment, Stan gave an affirmative grunt. “What would you like to know?” 
 
    “Who’s on the title?” 
 
    Stan typed, the sound of the keys echoing in Marco’s ear. “Uh, four years ago the title was transferred to an Ester Ortega.” 
 
    “Before that?” 
 
    “Phuong Trang.” 
 
    Marco shook his head. That told him less than nothing. “Thanks, Stan.” 
 
    “Hold on,” came Stan’s voice and more clicks ensued. 
 
    Marco met Jake’s anxious gaze. They were definitely missing something. This woman, this Daniela, wasn’t a coincidence. Somehow all of this was related. No one had such bad luck as to be shot at twice in the same week. Someone was targeting her. 
 
    “Marco?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said into the phone. 
 
    “I found a mortgage on the place. It was suddenly paid off two years ago.” 
 
    “Paid off? In full?” 
 
    “Yep, $400,000 in a cashier’s check.” 
 
    “By who?” 
 
    “Hold on. There’s a bank notation here. Let me get access to it.” His fingers flew over the keyboard. 
 
    “If someone suddenly paid off a mortgage at the bank, you wouldn’t question it?” Marco asked Jake. 
 
    “Paid off? How?” 
 
    “Cashier’s check. $400,000.” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “You bring us $400,000 in a cashier’s check and we aren’t going to be none too worried about it.” 
 
    Marco looked up at Alvarez. She was trying to talk to the grandmother, but the older woman couldn’t stop sobbing long enough to answer her. Marco could see Rosa was getting frustrated, her approach more aggressive than Peyton’s would have been. 
 
    “Uh, Marco?” 
 
    “Yeah, Stan.” 
 
    “I pulled up a copy of the cashier’s check and you’ll never guess who endorsed it.” 
 
    Marco stared at the puddle of blood. So much blood for such a small body. Who would shoot a seven year old? Who could be so cold-blooded? 
 
    “Surprise me,” he said. 
 
    “The name on the check is Luis Garza.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The text said to meet her in the Clock Bar of the St. Francis Hotel. Marco entered the swank cocktail lounge, feeling underdressed. Men in suits and women in elegant dresses crowded the interior. Large yellow columns were inner-lit with lights, making everything in the dark paneled room glow a muted gold. 
 
    She was sitting in the back, positioned so she could watch the door, a cop’s position. He was impressed. She wore a black, sheath dress with red high heels, her brown hair loose about her shoulders. She didn’t look as intimidating as she did in her suit and tie. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. Her position would force him to sit with his back to the room, but he moved the arm chair around until he was sitting beside her. 
 
    “Hey yourself,” she said, smiling up at him. Her teeth were perfect, white, straight, her lips full and lush. 
 
    He couldn’t deny she was attractive. He wasn’t a monk. “I feel underdressed.” 
 
    “I thought all San Franciscans knew what the St. Francis is like.” 
 
    He studied the room, then looked at her. “Don’t get much opportunity to go here. Obviously, the DEA offers better benefits than we get.” 
 
    She reached for her drink and twirled the cocktail straw around the interior. “We do all right. Lot of travel though. Hell on a family.” 
 
    “You married?” 
 
    She lifted the drink and took a sip. “Professional curiosity?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not one bit.” 
 
    “No, never married. You?” 
 
    “Nope. Don’t believe in marriage, well, don’t believe in cop marriage.” 
 
    “Agreed.” She signaled the waiter. “What can I get you?” 
 
    The waiter came to the table. 
 
    “Just a beer. Whatever’s on tap. What are you drinking?” 
 
    “Cosmopolitan,” she answered. 
 
    “And another drink for the lady,” he said. 
 
    The waiter departed. 
 
    Marco scanned the bar again. “Where’s your partner?” 
 
    “He believes in marriage. He’s skyping with the wife.” 
 
    “Ah, not much of a talker, is he?” 
 
    She laughed. “I got the same impression from you.” 
 
    He shifted toward her. “So, did you call me down here for business or pleasure?” 
 
    Her eyes widened. She had very dark eyes, nearly black. He liked dark eyes. “Wow, you’re direct, aren’t you?” 
 
    He shrugged. Her eyes followed the lines of his shoulders. “I’m not the subtle type.” 
 
    She played with the straw some more. “I thought we could swap information on the case.” 
 
    “Business then.” 
 
    She looked up at him from the corner of her eyes. “Afterwards,” she purred. He felt her foot trace a path across his calf. “Who knows?” 
 
    The waiter returned and set their drinks on the table. Marco reached for his wallet, but the waiter left before he could pay. 
 
    “I’ve got a running tab,” she said with amusement. 
 
    He pulled a twenty out. “I’ll pay my way.” 
 
    “So you can’t let a woman buy you a drink?” 
 
    He shoved the twenty back in the wallet. “All right. So what information are we going to swap?” 
 
    “Who did you call at the drive-by this afternoon?” 
 
    “Our tech guy.” 
 
    “And what did he tell you?” 
 
    “The house is owned by the boy’s grandmother, Ester Ortega, but it was bought by a banger known as Luis Garza.” 
 
    “The man who killed your partner’s father?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “How is he related to Ester Ortega?” 
 
    Marco took a sip of his beer. “Don’t know. I was hoping you’d be able to track that one down.” 
 
    “I’ll look into it.” 
 
    “My turn.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He ran his finger through the condensation on the glass. “Why did the DEA originally get involved in a small gangbang problem we’ve got here?” 
 
    “The DEA’s involved because it isn’t a small gangbang problem. As we told you, we think the Aztecas are a front for a Mexican cartel.” 
 
    “What tipped you off?” 
 
    “Let’s say that when a wealthy Mexican national gets a green card and buys property in one of our cities, red flags are thrown up in my office.” 
 
    Marco frowned at her. “That’s all it takes? A Mexican buys a house and the DEA gets interested?” 
 
    She finished off her drink and made a scoffing sound. “Don’t make it sound like that. My entire family is Mexican, but yeah, anytime a Mexican national buys property, it triggers us to take a closer look. I don’t mean little suburban houses. I mean million dollar purchases in big cities where there is local gang activity.” 
 
    Marco just stared at her. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s racial profiling to the ‘nth degree.” 
 
    “It is what it is. Why does it bother you?” 
 
    Marco leaned back in the chair. “Because not so long ago, every Italian was a member of the Mafia.” 
 
    She held up a hand. “They probably were.” 
 
    He stared at her, but she tilted her lips up in a smile. 
 
    “Kidding,” she said, reaching for her second drink. “Lighten up, D’Angelo.” She stirred it. “Look, it usually isn’t just one purchase. When the cartel moves in, they buy up a number of properties, flop houses and such, and they always pay cash.” 
 
    “And that’s happening here?” 
 
    “’fraid so.” 
 
    “Who’s buying them?” 
 
    “That’s the problem. They’re usually bought by a bunch of different people. A lot of times it’s American citizens, but the money comes from Mexico. We got to track it all down, trace back the titles. It’s a bitch. Then when bullets start flying, we got problems if we can’t move fast enough.” 
 
    “How does this connect with Luis Garza?” 
 
    She sighed. “I was hoping you’d be able to tell me that.” 
 
    “He ran the Aztecas for a while.” 
 
    “Yeah, but then he wound up in San Quentin. Something went wrong there. For a long time we thought he was our connection to the cartel, but that connection fizzled. After today, we’re thinking the link is this Ortega family, but we’re having trouble tracing things back.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “A lot of Mexican families are distrustful of the government, even if they’re here legally, so they don’t file the proper paperwork. They use fake names, stolen social security numbers, license numbers. It’s a mess. We really need a break or I’m afraid there’s gonna be more bloodshed.” 
 
    Marco watched the people in the bar, enjoying the luxury around them. They seemed so far removed from what he knew went on in the streets. 
 
    Rosa ran her hand up his arm. “What’s say we leave the business for tonight?” 
 
    He looked back at her. “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    She gave him a seductive smile. “Why don’t you take me to dinner and then we can see where that leads?” 
 
    Marco picked up his beer and tossed the remainder back. “I’m game,” he said. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Magdalena ran to the bus stop. Only a few people were left to board. Venus tried to keep up, but it was hard in her four inch heels. Grabbing the handrails, Magdalena hauled herself on board, then reached back and pulled Venus up behind her. 
 
    She pressed the stolen pass to the reader and it buzzed in acceptance. Venus had her own pass. She was given a lot more freedom than Magdalena and was allowed to range all over the City. 
 
    Grabbing her hand, Magdalena pulled her to the first available seat in the middle of the bus and they collapsed into it. 
 
    Venus reached down to rub her ankle. “Where the hell are we going?” 
 
    Magdalena pulled the slip of paper out of her coat pocket and held it out. It was hard to see anything in the darkness, but when the street lights flashed across the bus, she and Venus could catch a glimpse. 
 
    “What the hell is out there?” said Venus petulantly. 
 
    Venus hadn’t wanted to come, but she’d felt obliged. Magdalena was so grateful for the friendship that had sprung up unexpectedly between them. Tonight she’d waited until El Griego had left, taking Felix with him, then she’d told Venus they were going out. Venus, at first, thought she meant to a club in North Beach. They could turn some tricks out there, but when Magdalena told her it was somewhere else, she didn’t back out on her. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s out here, but I need to find out.” 
 
    “This is stupid, girl. You gonna get yourself in trouble. You got to stop with all this nonsense. That reverend didn’t know what he was saying. He ain’t never lived our life.” 
 
    Magdalena shifted on the seat, so she could look Venus in the eye. “He knows. He knows about sin. Are you gonna deny it’s all around us? We’re wallowing in it every single day. I’ve got to end that.” 
 
    “How?” Exasperation made her voice sharp. 
 
    “I don’t know yet. I’m hoping I’ll be guided once we get there.” 
 
    “Where did you get the address from?” 
 
    “I had to do laundry today, so I was cleaning out his pockets, when I found it.” 
 
    “His? El Griego?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Venus closed her eyes and laid her head back against the seat. “He’s gonna kill you, girl. You don’t take nothing from El Griego.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” said Magdalena, stuffing the slip of paper in her pocket. “I’ll throw it away before we go back. He won’t even know we’re gone. He’s usually so high when he comes home that he passes out.” 
 
    Venus rolled her head on the seat and looked out the window. “I wish we’d never gone to that church,” she murmured. 
 
    Magdalena ignored her and looked out of the window too. They got off on Potrero Avenue and 16th, and Magdalena pulled the slip of paper out of her pocket and studied the address under a street light. 
 
    Venus looked around. “Shit, girl, there’s nothing out here.” 
 
    “Come on.” Magdalena grabbed her hand and pulled her down the sidewalk. The sound of Venus’ heels was loud on the still street. Scanning the fronts of the warehouse, Magdalena tried to locate the street numbers. It was quiet out here, eerily so. The warehouses rose up around them, the street lights spaced at longer intervals than on residential streets, and alleyways cut between the buildings, offering the looming darkness of dumpsters and sundry other refuse. The sky was cloudy, so there was no moon to shine here, and the air felt damp and chill. 
 
    Magdalena paused before they reached the address. She peered up the street at it, marking the layout with the two buildings on either side of it. The warehouse they wanted was single story with a rolling door in front. She could see no other windows from where they were. The two warehouses on either side were two stories tall and sported windows all along the second floor. She didn’t see any lights on inside either building, and very little traffic. An occasional car passed on a cross street, Florida she thought, but nothing had come down here since the bus in the last five minutes. 
 
    Two warehouses away from the one they wanted was an alleyway. Magdalena edged to the opening of it and looked down. It was as dark as all the others and she was sure housed any number of San Francisco’s homeless, but there were two of them and she knew Venus could fight in a pinch. She’d heard stories the other whores told when someone tried to move in on one of Venus’ regular johns. 
 
    She wished she had thought to bring a flashlight, but she wasn’t sure whether they even had one at the flat. For the most part, the flat was a crash pad and any number of people occupied it from time to time. Rarely did anyone think to buy food or other necessities, like toilet paper. Most of what they had came from shoplifting at the corner market. 
 
    “Come on, let’s see if we can get behind it.” 
 
    Venus gave her a skeptical look. “You want to go down there?” She pointed into the darkness. 
 
    “Yeah, there’s two of us.” 
 
    Venus turned her until she could grab her shoulders. “Look, girl, what is this about? Why are you so insistent about this? It’s just a stupid warehouse. El Griego probably delivers drugs here or something.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “What do you care?” 
 
    Magdalena clasped Venus’ forearms. “I want to go home, Venus. I want to see my family again, but I can’t until I atone for what I’ve done.” 
 
    “What the hell have you done? You did whatever you needed to survive.” 
 
    Magdalena sighed. “You don’t understand. It’s still a sin. I have to make up for that sin.” 
 
    “By doing what?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet, but I believe I’ll be given a sign from God, like this.” She held up the scrap of paper between them. 
 
    Venus looked at her as if she’d lost her mind. “A scrap of crusty-ass paper is a sign from God?” 
 
    “Anything can be a sign from God, Venus. You just have to know where to look for it.” 
 
    Venus exhaled and dropped her arms. “Okay. I’m not letting you go into that alley alone. Let’s get this over with and get out of here. This place gives me the creeps.” 
 
    Magdalena hugged her impulsively. “Thank you for believing me,” she said. 
 
    Venus gently pried her arms loose. “Unless you’re gonna pay for that, no hugging.” 
 
    Magdalena laughed and grabbed her hand, dragging her into the alley. They cautiously skirted the dumpsters. Once they heard something squeal and a dark shape zipped to the end of the alley and disappeared. Venus shivered, but they kept going. At the end, the alley met another one, which led behind the warehouses. It sloped down to a drainage ditch, lined with grates, which they avoided, but here there were yellow security lights on the backs of the buildings. Using the added light, they moved swiftly toward their mark. 
 
    Magdalena knew which one it was because it was the only single story building on this side of the block. There was a cargo bay with another rolling door on the left side and a narrow, wooden staircase on the right that led to a single security door with a window in the middle of it. 
 
    Magdalena halted at the bottom of the stairs and studied the entire building. There were no signs, no markings to indicate who or what operated out of this structure. Each of the warehouses on either side had a placard that read the name of the business, but not on this one. 
 
    Venus shifted nervously. “Okay, you’ve seen it. Now let’s go.” 
 
    “Not yet,” said Magdalena. “I want to know what’s inside.” 
 
    “You can’t get inside there. Everything’s locked up.” 
 
    “Just give me a second, okay?” 
 
    “I don’t like it back here. This is freakin’ me out. Someone could come and kill us, hack up our bodies and dump them down the sewer, and no one would ever know.” 
 
    Magdalena scowled at her. “We’re the only ones here.” 
 
    “For now.” 
 
    “Just give me a moment and we’ll go. Now, let me listen.” 
 
    She tried to hear any sound coming from inside, but all was quiet. They couldn’t even hear the sound of tires on the asphalt from out front. Drawing a deep breath for courage, Magdalena bolted up the stairs and crouched on the landing. 
 
    Venus stood in the alley, staring up at her with wide, frightened eyes, but she said nothing. Taking a couple of deep breaths, Magdalena jumped up and peeked into the security window on the door, then she squatted down out of sight again. 
 
    Studying the wood planking beneath her feet, she tried to process what she’d seen. There was just a cargo bay beyond the security door. A few muted security lights lit up the floor and she saw one moving van parked in the middle of it. Rising, she took a longer look. 
 
    The huge cargo bay, the van, the rolling doors leading to 16th Street. Cupping her hands around her eyes, she tried to see past the metal pillar to her left. A number of tires were stacked along the wall, probably twenty to thirty of them, and two red gasoline cans with yellow spouts. Further left was a glass-walled office with a metal desk inside. 
 
    She shifted back and looked at the van. It said ‘Los Hermanos Moving’ on the back door. A picture of moving boxes had been painted below the title. Magdalena noticed it had New Mexico plates. 
 
    She frowned. 
 
    “What are you doing?” hissed Venus from the alley. “We’re gonna get caught.” 
 
    “There’s no one here,” Magdalena said over her shoulder, her eyes drawn back to the truck. What was in that truck? She needed to know. 
 
    She curled her fingers around the doorknob and turned. It was locked. If she stood on her tiptoes, she could see a deadbolt and then the doorknob on the inside. Taking a step back, she surveyed the glass. Wire had been woven through the glass for security purposes and it was double paned. Still, a small person might be able to wedge her hand between the wires and unlock the deadbolt. 
 
    Turning, she surveyed the alleyway, but she didn’t see anything heavy enough to break the glass. Besides Venus would have a fit if she tried to do that. In fact, she wasn’t going to wait much longer. Magdalena could see the fear on her face, hear it in her voice. She was terrified. 
 
    Bounding down the stairs, she grabbed her friend’s arm and turned her back the way they’d come. 
 
    “What did you see?” 
 
    “Not a thing,” said Magdalena, lying to spare her friend worry. Another sin needing to be forgiven. “It was empty.” 
 
    “Good,” said Venus, then grabbed her hand and urged her into a jog as they headed for 16th. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Magdalena allowed her to pull her along, but she was already planning a return trip. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    “Get up, sleeping beauty,” came her voice. 
 
    Marco opened his eyes to see Rosa standing in the bathroom door, a towel around her body and hair. “What time is it?” 
 
    “6:00AM. Come on. We’ve got to get to the hospital. I want to question the mother of the boy who was shot.” 
 
    Marco rolled to his back, scrubbing his hands across his face. Sleeping with her probably hadn’t been one of his smartest ideas. 
 
    “Let’s go. Tick tock, tick tock.” 
 
    He threw back the sheets and sat up, looking around for his clothes. She’d folded them neatly on the chair by the dresser. He stalked to them and grabbed the pile, then headed for the bathroom. She was toweling off her hair over the second sink outside the bathroom and he could see her admiring his backside in the mirror as he walked past. Showering gave him time to regret his rash decision. It was unprofessional and probably violated some regulation or another. 
 
    He hadn’t even been inside the shower five minutes before she was banging on the door, telling him to hurry up. He finished, dressed, and pulled his hair back in a short ponytail, then met her pacing by the door. 
 
    He didn’t think he was going to be allowed coffee, even. They left the room and met her partner, Joe Miller, in the lobby. Miller already had his sunglasses in place, dressed in a crisp black suit with shiny shoes. Marco leaned forward and looked out the glass doors of the St. Francis. Early morning San Francisco fog obscured the sunlight. In the same clothes as yesterday with a day’s growth of stubble, he felt shabby and unkempt compared with the DEA agent. 
 
    Rosa grabbed two lunch bags off the check-in counter and passed him one. He opened it and looked inside. The hotel had put a dry bagel and a little circular packet of cream cheese inside, nestled against an apple. He noticed that Miller had one too. 
 
    “Let’s roll.” 
 
    “Coffee?” Marco dared to venture. 
 
    She pointed around the corner of the counter where two silver, electric pots stood. He walked to it and grabbed a cup, searching for the one marked caffeine. “You want one?” 
 
    “I don’t drink coffee. I won’t pollute my body with that stuff.” 
 
    Of course not. Apparently Cosmopolitans weren’t pollution. “Freakin’ huge-ass mistake,” he muttered to himself. “Miller?” 
 
    The idiot actually looked to her for permission. She shook her head slightly, snapping out her glasses and putting them over her eyes. 
 
    “Had my share earlier.” 
 
    Earlier. It was 6:30AM. 
 
    “After my morning run.” 
 
    Ah. Marco gave a lift of his chin and struggled to put the cap on the paper cup. Picking it and his lunch bag up, he followed them out the door. The valet had their blue Chevy Impala pulled into the lane before the hotel, and he passed Rosa the keys. Marco walked out to the Charger, reaching into his pocket for his own keys. 
 
    “You can ride with us,” she called to him. 
 
    He waved a hand and pulled open the Charger’s door. “No frickin’ way,” he said as he sank into the seat and settled the cup in the cup holder, throwing the lunch bag into the passenger’s seat. Looking into the mirror, he rubbed a hand across the stubble. “You gotta stop doing this shit. You’re too damn old.” Putting the key in the ignition, he started the car. “You probably should stop talking to yourself too.” 
 
    He let her take the lead, then pulled in behind her. The quiet drive to the hospital let him gain control over his mood. The paper cup of coffee didn’t hurt. He dug the dry bagel out of the bag and gnawed on a corner of it as he drove. He liked the early morning fog in San Francisco. He always imagined the City slowly waking up, shaking off the fog, just the way he eased into the day. 
 
    Once at the hospital, the two DEA agents crossed the parking lot. Marco walked behind them, noticing the way they didn’t talk to each other. In fact, they didn’t even turn toward each other, but stared in opposite directions as if scoping the place for perps. 
 
    He hung back as they approached the reception counter. Rosa did the talking, while Miller scanned the waiting room. Then they headed to the elevators as if they were wired together, moving in tandem. 
 
    The elevator ride to the second floor ICU was made in silence. Marco watched the numbered lights above the door, but the agents stood, hands clasped in front of them, similar black suits, polished shoes, sunglasses in place. If he didn’t know better, he would think they were both androgynous.  
 
    The elevator dumped them out in front of a glass-walled nurse’s station. A nurse saw them and was buzzed out to greet them. Beyond the nurse’s station, Marco could see rooms with glass partitions, housing the sickest of the sick in a hospital. Some had privacy curtains covering the glass, but most were open, so the nurses could have a quick look at the patients, all hooked up to various machines and breathing tubes. 
 
    Alvarez and Miller both snapped out their badges and presented them to the nurse. 
 
    She was a tall, spare Middle Eastern woman with a long face. She smiled knowingly. Marco guessed she dealt with her share of aggressive cops, working the ICU. “I was informed by reception that you were coming.” 
 
    “We’re here to see the mother of Ernesto Ortega.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.” She motioned down the hallway, away from the bank of windows. “This way. There’s a private waiting room you can use.” 
 
    She led them to a small room with a blaring TV. Three walls were solid, but the one leading to the hallway was glass, the curtains pulled back and tied away. A long sofa and two armchairs separated by a side table were the only furnishings. A number of outdated magazines lay scattered on the tabletop.  The nurse crossed to the flat panel television and turned it off, then headed back toward the door. 
 
    “I’ll bring his mother to you,” was all she said before disappearing around the corner. 
 
    Alvarez and Miller stood where she’d left them, taking up the center of the small room. Marco eased around them and sank into the furthest armchair, stretching out his long legs. They never said anything while they waited. After a while, he reached over and picked up a magazine, leafing through it. It was a gardening magazine and he wasn’t much interested in flowers, to be honest, but it was better than staring at them, standing like statues with sunglasses on. 
 
    “Are the sunglasses regulation?” he asked, turning a page. 
 
    Alvarez shifted around. She didn’t turn her neck like normal people, she shifted her whole body. She hadn’t been like that with him last night, he observed, giving her a lazy look. 
 
    “We try not to be recognizable, distinguishable when we are out in public.” 
 
    He nodded. “Must make seeing a bitch though.” 
 
    He could see her brows draw down behind the glasses. Miller shifted around the same stiff way she did and studied him. Marco shrugged and flipped another page. 
 
    A moment later the nurse came back with Daniela. The young woman’s face was puffy and her eyes were bloodshot. Marco leaned forward and closed the magazine, settling it on the table again. 
 
    Alvarez and Miller whipped out their badges and showed them to her. “Agents Alvarez and Miller with the Drug Enforcement Agency of the United States government.” 
 
    She looked confused. The nurse squeezed her elbow and left again. 
 
    “We wanted to ask you about your son’s shooting yesterday.” 
 
    She had a bulky sweater on and her arms were crossed over her stomach as if she were hugging herself. “Okay?” 
 
    “Where exactly were you when it happened?” demanded Rosa. 
 
    “I was in the house.” 
 
    “Who else was with you at the time?” 
 
    She looked at Marco and he could see recognition in her face. “My mother. My son and I live with her.” 
 
    Marco pushed himself to his feet. “Why don’t you sit down? You look exhausted.” He stepped between the two agents and led her to the sofa, then he took a seat next to her. He gave Rosa a pointed look and nodded at the other two chairs. The agents sat down, looking stiff and out of place. Marco motioned for them to remove their glasses and they did so. “How is your boy?” 
 
    She shook her head. “We don’t know yet. He’s on a ventilator, but he survived surgery. They said that was a good sign.” 
 
    “I’m sorry this happened to you and him.” 
 
    She nodded and her eyes filled with tears. 
 
    “Where was the boy when he was shot?”demanded Rosa. 
 
    She blinked at Rosa, then drew a deep breath. “Our front yard. He was playing basketball.” 
 
    “Who was watching him?” 
 
    “Who was watching him?” Daniela repeated. “We were. My mother and I were both home.” 
 
    “I meant, who was watching him when he was outside? A seven year old boy? Surely someone was supervising him.” 
 
    Marco gave Rosa a glare, but she ignored him. 
 
    “We were keeping an eye on him from the living room.” 
 
    “So he was unsupervised?” 
 
    Daniela started to speak, but Miller pulled out a pad and wrote something on it. 
 
    “Hold on a moment,” she said, clasping her hands in her lap. “He was in his own driveway in his own home. He knows not to leave the yard.” 
 
    “Ms. Ortega, who wants you and your son dead?” 
 
    Marco stared at her in bewilderment. So did Daniela. A tear spilled over her eye and rolled down her cheek. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Inspector D’Angelo answered a call last week for a drive-by that you were involved in. Your car was shot in the tire, a bullet went through the windshield and embedded in the back seat where your son usually sits. Yesterday, your son was shot in the stomach in the driveway of his own home. That is not coincidence. You are obviously a target, or your son is. Which is it?” 
 
    Daniela rose to her feet. “How dare you talk to me like that! Why are you questioning me when you should be finding out who did this!” 
 
    Alvarez and Miller rose also. “Because you are obviously the key to this entire case. Is it an ex-husband, lover?” Rosa gave her a narrow-eyed look. “Drug dealer?” 
 
    Marco sat up straight, stunned. Peyton would never question someone like this. She would win them to her side first before she turned on them and she would never treat a victim like a criminal. 
 
    “This is an outrage…” began Daniela. 
 
    “It certainly is. I asked you a straight forward question and I expected a straight forward answer. I’ll ask it again in case you didn’t understand it the first time. Who wants you and your son dead, Ms. Ortega?” 
 
    Daniela trembled. “How would I know that?” 
 
    “I think you do. I think you know exactly who wants you dead. What is your real name, Ms. Ortega?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We did a little digging into your background, but the funny thing is, there really isn’t one. What year were you born? What is your social security number? Where is your son’s birth certificate?” 
 
    Daniela gaped at them, shivering and hugging herself, then she turned toward the door. She was gone before the agents could respond. Silence huddled over the room as soon as she left. 
 
    Marco put his hands on his thighs and stood up. “That was frickin’ brilliant, if you ask me. So glad I got the opportunity to see real professionals in action.” 
 
    “She’s obviously hiding something.” 
 
    “Obviously, but you ain’t gonna find out what from her. Not now.” 
 
    “What did you want me to do?” asked Rosa, going toe to toe with him. “Ask her nicely. Pet her and stroke her and beg her to tell us who wants to kill a seven year old boy?” 
 
    “It probably would have worked better than that.” 
 
    “Are you questioning my methods?” 
 
    Marco started for the door. “Not questioning. Questioned. You’re both a hot mess.” He didn’t wait for them as he headed for the elevator. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Marco was surprised to see Peyton and Jake gathered around Maria’s desk when he arrived at the precinct. Jake was leaning on the wall of Defino’s office and Peyton sat on the corner of the desk. 
 
    He couldn’t believe how happy he was to see Peyton. “Hey,” he said, pushing open the half-door. 
 
    “Hey yourself,” she answered. 
 
    “Adonis, why are you wearing the same clothes as yesterday?” asked Jake with a wide-eyed, innocent look. 
 
    Both Peyton and Maria exchanged a glance, then turned back to him with half-smiles. 
 
    “Why aren’t you working?” snarled Marco, moving toward him. He scrambled around the back of Maria’s desk and headed toward his own. 
 
    “You slept with her,” said Peyton, slapping him on the shoulder. 
 
    He turned toward her, shocked. 
 
    “Who?” demanded Maria. 
 
    “The DEA agent with the tight-ass,” said Peyton, cocking her head to the side. 
 
    “Oh, say it ain’t so, Marco Baby, say it ain’t so.” 
 
    “Yep, he did. Same clothes, stubble, avoiding eye contact.” 
 
    Marco fought a smile. He was so damn happy to have her give him a bad time, even over this. 
 
    “You just met her,” said Maria, tsking. 
 
    Peyton gave him a wicked grin. “D’Angelo, you slut.” 
 
    He started to answer, but Defino appeared in the doorway of her office. “Who’s a slut?” 
 
    “Marco,” offered Maria. 
 
    Defino rolled her eyes dramatically. “Oh, shit, D’Angelo, you didn’t bang the fed agent, did you?” 
 
    “Yes, he did,” said Peyton, giggling with Maria. 
 
    Marco scowled at her, but it wouldn’t do any good, he knew. “Why are you here? I thought you were on vacation.” 
 
    “I know. I’m gone a day and you already get yourself in trouble.” 
 
    “That’s great. I’m probably gonna get a call from the President or something,” groused Defino. 
 
    Marco ignored it. “Brooks, why are you here?” 
 
    “I got a message from your booty-call to meet her here.” 
 
    “Alvarez?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What time did she call you?” He’d just left them half-an-hour ago. 
 
    “Around 6:30. Said I needed to get to precinct pronto, so here I am.” She held out her arms. “Where are they?” 
 
    “They were right behind me.” He turned to Defino. “We went to the hospital to question Daniela Ortega, the mother of the boy who was shot.” 
 
    Defino nodded. 
 
    “You should have seen the way they went after her, demanding to know who she was.” 
 
    “Who she was?” 
 
    “Apparently, they can’t find any history on her or the boy.” 
 
    Defino started to answer, but the outer door opened and the two agents walked through. They all fell silent as the agents pushed through the half-door. 
 
    “Brooks, conference room, now!” said Alvarez, walking toward their make-shift headquarters. 
 
    Defino was frowning as she moved between them, headed toward the agents. Peyton and Marco followed. 
 
    “Is that how she ordered you to sleep with her?” Peyton quipped, nudging him in the shoulder. “D’Angelo, strip, now!” 
 
    He nudged her back as they entered behind their captain. 
 
    “What the hell is going on, Agents?” demanded Defino. 
 
    Both agents removed their glasses, motioning to the tech guys to vacate the room. All three tech guys scrambled to obey, grabbing up laptops as they went. Alvarez unbuttoned her suit jacket and took it off, slinging it across the back of a chair. 
 
    A round table had been pulled into the middle of the room with chairs tucked under it. She motioned them to sit. Marco and Peyton waited for the captain to sit before they did. Miller unbuttoned his jacket, but he didn’t take it off, sitting down next to his partner. It wasn’t lost on Marco that they were lined up across from one another, the three San Francisco cops against the DEA. 
 
    “I don’t like asking questions twice, so understand that this will be it,” said Defino. “After this I call your superior.” 
 
    “Go on. What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Why are you calling down one of my cops, who, by the way, was put on administrative leave by your office?” 
 
    “It pertains to the case,” said Alvarez. 
 
    “And why aren’t you sharing information about the case with the liaison appointed to share such information?” She held out a hand to Marco. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Defino crossed her arms on the table. “Like a background check on Daniela Ortega that apparently gave you some information that should have been shared.” 
 
    “The background check on Daniela Ortega revealed that we didn’t have information on her that we should have. She has a driver’s license, but no birth certificate in her name.” 
 
    “She’s probably married,” said Defino. 
 
    “We figured that so we looked up her social security number, however, the social security number on her record doesn’t belong to her. Furthermore, neither does the social on her son and he also doesn’t have a birth certificate that we can find.” 
 
    “What does this have to do with Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    Alvarez looked over at Peyton. “We got a call last night around 5:00PM.” 
 
    Peyton nodded to encourage her. 
 
    “From San Quentin.” 
 
    Marco and Peyton exchanged a glance. 
 
    “San Quentin?” 
 
    “Specifically, from the court-appointed lawyer of Luis Garza.” 
 
    Peyton went still. Marco glanced at her to see a reaction, but there wasn’t one. 
 
    “What the hell does he want?” demanded Defino. 
 
    Alvarez clenched and unclenched her jaw. “To share information.” 
 
    “Share information? About what?” 
 
    “The Aztecas,” said Miller. Marco noted it was the first time he’d spoken in hours. 
 
    “What specifically?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t say. Garza refuses to talk to us.” 
 
    Defino flattened her hand on the table. “Wait. You said he called to share information. How is he going to do that if he won’t talk?” 
 
    “I said he refuses to talk to us.” Alvarez’s dark eyes shifted and pinned Peyton where she sat. “He said he’d only talk to you, Brooks.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The ten pound weight shattered through the window, snapping the wire. Magdalena crouched on the landing, waiting to hear an alarm. Nothing sounded. It had taken her three tries before she’d figured out the right angle to heave the weight against the glass. She peered down both ends of the alley, listening to hear any sound, but there was nothing. The yellow security lights shown across the gutter, illuminating the dumpsters. 
 
    She rose and peeked into the warehouse. If anyone was guarding the cargo, they would have come running when she broke the window, but she saw nothing. Carefully grasping the broken shards of glass, she pulled them out and tossed them into the warehouse, then drawing the arm of the sweatshirt over her hand, she eased her forearm into the gap in the window and over the wire. Her fingers were just able to touch the top of the deadbolt, but she couldn’t turn it. She tried and tried to stretch her arm, but it wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    She descended the stairs and jogged to the cross alley, looking around the dumpsters for something she could stand on. She found a large paint can and dragged it out, wiping her hands on her jeans. She tugged it back to the warehouse and bumped it up the stairs. Bracing it against the door, she climbed on top of it and peeked inside again. 
 
    Covering her hand once more, she eased it inside. She had enough height now to turn the deadbolt. Stretching even further, she turned the lock on the doorknob. Drawing back her arm, she caught her sleeve on the wire and carefully extricated herself. 
 
    Hopping off the bucket, she pushed it to the side and turned the doorknob on the warehouse. Carefully she eased it open enough to slip inside, but she didn’t close it all the way behind her. The emergency lights illuminated the cargo bay enough for her to see the truck. 
 
    She worried there might be a silent alarm, so she knew she had to get in and get out quickly. Jogging down the stairs and running across the floor, she hid behind the truck. Studying the rolling door on the vehicle, she saw that it was locked with a padlock. 
 
    She looked around the warehouse and spotted the glass fronted office. Running to it, she found the door unlocked and pushed it open. There was nothing on the metal desk and the only other furnishing was a desk chair. She pulled the chair back and looked under the desk. Shoved against the wall was a red tool box. 
 
    Magdalena crawled under the desk and hauled it out. It made a screeching noise as she dragged it across the cement floor. Opening it, she searched through until she found wire cutters. Leaving the toolbox where it was, she carried the wire cutters to the truck, but the moment she held them against the lock, she knew they would never work. She set them on the tailgate and leaned against it. 
 
    What now? Her heart was hammering and her palms were sweaty. She’d never done anything this bold before, but Reverend James’ admonishment wouldn’t give her peace. She thought about it all the time, it woke her in the night. The only way to get home was to atone for her sin and she had to be brave to face it. Like Joan of Arc, she had to be willing to make the ultimate sacrifice for forgiveness. 
 
    So how else could she get inside the truck to see what it contained? 
 
    Closing her fingers around her cross, it came to her. Papa left car keys in the glove compartment. She jumped up and raced to the passenger side door. Thankfully, it was open and she dove for the glove compartment, pulling it open. Digging the manuals out, she dumped them on the floor. Staring into the empty glove box, she felt her hope fade. 
 
    On an impulse, she climbed into the passenger seat and pulled back the car mat on the driver’s side. Feeling with her right hand, she touched on a small bit of circular wire. Lifting it up, she stared at the two small keys dangling from the ring. 
 
    She jumped out of the truck and ran around back, fitting one of the keys into the lock. It opened and she pulled it off, throwing it on the ground. Then she unhooked the latch and struggled to push up the rolling door. Once she had it going, it rolled up on its own and she was faced with row after row of plastic wrapped bricks. Retrieving the keys, she hauled herself into the back of the truck and felt along the bricks. 
 
    Using the edge of a key, she tore the plastic on a brick. A white powder puffed out of the rip, dusting over her fingers. She knew what it was and she didn’t want to get any of it on her. Wiping her hands on her jeans, she sank to her knees in the back of the truck. 
 
    Staring at the bricks, she couldn’t believe how many there were. And each would be bundled into small packets that would go onto the street. Teenagers would get them, mothers and fathers with small children would purchase them before getting food for their children, young ones her brothers’ age would be tempted by them. Innocent people would be shot or stabbed over them, and more runaways would be forced into prostitution just to get a shot or a sniff. 
 
    Reverend James had said she must turn away from sin, turn away from evil, but how did you turn away when it was all around you? Sinners went to hell, but sitting in the back of this truck, knowing what she knew now, Magdalena felt like she was in hell already. Walking away from this and knowing what was going to be done with it had to be a bigger sin than what she’d already done. People would die because of what was in this truck. It had to be destroyed. 
 
    She climbed out of the back and looked around. She spotted the tires first. Once, when she was about ten, the dump near their house in San Benito had caught fire. It burned for months, but what burned were the tires. No matter what the fire department did, they couldn’t put them out. 
 
    She grabbed the first one, ignoring the black that came off on her hands and the front of her shirt. She hauled it to the truck and pushed it inside. Getting it up on the tread, she could roll it as far as she could until it ran up against something and toppled over. She ran back to the tires and grabbed another. She did this until the small space in the truck was filled. 
 
    She did pause once and wonder why no one was coming to investigate. If there was a silent alarm, it should have alerted someone by now. And why wasn’t there a guard with this amount of drugs on the premises? Maybe El Griego’s operation wasn’t as sophisticated as it seemed. 
 
    Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out Venus’ lighter. She’d stolen it earlier in the night thinking she might try to burn the entire warehouse down, but burning the drugs themselves had to be a better way to absolve some of her sin. She flicked the lighter on and applied the flame to the tires. Nothing happened, except the caustic smell of burnt rubber. 
 
    She surveyed the warehouse again, then spotted the gasoline cans. They were sitting next to the tires. That had to be a bad idea. It made her wonder how she’d ever allowed someone as stupid as El Griego get the better of her, but with a feeling of sadness, she realized she wasn’t as naïve as she’d been a few months ago. 
 
    Grabbing two gas cans, she carried them to the truck and braced them on the tailgate, then she hauled herself inside. She was careful to pour the gasoline on the drugs and tires both, but she tried very hard to get nothing on herself. Even so, she saw gasoline splatter on her shoes. She really didn’t want to go up with the truck. The worst cardinal sin in the Catholic church was committing suicide. If she died, trying to stop them from distributing drugs, that was one thing, but to knowingly cause herself harm, well, that would send her directly to hell. 
 
    She climbed out of the truck and looked around again for something she could use to light the fire. She saw a broom resting against the staircase that led to the emergency door. She grabbed it and a cleaning rag that had been draped over the banister. Tying the rag to it, she used a little more of the gasoline to douse the rag, then she lit it with Venus’ lighter. 
 
    When it was burning well, she carried it to the back of the truck and threw it with all of her might into the interior. At first nothing happened and she was afraid the air generated by throwing it might have put the rag out. 
 
    A second later, a massive cloud of fire came whooshing out of the back. Magdalena hit the floor, her heart in her throat, her face feeling sunburnt.  Peering up between her arms, she could see the fire licking along the floor and roof, crackling and spitting in the middle where the drugs were. 
 
    She scrambled to her feet and raced for the stairs, grabbing the banister. The wood bit into her fingers as she hooked it and used it to pull herself up the stairs. Throwing open the door, she let it slam back against the wall as she stumbled down the stairs and tore off running toward 16th Street. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Rosa Alvarez pulled Peyton aside. They waited in the interrogation room at San Quentin for Luis Garza to be brought in. Alvarez’s face was set and cold, her eyes boring into Peyton. At her back stood Miller, an ever present statue. Peyton wasn’t sure she’d ever really heard the man speak. 
 
    “Don’t let him bait you, Brooks. Don’t let him make you lose control. We’ll be recording everything he says in here, so don’t worry about remembering it. Just get him to talk.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Alvarez narrowed her eyes. “You don’t know. Men like Garza are manipulators, cold-blooded, ruthless killers. There are only two rules in dealing with men like him.” 
 
    Peyton lifted her brows, indicating Alvarez should continue. 
 
    “Never surrender your gun under any circumstances and never let them see they’ve got you. If you do either of those, they own you.” 
 
    The first didn’t seem like practical advice. San Quentin had made them surrender their firearms the moment they came inside, but Peyton had to admit the second was true. She’d let him own her the last time. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, trying to be charitable. 
 
    “The other thing …don’t make a deal with him. We don’t deal with terrorists and a cop killer is deemed a terrorist.” 
 
    “How am I going to get him to talk if I don’t deal?” 
 
    “He’ll talk because he’s hoping you’ll deal, but we don’t deal with terrorists in this country.” 
 
    Although it seemed a bit cavalier, she’d heard that line before. She gave a polite nod and walked over to Marco. He stood with Defino and Javier. Peyton smiled at the Gang Taskforce cop. She liked him. 
 
    He smiled back. “You’ll do okay. The shock is over. He can’t surprise you again.”  
 
    Yep, she liked him. “Thank you.” 
 
    She turned to her captain. “You’ll be fine. This…” Defino nodded to the interrogation room. “…is your specialty. Just focus on that and nothing else.” 
 
    “I will, Captain.” 
 
    Finally, she looked up at Marco. “No pep talk, no Marco pearls of wisdom.” 
 
    His eyes rose toward the one-way glass as Luis Garza entered the room. Peyton didn’t even turn to watch him. When Marco looked back down at her, he gave her a worried smile. “Man up, Brooks,” he said. 
 
    She smiled. “There it is.” Taking a deep breath, she turned for the door. 
 
    “Remember. Keep him talking. The more he talks, the more information we get,” called Alvarez. 
 
    “That’s usually how it works,” said Peyton back to her. 
 
    Both DEA agents frowned. 
 
    The guards came out of the room before she got there and one stopped like last time. “We’ll be right out here if you need us.” 
 
    She noted the electroshock gun at his belt. She hadn’t noticed it the first time. Maybe that meant she was calmer. “Thank you,” she said and reached for the door. 
 
    As she walked into the room, El Guerrero lifted his head and looked at her. His hair slid back from his face and she could see bruises on his neck above the tattoo. Her fingerprints where she’d tried to throttle him. For some reason, she didn’t feel ashamed of that. 
 
    She sank into the chair at the head of the table. He was chained to the one directly facing the mirror, which put them at an angle to each other. 
 
    “I thought the police had a height requirement, little jefe,” he said, smiling and showing her his gold caps. 
 
    “No, they decided that a gun makes most everyone equal.” 
 
    He eyed her up and down, but he didn’t speak. 
 
    “What do you want, Garza? You can’t possibly want to measure ourselves and see which one is taller, can you? Why did you ask for me?” 
 
    He looked up at the mirror. “You and me, we got us a connection.” 
 
    “We don’t have a connection,” said Peyton, fighting a shiver of distaste. 
 
    His eyes shifted back to her. Those eyes, so devoid of humanity. She could see him making a gun out of his fingers again and her hand curled into a fist on the table. She forced herself to take a deep breath and release it. 
 
    “You need me, cochina. You and them…” He nodded at the mirror. “You sitting on a bomb and when it goes off, there’s gonna be bodies. Many bodies.” 
 
    Peyton forced herself to open her fist. “Why the hell would I believe you’re going to help us?” 
 
    He leaned on the table, bringing himself as close to Peyton as he could with the chains shackled to the floor. “Two days ago a seven year old boy was shot in the stomach. Ernesto Ortega.” 
 
    She hadn’t been on the call because she’d been home, but they were talking about it yesterday at the precinct. “Go on.” 
 
    “Ernesto Ortega, he’s my nephew. Daniela, she’s my sister.” 
 
    Peyton searched his face. For the first time, she saw something in his eyes, something real. “Ortega?” 
 
    “My mother’s maiden name.” 
 
    “Okay. Go on. Is that why the DEA couldn’t find a real social security number or birth certificate?” 
 
    He gave a short nod. “They’ll find shit if they look up Daniela Garza.” 
 
    “Who shot your nephew, Luis?” 
 
    He looked down. “You gotta know things first.” 
 
    “So tell me.” 
 
    “When Daniela and me were little, we lived in LA. Papa, he took us to Mexico a lot. We spent months at a time down there, seeing family, but Papa, he was working.” 
 
    “How?” asked Peyton, but she suspected she knew. 
 
    Garza looked up at her from beneath his brows. “He smuggled drugs from Mexico into the United States. It was easy. He was a citizen. They didn’t even question him.” 
 
    “How did he get it across the border?” 
 
    Garza gave a laugh. “Papa, he told them he had a shop. He sold ‘real’ Mexican shit, like clay statues and shit, but inside was bag after bag of coca.” 
 
    “Did your mother know what he was doing?” 
 
    Garza shrugged. “She say she don’t, but you know, it’s hard to walk away from the money when you got two kids, jefe.” 
 
    “Did he bring you into the business?” 
 
    “No. One time, we go to Mexico and he f’d up. The federalis shoot him, kill him in the streets. Now I got a sister and mother to take care of and I’m thirteen.” 
 
    “So you joined the gang?” 
 
    Garza nodded. “I took over my father’s job. What else I do, jefe? It goes good until Daniela turns seventeen. El Viento, he sees her and soon they get married. A few years later, she has Ernesto.” 
 
    “El Viento?” 
 
    “He’s the head of the cartel down there.” 
 
    “What’s the name of the cartel? Who is El Viento?” 
 
    “Not yet,” he said, glaring at her. 
 
    Since he was talking, Peyton let him have that. “Go on.” 
 
    Garza scraped his gold teeth across his lower lip and played with the chains on his wrists. “He starts beating her, Daniela. She takes it because she’s afraid to leave him. He tell her he kill her if she do, but then he start on Ernesto.” 
 
    Peyton exhaled. She could almost see where this was going. 
 
    “She take Ernesto and run away. We move to San Francisco. Mama, she change her name, you know, in court…” 
 
    “Legally?” 
 
    “Yeah, legally. She change it back to her maiden name, say Papa dead. We get someone to make up social security cards for Daniela and Ernesto, so she can work. I buy the house on Utah and I move on the Aztecas.” His voice trailed off. He stared hard at Peyton. “Always, we worry about El Viento, afraid he find us.” 
 
    “And he did?” 
 
    “All a sudden, the cartel, they get interested in the Aztecas, gonna make them big. I know it’s El Viento, but I think, he can’t come here. He’s in Mexico, he have no green card.” 
 
    “But he did?” 
 
    Garza lifted his eyes to the mirror and they simmered with hate. “I don’t know that you can buy a green card.” 
 
    “Buy one?” 
 
    He shifted and looked at Peyton. “Yeah, little jefe, with $500,000 there’s your green card and they don’t give a damn where the money come from neither.” 
 
    Peyton resisted the impulse to look over her shoulder for confirmation. It wouldn’t do any good anyway. She didn’t think they’d tell her. “Why didn’t you run again?” 
 
    He stared at her so long, she wondered if he was going to continue. 
 
    “I freaked and shot your papa. He pull me over the same day.” 
 
    Peyton swallowed hard. She could feel her heart speed up, pumping adrenaline through her body. 
 
    “I just freaked.” 
 
    That was it. I freaked and her father was dead. She fought for composure. Breathe, Peyton, she told herself. 
 
    You gotta be in control at all times, sweetness, her father would say. The moment you lose control, all manner of bad things happen. 
 
    “Why are you telling me this, Garza?” 
 
    He motioned between them, his chains rattling. “You and me, cochina, we connected.” 
 
    Something clicked in Peyton’s head. “Wait. Are you saying this El Viento shot his own son?” 
 
    “Yeah, and he’ll kill him too.” 
 
    “And Daniela?” 
 
    “Yeah, but first, he take away everybody she love. First her son, then Mama.” 
 
    “And you know he’s running the cartel here?” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You’ve got to give me his name, Garza?” 
 
    He leaned back in the chair, stretching out his legs beneath the table. “I’m gonna give you his name, jefe, but you gotta give me something in return.” 
 
    We don’t deal with terrorists in this country. “I don’t owe you shit, Garza.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you don’t want seven year olds dead on your streets, cochina. I see what he did to El Miedo. There gonna be hecka heads if you don’t listen to me.” 
 
    Peyton glanced over her shoulder, then faced him again. To hell with the DEA. He was right. This was her city. “Go on.” 
 
    The minute the words left her mouth, she could hear a frantic taping on the glass. She ignored it as Garza leaned forward again. 
 
    “I give you El Viento, but you gotta give me something.” 
 
    “We aren’t going to reduce your sentence.” She knew that probably wasn’t true. To stop a cartel infiltration, they’d probably give him that and more. No matter what the DEA said about not dealing with terrorists, she knew ultimately they would. 
 
    He shook his head. “This is between you and me, little jefe.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. “What?” 
 
    “I give you El Viento, you do something for me.” 
 
    “Look, Garza. I will never forgive you for what you did. Never. What makes you think I’ll do a damn thing you ask?” 
 
    “Because you will, because I know.” 
 
    Peyton searched his face. Slowly he smiled, showing his gold teeth. “Go on,” she said, clenching her jaw. 
 
    “Me and you know what happen the minute I give you El Viento. I take a shiv in the yard.” 
 
    He was right. The minute he told her anything, he was dead. 
 
    “After you hear I’m dead, you go to my mama and you tell her what I did. You tell her how I help you.” 
 
    Peyton shook herself, not sure she heard him right. “I’ll make sure someone goes to her.” 
 
    “No, it’s got to be you, jefe. Only you. And you tell her, you tell her how I help you.” 
 
    “Why? Why me?” Peyton realized her voice was rising. 
 
    He motioned between them again. “Because you and me, we got a connection.” 
 
    Peyton released her held breath in a shivering pant. Go to his mother and tell her her son was dead, pretending she gave a damn? What the hell did he think? The moment she heard he was dead, she’d be celebrating. He’d taken her father from her and she didn’t owe him a damn thing. In fact, she could promise him she’d do it, but she didn’t have to. She didn’t have to do a damn thing he asked of her because he’d be dead. Dead, and in hell where he belonged. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “Give me the name.” 
 
    He smiled. It was a slow, knowing smile and it made her spine crawl. God, he was an animal. 
 
    “Just one more thing, little jefe,” he said, leaning as close to her as the shackles would allow. “When you go after El Viento, you go for the kill. You don’t try to arrest him, you don’t try to deport him, you blow his fuckin’ brains out or I promise you, he will make this city bleed.” 
 
    Peyton suppressed a shiver. “Give me his name.” 
 
    Luis Garza stared into her eyes. “Raphael Peña,” he said. 
 
    Peyton blinked twice. Raphael Peña. Raphael Peña, the Reverend O’Shannahan’s neighbor. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Venus heard the voices down the hallway. She would recognize the first one anywhere. She crept to her door and looked out. Two Hispanic men were talking with the nurse…well, one was. El Viento. He could charm a cobra. 
 
    She threw on her shoes and grabbed the little handbag that held all of her worldly possessions: a few dollars, her bus pass, and the prepaid cell phone El Griego had given her. Then she snuck down the hall to Athena’s room. 
 
    Athena was sitting in the chair by the window. Someone had gotten her to dress in a sweat-suit, which Venus figured was the first thing that had gone right in a long time. She ran to her. Her heart was pounding and she felt nauseous. Somewhere in the back of her mind came the thought that she should just leave without Athena, but the small girl with the haunted eyes had been her only friend…ever. She couldn’t leave her here. And she knew, she just knew they’d come for Athena, not her. 
 
    “Come on, honey. You’ve got to get up.” She pulled Athena to her feet. “Where are your shoes?” She dove under the bed and found a pair of leather slip-ons. Bending down, she lifted each of Athena’s legs and pulled the shoes over her feet. 
 
    Rising, she grabbed the cell phone out of her bag and turned it on. Her hands shook so bad, she had a hard time typing the text message. She hoped it was understandable, but she didn’t have time to fix it. Pressing the send button, she shoved the phone back in the bag. 
 
    The voices were coming closer. Venus wrapped her arm around Athena’s shoulders and started moving her toward the door. She didn’t think they had time to escape the hospital now, but if she could find the security guards, they were both armed. It was their only chance. 
 
    “Look who came to see you,” said the nurse as she came around the corner of the door. She was a little round ball of a woman with short, mousy brown hair. She looked momentarily surprised to see Venus, but Venus spent a lot of time down here with Athena. She’d even gotten them to move her to a room that was closer. “Can you believe this? Athena’s uncle came all the way out from Texas to see her. Your parents wanted to come, dear, but your sister is so sick.” 
 
    El Viento stepped into the room behind her and the smile fled from his face. Venus had always thought him handsome, until he’d taken his cigar and burned holes in her arm. She’d told Peyton she didn’t know who ran the Aztecas, but she did. Everyone did. He made sure he left his mark on all of them. Her hold on Athena tightened. 
 
    Behind him came the boy, Felix. His eyes flitted anxiously between El Viento and Venus. Venus figured it was the first time he’d seen Athena since she blew out his cousin’s brains. That almost made her smile. 
 
    Athena’s head lifted and her eyes focused on them. When her mouth opened, Venus knew she was going to scream, but no sound came out. She began trembling against her. 
 
    “I think she recognizes you,” said the nurse. 
 
    El Viento smiled at her. “I think so too. Would it be all right if my son and I took her for lunch in the cafeteria? I thought maybe some time out of this room would help her remember who we are before we move her back to Texas.” 
 
    “As long as you don’t leave the hospital, it shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    As he came toward Venus, she shrank back against Athena. “The nurse told me how kind you’ve been to my niece. Would you join us for lunch? I think my niece would like that very much.” When he held out his hand, he made sure Venus saw the gun in his waistband. 
 
    She looked at the nurse, pleading with her eyes, but she seemed oblivious. Venus knew if she said anything, El Viento would kill the little round woman. He took Venus’ hand even though she didn’t offer it. His eyes met hers and he began applying pressure. 
 
    Venus clenched her teeth, trying to ignore the pain, but he kept tightening. Beside her, Athena had begun to whimper, burying her face against Venus’ shoulder. The pressure increased until Venus sucked in air and forced herself to nod. He released her. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said, placing his hand on Venus’ back and pushing her toward the door. 
 
    Athena planted her feet, pulling back, shivering in terror. 
 
    “Felix, help your cousin. She’s a bit unstable right now,” said El Viento. 
 
    Felix hurried to Athena’s other side and together he and Venus got her to stumble toward the door. El Viento gave the nurse his hand as they passed her. “I appreciate the help you’ve given me.” 
 
    She gave him an uncertain smile. Venus wondered how she could ignore the strange way Athena was acting, but then in a psych hospital, she probably saw a lot of strange behavior. 
 
    “Please have her back in an hour.” 
 
    “Certainly. We’ll just be in the cafeteria if you need to find us.” 
 
    Venus searched for the security guard as they shambled awkwardly to the elevator. Athena was pulling back, trying to shake off Felix’s hold, but he had her so tightly pressed against him that she couldn’t really struggle. 
 
    El Viento pressed the button for the elevator and as they waited, he smiled at the passing nurses and patients, but then he glared at Venus, forcing her to lower her eyes. When the doors opened, he held them with one hand. 
 
    “Get in!” he commanded, pulling back the jacket so she could see the gun. 
 
    Venus didn’t want to get into that elevator. Would he shoot them both in there? But before she could do anything, Felix shoved Athena hard and they stumbled inside. As the doors closed, Venus felt like she was going to hyperventilate. She reached for Athena and for the first time, the girl clutched her back. 
 
    The elevator descended to the lobby and El Viento didn’t pull his gun. When the doors opened, he curled his hand on her elbow, gripping hard, and he and Felix propelled them into the hallway. They turned immediately to the left and angled down the empty corridor. Venus saw signs saying Personnel Only everywhere and it occurred to her that one of them had canvased the hospital ahead of time. 
 
    She didn’t question what they wanted. The Aztecas owned her and Athena, and they took what they owned. Beyond that, Athena killed El Griego. They couldn’t let that go, they couldn’t allow a woman to kill one of their own and go unpunished. Somewhere along this route, both of them were going to die. 
 
    The exit loomed before them. The sign said it was alarmed and should be used only in the case of emergencies. Still, El Viento made for it without hesitation. Just as he was about to depress the handle, a security guard rounded the corner. 
 
    “Hey, you can’t go out that way!” he said, moving toward them. 
 
    With cold precision, El Viento reached into his waistband and pulled out his gun. Then he leveled it on the security guard. The man staggered to a stop and raised his arms. 
 
    Without hesitation, El Viento pulled the trigger. 
 
    The man careened back, blood splattering on the wall behind him. Slowly he slid down and crumpled at its base. A hole gaped where his throat had been. Athena’s scream was drowned out by the sound of the siren on the emergency door as El Viento calmly pushed it open. Venus felt herself propelled backwards through the door and sensed a car behind them. 
 
    Slowly the emergency door swung closed, leaving the guard on the other side.  
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Magdalena sat on the floor in the hallway, listening to El Griego and El Miedo shouting in the other room. She kept her eyes closed. If they thought to investigate they would think she’d passed out drunk or drugged. 
 
    “He’s gonna kill us!” shouted El Griego. “He’s gonna blow our brains out!” 
 
    “We didn’t do nothing. He can’t blame us for the truck catching fire.” 
 
    “You were in charge of the warehouse. You were the one who was supposed to protect the shipment.” 
 
    “Tell me what I was supposed to do? It was a fire.” 
 
    “Yeah, but how come the truck took most of it. It wasn’t an accident, vato. It was set.” 
 
    “How’s that my problem?” 
 
    They fell silent. Magdalena fought the smile that threatened and clutched the crucifix. Some of her sin had been lifted, but there was more. It wasn’t enough to stop them temporarily, she had to stop them forever. 
 
    “What’s it say?” came El Miedo’s voice. 
 
    “He wants us to meet him.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “An abandoned apartment building about a block away. The one he’s trying to buy.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    The silence was heavy. Magdalena resisted the impulse to peek around the wall. They both swore, then she heard their footsteps headed toward the door. She scrambled to her feet and waited until the outer door closed. Running to the window, she looked out and marked where they went. 
 
    “What you doing, girl?” asked Venus at her back. She’d been listening to music in the room the girls shared. 
 
    Magdalena never took her eyes off El Griego. “Following him.” 
 
    Venus made a hissing noise. “You’re gonna get yourself killed.” 
 
    Magdalena waved her off. 
 
    “I’m serious, girl. He find out you’re following him, he’ll put that gun in your face and pull the trigger.” 
 
    Magdalena ignored her. When they turned the block, she pulled open the door and followed them. 
 
    Rain pounded down and the wind pressed the thin cotton of her shirt against her. She didn’t have time to grab a jacket. They were walking rapidly and she could hear them cursing as they went. Their movements were tense and jerky. 
 
    They turned into an alley. Magdalena waited at the opening until they disappeared from sight. Then she followed. The alley was dark and the rain pattered on the tops of the dumpsters. She edged slowly, afraid they might come back this way and she wouldn’t hear them in the downpour. 
 
    The alley ended. They were nowhere in sight. Her eyes chanced across the ŁĦȺ tag by the backdoor of the building. Someone had nailed boards across it to keep people out, but one of the boards had been pried off and another was pulled away. 
 
    She crept to the door and listened. She could hear them swearing inside, but she couldn’t see them. Her heart was racing and she realized she was nearly hyperventilating. Venus was right. They would kill her if they found her following them, but she had to know what happened. She had to know. It was the only path home. 
 
    Easing her way past the boards and into the building, she found herself in a hallway. Crossing the hall, she peered out at the lobby of a hotel. El Griego and El Miedo had met up with two others. One was a hulking brute of a man with blunt features and a massive build. The other was El Viento. She would remember him anywhere. 
 
    She shivered, not from the cold or the rain. She would never forget what he did to her, how cruel he’d been. She wanted to shrink away and hide, but she couldn’t. The path to home lay through him. If she could stop him, she could go home. 
 
    The ceiling of the lobby rose high above them and a skylight in the roof provided a bit of light. Across the lobby were the front doors and light from the streetlamps filtered into the room. El Miedo was begging. She could tell by his hunched shoulders and the clasping of his hands, but she couldn’t really make out the words. The rain was drumming too hard on the skylight. 
 
    “Enough!” shouted El Viento. “Why was there no guard in my warehouse?” 
 
    Magdalena had wondered the same thing. 
 
    El Miedo mumbled something, ducking his head. 
 
    El Viento looked at the man next to him. “I don’t ask for much, do I, Jorge?” 
 
    “No, jefe,” said Jorge. 
 
    “I’m a reasonable man, sí?” 
 
    “Sí, jefe.” 
 
    “I give you a good cut of business. I give you weapons. I give you manpower. All I ask is that the shipment be delivered on time and then, that it be guarded.” He pulled out his gun and pointed it at El Miedo. “If not, you die.” 
 
    Magdalena held her breath. She wanted to look away, but she was paralyzed. 
 
    “Please, jefe,” begged El Miedo, “please, let me explain.” 
 
    El Viento raised the gun, pulling the muzzle from El Miedo’s head. “Explain?” 
 
    El Miedo made some strange motions with his mouth and hands, then he bolted. He took off running across the lobby. Magdalena expected El Viento to shoot him in the back, but he calmly turned to El Griego and handed him the gun. “You do him.” 
 
    El Griego hesitantly took the gun. 
 
    With a cold smile, El Viento turned in the direction El Miedo fled and he began walking. El Griego and Jorge followed. 
 
    When El Miedo came to the front doors of the building, he tugged on them, but they’d been boarded shut. Frantically, he picked the left hallway and began running. El Viento and the other two men walked a bit more rapidly after him. 
 
    Magdalena knew she should leave. This was far worse than what she’d expected. She rose from her crouch and turned toward the backdoor, but a shot rang out in the building, echoing away into the distance. She stopped and listened, wondering if it was thunder. 
 
    She knew she should go. The path of retribution had been set in motion and it was moving far more quickly than she’d expected. In fact, she wanted to stop them from peddling their drugs, but she didn’t want anyone shot. 
 
    And yet, she turned toward the lobby and peered around the perimeter. She saw no one. Drawing a deep breath, she sprinted across the open areas, past the disabled elevators, beneath the vaulted skylight. She slowed as she came to the other side and dove behind an upright steel garbage can, then she crept to the opening, peering into the gloom. 
 
    The hallway was so dark, it was hard to see anything. Three fourths of the way down, she saw someone standing in a doorway. An exit sign blinked overhead, the bulb dying. Magdalena tried with all her might to see, but it was impossible. 
 
    She crawled on her hands and knees beyond the garbage can and strained to hear in the darkness. The rain drummed on the skylight, but she could hear murmuring. 
 
    “Do what I said. Now.” 
 
    She didn’t hear an answer, then someone shouted, “Oh Dios mío, por favor!” 
 
    “Do it. Cut it off.” 
 
    A rush of bile rose in Magdalena’s throat and she scrambled to her feet. Backing away from the hallway, she ran into the garbage can. She twisted, trying to catch it, but she was off-balance and only succeeded in falling over it herself. 
 
    She heard the clatter as the lid fell off, but she didn’t wait to see what would happen. Scrambling over it, she raced across the lobby, her heart in her throat, the sound of her own breathing like thunder in her ears. She tore into the hallway and dove for the backdoor. 
 
    A shadow loomed in front of her as she pushed her way through and she fell back against the door with a scream. 
 
    “It’s me! It’s me!” shouted the figure. 
 
    Magdalena blinked, the rain pounding down on her, but she recognized Venus. Grabbing her arm, she dragged her down the alley. Venus tried to look behind her, but Magdalena didn’t want to know if they were being followed. 
 
    “Where the hell do you think you’re going? Punta, I’m talking to you.” 
 
    Magdalena stumbled at the sound of his voice, but Venus pulled her up. The alley stretched away before them, glistening in the rain. Magdalena didn’t have time to think about what he’d do to them if he caught them. She just ran. 
 
    Then something slammed into her back and she went sprawling. The asphalt came up and bit into her hands, the breath knocked out of her. She felt his fingers dig into her shoulders, forcing her to her back and she went crazy, pounding him with her fists, kicking wherever her feet could reach. His cold fingers closed over her throat and he squeezed. Lights burst in Magdalena’s head and she pounded on him, arching her back to try and throw him off, but she could feel his grip tightening, cutting off air. She fought harder, but his weight was forcing her down into the asphalt as if he thought he could merge her body into the alley. 
 
    Suddenly Venus was there, clawing at his face. He released Magdalena and grabbed Venus’ wrists, but the weight of him was centered on her stomach. She sucked in air, gulping it and the rain into her mouth. Her throat burned, her fingertips ached, but air filled her lungs. 
 
    Venus moaned, writhing in pain. He crushed her wrists in his hands, grinding her bones together. Magdalena knew he wouldn’t stop, not now. Like Joan of Arc, Magdalena had to rise to this battle and face whatever God had planned for her, but she wasn’t going to let this man kill her. 
 
    She saw the gun in his waistband as he struggled with Venus and she reached for it. She’d never held a gun in her life and she couldn’t believe how heavy it was in her hands. He felt her grab the gun and turned to look down at her. 
 
    Magdalena thought about her stolen innocence, the way he’d used her and sold her to others to do the same. She thought about her family and how she missed them, but could never return, never go back to being their daughter. She thought about her ruined future and the death of her dream to go to college. Finally, she thought about the only friend she’d made since coming to this city, Venus, the woman who fought now to save her, and she knew what she had to do. 
 
    She lifted the gun to his head and... 
 
    …she pulled the trigger. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    The precinct buzzed with activity when they returned. The ride back to the City had been tense and quiet. Marco drove the Charger and Peyton stared out the window, thinking about what Luis Garza had told her. Javier hadn’t said much either. He rode in the backseat and typed into his phone the entire time. 
 
    Alvarez and Miller ordered them into their command center. Peyton sank into the chair at the round table and stared at the surface of it. She wanted to think of Luis Garza as an animal, devoid of human sympathy, but then he offered his life to protect his mother and sister. It didn’t square with the man who had so callously shot her father dead. 
 
    I freaked and shot your papa. 
 
    That explanation just wasn’t enough to warrant forgiveness, but his sacrifice for his family did force her to see him as something other than subhuman. Could her father’s death have been a horrible, horrible accident? A moment of panic that became lethal? How could she accept that? 
 
    “Brooks!” snapped Alvarez. 
 
    Peyton blinked up at her. “What?” 
 
    “You talked to Rafael Peña and you didn’t disclose that to us?” 
 
    For some reason that accusation rankled. “I was put on leave the moment you arrived. When did you want me to debrief you?” 
 
    “The second we took jurisdiction of this case. I don’t think you appreciate how serious this is.” 
 
    Peyton narrowed her eyes. She wasn’t feeling like playing nice right now. “Enlighten me.” 
 
    “If we had known you interviewed Peña, we could have pulled his bank records, his green card, anything else. We could have moved on him sooner. Even with Garza in solitary, someone is bound to communicate this meeting to Peña. We’ve got at most a day or two before he knows we’re on to him.” 
 
    “If Garza’s in solitary, who’s gonna get to him?” Peyton asked, although she probably could guess. 
 
    “A guard on the take, another gangster. If we knew how the gangs communicated in and out of prison, we’d be able to stop it, but believe me, someone will inform him.” 
 
    “Fine,” interrupted Defino. “What is our second option?” 
 
    “I’ll bet he has an arsenal at his fingertips. We go in with SWAT and take them all out,” offered Miller. 
 
    Peyton frowned. “We aren’t going to get a search warrant and find probable cause before we take him out? Out here in the wild west we do things a little differently and don’t go in guns ablazin’.” She couldn’t help the sarcasm. There was a lot for her to process right now. 
 
    No one said anything for a moment, staring at everything else but each other. 
 
    Finally, Alvarez stirred. “Of course we’re going to get a search warrant and do this legally, but I’ve seen how these things go down. Want it or not, it’s gonna be guns ablazin’.” She leveled an eye on Peyton. “Go home, Brooks, and stay there.” 
 
    Peyton’s frown deepened. “Go home?” she said, trying to keep her voice level. “I’m not going home.” 
 
    “You’re still on leave.” 
 
    “The hell I am. You took me off leave when you demanded I speak with Garza.  You can’t put me back on now. That genie ain’t going back in the bottle, lady!” 
 
    Alvarez and Miller stared at her. A number of the other tech guys stared, but Peyton didn’t back down. Across the table, Marco was fighting to hide a smile. 
 
    “You are insubordinate, Brooks.” 
 
    When Peyton didn’t take the bait, Alvarez turned to Defino. “Your call, Captain.” 
 
    “Brooks is reinstated,” Defino said without hesitation. 
 
    Alvarez turned to one of the tech guys. “Get us a map of Nob Hill, just overhead, so we can pinpoint the house. Miller, get to work on those warrants.” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    Peyton felt her phone vibrate in her pocket. She slipped it out and thumbed it on, holding it below the table so Alvarez wouldn’t notice. She didn’t want to be called insubordinate again. She blinked in surprise at the message. 
 
    Help! El Viento at hospital! 
 
    Peyton leaned forward and slid the phone across to Marco, giving him a pointed look. He caught it and studied the text. Then his eyes lifted to meet Peyton’s. As they both rose to their feet, Maria opened the conference room door, forcing Alvarez to halt in her planning. 
 
    “A call just came in. One dead at Our Lady of the Blessed Sacrament,” said Maria. 
 
    “What? What is that?” demanded Alvarez. 
 
    Peyton and Marco were already moving. Defino was on their heels. 
 
    “That’s the psych hospital where Olivia Walker and our Jane Doe are staying,” the captain said. 
 
    Alvarez dropped her map and reached for her suit jacket as Miller headed for the door, still talking into his phone. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake climbed out of the squad car, looking around. They’d parked at an emergency exit on the side of the hospital. A utility drive cut along the edge of the hospital, dropping to a cargo door. Cops milled about the utility drive and yellow crime tape roped it off from the general population. 
 
    Jake followed Holmes and Bartlet under the tape and to the emergency door. It was one of those solid affairs with no windows and a sign labeling it Emergency. Holmes pulled it open and motioned Jake through. Jake clutched the camera case and moved from the overcast day into the darkness of the hallway. 
 
    It took a moment for his eyes to adjust, but then he saw the body. A middle aged man dressed in a security guard uniform lay crumpled in a half-sitting position against the wall. A streak of blood ran down the wall and pooled beneath him. A gaping wound in his throat easily gave away the cause of death. 
 
    Jake fought a rise of bile and looked around at the cops. Peyton and Marco were talking to the DEA agents and the captain. They were arguing about something. Jake unhooked the camera bag and set it on the ground, then pulled out his camera. The solid weight of it allowed him to compartmentalize the horror of his surroundings. 
 
    And once he started taking pictures, he felt the calm seep into him. The dead body became nothing more than a prop for the art. It had to be that way or he wouldn’t be able to do it. Despite the horror he saw on this job, for the first time he felt like he was part of something bigger than he was, something more important. 
 
    As he took pictures, he edged back toward Peyton and Marco. She was talking emphatically, but she was trying not to be overheard.  
 
    “I’m telling you it’s our best bet. We’ve found Venus there before. Everything in this case is tied to that warehouse.” 
 
    “She’s right,” offered Marco. “And if she isn’t, we haven’t lost anything. We’ve got to set up a perimeter around El Viento or this is going to get out of hand.” 
 
    “How do you know it was El Viento who took the girl?” asked Alvarez. 
 
    “The description the floor nurse gave us matches. Who else would do this?” 
 
    “I don’t like it. It could be a trap.” 
 
    “According to what you say, we’re walking into a trap no matter where it is. I’d rather this battle go down in an abandoned warehouse than on a city street.” 
 
    The DEA agents and the captain seemed to consider this. Jake glanced at Peyton and found her leaning forward, her face bright with urgency. He shifted the camera just enough to get a picture of the five of them. The dynamics of the living would always be more fascinating than the dead. 
 
    “Go,” said Defino. “I want SWAT out there as well.” 
 
    Peyton nodded and turned to go. 
 
    “Brooks?” called the captain. 
 
    Peyton paused and looked over her shoulder at her. 
 
    “Don’t hesitate to go for the kill.” 
 
    Peyton nodded, then her eyes shifted to Jake. He held up a hand and she did the same, forcing a slight smile. Jake couldn’t make himself smile. After the shooting at Abe’s lab, he couldn’t look at her without thinking that all cops lived on borrowed time. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Venus watched as Jorge forced open the backdoor of the warehouse. He had driven down the alley behind the buildings, parking just below the stairs. She held Athena’s hands tightly, the girl curled into her side. She kept muttering, “It’s gonna be all right,” but as she watched that door open, she knew both of them were going to die in here today. 
 
    Once it was braced open, Jorge ran back to the car and grabbed the passenger door. El Viento didn’t turn around. He sat facing forward in the passenger seat of the Lincoln. “Get out,” he commanded. 
 
    Jorge wrenched open the door and grabbed Venus, hauling her bodily from the car. She thought to scream, but who would hear them out here? A homeless man? Athena was pulled out with her because she wouldn’t let go of Venus’ arm. 
 
    Felix ran around the back of the car and took Athena’s other arm. The girl whimpered and buried her face against Venus’ shoulder. The four of them made a shambling, stumbling group as they staggered to the stairs and began to climb. Behind them came El Viento. 
 
    They were forced down into the cargo bay of the warehouse. Venus could see the burnt out truck and she stared in amazement. She couldn’t believe anyone would have done that to the Aztecas. Then she knew. Athena did it. 
 
    “Imagine my surprise when $5 million dollars of crack cocaine goes up in smoke,” said El Viento, walking around them until he faced them. “$5 million dollars. Even more shocking, the fire department wasn’t sure what the truck contained, because an accelerant was used. Still, they sent a sample to the lab. What do you think they’ll find when they get around to testing it?” 
 
    Venus shook so badly, her back hurt. Athena was trembling nearly as bad. $5 million dollars? They were going to die. 
 
    “The fire was contained to the warehouse. I thought one of my men set it. Had to be an inside job. In fact, I executed one of my best men because of it. Then again to my surprise, my other man gets his face blown off. Not by an Azteca, but by a whore.” 
 
    Venus closed her eyes and hugged Athena to her. 
 
    “I still wouldn’t have been suspicious, except I come to find out that this whore has been following my men.” Venus knew he was staring at her. Oh, God, she had caused this. She hadn’t wanted to give up Athena, but when he started burning her with his cigar, the pain had been so agonizing, and then he threatened to do it to her face. Of course, she hadn’t known Athena burned up the truck, but she’d known Athena followed them. 
 
    El Viento nodded at Jorge. He ripped Venus away from Athena. They both fought not to be separated. Venus couldn’t help it, she was actively crying now. This is where they would die, this horrible warehouse. Athena stood by herself, shaking, curling her arms around her middle, looking small and lost and child-like. Venus fought to get back to her, kicked and clawed at Jorge, but he wouldn’t let go. 
 
    El Viento nodded to Felix. “You want the last letter?” He indicated Felix’s arm. Venus knew he had the first two letters, ŁĦ, there. Felix’s eyes had been darting around, but he fixed them on El Viento and slowly he nodded. 
 
    El Viento reached into his waistband and pulled out his gun. He held it out to Felix. “Kill her.” 
 
    Felix took a few steps forward and accepted the gun. Venus saw his hand was shaking. He was just a boy, hardly older than Athena. “El Viento?” he asked. 
 
    “I gave you an order.” 
 
    Venus wanted to scream for Athena to run, but she knew she wouldn’t. Athena had curled up, her hair sliding forward to cover her face. 
 
    Felix took the gun in both hands and stared at it, then he looked at Athena. 
 
    “Do it,” demanded El Viento. 
 
    Felix lifted the gun and pointed it at her. His hand shook so bad he had to steady it with his other one. Slowly, Athena lifted her head, her dark hair spilling back from her face and over her shoulders. She looked Felix directly in the eye. At her throat, the crucifix gleamed, and there, in the distance, Venus heard sirens. 
 
    “Don’t do it, Felix,” she found the courage to say. “She trusted you. She ran off with you and what have you done for her? You abandoned her, abused her. She trusted you.” 
 
    The gun waivered and lowered. 
 
    “Kill her. She’s a whore, Felix, she killed your cousin.” 
 
    The gun rose, but still he only stared. 
 
    “We don’t have time, Felix. Do it, do it now!” 
 
    Drawing a deep breath, Felix exhaled, then steadied the gun again. 
 
    “No!” screamed Venus. “I did it. I burned the truck. I followed them here.” 
 
    Athena turned and stared at her. “No,” she mouthed. The first word she’d spoken in weeks. 
 
    Venus felt calm flow through her. Suddenly it no longer mattered. Survival didn’t matter. Athena was all that mattered. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she told Athena. 
 
    Felix looked over his shoulder at El Viento. El Viento nodded and Jorge moved away. 
 
    Venus stared at the boy, but she noticed that this time, his aim was steady. In the last instant, she thought to run, but he pulled the trigger. 
 
    Something hot and powerful slammed into her middle, knocking the breath out of her. She heard the sirens and Athena scream, and she was surprised to see the beams of the warehouse overhead. It was difficult to breath and hot liquid was spilled over her middle, covering her hands. 
 
    “Kill the other one and come on.” 
 
    Athena threw herself over Venus, sobbing and cradling her in her arms. Venus looked beyond her shoulder and saw El Viento and Jorge calmly walking to the back doors. Their bodies seemed distorted as if they were walking sideways. She tried to breathe, but something hot flowed over her cheek. 
 
    Felix came into her line of sight, the gun held at his side. He stared at Venus and Venus stared back. Suddenly she was cold, her fingers and toes numb. Felix lifted the gun and pointed it at Athena’s back. Venus wanted to warn her, but she couldn’t find her voice. 
 
    The sirens were louder, coming closer. She tried again to speak, but she couldn’t. Felix looked to the rolled doors, then back. Finally, he turned and ran for the stairs, the gun dangling from his hand. 
 
    Venus let her eyes close and allowed the sound of the sirens to fill her head, but over them, whispered directly in her ear, she heard Athena’s voice saying, “The lord is my shepherd, I shall not want…” 
 
    Then everything went dark. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The SWAT team’s Chevy Tahoe leaped over the curb and slammed into the chain link fence. Other vehicles swarmed onto the sidewalk behind it and cops spilled out in riot gear, helmets and flak jackets, and armed to the teeth. 
 
    Marco pulled the Charger in behind the Tahoe and they jumped out, using the doors as cover while a number of SWAT ran to the rolling door and forced it up. Peyton and Marco held back as police of every variety swarmed into the warehouse. 
 
    Peyton’s heart was racing and she strained to see around the Tahoe, but the Tahoe blocked most of everything. Clenching her teeth to keep from racing behind the SWAT, she tugged on the front of the flak jacket and then braced her gun on the open window of the car door. 
 
    The radio crackled under the dashboard. “Warehouse clear.” 
 
    A wash of disappointment went over her and she rose from her crouch. She had been sure the women were here. 
 
    “One body,” came the voice on the radio. 
 
    Peyton exchanged a look with Marco, then circled around the Charger’s door, taking off her helmet and shoving the gun into her waist holster. She felt sick inside as she eased around the Tahoe and stepped over the twisted metal of the chain link fence. One body? Whose? 
 
    Cops meandered through the interior of the warehouse in the flashing red light of their vehicles. To the right was the burned out truck, but in the middle of the warehouse was a circle of police, both SWAT and homicide. They parted as she moved toward them and she saw Athena, her hair covering her face. She was on her knees, clasping her crucifix in her hands, rocking herself and muttering something. The chain on the crucifix dangled down and swung above the body of Venus. A bloom of red covered Venus’ chest and spread out around her in a puddle. Her eyes were open and staring at the beams of the warehouse above them. 
 
    Peyton pulled the gloves off her hand and put them in the helmet, then she set the helmet on the ground. No one had moved to pull Athena away. Probably because the swaying and the muttering was unsettling, or probably because no cop really knew how to greet death. 
 
    They fell back as Peyton approached. She didn’t even look at them, just kept her eyes focused on Athena. Kneeling on the other side of Venus, she reached out and gently closed Venus’ eyes, forcing herself to take a deep breath. For some reason, she wanted to cry, she wanted to shout in frustration and fury, this job made her sick inside, the brutality of what humans were capable of doing to each other, but she couldn’t give in to it. She had to remain a cop. 
 
    Take care of the living, sweetness, her father would say, the dead don’t need us no more. 
 
    He always said cops solved a murder case not for the murdered, but to protect the living. She’d tried to protect Venus, but nothing had worked. From the moment she met her, Venus had been headed for this end, but Athena was still alive. Athena was still here. She had to protect the living. 
 
    She started to reach out to her, hoping that by touching her she could get her to stop rocking, stop muttering. However her eyes caught on the crucifix, dangling over her clasped hands. She would rock, mutter, and press her lips to the cross, then repeat it. Peyton leaned closer, straining to hear what she said over the sounds of the cops searching the rest of the warehouse. 
 
    She caught a few words. Goodness, mercy, dwell. Comprehension dawned and Peyton realized she was breathing faster. She recognized the words, she knew what they meant, and when Athena obsessively came to the start again, Peyton went with her. 
 
    “The lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. 
 
    He maketh me to lie down in green pastures. 
 
    He leadeth me beside the still waters. 
 
    He restoreth my soul. 
 
    He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake.” 
 
    Athena’s head lifted and her hair slid back from her face. Her eyes met and held Peyton’s. Peyton reached out and curled her hand over Athena’s clasped ones as they continued reciting together. 
 
    “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, 
 
    I will fear no evil. For thou art with me. 
 
    Thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me. 
 
    Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies. 
 
    Thou annointest my head with oil. 
 
    My cup runneth over.” 
 
    Tears filled Athena’s eyes and spilled over, racing down her cheeks and dropping off her chin. They fell on the back of Peyton’s hand, but she ignored it, never breaking eye contact with the girl. 
 
    “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life. 
 
    And I will dwell in the House of the Lord forever.” 
 
    Silence descended in the warehouse. Every cop had stopped moving and watched the two women in the center of the building. 
 
    Peyton blinked back her own tears and swallowed hard. She lifted her free hand and clasped it around Athena’s, the crucifix pressing into her palm. 
 
    “I’m Peyton,” she said. 
 
    Athena gave a strange shudder, then she licked a tear off her upper lip. “I’m Magdalena,” she whispered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    The command center had become a war-room. Plans were drawn on a white board, everyone was talking at once, and the techs were frantically trying to pull up every shred of information they had on the house on Nob Hill. 
 
    Peyton leaned against the wall by the door. She couldn’t corral her emotions long enough to sit down. “How do you know he hasn’t tried to leave the country?” 
 
    “We put him on the no-fly list the moment Garza gave us his name,” answered Alvarez. 
 
    “What makes you think he hasn’t fled by car?” 
 
    “We have surveillance around his house. He returned about an hour ago and he hasn’t tried to leave since. He doesn’t know we’re on to him yet.” She looked at Defino. “Are the warrants in order?” 
 
    “They’re on the way over here now.” 
 
    “Good.” Alvarez continued outlining their plan of attack. First they would empty the neighborhood, while SWAT set up a perimeter around the house. Then they would announce the search warrant over the loud speaker and hope Peña surrendered. If not, they would go in by force. The way Alvarez said force, Peyton knew that was the option she was hoping for. 
 
    Before she’d finished her debriefing, Devan entered the room. Peyton hadn’t seen him since their public breakup a week ago. He looked around the room, his eyes slipping over her and coming back. He held the search warrants in his hand, but his eyes remained fixed on Peyton. 
 
    “Your warrants,” he said to Alvarez. 
 
    “Good,” she said as she took them. “Full riot gear, everyone, we leave in ten.” 
 
    Cops spilled out of the command center to make final preparations. Peyton waited beside Marco until only Miller, Alvarez and Defino were left. Devan hadn’t left either and he waited by the door. 
 
    Peyton knew she couldn’t avoid this forever. She walked over to him and offered him a tense smile. “Hey.” 
 
    He tried to smile back and failed. “Hey. You going on this raid?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    He looked down and fidgeted with the cuff on his suit. “Be careful okay.” 
 
    “I will,” she said, then turned to the door. 
 
    “Peyton,” he called when she reached the other side. 
 
    Peyton stopped and turned around. 
 
    “I miss you,” he offered. 
 
    She smiled easier this time. “I miss you too.” Then she walked away. 
 
    She searched the squad room for Jake and found him sitting at a table in the break room. He looked up when she entered. 
 
    “Hiding out?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I needed to get out of there. I can’t take the tension.” 
 
    Peyton folded her hands on the back of a plastic chair. “Look, Jake, if something happens, will you watch out for Pickles?” 
 
    “Peyton…” 
 
    She held up a hand. “My mother’s phone number is programed into the phone in the kitchen. Just hold down the number one. Abe is number three.” 
 
    “Who’s two?” he said, trying to be light. 
 
    “Marco,” they both said together. 
 
    She smiled at him. “Just in case.” 
 
    Jake’s smile died. “No just in case, Peyton. Don’t make me do that. Ever.” 
 
    “Why? Could it be that you’ve forgiven me? That maybe we’re friends?” 
 
    He shook his head, but his lips were tilted up in a half-smile. “I take pictures of heads in boxes now, Peyton, what the hell do you think?” 
 
    She laughed and circled around the desk, bending over to hug him where he sat. He grasped her arm and held her there. 
 
    “Please don’t force me to make those calls.” 
 
    “I won’t,” she said and released him. She headed to the door, but paused and looked over her shoulder. “Don’t forget to feed Pickles. And walk him.” Then she went to her desk after her riot gear. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The evacuation of the neighborhood was nearly complete by the time they pulled the Charger up to the house. The SWAT had Peña’s house and the two houses next to it isolated. Peyton climbed out of the Charger and walked toward Alvarez, Marco beside her. 
 
    A gesticulating Reverend O’Shannahan was talking to Alvarez. He turned on Peyton and Marco as they arrived. “I told you there was something wrong. Didn’t I, Inspectors? I told you.” 
 
    Peyton ignored him. “Where’s Miller?” 
 
    Alvarez pointed to the ring of squad cars surrounding the front of the house. Miller stood in the center of them with Javier. 
 
    O’Shannanhan wasn’t giving up. “What are you here for? Is it for the threats he made against me? Or is it something else?” 
 
    “Look, Reverend,” said Alvarez, “I think we’ve got this. I wouldn’t want an important San Francisco icon such as yourself to be in harm’s way. Why don’t you step back there with the rest of the residents, far out of range of the house?” 
 
    “Range of what?” said O’Shannahan, but Alvarez signaled to an officer and the officer walked O’Shannahan off down the street. 
 
    Peyton smiled. It was the first time Alvarez had impressed her. “Nice,” she said. 
 
    “He’s an idiot,” Alvarez muttered. 
 
    The three of them made their way to Miller. Peyton studied the beautiful Victorian mansion with its gingerbread shingles and lofty bay windows. She couldn’t see any signs that anyone was inside, except she caught the minute sway of a curtain on the second floor. 
 
    Alvarez reached in for the microphone and held it out to Javier. “Do the honors,” she said, grabbing the search warrant on the seat. She handed it to Javier as well. 
 
    The Gang Taskforce cop glanced at Peyton and Marco, then he depressed the button on the side of the microphone. “Raphael Peña, this is the San Francisco Police Department. We have a warrant to search the premises and request your complete cooperation. All residents of this address are hereby asked to vacate the premises in an orderly fashion with their hands above their heads. You have two minutes to comply with this request or we will be forced to enter on our own.” 
 
    Nothing happened right away. Peyton held her breath, praying Peña would have sense to give up without incident. She didn’t want to be in a shoot-out. She didn’t want to have to draw her gun. She just wanted this to end. Enough blood had been shed over this case. She didn’t want anymore. 
 
    The two minutes passed with no answer from the house. All of the cops on the street were still as statues and silent. The people waiting far back on a cross street were silent. Javier glanced at Alvarez and she motioned to the microphone. 
 
    He lifted it again. “Raphael Peña…” he began. Before he could say another word, a shot rang out, slamming into the lights on the top of a patrol car. Everyone dove for the ground. Peyton fell on her backside between Marco and Javier. Her heart was trying to claw its way out of her throat and her hands were gripped around the handle of her gun. She didn’t even remember drawing it. 
 
    Then all hell broke loose. SWAT opened fire on the house. Gangsters opened fire on the cops. People were running and scrambling and diving for cover. A few minutes later, everything went silent again. 
 
    Alvarez, positioned behind the door on the squad car, motioned to a group of SWAT on the left, then did the same on the right. They broke for the house, running hunched over, but no more shooting came from inside. 
 
    Peyton rose and looked over the hood of the squad car. Two cops used a hand-held battering ram to force in the door. The splintering of the frame echoed back over the block. Then a stream of cops raced inside. Peyton heard more gun fire, then Alvarez hit her shoulder. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    Peyton followed after her and Marco as they left the cover of the squad cars and tore across the street, running hunched over as the SWAT had done. They sprinted up the stairs and into the house. A huge foyer met their eye, tiled in marble with a crystal chandelier hanging overhead. A sloping staircase ran to the right of them and toward the back of the house she could see a polished wood floor leading to a living room. 
 
    Another round of shots sounded upstairs and they turned toward them. Marco’s longer legs took him to the top quicker and he paused on the landing, staring down. Peyton arrived a second later. A teenage boy in a white tank-top lay sprawled on the white carpet, his eyes open and glassy, a pool of blood spreading beneath him. The letters Ł and Ħ were tattooed into his bicep. 
 
    Peyton stepped around him and they headed for double doors at the end of the hall. Another two bodies lay sprawled against the walls. One had a gunshot to the forehead; he was a huge, hulking figure of a man. Another with bad acne had a wound to the leg and a second hole in his chest. Alvarez motioned to them and mouthed El Viento, but Peyton shook her head. Neither were Raphael Peña. 
 
    They entered the huge master bedroom. A large canopy bed dominated the room, facing a wall with a massive flat screen television. A dresser and two nightstands were the only other furnishings. A body lay at the foot of the bed. A SWAT officer stood over it. 
 
    “Peña?” asked Alvarez. 
 
    The officer pushed the body over with his foot, keeping his gun trained on it. The gangster had taken a bullet through the left eye, but she could tell it wasn’t Peña by the flattened nose and the bushy eyebrows. 
 
    “It’s not him.” 
 
    Alvarez threw up her hands in disgust. Her radio crackled and she reached for it, depressing the button. “Alvarez?” 
 
    “The house is clear,” came Miller’s voice. “We have five bodies total. None are Peña.” 
 
    “Have we checked everything? What about the basement?” 
 
    “We checked everything,” said Miller. “He’s gone.” 
 
    “Shit!” swore Alvarez, slamming her gun against her thigh. “I’m coming down.” 
 
    She and the SWAT officer left the room. 
 
    Peyton looked at Marco. “I thought she said she had him under surveillance?” 
 
    “She did.” 
 
    “Well, where is Peña?” 
 
    Marco shrugged, then his head lifted. His eyes rose to the French door. “Do you remember when we talked with O’Shannahan?” 
 
    Peyton nodded, following where he was looking. 
 
    “He said the houses were so close together that he could touch Peña’s balcony from his.” He walked quickly to the open door and looked out. 
 
    Peyton followed him. If they looked to the left, they could see O’Shannahan’s balcony. They carefully eased outside and walked to the rail, looking over. It was a short jump from the railing, not even a full two feet. They moved to the right and looked over. The house on the right sat lower on the hill from Peña’s, so not only did you have a two or three foot jump, but you had a good six or seven feet fall. There was no escaping in that direction. O’Shannahan’s porch was the only option. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “I’ll go over onto O’Shannahan’s balcony. You get Alvarez and Miller, and get inside the house. I’ll bet we trap him between the two of us.” 
 
    “I don’t like this, Marco. Let’s run it by Alvarez.” 
 
    Marco held up his gun. “I’m armed. If we don’t act now, he’ll get away, Peyton. Look what he’s done already. This isn’t a man we want running loose.” 
 
    “Okay, but you don’t go over there until I get in position. I’m sending some SWATs up here to go with you.” 
 
    “Good thinking. Now go.” 
 
    She ran for the door, but paused and looked back. She didn’t like this, didn’t like being separated from him. He waved her on as he strode toward O’Shannahan’s porch. Peyton turned and ran for the stairs, taking them as fast as she dared. Alvarez was no longer in the house. She found a couple of SWATs milling about. 
 
    “Go up and meet Inspector D’Angelo in the master bedroom. He needs your coverage.” 
 
    They hurried to do as she said and she ran into the living room, looking around. She didn’t recognize any cops there. Afraid Marco might not wait for her, she ran to the front door and raced down the stairs. She skidded on the damp concrete as she turned for O’Shannahan’s house. She still didn’t see Alvarez or Miller. Where the hell were they? 
 
    She fumbled for the radio on her belt as she raced up O’Shannahan’s outside stairs.  Pressing the button, she called Alvarez’s name. The radio crackled, but there was no response. She grabbed the doorknob and paused, taking a deep breath. Pressing the radio button again, she shouted into it. 
 
    “Alvarez, come in!” 
 
    Then she stepped into the house. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    After surveying the area, Marco climbed onto the rail and made the leap onto O’Shannahan’s deck. He knew he should wait for the officers to arrive, but he wanted to be in position in case Peña made a break for it. Beyond the balcony, there was a twenty foot drop into the backyard and then a good hundred feet to the back fence that butted up against the neighbor’s yard. He didn’t think Peña would attempt it, but he wanted to be ready. 
 
    Once he was in position, he looked beyond the bistro table and chairs and noticed that there was a break in the railing. He rose to his full height and looked closer. A staircase led down into the yard. 
 
    Shit, he hadn’t considered that. Why hadn’t that staircase been on the surveillance photos the tech guys had pulled up? If he was Peña, that was the route he would have taken, down the stairs, across the yard and into the neighbor’s yard in back, which led to another street entirely. All the while, the SWAT team was busy killing Peña’s men in his house. 
 
    Marco reached for his radio as he walked over to the staircase. It looked new, the paint not quite matching up with the rest of the railing. He eased his gun into his holster and lifted the radio to his lips, but a motion to his left stopped him in his tracks and he looked up into the barrel of a gun. 
 
    It pointed out of the partially open sliding glass door of O’Shannahan’s house. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton pressed the button again. “Alvarez,” she whispered, feeling oppressed by the silence in the house. She didn’t want to go up the stairs alone. Not until someone else got there. “Alvarez.” 
 
    The radio crackled. “Brooks? Where are you?” 
 
    “Listen. I need to you to send men to O’Shannahan’s house. We think Peña might have jumped the balcony and wound up here.” 
 
    “Don’t move. I’m coming.” 
 
    Peyton replaced the radio and lifted her gun. Don’t move. Shit, if Peña was in here, she wasn’t going to stand there like a Christmas goose for the offing. She moved toward the study where they had interviewed O’Shannahan. Pushing open the doors, she stepped inside, crossing around to his desk. Leading with the gun, she checked under it. Nothing. 
 
    Breathing a sigh of relief, she straightened. As soon as she did, something large and heavy hit the ground upstairs. Peyton didn’t think. All she knew was that Marco might need her. She tore into the entryway and raced up the stairs. Once on the landing she was faced with five different doors, but the one on the far right was half ajar. 
 
    Running for it, she threw it open and came to a halt. Raphael Peña was standing by the sliding glass door and in front of him was Marco. Marco was just climbing to his feet again, his hand pressed to the back of his head when Peyton burst into the room, her gun pointed at Peña’s head. They both looked over at her at the same time. 
 
    “Don’t move!” screamed Peyton, steadying the gun in her hand. 
 
    Peña ignored her, lifting his own gun and pointing it at the back of Marco’s head. “La belleza, how nice to see you again. Now let’s take it easy here and no one has to get hurt.” 
 
    “Put the gun down, Peña. It’s over. You’re under arrest.” Peyton could see the shadow of a SWAT officer with his gun trained on the door, but Peña had stepped back so only Marco was in view. 
 
    “How trite. We both know you aren’t going to do anything while I’ve got the gun pointed at your partner’s head. So, let’s deal.” 
 
    “I’m not dealing with you, Peña. Put the gun down!” 
 
    Peña’s arm never wavered. It was pointed at a spot beneath Marco’s ear. Marco tried to make eye contact with her, but she wouldn’t break her concentration.  “Put down your gun, la belleza, and take out your radio. We can make a deal.” 
 
    Peyton could feel the tremors start, crawling from her stomach into her arms. This is what she feared most of all, this is what woke her in the middle of the night in a cold sweat. The idea that Marco would be in danger and she could do nothing to prevent it. 
 
    Peña sensed the shift in her resolve and he pounced on it. “You know I will kill him. You know it means nothing to me. The situation is already beyond salvaging. The only thing we have left is negotiation. Put down the gun and take out your radio.” 
 
    Peyton gritted her teeth, fighting to steady her hand. 
 
    “Put down the gun,” Peña repeated. 
 
    Marco must have seen it in her face too because he suddenly spoke up, “Don’t do it, Brooks. Don’t put down your gun.” 
 
    “Put it down or he dies!” shouted Peña. 
 
    “Don’t do it, Brooks!” cried Marco. “Peyton, don’t give up your gun.” 
 
    Peyton could see Peña tighten his hand on the trigger and she couldn’t let him shoot Marco. No matter what happened, if he killed them both, she couldn’t be responsible for Marco’s death. She took her left hand off the gun and held it out. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, “okay, you win!” 
 
    Marco shut his eyes. 
 
    Peyton opened her fingers so the gun swung from her thumb. “You win. We’ll deal.” 
 
    She slowly bent to place it on the floor. She hadn’t yet released it when a bullet whistled by her head and slammed into Peña, launching him backwards into the wall. Blood splattered over everything. 
 
    Marco hit the ground and Peyton reacted, snatching up her gun and pointing it at Peña, but it wasn’t necessary. The bullet had caught him clean between the eyes. 
 
    Alvarez stepped over Peyton and moved toward the body. 
 
    “Never, never surrender your gun, Brooks!” she scolded, advancing with her gun in hand. “You okay, D’Angelo?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said breathlessly, staring at the carpet between his hands. 
 
    Peyton didn’t move for a moment as she watched Alvarez lean over Peña. Then she dropped her gun and scrambled to her feet just as Marco was rising to his. She didn’t hesitate, but threw herself in his arms, ignoring the blood and gore on his back. 
 
    He folded his arms around her and pressed his cheek to the top of her head. “Man up, Brooks,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Rosa exited the deconstructed command center and moved toward Marco. He was leaning on the counter at the front of the precinct, waiting for her. 
 
    Miller followed her, carrying boxes. He gave Marco a head nod and a short, “D’Angelo.” 
 
    Forgoing the head bob, Marco lifted a hand toward him. “Miller,” he said. 
 
    Rosa stopped in front of him, shaking her head as Miller pushed open the half-door with his hip and headed toward the outer one. “Men.” She gave him a critical once over. “How’s the head?” 
 
    “Two stitches. Still hurts, but it’ll heal. My pride suffered a worse wounding.” 
 
    Rosa folded her arms across her chest. “Why? Because a woman saved you, or because El Viento got the drop on you?” 
 
    “Mostly the second.” 
 
    “Good, ‘cause I hate a man who can’t have a woman save him once in a while.” 
 
    Marco smiled. “Thank you for that.” 
 
    “Ah.” She waved him off. “But tell your partner to never surrender her gun under any circumstances.” 
 
    “I’ll tell her, but it’ll do me less than no good.” 
 
    Rosa smiled. “I figured as much.” She looked down and cuffed her pump against the carpet. “You ever get out to DC, you look me up, yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “You ever come this way again, ditto.” 
 
    She tilted her head and gave him a coy look. “You got it.” She lifted a hand in a gesture of goodbye, then turned. “See ya, D’Angelo.” 
 
    “See ya, Alvarez.” 
 
    She walked to the half-door and followed a techy into the parking lot. 
 
    Marco waited until he couldn’t see her anymore, then he wandered toward his desk. Peyton was leaning on the edge of hers, watching Captain Defino talking to a Hispanic woman and man in the break-room. Twin boys were sitting at the table, eating donuts. 
 
    “That Magdalena’s family?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re bringing her in from the hospital right now. Captain’s debriefing them, then I’m going to take her in.” She cocked him a look. “Say goodbye to Alvarez?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    He gave her a frown. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    Peyton rolled her eyes. “Right. It was just sex, no emotions…even though the uptight broad saved your life.” 
 
    He bumped her with his shoulder, then winced when it jarred his head. “Jealous much.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    When he gave her a surprised look, she burst into a smile. “I wanted to save your ass. Just think what you’d owe me then.” 
 
    “Cute, Brooks, real cute.” He went to his desk and grabbed his jacket, sliding it on. 
 
    “Where you going?” 
 
    “Since I was involved in a shooting and I was a target, I have to have three sessions with a shrink.” 
 
    Peyton laughed. “Can you imagine what things a shrink might uncover messing around in your head?” 
 
    “Laugh it up, Brooks. You’ve got to do it too.” 
 
    Her smile faded. “Shit.” 
 
    He leaned over her and kissed her on the forehead. “Can you imagine what things a shrink might uncover messing around in your curly little head?” 
 
    She swatted at him, but he danced away. 
 
    “See you tomorrow, Brooks.” 
 
    “Later, Marco Baby.” 
 
    He waved over his shoulder as he headed to the door. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Magdalena arrived with an attendant, looking thin and frail, but her hair was clean and pulled back in a ponytail, and she wore a green skirt and blouse that made her look her age. Peyton met her in the front of the precinct and suggested the attendant wait in the chairs lined along the front wall. 
 
    Taking Magdalena’s cold hands in hers, Peyton looked her directly in the eye. Magdalena didn’t exactly make eye contact, but her eyes didn’t have that vacant look to them any longer. “Remember what I told you on the phone.” 
 
    “You said my parents are here.” 
 
    “Right. And they are desperate to see you.” 
 
    Magdalena’s eyes touched Peyton’s, then slid away. “Do they know what I did? What I was?” 
 
    “They know you survived. That’s all that matters to them.” 
 
    Magdalena’s hold tightened. “No, do they know what I’ve done? Everything, including El Griego.” 
 
    “They know everything, Magdalena, and it doesn’t matter. They just want to take you home. They don’t care what happened, they only want to help you get over it, recover from it.” 
 
    Magdalena’s dark eyes searched her face. “What about my sister? Is Esperanza here?” 
 
    “No, she’s in Texas, getting treatment at Shriners. Your parents say she’s responding well, but you know what I found out about illness.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Miraculous things happen for people when they have their family around them. You have a second chance now, Magdalena, a chance to make everything right.” 
 
    “Venus said you told her that too. It didn’t work out for her, did it?” 
 
    Peyton straightened, but she didn’t release Magdalena’s hands. “Well, here’s the thing about chances – you gotta take them when they’re offered to you. Your door is open now, Magdalena, but you gotta go through it by yourself.” 
 
    Magdalena studied her intently, then she drew a deep breath and released it. Peyton could see her shoulders lowering. “Okay, I’m ready.” 
 
    Peyton wrapped an arm around her shoulders and guided her toward the break-room.  The moment they saw her, Magdalena’s parents started toward her, but Captain Defino made them wait. 
 
    Magdalena’s steps slowed as she got closer and her grip on Peyton bordered on painful. 
 
    “It’s all right,” said Peyton, easing her forward. 
 
    They made it into the room before Magdalena couldn’t go any farther. 
 
    Peyton carefully extricated her hand and held it out to Magdalena’s mother first. “Mr. and Mrs. Hernandez, I am Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    “Gracias, Inspector Brooks,” said her mother. 
 
    “Gracias,” said her father. 
 
    Both of them had tears in their eyes. Magdalena didn’t move, just stared at them. Peyton began to worry that maybe this wasn’t going to work, that maybe she was more like Venus than Peyton wanted to admit, but then Mrs. Hernandez opened her arms, welcoming her daughter into them unconditionally. 
 
    “Oh, Lena,” she sobbed, tears running down her face. 
 
    And Magdalena was moving, stepping into her mother’s arms and holding on tight. After that, the torrent burst and they began crying and talking to each other. It was hard to understand anything with all of the crying, but Peyton understood the emotion. 
 
    Defino moved to Peyton’s side. “These moments help make the rest of it bearable.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “I know what you mean.” 
 
    “Brooks?” came Maria’s voice at their back. 
 
    Peyton looked over her shoulder. 
 
    Maria was leaning in the break-room door with a piece of paper in her hand. Together Peyton and Defino moved out into the squad room. 
 
    Maria gave Peyton the paper, but before Peyton could read it, Maria summed it up. “Luis Garza is dead.” 
 
    Peyton’s fingers tightened around the note. “How?” 
 
    “He took a shiv when they were moving him from the showers to solitary. Got him through the back, right into the heart.” 
 
    Both Maria and Captain Defino watched her closely. She gave them a tight nod. She wasn’t sure how to feel. He was gone and she had to admit it was a relief. At the very least, she felt a sense of absolution. 
 
    The rest would have to wait. Shit, maybe that was something she and the shrink could discuss – her feelings about her father’s killer being dead. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake saw Peyton sitting at her desk. She hadn’t moved in a long time. Just sat there and stared at a piece of paper. He pushed his chair back and walked over to her. 
 
    “Hey roomie, where’s Adonis?” 
 
    She blinked, then looked up. “He went to see a psychiatrist.” 
 
    “That’s a comforting thought, cops with guns needing a shrink.” 
 
    “It’s required after a cop involved shooting. I have to go too.” 
 
    He looked down at the paper. She had wadded it up, so he couldn’t read it. “What’s that?” 
 
    She pressed it out straight with her hand. “That is…” She sighed and made eye contact. “Luis Garza is dead.” 
 
    “My God that was fast.” 
 
    “Yeah, you don’t piss off a gang. The hit probably went out on him even as we were going after Peña.” 
 
    “What are you feeling?” 
 
    She gave a strange laugh and leaned back in her chair. “God, I wish I knew.” She thought for a moment, then added, “Relieved. I know that, but…” 
 
    “But?” He grabbed the chair from Marco’s desk and pulled it close to hers. 
 
    She rubbed her hands across her cheeks. “He asked me to do something for him when he died.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He asked me to go to his mother and sister, and tell them…tell them that he died helping us bring down El Viento.” 
 
    “Whew!” Jake sat stunned. 
 
    “Yeah, whew. At first I thought, screw you, I don’t have to do a damn thing you ask. You’ll be dead, but now…” 
 
    “Now it’s different.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “I wish it wasn’t.” 
 
    Jake leaned forward, bracing his arms on his knees. “Here’s the thing, Peyton. I’m not telling you to forgive him. God knows, I’ll never forgive Claire for what she did, but maybe, just maybe, you need to do this for yourself.” 
 
    “I know. It’s just it was so much clearer when I thought he was just a thug, a remorseless killer, not a kid with a mother and sister he was trying to protect.” 
 
    “Life’s a bitch that way, ain’t it?” 
 
    Peyton couldn’t stop her smile. “Yeah, a real humdinger of a bitch.” 
 
    “I felt that way about a certain cop I knew until she wouldn’t let me live in a dive and forced me to quit being a teller. Now look at me, I’m taking pictures of heads in boxes.” 
 
    Peyton scowled at him. “You’re never gonna let that go, are you, Ryder?” 
 
    “No, Peyton, it was a head in a box.” They both laughed, then he reached over and put his hand on her arm. “I’ll go with you to tell them, okay?” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, no one should do that alone.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jake,” she said and covered his hand with her own. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton parked her car in front of the house on Utah and Jake rolled down his window. They both stared up at it. The house was squat and yellow, but carefully maintained. Two bay windows looked over the street from the front, reminding Peyton of eyes, and a basketball hoop had been nailed above the garage door. 
 
    Jake shifted and looked at her. He had his camera bag with him; he took the damn thing everywhere he went now. It made her smile. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    She nodded. Inside her emotions were roiling, but she forced her exterior to appear calm. This was the worst part of her job. Telling a family that a loved one was dead, but somehow this was worse. She had to tell Luis Garza’s mother. 
 
    Drawing a deep breath and releasing it, she closed her fingers over the door handle and pushed it open. Jake got out with her and waited as she crossed around the car. 
 
    “I’ll wait here.” 
 
    She nodded. She didn’t trust herself to speak. Wiping her hands on her pants, she forced herself to take that first step up the walkway. After that they came easier and she walked with purpose to the front stairs. She didn’t allow herself to grab the rail, because she was afraid it might ground her and force her to realize what she was doing. 
 
    Halfway up, however, she stopped and stared at the small porch and the scuffed black paint on the door. As always, her father’s words came back to her. Sweetness, the hardest thing about being a cop is looking at the criminal with the same humanity as you look at the victim. In that moment, she knew he would understand. 
 
    Climbing the rest of the way, she knocked at the door. She could hear voices inside and looked back down at Jake. He leaned against the car with his arms crossed, but he gave her a slight nod. She nodded back and swallowed against the dryness in her mouth. 
 
    Daniela opened it. She had a large, fluffy sweater on and she pulled it about herself. Her dark hair was mussed and she had no make-up on. Her eyes narrowed as she recognized Peyton. “Inspector…” 
 
    “Brooks,” Peyton offered. “How is your son?” 
 
    “He’s stable. He has a long recovery, but the doctors think he’ll make it now.” 
 
    “I’m so glad,” said Peyton and she meant it. 
 
    An older, heavy-set woman appeared behind Daniela, wearing a flowered house dress. Fluffy pink slippers covered her feet. She pushed her short hair back from her forehead and Peyton recognized the look about her eyes. Ester Ortega Garza, Luis’ mother. 
 
    “Daniela, quién está aqui?” 
 
    “Inspector Brooks, Mama.” She turned back to Peyton as the woman shuffled to the door. “Did you come to talk about my son, Inspector?” 
 
    “No.” Involuntarily Peyton glanced over her shoulder at Jake. 
 
    Daniela stepped out onto the porch and so did her mother. Peyton moved back a few paces. 
 
    “Who’s that?” demanded Daniela. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Listen, Luis asked me to come.” 
 
    “Qué?” questioned the mother. 
 
    “Luis le pidió que viniera, Mama.” Luis asked her to come. 
 
    “Oh.” The mother’s expression filled with anxiety. 
 
    “Raphael Peña is dead,” Peyton told Daniela. “He won’t hurt you or your son again.” 
 
    Daniela gasped, then turned to her mother, repeating the words. They both laughed and hugged at that. 
 
    “Daniela,” Peyton said, interrupting them. 
 
    Daniela looked up at her and her expression sobered. Peyton knew she guessed where this was going. “What?” 
 
    Peyton stared at Luis Garza’s mother, the woman who had given birth to him, nurtured him through life. She summoned up every bit of Spanish she had learned and she forced herself to speak, “Su hijo está muerto.” Your son is dead. The cruelest four words a person can tell another. “Lo siento mucho.” I am so sorry. Those next four words seemed so inadequate; they always did. 
 
    Luis’ mother didn’t respond right away, she just stared at Peyton and shook her head slowly. Peyton switched back to English. “He died protecting his family. He died helping us stop Raphael Peña.” 
 
    Daniela stared at her. “He helped you find Raphael?” 
 
    “To protect you and your mother. Your son.” 
 
    Tears filled Daniela’s eyes, but she was distracted by the keening sound that tore out of her mother. 
 
    Ester’s knees gave way and she began to sink. Daniela tried to hold her up, but she was too heavy.  
 
    Peyton moved forward and caught her, helping her daughter ease her to the ground. The woman gripped Peyton as sobs tore out of her, gripped her and held tight, her body huddled over Peyton’s arm. 
 
    Peyton sat there, amidst the San Francisco fog, and held the mother of the man who had killed her father because when it came down to it, she understood this grief, this pain, this devastation, and in that, she and Ester Garza were connected. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake lowered the camera and stared at the back display. Three women knelt on the porch, holding each other. He felt a little ashamed for taking the picture, but here was life, here it lay captured at its rawest element. Grief. 
 
    He stared at Peyton’s face. For so long, he’d tried to think of her as an enemy, but this was something more. It was much more complicated than that, and he still didn’t know how he felt about it. 
 
    He put the camera away and waited, leaning against the car. The San Francisco fog rolled in and lay like a blanket over the City, pulling everything in, shutting out the rest of the expansive world. 
 
    He watched as Peyton and Daniela got her mother to her feet and helped her back inside the house. Then Peyton reappeared and started down the stairs. 
 
    Daniela appeared on the porch again, calling down to her. “Inspector Brooks, thank you.” 
 
    Peyton nodded, giving her a sad smile. 
 
    Daniela’s head disappeared and Peyton strode the rest of the way to the car. She reached into her pocket after her phone as she came to a stop before him. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    She glanced back at the house, holding the phone in her hand. “Yeah.” She turned back and forced a smile. “You were right. I needed to do that.” 
 
    “I’m always right.” He focused on the phone. “Who are you calling?” 
 
    Peyton gave him a sidelong look. “My mother,” she said, moving around the front of the car, “Then Marco and Abe. The four of us are going to go get shit-faced drunk.” 
 
    Jake gave her a bewildered look as she opened the car door and lifted the phone to her ear. “Drunk?” 
 
    “Yeah, Abe knows this great gay bar down in the Castro where we can go and dance the whole night. The drinks are cheap and the music is off the hook.” 
 
    “Gay bar?” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “Hey, Mom,” she said, ducking into the car. “It’s me.” 
 
    Jake shook himself, then yanked open his own door. 
 
    “Peyton!” he yelled. 
 
      
 
    THE END
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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    I was so nervous, I couldn’t sit still. I straightened the pens on the blotter again, then turned the recorder so it lined up with the edge of the desk. I’m not OCD, but when I’m nervous I like my ducks and pens in a row. 
 
    Who wouldn’t be nervous, meeting a famous rock star? I wiped my hands against my skirt. I didn’t want my palms to be sweaty when we shook. The knock on the door was so quiet, I almost didn’t hear it over the pounding of my heart. 
 
    I hurried across the living room, reaching up to smooth down my hair and straighten my blouse. My heels made a sharp tattoo on the wooden floor of the foyer as I crossed to the door. Okay, slow down, I told myself. You don’t want to scare him away with your excitement. Be professional. 
 
    Without bothering to look through the peephole, I pulled the door open. He was turned, looking down the street, so my first view was of his profile and what a profile. He wore dark glasses, but he couldn’t hide the high cheekbones or the way his hair cascaded over his shoulders and down his back. He turned and reached up, removing his sunglasses. He wore a dark brown leather jacket and a pair of black jeans. Beneath the jacket, his white shirt gaped at the throat and showed a bronze expanse of chest. A silver necklace with a bear on it lay between the lines of his pecs and an earring peeked out of the fall of his hair. 
 
    His eyes were large, like black velvet, heavily ringed with lashes. His lips were full, but entirely masculine and those cheekbones cut sharp angles in his face, dropping down to a smooth-shaved, strong chin. The man was beautiful. There was no denying it. 
 
    I forced a smile and thrust out my hand. “I’m so glad to meet you,” I said. My voice sounded strained, pitched way too high. 
 
    He smiled, showing even white teeth, and took my hand. His grip was firm and I felt the press of a ring against my palm. I looked down and saw a silver band with etchings that looked like feathers encircling it on his middle finger. 
 
    “Jolene Grey?” he asked. He had a smoky, sexy voice that rumbled from deep inside his chest. It was a voice I had listened to in the quiet of my room as a teenager, dreaming fantasies that would never be. 
 
    “One and the same.” I reluctantly released him and stepped back. “Please come in.” As he passed me, I looked out at the street. A Jeep Cherokee was parked in front of my house, but he seemed to be alone. That surprised me. Didn’t rock stars usually have a huge entourage following them at all times? “No assistant?” 
 
    He turned, sliding one of the ears on the sunglasses into the neck of his shirt. “No, no assistant. Just me.” 
 
    I’m tall for a woman, five ten in heels, and standing in the foyer with him, I looked him directly in the eye. He wore a pair of beaten up brown boots, the heels rundown. I knew it was a fashion statement. A man like him could buy the finest pair of alligator boots if he wanted. 
 
    “Please, come in.” I motioned into the living room. When I decided to become a writer, I’d turned it into an office. I liked the open space and I especially liked the view of the street the bay windows afforded me. I had to admit it. I was a voyeur. Other people’s lives had fascinated me from the time I was a child. 
 
    He entered the room, looking around. I had to brush by him to get to my desk. He smelled clean, leather and musky, all male. I drew a deep breath and blinked, trying to gain control of my raging hormones. 
 
    “Please, have a seat,” I said, motioning to the armchair before my desk. “Can I get you something to drink?” 
 
    He removed his jacket, placing it on the back of the chair. The tails of his white shirt were out, hanging around his hips. The sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, displaying well-muscled, bronze forearms, and a leather-band wrapped around each wrist, held by a metal buckle. 
 
    “Water, please,” he said, sinking into the chair. 
 
    I hurried into the kitchen and pulled open the refrigerator, grabbing the decanter and reaching for a glass on the drain-board. “I’m so glad you found time to meet with me.” I poured the water and replaced the decanter, carrying the glass back to him. I placed it on a coaster in front of him, resisting the impulse to straighten it. 
 
    He was staring at the recorder, but looked up when I sank into my own chair. For the first time, his expression looked tense. “I’m still not sure about this,” he said. 
 
    I folded my arms on the blotter, wanting to appear unthreatening. “I’ll only write what you want me to write. I’m not interested in representing you in a way you don’t want. This isn’t an unauthorized biography. I only want to write what you tell me, nothing more. If you say you don’t want something in the book, it doesn’t go.” 
 
    He nodded, but he was chewing on his lower lip. I got a strong feeling he might bolt if I wasn’t careful, so I kept my mouth shut and let him work through whatever he was feeling. “My therapist thinks this is a good idea, but…” His eyes lifted and he gave me the ghost of a smile. Damn, the man exuded a potent sexuality. “…I think she needs a shrink herself.” 
 
    I laughed and I could see his shoulders lower a little. “Why don’t I tell you what I plan and then we’ll just talk?” 
 
    He looked at the recorder again. “I’m not sure about being taped.” 
 
    I grabbed the recorder and shoved it in the desk drawer. “It’s gone.” 
 
    He gave me an amused smile. “If you’re going to be that accommodating, I’m not sure how I’ll refuse.” 
 
    I picked up a pen and twirled it in my fingers, anything to control the nervous flutter in my belly. I wanted to be professional, not some giddy fan. He was used to giddy fans, I wanted him to see me as a confidante, as someone he could share his secrets with, someone he could trust. 
 
    “So I thought we’d write it from first person, as if you were telling the story yourself…” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I sat back, dropping the pen. The word was so forceful, so unyielding. His expression had gone hard. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    He looked down and shook his head a few times as if he was trying to control himself. He reached for the leather band on his left arm and twisted it. “If this is going to work, we have to keep it clinical. It has to be third person. I don’t want it to be me telling it. I want it to be you.” 
 
    I caught a glimpse of the wide, jagged scar beneath the band and eased forward in my chair. “As I said, we’ll do this your way. However you want to do it.” 
 
    He stopped twisting the band and canted a look up at me. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to go all dark on you. I want to do this, but it’s…hard.” 
 
    I rose and circled the desk, going to the credenza in front of the bay window. I pushed the on-button for the MP3 player and the low strains of classical music filtered into the air. Turning back around, I saw him relax against the back of the chair, his shoulders lowering a bit more. Nothing like music to soothe, I thought as I went back to my chair. 
 
    “We’ll only go for as long as you want. We can stop at any time. I don’t have a deadline, so I’m willing to take as long as we need for this.” Besides, I couldn’t complain about the view. 
 
    He reached for his water. His hand shook, but I pretended not to notice as he took a sip and replaced it. Running a finger through the condensation on the glass, he nodded. “Okay, let’s do this. Where do you want to start?” 
 
    I picked up my pen again. “Let’s start at the beginning. Tell me your very first memory, the very first one that is clear to you.” 
 
    His look became introspective as he traced another drop of water. “My first memory is of the reservation and meeting my step-father for the first time,” he said. “I was almost five.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The boy flattened himself on the round river rocks, feeling the shifting of them against his belly. He crossed his arms and rested his head on the back of his hand, peering at the praying mantis ambling along, headed for the manzanita and safety. The tiny creature tilted its head and peered out of enormous eyes, its forearms held before it as if it were praying like the white people did in their churches. 
 
    He wanted to pick it up and place it on the branch of the tree, but Marshall Youngblood said everyone had their own journey to make and it was wrong to interfere. He wasn’t sure he completely understood what that meant, but he guessed it probably had something to do with the praying mantis needing to make the journey over the river rocks on his own. 
 
    “Joshua!” His mother’s voice floated to him over the roar of the river pounding down through the canyon. 
 
    He ignored it for a moment, but then he remembered Marshall also said he needed to mind his mother better. He scrambled to his feet and ran toward her voice, stumbling on the rocks and dodging the manzanita branches reaching out to tug at his clothes. He already had a tear in the knee of his jeans. His mother would be upset when she saw it. 
 
    He rounded an oak and saw her, standing on the parking lot along the river, her hands cupped to her mouth. When she saw him, she lowered her hands and braced them on her hips. He slowed to a walk and climbed the short embankment to her, scrubbing a fist under his nose to chase away an annoying fly. 
 
    She gave him a stern look and released a sigh. “Tell me you weren’t by the river.” 
 
    He swatted at the fly again. “I wasn’t by the river.” 
 
    She tightened her lips against her teeth. He knew that look. “Are you lying?” 
 
    “You said to tell you I wasn’t by the river, so I did.” 
 
    “But you were?” 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    “You tore your jeans.” She pointed needlessly at the hole. 
 
    He looked down, pretending he didn’t already know they were torn. “Sorry.” 
 
    She hunkered down in front of him, the plain skirt of her dress belling around her. Placing her hands on his shoulders, she stared hard into his face. “You know it scares me when you wander off, don’t you?” 
 
    He nodded, studying her face the way he’d studied the mantis. She had large, velvet eyes and a nice mouth, when it wasn’t drawn into a frown. Her black hair lay thick and lush on her shoulders. She didn’t wear makeup like the other women he saw, always looking freshly scrubbed and simple. He liked simple. He didn’t like women who wore jewelry or curled hair that was meant to be straight. 
 
    She rubbed at his cheek. He took it because he felt bad, but usually he would shake it off. Marshall Youngblood said he had to take care of his mom, not the other way around, because he was the man of the house now. 
 
    “You’re filthy, but we don’t have time to go home and take a bath.” 
 
    “Why?” Not that he wanted a bath. 
 
    “The doctors are here today, giving shots, and you need yours.” 
 
    He backed away from her. “Shots?” 
 
    “Yes, you had them as a baby, but you’re starting school this year. You need a booster.” 
 
    “You said shots, not a booster.” 
 
    She smiled, reaching out to take his hand. “Right. A booster is a shot.” 
 
    Marshall Youngblood hadn’t given him any advice about this. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid. It isn’t anything to worry about.” 
 
    “Who’s afraid?” 
 
    “Good,” she said, rising to her feet. “Let’s go.” She tugged on his hand until he was forced up beside her. They walked to the road and crossed, then angled onto the trail that would take them to the meeting house. 
 
    He trotted along behind her, until they came to the end of the trail, where it left the oaks and dropped down into the parking lot of the meeting house. The parking lot was filled with beaten up pick-up trucks and Jeeps. People milled about, climbing out of the cars, or meeting up on the asphalt, dragging their kids along behind them. 
 
    Joshua saw a couple of the boys from his street. They usually played soccer in an empty field. Today their black hair was damp and slicked back, their clothing stiff with creases. 
 
    He glanced up at his mother. She sighed and shook her head, tsking about his own ruined clothes 
 
    April Youngblood stood in the doorway of the meeting house, holding it open for the people to pass through. She smiled at Joshua and his mother as they arrived. She was one of the women who insisted on curling her hair. She had a round face and deep set eyes, and she always gave Joshua chocolate chip cookies after his lessons at the meeting house with her husband. 
 
    Marshall Youngblood was Chairman of the tribe and he taught classes to all the young tribal members so that they would know the history of the Patwin people. Most of it meant nothing to his students, but sometimes he gave bits of advice that actually stuck. The promise of homemade cookies to his best students didn’t hurt, although Joshua had to admit he didn’t remember ever seeing anyone go without one. 
 
    “How are you, Mary?” said April brightly. 
 
    “Very well, and you.” 
 
    “Splendid.” She focused her attention on Joshua. “I’m happy to see you, young man. You’ll be starting school this year.” 
 
    He mumbled a yes, ma’am, but his attention was captured by the activity inside the building. There were many tables set up around the main meeting room with white people standing beside them. A long line snaked around the left side of the building and an elder stood at the front of it, pointing out tables that were empty. The next person in the line would walk over to the table, where the white person would talk to him, then write something on a clipboard. Eventually, they would motion for the person to roll up his sleeve. After that, Joshua wasn’t sure what happened, but the person would walk away, rubbing his arm and the next person would take his place. 
 
    He tugged on his mother’s hand. He didn’t want to be in that room. He didn’t want to go up to the white people at the tables. 
 
    Mary didn’t release him; in fact, she placed her free hand in the small of his back and propelled him into the room, calling a goodbye to April over her shoulder. She forced Joshua into the line and curled her fingers around his shoulders. He couldn’t get away if he tried. 
 
    He watched as a girl about his age was led to a table. The white person hunkered down before her and talked to her. Finally, she reached for a cotton ball as the mother rolled up the girl’s sleeve. After rubbing the cotton on her shoulder, the white person reached for a long object with a pointed tip. She placed it against the girl’s arm and the girl burst into tears. The tears grew into a wail. 
 
    Joshua bit his lip and fought against an overwhelming urge to run. He didn’t want to be here. It was hot and stuffy in the meeting room and it smelled funny. A moment later, he was distracted by a boy a few people in front of them. The boy was younger than he was, peering out from between his father’s legs. He looked back at Joshua and stuck out his tongue. 
 
    Joshua blinked in surprise and glanced up at his mother, but she wasn’t paying any attention. Leaning to the left, Joshua studied the father. The man was facing forward, so Joshua couldn’t see his face, but his black hair lay on his shoulders and a turquoise wristband encircled his wrist.  
 
    Holding onto his father’s jeans, the boy leaned around him and stuck his tongue out again. Joshua’s eyes widened. This boy was asking for a beating from his father. 
 
    The line moved forward. The father simply placed a large hand on the boy’s head and propelled him forward as well. 
 
    When the boy popped around again, he had a huge smile on his face. The father reached down and grabbed him under the arms. Now he was going to get it. 
 
    But rather than smack him like he deserved, he picked him up and held him in his arms. The boy looked back over his father’s shoulder and stuck his tongue out again, but Joshua simply looked away. Something about seeing the boy in the man’s arms made his stomach ache. 
 
    When he looked back up again, they had reached the elder. He smiled at Joshua and patted his head. “How are you, little man?” he said, then pointed behind him to an open table. 
 
    Joshua’s mother tightened her grip on his shoulder and pushed him toward the table. “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    A white man in a white coat sat on a little stool by the table. He had yellow hair and almost pink skin. A smattering of freckles created a line over the bridge of his nose and across his cheekbones. He smiled at Joshua’s mother, then lowered the smile to Joshua. His teeth were enormous, his features blunt. 
 
    Joshua pressed back against his mother’s legs. 
 
    “I’m Doctor Connor,” he said, holding out his hand to his mother. 
 
    She took it, her own hand disappearing inside the man’s. Joshua pressed back harder. The man had the largest hands he’d ever seen, long fingers, huge palms, with a smattering of freckles across the back. 
 
    He released Joshua’s mother and held out his hand to Joshua. There was no way Joshua was putting his own small fingers in that grip. That didn’t deter the man. He reached for Joshua’s hand and shook it a few times. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, young man. What’s your name?” 
 
    Joshua wasn’t about to answer. He rubbed his hand on his dirty jeans and looked down. 
 
    His mother passed a slip of paper to the man. “He’s shy,” she offered. 
 
    The man looked at the paper and smiled up at her, then reached for a clipboard on the table and clipped the paper to it. “I understand. I’m shy when I meet new people too, Joshua.” 
 
    Joshua’s eyes snapped to his face. “How do you know my name?” 
 
    He held up the clipboard. “It says so right here. I’m just here to give you a booster today, but…” He reached into the pocket on his coat and pulled out a card, passing it to his mother. “I’m opening a clinic here two days a week. If you need anything or you’d like a physical, you can make an appointment on the number there.” 
 
    Physical? What was that? Joshua knew he didn’t want anything called a physical. He wasn’t sure he wanted a booster. 
 
    “Thank you,” said his mother. “The people really need a good doctor. We really appreciate you doing this.” 
 
    No, we don’t, Joshua wanted to say, but he didn’t. Marshall Youngblood said he had to respect adults, even white ones. 
 
    The doctor smiled. “I’m delighted to help.” He focused his attention on Joshua. “Now, let’s give you that booster.” He reached for a glass canister with white cotton balls in it, knocking the metal top with his huge hand. It fell behind the table. 
 
    Joshua’s mother released her grip on him as she moved to get it. At the same time, the doctor unfolded himself from the stool and rose, up, up, up, towering over the two of them. Joshua’s eyes widened. He’d never seen a man this tall before. This white man was a giant, and Joshua knew about giants. His mother read him a book sometimes that had a giant in it and the giant wanted to eat small people. 
 
    Joshua’s mother grabbed the metal cap and handed it to the doctor. The doctor gave her a goofy smile and took it. “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    Joshua wanted to warn his mother about the giant, but she was smiling in a funny way too. 
 
    The man reached for something on the table and moved it to the edge. Joshua’s eyes fixed on it. It was a long cylinder with a sharp needle on the end. He knew he didn’t want this giant to give him a booster now. He still wasn’t sure what it was, but he knew it wasn’t good. When the white doctor reached for his arm, Joshua bolted. 
 
    The doctor grabbed for him, but he missed. His mother shouted at him, but he ignored her, running for the sunlight streaming through the meeting house doors. The elder at the front of the line tried to block him, but he darted around his groping hands and pelted for the door, sliding around Alice Youngblood where she manned the entry. 
 
    She gave a cry of surprise, but he was too quick for her and leaped down the stairs onto the sidewalk. His instinct told him to bolt across the parking lot and down the trail to the river, but he knew that was the first place his mother would look for him, so he dashed to the left and rounded the side of the meeting house. 
 
    He kept running until he came to the end of it, then raced around the corner and into the back parking lot. A few trucks were parked back here, most of them belonging to the tribal elders. He found a battered green truck and scampered over the tailgate into the bed. Scrambling to the cab, he pressed his back to it, brought his knees to his chest, and hugged them. 
 
    He could hear his mother calling him. He heard other people calling him as well, and he knew that this was probably going to get him in a lot of trouble, but he wasn’t going back in that building and he wasn’t getting no booster from the white doctor. 
 
    He huddled in the bed of the truck for a long time, pressing his face to his knees, and listening as the voices got farther and farther away. He was feeling pretty proud of himself for tricking them. 
 
    He didn’t want to worry his mother, but he felt a little angry at the way she’d betrayed him. She hadn’t bothered to ask him what he wanted, she’d just forced him into that place and then she’d smiled at the white doctor as if she wasn’t afraid of him. 
 
    But, it was wrong to worry her. She’d be afraid he’d fallen into the river and drowned. She was always afraid he’d fall into the river and drown. 
 
    Just as he’d decided to go find her, he heard a crunch on the gravel. He flattened himself against the cab and closed his eyes. If it was the white giant, he didn’t know how he’d escape. Best to keep quiet now and hope he passed by. 
 
    Joshua jumped when a man cleared his throat beside the truck. His eyes flashed open and he breathed a sigh of relief to see Marshall Youngblood standing there, his hand on the bed next to Joshua’s face. 
 
    “You think you’re pretty clever, don’t you, cub?” 
 
    Marshall Youngblood called all his young charges cub. 
 
    “Did you see the giant?” 
 
    Marshall fought a smile. “Yes, but he’s not a giant.” 
 
    “He was fifty feet tall.” 
 
    Marshall laughed. “Not by half.” 
 
    “Why we need a white doctor here?” 
 
    “Because we need the white medicine or we’ll get white diseases. He’s a good man, who’s here to help the people. You shouldn’t be ungrateful.” 
 
    Joshua gave him a scathing look. “Did you get a booster?” 
 
    “I’ve had many and I didn’t act like a scared baby about it either.” 
 
    “Who’s scared?” 
 
    “You apparently. You bolted like a rabbit.” 
 
    Joshua came up on his knees, gripping the edge of the truck next to Marshall. “Did you see the white giant? Giants eat people…and rabbits,” he added for good measure. 
 
    Marshall gave him a stern look, but his eyes glimmered with amusement. “He’s not a giant.” He ruffled Joshua’s dark hair. “We talked about this, cub. We talked about how you’re the man of the house now and you can’t go around scaring your mother. She thinks you…” 
 
    “…drowned in the river,” Joshua finished. 
 
    “Right. That’s not taking care of her.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go back in there with the white doctor. Why do they have to come here?” He knew Marshall was going to repeat what he’d said before, but he just couldn’t understand it. “Why do we need white doctors? Why can’t the people take care of themselves?” 
 
    Marshall gave him a sad smile. “You have a point. So, I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you get the booster, so you can go to school? Then someday you can become a doctor and take care of the people.” He reached for Joshua and hooked him under the arms, swinging him from the bed of the truck. “What do you say?” 
 
    “I guess, but when I’m a doctor, I won’t make kids get boosters.” 
 
    Marshall directed him back toward the meeting house. “How will you keep them from getting sick then?” 
 
    Joshua shot a look up at him. “I’ll give them medicine on chocolate chip cookies instead.” 
 
    Marshall threw back his head and laughed, making Joshua smile. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake Ryder sat on a table at the back of the conference room. Before him were four chairs arranged in a semi-circle. A curvaceous, young Hispanic woman, Maria Sanchez, stood before the chairs, holding up a piece of paper in each hand. 
 
    In the first chair was Big Bill Simons, a bear of a man whose hands looked like paddles. Next to him was his partner, Nathan Cho. Cho always looked dwarfed by his massive partner, but Jake avoided him. There was something quick and deadly about the man. 
 
    To Nathan’s left lounged Marco D’Angelo, a GQ model who chose to strap on a gun rather than a thong. All six foot four of him oozed a raw sexuality that made women flock to him like a Greek god, hence Jake’s nickname, Adonis. 
 
    To his left sat Jake’s housemate, Peyton Brooks, with her mass of black spirals and compact frame, not pretty in the classical sense, but her mixed blood made her exotic. Combined with three inch heels to compensate for her lack of height and a leather jacket, she was an enigma who had stormed into his life a year ago and redefined it in ways Jake still didn’t understand. 
 
    “Okay, I got a dead woman in an upscale condo on Russian Hill or a dead bum in the BART station on Market,” said Maria. 
 
    The four cops exchanged looks, then three of them opened their mouths to say something, but Peyton held up her hands to stop them. “Hold on a minute. Cause of death?” 
 
    Maria looked over each piece of paper. “Russian Hill got her head smashed in, no murder weapon found. BART station got shot in the back of the head, execution style.” 
 
    Cho leaned forward, biting his lower lip. “IDs?” 
 
    Maria looked up from the paper. “Nope. Woman’s head burst like a pumpkin, and the other’s a bum.” 
 
    Simons shifted his bulk in his chair and eyed his competition. Then he pointed a finger at Maria. “I got two tickets to the Giants’ game on Thursday, third base side. It’s souvenir bat day.” 
 
    Maria considered his offer. Cho and Simons leaned forward. “Location of the seats?” 
 
    Simons deflated. “Upper deck.” 
 
    “Nope.” Maria shook her head. 
 
    Jake rolled his eyes toward the ceiling. 
 
    Peyton elbowed Marco in the ribs. He braced his arms on his thighs. “I’ve got a lobster feed at Sacred Heart on Friday.” 
 
    Maria gave him a sultry look, pursing her lips in a kiss. “And my date?” 
 
    Marco hung his head. “I only have one ticket.” 
 
    “Ooo,” said the other four. 
 
    “Swing and a miss,” said Simons. 
 
    Marco glared at him. 
 
    Maria turned to Cho, who continued to bite on his lower lip. 
 
    “I’ve got dinner at the Marriot and two tickets to Rigoletto.” He gave her a wag of his dark brows. 
 
    The others held their breaths. 
 
    Maria considered. “Rigoletto’s opera?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Cho, leaning forward urgently. 
 
    Maria shook her head. Cho and Simons slumped in defeat. 
 
    She turned to Peyton with a world-weary sigh. “Your turn.” 
 
    Peyton leaned back in her chair and folded her hands on her belly. Jake could see the smirk curving the lines of her mouth. “I have…” 
 
    They all listened with interest. 
 
    Jake found himself leaning forward. The moment he realized it, he corrected his posture, but shit, he was getting caught up in this mess. 
 
    “I have…” repeated Peyton, “…a photo of Marco and his brother Vinnie at last year’s 4th of July barbecue in Golden Gate Park…” 
 
    Maria’s eyes widened and Marco swung around to glare at Peyton. 
 
    “…with their shirts off.” 
 
    Maria held out one of the papers immediately. “Sold to the woman with the terminal case of bed-head.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Cho and Simons together, slapping their hands against their thighs. 
 
    Peyton leaned over and kissed Marco on the cheek, then jumped to her feet and grabbed the paper, waving it triumphantly over her head. Marco just shook his head, fighting a smile, as Cho and Simons cursed. Maria patted Marco’s shoulder as she sashayed out the door. 
 
    Jake crossed his arms over his chest in disgust as they headed in his direction. 
 
    “Jake, you’re with us,” said Peyton. 
 
    “Hold on a minute,” said Simons, crumpling up his paper. “We get him first. The BART station’s on the way to Russian Hill.” 
 
    Peyton gave a dramatic sigh. “Fine. I’ll text you the address of the condo. Hurry up with the bum and get over there pronto, Ryder.” 
 
    Jake just looked at the four of them without moving. “What you just did is not only unprofessional, but it’s also immoral.” 
 
    They gave him various expressions of disgust. 
 
    Cho poked a finger at Jake. “Look here, Preacher, in a few minutes, we get to look at dead meat. Let us get our kicks however we get them.” 
 
    “Preacher?” Peyton nudged Cho with her shoulder. They were nearly the same height. “I like that. Mind if I use it.” 
 
    “It’s yours. You got to live with him.” 
 
    “I know, right? You should see him at home. It’s always you didn’t say grace over the meal or you shouldn’t be sleeping with men outside of the marital bed.” They started walking together toward the door. 
 
    “Uptight shit,” commiserated Cho, “Sleeping outside the marital bed is one of my favorite things.” 
 
    Jake realized his mouth hung open. Simons punched him in the shoulder, chuckling. Jake looked back and found Marco fighting another smile. “I never say anything about who she sleeps with. Besides that, she hasn’t had anyone over in months.” 
 
    Simons and Marco exchanged a look. “So you are keeping a tally,” Marco said, turning toward the door. 
 
    “I’m not keeping a tally,” answered Jake, climbing off the table, and hurrying after them. “Freakin’-ass cops,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
      
 
    *   *   *
  
 
    Jake slipped under the yellow crime scene tape and surveyed the area. He liked to have a visual before he walked into anything. The body lay on the ground, face down. The BART tunnel platform stretched away behind them, smelling of urine and cold, damp concrete. One of the vic’s hands rested in the yellow warning track before the trains, but the trains had been moved out of this tunnel for the police. Jake glanced over the edge and studied the track for as far as his eyes could see, which wasn’t far. Light wasn’t a priority on a BART platform. 
 
    He settled the camera bag and his evidence case on the ground, then pulled out the camera. For the past six months, he’d taken night classes at City College in Administration of Justice. The precinct offered their own rudimentary crime scene classes, but he figured if he was really going to do this, he needed an AA degree. Captain Defino was happy with his decision and even offered to pay for it, a perk he readily accepted because he now had a relic of a car to maintain. 
 
    Peyton and Marco kept riding him about getting his own car. Jake had never owned a car the entire time he’d lived in the City, but it was one thing to take transit when he worked at the bank. It was another to take it when he had to lug all of the crime scene equipment. 
 
    Still, he didn’t have much money, so Marco suggested he go to a police auction where they auctioned off the impounded cars that had been used in a crime. He told Jake he could get a good deal there. Well, Jake supposed most people could, but he could only afford a 1982 Dodge Omni, painted bright purple with a yellow daisy on the side doors. He wasn’t sure what crime had been committed inside of her, but the paint job sure as hell qualified as a crime. To top it off, she was a stick shift and in San Francisco, a standard transmission was its own version of hell. He was always stalling her out on the hills, terrified he was going to roll back into someone. 
 
    Which brought him back to the color. He worked with cops. They just couldn’t leave him alone about the freakin’ color. Peyton called it the Purple People Eater, which was the kindest thing anyone said about it. Marco called it the Lazy-ass Daisy, but the worst had been when Abe Jefferson, the Medical Examiner, proudly declared he could now enter it into the Gay Pride Parade. Marco hadn’t laughed outright, but he got that shit-eater grin on his face that Jake absolutely hated. Smug bastard. 
 
    “Ryder!” 
 
    Jake blinked at Bill Simons and realized he was daydreaming, stalling before he had to face the body. He began taking wide pictures of the entire scene, working his way toward the plastic markers the first cops on the scene had set out. Then he worked his way over to the body. Lying on his belly, the bum’s head was turned to the right, his eyes staring straight ahead down the train tunnel, which meant the shot had come from behind him. His hands were on either side of his head, as if he’d been forced to his hands and knees before being shot. A large hole opened the back of his skull, the hair matted and compressed with blood. Someone had put the muzzle right up against his head. Leaning over, Jake could see the exit wound in his forehead. 
 
    The bum wore a bulky outer coat and multiple layers beneath it as most homeless people did. It was easier to keep all of your possession on you at once than try to lug them around. It also helped stave off the chill of foggy coastal nights on the street. His sneakers both had holes in the front of the sole, just behind the toes, and the back was cut down the seam, another trick people used when they couldn’t afford the proper sized shoe. When he’d fallen forward on the concrete, the back of his coat had ridden up, exposing his torn and filthy jeans. The left pocket was gone, but in the right, Jake saw a white piece of cardstock sticking out. It was so white compared to the rest of the man that it couldn’t be missed. 
 
    “Simons?” called Jake. 
 
    Simons turned. 
 
    “Grab my case, please.” 
 
    Simons made a grunt of annoyance and picked up the case, hauling it over to Jake. 
 
    Cho followed him. “What you got?” 
 
    “Something’s in his pocket.” He settled the camera down and opened the case, reaching for his tweezers. He used them to pull the card from the man’s pocket, then turned it over. Printed in bold red font were the words Clean-up Crew. 
 
    “Clean-up Crew?” said Cho. “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    Jake shook his head, reaching for an evidence bag. “Never heard of it.” He placed the card carefully inside. 
 
    “I’ll go look it up on the computer,” offered Simons and walked away toward the stairs. 
 
    “Anything else?” asked Cho, nodding at the body. 
 
    “You want me to search him?” 
 
    Cho gave him a smug look. “Have fun, Preacher.” He moved back toward the uniforms, asking them more questions. 
 
    Jake grabbed latex gloves and began tugging them on. Freakin’ ass cops think they’re so superior. As he reached for the body, he wondered for the hundredth time what he was doing. A year ago, he’d been taking loan applications on million dollar homes, now he was searching a dead bum’s pockets. And yet, when he thought of going back to the bank, he shuddered. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The condo was small, but luxurious. It had two bedrooms, two bathrooms, a walled off kitchen, and a dining room/living room combination. Brazilian cherry wood floors gleamed in the late morning sun shining through the floor to ceiling windows along the back wall. 
 
    The decorations were in bold colors, white leather sofa, green pillows, and pink throws. A thick burnt-orange shag took up the center of the floor. A zebra-wood coffee table and two end tables flanked the low-slung sofa and two glacial white egg-shaped swivel chairs rounded out the conversation area. A slate fireplace dominated the wall leading to the master bedroom. Next to it was a zebra-wood bar with a wine rack on top. 
 
    The vic lay at the base of the bar, on her back, staring up at the ceiling, or what was left of her did. The left side of her face had been smashed in, the skin torn and bloody, showing skull and if Peyton looked closely enough, brain between the skull fragments. 
 
    She closed her eyes and tried to fight back the bile. Officer Frank Smith put a hand on her shoulder to steady her. She looked up into his friendly face, the huge brown mustache and the mop of dark, shaggy hair, as she patted his hand. “Thanks.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “The perp was probably right handed,” she said, nodding at the woman’s head. Strands of blond hair lay soaking up the blood pooling beneath her. 
 
    “Looks that way.” 
 
    “Any idea who she is?” 
 
    “We’ve got a call into the super, but he hasn’t returned it. Both neighbors are out and we can’t find any papers that have a name on them. Whoever did this was definitely beyond rage.” 
 
    Peyton nodded and wandered toward Marco, where he was gathering information from the other uniform. 
 
    “Who placed the call?” he asked. 
 
    “Dispatch is looking into it. All we know is that he was a male and pretty shaken up. He just went silent in the middle of the call and hung up. They tried to call him back, but he wouldn’t answer. We’ll get a number for you as quick as we can.” 
 
    “Who found her body?” 
 
    The uniform glanced at the clipboard he held. “The security guard in the lobby.” 
 
    “What time did he come up here?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “He came in at 10:00.” 
 
    “He couldn’t identify her?” 
 
    “Apparently they’ve got a tenant list in a locked safe down there, but he was too shaken up to remember the code. He called his supervisor, but couldn’t get ahold of him. It’s a bitch tracking down anyone on a Sunday.” 
 
    “Why is the tenant list locked up?” 
 
    The uniform shrugged. “How the hell would I know? To protect the tenants’ privacy or something.” 
 
    “We need to get the film from the security cameras.” 
 
    “Aren’t any.” 
 
    Peyton exchanged a look with Marco. “What?” 
 
    “No security cameras in the lobby or the hallways. To protect the tenants’…” 
 
    “…privacy,” finished Peyton. “What made the security guard come up here if there aren’t cameras?” 
 
    “The fire alarm went off. He could pinpoint the floor and came up. That’s when he found her door open.” 
 
    “Where is he now?” 
 
    “One of our guys took him down to try the safe.” 
 
    “We’ll need to question him before we go,” said Marco. 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Marco answered, turning to Peyton. 
 
    She nodded at the bedroom to their right. They entered the master bedroom and found a huge king sized bed, unmade, and a sheer robe discarded on the floor beside it. The curtains were drawn, blocking out the light. 
 
    “We need to take those sheets and see if we can get any DNA off them.” 
 
    Marco nodded to a uniform to make a note of it. The young man wrote it on his clipboard. Peyton strolled around the room, frowning. Something wasn’t right. She ran her fingers over a dressing stand and looked up in the mirror, viewing the room from a different angle. 
 
    “What?” asked Marco. 
 
    She pulled out a dresser drawer and found it empty, then she reached for the one below it. Despite a few pairs of feminine panties, it was virtually empty as well. “If the vic lives here, where’s all her stuff? Jewelry boxes, perfume, tchotchkes – you know, feminine stuff?” 
 
    Marco looked around as well. Backing to the closet, he pulled it open and looked inside. A window at the other end allowed light to fall in the small room, but it was impossible to step inside. Boxes were piled up from the floor nearly to the ceiling. 
 
    “Looks like she planned to get out of Dodge,” said Marco. 
 
    Peyton leaned into the closet and pushed up one of the boxes to look at it. “They aren’t labeled. How strange. Most women would label the contents.” 
 
    “Not if she was packing in a hurry.” 
 
    “Hm. Have you seen a computer or anything?” 
 
    “No, have you?” 
 
    “Not a one.” She moved toward the door. “Let’s look at the other room.” 
 
    They crossed the main room and pushed open the other bedroom door, finding themselves in a little girl’s room. The bed was piled with stuffed animals and the dresser was littered with flower shaped jewelry boxes and trinkets. A whole row of fairies lined the shelves of a bookcase in the corner. 
 
    “What the hell?” said Marco, opening the closet. Brightly colored dresses, shirts, and pants hung from the railing, and lined up neatly along the floor were rows of shoes. “Do you suppose she didn’t get to this room yet?” 
 
    Peyton didn’t answer, her attention captured by something on the desk beneath the window. She picked up a flowered frame and stared at the picture inside. A pretty little girl with dark hair and huge black eyes stared back at her, and next to her was a man Peyton could only describe as beautiful. He was obviously Native American with high cheekbones and chiseled features. His long black hair lay in a blanket on his shoulders and his charcoal eyes glowed with sensuality. He was smiling, his teeth even and white, but there was something wistful about the smile that arrested Peyton. 
 
    “Holy shit,” she breathed out. 
 
    “What?” said Marco behind her. 
 
    She turned and held the picture out to him. “Do you know who this is?” 
 
    He studied the man for a moment. “He looks familiar.” 
 
    Peyton gave him a bewildered look. “Familiar? Are you shitting me? Every woman my age had his posters plastered all over her bedroom when she was a teenager. I had one that I’d kiss every day before I left for school. You don’t know who this is?” 
 
    Marco held up a hand, giving her his annoyed look. 
 
    Peyton shook her head in disgust. “This, Marco Baby, this is the man that makes women weak in the knees. This is the man that makes them swoon. This, Marco Baby, is the sexiest lead singer ever to grace the microphone. This is…” 
 
    “Joshua Ravensong,” he finished. 
 
    Peyton touched her nose with her index finger. “And I’ll bet you dollars to donuts that the woman in the other room is his ex-wife.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake gave a low whistle as he came through the condo door. He took in the expensive furnishings and the artful décor. He’d always been partial to modern style, not that he could afford it, but he liked the minimalist approach. Then his eyes landed on the victim, lying at the base of a bar. Half of her head was smashed in and it was the half that faced him. 
 
    He settled his case on the floor and studied her for a moment. She had been pretty, blond hair, striking features, trim and fit. She wasn’t naturally pretty like his wife, Zoë, had been; she was more artificial and affected. Her shirt was low-cut, showing an impressive amount of cleavage, and her jeans looked like they’d been painted on. Heavy makeup was smeared on the side of her face that remained, and she wore five inch heels. 
 
    His eyes tracked over the rest of the room, picking up little things that he’d been trained to spot, like the pressed down spot in the burnt orange rug where the sofa had been moved, the splatter of blood on the wall beside the bar, the two glasses on the bar with a few fingers of bourbon in the bottom. 
 
    Peyton and Adonis came out of a room on the left side of the condo. Jake could just see the pink walls and the frilly bed-skirt behind them. He bent over and took out his camera as Peyton stopped in front of him. 
 
    “You’re finally here,” she scolded. She didn’t like sharing him with the other detectives, but he wasn’t her private photographer; although truth be told, he’d rather work for her than anyone else in the precinct. 
 
    “Yes, Mighty Mouse, it was traumatic seeing a guy with the back of his head blow in, and thank you for being so concerned about my state of mind, especially walking into this little shop of horrors.” He motioned at the dead body. 
 
    She smiled and Jake realized he enjoyed making her smile. Sure, he also felt guilty for enjoying anything now that Zoë was gone, but Peyton and this job made it hard for him to wallow in his loss. Once he wanted to hate her. She’d ruined his life, but six month ago, she’d also redefined it for him. Most days he wasn’t sure the change was for the best, but he couldn’t deny that life now was certainly not boring. 
 
    Adonis moved past them and went to talk with Smith. Smith was a hard-assed uniformed officer, but he was a solid guy. Jake liked him better than Holmes, who could never allow an opportunity to pass where he didn’t give Jake grief about something, especially the Lazy-ass Daisy. 
 
    “Do we have an ID on her?” Jake asked. 
 
    “Nothing official. I can’t find a purse or a computer of any kind, but I found a picture of Joshua Ravensong in the little girl’s room.” 
 
    “Joshua Ravensong? The rock star?” 
 
    “That’s the one. I’m guessing this is his ex-wife and the little girl in the photo with him is his daughter.” 
 
    “Where’s the little girl?” 
 
    “Marco’s talking with Smith about putting out an Amber Alert on her right now.” 
 
    Jake studied the crime scene again. “She wasn’t alone.” He pointed the camera at the glasses on the bar. 
 
    “Yeah, I got that impression myself, seeing as I didn’t think she bashed in her own brains.” 
 
    Jake gave her an arch look. “Funny. Actually, what I meant was, don’t you think it odd they were drinking this early in the day?” 
 
    “Maybe it was from last night?” 
 
    “Then why was she killed right there?” 
 
    “Good question.” 
 
    “Any sign of forced entry?” He looked around again. “This place seems bare. Zoë always had bobbles and bits on every surface, but there’s nothing here.” 
 
    Peyton gave an approving nod. “I noticed that too. No, no forced entry. She must have let whoever killed her in, but when I looked in her closet, I found moving boxes, so I assume that’s where her bobbles and bits went.” 
 
    “It is odd that you didn’t find a purse or a laptop. What about a cell phone?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Hm, very odd. It really worries me that we don’t know where the little girl is.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    Smith and Adonis came out of the master bedroom. 
 
    “The uniforms have got an unidentified male sitting in a black Jeep Cherokee in the parking structure,” said Smith, stopping in front of them. “They want you or D’Angelo to talk him down.” 
 
    Peyton nodded, then turned to Jake. “Make sure you photograph every room.” 
 
    “On it,” he said and watched her head toward the door trailed by Adonis and Smith. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    “Joshua, this is my son, James, and my daughter, Jennifer.” 
 
    Joshua gave the two children a once-over. The boy was big, raw-boned like his father with the same blunt features. He had blond hair that was cropped close to his scalp and the same overlay of freckles. The girl was small, younger than Joshua, blond hair pulled back in a ponytail. She swung back and forth on her father’s hand, studying Joshua in return. 
 
    Dr. Connor smiled down at him, forcing Joshua to back into his mother’s legs. He couldn’t get over how big he was. The doctor turned his attention to Joshua’s mother. “I’m so glad you came, Mary.” 
 
    She smiled, smoothing down Joshua’s hair with her palm. “I really appreciate you offering me this job. It will mean so much to both of us.” 
 
    Dr. Connor shrugged. “I should be thanking you. There’s a lot more work here than I originally thought and I really need someone to keep all the records and appointments straight.” 
 
    Joshua ignored the kids and looked around the white doctor’s new office. It smelled of paint and cleaning fluid. A wide white counter took up the north wall and a number of chairs in pastel colors lay scattered around the entrance hall. 
 
    “Why don’t we let the kids play a bit out here and I’ll show you the file room?” said the doctor, motioning to a door behind him. 
 
    Mary turned Joshua to look in his face. “Stay here with James and Jennifer, all right? I’ll be back in a moment.” 
 
    “I want to go with you.” He didn’t want her leaving him with the strange white kids. 
 
    “You’re a big boy now. I need to learn about my new job. We talked about this, remember?” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    She leaned forward and kissed his forehead. “Be good, all right?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes, but didn’t answer. 
 
    “Be good,” she said again, following the doctor across the room and to the door. 
 
    Joshua watched her go. They left the door open, but when they disappeared around the corner, he couldn’t see her any more. It made him nervous, but he was determined he wouldn’t show these white kids how anxious he was. 
 
    The boy leaned back against the counter and studied him. The little girl put her arms behind her and swayed back and forth, the skirt of her dress swishing against her legs. 
 
    “How old are you?” said the boy, sticking out his chin. 
 
    Joshua tore his eyes from the empty door and studied him in return. “Five.” 
 
    “I’m eight. She’s four.” He motioned at the girl with his chin. 
 
    “I’m four,” she echoed. 
 
    Joshua didn’t respond. 
 
    The boy pushed away from the counter and walked toward him. He towered over Joshua, forcing Joshua to look up, but Joshua refused to back down. “You’re small. You don’t look five.” 
 
    Joshua peered around him at the door, but it was still empty. 
 
    “You afraid?” 
 
    “Who’s afraid?” Joshua shot back. 
 
    Behind the boy’s back, the girl had disappeared around the counter. Joshua could see a chair rolling across the floor, then the girl climbed into the seat and from there, she scrambled onto the counter. Joshua’s eyes widened, making the boy turn to see where he was looking. 
 
    “Get down from there!” the boy scolded the girl. 
 
    “I wanna color,” she said. 
 
    Shaking his head, the boy went after her and she crab-walked away from him to the printer in the corner and pulled papers from it. 
 
    “Get down.” 
 
    He grabbed her arm and she kicked at him, but he was stronger and pulled her off the counter, setting her on her feet. Then he reached up and grabbed a few pens from a cup on the counter and handed them to her. “Color on the floor.” 
 
    She skipped around the end of the counter, her blond ponytail bouncing against her back and settled in the middle of the floor with her pens and paper. Joshua watched her draw enormous loopy lines down the center of the paper, her tongue pressed between her teeth in concentration. 
 
    When he glanced over at the boy, he’d disappeared beneath the counter. He came out a moment later, carrying a small, white ball with red stitching circling around the outside of it. 
 
    “You play baseball?” he asked Joshua, showing him the ball. 
 
    Joshua knew of baseball. Some of the older men got together and played softball, swinging sticks at a fat yellow ball. As for baseball, Marshall Youngblood had turned it on the television one night when April Youngblood had watched him while his mother went out. Marshall tried to explain it to Joshua, but Joshua grew bored with all of the rules. He still wasn’t sure why the runner couldn’t run to whatever base he wanted. It would make it harder to get him out if he could. Joshua just couldn’t see any sense in both sides knowing exactly where the runner was going. It took some of the sport out of the game. 
 
    “I play soccer.” He tried to puff up his chest the way the white boy did, but he didn’t have much of a chest to puff. 
 
    “What’s the name of your team?” 
 
    Joshua’s face fell. Team? He didn’t play on a team. They played in the empty lot by his house. “The Patwin,” he lied because he wasn’t going to let this boy gain anything over him if he could help it. 
 
    “Never heard of it.” The boy tossed the ball into the air. 
 
    Joshua’s gaze involuntarily went back to the door where his mother had disappeared. 
 
    “You know what they’re doing back there?” asked the boy. 
 
    Joshua shook his head. 
 
    “They’re smooching.” 
 
    “Smooching?” Joshua wasn’t sure what that was, but it didn’t sound good. 
 
    The little girl giggled and made a kissing noise with her mouth, then she went back to her drawing. 
 
    The white boy smiled. It wasn’t a happy smile. “Yep, smooching. You know what that is?” 
 
    Joshua edged toward the door, anxious now for his mother. Based on the reaction of the girl, he could guess what it was and it worried him. “’Course I know.” 
 
    “Let’s play baseball.” The boy tossed the ball into the air again. “Come on. They’ll get mad if you spy on them.” 
 
    “Who’s spying?” Joshua shot back. His worry for his mother made his voice more antagonistic than he intended. 
 
    “Come on. You go over there.” He pointed to the front door of the office. “I’ll go back here.” He moved past Joshua and blocked the door to the file room. 
 
    Joshua shifted weight from one foot to the other, wondering if he should push his way past the larger boy. “I don’t feel like playing.” 
 
    “You chicken?” 
 
    “Who’s chicken?” 
 
    “Then go over there,” said the boy, pointing to the front door. 
 
    Joshua realized the boy wasn’t going to give up. He moved toward the door, positioning himself with an armchair to his left and a glass end table with a collection of magazines spread across its surface. An orange and yellow lamp sat on the outer edge of the table, closest to the window. This wasn’t how he remembered the men playing softball, but who was he to argue with the older boy? 
 
    “Okay, I’m gonna throw the ball at you and you have to catch it, no matter how much it hurts. Got that?” 
 
    Joshua nodded, but he really wasn’t sure he wanted any part of a scheme where the only rule was to play no matter how much it hurt, but maybe if he played the boy’s game, he would let him go look for his mother. 
 
    The boy cocked back his arm and twisted his face into a grimace, then he launched the ball at Joshua, except it didn’t go toward Joshua. It slammed into the lamp and ricochet into the window, then fell harmlessly to the ground. The lamp, however, teetered on the edge of the table. Joshua held out his arms to catch it, but he was too late and it toppled, breaking into sharp porcelain shards. 
 
    Joshua stared at it, uncertain what he should do. He looked at the boy and the girl, but they were staring at the broken lamp with expressions of shock on their faces. The boy looked like he might bolt and the girl sat with the pen poised above her paper. Behind them, Joshua heard the sound of running feet, then his mother and the white doctor skidded into the room. 
 
    “What happened?” said his mother, stopping in the middle of the room and taking in the scene. 
 
    “He broke the lamp,” said the boy. 
 
    Joshua’s mouth fell open and he stared at his betrayer in disbelief. He wanted to shout that he hadn’t done any such thing, but the huge doctor was stepping around his mother and coming for him. 
 
    Joshua reacted on instinct. He knew he couldn’t make it to the door, so he backed into the corner beside the door and curled in on himself, protecting his stomach and his face. Peeking out he could see the doctor’s huge brown shoes come to a stop in front of him and he tensed, waiting for the blow. 
 
    A blow that never came. 
 
    He cracked open an eye and saw the doctor had squatted in front of him. His big hands were open and resting loosely on his knees and the look on his face wasn’t anger, but rather concern. Lifting his eyes a little more, Joshua saw his mother and he wanted to go to her, but she looked frightened. He knew it was a look that said he shouldn’t move too fast. 
 
    “What did you think I was going to do to you, Joshua?” said the man. 
 
    Joshua knew better than to answer silly questions like that. Questions without answers were fuel for more strikes, sometimes with a closed fist instead of an open palm. 
 
    When the doctor reached for him, Joshua pressed back into the corner, but rather than slap him, the man pulled him forward. Joshua opened his eyes in shock. The hands were firm, but they weren’t hurting him. 
 
    “Look at me, Joshua.” Another dangerous command, but Joshua knew that ignoring this one was worse. He forced himself to meet the white doctor’s eyes. 
 
    “I would never hurt you,” he said, and his gaze never wavered. 
 
    Joshua glanced up at his mother. She visibly relaxed, her breath leaving in a long exhalation. 
 
    “I would never hurt you, Joshua, ever.” 
 
    Joshua realized he was shaking. The doctor turned his left arm and looked at a spot above his elbow. Joshua looked as well and saw the long scratch. He hadn’t even realized he’d been hurt. A fat drop of blood was oozing toward his elbow and he watched it in fascination. Only then did it begin to hurt. 
 
    “That’s a nasty cut. We need to clean it,” said the doctor. His gaze went to the baseball sitting on the floor. “James, come here.” 
 
    The white boy shuffled over, his hands twisting his pants at his sides. “Yes’m.” 
 
    “You said Joshua broke the lamp. Is that the truth?” The look he leveled on the boy was severe. 
 
    Joshua tensed. He was mad that the boy had betrayed him, but he didn’t want to see him get a beating either. “I did it,” Joshua stammered, amazed he had the courage to say it. 
 
    The boy’s eyes widened, but when his father continued to stare at him, he looked at the ground and cuffed the toe of his sneakers against the carpet. “No, I threw the ball and it hit the lamp. He didn’t do nothing.” 
 
    “So you lied?” 
 
    Oh, dangerous, dangerous question. 
 
    Joshua started to speak, but the boy interrupted him. 
 
    “Yeah, I lied.” 
 
    A sigh left the white doctor and he released his hold on Joshua. “I’m disappointed in you, James. How could you lie about that?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, that will cost you, son. You’ve lost a week of TV privileges and you won’t be able to go to your baseball game this weekend.” 
 
    The boy hung his head, but didn’t respond. Joshua was confused. Television? That was his punishment for lying? For breaking something? Television? He gave his mother a baffled look. She forced a smile for him. 
 
    “You owe Joshua an apology.” 
 
    “Sorry,” mumbled the boy. 
 
    “As for you,” said the doctor and Joshua tensed. “You should never take the blame for something you didn’t do, but I appreciate the gesture.” 
 
    Joshua frowned at him. He didn’t know what the heck the man was saying, but one thing was obvious – no one was getting hit for this. He wasn’t sure how to process that knowledge. 
 
    Reaching up, the doctor ruffled Joshua’s hair. “Come on. Let’s get that arm cleaned up.” He rose to his feet and held out a huge hand. Joshua reluctantly placed his own in it. “Come with us, Mary,” he said to Joshua’s mother. “I’d like to talk to you, all right?” 
 
    She met Joshua’s eye, then she bent down and picked him up, pressing him against her. Joshua let her cuddle him, wrapping his arms around her neck. The rest of his fear bled away in her embrace, but he could feel how tense she was. 
 
    “No one will ever hurt you again,” she whispered in his ear. “We’re going to be all right now.” 
 
    Joshua placed his head on her shoulder and looked back at the boy. He was watching Joshua in return, but Joshua wasn’t clear on what emotion he saw on the boy’s face. 
 
      
 
    *   *  * 
 
      
 
    Peyton rode the elevator to the lobby with Marco and Smith. She leaned against the mirrored back wall, watching the two men standing in the center of the elevator, their backs ramrod straight. Smith had his hands clasped behind him and Marco had his tucked into his pockets.  
 
    Peyton mulled over what she would say when they got to the car where the suspect sat. She knew that Marco would make her take point on this. He usually did. There was no one else she wanted at her back; therefore, she accepted that he made her do the majority of the cross-examination. 
 
    The elevator came to a bumping halt on the bottom floor and the doors swished open. Peyton pushed away from the mirrored wall and followed the men out. In order to get to the parking structure door, they had to cross the lobby. Peyton glanced over to see one of the security guards in a brown uniform, talking into the phone. A uniformed officer stood next to him. Peyton marked that there was no way to cross from the elevators to the parking structure without being seen by the security desk. 
 
    A heavy, fire door opened onto the parking structure. The echoing chamber stretched away, segmented by pillars to hold up the great expanse of floors above them. Each pillar was marked with a colored letter and number, designating the resident’s assigned space. Cars were lined up in neat rows, many BMWs and Mercedes, but also a huge number of Priuses. This was San Francisco, after all. 
 
    As they moved away from the door, Peyton’s heels made a sharp tattoo on the cement floor. Marco and Smith trailed a step behind her as they wove through the aisles and around the pillars. Turning a corner, they came upon the crime scene. 
 
    Uniformed officers encircled a black Jeep Cherokee, their guns drawn and pointed at the car. No one moved, no one said anything. Marco and Smith both drew their guns, but Peyton waited until they got close enough to see the man sitting in the driver’s seat. She could only see his profile, but she recognized the spill of black hair over his shoulder and the sharp slant of his high cheekbones. He seemed to be looking at either the steering wheel or something in his lap, but he didn’t move as the three of them edged up behind the other cops. 
 
    One of the uniforms glanced over as Peyton stopped beside him. “How long has he been sitting here?” 
 
    “’Bout five minutes. We told him to get out of the vehicle, but he didn’t respond, so we called you.” 
 
    Peyton nodded and glanced over at Marco. Marco didn’t have his gun raised, but it dangled at his side. 
 
    “That’s Ravensong, yes?” he asked, motioning toward the Jeep with his chin. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He make any threatening moves at all?” Marco asked the uniform. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    Peyton squinted. The window seemed to be rolled down. “He say anything?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “He has to hear you. The window’s down, right?” 
 
    “He doesn’t act like he knows we’re here.” 
 
    Peyton exhaled and studied their perp. He wasn’t even moving. A strange shiver raced up her spine. He did act like he didn’t know they were there, but how the hell could you miss seven cops surrounding you with guns? 
 
    “All right. I’m going in. You cover me,” she said, reaching for her own weapon. 
 
    “You need a flak jacket,” said the uniform. 
 
    “I don’t think he’s armed. He bludgeoned her with something, he didn’t shoot her or stab her. I’ll back away if he makes a move and you can take him out.” 
 
    The uniform started to argue. He looked to Marco and Smith for assistance. 
 
    Marco ignored him. “Approach real slow, got it?” 
 
    “Got it.” She thumbed the safety off her gun, but kept it pointed at the ground. Taking a step forward, she moved beyond the uniforms and eased toward the Jeep. She could see herself reflected in the rearview mirror on the driver’s side, so Ravensong had to know she was approaching, but he gave no indication that he saw anything. 
 
    “Joshua Ravensong,” she called loudly. “I’m Inspector Peyton Brooks from the San Francisco Police Department. I am approaching your vehicle. Do not make any sudden movements, please.” 
 
    Stepping out away from the Jeep, she angled toward the open window. When she got close enough to where she could reach out and touch the door, she stopped and gripped the gun with both hands. Gazing in at him, she rose on her tiptoes to see if he held a weapon in his lap. She wanted to know what he was looking at with such intensity. 
 
    His hands were visible, resting palms up on the lower circle of the steering wheel. From her position by the door, she could see they were covered in blood. 
 
    “Joshua Ravensong, I am Inspector Brooks of the San Francisco Police Department…” 
 
    She hesitated as he slowly lifted his head. His eyes met hers, but there was no awareness in his dark gaze. Peyton opened her mouth to say something, but she faltered. She’d never seen eyes so blank or dead before. Then he blinked, dark lashes sweeping down to hide his stare. 
 
    When he looked at her again, his expression shifted to an expression of panic. His chest rose in a rapid pant and his head turned quickly, taking in the cops and the guns, then swinging back to her. 
 
    Peyton knew fear when she saw it, fear and confusion. She grabbed the badge out of her belt and held it up with her left hand. “SFPD, Mr. Ravensong. I’m Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    His gaze swept over the badge, then focused on her again. “Inspector Brooks,” he said in a voice she knew intimately, “I think I need help.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton watched as Jake swabbed down Ravensong’s hands. The knuckles on his right hand were swollen, the skin broken. Jake glanced up at her and made a pointed gesture for her to mark the damage. She nodded. She saw it. Unfortunately the evidence was mounting against the troubled rock star. 
 
    Ravensong was sitting outside the Jeep on the concrete, his back pressed to the passenger side door. Other uniforms were going over the car, searching for a weapon. Peyton didn’t think it likely they’d find one. The weapon was probably back in the condominium or stashed somewhere in the hallway on the eighth floor. This was obviously a crime of passion and he would have gotten rid of the weapon the first chance he got. 
 
    After he’d told her he needed help, he hadn’t said anything else. He’d allowed her to open the driver’s side door, then he’d turned around and allowed her to search him. She confirmed his identity with his wallet, but it was only a formality. She knew this man on sight. 
 
    Her teen years had been spent listening to his smoky voice in her head phones, pretending he was singing directly to her. She knew every nuance of his songs with Avalanche, of the way he moved on stage, swaying, seducing his audience with his raw sexuality. And she knew the lines of his face, the sharp features, the velvet black eyes, the heavy lashes. Her hands had shaken as she searched him, fully aware she was touching the fantasy of her youth. 
 
    “Do you want to question the security guard who found the vic?” said Marco in her ear. 
 
    She blinked up at him, then reworked what he said in her head. “Yeah. Yeah, we should talk to him.” 
 
    Marco frowned at her. “You okay, Brooks?” 
 
    “Fine.” She stepped up behind Jake. “I’m gonna question the security guard while you finish up.” 
 
    “Got it,” said Jake, distracted by his work. 
 
    Ravensong lifted his head. He’d been watching Jake work on his hands obsessively. She could only describe his expression as confused, shocked. He hadn’t asked her anything. In fact, he’d been oddly subdued, submissive even. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” she told him. 
 
    He just stared at her without responding. 
 
    She backed away from him and turned, hurrying to Marco’s side. 
 
    “When do you plan to ask him what happened?” 
 
    “I want to get him back to the precinct first.” 
 
    “He acts like he’s stoned.” 
 
    “I know. Jake will do a breathalyzer next.” 
 
    “He’s not drunk, Brooks.” 
 
    She ignored that and started across the garage. 
 
    “Brooks?” 
 
    “We’ll get a urine and blood test when we get back to the precinct.” She quickened her steps. For some reason, she didn’t want to discuss Ravensong with Marco. He matched her with his long stride. 
 
    Pulling open the door, they crossed the lobby and stopped before the security desk. Both the security guard and the uniform were going over a list. The uniform looked up and Peyton read the nametag on his chest. Bryce Williamson. 
 
    “Officer Williamson, I guess we got the safe open, yes?” 
 
    “We did.” He took the list from the security guard. “The resident in the apartment on the eighth floor is listed as Terry Ravensong.” 
 
    Peyton couldn’t deny a twinge of disappointment. She turned her attention to the security guard. “I’m Inspector Brooks, this is my partner, Inspector D’Angelo.” She thumbed a card out of her pocket and laid it on the counter. “We understand you found her body?” 
 
    The security guard briefly closed his eyes, then nodded. “The bastard smashed in half her head.” 
 
    “We know.” 
 
    “Did you get him?” 
 
    “A suspect is in custody at this time,” she answered. “Can you tell me your name?” She pulled her notebook out of her pocket and opened it. 
 
    “Carl. Carl Stein.” 
 
    Peyton wrote his name. “Carl, what made you go up to the eighth floor?” 
 
    “The alarm sounded on the security door.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. The security door?” 
 
    “Yes. Everyone uses the elevators. The doors to the stairwells are alarmed to prevent people from going in and out that way. We want to monitor all traffic through the lobby. The stairwells are just in case of fire.” 
 
    “I see. What time did the alarm sound?” 
 
    Carl slid over to his computer and clicked with his mouse. “The first time was at 9:12AM.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. “I thought you didn’t find her body until about 10:00.” 
 
    “That’s right. I cleared the first alarm. It happens. Kids throw open the doors to make them sound. Or visitors open the doors by mistake.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “You always know what floor the alarm sounds on?” asked Marco, leaning on the counter next to her. 
 
    “Yeah, it indicates here on the screen.” 
 
    “Was the first alarm on the eighth floor?” Marco continued. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And what time was the second?” 
 
    “It registered at 9:56.” 
 
    “Why did you go up the second time?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “Protocol. If an alarm sounds on the same floor twice, we have to investigate.” 
 
    “Did you take the stairs or the elevator?” 
 
    “I took the elevator. Quicker.” 
 
    Peyton made a note in her book. “After you exited the elevator, how long did it take before you found the open door?” 
 
    “Not thirty seconds.” 
 
    “Okay, so you went into the apartment and you saw the body. What did you do then?” 
 
    “I got the hell out. I damn near threw up. Why the hell did he do that to her?” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “Did you go back down the stairs or did you use the elevator?” 
 
    “Elevator. I got down here, called you guys, then tried to get my boss. He’s out at church or something.” 
 
    “Did you touch anything in the apartment?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did you see anyone in the hallway?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And you didn’t search the stairwell at all?” 
 
    “No, I called the cops and I stayed here. I don’t have a gun or anything and I wasn’t sure where the killer went.” 
 
    He wasn’t much worried about the safety of his tenants either. 
 
    Peyton shifted toward Marco. “We need to search the stairwell for the murder weapon and stop any garbage collection so we can go through it.” 
 
    Marco motioned at the uniform for his radio and stepped away from the security desk to give the orders. 
 
    Peyton turned back to Carl. “Is it true there are no security cameras in the lobby or the hallways?” 
 
    “That’s right, but there’s a camera in the garage.” 
 
    “We’ll need a copy of what it recorded. Anything else you can tell us?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m still shaken up. Dude, he bashed in her head.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” She pushed the card closer to him. “If you remember anything else, call me, all right?” 
 
    “Sure.” He picked up the card. “You did get him though, right? You have him in custody?” 
 
    There was no reason to lecture him on the law, so she just nodded and stepped away from the counter. Even though everyone was innocent until proven guilty, it was hard to pretend that the evidence wasn’t stacked up against Joshua Ravensong right now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Joshua watched the two boys throwing the baseball back and forth. He sat on the stairs of the porch, the screen door behind him. Jennifer had her dolls scattered over the stairs and one of them was driving a pink convertible up and down the front walkway. 
 
    “Come on, Josh. You aren’t playing right. Bring your guy over here. He can go for a ride too.” 
 
    He tore his gaze from the boys and glanced at her. She motioned to the doll dangling from his hand. He held it up and looked at it. The nose had been chewed off and one of the doll’s blue eyes had been partially rubbed away, so he looked like he was squinting. This doll was a sorry excuse for the blond doll’s boyfriend, but then the blond doll had a stripe of pink permanent marker running down the side of her hair, so he didn’t think she could be any too picky. 
 
    Jennifer waited a moment more, then began driving the convertible toward the stairs, making alarming noises. On top of the pink stripe, the blond was a reckless driver. 
 
    The boys laughed at something, drawing Joshua’s attention again, and the ball sailed through the air, smacking into James’ glove with a satisfying sound of leather on leather. They were playing in the park across the street. Adam had allowed the older boys to cross the street by themselves, so they had more room to throw the ball. Joshua’s mother hadn’t wanted him to go, not that he’d been asked either. 
 
    “Come on, put your guy in the car too, Josh.” 
 
    Joshua handed her the doll and watched as she bent its stiff legs and shoved it in the passenger seat. It got stuck halfway down, so Jennifer pushed hard on the head, denting the soft plastic. Joshua smiled, thinking the doll actually looked better with a dented head – it hid the scraped eye and bitten nose. 
 
    “Stupid, stupid man,” hissed Jennifer, trying to push the head back into shape. 
 
    Joshua bent over to help her, but the sound of a car pulling up the curb distracted him. He glanced up to see a run-down Buick roll to a stop in front of the house. The car had once been black, but the paint had oxidized to a soapy-looking grey. Across the street, he could see that James and his friend had stopped playing baseball, making Joshua wonder who drove the car. 
 
    The driver’s side door opened and a man climbed out. He had short black hair, parted in the middle and sharp cheekbones. As he leaned on the car, looking up at the house, he barely saw over the roof. He was a good deal shorter than Adam. 
 
    Joshua felt his heart stutter in his chest and he swallowed hard. He would never forget the harsh cut of those cheekbones, the wide-spaced black eyes, the sweep of dark hair winging back from a broad forehead. 
 
    “Go get your father,” he said to Jennifer, never taking his eyes from the man. 
 
    As he spoke, the man looked down and a slow smile spread across his face. His teeth were even and white, his jaw smooth shaven. 
 
    “Who’s that?” asked Jennifer without moving. 
 
    “Go get your father now,” Joshua hissed. “Please.” 
 
    She turned and studied him in bewilderment. Joshua thought to bolt inside himself, but he didn’t want to leave her out here alone. 
 
    “Jennifer…” he pleaded. 
 
    “Come here, boy!” shouted the man, then he motioned with just the fingers of his right hand. “That’s no way to greet your father.” 
 
    Joshua pushed himself to his feet and pressed his back to the post on the porch. He clenched his teeth to stop their chattering. Jennifer was still sitting in the walkway, looking between him and the man, bewildered by both of their behavior. 
 
    “Josh, is he your father?” 
 
    Joshua tore his eyes from the man. “Go inside the house now, Jennifer. Now!” 
 
    She scrambled to her feet at the force of his tone and ran to the door, but she didn’t open it. Joshua glanced back at her, but she seemed paralyzed. 
 
    “I said come here, boy!” 
 
    Joshua whipped back around. The man had made it to the center of the walk. 
 
    “Is this where your mother lives now? Pretty nice set up, eh? I drove a long way to see you, boy, and I’m not leaving until I do.” 
 
    Joshua wanted to shout at him. He wanted to run to the house, but he couldn’t do either. His fingers gripped the post so hard, he felt wood splinters press against his hands. 
 
    The man advanced. His sneakers didn’t make any sound on the walkway, but Joshua wondered if that was because his heart was hammering so hard that he couldn’t hear anything else. He willed himself to run, but he didn’t. 
 
    The man grabbed him by the collar of his t-shirt and yanked him off the stairs. He stumbled into the walkway and fell on his hands and knees. He tried to scramble up and run for the street, but the man caught him before he could get away. 
 
    “Little bastard, disrespecting me!” 
 
    The man cuffed him on the side of the head. Pain exploded in his ear and he stumbled, landing on the walkway again. He tried to get up, but the concrete was tilting at a mad angle and his head rang with noise. 
 
    “I come all this way and you ignore me.” 
 
    Joshua pressed his palms hard against the walkway, trying to force himself up, but he found his body listed sideways in an alarming way. 
 
    “Don’t you run from me, boy!” 
 
    He staggered. He wasn’t sure he was trying to run. He was just trying to find equilibrium. Something was off in his head, making his balance crazy. He stumbled and found himself landing on his side, the impact jarring his head again. 
 
    The man was shouting at him, screaming at him, then he hauled back his leg. Joshua tried to draw his knees into his chest, but he was too slow. The kick took him low in the stomach and pain exploded in his lower back. He tried to crawl away, but the pain was like a weight in the center of him and he had a crazy thought that the man might have kicked him in two. 
 
    He heard someone screaming and then a body launched over the top of him, slamming into the man and knocking him backward. Something was definitely broken in his head because it looked like James had landed on the man and had turned into a whirling mass of swinging fists and kicking feet. 
 
    The door on the house flew open and Adam loomed in the doorway, lunging down the stairs. The man pulled himself free of James and ran for his car. Joshua was sure Adam would follow him, but he dropped beside Joshua and placed his huge hand on his forehead. 
 
    Joshua flinched, but Adam just stroked Joshua’s hair. “It’s all right, son. Mary, call an ambulance!” 
 
    He heard running feet, then the screen door on the house banged shut. In the distance, he heard a car peel away. 
 
    “You okay, James.” 
 
    “Fine, Dad. Will Joshua be okay?” 
 
    Adam looked down into Joshua’s watering eyes. “He’ll be fine. He’ll be just as good as new in a few days.” 
 
    Joshua didn’t want to cry. He wanted to be as brave as James had been, but he hurt so bad, he couldn’t help it. And he wanted his mother. Before the thought finished itself, she was there, covering him with a blanket and bending over him, folding her body around him as if that would be enough to protect him from harm. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The precinct had two interrogation rooms, but they mainly used the larger one. Jake had never been in this one. It was tucked in a back corner of the precinct, closest to the elevator that would take perps down to the holding cells in the basement. 
 
    A long conference table dominated the back wall and Jake took a seat on it, his feet dangling off the edge. He’d seen two dead bodies since breakfast and although he was getting used to the horrible things people did to each other, it still made him feel tired. Peyton stood at the one way mirror with her back to him, reading from a sheet of paper. He studied the wild tangle of curls at the end of her ponytail and wondered how much longer she would be able to handle this level of depravity. Marco leaned on the other end of Jake’s table, closest to the door, his arms crossed in front of him as he stared at the man in the other room. Jake didn’t think he expected anything more of humans than what he saw every day. He looked at each perp with the same resigned disgust, including the handsome one sitting on the other side of the glass right now. 
 
    Joshua Ravensong sat in a metal chair, facing the mirror. His hands were resting on his thighs. The blood was gone, but drops of it stained his jeans. His right hand was visibly swollen, the skin broken over the knuckles and beginning to darken with bruises. In front of him was a small metal table, which he seemed to be staring at with an intensity that bordered on madness. Jake had done the breathalyzer himself, so he knew he wasn’t drunk. They’d taken urine and blood samples when he arrived, but they didn’t have the result of those yet. Jake was certain, however, that they would turn up something more potent than booze. 
 
    Stan Neumann from Tech had processed the text messages from Ravensong’s cell phone. Peyton was reviewing them now. Based on snippets she shared, Jake knew they didn’t help Ravensong’s case any. 
 
    The captain entered the room. “D’Angelo, Ryder,” she said. 
 
    “Captain,” they both responded. 
 
    Defino moved to Peyton’s side. Katherine Defino was an inch or two shorter than Jake with a brown bob and a perpetual squint. She always looked like she was half pissed off. It had intimidated him at first, but he knew she was fair-minded and she’d given him a chance when no one else would, well, no one but Peyton. 
 
    Peyton handed her the paper and she read it over. Then she made a tsking noise and looked up through the window. “Damn, I hate this.” 
 
    “I know,” said Peyton. “I hate it too.” 
 
    Defino turned toward Peyton, motioning at the window with the paper. “You know, Colin and I had our first date at an Avalanche concert. We almost didn’t have our second. Colin accused me of being more interested in the lead singer than him.” She leaned closer to Peyton. “He was right. No way any woman could see him strutting on stage and hear that voice, and not get all hot and bothered.” 
 
    Peyton smiled and nodded at the mirror. “He was my first crush. I followed him when he was with his first band, Blazes. I’d listen to his voice and stare at his poster and my heart would ache.” 
 
    Jake rolled his eyes. 
 
    “He really is the prettiest man I’ve ever seen,” said Defino, looking through the mirror again. 
 
    “Yes, he is. Absolutely gorgeous.” 
 
    Jake was flabbergasted. “Are you kidding me? What about Adonis over here? He’s gorgeous.” 
 
    Both Peyton and Defino turned and stared at him. Marco looked over, one dark brow lifting in question. 
 
    “Well, it’s true,” Jake protested, turning to Marco for help. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “I’m with you, son. The guy’s clearly on something.” 
 
    Jake pointed at the mirror. “He just bashed someone’s head in and you’re both going on like lovesick school girls. He’s a murderer, not some pinup.” 
 
    “Funny how quickly you forget what it’s like to be on the other side of that window, Jake,” scolded Peyton. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” added Defino. 
 
    Jake felt his face color, but he ignored it. “This is the easiest case we’ve had in months and we could be wrapping it up, but you’re sitting here ogling him like a piece of meat.” 
 
    A smile touched the corners of Peyton’s mouth and she leaned her shoulder against the captain’s. Jake recognized the look. “Isn’t it cute how they get six months under their belt on the force and they think they know everything?” 
 
    “It sure is. Cuter still when they spout off all this moral outrage over sexual equality.” 
 
    Jake shook his head and looked to Marco. 
 
    He simply shrugged. “What you gonna do? Women never take us seriously. We’re just playthings for them.” 
 
    Jake glared at him. He wasn’t helping. 
 
    “How are you going to handle this?” Defino asked Peyton. 
 
    Peyton took the text messages back from her. “I’m not sure I’ll get much out of him. He’s said only five or six words since we arrested him, but I’ll give it a try.” 
 
    “We need to find out where that little girl is. That’s priority one.” 
 
    “Got it.” Peyton moved toward the door, but she stopped and glanced back at Jake. “By the way, I never ogle.” 
 
    Jake shook his head, but he couldn’t help the smile that teased at his lips. He couldn’t stay pissed at her no matter what, and she knew it. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    As Peyton entered the interrogation room, Joshua Ravensong lifted his head. The look on his face stopped her. For a moment, he didn’t seem to recognize her. 
 
    “I’m Inspector Brooks,” she reminded him. 
 
    He leaned back in the chair, his right hand resting on his thigh. She could see how swollen the knuckles were, the skin abraded and raw. Leather armbands wrapped around both wrists, held shut with metal buckles. They would have to take those away from him. 
 
    She moved to the chair at the end of the table, diagonal from him, and sat down, placing the paper with the text messages on it. “I need to know where your daughter is, Joshua.” She figured using his first name might put him at ease, make it easier for him to confide in her. 
 
    “My daughter?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s important.” 
 
    He flexed the swollen fingers on his right hand. “She’s with Elena.” 
 
    “Elena?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes on her. They were so dark, she had trouble telling if his pupils were dilated or not. They’d have to rely on the drug test for confirmation. “Elena Harris, my…” He paused and sighed. “My partner.” 
 
    “Your partner?” 
 
    “She thinks it’s stupid for grown people to have boyfriends and girlfriends.” He lifted his left hand as if he would massage his wounded fingers, then stopped. 
 
    “Your daughter’s with Elena?” 
 
    He nodded, staring at the table. 
 
    “Can I have her number?” 
 
    He rattled off the digits and Peyton shifted in the chair to look back at the mirror. A tap on the glass told her they got it. 
 
    Leaning forward, Ravensong braced his left arm on the table and pressed his forehead into his hand. “How am I going to tell my daughter her mother is dead?” The anguish in his voice touched Peyton. 
 
    “I can tell her.” 
 
    He didn’t move. 
 
    “It’s sort of what we do,” she added. 
 
    He canted a look at her, his expression disbelieving. 
 
    She decided not to pursue that topic any longer. “I need to know what happened, Joshua. I need you to tell me.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Peyton fingered the paper, but she wasn’t ready to use it yet. “You said your daughter’s with Elena, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are they at your house?” 
 
    He lowered his arm. “No, they went out to buy Tiffany a dress.” 
 
    “Tiffany? Your daughter?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “A dress?” 
 
    “Right. For court tomorrow.” 
 
    “Court?” 
 
    “She’s going to talk to the judge. It’s the final step to granting me full custody.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you go with them?” 
 
    “I was going for a run, then I wanted to work on some music.” 
 
    “At your house?” 
 
    He frowned at her. “Of course.” 
 
    “Where is your house?” 
 
    “Marin.” 
 
    “And yet you wound up in San Francisco?” 
 
    He closed his eyes briefly. “Yes.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Peyton leaned back in the chair. “Let’s back up a bit, all right?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “You said you were getting full custody, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Terry was signing custody over to me. Tiffany had been living with Elena and me for the last five months, ever since Terry’s mother died.” 
 
    “Okay, let me make sure I have this. Terry’s mother died. After that, your daughter came to live with you full time, yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Terry offered to give you full custody and you were finalizing that through the court by meeting with the judge tomorrow?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Why are you meeting with the judge?” 
 
    “He wanted to interview Tiffany and make sure she wanted this change to go through. I also had to take a drug test and prove that I’m clean.” 
 
    Peyton absorbed that fact. If he was on something, he must have taken it this morning. “How old is Tiffany?” 
 
    “She turns ten in June.” 
 
    “So Terry had primary custody up until now?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why would she give it up now?” 
 
    “Her mother took care of Tiffany most of the time. Now that she’s gone, Terry decided she was moving to Europe. She didn’t want to uproot Tiffany.” 
 
    Peyton flattened her hand on the paper. “But this morning she changed her mind.” 
 
    Ravensong’s head came up and he gave Peyton a confused stare. “What?” 
 
    She pushed the paper forward. “We have the text messages from your phone, Joshua. Terry changed her mind about giving you full custody and told you the deal was off.” 
 
    He reached for the paper with his wounded hand and winced, but he picked it up and studied it. As he did so, she caught the raised pink scar snaking across his wrist, peeking out from beneath the leather arm band. 
 
    He lowered the paper and pushed it away. “I don’t remember this.” 
 
    Peyton wished for once that someone would just tell the truth. “You don’t remember receiving those texts or responding to them?” 
 
    “No.” He stared at the paper fixedly. “I don’t remember any of it.” 
 
    “Please understand my skepticism, Joshua. You were found at her condo, you had her blood all over you and your right hand is a mess, yet you expect me to believe that you don’t remember receiving her texts and going over to her condo to confront her?” 
 
    His dark eyes pierced her. “I don’t remember any of it. The first thing I remember is you, calling my name.” 
 
    Peyton held out her hands, palms up. “Look, I get it. You’re under pressure, you want your daughter to live with you, and you’re so close to getting that, but at the last minute, Terry changes her mind. It would make anyone angry, Joshua. It would make anyone go over there to confront her. So what happened? Did it get ugly? Maybe she said some things that struck a little too close to home. You lost your cool and…” Peyton slammed her hand on the table, making Ravensong jump. “Suddenly she’s dead.” 
 
    The look on his face was stark. His eyes widened, his breathing accelerated, and his lips parted. She waited for him to do one of two things: confess or deny. After a moment, his eyes drifted to the paper. 
 
    “Oh God,” he whispered. “I don’t know. I don’t know what happened.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. “You don’t know what happened? Are you going to stick with the memory loss, Josh, really?” She couldn’t help the disappointment. 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t remember. I’m not lying to you, I don’t remember.” 
 
    “How can that be, Joshua? How can you not remember?” 
 
    His gaze swung back to her, sharp, focused, stricken. “I’m a heroin addict, Inspector Brooks. No matter how long I’ve been clean, the damage was done. I have black-out sometimes and nothing I can do will ever get those memories back.” 
 
    Peyton glanced at the mirror. “Are you saying you had a black-out today?” 
 
    “I remember saying goodbye to Elena and Tiffany. That’s it. Until….” He closed his eyes and forced a calming breath. “Until you called my name. Everything else is blank.” 
 
    Peyton tapped her fingers on the table. She needed to talk to a doctor, Abe probably, and find out if this was possible. She knew alcoholics suffered black-outs, but a recovered heroin addict? It seemed like too convenient a defense. 
 
    Pushing herself to her feet, she leaned on the table. He looked up at her with that vulnerable, confused expression she was beginning to expect. “You’re gonna need a lawyer, Mr. Ravensong,” she said, “a damn good lawyer.” 
 
    When he didn’t answer, she turned away, walking to the door. Smith met her on the other side and she stopped. “Put him in a holding cell downstairs and get a doctor to look at his hand. It might be broken.” When he nodded, she started to walk away, but she hesitated and turned around again. She could see Ravensong framed in the doorway. He was reading the text messages once more. “And Frank, put him on suicide watch, okay?” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton paused in the doorway of the break-room, her attention snagged by the corner of the front counter she could see. She lifted the coffee cup to her lips and took a sip. The bitter taste of the coffee was muted by the four tablespoons of sugar she’d put in it. 
 
    Maria was talking to a woman at the counter. She was shorter than Peyton by a good two inches, and that said something because Peyton didn’t clear five four. She had brown hair, pulled back in a long ponytail. Her hair was curly and stray wisps fluttered around her face. She was pretty in a girl next door sort of way. 
 
    Marco stepped out of the front conference room and approached the counter. Maria placed her hand on his shoulder as if she was introducing him, but Peyton knew she couldn’t resist touching him whenever she got the opportunity. 
 
    He held out his hand to the woman and she accepted it briefly, then she clasped it around the handle on her purse again, holding on as if it were a lifeline. Peyton wandered toward them, taking another sip of her coffee. 
 
    “Why don’t you come inside?” offered Marco, moving to the half-door and pulling it open. He stopped when he caught sight of Peyton. “Here’s my partner, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton held out her free hand and the woman released her grip on the bag. Her hand shook in Peyton’s. 
 
    “This is Elena Harris,” said Marco. 
 
    Peyton nodded. “Maria, would you mind getting Ms. Harris a cup of coffee?” 
 
    “Tea, please, if you have it.” Then she gave a strange little shiver. “It doesn’t matter. Whatever you have will be fine.” She tried to smile for Maria, but it came out odd. 
 
    “We have tea,” said Peyton, giving Maria a pointed look. 
 
    Maria stuck her tongue out at Peyton behind the woman’s back. “It’s no problem at all,” she said, then moved toward the break-room. 
 
    Elena Harris looked up at Marco. “You said Joshua was in some kind of trouble. Is he all right?” 
 
    Peyton took the opportunity to study her. She seemed genuinely afraid, her eyes brimming with tears. 
 
    Marco placed a hand in the middle of her back and directed her to the conference room. “Let’s talk in here.” 
 
    Peyton followed them into the room, crossing around the table, as Marco helped Elena into a chair. She placed the purse on her lap and gripped it with both hands. “I really need to know if he’s all right.” 
 
    “He’s fine,” offered Peyton. 
 
    Marco sat down beside the woman and turned so he was facing her. “We have him in a holding cell below us right now.” 
 
    Elena nodded. Her green eyes glittered brightly, the tears hovering on the edge of spilling over. 
 
    “Do you mind if I call you Elena?” Marco asked. 
 
    Peyton wanted to roll her eyes at the gentlemanly side her partner was displaying. He’d basically convicted Elena’s partner without a trial in his own mind, but he was all charm now. 
 
    “That’s fine,” she answered. “Please tell me what’s going on. Why is Joshua here?” 
 
    Marco rested his left arm on the table and gripped the back of her chair with his right. “We found him at the condo of his ex-wife this afternoon.” 
 
    “Terry? Why?” 
 
    “We don’t know, but…” He paused significantly. “Elena, Terry is dead.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The shock in her voice was real. 
 
    “Elena,” said Peyton. “I need to know where Joshua’s daughter is.” 
 
    “Tiffany?” 
 
    “Yes, we need to check her welfare.” 
 
    “She’s home with the housekeeper, Martha. I wasn’t sure what was going on, so I didn’t want to bring her.” Her face clouded over and the flood of tears broke. “Oh, God, how will I tell Tiffany about her mother?” 
 
    “We can discuss that in a moment, but I need a number for the house, so one of us can talk to Tiffany. It’s important.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to tell her? Please don’t tell her something like that over the phone.” 
 
    Panic was beginning to sink in. 
 
    “No,” said Marco. “Just give me the number and I’ll make the call. I won’t tell her what is going on.” 
 
    Peyton reached into her pocket and pulled out her notepad, tearing off a piece of paper. She passed it to Elena, who fished a pen from her purse and wrote the number down. Marco took it and thanked her, then he left the room. 
 
    For a moment the two women just stared at each other, then Elena swiped at her tears and squared her jaw. “I want to see Joshua.” 
 
    “I’ll take you to him in a few minutes. We need to ask you some questions first.” 
 
    Elena slumped back in the chair. She blinked at Peyton a few times in astonishment. “You think he did it? You think Joshua killed her?” 
 
    “It doesn’t look good.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means we found him in the parking garage below her building.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “He had her blood on his hands.” 
 
    Elena’s hand flew to her mouth and the tears spilled faster. “Oh, God.” 
 
    “The knuckles on his right hand are swollen and abraded as if he struck something.” 
 
    Elena gasped as if she couldn’t get enough air. She was fighting not to cry, but it wasn’t working. 
 
    Peyton rose to her feet and went toward the door. As she stepped outside, Marco released the call on his phone and faced her. 
 
    “The little girl’s fine,” he offered, watching Peyton move to Maria’s desk and retrieve the tissue she kept there. 
 
    “Thank God.” 
 
    She couldn’t help the wash of relief that swept over her. She could almost find a motive for murdering an ex-wife, but if he’d harmed his own daughter, that spoke to a depravity that Peyton didn’t want to consider. 
 
    She returned to the room and set the box in front of Elena, circling back to her seat as Marco sat down beside her again. Elena grabbed a number of tissues and covered her face with them, her breath hitching as she fought to get control of herself. 
 
    While she did so, Peyton studied her. She wasn’t at all what Peyton expected. Not that she wasn’t pretty – she was, but she was small and ordinary pretty – not super model gorgeous. A man who looked like Joshua should have a Greek goddess for a girlfriend, not this rather studious-looking business woman. In fact, Peyton would have expected someone much more like his ex-wife than Elena. 
 
    Marco shifted and gave Peyton an aggravated look. Peyton smiled at his discomfort. No matter how much humans evolved, men would never be comfortable around a crying woman, but she knew Elena needed to get control on her own. 
 
    She wiped her nose and blinked her eyes a few times. Her breath was still coming too fast, but her eyes weren’t overflowing any longer. “Did you get in touch with Tiffany?” 
 
    “I did. I didn’t tell her anything.” 
 
    Elena shook her head. “How am I going to tell her?” 
 
    “I can do it for you. I’ll go out to the house with you when we’re done here,” offered Peyton. 
 
    Elena shook her head. “No, I don’t want to scare her with police. This is horrible enough. She needs to hear it from someone she trusts.” 
 
    “I’ll leave that to you and Joshua.” 
 
    “I want to see him. Please, let me go to him now.” 
 
    Marco gave Peyton a bewildered look. Peyton knew what he thought. Why the hell would she want to see the man who had brutally murdered someone hours before? 
 
    “Let’s get you calmed down and talk a little bit before we do that, all right?” 
 
    Elena leaned forward. “You don’t understand...” She pulled up short and shot a look toward the door. 
 
    “What don’t we understand?” 
 
    Elena twisted the tissue around her index finger. “He’s tried to kill himself before.” 
 
    Peyton relaxed. She’d been expecting a bigger confession. “We know that. We have him on suicide watch.” 
 
    Maria entered at that moment and set the tea before Elena. “Here you go. I hope lemon is all right.” 
 
    “Fine. Thank you.” She didn’t reach for it. 
 
    “No problem.” Maria gave Peyton a sharp look behind Elena’s back. 
 
    “Thank you, Maria. You can go,” said Peyton, knowing it would piss her off. 
 
    Maria gave her a sarcastic smile, then reached out and ran her hand over Marco’s shoulders where they strained against his striped shirt. With a flounce of her dark hair, she left the room. 
 
    Marco moved the mug closer to Elena. “Take a sip. It might help.” 
 
    She forced a watery smile for his benefit and Peyton understood Joshua’s attraction. This woman brought out protective feelings in men, something she herself had never done. Maybe it was the kick-ass boots she wore, or the fact that she carried a gun, but she’d never found a man who wanted to take care of her. Not that she’d let him. If any man treated her the way Marco was fawning over Elena, Peyton would castrate him on the spot. 
 
    “Elena, I need to ask you some difficult questions.” 
 
    Elena sipped the tea, holding it with both hands. Slowly she lowered it. “You don’t have to ask that. He’s never once struck me or his daughter. Joshua would never do something like this.” 
 
    Marco looked down, chewing on his inner lip. It was the standard statement all battered women gave and it meant nothing. Fear or intimidation often made them protect the very person who was beating them. 
 
    “Look, Elena, Joshua’s in a lot of trouble right now and the only way we can help him is if you’re completely honest with us.” 
 
    Her jaw firmed and her eyes glistened with unshed tears. “I am being honest. I know what you’re thinking and I know you think you’re helping, but I’m telling you the truth. He’s never raised a hand to anyone.” 
 
    Peyton drummed her fingers on the table. She wasn’t sure how to pursue this. “What was his relationship with Terry like?” 
 
    “She was a gold digger, Inspector Brooks. That and nothing more.” 
 
    “She’s also the victim here, Elena.” 
 
    “Terry was never a victim in her life.” 
 
    Peyton glanced at Marco. She was usually good at this, but Elena wasn’t fitting the usual pattern. 
 
    Marco shifted toward her. “Elena, here’s the honest truth. Joshua’s drug addiction and past history with his ex-wife are going to go against him. The only chance he has of a reduced sentence is if we can find a motive for why he snapped. Temporary insanity…anything.” 
 
    Elena stared at him in astonishment. “Both of you are sure he did this. You’ve already convicted him before he’s had a trial. Is that what they teach you at the academy?” 
 
    “No, but here’s the reality. All of the evidence, the motive, and the opportunity points to Ravensong and there just isn’t any other possibility.” 
 
    Elena pushed herself to her feet. “I want to see him now.” 
 
    And just like that she closed the door. 
 
    Peyton sighed. “All right.” She and Marco rose together. “We’ll take you to him, but I hope you’ll reconsider and talk with us before you leave. We really are trying to help.” 
 
    “None of this helps, Inspector Brooks. None of it means a damn thing as long as you already believe him guilty. I’m not going to waste my time here. After I see him, I need to hire a lawyer, so we can get him out of here as fast as possible.” 
 
    Peyton walked around the table and pointed out the door. “This way, then.” 
 
    Elena grabbed her bag and followed her across the precinct. They took the single flight of stairs down to the holding cells and Peyton led her to a small conference room. It had no furnishings in it and the floor was bare concrete. There were no windows and the only opening was the heavy metal door. Peyton and Elena waited in the middle of the sparse room, while Marco stepped outside to talk to an officer. 
 
    Peyton reached for her card and held it out to Elena. “If you change your mind, you can call me any time.” 
 
    Elena took the card. “If you change your mind, why don’t you call me?” 
 
    Peyton crossed her arms and leaned against the wall. “Try to put yourself in our position, Elena.” 
 
    Elena studied her a moment, then tucked the card into her purse. “Why don’t you do the same?” 
 
    Marco led Joshua into the room. The difference in their heights was remarkable, but even in a prison jumpsuit, Ravensong exuded a powerful sexuality. He paused at the entrance and Elena turned to face him. Then they came together. 
 
    They never spoke, they simply fell into each other arms, pressing so tightly together that Peyton wondered if they thought they could meld into one person. Elena buried her face in his neck and sank her fingers in his dark hair. He folded around her, wrapping both arms around her back and closing his eyes. 
 
    Peyton glanced up at Marco. He shook his head in disgust and turned away, but Peyton couldn’t deny she was moved. Here were two people who obviously loved each other, and despite the situation, that was something she envied. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    James halted in the doorway of the theatre and watched Joshua play the piano. A group of senior girls were gathered around the back of it and one was sitting on the bench next to him. The piano tinkled out a cheerful ragtime tune and Joshua’s fingers flew over the keys, dancing away to the lively music. 
 
    He came to a flourishing finish and the girls all clapped, laughing in delight at his talent. The girl, sitting on the bench next to him, grabbed his arm and leaned into him, pressing her breasts to his side. James recognized her as Sarah Jameson, trouble. Joshua flashed a smile at her, but his eyes lighted on his brother at the top of the stairs. 
 
    “Gotta go,” he said, sliding out from the bench. 
 
    The girls all protested and Sarah reached for him, catching his hand. “Don’t run off. You said you’d play a slow one next.” 
 
    He leaned toward her, his dark hair sweeping across his cheekbones. “If I don’t go now, I’ll have to walk home and I hate walking.” 
 
    She pouted at him, but reluctantly let him go. Joshua grabbed his backpack off the edge of the stage and jumped down, jogging up the stairs. The girls all watched him, giggling at each other, and James felt his stomach tighten. No way should Joshua be hanging out with senior girls. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    Joshua stopped and frowned at him. “Waiting for you. How was practice?” 
 
    “Forget practice.” James kicked open the door and held it as Joshua stepped through. “Those girls are seniors.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You’re a freshman. You shouldn’t mess with them, especially Sarah Jameson. She’s trouble. She’s seeing Luke Ames.” 
 
    “So? He’s a dick.” 
 
    “He’s on the football team. You screw with him, you screw with the whole team.” 
 
    Joshua shot an aggravated look at James. “I was playing the piano. No big deal. Back off, okay?” 
 
    James reached out and caught his arm, stopping him. Joshua looked from James’ hand to his face, but he didn’t pull away. “Those girls are trouble, Josh. Leave them alone. You don’t need to be messing with girls like that.” 
 
    “I like girls like that.” 
 
    “We all like girls like that, but it never works. You’re gonna get your ass kicked and no stupid girl is worth it.” 
 
    “Maybe they are. I’m not a priest like you, James.” 
 
    “I’m not a priest, but I know better than to sniff around those girls.” 
 
    Joshua shook off his hold and continued walking toward the parking lot. “I’ll handle it.” 
 
    “You stupid prick, you can’t handle it. Luke Ames is a mean sonuvabitch, Josh. And he’s not gonna come at you alone. He’ll bring the whole damn team.” 
 
    Joshua turned to face his brother, walking backwards. “It’s a free country, James. If Sarah wants something different, it’s her choice.” 
 
    “The hell it is. She’s playing with you. She isn’t serious. She’s never gonna be seen with a freshman.” He closed the distance between them and tapped Joshua in the forehead. “Think! You don’t need your insides rearranged again.” 
 
    Joshua stopped walking and looked behind James where the girls were leaving the theatre. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Damn straight I’m right.” 
 
    “They just look so good.” 
 
    “Yeah, right up until you get a fist in your face.” He grabbed Joshua’s shoulder and turned him around. “Just don’t look.” 
 
    “That’s not possible.” 
 
    “Then look, but keep your distance.” He shoved him forward. 
 
    “It isn’t just the way they look.” 
 
    “I know, but that’s what gets us in trouble.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can avoid it, James.” 
 
    James slung his arm across Joshua’s shoulder. “I’m not sure you can either, but that’s why I’m here.” He ruffled his hair and shoved him away. “Someone’s got to protect that pretty face of yours.” 
 
    Joshua laughed and raced him to the truck. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton eased her green Corolla into the parking lot and wound through the crowd to her parking space. Throwing open the door, she climbed out, almost smacking into the reporter who shoved a microphone in her face. 
 
    “Is it true that Joshua Ravensong’s been arrested for murder?” 
 
    Peyton shoved the microphone away and glared at the man until he stepped back. Damn paparazzi! She locked the Corolla and pointed herself in the direction of the precinct door, then shoved and pushed her way through the crowd, ignoring their frantic calls for information. 
 
    She ran up the stairs. A uniform waited at the top and pulled open the door for her, holding it as she ducked inside. She didn’t even have time to thank him before he yanked the door closed again, blocking it with his body. 
 
    Maria and Captain Defino were standing on the other side of the counter, watching the insanity in the parking lot. 
 
    Peyton drew a deep breath and released it, smoothing a hand over her ponytail. “If I find out who leaked this story, I think I’ll shoot him.” 
 
    “Get in line,” replied Defino. 
 
    Peyton pushed open the half door. “So how is our rock star this morning?” 
 
    “You mean afternoon,” said Maria with a smirk. 
 
    “It’s only ten. I was here until late last night.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Brooks,” said Defino. “Our rock star had a quiet night. His lawyer showed up at 8:00AM and is pressing for a bail hearing, but other than that everything’s fine.” 
 
    “His girlfriend didn’t waste any time, did she?” 
 
    Defino shook her head. 
 
    “Such a shame,” murmured Maria, looking out the door. 
 
    “I know.” Peyton couldn’t deny she’d wished it had all been a bad dream when she woke up. It was hard to have a hero fall, especially one as special to her as Ravensong had been. 
 
    “He tried so hard to stay clean. And his life has been so difficult.” 
 
    “Sort of self-inflicted difficult.” 
 
    Maria shook her head. “He wasn’t responsible for what his father did to him.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “His father beat him as a kid.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “He gave an interview a few years ago where he talked about it. He has a charity event every year against child abuse.” 
 
    Peyton moved closer to the desk. “Can you find me that interview on-line?” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    “And see if Stan Neumann can pull up a CPS report for his daughter Tiffany or a domestic violence report from Terry.” Peyton paused and thought for a moment, then tapped a finger against Maria’s desk. “Also see if he can locate Ravensong’s CPS report.” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” asked Defino. 
 
    “Elena Harris accused us of assuming Ravensong was guilty and not looking for other suspects. I just think we better cross all of our t’s.” 
 
    “Good thought. Devan’s gonna want everything we can find to establish a pattern of abuse.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “Let me pull the drug tests from yesterday as well.” 
 
    “Keep me in the loop,” said Defino, moving toward her office. 
 
    “You got it, Captain,” said Peyton, heading toward the back. She slowed as she came near her desk. 
 
    Abe, her favorite Medical Examiner, was sitting in a plastic chair with his feet propped on Marco’s desk. Marco was leaning back as he usually did, talking to him. Peyton removed her coat and slung it across the back of her chair, adjusting her gun in its shoulder harness. 
 
    “Morning, Brooks,” said Marco. 
 
    “Morning.  What are you doing here?” she asked Abe. 
 
    He dropped his feet to the floor and swung around to face her. “I was hoping I’d get to see the delicious rock star you’ve got in stir.” 
 
    Of course he was. 
 
    “And I brought Marco an apple scone.” He waved an elegant, long-fingered hand over a brown fold of glistening, flaky pastry. 
 
    “You made an apple scone?” 
 
    “Yes. I took a drive to the foothills this weekend and picked some apples with my bare hands.” 
 
    Peyton frowned at him. “You picked apples?” 
 
    Abe rolled his eyes. “Okay, I picked an apple.” 
 
    “Yeah, and did you really make that?” 
 
    “Of course I made it. Sheesh.” He sent his dread locks bouncing with a look of aggravation. “You have so little faith in me.” 
 
    Peyton sank into her chair. “Come on, Abe. Admit it. You don’t have one domestic bone in your body.” 
 
    “I do so, and it’s a very well-developed baking bone.” 
 
    Peyton glanced at Marco. He was making an uncomfortable face. There was never a literal meaning to anything Abe said.  
 
    “Well, you know what hurts?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You brought Marco a scone and you didn’t bring me one. How could you do that to me?” 
 
    Abe gave her a pitying look. “You don’t just make one scone at a time, you daft girl.” 
 
    “You do if you pick only one apple.” 
 
    “I made a tray. The rest are in the break-room.” He pointed a finger at her. “But before you get one, you have to guess the secret ingredient.” 
 
    Peyton let out her breath.  “Give us a hint.” 
 
    Abe glanced between them, the beads on the ends of his dreads clanking together. The beads were a new embellishment. 
 
    Marco shook his head at Peyton, but he stopped when Abe’s gaze landed on him. 
 
    “It begins with L,” said Abe jubilantly. 
 
    “Lard,” said Marco. 
 
    Peyton beamed a smile at him. “Love.” 
 
    Abe smiled too, his teeth struggling to be contained in his mouth. “Yes to lard,” he said, pointing at Marco, “Yes to love.” His finger jabbed at Peyton. “But I meant liqueur.” 
 
    “Why did you bring him one instead of me?” 
 
    “He’s prettier, darlin’. You know that.” 
 
    Marco pushed his scone toward Peyton. “You can have mine. I avoid lard as a rule.” 
 
    Abe pushed it back. “Do you really think I would give my Angel dead animal to eat? It’s vegetable lard, gorgeous.” 
 
    Marco broke off a bite and Peyton watched with longing as he put it in his mouth. She loved anything sweet and she meant anything. 
 
    Abe leaned back in his chair and reached into his pocket, pulling out a folded card. “Look what I got in the mail.” He waved it in front of Marco. 
 
    Marco stuck another piece in his mouth and chewed. “What is it?” 
 
    “A birthday invitation.” Abe waved it again. “For someone’s thirtieth.” 
 
    Marco’s brows knit into a frown. Peyton couldn’t help but smile. He snatched the card from Abe’s hand. “What?” 
 
    “Did you get one?” Abe turned to Peyton. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Damn Vinnie,” muttered Marco. 
 
    “Vinnie D’Angelo.” Abe leaned toward Peyton, cupping his hand against his mouth theatrically. “You know what I mean?” 
 
    “Oh yeah.” 
 
    “Delicious.” 
 
    “He certainly is,” said Peyton, never taking her eyes off her partner. “Mama D’Angelo sure popped out some pretty babies.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    Marco threw the card on the desk and reached for the phone in his pocket. “Excuse me,” he said and rose to his feet, walking away. 
 
    “Brother Vinnie’s gonna get an ear full.” 
 
    “I don’t think Vinnie cares.” 
 
    “No, I guess not. So what are we getting him?” 
 
    Peyton leaned closer and dropped her voice. “Two tickets to the Niners, fifty yard line.” 
 
    Abe reared away from her and gave her an admiring look. “How’d you pull that off?” 
 
    “We helped out one of the players a few years back, so I called in a favor.” 
 
    “You slut.” He slapped at her arm. “That earns you an apple scone, and I’ll deliver it personally.” 
 
    “I want coffee too. Three tablespoons of sugar.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” said Abe, rising to his feet and moving toward the break room. “Someday you’ll make president of the Diabetes Club of America?” 
 
    “That’s not a real thing.” 
 
    “Sure it is. We meet in the morgue.” He shot a pointed look at her and disappeared inside. 
 
    Marco turned off the phone and slumped back to his desk. “He never listens.” 
 
    “You’re having a party, so get over it. You only turn thirty once.” 
 
    “I don’t need to turn thirty at all.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about you, but the alternative is pretty unappealing.” 
 
    Marco gave a laugh and watched as Abe settled a scone and a cup of steaming coffee in front of her. Peyton immediately tore off a bite and stuck it in her mouth. The flaky crust melted against her tongue to be followed by a blast of vanilla and the sharp woodsy flavor of the liqueur. 
 
    As Abe sank into his chair again, Marco pointed at both of them. “And no gifts.” His finger stopped on Peyton when she was in mid-bite. “I mean it. No gifts!” 
 
    Peyton swallowed. “Of course not. Who buys gifts for a birthday party? Ridiculous.” 
 
    Marco didn’t seem convinced. 
 
    Peyton turned to Abe. “Out with it. Why are you here?” 
 
    “I told you. I want to see your rock star.” 
 
    “That’s a terrible reason. According to Jake, men are not for ogling.” 
 
    “Ogling?” 
 
    Marco made a face. “Ugly word.” 
 
    Abe nodded. “It is, Angel ‘D, which is why I never ogle. I venerate.” 
 
    “Venerate?” scoffed Peyton. 
 
    “Means admire.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that. It’s still a no.” 
 
    “Why not? He won’t even know I’m there. This is my one chance to see him up close.” 
 
    “Then he’ll know you’re there. Come on, Abe, why are you here? You wouldn’t fight your way through paparazzi just to venerate or ogle either one.” 
 
    Abe placed his hand in the center of his chest. “I’m hurt by how little you know me.” 
 
    “Okay, so you would come to ogle, but there’s something more.” Her eyes narrowed on him. “You got our vic, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Of course I did.” 
 
    “And you found something?” 
 
    “I got back from picking apples…” 
 
    “Apple.” 
 
    Abe acquiesced with an inclination of his head, his beads clicking. “I got back from picking apple too late last night, so I did the examination this morning. I still have an autopsy to perform, but I spent a few hours digging around in her brain.” 
 
    Peyton stopped the piece of scone headed to her mouth and tossed it on the napkin. There went breakfast. 
 
    “And?” asked Marco. 
 
    “She was hit with some force, I’ll tell you. Dented her skull into her brain. Pieces of bone were actually lodged in grey matter.” 
 
    Peyton pushed the scone away. 
 
    “Whoever did this was beyond rage.” 
 
    “We got that when we saw the body.” 
 
    “But you don’t have the murder weapon, do you?” 
 
    “We couldn’t find it.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    Peyton leaned forward. “You know what killed her.” 
 
    “I know what killed her.” 
 
    “Spill.” 
 
    “It was heavy, leaded crystal. A curio or something, maybe a paperweight.” 
 
    “How could you know that?” 
 
    Abe’s brow rose as he smiled cagily. “Parts of it broke off in her head.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Small glass fragments, slivers were lodged in her scalp and some were even pushed into her brain. I extracted as many as I could and sent it to the lab to be processed. Whatever he struck her with broke.” 
 
    Peyton stared at the desk considering what Abe said. 
 
    “How much force would someone have to use to splinter something like that?” asked Marco. 
 
    “That isn’t so strange. A defect in the glass, an air bubble, and you have a weak point, but the force needed to shatter her skull and shove it into her brain…” He gave a shiver and his beads made a tinkling sound. “That was something.” 
 
    “Wait,” said Peyton. “If the murder weapon broke off in the murderer’s hand…” 
 
    Abe leaned over and tapped a finger against Peyton’s forehead. “Now you’re thinking.” 
 
    Peyton swatted at him. “He’d have cuts, right?” 
 
    “Right. You need to check Ravensong’s hands.” 
 
    “The knuckles on his right hand are a mess, Abe.” 
 
    “This would be on the palm and the finger tips. In fact, some might be pretty deep.” 
 
    “Is there any way that slivers could have lodged in her scalp, but not cut his hand?” asked Marco. 
 
    Abe shook his head. “He’d have to be wearing the thickest gardening gloves ever made. There’s just no way. And if he were wearing those gloves, where did they go?” 
 
    “And if he were wearing gloves, why did he have her blood all over his hands?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “Maybe it wasn’t all her blood. It could have been his too if he cut himself,” said Marco. 
 
    “Except wouldn’t Jake have noticed if he cut himself? He processed his hands.” She turned around and looked over her shoulder. “Where is Jake?” 
 
    “He’s doing something for Simons and Cho.” 
 
    Abe leaned back in his chair, stretching out his long legs. “So, do I get to see the rock star?” 
 
    “No, you get to go back to your lab and complete your autopsy.” 
 
    Abe made a face. “I never get to have any fun. Now you want to send me back to that dungeon.” 
 
    “You’re not in the dungeon. They moved you up a few floors.” Peyton pushed herself to her feet. “Come on, D’Angelo. Let’s go look at our suspect’s hands and get his drug test results.” 
 
    Marco rose at well. 
 
    “If you won’t let me see the rock star, can I take Jake back to the lab with me and have him take some more pictures of the vic?” asked Abe, looking up at her. 
 
    “Can’t you take your own pictures?” 
 
    “His are better. He catches things I miss. Plus, I’ve also got Cho and Simons’ bum to take apart. Jake can photograph both.” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “Ask him. I’m not his boss.” 
 
    “You sure think you’re mine,” said Abe. 
 
    She caught his head in her hands and kissed him on the forehead. “Someone needs to keep you in line.” 
 
    “No one can keep me in line, sister.” 
 
    She released him. “That’s the problem. Be good.” 
 
    Abe turned and waved at Marco. “Bye, Angel.” 
 
    “Later,” said Marco, following Peyton toward the back of the precinct. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake returned to his desk and found Abe sitting in his chair. The tall, lean Medical Examiner was making a design with a paperclip. Jake leaned on the partition and watched him. He had long fingers with perfectly manicured nails. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Making a Star of David.” He held it up for Jake to see. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “My job. Why are you making a Star of David?” 
 
    “The whys and wherefores of things matter less than the ability to do them.” 
 
    “Deep. You’re in my chair.” 
 
    “I know.” He continued to fold his paperclip. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Abe shot a look up at him. “That’s a theme with you, isn’t it?” 
 
    Jake didn’t answer. 
 
    Abe dropped the paperclip. “All right. I want you to come back to the lab with me and take pictures of the two autopsies I’m doing.” 
 
    “Why can’t you take them?” 
 
    “You take better pictures.” 
 
    Jake smiled. 
 
    “It wasn’t a compliment.” 
 
    “Of course it was. When you tell someone they do something better than you, normal people call that a compliment.” 
 
    “Fine.” He rose to his feet. He towered a good three inches over Jake. “Are you coming or not?” 
 
    “Yeah, just let me tell Maria where I’ll be.” He grabbed his camera from the lower drawer of his desk. 
 
    “How’d you like to ride in a real car instead of that gay-pride float you own?” 
 
    “At least I own my float.” 
 
    Abe gave him a condescending smile. “I wouldn’t list that as an accomplishment, if I were you. It’s like taking pride in shopping in a thrift store. If you aren’t careful, you’ll be a middle aged hipster.” 
 
    Jake frowned. Since he lost his job as a loan officer, he’d done his share of shopping in thrift stores, but he didn’t do it ironically. He did it because he had no choice. 
 
    “Let’s go out the backdoor and avoid the mayhem out front.” 
 
    “Fine,” Jake grumbled and pulled out his phone, sending a text to Maria. 
 
    They wound through the cubicles to the little used back door of the precinct. Abe shoved it open. A weak spring sun was peeking through the layer of clouds. They could hear the muted sounds of voices from the parking lot where the paparazzi had gathered. Abe pointed up the street and began walking. 
 
    They came to a Mini-Cooper squatting next to a parking meter. Jake stopped in mid-stride and frowned. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” 
 
    Abe pushed the remote button and unlocked the doors. “A real car that I didn’t have to collect box-tops to buy.” 
 
    Jake placed his hand on the roof of the tiny car. “You make fun of the Daisy, but this is a clown car, Abe. How the hell do you fold those long legs into it?” 
 
    Abe gave him a wicked smile and Jake wished he’d been more careful with his words. “I’ll just bet you want to know, don’t you, pumpkin?” 
 
    Refusing to take the bait, Jake opened the door and climbed down into the seat. Placing the camera case on his lap, he wrapped his arms around it, feeling as if his knees were pressed up beneath his chin. He watched Abe contort himself to fit behind the steering wheel. 
 
    With a laugh, he shook his head. “Oh yeah, this is so much better than my car.” 
 
    Abe turned the ignition. “You just don’t know style when you see it.” 
 
    “One person’s style is another person’s torture.” 
 
    “Deep,” mocked Abe. “Now with all due sweetness, close your mouth and let me drive.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton and Marco stopped at the counter to be processed into the holding cells. As they waited for the officer to sign them in, Peyton noticed Smith heading toward them. 
 
    “You’re cleared,” said the officer. 
 
    Peyton smiled at him. “Can you get me the results of Ravensong’s drug test?” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco moved into the corridor and stopped in front of Smith. “Hey, Frank.” 
 
    “Brooks, D’Angelo.” 
 
    “What are you doing down here?” 
 
    “Came to see Ravensong.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Smith shrugged. “He bothers me.” 
 
    “Bothers you? How?” 
 
    Glancing around, Smith shifted weight. “I know the evidence is stacked against him, but…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “Did you know I’m a recovering alcoholic?” 
 
    Peyton glanced at Marco. “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “Yep. Been clean for six years now.” 
 
    “That’s amazing, Frank.” 
 
    “Not so much. It’s a constant struggle. Six years and I still think about it, wishing I could go into a bar and have a shot, drink a beer while watching a game. Some days it isn’t so bad, but others…it’s damn hard to get out of bed in the morning.” He smoothed his mustache. “Here’s the thing. I know what he’s talking about – the black-outs. I had them too.” 
 
    Marco gave a grunt of disagreement. “He says he has them when he’s clean. Didn’t you only have black-outs when you were drinking?” 
 
    “Yeah, but drugs are a different animal. This is the thing, though. The black-outs never worried me. I ignored them, until this one time.” 
 
    “What happened?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “I woke up and I had my gun in my hand. I hadn’t shot it, but…” He released his breath. “I could have killed someone and not even remembered doing it. I joined AA the next day.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco waited for him to continue. 
 
    He looked down toward the holding cells, then back at them. “I know what he’s feeling. I know how scary it is to have this blank spot in your head. And I know what it feels like to think you could have done something unspeakable.” 
 
    Peyton reached out and touched his arm. “Thank you for telling us, Frank. It helps us with a motive.” 
 
    “I’m not sure it helps anything, Brooks. This whole thing sucks for everyone involved.” 
 
    Peyton squeezed his arm. “I know.” 
 
    “No, you don’t, but that’s good. I wouldn’t wish addiction on anyone. Go easy on him. You have the evidence you need. You don’t really need a confession. He might give it to you just because he doesn’t remember what happened. You’ve got enough for a conviction already. You don’t need to break him anymore than he is.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to go for a confession, but I’ll keep your advice in mind.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, giving a nod to Marco and moving toward the exit. 
 
    Peyton and Marco shared a look. “Wow,” she breathed. 
 
    “Yeah, your rock star is getting to everyone. What the hell power has this guy got?” 
 
    The officer appeared behind Marco. “Inspector Brooks, here’s your report.” He passed Peyton a piece of paper. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Peyton as she took it. She read the report, then gave a short whistle, holding it out to Marco. “Take a look at this.” 
 
    Marco read it, then stared at it hard. “He’s clean?” 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    “I know he was on something, Brooks.” 
 
    “Well, you were wrong. We both were.” She motioned down the corridor. “Let’s go check his hands.” 
 
    They found Ravensong sitting on his cot, his back to the wall, his feet braced on the floor, his arms crossed over his chest. Peyton motioned for the officer at the holding desk to let her into the cell. As he pressed the automatic lock and the door slid back, Peyton studied Ravensong. 
 
    Even in prison garb, he was handsome. His hair lay over his shoulders and framed a face that was both masculine and border-line pretty. His high cheekbones and darkly lashed eyes were almost perfectly proportional. Although he wasn’t nearly as tall as Marco, he was fit, his shoulders straining the lines of his jumpsuit. 
 
    The door clanged as it stopped and Peyton entered the cell, taking a seat on the cot next to him, while Marco loomed in the entrance. Shifting, Peyton placed the paper on her lap and faced their prisoner. “How are you holding up?” 
 
    He gave her a disbelieving stare. “How am I holding up? Are you serious?” 
 
    “To be honest, I’m not exactly sure how to open a conversation in here.” 
 
    “That’s obvious.” 
 
    She held up the paper. “We got your drug test. You’re clean.” 
 
    “I know. Ten years, 264 days, 8 hours.” 
 
    “Hours?” 
 
    “When I stopped counting minutes, I considered that progress.” 
 
    Peyton’s gaze was drawn to his hands. He had them folded against his chest, but the right one was on top and his knuckles were still raw and swollen. “Did a doctor check out your hand?” 
 
    He flexed his fingers. “Nothing broken.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed on her. “Something?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. She guessed he had a right to be contentious in his predicament. “It’s something good.” 
 
    “How is any of this good, Inspector Brooks? Elena had to tell my daughter her mother is dead and I wasn’t there. It was my responsibility, but I wasn’t there. No, you’re wrong. Nothing’s good.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “No, it’s not okay. Do you know what it’s like sitting here thinking that maybe I killed someone?” He shook his head violently. “Not someone. The mother of my child. I might have killed her and I don’t even remember it. I don’t remember a damn thing.” 
 
    He was getting worked up. 
 
    Peyton put her hand on his arm and he focused on that to the exclusion of everything else. “Look, Joshua, we found out some information a little while ago and I’d like to follow that lead.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You’re sure you don’t remember anything from yesterday?” 
 
    “Not a thing between my house and when you called my name.” 
 
    Peyton folded the paper. “The Medical Examiner had a chance to look at Terry’s body this morning.” 
 
    Ravensong closed his eyes. 
 
    Peyton pushed on. “It turns out Terry was bludgeoned with a leaded-glass object, perhaps a paperweight. Do you remember seeing anything like that in her condo whenever you visited?” 
 
    “Visited?” 
 
    “Picked up Tiffany maybe.” 
 
    At the mention of his daughter, he leaned forward, hugging his arms around his waist. “I never went into the condo. We did our exchanges in the garage.” 
 
    Which explained why he returned to the garage after the murder happened. It was familiar, safe. 
 
    “Okay. Well, here’s the thing. This glass curio or whatever it was broke on impact.” 
 
    Ravensong flinched when she said that. “Broke?” 
 
    “Yes, pieces were lodged in Terry’s scalp.” She deliberately didn’t tell him they were embedded in her brain. 
 
    “What does this have to do with anything?” 
 
    “The killer most likely cut his hand when the curio broke, maybe many times.” 
 
    Ravensong’s dark eyes swung up to Marco. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I need to see your palms, Joshua. I need to see if you have any cuts.” 
 
    He leaned back again, considering both of them. Peyton waited as patiently as she could, which wasn’t very patient. 
 
    When he didn’t respond, she added, “We can get your lawyer in here to observe if you’d feel better, but if necessary, I can get a search warrant.” 
 
    He still didn’t move as if he was contemplating the situation, then without warning, he unfolded his arms and held out his hands, palms up. Peyton was struck first by the horrible scars that ran down from the base of his palms to his forearms. He’d sliced through both veins in his wrists. She wondered how he hadn’t done nerve damage. Then she focused on his palms and his fingers. 
 
    Reaching out, she took his hands and pulled them into the light shining through the cell door. He grimaced when she brushed his raw knuckles, but he didn’t pull away. Peyton turned his hands every direction she could to shine light on them. 
 
    “D’Angelo?” 
 
    He stepped into the cell and also inspected the rock star’s open palms. “Shit,” he muttered and met Peyton’s gaze. 
 
    “What?” said Ravensong. 
 
    Peyton released him. “You have no cuts, Joshua. Not one single blemish. How the hell is that possible?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    The sunlight streaming through the bay windows created a nimbus around him. He looked almost insubstantial in the glow, as if I could blink and he’d disappear. He was facing the window, but he was looking at his hands, reading the papers I’d printed for him. He said he needed it in print, he couldn’t really get a feel for it on the cold, impersonal screen of the laptop. I understood that. I needed to print things out myself, I needed the solidity of paper in my grip. Technology was wonderful for so much, but it definitely distanced you from everything…including people. 
 
    Today he wore a printed shirt, but the tails hung down around his hips. The boots had been traded for converse sneakers, but the bands of leather still swathed his wrists. I knew about the scars they hid, even though we hadn’t gotten to that part of the story yet. Still, I’d done my research. This was a man who’d tried to kill himself. A man who’d nearly succeeded. It made the strange glow of sunlight around him all the more surreal. 
 
    We’d spent hours together over the last week. I was becoming comfortable with the quiet side of him, the side that talked in that low, smoky voice, but I had also seen the side that looked at his own life with a wry sense of humor. Then there were the times when he tensed and shut down. Those moments scared me for him as if there were secrets too dark to share. I had to admit what had started as a crush was morphing into something more – that age-old obsession all sensible women had for the bad boy and the desire we all harbored to save them. 
 
    He turned and I caught my breath. Would he like what I wrote or had I gone too far, put too much of him into it? 
 
    Coming forward, he laid the papers on the desk and stared down at me with those dark eyes. Oh yes, I thought, I definitely wouldn’t mind trying to save you. 
 
    “It’s good.” 
 
    I let out my breath and felt myself relax. His praise, simple as it was, fell over me like a blanket. I really shouldn’t want his approval. It was inappropriate. As I’d said before, I considered myself a professional, but he made the lines blur. Yep, I was falling in love with him. 
 
    “So, are you ready to continue?” 
 
    He sank into the chair and folded his hands in his lap. “How do you make it seem so rational? Everything I’ve told you, none of it seems rational.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand.” 
 
    “That’s probably not the word. I’m not sure what I mean, but I tell you a bunch of memories and you pull it together.” He twisted the band on his wrist. I was coming to recognize that as a defensive mechanism when he was agitated, but whatever he needed to do, I figured, if it kept him from doing something far more destructive. “You make those memories fit together like a puzzle. When I read it, I can’t help but wonder…” He trailed off and sank back against the chair. 
 
    “Wonder what?” 
 
    “How I didn’t see it, how I didn’t know where things would go. And if I had seen it, why couldn’t I prevent it, stop it from happening?” 
 
    “You were too close to it. You know that saying, hindsight is 20/20. I don’t think anyone really sees the pattern of their own lives or the warnings.” 
 
    He studied me, sitting silent and still. These moments, and there were a lot, unnerved me, as if I was the one we were psychoanalyzing. Then he shook himself and a faint smile lit up his face. “You’re right.” 
 
    I felt myself relax again. He brought out strong emotions in me, but I was smart enough to realize he was exhausting. Being with him on a more intimate level would be emotionally draining. 
 
    I focused on my notes and picked up a pen. “When you were here last, we were talking about high school. You were a freshman and James was a senior.” I tapped the pen against my lower lip. “You and James became very close over the years, didn’t you?” 
 
    He considered that. “Close, yeah. At some point it didn’t matter that we had different parents, we were brothers, family. Still are. It’s the same way with Jennifer. I don’t know how it happened. Maybe it was everything we went through together, everything I put them through, but they’ve always been there for me.” 
 
    “That’s important, isn’t it? Having people at your back?” 
 
    He stared at the paper on my desk. “Important? Yeah, it’s important, but it’s hard too. If there’s no one at your back, then you have no one to disappoint. No one to betray.” His voice dropped, but I still heard him. “No one to hurt.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Mark Edwards threw out his arm, stopping James, and pointed toward the quad. James could make out a group of seniors standing around in a circle. One was Luke Ames and some of his teammates, and across from him was Sarah Jameson and her closest girlfriends. Standing between them was Joshua. James couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he could tell from the postures that it wasn’t anything good. 
 
    He dropped his baseball bag on the ground, reaching for the handle on his bat and tugging it out. Mark did the same, grabbing his own bat. Together they advance on the group as quickly as they could. 
 
    Before James could close the distance, Luke shouted something at Joshua and shoved him. Joshua staggered back, but he didn’t swing, didn’t shove him back. He made no move to retaliate.  
 
    “Leave him alone, Luke!” said Sarah. 
 
    Luke spat a string of cuss words and started for Joshua again, but James managed to close with them, holding his bat against his side. Luke pulled up short and took in the two ball players spoiling to enter the fight. 
 
    “Stay out of this, Connor.” His eyes tracked down to the bat and back again. His teammates moved close behind him. 
 
    James didn’t really want to fight Luke and his two friends, and he figured if he had to use the bat, he’d probably be expelled. But he only had a few months left anyway and he didn’t plan on going to college, so what the hell. “Leave him alone.” 
 
    “Tell the little prick to stop sniffing around my girl.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’s been the one sniffing around, Ames.” 
 
    Luke lunged forward, but one of his friends held him back. He puffed up his chest, trying to make himself bigger. James’ fingers tightened on the bat, but he didn’t bring it up. He really didn’t want to use it. 
 
    Luke pointed over James’ shoulder at Joshua. “He comes around her again and he dies.” 
 
    “Then tell the bitch to stay away.” 
 
    “I’m serious, Connor. Keep him away.” He feinted at James, but James held his ground. When he saw he couldn’t intimidate James with his size, he made a motion with his chin at the girl. “Let’s go!” 
 
    She hesitated. James could see her out of the corner of his eyes. 
 
    “Sarah!” 
 
    She hurried to his side and he slung his arm around her shoulders, possessively. Then he backed away with her, finally turning and striding out of the quad with his friends. Sarah’s girlfriends trailed after them, looking back at James and Mark as they went. 
 
    James eased his hold on the bat. 
 
    “Dick,” muttered Mark. 
 
    James nodded. “Thanks.” 
 
    Mark shrugged. “Hate those football pricks.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Later,” said Mark, turning the way they’d come and catching up his bag as he jogged toward the parking lot. 
 
    “Later,” called James. “Let’s go, Josh.” He retraced his steps to his bag and shoved the bat inside, then he swung it over his shoulder. When he straightened again, he realized Joshua hadn’t followed him. 
 
    He turned around. Joshua had moved deeper into the quad and had taken a seat at one of the picnic tables that littered the area. James went after him, dropping the bag on the table. 
 
    Joshua had his back turned, facing a planter bed. Jasmine vines trailed over the sides of the raised bed and the smell was cloying as it hung in the late autumn air. 
 
    Joshua’s arms were braced on his thighs and his hands were clasped before him. 
 
    “I told you Luke Ames was a prick. Why didn’t you listen?” 
 
    Joshua didn’t answer, didn’t even turn. James crossed around the table and sat down next to him. “I don’t think he’ll mess with you again, but you’ve got to stay away from that bitch Sarah.” 
 
    Joshua still didn’t answer. 
 
    James socked him in the shoulder. “We’ve also got to teach you how to fight. Especially if you’re gonna mess around with girls like that.” 
 
    “I know how to fight.” 
 
    James stretched out his legs and folded his hands on his belly. “Right.” 
 
    Joshua looked up at him. “I know how to fight.” 
 
    “Then why’d you let that asshole shove you around?” 
 
    He looked away again. 
 
    “Josh?” 
 
    He leaned back. “Mrs. Clark gave us this article the other day.” 
 
    “The health teacher?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What the hell does that have to do with Luke Ames?” 
 
    Joshua chewed on his lower lip. “Forget it.” 
 
    James forced himself to be patient. He’d had plenty of years learning to be patient with his brother. Joshua didn’t talk much, but when he did, you’d better listen. “Tell me.” 
 
    Joshua pushed a pebble with the toe of his converse. “The article was about abused children.” 
 
    James went still. They didn’t often talk about Joshua’s father, but it was always there between them. “Yeah?” 
 
    Joshua chewed his lip again. “About how some percentage, I think it was 30% of abusers were abused themselves as children.” 
 
    James shrugged. “Okay? What does that have to do with you?” 
 
    Joshua stared at James as if he couldn’t believe he was so stupid. “I did some research on my own. The statistics are bad. Adults who were abused as children commit more violent crimes than those that weren’t.” 
 
    James tried to laugh and ease the tension, but it came out strained. “Okay, so there’s some statistic. Who the hell cares? You aren’t your father. You don’t even see him anymore.” Suddenly, he looked hard at Joshua. “Is that why you wouldn’t fight Luke Ames? You’re afraid you’ll become him.” 
 
    Joshua’s gaze was unwavering. His dark eyes pierced into James, looking through him. “No, I didn’t fight Luke Ames because while you were standing there hoping he didn’t make you use that bat…” His eyes narrowed and his jaw clenched. “I was standing there thinking that if I took a swing at him, I wouldn’t stop until his head broke and his brains spilled out.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake lowered the camera. “I think I got everything.” 
 
    Abe pulled on a pair of latex gloves. “You wanna stay while I do the autopsy and take some more.” 
 
    “Not so much. This is bad enough.” He tried not to look directly at the woman, but it was like watching a car wreck, it was hard to look away. “I’ll never understand how people can do something like this.” 
 
    Abe moved to the table and leaned over, looking at the wound where the left side of her face had been. “This one makes a little sense. It was obviously done in the heat of the moment. He lost control and let her have it with whatever was handy.” Abe canted a look up at Jake, his beads tinkling. “Now your other body is a lot more confusing. Why execute a bum?” 
 
    “I thought you wanted me to take pictures of him too.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    “Why do you have to do an autopsy on her? It’s pretty obvious what killed her.” 
 
    “Have to be thorough. The D.A. wants all t’s dotted and i’s crossed.” 
 
    Jake took a step away from the autopsy table. “She was pretty, wasn’t she?” 
 
    He felt Abe’s gaze on him. “You okay?” 
 
    Jake gave a strange laugh. “I was a loan officer. I didn’t like the job, but I didn’t have to look at dead bodies.” 
 
    “So go back to it.” 
 
    “I can’t now. I don’t like seeing dead people, but I like feeling like I’m doing something.” He held up a hand and let it fall. “It’s just this…this seems so senseless. Two lives are ruined over this – well, more than that. There’s a little girl without a mother or a father now.” 
 
    Abe grabbed the sheet and pulled it over the body. “Look, think of it this way. You’re still doing something. Maybe this isn’t the best outcome, but at least for her, we’re giving her some closure.” 
 
    “Really? Do you believe that?” 
 
    Abe shrugged. “Sure. Why not? Besides, can you see me making loans to people?” 
 
    Jake laughed. “No, that I cannot see.” 
 
    “Come on. Let’s go take pictures of the bum and then I’ll buy you a liquid lunch.” 
 
    “Liquid lunch?” 
 
    Abe gave him a condescending look. 
 
    “Oh no, I’m not going to lunch with you. I remember the last time I drank with you.” 
 
    Abe moved toward the door. “That guy just wanted to dance with you, but you panicked.” 
 
    “Damn straight I panicked,” said Jake, following him. “He made two of me and he wasn’t in the mood to take no for an answer.” 
 
    They walked into the hallway and turned left. 
 
    “I saved you,” said Abe, stepping to the next door over and pressing the button to open it. 
 
    “Yeah, by telling him I was your boyfriend.” 
 
    Abe gave a wicked giggle. “It worked, didn’t it? Besides, think of the sacrifice I had to make.” He gave Jake a serious once-over. “You are so not my type.” 
 
    “But Adonis is?” 
 
    “My Angel is everyone’s type.” He waved his arms and the lights came on. 
 
    The air conditioner rumbled overhead and Jake rubbed his arms against the cold. The body lay on a table similar to the other one with a drape pulled over it. 
 
    “How come you got both of them?” 
 
    “I do most of the work for the precinct. Thank God medical deaths are the bulk of our business and the other M.E.s usually take those. Boring, if you ask me. It’s just carving up fat guys who die from heart attacks.” 
 
    “You’re really compassionate, aren’t you?” 
 
    Abe grabbed the drape and pulled it back. “I’m honest, that’s all.” 
 
    The body was shrunken and grey. Without the many layers of clothes, the vic looked small and frail. Jake couldn’t understand why anyone would want to shoot him in the back of the head. The exit wound sat nearly in the middle of his forehead, the edges blackened, but if he peered closely enough, he could see bone fragment and brain matter in the gaping hole. 
 
    Jake lifted the camera and snapped off a number of pictures. “What kind of gun do you think it was?” 
 
    “By the powder burn on the back of his skull and the size of the entrance hole, I’d say a Colt, maybe Smith & Wesson.” 
 
    “Any other wounds?” 
 
    Abe pulled back the sheet completely. The bum’s chest was sunken, his arms and legs wiry and thin. Jake scanned him quickly. In some ways, this emaciated corpse was worse than the woman. He’d been barely holding onto life and yet someone had felt even that pitiful existence was worth stealing. 
 
    Jake snapped a few more pictures, but as he turned to move around the foot of the table, he hesitated, looking at the man’s ankle. A thin, black snake wrapped above the bone on his ankle and ended at the top of his foot. It was poorly designed, amateurish. 
 
    “Abe, look at this.” 
 
    Abe leaned over and studied it. “Looks like a prison tat.” 
 
    “Do we have a name on him?” 
 
    Abe moved back toward the vic’s head and picked up a clipboard, looking at it. “We found a scrap of paper from Glide Memorial. He stayed there last month. Under name it said Kimbro.” 
 
    Jake reached into his bag and pulled out his computer tablet. He thumbed it on and typed in the public records website for California. Clicking on the criminal record link, he keyed over to Name. “Kimbro must be a last name, right?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” 
 
    Jake typed it in, then pressed enter. A moment later he got a list of all Kimbros in the records. “Anything else on the ticket you found?” 
 
    Abe bent under the table and pulled out a sealed bag. In it were the man’s clothes, the note Jake had found with the words Clean-up Crew on it, and a smudged ticket. Abe turned it and pressed it flat. “It might be a U or a W. I can’t tell.” 
 
    Jake scanned down the list. “W? There’s a Wayne Kimbro.” As he clicked on the name, Abe came around the table and looked over his shoulder. An arrest record scrolled across the screen and on the right side was a mug shot. Both Jake and Abe glanced at the body. The man on the mug shot was a bit heavier, younger maybe, and clean shaven, but it was obviously their vic. 
 
    “That’s him. What’d they get him for?” asked Abe. 
 
    Jake scanned the arrest records a few times, then frowned, lowering the tablet. “Child molestation,” he said. 
 
    Suddenly, all sympathy he’d been feeling bled away. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton set her hamburger down. 
 
    Marco looked up from his own meal. “Not hungry?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Why doesn’t he have cuts on his hands?” 
 
    Marco picked up a carrot and bit off the end. “Maybe Abe was wrong.” 
 
    “When has Abe ever been wrong?” 
 
    Marco held up a hand in acquiescence.  “There’s always a first time. What’s the alternative, Brooks? We have the text messages, so we know she planned to take their daughter out of the country. Motive. We literally have her blood on his hands. Evidence. And we can place him at the crime scene. Suspect. We’ve got all three legs of your daddy’s stool. So one part of it doesn’t fit. I don’t think Devan is going to be worried about that when he takes it to the Grand Jury.” 
 
    Peyton picked a piece of lettuce off the burger and placed it in her mouth. “I know.” 
 
    Marco gave her a strange look. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This is definitely bothering you. You just ate something green.” 
 
    Peyton grabbed a fry and threw it at him. He caught it and placed it in his mouth. 
 
    “Brooks?” 
 
    Peyton looked over her shoulder. Maria was standing in the doorway. “Hey, sweetcakes, did you want to share my lunch?” 
 
    Maria glared at her. “I’d rather die of starvation.” She gave Marco a smoldering once over. “However, I’ll share your lunch anytime, Marco baby.” 
 
    “Aw, you just keep playing hard to get and it makes me think we don’t have any future,” purred Peyton. 
 
    Maria ignored the remark. “The girlfriend is here and she wants to see you.” 
 
    “Ravensong’s girlfriend?” 
 
    “No, yours.” 
 
    Maria’s eyes widened as soon as she realized what she’d said, but Peyton smiled wickedly. “You’re the only girlfriend I have, sweetie.” 
 
    “She wants to talk to you. What do I tell her?” 
 
    Peyton pushed herself to her feet. “I’m coming.” 
 
    When Marco started to pick up his lunch, Maria motioned him back down. “She asked to see Brooks alone.” 
 
    He frowned. 
 
    Peyton gave him a sympathetic pat on the shoulder. “I know it’s hard to believe that a woman wouldn’t want to see you, D’Angelo, but then again, look who she’s got sharing her bed.” 
 
    “I don’t know why you women get all hot and bothered around him.” 
 
    Peyton halted beside Maria and glanced back at him. The two women exchanged a look, then they both laughed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s sad, really,” said Peyton to Maria. 
 
    She nodded. “It’s all right, baby, I still think you’re a close 9.” 
 
    Marco frowned as the two of them left the room. 
 
    Peyton found Elena and another young woman standing in the lobby. The other woman was in her late twenties, blond, blue eyed and pretty. She would have made a perfect stereotypical cheerleader at any high school. 
 
    Elena looked tired. She wore no make-up and her eyes were red-rimmed. Her hair was neatly combed back in a bun, but it only emphasized the bleakness of her expression. She wore a pair of jeans and a loose sweater that looked about two sizes too big. 
 
    “Hey, Elena. Maria said you wanted to see me.” 
 
    Elena nodded. 
 
    Peyton stopped on the other side of the counter. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Can we talk in private?” 
 
    Peyton reached for the half door and pulled it open. “Sure, come in.” She motioned to the conference room, then followed the two women inside. Elena took the first available seat and the young woman sat down at her side, clasping Elena’s hands with both of her own. 
 
    “This is Joshua’s sister, Jennifer.” 
 
    Peyton reached out her hand and the young woman accepted it. “I’m Inspector Brooks.” Her eyes shifted to Elena. “How can I help you?” 
 
    “Joshua’s lawyer, Drew Steinberg, got bail set and Joshua’s scheduled to be released tonight. Hopefully when the media frenzy has died down.” 
 
    “Good. How did Tiffany take the news?” 
 
    “She’s devastated. She keeps asking for her father.” Elena pressed her hand against her temple as if she fought back tears, but her eyes were dry. Peyton figured she’d probably done a lot of crying over the last day. “Here’s the thing, Inspector Brooks. I need your help.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. “With all due respect, Elena, I’m surprised you asked to see me. I thought our last conversation didn’t go as well as I’d hoped.” 
 
    Elena flattened a hand on the table. “I don’t have anyone else I can go to.” 
 
    Jennifer stirred. “Please listen to her, Inspector Brooks. It’s important for all of us.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Joshua is checking himself into a psych facility as soon as he’s released.” 
 
    Peyton blinked in surprise. She hadn’t expected that. “I see.” 
 
    “He’s convinced he’s capable of murder. You convinced him.” 
 
    “I don’t think I convinced him, but even so, I’m not sure what you want me to do.” 
 
    “Talk to him. Tell him to go home where he belongs.” 
 
    She drummed her fingers on the table. She hated it when people asked her to intervene in their lives. “Here’s the thing, Elena. I actually think it’s a good idea. I think he’s smart to make this decision.” 
 
    Elena’s eyes widened and Jennifer looked like she’d been slapped. “How can you say that? How can you believe this is a good thing?” 
 
    “He’s trying to protect you and his daughter. I think it’s for the best and I’d leave it alone if I were you.” 
 
    Elena’s face hardened. “How can you believe he’s capable of something so horrible? As a woman, I expected you to be more open-minded, more sympathetic, but you aren’t considering any other possibility, are you?” 
 
    Peyton leaned forward. “I wish it was different, Elena. I really do, but you’ve got to see where we’re coming from. There just isn’t any other explanation, any other suspect. Everything points to him.” She deliberately left out the lack of cuts on his hand. She really didn’t think it meant anything and even if it did, all other evidence pointed to Ravensong. “He doesn’t even deny it.” 
 
    “Because he can’t remember what happened!” She slammed her fist on the table. Fighting for composure, she held up a hand. “He isn’t a violent man, Inspector Brooks. He’s never hurt anyone in his life.” 
 
    Peyton tried to keep her voice neutral, but it was hard. Why were women so blind, such idiots for love? “His knuckles are raw, Elena. Come on. He obviously struck something. Everybody has a breaking point and he reached his. He’s right to commit himself. He’s doing the sane, responsible thing.” 
 
    Elena didn’t respond. Her jaw clenched. Then she rose to her feet. 
 
    Jennifer rose with her. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m going to call his lawyer. See if there’s anything he can do.” She glared down at Peyton. “I’m certain you feel you’re doing your job, and I’m certain this seems like an easy win for you, but you are ruining countless lives with your inability to look beyond what is right in front of you. Not everything is exactly as it seems.” 
 
    “And yet, sometimes it is exactly as it seems, Elena. I really am sorry.” 
 
    “That doesn’t help,” she said, tossing her hand up and backing to the door. “That doesn’t help a damn thing.” 
 
    Jennifer moved to go after her, but she stopped and turned back around. Peyton rose to her feet and braced herself for a dressing down. “You don’t know my brother, Inspector Brooks. You don’t know anything about him.” She stepped back into the room and faced Peyton. “If he broke as you say, he wouldn’t have hurt Terry.” 
 
    Peyton sighed. What was the point of arguing this madness? 
 
    “I’ve never told anyone this, and I ask that you keep it to yourself.” 
 
    Peyton nodded, feeling a knot form in her stomach. Maybe here would be answers, confessions, secrets revealed. Anything to explain this murder, and moreso, this loyalty. Jennifer was clearly not Ravensong’s biological sister, but that didn’t seem to matter to her. 
 
    “I was there the first time he tried to kill himself.” 
 
    “When he slashed his wrists?” 
 
    “No.” Her eyes were unwavering. This one was strong. No useless tears for her. “I was at the window of the car before he drove it into a tree. Everyone else thought he lost control because he was drugged out of his mind, but I know better. I saw his face, I looked into his eyes. I knew the minute he decided that he had to end it. He didn’t do it for himself. He did it for us, to save us from him.” 
 
    Peyton felt the knot get tighter. One thing they taught in the academy was to not let a perp get under your skin, to keep objectivity. Joshua Ravensong was screwing with her objectivity. 
 
    “I was also there when he held his daughter for the first time and I saw his face then, and I knew he would never do anything to hurt her, no matter how bad it might get.” She pointed at Peyton. “That’s the man my brother is, that is the man who would never hurt his daughter so terribly by taking her mother away from her.” She let her hand fall against her thigh. “So you remember that when you decide you’re sure of his guilt.” 
 
    Peyton followed her out into the lobby. Elena had her phone pressed to her ear. She gave Peyton a withering glare, then closed the phone. Outside the doors, the paparazzi milled about, waiting to pounce on anyone who left the precinct. Jennifer moved to Elena’s side and put her arm around her, and together they pushed open the doors. 
 
    Reporters and photographers descended on them, swooping in like mechanical vultures, snapping away as both women ducked their heads, pushing their way through the throng. Peyton watched them from the safety of Maria’s desk, wondering if she shouldn’t have offered them an escort to their car. 
 
    After they disappeared from view, she looked down. Maria was also watching after them. 
 
    “Did you find that article about Ravensong’s father for me?” 
 
    “Yep, I sent it to your email.” 
 
    “What about the CPS reports?” 
 
    “Nothing for his daughter, and only one for him.” She shook her head. “Almost makes you want to cry. I sent you the link for that as well.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She glanced out the doors again. “Do you think you can find anything on his car accident? The one where he apparently drove into a tree.” 
 
    “I remember that. Yeah, I can find it.” 
 
    “You remember him driving into a tree?” 
 
    Maria kept her eyes fixed on the parking lot. “While you had a crush, I was obsessed. I devoured everything about that man.” 
 
    “What’s bothering you, Brooks?” came Defino’s voice. She was leaning on the doorjamb to her office. 
 
    “A lot. I hate this case. It makes me feel sick inside.” 
 
    Defino stepped back. “Come in and debrief me.” 
 
    Peyton followed the captain into the office and took a seat on the other side of the glass desk. Defino sat down opposite her. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe Marco’s right and I’m caught up in Ravensong’s charisma, but the case just seems too neat and tidy.” 
 
    “We always second-guess those cases, but we should be grateful for them. They are few and far between. We have a motive, he was at the scene with her blood on him. It’s enough for a Grand Jury.” She leaned her elbows on the desk. “And let me tell you, Devan is going to be calling either today or tomorrow, expecting it to be released.” 
 
    “I think we need more time.” 
 
    Defino shook her head sadly. “For what?” 
 
    Peyton scooted forward in her chair. “Abe believes the murder weapon was a heavy-leaded crystal something, maybe a curio or paperweight.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “The weapon broke in the murderer’s hand. Abe believes there’s no way the killer would have escaped deep cuts on his palm or fingers.” 
 
    “And let me guess? You checked Ravensong’s hands.” 
 
    “Yep, there’s nothing there.” 
 
    “Hm. Where is the murder weapon then?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We didn’t find anything. We held the dumpster at the condo and her own garbage. The evidence department is going through it today. Maybe something will turn up.” 
 
    “Ravensong was at the scene. He was covered in her blood. His right hand is a mess. What other explanation could there be?” 
 
    “There isn’t one, but Abe is sure about the murder weapon.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s wrong about the suspect’s injuries though?” 
 
    “That’s what Marco thought.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But, Abe’s never wrong.” 
 
    “If you could give me another theory…anything. I might be able to hold Devan off, but he’s going to want something compelling, Brooks.” 
 
    “This is a man whose life is at stake here, Captain. More than that, his daughter only has one parent left. Both her grandmother and mother are dead now. She needs her father. Don’t you think we owe it to her to spend a little more time on this case?” 
 
    Defino considered Peyton’s request for a moment. Peyton stayed stock still, waiting. Finally, the captain sighed. “Okay, what do we know?” 
 
    “We know that Terry had promised Ravensong custody of his daughter. Terry’s possessions were packed and Tiffany’s were not. At some point on the day of her death, she changed her mind and sent Ravensong a text telling him she was taking their daughter with her. He was upset and went to her condo to confront her.” 
 
    “Where did she plan to move?” 
 
    “Somewhere in Europe. I’m not sure which country.” 
 
    “Europe’s expensive. How did she plan to afford such a move?” 
 
    “I’m not sure about that either.” 
 
    “Then start where we always do once we have a suspect.” 
 
    Peyton smiled. 
 
    “Follow the money,” they both said together. 
 
    “Get a warrant for her bank records. Maybe something will show up there. That should give me enough to hold off Devan for a few days.” 
 
    Peyton rose to her feet. “On it.” She turned toward the door and stopped. “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    “You’re thanking me because you’re doing your job?” 
 
    “No, thank you for not questioning why I want to investigate further.” 
 
    Defino leaned back in her chair. “I know you, Brooks. There was no way you couldn’t get personally involved with this one.” 
 
    Peyton hesitated. She wasn’t sure what the captain meant, but she figured it was probably best not to question it. “Right,” she said and pulled open the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    James heard the vibration of the keyboard, the electronic hum of the notes. He eased down the stairs, peering between the spindles on the banister. The band equipment was set up just as he’d left it, the drum set tucked back under the stairs, the bass guitar on its stand, the amplifiers and microphones each where they had been. Reaching the bottom of the stairs, he turned, then hesitated. 
 
    Joshua was sitting on a bar stool beneath the half-window, his fingers a blur of motion over the keys. Sunlight filtered through the dusty window and landed on him. Before him was the score that James and the others had penned just yesterday, and Joshua seemed to be playing it. 
 
    James felt a rush of annoyance. He’d been given the basement as his sanctuary away from the other kids, especially now that his father and Mary had a freakin’ litter. The twins and Susan weren’t allowed down here because of the stairs and Jennifer had been forbidden by James himself. Joshua had his piano upstairs and James never touched that, so why the hell was he down here on the keyboard? 
 
    He stepped over the tangle of cords and around the amplifiers. Once he’d graduated from high school, his father had made him take classes at the local J.C., but he was simply playing at it. He took Art History and Musical Theory, but really he was waiting for his music career to take off. A year ago, he’d permanently traded the baseball bat for a microphone and never looked back. After playing together all through high school, his band, Blazes, finally had a record label interested in them and as soon as they got that one perfect song, they were out of here. 
 
    He started to shout at Joshua, then stopped. Joshua was playing their song, but not really. He’d done something to it, something different. 
 
    Joshua stopped playing and glanced around, sensing someone at his back. The moment he saw James, he scrambled off the stool and backed up. It pained James to see the momentary fear that crossed his features, so he reached for his own guitar and plugged it into the amplifier. 
 
    “I’m sorry, James,” Joshua stammered. 
 
    James nodded at the keyboard. “Play that again.” He adjusted the guitar strap on his shoulders and strummed his fingers across the strings. Then he stopped, frowning down at the guitar. Strumming again, he tilted his head and listened, then went through a run of chords. Lifting his head, he speared Joshua with a look. “What did you do to it?” He’d never heard it sound like this before. 
 
    Joshua still hadn’t taken his seat again. In fact, he had the stool in front of him as if he thought it offered him protection. “It was out of tune.” 
 
    “Out of tune?” 
 
    “Bad.” 
 
    “You tuned it?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have touched it, but it was so bad. So bad.” 
 
    James smiled and ran through his chords again. “Wow, it sounds…I don’t know what.” 
 
    “In tune.” 
 
    “I guess, but more.” 
 
    “That’s because you’ve never heard it in tune before.” 
 
    James glanced up at him, then they both broke into laughter. “Okay, okay.” He nodded at the keyboard again. “Play what you were playing before I came down.” 
 
    Joshua’s smile dried and he didn’t move toward the instrument. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you? Play it.” 
 
    Joshua dropped his eyes and chewed at his lower lip. 
 
    “Josh? What the hell? You’ve already been caught. Just play the damn song.” 
 
    “I changed it.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have. It was your song.” 
 
    “Just play it for me, okay? Shit. Don’t make me beg. And stop looking at the ground. I hate it when you do that.” 
 
    Joshua raised his eyes. “You sure? You’re not mad?” 
 
    “You’re pissing me off somethin’ awful right now, but no, I’m not mad. That song is gonna get me out of this circus. I need it to be the best we’ve got or the producer won’t even listen to it.” 
 
    Joshua gave him a ghost of a smile and edged back to the keyboard. James tried to be patient with him, but sometimes his quirky ways annoyed the hell out of him. He’d never struck his brother, never even in play, so why did he act skittish as a cat all the time? His annoyance dissipated in the next moment, however. 
 
    Joshua started to play, a haunting, melodious ballad that captivated James where he stood. 
 
    “Holy shit,” he breathed and forgot to play himself. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Marco pulled the Charger into the parking lot of the M.E.’s office and turned off the ignition. As he set the brake, he looked over at Peyton. She was staring at the back of the building. 
 
    The podium where the guard once sat had been dismantled and moved inside. They needed an ID card to get through the door now. 
 
    Marco reached over and covered her hand. “You okay?” 
 
    Peyton forced a smile for him, but she suspected it looked strange. “Yeah.” 
 
    He squeezed her fingers. “You don’t have to go inside. I can do it.” 
 
    She squeezed him back. “I can do inside. It’s getting to the door that’s a bitch.” 
 
    He opened the Charger’s door. “Come on. Best not to think about it over much.” 
 
    “That your philosophy of life?” 
 
    He ducked his head back in the car. “Gotten me to thirty, ain’t it?” 
 
    She smiled at him and opened her own door. Climbing out was okay. She could do that. Shutting the Charger door, got it. Turning toward the building is where it got a little complicated. Marco came around the back of the car and put his arm around her shoulders, propelling her forward. 
 
    “Come on. It’s like sex the first time. No one enjoys it, but it’s gotta be done.” 
 
    Laughter bubbled out of her and she leaned into him, letting him support her as they walked to the door. Without letting go of her, he pulled his ID card out of his pocket and swiped it across the sensor. The lights on the sensor blinked, then the lock clicked open. 
 
    They entered the white, austere hallway and halted by the podium. Six months ago, during their gangbanger case, the guard, who had been stationed outside, had been shot when Peyton had left the building. After he recovered, he’d decided it was time for retirement. This new guard was middle aged, built like a marine and had a nearly shaved head. He slapped a clipboard on the edge of the podium without speaking and pointed to the spot they should sign. 
 
    Marco released Peyton and signed them in, then motioned down the hall for her to precede him. Peyton felt a little calmer as she navigated the familiar hallway toward Abe’s lab. Peering through the glass window in the door, she could see him fussing with a microscope. She pressed the button for the automatic door and waited as it slid open. 
 
    As she and Marco stepped through, Abe looked up and beamed a smile at them. “If it isn’t the prettiest cop in San Francisco, and his adorable little sprite of a partner. How are you this wonderful spring morning?” 
 
    Marco gave a sarcastic nod, but he didn’t respond. He’d learned a long time ago that response only encouraged more flirtation. 
 
    Abe’s dark chocolate eyes fixed on Peyton. “You okay, soul sista?” 
 
    “I am now.” 
 
    He patted the table and she moved to the stool across from him, taking a seat. “The first time is always the worst.” 
 
    “What the hell kind of sex did you two have the first time?” 
 
    Abe gave her a puzzled look. “I wasn’t talking about sex, but if you want to talk about sex, I’m game.” He leaned forward, his dreads swinging around his jawline. “I’ll tell you about mine, if you tell me yours.” He winked up at Marco. 
 
    “We won’t be doing that!” said Marco. “No, we won’t be doing that.” 
 
    Peyton and Abe laughed. 
 
    “So, what’s up?” Abe asked, moving the microscope aside. 
 
    “Joshua Ravensong doesn’t have any cuts on his hand.” 
 
    Abe braced his chin on his fist. “Ah, interesting.” 
 
    “Yeah. Here’s the thing. Could you have been wrong?” 
 
    Abe arched one brow. “Wrong? Me?” 
 
    “I know. Ridiculous, huh? But is there any way he could have struck her with the glass curio and not gotten cut? Maybe it wasn’t as sharp as you thought?” 
 
    Abe swiveled in his chair and picked up an evidence bag. Peyton could see shards of leaded glass in the bottom of it. He carefully opened it, then grabbed a set of latex gloves and pulled them on. Picking up a pair of tweezers, he reached into the bag and snagged a shard of glass. It was larger than Peyton had expected, easily seen with the naked eye. 
 
    “Grab me a piece of printer paper, Angel D’,” he asked, motioning to the printer with his chin. 
 
    Marco retrieved it and handed it to him. Holding the paper in the air between them, Abe used the tweezers and scored down the center of it. It parted, allowing Peyton to see a pink bead on the end of Abe’s hair through the gap. 
 
    He lowered his hands. “Still think I’m wrong?” 
 
    Peyton let out her air. “No. Shit.” 
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    “Yesterday afternoon we subpoenaed her bank records. Hopefully, we’ll have them by tomorrow.” 
 
    He placed the glass shard in the evidence bag and sealed it. Then he pulled off his gloves. “Come on. I’ll treat you both to lunch at the Cliff House. The sea air will do you some good.” 
 
    Peyton glanced at her watch. “Okay, but no drinks.” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Abe, tossing the gloves into the trash. “It’s not even noon yet.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    “Morning, Brooks,” said Marco, glancing up from his computer. 
 
    “Morning, D’Angelo,” she answered, settling her coffee on the desk and pulling out her chair. “Pizza and beer tonight at my place?” 
 
    “As long as you’ve got the game on, I’ll be there.” 
 
    “You know it’ll be on.” Her father, when he was alive, had been an ardent Warriors’ fan. She’d never missed a game if she could help it. “Abe wants to come over.” 
 
    Marco made a face. “He’s gonna wanna talk all through the game.” 
 
    “He can talk to Jake.” 
 
    “Ryder too? How come we can’t just watch the game the two of us anymore?” 
 
    “We could have watched it at Vinnie’s if you weren’t fighting with him over your birthday party.” 
 
    “I’m not fighting with him.” 
 
    Peyton gave him an arch look and sat down. 
 
    “Ravensong made bail.” 
 
    “I know, and promptly checked himself into a psych facility.” 
 
    “Probably for the best.” 
 
    “Elena didn’t see it that way.” 
 
    Marco leaned on the desk. “Explain it to me. Why do women go for guys like that?” 
 
    “How should I know?” 
 
    “‘Cause you’re no better. You were drooling over him the other day too.” 
 
    “He’s gorgeous.” 
 
    “And an addict and a murderer.” 
 
    “Suspect.” 
 
    “Whatever. Face it, Brooks, you’re no better.” 
 
    She acquiesced. “If we knew why we liked his type, we’d be able to avoid his type. That’s just the way it is.” 
 
    “It’s stupid.” 
 
    “So is chasing after every bimbo in a mini-skirt, but men still do it.” 
 
    Marco ducked back behind his monitor. “Not the same thing at all. I can tell you why I like a bimbo in a mini-skirt, but you can’t tell me why you like a drug-addicted murderer.” 
 
    “Suspect.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    Smiling, Peyton opened her email and clicked on the message Maria had sent her the previous day. The first link led to an interview Ravensong had given where he talked about his father and the abuse he suffered as a child. 
 
    The elder Ravensong had a serious drinking problem and battled with bouts of rage. Knowing that didn’t make Peyton feel any better about their current case. Maybe Marco was right and the apple didn’t fall far from the tree. The predilection for substance abuse had certainly not skipped a generation. 
 
    She closed that window and clicked on the CPS report. It had been scanned into the computer, so parts of it were smudged, but she was still able to make out the majority of it. She let out a whistle and picked up her coffee, taking a sip. 
 
    “What?” came Marco’s disembodied voice. 
 
    “I’m reading Ravensong’s CPS report from when he was a kid. His father really did a number on him. Concussion, broken pelvis. Why the hell wasn’t the bastard arrested?” 
 
    “Probably was. Got a few months, some parenting classes and presto, he’s fixed.” 
 
    “Not by half. What a brutal son-of-a-bitch. No wonder his son is a mess.” She read through the entire report and kept it open. 
 
    “Hm,” mumbled Marco. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We just got the warrant to access Terry Ravensong’s accounts.” 
 
    “Great, take a look while I finish this,” she said, distractedly. 
 
    She went to the final link Maria had sent her. Maria had found the actual police report with photos of Ravensong’s car accident. The car had been totaled and by looking at the angle of the shot, it had plowed head-long into the massive tree, folding the front end around the trunk. The photographer had even backed up and taken a picture of the street, the car, the tree and the yard. There were no skid marks to indicate the brakes had ever been applied. 
 
    Scrolling up to the report, she scanned it. The responding officer had even remarked that Ravensong hadn’t appeared to brake. He chalked it up to the high level of narcotics in the rock star’s system, but Peyton didn’t think that was the cause. Jennifer had been right. Ravensong had clearly been trying to commit suicide. Based on the look of the car, he’d damn near been successful. 
 
    “Uh, Brooks, come here a moment.” 
 
    Peyton glanced up. “What did you find?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    Peyton rose to her feet and crossed around to his desk. “What?” 
 
    Marco used the mouse wheel to scroll through a long list of numbers, large numbers. “See all these?” 
 
    Peyton squinted and leaned closer, putting her hand on his shoulder. “Yeah.” 
 
    “They come regular. First of the month, then the fifteenth. Over and over again.” 
 
    “A lot of money goes into that account.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s all regular and most of the time it’s the same amount or thereabouts.” 
 
    “You think it’s child support payments from Ravensong.” 
 
    “They all have the same account number linked to them, so I’m guessing that’s his. But look here.” He released the mouse and pointed at a spot on the screen. A deposit in the amount of $250,000 had suddenly appeared. 
 
    “What’s the date on that?” 
 
    Marco clicked on the link and a window dropped down. Peyton glanced at the date, then reached for her phone and thumbed it on, pressing the calendar. The deposit had cleared Terry’s bank almost a full week before she was murdered. 
 
    “Do you think Ravensong was paying her off to keep his daughter in the country?” 
 
    Marco shook his head, still staring at the screen. “Look at the account numbers. They’re not the same, and there’s very little information listed on this one. In fact the account numbers aren’t similar at all.” He glanced up. “Where’s Ryder?” 
 
    Peyton straightened. “Jake?” she shouted. 
 
    Jake popped up from behind his partition. “You bellowed?” 
 
    “Come here a moment.” 
 
    Jake ambled over and Peyton moved back to give him room. 
 
    “Could this be from the same bank as all the rest of these?” 
 
    Jake studied the numbers, then reached for the mouse and scrolled up and down. He passed the cursor over the quarter million amount and then stood up. “Nope. That’s an off-shore account.” 
 
    “From where?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “I don’t know. I’d have to look up the codes, but I’d guess the Cayman Islands, or someplace like that. Someplace where you don’t want people to know you’re stashing money.” 
 
    Marco wheeled around in his chair and looked up at Peyton. “Do you think Ravensong has an off-shore account?” 
 
    “He might. If he has a savvy accountant.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Jake. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s just usually businessmen, CEOs, that have accounts like that. I don’t remember one single entertainer who had one the entire time I worked at the bank. They usually aren’t that savvy and their accountants are usually crooks.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco exchanged a look. “Then who is paying her such massive sums of money? Will the bank give us the name on the account?” 
 
    “That’s the problem with off-shore accounts. The countries who house them are reluctant to divulge any information. You can try subpoenaing the records, but they’ll drag their heels and unless the feds are involved, they may even go so far as to ignore you.” 
 
    “So now what?” asked Marco, shaking his head. 
 
    “Clearly we need to know more about Terry Ravensong and the only one I can think of to ask is her daughter.” 
 
    “Ravensong will never allow that.” 
 
    Peyton went around her desk and grabbed her jacket. “Well, I’ll just have to convince him to let me give it a try.” 
 
    “I guess I’m coming.” 
 
    Peyton hesitated. “Let me go. I think he’ll respond better to me.” 
 
    Marco gave her a sly smile. “You just want to be alone with him.” 
 
    Peyton rolled her eyes, but didn’t answer. 
 
    “What about the game?” 
 
    “Go on over. I’ll be home as soon as I can. It shouldn’t take too long.” 
 
    “Be good. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” 
 
    Peyton smiled over her shoulder. “Well, that leaves my options just wide open, dunnit?” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The psychiatric facility sat at the top of a hill, overlooking the whole of the City. Peyton could see all the way out to the ocean. Checking in at the front desk, she was directed to the common room off to the left of the lobby. 
 
    As she stepped into the room, the sound of a piano filled the space. The notes were clear, airy, rollicking, the song upbeat and joyful. Ravensong had his back to the door and in front of him were a bank of windows that overlooked the hill, framing the view of the ocean with pleasant navy blue curtains. 
 
    She glanced around the room. A fireplace occupied one wall, and overstuffed couches and arm chairs were arranged around a blue and silver rug, covering the dark hardwood of the floor. The piano was a black baby grand and a few lighter arm chairs were arranged in a semicircle around it. In the corners were tables, spread with board games, chess and checkers, and a bookshelf housed a collection of hardbound books to the right of the door. 
 
    Ravensong’s black hair fell down to mid-shoulder, spreading over his back like a blanket. He had a grey sweatshirt on and a pair of jeans. His converse sneakers worked the pedals on the piano rhythmically, but Peyton marked that the shoes had no laces. 
 
    She walked across the floor and stopped on the side of the piano, leaning against it. His fingers continued across the keys without faltering, but he looked up with no hint of surprise in his expression. She could see the bruised knuckles on his right hand and when he shifted, a glimpse of the scars on his wrists. A round hoop earring peeked out of the fall of his hair. She was surprised they hadn’t taken that from him. 
 
    “Didn’t take you long to find a musical instrument, did it?” 
 
    He continued playing. “I’m drawn to them. Funny thing is I didn’t want to take lessons when my mother suggested it. I wanted to play baseball like my older brother, but the first time I sat down and touched the keys, it was magic. There’s something soothing about it.” 
 
    “I get that.” 
 
    “You play?” 
 
    Peyton smiled. “Not a whit. I am the most unmusically inclined person you’ve ever met.” 
 
    He stopped playing and shifted on the bench. “I have to say, Inspector Brooks, I didn’t expect to see you again.” 
 
    “Peyton.” 
 
    “Peyton?” 
 
    “My name is Peyton.” She ran her hand over the piano. 
 
    “Peyton,” he repeated. “Interesting name.” 
 
    “My father was a fan of Walter Payton, hence the rather unfeminine choice.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I like it. Different, unique. Suits you.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t want to go down that route. She wasn’t immune to his charm and this felt a little too much like flirting. And if she were honest, she suspected she’d started it. “Look, Elena came to see me.” 
 
    “Ah. She wanted you to stop me from checking in here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m not changing my mind.” 
 
    “I agree with you. I think this was a wise decision.” 
 
    He considered her a moment, giving her time to study his features. He might be a murderer, she still felt there was little doubt of that, but he was also exceptionally charismatic. “You’re here for a reason though.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m here for a reason.” 
 
    He turned his hand over and showed her his unmarked palms. “The glass thing?” 
 
    “That and we subpoenaed Terry’s bank records.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, she received a large deposit one week before she died. Did you give her money?” 
 
    “I give her money every month on the first and fifteenth. How large a deposit are we talking?” 
 
    “Quarter of a million.” 
 
    Ravensong whistled. “That’s large, all right.” 
 
    “Did she work?” 
 
    “Work?” 
 
    “Did she have a job?” 
 
    “Yeah, her job was milking me.” 
 
    “I meant a more legitimate form of employment.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did she have a boyfriend?” 
 
    He rubbed the scar on his left wrist with his right hand. “She and I rarely talked, we did our exchanges in a garage, and generally we stayed out of each other’s lives. She probably had a lot of boyfriends.” 
 
    Peyton shifted weight. “Look, I’m about to ask something of you and I want you to hear me out before you say no.” 
 
    He frowned at her. 
 
    Peyton continued. “I want to talk to Tiffany.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Peyton gave a grim laugh. “That’s not exactly hearing me out.” 
 
    “I don’t want you talking to my daughter.” 
 
    Peyton leaned on the piano, bringing herself closer to him. “Listen, Joshua, the D.A. is going to demand we turn the case over to him for a Grand Jury hearing. Once that happens, I can’t help you. I have to have some reason to continue working this case.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed on her. “You have doubts, don’t you?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that. I still think the evidence stacks up pretty strongly against you, but there are a few loose ends I don’t like.” 
 
    “You have doubts, not loose ends. Doubts.” 
 
    “I haven’t given you any reason to believe that.” 
 
    “But you have. You told me to call you by your first name. You wouldn’t do that if you’d written me off as a murderer.” He leaned forward, touching a hand in the center of his chest. “I can’t remember what happened. It’s like there’s a gaping hole where my memory is, but I can’t see myself striking her either. Now that could be because I can’t accept I’d do something like that, but shouldn’t I have some memory, some fragment of something if I had done something so horrible.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s true, Joshua. You may have blacked the memory simply because you couldn’t accept you’re capable of doing something like that. The evidence still all points back to you.” 
 
    His expression fell, shifted inward. He stared down at the piano keys. 
 
    Peyton took a seat next to him. “Look, I don’t want to get your hopes up, I don’t want to give you the wrong idea, but here’s the thing. I can’t explain why you don’t have cuts on your hand and I can’t figure out who gave Terry that money. I want to investigate this further. Please let me talk to Tiffany.” 
 
    “I can’t put her through that.” 
 
    Peyton played her final card. “In the last year, she’s lost her grandmother and her mother. I don’t want her to lose her father too. I’ll be careful with her, I won’t push. I’ll just ask general questions and if she gets upset, I’ll stop. Elena can be with us the whole time.” 
 
    He lifted his right hand and put it on the keys, compressing them. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do this if I didn’t think it was important.” 
 
    He gave a distracted nod. “Okay, but you have to promise me you won’t upset her or speak badly about her mother.” 
 
    “I won’t do that. I promise you.” 
 
    He exhaled. “All right, you have my permission.” 
 
    Peyton suppressed her smile. “So, show me how to play this thing.” She settled her fingers over the keys. Ravensong reached around her and covered her hands with his own. She could feel the muscles in his chest shift against her back, and he smelled like soap with a faint hint of saddlewood aftershave. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she sucked in a deep breath, trying to still the instant rage of hormones through her body. His touch was warm as he compressed her fingers on the keys, playing a simple melody. 
 
    Peyton resisted the impulse to lean back into him, reminding herself he was a murder suspect and a taken-man, but it was hard to concentrate with his arms wrapped around her and the warmth of his breath brushing her cheek. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton opened the door and tossed her keys onto the sofa table. Pickles scrambled over to her as she shrugged out of her jacket and hung it on the rack by the door. Unhooking her gun, she hung that over the coat, then bent to untie her boots. 
 
    Marco and Jake were sitting on the bar stools at the counter, the basketball game was on the television, and Abe was in the kitchen, messing with something. It felt homey and comforting. She was happy they were there. 
 
    “Hey, Mighty Mouse,” said Jake. 
 
    “Hey,” she answered. 
 
    Marco swiveled on the barstool. “How’d it go?” 
 
    “He agreed,” she said, kicking off her boots. Bending over, she picked up Pickles and cuddled him. He covered her face in delighted doggy kisses. 
 
    “He’s had dinner and been out already,” said Jake. 
 
    “Thank you.” She checked the score on the game. The Warriors were up by ten, start of the second quarter. She carried Pickles to the bar and climbed onto the stool. “Did you order the pizza? I’m starved.” 
 
    “It should be here in fifteen minutes,” answered Jake. 
 
    “Did you set up the meeting with the little girl?” asked Marco, taking a sip of his beer. 
 
    “Yeah, Elena agreed to let us come out at 11:00AM tomorrow.” 
 
    Abe gave her a smile. “You look tired.” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “He got to you, didn’t he?” said Marco. 
 
    Peyton didn’t want to answer that. He got to her in more ways than one. It was so hard to keep her objectivity. Well, to be honest, objectivity had always been a difficult part of her job, but Ravensong was especially hard. He tripped so many of her buttons. He was tied to her adolescence. He was handsome, and charming, and talented, and worst of all, tormented. Peyton couldn’t deny she had a weakness for tortured people, which is why Jake Ryder was still living in her house. 
 
    Abe watched her as he quartered slices of lemon on a wooden cutting board. “You should let me go with you next time. I want to lust after a hot rock star.” 
 
    Jake made a choking sound, but Peyton ignored him. “Can we talk about something else?” 
 
    “Sure. Let’s talk about my latest creation,” said Abe. 
 
    The three of them watched as he bustled over to the refrigerator and pulled it open. He took out a tray and carried it to the kitchen counter. It was filled with tall glasses and inside was an orange liquid with a swirl of red rising through the center. Crowning the ridge of each was a cherry pierced by a toothpick and topped with a crepe paper raspberry. Peyton studied them in appreciation. She usually avoided Abe’s drinks like the devil, but this one was pretty. 
 
    “What’s it called?” she asked. 
 
    Marco and Jake shot her quelling looks, but Abe smiled like a cat in the cream. “I call it Sex at Sunrise.” 
 
    Peyton’s brows rose and she gave him a slow nod. 
 
    “It’s a Tequila Sunrise with a twist,” he finished. 
 
    Before she thought better of it, she asked, “What’s the twist?” 
 
    “Peyton!” Marco and Jake shouted in unison. 
 
    She shot a smile at them as Abe rolled his eyes. 
 
    “The twist is a twist of lemon,” he said innocently, then he leaned toward the two men, placing his chin on his hand. His eyes gleamed with wicked delight. “All sex should come with a twist.” 
 
    Marco’s gaze narrowed on him in a glare, but Jake blushed and looked down. Peyton couldn’t help but laugh. They were too funny. 
 
    “Give me one,” she said bravely. 
 
    Marco’s stunned gaze shot to her. 
 
    She shrugged as Abe pushed the drink across the counter. “Hey, you gotta take some risks sometimes. Man up, D’Angelo,” she said as she lifted the glass to her lips. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    James tried to hide his excitement as they finished the song for Phil Rowlands, the music producer who’d taken an interest in Blazes. Since they didn’t have the recording equipment necessary to lay down a good track, Phil had agreed to hear them live in a small studio in East L.A. This had to be the best they’d played this song, especially with Joshua’s improvements. 
 
    Evan Brown, the bassist, gave him a thumb’s up. He beamed a smile at him and watched as Phil rose to his feet and went to the glass door between the control room and the vocal booth, pulling it open. 
 
    “Sounds good, guys,” he said. 
 
    James tried to tamp down on his excitement. “So what do you think, Phil?” 
 
    “You’re good. You’re real good.” 
 
    James face fell. He could hear the lack of enthusiasm in his tone. “What?” 
 
    “Do you have a gig tonight?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re playing a pizza parlor tonight.” 
 
    “Give me the address. I’d like to come out and see the crowd’s reaction.” 
 
    James glanced at his band mates. Evan was staring at the ground and Ben was fiddling with his drumsticks. “I thought we had a deal.” 
 
    Phil shifted weight. “Look, I like you guys. I think you have something. It’s just you don’t have that…I don’t know. That one thing that would make you unique. This is a bitch of a business, kid. Playing good music isn’t enough. You need that one thing that will bring people out in droves, that one thing that sets you apart from the other good bands.” 
 
     James sighed. “Okay. I’ll get you the address.” 
 
    Phil patted his shoulder. “Good. I like your spirit.” He turned to go. 
 
    “Tell Josh to come in and help us pack up,” James told Ben. 
 
    Ben climbed off the stool and went to the door, pulling it open. “Hey, we’re ready to go.” 
 
    Joshua came into the room, glancing around. James shoved a guitar into his hands and grabbed the amplifier cord, winding it around his arm. 
 
    “How’d it go?” Joshua asked as he knelt and settled the guitar into the case. 
 
    James shrugged. “Not great.” Glancing up, James noted that Phil had stopped with his hand on the handle of the door. He turned around and gave Joshua a close once-over. 
 
    “James, come here a minute.” 
 
    Everyone stopped and looked up at him. James laid the cord down and rose to his feet, stepping around the rest of the equipment and crossing toward him. Phil opened the door and stepped into the control room, holding it open for James. 
 
    Once James was inside, Phil closed the door and moved to the control panel, staring out at the band. They had returned to packing up the equipment. Pointing at Joshua, Phil looked over his shoulder at James. 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “My brother, Josh.” 
 
    Phil gave him a puzzled look. “Brother?” 
 
    “Step-brother.” 
 
    “How old is he?” 
 
    “Sixteen.” 
 
    “He ever play with you?” 
 
    James shrugged. “One time. He was thirteen and Evan talked me into letting him sing a song for us. We were just playing a girl’s birthday party.” 
 
    “How’d it go?” 
 
    “Okay, I guess, but he’s just a kid.” 
 
    Phil studied Joshua for a moment. “He’s gorgeous.” 
 
    James frowned, shifting uncomfortably. “What?” 
 
    “Look at him. He’s absolutely gorgeous. I’ll bet girls piss their pants when he’s around.” 
 
    “He’s sixteen.” 
 
    “He’s your ticket.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Can he sing? He’s got a great talking voice.” 
 
    “You only heard him say a few words.” 
 
    “I know a voice when I hear one. Can he sing?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Look at him. He could shriek like a banshee and girls would piss themselves.” 
 
    James shifted weight again. “Look, Phil, this is making me uncomfortable. He’s my kid brother.” 
 
    “He’s also exactly what you need, James. Trust me. He is your ticket to stardom.” Phil turned around and placed a hand on James’ shoulder. “Let’s try something, okay? Tonight, you bring him out. Let him sing a few songs. Does he know your music?” 
 
    He wrote most of it, thought James, but he didn’t say that. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay, let him sing a few songs with you and let’s see how the crowd reacts. Don’t bring him out until the middle of the show, so we can get a good gauge of the audience’s reaction, but I’m pretty sure I know what they’re going to do.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Our mother isn’t going to like it.” 
 
    “Is she here?” 
 
    “No, she’s home, but the only way she would let him come with me is I promised to look after him.” 
 
    “I’m not seeing the problem. He’ll be where you can keep an eye on him and he’ll be occupied. Better him singing on stage, than picking up some chick backstage, right?” He looked out at Joshua again. “I’m telling you that kid is your answer. He’s the thing that will make you big.” 
 
    James looked closely at Joshua for the first time. All he saw was a timid, scrawny sixteen year old who would be eaten alive in the music business. He knew Mary would have a fit if she found out. She wanted Joshua to pursue classical piano, not rock-n-roll. Still, if Phil was right and this was their only chance, James had to take it. 
 
    “Okay, we’ll do it your way,” he said reluctantly. 
 
    Phil smiled. If James had been more experienced, he would have recognized the smile for what it was. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco parked the Charger in front of a massive white house, whose front porch was supported by Greek columns. Ivy climbed up the front of the house and spread across the façade, softening the lines. A black, wrought iron fence separated it from its neighbors. This was not the house Peyton expected from a rock star. 
 
    “This is so…so normal.” 
 
    Marco laughed. “What did you expect? Neon lights and a shag rug leading to the entrance.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I did.” 
 
    Marco opened his door. “Come on. I’ll bet you find your shag on the inside.” 
 
    Peyton climbed out after him and they made their way to the gate. Marco unhooked it and they went up the walk. The front yard was covered in juniper with a large redwood dominating the center of it. Cedar tanbark spread beneath the plants, giving of a rich, earthy scent, but even here they could smell the salt from the ocean. 
 
    Ringing the doorbell, Peyton glanced around the porch. A pink bike with streamers on the handlebars lay propped against the house. A bistro set was arranged next to it, a potted lily resting in the center of the table. Definitely not a bachelor’s pad. 
 
    The door opened and a huge black dog barreled out. He careened into Peyton first, knocking her back into Marco, but the moment he saw the man, he launched himself at him and rose up on his hind legs, putting his paws on Marco’s shoulders and kissing him smack on the lips. 
 
    “Oh God, I’m so sorry. Wolf, no!” came Elena’s voice and she scrambled out onto the porch, grabbing the dog’s collar and trying to pull him off. 
 
    Peyton laughed and scratched behind the dog’s ears. “Good lord, what is he?” 
 
    “Part Mastiff, part Lab, or so I’m told. A regular beast, but he’s just a big lover.” She tugged ineffectively. 
 
    Marco eased him down, but continued stroking his wiggling body. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Inspector D’Angelo.” 
 
    “No problem. I love dogs.” 
 
    Once she realized Marco had the animal under control, she straightened. “Thank you for coming out.” She motioned inside the house. 
 
    Peyton led the way, but the dog brushed past her, zipping around the entrance hall, his tail whipping back and forth excitedly. A little girl stood in the arched opening. 
 
    Peyton hesitated, watching as the dog pressed tight against her side. The girl was about ten with dark hair and the largest, most stunning eyes Peyton had ever seen. Tiffany Ravensong had taken the best of both her parents and already showed signs that she would be a heart-breaker someday. 
 
    Elena went to her and placed her arm across the girl’s shoulders. “Inspector Brooks, D’Angelo, I’d like you to meet Tiffany, Joshua’s daughter.” 
 
    Peyton held out her hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m Peyton and this is my partner, Marco.” 
 
    Marco held up a hand in greeting. 
 
    The girl shook Peyton’s fingers, then released her, wrapping her arms around Elena’s waist. Elena hugged her briefly, then motioned into the other room. 
 
    “Please come in.” 
 
    They followed her into a huge great room. The entire back wall was comprised of windows, which offered a panoramic view of the ocean. A fireplace occupied the left wall and centered on the windows was a large red leather couch. An armchair sat to the right of the couch, and Joshua’s sister Jennifer was occupying it. She rose at their entrance, but she didn’t come toward them. 
 
    “Hello, Inspector Brooks, D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Hello, Jennifer,” said Peyton, then she took in the view. “My God, that’s impressive.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Elena. “Please take a seat.” 
 
    “Can I get you something to drink?” asked Jennifer as they made their way to the couch. 
 
    “Nothing for me.” 
 
    “Or me,” echoed Marco. 
 
    “Elena?” 
 
    “I’d love a cup of tea.” 
 
    Jennifer nodded and moved toward a door behind them. Tiffany took a seat on the end of the couch and Elena sank into the chair beside her. Peyton sat in the middle of the couch closest to Tiffany with Marco beside her. The moment Marco sat down, the dog came over and climbed into his lap. 
 
    Elena started to go after him, but Marco waved her off. “I really don’t mind,” he said, trying to balance the huge animal. 
 
    “He’s Joshua’s baby. I think that’s why he’s behaving so badly.” Elena shot a glance at Tiffany. 
 
    Peyton did as well. The little girl was staring at her clasped hands. Scratching the dog’s ears, Peyton smiled at Tiffany. “I have a dog.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone, thumbing it on. “Do you want to see a picture of him?” She tilted the phone, so Tiffany could see her wallpaper. Pickles stared back at her with his ears pricked and his head tilted. 
 
    A faint smile touched the girl’s lips. “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Pickles.” 
 
    “Pickles?” 
 
    “I know. Silly, huh? My friend Abe named him, said he wasn’t any bigger than a pickle.” 
 
    That got a full smile. Elena smiled as well. 
 
    “I saw your dad yesterday,” Peyton said, placing the phone in her pocket. 
 
    “How is he?” 
 
    “He’s doing all right. He was playing the piano.” 
 
    “He does that a lot.” 
 
    “I know. He said it calms him.” 
 
    Tiffany nodded, but she didn’t say anything else. Peyton glanced at Elena and she nodded that she should continue. “I asked him if I could come talk to you and he agreed, but he told me I could only do it if you were okay with answering my questions.” 
 
    “Questions about what?” 
 
    “About your mom.” 
 
    Tiffany glanced over her shoulder at Elena and Elena leaned forward, covering her hands with her own. 
 
    “He told me I have to stop if you don’t feel like continuing. If I ask you something you don’t want to answer, all you have to do is tell me, okay?” 
 
    “How does this help my dad?” 
 
    Good question. “I’m a detective. You know what that is?” 
 
    “You investigate crimes.” 
 
    “Right. See, we look at clues, kind of like a puzzle and we try to find out the truth.” 
 
    “What does this have to do with my mom?” 
 
    “Well, some of the clues aren’t fitting too well, so we need to know something more about her.” Peyton reached into her pocket and pulled out her notebook. “I like to write things down when I talk to people, so I don’t forget.” She opened the notebook and showed the little girl a page. “Do you mind if I do that now?” 
 
    Tiffany shook her head. 
 
    “Okay. So are you all right with me asking you some questions?” 
 
    “If it’ll help my dad, yeah.” 
 
    “Good. So I know the last few months have been different for you, but you’ve been staying here most of the time, right?” 
 
    Tiffany glanced at Elena, then nodded. “Since school started, yeah.” 
 
    “How often did you see your mother?” 
 
    “Sometimes on the weekends. A couple times a month.” 
 
    “Good. When you were with your mother, what things did you do?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Did you go anywhere, do anything special with her?” 
 
    Tiffany shrugged. “We watched T.V., saw a movie sometimes.” 
 
    “You didn’t go anywhere with her?” 
 
    “Not with Mama. Grandma used to take me places.” 
 
    Peyton smiled. “Where did she take you?” 
 
    “The zoo or Fisherman’s Wharf. I liked seeing the street performers.” 
 
    “Your mama didn’t take you to those places?” 
 
    “No, we stayed at home mostly. Maybe to the grocery store, but that’s all.” 
 
    “Okay. What about company? Did your mom have people over when you were there?” 
 
    “No. It was just the two of us.” 
 
    Peyton felt a wash of disappointment, but something else occurred to her. “When we were at your mother’s condo, we noticed she was packing. Did you know where she was moving to?” 
 
    “She said Europe.” 
 
    “Was she moving with anyone?” 
 
    Tiffany sighed and tightened her hold on Elena. “She said something about me maybe coming with her, but I didn’t want to leave.” 
 
    “Okay. Anyone else?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did she say why she was moving?” 
 
    “She was sad after Grandma died. She said she needed a change.” 
 
    Peyton looked at her notes. “Tiffany, this might be a hard question, but did your mom have a boyfriend?” 
 
    “No, she didn’t say anything about one.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Peyton with a sigh. This obviously wasn’t getting them anywhere. “I appreciate you helping me out.” 
 
    A frown creased Tiffany’s brow. “There was one time.” 
 
    Peyton stopped in the midst of putting her notebook away. “Go on.” 
 
    “One time I was there, Mama said she had someone coming over. She said he was coming to study the Bible with her.” 
 
    “The Bible? Did your mom belong to a church?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. At least not when Grandma was alive, but she said he was coming over and that I needed to go to my room and watch a movie.” 
 
    “And did the man come over?” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard the doorbell and then they were talking. She told me not to come out, that it was important I didn’t interrupt them.” 
 
    Peyton’s eyes lifted to Elena. The other woman swallowed hard. 
 
    “Did you stay in your room like your mama asked?” 
 
    “Yeah, I fell asleep, but when I woke up, I had to go to the bathroom, so I peeked out the door.” 
 
    “Did you see the man?” 
 
    “No, they weren’t in the living room, so I came out and went to the bathroom. It was weird though.” 
 
    “What was?” 
 
    “She said they were studying the Bible, but there was wine on the table.” 
 
    “Do you think the man was gone when you went to the bathroom?” 
 
    “No, he was there.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Her bedroom door was closed, but I could hear them. I could hear him. He had a deep voice.” 
 
    “What was he saying?” 
 
    “Bible things.” 
 
    Peyton sat back. “Bible things?” 
 
    “Yeah, about God and stuff.” 
 
    “Tiffany, was the man there the next day?” 
 
    “No, Mama said he was gone.” 
 
    “Did she tell you his name?” 
 
    “No, she just told me he was a preacher man. That’s all.” 
 
    “And you never saw him?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did he ever come over again or did she talk about him to you?” 
 
    “No, that was the only time I remember someone coming over. She never said anything about him again.” 
 
    Peyton made a note in her tablet, then replaced it. “Thank you, Tiffany. You’ve been a big help.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Peyton rose to her feet and watched Marco extricate himself from the dog. Immediately the dog crawled over to the little girl and placed his head in her lap. Peyton gave him a pat, then the two of them headed toward the door. Elena followed them. 
 
    “Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    Peyton stopped and turned around. 
 
    “Does any of that help?” 
 
    Peyton put out her hand and grasped Elena’s elbow. “I’ll look into it, but we really have nothing to go on – no name, no description. I don’t want to get your hopes up, Elena. The D.A. is going to be breathing down our necks in a few days, demanding we hand the case over to him.” 
 
    “You don’t really believe Joshua did this, do you? You wouldn’t be here if you did.” 
 
    Oh, the two of them were perceptive, she had to give them that. “The evidence points to him.” 
 
    “That’s not what I asked you.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t know how to give them hope, and yet maintain her objectivity. “I know. You don’t want me to answer that, Elena, do you?” 
 
    “Yes, I want the truth.” 
 
    Peyton glanced to where Tiffany sat. She didn’t think the little girl could hear her. “I think the evidence all points to Joshua. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Elena’s jaw firmed. “I don’t believe that. That’s just what you have to tell me.” Her gaze shifted to Marco. “You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t have doubts. You wouldn’t be looking into anything.” 
 
    Peyton knew it didn’t do any good to pretend otherwise, but she wasn’t going to encourage a false hope. There just wasn’t enough evidence to believe Joshua Ravensong was anything other than doomed. “I wish I could tell you differently, but I can’t. Please take care of yourself. That little girl needs you right now.” 
 
    With that, she and Marco left the house. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake flipped through the pictures on the camera as he made his way back to his cubby. Funny how it bothered him less and less to see a dead body. He didn’t really like taking pictures for Abe, especially the way the M.E. flayed the bodies open, but even that wasn’t as upsetting as it once was. He was gaining a detachment about it that was necessary if he was really going to make this a career. Still he was careful not to tell his sisters this. They already didn’t understand why he’d left the bank, or stayed in San Francisco for that matter. 
 
    He stumbled to a stop and stared at the man sitting in his chair. The man was in his late fifties or early sixties with thinning grey hair. He lounged back in Jake’s seat, his hands dangling off the arms. In one hand he held a pair of dark sunglasses, on the other was a large ring. A shadow of beard lined his cheeks and he had a cleft in his chin. His face wasn’t handsome, but rugged, a man’s man. He wore black combat boots and a pair of faded jeans. A red flannel shirt stretched across a chest that still maintained a muscular physique. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey there.” The man nodded at the camera. “Nice piece. Must have set you back a bit?” 
 
    Jake nodded, then glanced around. No one else was in this area. In fact, all of the other officers seemed to be out on calls. “I’m Jake.” 
 
    “Chuck, Chuck Wilson. You took my job.” 
 
    Jake frowned. He was fairly certain the guy before him was Bob Anderson, who had quit because Peyton criticized his work. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Back about five years, I was the crime scene investigator. They let cops do that then.” He gave a deep laugh. “Relax, kid. I retired.” 
 
    Jake did relax. He set the camera on the desk and eased the bag off his shoulder, placing it at his feet. Then he held out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Chuck.” 
 
    Chuck shook it, then released him. “Sorry to invade your space, but I was just curious about how things worked now.” 
 
    “No problem.” Jake leaned against the partition. “Actually, I’m not certified yet, but I’m taking a couple of classes at City College.” 
 
    “Good for you. What’d you do before this?” 
 
    Jake cuffed his toe against the tiled floor. “I was a banker. Loan officer.” 
 
    Chuck laughed. “How the hell did you wind up taking pictures of dead meat?” 
 
    “My wife died and doing a job for money just didn’t seem that important anymore.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Chuck leaned forward in the chair. “My wife died too. Waited thirty years for me to retire, then she dies first year I’m free. We planned to buy an RV and see the country. We didn’t even get out of the hospital parking lot.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s bad.” 
 
    “Yeah, so you got any interesting cases right now?” 
 
    Jake smiled. “Yeah, but none that I can talk about.” 
 
    “On-going investigations, eh?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “So how you like the job?” 
 
    “Funny thing,” said Jake, running the strap of the camera through his fingers. “I was just thinking that I’m getting used to it. I didn’t think I would, but I kinda like feeling like I make a difference.” 
 
    Chuck narrowed his eyes, then he pushed himself to his feet with a grunt. Sliding the glasses over his eyes, he dropped a hand on Jake’s shoulder. “And that’s the problem. Don’t start thinking you’re making a difference, boy, ‘cause you ain’t. You keep cleaning up the shit out there and there’s more right behind it. It never ends. You solve one case and there’s another. It’s like holding back the tide with a bucket.” 
 
    Jake wasn’t sure how to respond to that. It seemed so cynical. “Did you come to see anyone in particular?” 
 
    “Naw. Most of the cops I knew are retired or dead. That’s another thing that gets old, going to cop funerals. Depressing shit, that.” He lowered his hand. “Just came by to flirt with Maria. She’s a looker, isn’t she?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    Chuck laughed. “Take some time and look at her. In the end, that’s the only thing that matters. A pretty girl. Everything else is bull shit.” 
 
    He punched Jake in the shoulder and headed toward the front. Jake turned and watched him walk away. Once he reached the front, Jake could hear Maria giggle. Shaking his head, he reached for his camera and dropped into his chair, swiveling it toward the computer. Whatever Chuck said, Jake was just happy he wasn’t clocking hours messing with other people’s money. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton and Marco returned to the precinct. Taking off her leather jacket, she slung it across her chair and sank into it. For some reason, meeting with Ravensong’s daughter upset her more than she thought it would. She wished they’d gotten something more, but a vague reference to some suspicious Bible study hardly qualified as significant. 
 
    Marco slung his jacket over his chair as well. “Want a soda?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded distractedly. 
 
    “And a candy bar?” 
 
    She gave him a half-smile. “Did you have to ask?” 
 
    “It’s one of those things men do to make women know we’re thinking of them without having to say we’re thinking of them. Just accept it, Brooks, and don’t make me explain.” 
 
    “No one’s making you explain. You’re choosing to explain. And it’s not like women don’t already know what you’re explaining. You men aren’t that complicated.” 
 
    Marco gave a chuckle. “Even when we try to do something nice, we gotta get shit,” he grumbled as he walked away. 
 
    “Hey, how’d it go?” Jake came up beside her and took a seat in the extra chair Abe had drug over when he was there. 
 
    Peyton braced her head on her fist. “Not great.” 
 
    “She didn’t know anything or she wouldn’t talk to you?” 
 
    “She talked, she just didn’t know anything. She hasn’t spent much time with her mother since her grandmother died.” 
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. 
 
    “You could subpoena the bank for the strange deposit.” 
 
    “How long will that take?” 
 
    “Couple weeks, probably.” 
 
    “And then no guarantees that they’d cooperate, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Ravensong doesn’t have that long.” She took out her notes and thumbed the cover open. “I just wonder if we missed something when we inspected the condo.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like the murder weapon. Where the hell is it?” 
 
    “Maybe in the garbage.” 
 
    Peyton picked up a pen and tapped it on the pad. “Yeah, I need to check on that and see if they’ve processed it all.” She closed the pad. “So what have you been doing?” 
 
    “Processing the pics I took with Abe two days ago.” He leaned back in the chair and braced his ankle on the opposite thigh. “I did get a strange visit though.” 
 
    “Visit?” 
 
    “Some retired cop named Chuck Wilson. He was sitting in my seat when I came back to my desk.” 
 
    “Chuck Wilson? Hasn’t he been retired for a while?” 
 
    “He said five years. Do you remember him?” 
 
    “Remember who?” asked Marco, reaching over Jake’s shoulder to give Peyton her soda and candy bar. 
 
    “Chuck Wilson.” 
 
    “The crime scene investigator?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Jake pointed at Peyton’s snack. “Where’s mine, Adonis?” 
 
    “In the machine. What about Chuck Wilson?” He took a seat and popped open his own can. 
 
    “He paid Jake a visit.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “I think he’s lonely. His wife died the year after he retired. He said he just wanted to see how things were running now. Oh, and flirt with Maria.” 
 
    “Man has good taste,” said Marco. 
 
    Peyton threw her wadded up wrapper at him. 
 
    He deflected it and it landed in the trash by his desk. Looking up, he gave her a wicked smile, but the smile dried. “In coming,” he said cryptically. 
 
    Peyton looked over her shoulder, then wished she hadn’t. Devan was coming toward her with that long-legged lawyer gait of his. Even when he was headed to the bathroom, he moved with a purpose. 
 
    Jake dropped his leg and moved his chair closer to Marco as Devan loomed over Peyton. She faced forward again, fighting to pull her composure around her. This was so not what she needed after their disappointing morning. 
 
    “Marco,” Devan said. 
 
    “Adams,” Marco answered, lifting his soda can and taking a swig. 
 
    “Peyton.” 
 
    Peyton forced herself to look up at him. She couldn’t deny some part of her still felt a flutter when she saw him. His clean-cut, sleek style, his dark eyes and coffee-colored skin, his neatly cropped hair – he was handsome in a pressed and polished way that was universally appealing. 
 
    “Devan.” She tried to keep the bite out of her voice. So he’d dumped her? So he hadn’t given her a chance? That was water under the bridge and they had to work together still. And yet, she rankled at the way he looked at her, so detached, so professional. Trying to divert the sting, she held out a hand toward Jake. “You remember Jake Ryder.” 
 
    Devan shot a look at Jake and away. “Yes.” 
 
    Not exactly polite, but then he was a lawyer. Economy of energy seemed to be a hallmark. 
 
    “I want to talk to you about this Ravensong case.” 
 
    Peyton bit her lip, shifting her gaze to her partner. Marco picked up the soda can again and took a deliberate gulp. She knew there wouldn’t be any help from that quarter. “It’s a bit premature to talk about it. We’re still in the first stages of investigation.” 
 
    “It’s Thursday.” 
 
    Clenching her jaw, she resisted the impulse to say, Look at you, reading a calendar. “I know.” 
 
    “The murder happened on Sunday.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “That’s four days.” 
 
    “Five if you count Sunday.” 
 
    His face grew even more serious, if that was possible. Marco turned the can up and started reading the ingredients on the side. Jake suddenly found a piece of loose rubber to pull on his shoe. 
 
    Opening his mouth to retort, he stopped himself and made a visible shift. “I understand there are no other suspects?” 
 
    “You understand no such thing. I don’t believe we’ve discussed the case with you.” 
 
    “So there are other suspects?” 
 
    Peyton wasn’t going to answer that. She also didn’t like the way he loomed over her. He was already a good six inches taller than her in her heels, so this really put her at a disadvantage. She pushed her chair out and stood up. 
 
    “Oh shit,” muttered Marco, putting down the can. 
 
    Jake looked like he might bolt. 
 
    “I said the case was still being investigated. That should be enough.” 
 
    “It isn’t.” He was clearly not intimidated. 
 
    “Care to elaborate.” 
 
    “I understand you have one suspect, who not only had a motive, but the evidence all points to him, possessing no alibi and has, in fact, committed himself to a psych facility to prevent another such murder from occurring, so I guess I question what more there could be to investigate.” 
 
    “Right now, I’m trying to investigate why you’re such an assh—” 
 
    “Okay!” interrupted Marco, coming to his feet. “Look, Devan, not all of the evidence matches up. The vic was killed with a leaded glass curio that broke in the murderer’s hand, but Ravensong doesn’t have any cuts. Not to mention that a week before she died, a large sum of money was deposited into her account from an off-shore bank, so although four…or five days may have passed, we need more time.” 
 
    Devan took it all in, then he turned toward Peyton and held out a hand. “See, that wasn’t so hard…” 
 
    Peyton took a step toward him, but Marco came around Jake’s chair and grabbed him by the shoulders, propelling him backward and stepping between them. 
 
    “Now that, that was just mule-ass stupid,” he said. 
 
    “I was stating a fact.” 
 
    “Yeah, some facts do not need to be stated,” commented Marco, turning Devan toward the door and marching him forward. 
 
    Peyton glared after them until they disappeared around the corner, then she backed up and sat down. Jake reached over and pushed the half-eaten part of her candy bar at her. 
 
    “It’ll help.” 
 
    “Smug sonuvabitch.” 
 
    Jake nodded vigorously. “He is.” 
 
    Peyton shifted her gaze to him and they both burst into laughter. “That was very unprofessional of me.” 
 
    “Well, he deserved it. He’s a prick.” 
 
    “He is, isn’t he?” She picked up the candy bar and took a bite. “Problem is he’s right. We’ve got nothing.” 
 
    Jake leaned toward her. “You’ve got your instinct and that’s saved one sorry sonuvabitch already now, hasn’t it?” 
 
    Peyton smiled at him and took another bite.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    The pizza parlor had a main room where the booths were located, a counter where the pizzas were delivered, and a back room filled with arcade games, a small wooden dance floor, and a dart board. A number of pub tables were arranged around the edges and neon signs for various beers cast everything in an electrified, phosphorescent glow. 
 
    Joshua sat on one of the barstools, watching James and the band run through their usual collection of songs. The music producer, Phil Rowlands, sat next to him, his fingers curled through a mug of beer. 
 
    The crowd was small, maybe twenty people and most of those were guys busy playing a game of darts in the corner. Blazes’ music drifted out into the main part of the restaurant and Joshua could see people nodding their heads and shifting around to watch them through the wooden spindles separating the two rooms, but it just wasn’t enough to draw them in. 
 
    Joshua didn’t really know why. They all had good voices, Evan in particular, and James played a mean guitar, still Joshua knew instinctively that this wasn’t the reaction the music producer wanted. He didn’t want pubs, he wanted stadiums, and Blazes wasn’t going to deliver that. 
 
    As the heavy bass of the song died away, James turned to Evan and the two of them began a whispered conversation. Phil took the opportunity to lean toward Joshua and nudge his elbow with his beer mug. 
 
    “I told him to let you sing. You know the lyrics, right?” 
 
    Joshua gave a bark of laughter. “You told him what?” 
 
    Leaning closer, Phil dropped his voice. “This is all they’ll be, kid. They need something different, something captivating. They need you.” 
 
    Joshua looked at him skeptically. “They just need exposure.” 
 
    “Get an earring, a couple of tattoos, grow out that hair, and you could be a rock star.” 
 
    Joshua smiled wryly. Oh, his mother would love that. 
 
    “Here.” Phil pushed the beer over to him. 
 
    Joshua didn’t even have time to react. James loomed at the table, catching the beer before it crossed mid-point. “He’s sixteen.” 
 
    Phil laughed, but he took the beer back. “So you gonna let him sing?” 
 
    Joshua frowned. The crazy bastard was serious. Still there was no way James would agree… 
 
    “You wanna?” He gave Joshua a pointed look. 
 
    “This is your thing, James.” 
 
    “Do you wanna sing the next song or not? You know the lyrics, you wrote the damn thing.” 
 
    Joshua looked around the parlor. Did he want to sing? He wasn’t sure. He’d never sung in front of this many people before. Playing the piano was one thing, he could disappear behind the instrument, but singing meant he’d be out in front, exposed to everyone. 
 
    “You did it before.” 
 
    “That was just a stupid birthday party.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    So? 
 
    Drawing a deep breath, he held it, then he exhaled, rubbing his hands against his thighs. He couldn’t look at Phil. He could feel the man’s anticipation and it almost made him sick. Finally he nodded, that and nothing more. 
 
    James clapped a hand on his shoulder and drew him forward. Later Joshua wasn’t sure how he walked across the floor or stepped up on the silly, wooden dance floor. Evan gave him a tight smile as he took his place behind the microphone. His heart was pounding so loudly in his head, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to hear the music. The neon lights created prisms of color in his peripheral vision, dancing just beyond his sight. 
 
    Then James counted off the beat and the band launched into the song, a heavy pounding rhythm with a slow melody. Joshua almost panicked. He preferred the faster, harder songs. The bass drum could hide a less than stable voice, but not this song. This song he’d penned himself, a ballad he’d named The River. It was his silent tribute to his own people, to the Patwin people, and deeply personal. Not even James knew what it really meant. 
 
    He gripped the microphone, hoping the cold of the metal against his palm would ground him, and he studiously ignored the men playing darts. Picking a poster on the wall of a mountain stream, he focused on it and let the rest of the parlor fade from his mind. 
 
    When the melody started, he sang. He’d known his voice was pleasant, but the voice that drifted through the microphone was haunting, smoky, low and smooth like the heavy flow of water over rocks. Closing his eyes, he drifted with the music, let the notes fill him up, merge with him. 
 
    James didn’t know how much he missed the reservation, the quiet, the shelter, the familiar. He missed the flow of time on the reservation, the community, the connection. He’d learned to adapt in the bigger world, the world of television and fast moving cars, but a part of him always felt that he didn’t really belong either place. No matter how much Adam and the kids made him a part of their family, he was different, he was separate. 
 
    The song slowed to an end and he held the final note, let it drift away naturally, let it slide into a memory. Opening his eyes, he was surprised to see people standing in the entrance to the back room, peering through the spindles. In the corner, the men had stopped playing darts, and Phil…Phil was smiling. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton opened the break-room refrigerator and peeked inside. She was hoping to find some left over cake or pie for breakfast. She’d gotten up late and hadn’t had time to grab anything before heading to work. Marco had the day off for his birthday, so she planned to spend her time reading through the articles Maria had found for her about Ravensong. A piece of cake was just the thing to make her reading complete. 
 
    “Hey, Brooks,” came a voice behind her. 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder. Nathan Cho had come in the room and was headed for the coffee pot. “Hey, Cho.” 
 
    “What ya looking for?” 
 
    “Something for breakfast, but there’s nothing here. Maria’s off her game.” 
 
    Cho laughed and poured a cup of coffee. “Want some?” He held up the pot. 
 
    “I already had a cup on my way in.” She closed the refrigerator and wandered over to him. “How’s your case?” 
 
    Cho shook his head. “We’ve got nothing. The Preacher and Abe figured out the guy had a record, but that’s about all we’ve got. No family to speak of. Parents both dead, never married, no kids. He has a sister, but she wants nothing to do with him. Won’t even arrange a burial.” 
 
    “What’s he got a record for?” 
 
    “Child molestation.” 
 
    Peyton tilted back her head. “I guess that’s why the sister is avoiding him, eh?” 
 
    “Probably.” He brought the mug to his lips and took a sip. “Can’t even find a witness.” 
 
    “Weird. You’d think someone would have heard something in a BART station at night. He can’t be the only bum sleeping down there.” 
 
    Cho started to answer, but he was distracted by loud shouting coming from the lobby. Peyton looked over her shoulder, but she couldn’t see anything from where she stood. Stepping out of the break-room, she moved toward the front of the building with Cho on her heels. 
 
    A crowd was gathered in the lobby. 
 
    Smith and Holmes were trying to restore order, while Maria stood behind her desk, looking anxious. Jake had wandered over from his cubby, but he didn’t seem inclined to get involved. At first Peyton thought it was paparazzi that had found a way into the building, but then she caught sight of Elena hovering in the background. 
 
    A tall, stocky blond man was shouting at Smith and pointing his finger toward the back of the precinct. “I’m not messing around anymore. You tell me what the hell is going on!” 
 
    Peyton glanced at Defino’s door, wondering why she hadn’t come out, but the door remained closed. Drawing a deep breath, she knew this was her problem to sort. She missed Marco at her back because people typically calmed down when they saw him looming behind her, but this blond dude didn’t seem like he gave ground easily. 
 
    She came up behind Smith with her most intimidating cop stance. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    The blond man stopped shouting and stared at her. 
 
    “Inspector Brooks, this is Ravensong’s brother. A cop from L.A.,” said Smith derisively. 
 
    Cop? Peyton vaguely remembered something about that. Maybe she should pay more attention to what she read, instead of gawking at the photos of Ravensong. 
 
    “Sergeant,” the blond man corrected, bristling with hostility. “Not cop.” 
 
    “What is the problem, Sergeant?” 
 
    “I demand to know what’s being done to exonerate my brother. It’s been nearly a week and instead of being home with his daughter where he belongs, he’s locked in a mental facility.” 
 
    “Of his own accord,” said Peyton in her most reasonable voice. 
 
    “The hell it is.” His eyes narrowed on her. “Brooks? So you’re the incompetent idiot who told him he was guilty.” 
 
    “James!” This came from a shorter woman with dark hair. 
 
    “James, I don’t think this solves anything,” said an older man. 
 
    “The hell it doesn’t. Look, Dad, you don’t know what we’re dealing with here.” 
 
    “I don’t think insulting the officer investigating the case is going to do us a bit of good.” 
 
    “Really? ‘Cause if someone doesn’t step in here and take control, Josh is gonna wind up convicted of murder. You think they didn’t coerce a confession out of him, and I’ll bet they didn’t even let him have a lawyer.” 
 
    “We didn’t coerce anyth—” 
 
    “And don’t for a minute believe that they’re really going to look into this. It’s open and shut as far as they’re concerned, save the tax payers some money, we’ve got a suspect, let’s convict his ass before someone else gets murdered and we might have to do our jobs. I know how this place works, Dad.” 
 
    Peyton shared a bewildered look with Holmes and Smith. 
 
    “James, please, don’t do this. We don’t need enemies,” said the woman. 
 
    “Enemies? Look around you. They’re all enemies. They just want someone to hang for this murder and it doesn’t matter who, especially if it’s a celebrity. Oh, they’d love to bring down a celebrity. They get extra points or something without having to do a damn thing. This frickin’ city couldn’t wipe its own ass if the state didn’t tell it how. It’s a rainbow hued fairyland where they lock up law abiding people and dance under the moonlight with murderers.” 
 
    Okay, now that went too far. 
 
    “Just a damn minute,” Peyton said, pushing between the two uniforms. “These aren’t the mean streets of L.A. and we aren’t some prancing ponies. In this City we talk to people with respect and we ask questions, we don’t run around spouting off like an arrogant prick.” 
 
    “Now you listen…” he began. 
 
    Peyton took a step toward him and lowered her voice. “I’m gonna tell you just one time and one time only. Shut the hell up, calm the hell down, and sit your ass on that chair, or I will kick your balls into your stomach, slaps some cuffs on you, and haul you downstairs to a holding cell until you can speak like a civilized human being.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to say something, but Peyton took another step toward him, reaching for her cuffs. Backing up, he sat heavily in a chair and blinked at her. 
 
    “I have got to learn how to do that,” said Elena with admiration. 
 
    “Now, will someone tell me who we all have here in a calm, rational voice?” When James started to speak again, Peyton pointed at him. “Not you!” 
 
    Elena eased to her side. “This is Joshua’s mother, Mary,” she said, indicating the dark haired woman. “And his step-father, Adam.” She motioned to the tall older man. “You’ve already met Jennifer and now James.” 
 
    Peyton shifted her attention to a woman in a severe navy blue suit with dark rimmed glasses. She had short cropped hair and overly large brown eyes. She held a leather notebook in her hands and the strap of a purse hung over her shoulder. She gave Peyton a nervous smile. 
 
    “This is Joshua’s psychologist, Emily Staddler.” 
 
    Peyton leaned toward Elena. “His what now?” 
 
    “Psychologist.” 
 
    At that moment Defino’s office door opened, emitting both her and Devan. She surveyed the gathering with her usual squint eyed stare. She used her glare for intimidation, but really she couldn’t see and refused to wear glasses or contact lenses. 
 
    “What the hell is going on out here?” 
 
    Peyton swept the gathering with her hand. “This is Joshua’s family.” 
 
    “Well, part of it,” offered Elena. “He has a sister and twin brothers at home.” 
 
    “Why the shouting?” 
 
    “These people are his parents, his sister and…” Peyton gave James a snarky smile. “His brother James, who is a sergeant with the Los Angeles police force, Captain.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, oh and his psychologist.” 
 
    “His what?” 
 
    “Psychologist.” 
 
    “And a partridge in a pear tree,” quipped Jake behind them. 
 
    Peyton almost barked out a laugh, but Defino glared in her direction. Well, in all fairness, she glared at Jake, but she couldn’t see him very well. 
 
    Coming forward, she positioned herself in front of a chastised James. “Sergeant, let me make something amply clear.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he said, ducking his head. 
 
    “If you ever shout in my precinct again, I will have you arrested. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Now what was it you wanted?” 
 
    “I wanted to know the status of the case. We’ve gotten very little information and I’m worried he was coerced into admitting guilt. He’s a recovering drug addict…” 
 
    “I’m aware of that.” 
 
    “…and he doesn’t always remember what happened, especially if it’s a stressful situation, but he would never hurt the mother of his child. He would never strike anyone.” 
 
    “Which is why we are still investigating?” 
 
    James’ gaze lifted to Devan. “With all due respect, ma’am, I recognize a district attorney when I see one.” 
 
    For the first time, Peyton felt for him. He really was scared for his brother. 
 
    “And we have just been discussing why my people need more time with this case, Sergeant. I cannot divulge the particulars of an ongoing investigation, but I assure you we will not turn over the case until we are satisfied the evidence holds up under scrutiny.” 
 
    James leaned forward, bracing his forearms on his thighs. “I want in on the case.” 
 
    “I can’t allow that, any more than a hospital would allow a doctor to operate on his own kin. Go back to your brother’s house and give us a little space.” 
 
    “I need you to take this seriously.” 
 
    Defino’s eyes narrowed. “I’m going to assume you didn’t mean that the way it sounded, Sergeant. I’m going to assume you are talking out of fear and frustration, and meant no insult.” 
 
    He stared up at her. Peyton wondered if he would be smart enough to back down and let them handle it. He held up a hand to her. “Of course. I’m sorry. I’m just scared for my brother.” 
 
    “Then take care of your family and let us take care of the rest.” She didn’t wait for an answer, but turned and headed to her office. Peyton watched as James rose to his feet and turned toward his father, who clapped a firm hand on his shoulder and guided him to the door. With his other hand, he supported Joshua’s mother. 
 
    Elena touched Peyton’s elbow. “Please call me if you find out anything.” 
 
    “You know I will.” 
 
    Elena hesitated, then she followed Joshua’s family out of the precinct. 
 
    Peyton wished she could give Elena better news. She wished she could give them all better news. It was refreshing to see a family standing by one of their own. 
 
    She felt Devan’s eyes on her, so she looked up and met his gaze. Then she turned away. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton passed the card over Jake’s shoulder as he sat at his desk, messing on his computer. “Sign it.” 
 
    He took the card and read it, then swiveled in his chair, so he could see her. “Are you sure I’m invited?” 
 
    “Yes, now sign it. We’re already late.” 
 
    He accepted the pen from her and scribbled his name below Abe’s. “What did we get him?” 
 
    Peyton held up the two tickets. Jake took them from her and inspected them, then let out a low whistle. 
 
    “These are two tickets on the 50 yard line, lower deck.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “How the hell did you afford this, Mighty Mouse?” 
 
    “We helped a player a few years back with a case.” 
 
    “You still must have paid a fortune.” 
 
    She grabbed them from him and placed them in the card, then put the card in the envelope. “None of your business. Now grab your coat and let’s go.” 
 
    He rose to his feet and reached for the coat hanging from the footboard on the bed. “Let me help you.” 
 
    “With what, Jake?” 
 
    “I have some money.” 
 
    “I’ve got it.” She went to the front door and grabbed her own coat, slipping it on. She took down her gun and wrapped the shoulder strap around it. 
 
    “Here.” He handed her a couple of twenties. When she shook her head, he snapped them at her. “Come on. I want to contribute. You let Abe, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s got money.” 
 
    “Take it.” 
 
    Peyton took the money more for his sake, than hers. She knew he wanted to pay his way. 
 
    “I’ll drive,” he offered. 
 
    “No you won’t. I’ve got a reputation to maintain and the Daisy doesn’t cut it.” She picked up Pickles and deposited him on the couch, then pulled open the door. 
 
    “Your car isn’t much better,” he grumbled, but he followed her down to the driveway. 
 
    She peered at herself in the rear view mirror just long enough to smooth down her wild curls. 
 
    The ride to Vinnie’s house didn’t take more than five minutes. He lived in the Avenues near Peyton in a pretty pink house with two huge windows on the front that looked like eyes. Peyton found a place to park a few doors down. 
 
    A wrought iron gate usually closed off the arched entrance, but someone had braced it open with a potted red geranium. She and Jake climbed the stairs to the front door, which was also open. Peyton peeked inside. 
 
    Marco’s mother, Mona, caught sight of her and hurried to the door, pulling her inside and wrapping her in an embrace. “Come in, come in.” She pressed her hands to Peyton’s cheeks. “It’s been too long since I saw you. You have to come to dinner on Sundays from now on.” 
 
    Peyton laughed and hugged her back. “I’d love that.” She pulled Jake up beside her. “Mona, this is my housemate Jake Ryder.” 
 
    Mona hugged him too. “I’m so glad to meet you. Marco tells me about you.” 
 
    Jake gave a skeptical look. “That can’t be good.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” she said, hooking her arm in Jake’s. “Let me introduce you to everyone.” And she pulled him in the direction of the kitchen where the sound of laughter and loud voices wafted out. 
 
    Peyton crossed the living room to the circular black coffee table and laid Marco’s gift on it. The living room was a perfect square with real wood parquet floors and a semi-circular fireplace in the corner. A large white leather sectional and two leather recliners lay arranged around the table, and family photos littered the walls. Most were of Vinnie and Rosa’s two kids, Cristina and Antonio, sporting the D’Angelo’s height, striking bone structure, and blue eyes. 
 
    As she turned toward the kitchen, two boys raced out of the right hallway and sprinted out the front door. Peyton thought it was Emilio and Sergio, Franco’s sons, but she wasn’t sure. Just as she started moving again a third boy careened into her. She caught him and he laughed. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Michel?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good lord, boy, you’ve grown a mile. How old are you now?” 
 
    “Six.” He danced in her grasp. “Gotta go.” 
 
    She released him and watched him race out the door. Glancing into the hallway, she didn’t hear any more thundering feet, so she walked to the door of the kitchen. It was by far the largest room in the house with vaulted ceilings and an island in the middle. A full dining table was laid out with dishes and food to the left, and everyone was gathered around it and the island. 
 
    Rosa, Vinnie’s wife, saw her first and came over, grabbing her in a hug. She was plump and pretty with dark hair and eyes that always looked like she was smiling. “Peyton,” she said, kissing her cheek. 
 
    “Thank you for inviting me, Rosa,” she said, then she was captured in a bear hug by Vinnie. 
 
    All the D’Angelo men were tall and handsome. Marco was the prettiest, but they all could have easily made their mark in modeling if they had chosen. The three oldest brothers had advanced college degrees and worked in business. Vinnie was an architect and restored old Victorians. 
 
    She hugged Vinnie in return, then greeted Franco and Bernardo. She didn’t know them as well as Vinnie, but she’d been to many family functions. Franco’s wife Sofia was cooking with Mona and she waved from the stove. 
 
    “Hey, Peyton.” 
 
    “Hey, Sofia.” 
 
    Serena, Bernardo’s wife, handed her a beer. “Here you go, sweetheart,” she said. “Drink one for me.” She rubbed her swollen belly. 
 
    “How much longer?” asked Peyton, taking a sip. 
 
    “Another month.” 
 
    “Boy or girl?” 
 
    “Boy, of course.” 
 
    Marco came up and pulled her out of the crowd, wrapping her in his arms. He bent down and kissed the top of her head. “You’re late, Brooks.” 
 
    “I know. It’s Jake’s fault.” 
 
    “Hey!” shouted Jake from the other end of the room. 
 
    Peyton looked around Marco and smiled at him. He was sitting between Abe and Marco’s father, Leo, at the table. Leo patted the empty chair beside him. 
 
    “Come sit here, Peyton.” 
 
    She crossed around the table and took the seat he indicated. He hugged her and she hugged him back. “How are you, Leo?” 
 
    “I’m doing great. How are you?” 
 
    “In the pink.” She smiled at Abe. “You okay?” 
 
    Abe gave her a dreamy look. “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    Peyton didn’t ask for elaboration. She knew Abe thought heaven smiled on the D’Angelo family. Looking around, she noticed Vinnie’s son Antonio and daughter Cristina occupying stools at the island. “How’s school, you guys?” 
 
    Antonio flashed dimples at her. At seventeen, he was already developing the D’Angelo charm. “Good. Running track to get ready for summer football.” 
 
    “Any colleges looking at you?” 
 
    “They can’t talk to me until schools out in June.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Mona handed Peyton a plate heaped with food. “Eat something.” 
 
    Marco looked over her shoulder. “Where’s mine? And there is definitely not enough sugar on there for Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton stuck her tongue out at him. “Thank you, Mona,” she said, accepting the plate. She turned her attention to Cristina, Vinnie’s youngest. She had her mother’s plumpness, but a mane of glorious black hair framed a very pretty face. “How about you, Cristina? How are you?” 
 
    “Fine,” she said shyly. 
 
    “She’s got a boy chasing after her. Asked her to prom,” said Antonio mischievously. 
 
    “Tonio!” scolded Rosa. “Leave your sister alone.” 
 
    “Of course she does,” said Marco, kissing her on the forehead. “She’s the prettiest girl at that school.” 
 
    She beamed at him, wrapping her arms around his waist. 
 
    Mona handed him a plate. “Here’s for my birthday boy.” 
 
    He took it. “Thank you, Mama,” he said, bending and kissing her cheek. 
 
    Peyton loved coming to a D’Angelo party. As an only child, she couldn’t deny there was something seductive about a big family. They took everyone in and looked out for each other. She didn’t even mind the chaos and the noise. Kids raced through underfoot, grabbing food off the table. The adults milled around, laughing loudly and hugging…there was a lot of hugging that went on with the D’Angelos. Peyton was content to sit back and watch, absorbing it all. 
 
    After the food was eaten, people wandered into the other rooms. Peyton stayed in the kitchen, listening to Leo talk about his work as a PG&E technician during the earthquake in ‘89. Finally, Mona scolded him for monopolizing Peyton and told him to get their present for Marco from the car. He winked at Peyton and left the room. 
 
    Bernardo handed her another beer and she got up, walking into the living room to find Jake. He and Abe were sitting on the floor by the couch and Jake was telling Abe about her confrontation with Ravensong’s brother. 
 
    Vinnie and Franco were listening. 
 
    “She told him to sit his ass down and he did it,” said Jake. 
 
    The men laughed. 
 
    Marco was sitting on the arm of a recliner, while Serena was stretched out in the seat, her hands around her stomach. 
 
    Peyton leaned against him. “You okay?” 
 
    He put his arm around her waist. “I’m great.” 
 
    “You weren’t so sure about turning thirty and having a party, remember?” 
 
    He gave a grunt. “Yeah, but look at this.” 
 
    “And then she said she’d kick his balls into his stomach and slaps some cuffs on him.” Abe and Jake peeled off into laughter. 
 
    “How can I be upset around this madness? I’ve got my family, a job I love…” 
 
    “And me.” 
 
    Marco squeezed her. “And you and the craziness you bring me.” He pointed his beer at Abe and Jake. 
 
    “Time for presents,” said Rosa, bustling into the room. Everyone came from the kitchen and gathered around, perching on the arms of the chairs. Rosa and Sofia carried some of the kitchen chairs out with them, and Rosa placed one next to Marco and sat down. She patted the seat next to her. “Sit with me, Peyton.” Peyton sat on the edge of it, balancing precariously, but Rosa didn’t seem to mind. “Pass your uncle his presents, Tonio.” 
 
    Antonio gave him a small bag and Marco settled his beer on the floor next to the chair, reaching for the card. “This is from Bernardo, Serena and the boys.” He pulled out a Niners baseball hat and immediately put it on. 
 
    From there, he got a Niners t-shirt that looked too small to Peyton, a pair of socks in red and gold, a picnic blanket with the Niners logo on it, and from his parents, a Niners jacket. Abe gave her a wink. Obviously, there was a theme to the gifts and hers fit right in there. 
 
    Finally Antonio handed over the envelope. Marco pulled out the card and opened it, then he just sat still and didn’t move for a moment. Peyton shifted nervously. She couldn’t believe how badly she wanted him to like it. 
 
    His eyes lifted and he stared at her, but he didn’t speak. 
 
    “Well?” said Franco, “What is it?” 
 
    Marco held up the tickets. “Niners tickets…” 
 
    Everyone gasped. 
 
    “Fifty yard line…” 
 
    “Holy shit,” said Franco. 
 
    “Lower deck…” 
 
    Vinnie sat forward. “There had better be two tickets there.” 
 
    Slowly Marco separated the two tickets. 
 
    Vinnie leaped to his feet and scrambled over all the legs to Peyton. He grabbed her face in both hands and kissed her on the cheek. 
 
    Peyton laughed. “It’s from Abe too.” 
 
    Abe stood up. “Yeah, where’s mine?” 
 
    Never missing a beat, Vinnie swiveled around and planted a kiss on Abe’s cheek too. The room erupted in laughter and Abe pretended to faint. 
 
    “And Jake,” Peyton added. 
 
    Vinnie moved toward him, but Jake held up a hand. “I’m good. I’m good.” 
 
    Peals of laughter filled the house, but Rosa pushed herself to her feet. “All right. Come on. It’s time for cake. Everyone back in the kitchen.” 
 
    There was a mad scramble to follow her. Peyton waited until the room had mostly cleared, then she rose to her feet. As she turned to go, Marco grabbed her wrist. He hadn’t budged from his spot on the arm of the recliner. 
 
    “Did you hear her? She said cake.” 
 
    “I heard her.” He tugged Peyton back to him. “How much did this cost you?” 
 
    “Remember that linebacker we helped a few years ago. I contacted him and he gave me a great deal. Abe and Jake also helped out.” 
 
    He ran his thumb across her inner wrist. “You didn’t have to do this, you know?” 
 
    She straightened his ball cap. “I did have to do it. I love you, D’Angelo,” she said and kissed his cheek. “You know that.” 
 
    He smiled. He was so damn pretty when he smiled. 
 
    “Did you not hear her say cake?” 
 
    He chuckled. “I heard her.” 
 
    She tugged him to his feet. “Then come on.” 
 
    He didn’t budge. “Peyton?” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder at him. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She came back and wrapped her arms around his waist, laying her head on his chest and hugging him tight. He hugged her in return and bent, kissing the top of her head as he always did. She couldn’t believe how happy she felt, but it also made her ache to know she would never have this with her own family again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    “Okay, now, unbutton the jeans and act as if you’re going to pull them off, so we can get a shot of the briefs.” The camera snapped frantically, flashes going off like gunfire. Joshua closed his eyes and turned away. He just couldn’t do this anymore. 
 
    The flashes stopped. “Phil, brooding is good, but we’re getting boredom here,” said the photographer. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” said Phil. “Give me a minute.” 
 
    He circumvented the lights and cords, grabbing Joshua’s bare shoulder and motioning for him to follow him to the side of the studio. Joshua hooked the jeans around his waist and trailed him, wishing he could retrieve a shirt as well. He felt exposed and self-conscious walking around bare foot and bare chested. 
 
    A table had been set up along the wall with cookies and donuts and pastries soaking in their own sugar. Phil stopped beside it and motioned to the fare. “What would you like?” 
 
    Joshua hadn’t eaten yet today, but he just couldn’t stomach anymore sweets. “Nothing.” 
 
    Phil poured a glass of juice, then held it out. “Drink this. You look tired and tired doesn’t sell underwear.” 
 
    Joshua took the cup. “Why am I selling underwear? I’m a musician, Phil. The other guys don’t do this shit.” 
 
    Phil caught him under the chin. “None of them look like this either. You are the face and body of the band. Accept it. If you sell underwear, they sell records.” 
 
    “I hate this.” He said it through clenched teeth. “This isn’t what I agreed to do.” 
 
    “Do you like the condo? The Mercedes?” 
 
    Joshua set the cup down. “Not as much as you think I do.” 
 
    “Then do it for your brother, ‘cause he sure as shit likes it, doesn’t he?” 
 
    Joshua closed his eyes and rolled his head back. 
 
    Phil’s fingers gripped his shoulder, digging into the muscle. “Look, I know this sucks. No one wants to parade around like a piece of meat, but that’s the business. The music doesn’t bring out the girls, but you in your briefs, that brings them in droves.” 
 
    “I’m so tired,” he said, staring at the ground. “We play until late at night, then you have me up at dawn for this stupid shit. I’m just so damn tired.” 
 
    “I know, but this is the life, Josh. You picked this. You said you wanted it.” 
 
    “I wanted to play music.” He leaned against the table. “I wanted to write and sing and that’s all. I’m eighteen, Phil. I shouldn’t feel tired all the time. This shit isn’t worth it.” 
 
    Phil looked over his shoulder. No one was paying any attention. “I know you’re tired. You’ll get a break soon. You’ll get to go home for Christmas. Four weeks off, doing nothing, sleeping in. We’ve just got to get through ‘til then.” 
 
    Joshua frowned. “That’s weeks from now. Are you even listening to me? I’m dying here.” 
 
    Phil glanced around again, then he reached in his pocket and pulled out a brown prescription bottle. He turned his back, so only Joshua could see what he was doing, and unscrewed the top, then he shook something into his hand. 
 
    “Take these.” He held them out. Two little royal blue pills lay in the palm of his hand.  
 
    Joshua backed a step away. “What is that?” 
 
    “Nothing really. It’ll just give you some energy, make you less tired. You’ll hardly notice it, but it’ll get you through the day.” 
 
    “I’m not taking that.” 
 
    Phil recapped the bottle, hiding the pills in his palm, then he shoved the bottle in his pocket again. “It’s nothing. My doctor gives them to me. It’s no more than caffeine.” He picked up the juice and held it out. “Take it. We’ve got to get through this shoot and it’ll help. You won’t feel so self-conscious either.” 
 
    Joshua leaned close to him and lowered his voice. “I don’t want your pills. I want this other shit to stop.” 
 
    Phil sighed. “Here’s the thing, Josh. I didn’t want to say anything, but the band just isn’t that good. You aren’t going to go any farther with them. They’re holding you back.” 
 
    “That’s bull shit.” 
 
    “No, it’s the truth. They just don’t have that spark, but you do. You could be a megastar.” 
 
    Joshua tilted his head. “If what you say about the band is true, then I see no reason to do this crap anymore.” 
 
    “Except for this. You can pull them along behind you. You can make them great. You have that star quality, that brilliance. You are their only chance. I know it doesn’t mean anything to you, but it means a whole lot to your brother. You’re his ticket, his one way pass. And this…” He motioned around the studio. “This is the only way to get it for him.” 
 
    Joshua wanted to walk away, he wanted to call his bluff, but he knew James wouldn’t understand. James did want this worse than he did. 
 
    Phil held out the pills and juice again. 
 
    Joshua rubbed a hand over his jaw and shifted weight. He knew this was how so many people got in trouble, how it all started. He wasn’t stupid and he wasn’t naïve, but he was tired, so damn tired. 
 
    And even though he knew better, he reached for them. 
 
      
 
    *   *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton jogged up the steps and opened the door to her house. Jake was coming out of the hallway with Pickles in his arms. He stopped and took in her running attire. 
 
    “You went jogging?” 
 
    “Yep,” she said, bending over to untie her running shoes. 
 
    “How could you go jogging? A marching band is hammering in my skull.” He set Pickles down and the little dog ran to Peyton.  
 
    She picked him up as she kicked off her shoes. “I didn’t drink as much as you. I drove, remember.” 
 
    “I was trying to keep up with the D’Angelos.” 
 
    “They’re twice as big as you,” she said, bending over and picking up her shoes. 
 
    “You know it’s Saturday, right?” 
 
    “Yep.” She passed him on her way to her bedroom. He followed her and leaned against the door jamb as she settled Pickles on the bed and opened her closet, chucking her shoes inside. 
 
    “Saturday, a day of rest. A day to sleep in.” 
 
    She grabbed a clean pair of jeans and went to her dresser, pulling out a t-shirt. “It’s 11:00AM, Jake. You slept in.” 
 
    He leaned forward and glanced at the alarm clock on her dresser. “Well, shit.” 
 
    She came to him and pushed him back into the hallway. “I’m gonna take a shower now. Go take some aspirin, then eat some bread. It’ll help.” 
 
    He stood there as she closed the door in his face. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, she found him in the kitchen eating cereal. Going to the sofa table, she grabbed her keys, the small bi-fold that held her license and ATM card, and her lip gloss. She slipped everything but the keys in her pocket and grabbed her coat off the rack. 
 
    “Where going?” he mumbled around a mouthful. 
 
    “To tidy up some loose ends on this case. I should be back by dinner, but don’t wait for me.” 
 
    “Got it. Pickles and I are gonna take a nap.” 
 
    “You do that.” She reached for her hair, gathering it in one hand. 
 
    “Don’t do that.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Tie it up. It’s better down.” 
 
    She frowned at him, but she released it. The heavy weight settled on her shoulders, curls tickling her face. “It’s annoying.” 
 
    “And yet you don’t cut it off.” 
 
    “Maybe I will. Good idea.” 
 
    He waved her away. “I’m too hung over to play today. Just leave the hair alone. It’s your only good quality right now.” 
 
    She laughed and grabbed her gun, wrapping the shoulder strap around it. “Take a nap, Grumpy.” She pulled open the door and stepped outside. Sunlight was peeking through the clouds, and the trees were rustling in a cool ocean breeze. She unlocked the Corolla’s trunk and hid the Glock in the spare tire well, then climbed behind the steering wheel. Last time she went to the psych facility, she’d worn the gun, but she didn’t think it was a good idea. Best not to give mentally ill people an opportunity if it wasn’t necessary. 
 
    She started the ignition and pulled out of the driveway. Rolling down the window, she enjoyed the wind as it blew past the car, sending her curls to dancing. 
 
    When she’d visited Ravensong last time, she’d let him off too easy about Terry. She needed to be firm with him today. He had to know more about the woman’s life than he let on. If she was sleeping with this preacher man like Tiffany said, wouldn’t the little girl have told her father and wouldn’t any father be concerned about a strange man around his ten year old daughter? If not, she needed to know how their marriage ended, if there had been more than words between them. 
 
    The same receptionist waited at the front desk when she arrived. She was a large woman with man sized hands and blunt features. Her brown hair was curled tightly in a bowl cut and she wore bright red lipstick, but when she smiled, her expression seemed genuine and kind. 
 
    “Inspector Brooks,” said Peyton, showing her the badge. 
 
    “I remember.” She placed the book for her to sign on the edge of the desk. “Right here, dear.” 
 
    Peyton signed her name. Like last time the woman didn’t ask if she carried a weapon. This surprised Peyton a bit, but she dismissed it. “Is he at the piano?” She pointed to the door of the common room. 
 
    “No, I haven’t seen him today. Too bad. Listening to him makes the hours pass quicker.” 
 
    “I bet looking at him doesn’t hurt any either.” 
 
    The receptionist giggled. “Not going to deny that.” 
 
    Peyton smiled at her. “Do you know where he is?” 
 
    “Well, being Saturday, if he isn’t in the common room, he’s likely in his room. No therapy today.” 
 
    “I see. Can you direct me to it?” 
 
    “Take this hall behind me and go right. He’s in room 34. He’s got one of the nicer views.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Peyton moved beyond her desk and took the first right. A man passed her in the hallway, muttering to himself. In another room, she could see a woman sitting in a chair, but as Peyton passed, she threw her hands into the air and whooped. Peyton wasn’t sure this was the place to be if you were struggling to maintain your composure. 
 
    She came to the room marked 34 and knocked. Nothing happened. She looked down the hallway again. The man had turned around and was wandering back toward Peyton. He appeared to be having an animated conversation with someone she couldn’t see. She kept one eye on him and knocked a second time. 
 
    “Go away.” The muffled voice came from beyond the door. 
 
    Go away? That didn’t sound like the man she knew. Even when most stressed, Ravensong had maintained a sort of spacy charm. She reached for the doorknob and turned it. The door opened and she peered inside. 
 
    Ravensong was sitting in a chair before the window, gripping the arms with both hands, his eyes closed. His hair was damp at the temples and the mouth of his shirt was open, sweat glistening on his chest. She crossed the room to him and knelt by the chair. He opened his eyes a slit and glared at her. 
 
    “Not a good time, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    “I can see that,” she said, reaching out her hand and touching his cheek with the backs of her fingers. His flesh was feverish to the touch. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s called withdrawal,” he gritted out between his teeth. He moved his right hand from the chair arm and wrapped it around his middle, sucking in a painful breath. 
 
    “Let me get someone.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No? You clearly need help.” 
 
    He reached out with his left hand and caught her wrist. “Their form of help involves a needle and drugs. I’ve had enough of that help in my life, don’t you think?” 
 
    She covered his fingers with her own. “Okay. Let me call Elena then.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And why no?” 
 
    “I don’t want her to see me like this.” 
 
    Peyton was pretty sure Elena wouldn’t agree, but she understood pride, even if it was stupid. “Okay, no help.” Gently extricating herself, she went to the bathroom and found a washcloth. It was the smallest, sorriest washcloth she’d ever seen, but she guessed it was too small to make into a noose. Turning on the water, she let it run cold, then soaked the washcloth and wrung it out. Returning to his side, she laid the cold compress over his forehead. He glared at her, but she pressed it against his temples. “This helps me when I have a migraine.” 
 
    He closed his eyes again and clenched his teeth. 
 
    She sat on the edge of the bed. It brought her close enough to him to touch him, but give him space. Glancing around, she found the room rather sparse and utilitarian. No decorations on the wall, no dangling light fixtures, no cabinets or closets. His clothes were stored in a tub on a shelf, and the few toiletries he was allowed amounted to shampoo, conditioner, and toothpaste. He didn’t even have a toothbrush or a comb. A shadow of stubble marred the hollows beneath his high cheekbones, and she felt certain they would definitely not give him a razor. 
 
    Completing her look around, she turned back to the window. Beyond his room was a fenced-in yard of ferns, redwoods, and baby tears – a veritable garden of Eden in green. She gave a low whistle. “The receptionist wasn’t kidding. You’ve got a great view.” 
 
    He squinted at her beneath the washcloth. “I like to sit out there.” He gasped and tightened his hold on his stomach. Instinctively Peyton reached out and took his other hand. His fingers squeezed hers, but she didn’t let go until the spasm passed. 
 
    “How often does this happen?” 
 
    “Less often than it did, and this one is mild compared to the others.” 
 
    “Great.” She knew her voice didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    “You don’t have to stay. I’d prefer it if you left actually.” 
 
    “Well, if you won’t let anyone else help you, I guess I’m what you get.” 
 
    He tried to laugh, but it became a moan of pain. After a moment, he looked at her again. “How is Tiffany?” 
 
    “She’s amazing. You know you’re going to have your hands full in a couple of years, right?” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “She’s a looker. You’re going to have to fight the boys off.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why I got the dog.” 
 
    “That’s not gonna help. I met your dog.” 
 
    Joshua nodded stiffly. “You’re right. I named him Wolf to give him ideas, but it didn’t take.” 
 
    “I also met the rest of your family. Well, most of them. Apparently, the twin boys and a sister didn’t come.” 
 
    “James?” He gave her a worried look. 
 
    She smiled, still holding on to his hand. “Oh, I met James all right.” 
 
    “He means well.” 
 
    “I know that. It’s just wading through all of the threats and insults that’s a bitch.” 
 
    He gave a chuckle again, but his fingers tightened on her hand. She waited until his hold eased. 
 
    “They love you dearly, you know?” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “That’s hard on you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Knowing how much they love you. How much they want to protect you. Even Elena. I know you adore her, but it’s hard.” 
 
    “Having a family is hard, Peyton, because you’re bound to hurt them, disappoint them, worry them, but without them, what are you?” 
 
    “Alone.” 
 
    He opened his eyes and studied her. “That sounds personal.” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “If you’re going to stay, you have to tell me about your family. Your chatter helps.” 
 
    “Chatter? Where’s that famous Ravensong charm? You’re starting to sound like James.” 
 
    He laughed again. “I’m in pain here, Peyton. How much charm do you think I can muster?” 
 
    She reached for the washcloth and found it hot to the touch. “All right. Let me wet this again, then I’ll tell you about my dysfunctional family. That ought to get us to the other side.” 
 
    He didn’t respond because he was too busy grappling with another wave of agony. Watching him, Peyton felt her protective instinct go into overdrive. 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The buzz of her cell phone catapulted Peyton out of a sound sleep. She sat up quickly and dragged it out of her pocket. Sometime in the night she’d fallen asleep on Ravensong’s bed. Looking around in a daze, she saw sunlight was streaming through the window, encircling him in his chair. He moaned and screwed his eyes shut tighter. 
 
    She thumbed it on and put it to her ear, swinging her legs to the floor. “Hello,” she whispered. 
 
    “Where the hell are you!” 
 
    Jake. 
 
    “Jake?” 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    She held the phone away from her face and looked at the time. Shit! “Yes, I’m fine.” 
 
    “I was worried sick, Peyton. I didn’t know if something had happened to you.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. I got busy and just decided to stay here.” For some reason, she was reluctant to tell him where she was. She rose to her feet and stretched the kinks out of her back. 
 
    “You slept at the precinct?” 
 
    She glanced at Ravensong. His eyes were still closed and a frown darkened his brow. Sure, let’s go with that, she thought. “Is everything all right? Is Pickles okay?” 
 
    “You scare the shit out of me and you ask me about Pickles? Thanks a hell of a lot, Peyton.” 
 
    “Okay, stop scolding me. I’m sorry, all right?” 
 
    “You could have called me, sent a text message, anything.” 
 
    “I know. You’re right. I was completely wrong.” 
 
    “Damn straight you were.” 
 
    Okay, Preacher, this is going a bit far. “I didn’t mean to worry you, but I won’t do it again. I’ll be home in a few hours, okay?” 
 
    “Fine. We’ll talk more then.” 
 
    Wonderful, she thought. “Bye.” 
 
    “Bye.” 
 
    The phone went dead and she put it in her pocket, taking a seat on the edge of the bed again. 
 
    Ravensong cracked open an eye. “Boyfriend?” 
 
    “You’d think, huh? No, just a housemate. An uptight, over-protective housemate.” 
 
    “I guess with your job that’s understandable.” 
 
    She thought about it. He had a point. It was kind of nice having someone worry about her for a change. “How are you?” 
 
    “If I don’t move, I’ll be fine. The worst is over, now it’s just the hangover.” 
 
    “That’s shitty. No fun, but all the suffering.” 
 
    His laugh turned into a moan. “You don’t help when you make me laugh. What time is it?” 
 
    “7:00AM.” 
 
    He squinted at her. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “Nope.” She looked around the room. “It’s kinda strange that no one came to check on you in all that time.” 
 
    “With enough money, you can buy a great deal of privacy. Most of the people here are not here voluntarily, but I came here with the understanding that they leave me alone for the most part.” 
 
    “Yet they won’t let you have a toothbrush.” 
 
    “I can have a toothbrush if they watch me. It’s a concession I make.” 
 
    “What exactly can you do with a toothbrush?” 
 
    “Sharpen the end of it.” 
 
    Peyton reared back. She hadn’t thought of that. “Well, okay then.” 
 
    He forced a smile for her. “I haven’t been suicidal since my daughter was born, Inspector Brooks. It’s all a precaution.” 
 
    “So you don’t do the therapy sessions?” 
 
    “I have my own psychiatrist.” 
 
    “Yeah, I met her.” 
 
    He frowned. “Is there anyone you didn’t meet?” 
 
    “Nope. I pretty much got the whole Ravensong experience.” Her phone vibrated again and she pulled it out, looking at the display. Marco’s name flashed across the screen and she thumbed it on. “Hey.” 
 
    “Peyton, I need you to come down…” His voice trailed off and she could hear other voices in the background. 
 
    “Marco?” 
 
    “Peyton, look, I need you to come to Saint Francis Memorial.” 
 
    Peyton felt her heart slam against her ribs. “Saint Francis? The hospital?” 
 
    “On Hyde, yes. I need you to come now.” 
 
    Her grip tightened on the phone. “Marco, what’s wrong?” Her mouth felt suddenly dry. 
 
    “Tonio was in an accident last night. Bad.” His voice had dropped and she had to strain to hear him. 
 
    “Oh God,” she breathed. “Is he all right?” 
 
    “He has a head injury and a compound fracture in his left leg. They’re prepping him for surgery right now. There was another boy in the car, Billy Miller. He’s in a medically induced coma.” His voice trailed away and she could hear other sounds in the background, a PA system, loud talking. 
 
    “Marco?” 
 
    “I need you to come down, Peyton, please.” 
 
    “I’m on my way.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll meet you here. Seventh floor, ICU, okay?” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Then he was gone. 
 
    Peyton held the phone in her hand for a moment, trying to still the frantic pounding of her heart. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “I have to go. I’m sorry.” 
 
    He leaned forward in the chair, grimacing in pain. “No worries. Go. You’ve done enough for me.” 
 
    She hesitated. She wanted to offer him some comfort, some platitude, but she didn’t think he’d appreciate it. Mostly she wanted to tell him she wasn’t giving up on the case, that she was still looking into it, but that seemed small and petty. The reality was without some break, he would be tried for his ex-wife’s murder and she couldn’t stop it. 
 
    “I’ll check up on you in a few days, okay?”  
 
    He took her hand in his. “Inspector Brooks, you don’t owe me anything.” 
 
    But she did. She owed him the truth, even if that meant the worst for him. He deserved to know. Damn but he was making it hard for her to see him as a murderer. 
 
    She squeezed his hand and rose to her feet. “It would help if you weren’t so damn charming.” 
 
    He laughed. “You’d better go.” 
 
    She released him and backed toward the door. “You’re gonna be okay, right?” 
 
    He gave her a smoky look and Peyton felt like she was half-in-love with him. “I’m fine,” he said, but it wasn’t convincing to either of them. 
 
    With a short wave, she turned and hurried to the door, pulling it open. She didn’t allow herself to glance back as she shut it behind her. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The Saint Francis Memorial Hospital was an imposing grey building in the heart of the City. Peyton parked in the garage on Pine and hurried to the main hospital entrance. A security guard directed her to the information desk and Peyton found an older woman sitting behind it with cat-eye glasses perched on the end of her nose and held in place by a beaded chain. 
 
    “ICU?” 
 
    “Sign in, dear,” she said, pointing to a spot on a register. 
 
    Peyton quickly signed.  
 
    The woman handed her an oval shaped visitor’s badge and pointed an arthritic finger behind her. “Take those elevators to the seventh floor.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She hurried to the elevators and pushed the button. As she paced before them, she wished she’d had time to grab a cup of coffee and a shower, even use the restroom, but she’d raced right over the minute she left the psych facility. 
 
    The elevator opened and Peyton stepped inside. The back wall was mirrored, so she tried to smooth down her hair and straighten her clothes as she waited for it to climb. Turning around, she studied the numbers above the door, then noticed a glass covered box. Peering at it closer, she marked that it was a camera. Made sense. She was sure there were cameras all over the hospital, watching everything people did. 
 
    The doors opened and she hurried out, coming to a glass door that blocked her from going any farther. Located beyond the doors was a nurse’s station and a young Asian man in scrubs buzzed her through. She pushed open the door and hurried to the counter. 
 
    “D’Angelo?” 
 
    “They’re in a waiting room down that hallway on your left.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She walked as quickly as she could down the hallway. It was white and austere with no decorations on the walls. A bank of windows looked out over the City, but the only view she saw was a covering of fog shrouding everything. 
 
    She came upon the waiting room and turned in the doorway. Marco glanced up at her from where he sat in a chair by himself. He had his hands clasped before him, but he rose immediately. She marked that Vinnie and Rosa sat in chairs on the other side of the room, next to Mona and Leo. A television flickered on the wall above Marco’s chair, but the sound had been turned down. 
 
    She stepped forward to meet him and wrapped her arms around his waist. He enfolded her and pressed his cheek to the top of her head. “Thank you for coming,” rumbled his voice beneath her ear. 
 
    After a moment, she pulled away and went to Vinnie and Rosa. Rosa fell into her arms, tears racing down her face. Peyton held her and reached out her hand to take Mona’s. Mona kissed the back of her fingers. 
 
    Peyton held Rosa off and smoothed back her hair. “It’s gonna be all right,” she soothed. “Where’s Cristina? Do you want me to take her to my place?” 
 
    “She’s with Franco and Sofia,” said Vinnie. 
 
    Peyton nodded. “Is Tonio in surgery right now?” 
 
    Rosa wiped her eyes. “Yes, they had to operate right away or he might lose his leg. They’re worried though because he has a brain injury and the surgery might increase the swelling.” 
 
    “Was he conscious?” 
 
    “Yes, but he doesn’t remember anything that happened.” 
 
    Peyton turned and hugged Vinnie. “Can I get you guys anything?” 
 
    He hugged her in return. “Just being here is enough.” 
 
    Marco touched her back. “I need to talk to you.” He motioned to the hallway. 
 
    Peyton quickly went to Leo and kissed his cheek. 
 
    “Thank you for being here for my family, bella,” he said, patting her shoulder. 
 
    “Always,” she answered and followed Marco into the hallway. 
 
    He was leaning against the window sill, his arms crossed. His eyes were bloodshot and he hadn’t shaved. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    He nodded, his gaze drifting to the waiting room. “I need you to do something for me.” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “I need you to look at the police reports from last night.” 
 
    “Okay. What happened, Marco?” 
 
    Marco held up a hand and let it fall against his arm. “He and this Billy Miller kid went to a party near George Washington. Tonio was driving. He doesn’t remember what happened, but somewhere around midnight he slammed the car head-long into a tree on the corner of the school.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Thirtieth, right on the corner of Balboa.” 
 
    “You said Billy Miller’s in a medically induced coma?” 
 
    Marco swallowed hard. “The crash severed his spine. If he lives, he’ll be paralyzed.” 
 
    Peyton felt tears burn her eyes. “Okay.” She fought to choke them back because she could see Marco’s eyes were glistening too. 
 
    “I need you to get the police reports and take a look at the car. They moved it to the impound yard this morning, so I didn’t get a chance to see it.” 
 
    “Was he drinking, Marco?” 
 
    “I don’t know. They took blood, but they didn’t tell us the result.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Peyton, if he was drinking and if this Miller kid dies, they’ll try him for manslaughter.” 
 
    “I know. I’ll get the reports, then Jake and I will go see the car.” 
 
    “I’d help, but…” He motioned to the waiting room. 
 
    “No, you stay here.” She thought for a moment. “You said Balboa and Thirtieth, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Was he turning on Thirtieth and lost control?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He doesn’t remember anything.” 
 
    “I’ll take a look at the crash scene too. I’m just having a hard time picturing the accident.” 
 
    “So am I.” 
 
    She came forward and he lowered his arms, so she could wrap her arms around him. He folded his body around her, resting his forehead on her shoulder, and she simply held him, running her hands across his back to soothe him. 
 
    “You’ll keep me updated?” she said. 
 
    “You know it.” 
 
    “Let me know as soon as he’s out of surgery, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He lifted his head and kissed her cheek. “Thank you.” 
 
    She leaned back and gave him a watery smile. “You don’t need to say that.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    She kissed him in return and stepped away. “Tell Vinnie and Rosa I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    He nodded and watched her walk away.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    I wandered to the window and back toward my desk. Most of the time, he did the pacing, but this part of the story worried me. We’d gotten to something deep and dark, something I wasn’t sure I was ready to broach. Up until now, everything he told me made him the victim, but this would change things, this would cast him in a different light. 
 
    Maybe I could stop. Maybe I didn’t need to go on. I had enough for the book, didn’t I? I didn’t need to delve any deeper. His life until now was interesting, tragic, compelling. Did people need to know more, know the man who was weak and flawed and flat out stupid? 
 
    There’s where it was. I wanted people to feel sympathetic toward him. I wanted them to love him. I didn’t want them to see him as just another junkie, a drug addict, master of his own destruction. Here’s where the story would change, would paint him in a light that wasn’t flattering because there was no way to not hold him responsible for his own fall. 
 
    “You’re wearing a hole in the floor.” 
 
    That voice, sexy, smoky, like dark chocolate. It flowed over me and made me stop pacing. 
 
    He had his back to me, his hands clasped on the chair arms, the damn leather bands like shackles. I could only see his dark hair, the edge of a royal-blue sleeve rolled to mid-arm, exposing the bands as if they were his brand, his mark of shame. 
 
    Ah, a writer’s mind is a playground of words. Some came so easy, but some were hard. Some didn’t want to be said, written. That’s what took courage. Writing what shouldn’t be written. Like confession, it hurt, but the pain was necessary to get to the truth. 
 
    I didn’t know how to answer him, so I didn’t. 
 
    “You wanted to do this project. You asked me to cooperate, but now you’re backing out,” he said. 
 
    “I’m not backing out. I’m just wondering if we have enough. If we should stop?” 
 
    “That’s not it.” 
 
    I wanted to argue, but there wasn’t any point. We both knew I was flirting with cowardice. 
 
    “If I continue telling you, things change and you don’t want that. You’re afraid to go there. Afraid to hear how easy it is.” 
 
    “Easy what is?” 
 
    “To slide.” 
 
    To slide. And there it was. I couldn’t ignore it, I couldn’t pretend we hadn’t arrived at this point, I couldn’t bury the truth. He connected it and it was done. 
 
    “You know people may not feel the same way about you after we write this.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “The adulation, the worship, it will be tarnished.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “It’s one thing to read about it in the abstract, but this won’t be abstract, this will be real.” 
 
    “A confession.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Why do it? Why tell this? Why not let people have their fantasy?” I came around the chair, so I could see his face, his dark eyes, high cheekbones, perfect bone structure. “Why not let them pretend?” 
 
    He gave me a grim smile. “We make gods out of lesser things. We make gods out of shallow, two-dimensional people and we shower them with riches and adulation. Why? Why do we do this?” 
 
    “Because it makes our lives seem less mundane. We can live out a fantasy through them.” 
 
    “And all the while we rot inside. We have more substance abuse than at any other time. Maybe we should stop living the damn fantasy and take a look at ourselves. Maybe we should start living for real.” 
 
    I stared at him. I could wax on poetic about seeing him, really seeing him for the first time, but that would be more author chicanery. Instead I just nodded. That and nothing more. After a moment of staring at each other, I went and took my seat again. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The roar of the crowd echoed in Joshua’s head as he pushed through the roadies and band members backstage. He needed just a moment to himself, a moment to gather his thoughts. Pushing open the backdoor of the club, he eased out into the alley. A single light illuminated the area over the door, so he moved a few steps to the left, deeper into the alley and the shadows. The night was cold and he leaned against the brick of the building, allowing the breeze to cool the sweat on his body. 
 
    This was the biggest concert Blazes had done to date – two encores and the fans had continued to scream for more until the management brought the house lights up. Joshua’s modeling had done exactly what Phil promised, it had catapulted them into the spotlight and soon these sorts of clubs would be too small. Now he wanted Joshua to accept a cameo in a movie. Joshua wasn’t ready for that yet. He wasn’t an actor, he wasn’t a model, he was a musician. Why the hell wasn’t that enough? 
 
    Hearing voices at the other end of the alley, he edged back the other way, closer to the street. He didn’t want to see anyone, talk to anyone, but it was unavoidable. Three people blocked the opening to the street. He almost missed them since they were crouched against the building, huddled in a circle, but they looked up when he got close.  The one nearest to Joshua rose to his feet. He was young, dressed in baggy jeans and an oversized black jacket. Tattoos covered the side of his neck and lined the top of a white tank top beneath the jacket. His hair was cut in a Mohawk and bright green. 
 
    Joshua recognized the other two, the singer and drummer from the band that had played before Blazes. Light from the bulb over the door caught on something metal as they shifted to hide what they were doing. 
 
    Joshua took a step back. He didn’t want to get mixed up in whatever they were doing. Turning on his heel, he headed back for the door and had just grabbed the handle when he heard footsteps behind him. 
 
    “Hey,” a rough voice called. 
 
    Joshua glanced over his shoulder. The guy with the tattoos had followed him. “What?” 
 
    “You’re that singer in the last band, right?” 
 
    Joshua nodded, but kept his hand firmly curled around the handle. 
 
    “You got some pipes, man.” He gave Joshua a once over. “Kinda surprised me, your voice.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just did.” He glanced back at the other two. “You interested?” 
 
    Joshua frowned. “Interested?” 
 
    “I can hook you up, you know?” 
 
    Hook him up? Suddenly it dawned on Joshua what he’d seen. The bit of metal had been a syringe. “No. No thanks.” He pulled open the door. 
 
    “Hey,” said the guy. “What I got is better’n what you’re taking.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    His eyes lowered to Joshua’s leg. “I know the twitch, man. I know it.” 
 
    Joshua tried to fight it, but the pills made him jumpy. The only thing that helped were the white pills Phil gave him, the downers. He turned toward the door again. 
 
    “I’m not kiddin’, man. What I got will take that away. It’ll make everything smooth.” 
 
    “Smooth?” 
 
    He held up a clear vial. “Smooth, man.” 
 
    Joshua let the door close. “What is it?” 
 
    “China white.” 
 
    “China white?” 
 
    The guy nodded. “Best you can buy.” 
 
    Joshua’s gaze shifted to the other two musicians. They were leaning against the building now, their bodies slack. He didn’t need that. He needed energy and then he needed sleep. He didn’t need oblivion. 
 
    The guy held the vial out in the palm of his hand. “Take it. Free sample.” He took a step toward Joshua. 
 
    Joshua pulled open the door. “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    The guy slipped the vial in his pocket, pulling out a scrap of paper. “Take my business card then.” He held it out to Joshua. “When you get tired of the twitches, call me.” 
 
    Joshua shook his head. Phil was bad enough. He wasn’t dealing with a common two-bit drug dealer. 
 
    The guy came forward and grabbed Joshua’s hand, shoving the scrap of paper inside. “You got some pipes, man. You got some pipes.” Then he turned and jogged down the alleyway, jumping over the musicians’ legs and disappearing around the corner. 
 
    Joshua glanced at the number, then crumpled it up. He started to throw it into the alley, but he caught sight of his leg, the strange twitching he couldn’t control. Closing his eyes, he shoved the number into his pocket, then went back inside. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton leaned on the back of the little blue Ford Escort. The front of the car looked like an accordion, only so much twisted, collapsed metal. The driver’s side door had been pushed nearly to the passenger seat and where the passenger seat had been was a twisted bit of crumpled cushion. Looking at the car, Peyton was amazed anyone had survived. 
 
    As she folded out the printer paper, she could hear Jake taking pictures behind her. She’d gotten the on-scene officer to fax her his report as she’d hurried to pick Jake up, then they’d come straight to the impounds yard. This was the first time she’d had an opportunity to look at what he sent and she dreaded what she’d find. She liked Antonio. He was a good kid, but even good kids did stupid stuff sometimes. 
 
    The ride over had been tense. Jake was warring with his anger that she hadn’t called the previous night and she was anxious to do what Marco had asked her, so they spoke little to one another. Abe called on the way, so she handed the phone to Jake. He gave Abe a terse explanation of what was going on, then hung up. Peyton half expected him to complain about her, but he hadn’t said anything and handed her phone back without looking at her. 
 
    As soon as they’d been directed to the car, Jake had begun taking pictures, so she left him to that. She already apologized enough and she wasn’t about to tell him what really happened, so there was nothing more to say on the subject. 
 
    She didn’t examine why she was reluctant to explain where she’d been. Nothing had happened between her and Ravensong, yet she felt a need to protect him and she didn’t really want anyone else knowing what he’d been going through when she found him. Of course, that brought up a host of other issues – for one, her need to protect people that were accused of doing really bad things. No one understood that, not Marco, not her captain, and certainly not Devan. It had cost her one serious relationship and she wasn’t sure even Jake would understand it, despite the fact that it had helped him directly. 
 
    Forcing herself to focus, she read through the report. The on-scene officer estimated Antonio’s speed at 60 mph, far too fast for a residential street. He’d been coming down 30th Avenue, turning right on Balboa when he lost control of the car. He’d smashed the little Escort into a bank of trees that bordered the soccer field. The cop attributed the damage to both doors from impact with the trees. 
 
    Peyton turned around and studied the interior of the car. Although the passenger side was badly damaged, the greatest damage had occurred on the driver’s side. The driver’s seat had been shoved nearly into the area where the passenger was. If he was turning right, lost control and jumped the sidewalk, wouldn’t the first impact have come on the right side? 
 
    Jake was taking pictures of the front of the car, trying to shoot over the dashboard. The deflated airbags blocked the view, so he angled around to the driver’s side door to shoot the interior. With a heavy exhalation, he glanced up at her. 
 
    “How the hell did they survive this?” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “Modern cars are made to crumple like that.” 
 
    “Yeah, but look where the driver’s seat is.” 
 
    “I know. According to the report, the side damage was caused by trees, but I don’t understand how that works if he was turning right. Most of the damage is on the left side.” 
 
    Jake continued taking pictures. “Was he drinking?” 
 
    Peyton spread the papers out on the trunk and continued reading. “His blood alcohol level was below the legal limit, but…” 
 
    “He’s a minor.” 
 
    “Right. It doesn’t matter. Any amount is illegal.” 
 
    “Shit.” Jake hunkered down by the car and continued snapping. “What did Marco say about the other kid?” 
 
    “If he survives, he’ll be paralyzed.” 
 
    “Damn. There’s just no good outcome to this, Mighty Mouse.” 
 
    “I know.” She scrutinized the car again. “Why is so much damage on the left side, Jake? How come I can’t get a visual of this?” 
 
    “Didn’t the officer include a diagram?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll just have to go out there and canvas the scene ourselves. I’m almost done here.” 
 
    Peyton read over the report again, searching for something she missed. Neighbors across the street heard the crash and came running out. They called 911 within a few minutes and paramedics were on the scene in less than five. No one witnessed the actual crash, but many of them reported hearing squealing tires just before impact. 
 
    “Peyton?” 
 
    Peyton glanced up. 
 
    “Come here a minute.” 
 
    Peyton folded the report and edged around the back of the car. Jake was kneeling by the dent in the driver’s door. 
 
    “Look here,” he said, pointing to a spot in the twisted metal. 
 
    Peyton hunkered down beside him and studied where he pointed. She could see where the blue paint had been scraped away, down to the metal, but just to the right of it was a streak of white. 
 
    “That didn’t come from no tree,” said Jake. 
 
    Peyton fingered the paint. A bit flaked off on her hand. “No, so what the hell else did he hit?” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake reached for his camera bag as Peyton pulled the Corolla up in front of the houses that bordered George Washington High School. They could see the accident scene roped off with yellow caution tape up ahead, but except for a couple walking their dog in the street, no one else was around. Late afternoon sun shone through the trees, casting a dappling of shadows on the road. 
 
    Opening the door, Jake climbed out. He set the camera bag on the Corolla’s hood and removed the camera. He began taking pictures as they walked toward the scene. Peyton angled out away from him, walking into the middle of the street. 
 
    Skid marks from the Escort were clearly visible as if Antonio had tried to break before making the turn. They carried up and onto the sidewalk, then disappeared as the cement gave way to the loam beneath the trees. 
 
    Jake stepped into the trees and continued taking pictures. Damage to the trunks was extreme and pieces of metal were strewn about the area. A tree on the right had been uprooted and tilted backward precariously and the one right in front of Jake, closest to the soccer field had a huge chunk taken out of the center of it where he presumed the front bumper had made its final impact. 
 
    Turning back to the street, he noticed that Peyton was squatting by the skid marks. Behind her, a man stood in the driveway of his home, watching them. Jake snapped off a picture of her, then wandered in her direction. 
 
    She glanced up when he stopped in front of her. “This must be from the Escort.” She laid her hand on a set of narrow tread marks that angled directly into the trees. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure it is.” 
 
    She moved her hand and touched a second set of skid marks. These angled to the right and were wider, the tread a different pattern. “Then what the hell are these?” 
 
    Jake frowned. “Old marks?” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “They’re as dark as the first ones.” 
 
    Jake lifted the camera and began shooting the different marks. “Doesn’t the department have an expert who can look at the tread marks and identify the car?” 
 
    “Yep, so make sure you get a good shot of each of them.” 
 
    Jake lowered the camera. “What if this is where the white paint came from? Maybe he sideswiped someone?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged, then swiveled to look at the houses. She spotted the man standing in the driveway and pushed herself to her feet. Reaching for her badge, she walked over to him. “Inspector Brooks with the San Francisco Police Department,” she said, holding out the badge. 
 
    He looked at it, then nodded. “There were cops out here last night and this morning again. Did the kids make it?” 
 
    “They’re in intensive care right now.” She looked up at the house. “Do you live here?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Jake surreptitiously snapped off a picture of the house. It was the third one down the block from Balboa, a cream colored single home with curved windows all across the front. 
 
    “Did you see anything last night?” 
 
    “I was in bed. All of a sudden I heard tires squeal and then a loud crash. My wife started hitting me in the shoulder, telling me to get up.” 
 
    “Did you come out?” 
 
    “Yeah, I called 911 and ran over to the car, but I couldn’t get them out. The firemen had to use those cutty things.” 
 
    “The jaws of life?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How long did it take you to get out here?” 
 
    The man shrugged. “I was asleep, so I had to put on some pants and find my shoes. Maybe two…three minutes.” He gave Peyton a puzzled look. “It was a couple of teenagers, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So why all the cops?” 
 
    “Just making sure we have all the details. When you got out here, was there only the blue Escort?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “No other car, maybe a white one?” 
 
    “No, just the Ford.” 
 
    Jake lifted the camera and took a picture of the building next door to the man’s, a pale blue duplex. It also sported an entire front wall of windows. He wondered if anyone might have seen something from there. They were even closer than the man in the cream-colored house. 
 
    Peyton must have thought the same thing. “Who lives next door?” She pointed to the duplex. 
 
    “The one on the right is empty. Older couple, wife died and the husband couldn’t keep it. I think it’s for sale, but the one on the left is two gay guys.” 
 
    “Are they usually home this time of day?” 
 
    “Naw, they’re on a cruise or something. We’re getting their mail for them. They won’t be back until Tuesday, I think. I’ll have to ask the wife.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Peyton reached for one of her ubiquitous business cards and handed it to the man. “If you remember anything else, will you let me know?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Jake lowered the camera and pressed the button to view the pictures he took. He thumbed back through them to make sure that he got everything he needed. He was particularly concerned about the tread marks. They looked clear in the viewfinder, so he hoped they’d be even crisper on a computer screen. Thumbing back in the other direction, he stopped at the blue duplex. 
 
    Something caught his eye near the eaves on the left side. He pressed the picture to zoom in and squinted in concentration. The dark spot beneath the gutter looked like a lens. Lowering the camera, he glanced up at the house, then walked across the street until he was standing in the far left driveway. Tilting back his head, he could just make out a camera mounted above a window. 
 
    “Inspector Brooks,” he called. 
 
    She strolled down the street until she was next to him. 
 
    He pointed. “Isn’t that a camera?” 
 
    “It sure is.” She turned around and tracked where it pointed. “It looks like it’s directed right at the school.” 
 
    “Yep,” said the man. He’d followed them over to the driveway. “Chase, the guy who owns this place, was sick of all the kids drinking under the trees, so he installed it to show the principal at the school.” 
 
    “Is it on all of the time?” 
 
    “Far as I know.” 
 
    Peyton removed a second card. “Do you have a pen, Jake?” 
 
    “Hold on.” He jogged over to the Corolla and opened the camera case. He kept a pencil in the inner pocket and he fished it out. Peyton and the man had wandered over to him while he searched for it. 
 
    Handing her the pencil, he watched as she wrote something on the back of the card, then handed it to the man. “Will you give this to Chase and ask him to call me as soon as he gets back from vacation? We need to see that tape.” 
 
    The man tapped the card against his palm. “Got it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She held out her hand and the man shook it. “I appreciate the help.” 
 
    “No problem. Just hope the kids are okay.” 
 
    Peyton smiled at him as she reached for her car keys. “So do I,” she said, “so do I.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake wanted to return to the Saint Francis with her. They checked in at the visitor’s desk and waited by the elevators. She hadn’t heard from Marco again and she felt anxious. Not to mention the mixed bag of information she had to give him. Unless Antonio or Billy Miller could tell them what happened, everything hung on the possibility of a surveillance tape. 
 
    “I hate hospitals,” muttered Jake. 
 
    “I’m sure you do.” 
 
    He shifted nervously. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here, though.” 
 
    A grunt was her only response. 
 
    She canted a look sideways at him. “Still hate me?” 
 
    He rocked on his heels. “No one makes me as mad as you do. Frickin’ assed cops always think they’re invincible.” 
 
    She smiled and bumped him with her shoulder. A moment later, the elevator opened and they waited until a couple with two little children exited. Stepping inside, she leaned against the back wall. It was nearly 6:00PM and she was tired. Besides a bag of chips she’d grabbed at home, she’d had nothing to eat all day. 
 
    Jake pushed the button for the seventh floor, then reached out to stop the door as it slid closed. The door opened again and a young man pushed through the opening, punching the button for six. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said and Jake nodded. 
 
    Peyton glanced up at the numbers as the door closed again. They couldn’t stay long. Pickles was waiting for dinner and he would definitely need to go out in a few hours, but she hated to leave Marco alone here. 
 
    As the floors began climbing, Peyton shifted her attention to the black box she’d noticed earlier. Frowning, she moved closer to it. “Jake, does every elevator have a camera?” 
 
    Jake glanced up as well. “I think so. For security in case the elevator stalls. That’s why they have a phone. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “People have cameras everywhere now. Street corners, houses, but that condo building on Russian Hill didn’t have anything except in the garage.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “What about the elevator?” 
 
    The young man looked over, but Peyton ignored him. 
 
    Jake shrugged. “I’ll bet the elevator had one. Still, what will that prove? We know Ravensong was in the building.” 
 
    “Ravensong? The rock star?” said the young man. “I read something about that.” 
 
    Peyton moved closer to Jake, dropping her voice. “Maybe it’ll show us if he had the murder weapon. If I saw the murder weapon in his hand, I’d be more certain…” She trailed off and glanced over her shoulder at the young man. 
 
    The elevator came to a halt on the sixth floor and the doors opened, but the young man hesitated to get off. Peyton narrowed her eyes on him, trying to intimidate him. He blinked in surprise, then exited, the elevator door shutting behind him. 
 
    “It’s worth a look,” said Jake. 
 
    The elevator accelerated, then came to a halt at the next floor. Stepping out, they came to the glass door and waited for a blond nurse to buzz them inside. 
 
    “How can I help you?” 
 
    “I’m looking for the D’Angelo family.” 
 
    She checked the monitor in front of her. “Only family members are allowed in the ICU, but you can go to the waiting room down the hall and I’ll let them know you’re here.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Can I show you where it is?” 
 
    “I know, but thank you,” said Peyton. She motioned Jake to follow her and headed down the hall where she’d been that morning. 
 
    Marco was sitting on the opposite side of the room across from the television and to Peyton’s surprise, Abe was sitting beside him. The television was off and they were the only ones there. Marco looked up as she entered. When he started to rise, she motioned him back down, taking a seat on his other side. 
 
    Reaching over, she took his hand. “Any news?” 
 
    “He’s out of surgery and in recovery.” 
 
    “Is that where everyone is?” 
 
    “Yeah. They limit the number of people who can go in.” 
 
    “Have you heard how Billy Miller is?” 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    Peyton tightened her hold on his hand. She really didn’t want to give him the information she had. Jake took a seat in the chair beneath the television, giving Abe a nod of greeting. 
 
    Marco shifted toward her. “Don’t stall, Brooks. Tell me what you found out. Did you get the police report?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “The cop estimates he was going about sixty. He came down 30th and was trying to turn right on Balboa when he lost control, crashing into the trees on the corner.” 
 
    Marco closed his eyes briefly. “Did you see the car?” He looked up at Jake. 
 
    Jake nodded. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Peyton and Jake exchanged a look.  
 
    “Peyton, please. Whatever it is, tell me.” 
 
    Peyton exhaled. “Okay. Here’s everything.” She told him about the car, the white paint, the two skid marks, and the camera. 
 
    He listened without expression, then he tightened his hold on her hand. “Was he drinking, Peyton?” 
 
    Funny how she hated when he called her by her first name. He only did it when he was mad at her, or when something was wrong. The worst time was six months ago when he had a gun pointed at the back of his head and she couldn’t do anything to stop it. 
 
    “He was below the legal limit.” 
 
    “There’s no legal limit for minors.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Marco stared at her without speaking for a long time. She found it hard to meet the probe of his blue eyes. Then he released her and rose to his feet, stalking out the door. Peyton started to go after him, but Abe placed a hand on her arm. 
 
    “Let me,” he said. 
 
    Peyton watched him follow Marco outside, then she got up and eased to the door, peering out. Marco stood in front of the windows, his hands braced on the window sill. Abe leaned on the sill beside him. 
 
    “He’s going to need a lawyer, Angel’D.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I’ll bet Devan knows someone.” 
 
    “My brother and sister-in-law won’t be able to afford anyone Devan knows.” 
 
    Abe reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a check. He held it out to Marco. “Here.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “A check.” 
 
    “I know it’s a check.” 
 
    “I wrote it out when I heard what happened.” 
 
    Marco faced him. “I’m not taking your money, Abe.” 
 
    Abe reached for his hand and pressed the check into it. “I make more money than I need cutting up dead bodies that died by other people’s hands. Let me do something good with that money, okay?” 
 
    Marco looked at the amount. “I can’t accept this.” 
 
    “You can and you will because your nephew needs a lawyer. In this, there is no pride. Take the money for Antonio and don’t argue with me.” 
 
    Marco’s fingers tightened around the check. “I don’t know what to say. I’ll find some way to repay you, Abe, I promise.” 
 
    Abe laughed. “Are you kidding me? Looking at your pretty face all these years is payment enough.” 
 
    Marco gave him a faint smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    Abe cupped a long fingered hand against his cheek and kissed the other one. “Anything for you, Angel.” Then he released him and went to Peyton, throwing his arms around her. “Take care of him,” he whispered in her ear. “And call me if you need me.” 
 
    She hugged him back. “Thank you.” 
 
    He kissed her as well and then waved to Jake as he took his long legs down the hallway and around the corner. 
 
    Peyton walked over to Marco and slipped her arm through his, resting her head on his shoulder. “I’ll bet you haven’t eaten anything all day.” 
 
    He laughed, folding the check and putting it in his pocket. “No.” 
 
    “Let’s find the cafeteria and get something, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Just let me give Jake my keys, so he can go home and take care of Pickles.” 
 
    When Marco nodded, she walked back into the waiting room, trying to shake off her own weariness. No matter how tired she was, she wasn’t leaving him sitting in that room by himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    He only had ten lines, then he would be blown away with a machine gun and he could leave. Ten lines. One of them was “I did it for love.” Cheesy as hell, just like this movie. 
 
    And yet, he couldn’t remember them. He couldn’t remember a single one. The director was getting pissed and he was one scary bastard. Whenever Joshua flubbed a line, he threw his hands in the air and shouted that he was a retard. The casting director would remind him that Joshua wasn’t there to act, but to provide the eye candy. Joshua didn’t know which term he found more insulting. 
 
    The lines should be so easy, but they made him begin shooting at 6:00AM and he played with Blazes until after midnight. The pills were clouding his concentration. The blue pills helped him get here at dawn, and the white pills let him catch a few hours of sleep. He was in a loop and he knew it, but no one seemed to give a damn. Phil had promised him a break around Christmas. Joshua had intended to get off the pills then, but this movie had come up ruining that plan. While James and Evan were home with their families, Joshua was here, shooting this crappy assed cop thriller. 
 
    Eva Sterling, the B-grade actress who was the star, came over to where he sat and grabbed the script from his hands. She tossed it on the table before him and then put her hand on his knee, stopping the bouncing of his leg. He stared at her hand. He hadn’t even been aware he was twitching until she touched him. 
 
    “You know how I learn lines?” she purred, her hand tightening as she sat down on the couch beside him. 
 
    Joshua looked up at her. She was beautiful, dark hair, hour-glass figure, but lines fanned out from her eyes. He knew she was at least twenty years older than he was. “How?” 
 
    “I get someone to run them with me. If you can picture it, it sticks in your mind better.” 
 
    Joshua didn’t think that was going to help. None of this movie was hard for him to picture, it was that stupid. His problem was the pills. “Thanks for the advice. I’m just not an actor.” 
 
    She smiled and her smile made her seem youthful. “It seems to me that when you’re in a movie, you have to pretend to be an actor and darlin’, you’re not pretending very well.” 
 
    He looked down at the script. She had a point. 
 
    She reached out and took his hand. “Come on. I can help.” 
 
    He let her pull him up, then she grabbed the script off the table, tugging him after her. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To study.” 
 
    The director turned as she moved across the sound stage behind him. “Eva?” 
 
    “We’re going to study,” she called theatrically. 
 
    A bunch of snickers followed in their wake. 
 
    Eva led him to her trailer. He hadn’t been given a trailer. He got a chair in make-up and that was it. She tossed the script on the couch and went to the little kitchenette, opening a cabinet overhead. She pulled down a bottle of scotch and two glasses. 
 
    “You need to relax. Let’s have a drink first.” 
 
    Joshua shook his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” He was trying hard not to combine the pills with booze. He didn’t really want to wind up dead. That would kill his mother. 
 
    “Okay.” She poured herself a drink and sipped at it delicately as she studied him. “Why did you agree to this? You obviously hate it.” 
 
    “My manager said it would help the band.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    He looked around the trailer. It had seen better days. The fabric on the couch was circa-1960 and the paneling looked worse. Who the hell was going to see a movie this low budget? 
 
    “So, what are you taking?” 
 
    He glanced back at her. “What?” 
 
    “Drugs, darlin’. You’re obviously on something.” She looked pointedly at his leg. 
 
    “It’s like caffeine.” 
 
    She laughed. “Right. How old are you?” 
 
    “Eighteen.” 
 
    “Eighteen. God, I hardly remember eighteen.” She set the drink on the counter and walked into the back. Joshua peered after her, trying to see where she went. She turned into a little room and opened a glass cabinet. The bathroom. Taking something from the cabinet, she walked back to him, holding up a bottle. “This is better than whatever you’re taking. I promise you, it’ll get rid of the shakes.” 
 
    He studied the bottle. Oxycodone. What the hell did that do? 
 
    She opened the cap and shook one into her hand. “Be careful with these, though. Only one at a time, darlin’.” 
 
    “What does it do?” 
 
    “It relaxes you.” 
 
    He swallowed hard. “I don’t need to relax. I need to stay awake.” 
 
    She placed the pill in his hand. “You need to relax. That’s why you can’t remember your lines. Just try it.” She reached back and grabbed the scotch, holding it out to him. 
 
    He stared at the oblong white pill. God, he wasn’t stupid. This was another step down the ladder and he knew it, but he had to get through this damn movie somehow. Lifting his hand, he tossed the pill into his mouth and reached for the scotch. It burned as it went down and he coughed, closing his eyes. 
 
    She took the glass from him and set it on the counter behind her. “You know what else helps a person to relax?” 
 
    He opened his eyes and looked at her. “What?” 
 
    The smile she gave him should have been another warning, but he ignored it as she reached for the buttons on his shirt. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Tuesday dawned bright and beautiful, spring in full regalia in San Francisco, but Peyton wasn’t enjoying it. She made it to the precinct on time after downing two cups of coffee before she left the house. Jake was already gone, said he wanted to get the pictures of the crash scene processed, then he wanted to take the tire treads to Forensics himself and see how they went about matching them up. She’d hung back a little to walk Pickles. The poor Yorkie was feeling abandoned. 
 
    She’d spent Monday at the hospital with the D’Angelos. Antonio slept most of the time, recovering from his surgery. He was in so much pain, he couldn’t talk with anyone. Late in the day, she and Marco had tried to see Billy Miller, but his parents refused a visit. The father, a tall handsome man with dark skin and weary eyes, had informed them he’d gotten a lawyer. Poor Marco looked so stunned, Peyton had led him away by the hand. 
 
    Jake was right. She was beginning to hate hospitals. They made you feel so helpless and useless. There was nothing you could do while you watched a loved one fight for his life. Jake thought they were an alternate reality because time just seemed to pass that much slower in a hospital than in the real world. 
 
    She took her seat at her desk and turned on the computer. Marco wasn’t coming in today, but she needed to get back on the Ravensong case. Devan was not going to be put off much longer. On Sunday night while she and Marco grabbed something in the cafeteria, she stepped outside and placed a call to the security guard at the condo building on Russian Hill. He led her to the elevator company. A few strings pulled and she got someone who agreed to get her a copy of the video from the day Terry died. It was the only thing that had worked out during this entire case. 
 
    Lifting her hand, she rubbed her eyes. She’d been staring at the computer screen for five minutes and realized she couldn’t remember her log-in. Last night Marco had made her leave about eight o’clock, but even then her sleep had been filled with dreams of cameras following her everywhere she went. The world was filled with cameras, recording every intimate detail of people’s lives, but right now, when she needed them, she didn’t have access. 
 
    Pushing away from the desk, she rose to her feet and walked to the break-room. Pulling open the refrigerator, she found half of a chocolate cake from someone’s birthday on Friday or Thursday, she couldn’t remember. Oh, shit, it had been Thursday, the last day Marco was here, for his birthday. 
 
    She pulled it out and carried it to the counter. It was probably stale, but she didn’t care. She opened the top of the box and grabbed a plate out of the cabinet, then she cut off a slice. She made sure to get one of the yellow roses decorating the edge. Carrying her cake to the coffee machine, she poured herself a mug, then automatically reached for the sugar. She hesitated a moment, studying the cake, then she dumped a tablespoon into the steaming liquid and stirred it. There, that was moderation. 
 
    Carrying both back to the table, she took a seat and reached for a plastic fork they kept in a Styrofoam coffee cup in the center of the table. Digging into the cake, she placed a huge bite in her mouth. The outside was a bit stale, but the inside was still moist, flooding her taste buds with chocolate bliss. 
 
    She’d wolfed down about half of it when Maria appeared in the doorway. Peyton stopped with a bite nearly in her mouth and lowered it. Reaching for a napkin, she wiped stray crumbs off her lips and sat back, picking up her mug and taking a sip. Bitter warred with sweet in her mouth and she grimaced. 
 
    Maria came forward and took a seat across from her, sliding an envelope over the table. Peyton lifted it and gave Maria a questioning look. 
 
    “From the elevator company,” she said. 
 
    Peyton laid the envelope on the table and flattened her hand on it. For some reason, now that she had it, she felt sick to her stomach. She pushed the cake away. 
 
    Maria followed her motion with her eyes. “How’s Marco?” 
 
    Peyton almost wished she’d make some comment about her getting fat, or her hair – her hair was always a target for Maria. “He’s…Marco. Tough Italian not willing to show his feelings, but he’s hurting inside.” 
 
    “Will his nephew be all right?” 
 
    “He’ll live, but his leg was mangled pretty bad. A football scholarship is out of the question now. He doesn’t remember what happened and they’ve been too afraid to tell him about his friend.” 
 
    “How is the friend?” 
 
    “Still in a medically induced coma. They performed an emergency operation on him when he got to the hospital to take pressure off his spine, but they don’t think he’ll ever walk again.” 
 
    “When I was in high school, some kids went to a party out in the Sunset.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. 
 
    “They were drinking, you know, and the cops broke it up. They ran out the back door. Four of them got in this car, Mustang or something big. Drove it right into the median on Highway 1. All four died.” Maria met Peyton’s eyes. “I was supposed to go with them, but my mama wouldn’t let me.” She gave a little laugh. “I hated her for that.” 
 
    Peyton pushed the fork against the cake, flaking off some crumbs. “We do stupid shit as teenagers, don’t we?” 
 
    “Yeah. I always thought about the kid who threw the party. I didn’t really know him, but I always wondered if he’s walking around carrying the guilt all these years.” 
 
    Peyton drove the fork into the center of the yellow flower. She’d thought about that a lot over the weekend – how would Tonio accept the guilt for crippling his friend? 
 
    “I was thinking we might start a fund or something for the two families? Do you know how we do that?” 
 
    Peyton looked up at her. This was probably the most she and Maria had ever talked. “Jake will know. He worked in a bank. Ask him.” 
 
    Maria nodded. “I’ll do that.” 
 
    “I think that would be really helpful, Maria.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it doesn’t put lives back together, but it might help.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Maria pointed to the envelope. “You afraid to look at that?” 
 
    Peyton sighed. “How’d you guess?” 
 
    “Because I’d be. What if he’s holding the murder weapon?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “It’s hard to think of him as a murderer, isn’t it? He’s like the first love I ever had.” 
 
    “Tell me about it, sister.” And Maria hadn’t spent the night with him, trying to get him through withdrawal. 
 
    “Glad that’s your job, not mine.” She pushed herself to her feet, leaning over the table. “By the way, that one rose…” She pointed to the yellow bit of frosting. “…has about a million calories.” 
 
    “A million?” 
 
    “Yep, and it’s all made out of lard.” Maria tilted her head and a mischievous light twinkled in her eye. “But go ahead and scarf it down. When your ass is as big as a hippo’s, I’ll have something besides your hair to make fun of.” 
 
    And there it was. Peyton smiled, leaning back in her chair. “So you do watch my ass when I walk by, eh, Maria? I thought so.” 
 
    Maria’s lips tightened in frustration, then she turned away from the table. “Tell Marco Baby I send my love,” she called over her shoulder as she walked out the door. 
 
    Peyton laughed, then she grabbed the cake and stood, taking it to the garbage can. She really didn’t need an ass as big as a hippo’s, although she liked hippos. When she returned to the table, the envelope was waiting for her. 
 
    Before she could change her mind, she snatched it up and went to her desk. This time she remembered her log-in. Sparring with Maria had cleared her mind. While she waited for the computer to boot up, she tore the end off the envelope and shook the contents into her palm. A zip drive slid out. 
 
    Inserting it into the computer, she waited for it to read, then a folder popped open on the desktop. Only one file was visible. She leaned back in her chair and pushed her fingers into the curls beneath her ponytail. No going back now. 
 
    She reached into her pocket and took out her notebook. Flipping to the Ravensong case, she searched for the interview with the security guard. What time had he said the alarm went off? She found it. 9:56. 
 
    Clicking on the file, she waited while the video loaded. The date stamp in the corner listed Terry’s date of death. The guy at the elevator company had simply given her the entire day from midnight on. She hit the pause button, then moved the bar across the bottom until she got to 9:30 in the morning. That should give her a big enough window. If not, she could go back farther in increments of five. 
 
    Nothing happened for the first five minutes. The elevator climbed the floors, once or twice someone got on, but it was no one she recognized. The camera distorted the image a bit, made it look like the elevator was a fishbowl and the mirrored back wall sometimes made it look as if the same person was really two. Why did every elevator have a mirrored back wall? She suspected it was to make the elevator appear larger for claustrophobic people. 
 
    Squinting at the screen, she noticed a strange green blur in the mirror above the people’s heads. She stopped the video and leaned closer for a better look. Suddenly it dawned on her what the blurry green light was. The floor number reflected into the camera from the mirror. 
 
    She started the tape again. Nothing for another five minutes. Maybe she needed to go back further. The security guard found Terry’s body at 10:00AM, the alarm sounded on the stairwell door at 9:56. Maybe they fought for a lot longer than she figured before Ravensong struck her with the curio. 
 
    She reached for the mouse, but stopped, her heart slamming against her ribs. Ravensong had entered the elevator. There was no mistaking him with his mane of dark hair and his collared shirt with the sleeves rolled up, showing the two leather bands on his arms. 
 
    Peyton released the mouse and covered her lips with her hand as she watched him pace back and forth in the elevator, back and forth like a caged animal. He was clearly agitated. Facing the door, he looked up at the numbers, giving the camera a clear shot of his face, then he raked a hand through his hair. 
 
    Suddenly, he dropped that hand and punched the wall beside the door. Peyton jumped, then fumbled for the mouse to stop the video. 
 
    Slumping back in her chair, she stared at the screen. His image had blurred as he slammed his fist into the wall. She realized she was breathing hard. That was where the injuries to his hand had come. 
 
    Reaching out, she backed up the video and pressed play. Again he faced the door, raked his hand through his hair, then pounded his fist into the wall. And they said he wasn’t violent? What the shit? 
 
    She played the tape again and again. Over and over again, he slammed the wall. 
 
    “Whoa,” came a voice behind her. 
 
    She hit pause and swiveled around to see Jake standing at her back. “Yeah. Whoa is right.” Her voice shook. 
 
    “Play it again.” 
 
    She did what he asked, but she couldn’t watch it any more. She watched Jake instead. 
 
    His brow knit into a frown. “That’s how he hurt his hand.” 
 
    “I know, but they all told me he wasn’t violent. He never hurt anyone.” 
 
    Jake gave her a strange look. “Peyton, that’s what men do when they don’t want to go around punching people. We punch inanimate objects.” 
 
    “Walls?” 
 
    “Yeah, better that than people, right?” 
 
    “Walls, Jake?” 
 
    He held out his hands. “I’m just telling you how it is. Men punch inanimate things when we’re pissed.” 
 
    She stopped the video, shaking her head. “That’s a bunch of crap. This is a man with violent tendencies.” 
 
    Jake shifted weight. “Listen. When I found out Zoë had that warfarin stuff in her system, I lost it. I went into the bathroom and tore it apart, looking for the pills. That wasn’t enough. I came out and started punching…” 
 
    Peyton swiveled around to look at him again. “Punching?” 
 
    He dragged his teeth over his lip. “The bed.” 
 
    Peyton’s brows rose. “You punched the bed, Jake?” 
 
    “And the pillows.” 
 
    Peyton couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re all kinds of bad ass, aren’t you, Ryder?” 
 
    “Okay, but listen, that’s what men do to blow off steam, to calm ourselves so we don’t go around punching women.” He nodded at the image of Ravensong on the screen. “I’m just not certain he killed her, Peyton. Especially after seeing this.” 
 
    Peyton shifted back and pressed the play button. After punching the wall, Ravensong flexed his wounded fingers, then glanced up as the elevator came to a halt. When he stepped out again, she could see the number 8 reflected in the glass on the mirror. She and Jake continued watching, until the security guard entered at 9:59AM. Ravensong never appeared again. 
 
    Peyton drummed her fingers on the desk. “Okay, so how do I prove he didn’t kill her and if he didn’t do it, who the hell did?” 
 
    Jake shook his head, his eyes still on the computer screen. “That’s why you’re the cop and not me, Mighty Mouse.” 
 
      
 
    *   *    * 
 
      
 
    Elena sat in Peyton’s chair watching the computer screen as Peyton played the video. When they came to the part where Ravensong punched the wall, Elena jumped as Peyton had done and her hand flew to her mouth. Peyton stopped the video. 
 
    “I’ve never seen him do something like this.” 
 
    Peyton gave her a moment to collect herself. 
 
    She shifted toward Peyton. “I swear to God, Inspector Brooks, he’s never struck me or his daughter.” 
 
    “I believe you.” She tilted her head toward the video. “I have it on good authority that this is what men do when they don’t want to hit someone.” 
 
    “They punch walls?” 
 
    “I know. My point exactly.” 
 
    Elena looked back at the screen. “What are we going to do now?” 
 
    Peyton placed her hand on the back of Elena’s chair. “Look, Elena, I actually think this is good. We know how he hurt his hand and it wasn’t punching Terry, right?” 
 
    She nodded, but her eyes were swimming in tears. 
 
    “I need to know everything you know about Terry.” 
 
    “I hardly ever spoke to her. I didn’t really know her.” 
 
    “How long have you been with Joshua?” 
 
    “Almost two years.” 
 
    “Did he ever talk about her? Tell you how they met.” 
 
    Elena leaned back in the chair. “She was a groupie. I guess she followed the band around for a while.” 
 
    “When he was with Blazes, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. He married her when he joined Avalanche.” 
 
    “How long did that marriage last?” 
 
    “Three years I think.” 
 
    Peyton swiveled Elena’s chair so they faced each other. “Elena, who ended the marriage? I can get the divorce decree, so it doesn’t do any good to lie to me.” 
 
    “Why would I lie?” 
 
    Peyton shot a look at the screen again. “Because you love him and you’re praying like hell he didn’t do something like this.” 
 
    A tear ran down her cheek. “He filed for divorce.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He caught her in bed with another man. He came home early to see his daughter and surprised her.” 
 
    “Who was the man?” 
 
    “A CEO of some company here in San Francisco. I can’t remember which one.” She wiped the tear away. “I’m trying hard not to speak ill of the dead, Inspector Brooks, but that woman was a gold digger. She was always extorting money out of him so he could see his daughter and then she always had some other wealthy guy waiting in the wings to take Joshua’s place.” She clasped her hands in her lap. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but she told me once she expected him to go back on drugs. She just didn’t believe he’d stay clean, and she needed someone to take his place when that happened.” 
 
    “Take his place?” 
 
    “Money.” 
 
    “Okay. Do you know who this preacher man is that Tiffany mentioned? Did Joshua or Terry tell you she was seeing someone new?” 
 
    “She got erratic after her mother died. She came up with this scheme to move to Europe. I don’t think her mother had been dead more than a week before she started talking to Joshua about him taking full custody.” 
 
    “And how was that going to work?” 
 
    “We had to go before the judge and have him sign off on it. He didn’t like the idea of Joshua having full custody, but it helped that I was in the picture. Ultimately, he couldn’t block it because both of her parents agreed and there was nothing to show Joshua unfit.” 
 
    Peyton rubbed the back of her neck. She needed a vacation. “Then why would she have changed her mind?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Joshua didn’t tell me what was going on when he went over there. I thought he was staying home. I didn’t even know…” She caught herself and her eyes widened. 
 
    “You didn’t know what, Elena? You have to tell me everything. You have to tell me the truth. You’ve got to believe that I’m on your side or I would have handed this case over to the DA by now.” 
 
    “I didn’t even know he’d left the house. He never texted me.” 
 
    Well, that wasn’t good. It meant he hadn’t wanted her to know. So what had he planned to do when he went to Terry’s? Bribe her. Seduce her. Kill her. 
 
    Peyton’s phone vibrated in her pocket. She fished it out. Marco’s number flashed across her screen. “I’m sorry. I have to take this.” 
 
    Elena nodded. 
 
    Peyton swiped her thumb over the display. “Hey?” 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Talking to Elena.” 
 
    “Can you take a break and come down to the hospital?” 
 
    “Yeah, did something happen?” 
 
    “Tonio’s lucid for the first time and I want to ask him some questions, but I really want you here when I do.” 
 
    “Is he up for it?” 
 
    “I think so. He’s able to sit up and eat a little, although he’s got a raging headache.” His voice trailed off. “That guy with the camera call you?” 
 
    “Not yet. It’s still early. Who knows when they get back from their vacation?” 
 
    “Yeah. Can you come down? You know I’m not very good at this. You’ve always been better at interrogation.” 
 
    Peyton’s gaze zeroed in on the monitor. She needed to go out and question Ravensong about his ex-wife again, but she couldn’t deny Marco anything he asked. “I’m on my way,” she said. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The whites of Antonio’s eyes were red from the impact and he couldn’t open them all the way because the light hurt his eyes. His leg was in traction and IV tubes ran into his arms. They had the bed raised, but he didn’t seem able to sit up on his own. Looking at him, Peyton wasn’t sure this was a good idea. The kid looked horrible, although she guessed it was a good sign they’d moved him from ICU. 
 
    His parents didn’t look much better. Rosa wasn’t wearing any makeup and she wore a baggy sweat suit with running shoes. Peyton didn’t remember ever seeing her in anything but the most fashionable attire. Vinnie’s blue eyes were blood-shot and circled in exhaustion. He had on a crumpled t-shirt and jeans. 
 
    Not that Marco looked much better. She’d never seen his jaw covered in so much beard and he had his dark hair pulled back severely in a ponytail. 
 
    Rosa vacated the chair by the bed as he and Peyton entered. Sinking into it, Marco clasped his hands between his thighs, giving Antonio a sideways look. Antonio could hardly look his uncle in the eye. 
 
    “How’s the headache?” 
 
    “Bad.” 
 
    Rosa leaned against Vinnie and he put his arm around her shoulders, pulling her close. Peyton reached over and took Rosa’s hand. 
 
    “Look, Tonio. I need to ask you some questions. Your dad said you’re up for it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” He rolled his head on the pillow and looked squarely at his uncle for the first time. “Is it true about Billy? Is he paralyzed?” 
 
    Marco met his look, but he didn’t answer right away. Peyton felt Rosa’s fingers tighten on hers. 
 
    Antonio narrowed his eyes. “Tell me the truth, Uncle Marco.” 
 
    “We don’t know yet. He’s still under medication, but the doctors are pretty sure he’ll be paralyzed.” 
 
    “When are they going to let him wake up?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Antonio rolled his head the opposite direction. “It’s all my fault, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Tonio. I need to get more information.” 
 
    “He was fast, Billy. He could run the mile under five.” 
 
    Marco studied his hands, then he swiveled and looked back at Peyton. The pain in his eyes almost made her want to cry. She nodded at him to continue. 
 
    “Tonio, I need to know where you were Saturday night.” 
 
    The boy tried to shift in the bed, but it was almost impossible with his leg in the sling. “We went to a party.” He shot a look at his parents. “For the track team. We made sections.” 
 
    “Where was the party? On 30th?” 
 
    “No, it was at Derek Kelly’s house. He lives on Shore View.” 
 
    Marco wiped his hands down his pants legs. “Tonio, I need you to tell me the truth now. You can’t lie to me.” 
 
    The boy didn’t answer, he just studied his uncle’s face. 
 
    “Was there booze at the party?” 
 
    The boy held up a hand and let it fall on the bed. “Someone brought a couple bottles of champagne to celebrate. They got it from their parents’ wine fridge.” 
 
    “That’s all they had? Champagne?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s all I saw.” 
 
    “Did you drink any?” 
 
    His eyes flickered to his parents and away. “I drank a few swallows. They were passing the bottles around.” 
 
    That accounted for the alcohol in his blood. A few bottles wouldn’t go very far at a party. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me.” 
 
    “I’m not. That’s all there was. The party was lame, so Billy and I decided to leave.” 
 
    “Where did you go?” 
 
    “Driving. We thought we’d cruise down Market, but there wasn’t anyone out.” 
 
    “The accident happened on 30th. How did you wind up back there?” 
 
    “Billy wanted to go back to the party. There was a girl there he liked. He thought he could get with her.” 
 
    Get with her? Peyton wondered if that meant what she thought it did. 
 
    “You were coming down 30th when the accident happened. That’s going away from Shore View, Tonio. Why were you on 30th?” 
 
    Antonio blinked his red-rimmed eyes. 
 
    “Tonio?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Marco sat up straight. “What do you mean you don’t know? You told me you were going back to the party on Shore View, but you wound up going the opposite direction. Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Peyton could see Marco’s jaw harden. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how much trouble you’re in? That kid is going to be paralyzed and you’re telling me you don’t know?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” His voice was rising. 
 
    Peyton released Rosa. She could see Marco was getting agitated. 
 
    “How can you not know? You said you were going back to the party. Did you? Did you make it back to the house on Shore View?” 
 
    “I can’t remember.” 
 
    “You can’t remember? Tonio, you had alcohol in your system. They’re going to charge you with reckless endangerment, driving under the influence, and who knows what else. You have to tell me what happened.” 
 
    “I don’t remember.” 
 
    Peyton started toward Marco, but he rose to his feet. “You remember going to the party, you remember cruising on Market and you remember going back toward the party again. What happened after that? Why were you on 30th?” 
 
    “Marco!” said Vinnie, but Marco ignored him. 
 
    “Tonio, answer me!” 
 
    “I don’t know!” screamed the boy, bursting into tears. “I don’t know. I don’t remember! I don’t remember anything!” 
 
    Peyton grabbed Marco’s arm, startling him. He took a shuddered breath, staring at his nephew. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Uncle Marco. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean for this to happen.” 
 
    Marco touched Peyton’s hand and she released him. Then he took a seat on the bed and gathered his nephew into his arms. The boy clung to him, burying his face against his chest, sobbing. Marco stroked the back of his hair. 
 
    “It’s okay, Tonio. It’s okay.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Shh,” he whispered, “it’s gonna be okay.” 
 
    Peyton fought back the tears as she watched her partner cradle the injured boy, promising him things she didn’t think they would be able to deliver. Sometimes it wasn’t okay and there was nothing you could do to fix it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Joshua let his head fall back against the couch and closed his eyes. Evan had Blazes’ music blaring in the hotel room and he was singing to it, swilling down a beer. Ben, the drummer, had his sticks out and he was banging on the table. Both had girls draped over them. Joshua wanted to go into his room and sleep, but he knew he’d never be able to with this racket next door. 
 
    James kicked him in the leg, forcing Joshua to squint up at him. His brother had his arm around the shoulders of a pretty blond whose boobs were nearly falling out of her cut-off tank top. She wore a mini-skirt and fishnet stockings that ended in stiletto heels. Her eyes were rimmed with eyeliner and she had bright red lipstick on her mouth. She reached up and grabbed the beer out of James’ hand and took a drink, but her eyes never left Joshua. 
 
    “Go get some sleep,” James ordered. He snatched the beer from her and drained it. 
 
    Joshua knew James was drinking too much, but who was he to say anything? 
 
    Evan levered himself off the couch next to Joshua and slapped him on the leg. “Don’t go to sleep. Wanna beer?” 
 
    “No.” Joshua watched him stagger over to the hotel refrigerator and bend over to pull it open. 
 
    When he saw there was nothing inside, he looked over his shoulder at James. “We’re all out.” 
 
    “Go tell that roadie, Mark, to get some more.” 
 
    Evan staggered to the other end of the room where a couple of roadies were chatting up some girls. 
 
    James fell onto the couch next to him and the girl perched on his lap. “You should get some sleep.” 
 
    “Yeah, and you should stop drinking.” He took the empty bottle away from his brother and set it on the floor. 
 
    James broke into drunken laughter, nearly knocking the girl off his lap. She wrapped her arm around his shoulders, but she continued to stare at Joshua. Across the room, the roadie extricated himself from the tangle of bodies and went to the door. Evan dropped into his place on the floor. 
 
    “That was one bitchin’ concert tonight, huh?” said James, leaning on Joshua. “You see how many people were there.” His words slurred. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He didn’t seem to realize he had the girl on his lap or else he was too drunk to care. “Can you believe what we’ve done in just a few months? We’re actually headliners now.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Tell you what. Tell you what.” He slapped Joshua’s leg. “’Nother year and we gonna be doing stadiums.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    “Yep, s’great.” He shook his head drunkenly. “S’great.” 
 
    Looking around the room, Joshua had a hard time seeing the great. Beer bottles lay on every surface, old pizza boxes, and half-clothed girls without names. The more success they got, the more chaotic it became. So many places, so many rooms, so many faces that all meant nothing. He loved the music, but he wasn’t sure he loved this. 
 
    He pushed himself off the couch and stepped over sprawled legs and trash until he came to the bathroom, then wedged himself past a roadie to get inside. He didn’t bother to shut the door. What the hell did it matter? There was no privacy left. 
 
    Leaning on the sink, he turned on the cold water and splashed some on his face, then reached back and grabbed a towel off the rack. Drying the water away, he dropped the towel over the sink and reached into his pocket for the baggy filled with oxycodone pills. He shook four into his hand and tossed them in his mouth, then bent over and drank water from the faucet to wash them down. 
 
    “That’s a hell of a lot of pills,” came a feminine voice from the doorway. 
 
    He straightened and looked into the mirror. His brother’s blond was standing there, but the minute he acknowledged her, she came into the bathroom and closed the door. He swallowed the pills, then turned around, leaning on the sink. 
 
    “You always take so many?” 
 
    He shrugged. He wasn’t going to answer that for a girl who came into a band’s hotel room of her own free will. She moved until she was so close, her breasts brushed against his chest with every exhalation. 
 
    Her black-rimmed eyes searched his face. “You’re almost pretty. You know that.” 
 
    “I thought you were with my brother.” 
 
    She put her arms on his shoulders and began toying with his hair. “He’s not pretty.” 
 
    Joshua braced his hands on the sink. He couldn’t deny he felt a sense of loyalty to his brother and didn’t want to upset him, but he wasn’t sure James gave a damn. He had to know the girl had followed him into the bathroom. “You got a name?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She brought her mouth near his until they almost touched. “My name’s Terry.” 
 
      
 
    *    *   * 
 
      
 
    As soon as Peyton got to work the next day, she hauled out the white board and set it up behind Marco’s desk. She listed everything about Ravensong’s case into two columns – those things they knew and those they didn’t. 
 
    For instance, Ravensong was in Terry’s apartment around the time of her death and he had her blood on his hands. Then there were the text messages showing that the two of them had been arguing about Tiffany. Those were all things they knew. 
 
    What they didn’t know was where the murder weapon was and why he didn’t have cuts on his hands when the weapon broke. 
 
    She tapped the grease pen against her chin. The evidence that muddied her whole system was the video. Clearly he had a temper, but he’d struck a wall, not Terry, so the injury to his hand was now explained. Which column did that go into? 
 
    She circled back to her desk and took a seat, pulling up the video again. She had it keyed to the exact spot she needed and she leaned forward so she could see better. She wasn’t sure what she expected to find, but there had to be something she was missing. 
 
    When Ravensong struck the wall, he actually seemed to calm himself, regain control. How odd. She couldn’t understand how someone could be so angry one minute, but appear perfectly rational the next. 
 
    She played the video again. 
 
    “Now that’s interesting.” 
 
    Peyton grabbed the mouse and stopped the video, then jumped to her feet and threw her arms around Marco where he stood behind her chair. He hugged her back. 
 
    “Glad to see you too, Brooks.” 
 
    She leaned back so she could see his face. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I work here, right?” 
 
    “Right, but how is Tonio?” 
 
    “Resting. I couldn’t do much there, so I thought I’d come in for a while.” He pointed at her computer screen. “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “That’s Ravensong punching the wall on his way to see Terry.” 
 
    “Play it again.” 
 
    Peyton returned to her seat and clicked the play button. She’d seen it so many times it was engrained in her memory, but it always made her jump when he struck the wall. 
 
    “Hmm,” said Marco, bracing one hand on the back of her chair and the other on her desk. 
 
    She looked up at him. “You ever hit something like that?” 
 
    “Lots of times.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Punched a locker when we lost a football game once. Socked Franco’s door when we got in a fight over who was taking the car.” His brows rose. “Punched a car once too.” 
 
    “You punched a car?” 
 
    “Yeah. The night we found that little girl in the dumpster.” 
 
    Peyton would never forget it. She looked back at the screen. She was beginning to see the merit in punching inanimate things. “Jake punches pillows.” 
 
    “Figures,” he said. He straightened and looked at her board. “Now we know how he hurt his hand.” He’d shaved since the previous day and he ran his hand over his chin. “I don’t know. The evidence seems to stack up, but that video makes me wonder.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean it looks like he got his anger out in the elevator before he went inside.” 
 
    “But what if she sent him back into a rage again once he was with her?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    “It’s the cuts, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Abe just isn’t wrong about stuff like that.” 
 
    “I know, but if he didn’t do it, then who did?” 
 
    “Do we have anything at all on a second suspect?” 
 
    “Nothing except what Tiffany said about the preacher man.” 
 
    “Doing Bible studies in the bedroom, yeah, I remember. We need to ask Ravensong.” 
 
    “I agree, but he wouldn’t even talk about Terry with me the last time I tried.” 
 
    Marco started to say something, but his eyes went past Peyton toward the lobby. Peyton didn’t need to turn around. She could hear the click of dress shoes on the tile. 
 
    “D’Angelo,” Devan said, stopping behind Peyton. 
 
    “D.A.” 
 
    “How’s your nephew?” 
 
    “Better.” 
 
    “Good.” Peyton could feel his eyes shift to her. “Peyton, how are you?” 
 
    “Great.” She didn’t bother to turn around. She didn’t want to discuss this case with him. 
 
    “Look, I’ve been to see Captain Defino again. She wouldn’t turn the case over to me until I get your confirmation.” 
 
    Peyton swiveled around and looked up at him. “Well, you don’t have it. We’re not done with the case yet.” 
 
    Devan glanced at Marco, but he simply shrugged. Leaning on the desk, Devan brought himself closer to Peyton’s height. “I know you want to tidy up all the loose ends, but this is ridiculous. The case is done. It’s obvious who committed the crime. You only have the one suspect and even he’s convinced he did it.” 
 
    “The case is not done. We have an unreliable suspect, a weak motive, and next to no evidence. We aren’t ready to give him up yet.” 
 
    “So you have other suspects? Who are they?” 
 
    She wasn’t about to say the preacher man because she knew how that would go over with Devan. “We have other suspects.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “I don’t have to tell you. I don’t work for you.” 
 
    “In a way you do, so consider this pulling rank.” 
 
    Marco let out a low whistle and retreated to his chair. 
 
    Peyton rose to her feet. “You’re pulling rank on me? Who the hell died and made you King of San Francisco?” 
 
    “It’s just an expression. I was trying to be funny.” 
 
    “Of course you were, because telling a woman that you out rank her is always amusing.” 
 
    “Look, I admire you as a cop. You do a good job, but...” 
 
    Marco closed his eyes. 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But you get all worked up over these cases.” 
 
    “Worked up?” She turned to Marco. “You hear that. I get worked up. Silly little woman.” 
 
    “Here it comes,” muttered Marco. 
 
    She faced Devan again. “Silly little woman, right? Getting all worked up.” 
 
    “Peyton…” 
 
    “Why don’t you go ahead and ask me if I’m on my period!” 
 
    Devan threw his hands up in surrender. “Look, I’m just stating a fact. God damn it, Peyton, you can’t rescue every single person that comes through those doors.” 
 
    Peyton went still and stared at him. “You mean like uptight lawyers.” 
 
    He started to respond, but nothing came out. 
 
    She went toe to toe with him. “You can be sure I won’t make that mistake again.” She threw herself down in her chair and turned it away from him. 
 
    Devan held out his hands to Marco. “Talk some sense into her, will you?” 
 
    Peyton glared at him, waiting to see whose side he was going to take. 
 
    Marco’s lips drew tight against his teeth. “Talk some sense into her?” 
 
    “What? Now you too?” 
 
    “You come in here and you throw your uptight lawyer ass around thinking that we’re your lackeys, while you sit in your air conditioned office, surrounded by your legal books and neatly stacked folders.” 
 
    Devan took a step back. Peyton could hear the captain’s door open and she glanced around to see everyone watching them. Maria had her mouth open, Jake grinned from ear to ear, and behind him stood Holmes and Bartlet looking like they were ready to throw Devan out in the next minute. 
 
    Marco slowly rose to his feet. “If my partner tells you we aren’t finished with the case, you’re going to nod politely and walk away because when it comes down to it, D.A., we’re the ones putting our asses on the line, so you can sit behind your desk and think up clever repartees.” 
 
    Devan held up his hands again. “Okay, okay. Don’t go all De Niro on me. I’ll check back with the captain in a day or two.” With that, he walked away. 
 
    Peyton waited until he left the precinct and everyone had started to disperse before she turned back to Marco. He’d taken his seat again and was busy messing with his keyboard. “You okay?” 
 
    “Smug bastard pisses me off.” 
 
    “Clearly.” 
 
    He shot a look around, then gave her a narrow-eyed stare. “He pisses you off too, Brooks.” 
 
    “Absolutely, but then he did dump me.” 
 
    Marco gave a bark of laughter and returned to typing on his computer. 
 
    Peyton picked up a pencil and tapped it against her desk. “You know we don’t have air conditioners in San Francisco, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    She nodded. “Okay then.” 
 
    He looked up and the smile he gave her could melt anyone; she was so damn happy to see it. 
 
    She started to tell him, but her phone rang. She grabbed it, but she didn’t recognize the number. Thumbing it on, she pressed it to her ear. “Brooks?” 
 
    “Inspector Brooks, this is Chase Alreed on 30th Avenue. I got a message to contact you.” 
 
    “Yes, Chase, I’m so glad you called. You have a video camera set up outside your house, pointed at the high school across the street.” 
 
    “Yes. I pulled the video as soon as we got in.” 
 
    “You did? Did you see anything on Saturday night?” 
 
    “I viewed the whole thing…and, Inspector Brooks, I think you should come down here whenever you’ve got a minute. There’s something you really need to see.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton pulled the Charger to a stop in front of Alreed’s house and set the brake. Beside her, Marco stared out the window at the yellow caution tape and damaged trees. She watched him for a moment, then she reached over and covered his hand with her own. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    He nodded, but he didn’t look at her. “When he started to drive, I took him to the impound yard and made him look at the busted up cars. I told him that everyone who had been in those cars died in them. I wanted to scare him, make him understand how dangerous they were. We talked about how he didn’t have the right to take anyone’s life, even his own.” 
 
    “He’s a kid, Marco. We all did stupid things when we were a kid. We think we’re invincible.” 
 
    “I watch my brother and sister-in-law and I see the pain they’re going through. They can’t make this better for him. They can’t take it away. I just don’t think I can do it, Peyton. I don’t think I can ever be a father.” He turned and faced her, staring into her eyes. “This world is filled with so much horror, so much pain and suffering.” 
 
    “We just see it, Marco. We see the brutality and the cruelty so much, but there’s good out there as well.” 
 
    “What? Tell me one good thing you’ve seen this week, Brooks. One thing that gave you hope that we aren’t doomed.” 
 
    She tightened her hold on his hand. “I saw a man take a seat on the edge of a hospital bed and gather a wounded teenager into his arms, holding him while he cried. To me, that was an absolute good, Marco.” 
 
    His eyes searched her face, then he lifted his free hand and cupped her cheek, leaning over to kiss her on the forehead. “What would I do without you, Brooks?” 
 
    “That’s what I keep saying.” 
 
    He laughed and reached for the car door. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    She caught his elbow and held him back. “This might be really hard, Marco. I could go view the tape and you could wait here.” 
 
    He patted her hand. “I need to do this. I’ll be all right.” 
 
    She let him go and reached for her own handle, pushing the door open. Walking up to the gate, Peyton looked around for some way to let Alreed know they were there. A buzzer beside the gate caught her eye and she pressed it. A moment later, the door at the top of the stairs opened and a young man with neatly combed blond hair jogged down to greet them. 
 
    “Inspector Brooks?” he said as he began unlocking the gate. 
 
    “Yes. This is my partner Inspector D’Angelo. Are you Chase?” 
 
    “The one and only.” He pulled open the gate and held out his hand. Peyton shook it, then reached for her badge and showed it to him. “Thank you.” He motioned them inside and shook hands with Marco as he passed him. “Please come up.” 
 
    Peyton let him lead the way into a pleasant living room with minimalist furnishings and eggplant painted walls. She’d never have the nerve to do this, but she liked it. He motioned to a desk set up before the windows. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t call yesterday. We got in late last night.” 
 
    “I understand. How was your vacation?” 
 
    He smiled at her. He had a kind, open face. Lifting a glass frame from the desk, he passed it to her. Two beaming young men stared back at the camera from the deck of a cruise ship. “The Bahamas are beautiful.” 
 
    “Looks like you had fun.” 
 
    “We did. Best vacation we’ve taken. You should try it sometime.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t remember when she last had a vacation. It sounded good. “Is your partner here?” 
 
    “He had to go to work.” 
 
    “I appreciate you seeing us on such short notice.” 
 
    “No problem.” He took a seat at the desk. “I went through the whole day and narrowed it down to the accident. Well, I’m not sure it’s an accident anymore.” He motioned for Peyton and Marco to gather around him. “I also put it on a zip drive, so you can have a copy of it.” 
 
    “Thank you. What do you mean you’re not sure it’s an accident?” 
 
    “See for yourself.” He clicked on the file and waited for it to load on the screen. 
 
    Two vehicles tore down 30th, going too fast for the narrow street. One was the blue Ford Escort, but the camera didn’t catch who was driving because the little car was shadowed by a much larger white pick-up truck. Just as the two vehicles neared the intersection, the truck swerved into the path of the Escort, forcing it up and over the sidewalk and into the trees. The truck skidded to a stop, paused for a moment behind the Escort, then squealed away, turning the corner going left on Balboa. 
 
    Peyton didn’t speak for a moment, staring at the screen. Behind her, she heard Marco breathing heavily. Reaching back, she grabbed his hand and felt his fingers tighten on hers. “Play it again, please, Chase,” she said. 
 
    “Sure.” He clicked the file. 
 
    Once more the two vehicles careened down 30th and the truck swerved into the Escort, actually hitting it and forcing it over the curb. When the truck came to a bouncing halt, Peyton touched Chase’s shoulder. 
 
    “Stop it there.” 
 
    He did as she requested. 
 
    They stared at the truck. It was impossible to see the driver, but it looked like only one person was in the cab. 
 
    “Can you read the license plate number?” she asked. 
 
    Chase squinted at the screen, then shook his head. “The video’s too dark and grainy for that.” 
 
    “Maybe Stan will be able to enhance it?” she said to Marco. Stan Neumann was the precinct’s tech genius who could work wonders with a computer. 
 
    Marco didn’t respond, just stared at the screen. 
 
    Chase held up the zip drive. “The footage is on here. Let me know if you want the original.” 
 
    Peyton closed the drive in her fist. “Thank you. I really appreciate this.” 
 
    “I wish I could do more.” He pushed himself to his feet. “I know it’s not the best quality.” 
 
    “It tells us a lot.” She glanced at her partner. “More than you can imagine.” 
 
    Chase gave Marco a puzzled look. 
 
    Peyton pushed Marco in the stomach to back him up. He blinked at her and then acknowledged Chase. “Thank you,” he said in a tight voice. 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    Peyton led the way to the door and opened it. “If you ever need anything, please use my card.” 
 
    “Thank you, Inspector Brooks,” he answered, leaning on the door as they went down the stairs. 
 
    Once they were on the street again, Marco walked over to the crime scene. Peyton followed him, but she waited on the sidewalk while he walked through the destruction. 
 
    “I blamed him for this. I yelled at him when he couldn’t remember what happened.” 
 
    “It was a natural reaction, Marco.” 
 
    He turned around. “If there hadn’t been a video on that house, Tonio would have carried the blame for that accident for the rest of his life.” 
 
    “Maybe not. Jake found white paint on the Escort when we saw it in the impound yard. And he took photos of the tire treads to be analyzed by Forensics. The video is just quicker.” 
 
    Marco strode back to her. “Brooks, I was sure Tonio was responsible. I jumped to that conclusion without looking at the evidence.” 
 
    “Okay? What’s your point?” 
 
    “What if I’ve been wrong about Ravensong?” 
 
    Peyton started to answer, but both of their phones went off at the same time. “Hold that thought,” she said as she pulled the device from her pocket. “Brooks?” She stepped away from Marco and into the street. 
 
    “Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “This is Emily Staddler, Joshua’s psychiatrist.” 
 
    “Yes, Dr. Staddler?” 
 
    “I was wondering if you could come to the psych facility. I have an idea of how to jar Joshua’s memory about the day Terry died and I’d like to run it by both of you.” 
 
    “Sure. I have to finish up something, but I’ll be over there in an hour.” 
 
    “Great. See you then.” 
 
    The phone went dead and Peyton replaced it in her pocket, turning back to Marco. He had his back turned as well and the only thing she could hear was “Uh huh” over and over again. Shifting sideways, he glanced back at her. “Okay, I’ll be there. Yes, 30 minutes. Okay.” 
 
    Lowering the phone, he closed the distance between them. “That was Billy Miller’s father. They brought him out of the coma and he wants to talk to me.” 
 
    “The boy does?” 
 
    “Yeah. The father says his son remembers what happened.” 
 
    “Do you want me to come?” 
 
    “What was your call about?” 
 
    “Dr. Staddler, Ravensong’s psychiatrist, has an idea to jar his memory of the day Terry died and wants to discuss it with him and me, but I can reschedule if you want me to go with you.” 
 
    “No. We can’t stall any more about that case. Devan is going to demand we hand it over to him pretty soon. Let me drop you off at the precinct and then we’ll meet up tonight and compare notes.” 
 
    “Got it.” She tossed him the keys to the Charger. “You drive. I want to send the captain a text message and tell her what we’ve got.” 
 
      
 
    *     *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton watched Marco pull away, then she jogged up the stairs to the precinct and pulled open the door. Jake was waiting for her by Maria’s desk with the captain. She tossed him the zip drive and he caught it with his free hand. His other held a couple of photos. 
 
    “Take this to Stan for me and see if he can get a license plate number off it,” she told him. 
 
    “All right, but I got the tire analysis from Forensics.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “The second set of tires belonged to a truck of some kind.” 
 
    “Yep, a white pick-up. It’s there on the zip drive.” 
 
    “What the hell? Why didn’t you tell me that?” 
 
    “I wanted to make you feel useful.” 
 
    “Freakin’ assed cops,” he muttered, turning away and walking toward the back of the precinct. 
 
    Defino smiled after him. “You could stroke his ego a little, you know?” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Captain. When have you ever done that for a man?” 
 
    “Point taken. What’s happening with the Ravensong case?” 
 
    “The psychiatrist wants to meet with me. She’s got an idea to jog Ravensong’s memory.” 
 
    “Okay, but I want to be debriefed when you get back. Where’s Marco?” 
 
    “On the way to the hospital to meet with Billy Miller. They brought him out of the coma and he asked for Marco.” 
 
    “You okay handling this on your own?” 
 
    Peyton held up her hands. “I’m fine. Unless, you’d like to come out with me and see our rock star for yourself?” 
 
    Defino hesitated just long enough to surprise Peyton, then she glanced at Maria and shook her head. “You do it. I’ll man the fort here.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” piped up Maria. 
 
    “That’s okay. I think he’s been put through enough already.” 
 
    Maria glared at her. “Well, then I don’t know why you keep torturing him with that hair.” 
 
    Defino didn’t say anything, just shook her head and retreated to her office. 
 
    Peyton left the precinct, taking her little green Corolla, and made the drive to the psych facility. The late day sun played over the hills and dappled the sidewalk in shadows, but from the top of the psych ward she could see all the way over the City to the bay. Checking in at the desk, she found it manned by an older security guard with a completely bald head. 
 
    He directed her to an office to the right of the lobby and she entered to find Ravensong already sitting in a chair before a massive cherry wood desk. He glanced up at her as she entered and she was glad to see he looked much better than the last time she saw him. He still wore the non-descript grey sweat suit and sneakers without the laces, but his hair lay in a glistening blanket about his shoulders and the dark circles under his eyes were gone. 
 
    She closed the door at her back and sat down next to him. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey.” He gave her a crooked smile and she noticed the beauty mark above his upper lip for the first time. Damn the man was sexy, even in sweats. 
 
    “Do you know why we’re here?” 
 
    “When Emily’s involved, I never know.” 
 
    Peyton looked around the office. It had a very masculine feel with heavy wooden paneling and leather desk chairs in burgundy. The desk was cleared of papers, but a silver metal schooner hung suspended from a fulcrum to Peyton’s left. In the center was a leather pen cup and calendar. To the right, a desk lamp and a bowl of chocolate candies. 
 
    “Did Elena tell you about the video from the elevator?” 
 
    He involuntarily flexed his hand. “Yeah. I don’t remember doing that.” 
 
    “Well, I guess it’s something men do.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes on her. “Meaning?” 
 
    “Meaning it must be a trait common to testosterone-laden humans.” When he still looked confused, she held up a hand. “Every man I’ve talked to can relate at least one incident of punching something inanimate.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Women don’t do that.” 
 
    “You don’t punch things, or you don’t punch inanimate objects?” 
 
    “Pretty much both.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Apparently, it’s very understandable if you have…” She caught herself and glanced at him from the corner of her eyes. 
 
    He shifted in the chair, so he faced her, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Have what?” 
 
    “Have…chutzpah.” 
 
    He laughed. “I have never heard it called that before.” 
 
    She wasn’t going to touch that. Not with him, not when being next to him made her heart do funny little flutters. She was glad her skin was dark enough to hide the blush that tinged her cheeks. 
 
    “You are good for me, Inspector Brooks. I don’t know of anyone else who makes me laugh as much.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure that was a compliment. Frankly, she’d rather make him feel as fluttery as he made her. Reaching out, she set the schooner in motion, watching it pass through its wide arcs, the light from the desk lamp reflected off its sides. It was almost mesmerizing, the way it swung back and forth, back and forth, rhythmically, until the arc gradually got less and less. 
 
    She blinked and glanced over at him. He was staring at it, his eyes wide and fixed, completely absorbed in the motion. Leaning forward, she caught it and forced it to stop. He gave a little start and blinked. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. 
 
    He released his held breath. “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    The door opened and Emily Staddler stepped through, going behind the desk and taking a seat. She had her glasses perched on the end of her nose and she wore a crisp charcoal grey business suit. “Forgive me for the delay. I had to take a call.” She hesitated and looked between the two of them, noticing the strange energy. “Is everything all right?” 
 
    Peyton didn’t want to explain what had happened. She didn’t think Ravensong would appreciate it. “Just a little sexual tension,” she said. She meant it as a joke, even though she hadn’t thought it through all the way, but Ravensong’s breath escaped in a half-laugh. 
 
    The doctor frowned at her from above the glasses. 
 
    Chewing her lip, Peyton wasn’t sure what to say now. Reaching across the desk, she grabbed a piece of candy, unwrapped it, and popped it in her mouth. “Oh, that’s good.” She grabbed one and handed it to Ravensong. “Try it.” 
 
    He took it, giving her a half-bewildered, half-amused look. 
 
    Peyton swallowed, facing the doctor again and plastering a smile on her face. What the hell was it about this man that had her babbling like an idiot? 
 
    Dr. Staddler continued to watch her with a skeptical look on her face, then she deliberately flattened her hands on the desk. “I have an idea on how to spark Joshua’s memory. I want to show him the video from the elevator.” 
 
    Ravensong shifted in his chair and Peyton could see his shoulders tense from the corner of her eyes. Automatically she reached over and put her hand on his wrist. He glanced down at it, then covered her fingers with his own. The doctor frowned fully now, but Peyton didn’t move her hand. This doctor hadn’t been there the night he fought his way through withdrawal. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “What makes you think it’ll work and if it does, to what end?” 
 
    Staddler held up a hand. “To the end of this whole mess. To Joshua’s freedom.” 
 
    Or conviction, thought Peyton. 
 
    “I’ll do it.” 
 
    Peyton glanced over at him. “Joshua, think about it.” 
 
    “I have.” His grip tightened on Peyton’s hand. “I have to know. I need to know if I did it and if this is the only way, then so be it.” 
 
    Peyton gave him a sad smile. “Okay. I’ll make the arrangements for tomorrow. If you’re sure?” 
 
    He met her gaze, the velvet dark of his eyes beckoning her in. “I am.” 
 
    Well, okay then, she thought. Nothing more to argue about. “Fine, I’ll set it up.” She released him and pushed herself to her feet. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ve still got a lot to do today.” 
 
    She turned for the door and pulled it open, feeling the psychiatrist’s eyes on her. Glancing back, she smiled for Joshua. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
    He nodded and she left the room, hurrying down the hall to the lobby. She’d just made it past the reception desk when Staddler called to her. Peyton stopped and slowly turned around. She knew the entire exchange in the office had been weird, but she wasn’t going to discuss it with this woman. The night of Ravensong’s withdrawal was theirs and no one else needed to know what he’d gone through. 
 
    “Inspector Brooks, I’d like a word with you.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She came to a halt in front of Peyton, her hands clasped around a file. The cut of her business suit was professional, but stiff and formal, at odds with the more bohemian style of her patient. 
 
    “Inspector Brooks, I’m certain you understand that Joshua is in a delicate place right now.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “He’s vulnerable and probably not thinking as clearly as he should.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. Was there a point to this? 
 
    “He has a tendency to misread situations.” 
 
    “Dr. Staddler, I don’t have a fancy college degree, so if you don’t mind, I’d appreciate it if you’d speak a bit more plainly for me.” 
 
    The doctor glanced over her shoulder, then moved closer to Peyton. “Joshua has an addictive personality as you may well be aware and that extends to everything.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “Meaning he tends to get emotionally invested with people and right now he’s in a committed relationship. Were something to happen that affected that relationship, he would come to regret it very much, but he might not be able to stop himself before it’s too late.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “In the past, Joshua has entered physical relationships, believing them to be emotional ones; however, to be honest, the only real relationship he’s had is with Elena. He truly loves her, but he might fixate on someone else if he feels she offers him solace and safety. And if that confusion were to evolve into a physical encounter, it would be very destructive to the wellness he’s been building for so many years now.” 
 
    “What exactly are you saying, Dr. Staddler?” 
 
    “Okay, here it is. I get the feeling that you are personally invested in this case, and while I appreciate how that can happen, I’m just wondering if Joshua wouldn’t be better off with someone less emotionally attached.” 
 
    Peyton clenched her jaw and moved close enough to the doctor that their shoes almost touched. “Right now, you’d better be grateful for my emotional attachment because it’s all that’s standing between him and arraignment, and with the way the evidence stacks up in this case, I’m his best chance to beat a conviction, so let me just ask you, Dr. Staddler, how much you want to pursue this train of thought because when you start accusing people of impropriety, you might just want to take a look in the mirror yourself. A lot of people might question why a psychiatrist comes all the way up from L.A. to treat one of her patients.” 
 
    Dr. Staddler’s nostrils flared and she took a step back. 
 
    Peyton narrowed her eyes. “Do we understand one another?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Then I will see you and Joshua in my precinct tomorrow at 9:00AM.” 
 
    “On the dot.” 
 
    “Excellent. Have a pleasant evening, doctor.” 
 
    “You too, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    “Oh, I most certainly will.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Joshua gripped the microphone so hard he could feel the edge of it dig into his fingers. Closing his eyes to block out the crowd, he tried to think of the song, but he couldn’t concentrate. All he could hear was the pounding of the drums, beating inside his chest, and the wail of the guitar filling his head with noise. He snapped open his eyes and the crowd swam before him, a kaleidoscope of colors and motions, blurring in trailing tails of light. 
 
    Releasing the microphone, he stepped back. He nodded at James to take center stage and moved further away from the spot lights. James gave him a strange look, but he stepped up and automatically launched into his guitar solo. 
 
    Joshua turned then and headed backstage, pushing through the roadies and groupies lining the wings. He made it to the open, near the concession table, and leaned on it, trying to gather his thoughts, trying to chase back the panic. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    He turned and faced Phil. Sweat slid down the planes of his chest and ran down his spine. It stung in his eyes, making his vision swim. “I just need a moment.” 
 
    “You need a moment? What the hell do you mean you need a moment? We’re playing a packed house.” 
 
    “I know. I just need a break.” 
 
    “A break?” The look on Phil’s face spoke volumes. Joshua knew it sounded ridiculous. “What is this? A panic attack?” 
 
    “I can’t remember the lyrics.” 
 
    Phil tilted his head as if he didn’t hear him right. “You can’t remember the lyrics?” 
 
    Joshua shook his head. “No, I can’t remember them.” 
 
    “What the hell do you mean you can’t remember them? You wrote the damn things!” 
 
    “I know!” 
 
    People turned and stared at them. Joshua realized they were both yelling. 
 
    Phil came forward and grabbed his shoulder, pushing him further away from the stage and prying eyes. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Joshua lifted a hand and let it fall against his thigh. “I’m almost out of the pills and I…I can’t think straight without them.” 
 
    “The pills? The ones I gave you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Phil pulled him closer, dropping his voice. “What pills then?” 
 
    “Oxycodone.” 
 
    “Oxycodone?” 
 
    Why did he keep repeating everything Joshua said? 
 
    “How many do you take?” 
 
    Joshua shrugged. “Too many. I don’t know.” 
 
    “How many do you have left?” 
 
    “Only two.” 
 
    “Two?” 
 
    Joshua nodded. “I’ve been trying to save them, but when I don’t take them, I can’t think straight. All I hear is the drum and the guitar, and the people…” He closed his eyes. 
 
    Phil’s grip tightened. “Okay, listen. We’ve got to get through this concert tonight. You hear me?” He shook Joshua. “Do you hear me?” 
 
    Joshua opened his eyes. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay, good. Now listen, take the pills you’ve got, and tomorrow, I’ll take you to a doctor, okay?” 
 
    Joshua straightened. “Doctor?” 
 
    “Yeah, a doctor.” 
 
    It scared him to think of telling someone else what he was doing, but he knew he needed help. He couldn’t continue like this, popping pills every few hours just to keep the panic away. A doctor would be able to help him. There had to be a way to get off the drugs. There had to be something a doctor could do. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Phil patted his cheek and smiled. “Good boy. Do you have the pills on you?” 
 
    Joshua fished them out of his pocket and held them out in the palm of his hand. 
 
    “Okay.” He grabbed a bottle of water from the concession table. “Take them now ‘cause you’ve got to get back out there.” 
 
    Joshua popped the pills in his mouth and swallowed a sip of water to wash them down. 
 
    “Good.” He hooked Joshua by the back of the neck and pressed their foreheads together. “Now, don’t worry about anything. The pills will start working and you’ll remember the lyrics. Tomorrow we’ll go get help from the doctor.” 
 
    Joshua forced a few deep breaths into his lungs. “Okay. Tomorrow.” 
 
    “Right, tomorrow.” He slapped Joshua lightly on the cheek. “See, I take care of my star, don’t I?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good. You got this, right? You got this!” He pushed Joshua toward the stage and he stumbled, but a roadie caught him and set him on his feet again. 
 
    Joshua hesitated on the edge, fighting the panic, but he clung to the idea that tomorrow there would be a way out of this hell, tomorrow he’d stop the spiral he was on. He had to believe there was a way back. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco stepped off the elevator and waited to be buzzed into the ICU. Just as he was about to ask the nurse on duty for the Millers, Billy’s father turned the corner and moved in his direction. Marco let the man approach, trying to corral his own emotions. The ride over hadn’t done much for his state of mind. A combination of guilt and worry gnawed at him. What did Billy Miller want to say and how were they going to find out who was driving the white truck? He hadn’t even told Vinnie or Rosa about that yet. 
 
    “Mr. Miller,” he said, holding out his hand. 
 
    “Inspector D’Angelo,” said the man, taking it with both of his own. “Thank you for coming down.” In his early forties, Billy’s father was a tall, handsome man with very dark skin and surprisingly white teeth. 
 
    “How is your son? You said they brought him out of the coma?” 
 
    “Yes.” The man’s eyes filled with tears, but he blinked them back. “He’s stable now, but he still has no feeling in his legs. He did move his hand though. The doctors say that’s a good sign.” 
 
    Marco didn’t even know how to answer the pain in the man’s voice. No words would ever be good enough to make this better. “I don’t know what to say, Mr. Miller. I’m so very sorry.” 
 
    “Bill, please.” He released Marco’s hand. “Thank you. That helps.” 
 
    “Bill, I need to tell you something before I go in.” 
 
    “All right, but my son says he has something important to tell you as well. About the accident. He wouldn’t tell us. He just kept saying it had to be you.” 
 
    “I understand. Here’s the thing, Bill. One of the houses across the street from the school had a video camera attached to the front of it. It caught the entire accident.” 
 
    Bill’s expression grew grave. “You saw the accident?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What did you see?” 
 
    “The boys were coming down 30th, going way too fast for that road. It looked like they were trying to turn right on Balboa. The thing is they weren’t alone. A white pick-up was coming down beside them and just before they reached Balboa, it swerved into them, sending them over the curb and into the trees.” 
 
    “What do you mean it swerved into them?” 
 
    “I mean it smashed into them.” 
 
    “Did you get a license?” 
 
    “We’re working on it.” 
 
    Bill took Marco’s elbow. “I think you better talk to my boy then.” 
 
    Marco allowed the man to lead him down the hallway and to a glass enclosed room at the far end of the corridor. A woman with fair skin and pale brown hair sat in a chair by the bed and in the bed was the boy. 
 
    Tubes went in and out of him, machines beeped and burred around his head, and he looked small and fragile in the huge hospital bed. His eyes were sunken and bloodshot and the fingers of his right hand twitched on top of the bed covers. Although he wasn’t as dark skinned as his father, his flesh had a grey cast to it that was alarming. 
 
    As Marco approached, the woman rose to her feet and took his hand. 
 
    “Inspector D’Angelo,” introduced the man. “This is my wife, Heather.” 
 
    Marco clasped her hand in both of his own. 
 
    “Thank you for coming, Inspector.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” He released her, then went to the side of the bed and gently squeezed the boy’s fingers. “Nice to finally meet you, Billy.” Seeing him now, Marco remembered watching him jump hurdles at one of Tonio’s track meets. The memory almost made Marco sick. 
 
    “You too, sir,” said the boy in a rough voice. He had a nasal cannula going into his nose and patches for a heart monitor covered his chest. 
 
    “Take a seat, Inspector,” said his mother, placing a chair behind Marco. 
 
    Marco sank into it, releasing the boy’s fingers. “Your father called me and said you wanted to talk.” 
 
    The boy tried to nod, but it was hard with so many tubes going into him. “He told me that Antonio couldn’t remember what happened.” 
 
    “That’s right. The doctors don’t think he’ll ever get the memory back.” 
 
    “But I remember.” 
 
    “All right. Do you mind if I ask you some questions? That might be the easiest way to do this.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Marco shifted in the chair, bringing himself closer to the bed so he could hear the boy more easily. He’d never been one to take notes when questioning someone, but he wondered if he should now. “Tonio…Antonio told me that you went to a party at a house on Shore View. Is that right?” 
 
    The boy nodded. “For the track team.” 
 
    “Right, because you made sections.” 
 
    The boy nodded again. 
 
    “Antonio said someone brought a couple bottles of champagne that got passed around to everyone.” 
 
    “Robbie Malloy did.” 
 
    “Did Antonio drink anything?” 
 
    “A couple of sips. There wasn’t much there.” 
 
    “Okay.” It wasn’t necessary to ask if Billy drank. He wasn’t the one driving. “Antonio said the party got boring, so you left.” 
 
    “Went cruising.” 
 
    “That’s right. On Market?” 
 
    “Yeah, it was dead.” 
 
    “So you went back toward the party?” 
 
    Billy shot a look at his parents, then focused on Marco again. “There was a girl there…” His voice trailed off. 
 
    “I got you,” said Marco. He knew the boy didn’t want to elaborate with his parents in the room. “Did you make it back to the party?” 
 
    Billy’s fingers tightened on the blanket, balling it in his fist. “No. When we got off Market, Antonio got lost. We were trying to get back to the Avenues, but he was turned around.” 
 
    “Do you remember what street he got on?” 
 
    “We finally circled around to Van Ness and I told him to go left on Geary, but he cut this guy off. We almost smashed into him in the intersection.” 
 
    “What intersection?” 
 
    “I don’t remember. I think it was O’Farrell.” 
 
    Marco adjusted his shoulder harness. “Was the guy driving a white pick-up?” 
 
    Billy’s eyes searched his face. Then he nodded. “It scared us bad. Antonio kept saying that his dad would kill him if he caught him anywhere near Market. We just wanted to get back to the party.” 
 
    “Did you turn onto Geary?” 
 
    “Yeah, but the guy was right behind us. He kept pulling up on our bumper and flashing his high beams. Then once we got on the part of Geary that’s two lanes, he kept swerving around us and getting in front, slamming on his brakes.” 
 
    “Did you guys think about calling the police?” 
 
    “We were freakin’ out, sir, but Antonio, he says we’ve got to get the guy’s license plate number. He remembered you telling him that or saying something about it.” 
 
    Marco leaned closer to him. “Did you get it?” 
 
    “I started trying to climb in back and get Antonio’s backpack. I got a pen out and found a hamburger wrapper from earlier. I started taking down the license plate number.” 
 
    “Then what happened?” 
 
    “Antonio turned on 30th. He thought we’d lose him, but all of a sudden the guy was there again.” Billy gave a strange gasping sound. His mother started forward, but his father held her back. 
 
    Marco reached out and took the boy’s hand. “It’s over, Billy. He can’t hurt you again, but I want to make sure he doesn’t hurt anyone else. What do you remember happening when you got on 30th?” 
 
    “He slammed into us. He slammed his truck into us. Next thing I know, the paramedics are cutting me out of the car. That’s the last thing I remember until yesterday.” 
 
    Marco released his held breath. “What you just did, telling me about the accident, was the bravest thing I’ve ever seen anyone do.” 
 
    Billy tried to smile, but his eyes filled with tears. “He tried to kill us.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Just because we cut him off. He tried to kill us. Who does something like that?” 
 
    Marco tightened his hold on the boy’s hand. “I don’t know, but I promise you I will make sure he doesn’t do it again.” 
 
    Billy gave him a nod. 
 
    Marco released him and pushed himself to his feet. He moved toward the door and Billy’s parents followed him. 
 
    “What now?” said his father. 
 
    Marco turned to face them. He could see the small figure of the boy silhouetted in the doorway. “I’m going to look for the partial plate Billy took and see if we can get a hit on the white truck.” 
 
    “If you find it, can you arrest the driver?” 
 
    “You better believe I can.” 
 
    Billy’s mother came forward and took his hands, pressing them to her breast. “Please, please find him. I’m begging you for my son, please.” 
 
    Marco nodded and she released him. “I’ll keep in touch,” he said, backing away from them. 
 
    As he walked down the corridor, the tragedy of it all weighed him down until he felt like he was walking through syrup. Even if he caught the guy, it would never bring back what Billy Miller had lost. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton took a swig of her beer and set it down. “Then she accused me of being too emotionally attached to him.” 
 
    Jake bit into his pizza slice and rolled it into his cheek. “Are you?” 
 
    Peyton frowned at him. “No.” 
 
    Abe snorted into his glass of wine. It was the tamest thing Peyton had ever seen him drink, but then he only had two choices at the pizza parlor and neither of them met his unique tastes. Wine was the lesser evil, he said. 
 
    “What does that mean?” she demanded. 
 
    The two men exchanged knowing looks. 
 
    “You’d get emotionally involved with a grizzly bear if he was your case,” said Jake. 
 
    “And this one’s got you bad, girl.” Abe slapped her arm. “You know we like pretty men, honey. I don’t entirely blame you.” 
 
    Peyton rolled her eyes and took another drag on her beer. 
 
    Jake pushed the pizza over to her. “You’d better eat something. That’s your third beer.” 
 
    “Keeping tabs, Ryder,” she snapped. 
 
    “Oowee, this one’s got you real bad,” said Abe, picking a pepperoni slice off his piece and sticking it in his mouth. “Why don’t you let me meet him and then I can tell you whether he’s worth your career or not?” 
 
    “Worth my career? What do you think is happening? You sound like that stupid psychiatrist.” 
 
    Jake and Abe exchanged another look, then Jake leaned toward her. “Just where were you the night you didn’t come home?” 
 
    “She didn’t come home?” 
 
    Peyton kicked Jake under the table before he could answer. When he looked at her in shock, she glared at him and shook her head. He grabbed his beer and took a swallow, so he couldn’t answer Abe. 
 
    Abe gave her an arch look. “You better not kick me, sister. Did you spend the night with the rock star?” 
 
    “It’s not what you think.” 
 
    “What do I think?” 
 
    Peyton set her beer on the table. “Really, Abe? Really. Do you need me to tell you what you always think?” 
 
    “I guess I do.” 
 
    “Sex!” said Peyton and Jake at the same time. Then all three of them broke into laughter. 
 
    Marco appeared at that moment and slumped down into the booth next to Peyton, taking a long pull on his beer. He lowered it and sighed. “Who’s talking about sex?” 
 
    “Who do you think?” asked Jake, shoving more pizza into his mouth. 
 
    Marco’s gaze shifted to Abe. “Forget I asked.” 
 
    Abe studied him over his wine glass. “You look tired, Angel.” 
 
    “Yep.” He took another swig. 
 
    Peyton rubbed his shoulders. “What happened?” 
 
    “Billy Miller said Tonio cut off the guy in the white pickup and the guy followed them from O’Farrell to 30th, tailgating them and cutting them off. Tonio thought he’d be able to lose him on Balboa, but the guy sideswiped them before they could get away.” 
 
    Jake paused with his pizza halfway to his mouth. “No shit?” 
 
    “No shit.” 
 
    “Stan’s working on the video,” offered Peyton. 
 
    “Billy says he got a partial on the plate. I just need to get clearance to go through the evidence bags.” 
 
    “I can get it tomorrow,” said Peyton. “That way we don’t have to worry about conflict of interest.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He lifted the beer again. 
 
    Abe dished him up a slice of pizza and laid it in front of him. “Eat something, Angel. This is good news, isn’t it?” 
 
    Marco lowered the beer. “I guess, except you didn’t have to stand there and listen to a 16 year old boy tell you how he lost his legs to some bastard with road rage.” 
 
    None of them responded because there really was nothing anyone could say. 
 
      
 
    *    *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton picked up her phone and pressed a finger against the text message. Just what is it you think I think that isn’t what I think? Abe. He wasn’t going to leave this alone. She’d diverted the topic when Marco showed up last night, but she knew Abe. When he got a juicy bone, he was definitely going to keep gnawing it. 
 
    But was he right? Was she risking her career here? It was one thing to feel responsible for destroying Jake’s life, or wanting to help Venus escape prostitution, but no one was going to appreciate her getting emotionally involved with this rock star. 
 
    “Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    Peyton blinked and glanced over. Ravensong sat beside her and on his other side was Emily Staddler. They were both staring at her strangely. They’d arrived promptly at 9:00AM and Peyton had set up the computer in the conference room to play the video. They were waiting for her to show it when Abe texted. 
 
    “You okay?” Ravensong asked. 
 
    “Sure.” She shoved the phone in her pocket without answering. “Why?” 
 
    “You seem distracted.” 
 
    She studied his features. Although she didn’t want to admit it, her feelings for Ravensong were more complicated than they’d been for her other cases. He reminded her of her youth, he was sexy as hell, and she wouldn’t be opposed to a liaison…well, except for Elena and her career. Joshua Ravensong offered a temptation she really didn’t need right now. 
 
    “Here’s the thing, Joshua. It’s been brought to my attention that I may be too emotionally involved in your case.” 
 
    “Who brought that to your attention?” 
 
    She didn’t answer, but her gaze shifted to Staddler involuntarily. He picked up on it. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    She held up a hand. “I said I thought it might be better for you if you had someone a bit more detached.” 
 
    “Detached? What are you saying?” 
 
    “You know your history, Joshua. You tend to confuse physical encounters with emotional ones.” 
 
    He frowned at her. “Well, here’s something I’m not confused by. I’m facing a murder trial, Emily, and the only person I want handling that is sitting next to me right now, so back the hell off.” 
 
    Staddler’s mouth opened in surprise, but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    “She might be right, Joshua. It might be better if I turn this over to someone else.” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m objective anymore.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    “If I play this video and you remember what happens, I’m duty bound to arrest you.” 
 
    “Are you saying you wouldn’t do it?” 
 
    No, she’d arrest him, but it would hurt like hell. 
 
    “Peyton?” 
 
    “I’d arrest you.” 
 
    “Then I don’t see what the problem is.” He turned back to face the computer and extended his hand toward the screen. The sweatshirt pulled back, exposing the rope of scar tissue on his arm. “Let’s get this over with, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton reached for the mouse and clicked on the file. The video loaded to the spot she’d keyed that morning. Shifting in her chair, she watched Ravensong as he watched himself. When he struck the wall, the man beside her flinched. Peyton stopped the video. 
 
    He lifted a hand and covered his mouth, his eyes fixated on the screen. 
 
    “Joshua?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    “Play it again,” said Staddler. 
 
    Peyton rewound the video. She had the exact spot engrained in her memory as she hit play. The video ran again, but beyond a narrowing of his eyes, Joshua didn’t show any recognition. Peyton stopped it. 
 
    “Do you remember that, Joshua?” said the psychiatrist. 
 
    “None of it.” He turned his hand over and looked at the scabs on his knuckles. “How can I not remember doing that?” 
 
    Peyton chewed her lower lip, but didn’t answer. She hated seeing the confusion on his face. 
 
    “Play it again,” said Staddler. 
 
    Peyton released the mouse. “Just what do you think that will do?” She tried not to sound aggravated, but this woman was pissing her off. What the hell kind of therapy was this? 
 
    “Just play it. Sometimes the mind needs to see something multiple times before it makes a connection.” 
 
    “And sometimes the mind just makes shit up when there are no connections to make,” Peyton snapped. 
 
    “Play it again, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton slid the bar back to the original spot and let the video run. Halfway through a loud voice filtered through the doorway from the lobby. Both Ravensong and Peyton looked back. 
 
    “James,” said Ravensong. 
 
    Peyton recognized that voice. 
 
    “Ignore that. Play the video again, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton sighed. There was no use arguing with this woman, but she was beginning to wonder if Joshua was the one who needed a psychiatrist. She grabbed the mouse and drew the bar back on the video, but James’ voice cut into the room, demanding to see his brother. 
 
    Peyton released the mouse and shifted in her chair. “He’s going to make me arrest him yet,” she told Joshua. 
 
    Joshua gave her an anxious smile. 
 
    “The video, Inspector Brooks,” demanded Staddler. 
 
    Peyton gritted her teeth against her irritation and punched play, but she’d taken the tape too far back and the elevator was empty. 
 
    “That’s too far back.” 
 
    “I know. Give me a second.” She reached for the mouse and started to move the bar, but the elevator door opened and a tall, blond man stepped in. Peyton went still, staring at the screen. 
 
    “Inspector Brooks, this is too far back.” 
 
    “Quiet,” Peyton snapped. Her eyes shifted to the time stamp in the upper corner. 9:03AM. 
 
    The man wore a finely tailored business suit, his blond hair was parted on the side and feathered back from his brow in perfect waves, and when he looked up into the camera, Peyton caught her breath. The cleft in his chin was visible. 
 
    He didn’t pace as Joshua had done, but he fidgeted with the lines of his jacket and his watch, glancing up at the numbers above the door repeatedly. When the door to the elevator opened, Peyton stopped the video and leaned forward, squinting at the green number displayed in the mirror on the back wall of the elevator. 
 
    He got off on the eighth floor. 
 
    Peyton backed the video up until she caught him staring into the camera, then she shifted to look at Joshua. “Do you recognize this man?” 
 
    He squinted at the screen. “He seems familiar.” Then recognition dawned. “O’Shannahan, right?” 
 
    Peyton gave a grim smile. “Right. The Reverend Jedediah O’Shannahan.” She slumped back in her chair. “The preacher man.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    “Okay, you can put your shirt back on.” 
 
    Joshua reached for the t-shirt and pulled it over his head. 
 
    The doctor went to the sink and washed his hands. “Well, I can’t find anything wrong with his back. I can send him for some physical therapy, but I don’t even feel tense muscles and there doesn’t appear to be a herniated disc.” 
 
    Phil pushed himself away from the door and moved closer to the doctor. “Physical therapy is great and all, but he’s in so much pain, he won’t be able to perform.” 
 
    Joshua climbed off the exam table and slipped his feet into his sneakers as he watched the exchange. The doctor gave Joshua a pointed look, then faced Phil. “I didn’t get the indication he was in pain when I examined him.” 
 
    “I can assure you it’s quite severe.” Phil pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and opened it, taking out a number of bills. 
 
    Joshua tried to see the denomination as he pulled on his jacket. This wasn’t at all what he’d expected to happen when he agreed to this. He’d planned to ask the doctor for help, but Phil had insisted on coming in with him. He didn’t really want to admit his pill usage in front of Blazes manager. He was afraid it would get back to James somehow. 
 
    “I honestly can’t recommend medication without some sort of indication of pain. I didn’t find anything.” 
 
    Phil held out a number of bills. “The kid can hardly walk, he’s so stiff. And he barely made it through the concert last night.” 
 
    The doctor’s eyes shifted from the bills to Joshua and back again. “I could lose my medical license for this. What exactly are you suggesting I give him?” 
 
    “Oxycodone.” 
 
    “Oxycodone? Do you know how addictive that is?” 
 
    “It’s just to help him for a little while. Just until we get these shows finished.” 
 
    “I could lose my medical license.” 
 
    “For helping a kid in pain? How?” He waved the money. “We just need to get through the rest of the shows, then he’ll be able to rest up and get that physical therapy. We just need something to tide him over.” 
 
    The doctor sighed heavily and reached for the bills. “Oxycodone is bad stuff to mess with. He’s liable to overdose if he isn’t careful.” 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on him.” 
 
    The doctor looked at Joshua. “It’s highly addictive. You keep taking it and you won’t be able to stop.” 
 
    “We’ll stop. We’ve got a break coming up soon,” said Phil. 
 
    The doctor sighed again and went to the cabinet against the wall, pulling open a drawer. He took out a prescription pad and began writing. “Where do you want the prescription filled?” he asked, pocketing the money. 
 
    “The pharmacy on Vine.” 
 
    The doctor tore the paper from the pad, holding it out to Joshua. When Joshua tried to take it, he held on and met Joshua’s gaze. “I’m not kidding about addiction. You’d better be damn careful.” 
 
    When he released the paper, Joshua folded it and put it in his pocket, then he backed toward the door. The doctor followed him with worried eyes until he was on the other side. Phil was right on his heels and he threw his arm around Joshua’s shoulder, pulling him against his side. 
 
    “I told you I’d take care of you,” he said. 
 
    Joshua wanted to push him away, but he didn’t. If this was taking care of him, it felt an awful lot like being used. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “They told me my brother was here and I want to see him.” 
 
    Peyton threw back her chair and went to the door, pulling it open. James was standing on the other side of the counter, shouting at Maria. Smith had come to help her and just as Peyton stepped out, Captain Defino’s door opened. 
 
    “Officer Connor,” said the captain, then she faltered when she saw who was standing behind him. 
 
    Peyton walked over to Maria’s desk, transfixed. Elliot Evans, the guitarist from Avalanche, was standing in their lobby. She couldn’t remember how many times she’d played air guitar with him, while listening to Joshua’s earthy vocals. 
 
    “That’s…” 
 
    “I know,” breathed Maria. 
 
    Captain Defino gave herself a visible shake, then she moved toward the counter. “Mr. Evans, it is a pleasure to have you in our precinct.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” he said, ducking his curly brown head. 
 
    Joshua appeared in the doorway and James immediately focused on him. Crossing to the half-door, Joshua started to open it, but before he’d even gotten to the other side, James had him in a bear hug. 
 
    Joshua hugged him in return, then Elliot was there, pulling him into his embrace. The captain gave Peyton and Maria a wide-eyed stare when Ravensong appeared, her mouth dropping open. 
 
    “I didn’t know he was here,” she breathed. 
 
    Peyton offered her an apologetic smile. 
 
    Smith turned around and gave the three women an aggravated look. “I guess I’ll go back to my desk.” 
 
    They didn’t even acknowledge his departure. 
 
    “Why won’t you let me see you?” said James, holding on to Joshua by the arms. 
 
    “James, I was arrested for murder. I don’t want any of you around me right now.” 
 
    “That’s stupid. We’re your family. Mom and Dad are worried sick.” 
 
    “I know, but I can’t take a chance on anything.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it here.” He looked around. “Please.” 
 
    “Okay, but I want to come to the hospital and talk to you. All right? And Mom needs to see you too, Josh.” 
 
    “Okay, bring her, but just her. I don’t want Tiffany or Jennifer seeing me there.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    Elliot pulled him close again and said something in his ear that Peyton couldn’t hear. She couldn’t believe Elliot Evans was in her precinct. He and Ravensong had been the staple of her teen years. She’d always been smitten with Ravensong, but Elliot Evans was a close second in her heart. 
 
    Ravensong hugged his friend in return, then motioned Peyton forward. “Elliot, I’d like you to meet Inspector Peyton Brooks, the best damn detective in San Francisco.” 
 
    Peyton felt her cheeks heat with pleasure and she came to the counter to shake Elliot’s hand. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Inspector,” he said. 
 
    “The pleasure is mine,” she answered, beaming at him. Glancing over her shoulder, she beckoned the captain over. “Joshua, this is Captain Defino. I don’t believe the two of you have met.” 
 
    The captain gave Peyton a breathless smile as she accepted Ravensong’s hand. “Mr. Ravensong, we finally meet in person.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “I wish the circumstances were better.” 
 
    Joshua offered her a grim smile. “So do I, ma’am.” 
 
    “Joshua, we need to get back to the hospital,” said Staddler from the doorway. 
 
    Joshua nodded, but his eyes lifted to Peyton. 
 
    “I’ll contact you tomorrow,” she promised him. 
 
    “Great,” he said, reluctantly turning away. 
 
    As always Peyton wanted to offer him some comfort, but she couldn’t. She watched him leave the precinct flanked by his brother and Elliot. Dr. Staddler paused as she moved to the other side of the counter. 
 
    “I wish the video had been more helpful,” she said, “but I guess that memory is lost for good.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t know how to answer that. 
 
    “How much time does he have before you have to turn this over to the D.A.?” 
 
    Glancing at the captain, Peyton lifted her chin. “That isn’t my decision, Dr. Staddler, but I will inform Joshua when that happens.” 
 
    She looked down and nodded, then she walked stiffly to the door. 
 
    Peyton turned to Defino. “Something happened in there and I need to tell you about it.” 
 
    Defino motioned to her office. “Come in.” 
 
    They walked into the dark interior and Peyton took a seat as the captain went around her desk. For a moment, they simply stared at each other, then Defino chuckled and shook her head. “I can’t believe I had Joshua Ravensong and Elliot Evans in my squad room.” 
 
    Peyton smiled. 
 
    Forcing her features to be serious, Defino folded her hands on her desk. “So tell me what happened in the conference room.” 
 
    Peyton scooted forward in her chair. “When James started shouting, I took the video too far back on accident. I took it past where Ravensong was in the elevator.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Someone else got on at 9:03AM and got off on the eighth floor.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Jedediah O’Shannahan.” 
 
    Defino’s features grew grim. “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    “I can show you the video myself, Captain.” 
 
    “How do you know he got off on the eighth floor?” 
 
    “The numbers are reflected in the mirror on the back wall.” 
 
    Defino stared down at her desk. 
 
    Peyton waited while she thought, but it wasn’t easy. She hated the captain’s melamine chairs. They didn’t conform to the body and she wasn’t very good at sitting still either. A crystal bowl, with paperclips in it, sat on the edge of the desk. Peyton started to reach for it, but Defino moved it before she could touch. 
 
    Peyton closed her hand into a fist and brought it to rest on her leg. 
 
    “You’re going to tell me you want to go out and question him about this case.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you know the minute you do, I’ll get a call from the mayor.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “He’s going to accuse me of doing this deliberately.” 
 
    “I’m sure he is.” 
 
    “You know O’Shannahan is a huge contributor to the mayor’s campaign fund.” 
 
    “Yes, that came up last time we talked to O’Shannahan.” 
 
    “Why can’t we investigate people who aren’t tied to the mayor?” 
 
    “Why can’t the mayor tie himself to people who aren’t corrupt?” 
 
    Defino’s eyes caught Peyton’s. “Point taken.” She fixed her hand under her chin and shook her head. “This is going to be nothing but trouble.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Captain.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to show me the video.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Where’s Marco?” 
 
    “He went with Jake to search the evidence bags from Antonio’s accident.” 
 
    “I don’t want you going out to O’Shannahan’s alone.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Take a uniform.” 
 
    “I’ll take Smith.” 
 
    “Fine.” She squinted at Peyton. “Tread carefully here, Brooks. I’m willing to go to battle with the mayor again, but I have to know it’s worth doing. He isn’t going to like us questioning O’Shannahan, especially for the benefit of a drug-addicted rock star.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “You remember how O’Shannahan is? You remember how easily he gets under your skin?” 
 
    “I remember. That is one thing I will never forget, Captain.” Jedediah O’Shannahan was a very powerful man and like most powerful men, he wasn’t opposed to using that power as long as it benefitted him. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco pulled on the latex gloves, then bent down and lifted two full bags of garbage onto the table. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” breathed Jake. “What did that kid use his car for?” 
 
    “Apparently a trashcan.” Marco pushed the bags over on their sides. Wrappers and burger boxes filled the interior. “Let’s get sorting.” 
 
    Jake took a seat across from him as Marco opened the first bag. A stainless steel table spread between them and Marco began inspecting each item, placing it in different piles based on what it was. Jake began doing the same thing. 
 
    “Yeah, this is way more glamorous than being a banker,” he groused. 
 
    Marco smiled, but kept sorting. 
 
    “So, Adonis,” said Jake conversationally. “You ever think of having kids?” 
 
    Marco turned a wrapper over in his hand, searching it. “I will never have kids.” 
 
    “How can you say that? Never’s a long time.” 
 
    “Because I know. I never want kids.” He set the wrapper aside. “You want kids?” 
 
    “I did. I couldn’t imagine anything better than having a baby with Zoë, but that’s gone now.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ll meet someone else.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Marco inspected a soda cup, but he knew Billy Miller had said he wrote the license plate numbers on a burger wrapper. 
 
    “So how come you’re so sure you don’t want kids?” 
 
    “Just am.” 
 
    “Maybe you haven’t met the right girl.” 
 
    Marco’s eyes lifted to Jake’s face. “I’ve met her, but I ain’t having kids with her either.” 
 
    Jake narrowed his eyes in question. “Who?” 
 
    “None of your business.” 
 
    Jake went back to sorting. “Well, if you’ve met the right girl, what are you going to do if she wants kids?” 
 
    “Nothing. It’s not an option.” 
 
    “What do you mean it’s not an option? Did you get a vasectomy or something?” 
 
    Marco gave him a chilling look. 
 
    Jake barked out a laugh and held up his latex-covered hands. “Okay, sorry.” 
 
    Marco tossed another blank wrapper on the pile and drew a deep breath. “It’s just…” He stopped and shook his head. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s not worth it. Having kids. You worry and agonize and lie awake afraid, then something like this happens and you think you’re dying inside. I don’t want to go through that.” 
 
    Jake stopped sorting and sat there staring at him. 
 
    Marco glanced at him. “What?” 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing right now?” 
 
    Marco looked down and smoothed out the next wrapper. What was he doing? Since the accident, he’d been angry and afraid and sick at heart, and Tonio wasn’t even his kid. 
 
    “You don’t always have to be such a hard-assed cop, you know?” 
 
    Marco tossed the wrapper aside and grabbed another. “Why don’t you stop talking so much and get to sorting? I don’t want to be here all frickin’ day.” 
 
    Jake gave him a smile, then grabbed another piece of trash. He turned it over and smoothed it on the table. “Adonis, take a look at this.” He passed it over the table. 
 
    Written in a scrawling hand was the beginning of a license plate number: 2DLS. Marco’s fingers tightened on it and he nodded his head. “Good job. Good job,” he said. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton rode with Smith in his patrol car to O’Shannahan’s house. After they parked and climbed out of the car, Peyton stood on the sidewalk and stared up at the enormous mansion. Smith moved to her side. 
 
    “Sure doesn’t seem right that religion can get you all this.” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “I’m not sure you can call what O’Shannahan does religion. He’s subverted the purpose of faith to his own benefit.” 
 
    “Someone’s buying what he’s selling.” 
 
    “I haven’t been back to this house in six months. I didn’t think it would bring up so many memories.” 
 
    Smith bumped her with his shoulder. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I can still see Rafael Peña with his gun to Marco’s head. If he’d pulled the trigger…” 
 
    “He didn’t. Marco’s fine. You got to put some of this stuff in boxes, baby girl, or you’re gonna go crazy.” 
 
    She smiled at Smith. He’d never called her that before. If anyone else had, she’d have gutted him, but with Smith it was nice. “Look, O’Shannahan is…” 
 
    “An ass.” 
 
    Peyton gave a surprised nod. “Nuff said.” 
 
    “I got this.” 
 
    “All righty then.” They climbed the stairs to the house and Peyton knocked on the door. She could hear someone moving around inside, but the door didn’t open. She knocked again. 
 
    Finally Kristin O’Shannahan, the reverend’s wife, opened the door a crack and peered out. Peyton pressed her badge to the crack. 
 
    “Inspector Brooks from the San Francisco Police Department, Mrs. O’Shannahan. We’d like to talk to your husband.” 
 
    She pulled open the door a bit more. “He’s not here.” 
 
    Peyton took in her charcoal grey pencil skirt, white button-up sweater, loafers and grey tights. Her hair was pulled back with a black headband; however, the string of pearls was gone from her neck and her face was scrubbed clean of all makeup. 
 
    “When will he be back, Mrs. O’Shannahan?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Where did he go?” 
 
    “He’s out of town.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Dallas, I think.” 
 
    “How long has he been gone?” 
 
    “A week.” 
 
    “And you don’t know when he’s coming back?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I think it’s tomorrow or the next day.” 
 
    Peyton moved closer to the door. “Do you mind if we come in, Mrs. O’Shannahan? We’d really like to talk to you.” 
 
    “I can’t allow that, Inspector Brooks. The last time you were here, you did so much damage to our master bedroom that the whole thing had to be remodeled.” 
 
    Damage? A man died in that room. “Fine. Will you come out? I’d like to ask you a few questions.” 
 
    “About what?” She was using the door as a barrier. 
 
    Peyton exchanged a look with Smith. They didn’t have a warrant, so they couldn’t force their way inside. “Won’t you come out and I’ll tell you?” 
 
    “I don’t feel that’s necessary, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    “Fine,” Peyton acquiesced. “I’m here to ask your husband about Theresa Ravensong. Is that name familiar to you, Mrs. O’Shannahan?” 
 
    “Theresa Ravensong? Wasn’t that the poor unfortunate girl who was murdered by her ex-husband? Some rock star with a drug addiction as I heard it.” 
 
    “Well, we’re trying to figure out who murdered her. So her name is familiar to you?” 
 
    “Yes, I heard about it on TV.” 
 
    “Did your husband have anything to do with her? Know her in any way?” 
 
    “I’m certain he didn’t.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. She’d answered rather quickly. “Are you sure of that, Mrs. O’Shannahan?” 
 
    “Quite.” 
 
    “Then can you explain why I have a video tape of your husband going up an elevator in her building and exiting on her floor?” 
 
    “My husband counsels his parishioners, Inspector Brooks. If I remember right, there’s a young man in that building who is asking for help with conversion therapy.” 
 
    “Conversion therapy? He’s gay?” 
 
    She pulled her head back in surprise. “Oh, no, he’s feeling the temptation of the devil, but he’s trying to turn away from it.” 
 
    Peyton realized her mouth was hanging open. She wondered how Abe would respond to this assessment. “Your husband feels he’s qualified to counsel anyone on this matter?” 
 
    “Of course he is. My husband is a vessel for God.” 
 
    He’s a vessel for something, thought Peyton. Then she remembered what Kristin had said a moment before. “Hold on a minute. You said your husband was counseling a young man in Terry Ravensong’s building. In fact, her very floor. Is that right?” 
 
    “Right. You asked me why he was in the elevator of her building and I told you why.” 
 
    Peyton tilted her head. “But I didn’t tell you what building she lived in.” 
 
    Kristin made an airy wave of her hand. “I told you I saw it on TV.” 
 
    “And you recognized the building as one in which your husband has clients?” 
 
    “Followers.” 
 
    “Right. Doesn’t that just seem a little too convenient? He goes to the eighth floor of the building to see a young man wanting conversion therapy at around the time of a murder.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting, Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    “Did he see anything, Mrs. O’Shannahan? Hear anything?” 
 
    “I’m certain he didn’t. He’s very dedicated to his parishioners.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “He’s focused when he’s on a job.” 
 
    Hm. Focused was an interesting way of putting it if he’d been the man studying the Bible in Terry Ravensong’s bedroom. 
 
    “Can you tell me the name of the young man he counsels on the eighth floor?” 
 
    “His counseling sessions are private.” 
 
    Of course they were. 
 
    “Can you call him and find out his name? I’d like to ask the young man if he heard or saw anything.” 
 
    “I’m not certain what my husband is doing at the moment and I would hate to interrupt something important.” 
 
    “Mrs. O’Shannahan, I have to say I’m a little surprised that you know so little about your husband’s whereabouts.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You aren’t sure where he is, you aren’t sure when he’ll be back, and you’re really not certain how long he’s been gone. Why should I believe that you know what he was doing in Terry Ravensong’s building?” 
 
    “I find your tone insulting and I don’t have to answer these questions.” 
 
    Well, that about ended the conversation. 
 
    Peyton reached into her pocket and pulled out a card, passing it through the crack. “Please have him call me when he gets back into town.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you think you’re investigating, Inspector Brooks, but wasn’t the last time bad enough? You disrupted our lives and violated our house. I think you should leave us alone.” 
 
    “Violated your house? We took out a criminal, one your own husband reported.” 
 
    “But what are you after now? You have your drug-addled rock star. Let it go. You have no need to bother my husband with this.” 
 
    Let it go? What a strange thing to say. 
 
    “I can’t talk to you any more, Inspector Brooks. Have a nice day.” With that, she closed the door in Peyton’s face. 
 
      
 
    *     *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton found Captain Defino waiting by Maria’s desk. She squinted at Peyton as she pulled open the precinct door and stepped into the lobby, followed by Smith. Aggravation made Peyton wish she could just slink into the break-room and grab a soda without explaining her conversation with O’Shannahan’s wife. Ravensong was running out of time and there wasn’t anything Peyton could do to save him. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Peyton pushed open the half-door, holding it for Smith to pass through. “He wasn’t there.” 
 
    “Where was he?” 
 
    “Dallas or maybe not.” She exchanged a look with Smith. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Peyton leaned on the counter across from Maria’s desk. “We talked with Kristin O’Shannahan, the good reverend’s wife. She wasn’t really clear on where he was.” 
 
    “Or when he’d be back,” offered Smith. 
 
    Peyton held out a hand toward him. 
 
    “What do you mean she wasn’t clear?” 
 
    “She didn’t know. Maybe today, maybe tomorrow. Maybe Dallas, maybe not.” 
 
    “How long has he been gone?” 
 
    “About a week.” 
 
    “Really? How convenient.” 
 
    “Isn’t it.” 
 
    Defino crossed her arms. “Now what?” 
 
    Peyton shook her head wearily. “I just don’t know. I wish there was some way to connect him to Terry Ravensong. Some proof that he knew her, that she belonged to his church or something. Kristin O’Shannahan swears he didn’t know her, that he was counseling someone else in that building, on that very floor, but she couldn’t give me a name. Without a direct connection between O’Shannahan and Terry, we’re dead in the water.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” came Devan’s voice from the captain’s office. 
 
    Peyton gave Defino a questioning look. 
 
    “He wanted an update. I was buying Ravensong time.” 
 
    Devan appeared in the doorway. As always he looked pressed and polished, not a speck of lint, not a crease, not a molecule out of place. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” asked Defino. 
 
    “Search on-line. I know he has a website. I’ll bet he has a published list of the parishioners on there.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” asked Peyton. “Isn’t that a violation of their privacy?” 
 
    “Ego. That way he could show off how many followers he has.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t they protest him using their names that way?” 
 
    “Why? People are very big on church affiliations. They even put their religions on job applications. Give it a shot. What have you got to lose?” 
 
    Ravensong. 
 
    “He’s got a point,” said Defino. 
 
    Peyton’s gaze shot to Maria. 
 
    “I’m on it,” she said, reaching for her mouse. 
 
    Peyton crossed around her desk and leaned over her shoulder as she searched for O’Shannahan’s website. She found it within a few clicks and the website spread open across the screen. Well, O’Shannahan did, his arms encompassing one side to the other, his mouth open in a beaming smile. 
 
    “Oh lord,” breathed Peyton. 
 
    Maria scrolled the cursor across the top until she came to a drop-down menu, labeled simply Flock. As she clicked, the website shifted to a new screen where a list of names was displayed against the backdrop of a massive white church. 
 
    Peyton pointed to the alphabet across the top. “R.” 
 
    Maria scowled at her. “I see it.” She clicked the “R” drop-down.  
 
    They scanned the first page, but found nothing. Maria clicked to advance the page. At the top of the second page was Theresa Ravensong. 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” said Defino. 
 
    Peyton’s hand closed into a fist. How the hell were they going to get him? Straightening, she faced the captain. “Now what?” 
 
    “That’s enough for me to put a uniform outside his door until he comes home.” 
 
    “He’ll just lawyer up, Captain.” 
 
    Defino smiled slowly. “Then that will be cause to get a warrant and search his house now, won’t it? Officer Smith, will you make the arrangements and make sure the on-duty officers report directly to me.” 
 
    “With pleasure, Captain.” 
 
    Peyton exhaled and watched Smith walk away to arrange the stakeout. 
 
    Defino drew Peyton’s attention back to her. “I’ll let you know when I think it’s best to go question him. I really wish he’d lawyer, so I’d have probable cause to get a search warrant for his bank accounts. I’d like to get a look at his books, see where all that money comes from.” 
 
    And goes, thought Peyton, remembering the huge deposit into Terry’s account before she died. 
 
    “Take D’Angelo with you the next time. We’ve got to keep this above board.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Good work, Brooks,” she shot over her shoulder before she disappeared inside her office.  
 
    Devan leaned on the door jamb and watched her. Peyton shifted uncomfortably. “Thank you for your help.” 
 
    “Peyton, you do know we’re on the same side, right?” 
 
    “Right.” She didn’t add that it didn’t feel that way most of the time. Why pick a fight now? “I appreciate it.” 
 
    “Be honest. You just don’t want me to have Ravensong.” 
 
    “If you get O’Shannahan, he’ll make your career. Better than Ravensong will. Fair trade.” 
 
    “You’ve got a point. The jury just might be sympathetic to your rock star, but O’Shannahan is another matter.” He chuckled. “See you in a couple of days.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    The Marina Green is a beautiful expanse of lawn that runs along the edge of the bay from the Presidio to Fort Mason and has some of the most stunning views in all of San Francisco. Park benches line the sea wall and the crowning spectacle is the rust-red towers of the Golden Gate rising in the distance. 
 
    He took me to this spot and I knew it was our last day together. The fog had rolled in from the ocean and cut the bridge in half, stray wisps trailing through the park, curling around the benches, and billowing in chilling whiteness with each pulse of the waves. 
 
    He sat down on a bench along the sea wall and the waves crashed against the rocks below him, spray gathering in his dark hair. I wrapped my sweater tighter around me and sat down next to him. The breeze blew my hair into my eyes and I clawed it out, pushing it behind my ears. 
 
    I could see his profile. He was staring at the bridge, his arms braced on his thighs, the leather bands in place on his wrists. Sitting at the angle I was, I could see the scars, snaking down toward his forearm, thick and raised. 
 
    I didn’t want to talk. I just wanted to sit. We’d spent so much time talking, so much time going over everything. There was only one thing I didn’t know, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to know it any more. I wasn’t sure it mattered. 
 
    He could be so still, it warred with what he’d told me, what I knew myself. A man whose life had been filled with so much chaos shouldn’t be able to find such inner peace. 
 
    I watched the waves, fighting the sadness that rose inside of me. I hadn’t known that what started as an exciting project, interviewing a famous rock star, would become something more, but it was impossible to know so many personal things about a man and not feel something, not feel a connection. 
 
    “I’ve always found the fog depressing.” 
 
    “Then you’re looking at it wrong.” 
 
    I gave him a wry smile. “How’s that?” 
 
    He pointed to the bridge. “Look at the way the fog cuts it in two. It hides the cars and the bustle, and all you can see are the towers, supporting it, connecting everything.” He looked over his shoulder at me, dark hair sliding down his back. “It cocoons you, brings everything in, shuts out the turmoil.” He tilted his head as he listened. In the distance, I could hear the fog horns, the splash of the waves against the rocks. “The noise.” 
 
    I let myself relax, let myself see it as he did. We sat for a while, enjoying the silence. 
 
    Then his voice rippled against the stillness, vibrating in that smoky way he had. “Do you really think you can avoid asking me the one thing you haven’t?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    He smiled his slow, crooked smile. “You aren’t a coward. You can’t just leave this, let it end without knowing.” 
 
    “I know enough. It makes sense, how it compounds, how each new step is really just an extension of the previous one. Like those nesting dolls, you keep adding layers until what was once a tiny thing is now monstrous.” 
 
    He shifted and faced me, laying his arm along the back of the bench. “It’s not like that at all. Pills are one thing. We take pills all the time. We take pills from the time we’re children. We associate pills with medicine, with taking away our pain. Putting something in our mouth and swallowing it is easy, we’re not involved with it, it’s not personal.” He slowly tapped his fingers on his thigh. “What you want to know is how you go from pills to putting a needle in your arm. The needle…that’s an invasion.” 
 
    I stared at him, transfixed. I did want to know, but then again, I didn’t and the conflict was making me anxious. This is what being with him was like. It wasn’t easy, it wasn’t simple, it was always fraught with doubt and anxiety. And yet he was intoxicating. 
 
    “A needle is bloody and violent and you can’t do it without knowing exactly what you’re doing.” 
 
    I sat there and fought myself. I needed to complete the story, that’s what the writer in me wanted, but I didn’t want to hear it. I didn’t want to know the truth, I didn’t want to admit that he was responsible for it all. You could blame the business, you could blame the drug dealer, you could even blame the manager, but when all the blame was done, you had only him and he was the one who put the needle in his arm. 
 
    “Then tell me. Tell me how you get to that point where it’s even an option. How can you make that monumental leap from pills to heroin?” 
 
    His eyes had drifted away, but they came back to my face, focusing on me. “It’s not that great a leap. Not nearly as far as you think.” He tapped his fingers on his thigh again as if he were making a point. “It’s getting back that’s the problem.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Joshua stepped into the auditorium and watched the band playing on the stage. Phil was sitting on a stool before them, listening. The singer was about seventeen, younger than Joshua now, with spiky blond hair and a voice that hadn’t quite made the complete shift to manhood. 
 
    Behind him stood a guitarist and a bassist and a guy on keyboard. The drummer didn’t look like he was more than fourteen. Joshua frowned and let the door close at his back. For the past two years, Phil had represented Blazes. He didn’t remember Phil saying he was managing anyone else. 
 
    The heels of his boots made a strange noise against the concrete of the auditorium floor, causing the singer to stop and Phil to turn around. His face registered surprise, then he shifted back to the band. 
 
    “Take five, guys,” he said, sliding off the stool. 
 
    The band members watched him move toward Joshua, then they dispersed. 
 
    Phil took Joshua’s arm and directed him back toward the door. “It’s not a good time right now, Josh. I’m right in the middle of something.” 
 
    “Who the hell are they?” Joshua asked, shaking off his hold. 
 
    Phil shrugged. “Just a new band I’m looking at managing. No big deal.” 
 
    “Does James know what you’re doing?” 
 
    “Why would I tell James? What has he got to do with it?” 
 
    Joshua dismissed the issue. He didn’t care what Phil did with his time as long as he kept getting gigs for Blazes. “Look, Phil. I need your help.” 
 
    Phil stopped moving at the door and turned to face him. “What’s up?” 
 
    Joshua leaned closer and dropped his voice. “I’m almost out of the prescription you got me.” 
 
    “All of it? The refills too?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Phil’s attention drifted back to the band. “How the hell many pills do you take a day?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I just need you to get that doctor to refill it. The pharmacy says he refuses.” 
 
    Glancing back at him, Phil shook his head. “I don’t think I can do that, Josh. You’re really asking me to go out on a limb.” His attention drifted away again. 
 
    Joshua turned and marked where he was staring. The singer had come out and was messing with the microphone. 
 
    Suddenly it all came clear. “Are you shitting me? You’re replacing us with this crap.” 
 
    “Look, Josh, it’s not like that.” 
 
    “The hell it isn’t.” His head lifted in understanding. “You’re getting a younger band.” 
 
    “That’s what pulls in the teenage girls, Josh.” 
 
    “I’m not even nineteen yet, you bastard.” 
 
    “Now hold on a minute. I’ve done good by you and Blazes. You’d be nothing without me. And we still got a long run ahead of us, but let’s be realistic. This is a fickle business, Josh. Fads come and fads go. You gotta stay fresh, you gotta stay young, or you’re done.” 
 
    “And I’m done?” 
 
    “You’re gifted, Josh. No doubt about it. You’ve got the looks, the voice, and a butt-load of talent, but the pills are affecting you. You’ve lost about fifteen pounds, your face is gaunt, and the clothes hang off you. Teenage girls want a fantasy, kid, and…” He looked beyond Joshua to the other singer. “He’s more the fantasy right now.” 
 
    Joshua wasn’t sure what to do with any of this. He took the pills because Phil made him work brutal hours, modeling or acting during the day, playing with Blazes at night. He’d promised him help, but when he’d been ready to get help, Phil had gotten him more pills instead. If he didn’t look the way he once did, it wasn’t intentional. 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “Go home, kid. Get yourself straightened out and then call me.” He patted Joshua’s cheek. “With your pretty face, middle aged women are going to be panting after you as soon as you put on a few pounds.” 
 
    “Go home?” Where was home now? He couldn’t go home. The minute Adam saw him, he’d know what Joshua was doing. There was no hiding his addiction from a doctor. “You bastard.” 
 
    Phil grabbed his shoulder. “Don’t do this, Josh. Don’t burn bridges with me.” His fingers tightened. “Let me tell you, that isn’t smart at all.” 
 
    Releasing him, he walked away, headed toward the stage and his latest conquest. Joshua watched him, watched him pull the kid close and tell him something that Joshua couldn’t hear. Staring at the boy, Joshua felt like he was seeing himself before everything got out of control, when it had just been about the music, about the chance to share it with others. 
 
    He walked toward the door and threw it open. The Southern California sun blazed down on him, forcing his pupils to contract. He leaned against the brick wall beside the auditorium door and stared out at the traffic. What the hell was he going to do? He had four pills left and then they were gone. There was no way to get any more. 
 
    Sinking down to a sitting position, he braced his arms on his knees and stared at his hands. They shook uncontrollably. No matter how much he concentrated, he couldn’t stop the tremors. And it would only get worse. Once the last of the pills were gone, the shaking and the panic would begin to overtake him. 
 
    Closing his eyes, he tried to think, but that was hard. Once he could reason things out, but so much of the time, he felt like he was walking around in a fog. And if he wasn’t in a fog, he was anxious, nervous, shaking. 
 
    Pulling out his wallet, he opened it. A scrap of wrinkled paper poked out of the bill section and he drew it out, smoothing it on his thigh. The numbers were faded, but he could still read them. He remembered watching the two musicians huddled in the alley, trying to hide what they were doing. When you get tired of the twitches, call me. Joshua could still hear that voice, see the tattoos on the man’s body. When you get tired of the twitches... 
 
    Closing his eyes, Joshua reached for his phone. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton and Maria searched the rest of O’Shannahan’s website, looking for anything that might indicate where he was or what he was doing, but they found nothing. The website was an ego-maniac’s wet dream with testimonials and eye witness accounts of all the miraculous things O’Shannahan had done for his flock. 
 
    A short while later, Peyton received a text message from Marco, saying that they’d returned and were with Stan Neumann. Peyton left Maria still searching the website and went to find them. 
 
    Stan Neumann’s office had once been the closet that housed the computer for the precinct during the late 80’s when computers took up entire rooms. Peyton didn’t visit him very often because it made her claustrophobic, but he seemed particularly proud of it. His walls were covered with posters that Peyton frankly didn’t understand. They all displayed some type of tech device and said things like How many computer programmers does it take to change a light bulb? None, it’s a hardware problem or Hand over the calculator. Friends don’t let friends derive drunk. Not only did he have a desktop, but he had a laptop and a tablet going all at the same time. And the noise of fans made spending time in there uncomfortable. 
 
    She peeked in the door. Stan glanced up over the top of his computer monitor and his eyes widened behind his glasses when he saw her. Marco leaned on a table to his right, looking over his shoulder at what he was doing, while Jake sat on a table behind both of them, swinging his legs back and forth like a little boy. 
 
    “You found something?” she said, stepping into the room. 
 
    Stan had his table turned so he could see down the hall, but there was only a little passage through to the other side. With three men occupying that area, Peyton was just as happy to remain on the outer edge. 
 
    “Billy Miller only got a partial plate, but Stan’s going to put it into the system and see if it brings up anything,” said Marco, his gaze riveted on Stan’s screen. 
 
    Peyton had never seen him so intent on anything before. 
 
    “Hey, Peyton,” said Stan, beaming a smile at her. “Cool to have you come down here. You haven’t been to my office in a long time.” 
 
    “I know.” She looked at his posters and his display of collectibles arranged wherever computers weren’t. “You’ve really done a lot with it, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah. I think about half of this stuff is new since the last time you saw it.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. 
 
    At his back, Jake continued to swing his legs, but a smile was hovering at the corners of his mouth. Peyton refused to look at him. He was enjoying Stan’s divided attention. 
 
    “Stan,” said Marco, pointing at the screen. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry.” Stan tried to concentrate. 
 
    A strange cardboard box attracted Peyton’s attention and she picked it up, studying it. An action figure occupied the box, but the box had to be more than thirty years old. 
 
    “You like that?” asked Stan. “I bought it on-line. It’s an authentic Storm Trooper from the original movie, never been out of its box.” 
 
    Peyton set it down, not sure how much a toy like that might cost. “Star Wars, right?” 
 
    “Right.” His eyes tracked from the box to her and back again. “You’ve seen Star Wars, Peyton?” 
 
    “Of course. A million times.” 
 
    “Really? You like it?” 
 
    “Who doesn’t? It’s one of my favorites.” 
 
    Stan’s look grew besotted. 
 
    “Stan,” said Marco, scowling at Peyton. 
 
    He blinked. “Sorry. Let me just punch in the partial and then we’ll narrow the search to California and once again to San Francisco. Then we press this button and it’ll pull up every vehicle that begins with those letters.” 
 
    “Who’s your favorite character?” asked Jake, a grin teasing at his lips. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your favorite character? Star Wars? You said it was one of your favorites.” 
 
    Peyton gave him a cutting smile. “Princess Leia because she kicks ass.” 
 
    Stan’s eyes snapped to her. 
 
    Jake’s grin got broader. “She also wears a metal bikini.” His gaze traveled over Peyton. 
 
    Stan’s mouth dropped open, but Marco whirled on Jake, giving him the death stare. 
 
    Jake had the grace to duck his head, but he was still grinning. “Just saying.” 
 
    Turning back to Stan, Marco exhaled loudly. “Stan.” When Stan continued to stare at Peyton, Marco pushed him in the shoulder. “Stan!” 
 
    He visibly shook himself and looked down at his screen. “There it is. 300th Block of Fern. Registered to a Bryce Everton. I’ll send the address to your phone.” 
 
    “I’m going with you,” she told him. 
 
    “Fine.” Marco rose to his full height. “I’ll drive. You call dispatch and get some uniforms out there, so he can’t get away.” 
 
    Peyton nodded, but her attention shifted to Jake. He was looking at his cell phone, then he glanced up at her and pushed himself off the table. “I’ve gotta go too. See you at home, roomie.” 
 
    “See ya,” she called after him as he squeezed his way out the door. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake pulled the Daisy to a stop before the hostel on Isadora Duncan Lane. A sign read rooms for the night, $13.00. The very definition of a flop house. 
 
    Patrol cars blanketed the entrance and cops had roped off the stairs with yellow crime scene tape. Jake grabbed his evidence case and camera, and climbed out. Even though the place was crawling with police officers, he locked the Daisy’s doors. She might be the ugliest car on the road, but she was his. 
 
    Ducking under the crime scene tape, he jogged up the stairs and into the lobby of the hostel. Officer Holmes was talking to the clerk behind the counter, but Bartlet, the young cop with the boyish face, spotted him and came over. 
 
    “They’re back here,” he said, leading the way into a hallway to the left of the lobby. Dark wood paneling ran from floor to ceiling and the carpet was a print so threadbare, the pad showed through. It reminded Jake of the apartment he’d rented in the Tenderloin before Peyton rescued him. 
 
    “Here it is.” Bartlet paused in front of an open door to the right of the hallway and motioned inside. 
 
    Jake stepped into a one-room box with bunk beds on either side. Directly in front of him was the single window, covered in metal bars and ragged orange and brown curtains, allowing sunlight to seep through the dirty glass panes. Swinging from the ceiling fan between the two bunk beds was a man, a noose around his neck, his face purple and swollen, his eyes bulging. 
 
    Jake stumbled to a halt and sucked in a wild breath. Nathan Cho peered around the man’s dangling legs and gave Jake a displeased scowl. Without a word, Jake ducked back into the hallway, pressing his back to the wall where he came face to face with the bearish figure of Bill Simons. 
 
    “Nice of you to show up, Ryder.” 
 
    Jake forced himself to breathe, in and out, in and out. 
 
    “Bit of a shock, eh?” 
 
    Jake could only nod. 
 
    “Well, pull yourself together. You gotta take pictures.” 
 
    “What? Why? That’s clearly a suicide.” 
 
    “Ya think?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think.” 
 
    Simon’s gaze narrowed. “Then I’m guessing you didn’t notice his hands were tied behind his back?” 
 
    Jake blinked in surprise, then he leaned around the door jamb and peeked into the room. Sure enough, the victim’s hands were tied behind his back with a belt. 
 
    “That’s not the only thing,” said Simons, stepping into the room. “You need to see this.” 
 
    Jake forced himself to follow the large man across the room. Simons angled around behind the victim, staring at his bound hands. Jake edged up beside him to take a look. A white card was just visible, cupped in the victim’s hands. Jake felt sure he recognized it. 
 
    He looked up at Simons. “Is that…” 
 
    “You tell me. That’s your job, not mine.” 
 
    Jake set the evidence case on the ground beneath the man’s dangling feet and hunkered over it, unhooking the buckles that held the top in place. He pushed it open and searched around for a pair of latex gloves and the tweezers, trying to gain control over his raging emotions. His hands shook as he pulled on the gloves, but he forced himself to pick up the tweezers. 
 
    Angling around behind the man, he used the tweezers to pry the card loose. Turing it over, he studied the red lettering. Clean-up Crew. A shudder raced down his spine and he held it out for Cho and Simons to see. 
 
    Cho’s lips pulled back against his teeth, while Simons blew out air. 
 
    “What does this mean?” asked Jake. 
 
    Simons and Cho both met his gaze, but Simons was the one to answer. “It means we have a serial killer.” 
 
    Jake’s expression fell. “Oh shit,” he answered. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco pulled the Charger to a stop and looked up at the house. It squatted over a two car garage, boxy and nondescript. He pulled the keys from the ignition and climbed out without a word. Peyton followed him. 
 
    Smith met them on the sidewalk. “Over here,” he said, guiding them down to the driveway. Pressing the button on his shoulder radio, he spoke into it. “Open’er up.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco watched as the garage door creaked into motion, revealing a set of tires, a bumper, and the white bed of a pickup truck. As soon as the door came to a stop, Marco walked into the garage and around the front of the vehicle to the right side. The front bumper was smashed into the wheel well, tenting the metal outward. 
 
    Peyton sidled through between a shelving unit and the pickup on the right side. Squatting down, she ran her fingers along the dent, coming away with a dusting of blue-tinted powder. “Frank, can you have the CSI take a sample of this paint?” 
 
    “They already did.” 
 
    She levered herself to her feet and looked up at Marco. He was staring at the damage, his expression difficult to read. She squeezed through to his side. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “The driver’s inside. They’ve already read him his rights,” said Smith. 
 
    Marco walked to the inner door and Smith opened it for him. Peyton followed on his heels, worried he might not be able to resist punching the ass who’d hurt his nephew. They climbed a flight of stairs and found themselves in a living room with an orange, shag carpet and a tweed patterned couch. 
 
    Bryce Everton sat in a recliner before the windows, his hands clasped on the chair arms. He was a slight man with a receding hairline and watery brown eyes. He was arguing with a cop Peyton didn’t immediately recognize. “That ain’t my car.” 
 
    “Why’s it in your garage?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Then why’s it registered in your name?” 
 
    “That ain’t my name.” 
 
    “Show me some I.D.” 
 
    “I lost it.” 
 
    The cop threw up a hand and turned, finding Marco standing behind him. Peyton recognized him as Drew Logan, a sergeant from the Civic Center precinct. He gave Marco a sympathetic look. 
 
    “Do you mind if I try?” Marco asked, surprising both Logan and Peyton. Marco hated interrogation. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Marco moved closer to Everton until he leaned over him. Everton was clearly intimidated by Marco’s size and proximity. “Let’s start again. Okay?” 
 
    Everton started to speak, but Marco held up a hand. “Don’t give me any shit. We both know that’s your pickup in the garage. Don’t make me prove it with the registration.” 
 
    Everton eyed him, taking in his size. “Okay, it’s my pickup.” 
 
    “And it’s been in an accident.” 
 
    “Not with me. It was stolen from my garage.” 
 
    Marco drew a deep breath and slowly released it. “That’s another lie.” The low, deadly quality of his tone was more terrifying than if he’d been screaming. “There’s a kid in the hospital who’ll never walk again and another one with a crushed leg and a head injury.” 
 
    Everton squirmed in the chair. “I didn’t mean to hurt anybody.” 
 
    “But you did.” 
 
    “I just wanted to scare them.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “They’re punks. They think they own the world, going around intimidating people, taking things. They cut me off on O’Farrell, and they didn’t even care. Damn near crashed into me. I just wanted to scare them, make them think, but they didn’t care. They think they own the road, they think nothing can touch them. I’m sick of it. I’m sick of being afraid.” 
 
    “They’re sixteen years old.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Gang bangers and hoods. They take everything from us. Make us afraid to leave our houses at night.” 
 
    Marco loomed over him and Everton pressed back in the chair. “The driver was my nephew. The other boy had a scholarship to run track in college. They weren’t gang bangers.” 
 
    Everton’s expression grew alarmed. “I just wanted to scare them. That’s all, just scare them the way they scared me. You should have seen the way they cut me off. Then I lost it. I didn’t mean to hurt anyone, but they acted like they owned the damn road, as if they could do anything they pleased.” 
 
    Marco bowed his head. “They were scared. They’d gone cruising on Market and were trying to get back to where they belonged before their fathers found out. They cut you off because they were scared.” 
 
    The man’s face crumpled and he braced his forehead with a hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. I just lost it. I was so damn pissed. I just wanted to teach them a lesson. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Marco sighed. “Well, you did. You taught them a lesson.” He leaned close, steadying himself on the arm of the chair. “The worst part is, you ruined three lives that night. Theirs and…yours.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton drove back to her house. Marco didn’t say anything the entire way; he just sat with his hands braced on his thighs, staring out the side window of the Charger. Peyton wanted to say something, but they’d been together long enough that she knew sometimes he just needed the silence. 
 
    She pulled in the driveway and he climbed out. Together they walked up the stairs to her door and she unlocked it. She hadn’t asked him if he wanted to go home. That wasn’t an option for her, and she suspected he was glad to have her take the decision away from him. She’d pick up her Corolla in the morning. It would be safe enough at a police station. 
 
    Pickles came running when she opened the door, but he immediately sensed something was wrong and he walked to Marco with his tail between his legs. Marco bent and picked him up as Peyton turned on the lights. Reaching around her, he grabbed Pickles’ leash from the peg by the door and snapped it to his collar, then he went back out the door. Peyton watched after him, but she let the two of them disappear around the corner of the house without following. 
 
    Tossing her keys and her license on the sofa table, she shrugged out of her leather coat, kicked off her boots, and hung her gun beside the door, then she walked into the kitchen and ordered a pizza from Marco’s favorite pizzeria down the street. 
 
    Pulling open the lower cabinet, she grabbed the Jack Daniels bottle and two shot glasses, setting them on the counter. If there was ever a time for their ritual, this was it. Many years ago during a particularly difficult case, they’d made it up and they only performed it when the trials of their job began to tell on them. 
 
    Picking up Pickles’ food bowl, she filled it, then gave him fresh water. She was just pouring the first shot when Marco and Pickles returned. He released Pickles from the leash and hung it by the door. A subdued Pickles padded into the kitchen and began eating. 
 
    Peyton finished pouring the shots and pushed a glass over to him as he took a seat on one of the bar stools. Lifting the glass, she said, “The Lord is my Shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures.” She tossed back the shot, closing her eyes and bracing her hand flat on the counter. 
 
    “He leadth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul.” Marco drank his and gave a shudder. “He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.” 
 
    Peyton filled their glasses. “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for thou art with me.” She brought the glass to her lips again and let it blaze its path down her throat. As she lowered it, the door opened and Jake walked through. 
 
    He took in the scene with weary eyes as he tossed his keys on the sofa table and shrugged out of his coat. Peyton and Marco watched him hang the coat next to hers, then he walked over to the counter and climbed on the stool next to Marco. 
 
    Peyton reached down and grabbed a shot glass for him, filling it with Jack Daniels and sliding it over to him. 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Thy rod.” 
 
    He thought for a moment, then lifted his glass. “Thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me.” Slamming back the shot, he banged his fist on the counter. “Oh, God that burns.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco shared a smile. 
 
    “Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies.” Marco tossed his back. 
 
    Peyton refilled. “Thou annointest my head with oil.” She sucked in cold air after the shot, trying to ease the burn. 
 
    “My cup runneth over,” said Jake. His fingers closed around the shot reflexively as he brought it to his mouth. His lips pulled back tight against his teeth as he swallowed. 
 
    “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the House of the Lord forever.” Marco stared at the amber liquid a moment, then he released his held breath. Peyton could see his shoulders relaxing. Lifting the glass, he saluted her, then he downed it and slammed the empty glass on the counter again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Joshua pushed open the door to the studio and stopped. James, Evan and Ben were gathered around Phil. They hadn’t seen the manager in more than a month as he went about promoting his new, younger band. 
 
    A flush of anger rose in Joshua’s face, but it drained away a moment later. The drugs made everything seem so slow and liquid, he couldn’t hold on to an emotion for long. He let the door close behind him and he walked toward his brother. 
 
    James threw his arm across Joshua’s shoulders pulling him up against him. “Phil has some great news, Joshy.” 
 
    Joshua met the manager’s sheepish look. “I’ll bet he does.” 
 
    “Tell him.” 
 
    Phil scratched at the back of his neck. Joshua could tell he was feeling uncomfortable. Well, he deserved more than discomfort. 
 
    “Yeah, tell me your news, Phil.” 
 
    “I got Blazes a gig in Los Vegas. You’ll be playing at one of the smaller casinos, but it’s on the strip.” 
 
    Joshua gave him a grim smile. “And just who are we opening for?” 
 
    “Opening for? You’re the headliners.” He beamed at them and held his hands out as if he wanted applause. 
 
    James and the others laughed and high fived each other, but Joshua wasn’t fooled. He narrowed his eyes on the manager, but Phil wouldn’t completely meet his gaze. 
 
    “So you guys gotta clean up that new stuff. It’s amazing and they’re gonna love it, but you gotta set down those riffs, James. You’ve got two weeks to get it dialed in, then we fly out of here.” 
 
    “I’m on it.” 
 
    “I’ll bring the contract by tomorrow.” 
 
    James released Joshua and hugged Phil. The other band members gathered around, patting him on the back and shaking his hand. Joshua wandered away, taking a seat on the arm of the sofa they used to nap on when they played late into the night. Rubbing his arm, he watched them fawn over Phil as if he’d given them a kidney or something. 
 
    With another admonishment to get back to work, Phil extricated himself and headed toward the door, which brought him right by Joshua. James and Evan started talking about the future, while Ben went back to his drums. 
 
    “So what happened?” asked Joshua as the manager came alongside him. 
 
    Phil gave him that practiced smile. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Sure you do. Where’s your hot, young singer and his high school mates?” 
 
    His eyes tracked over Joshua. “He wasn’t you.” 
 
    A laugh rumbled out of Joshua’s chest. “He wasn’t me?” He leaned forward a bit unsteadily. “How stupid do you think I am?” 
 
    “Actually, I was wondering how high you are.” 
 
    “What do you care? You have your new band.” 
 
    Phil cast a look over his shoulder, but the others were too absorbed in the news he’d given them. “Why didn’t you tell James?” 
 
    Joshua’s gaze lifted to his brother. He’d wanted to, he’d intended to. 
 
    “I know why.” 
 
    Joshua looked at him again. 
 
    “You didn’t want me to tell him what an addict you are and you knew I would if you ratted me out.” 
 
    Joshua gave him a slow, condescending smile. “It doesn’t matter now. You’re back, playing the hero, rescuing us from obscurity. Just tell me. Humor me. What happened to the other band?” 
 
    “Like I told you, the singer wasn’t you. He didn’t have the voice or the talent or the ability to write his own shit. Even stoned off your ass, you’ve got it.” He reached out and tried to pat Joshua’s cheek, but Joshua slapped his hand away. Phil didn’t seem to care. “And he sure didn’t have your pretty face. So I figured, I could try and make him something he wasn’t, or I could come back to you. Here I am.” His look grew cunning. “So tell me what you need, sunshine?” 
 
    Joshua pushed himself to his feet and bumped Phil with his shoulder as he walked away. “Not a damn thing from you, you backstabbing bastard,” he answered. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton took a seat on the coffee table, facing Marco. He was sprawled out on her couch, his hands folded on his belly, his head resting on the arm, sleeping. She’d put a blanket over him when he’d fallen asleep, but Pickles had made a nest in it, curling up on Marco’s thighs. 
 
    “Hey, sleeping beauty,” she called. 
 
    He blinked open his eyes, looking around in confusion, then recognition lighted in their blue depths. He rolled his head on the arm and squinted at her. 
 
    She held up a cup of coffee. 
 
    Scrubbing a hand across his face, he carefully eased out from under Pickles and sat up, reaching for the mug. She held out her other hand and when he extended his palm, she dropped two aspirins in it. He tossed the aspirins back with a sip of coffee. 
 
    “You are the best partner a man could want,” he said, cupping his hands around the mug. 
 
    “I was going to present you with flapjacks, but Defino called.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “O’Shannahan came back last night.” 
 
    He sipped at his coffee. 
 
    “She doesn’t want me to question him alone.” 
 
    “Of course not.” He looked around. “Just let me splash some water on my face and we’ll go. You got any mouthwash?” 
 
    She smiled at him. “Go take a shower. We’ve got time. And there’s mouthwash in the medicine cabinet. There’s also a new toothbrush in there as well, still in its box. You can have that.” When he gave her a frown, she shrugged. “I bought it for Devan.” 
 
    He planted a kiss on her forehead as he levered himself to his feet, still holding his coffee. “His loss,” he said, staring directly in her eyes, then he turned and headed for her room. He passed Jake at the entrance to the hallway and the two men gave a grunt of recognition, then he was gone. 
 
    Jake leaned against the arch, looking hung over. He wore a faded pair of sweats and a tank top, his hair disheveled. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey yourself,” she said. “There’s coffee in the kitchen.” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at her closed bedroom door. “I’ll get some in a minute. Why are you up so early?” 
 
    “O’Shannahan’s back. Marco and I are going to question him.” She started to rise. “Let me get you a cup of coffee.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Peyton, really. I need to talk to you.” 
 
    Peyton sat down again. She hated when people said that. It never meant anything good. Maybe he was moving out. For some reason, that thought bothered her. She liked having Jake around. He livened things up, made the house seem less empty. 
 
    “I need to walk Pickles, but I won’t be long.” 
 
    He moved around the couch, casting a skeptical look at the dog. “I’ll do it later. Pickles seems perfectly content to me.” 
 
    And he was. He’d rolled over on his back, his paws folded against his chest. 
 
    Jake sat down in Marco’s spot, directly across from her. “I really need to talk to you.” 
 
    “Okay.” She rubbed her hands on her jeans, wishing the aspirin would hurry up and kick in. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Yesterday afternoon, I got a call to meet Simons and Cho at a hostel on Isadora Duncan.” 
 
    Peyton blew out air in relief. He wasn’t going to tell her he was moving out, unless he was moving to that particular hostel, but his apartment in the Tenderloin had to be more upscale than that. “Okay?” 
 
    “When I got there, I saw a man hanging from a ceiling fan.” 
 
    “Hanging? As in suicide?” 
 
    “That’s what I thought at first, but Simons pointed out the guy’s hands were tied behind his back with a belt.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Jake tented his hands, touching the tips of his fingers together. “Actually, you don’t. I have to go back further. Do you remember when you got the call for Terry Ravensong’s murder?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, I went first to a call at a BART station.” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “Bum who’d been shot in the back of the head, execution style.” 
 
    She nodded. “Cho said they didn’t have any leads.” 
 
    “They don’t.” Jake clasped his hands. “When I processed the scene, I found a card in his back pocket.” 
 
    “Card?” 
 
    “Business card.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “It said two words on it. Just two words.” 
 
    “What words, Jake?” 
 
    “Clean-up Crew.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Last night, the dead guy had a card in his hands. It said…” 
 
    “Clean-up Crew,” she added. 
 
    Jake nodded. “Peyton, when Abe and I were taking pictures of the bum, we did some research on him. He had a criminal record.” 
 
    “Right. Cho said he’d served time for child molestation.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Jake pointed his clasped hands at her. “Last night I did some research on our latest guy. He also has a record.” 
 
    “Let me guess. Child molestation.” 
 
    Jake gave a short nod. 
 
    “You’ve got a serial killer here.” 
 
    “That’s what Simons said.” 
 
    “Let them handle it, Jake. They’re great cops. They’ll get him.” 
 
    Jake closed his eyes briefly and drew a deep breath. “Here’s the thing, Mighty Mouse. Maybe they shouldn’t. Maybe they should just let this guy do his thing. These men were child molesters. They deserved what they got and maybe we should let vengeance take its course.” 
 
    Peyton straightened her back. “That’s a dark place to go, Jake, a very dark place.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “This guy is a murderer. He’s not Batman. And this isn’t what we do. We stop the killers, we don’t make judgment calls about whether they are justified in what they do or not. Those decisions are for people like Devan to make. Lawyers, judges, juries, not us.” 
 
    His look was intense. “Are you going to tell me that it hasn’t crossed your mind just once that it would be so much easier if you just pulled the trigger, if you just took care of the problem yourself?” 
 
    Peyton leaned forward and grasped his forearm. “I’m not gonna lie and tell you the thought hasn’t crossed my mind, but it’s nothing more than a thought. My daddy used to say a cop didn’t have the luxury of playing God. His job was containment and containment only. We stop the chaos, we stop the madness, we don’t decide whether it is wrong or right. We have our laws and we must adhere to them, because anything else leads to anarchy.” 
 
    Jake rubbed his hands across his face. “I know you’re right, but it’s so hard. How can anyone justify protecting a child molester, giving him due process?” 
 
    Peyton smiled sadly and ran her hand up and down his arm to soothe him. “Poor Jake. What did I do to you? I should have just left you in the bank, safe and secure and happy.” 
 
    He covered her fingers with his own. “Not happy. I was never happy there.” He shook his head. “Yeah, it might be hard and I might question it, but I think I’m actually doing something with my life for a change. Something beneficial.” 
 
    She squeezed his fingers, then looked up as Marco threw open her bedroom door. 
 
    “Let’s go shake down a preacher man,” he said. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton knocked on O’Shannahan’s door for the second time in as many days. Kristin opened it a crack and peeked out. Today she wore a pair of khaki capris and a navy blue polo shirt with flat heeled loafers. Her brown hair was pulled back in a navy headband. She made an aggravated noise when she recognized Peyton. 
 
    “Inspector Brooks, my husband is just leaving for a game of golf in Redwood City. He has a long drive and he doesn’t have time for this.” 
 
    “We won’t take much time, Mrs. O’Shannahan. We’ll even walk him to his car.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary. He has no information to give you. As I told you before, you have your man, Inspector. Let the dead rest in peace.” 
 
    Peyton started to answer her, but O’Shannahan’s voice came from beyond the door. “Let the inspectors in, Kristin. We have nothing to hide. As it says in Second Corinthians, ‘Make room for us in your hearts. We have wronged no one, we have corrupted no one, we have exploited no one.’ And we have nothing to fear, but fear itself.” He pulled the door open and beamed a smile at them. 
 
    “The last part was a nice touch,” said Peyton. 
 
    “Whatever do you mean, Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    “Combining the Bible with FDR.” 
 
    O’Shannahan gave her a confused look. 
 
    “Nothing to fear…” She shook her head. “Forget it. Can we have a word with you, Reverend?” 
 
    “Certainly.” He motioned them into the foyer. 
 
    Peyton started over the threshold, then she paused and looked back at Marco. This was his first time in this house since he had a gun pressed against his skull. 
 
    He gave her a wry look. “Man up, Brooks,” he said, placing a hand in the center of her back and propelling her inside. 
 
    For the first time, she looked at O’Shannahan fully. He was dressed in yellow checked golf pants with a yellow polo, and he had leather gloves on his hands. Her eyes zeroed in on his hands immediately. 
 
    “I thought Mrs. O’Shannahan said you were playing golf in Redwood City.” 
 
    “I am. Lovely little course in Woodside.” 
 
    “That’s a bit of a drive, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s nice to get out of the fog.” 
 
    Peyton gave him a tight smile. “I’m just wondering why you’re wearing your gloves already, Reverend. Isn’t that a bit premature?” 
 
    Kristin glared at Peyton, but when Peyton looked over at her, she dropped her eyes and stared hard at the toes of her loafers. Her arms were crossed over her stomach as if she were hugging herself. 
 
    O’Shannahan laughed and held out his hands. “These are Italian hand-tooled leather gloves, made to my exact measurements and shipped here directly from Italy.” He beamed at Marco. “You’ll be interested in seeing the workmanship of your people, yes?” 
 
    Marco scowled. “Why are Americans making gloves in Italy?” 
 
    O’Shannahan chuckled. “Anyway, they are so exact that they need more than an hour to warm to your body temperature, but once they do, they mold directly to your skin.” He rubbed one against the other. “They’re like butter. Exquisite.” 
 
    Exquisite and convenient, thought Peyton, but she couldn’t do anything about it without a warrant. 
 
    “How can I help you, Inspectors?” 
 
    “We’re here about Terry Ravensong’s murder.” 
 
    His face made an alarming shift from genial to tragic, his mouth drawing down into a frown. “Horrible, horrible, that. I heard about it just before I left for Dallas. I was so relieved to know you had the murderer in custody, although I have to say he’s a rather unfortunate man with a terribly troubled past. It’s a shame someone couldn’t have shown him a righteous path sooner.” 
 
    Peyton felt her face flush with anger. He wasn’t really saying anything about Ravensong that she didn’t know, but she just didn’t like him taking a superior tone. “Here’s a funny thing, Reverend. I have a tape of you in Terry Ravensong’s building. When I asked your wife about it, she said you were counseling a young man on the same floor, but I found Theresa Ravensong on the list of parishioners on your website. Can you explain that?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Go on,” said Peyton, holding out a hand. 
 
    “Theresa Ravensong was a member of my parish and I wasn’t counseling a young man on her floor, I was counseling her.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco exchanged a look. “So you knew her?” 
 
    “I knew her very well. We met on a regular basis for the last six month. I think you’ll see there are text messages back and forth between us and I’m on that video feed more than a few times.” 
 
    “Your wife said…” 
 
    “My wife is very busy with her charities and all, and she can’t keep focused on who is in the parish. As you probably know, Inspector Brooks, my congregation is quite large, impressively large, in fact.” 
 
    Peyton wasn’t sure what to do with this admission. She reached for her notepad, then thought better of it. 
 
    “Now, if you have no further questions, I do need to get on the road.” 
 
    Desperation rose inside of her. She couldn’t believe he’d admitted so much with such a cavalier attitude. 
 
    “I have a few questions,” said Marco, rescuing her. “But I don’t think they’re appropriate to ask out here.” 
 
    “My wife and I have no secrets.” 
 
    The look Kristin gave him was interesting. Peyton stored it away. 
 
    “It’s about the nature of your counseling. Aren’t reverends bound by the same codes as psychologists, meaning you shouldn’t reveal things to other people, including your wife?” said Marco. 
 
    “I see. Why yes, you are right.” He stepped back and motioned into his study. “Won’t you come in?” He glanced over his shoulder at his wife. “Kristin, you are dismissed.” 
 
    Peyton shifted to look at her, but she refused to meet her gaze. Then she turned stiffly and walked to the stairs. Peyton watched after her as she followed Marco into the study. The same two arm chairs were arranged facing the bay windows and O’Shannahan’s desk. He grabbed a spare chair and placed it in front of the arm chairs, taking a seat. He fussed with his gloves for a moment as Peyton and Marco sorted out who wanted to sit where. 
 
    “What were you counseling Terry Ravensong about?” asked Marco as he sank into the chair. 
 
    O’Shannahan crossed one leg over the other and clasped his gloved hands on his knee. “Her bad choice in men and why she felt she deserved abusive relationships. She suffered from terrifically low self-esteem and only felt better about herself when she was having sexual relations with strangers.” 
 
    So much for discretion. 
 
    “Strangers?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “Yes, Inspector Brooks. She frequently took strange men to her bed. Very self-destructive behavior. She specifically joined my congregation to break from that lifestyle.” 
 
    Hm, Peyton had to wonder if she’d succeeded or simply found a new, deadlier lifestyle. “Reverend O’Shannahan, you were admittedly with Terry Ravensong just before she was killed. Isn’t that a bit coincidental?” 
 
    “Not at all. We were having a counseling session, when she received a text message from her ex-husband. I didn’t want to leave, but she told me I had to. She said he had a temper and it would make it worse if another man was there.” 
 
    Peyton narrowed her eyes. “She told you he had a temper and you left her?” 
 
    “A temper is one thing. You can imagine my surprise when I heard he’d killed her. Terrible. Terrible. I’ll have to live with that the rest of my life. Ah, but as Romans tells us, ‘Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.’ I did my best by that poor soul and I take comfort in that.” 
 
    “I wonder if she’d feel the same,” said Marco. He shifted and gave Peyton a pointed look. She knew what he wanted her to do. It was time to take the figurative gloves off with O’Shannahan. 
 
    “Look, Inspectors. I’m very sorry for what happened to that poor girl, but I’m not surprised. You go slumming with a drug addict and bad things are bound to happen to you. I did my best, but there was no saving her. Now if you don’t mind, I do have a tee time I need to make.” He started to push himself out of his chair. 
 
    “Just one more thing, Reverend, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    His polished façade cracked a bit, but he visibly smoothed over his features. “Of course.” 
 
    “A large sum of money was deposited into Terry Ravensong’s account about a week before she died. Unfortunately, we can’t trace it because it was made through an off-shore account. Do you know anything about this?” 
 
    His smile faded. “Why would I know? She was in negotiations with her ex-husband for custody of their daughter. Maybe he paid her off.” 
 
    “It wasn’t him.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t imagine who it was. Now if you don’t mind…” 
 
    “I’m not done, so why don’t you just make a call and reschedule your tee time? You can take your Italian hand-tooled gloves off, while you’re at it.” 
 
    His brows drew down over his eyes and Peyton could see this wasn’t a man used to being challenged. “I’m being very accommodating here, Inspector Brooks, but I’m afraid I don’t like your tone. I would hate to call the mayor and complain about the treatment I’ve received from your precinct.” 
 
    “Once I’m done with my questions, we can call the mayor together, Reverend O’Shannahan.” 
 
    “What exactly are you insinuating?” 
 
    Peyton leaned forward, bracing her arms on her thighs. “I talked with Ravensong’s daughter. She remembers an interesting incident, which oddly enough squares with what you were telling us about your counseling sessions with her mother.” 
 
    He forced a smile, but it was strange and tense. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’ve never met the child.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t. Her mother told her to stay in her room. You probably didn’t even know she was there.” 
 
    “The point, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    “Sometime in the night, she went out to use the bathroom and she noticed her mother’s bedroom door was closed.” 
 
    He shrugged. “So?” 
 
    “She heard a man’s voice behind the door. She says he was quoting the Bible.” 
 
    O’Shannahan uncrossed his legs. “Again, the point, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    “Well, to a nine year old girl, she might have thought she heard Bible quotations, since her mother told her she was going to be studying the Bible, but to a grown woman, I have to wonder if the Bible verses she heard were a man in the throes of passion.” 
 
    “The Bible can be very inspiring.” 
 
    “So can sex.” 
 
    O’Shannahan launched himself to his feet. Marco and Peyton were up instantly. “You have no evidence to prove I was the man in that condo.” 
 
    “You’re right, except when the little girl questioned her mother about who was coming over, her mother told her the preacher man. Seems a bit specific to me.” 
 
    O’Shannahan’s smile was no longer affable, it was predacious, cunning, chilling. He moved beyond them and went to the door, pulling it open. “I want you to leave, both of you. I will be calling the mayor and reporting this abuse the moment you are gone.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco strode toward him, but they didn’t leave. He stood with his back against the door, pointing out into the foyer. 
 
    “Leave, Inspector Brooks. I command it.” 
 
    “You command it? Fine, but know this, we’ll be back, O’Shannahan, and when we return, you won’t be commanding a damn thing.” 
 
    “Just what are you saying, Inspector Brooks?” He moved so that he loomed over her. 
 
    Peyton refused to give ground. “I’m saying that I think you killed her.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed and a muscle in his jaw bulged. “Titus 2:2, ‘Teach the women to be ‘self-controlled and pure, to be busy at home, to be kind, and to be the subject to their husbands, so that no one will malign the word of God.’ You have strayed from the path of God, Inspector Brooks, you have ignored the proper place of women in our world.” 
 
    “Funny how you have that quote memorized perfectly.” 
 
    “Do not mock me, woman. Go back to your precinct and tell the D.A. to begin prosecution of that drug addict. You have no evidence against me, and you never will, so stop harassing me or I will see that you are stopped.” 
 
    Peyton squared up to him, toe to toe, staring into his face. “Is that a threat, Reverend O’Shannahan?” 
 
    “Threat? Let me just say that I am a man who believes in the Old Testament and the justice it metes out. Do not overstep your place or I promise you, you will be sorry.” 
 
    Before Peyton could respond, Marco grabbed the reverend and shoved him back against the door, his arm over his throat. “Go ahead. Take a swing at me. Give me a reason to put a bullet in your head!” 
 
    O’Shannahan made a gagging sound and grabbed for Marco’s arm, trying to dislodge it. 
 
    Peyton wedged herself between the reverend and her partner, pushing on Marco’s chest. “Let him go.” 
 
    Marco slammed him back into the wall, then released him. 
 
    O’Shannahan made a dramatic coughing sound and rubbed his throat. “That’s police brutality.” 
 
    Peyton turned to face him, keeping a hand in the center of Marco’s chest. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Do you have witnesses, Reverend? Do you have any marks?” 
 
    He glared at her, but he didn’t respond. 
 
    “In fact, the way I remember it, you came at me, but trust me, that will be the last time you ever do. And the next time I come for you, it will be to haul your ass to jail.” 
 
    “The only one going to jail is that heroin junkie, Inspector Brooks. Let’s look at this logically. You found him at the crime scene with her blood on his hands. Even he believes he might have done it. And then there’s me. What have you got on me? Nothing. Where’s the murder weapon, Inspector Brooks? Without it, we both know you have no case. Now get the hell out of my house.” 
 
    Peyton clenched her jaw, but he was right. Without a murder weapon, there was nothing but circumstantial evidence tying him to Terry Ravensong. She pushed Marco toward the door, backing up herself. 
 
    “I’ll be back, O’Shannahan.” 
 
    He gave her a slow, predatory smile. “You can certainly try, Inspector Brooks. You can certainly try.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    They made it out to the Charger. Peyton stood staring at the handle, unable to open the door. Marco halted in crossing around the front of the car and walked back to her, but just as he reached her side, the garage door on O’Shannahan’s house rose and a white Corvette convertible sped up the driveway. O’Shannahan sat in the driver’s seat and he whipped the little car onto the street, then threw it in gear. As he drove past them, he lifted a hand and waved. He still wore the leather gloves. 
 
    Peyton and Marco watched him speed out of sight. Marco placed a hand in the middle of her back to comfort her. 
 
    “We’ll get him.” 
 
    “How? He’s right. We don’t have a murder weapon, we can’t trace the money, and our eye witness is nine years old and didn’t even see him.” She looked up at Marco. “He’s going to get away with it and Ravensong’s going to prison.” 
 
    “Peyton?” 
 
    She turned and faced Marco. “You know I’m right. He’s going to prison and you know what’s gonna happen to him. You know what they’ll do to a man like Joshua Ravensong and he’s not strong enough to take it. He’ll commit suicide and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.” 
 
    “Peyton.” Marco’s voice was sharp. “We will find something. Besides that, all we need is to plant doubt in one juror’s mind. One juror, that’s all.” 
 
    “And if we don’t. If they convict him, O’Shannahan goes free and Ravensong gets brutalized. I don’t think I can stand that, Marco.” 
 
    Marco exhaled, dropping his hand. “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    She looked up the street. The sun was breaking through the clouds, but she felt so lost and cold inside. “There’s nothing to say. I’ve got to go see Ravensong. I’ve got to prepare him for this.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    She reached for his hand and squeezed it. “No, you go to the hospital. Tell Vinnie and Billy Miller’s father that we got the guy who hit them. They deserve to know. I need to go see Ravensong by myself, anyway. I owe him that.” 
 
    “Call me when you’re done, all right?” 
 
    “Yeah. Just drop me at the precinct, so I can get the Corolla.” 
 
    “Done,” he said, squeezing her hand in return. He released her and went around the front of the car. 
 
    Peyton turned and looked up at O’Shannahan’s house. Kristin was watching them from the upstairs window, but the minute Peyton saw her, she let the curtain close, blocking her from sight. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton’s favorite receptionist was manning the desk at the psych facility. She smiled brightly as Peyton approached her desk. 
 
    “How are you, honey?” 
 
    Peyton gave her a tired smile. “I’ve been better. How’s our rock star?” 
 
    “He’s doing real good. You should have heard him on the piano this morning. Like listening to angels singing.” 
 
    Peyton swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded. There would be no pianos where Ravensong was going. She signed the book, trying hard not to let despair take her over, but it was hard. She wasn’t sure how she was going to look into his dark eyes and tell him there was nothing more she could do to save him. 
 
    “Is he in his room now?” 
 
    “No, I think he’s in the garden. There’s a door at the end of the hall that will take you directly to it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Anytime, honey.” 
 
    Peyton walked down the hall toward Ravensong’s room. There was no one else in the hallway today and all of the doors were closed. She found the door labeled Yard and pushed it open. She entered a small brick paved patio with potted plants and a few bistro tables and chairs. No one was sitting on the patio, but she could hear voices around the corner of the building. She remembered he had his own private space right outside his room with ferns and redwood trees. He’d told her he liked to sit on a bench beneath the trees during the day. 
 
    She hesitated as she neared the end of the building. The receptionist hadn’t said anyone was with him, but she could distinctly hear a female voice. Peering around the corner, she could see him sitting on his bench. Elena stood between his legs, her hands resting on his shoulders. Her hair was down, a blanket of brown curls cascading far down her back and as Peyton watched, Joshua reached up and brushed the strands off her shoulder. 
 
    “We need you to come home,” said Elena. The pleading quality of her voice stopped Peyton from interrupting them. 
 
    “I know, but it’s not safe, sweetheart.” 
 
    “How can you say that? You would never hurt anyone.” 
 
    He placed his hands on her hips. “You don’t know that, Elena. You can’t be sure. I’ve tried and tried to remember what happened, but I can’t. Would you really risk Tiffany’s safety?” 
 
    “I love you, I can’t stand this anymore.” She pressed her forehead to his. 
 
    “I know, baby. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry this happened. This is not what you asked for and I know it.” 
 
    She curled her hand in his sweatshirt. “I don’t care about that. I just want you home.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Stop saying that,” she said, then she kissed him. 
 
    His fingers tightened on her hips and he angled his head to deepen the kiss, drawing her forward, so that she climbed onto his lap, straddling him. Peyton pulled back and leaned against the building. She felt guilty for spying on them in so intimate a moment. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she drew a deep breath. Damn it, she hated this job sometimes. He was completely under her skin and she couldn’t stand the thought of what would happen to him if they did convict him of murder. He would be easy prey for the men in prison. And she knew he wouldn’t fight back. Elena was right. Peyton was convinced of it. Joshua Ravensong had never hurt anybody in his life, except himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    Joshua was brought violently awake as the cold water struck him. He sputtered and sat up, rubbing a hand across his face and blinking his eyes. “Why the hell did you do that?” 
 
     Terry stood beside the bed, an empty water glass in her hands. “You stopped breathing, dumb ass.” 
 
    He raked the wet hair away from his forehead, trying to sort his thoughts. Had he really stopped breathing? Lowering his arm, he rubbed the track marks that lined his inner elbow. He couldn’t remember how much he’d taken the previous night. 
 
    His eyes lighted on her duffle bag, sitting in front of the hotel room door. “What’s that?” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder at it. “I’m getting the hell out.” 
 
    “What?” He pushed back the covers and rose. Looking around, he tried to find his clothes, but he didn’t remember where he’d left them. 
 
    She walked to the end of the bed and bent over, grabbing something off the floor, then she chucked it at him. 
 
    He caught the pants in mid-air, but not before the buckle struck him in the chest. Grimacing, he bent to pull them on. “Why are you leaving?” 
 
    She gave him a look that plainly said he was stupid and threw the empty glass on the bed. “Because one of these mornings, I’m gonna wake up next to a corpse.” Her eyes lowered to his arm. “The pills were bad, but you’re shooting up now.” 
 
    “The hell I am,” he said, pulling the jeans over his hips. 
 
    Her brows lifted skeptically. “What the hell are those marks then, dumb ass?” 
 
    “Stop calling me that.” He clawed his hair back again. “I had some blood tests taken.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “To see why I’m so damn tired all the time.” He came toward her and put his hands on her hips. “Look, don’t leave. I stopped taking the pills weeks ago. You know that.” 
 
    “You also stopped breathing this morning.” 
 
    He pulled her against him and bent his head, nuzzling her neck. She had to wrap her arms around him to keep from falling over. “That’s why you need to stay.” 
 
    She pulled his head up and gave him a kiss, a deep, searching kiss, and he knew he had her again, but a moment later she pushed him away. “Listen, baby. You are something, I’ll give you that, and if all I wanted was sex, well, we’d be simpatico, but I’m almost twenty-one. I gotta start thinking about the future.” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “It means I need something more than a rock star’s life. I’m sick of sleazy hotel rooms and jumping from city to city. And I’m sick of wondering what groupie whore you’re banging in a dressing room after the show.” 
 
    He frowned. He hadn’t been messing with anyone since she started traveling with the band. 
 
    “Look, I need stability and while you’ve been one fun ride, you are definitely not it.” 
 
    He sat down on the end of the bed. He couldn’t believe she was leaving him. What the hell? 
 
    She came forward and kissed him again, forcefully, insatiably. “Take care of yourself, okay? Try not to off yourself when no one’s looking.” Then she turned away and grabbed her bag, pulling open the door. 
 
    A moment later she was gone and she hadn’t even once looked back at him. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake heard banging in the kitchen and glanced at the clock on his desk. It was going on 6:00PM. He slid his chair back and went to the bed, reaching for Pickles. The little dog was curled in a ball and he yawned as Jake picked him up. 
 
    Carrying the dog into the living room, he saw Peyton in the kitchen, searching through the cabinets. An open bottle of beer sat on the counter. She peered over the counter at him and gave him a glare. “Where’s the paring knife?” He could hear the edge in her voice. 
 
    “Dishwasher.” 
 
    She turned and threw the dishwasher door open, reaching in for the knife. Turning back to the counter, she grabbed an onion and began chopping it, her movements sharp and jerky. Jake rubbed Pickles’ ears as he watched her. 
 
    Reaching out with her left hand, she grabbed the beer and swallowed half of what remained in the bottle. “You want one?” 
 
    He shook his head. Last night had been enough for him. “You okay?” 
 
    “No, I’m not okay.” 
 
    “All righty.” 
 
    She finished chopping the onion and reached behind her for a sauce pan that she’d set on the stove. “I’m making chili. You want some?” 
 
    He didn’t think it would be good to say no. “Sure. You need help?” 
 
    “No.” She threw the onions into the sauce pan and reached for the beer again, taking another swallow. 
 
    He was half afraid to ask his next question, but he wasn’t sure if not asking might be worse. “How’d it go with O’Shannahan?” 
 
    “How’d it go!” 
 
    Asking. Clearly worse. He realized he was holding Pickles too tight and he eased his hold. The little dog gave him a lazy blink as if to say, I could have told you that. 
 
    “How’d it go! It went splendidly. He ordered us from his house and threatened to go Old Testament on me if I pursued him anymore. Then of course, Marco had to assault him.” 
 
    Jake realized his mouth was hanging open. He cast a pleading look at Pickles, wishing he’d tell him what to say. 
 
    “And the worst part is…” She pointed the knife at him. “…he’s right. We have nothing. We don’t have a motive, we don’t have evidence, and we don’t have a damn murder weapon. Joshua Ravensong is going to prison and he’s going to become everyone’s favorite plaything, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it!” 
 
    Jake closed his mouth and looked down. He didn’t know what to tell her. He could appreciate her frustration. 
 
    “Just forget it, Jake,” she said, shaking her head. “Let me cook and get out my anger, then I’ll be all right again.” 
 
    He nodded. He could handle that. “I’ll take Pickles for a walk, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks.” 
 
    He moved toward the door as fast as he could, reaching for the leash, but just as his fingers closed over it, he heard a crash, followed by the sound of shattering glass. 
 
    “Damn it to hell!” she shouted and Jake turned around. 
 
    She’d disappeared behind the counter. Jake sidled over, holding Pickles against his chest, and peered down at her. She’d knocked the beer bottle off the edge and it had splintered in to a million pieces, glass going everywhere. 
 
    Jake frowned. She’d stopped in mid-motion, reaching for a piece, but instead of picking it up, she just squatted over it, staring at the mess on the floor. “Peyton? You okay? Did you cut yourself?” 
 
    Slowly she shook her head, then reached forward and picked up the nearest shard. “I know what he did with the murder weapon.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She swiveled and looked up at him. “I know what he did with the murder weapon. How he got rid of it.” 
 
    Jake’s gaze shifted to the shattered bit of glass. “He smashed it.” 
 
    Peyton pushed herself to her feet and turned toward him, still holding the shard. “And what happens when glass breaks?” 
 
    “It becomes a million little pieces.” 
 
    “And the bastards go everywhere. You never get them all.” 
 
    Jake’s head lifted. “So there has to be some of it left behind.” 
 
    Peyton touched her finger to her nose. “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton watched the CSIs comb through Terry Ravensong’s apartment. They searched the drains in the bathrooms, they searched the kitchen sink, they vacuumed every carpet and sifted through the vacuum bags, looking for shards of glass. Beyond a few pieces right at the murder site, they found nothing else in the entire apartment. 
 
    Jake moved to her side and handed her a piece of paper. “Here’s the report on the garbage from the dumpster in the building.” He gave her a sympathetic look and she knew she wouldn’t like what it said. 
 
    Glancing at it, she closed her eyes. “No trace of leaded glass crystal.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mighty Mouse.” 
 
    She moved toward the big picture window across the room and let the sun spill over her. Russian Hill was elevated enough to get late morning sun and it felt good. She stared out the window, realizing that this was another Saturday that she was working with no break in sight. What the hell sort of life was this? She had no family, she had no boyfriend, and the first man she’d been interested in a long time was facing a murder trial. Oh, and of course, he belonged to someone else. She mustn’t forget that, the memory of him and Elena together was still fresh in her mind. 
 
    A sense of panic filled her. What was she doing with her life? Maybe her mother was right and this was not the job for her. Even if she met someone, who would put up with these hours, the emotional drain, the danger? Feeling claustrophobic, she reached for the latch on the window and pushed it open. There were no screens to block the air from streaming into the room and she drew a deep breath, letting the ocean breeze calm her. Breathe in, breathe out, she told herself, closing her eyes. She really needed to do some yoga or meditation or something. If she didn’t find some way besides alcohol to reduce stress, she was going to break or wind up like Frank Smith, waking up some morning with her gun drawn and no memory of what happened. 
 
    Opening her eyes, her attention focused on the window. There were no screens. This many floors up and there were no screens, nothing to keep someone from falling out or…or throwing something away. Bracing her hands on the window sill, she looked down. Below her was the ledge to this floor and beyond that the ledges of the other floors all in descending order. Far below was the fabric awning over a back door to the condo complex. 
 
    Catching her breath, she squinted into the distance. If you were to haul back your hand, you could aim for the middle of the street, and from eight floors up, whatever you tossed would shatter on impact, the fragments being picked up by the tires of the cars. 
 
    But what if you were nervous or your hands were slick with blood and you missed? You might smack the edge of a concrete ledge and the fragments would scatter, some on the ledge and some onto the blue fabric awning. 
 
    “Marco?” she shouted. 
 
    He came out of the bedroom, gripping the doorjamb with both hands. “Brooks?” 
 
    “Marco, come here quick!” 
 
    He hurried to her side. She could see everyone else had stopped moving. Pointing out the window, she indicated the ledge about three floors below them. “Look there.” 
 
    He squinted down, then leaned further out to see better. 
 
    “Do you see what I see?” 
 
    He brought his head back inside . “If you see glittering bits of concrete, I see what you see.” 
 
    Peyton smiled, feeling some of the tension slip away. “What’s say we get the fire department out here with a cherry picker and explore the ledge just a bit more?” 
 
    “I say, which of us is making the call?” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton paced back and forth beside the Charger, glancing up frequently to mark the progress along the ledge and the blue awning. The street had been blocked off, so traffic couldn’t get through, and police officers swarmed the area, looking for discarded bits of glass. 
 
    Marco leaned against the Charger’s door and Jake sat on the hood, his feet dangling over the side. She couldn’t stay still like they were. Everything hinged on what they might find on that ledge. Hopefully they’d find a large enough piece that they could get a partial print or something from it. 
 
    “Brooks, stop pacing like a wild thing,” scolded Marco. “You’re making me dizzy.” 
 
    “I can’t help it,” she said over her shoulder. “I’m too wound up.” 
 
    “You need food,” remarked Jake. “It’s almost 1:00PM and I don’t think you’ve eaten all day.” 
 
    “I don’t need food. I need them to get off that damn ledge.” The fire truck had pulled up on the sidewalk, extending the cherry picker, but one of the CSIs had gone up to process whatever they found. 
 
    “Do you think pacing’s going to make them go faster?” 
 
    “If I don’t pace, I’ll scream.” 
 
    Marco and Jake exchanged a look. 
 
    “This is why men punch things,” Jake offered. 
 
    She turned and paced back the other way. “If I feel the need, I appreciate you volunteering as a punching bag.” 
 
    “I didn’t…” he started to say, but Marco smacked him in the stomach to get him to shut up. 
 
    A car pulled through the barricade and came to a stop in front of the Charger. The door opened and Captain Defino stepped out. Peyton bit her lower lip, certain that Defino was going to scold them. 
 
    She surveyed the scene, then walked over to Peyton. “Got a call from the mayor this morning, Brooks.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Captain.” 
 
    Defino shrugged. “I’m beginning to think if I don’t hear from him every couple of months that we aren’t doing our job.” She nodded at the cherry picker. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “We may have found the murder weapon.” 
 
    Defino gave Peyton a surprised look. “Well, let’s hope so, ‘cause I just got a text that Devan is going before the Grand Jury on Monday.” 
 
    Peyton couldn’t deny she felt betrayed. Her face must have given her away, because Defino clasped her arm in comfort. 
 
    “He really had no choice. His boss was pressing for it, especially after he also got a call from the mayor.” 
 
    Peyton let her breath out, feeling such defeat. 
 
    “He was doing me a favor. He didn’t have to let me know, but he did.” 
 
    “I know, Captain.” But it didn’t make her feel any better about him. 
 
    Defino returned to watching the drama play out above them. 
 
    Suddenly the CSI climbed down the ladder on the cherry picker. He had a plastic bag in his hands and he passed it to Smith, who was waiting on the ground. Smith looked into the bag, then he turned around, searching the street for Peyton. 
 
    Carrying it over to her, he held it behind his back. “What do you want for Christmas, baby girl?” 
 
    She clasped her hands together to stop their trembling. “Something heavy and lead and crystal.” 
 
    He held up the bag and a large piece of crystal winked in the sunlight. “How about with a bloody thumb print on it?” 
 
    Peyton felt her eyes fill with tears. She turned to the captain with an expectant look. 
 
    “Get that fingerprint processed,” said Defino. “Stat.” Her eyes tracked back to Peyton. “And while we wait for confirmation, let’s get a warrant to search Jedediah O’Shannahan’s house.” 
 
    “On it,” said Peyton, reaching for her phone. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton, Defino and Marco sat in the break-room at the table. Peyton’s phone lay in the middle of the table between them. They were waiting for a call from Jake. He had taken the shard of glass first to Forensics where they’d lifted the print, then to Abe so he could try to match the blood. 
 
    Night had fallen outside the precinct, but no one moved to go home. Defino had ordered in Chinese and the boxes lay discarded on the counter behind them. Marco had boiled a pot of coffee, but Peyton didn’t think adding caffeine to her nervousness was a good idea. 
 
    When the phone rang, they all jumped. Peyton reached for it, swallowing hard. What if this didn’t prove anything or worse yet, what if the fingerprint belonged to Ravensong? She really didn’t know how she would react if that proved true. She’d convinced herself he was innocent, but if he was guilty she would be shattered. 
 
    Holding it in her hand, she stared at the screen. Jake’s number flashed on the display over and over again. 
 
    “Oh for the love of God, Brooks, answer it!” hissed Defino. 
 
    Peyton thumbed it on and pressed it to her ear. “Jake?” 
 
    “Hey, Mighty Mouse.” 
 
    “Tell her I get to go when she sees the rock star again,” came Abe’s voice in the background. 
 
    “Abe says hi.” 
 
    “Tell her she owes me some ogling. Is that the word, Jake, ogling?” 
 
    Peyton closed her eyes. “Please, Jake. Please. What did you find?” 
 
    “Are you sitting down?” 
 
    “Jake!” 
 
    “Okay. The blood on the shard…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “It was mostly Terry Ravensong’s.” 
 
    Peyton felt her shoulders drop. “I see.” 
 
    “Mostly.” 
 
    “What does that mean, Jake?” She glanced up to see Marco and Defino eyeing her expectantly. 
 
    “The rest of it was not.” 
 
    “Whose, Jake?” Then her heart began pounding. “Ravensong’s?” She knew they drew blood when they drug tested him. 
 
    “No, Peyton, not Ravensong’s. Someone else.” 
 
    “Could Abe match it?” 
 
    “It’s not anyone in the system.” 
 
    Peyton bit her lower lip, then she drew a deep breath. “Were they able to pull the print in Forensics?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “They got a match through the DMV data base.” 
 
    Peyton silently began muttering the 23rd Psalm. The lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. 
 
    “Peyton?” came Jake’s voice across the line. 
 
    She stopped reciting the psalm. “Yes, Jake?” 
 
    “Peyton, it’s O’Shannahan.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “Go home and get some sleep,” said Defino, lowering her phone. They were gathered around Maria’s desk, while the night pressed in through the precinct windows. “The warrant will be ready tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco exchanged a look. “What if he finds out, Captain? Shouldn’t we go in tonight?” 
 
    “The judge won’t grant the warrant until tomorrow. He doesn’t want to disturb the neighborhood at this hour.” 
 
    Peyton gave her a bewildered look. “You’re kidding me, right?” 
 
    “It’s better this way, Brooks.” 
 
    “How? Someone might leak it to O’Shannahan, then he’ll destroy any evidence, skip town, flee the country.” 
 
    “The judge is aware of that and promised discretion.” 
 
    “What if the mayor calls him?” 
 
    “How would the mayor know what we found?” 
 
    “Someone reporting to him. We’ve had paparazzi swarming this thing since day one.” 
 
    “Not since Ravensong moved to the psych facility. Besides, Judge Rhinehold is no fan of the mayor, Brooks. Listen, this gives us time to get our ducks in a row. Get some rest. O’Shannahan broadcasts his prayer meeting on Channel 2 at 10:00AM. You’ll go into the house while he’s at the church.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. 
 
    “I’ll be waiting here with Rhinehold on standby. If you find anything, we’ll get a warrant for his arrest. If not, Monday morning, we’ll present the evidence to Devan and he’ll tell us if we have enough. At least it ought to be enough to force O’Shannahan to give us a blood sample.” 
 
    “What about his wife?” 
 
    “She’ll probably be at the church with him, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “The most important part is getting into the house and searching it. We’ve either got to link him to the money or find a motive for her death because otherwise, O’Shannahan may just walk.” 
 
    “We’ll find something, Captain. I promise.” 
 
    “I know. Now go home.” She walked toward her office, effectively dismissing them. 
 
    Peyton and Marco looked at each other. 
 
    “You’re not going to sleep, are you?” he said. 
 
    “Will you?” 
 
    “Like a baby.” He slung his arm around her shoulder and walked her to the door of the precinct. “I’m not the one in love with a rock star.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco pulled the Charger over to the curb. They were just about a block from O’Shannahan’s house. Peyton shifted anxiously in the seat and adjusted her gun in the holster. She wasn’t used to wearing it around her waist, but Defino insisted they wear flak jackets. She wasn’t sure why. O’Shannahan liked to bash people in the head apparently and that wasn’t protected, unless by her hair as Maria would say. 
 
    “You’re making me crazy, Brooks,” snapped Marco. 
 
    “I can’t stand it. This is the part I hate.” 
 
    “You hate the dead bodies.” 
 
    “That and this. Waiting is so hard for me.” She reached out and shifted the vent up and down. 
 
    Marco stretched all the way over and grabbed her hand, stopping her. He looked up into her eyes. “Stop it.” 
 
    She bent forward and kissed him on the nose. That earned her a smile and he released her hand, sliding back into his seat. “How’d it go with Billy Miller’s family? You never told me.” 
 
    “They’re relieved we caught the guy, but…” He shook his head sadly. “Nothing will ever bring back their son’s legs.” 
 
    “I know. I’m so sorry about that.” 
 
    Marco shrugged. 
 
    “How’s Tonio?” 
 
    “Still doesn’t remember anything and blames himself for them getting into that mess, but I think it helps that he didn’t cause the accident. I don’t know. He tortures himself trying to remember something that’s gone. I can’t imagine how frustrating that must be.” 
 
    Of course, that made her think of Joshua. “When does he get out of the hospital?” 
 
    “Another week or so, since he’s been in traction. They need to get him up and walking again.” 
 
    The radio cracked and Marco turned the dial to zero it in. “D’Angelo?” came Smith’s voice. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    “The O’Shannahans just left.” 
 
    Peyton sucked in her breath and held it. 
 
    “On our way,” said Marco, starting up the Charger. 
 
    He pulled into the driveway. Smith already had a uniform cutting a hole into the frosted glass in the center door panel so they could get in. They were trying to do as little damage as possible. A moment later, the glass was cut, the officer reached in and turned the deadbolt, and they were inside. 
 
    “He doesn’t have an alarm on the house?” Marco asked Smith. 
 
    Smith reached in and flipped a light switch on and off. “We cut the power.” 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    “We try.” 
 
    They followed Smith into the foyer. Uniforms swarmed the house, searching everywhere, under furniture, in closets. Marco immediately turned right and went into O’Shannahan’s study, but Peyton walked down the front hallway to the back rooms. They opened on a great room with a gourmet kitchen and a family room with the largest big screen television she’d ever seen. All the better to watch himself preach on Sundays, she thought. 
 
    She imagined Kristin O’Shannahan wandering around in the big house and wondered if the woman could be as blind as she appeared. Did she really not know what her husband was doing or did she choose to ignore it so she could have all of this? 
 
    Peyton ran her hand across the marble. She had never been moved by luxury or wealth. She liked her little house on 19th and her dog. She wouldn’t mind sharing it with a man, but she would never pretend she didn’t notice if he was unfaithful…or a murderer. 
 
    “Brooks?” 
 
    Marco’s voice came to her from the front of the house. She walked toward it and then turned toward the study where he and Smith were searching. She paused, lifting her hands to grasp the doorjamb. Marco was bent over in the closet, but he straightened and motioned her to him. 
 
    “Take a look at this.” 
 
    Peyton felt her heart kick against her ribs as she crossed the room and stood beside him. A laptop lay nestled in a black duffle bag shoved deep into the closet. Marco reached in with gloved hands and picked it up, holding it for her and Smith to see. 
 
    “You think our reverend is partial to pink?” 
 
    Peyton’s gaze skimmed over it, then she pointed to a spot on the back cover. “Not unless his real initials are T.A.R.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Peyton found herself pacing behind Maria’s desk, watching Stan Neumann work on the laptop, trying to find a direct connection between Terry Ravensong and O’Shannahan. They had enough evidence to compel O’Shannahan to give blood and probably enough to free Joshua, but they all wanted a motive, a reason to arrest the bastard right now. 
 
    Defino sat in a chair next to Stan; Marco and Smith leaned on the counter; and Jake and Maria sat on a credenza along the wall of Defino’s office. Peyton paced. They were running out of time. It was 8:00AM and they had less than two hours before his prayer meeting started. If they were going to get him, it had to be in this window before someone had time to tip him off and he could lawyer up. 
 
    “Come on, Stan,” Peyton said. 
 
    “I’m trying.” 
 
    Defino gave her a stern look. 
 
    Peyton did feel bad. How many times had she called him away from home on the weekend? And he always came, his loyalty to her that strong. He deserved a basket of muffins or something else. Chocolate. She’d like chocolate. 
 
    “Hm,” said Stan. “She has an encrypted email account.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I just need to trace the root. Give me time.” 
 
    Time? Peyton ran her hand over her face. They didn’t have time. “What’s an encrypted email account?” 
 
    “An account you don’t want anyone to access,” offered Jake. 
 
    Stan nodded. “It’s stupid, really. Anyone with half a brain can hack it.” 
 
    Maybe, but she hadn’t even known there was such a thing. “You can hack it, can’t you, Stan? You can hack anything,” she purred at him. Perhaps he just needed a little encouragement to get this done. 
 
    He stopped working and looked over his shoulder at her. His eyes were huge and round behind his glasses, his lips parted. Peyton hadn’t expected that. She glanced up and found everyone frowning at her. 
 
    “Stan!” said Marco sternly. 
 
    He gave a little start, then went back to work. 
 
    Okay, flirting was a bad idea. Marco continued to scowl at her, so she gave him a helpless shrug. She couldn’t help it if Stan found her irresistible. Someone had to. 
 
    “There you are. I’ve got you now.” 
 
    Peyton moved behind Stan’s chair. A video suddenly burst across the screen of two naked bodies surging together over and over again. “Oh my,” breathed Peyton, recognizing Terry Ravensong’s long blond hair and the cleft in O’Shannahan’s chin. “That’s not praying.” 
 
    Stan quickly covered the screen with his hand, hiding the naked bodies, but the sound of them panting and moaning came through the speakers. He frantically clicked with the mouse, succeeding in closing the window. Then he sank back against the chair as if he’d run a marathon. 
 
    No one moved. 
 
    Peyton scanned the emails that Stan had brought up and clicked one dated about three days before the deposit went into Terry’s account. She scanned it quickly, then looked around Stan at the captain. “She was blackmailing him with that video. She was going to release it the Sunday she died.” 
 
    Defino’s eyes were fixed on the screen. “Go arrest that bastard,” she said. 
 
    Peyton fought a triumphant smile, then kissed Stan on the cheek. “You are brilliant,” she said, whirling away. 
 
    Marco and Smith were already in motion behind her. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    After Peyton and Marco left the precinct, Jake and the others sat where they were, staring at the computer screen. Slowly Stan lifted a hand and touched his cheek where Peyton had kissed him. Jake swung his legs and lifted his eyes to the clock over the conference room door. 
 
    “Uh, Captain.” 
 
    “Yeah, Jake.” 
 
    “It’s 9:30.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “The prayer meeting is televised at 10:00.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “It takes about half-an-hour to get there with traffic.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Which means they’re gonna get there right in the middle of the sermon.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Jake shared a look with Maria, but Defino still seemed intent on the computer screen. Slowly she swiveled in her chair until she was looking at them. “Do we still have that television in the conference room, Maria?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Does it work?” 
 
    “Last time I checked.” 
 
    Defino swallowed hard. “We better turn it on.” 
 
    Stan shifted around as well, then all three of them bolted from their seats and scrambled to be the first into the conference room. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton stared up at the flashing marquee over the entrance to the massive white building, which was built in the gothic revival style with sharp angles and winged gargoyles on the roof. Narrow multi-storied stained glass windows lined the front of the building, depicting scenes from the Bible, most of which Peyton didn’t recognize. Probably Old Testament, since O’Shannahan seemed partial to that. 
 
    Long stone stairs rose to the entrance, spreading in a semi-circle from the sidewalk to the enormous double doors. The mix of modern with classic, the electronic marquee against the old architecture, was jarring and Peyton couldn’t help but focus on the name of his church. Church of the Blessed. Just that, the Blessed. It seemed unfinished or profoundly pretentious, either way. 
 
    Smith jogged down the stairs to them. “The meeting just started. The pews are filled with people.” 
 
    Marco’s mouth fell open, but Peyton smiled wickedly. “Oh, I’m gonna love this.” 
 
    Smith chuckled. “I’ll bet you are, baby girl. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Let the uniforms go in first and secure the parishioners, keep them calm. Marco and I will take down O’Shannahan.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    “Give me a signal when you’re in place.” 
 
    Smith nodded at her and jogged back up the stairs. 
 
    “They’re filming in there, Brooks,” said Marco, his eyes wide. 
 
    “Just smile and show them your good side, Marco baby. The camera’s gonna love you.” 
 
    “Which side is my good side?” 
 
    Peyton patted his cheek as she moved past him. “All of them,” she called over her shoulder. 
 
    Smith signaled to her from the door of the church. Two uniforms thrust the massive doors back and officers streamed inside. Peyton and Marco walked up the steps and looked across the vestibule to where the inner doors had been opened. She could see O’Shannahan standing behind his pulpit, a large screen above his head casting his image around the room and through the television airways to thousands of viewers. 
 
    He had his hands raised, but as the police swarmed into his service, he lowered them and gripped the pulpit with both hands. Peyton and Marco crossed the vestibule and Peyton removed the warrant from her belt. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this, Inspector Brooks?” boomed O’Shannahan through the microphone attached to the lapel on his ornate robes. His hair was perfectly coiffed and rings glistened on his fingers. “You are disrupting a divine meeting of Christian brotherhood.” 
 
    A murmur rose among the parishioners and they shifted on the pews, but the officers kept them in their seats. Peyton and Marco started walking down the center aisle, headed toward O’Shannahan. 
 
    “Why don’t you step down and we can talk about this in private, Reverend?” said Peyton, deciding a public arrest might not be good P.R. for the department. It was a circus in here already. 
 
    O’Shannahan lifted himself up higher and pointed directly at her. “Woe onto you, sinner. How dare you violate the sanctity of this community, the sanctity of this congregation, when we are in the act of pledging ourselves to God.” 
 
    Peyton cast a look at the padded pews, the ornate scrollwork on the back of the seats. Video cameras and microphones swung back and forth from the rafters. Even the reverend’s pulpit was edged in gold foil. 
 
    “That tears it,” she murmured to Marco. Lifting the warrant in her hand, she started walking again. “Jedediah O’Shannahan, I have a warrant for your arrest for the…” 
 
    “Turn thee away from me, Jezebel, or suffer the wrath of God for your sins.” His voice boomed through the speakers above their head. 
 
    Peyton stopped walking and looked at Marco. “Jezebel?” 
 
    Marco shrugged. “He has a point.” 
 
    Peyton gave him a snarky smile. “Cute.” They moved up the aisle. Kristin O’Shannahan occupied the first seat on the left and her look bordered on panic. Peyton motioned to Smith to get her and he moved in her direction. For a moment, she looked like she might bolt, but he got to her in time and took her arm, helping her to her feet. 
 
    “‘Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil’,” shouted O’Shannahan. 
 
    Peyton and Marco reached the front and angled to the left where stairs led to the pulpit. O’Shannahan turned and pointed at them as they climbed up to him. 
 
    “‘Blessed is the man that endures temptation; for when he is tried, he shall receive the crown of life, which the Lord has promised to them that love him.’” 
 
    Peyton halted in front of him. “Jedediah O’Shannahan, you are under arrest for the murder of Theresa Ravensong.” 
 
    He continued to point at Peyton, his voice thundering in the now silent church. “‘Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.’” 
 
    Marco grabbed his arm and held it out, forcing him to open his palm. Peyton’s heart caught. There were no blemishes on his hand. Marco grabbed his other arm and forced him to show both hands. Nothing on either one of them. 
 
    Peyton whipped around. “Frank?” 
 
    He held Kristin by the arm, but he reached for her wrist. She tore out of his grasp, but Frank motioned another uniform over and together they forced her to extend her hands. 
 
    A jagged, raised wound ran from her palm outward, held together by surgical tape.  
 
    Peyton turned back and stared at O’Shannahan as Smith began reading Kristin her rights. 
 
    O’Shannahan gave Peyton a slow grin. “‘Be sober. Be vigilant because your adversary the devil, as a roaring lion, walks about, seeking whom he may devour.’” 
 
    “Arrest this bastard as an accessory,” she told Marco. 
 
    Marco twisted his arm behind his back, slamming him into the podium. “You have the right to remain silent.” He reached for his handcuffs. “And for the love of God, use it.”  
 
    O’Shannahan closed his eyes as Marco snapped a cuff on his wrist. “Our father which art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.” 
 
    “Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law,” Marco continued. 
 
    “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” 
 
    “You have the right to speak to an attorney and to have an attorney present during any questioning.” Marco began searching under his robes for weapons. 
 
    “Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.” 
 
    “If you cannot afford a lawyer, one will be provided for you at the government’s expense.” He yanked him upright and turned him toward the stairs. 
 
    “And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.” O’Shannahan opened his eyes and glared at Peyton. “For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory forever. Amen.” 
 
    “Amen,” said Peyton through gritted teeth.


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Peyton stepped out of the circle surrounding Ravensong and moved back by Marco where he leaned against the front counter of the precinct. 
 
    Joshua handed the autograph to Holmes and took the scrap of paper Bartlet held out to him. Smith and Abe were waiting their turn. Maria swiveled back and forth in her chair, smiling at him, and Captain Defino leaned against her office door, watching the exchange. 
 
    “I had my first date at an Avalanche concert,” said Bartlet, shifting nervously as Joshua signed. 
 
    Joshua smiled up at him and handed him the paper. 
 
    “I lost my virginity to an Avalanche song,” said Holmes, elbowing Smith in the stomach. 
 
    Everyone laughed and Joshua reached for the paper that Smith held. “Make it out to Frank…” He glanced around, then puffed out his chest. “Frankie. My granddaughter.” 
 
    “Frankie, it is,” said Joshua with another smile. 
 
    “I came out at a Blazes concert,” said Abe loudly. 
 
    Joshua looked up at him as he held the autograph out to Smith. “Come again.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco fought a laugh. 
 
    “I was in high school and I was dating this girl. I took her to one of your concerts and there you were prancing around the stage in tight pants and belting out a ballad with that sexy voice of yours and my girlfriend said, ‘I would so do that man,’ and I said, ‘So would I, girlfriend.’ Then we just looked at each other and we both realized that clearly I was gay.” 
 
    Joshua glanced over at Peyton, then back at Abe. “Glad…I could…help.” 
 
    Abe laughed and held out a folded piece of paper. “Can you sign this please? Make it out to Abe. Not Abie.” He shot a scathing look at Smith. 
 
    Joshua held up the piece of paper. “Is this a bird?” 
 
    “No, it’s origami.” 
 
    “Origami?” 
 
    “Origami is an ancient Japanese art of paper folding.” 
 
    Joshua looked confused. “Right, but what is this? Besides origami,” he quickly added. 
 
    “A bird. A raven to be specific. Get it…raven…Ravensong. I’ll have your autograph on an origami raven and it’ll say Ravensong.” 
 
    Joshua hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “Clever.” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    Peyton laughed. 
 
    Beside her, Marco made a grunt of discontent. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” she asked, leaning against him. 
 
    “I think I’m jealous.” 
 
    Peyton smiled up at him. “Don’t worry, D’Angelo, I still think you’re hot…” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “For an older man.” 
 
    He gave a sarcastic nod of his head and draped his arm around her shoulders. “Always keeping me humble, eh, Brooks?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    Joshua shook hands with each of them, but when he got to Abe, the medical examiner held out his arms. Gamely Joshua let Abe hug him, then he pulled away and walked over to Peyton. 
 
    Behind him, Abe held up the autographed raven in one hand and gave her a thumb’s up with the other. Peyton nodded at him and he danced a little jig. 
 
    Stopping in front of her, Joshua placed his hands in his jeans pockets. “Are you ready, Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    “I sure am.” She glanced over her shoulder out the precinct door. Paparazzi milled about the parking lot. “But we should go out the back way. Marco can meet us on the street with the Charger.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    “What is Marco doing?” Marco said at her back. 
 
    “Driving us to the hospital to see Antonio.” 
 
    Marco leaned away from her so he could look her in the face. 
 
    “Come on, D’Angelo. We don’t have all day.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll meet you out back.” He circled around Peyton and headed for the front door. 
 
    Joshua wandered over to Captain Defino and held out his hand. She took it with both of hers. “Thank you, Captain, for having faith in your people.” He glanced back at Peyton. “Inspector Brooks here saved my life.” 
 
    Captain Defino gave him one of her rare smiles. “She’s a keeper, all right, Mr. Ravensong.” 
 
    “Joshua, please, ma’am.” 
 
    “Joshua, then.” Reluctantly she released him. “I hope to never see you in my precinct again.” 
 
    “So do I, ma’am.” He leaned over Maria’s desk and took her hand, bringing it to his lips. “Thank you as well, especially for the way you treated my Elena.” 
 
    She gave him a sultry nod, then shot a smug look at Peyton. Peyton let her have her little victory. As they walked to the backdoor, Joshua turned and waved goodbye to everyone. 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “Enough already. They’re going to faint from all the excitement.” 
 
    Joshua laughed, a deep, rumbling sound. “At least you’re immune.” 
 
    She looked over at him and caught the simmering look he gave her. She chose not to answer that remark, but oh, was she so not immune. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The ride to the hospital was quiet after the energy of the precinct. Joshua sat behind Peyton, pensively staring out the car window at the San Francisco fog. Marco was subdued, but then she noticed he usually was whenever they went to see his nephew. 
 
    For her part, she was glad the case was over. Once they got Kristin into an interrogation room, she’d confessed to everything. She’d only planned to confront Terry about the affair, but the two of them had gotten into a shouting match. One moment of fury and Terry was dead. Afterward, there was nothing left to do, except call her husband to clean up the mess. Like Antonio’s accident, an ill-fated confrontation had ruined three lives. Not that Peyton was sorry to take O’Shannahan down. 
 
    Yes, she was glad to put this case behind her, but she couldn’t help the ache inside at the thought that soon Joshua Ravensong would only be a memory. 
 
    “I love this City,” he said in that smoky voice of his. 
 
    Peyton looked out at the rising skyscrapers, the people hustling past, a cable car rolling down the hill before them, its iconic red color teasing through the fog. “Yep, I love it too,” she said. 
 
    Walking through the hospital was a new experience with a famous rock star who had recently been acquitted of a murder charge. People stopped what they were doing. One guy even dropped the bouquet of flowers he was carrying. Joshua picked it up and placed it back in his hands with an understanding smile. In the elevator, people turned and stared at him and once they reached the floor where Antonio was staying, the nurses couldn’t stop giggling. 
 
    “Do you ever get used to it?” asked Peyton as they headed down the hall toward Antonio’s room. 
 
    Joshua shook his head grimly. “Never.” 
 
    Antonio was sitting up in bed when they appeared in the doorway. Rosa sat in a chair next to him, reading aloud from a book, and Vinnie reclined on a couch beneath the widow. He rose to his feet as Joshua entered and the book tumbled from Rosa’s hands. 
 
    “You must be Antonio,” said Joshua, going to the side of the bed and offering his hand. 
 
    Antonio’s eyes were enormous as he shook it. 
 
    Joshua leaned over and offered his hand to Rosa. “Joshua Ravensong.” 
 
    “Yes you are,” said Rosa breathlessly. 
 
    Vinnie gave his brother and Peyton a wild eyed stare, motioning toward the rock star with his head. 
 
    Marco answered with a short nod. 
 
    “I’m Rosa and this is my husband, Vinnie.” She reached back and pulled Vinnie to her side. 
 
    Joshua shook Vinnie’s hand, then turned back to Antonio. “I heard you’d been in an accident.” 
 
    Antonio nodded. He still didn’t seem able to find his voice. Rosa elbowed Vinnie in the stomach and pointed at one of the empty chairs. Vinnie hurried to grab it and set it behind Joshua. 
 
    “Please have a seat, Mr. Ravensong.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He sat down and rested his hands on his knees. Peyton noted that the leather armbands were in place hiding his scars. “How’s your leg?” 
 
    “Better,” said Antonio breathlessly. “How are you?” 
 
    Joshua gave a laugh. “Better,” he answered. “Inspector Brooks told me you have no memory of the accident.” 
 
    “None. I’ve tried and tried to remember, but I can’t.” 
 
    “I know. Frustrating, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You have that too?” 
 
    “Unfortunately yes. It’s scary, having that gaping hole in your memory.” 
 
    “Yeah, I keep trying to think of things to make it come back, but there’s just nothing there.” 
 
    Marco put his arm around Peyton’s shoulders and pulled her back against him. Bending his head, he kissed her on the temple. 
 
    “What’s that for?” she said. 
 
    “For this. Brilliant idea.” 
 
    “I know. I’m good like that.” 
 
    “Yes, you are, Brooks, yes you are.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake pulled two beers out of the refrigerator and let the door close. As he straightened, he saw Marco hand Abe a check. 
 
    “I don’t want this,” said Abe. 
 
    “Take it. I appreciate what you did, but we’re okay now.” 
 
    Abe folded the check back into Marco’s hand. “Then give it to the Miller kid. He’ll need it.” 
 
    Marco hesitated, but he finally gave a nod. “I’ll do that.”  
 
    “Good.”  
 
    Marco gave him a smile, then walked to the couch and sat down. 
 
    Abe smoothed his silk shirt. With his tailored slacks and dance shoes, he looked like he was ready for a night on the town. 
 
    Jake frowned. “What are you all decked out for?” 
 
    “I’m going out with Peyton.” 
 
    “I thought you were going to watch the game with us. I ordered a pizza.” He carried the beers over to the couch and handed one to Marco. 
 
    Marco took it and screwed off the top, then lounged back in the corner of the couch, one foot resting on the coffee table. Pickles lay next to him on his back. 
 
    “I can’t be swilling beers and burping all the time with you.” He cast a sultry look at Marco. “Although I’d do just about anything for you, Angel.” 
 
    Marco raised his beer and took a sip, then focused his attention on the game. 
 
    “Where the hell are you and Peyton going?” 
 
    “It’s girls’ night out,” came her voice from the hallway. 
 
    Jake turned as she moved into the living room. Her hair was down, curling to the middle of her back in tight spirals; she’d put on make-up and her eyes looked exotic and dark; she even wore a subtle shade of red lipstick and she smelled like jasmine. A little black dress hugged every curve of her petite body and her legs seemed especially long in the ankle strapped black pumps she wore. A silver necklace rested in the low neckline of the dress, showing off a tantalizing hint of cleavage. 
 
    Jake stared, his mouth agape. 
 
    “Oolala, sexy lady,” said Abe, coming forward and taking her hand, forcing her to spin. 
 
    She laughed and her hair whipped around her shoulders as she came to a stop. 
 
    Jake sat down hard on the couch next to Marco. “Girls’ night out? You don’t know any girls.” 
 
    She gave him a saucy look. “Captain Defino and Maria.” 
 
    “You hate Maria and Captain Defino isn’t a girl.” He couldn’t help but let his eyes trail over her again. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Ravensong’s playing a gig at a club in North Beach.” 
 
    “Wait. Captain Defino’s going to a gig?” 
 
    “Of course, she loves Ravensong.” 
 
    “Why’s Abe going if it’s girls’ night out?” 
 
    “He loves Ravensong too.” 
 
    Abe gave a nod, sending the beads in his hair to tinkling, but he gave Marco a wink. “You’re still my number one, Angel’D.” 
 
    Marco lifted the beer in salute. “Awesome.” 
 
    She shook out the black wrap she carried and swung it around her shoulders. Jake couldn’t stop staring at her, even though he knew he should. 
 
    Marco kicked him in the leg and he jumped. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Stop it,” he hissed. 
 
    Peyton caught the exchange and her smile was wicked. She came to the couch and leaned over him to pet Pickles. Her hair brushed against Jake’s chin and he caught his breath, drinking in the floral scent. 
 
    “Don’t wait up,” she said in a sexy voice. Then she walked toward the door beside Abe. 
 
    Jake shifted on the couch to watch after her as they walked out, but Marco hit him in the shoulder. 
 
    “What?” he said, rubbing it. 
 
    “That’s my partner you’re drooling over.” 
 
    “Yeah, but did you see her?” He turned back around. 
 
    Marco clenched his jaw and briefly closed his eyes. His fingers tightened on the beer bottle. “I saw her and if you keep looking at her like that, I’m gonna have to shoot your ass.” 
 
    Jake stared at the floor, slowly shaking his head. “But the hair…and the dress…and the legs…” 
 
    Marco leaned forward so quickly, he startled both Pickles and Jake. “Shut your mouth, Ryder, or I swear I will shoot you.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” he said, scrambling off the couch. “Want another beer?” 
 
    Marco sank back in his spot, reaching over to pet Pickles. “Bring me two,” he growled. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The house lights came up and the applause died away. Peyton sighed and closed her eyes. She could still hear Joshua’s voice, see the way his fingers danced over the piano keys. 
 
    “He’s so very talented,” breathed Defino. 
 
    “Gifted,” said Maria. 
 
    “And so damn sexy,” said Abe. 
 
    They all laughed. 
 
    Peyton pushed herself to her feet. “I’ve gotta go to the lady’s room before we go.” 
 
    They nodded at her and she made her way toward the back of the club. She was glad Abe was driving tonight because she’d had a few too many appletinis. One thing about Captain Defino, she could drink. 
 
    She found the bathroom in a narrow, dark hallway and was glad no one else seemed to be around. Once she was finished, she washed her hands in the sink and reached for a towel. Looking up into the mirror, she had to admit it was fun to dress up for a change. She didn’t get many opportunities to get out since Devan dumped her. Tossing the towel in the garbage, she pulled open the door and started back toward the clubroom. 
 
    “There you are.” 
 
    She stumbled as she came to a halt and looked over her shoulder. Ravensong reached out and steadied her with a hand on her arm. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    She laughed. “Too many appletinis,” she said, glad she wasn’t slurring. 
 
    He gave her his slow, crooked smile and her eyes were drawn to the beauty mark above his upper lip. “I’ve been looking for you. I’m glad you came.” 
 
    His shirt was open at the throat, hanging loose around his hips, and she could see the planes of his chest. Oh, this man was trouble and she was too drunk to think straight. 
 
    “You were brilliant tonight.” 
 
    “I like playing these small clubs. It’s a lot more intimate.” 
 
    Intimate? Interesting word. 
 
    “Where’s Elena?” Good, remember Elena. 
 
    “Home with Tiffany. I wanted them both to come, but she thought it was important I get out on my own again, back to performing. Plus it’s too late for Tiffany to be out.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. 
 
    He stepped back and gave her a once-over. “If it isn’t out of place, you are looking quite amazing tonight, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    She felt her cheeks flush with heat. “Do you think…” She caught herself, realizing that the alcohol was making her bold. 
 
    “Do I think what?” 
 
    Peyton licked her lips and his eyes followed the motion. “Do you think that if you weren’t in love with Elena that you and I…” 
 
    He moved closer to her and Peyton backed up, bumping into the wall. He braced a hand near her head, trapping her. “That you and I would what?” 
 
    She tried to speak, but it was hard with him standing so close to her. She could see flecks of lighter brown in his eyes. “That we would…” 
 
    “Have made hot, passionate love to each other.” 
 
    Peyton swallowed hard. “Yes,” she said breathlessly. 
 
    He leaned closer, his mouth a breath from hers. “Undoubtedly.” 
 
    Then he kissed her. Peyton had kissed her fair share of men, but this kiss was dark and sensual, a kiss every woman wants once in her life, especially if it comes from a bad boy, the forbidden fruit. He drew away from her and his eyes searched her face. Peyton realized she couldn’t breathe. 
 
    “Thank you for saving my life, Inspector Brooks,” he said, slowly licking his lower lip, then he was gone. 
 
    Peyton closed her eyes and slumped back against the wall. 
 
    “What the hell did I just see?” came Abe’s voice. 
 
    Her eyes flashed open and she straightened, smoothing down her dress. “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Yes you do. He kissed you.” 
 
    She made a point out of looking around. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. We’re the only ones back here, Abe.” 
 
    “Don’t play coy with me, missy. You were just kissing Joshua Ravensong. I saw you.” 
 
    She started walking toward the club. “You must be seeing things. Strange. I didn’t think you had that much to drink.” 
 
    “I know what I saw.” 
 
    Peyton waved a hand at him and kept going. 
 
    “Peyton!” he yelled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END
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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    The waters of the bay surged over the bow, casting frothy white spray on the deck. Fog rolled beneath the bridge, obscuring the view of Alcatraz, but occasionally search lights would cleave the fog in two, offering a glimpse of the island. The roar of the motor and the sound of the water slapping against the boat’s hull drowned out most other sounds. 
 
    Peyton gripped the table in the boat’s cabin and bent her knees, trying to roll with the pitching of the small vessel. She could feel a tingle of nausea in the back of her throat, but tried to ignore it. She realized she hated riding on the bay – it was always choppy, always nausea-inducing no matter the weather. Reaching up, she pulled the life vest away from her throat and tried to concentrate on what the park ranger was telling them. A map was spread on the table and he was pointing at various buildings, but it was so hard to hear what he was saying. 
 
    Jake sat next to the ranger, his head on his folded arms. If possible, he was feeling worse than she was. Being from landlocked Nebraska, he certainly wasn’t used to the violence of riding on the bay. Honestly, it was embarrassing that she didn’t fare any better. She’d lived in San Francisco her whole life. This wasn’t her first time going to Alcatraz. 
 
    “You okay?” said Marco, leaning close to her and speaking into her ear. 
 
    She nodded, not trusting herself to talk. She didn’t want to vomit all over the park ranger’s map. 
 
    “Here’s the boat dock. It’s a short walk to the chapel where the body is,” the ranger shouted. “We evacuated the island after the shooting, but we aren’t sure where the suspect is. We think he may have mixed in with the tourists as they left.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco exchanged a look. Just wonderful. Cops didn’t like the word think. She glanced around. Holmes and Smith sat on a bench at the back of the cabin, both of them holding on tight. Bartlet was nowhere to been seen. 
 
    “Where’s the kid?” she shouted. 
 
    Holmes pointed out the cabin door. She could see the silhouette of someone bending over the side of the boat. 
 
    Turning back, she nodded stiffly. She was afraid she might be joining him in a moment. 
 
    “Here’s how we play it,” said Marco. “When we land, SWAT goes in first. They’ll secure the buildings. Once we get the all clear, we’ll go on scene.” 
 
    The ranger shook his head. “There’s a lot of area to secure.” He glanced out the window at the second boat that rode to the left of them. “Are ten SWAT enough?” 
 
    “We only need to secure the chapel. We’ll grab the body, get off the island, and come back tomorrow when it’s light. Then we can do a more thorough search. If our suspect didn’t leave with the tourists, he just might be willing to give up after a night out here.” 
 
    They fell silent as the boat dropped speed. The SWAT boat went in first, cutting in front of them and pulling up to the dock. Peyton left the table and walked to the cabin door, pulling it open. Gripping the rail, she slid past Bartlet and pulled herself to the bow, staring up at the island as it loomed over them. 
 
    The SWAT boat bumped against the dock, then someone jumped off, hurrying to secure it. A moment later, dark clothed, heavily armed police officers swarmed onto the dock and raced up the pale concrete roadway toward the top of the island. 
 
    Search lights cut across the dock, illuminating the SWAT boat for a moment, and the surge of the waves smacked against the island, driving the boat into the dock. Marco appeared at her side, both of them staring up at the massive rocks which made Alcatraz famous. 
 
    Carefully, the captain eased their boat in behind the SWAT vessel and his assistant secured it. The park ranger appeared at Peyton’s other side, surveying the island as well. 
 
    “John had four months left before he retired,” he said. 
 
    Peyton gave him a sad smile. “I’m sorry. Were you friends?” 
 
    “Yeah, we worked together for seven years.” The ranger tipped his hat back on his head. He was in his late thirties with red hair and a blanket of freckles across his nose and cheekbones. Peyton could see a patch of ginger hair sticking out beneath the hat. 
 
    Jake staggered up to the rail and gripped it, closing his eyes. “Why the hell couldn’t we fly out here in a helicopter?” 
 
    “Too many cops and probably too much fog,” said Marco. “Besides, there’s nothing wrong with boating over.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, having your stomach bounced into your esophagus is what’s wrong. You’re lucky I have an iron constitution. You almost saw the pot roast I had for dinner.” 
 
    “You’re just a land lubber, Ryder. Getting out on the bay is good for you. Puts hair on your chest.” 
 
    Peyton gave him a wry look. Her stomach was finally settling, but she dreaded the return trip and honestly, she didn’t want any hair on her chest. She reached up and unbuckled her life-vest, slipping it over her head. Her heavy ponytail bounced against her back as she straightened her flak jacket and checked her gun. Marco pulled off his own vest and tossed it behind him. 
 
    Pulling the shoulder radio out of his pocket, he secured it to the flak jacket and selected a channel. Smith and Holmes joined them, removing their own life-vests. Bartlet was still hanging over the side of the boat. 
 
    “I think we’re it,” said Holmes. His blond hair was cut so short, she could see pink scalp in the light from the cabin. “The kid’s done for.” 
 
    Peyton glanced back at him. “Tell him to go inside and lay down. He’ll be safe here.” 
 
    Holmes walked back to him. 
 
    “Can I go lay down?” asked Jake. 
 
    “Nope. You have a job to do.” 
 
    Jake grumbled something she couldn’t hear. 
 
    The radio crackled and Marco keyed it to talk. “Come again,” he said. 
 
    “Building secure.” 
 
    Peyton reached for her gun, pulling it out. “Stay here,” she told the ranger. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Holmes returned to the bow, taking the lead with Smith. They climbed down onto the dock, followed by Marco. Peyton waited for Jake as he retrieved his case, then the two of them descended the ramp onto the dock. 
 
    “Stay behind me,” she told him. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Taking a flashlight off his belt, Smith turned it on and swept it up the concrete walk. They began climbing in the eerie dark, the sound of the waves crashing against the rocks below them. Besides the search lights, the flashlight and the light from the cabin on the boat, the island was shrouded in darkness. The shadow of trees rose around them as they climbed and off in the distance, Peyton could see the lights from the City, illuminating the fog. 
 
    They came to the chapel, or what had once been the chapel, a few minutes later. A SWAT officer waved them to the door and they ran for the interior. Peyton’s heart was pounding as they crossed the open courtyard, knowing they might not be able to see, but anyone could be lying in wait from the buildings above them. 
 
    Two more SWAT officers stood over the body lying in the middle of the room. Low benches created an obstacle course ending at a small stage with a video screen in the center of it. No one had moved anything, preserving the crime scene. 
 
    As they arrived, Peyton lowered her gun. Smith shined the flashlight on the body, starting at the khaki clad legs, rising to the black belt with an empty gun holster, and ending on the bloom of red covering the chest of the ranger. He lay on his back, his arms flung wide, his eyes still open and staring at nothing. His hat had fallen off his head and lay behind him. The bullet had hit the edge of his badge and dented it into his chest cavity. He was in his early sixties, Caucasian, balding. 
 
    “What happened to his gun?” she asked. 
 
    Marco shook his head. “That’s troubling.” 
 
    Jake set his case down and reached for his camera. Peyton turned around, trying to survey the scene. Behind them was the door, a reception desk and then the benches. It looked like this was a gathering place for the start of the tours. She tracked a path from the door to where the victim lay. 
 
    “The shooter must have been standing in the doorway.” 
 
    Marco nodded. “The ranger said they were showing a video about the history of the prison, like they do before every tour. It was the last tour of the day.” 
 
    “How many people were in here?” 
 
    “He estimated about thirty.” 
 
    “Did anyone see the shooter?” 
 
    “It was dark and it happened so fast. A couple of people reported the shooter was wearing a Giants’ ball cap, pulled low over his face, so they didn’t get a good look. Plus it was dark in here because of the video.” 
 
    “Didn’t Defino say someone saw him take a hostage?” 
 
    “That’s what one person reported.” 
 
    “How did they get out if he was shooting from the entrance?” She looked at one of the SWAT officers. “Are there other exits to this building?” 
 
    “Yep, there and there.” The officer pointed to his right and behind the screen. 
 
    Peyton started to walk toward the screen. Her boots made a sharp report on the concrete floor. The only other sound was Jake, moving around the body as he took his pictures. She’d just reached the small stage when the sound of a gunshot echoed in the room. 
 
    Everyone reacted. Guns snapped into the air and Jake dropped to the ground, covering his head. Peyton exchanged looks with her fellow officers, then Marco’s radio crackled. 
 
    “Gunfire!” came a frantic voice. 
 
    Marco pressed the button on the radio. “Where?” 
 
    More crackle. 
 
    “What did he say?” demanded Peyton. 
 
    Marco shook his head. “Come again! Where’s the gunfire?” 
 
    “Power house. Power house!” 
 
    “Where’s that?” Peyton wished she’d paid more attention to the map. 
 
    “This way,” said Marco, moving to the door with the SWAT on his heels. 
 
    “Smith, Holmes, stay with Jake!” she shouted, following him. 
 
    Jake looked up at her, the whites of his eyes showing. “Peyton!” 
 
    “Stay here!” she ordered, then followed Marco back into the night. 
 
    Fog had seeped onto the island, curling around the trees and gliding along the ground. Marco and the SWAT raced up the hill toward the gunfire and Peyton followed. It was so dark, it was hard to distinguish shapes in the shifting shadows. Her fingers tightened on the grip of her gun. Her heart pounded so hard, she could hear the rush of blood in her ears. 
 
    Another spatter of gunfire sounded above them. Peyton could see figures slipping through the fog, converging on the buildings rising before them. She had nightmares like this, running through the dark, unsure whether the person beside her was friend or foe. She didn’t want to get shot, but she sure as hell didn’t want to shoot a fellow officer. 
 
    The power house was an oblong building, built right over the edge of the cliffs. They fanned out, covering the walkway that ran along the cliff’s edge, and eased along the outer wall of the building. Peyton tried to pinpoint where she’d heard the gun fire, but the crash of the waves on the rocks below them distorted the sound. The search light cut across her face and she tried to duck out of it as it passed over her head. 
 
    Marco was to her left and she watched him reach up and silence the radio. She understood why, but the cut off from information made her feel weak. Why the hell did it have to be night? 
 
    The SWAT swarmed the building. She could see them slip inside the broken windows, and she wondered if she should follow. There hadn’t been any sound of gunfire in the last couple of minutes. Maybe they’d gotten the guy. 
 
    Climbing up the walk, she looked over the cliff. Frothy white waves slammed into the rocks, casting spray into the air. She caught motion above her and looked up, but the search light cut across her eyes at the same moment, blinding her. 
 
    “Peyton, down!” she heard Marco shout. 
 
    She started to lift her gun, but something slammed into the rock next to her. She felt fragments spray her face and she stumbled back, losing her footing on the damp concrete. She landed on her backside as another bullet slammed into the rock again. 
 
    “Peyton!” 
 
    She blinked, trying to clear her vision, lifting her gun in a defensive posture. She could see the outline of someone standing on the walkway above her. 
 
    She saw a flash of light, heard the sharp report of the gun, and braced herself for the impact, but it was the dark figure who suddenly convulsed, its arms flinging out to either side. To her left, Marco opened fire, the percussion of his gun deafening in the still night. The figure was thrown backward by the impact, then his arms flailed and he vanished over the edge of the cliff. 
 
    Peyton thought she saw another shadow suddenly break away, racing in the opposite direction, but she wasn’t sure because a moment later the entire walkway was covered with SWAT officers. 
 
    Marco grabbed her, hauling her to her feet. “Peyton, are you hit?” His grip bit into her arm and she couldn’t think straight. What the hell just happened? 
 
    “Peyton!” He shook her, then his hands were searching over her flak jacket frantically. “Peyton!” 
 
    “I’m okay,” she gasped. “Marco, I’m okay.” 
 
    He stopped searching her, then he caught her in a bear hug, holding her so tight she couldn’t breathe. She gripped him in return, burying her face against his chest. 
 
    “Anyone hit?” came a voice beside her. 
 
    “No, we’re fine,” rumbled Marco’s voice beneath her ear. 
 
    “Marco, what the hell just happened?” 
 
    He eased her back and cupped her face in his hands. “Are you sure you weren’t hit?” 
 
    Her cheek stung beneath his hands, but all she could do was grip the front of his jacket. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “He shot at you.” 
 
    She touched her cheek. “My face hurts.” 
 
    He turned her as the search light passed over them and stepped back so he could look her over. “You’ve got some cuts on your face, but I don’t see any other injuries. Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Are you okay?” 
 
    He gave a tight nod. 
 
    It suddenly hit her that he’d shot someone. He’d killed someone for her. Her eyes filled with tears and she pulled him back against her, hugging him as tight as she could. He held her and stroked his hand through her tangled ponytail as waves surged against the rocks below them. 
 
      
 
    *    *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton hugged the blanket around her, watching the divers pulling the body out of the surf and onto the rocks. SWAT had set up huge search lights to illuminate the area. Thankfully, the body had caught on some flotsam and floated near the cliff wall because it was dangerous getting into the water around Alcatraz, especially at night. The water was freezing cold and the waves pounded so against the island. 
 
    Police were combing the island, searching for a second gunman based on what Peyton thought she saw. So far, no one reported finding anything, but it was difficult with so much abandoned area to canvas. 
 
    Jake brought her a Styrofoam cup and she took it, taking a sip. The bitter bite of coffee assaulted her tongue, but she didn’t care. She was too shocked to do much of anything but stand on the edge of the cliff and watch the divers work. 
 
    “Sorry. There wasn’t any sugar.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder where Captain Defino was debriefing Marco. She knew the captain would want to talk with her next, but she didn’t know what to say. Marco had killed someone to protect her. The salty spray stung in the cuts on her cheek. 
 
    “He’ll be all right, Peyton.” 
 
    She looked back at Jake and exhaled. “I should have been the one to shoot. He was in my line of sight. He was shooting at me.” 
 
    Jake looked down. She knew he didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “Did you find anything on the ranger’s body?” 
 
    “Nope. Just the usual effects – license, credit cards, keys.” 
 
    The divers had rolled the shooter’s body into a basket. The sound of rotors came across the bay and both Peyton and Jake turned to see a helicopter leaving the City, headed toward Alcatraz, the beam of its lights scanning the water. She watched it for a moment, then heard footsteps coming down the walkway from the water tower. She looked up as Smith came to a stop beside her. 
 
    “Did you find anything?” 
 
    “SWAT heard an outboard motor on the southwest side of the island. We went over and found marks on the beach, headed toward the water. Probably a Zodiac or something like it. It’s too dark to see anything.” 
 
    “So there was another shooter?” 
 
    “Looks like it.” 
 
    She tried to replay the moments in her mind of just before Marco fired. She had seen a flash, then heard a report. The shooter had thrown out his arms a moment before Marco fired. What the hell was going on? 
 
    “I don’t get it. So there were two shooters. One stored a Zodiac on the beach. How come the rangers didn’t find it?” 
 
    “They stick to this side mostly. This is where the tours are conducted. If they go to the other side, it’s once a day, maybe. He could have had it hidden in rocks or something.” 
 
    “We need to get an APB out on the Zodiac. Also alert Marin that he might have landed over there.” 
 
    “I’ll get on it. There’s something about this freakin’ island that screws with your head. So many strange things happen out here.” 
 
    “I know, but why? Why set up a raft out here, then wait on the island, shoot a ranger, and…what? What’s the reason for this whole thing?” 
 
    Smith shook his head. “That’s why you’re the detective, baby girl.” He nodded at her cheek. “You need to get that looked at.” 
 
    It was getting harder to speak. The helicopter had arrived and banked in over the rocks where the divers had the body. The wind created by the propellers kicked up sand and debris, throwing it into the air. Peyton and Jake turned away, protecting their eyes, while Smith ducked his head, pulling his hat down low. 
 
    Placing a hand over her eyes, Peyton squinted at the helicopter as it lowered a cable. The divers connected the basket to the cable, then waved the helicopter off. The big bird lifted into the air, the cage swinging back and forth beneath it, then it banked toward the courtyard in front of the chapel where the first body still lay. 
 
    Jake followed it as it passed over their heads, then he looked back at Peyton. “I gotta go, but I’ll be right down there if you need me.” 
 
    Peyton nodded, watching the body swaying in the wind kicked up by the machine. Not one damn thing of this made sense. 
 
    Captain Defino walked over to her. Peyton wasn’t sure of the time, but she figured about an hour and a half had passed since the shooting. It was surprising how fast cops could mobilize when one of their own came under fire. 
 
    In less than half an hour, boats had converged on the island, bringing the sheriff’s department and some of Marin’s police force. Defino had ridden over on a Coast Guard vessel. The divers were Coast Guard. 
 
    “I’ve arranged for the Coast Guard to take you to the hospital.” 
 
    Peyton frowned at her. “I’m fine, Captain. I don’t need to go to the hospital. I wasn’t hit.” 
 
    “You’re shivering, Peyton. I’m afraid you might be in shock.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” She pulled the blanket tighter, trying to force her body to stop shaking. 
 
    “I want a doctor to look at those cuts.” 
 
    “They’re nothing.” 
 
    “You at least need a tetanus shot.” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder at Marco. He was talking with a man she didn’t recognize. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “Peyton, don’t change the subject.” 
 
    She looked back at her captain. “I’ll go to my doctor tomorrow.” 
 
    Defino narrowed her eyes and Peyton knew that look. 
 
    “Please don’t make me go to the hospital, Captain. I need to stay here.” 
 
    “We’ve got this under control.” 
 
    “You don’t understand.” She realized the violent shuddering wasn’t helping her case. Damn it, why couldn’t she stop shaking? 
 
    “What don’t I understand?” 
 
    “I should have taken the shot. He was in my line of sight.” 
 
    “You slipped.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have. Marco shouldn’t have taken the shot.” 
 
    “Peyton, can you hear yourself? You need to go to the hospital. This is the third time you been in a shoot-out this last year, the second time you’ve been shot at.” 
 
    “There was a second suspect. I know it. He got away. He’s out there somewhere.” 
 
    “We’ll find him.” 
 
    “I should have taken the shot, I should have been the one to kill him.” 
 
    Defino looked beyond Peyton and motioned to someone out of her sight. Peyton started to turn, but Defino pulled her back around. “Look at me.” 
 
    Peyton stared into Defino’s eyes and realized her damn teeth were chattering. “Officer Forman is going to escort you to the boat now. You’re going to the hospital.” When Peyton started to protest, she shook her head. “That’s an order, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton bit her lower lip and nodded. 
 
    The officer took her elbow and turned her around. She looked over at Marco as the officer led her toward the boat dock. His eyes met hers and then he gave her a short nod, nothing more. Peyton turned away, focusing on keeping her footing as they wound down toward the boats. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake set his case beside the body and removed his camera. Two SWAT officers stood over the body with their assault rifles at the ready. They never once made eye contact with Jake, but surveyed the area with that alert stance of trained gunmen. 
 
    Jake ignored them and focused on the body. The rocks and surf had battered the man’s face into a shapeless mass of bloated flesh. Three neat holes riddled the center of his body, right over his heart. Marco didn’t mess around when he shot. His eyes traveled up and fixated on the collar around the man’s neck. 
 
    “Shit,” he said. 
 
    He snapped a number of pictures, then knelt by his case and fished out a pair of latex gloves, pulling them on. He was distracted momentarily as Peyton passed him on the road to the dock. She was being escorted by an officer who had a firm grip on her arm, and she never looked around. He wanted to go after her and see what was going on, but he had a job to do. 
 
    The man wore a pair of black slacks. His shoes had been knocked off in the surf, but the black shirt with the white collar was still in place. Jake patted the pockets of his trousers, feeling for a wallet. He found one on the right side in the front, but the salt made the fabric so stiff, he couldn’t pull it out. 
 
    Reaching for his fabric scissors, he carefully cut the seam on the pants and pulled the pocket away, revealing a battered brown leather wallet. He eased it out and set the scissors on the ground, pulling apart the two halves. A driver’s license was visible in the plastic window and he scanned the name. Patrick Reynolds, 45, brown hair, brown eyes, from Boston, Massachusetts. He pried open the bill fold and pulled out a bank ATM card, a MasterCard, and an ID card. 
 
    “Who is he?” came a voice behind him. 
 
    Jake shifted and found Marco standing at his back. His eyes were fixed on what was left of the man’s face, or maybe he was staring at the collar. “Adonis, you probably shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    His eyes came to rest on Jake. They were hard and cold. “Just tell me his name, Ryder, damn it.” 
 
    Captain Defino appeared behind him, crossing the courtyard at a quick walk. Jake really didn’t know what the protocol was in this case, but he figured she could handle whatever happened next. 
 
    “His name was Patrick Reynolds.” 
 
    “Patrick Reynolds?” Marco rolled the name around his tongue as if it were bitter. 
 
    “Father Patrick Reynolds,” Jake finished. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton rested her head against the pillow on her elevated hospital bed and closed her eyes. The sedative they’d given her made everything feel warped and wobbly. She just wanted to close her eyes for a moment, then she’d demand they release her. 
 
    She shifted and the IV tubes pulled in her arm. What an annoyance! She didn’t need an IV, and she sure as hell didn’t need their damn tranquilizers. At least the shivering had stopped, and at least, they’d given her a private room off the emergency room and hadn’t made her remove her clothes. That is after they made sure she hadn’t been shot. There were some things being a cop got her. 
 
    “There you are, sweetheart,” came a familiar voice. 
 
    Peyton cracked open an eye and found Abe standing in front of her, his long face distorted by the drugs. “Why the hell are you here?” 
 
    “Marco called me.” He reached up with his elegant, long fingers and turned her head so he could look at the side of her face. “Did they give you a tetanus shot?” 
 
    “I think so, but they have me so hopped up on drugs I don’t know what they did to me.” 
 
    Abe reached for the chart dangling on the end of her bed and read it. “They gave you a sedative. Woowee,” he whistled. “A really strong one.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was a little suspicious when they put it in a dart gun and shot me in the ass, but who am I to argue with doctors?” 
 
    Abe laughed. “We need to get you out of here.” 
 
    “Really? That would be peachy.” 
 
    Abe went out the door. A few minutes later a nurse came back in and began fussing with Peyton’s IV. Abe sank into a chair by her bed. 
 
    “Why do you keep getting yourself in this trouble?” 
 
    She rolled her head on the pillow and looked at him. Abe always looked like his teeth were too big for his mouth, and in her drugged state, his dreads bounced around like snakes. Good thing she trusted him with her life. 
 
    “You’re right. Clearly I was looking for trouble, going out to Alcatraz in the middle of the night and running around on the island with guns.” 
 
    The nurse gave her a startled look, but Peyton ignored her. 
 
    “Did you get me checked out?” 
 
    “What do you think our good friend is doing here, Peyton? Substituting your IV bag for vodka?” 
 
    The nurse looked back at him and frowned. 
 
    Peyton couldn’t help the smile that tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Why not? All the best movie stars combined sedatives with vodka.” 
 
    He reached out and took her hand. “My heart about stopped when Marco called me at 1:00AM. Now, mind you, that’s been a dream of mine for a long time, but…” 
 
    She squeezed his hand. “I’m sorry, Abe.” 
 
    He kissed the back of her fingers. “Unless you’re gonna tell me you’re quitting, don’t give me your mea culpa.” 
 
    “Mea culpa?” 
 
    “Means I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I know what it means, but that’s all I can give you. I’m not quitting.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    The nurse pressed a piece of gauze over the IV tube where it entered Peyton’s arm, then slowly drew the needle out. Peyton watched her, but her thoughts were on her mother. Abe’s words brought emotions to the front. Her relationship with her mother was strained because of her job, and now Abe voiced nearly the same thing. Was she being selfish staying in a job everyone hated? And what about Marco? He wouldn’t have killed anyone if she’d been doing something else. 
 
    The nurse placed surgical tape over the gauze and grabbed Peyton’s free hand, placing it over the site. “Apply pressure for a few minutes.” She grabbed the clipboard and snapped some papers onto it, then held it and a pen out to Peyton. 
 
    Peyton gave her a quizzical look. Did she hold the gauze or did she sign? 
 
    Abe reached over and signed on the line for her. The nurse gave him another aggravated look. “I’m her husband,” he said with a smile. 
 
    Peyton almost burst into laughter, but the nurse didn’t crack a grin. For a moment, Peyton was sure she was going to protest, but then she gave up. It was just too late and she didn’t really give a damn about who signed out a cop who needed a sedative. 
 
    “I’ll get a wheel chair.” She left the room, carrying the clipboard with her. 
 
    Peyton swung her legs over the side of the bed and started to climb down. “I’m not getting in no wheelchair.” 
 
    “Peyton,” said Abe, standing up. 
 
    She landed on the floor and her knees buckled. Abe caught her under the arm and hauled her upright. 
 
    “This is why you need a wheelchair.” 
 
    “No, I need you to help me. I’m not kidding, Abe. I’m walking out of here.” 
 
    He gave a long suffering sigh, but he shifted around where he could slide an arm about her waist. “You are so damn stubborn, woman. Do you know how hard it is being your husband?” 
 
    They shuffled their way to the door. Peyton couldn’t believe how wobbly she felt. Everything seemed to be tilting. What the hell had they given her? Once they made it to the triage center of the emergency room, a few nurses turned to look at them, but they were too busy to offer more than a passing glance. 
 
    In Peyton’s drugged state, the walk through the emergency room was surreal. People coughed or moaned or tried to talk over the loud droning of the television set. Lights from the ambulance at the entrance flashed across her eyes. Finally the cool of the San Francisco fog enveloped her and they shambled across the parking lot, dodging cars and other people who were going in the opposite direction. 
 
    Abe used his remote to unlock his Mini Cooper and then pulled open the passenger side door, handing Peyton down into the seat. 
 
    “I’ll drive.” 
 
    “The hell you will,” he scolded, then reached around her and tried to buckle her seatbelt. 
 
    She swatted his hands away and did it herself. With a bemused expression, he shut the door and hurried around to the driver’s side, folding himself into the tiny vehicle. 
 
    “What’s say we go dancing?” 
 
    Abe chuckled as he started the car. “Not on your life. I’m dumping you off at home and then I’m going to bed. I need my beauty sleep. It’s Jake’s turn to babysit you.” 
 
    She rolled her head on the seat and watched him back the Mini out of the parking space. “Actually, I need you to take me to Marco’s. I don’t want him to be alone tonight.” 
 
    Abe stopped the car and looked over at her. “Sweetheart, you’re going home and getting some sleep. Vinnie’s with Marco tonight, so he isn’t alone.” 
 
    “Are you sure? How do you know?” 
 
    “He told me. Remember, he called.” 
 
    “How do you know he wasn’t lying so you wouldn’t be worried?” 
 
    “Because he told me Captain Defino ordered it.” 
 
    Peyton looked back out the front windshield as Abe put the car in drive. If Captain Defino ordered it, she knew Marco would never violate that. Still she wanted to see him and apologize, beg him to forgive her for what she’d done to him, but Abe was right. If he was with Vinnie, he didn’t need her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    The sedative hit Peyton harder than she expected and by the time she pulled herself together, showered, walked Pickles, and drank a half-pot of coffee, it was nearing 11:00AM when she pulled into the precinct parking lot. 
 
    Instinctively, she looked around for the Charger, but it wasn’t there. That gave her a jolt. She had no delusions about the previous night. She knew exactly what had happened, but not having Marco waiting for her made it all the more real…and terrible. 
 
    Her fingers curled around the steering wheel, then she forced herself to release it and thrust open the car door, climbing out. She walked quickly across the parking lot and jogged up the stairs, pulling open the glass door. 
 
    Captain Defino and Jake stood around Maria’s desk, but they turned as she entered. 
 
    Defino squinted at her. “What the hell are you doing here, Brooks?” 
 
    Peyton hesitated. “I work here, or else I think I do. They pumped me so full of narcotics last night I’m not sure I’m not still in Wonderland.” 
 
    “I meant why are you here? You should be home.” 
 
    Peyton let the door close at her back. “I have a case to work on, Captain.” 
 
    She felt Jake’s eyes searching her, but she didn’t want to meet his look. Truthfully, she’d been glad he was gone when she got up this morning. “We need to get a list of the people on that last tour.” 
 
    “Done,” said Jake. 
 
    “We need to interview them and see if they saw anything.” 
 
    “We’ve arranged interviews for this afternoon, Brooks,” said Defino. 
 
    “Then I guess I just need to fill out my report.” She moved toward the half-door. 
 
    “Not yet. I need to see you in my office,” said Defino, turning her back and walking into the room. 
 
    Peyton happened to meet Maria’s gaze, but the assistant lowered her head and studied something on her desk. Peyton wished she’d act normal, make some cutting comment about her hair or her clothes, anything but this. 
 
    She walked to the half-door and pulled it open, trying to think of some jab, but she realized she didn’t have anything. She went to Defino’s door and entered. 
 
    The captain was already seated and she pointed at the hard melamine chair across from her. “Sit.” 
 
    Peyton sank into it and adjusted her gun. Was this where Defino took it from her, relieving her of duty? She’d been the one with the clear shot last night, but she hadn’t taken it. Twice now she hadn’t taken the shot when it was available to her. 
 
    Defino just sat and stared at her. 
 
    Peyton shifted in the chair and looked at the back of Defino’s picture frame. She knew it housed a photo of the captain’s husband, Colin. 
 
    “Captain, look, I’ll do whatever I need to, go to the shooting range, repeat classes, whatever, just don’t take me off this case.” 
 
    Defino frowned. “You think I’m relieving you of duty, Brooks?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. 
 
    “You did nothing wrong last night. How many times do I have to tell you that? You didn’t have the best shot, Marco did. You were under fire and he told you to get down. You did what you should have done.” 
 
    “I should have known the shooter was there.” 
 
    “No one knew he was there. He surprised everyone. It was dark and cops were running all around. There’s no way to anticipate how something like that gets out of control.” 
 
    Peyton rubbed her hands on her thighs. “Well, if that’s all, then I really need to get back to the case.” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    Peyton looked up at her. She knew Defino hadn’t called her in here for nothing. Her thoughts immediately went to Marco and she felt a suffocating worry. Was he all right? She should have called him this morning. She should have gone over to his apartment. 
 
    “The shooter was named Patrick Reynolds.” 
 
    Peyton narrowed her eyes. That wasn’t what she’d expected. “Okay?” 
 
    “Father Patrick Reynolds.” 
 
    “He was a priest?” 
 
    “According to the ID Jake found.” 
 
    “Where does a priest get a gun?” 
 
    “He used the missing gun from the ranger.” 
 
    That made sense. What didn’t make sense was why? “What was he doing on Alcatraz?” 
 
    “He was taking a few boys from his parish on a field trip.” 
 
    “I need to talk to those boys.” 
 
    “Maria arranged interviews for this afternoon.” 
 
    “Have we contacted his parish?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “I’ll do that now.” She started to rise. 
 
    “Brooks.” 
 
    Sinking back into the chair, she clasped her hands in her lap. 
 
    “I’m sure you know Marco’s on administrative leave until Internal Affairs clears him.” 
 
    Peyton swallowed hard. “I know.” 
 
    “They contacted me first thing this morning. They wanted to put you on leave as well.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    Defino’s expression never wavered, never softened. “I fought them. I couldn’t lose both of you right now, but they have a mandate.” 
 
    “Wait.” She held up a hand and let it fall. “You said I didn’t break protocol out there. Why are they questioning me?” 
 
    “As I told you last night, you’ve been in three gun battles over the last year, twice someone’s taken a shot at you. And now, your partner’s killed someone.” 
 
    “He had no choice!” Peyton surprised herself with the violence of her reaction. She’d never spoken to the captain like that before. It suddenly dawned on her what the captain said earlier. The shooter was a priest. Marco killed a priest. “I’m sorry, Captain. I didn’t mean…” 
 
    “Save it.” 
 
    Peyton drew a deep breath and released it. “What’s the mandate?” 
 
    “You’re to have sessions every morning with the department psychiatrist until he determines that you are fit to serve. You’ve been allowed to keep your gun, but only if you complete these sessions. If you miss even one, you will be immediately removed from duty.” 
 
    “I already had three sessions with the shrink after the Peña case…” 
 
    Defino leaned back and a faint smile touched her lips. “You had three sessions with a psychologist who you completely snowed. He was so charmed with you that he allowed you to spend your time telling him ridiculous stories about your dog and Abe.” 
 
    Peyton’s mouth fell open. “You read my file?” 
 
    “It was my duty, as difficult as it was.” 
 
    “That’s a violation of my privacy. Aren’t counseling sessions confidential?” 
 
    “Not when you sign a release. And these sessions won’t be either. I will be fully updated on everything you say. I can’t give you a gun and turn you loose on the public if I don’t know whether you’re fit or not, Brooks.” 
 
    “I’m fit.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” Defino tapped a finger on her glass desk. “This man is a trained professional, Brooks, and he won’t be conned by your witty repartee. If at any time, he feels you are not fit, he will pull your badge, so I wouldn’t play games with him. I would answer him honestly and seriously. Answer his questions and nothing else. No stories, no anecdotes, no silliness. Just answer him with the truth.” 
 
    “I answered the last guy with the truth.” 
 
    “Really?” Defino speared her with a look. “Not once did you discuss your father’s death or the estrangement with your mother. And I don’t remember seeing a thing in there about your failure to establish intimate relationships with men.” 
 
    Peyton felt her jaw clench. 
 
    “I’m serious, Brooks. You take this seriously and you be honest, or I will take your badge myself.” 
 
    Peyton forced herself to nod. 
 
    “You start tomorrow at 8:00.” 
 
    “I’ll be here with bells on.” 
 
    “I look forward to it. Dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton left the captain’s office and stopped at Maria’s desk. Jake wasn’t there and she was just as glad. The previous night he kept looking at her as if he expected her to suddenly shatter into glass shards, as if she’d ever been that delicate. 
 
    “Can you let me know when the boys get here?” 
 
    Maria nodded. 
 
    “I’ll be at my desk, trying to find out something about this priest.” When Maria still didn’t answer, Peyton moved around her desk. 
 
    “Brooks?” 
 
    Peyton stopped and turned around. 
 
    “Have you talked to Marco?” The concern in Maria’s voice was real. 
 
    “No, I was going to call him right now, see if he’s okay.” 
 
    “Jake said Vinnie was going to be with him today.” 
 
    “Good. That makes me feel a little better.” 
 
    Maria started to say something, then stopped. With another nod, she turned away. 
 
    Peyton pulled out her phone and thumbed it on. Pressing the icon to dial Marco, she held it to her ear as she walked to her desk. Sinking into the seat, she listened to the ringing, praying he would pick up. If he didn’t, she didn’t know what she’d do. 
 
    “Hey,” came his voice. He sounded so normal, she couldn’t immediately respond. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “I’m at work.” 
 
    “Why the hell are you there?” 
 
    She smiled. So Marco, so normal. “I work here. You forget that?” 
 
    “No, but I thought you might have. Abe said you were loopy as hell last night.” 
 
    “When they shoot you full of horse tranquilizers, that’s what happens.” 
 
    “You get a tetanus shot?” 
 
    She rubbed her upper arm, feeling the twinge beneath the skin. “Yeah. And they scrubbed the hell out of the cuts as well. I was afraid they were going to rub off all my beautiful brown.” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    Peyton closed her eyes at the sound. Her throat felt so tight, she forced herself to breathe. 
 
    “You gotta stop doing that to me, Brooks,” he said in a low voice. “My heart can’t take it.” 
 
    Her fingers tightened on the phone. “I’m so sorry…” 
 
    “Don’t you dare finish that.” 
 
    She forced herself to stop. “Is Vinnie with you?” 
 
    “Yeah, and my mom.” 
 
    “Defino said I have to have counseling sessions with the psychiatrist, a real ball-buster apparently.” 
 
    “Good thing you don’t have balls then. Honestly, I’m more worried about his manhood, going up against you.” 
 
    She smiled past the lump in her throat. “You have to have them too.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Hurry up and prove you’re all right. Defino needs you back here.” 
 
    “Defino needs me?” 
 
    “Okay, Maria also misses you.” 
 
    “That all?” 
 
    “And Jake.” 
 
    “Well, hell then, I better hurry. Can’t have Jake going around missing my ass.” 
 
    She blinked back the sudden tears in her eyes. “I’ll talk to you soon, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. Hey, Peyton?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Watch yourself, you hear me. Promise me you’ll take it easy when you go out on a call.” 
 
    “I will. Bye, Marco Baby.” 
 
    “Later, Brooks.” 
 
    The line went dead in her hand. She stared at the display, then reached for her computer, powering it on. She did a quick search for Patrick Reynolds. That was too broad, so she narrowed it to Father Patrick Reynolds. That pulled up a few entries, but nothing in San Francisco. 
 
    She swiveled in her desk chair and leaned back, looking across at Jake’s desk. She couldn’t see what he was doing beyond the partition. “Jake?” 
 
    He popped up so quickly above the partition she figured he’d been waiting for her to call him. “Yep, Mighty Mouse.” 
 
    “You get anything out of the shooter’s wallet on what parish he belongs to?” 
 
    He picked up something on his desk, then came around the partition, strolling over to her. He handed her a piece of paper with copies of Reynolds’ driver’s license and church ID card. She pulled out her notebook and scribbled the name of the church onto it, then reached for the mouse. She typed in the name of the church and waited for the search engine to load. 
 
    Jake sank down in the chair between her and Marco’s desk. “You sure you should be here?” 
 
    She didn’t make eye contact with him. The last time she’d been shot at he nearly quit on them, but Marco had talked him out of it. They had another nine months of friendship between them now. She knew it would be even harder for him now if he had to take pictures of her dead body. 
 
    She clicked on the first church that came up on the search list. Scrolling down, she found the contact link and pressed it, then scribbled the number in her notebook. 
 
    “Peyton?” 
 
    She set the pencil on her desk blotter and turned to look at him. “Look, Jake. I know how scary this all seems to you. People getting shot at – it’s insane, but it happens in this business. It’s probably not the last time it’ll happen to me. And the reality is I may get shot someday.” 
 
    “This is the very pep talk I’ve been hoping you’d give me all freakin’ day,” he said. 
 
    “This isn’t a pep talk, this is a reality check. I’m just telling you what you already know. I have to be here. This is what I do, who I am. I’m a cop, Jake, and that’s a reality you’re going to have to square yourself with or choose the alternatives.” 
 
    “And what are those?” 
 
    “Go back to the bank or go back to Nebraska.” 
 
    He shifted in the chair and leaned closer to her. “You know I can’t do either of those things now. I’m in this too deep.” 
 
    “Then we don’t need to discuss it.” 
 
    He pushed himself to his feet and leaned over her. “I guess not, but you might make a bit more effort by telling me useless platitudes even though we both know they’re bullshit. That’s what friends do for each other.” 
 
    She frowned up at him. “They lie to each other?” 
 
    “Yes.” With that, he walked away. 
 
    Peyton thought about what he said for a moment. He had a point. She didn’t do the comfort thing very well. It was part of her problem with her mother. She’d never been good at showing other’s the soft, vulnerable side to herself. 
 
    Pulling out her phone, she typed in the number for the parish and leaned back in her chair as it rang. It rang four times before someone picked up. “St. Matthews’ Church?” came a woman’s voice. 
 
    Peyton realized she hadn’t thought this out. Her knowledge of the Catholic Church was limited to what Marco told her. Who did she ask for? What did she say? 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Yes, this is Inspector Peyton Brooks from the San Francisco Police Department.” 
 
    “Inspector Brooks, we have been instructed by Father Mark to direct all inquiries from law enforcement to Bishop George Alton at the Diocese. I can give you the number.” 
 
    “Wait. Father Mark? Who is that?” 
 
    “He’s our priest.” 
 
    “Who’s Father Reynolds?” 
 
    She was silent for a moment. 
 
    “Hello?” said Peyton. “Are you there?” 
 
    “Yes. Father Mark is our priest. Father Patrick was the vicar.” 
 
    Vicar? She wasn’t sure what that was. “Can I speak with Father Mark? Is he available?” 
 
    “All police inquiries have been directed to the Diocese, Inspector Brooks. I can give you the number.” 
 
    Peyton bit her lower lip. “Can you at least tell me how long Father Patrick was a vicar there?” 
 
    “All inquiries have been directed…” 
 
    “Yeah, I got it. Give me the number.” 
 
    The woman rattled it off and Peyton wrote it in her notebook. “Have a blessed day, Inspector Brooks,” said the woman, and before Peyton could say goodbye, she hung up. 
 
    Peyton held the phone out and stared at it. What the hell was that about? She wondered if Father Mark had been called down to the M.E.’s office to identify the body. She sent a quick text to Abe, asking if he got the body, then dialed the number to the Diocese. A man picked up on the first ring. “Our Lady of Redemption, how may I direct your call?” 
 
    Peyton decided to be a bit more discreet. “I’d like to talk to Bishop George Alton, please.” 
 
    “Bishop Alton is very busy this morning. May I tell him who is calling?” 
 
    Peyton tapped the edge of the notebook on her desk. “Inspector Peyton Brooks from the San Francisco Police Department.” 
 
    “Inspector Brooks, I will let him know you called and ask him to return your call. Can you give me the best number to reach you at?” 
 
    Peyton told the man her number, repeating it to make sure he got it right. 
 
    “I’ll have him get back to you as soon as possible. Anything else I can do for you?” 
 
    Peyton dropped the notebook on the desk. She recognized a stonewalling when she saw one. “No, just please impress on him how important it is to return my call.” 
 
    “Of course. Have a good day, Inspector.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Peyton hung up and laid her phone on her desk. A moment later a text from Abe came through. He’d gotten both bodies from Alcatraz to process. She typed another text to him, asking him if anyone had identified the priest’s body. He confirmed that a Father Mark Shannon had been in early that morning to give a positive identification. She thanked him and told him she’d call him that night, then she checked the time. 
 
    The boys were due in for an interview in about an hour, so she didn’t have time to go out to the church. That would have to wait for tomorrow. Clicking on the word processing program, she decided to begin her report. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton poured herself a mug of coffee and reached for the sugar, but she stopped with her hand on the lid. Pushing it away, she picked up the black coffee and took a sip. The bitterness smote her taste-buds, making her shiver. At least the heat drove some of the lethargy away. 
 
    Maria stuck her head inside the break-room. “The boys are here. I set them up in the conference room.” 
 
    Peyton nodded and left the coffee on the counter, following Maria across the squad room to her desk, where she retrieved her notebook. As she headed toward the front of the building, she could hear Defino talking to someone. She slowed as she came around the corner, finding the captain talking to a group of people in the lobby. 
 
    She caught sight of Peyton and motioned her forward. “Inspector Brooks, I’d like to introduce you to the parents of the boys.” Peyton’s gaze passed over the three women and two men.  “As I’m sure you remember, the boys were on a field trip with Father Reynolds at the time of the shooting. I was just explaining to their parents how we plan to proceed. The boys are already in the conference room.” 
 
    Peyton forced a smile and held out her hand to the woman on the far left. 
 
    “This is Ms. Barber, Matt Barber’s mother.” 
 
    The woman met her eye directly and gave her a firm shake, then released her. Peyton shifted to the couple next to her. 
 
    “Mr. and Mrs. Gafney, parents to Joey Gafney.” They each shook her hand, but Mrs. Gafney kept her eyes fixed on the conference room door. 
 
    Peyton turned to the last couple. 
 
    “And finally, Mr. and Mrs. Pooley, parents of J.C. Pooley. I told them they could be in the room as you questioned the boys, and that I would be in there also.” 
 
    When Peyton gave her a surprised look, Captain Defino tilted her head, indicating it wasn’t open for discussion. 
 
    “Great,” she said, trying to keep the sarcasm from her voice. “After you?” She held the half-door open as they walked through. 
 
    Three teenage boys sat at the table. The parents arranged themselves behind their sons, taking seats Maria had obviously set up earlier for them. Matt Barber was about fifteen, Peyton guessed, with a shaggy mop of brown hair and friendly brown eyes. He had his hands clasped nervously in his lap and he wore a polo shirt buttoned up to the top. Joey Gafney was a year or two older with blond hair that feathered back from his face, showing the line of acne along his cheekbones. He had a t-shirt with a picture of Jesus on it that said, What would Jesus do? Finally, J.C. Pooley was a large boy with shoulders like a linebacker and a paunch to match. He wore a Niners’ football jersey and a Niners’ ball cap over close-cropped brown hair. 
 
    Peyton took a seat across from them and reached for her business cards, smiling at them as she passed the cards around. She was aware of Captain Defino leaning against the wall behind her. “I’m Inspector Brooks,” she said. 
 
    Immediately, J.C. Pooley’s father grabbed the card from his son’s hand and read it. 
 
    Peyton ignored the gesture and reached for her notebook, setting it on the table in front of her. She slid the pen out of the spiral binding on top. “Do you mind if I take some notes while you talk to me?” 
 
    The boys all shook their heads no. 
 
    “Great. Let me start by saying how much I appreciate you coming in and being willing to talk to me. It will help us figure out what happened yesterday. I’m sure you’re still shaken up from the experience, so if at any time, you want to take a break, please don’t hesitate to let me know.” 
 
    J.C. gave a grunt, but Matt nodded vigorously. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get started. I know you all went to Alcatraz on a field trip with Father Reynolds, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Joey. 
 
    “Does that happen often?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Do you go on field trips with Father Reynolds often?” 
 
    “Do you mean Father Patrick?” asked Matt. 
 
    “Right, Father Patrick.” 
 
    “He just started at St. Matthews,” said Joey. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “’Bout three months ago.” 
 
    The other boys nodded. 
 
    Peyton jotted a note in her notepad. “Great. Do you know where he came from?” 
 
    The boys glanced at each other. Matt turned and looked at his mother. His mother shook her head. 
 
    “No,” said Matt tentatively. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s talk about what happened yesterday, all right?” Peyton could sense the shift in atmosphere. Joey’s parents moved restlessly in their chairs. “I know it’s hard, but I really need to know what you saw and heard.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Joey. 
 
    “You were on the last tour of the day, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How come you went out so late?” 
 
    “Father Patrick said it would be spookier if we went later,” offered Joey. Peyton guessed he was the de facto leader of the group. 
 
    “Did he just invite the three of you?” 
 
    The boys shared a look, but Joey answered. “No, he was trying to start this youth group. It was supposed to be more, but he said only the three of us signed up to go.” 
 
    “I see. So once you got to the island, you were taken to the chapel to watch a video?” 
 
    “Yeah, of the prison.” 
 
    “I saw benches in that room. Were you standing or seated?” 
 
    “We were sitting in the last row. Father Patrick was standing behind us.” 
 
    “Was it dark in there?” 
 
    “Yeah, they turned the lights out so we could see the video.” 
 
    Peyton leaned forward. “Can you tell me what happened when the shooting started?” 
 
    J.C. shifted weight in his chair and Matt looked at his clasped hands. Joey considered his response for a moment. “The video was loud, but all of a sudden I heard a strange pop. People started screaming and we hit the floor.” 
 
    “Is that what you all heard?” 
 
    J.C. nodded, but Matt looked up at Peyton. “I saw the guard or whatever he was fall over backward, then Joey pushed me down.” 
 
    “Where was Father Patrick?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Joey. “Everyone was screaming and running for the exits. Someone pushed me in the back and I fell.” 
 
    Matt dropped his eyes again and stared at his hands. 
 
    “Matt?” said Peyton. “Did you see Father Patrick?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m not sure. Joey’s right. It was crazy in there.” 
 
    “That’s okay. What do you think you saw?” 
 
    “I thought…” He hesitated and glanced back at his mother. She put her hand on his shoulder for support. “I thought I saw someone in a ball cap grab him around the neck and pull him back toward the door.” 
 
    “Did you recognize the ball cap?” 
 
    “I think it was a Giants cap, but I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Then what happened?” 
 
    “Someone fell over me and I couldn’t see anything. Next thing I know a guard was pulling me up and pushing me toward the door.” 
 
    Peyton made a few notes on her pad, then looked over at Joey. “Do you remember anything else?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t see Father Patrick, I just followed J.C. out of the building.” 
 
    Peyton shifted toward J.C. “Do you remember anything different than the other two?” 
 
    “Nothing. I didn’t really hear the shot even. I just heard everyone scream.” 
 
    Peyton read back through her notes. “Did anyone else know about the field trip?” 
 
    “It was posted on the bulletin board for weeks,” offered Joey’s father. “A lot of people had to see it.” 
 
    “Why did Father Patrick pick Alcatraz?” 
 
    Joey shrugged. “He thought it was fascinating that you could take a trip out there and see it. He said he liked history and stuff.” 
 
    “How often did the youth group meet?” 
 
    “We were just getting started. We met a few times.” 
 
    “How many people belonged to it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Each meeting it seemed like different people showed up. There were about six of us regulars.” 
 
    “Boys and girls?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Matt briefly closed his eyes. Peyton noticed he was clasping his hands tightly in his lap. 
 
    “Matt, is there anything else you remember?” 
 
    Matt shook his head. 
 
    Peyton leaned toward him. “Matt, anything you can tell me would help. Is there something else you want to say?” 
 
    Matt looked up at her and his brown eyes were sad. “I heard something, but it was wrong for me to listen.” 
 
    “On Alcatraz?” 
 
    “No, at the church, during one of our meetings.” 
 
    “Okay, what was it?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have been listening.” 
 
    “Well, sometimes we hear things that we shouldn’t, but if it helps us understand what happened on Alcatraz, I think it’s okay for you to tell me. I know it was terrifying – what you went through out there, but I’m really trying to make sense of it.” 
 
    “You get hurt out there?” Joey motioned to Peyton’s cheek. 
 
    She gingerly touched the cuts. “Yeah, you guys were right, it was spooky out there and by the time I got off the boat, it was incredibly dark.” 
 
    “I heard Father Patrick’s dead. Is he?” 
 
    Peyton glanced back at Defino and she nodded that Peyton could continue. “Yes, he’s dead.” 
 
    “Did the guy who took him kill him?” asked Matt. 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. That’s why I need your help, Matt. What did you hear at the church?” 
 
    Matt rubbed his palm on his jeans. “Father Mark didn’t want Father Patrick to start the youth group.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Father Patrick said it was important to him.” 
 
    “Father Mark knew about the field trip, though, right?” 
 
    “He had to know,” said Joey. “Dad’s right. It was posted on the bulletin board.” 
 
    “Do you know why only the three of you signed up?” 
 
    “No. It was the first field trip, so we just figured the others weren’t interested in it.” 
 
    “Okay. You’ve done real good, all of you. My direct phone number is on those cards I gave you. If you remember anything else, or think of anything, please call me.” 
 
    Joey and J.C. nodded. 
 
    Matt met Peyton’s eye. “I didn’t see the guy’s face who took Father Patrick. It was too dark.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Maybe I didn’t even see that right. Maybe the guy was trying to get Father Patrick out.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “But why would he put his arm around his neck?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’ll try to find out.” 
 
    J.C.’s father stood up. “If that’s all, I think we should leave.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “Don’t hesitate to call me though if you think of anything at all, even if you think it’s nothing.” 
 
    The boys nodded and rose. Peyton shook hands with them, then Captain Defino walked them out. Peyton followed her and watched them as they walked across the parking lot. 
 
    “Why do you think Father Mark didn’t want Father Patrick to start a youth group?” asked Defino. 
 
    Peyton sighed. “I can guess, can’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Defino looked over her shoulder at her. “Maybe we need to talk to Father Mark?” 
 
    “I’ll head out there now.” 
 
    “Do it tomorrow after your session with the psychiatrist. Right now, I think you should go home and get some rest. You look like hell.” 
 
    “Thanks, Captain. And here I thought I looked like a super model.” 
 
    Behind her, Maria made a choking noise. 
 
    Defino smiled. “Go home, Brooks, but make sure you’re here bright and early tomorrow for your session.” 
 
    Peyton rolled her eyes. “Why ever would I be late for that? It’s gonna be the highlight of my day.” 
 
    Defino laughed. “Actually, I’m certain it’ll be the highlight of his day, poor bastard.” With that, she headed toward her office. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Peyton arrived at the precinct precisely at 8:00AM for her session with the psychiatrist. He was waiting for her in the doorway of the conference room. She didn’t have time for coffee or to go to her desk. 
 
    He held out his hand and grasped hers in a firm, authoritative grip. “Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    “Yes. Peyton, actually.” 
 
    “Peyton, I’m Dr. Ferguson, but if we’re going to be on first name terms, you can call me Don.” He was middle aged with a thinning crown of blond hair and watery blue eyes. His clean shaven face was long and his chin square. He wore an out-of-date suit with a pale blue shirt and a yellow tie. He was average height, but his hands were large and calloused. 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    When his brows lifted, Peyton remembered what Defino had warned her. No stories, no anecdotes, no silliness. Just the bald truth. She hated feeling like everything she said was open for interpretation and study. 
 
    “Come in.” He motioned into the conference room. 
 
    She really wanted some coffee, but she figured that would seem like a crutch to a man like him. She followed him obediently inside. He shut the door behind them, then went around the table, taking a seat. He pointed to the chair at the head of the table and Peyton sank into it. She suppressed the urge to say no couch, but it was hard. In fact, this whole thing was going to be hard. How was she going to act normal when the entire set up made her feel like a goldfish in a bowl? 
 
    A legal pad sat on the table before him and he picked up a pen. “Do you mind if I take notes while we talk?” 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” 
 
    He set the pen down again. “We all have choices, Peyton. Certainly there are consequences for those choices, such as this one. I’m certain you’d like to be anywhere else right now, but you have to attend these sessions in order to remain on active duty; however, you could always choose not to attend.” 
 
    Peyton heard the implied threat. “Take notes,” she said. She could pretend like she had a choice, even though she didn’t. 
 
    “Good. Now, let me explain something to you. My philosophy has always been to ask questions I want an answer to. I don’t play around trying to get you to reveal something you are trying to hide. If I want to know, I’ll just come out and ask it. Understood?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Good. Now, as I understand it, you’ve been in three shoot-outs over the last year. Twice you’ve been shot at and one resulted in the near fatal shooting of someone right next to you. This last incident ended with your partner killing a suspect.” 
 
    He wasn’t kidding about getting right to the heart of it. “You have the facts right.” 
 
    “You must feel like a target.” 
 
    “I’m a cop. We are targets.” 
 
    “Most cops go their entire careers without getting shot at, Peyton, yet you’ve had three close calls in the last year.” 
 
    She forced down the sarcastic quip she was going to make. “You’re right.” 
 
    “That would make anyone wonder if they’re in the right career.” 
 
    “It would. It certainly makes those around me wonder.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    Peyton braced her elbow on the arm of the chair and rested her chin on her hand. “No, I haven’t thought about changing careers.” 
 
    He picked up the pen and jotted something down on the pad. Peyton couldn’t read it upside down, besides the fact that it looked like chicken scratch. 
 
    “Let’s talk about your father.” 
 
    Peyton’s brows rose. “Wow, you weren’t kidding. You wanna hop into bed without even buying me dinner.” 
 
    He glanced up from his pad. “Should I take that to mean you don’t want to talk about your father?” 
 
    Peyton forced herself to remember Defino’s warning. No silliness, no stories, just the truth. “No, I don’t want to talk about my dad, but that doesn’t mean I won’t.” 
 
    “Do you feel you’ve gotten over his death?” 
 
    Peyton lowered her arm. “No, I haven’t gotten over his death. Who gets over something like that? But I don’t see how that has anything to do with me being in three shoot-outs this last year.” 
 
    He made a non-committal shrug. “Perhaps you put yourself in dangerous situations.” 
 
    “Of course, that must be it. It couldn’t be that I’m a cop.” 
 
    He gave her a half-smile and tapped the pen on his pad. “People often use sarcasm for self-defense.” 
 
    “Don’t read anything into it. I use sarcasm for everything.” 
 
    “Why did you feel the need to fulfill the last wish of the man who killed your father?” 
 
    That took her aback. She blinked at him a few times, then sucked in a full breath and held it. Gradually, she released it. Staring at the table, she tried to come up with a plausible answer, but nothing came to her. “I don’t really know.” She glanced up. “Except I gave him my word.” 
 
    “Is that important to you? Your word?” 
 
    “When all is said and done, it’s all we’ve got.” 
 
    “That must have been hard.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “I don’t think I did it for him. Not for Luis Garza. I did it for his mother. I knew what that loss was like and…I don’t know.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I just felt I had to get closure.” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    Peyton pulled her upper lip between her teeth. “No, but I guess I understood a little better. That’s probably all that I’ll ever have, just a better understanding. How one moment changes your life forever.” 
 
    “Let’s talk about your mother.” 
 
    Peyton fought the smart retort that rose to her lips. 
 
    “Your relationship with her is strained, yes?” 
 
    Peyton laughed. “You could say that.” 
 
    “Because of your father’s death?” 
 
    “That and my job and her current boyfriend.” 
 
    “She doesn’t approve of your job?” 
 
    “Why would she? Not after my father.” 
 
    “You mentioned her boyfriend. It can be hard for children to see their parents move on.” 
 
    “It’s not that…well, not entirely.” 
 
    “What is it then?” 
 
    “He wants to pretend her previous life never happened, including the mixed-race daughter she has.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. Have you expressed this to her?” 
 
    “Why? She’d feel obligated to break it off with him and right now, he fills a need for her. Even if he wasn’t in the picture, there’s too much between us as it is.” 
 
    “Is that why you get emotionally involved in the cases you’re assigned?” 
 
    “Emotionally involved? I don’t think I get emotionally involved.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Peyton knew she’d entered a dangerous topic, but she didn’t know how to deflect it. “I have never received a complaint about my work ethic.” 
 
    He lifted a few pages on his tablet and reviewed some notes he’d scribbled there. “Let’s see.” He shifted a few more pages, then looked up at her. “Currently, you have a murder suspect renting a room in your house. Not only that, but you got him a job.” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “You allowed a prostitute to come into your home and take a shower. Later on she betrayed you.” 
 
    “That was…” 
 
    “And in your last case, instead of turning over an open and shut case to the D.A., you stonewalled him and continued working it past all reason, even against the advice of your partner.” 
 
    Peyton leaned forward. “If I hadn’t kept working that last case, we would have sent an innocent man to prison.  As for Jake Ryder, he was also innocent.” 
 
    “And the prostitute?” 
 
    Peyton stopped. Flattening her hand on the table, she drew a deep breath. “I was trying to save her.” 
 
    “Here’s what I think. Your father is dead, your mother is estranged, and you have no siblings, so you fill that void with the people around you, making them into your ersatz family.” 
 
    “Most people would feel that’s healthy.” 
 
    He flipped a few more pages. “Most people wouldn’t bring a murder suspect into their house. Not only that, but you have a failed romantic relationship with the assistant district attorney, call the medical examiner your best friend, and then there’s your relationship with your partner.” 
 
    Peyton slumped back in her seat. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Do you deny that you are exceptionally close to your partner?” 
 
    “That happens when you trust your life to someone every day for eight years. You can’t possibly understand that sort of a bond.” 
 
    “Relax, Inspector Brooks. My job is counseling cops. I understand that relationship quite well.” 
 
    “So what are you implying?” 
 
    “You were badly shaken yesterday after the shooting. Your captain ordered you to be seen by a medical professional who deemed it necessary to give you a tranquilizer.” 
 
    “Yeah, someone shot at me, damn near hit me.” She pointed to the cuts on her cheek. 
 
    “Is that really why you were shaken up, Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    “Of course it was.” 
 
    “And yet the last time you were shot at, you didn’t need any medical assistance. In fact, a man was shot right next to you and you continued working the case as if nothing had happened. What changed this time?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I think you do.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t. Maybe it was because it’s happened so much lately. Maybe it was the environment.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that’s true.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know then.” 
 
    “I really think you do, but you’re afraid to admit it to yourself.” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “Why was this time different?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Yes, you do.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. It just was.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because.” 
 
    “Because why?” 
 
    Peyton slammed her hand down on the table. “Because I should have been the one to shoot. It should have been me, not Marco. I should have killed him.” 
 
    Closing her eyes, she lowered her head. 
 
    Doctor Ferguson picked up his pen and wrote something on his pad. She could hear the scratch of the tip across the paper. Forcing herself to breathe in and out, she calmed herself. This had to be a bad thing. There was no way that much writing indicated anything other than disaster. 
 
    “I suppose you want my gun now.” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    Peyton opened her eyes and looked at him. “What?” 
 
    “We’re finally getting somewhere.” 
 
    “And where is that?” 
 
    He smiled. His face didn’t soften much as a result, but he was a little less intimidating. “Were you and Inspector D’Angelo always close?” 
 
    Peyton gave a bark of laughter. The question was so unexpected. “No, he hated me at first.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Peyton allowed herself to lean back in the chair. “I guess I can be a little overbearing at times and he was uptight.” 
 
    “Overbearing how?” 
 
    Peyton smiled in memory. “I told his date one time that I was his wife.” 
 
    Ferguson gave her an amused look. “You did what?” 
 
    Peyton remembered Defino’s warning about telling silly stories. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “I disagree. It lets me get to the heart of this situation, lets me understand the dynamics of your relationship. It bears directly on why you feel you should have taken the shot when everyone else indicates he had the better angle.” 
 
    “I don’t know. It was a long time ago.” 
 
    “What is this dissembling really about, Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    “Captain Defino told me not to waste your time with anecdotes and silly stories.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “She told me to answer your questions and nothing more.” 
 
    “You mean she didn’t want you to do to me what you did to the other psychologist you saw?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Tell me the story, Inspector Brooks. I’ll deal with your captain myself.” 
 
    Peyton sighed, but she was relieved. This seemed a hell of a lot safer than talking about the shooting. There was absolutely nothing Doctor Ferguson could get out of her first meeting with Marco. 
 
      
 
    *    *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton opened the door to the precinct and stepped into the lobby. A counter lay in front of her and beyond that was an unmanned desk. The door to the left opened on a conference room and the door to the right was closed. Peyton moved to the counter and leaned over, trying to peer into the rest of the building, but she couldn’t see anything beyond a couple of brown partitions. 
 
    The outer door opened and a huge man stepped through. He was at least six four, massive shoulders, and had one of the handsomest faces she’d ever seen. He had wide cheekbones, a square chin, and broad forehead. His nose cut a straight slash in the middle of a Patrician face. With his dark black hair pulled back in a ponytail and heavily lashed blue eyes, he was gorgeous. 
 
    He eyed her up and down. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey,” she returned. 
 
    Behind her she heard heels on the tiled floor. A young Hispanic woman with an hour-glass figure came around the corner and approached the desk. She spotted Peyton first and her nose crinkled up as if she smelled something bad, then her gaze lifted to the young god behind her. A smile bloomed across her lips, lighting up her eyes. 
 
    “Hello. I’m Maria Sanchez.” She checked an appointment book on her desk. “And you must be…” 
 
    “Peyton Brooks.” She held out her hand over the counter. 
 
    Maria ignored it and went to the half-door on the left side and pulled it open. “This way.” 
 
    Peyton pulled her hand back and eased around the counter into the inner sanctum of the precinct, but once on the other side she wasn’t sure where to go. She turned back to Maria, but the woman was fixated on the man. 
 
    “And you must be Marco D’Angelo.” Her eyes tracked him up and down and Peyton thought she thrust her chest out just a bit. 
 
    “You’ve got me,” he said in a deep rumble, holding out his hand. He gave her a lazy smile. 
 
    She beamed at him and took his hand, sliding her palm along his until her fingers touched his wrist. Peyton wanted to make a gagging motion, but she was afraid it wouldn’t look professional. 
 
    “I have a meeting with Captain Defino this morning,” she suggested. 
 
    Maria looked over at her and made the same crinkling motion with her nose. “This way.” She pointed to the closed office door and led the way. Knocking at the door, she turned the handle and leaned inside. “Your nine o’clock is here.” 
 
    “Send them in,” came a feminine voice. 
 
    Peyton frowned. For some reason she’d expected Captain Defino to be a man. 
 
    Maria held the door open. “Go right in.” 
 
    Peyton went first, stepping into a dark office whose blinds were closed against the sunlight. She glanced back over her shoulder and watched D’Angelo enter. He had to turn sideways to get beyond Maria and she gave him a sultry look as he passed. 
 
    Peyton rolled her eyes, then faced forward again. A stocky woman of medium height rose from behind a glass desk and motioned them forward. She had short brown hair and a business pants suit that looked stiff and proper. Across from her sat a middle aged Caucasian man with a barrel chest and enormous hands and next to him was an Asian man who shifted in his seat with quick, sharp movements. 
 
    “Officers Brooks and D’Angelo?” 
 
    “Brooks, ma’am,” said Peyton. 
 
    D’Angelo just nodded. 
 
    “I guess I should correct myself. Inspectors Brooks and D’Angelo, right?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    She motioned to the two men at her desk. “This is Inspector Bill Simons and Inspector Nathan Cho.” She gave a slight smile. “These young people are our two latest hotshots. Both graduated at the top of their class.” 
 
    Simons gave a grunt, but he didn’t seem impressed. Cho rose quickly and held out his hand to Peyton. 
 
    “Welcome aboard.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, watching as he moved to D’Angelo and also shook his hand. 
 
    “Thank you, gentlemen,” said the captain, motioning to the door. “That will be all. I need to debrief our young detectives now.” 
 
    Simons lumbered to his feet, forcing Peyton to back up nearly into D’Angelo. She felt tiny between the two massive men. “Good luck,” said Simons and followed Cho from the room. 
 
    Defino motioned to the vacated chairs. “Have a seat.” 
 
    Peyton hurried to the one on the right and sank into it. She clasped her hands in her lap and plastered an uncomfortable smile on her face. She was excited about this new opportunity, but she was also nervous. Most detectives rose through the ranks after a long career as street cops. She really wasn’t sure she was ready for this advancement, but her previous captain had encouraged her. They were short on detectives and he felt it would be a great opportunity for her. She hadn’t actually believed she’d pass the tests, then to test out as one of the highest in her class…it was all happening so fast. 
 
    Captain Defino sat down again and picked up a file in front of her. “Give me a minute to review this,” she said. 
 
    Peyton nodded and watched D’Angelo lever his long legs into the unforgiving melamine chair next to her. He wore a ribbed sweater and it pulled tight across his chest, outlining the muscles in his abdomen. Peyton looked away. She wasn’t immune to so much masculine beauty, but this guy was too much. There was no way that much muscle had also graduated top of his class. 
 
    While Defino continued to look through the file, Peyton fidgeted. She’d never been very good at waiting. The captain had a crystal stapler sitting on the edge of the desk closest to Peyton. She’d never seen anything like it before. The staples were visible in the carriage and she couldn’t help but wonder if you could actually see the sharp edges fold in when you pressed the top down. 
 
    Reaching out two fingers, she depressed the stapler. The mechanism moved down, advancing the staple, but as soon as it came in contact with the metal clip in the lower part, the staple disappeared from view. She leaned forward to see where it went, but suddenly realized Defino had stopped turning pages. She looked up to find the captain watching her. Defino reached out, taking the stapler from her and setting it to the side. 
 
    Peyton gave her a tight grin and leaned back only to catch the smug smile on D’Angelo’s finely sculpted lips. She shot him a glare and folded her hands again. 
 
    “Well, everything seems to be in order,” said Defino, closing the file and laying her hands on top. “Maria will show you to your desks and as soon as we get a case, I’ll hand it over to the two of you.” 
 
    Peyton lifted her head. “The two of us?” 
 
    Defino nodded. 
 
    Peyton pointed between her and D’Angelo. “The two of us?” 
 
    “Right. Is something wrong?” 
 
    Peyton shifted forward in her chair. “Do you mean I’m going to be working with…” She pointed her finger at the man sitting next to her. “…him?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Him?” 
 
    The captain glared at her. “Inspector Brooks, is there a problem?” 
 
    “No, I just thought…” 
 
    “You thought what?” 
 
    “I thought I was going to be working with one of the inspectors who were in here earlier.” 
 
    “Simons and Cho?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Simons and Cho have been partners for years. I’m not breaking up a team like that.” 
 
    “But, Captain?” She held out a hand, indicating D’Angelo. 
 
    Defino folded her hands on the file. “What exactly is your problem with Inspector D’Angelo? He graduated with nearly the same scores you did.” 
 
    Peyton closed her mouth. No use making enemies the first day. “Nothing. I have no problems.” 
 
    “Good. Then please go out and have Maria get you some desks.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain,” said D’Angelo, flashing her that lazy smile. 
 
    The captain’s stern façade vanished and she beamed at him. “You’re very welcome, Inspector D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Marco, please.” 
 
    “Of course, Marco.” 
 
    His smile dried as he glanced back at Peyton, then he went to the door and pulled it open. Peyton followed him out. 
 
    Marco, please, she mouthed. 
 
    Maria simpered with delight when he told her what Defino requested. She led them around the corner of the precinct and to a pair of desks which were arranged nose to nose, the front ends touching each other. 
 
    “Take your pick,” she said, but she leaned into D’Angelo and pointed to the one on the right. “That one is closest to the break-room and faces the front of the precinct.” 
 
    “Good call,” he said, winking at her. 
 
    “Let me know if you need anything,” she called over her shoulder as she made her way back to her desk. 
 
    D’Angelo walked over to the desk on the right and pulled out the chair. 
 
    “What makes you think that’s your desk?” 
 
    He glanced up at her. “If you want it, just say so.” 
 
    Peyton clenched her jaw, but she moved to the desk on the left. “I don’t really care. I wouldn’t want to disrupt your view of Maria’s cleavage.” 
 
    He moved toward her, taking a seat on the edge of the desks where they touched. “What’s your problem with me, anyway?” 
 
    “I don’t have a problem.” She rolled the chair back and forth. 
 
    “Yes, you do. Look, if this is going to work, we’ve got to be honest with each other. Is it me or do you hate all men?” 
 
    “I like men. I love men.” She caught herself and closed her eyes as that maddening smile bloomed across his mouth. Lifting her hand, she let it fall against the top of the chair. “It’s just I thought I’d get a seasoned partner, someone like Simons or Cho, not a…” 
 
    “Not a what?” 
 
    In for a penny, in for a pound, she thought. “Not a GQ underwear model.” 
 
    He crossed his arms over his chest. “How do you think I feel? They give me a pixie with three inch heels. Where’s Peter Pan, sweetheart?” 
 
    Peyton gave him a wry smile. “I can still kick your ass.” 
 
    He rose to his full, impressive height and moved a step closer until he towered over her. “You can’t reach my ass, honey.” 
 
    She glared him down, but he just gave her that slow smile and turned away. 
 
    “How ‘bout a cup of coffee?” he said over his shoulder as he headed for the break-room. 
 
      
 
    *   *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco lived on the second floor of a walk-up on the edge of the Sunset. She found the building and climbed the narrow staircase to his door. After knocking, she put her hands in her back pockets and rocked on her heels. 
 
    She could hear music and muted voices on the other side, so she knew he was home, but no one came to the door. She knocked again, louder this time. Someone fumbled with the chain on the other side and then the door swung inward. 
 
    Marco stood in the entrance with only a sheet wrapped around his waist. Peyton’s brows rose as she took in the naked planes of his chest, all hard angles and defined muscles, sweeping down to a washboard abdomen. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he growled at her. 
 
    “We have a case.” Involuntarily, her eyes tracked lower over the sculpted lines of his belly. 
 
    “See something you like, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    She lifted her gaze to his. Damn, but his face was every bit as gorgeous as the rest of him. “Yeah, unfortunately it doesn’t come with a brain.” 
 
    He gave her that lazy smile of his. “I suppose you won’t wait outside.” 
 
    “Not a chance.” 
 
    He threw back the door and she stepped in, glancing around. She’d always thought bachelor pads were the stuff of movies, but if so, Marco bought into it with conviction. A broken down couch, a massive recliner, two wine crates and a flat screen TV made up his living room. A galley kitchen with an enormous stainless steel refrigerator and a two burner stove occupied the right half of the room. An open bedroom door with a king size bed lay to the left. She guessed the bathroom had to be through the bedroom. 
 
    “Make yourself at home,” he said, heading toward the left. 
 
    She glanced after him as he disappeared around the door. 
 
    “I’ve gotta go,” he told someone. 
 
    “Who’s here?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I’ve just gotta go.” 
 
    “What the hell do you mean you gotta go?” 
 
    Peyton wandered over to the couch and took a seat. 
 
    Suddenly a blond woman appeared in the bedroom doorway, glaring out at her. She had a blanket wrapped around her body. “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    Peyton flashed her a smile. “His wife,” she said mischievously. 
 
    “His wife!” She disappeared behind the door again. “She’s your wife!” 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    “She said she’s your wife. You told me you weren’t married!” 
 
    “I’m not married.” 
 
    The woman gave out a frustrated scream and Peyton heard something hit the door. A moment later, Marco came scrambling out, wearing only an unbuttoned pair of jeans, carrying a sweater and his shoes. 
 
    He dumped the sweater and shoes on the recliner and gave Peyton a furious look. “You told her you were my wife?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. 
 
    Behind him the woman continued to swear, throwing things around as she searched for her clothes. 
 
    “Why did you tell her you were my wife?” 
 
    “Come on. Really? That’s what you like?” She held a hand toward the bedroom. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder and they both watched as the blond struggled to pull her dress over her head. She was still calling Marco a number of choice names, but her voice was muffled by the fabric. 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” He buttoned his jeans. 
 
    “She’s a giant Barbie doll.” 
 
    “No, she’s not.” He sat down in the chair and pulled the sweater over his head, then reached for his boots. 
 
    “The hell she isn’t. She can’t even dress herself.” 
 
    He tugged the first boot into place. “Maybe I like Barbie dolls.” 
 
    Peyton pushed herself to her feet and moved close to him. He looked up at her as she leaned down near his face. “Really? And here I thought you might like something with a bit more spice.” 
 
    His lips parted. 
 
    Peyton licked her own lips, then moved away from him and headed toward the door. “Come on, D’Angelo. We got a dead body to investigate.” 
 
    He tugged the other boot in place and scrambled to follow her, grabbing a jacket and his gun out of the closet by the door. Peyton stepped into the hallway, waiting for him, but he hesitated and glanced back at the bedroom. 
 
    “I need to lock up.” 
 
    Peyton started moving down the hallway. “Forget it. You don’t have anything worth stealing.” 
 
    “What’s the case?” He pushed open the door to the stairs. 
 
    “Vehicular manslaughter. We’ve just got to go out there, sign off on it, and the D.A. can decide if he wants to prosecute. Usually he doesn’t. Not worth it.” 
 
    They jogged down the stairs and he followed her into the parking lot. Their brand new precinct-issued Charger was waiting for them near the stairwell and he unlocked the door. Peyton slipped into the passenger seat as he slid behind the steering wheel. 
 
    “How did you get over here?” 
 
    “Cab. You weren’t answering your damn phone, so I had to come over. Maybe you can try taking it off vibrate once in a while.” 
 
    His eyes snapped to her face and she knew he’d caught her double entendre. “Look, you and I need to set some boundaries if this is going to work.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    He started the engine and put the car in reverse. “Where we going by the way?” 
 
    “The Embarcadero.” 
 
    He cranked the wheel to the right and pulled out of the parking lot. “So first rule, we respect each other’s privacy. I won’t comment on who you’re sleeping with and you don’t comment on who I…” 
 
    “Bang.” 
 
    He scowled at her. “Sleep with.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Two, we don’t share our personal lives with each other. We’re partners, but we’re not going to pretend we’re friends. I don’t want to hear about your life and you don’t want to hear about mine.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Three, we don’t see each other socially outside of work. I have my friends and you have yours.” 
 
    Peyton rolled her eyes. “Whatever.” 
 
    “Do you agree?” 
 
    “Yeah, fine.” 
 
    “Four, we avoid each other’s homes. I’ll keep my phone on in case you need to get a hold of me, but you don’t come over any more and I won’t go to your place.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Do you have any rules?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He glanced at her as he made the next turn. “What is it?” 
 
    “You try to keep your clothes on when we’re together.” 
 
    He exhaled in aggravation. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “You enjoyed the show.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I enjoy a good juggling act once in a while, but if you see it too much, you realize it’s just balls going around in a circle.” 
 
    He eased the car to a stop at a light and shifted to frown at her. “What?” 
 
    “You heard me. So do you agree?” 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “I’ll keep my clothes on when we’re together.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He shook his head in disgust and started driving again. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton stopped talking. She realized she was getting caught up in the story, remembering those first few days with Marco. God, he’d been so uptight and she’d done everything in her power to goad him. 
 
    Ferguson was smiling at her. “You weren’t kidding. No wonder he hated you.” 
 
    Peyton smiled in return. “Yeah. He even asked Captain Defino to move him.” Rubbing her hands on her thighs, she met his gaze directly. “What are you really trying to find out?” 
 
    “Exactly what I said, Inspector Brooks. I need to know why you feel you should have taken the shot and why it shook you up to the point of needing a tranquilizer.” 
 
    “I didn’t need the damn tranquilizer.” 
 
    “The doctor in the emergency room clearly felt you did. Are you suggesting you know more than a medical professional?” 
 
    Peyton wasn’t going to touch that. “So what now?” 
 
    “I’ll see you back here tomorrow morning at 8:00.” 
 
    “And Marco?” 
 
    “I meet with him for the first time tomorrow at 10:00.” 
 
    “You won’t tell me when he can come back to work, will you?” 
 
    “No, but even if I could, I haven’t begun to take him apart yet.” 
 
    “You’re going to share everything I say with the captain, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m going to give her a final report. I will tell her whatever I need to tell her to back my report, but don’t worry.” He leaned closer to her. “I won’t tell her you told me any stories.” 
 
    Peyton let out a dramatic sigh. “Well, that takes away all my worries at once.” 
 
    He laughed. “Glad I could help. See you tomorrow, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton pushed herself to her feet. “See you tomorrow, Doctor Ferguson.” With that, she left the room.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Peyton drove her little green Corolla out to the St. Matthews’ Church and pulled into an open parking space. She had a lot to choose from. Beyond the Corolla, there were only three other cars in the lot. 
 
    The church was small, built in the mission style so famous up and down the coast of California. The pink adobe bricks showed a dull salmon in the afternoon sunlight as she entered the gate and walked through a small flower garden before the front doors. 
 
    White stucco covered the bricks in the vestibule and stained glass windows rose from floor to vaulted ceiling beside the doors. One was of the Virgin Mary in a flowing white robe and the other of John the Baptist. 
 
    She searched the vestibule for an office, but found only a small room with a screen and two chairs. She went to the double doors, leading into the church itself. The right door was open and she peered in. The vaulted ceilings rose in a peak overhead and a long aisle ran down the middle of the church, drawing the eye to the altar. Behind the altar was a wooden depiction of the crucifix. The eyes of Jesus bled tears of blood. Pews lined either side of the aisle, row after row leading to the stairs before the altar. 
 
    A man knelt in the first pew, the silver of his head bowed over his clasped hands. Peyton didn’t want to disrupt his devotion, so she turned back toward the door and came up short. A younger man in black with a priest collar stood behind her. He had very light brown hair and close-set brown eyes that bulged a bit. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    Peyton reached for her badge and held it up. “I’m Inspector Brooks from the San Francisco Police Department. I’m looking for Father Mark Shannon.” 
 
    He smiled, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “You’ve found him. How can I help you, Inspector?” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder at the praying man. He also wore black and hadn’t moved since she came in. “I was hoping we could talk about Father Reynolds, but…” She indicated the other man with her hand. 
 
    Father Mark looked beyond her and then clasped his hands at his waist. “Father Michael is busy with his invocations and won’t be bothered by us.” 
 
    “Isn’t there any other place more private we can talk?” 
 
    He held out his hands indicating the church. “Where else would you go, Inspector? This is a house of God and He hears all.” 
 
    Peyton wasn’t really worried about God hearing, but who was she to argue? “You were the one who identified Father Reynolds’ body at the morgue?” 
 
    He nodded. “So unfortunate. I do hope you will be able to get to the bottom of what happened. I worry for the soul of the man who took his life. I understand he was an officer of the law as well.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t answer that. “I interviewed the boys who were with Father Reynolds at the time.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.” 
 
    “They mentioned that he hadn’t been in your parish for long.” 
 
    “No, he was transferred here three months ago.” 
 
    “Transferred? From where?” 
 
    “I am not at liberty to divulge this, but I can say that priests are transferred frequently wherever there is greatest need.” 
 
    “Did you have need here?” 
 
    “Of course we did.” 
 
    “When I called I was told he was the vicar here. Can you tell me what that means?” 
 
    “A vicar is an associate priest. I am the head priest of this parish and Father Patrick was my assistant.” 
 
    “How many vicars are there?” 
 
    “Only two. Well, now there is one.” He gave her a sad smile. “Father Michael and Father Patrick were assigned under my care.” 
 
    Peyton glanced over her shoulder at the praying father, but he still didn’t move. She shifted weight. “Please forgive me, but I’m a little confused, Father.” 
 
    “Understandable. The Catholic Church can appear confusing to those not of our faith.” 
 
    “No, that’s not what I mean. Yesterday, when I talked with the boys, they told me Father Reynolds was starting a youth group.” 
 
    “Yes, that was his ambition.” 
 
    “But you were opposed to it?” 
 
    “Opposed is a strong word.” 
 
    “What word would you choose?” 
 
    “Cautious.” 
 
    “Cautious? Why?” 
 
    “We have many youth opportunities for young people in our parish. Another seemed superfluous.” 
 
    Peyton narrowed her eyes. “You opposed him…” 
 
    He held up a hand in protest at her word. 
 
    Peyton corrected herself. “You were cautious because you didn’t think there needed to be another youth group? Is that right?” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “Why did only three boys sign up for the trip to Alcatraz?” 
 
    “Many of the parents didn’t see the religious reasons for such an excursion.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Father Mark held out his open hands. 
 
    “You know what I find strange, Father Mark?” 
 
    “You are the detective, Inspector Brooks, not I.” 
 
    “You don’t seem particularly interested in how Father Reynolds was killed.” 
 
    “He was shot by an officer. That is the only word we were given. I have to assume it was a horrible mistake. He was unfortunately caught up in a crime not of his making and was an innocent bystander.” 
 
    Peyton resisted the impulse to touch her cheek. She didn’t want to give him any information about the case that wasn’t already common knowledge. “I need to know why Father Reynolds was transferred here, Father Mark.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t give you that information, Inspector Brooks, any more than you can tell me what really happened on the island. We each have our limitations, now don’t we?” 
 
    “If I go to the Diocese, will I get the same answer?” 
 
    “I do not speak for the Diocese, Inspector Brooks, but I would assume you’d get the same response.” 
 
    Peyton looked down in frustration. 
 
    “Excuse me,” came a voice behind her. 
 
    She turned and glanced up. Father Michael was passing by in the aisle. His face was lined and his eyes were a pale, watery blue. He met her gaze and gave her a pointed look, then he eased past. “Father Mark,” he said, inclining his head. 
 
    “Father Michael.” 
 
    “I’ll just continue my work on the roses, by your leave.” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    Peyton watched him walk toward the double doors. When he reached them, he paused and glanced back, catching her eye again. Peyton looked away, not wishing to draw Father Mark’s attention. 
 
    “Did Father Reynolds have any family I should notify of his death?” 
 
    “His parents died years ago and he had no siblings. The church was his family.” 
 
    “No aunts, uncles? Grandparents?” 
 
    “None that I know of.” 
 
    “If you tell me where he came from, I could search for them.” 
 
    Father Mark gave her that same soul-weary smile. “You know I can’t do that, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    Fighting a wave of frustration, she reached into her pocket for a business card and passed it to him. “If you decide you can tell me anything else, I’d appreciate a call.” 
 
    “The same could be said for you. I would like to know why a priest in my parish was gunned down by one of your officers, Inspector Brooks. It might help me give solace to the boys who were involved.” 
 
    Peyton nodded and moved around him, headed for the door. Crossing the vestibule, she stepped outside, relishing the feel of the sun on her face. Father Michael was trimming the rose bushes on the edge of the garden, closest to the parking lot. 
 
    Peyton went down onto the walk and moved toward the gate. “Good afternoon, Father Michael,” she said. 
 
    “Good afternoon to you, child,” he answered. 
 
    She walked toward the Corolla. 
 
    “Inspector, you might spend a few moments looking for your keys,” came Father Michael’s voice behind her. 
 
    Peyton paused by the door of the little green car. Look for her keys? 
 
    Suddenly she understood and she patted her pockets as if she couldn’t find them. 
 
    “If you meet me at St. Mary’s Cathedral tomorrow at noon, I have information to share.” 
 
    Peyton went still, not sure she’d heard him correctly. “St. Mary’s? On Gough?” 
 
    “Yes. I go there once a week to pray.” 
 
    She could hear the snick of his pruning shears. “I’ll be there.” 
 
    He didn’t respond, but the sound of his shears grew louder. 
 
    Peyton located her keys and pulled them out, unlocking the Corolla and slipping into the seat. Once she had the door closed, she looked over at Father Michael, but he was busy struggling with a particularly thick branch and never looked up. 
 
    Feeling bewildered, Peyton drove away. She needed to think through everything and the only one she knew who could help her figure it out was Marco. Time to pay him a visit, family or no family. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake entered the precinct and pushed open the half-door. Maria looked up from her desk. “Where you been all day?” 
 
    He held up the camera bag across his shoulder. “Abe wanted me to take pre-autopsy pictures of the priest before he started cutting on him.” 
 
    Maria made a face. “You got a letter. The mailroom brought it to me. It has no return address on it, just your name and our P.O. Box number. I put it on your desk.” 
 
    “That’s strange. Why would I get mail?” 
 
    “I couldn’t tell you, but here’s an idea. You could open it.” 
 
    Jake gave her a tight grin. “I wonder why I never thought of that. What did I ever do before I met you?” 
 
    “Got yourself arrested for murder.” 
 
    Jake bit his lip to stop from commenting. They were never going to give that one up no matter how long ago it had been. As he strode back to his desk, he marked that Peyton’s desk was empty. By the time he’d gotten home the previous night, she was already in bed, and he hadn’t seen her this morning. He was worried about her, but he knew she wouldn’t appreciate his concern. 
 
    He set the camera on the desk, studying the envelope. It was a standard business size envelope with no return address as Maria had said. His name and the precinct P.O. Box were typed across the front. Leaning closer, Jake felt pretty sure the letters were from an actual typewriter. Running his fingers across his name, he could feel the indention where the keys had pressed into the paper, the edges slightly bleeding into the grain. 
 
    Pulling out his chair, he retrieved his evidence case from beneath his desk and opened it. Picking up a pair of tweezers, he used them to turn the letter over so he could see the back. There was nothing written on the back either. 
 
    He reached for a pair of scissors and used it to cut open the flap, then he picked up the tweezers again and lifted the bottom of the envelope, shaking the contents onto his desk. A white card fell out and written in bold red font across the front were the words Clean-up Crew. 
 
    Jake stared at it, transfixed, his heart picking up speed. Using the tweezers, he flipped the card over. On the back, written in someone’s round looping stroke was a message. Jake leaned closer, sorting out the words. Ranger collateral damage. 
 
    He sat down hard in his chair, feeling a cold sweat break out on his body. It had been three months since the last time he’d found a card. The man had been Allen Brill, living in a flop house on Isadora Duncan Lane. He’d been hung from a ceiling fan and the card had been resting in his bound hands. The first murder was a bum at a BART station, shot in the back of the head, execution style. He and Abe had discovered his name, Wayne Kimbro. Both men had served time for child molestation. Now this. 
 
    Grabbing two separate evidence bags, he carefully placed the card and the envelope in them and sealed them shut. Maybe Forensics would be able to get DNA or a fingerprint from either of them, although he doubted it. They’d found nothing on the other two cards Jake had recovered. Staring at the card, he folded his hand over his chin. It bothered him that the killer now knew his name. How? 
 
    They’d kept the connection between the other two killings secret. No one had known about the cards. Staring at the words on the back of the latest card, Jake knew it had to do with the priest killed on Alcatraz. The death of the ranger had been accidental. So all along, the real target had been the priest. 
 
    He reached for his mouse and pulled up the sex offender registration, typing in Patrick Reynolds. The search engine wheel spun around for a moment, then turned up nothing. He typed in Reynolds only and pressed enter again. Nothing. He broadened the search to the national level, but still he found nothing. 
 
    Rubbing a hand over his eyes, he realized he wished Peyton were here. Why was he targeted for this message? How did the killer know he was the one who processed the other two bodies? It never occurred to him before that someone might know he was involved. He didn’t like feeling as if he were a mouse to the serial killer’s cat. 
 
    Picking up the evidence bags, he hurried to the front of the precinct. Maria shifted away from her computer as he stepped up to her desk. 
 
    “I need to talk to the captain.” 
 
    Maria frowned at him. “You’re all pale. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Please, Maria. I need to talk to the captain now.” 
 
    Captain Defino’s door opened and she stepped into the entrance. “What’s wrong, Jake?” 
 
    He held up the bags. “Simons and Cho’s serial killer made contact.” 
 
    “What?” Defino came forward and took the bags. She shifted them so she could read both of them, then she looked up at Jake. “Holy shit,” she said. 
 
    Jake blinked at her. Well, that wasn’t really the comforting reassurance he was hoping for. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    As Peyton knocked on Marco’s apartment door, she thought back to the story she’d told the psychiatrist that morning. When she thought about it, she couldn’t believe she’d actually spoiled his date that way, but he made her so aggravated at first. She just hadn’t been sure how to deal with him. How much the two of them had changed over the ensuing years. 
 
    Her smile faded as the memory of Alcatraz came back to her. So much had changed. He’d taken his first life all because she hadn’t pulled the trigger when she should have. How was she ever going to make this right for either of them again? 
 
    The door opened and Vinnie’s friendly face met her. “Hey there, sweetheart, come on in.” 
 
    She stepped through the door and into Vinnie’s warm embrace. Hugging him back, she took a moment to compose herself. Marco’s apartment hadn’t changed much over the years, but she’d made him get rid of the wine crates and replace them with a real coffee table. He’d upgraded to a larger flat screen television, but the broken down couch was now a sleek modern set with low arms in a dark microfiber. She’d even talked him into getting a bistro set for his galley kitchen, so she didn’t have to eat on her lap on the rare occasions she had dinner at his place. 
 
    But his recliner hadn’t changed and he was lounging in it as she stepped into the room. Immediately he rose to his feet and came toward her. Even in stocking feet, he towered over her five four frame. 
 
    “You did get a tetanus shot, right?” he scolded. 
 
    “Good to see you too, partner.” She placed her hands in her back pockets and rocked on her boot heels. 
 
    “Answer me.” 
 
    “Yes, I already told you that.” 
 
    Mona, his mother, came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dishcloth. She caught Peyton in an embrace much the way Vinnie had, then she held her off and cupped her cheeks in both hands. “Look what they did to your face.” 
 
    Peyton gripped her elbows and smiled at her, but her gaze lifted to Marco again. He looked surprisingly normal. His hair was loose, just touching the line of muscle on his shoulders, and he had a bit of stubble on his chin, but other than that, he looked just as he always did – powerful and confident, unbending. 
 
    Mona hooked Peyton around the waist, turning her toward the kitchen. “Have you eaten?” 
 
    Peyton thought for a moment and couldn’t remember the last time. She’d missed lunch going out to the church, and last night she’d grabbed a peanut butter sandwich before she’d fallen into bed. This morning she hadn’t even had time for coffee. 
 
    “No, not yet.” 
 
    “I’m making manicotti. Come, sit down.” She pulled out a bistro chair and handed Peyton into it. 
 
    Marco came over and took the other chair, while Vinnie dropped onto the couch, propping his feet on the coffee table. The Giants game was on the television, but he reached over and turned off the sound. 
 
    “How’s Antonio, Vinnie?” Peyton asked, anything to avoid the way Marco stared at her. 
 
    “He’s finishing the last of his physical therapy next week. He should be cleared by the doctor for normal routine by then.” 
 
    Three months ago, Vinnie’s teenage son had been in an auto accident that left him with a severely damaged leg and a paralyzed best friend. They’d found the guy who hit the boys, but it didn’t begin to fix their devastating losses. Now she’d only brought more grief to a family who’d experienced enough for one year. 
 
    “Did you have your session with the psychologist?” 
 
    Peyton met Marco’s gaze. “Psychiatrist. Dr. Ferguson. He’s a definite ball buster. His first question was about my father.” 
 
    Marco sighed and leaned back in his chair. 
 
    Mona set a plate in front of Peyton, heaped with manicotti in a marinara sauce. Next to it, she placed a basket of garlic bread and a glass of red wine. “Can’t eat Italian without wine,” she said, patting Peyton’s shoulder. 
 
    Peyton smiled at her and accepted the fork she held out. For the first time all day, she felt a twinge of hunger. Mona waited until she took her first bite, then she went back to the stove. 
 
    “This is amazing, Mona,” said Peyton around a mouthful. 
 
    Mona waved her off. 
 
    “What else did he ask?” 
 
    “About my mother and why I feel the need to get personally involved in my cases.” 
 
    “Did you find an answer to that?” 
 
    Peyton picked up her wine glass, giving him an arch look over the rim. 
 
    “No, then,” he said. 
 
    Taking a sip, she lowered it. “He said I’ve built an ersatz family with my friends to fill the void of an empty relationship with my mother.” 
 
    “Smart man.” 
 
    “Just wait ‘til he’s playing around in your head tomorrow, D’Angelo.” 
 
    He gave her his patented Marco smile. Peyton ducked her head and went back to eating. Mama D’Angelo knew her way around a kitchen to be sure. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me about the case or not?” 
 
    Peyton stopped with her fork halfway to her mouth. Behind her, Mona went still. Glancing up, she saw Vinnie looking over at them. She wished it was just her and Marco, but there was no way either of the D’Angelos was going to leave this alone now. 
 
    Setting the fork on her plate, she picked up her napkin and wiped her mouth. Resisting the impulse to grab her wine, she twisted the napkin around her index finger. “Marco, I…” 
 
    “Tell me what you found out today. I know you researched the priest.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “He was a vicar at St. Matthews’ Church. He’d only been there a few months, but he’d started a youth group. He’d taken three boys from that group to Alcatraz on a field trip.” 
 
    “What do you mean he’d only been at the church for a few months?” 
 
    “He’s a transfer.” 
 
    “From where?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I talked with Father Mark Shannon, who’s the head priest of that parish, and he said he couldn’t tell me where he transferred from or why. Earlier when I called on the phone, I was told all inquiries were to be made at the Diocese with Bishop Alton.” 
 
    Vinnie looked away as if he were considering what she said. 
 
    “Have you talked with Bishop Alton?” 
 
    “I was going to do that tomorrow.” 
 
    “He won’t tell you anything,” said Vinnie. “The Catholic Church is very closed-mouth about these things, especially now with all of the scandals surrounding the cover-ups.” 
 
    “That’s the feeling I got too.” She set the napkin by her plate. “When I was leaving the church, though, I ran into a second vicar, Father Michael. He was praying in the church when I talked with Father Mark, so I know he heard our conversation. As he left the church to tend some roses, he made deliberate eye contact with me.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And when I went to my car, he told me to pretend like I was trying to find my keys. Then he said he’d meet me at St. Mary’s on Gough tomorrow at noon. He said he had information to give me.” 
 
    Marco frowned. “You’re not going there alone.” 
 
    “It’s a church, Marco.” 
 
    “I know, but you’re still not going there alone.” 
 
    “And who is going with me?” she said, although she already knew. 
 
    “I’ll meet you there at noon.” 
 
    “You’re on leave, plus you have a session with Dr. Ferguson tomorrow.” 
 
    “At 10:00. I’ll be done before noon.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “You can’t violate Defino’s orders, Marco.” 
 
    “I can go to a church, Peyton. I’m a Catholic. She can’t tell me what I do with my spare time.” 
 
    Peyton couldn’t help the smile that lit her face. Having him there would go a long way toward making things normal again. “Okay. I’ll see you there at noon.” She looked back at Mona. “Thank you for the food. It was delicious.” 
 
    “Are you running off, dear?” 
 
    “I need to get home and let Pickles out. He’s probably starving.” 
 
    “Of course. Get some rest, all right?” 
 
    “I will. Thank you again, Mona.” 
 
    “Anytime, dear.” 
 
    Peyton rose to her feet. “You okay?” 
 
    Marco looked up at her as she stood. “I’m fine, Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” 
 
    He gave her an inclination of his head, but as she moved past him, he reached out and caught her wrist. Startled she looked down into his face. 
 
    “I’m okay, Peyton,” he said. 
 
    She bent down and kissed his cheek, lingering there a moment. There was so much she wanted to say to him, so many things she wanted to beg him to forgive, but his family was there and so it went unsaid. “See you tomorrow,” she answered, fighting back a rush of tears. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” he said and released her. 
 
    Vinnie stood up and walked her to the door. “I’ll walk you to your car,” he said. 
 
    Marco turned at that, but Vinnie ushered her out the door before he could come after them. Peyton followed him as he went to the stairs and pushed the door open, then side by side, they descended toward the parking lot. 
 
    “How is he really, Vinnie?” 
 
    “He’s Marco, all bluster and bite.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t know how to answer that. She didn’t think Marco’s brother would appreciate her apology. 
 
    “Look, Peyton, I actually want to talk to you about something.” 
 
    They reached the bottom of the stairs and Vinnie pushed open the outer door. They walked across the parking lot to where her Corolla waited before he continued. Peyton pulled out her keys and turned to face him. 
 
    She wasn’t sure if he expected her to open the conversation. If so, he was going to be disappointed. Facing Marco was hard enough, answering to his family was harder. 
 
    “Have you considered finding a different career?” 
 
    Peyton blinked. That hadn’t been what she expected him to say. “Different career?” 
 
    “You’ve almost been shot twice. Don’t you think that might be a warning?” 
 
    “I understand your concern, but this is my career, Vinnie. This is what I do.” 
 
    Vinnie looked down at the asphalt. “I don’t want to hear from my brother that you’ve been killed, Peyton. You’re like family to us.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, but…” 
 
    He glanced up and speared her with his blue eyes, so like Marco’s. “And not to be calloused, but more than that, if you quit, he will.” 
 
    Peyton took a step back and bumped into her car. “What?” 
 
    “If you quit, we can talk him into quitting as well.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “Because…” 
 
    “Vinnie!” 
 
    Marco’s voice carried across the parking lot. Vinnie closed his eyes and bit his bottom lip. Peyton glanced between the two brothers, but before she could respond, her phone vibrated in her pocket. Automatically, she reached for it and pulled it out. A text message appeared on the screen from Maria. 
 
    She thumbed it on and read it. Come back to the precinct. Important. Peyton curled her fingers around the phone. “I’ve gotta go,” she said, reaching for the door handle. 
 
    Vinnie nodded. “Think about it, okay?” 
 
    Peyton slipped into the driver’s seat. “I will.” She looked back at Marco, but he hadn’t left the doorway. “Talk to you soon.” She pulled the door closed and started the ignition, leaving Vinnie standing where he was. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    When Peyton arrived at the precinct, Maria didn’t speak, just pointed at Defino’s door. Peyton pushed open the half-door and crossed to the captain’s office, turning the knob and stepping through. Simons, Cho and Jake occupied the space before her desk. Defino stood at the window, looking out. It was one of the few times Peyton remembered her blinds being up. 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    Defino turned at her entrance. “Brooks, did you go to St. Matthews’ Church today?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She gave Simons and Cho a bewildered look. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “What did you find out?” 
 
    “Not much. Father Shannon wouldn’t tell me why Father Reynolds was transferred there or from where. I thought I’d go to the Diocese tomorrow, but a second priest, Father Michael, asked me to meet him tomorrow at St. Mary’s at noon.” 
 
    Defino squinted at her. “What?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “He said he had information for me.” 
 
    Simons and Cho exchanged a look. 
 
    “Sounds fishy to me,” growled Simons. 
 
    Peyton gazed pointedly at Jake. “What’s going on?”  
 
    “Jake received a letter today,” said Defino. 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “It contained a business card.” 
 
    Peyton felt her stomach drop. She could imagine where this was going. “From?” 
 
    “We don’t know.” 
 
    “It said Clean-up Crew, just like the others,” offered Jake. 
 
    “And on the back it said the ranger was collateral damage,” finished Defino. 
 
    Peyton considered that. “Which means the priest was the real target?” 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    “Wait. This doesn’t make sense. It was the priest who shot at me.” 
 
    “So that one of you would kill him. Suicide by cop,” said Cho. 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “That doesn’t make sense. This Clean-up Crew character killed his other two victims himself. Why change his M.O. now?” 
 
    “Actually it fits. He’s had a different method of death for each of them,” said Jake. “Kimbro was shot execution style. Brill hung.” 
 
    “And Reynolds shot by a cop,” finished Cho. 
 
    Peyton rubbed her eyes. This was too much to take in. “I don’t get it. The other two were convicted sex offenders. Have we searched for Reynolds on the data base yet?” 
 
    “I did, but I didn’t find anything,” said Jake. 
 
    “Did you search only California? Maybe you need to look nationally.” 
 
    “I did that too. Still nothing.” 
 
    “I can get my head around why he picked Kimbro and Brill. He found them on the data base, but why Reynolds?” 
 
    “That’s what we need to find out,” said Defino. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll learn something at my meeting tomorrow.” 
 
    “You’re not going to that meeting, Brooks,” said the captain. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “This case belongs to Simons and Cho. I’m officially taking you off it.” 
 
    “What?” Peyton pushed forward between the men. “You can’t do that, Captain. We haven’t made a definitive connection between Reynolds and the others.” 
 
    “The card left with Jake does just that. Look, I don’t like where this is going. He knows too much about us already. He’s manipulating us at every turn. He knows about Jake, he had inside information about Reynolds that we don’t even have. You could be walking into a trap tomorrow, Brooks, and I can’t chance it.” 
 
    “He’s a serial killer, Captain. He’s going to stay to pattern. We’ve just got to unravel the pattern. I can’t miss that meeting tomorrow.” 
 
    “She’s right,” said Simons. “That meeting is the only chance we have to establish the pattern, Captain, and this priest isn’t going to talk to us. He expects to meet Brooks tomorrow. It has to be her.” 
 
    “We’ll also be there, Captain. We’ll get established in there before the meeting time, so she isn’t there alone,” suggested Cho. 
 
    Peyton knew she should tell them she wouldn’t be alone, but she was sure Defino would never let her do it if she thought Marco might be there, unarmed. She’d just have to call Marco and make sure he didn’t come. 
 
    “Captain, don’t take me off this case. We gotta throw everything we’ve got at it. If the media hears we’ve got a serial killer, it’s only going to complicate things.” 
 
    Defino was clearly torn. She turned back to the window and stared out at the failing light. Peyton met Jake’s eyes. She couldn’t read the emotions there – probably a mixture of fear and excitement both. Oh, lord, she had so much to answer for – first Marco and now Jake. She should have just left him alone, counting his money and living paycheck to paycheck working at the bank. The thought of a serial killer marking him made her feel sick inside. 
 
    Defino spoke with her back to them. “Simons and Cho will run point on this. Brooks, you do whatever they say.” 
 
    “I will, Captain,” she promised. 
 
    Defino turned and pointed a finger at her. “I’m not kidding you, Brooks. You play this one by the book. No funny business, no silliness. If they tell you to back off, you back the hell off at once. Got me!” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. I got you.” 
 
    “And keep a weather eye out, all of you. I hate feeling like we’re being played.” 
 
    Peyton released her held breath with a nod. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Marco took a seat at the table in the conference room. 
 
    “Let me get you some coffee, baby,” said Maria. 
 
    He smiled up at her. “I’m good, but thank you.” 
 
    She gave him a worried look. “He should be here any minute.” 
 
    “It’s all right.” He glanced toward the door. “Is Brooks around?” 
 
    Maria’s face showed her disappointment. “She’s meeting with Cho and Simons right now. You want me to tell her you asked for her?” 
 
    “No, I’ll talk to her soon.” 
 
    Maria patted his shoulder and left. 
 
    Marco took out his phone and read Peyton’s message again. Meeting off. Don’t come to church. He didn’t know what the hell that meant and she wouldn’t answer when he called her. Why was the meeting off? 
 
    “Sorry to keep you waiting,” came a voice behind him. 
 
    Marco put the phone away and glanced up. A man with thinning blond hair and blue eyes walked into the room and pulled the door shut behind him. He held a legal pad in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other. He went around the table and set both down, then held out a large hand. 
 
    “Dr. Donald Ferguson,” he said. 
 
    Marco took his hand, noticing that the doctor’s grip was firm. “Marco D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Yes, nice to finally meet you, Inspector D’Angelo.” He took a seat and picked up his coffee, taking a sip. “Would you like a cup?” 
 
    “I’m good.” 
 
    Throughout the introductions, the doctor’s gaze measured him. Then he looked down and flipped through a few pages of notes, reaching for a pen in the breast pocket of his dated brown suit. “I met with your partner again this morning.” 
 
    Marco didn’t respond. He didn’t think it required one. 
 
    Dr. Ferguson looked up at him. “She’s quite something.” 
 
    “That’s one way of putting it.” 
 
    “Your captain told her not to tell me any stories, but so far, she’s regaled me with quite an array of anecdotes.” 
 
    Marco nodded. He could just imagine. 
 
    Dr. Ferguson studied him a moment more, then set down his pen and clasped his hands over his legal pad. “Let me start by telling you the same thing I told her. I believe in being direct, Inspector D’Angelo. If I want to know something, I’ll come out and ask it. I don’t mince around.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “So let’s start with the elephant in the room – the shooting. I’ve counseled many cops in your situation and let me just tell you that they experience a myriad of emotions after something like that. Feelings range from sadness to guilt to anger. Pretty much anything is normal.” 
 
    Marco nodded. 
 
    “You must feel quite conflicted.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    The doctor frowned. “Fine?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine.” 
 
    Picking up his pen, he acted as if he wanted to write something down, then he stopped. “I find that difficult to believe, Inspector D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Well, it’s the truth.” 
 
    “There has to be more to it than that. The man you shot was a priest.” 
 
    “He also shot at my partner.” 
 
    “And that’s all?” 
 
    Marco held out his hands. “Look, I don’t go much deeper than that. You want complexity, talk to my partner, but with me, pretty much what you see is what you get.” 
 
    The doctor stared at him a bit more, then he looked through his papers again. “I see you have three older brothers.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Both parents are alive.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And quite a number of nieces and nephews.” 
 
    “All true.” 
 
    He glanced up. “You have a fairly strong network of people supporting you, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Each of your brothers is married and has children.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “But you don’t?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that present a problem?” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Is there any pressure on you to get married?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I don’t believe cops should marry.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It isn’t fair to the spouse.” 
 
    “And no children either?” 
 
    “That’s right. I don’t want children.” 
 
    “Because it isn’t fair to them?” 
 
    “Exactly. This career is all consuming and the risks are too great. Best not to bring anyone else into it.” 
 
    “So you prefer random sexual encounters with unknown women?” 
 
    Marco could guess how that would sound, but he didn’t really care. It had no bearing on if he was fit to hold a gun or not. “Yes, then no one gets hurt.” 
 
    “Let’s go back to the shooting.” 
 
    Marco didn’t answer. 
 
    “You say you have no feelings over the priest’s death.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    The doctor lifted his chin in interest. “Okay, what did you say?” 
 
    “I simply said he shot at my partner. That didn’t leave me with any other choice. I had to return fire.” 
 
    Ferguson steepled his hands. “You are a practicing Catholic, right?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean by that. I don’t go to church every week or anything. I’m more of a holiday Catholic.” 
 
    Ferguson smiled. “But you do consider yourself a Catholic, yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that cause conflict since you shot a priest?” 
 
    “No more so than anyone else. He shot…” 
 
    “…at your partner. I know.” The doctor gave a wry shake to his head. “I mostly counsel police officers, Inspector, and I’ve always been fascinated by the partner relationship. I mean we choose our friends, but we don’t choose our family and most of the time we don’t choose our partners. I’ve seen partners who have hated each other, fought like mad, but in a life or death situation, I’ve seen those same partners sacrifice themselves for the other one without a second thought. It is a bond forged like no other.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “But does it really go beyond everything, including our ties to our spiritual well-being?” 
 
    Marco sighed. “Look, I don’t know what you want to read into it. I shot a man, he died. He was a priest. The only thing I focus on, the only thing I knew then and I know now, is he fired a gun at my partner and I did what I had to do to protect her.” 
 
    Ferguson shuffled a few papers, glancing at them. “She told me the story of how she ruined your date during your first case by telling the young woman she was your wife.” 
 
    Marco smiled. “Yeah, she did that.” 
 
    “She says you hated her, asked to have a new partner.” 
 
    “I did both. She was not at all what I envisioned for myself. I wanted someone professional and detached, but I got her.” 
 
    “You said she was complex. I’m just beginning to see that. Weren’t you furious that she ruined your relationship with that woman?” 
 
    “I was pretty pissed, but it’s hard to stay mad at her. I was sure we couldn’t work together, but she proved me wrong. Did she tell you she doesn’t like dead bodies?” 
 
    “No.” Marco could hear the amusement in his voice. 
 
    “Homicide detective who doesn’t like dead bodies.” He shook his head in bemusement. “Our first case was a vehicular manslaughter, and when we got out there, she just kept looking at the sky. She wouldn’t look down.” 
 
    Ferguson smiled. 
 
    “I was already pissed at her, but that just seemed like too much.” 
 
    “How did you work through it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She gets to you and then she’s so damn smart. If you aren’t careful, she’ll have you wrapped around her finger too.” 
 
    “I can already see that. So if she wouldn’t look at the body, how did you work the case?” 
 
    Marco laughed, remembering that case. He’d been so sure that there was no way he and Peyton would ever work, but now he couldn’t envision this job without her. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco pulled the Charger up to the police blockade and turned off the ignition, setting the brake. Two patrol cars had the Embarcadero blocked off and a uniform was directing traffic through a narrow section on the far side. It had to be getting close to midnight. Fog snaked in from the bay, curling around the warehouses and seeping onto the street. 
 
    He reached for the door handle and pushed it open. Half-an-hour ago, he’d been enjoying a night at home…well, he’d been enjoying Amber, but he pushed that thought aside. No use dwelling on what would never be now. 
 
    He’d been so damn excited to get this opportunity. He hated being a street cop, he hated the constricting uniform and the strict grooming policy – no beard, no hair longer than your shirt collar. And he hated the boredom. So much boredom. For great spans of time, nothing happened and then it was mostly picking up drunks. 
 
    He climbed out and surveyed the scene. He could see the body in the middle of the street and straddling the median was a late model Buick Century. A woman was sitting on the curb, weeping into her hands, while another uniform stood guard over her. While he took everything in, the passenger door opened and she got out. 
 
    All of five feet tall with a ponytail of curling black spirals, she exuded an energy that grated at his composure. She wasn’t classically pretty, no Amber to be sure, but there was something exotic about her mixed blood and her dark eyes that drew men’s attention. Then again, there was her mouth. 
 
    He didn’t believe in hitting women, his mother would kill him if he ever even thought about it, but this one deserved a good smack on the ass. 
 
    Yep, he’d been so excited to be a detective, until they’d paired him with her. 
 
    “What you waiting for, Handsome? News cameras to capture that pretty face?” 
 
    He clenched his jaw. Yep, a good old fashioned slap on the ass. 
 
    He followed her over to the patrol cars. She flashed her badge at the uniform and stepped between the barricades. Marco trailed after her as she and the uniform surveyed the scene. 
 
    “Woman over there says the man just jumped out at her, waving his arms in the air and screaming at her. She couldn’t stop and ran him over.” 
 
    “Is he homeless?” she asked. 
 
    The uniform gave her an arch look. “No, he’s dead.” 
 
    Marco smiled and looked at the man’s name plate. Officer Smith. He liked him. He was stocky, but it was mostly muscle, middle aged, but he had a thick head of hair and an enormous mustache. Marco never understood why a beard didn’t meet the grooming policy, but a mustache did. 
 
    Brooks turned to face the officer, putting her hands in her back pockets. “That’s real cute.” Her eyes also dropped to his name plate. “Officer Smith, but what I was asking is does he look like he’s a homeless man? Maybe he was schizophrenic and he walked into traffic not knowing what he was doing. If you wanna bust my chops, by all means, go for it, but make sure you understand the question first?” 
 
    Smith glanced back at Marco and they shared a commiserate look, then he faced her again. “He didn’t appear to be homeless, but why don’t you take a look, Inspector?” He drew out the title deliberately. 
 
    She hesitated. Marco leaned forward so he could see her face. She was chewing on her bottom lip. 
 
    He needed to store that information away. He might have just found her tell. “What are you waiting for? News cameras to capture that dulcet voice of yours?” he mocked. 
 
    She glared at him as he walked over to the body. Smith followed him, but she didn’t. Hunkering over the man, Marco could clearly see tire treads going up his back. His leg was bent at an unnatural angle and half of his head was caved in. If they turned him over, he was sure they’d find all sorts of horrific road rash. Shifting to view where the car was, he tried to visually measure the distance between the two. 
 
    “It looks like she knocked him down, then dragged him for a spell before crashing the car onto the median.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” said Smith. 
 
    “We getting a crime scene photographer out here?” 
 
    “Yeah, Chuck Wilson from the precinct. We woke him up.” 
 
    Marco nodded, then looked over his shoulder at Brooks. She was pacing in front of the patrol car. 
 
    Smith also looked at her. “That one’s got a mouth.” 
 
    “Yep, and apparently not a lot to back it up. You gonna come do your job, Brooks?” he shouted at her. 
 
    She finally came over to him, striding quickly, her boot heels tapping on the roadway. She looked everywhere but at the body. Marco exchanged a look with Smith. “The body’s down here, Brooks.” 
 
    She glanced at him, then away. “I see it.” She curled her arms around her middle. 
 
    He half-smiled and pointed at the man’s head. “See how his skull’s caved in?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She kept her head elevated. 
 
    “And look at his leg? You ever see a knee facing the wrong way before? Must be just jelly and bone fragment in there?” 
 
    She closed her eyes and swallowed hard. Smith gave a snort of laughter and levered himself to his feet against Marco’s shoulder. 
 
    “And look at the tire tread, going right up the back of him. She must have dragged him under the car for a spell before driving right over the top of him.” 
 
    Brooks’ eyes snapped to his face. “Tire treads?” 
 
    “Yeah, perfect imprint. You could probably tell the tire just by looking at it.” He emphasized looking. 
 
    She glanced at the body, gave a little shudder, and looked over at the car on the median. “They go up his back?” 
 
    “Yep, right up his spine. Probably turned that to jelly as well.” 
 
    She swung back to him, pinning him with that dark gaze. “Up his spine?” 
 
    “Yeah, look.” He pointed. 
 
    She faced him directly. “Didn’t Smith say the man jumped in front of her and waved his arms, screaming?” 
 
    Marco’s face grew serious. “That’s what he said.” 
 
    “Well, if I’m jumping out in front of a car…” She made the motion with her body, using the closest patrol car as a model. Marco rose to his feet and moved near her. “Then the car’s going to strike me here.” She angled her hands into her thighs. “And the wheels are going to go…” She swept her hands up the front of her body. 
 
    Marco sighed. “Not over the back of you.” 
 
    They both turned and looked at the woman. She was still sobbing into her hands. 
 
    “She hit him deliberately,” said Peyton. 
 
    Marco reached for his handcuffs. “And according to the academy, we call that murder.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Smith brought the suspect into interrogation, placing a tissue box at her elbow and stepping back. She grabbed a handful and covered her face with it, continuing to sob. Peyton and Marco watched her from the other side of the one-way mirror. 
 
    Captain Defino entered the observation room and stood next to Marco, studying her as well. “Okay, who’s going to question her?” 
 
    “I will,” said Marco, preempting his partner. 
 
    Peyton gave him a dark look, but didn’t dispute him. 
 
    “You’re on,” said Defino. 
 
    Marco walked to the door, but paused a moment to gather his thoughts. Women usually responded well to him, so he just had to strike the right balance here. He should be sympathetic, but also assertive. She’d killed a man in cold blood, after all. 
 
    Opening the door, he stepped inside. She didn’t look up at him, but continued to sob into the tissue. He nodded for Smith to leave, then took a seat diagonal to her. Smith handed him a paper listing her name and address as he passed by. 
 
    Marco glanced at it, then placed it on the table. “Ms. Warren, right? Lily Warren?” 
 
    She gave a nod, her face covered. 
 
    Marco drummed his fingers on the table. This was going to be a lot harder if she wouldn’t look at him. “Ms. Warren, I’m Inspector Marco D’Angelo.” 
 
    No response. 
 
    “Ms. Warren, I’d like to talk about the accident.” 
 
    Her sobs grew louder. 
 
    “Ms. Warren, did you know the man you struck with your car?” 
 
    Her shoulders began shaking violently. 
 
    Marco grimaced. God, he hated crying women. And she wouldn’t look at him. How the hell was he supposed to get anything out of her? 
 
    He drummed his fingers on the table again, hoping she’d get control over herself, but if anything, she seemed to be crying harder. 
 
    “Ms. Warren, we got the man’s name. It’s Adam Collins. Do you know this man?” 
 
    She folded over on herself, pressing her forehead to the table. 
 
    Marco shot a glance back at the mirror, knowing that his partner was enjoying this. Frustration warred with annoyance inside of him. “Ms. Warren, I want to help you, but it’s very difficult with the crying. Could you try to stop? Please.” 
 
    The volume increased, and the entire table shuddered. 
 
    Damn it all, his first interrogation and this was what he had to deal with, really? How the hell was he going to make it as an investigator if he couldn’t even get this done? 
 
    “Ms. Warren, please. I want to hear your story.” 
 
    She reached for another tissue and added it to the pile, but she didn’t lift her head. 
 
    “Dear God, woman, shut up!” 
 
    The moment the words left his mouth, he closed his eyes. He could just see the smug smile on Peyton’s face. 
 
    Sobs became wails. 
 
    Pushing himself to his feet, he headed toward the door. Smith was the only one to give him a sympathetic look as he stepped into the observation room. 
 
    “You’re up,” said Defino to Peyton, motioning out the door. 
 
    She couldn’t resist giving him a smug smile as she passed him and headed into the interrogation room. Marco took her spot next to Defino and they watched her take the seat he’d vacated a moment before. She just sat there, studying the paper Smith had given Marco and saying nothing. 
 
    Marco didn’t want to broach the topic that was bothering him most, but he didn’t know when he’d get another chance. It had to be now or never. “Captain, this isn’t going to work.”  
 
    She looked over at him. “What isn’t going to work?” 
 
    “This partnership. It’s just not going to work.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “We’re both too green for this.” 
 
    Defino glared at him and he resisted the impulse to squirm. “Why don’t you tell me what the real problem is?” 
 
    Marco looked down. “She’s the problem. She’s a handful.” 
 
    “A handful?” 
 
    “She’s got a mouth on her and she’s opinionated and…” 
 
    “You got a problem with women, D’Angelo?” 
 
    Marco’s eyes snapped to Defino’s face. Behind them, he heard Smith clear his throat. “No, ma’am, I don’t have a problem with women. I’ve never had a problem with women.” 
 
    “I don’t mean in your bed, hot shot. I mean working with them, collaborating with them.” 
 
    “No, ma’am. I have never had a problem working with women.” He was distracted as Peyton leaned forward in her chair. 
 
    Defino waved him to silence. 
 
    “You know what works better?” said Peyton conversationally. “You need to get mascara that isn’t waterproof, so it runs down your face. There’s something about a woman looking all messy that brings out the protectiveness inside of men.” 
 
    The woman’s shoulders stopped shaking and the sobbing died down. She looked up at Peyton, her eyes damp, but not nearly as red and swollen as they should be for all the crying she’d been doing. “What?” 
 
    “I don’t know what it is. The bastards see a woman crying and they get all flustered, like they don’t have brains or something. It’s about the only way we can get them to do a damn thing.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “You know, it’s all about playing the game, finding the way to control them without them realizing it. Crying, playing helpless.” 
 
    Lily nodded, sitting back in her chair. “Let them think they control you.” 
 
    Brooks laughed. “I got a guy to change my tire the other day just by telling him I didn’t know how to use the wrenchy thingy. He thought it was cute. The poor bastard was wearing a suit and all.” 
 
    A faint smile touched Lily’s lips. “Jackass.” 
 
    Peyton pulled her chair closer. “So what was it with this guy?” She looked at the paper. “Adam Collins. Was he a boyfriend?” 
 
    She nodded. “Three years.” 
 
    “He hit you?” 
 
    Lily looked away, lifting the wad of tissue to press against the corner of her eye. “Legs, ass. I haven’t worn a dress in months.” 
 
    “He hit you there so it wouldn’t show?” 
 
    Lily nodded. “He got this braided hemp from a street fair in the Haight-Ashbury. Said he was going to use it to tie up the dog or something. Bastard beat me with it nearly every day.” She met Peyton’s gaze. “I wanted to strangle him with it.” 
 
    “But you weren’t strong enough?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How’d you get him on the Embarcadero?” 
 
    She shifted in the chair and shook back her hair. “He liked going to the bars down there. He’d drink until closing, then tell me to pick him up. He got picked up for drunk driving once and didn’t want it to happen again.” 
 
    “Bet that also kept you on a tight leash.” 
 
    “Damn straight.” 
 
    “So he went out tonight? What time did he call you?” 
 
    Lily gave a laugh and pressed the tissue to her nose. “One. Early for him.” 
 
    “How’d you get him walking down the Embarcadero?” 
 
    “I pulled up in front of the bar, but I kept the doors locked. He came out and tried to get in, but when he couldn’t, he got pissed. Started banging on the window.” 
 
    “Weren’t you afraid he’d break in?” 
 
    She drew a deep breath and released it. “I guess I didn’t care. This has been going on for three years. I figured one of us was going to kill the other.” 
 
    “Then what happened?” 
 
    “Some guys outside the bar yelled at him to knock it off.” She shook her head with a wry smile. “Typical coward. He wouldn’t mess with them.” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “He starts walking away, swearing at me, threatening to kill me when we get home.” 
 
    Peyton leaned back. “So you ran him down?” 
 
    “I don’t think I planned to do it, but when he started calling me such filthy things, I lost it.” Her eyes fixed on the paper. “I wanted him dead.” 
 
    Peyton reached over and clasped her hand. “I’m going to get a pad of paper, Lily. Will you write it all down for me?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She squeezed Peyton’s hand in return. “I’m going to prison, aren’t I?” 
 
    “That’s up to a jury, but a lawyer should be able to argue acute duress and get you a reduced sentence.” 
 
    Lily let her head fall back. “I don’t really care. All that matters is I’m free.” 
 
    Smith moved to get Peyton the pad of paper she wanted and Defino glanced over at Marco. Marco met her look. 
 
    “So, you want me to get you a new partner?” 
 
    Marco’s attention focused on the tiny woman with the black, curling hair. “No. Don’t get me a new partner.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco fell silent, realizing he’d divulged more than he intended. Talking about Peyton was easy, he guessed. She was such an integral part of his life now. 
 
    Dr. Ferguson wrote some notes on his legal pad, but Marco didn’t even try to make out what he said. It didn’t matter. He likely wouldn’t understand the psycho-babble anyway. He splayed his hand on the table. 
 
    “So, do I get my gun back?” 
 
    The doctor looked up through his lashes, his hand stilling on the paper. “No, Inspector D’Angelo, you don’t get your gun back. We’ve just begun.” 
 
    Marco resisted the impulse to show his frustration. He didn’t have time for this bull shit. He needed to get back to work. Peyton was going to that church in an hour and she’d told him to stay away. He didn’t like her going on the streets alone, he needed to be back where he belonged, in the loop again. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Ferguson looked up. “Why not?” 
 
    “Why can’t I have my gun? Go back to work? I’ll keep meeting with you like she’s doing, but I need to have my job back.” 
 
    Ferguson folded his hands. His smug way of controlling Marco’s life nettled him. He didn’t like anyone having this much control. “If I were asked if I think you are well enough to carry a gun, what do you think I’d say?” 
 
    “What?” Marco frowned. What the hell did that mean? How the hell should he know what went on in a psychiatrist’s head? Nothing good, he was sure. Then it hit him. “You want remorse, don’t you? You want me to bang my head against the wall and rail at God that I killed someone.” 
 
    “I want honesty.” 
 
    Marco drew a deep breath and held it. Gradually he breathed out. “I can put on an act for you if you want.” 
 
    “And I’d know it was an act.” 
 
    “I gave you honesty. I told you why I don’t feel anything. It was my job and I did it.” 
 
    “You killed a man, Inspector. You killed a priest. Your supposed lack of emotion about it would have me concerned that you’re a sociopath, if I didn’t think it was all an act.” 
 
    “An act?” Marco couldn’t believe what he was saying. How the hell did this bastard think he knew more about him than he did himself? He didn’t feel anything. He wasn’t lying. When the priest pointed a gun at Peyton, he was left with no other choice. There wasn’t a moral issue here, there wasn’t an emotional one. Someone pointed a gun at his partner and he’d reacted. That the man wound up dead was secondary to everything else. The only important thing was that Peyton wasn’t. 
 
    He met Ferguson’s gaze. “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “I want to see you here tomorrow at 10:00. We’ll pick up from there.” 
 
    Marco fought to maintain his composure. “Fine. I’ll be here at 10:00.” 
 
    “Good. It was nice to finally meet you, Inspector D’Angelo.” 
 
    Marco clenched his jaw, but he forced himself to nod. The bastard wasn’t getting anything else out of him. He just wasn’t going to bend that far. Without making eye contact, he pushed himself to his feet and went to the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Marco walked out to Maria’s desk. “Where’s Brooks?” He glanced at the clock over the conference room door. 11:10? He couldn’t believe he’d been in with the psychiatrist for so long. 
 
    Maria smiled up at him. “She left with Cho and Simons a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    She gave him a sad look. “I can’t tell you that, baby.” 
 
    They both stopped talking as the conference room door opened and Ferguson stepped out, carrying his legal pad and coffee cup. He gave them an inclination of his head as he walked toward Defino’s door and knocked. Defino called for him to enter and he slipped inside. 
 
    Marco stared after him. 
 
    “He creeps me out,” said Maria. 
 
    Marco looked back at her. “You and me both.” He gave Maria his lazy smile. “Come on, Maria, tell me where they went.” 
 
    “You know I would do almost anything for you, baby, but I can’t. You need to go home and get some rest. If you need anything else, I’d be happy to do it, though.” 
 
    He rose to his full height. “Is Jake here?” 
 
    “Yeah, he was at his desk last I saw.” 
 
    Marco gave her a wink and walked toward the back. He ignored the two empty desks where he and Peyton started most of their days because that only increased his frustration. Jake was messing with pictures on his computer, but as Marco came around the partition, he minimized the window. 
 
    “Were those of the priest?” he asked, nodding at the screen. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Ryder?” 
 
    Jake leaned back in his chair. “What are you doing here, Adonis? I thought you had a session with the shrink.” 
 
    “I did. We’re done.” He grabbed a loose chair and turned it around backward, straddling it and folding his arms across the top. “Why is my partner dodging my calls?” 
 
    “Ask her. She hasn’t said more than five words to me for the last two days.” 
 
    That gave Marco pause. “Is she all right?” 
 
    Jake lifted a hand and let it fall against his thigh. “Hell if I know. She’s been quiet and you know how strange that is for Peyton.” 
 
    “What’s going on with the case? Is she going to that meeting with the priest at St. Mary’s?” 
 
    Jake looked away. “You’re on leave, Adonis. I don’t think I’m supposed to be telling you anything.” 
 
    “Okay, then just nod if I hit on something.” 
 
    Jake reached for his mouse and clicked on the internet, bringing up a search window. “I’m working, D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Maria told me she was meeting with Cho and Simons earlier today. Defino’s obviously worried about this meeting with the priest, so she didn’t want her to go alone, but why Cho and Simons? Usually she sends Smith or Holmes with her on something like this.” 
 
    Jake refused to look at him. 
 
    Marco narrowed his eyes. “Cho and Simons are involved because the priest is connected somehow to that case they’re working.” 
 
    Jake blinked rapidly a few times. 
 
    “The Clean-up Crew case, right?” 
 
    Blinking continued. 
 
    “Did you find a card on the priest’s body?” 
 
    Jake clicked the mouse, his eyes scanning the screen. 
 
    “No card on the body, but the case is still connected.” Marco folded a hand over his mouth as he thought. “If the card wasn’t on the body, it had to be at the scene?” 
 
    “Just stop, D’Angelo, please. I’m not going to tell you a damn thing until Defino says I can.” 
 
    “On the ranger’s body then?” Marco dismissed that. “No, the ranger wouldn’t be connected to the priest at St. Mary’s.” Tilting his head, he studied Jake’s profile. “Something happened last night after Brooks came to my apartment because she was all set to have me go with her to St. Mary’s, but this morning I get a text telling me to stay away.” 
 
    Jake’s eyes tracked to his face involuntarily. 
 
    “You made the connection to Simons and Cho after she left my place, didn’t you?” 
 
    Blinking ensued. 
 
    Marco gave a grim smile. “The card was delivered here last night, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Jake shifted his chair and stared at the screen, but Marco saw his tell anyway. 
 
    He pushed himself to his feet and turned the chair back around. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Home, just like everyone wants,” he lied. 
 
    “No, you’re not. You’re going to St. Mary’s, but I didn’t tell you a damn thing, D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Yes you did, but I’ll keep that close to my vest in case we ever play poker again.” 
 
    “If you go out there, I’ll go to Defino.” 
 
    Marco leaned on the desk, bringing himself close to Jake. “No, you won’t.” 
 
    “And why won’t I?” 
 
    “Because you don’t want her going to that meeting without me watching her back any more than I do.” 
 
    Jake turned back to the screen. “Freakin’ assed cops,” he muttered as Marco walked away. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    St. Mary’s Cathedral was a massive white stone building with red bricks leading to the remodeled entrance. The enormous saddle roof of the building had recently earned it a spot on the list of top San Francisco architectural structures, but some less charitable people felt it resembled a massive washing machine agitator. The interior of the cavernous Cathedral was lined on either side by wooden pews leading to a set of stairs, which rose to the altar. Behind the altar was a massive cross made of stain-glassed windows, allowing the summer sunlight to filter through. 
 
    Peyton entered the Cathedral, feeling small and insignificant to its massive size and importance. It demanded silence and reverence just by the sheer magnitude of it, her footsteps echoing on the hardwood floor. To her right sat the organ, a collection of pipes raised above the floor on a platform that resembled a concrete octagon. She crossed around the baptism font and moved toward the sanctuary. A few other people occupied the pews, sitting in pairs or singularly, but she didn’t see the grey headed priest. 
 
    Cho had told her to take a seat in back by the door, so she could get out quickly if something went wrong. She had a hard time believing anyone would try anything in a church, especially the old man she’d met at St. Matthews, but she didn’t want to take any chances. 
 
    She walked to the second pew from the back and slid into it. A folded down kneeler lay before her and above it was a bracket where the hymnal was stored. Bracing her hands on either side of her, she glanced around again, trying not to appear obvious. 
 
    Simons entered and moved up the far left aisle, taking a seat about ten rows before her. She resisted the urge to look behind her, but she suspected Cho was on her right. Across the aisle from her about four rows up was an older Hispanic woman, counting her rosary and genuflecting. Peyton could hear the low cadence of her voice as she went through the ritual. A young couple was sitting at the front of the church, looking around. Peyton wondered if they were checking it out with an eye toward a future wedding, and directly behind them was a man in a flannel shirt who appeared to be sleeping. Still no Father Michael. 
 
    Peyton shifted, lifting her leg to rest her foot on the kneeler, but she thought better about it and set her foot on the floor again. She was aware of someone taking a seat behind her, but she resisted the impulse to turn around. 
 
    “Relax, Brooks, you aren’t going to burst into flames just for sitting here.” 
 
    She closed her eyes briefly at his familiar voice, feeling a surge of relief that he’d come. “I told you to stay home.” 
 
    “You send me a text and then refuse to answer my calls. What did you expect me to do?” 
 
    “Cho and Simons will see you.” 
 
    “And what if they do? I told you before – Defino can’t tell me I’m not allowed in a Catholic Church.” 
 
    “That’s not why you’re here,” she hissed. 
 
    He leaned forward until he was right behind her ear. She could feel the warmth of his breath on her scratches. “No, but when were you going to tell me this case is connected to the serial killer?” 
 
    “When you are reinstated.” 
 
    He started to say something more, but stopped and sat back. Peyton realized she was tense as a man dressed in black took a seat beside her, close enough for her to touch. If he wanted to do anything to her, Cho and Simons were too far away to prevent it. As always, she felt relieved that Marco was behind her. 
 
    “Excuse me,” said the man, reaching for the kneeler and lowering it. 
 
    Peyton moved her feet out of the way and glanced at him as he levered himself to his knees, clasping his hands on the back of the pew before him. A rosary lay across the backs of his hands. He muttered something under his breath and then crossed himself, his head bent toward his hands, his eyes closed. She was certain his white hair and lined face were familiar, but she’d only seen him briefly the day before. 
 
    He finished his prayer, then reached back and braced himself on the pew. Peyton automatically caught his elbow, helping him into the seat beside her. Once he was settled with a grunt, he patted her hand fondly. 
 
    “Thank you, dear. These old knees don’t bend as they once did.” 
 
    Peyton released him and gave a tense smile. “Father Michael?” 
 
    “Yes, dear.” He leaned back and looked up at the ceiling. A cross had been inlaid in the white stone with mosaic glass. It crossed over the entire expanse of the Cathedral. “Lovely, isn’t it?” 
 
    Peyton looked up with him and nodded. “It’s stunning.” 
 
    He folded the rosary in his clasped hands and laid them in his lap. There was a serenity about him that Peyton envied. She’d never learned the art of stillness, but she realized Marco had it as well. 
 
    “I’m glad you were able to meet me here,” he said. His voice was pitched low, so only she could hear and she realized it could be mistaken for prayer, except that she could hear him clearly. She wondered if Marco could. 
 
    She wasn’t sure how to proceed. She could see Simons in front of her, his back ramrod straight, aware of everything around him. She didn’t want to scare the priest off, but she really didn’t have time for idle conversation. Not with a serial killer on the loose. 
 
    “Did you know Father Reynolds well, Father Michael?” 
 
    He fingered a rosary bead with his thumb. “Do you know I entered the seminary at 18?” 
 
    Okay, then. Clearly they weren’t going to get right to the point. “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “I’ve been a priest for 60 years.” He shot a glance at her. “I’ll be you aren’t even half that old yet, are you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “60 years is a long time to dedicate to anything, even one’s faith, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    He drew a deep breath and then released it, his thumb rubbing back and forth across the beads. Occasionally Peyton caught a glimpse of the crucifix resting against his palms. “The Catholic Church has done much good, fed many who were hungry, gave shelter and comfort to those who were lost.” 
 
    Peyton lifted her eyes to the stained-glass cross behind the altar. “I’m certain it has.” 
 
    “But like all things touched by man, it has its flaws.” 
 
    Peyton rubbed her hands on the thighs of her jeans. She wasn’t sure how to answer that. 
 
    “That is the true human condition,” he continued. “We always strive to overcome temptation, evil, but it’s everywhere we look, in everything we do. Most especially we have to face it in ourselves. By giving us free will, our Divine Creator has made an imperfect creation.” 
 
    Peyton looked at his worn profile. 
 
    He briefly met her gaze and gave her a grim smile. “That surprises you because you think I am criticizing our Lord and His Purpose, but I’m not. You see, that is the reason for our struggle, the reason for everything we do, the very reason for our existence. You, yourself, my dear, are a part of it. You strive always to chase back the chaos, battle the evil in an imperfect vessel. Don’t you now?” 
 
    “You have a point.” 
 
    He nodded. “Oh, we are creatures of weakness, so torn between the lofty calling of our souls and the base needs of our bodies. And none of us are immune to that weakness.” He leaned close to her and touched her shoulder with his. “I myself have a great fondness for the grape, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Peyton smiled. “I do.” 
 
    He gave a low chuckle. “The Catholic Church has done much good, but it has also suffered much evil.” 
 
    Peyton felt a chill go up her spine. 
 
    “Sometimes we are so filled with our own hubris that we fail to face what we know to be evil in ourselves. We fail to protect those who have need of our protection. We fail to help those who need help even from themselves.” 
 
    “Was Father Reynolds one of these?” 
 
    Father Michael’s fingers rubbed and rubbed the beads. “He was.” 
 
    “Where did he come from, Father Michael?” 
 
    “Boston. He was moved here three months ago.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Father Michael met her gaze and in his eyes, she saw his torment. 
 
    “He committed evil acts with children, didn’t he?” she said. 
 
    Father Michael gave her a nod, then looked away. 
 
    “Did Father Mark know?” 
 
    “I’m certain he did.” 
 
    “Is this why he opposed the youth group?” 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    “Did he tell you that?” 
 
    “No, he did not. The Church is very circumspect about such accusations.” 
 
    “Do you believe they were just accusations, Father Michael?” 
 
    His grip on the beads tightened and his eyes darted back and forth across the pew. 
 
    “Father Michael?” 
 
    “I know they were not.” 
 
    Peyton wasn’t sure how to answer. She didn’t want to grill him like a criminal, but she had to know how he found out about Father Reynolds if the church didn’t disclose it. If she knew how he found out the truth, they might be able to determine how the serial killer did as well. 
 
    “I have been a priest for 60 years, Inspector. I have given my life and my soul to the Church, and I have never regretted that decision.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    He patted her knee as if she were a young child. “Perhaps you do, but I think you may be too young to understand a life of such dedication and faith. What I tell you now, I tell you so that some good may still come of Father Reynolds’ unfortunate life, and so the officer who shot him may find some peace.” 
 
    Peyton felt a catch in her heart at that, especially with Marco sitting right behind them. 
 
    “What I tell you I tell you because it can no longer hurt anyone, but you must understand how difficult this is for me.” 
 
    Peyton studied his profile. “How do you know the accusations against Father Reynolds weren’t just accusations, Father Michael? How do you know what he did in Boston?” 
 
    He shifted on the pew and met her gaze. “I know…” He let out a quivering breath and his large knuckled hands constricted around the rosary. “I know and that has to be enough for you.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton leaned against Cho and Simons’ Crown Victoria. Marco stood to her right and Simons before her. Cho sat on the hood of the car, his hands folded on his knees. None of them had spoken since Peyton told them what Father Michael said. 
 
    Finally Simons stirred, wrapping his arms around his massive barrel-chest. “I still don’t understand how the killer knew about the priest and I especially don’t understand how he knew he was going to Alcatraz.” 
 
    “You don’t think that priest could be our serial killer?” asked Cho. 
 
    Marco and Peyton shook their heads. 
 
    “He wouldn’t have had the mobility or the strength to get to the other side of the island or drive the Zodiac over the waves in the bay,” said Marco. 
 
    “Maybe our killer is a parishioner of the church,” said Peyton. 
 
    “Would the church have a parishioner list?” asked Simons. 
 
    Marco shrugged. “It would, but that doesn’t mean anything. Do you have any idea how many Catholic churches there are in the City? Most Catholics have a local parish church, but that doesn’t stop them from going to whichever one is closest, and they don’t necessarily get on the church rolls. That way they can avoid the tithe.” 
 
    “The field trip was posted on a community board. The killer might have seen it there,” said Cho. 
 
    “But how did he know Reynolds had been transferred here from out of state?” 
 
    “He must have inside information on the church. That’s the only way,” said Simons. 
 
    Peyton’s phone buzzed. She pulled it out and thumbed it on. A text message from Abe blinked across the display. Cho and Simons were still discussing the case, but she felt Marco’s gaze zero in on her. 
 
    She glanced up at him. “It’s just Abe.” 
 
    He didn’t seem convinced. “About what?” 
 
    “Wondering when we’re gonna have a night out again, go dancing or something.” 
 
    Marco looked down and she knew he didn’t believe her. She hated lying to him. She hated it more than anything else, but she was in so difficult a position with him right now. 
 
    “We should head back to the precinct and debrief the captain,” she said, pushing away from the car. “I’ll call you later,” she told Marco. 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    Simons put a heavy hand on his shoulder. “Hang in there, bud,” he said. “I remember when they put me on leave for shooting that tweaker in the Haight Ashbury, I thought I’d go stir crazy.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He looked up and speared Peyton with his eyes. “It’s a bitch.” 
 
    Peyton grabbed the door on the car and pulled it open. 
 
    “Later, D’Angelo,” said Cho, hopping off the hood as Simons climbed behind the steering wheel. 
 
    Peyton sank into the backseat and closed the door as the engine roared to life and Cho threw himself into the passenger’s seat. Marco stepped back from the car, placing his hands in his pockets. She glanced up at him as Simons pulled away from the curb and steered the car into traffic. 
 
    The ride back to the precinct was done in silence, and once there, Peyton climbed out and thanked Simons, then asked them to debrief the captain for her. They agreed and she walked across the parking lot to her car. 
 
    Abe’s message hadn’t been about a night out. He wanted her to come to the M.E.’s office because he had information about the case that he wanted to share with her. She drove her Corolla over to his office and parked in back. 
 
    Each time she came, it got a little easier moving from the car to the back door, but without Marco beside her, she felt a rush of bile in her throat. Pulling out her card, she swiped it across the pad and then pulled open the outer door. 
 
    A guard waited at the podium and handed her a clipboard to sign in. He was the same guard that usually manned the post during the weekday, but he never tried to make conversation with her. She didn’t make much effort herself. 
 
    Walking down the hall, she came to Abe’s lab and glanced through the glass in the door. A body lay on the table, covered in a white drape and Abe wasn’t anywhere to be seen. She was reluctant to go into the lab unless he was there, especially with a body on the table. 
 
    “Hey, sweetie, you finally decided to come down?” 
 
    She turned with relief to see him walking down the hallway with his long stride. His dread locks bounced on his shoulders with each step and he wore a white lab coat. The lab coat was his only allowance toward professionalism because he had multi-colored beads on the end of his dreads and he wore a shirt that looked like it might have been wallpaper in a previous life. She could see a flash of purple slacks beneath the lab coat and he had green snakeskin cowboy boots on his feet. 
 
    “Nice shoes.” 
 
    He stopped and turned his ankle out, showing them off. “Best faux anaconda money can buy.” 
 
    She felt some of the tension ease from her as he gave her a toothy smile. 
 
    “You putting anything on those cuts?” 
 
    “Why is everyone so worried about my face?” 
 
    He took a dramatic step back, pressing one elegant, long fingered hand against his chest. “Oh my, the little cat is showing her claws.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. It’s been a bitch of a day.” 
 
    “Or two, I’m guessing.” 
 
    “Yeah, or two.” 
 
    Abe pushed the button on his lab and the automatic doors opened. “Come in.” 
 
    Peyton hesitated on the threshold. “You got a dead body in there, Abe.” 
 
    His brows lifted. “I’m a coroner, sweetie. What do you think I do all day? Crochet?” 
 
    “That wouldn’t surprise me.” 
 
    “Well, actually I do. I made the most delightful little beanie.” He came back and put an arm around her shoulders, guiding her into the lab. “It’s green and pink. You would love it.” 
 
    She had to smile. Abe made it impossible not to. 
 
    He brought her to the bench that ran along the back wall and pulled out a stool. “Sit down.” 
 
    She perched on it, trying to avoid looking at the white draped form a few feet away. “Is that the priest?” she said, glancing at the beakers he had arranged on shelves above her head. 
 
    “Yep. I thought I might show you something, but we’ll work our way up to that.” He went to the body and retrieved a plastic bag on a lower shelf of the table. He brought it over to Peyton, hooking another stool with his foot and dragging it over. He sat down next to her, blocking her view of the body. 
 
    It was cold in the room, so Peyton clasped her hands together and pressed them between her knees. “What’s that?” 
 
    He opened the bag and took out a smaller one. Shaking the contents into the bottom, he laid it on the counter before her. Three bullets tented the plastic along the seam of the bag. “Recognize these?” 
 
    “.40 caliber.” She felt a prickle of sweat at her temples. 
 
    He reached into the larger bag again and pulled out another smaller bag, holding it up before her. “Recognize this?” 
 
    Peyton reached for it. “That’s a 9mm. Where did you get this?” 
 
    “I pulled one out of the ranger’s chest.” 
 
    “Is this it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Peyton set the bag on the counter. “What do you mean no?” 
 
    “I sent the 9mm I found in the ranger on to ballistics.” Abe fingered one of the .40 calibers. “They’ll have to confirm this, but we both know these came out of Marco’s Glock.” 
 
    Peyton couldn’t meet his eye. 
 
    “He’s a clean shot, Peyton. The priest probably didn’t feel a thing – took him through the heart.” 
 
    She swallowed and closed her eyes briefly. 
 
    “I did the autopsy on the ranger next and found the 9mm, but this one…” He touched the single bullet in the bag. “I found this by accident.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” She finally met his gaze. 
 
    “Even though I had Marco’s bullets, I wanted to be thorough. The priest’s body was so bloated and battered by the rocks and waves, I probably wouldn’t have found it, except I always take an x-ray of the entire body as the last thing I do.” He picked up the bag. “This little baby was swimming around in what was left of our priest’s brain.” 
 
    “He was shot by the same gun as the ranger?” 
 
    “Not officially confirmed, but yeah, I think it’s safe to say that.” 
 
    Peyton tried to remember that night. She had seen a flash of light just before Marco opened fire or she thought she had. She grabbed Abe’s wrist, pulling down the bag. “Which one killed him?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I thought I saw a flash of light just before Marco fired. Could he have been dead already?” 
 
    Abe’s face grew grim. “Peyton, it’s impossible to know that. Two of Marco’s bullets were lodged in his heart.” 
 
    She swallowed hard and nodded. “What did you want to show me on the body?” 
 
    Abe shook his head. “I don’t think it matters, but I’m pretty sure I found the entrance wound.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Behind his right ear. Clean shot.” 
 
    Peyton stared at the 9mm. She was sure she’d seen a flash just before Marco fired, but who would believe her? Everything had happened so fast that night, and no one knew what was going on until it was already over. Either way, bullets from Marco’s gun had been inside the priest’s body. There was no disputing that. 
 
      
 
    *    *   * 
 
      
 
    Marco was sitting on her stairs when she got home that night. She slowed as she came up the walk and frowned at him. “Why aren’t you inside?” 
 
    “Jake has the Giants’ game on and he can’t let a single call go by without commenting on it. It was either wait out here or strangle him.” 
 
    She smiled. “Come on up. I’ll order Thai. That should shut Jake up for a while.” 
 
    “No, not tonight. I’m not good company right now.” 
 
    Peyton felt a twist in her gut. “Did Vinnie go home?” 
 
    “Yeah, but my mom’s still there.” He had his hands clasped before him, his forearms resting on his knees. “I’m all right, Brooks. I just don’t want to make small talk right now.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He lifted his eyes and pierced her. “What’s going on with us right now?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You duck my calls and you aren’t telling me things.” 
 
    She leaned against the railing. “I’m not ducking your calls, but I’m in a tough spot here, Marco. Internal Affairs wanted to put me on leave, but Defino fought them. If I step out of line, they’re gonna pull my gun too.” 
 
    He studied her intently and she resisted the urge to squirm. He knew she was only telling half the truth. 
 
    Finally, she couldn’t take it and looked down at the stairs, bracing her foot on the last one. She didn’t want to keep things from him. They’d shared everything for eight years now, but she didn’t even understand what she was feeling. Guilt and grief and worry warred inside of her. She hated that he’d killed someone for her, but at the same time, she was humbled by his sacrifice. And then there was the shame that she hadn’t taken the shot herself. It was hard being around him right now, but she hated not having him there. He was her stability, her center, her equilibrium. 
 
    “Look, just tell the psychiatrist whatever he wants to hear, so you can get back to work. Everything feels off kilter right now and I’ve never had to deal with this before.” 
 
    “You wanna tell me what he wants to hear because I can’t figure it out.” 
 
    “I wish I knew. I feel like I’m just one wrong word away from being committed.” She forced herself to look at him. “Please understand. My hands are tied. With this serial killer, Defino can’t afford to lose both of us. I need to play it by the book with them, so I don’t get my badge yanked.” 
 
    He didn’t answer, just stared, and Peyton knew he didn’t buy a damn thing she said. She felt a gulf growing between them and it scared her deeply, but she didn’t know how to stop it from happening. 
 
    Pushing himself to his feet, he came down the stairs until he towered over her. She looked up at him, wishing she knew what to say, anything to stop this distance from continuing. “You better watch yourself, Brooks,” he said. “I won’t be there if you need me.” 
 
    A chill shivered over her and she wrapped her arms around her stomach. She expect him to pull her in for a quick hug, or a kiss on the top of her head as he always did, but he just brushed past her and stepped onto the walkway. 
 
    Peyton stood where she was, fighting tears as the Charger roared to life behind her. Whipping around, she started to go after him, but he pulled away from the curb and never once looked back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Peyton sat in her usual spot at the conference room table. Dr. Ferguson tapped his pen against his legal pad and gave her a speculative look. Peyton would have given anything to be anywhere else right now. She hadn’t been sleeping well, and these 8:00AM meetings were beginning to prey on her. 
 
    “So, here we are at our third session.” 
 
    “Really? And it only feels like five.” 
 
    He fought a smile. “Does that mean you aren’t enjoying our talks?” 
 
    Peyton gave him a disbelieving look. “I was fine until you made my head your playground. Now everything I do feels off.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean I can’t talk to my partner without it being strained.” 
 
    “And this bothers you?” 
 
    “Of course it bothers me. He’s my partner. We’ve shared everything with each other for eight years, but now I can’t even tell him what’s going on.” She leaned forward on the table. “You’ve got to let him come back to work.” 
 
    “That isn’t your concern, Inspector Brooks. That’s my decision to make.” He flipped a few pages on his pad. “Right now, I would suggest you be more concerned with yourself than him.” 
 
    Peyton slumped back in her chair, feeling lost and defeated. “Why can’t you understand? We’re partners, we do this job together. Keeping him away isn’t good for either of us.” She drummed her fingers on the table. “You said you understood cops, you understood the bond between two partners. You’ve got to know this isn’t normal. We work in tandem, we’re a team. We complement each other. And with the case we’ve got right now…” 
 
    “The serial killer?” 
 
    Peyton hesitated. She wasn’t aware Defino had told him this much. She knew the captain wanted to keep this information from the media. It was bound to set off panic in a city like San Francisco. “Anyway, with this case, the captain needs all of us working it.” 
 
    He scribbled something on the pad. “As I said, Inspector Brooks, you should be more concerned about yourself right now.” 
 
    “What does that mean? Are you going to pull my gun?” 
 
    He glanced up at her, surprised by her directness. 
 
    “You’re not the only one who shoots straight, Dr. Ferguson.” 
 
    “Then answer me this. Are you sleeping well at night?” 
 
    “If I say no, what happens?” 
 
    “If you say yes, I’ll know you’re lying.” 
 
    Peyton sighed. She hated playing cat and mouse with him. “What do you want me to say? If you let Marco come back, things will work themselves out on their own.” 
 
    “You mean you’ll suppress everything that you’re feeling and pretend everything is normal again.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what everyone does? Isn’t that how most people face each day?” 
 
    “Most people don’t have to deal with what the two of you have faced lately, so no, suppressing what you’re feeling isn’t normal, and let me tell you, Inspector Brooks, in my experience, cops who have been through what you have do not last long unless they confront what they’re feeling.” 
 
    Peyton looked away. There was no way to win this with him. 
 
    “When you say things are strained between you and your partner, what do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s always been so easy between us, but right now, I feel like we’re both measuring out every word.” 
 
    He steepled his hands and pressed them against his square chin. “That’s not completely true. It hasn’t always been easy between you, now has it? You told me yourself that he hated you at first, asked for a different partner.” 
 
    “That was at first. It didn’t take us long to work it out, then we became friends.” 
 
    “That’s not the way he tells it. Seems to me it took longer than you remember.” 
 
    Actually, Peyton remembered very well. Marco was determined to keep her at a distance no matter what she did, even when Abe came into the picture, and that was saying something because it was hard to thwart Abe when he was determined. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton and Marco entered the M.E. building for the first time. They’d been called down by the Medical Examiner assigned to their first case, an Abraham Jefferson. The guard at the podium outside the door told them his lab was in the basement. 
 
    Jogging down the stairs, Peyton felt a flutter of anxiety in her stomach. She wasn’t sure what she was about to see. During the academy, they’d taken a class on autopsies and forensics, but she hadn’t watched the video when they’d showed it, staring instead at her notes. 
 
    As they turned into the hallway, Marco moved in front of her. He didn’t seem to have any trepidation at all. “Here it is,” he said, pointing to a nameplate attached to the door. 
 
    “Do we knock?” 
 
    He gave her a dark look and pressed the button for the automatic doors. They swung open, revealing a sterile lab with a metal table in the center of the room. A body lay flayed open on the table, and Peyton quickly looked down, only to have her gaze fix on the drain in the floor. Oh, lord, that wasn’t good. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” came a deep voice. 
 
    A man moved in front of the door, drawing Peyton’s attention. He was tall, nearly as tall as Marco, with long limbs and a slender build. He had a pleasant face, colored a brown darker than her own, with a wild mane of black dread locks. As he smiled, he revealed a mouth that overflowed with teeth and eyes that laughed. 
 
    He fixated first on Marco and gave him a lazy, thorough perusal. “Slap me and call me Daisy, you are about the prettiest cop I have ever seen. Tell us your name, gorgeous.” 
 
    Marco took a step back, his face twisting into a frown. 
 
    Peyton immediately felt her anxiety decrease and she pushed in front of Marco, holding out her hand. “I’m Inspector Peyton Brooks and this is my partner, Marco D’Angelo.” 
 
    His dark eyes passed over her and he smiled again. “Aren’t you adorable?” He took her hand, then to her surprise, he spun her around. “Good thing the department suspended the height requirement, isn’t it, cutie?” 
 
    She smiled. “We’re looking for Abraham Jefferson.” 
 
    “You found him.” 
 
    Peyton blinked in surprise. This man was not at all what she expected from the staid Medical Examiner’s office. “Come again?” 
 
    He placed a long fingered, elegant hand in the center of his chest. “I am Abraham Jefferson, but my friends…” He gave Marco his lazy look once more. “And lovers, call me Abe.” 
 
    Peyton glanced up at Marco, but he seemed completely bewildered. “Nice to meet you, Abe.” 
 
    “Same here, sweetie. Peyton, huh?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Does your partner speak, Peyton?” 
 
    “Only when necessary. It’s one of our rules.” 
 
    “Rules?” 
 
    “We have rules.” 
 
    Abe’s brows rose. “I see.” He turned around and walked back toward the body, his lab coat swinging around him. “I don’t believe in rules.” 
 
    Peyton guessed as much just looking at him. He wore a paisley print silk shirt beneath the lab coat and a pair of pinstriped black pants, ending in a pair of pointed dress shoes. 
 
    “So I called you down here ‘cause I thought you might want to know a little about your vic from the other night.” 
 
    Peyton stayed where she was. She didn’t think she needed to get any closer to the body on the table to hear what he had to say. 
 
    Marco gave her a shake of his head as he walked over and stood on the other side of the table from Abe. “What did you find?” 
 
    Abe gave him a dreamy look. “A voice as mellifluous as angels singing.” 
 
    Peyton could see Marco’s back stiffen. “The dead body talked to you?” 
 
    Abe barked out a laugh. “No, handsome, I meant your voice.” He glanced back at Peyton. “You coming, sweetie?” 
 
    Before she could answer, Marco shot a scowl at her. “She’s afraid of dead bodies.” 
 
    That did it. She stormed up to the table, forcing herself to look down. The corpse had a grey cast to his skin and a suture line ran from the middle of his throat all the way to his groin and extended out to either side. She fought down the rush of bile and looked instead at the cool metal of the table. The two men would never know the difference. 
 
    Abe brought his head down into her line of sight. “Gonna be hard being a homicide detective, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You mean with Prince Charming as my partner.” 
 
    Abe smiled. “I like you.” 
 
    She held his gaze. She liked him too. 
 
    He offered Marco a sultry look. “And I like looking at you.” 
 
    Marco’s jaw clenched so hard she could see a muscle bulge in his cheek. “What did you find?” 
 
    Abe moved down the table and lifted the vic’s hands. “Notice the knuckles?” 
 
    Peyton forced herself to look. They were grey and stiff, but she also noticed they were abnormally large. 
 
    “He liked punching things, our friend here. The bones in his fingers have calluses, areas where extra calcium has been deposited to repair fractures.” He moved up to the vic’s head. “He also had signs of brain trauma.” 
 
    “From the car?” 
 
    “No, I found a blood clot on a CT scan. He was a ticking time bomb.” 
 
    “He used to beat his girlfriend. Could that be why?” 
 
    “Certainly a possibility. I thought it might be helpful for her case. Maybe the D.A. won’t want to prosecute?” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Peyton. 
 
    “Glad to help.” 
 
    Peyton took a step away from the table. “It was nice meeting you. Hopefully, we’ll be working together again.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m certain of it. I get most of the homicides from the precinct.” He leaned closer to her. “Love the drama.” 
 
    She laughed. “See you later then.” Turning, she headed for the door, Marco on her heels. 
 
    “Goodbye, gorgeous. I can’t wait to see you again,” Abe called after them. 
 
    Marco faltered, but then his long stride took him past Peyton and out the door. Peyton shot a smile over her shoulder at the M.E. and he waved good naturedly after her. She jogged to catch up to her partner as the door closed behind her. 
 
    Marco grabbed the rail and pulled himself up the stairs, but after a few, he stopped and turned around. Pointing down the stairs, he glared at Peyton. “He should be reported for sexual harassment.” 
 
    Peyton came to a panting halt. “What? He just flirted with you a bit.” 
 
    “It was unprofessional.” 
 
    “Oh please.” Then she gave him a crafty look. “What’s your problem, D’Angelo? Are you homophobic?” 
 
    His eyes widened in astonishment. “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No, I’m not homophobic. Why can’t any of you take this job seriously?” 
 
    “We do take it seriously, but you take it to the point of ridiculousness. You’re gonna burn out before you’re thirty the way you’re going. Why can’t you lighten up just a little?” 
 
    He loomed over her and Peyton took a step back, hitting the rail behind her. “Lighten up? That was a dead body back there and he’s making quips about my looks? Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “No, that would be against the rules.” 
 
    His mouth opened, but nothing came out. 
 
    “Look, you’re upset because another man called you handsome. I get that you have a problem with your looks.” 
 
    “I should report him.” 
 
    “Because he said you were gorgeous? I’ve said the same thing, but you haven’t reported me. Do you really want to come across looking like a bigot?” 
 
    “Bigot? Because I want a little respect?” 
 
    Peyton gave him a wry look. “You gotta earn that respect, D’Angelo, and right now, all anyone sees is an uptight cop who can’t take a joke.” 
 
    “I can take a joke. I don’t think he was joking.” 
 
    He did have a point. “What do you want me to say? I’m not going to tell you to report him. He’s clearly good at what he does. So he flirted with you a bit. Let it go. In fact, why can’t you enjoy the attention?” 
 
    “You don’t get it, do you? This is a job, Brooks, a job. We protect the public, we stand between them and the bad guys. It’s a sacred duty.” 
 
    Peyton burst into laughter. She couldn’t help it. 
 
    “What the hell!” He walked up a few stairs, then came back down, clearly agitated. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but when you start spouting off like a freakin’ action hero, it’s really damn funny.” 
 
    “You are impossible!” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She leaned against the wall. She couldn’t stop laughing and his anger only made it funnier. 
 
    He stopped pacing, putting his hands on his hips. “I have another rule.” 
 
    Her laughter dried to a smile. “Of course you do.” 
 
    “You back me up when I think something is wrong. You don’t mock me.” 
 
    “What are you saying? You want me to report him?” 
 
    He sighed and slapped a hand against his thigh. “No, I’m not gonna report him, but I am going to ask that he not handle any of our cases.” 
 
    “I’m not backing you up on that, D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Why the hell not?” 
 
    “Because it’s just stupid. He’s a good M.E. Do you really want to get a reputation for being a hard-ass this early in your career? Do you want Defino to think you aren’t a team player? Look, you’re right about one thing. We all have to work together. This is like a puzzle and we each have our roles. I’m learning to put up with your uptight ass, you could learn to overlook a few things yourself, okay?” 
 
    He stared at her in bewilderment. Clearly, he didn’t think he was being difficult at all. Clearly, he thought he was the only one who was having to make allowances, but something must have registered because he straightened and drew a deep breath. 
 
    “Okay. Point taken.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows in surprise. 
 
    He shrugged. “Besides that, I guess he does have good taste.” 
 
    Peyton laughed and pushed him in the stomach, starting up the stairs. “Don’t worry, D’Angelo. He just hasn’t gotten to know your personality yet.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco dropped a folder on her desk. “Sign it.” 
 
    She picked it up and opened the flap. He’d typed up the report for their vehicular manslaughter case. “Wait. I thought we’d write it together.” 
 
    “It’s done. Just sign it.” 
 
    “Do I get to read it?” 
 
    “Whatever.” He went back to his desk and threw himself into his seat. 
 
    She picked up a pen and placed it against her lower lip as she read. “What’s pre-mediated mean?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Here, you say the attack wasn’t pre-mediated.” 
 
    “Premeditated.” 
 
    Peyton pursed her lips, then made a notation on the paper. 
 
    “Are you correcting it?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Peyton looked over the file at him. “I’m guessing Lily Warren probably wouldn’t want the D.A. getting confused about what happened.” 
 
    “How would he be confused?” 
 
    She tapped the pen against the paper. “So is vehuncular a scientific term then?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It says vehuncular manslaughter.” 
 
    He jumped to his feet and grabbed the report from her, reading it himself. “It’s a typo. Just sign the damn report.” 
 
    Peyton’s brows rose. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” came Defino’s voice behind them. 
 
    Marco visibly composed himself. “No, Captain. We’re just discussing our report on the last case.” 
 
    “I see.” She moved beyond them, headed toward the break-room. “We certainly want to make sure we represent the department at our finest now, don’t we, Inspectors?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Marco answered, turning and watching her walk into the break-room. He shifted and looked down at Peyton. A lazy smile tilted the corners of his mouth and his blue eyes sparkled. “Fine, why don’t you write it then?” 
 
    “What? No, I’ll edit it and then you can fix it.” 
 
    “Obviously that would be a waste of effort. Since you are far superior at this, I think you should write all of our reports.” 
 
    Peyton glared at him. “I’m not your damn secretary, D’Angelo. Just learn to spell.” 
 
    His smile grew wider. “That really hurts, Brooks.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The way you make fun of my disability.” 
 
    “Disability?” 
 
    “Yes, didn’t you know?” 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “I’m dyslexic. I can’t spell.” 
 
    Peyton narrowed her eyes on him. “Bull shit.” 
 
    He winked at her. “Really?” Then he leaned on the desk, bringing himself closer to her. “Just how do you want to play this, sweetheart? Do you want to call me a liar in front of the captain this early in your career? Do you want Defino to think you’re not a team player?” 
 
    She clenched her teeth, but Defino came out of the break-room, carrying a cup of coffee, so she gave him a sweet smile instead. “Touché.” 
 
    He rose to his full height, then turned away. “Want a cup of coffee, partner?” he called over his shoulder. 
 
    Peyton didn’t answer, but turned to her computer, clicking on the word processing program. Then she began typing the report with angry strokes. Bastard had her and she knew it. He returned and took his seat again, whistling happily as he clicked on his computer screen. Probably looking at naked women, she thought as she typed. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton came back from the restroom and slowed to a stop. Her father was sitting in a chair next to Marco’s desk and the two of them were laughing. She couldn’t remember ever hearing Marco laugh before. 
 
    She approached slowly and her father looked up, his face beaming into a smile as he spotted her. “There she is.” He held out his arm and she stepped into it, bending down to kiss his cheek. “How are you, sweetness?” 
 
    “I’m good. What are you doing here, Daddy?” He was wearing civilian clothes, a collared shirt and jeans. 
 
    He hooked his arm around her waist. “I came to take you to lunch. You got an hour to spare your father?” 
 
    She smiled at him, wrapping her arms around his shoulders. “Always. How about Japanese?” 
 
    He made a face. “You know I don’t like Japanese.” He leaned toward Marco and dropped his voice. “What’s with the raw fish anyway?” 
 
    Marco smiled. “I don’t know, sir.” 
 
    Peyton stared at him in bewilderment. 
 
    “Let’s do Mexican. I’ve been dying for a taco for weeks now, but your mother won’t let me have any.” 
 
    “Okay. Mexican it is. There’s a great place around the corner.” 
 
    “Excellent.” He looked at Marco. “Want to join us?” 
 
    “Daddy, we don’t do social things here. We’re strictly professionals.” 
 
    Ben looked confused, but Marco gave her a cunning smile. “I’d be honored, sir.” 
 
    She frowned at him. She didn’t want him going to lunch with them. She wanted time with her father by herself. 
 
    “Great.” Ben pushed himself to his feet. “Lead the way then.” 
 
    The San Francisco fog was creeping into the City as they walked down to the Mexican restaurant on the corner. It was busy this time of day, but the hostess found them a quiet booth in the back. The high walls of the booth were painted purple and large terra cotta suns decorated the backs. 
 
    Peyton slid into the booth after her father and Marco sat down across from them. The hostess placed a bowl of salsa and a basket of chips in the middle of the table. “What can I get you to drink?” 
 
    Ben glanced at his daughter, then he smiled up at the hostess. “A Margarita with salt on the rim. Your mama won’t let me have one of those either.” 
 
    Peyton smiled. “Water, please.” 
 
    “Same,” said Marco. 
 
    Ben took a chip and broke it, placing a piece in his mouth. “How long you been on the force, young man?” 
 
    “About a year, sir.” 
 
    “You and my daughter are about the youngest detectives I’ve seen.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. How long have you been on the force?” 
 
    He nudged Peyton with his shoulder. “Going on twenty-three years. Peyton’s mom wants me to retire in a few years, but I don’t know what I’d do with myself.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    Peyton gave Marco an arch look. Where was all this charm coming from? “You’re off today, Daddy?” 
 
    “Yep. Got another two days, then it’s back to the beat.” 
 
    “Why didn’t Mama come with you?” 
 
    “She’s getting her hair done.” Ben shook his head. “Women and their hair.” He ran a hand over his thinning closely cropped black crew-cut. “Just shampoo and go for me.” 
 
    Marco smiled. His own hair was pulled back in a ponytail, resting on the collar of his shirt. 
 
    Peyton tried to hide her disappointment. Her mother never wanted to talk about her job. In fact, she’d tried to discourage Peyton from taking the test to become a detective. Peyton couldn’t understand it. Police work had been in the family for generations. 
 
    The hostess brought back their drinks and set Ben’s Margarita in front of him. His eyes lit up and he licked his lips. As the woman walked away, he held the drink up as if he were going to make a toast. 
 
    “To the force. May your careers be as rewarding as mine has been.” 
 
    Marco picked up his water glass and touched it to her father’s, then he tilted it against hers, giving her a pointed look. 
 
    Peyton sneered at him and touched his glass. 
 
    Her father took a long sip, then smacked his lips. “Damn that’s good.” 
 
    Peyton laughed and wrapped her arms around his, placing her chin on his shoulder. “I’m glad you came, Daddy. I’ve been missing you.” 
 
    He kissed her forehead. “You need to come home for dinner more often. Your mama would like that.” 
 
    “Would she?” 
 
    He gave her a frown. “You know she would. She’s just worried about you. That’s all. So am I, but now that I’ve met your partner, I feel a whole lot better.” He took in the breadth of Marco’s shoulders. “What do you bench press, young man?” 
 
    “310 or so, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Keep it up. You don’t want to go to seed.” He patted his own stomach. 
 
    Marco smiled. 
 
    Peyton rolled her eyes. “Really, Daddy, that’s what impresses you.” 
 
    “It helps, sweetness, but more than that, it helps knowing there’s someone who’s got your back. That’s important. If you take nothing away from this lunch, take this. Someday it’s gonna come down to the basics, the most fundamental moment of any cop’s life, and when you hit that moment, all you can hope is the man at your back is willing to lay down everything for you when you need him.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco locked eyes. 
 
    “That’s what I want, baby girl, I want to know that when you need him, your partner is gonna be there for you.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton fell silent. When you need him, your partner is gonna be there for you. Oh, God, how much she missed her father, his words of wisdom, his unwavering support. She realized Marco had taken that place for her. When all else failed, he was there, always at her back, always supporting her. 
 
    “Sounds like a remarkable man, your father,” came Dr. Ferguson’s voice. 
 
    Peyton blinked and remembered where she was. She could only nod. All these years and the grief could come back so strong, so powerful, choking her. 
 
    “Almost prophetic.” 
 
    Peyton met his gaze. “Maybe.” 
 
    “He obviously saw something in Marco, something he liked.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She smiled in memory. “Talking to him was the first time I saw Marco the man, not the cop.” 
 
    “So what bothers you most about the shooting?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What is it that keeps you up at night?” 
 
    She thought for a moment, but she was still too conflicted to make sense of it. “I wish I knew.” 
 
    “Could the strain with your partner be caused by you yourself?” 
 
    “I thought that’s what you were supposed to tell me.” 
 
    “I don’t tell you things, Inspector Brooks, you discover them.” 
 
    “Well, this isn’t helping me discover a damn thing.” 
 
    “I disagree. I think you’re facing a lot of stuff you didn’t want to face.” 
 
    “I wish you’d tell me what that is.” 
 
    “If I did, I wouldn’t be a very good psychiatrist, now would I?” 
 
    Peyton looked away. 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow, Inspector Brooks, bright and early. Try to get some rest tonight, all right?” 
 
    Peyton pushed herself to her feet. “Yeah, thanks for the advice.” What the hell! How much was the department paying for him to tell her what she already knew? Get some sleep and then everything will be just hunky dory. Damn idiot!


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Peyton dragged her white board into the conference room after Marco had his session with Dr. Ferguson. Marco left the precinct without saying more than a short hello to all of them. Peyton watched him cross the parking lot, feeling her heart in her throat, but it did no good. She couldn’t fix anything right now. 
 
    Marco was pissed that she wasn’t sharing the case with him, but just that morning, Defino had made it clear he wasn’t to be in the loop. She was furious that he’d shown up at the church, so furious that she’d threatened to take Peyton’s badge herself. Peyton couldn’t risk it. She needed to be on this case. 
 
    Cho and Simons entered the conference room a few minutes later, followed by Jake and Defino. Defino positioned herself next to the white board, refusing to take a seat, but Jake sat at the head of the table, pulling out his computer tablet and thumbing it on. Cho and Simons took seats on either side of him. 
 
    “Okay, Brooks,” said Defino. “Let’s start listing each of the murders.” 
 
    Peyton wrote the three men’s names across the top. Kimbro. Brill. Reynolds. Beneath them she wrote their occupations: bum; parolee; priest. Under that she wrote method of death: execution style gunshot; hanging; death by cop. In parentheses, she wrote gunshot for Reynolds as well. Under Kimbro, she wrote card in back pocket. Brill, card in bound hands. Reynolds, card delivered to precinct. Stepping back, she surveyed the board. The others did as well. 
 
    Defino rubbed her forehead as if she had a headache. “What else do we know?” 
 
    “Serial killers usually operate with a pattern. So far the only pattern is the Clean-up Crew card,” said Peyton. 
 
    “And the fact that they were all child molesters,” offered Jake. 
 
    Peyton held out her hand to him in agreement, then added it to the board. 
 
    “Suspected,” said Cho. “We still don’t have proof for Reynolds.” 
 
    “Right,” said Defino. 
 
    “The method of death could also be a pattern,” said Simons. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Each one was different. That lack of a pattern is almost a pattern.” 
 
    “You’re right,” agreed Peyton. 
 
    “How does he pick them?” asked Defino. 
 
    “We believe he got the first two names from the Megan’s Law Directory.” 
 
    “But not Reynolds.” 
 
    “No.” Peyton covered her mouth with her hand. 
 
    They fell silent and studied the board for a moment. 
 
    “Unless,” said Jake, and he began typing on his tablet. “Unless, the church also has an on-line bulletin board where they list activities.” 
 
    Peyton looked over at him as he searched. He clicked on something, then shifted the tablet so Cho could see. 
 
    “I’ll be damned. Well done, Preacher.” 
 
    Defino walked around the table and looked over his shoulder. “It’s right there for anyone to access,” She shook her head in amazement. “That’s the entire diocese, Jake. Isn’t there one for that single parish church?” 
 
    “Not that I can find. They don’t even section it out by parish. It’s just everything jumbled together.” 
 
    Peyton set the dry-erase pen down. “He used the same database to find his first two victims, then changed it for the third. If he holds to pattern…” 
 
    Simons leaned his bulk forward. “…the next victim will be on the church event board as well.” 
 
    Peyton touched her finger to her nose. 
 
    Defino straightened and looked at both of them. “How the hell will we figure it out in time? There are hundreds of events listed on here. Everything from softball games to birthday parties to baby showers.” 
 
    Jake’s eyes were moving rapidly back and forth. “We have to find those events that are listed by men, then we have to search each man’s name on the Megan’s Law directory. If we find a match, we’ve found our guy.” 
 
    “That won’t work. Reynolds wasn’t on the Megan’s Law directory,” reminded Cho. 
 
    “It still might work. We can start with a general search and see if something comes up. If we’d looked for Reynolds in any search engine, it likely would have mentioned his transfer here,” reasoned Peyton. 
 
    Simons closed his eyes briefly. “This is going to take weeks.” 
 
    “What’s the time between murders?” asked Defino. 
 
    Cho narrowed his eyes. “Kimbro was about three months ago, Brill two weeks later.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “The timing isn’t part of the pattern, the opportunity is.” 
 
    “That makes it even worse.” 
 
    Defino strode quickly to the door and leaned out. “Maria, get me four laptops in here stat.” 
 
    Peyton could hear Maria’s heels as she hurried away from her desk. 
 
    Defino looked back at them. “Call whoever you need to call, people, ‘cause we may be here all night.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake looked up as Peyton set a coffee mug by his elbow. “Thank you. What about Pickles?”  
 
    Peyton took a seat beside him, cradling her own mug. “I called Abe. He’s gonna take him over to his place for the night.” 
 
    “Marco wouldn’t go over?” 
 
    “I can’t get a hold of him.” 
 
    Jake heard the worry in her voice. “He’s probably with his brother or parents, Mighty Mouse.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “He’s frustrated because he can’t get back to work. That’s all it is.” 
 
    “He accused me of ducking his calls. I feel like he’s paying me back.” 
 
    “Adonis wouldn’t do that with you and you know it.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “This whole thing is such a mess, Jake. I just don’t know how to make it better. Every time I talk to that psychiatrist, I feel like I’m going to say the wrong thing and get my badge pulled. Defino is riding me about telling Marco anything and Marco is pissed that I won’t.” She held a hand over his tablet. “And this case…the chance of us figuring out who the next victim is…well, it’s slim and none.” 
 
    “We’ll get him.” 
 
    “How? Serial killers avoid getting caught for years.” 
 
    “But they do get caught. Eventually he’s gonna mess up and we’ll get more evidence against him.” 
 
    “We’ve got four bodies already. How high is this count going to go?” 
 
    Jake shifted in his chair and leaned closer to her. “Where is this coming from? Don’t talk like this, Peyton. You are the cop who kept working my case after everyone else had closed it. You’re the cop who faced her father’s killer to stop a gang war. And you’re the one who wouldn’t give up on a troubled rock star when everything else pointed to his guilt.” 
 
    She met his gaze and tears glimmered in her eyes. “Marco was with me for all of those.” 
 
    “And he’ll be back again soon.” 
 
    “Will he? And if he is, will it ever be the same?” 
 
    “Why not? Why wouldn’t it be the same?” 
 
    A tear escaped and rolled down her cheek. She swiped it away violently. “Because he killed someone for me.” 
 
    Jake started to respond, but Defino entered the conference area. “Anything?” 
 
    Peyton turned her head away. 
 
    Defino sensed the charged atmosphere and hesitated. 
 
    Jake reached for a piece of paper he’d printed out. “I started making a list, so we don’t duplicate our efforts. If we check off an event, I think we should put it on here, so we don’t keep researching the same ones.” 
 
    “Good idea.” Defino’s gaze shifted to Peyton. “Where are Cho and Simons?” 
 
    “They took a break, but they’ll be back,” answered Jake. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s debrief in five minutes. We’ll list everything on your chart and review what we’ve researched.” She came around the table and put a hand on Peyton’s shoulder. “Brooks, why don’t you get some fresh air to clear the cobwebs?” 
 
    Peyton nodded and rose to her feet. Jake followed her with his eyes as she left the room. He thought Defino might go after her, but she didn’t. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    Jake didn’t want to betray Peyton’s confidence, but he also didn’t want Defino becoming more concerned than she already was. It would devastate Peyton to be taken out of action right now. 
 
    “She’s just tired, Captain. There’s been a lot going on lately and she’s worried we won’t figure out the serial killer’s next victim in time.” 
 
    “Nice try, Ryder.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I get you’re trying to protect her, but I’m responsible for everyone here. I have to put the strongest, most capable cops on the street, so if she told you something that speaks to her state of mind, I order you to disclose it.” 
 
    Jake knew Defino could be a ball-buster when she needed, but he’d never had her direct her authority at him before. His mind scrambled trying to think of what to say without giving too much away. 
 
    “Ryder.” The warning in her tone was implicit. 
 
    “I told you the truth, Captain. She doesn’t think we’ll find the victim in time.” 
 
    “Fine, but this has to do with Marco, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, she wants him back at work. They’re a team, Captain, one of the best teams you’ve got and she’s not used to working without him.” 
 
    Defino eyed him with her squinting stare. He knew she sensed there was more. “Understand this, Ryder. If she goes out in the field and she isn’t one hundred percent, she could be killed. We deal in life and death and a cop who isn’t focused, who isn’t well, doesn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    Jake swallowed hard. He wanted to break her stare, but he knew he couldn’t. She was right, but he was more afraid what inaction would do to someone like Peyton. If Marco was suffering for it, Peyton would be worse. It would give her too much time to obsess over what happened. 
 
    And then there was reality. They were facing down a serial killer who had no problem continuing his rampage. Jake wasn’t much concerned with the three child molesters, he figured it was a sort of justice, but he’d killed an innocent man in the ranger and called it collateral damage. He’d taken a life and it was just collateral damage. Such a monster had to be stopped. 
 
    “Here’s the thing, Captain. You’ve got a serial killer running around this City with ample opportunity and hundreds of targets to pick from. We’re chasing shadows in the night with this guy and you know it. Maybe Peyton isn’t one hundred percent, but can you really risk taking her off this case right now?” 
 
    Defino straightened. “You’re a man of many surprises, Mr. Ryder, you know that?” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment, Captain.” 
 
    She gave him a faint smile. “You do that.” 
 
    Cho and Simons came back into the room, Simons carrying a pizza. “Can’t think when my stomach is eating itself,” he grumbled. 
 
    Jake smiled at him and pushed his tablet aside to grab a slice. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco pushed the food around the plate, creating designs in the marinara sauce. 
 
    “Don’t you want seconds?” asked his mother. 
 
    He blinked up at her, remembering where he was. His parents’ familiar kitchen surrounded him with its homey smells of garlic and oregano. Terra cotta plates hung on the wall behind him and an antique china cabinet sat to his right, bursting with brightly colored plates that his mother claimed came directly from Italy. Marco never disputed it to her face, but he and Franco had once inspected the etching on the bottom and unless Taiwan was a province in Italy, he figured she was pulling someone’s leg. 
 
    “No, thank you, Mama,” he said. 
 
    “Did you see Bernardo’s new mini-van?” asked his father. He was sopping up the sauce with a piece of garlic bread, his head bent low over his plate. 
 
    “Eat like a human,” scolded Mona, slapping his arm. 
 
    He made a kissing motion with his lips, but went right on eating the way he was. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want seconds? I have some left-over risotto. You like the risotto. You know, with the chicken.” 
 
    “No, Mama, I don’t want any risotto. I don’t eat meat, remember?” 
 
    She picked up the bread basket and held it out to him. “Have more bread? There’s no meat in that.” 
 
    He took a piece to please her, but set it on his plate. He could feel her worried eyes on him, searching him. He tried to remember what his father had asked him. Something about Bernardo. Right, mini-van. 
 
    “Bernardo got a new mini-van, huh?” 
 
    His father nodded, moving the mouthful of food into his cheek so he could talk. “One of those tricked out numbers with the video player in back for the kids.” 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    “What about dessert? I have ice cream. I can put some chocolate syrup on it.” 
 
    Marco shook his head. “I don’t want dessert, Mama.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with you? You never pass up seconds or dessert. You love ice cream and chocolate.” 
 
    He did when he was ten…well, that wasn’t completely true. Working with Peyton, he ate more sweets than he probably should. 
 
    “I’m just not hungry tonight.” 
 
    His mother reared away. She measured all well-being by a person’s appetite. 
 
    “I got a burger earlier,” he quickly amended. 
 
    “Burger?” 
 
    “Veggie burger.” 
 
    His father gave a grunt of disgust. “That’s not a burger.” 
 
    Marco smiled at him. 
 
    His mother settled her napkin by her plate, folding her hands on the table. “Tomorrow is Saturday, Marco.” 
 
    He glanced over at her, stilling the aimless motions he was making with his fork. “Yeah?” 
 
    She looked him directly in the eye. “I want you to come to confession with me.” 
 
    His father stopped eating. 
 
    Marco settled his fork on the plate and leaned back in his chair. “What?” 
 
    “You need to go to confession with me. You need to give this burden to the Lord.” 
 
    “What burden?” 
 
    She dropped her eyes. “The priest. You need to confess what happened.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why? Because you must ask for forgiveness. You must ask for absolution.” 
 
    “I did nothing wrong. He shot at my partner and I stopped him. That’s all.” 
 
    “You killed a priest, Marco.” 
 
    “Because he would have killed my partner.” He leaned forward on the table. “Are you saying you’d rather I didn’t fire on him? That I let him shoot Peyton?” 
 
    She gave him a wounded look. “Of course not. I love Peyton. I know you did what you had to do to protect her, but…” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “But he was a priest, Marco,” said his father. 
 
    “Who was also a child molester. Are you going to defend that, Papa?” 
 
    “No, I can’t defend that.” 
 
    Marco gave a short nod of his head, but his mother was still watching him with a pained expression. 
 
    “You aren’t eating. You’re angry all of the time,” she said. 
 
    “Because they won’t let me go back to work.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s what it is. I think the priest’s death is weighing on your heart and confession will ease your mind and soul.” 
 
    “No!” Marco slammed his hand on the table, making his mother jump. “I don’t regret what I did. I killed him because I had no other choice and you know what, I would do it again…” He drew his lips back against his teeth. “…and I will if it comes down to it.” 
 
    Her face grew stern. “You can lie to me and your father. You can lie to that psychiatrist, but you cannot lie to God. He sees into your heart and He knows what is in there.” She closed her eyes and pressed a hand against her heart. “I fear for you, my son, I hurt inside watching you. Until you go to confession and absolve yourself of this, you will be haunted.” 
 
    Marco pulled in a deep breath and held it, trying to force his jaw to unclench, but it was no use. Pressing his hands flat against the table, he levered himself to his feet. “Thank you for dinner, Mama.” 
 
    She opened her eyes and looked up at him. The hurt in her expression made him feel sick inside, but he didn’t know how to give her what she wanted. He wasn’t going to confession. He had nothing to confess. 
 
    “Talk to you later, Papa.” 
 
    “Come over on Sunday and watch the baseball game with me.” 
 
    Marco inclined his head in agreement, then he eased out from behind the table and headed toward the living room. His jacket lay over his father’s recliner and he pulled it on, reaching for the phone he’d left in its pocket. 
 
    A number of calls from Peyton showed on the display, but he shoved the phone back into the jacket pocket, ignoring it. Now would be an especially bad time to talk to her. After their last conversation on her stairs, he was sure his present mood would do permanent damage to their friendship. 
 
    His mother trailed him and he turned, forcing a smile. She held out her arms and he moved into them, ducking his head to kiss her cheek. “I’ll see you Sunday.” 
 
    She kissed him back, cupping her hands on his cheeks. “I love you, Marco. No matter what, I love you.” 
 
    “I know, Mama.” He stepped out of her hold. “Good night.” 
 
    She walked him to the door and watched him jog down the stairs to the street. As he climbed behind the steering wheel of the Charger, he was sure she was watching him out of the front windows, but he didn’t look up. 
 
    He started the car and pulled into the street. He didn’t want to go home and Vinnie would be busy with his family now. Instead, he drove out to the wharf and walked into the Fiddler’s Green, an Irish pub right off Beach Street. A guitarist was playing in the corner and the bar was crowded. He found a stool at the wooden bar and took a seat. 
 
    The bartender came over. “What’ll it be?” 
 
    “Just a cola. Whatever you’ve got on tap.” 
 
    With a nod, he walked away again. 
 
    Marco shifted and looked out at the people crowded at tables or standing in clusters talking. A television was positioned in a corner by the door, showing a soccer game. Marco couldn’t make out who the teams were. 
 
    When the bartender settled the cola in front of him, he reached for his wallet and gave him a ten. The man went away to make change while Marco took a sip. As he lowered the drink, his eyes caught on three women at the other end of the bar. Two were brunette, but one was blond. They were smiling at him, but when he caught their eye, they giggled and whispered amongst themselves. 
 
    The bartender gave him back his change. “You’ve got admirers,” he said. 
 
    Marco nodded and took the bills, leaving two on the bar. 
 
    Grabbing the tip, the bartender moved away again. 
 
    The brunettes were urging the blond to approach him. He studied her. She was tall and shapely in a red mini-dress, her straight hair pulled back on the left side with a comb. She lifted her drink and placed the straw against her lower lip, giving him a sultry look with her heavily lashed eyes. She wasn’t his usual type. He usually liked women a little less California girl, but what the hell. She was clearly interested. 
 
    Marco motioned the bartender over. “What’s she drinking?” 
 
    “Long Island.” 
 
    Marco gave him another ten. “Send another one over to her and keep the change.” 
 
    The bartender held up the bill in a salute and went to make the drink. 
 
    When he delivered it to the blond, she and her friends giggled and whispered over it, but she didn’t acknowledge him in any other way. Suddenly Marco realized he didn’t care. He wasn’t in the mood to put out the effort to charm her. It was pointless. Crossing his arms on the bar, he shifted on his stool so he could see the television. He watched the two teams, one in green and one in red, race back and forth across the field, the ball bouncing from one end to the other. No matter how many times he watched it, he would never understand soccer. Who wanted to go around chasing a ball with their feet? 
 
    “Thank you,” came a feminine voice behind him. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder to see the blond standing at his elbow. Looking at her this close, he realized she wasn’t as young as he was beginning to think. Still, she was pretty and she had a smoking hot figure. 
 
    Shifting around, he held out his hand. “I’m Marco.” 
 
    She took it, giving him a charming blush. “Lisa.” 
 
    “Lisa, nice name. You from around here?” 
 
    “Yeah, I have an apartment out in the Sunset and I work at a law firm on Market. Paralegal.” 
 
    He nodded. “Excellent.” 
 
    “What do you do?” 
 
    He thought about that one for a moment. “Good question. Right now, I’m talking to a beautiful woman.” 
 
    She giggled and ducked her head, taking a sip of her drink. “I meant for a living.” 
 
    He stood up and offered her his seat. 
 
    Her eyes widened at his height, but she sat down, setting her drink on the bar. Shooting a look at her friends, she made an “o” out of her mouth. Marco glanced at them and noticed they were fanning their hands before their faces. 
 
    “So, what do you do?” she asked again. 
 
    He gave her his lazy smile. “Let’s say I’m exploring my options.” 
 
    Her eyes tracked over him as she sipped at her drink. “I see.” 
 
    He leaned on the bar, bringing himself closer to her. “What exactly do you see?” 
 
    Slowly she licked her lips. “Why don’t you tell me?” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton pushed the laptop away and reached over, picking up Jake’s list and studying it. They’d gone through over a hundred events and nothing added up. Everything that seemed likely resulted in a dead end. There was no way they were ever going to find the next victim in time. 
 
    Cho rolled his neck and gave a huge yawn. “What time is it?” 
 
    Peyton glanced at her phone. “1:00AM.” 
 
    Defino closed the cover on her laptop. “Okay, what have we got? Is there anything at all that flags a warning?” 
 
    “Not so far.” 
 
    “I got a baseball coach with a record,” said Simons. 
 
    They looked over at him in interest. 
 
    “But when I pulled it up, it was a DUI from five years ago.” 
 
    Peyton rested her head against the back of her chair. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s call it for tonight. We’ll get back at it tomorrow at noon.” 
 
    “Noon? That’s letting a lot of time go by, Captain,” said Peyton. 
 
    “You have your session with Dr. Ferguson at 8:00, then Marco’s in here at 10:00. In the meantime, Simons and Cho, go out to St. Matthews and see if Father Mark will tell you who might have a criminal record in his parish.” 
 
    “He’s not gonna tell us that, Captain,” said Cho. 
 
    “Tell him why we need to know. If he wants to save a member of his parish, he might be willing to lift the cone of silence.” 
 
    “It’s worth a shot,” said Simons, pushing himself to his feet. “Brooks, it’s your turn to get us lunch. I want a chicken parm from Lucca’s.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “I want the smoked salmon,” said Cho. 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    As they walked out of the room, Peyton glanced at the captain. “What do you want, Captain?” 
 
    “Salami on rye.” 
 
    Peyton rose to her feet and patted Jake’s shoulder. “Let’s go. Leave the Daisy here and we’ll come in together tomorrow.” 
 
    “Sounds good. I’ll bet the Daisy won’t start anyway. She doesn’t like having her beauty sleep interrupted.” 
 
    Peyton followed him out to the lobby. 
 
    “Brooks?” came Defino’s voice behind her. 
 
    Peyton turned around. 
 
    “Don’t be late for your session tomorrow.” 
 
    She didn’t need the reminder. “I won’t be.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Turning away, Peyton followed Jake into the parking lot. As they walked to her car, she pulled her phone out and pressed the contact for Marco’s number. Placing it against her ear, she listened to the ring as she unlocked the doors and slid into the driver’s seat. 
 
    Marco’s voice mail came on, but she didn’t leave a message. She’d left three already. 
 
    “No answer?” asked Jake as he slid into his seat. 
 
    Peyton set the phone down in the cup holder and shook her head. “No, I’m starting to get worried.” 
 
    “He’s probably asleep, Mighty Mouse. It is 1:00AM.” 
 
    She sighed. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Peyton, I know he’s fine. Adonis wouldn’t do anything stupid and you know it. He’s too…” 
 
    “Too what?” 
 
    “Uptight.” 
 
    Peyton gave him a reassuring nod, but he didn’t know Marco the way she did. Marco was capable of plenty of stupid as she’d seen many times in the past. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The heavy bass of a blues track broke the stillness of the room, repeating itself over and over again. Marco blinked open his eyes and stared around in confusion. The soft pink of the walls, the unfamiliar pillow beneath his head disoriented him at first. 
 
    The blues piece continued playing to his right. 
 
    “Oh, God, what the hell is that?” came a feminine voice next to him. 
 
    He rolled his head on the pillow and then closed his eyes. The blond from the previous night lay next to him on her stomach, her hair a tangled mess, covering her face. He pulled back the covers and rolled into a sitting position, reaching for the jacket he’d thrown over the chair next to the bed. 
 
    Digging into the pocket, he pulled out his phone and pressed the display, holding it to his ear. “Yeah?” His voice came out rough. 
 
    “Where the hell are you?” 
 
    Vinnie. 
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “7:00AM. Peyton’s been trying to get you all night, but you wouldn’t answer. Mom said you left their house pissed off last night.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” Bracing the phone between his shoulder and ear, he reached for his clothes and began pulling them on. 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “I had a date.” 
 
    “You had a date? With who?” 
 
    “Lisa.” 
 
    “Who the hell is Lisa?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” He rose to his feet and hiked his jeans around his waist, glancing over his shoulder at the blond. She’d rolled to her back, pulling up the covers and combing the hair out of her face. Her mascara was smeared under her eyes. He reached for his shirt. 
 
    “Are you going to call Peyton?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll call her.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll call Mom and let her know you’re all right.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Why don’t you come by my office later and I’ll take you to lunch?” 
 
    Marco hesitated, one arm through his shirt. He understood the concern of his family, but they were starting to smother him just a bit. “I’ve got plans.” 
 
    “With Lisa?” 
 
    “Sure.” That worked. 
 
    “Okay. What about dinner tonight? Rosa wants you to come by.” 
 
    “Not tonight. Look, Vinnie, I’m fine, okay? Stop hovering.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re fine. Okay, look, I’ll call later and we can talk some more.” 
 
    “Great.” He tried to keep the sarcasm out of his voice, but it was hard. 
 
    “Bye, little brother.” 
 
    “Bye.” 
 
    He pulled his shirt on and began buttoning it as he pushed Peyton’s number. The phone only rang twice before she picked up. “Hey,” came her voice. 
 
    He sat down on the edge of the bed and reached for his boots. “Hey. Sorry I missed your call. Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was just getting worried. I’m sorry I bothered Vinnie, but I didn’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I got into it with my mom last night and just didn’t feel like talking to anyone.” He pulled one boot on, stamping his foot to get it in place. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    He gave a grim laugh. “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you later. Don’t you have your session with Dr. Ferguson soon?” 
 
    “Yeah, can’t hardly wait.” 
 
    “I know what you mean.” 
 
    “What about dinner tonight with Abe and Jake? You free?” 
 
    Surprisingly, he realized he missed that madness. “Yeah, just tell me where.” 
 
    “I’ll text you later, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” They both fell silent. He glanced over at the blond. She was watching him closely. “Hey, Peyton?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I’m really sorry I missed your call last night.” 
 
    “I know. I’m just glad you’re all right. I was getting worried, D’Angelo.” 
 
    “I know. Talk to you soon, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, bye.” 
 
    He hung up and slipped the phone into his pocket as he reached for his other boot. 
 
    “Who’s Peyton?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Who is Peyton? The woman on the phone?” 
 
    He rose to his feet and grabbed his coat. Giving her a wicked smile, he said, “My wife.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, but he didn’t wait for her to respond, backing to the door and pulling it open. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    “So, our last session was less than productive, wouldn’t you say?” asked Dr. Ferguson. 
 
    Marco scratched his forearm. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “I asked you questions and you gave me one word responses. We really didn’t get to the heart of anything.” 
 
    “Is that why you won’t give me back my badge?” 
 
    “How can I clear you for duty, when you won’t communicate with me?” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “How are you?” 
 
    Marco placed his arms on the table. “Here’s what I don’t understand. If I tell you I’m fine, you say I’m lying to you, or worse in your estimation, I’m lying to myself. That’s grounds for denying me my gun. If I say I’m terrible, you report to Defino that I’m unstable and that will be grounds for denying me my gun. You said you were direct. Tell me what it is you want to hear and I’ll let you know if I can give it to you.” 
 
    Dr. Ferguson smiled. “Psychiatry is not an exact science, Inspector, no science is. As you can imagine, the human animal is unpredictable. I can’t tell you what I’m waiting to hear until you say it.” 
 
    Marco held up a hand and let it fall. “Where does that leave me?” 
 
    “Yesterday, you mentioned that your mother and brother had returned to their respective homes. What did you do last night?” 
 
    “I went to dinner at my parents.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And what? My mother made spaghetti and garlic bread, I ate and I left.” 
 
    “Your mother is a devout Catholic, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How is she handling this situation?” 
 
    “She’s worried about me as any mother would be, but she’s always been supportive of my job.” 
 
    “Who isn’t supportive of it?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “By specifying that your mother is supportive, it’s implying that someone isn’t supportive. I was wondering who that was. Your father?” 
 
    “No, he’s never said a word one way or the other. In fact, last night he agreed with me when…” Marco stopped and looked away. 
 
    “When what?” 
 
    He straightened. “My mother asked me to go to confession with her today.” 
 
    “I see. Did this cause friction between you?” 
 
    “Friction, no, but I didn’t see the need. I did my job and that’s all there is to it. I don’t regret it and I’d do it again if the situation arose.” 
 
    “Do you know the purpose of confession?” 
 
    “To absolve us of our sins.” 
 
    “In a Catholic vision, yes, but in a psychiatric view, it’s a bit different.” Dr. Ferguson set down his pen. “Confession allows humans to find a way to admit our guilt and find a release from it. If you think about the things people confess, they range from disrespecting one’s parents to carnal temptations to heinous crimes. Beyond the release of guilt lies the hope that by confessing our failings, we will find the strength to resist the temptation to sin again.” 
 
    Marco frowned. “Are you saying she hopes that if I confess to killing the priest, I won’t be tempted to do it again?” 
 
    “No, I think she believes that the weight of his death is pressing on you to the point of suffocation and you need to give the burden to someone else. I think she believes that it will be the only way for you to find peace.” 
 
    Then what was this shit about temptation and sin? 
 
    “Who doesn’t support your job choice?” 
 
    Marco was still thinking about his mother, so he had to think over their previous conversation. “My brother, Vinnie. He wants me to quit.” 
 
    “Did he tell you this?” 
 
    “Yeah, but he also talked to Peyton about it.” 
 
    “Did that make you mad?” 
 
    “Of course it did. He blamed Peyton for me continuing on in this career.” 
 
    “Did Peyton tell you this?” 
 
    “No, Vinnie told me.” 
 
    “Is she the reason you’re continuing in this career?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Is Vinnie right?” 
 
    Marco picked at a string on his shirt sleeve. “I was a cop before we were partners.” 
 
    “But that was eight years ago. What about now?” 
 
    “No, she’s not the reason.” He looked up and met Ferguson’s gaze. “In fact, if anything, she was the reason I almost quit.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The divers hauled the body out of the bay. 
 
    Half of his clothing was torn away, showing a bloated, grey corpse. It was impossible to tell age or ethnicity. Just deciding he’d been male was difficult enough. 
 
    Smith and a few uniforms stood over the body as Peyton and Marco approached. Marco noted that Peyton hung back behind him, her eyes fixed on a spot somewhere out in the bay, watching the fog roll in from the ocean. 
 
    “Got any ID?” asked Marco, staring down at the grotesquely distorted features. Hours in a saltwater bath did strange and terrible things to the human flesh. Parts of his cheeks were flaking away. 
 
    Smith held out a pair of latex gloves, which Marco pulled on, then he gave him a sopping wet wallet. Marco opened the wallet and thumbed out the man’s driver’s license. Joseph Beltran. 
 
    “Jumper?” he asked, looking up at the bridge in the distance. 
 
    “Only if he stabbed himself first.” Smith bent over and pulled the body onto its side. It made an unpleasant squelching sound. In the dead center of his back was a gaping wound, showing backbone and a spongy grey mass.  
 
    Marco bent closer, squinting. “Is that lung?” 
 
    Smith started to answer, but his eyes lifted beyond Marco’s shoulder. Marco heard boot heels on the concrete, then the sound of retching. He met Smith’s look and slowly shook his head. “Honestly, why me?” 
 
    Smith gave him a sympathetic smile and let the body settle onto its back again. “She’s just green.” 
 
    “She’s certainly green now.” 
 
    Smith chuckled. “Give her time.” 
 
    Marco straightened with a weary sigh. “I’m trying, man, I really am.” He veered back to the Charger and grabbed a bottle of water out of the cup holder, then he remembered Peyton had stuffed some spare napkins in the glove compartment. He’d thought it was stupid at first, but now he could see a use for them. Gathering the napkins, he walked over to her. 
 
    She was bent over a garbage can along the bay walk, her hands curled into fists. The violent spasms seemed to be over for now. He handed her the water bottle and the napkins. She mumbled a thank you and swished the water in her mouth, spitting it into the garbage can. 
 
    Staggering over to a bench, she sank down on it and pressed the napkins to her mouth. Marco gave her an annoyed look, but he walked over to her, taking a seat on the end, bracing his forearms on his thighs. 
 
    “Can I ask you an obvious question?” 
 
    She looked at him from the corner of her eyes. “What?” 
 
    Her voice came out rough and he motioned to the water bottle. “Drink some of it.” 
 
    She lowered the napkin and took a sip. 
 
    “Why the hell did you pick homicide?” 
 
    “To work with all the hot men.” 
 
    Marco fought a smile. She surprised him sometimes. “Yeah, nothing hotter than a bloated corpse.” 
 
    She gave him an arch look. 
 
    “You wanna tell me the truth?” 
 
    “What truth? So I get a little nauseated looking at dead bodies…” 
 
    “Baby, you get more than a little nauseated.” He tilted his head toward the garbage can. 
 
    She fussed with the cap on the bottle. “My dad’s a cop.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “When it came time to go to college, I just couldn’t see studying anything else.” She shot a look at him. “I tried being a beat cop for a year, but I hated the uniform. Homicide just seemed the most interesting.” Shifting on the bench, she folded her leg under her. “Is this why you asked Defino for another partner? You don’t think I can handle it?” 
 
    He blinked at her. He didn’t know what to say. He hadn’t expected Defino to tell her. And the truth was she had more experience than he did. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Well, she asked for it. He was honest if he was anything, and there was no point in dancing around the issues between them. If this was going to work, and he wasn’t certain it would, she needed to hear it straight. 
 
    “Actually, it’s your mouth.” 
 
    “My mouth?” 
 
    He nodded. “You got a mouth on you, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Maybe if you weren’t so condescending toward me by calling me sweetheart and baby all the time, I wouldn’t have to bust your chops so much.” 
 
    Fair enough. He did do that, and most of the time he didn’t even realize he was doing it. “Okay. Let’s say I don’t call you condescending names and you don’t talk to me like I’m stupid.” 
 
    She sighed. “Is this one of your boundaries you like to set?” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s say it is.” 
 
    “Fine. I won’t talk to you like you’re stupid.” 
 
    “Good. That doesn’t solve the problem of you puking every time you see a dead body, though.” 
 
    “This is the first time that’s happened.” She gave a shiver of distaste. “I’d have been fine if you didn’t talk about seeing his lungs.” 
 
    He nodded without conviction. 
 
    “And it wouldn’t hurt you to smile once in a while.” 
 
    “Yeah it would. That would be too personal,” he said, pushing himself to his feet. “Look, Brooks, I’ll watch your back, I’ll cover you in a shoot-out, and I’ll even take a bullet for you. Just don’t expect me to be your best friend.” 
 
    The look she gave him said he was daft. “Clearly a smile means we’re joined at the hip.” 
 
    “You just said you weren’t going to do that anymore.” 
 
    She stood up and threw the napkins in the garbage. “Come on, D’Angelo. I said a smile, I didn’t give you a damn friendship bracelet.” 
 
    “I just want to make sure you know we’re just work partners.” 
 
    “Well, I guess the matching sweatshirts are out,” she said, moving back toward the body. 
 
    He stopped and held out his hands in frustration. Someone really needed to teach this hellcat some respect. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco returned to his desk carrying a soft drink. It was close to 5:00PM, but he wanted to do a little more research on their bridge diver, Joseph Beltran. Had anyone filed a missing person’s report? Did he have a past record? 
 
    He slowed when he caught sight of Abe waiting by their desks. He wore a pair of black slacks that flared at the bottom, a bright green silk shirt tucked into the waistband of his trousers, and a thin black tie. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Abe whirled to face him, placing a hand over his heart. 
 
    Marco grimaced. Did the man have to be so damn theatrical? 
 
    “Hello, Angel. I thought you’d gone for the night. If I had known I’d get the pleasure of seeing you, I would have dressed for the occasion.” 
 
    Marco gave him a speculative look. Dressed for the occasion? “Clearly you’re dressed for something.” 
 
    “We’re going out.” 
 
    Marco almost choked on his soda. “We’re?” 
 
    “Peyton and I.” He motioned to her empty desk, then he turned, his dreads swinging with the motion, and gave Marco a sultry look. “Although, I would be delighted to take you out anytime, gorgeous.” 
 
    “I’ll pass.” He pulled out his chair and sat down, reaching for the mouse. 
 
    “Ready,” came Peyton’s voice. 
 
    “Aren’t you just a hot little number!” said Abe. 
 
    Marco glanced up. Peyton’s hair was loose, he’d never seen it like that, and it spiraled in curls down to her shoulders. She wore a black skirt, red pumps, and a silk tank-top in pale pink that showed off her toned arms. He couldn’t believe the transformation. In her everyday get up, she was cute and all, but now…he blinked and blindly reached for his soda. What the hell! 
 
    Abe took her hand and twirled her around. “Girl, you are going to get all the straight men hot and bothered tonight.” 
 
    Marco forced himself to look back at the computer monitor. “The fog’s in. You’re gonna freeze in that get-up, and where are you gonna put your gun?” The minute the words left his mouth, he realized he sounded like an old man. 
 
    She grabbed her leather jacket off the back of her chair. “I’m not taking my gun into a nightclub.” 
 
    Involuntarily, his gaze trailed over her. “You might need it, dressed like that.” 
 
    She sucked in an aggravated breath, but Abe shifted back toward him. “Why don’t you come with us? Then you can protect her virtue with all that hot, hostile testosterone.” 
 
    Marco started to answer, but Peyton put her hand on Abe’s arm. “You’re crossing a boundary, Abe. We’re not best friends, we’re just work partners.” 
 
    Marco threw himself back in his chair. Damn her, she’d promised to stop the mocking. “What is wrong with being professional?” 
 
    “Nothing at all, D’licious,” said Abe, “but this is after work and there’s nothing wrong with having a little fun either.” 
 
    “I have fun. I just don’t like to mix work with that fun.” 
 
    They both looked at him as if he were an idiot. 
 
    “What? Why can’t you keep your home life separate from your work life? I’ve never understood why people have to make friends out of people they work with. It’s stupid.” 
 
    Abe came to the spot where their two desks met. “You spend most of your time with the people at work. It might be nice to like them, wouldn’t it? And for you, a man who has to rely on those work people for his life, you might try to be a little more accommodating. Now, I like a man who’s all butch and stuff, but come on, Angel, you keep growling at people and they may not want to help you out if you need it.” 
 
    He pointed a long finger, pressing it to Marco’s desk. “Case in point. If you keep building walls between us, I might just decide not to tell you that your jumper was stabbed with a military grade knife.” 
 
    Marco frowned. “What? How do you know that?” 
 
    “Size of wound, striations on the bone where he nicked a rib, and what’s more…” Abe leaned even closer. “The killer must have had military training.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “The angle of the strike. He knew what he was doing because that blade passed between two ribs and clean into the heart.” 
 
    Marco looked over at Peyton. 
 
    “Maybe the victim was also in the military?” 
 
    Marco nodded. 
 
    “I can stay and we can run it.” 
 
    “No, go. I’ll check his background, but the rest can wait until tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay.” She slipped her leather jacket on and Abe straightened, offering her his arm. 
 
    “Later, Angel’D,” he said as he led Peyton toward the front. 
 
    “Later.” Marco watched them go, then looked back at the computer. What the hell was happening to him? Friday night and he was the one sitting here working instead of going out. Bull shit. He could get some friends together and… 
 
    He slumped back in his chair. He didn’t have any friends. His friends from high school had all gone away to college, while he’d stayed here. And he had a strict policy about making friends at work. He used to go out with his brothers, but they were all married and having kids now. No late nights for them. 
 
    His eyes drifted toward the front of the building. No way was he going to follow Peyton and that crazy M.E. He couldn’t let her know that they’d gotten to him. If he gave even this much ground to her, he’d be wearing her matching sweatshirts by Christmas. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco unlocked the Charger and pulled open the door. “He was a Marine, a tour of duty in Afghanistan. Last year he was honorably discharged with a Purple Heart and was diagnosed with PTSD.” 
 
    “Shit,” said Peyton, sliding into the passenger seat. 
 
    “His mother lives close around here.” Marco started the Charger and put it in reverse. “She hasn’t been notified yet.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t respond as they pulled out of the precinct parking lot and onto the street. 
 
    “So, did you have a good time last night?” he asked conversationally. 
 
    She glanced over at him. “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes? That’s all?” 
 
    “Any more would be crossing the boundary, now wouldn’t it?” 
 
    He fought the wave of annoyance every conversation with her created. He didn’t want to go back to Defino and ask for another partner again, but she was making it hard. 
 
    They pulled in the parking lot of a small apartment complex and exited the car. The complex had two stories and the doors were on the outside. In fact, it looked like an old motel that had been converted into apartments circa 1970. 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    Marco glanced at the note he’d taken. “203. Up there.” 
 
    They walked to the stairs and began climbing. 
 
    “How do you want to do this?” he asked. 
 
    She paused. “I hadn’t given it much thought. Wow, this is going to be hard.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    With a shake of her head, she continued climbing. Marco was bewildered. What the hell did she think she was going to do? Just go in and tell the mother her son was dead? Shouldn’t they have discussed it before they got to the door? 
 
    A window box beside the door was overflowing with red geraniums. Marco stared at them, feeling his heart begin to pound. How the hell did you deliver this sort of information? He could imagine his own mother receiving this news and it made him feel sick inside. 
 
    Peyton drew a deep breath, then knocked. Marco reached out to touch her elbow, hoping she’d tell him what she planned, but the door opened and a middle aged woman looked out. Her hair was cut short and she wore glasses. She had on a waitress uniform from one of the cheesy 50s diners near Market. 
 
    The minute she saw them, her eyes went wide. 
 
    “Mrs. Beltran?” asked Peyton. 
 
    She nodded, lifting a hand to her throat. 
 
    “Mrs. Beltran, I’m Inspector Brooks of the San Francisco Police Department…” 
 
    “He’s dead, isn’t he?” 
 
    Peyton blinked. “What?” 
 
    “My son. He’s dead.” 
 
    Marco wanted to bolt. He couldn’t stand the look in the woman’s eyes, the devastation and dawning comprehension. 
 
    “I’m sorry, ma’am,” said Peyton. 
 
    The woman made a strange noise, half between a sob and a gasp, then her knees crumpled. Peyton moved first, catching her, then Marco stepped forward, getting an arm around her waist and lifting her to her feet again. They staggered over to the first chair they found, a battered recliner, and got her into the seat. 
 
    Peyton sat down in front of her on a stool and took her hands. 
 
    “How?” Tears glimmered in the woman’s eyes. 
 
    Peyton glanced around, then pointed to a box of tissue on a rickety wooden end table. Marco retrieved it and held it out to her. Peyton placed it on the woman’s knee, but she didn’t take one. 
 
    “How did my son die?” 
 
    “He was stabbed.” 
 
    “Stabbed?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The woman made a strange gasping noise. Marco didn’t know what to do. Peyton looked around, then left the stool and located the kitchen to their right. Marco watched after her as she grabbed a glass off the dish-rack and filled it with water, carrying it back to the woman. 
 
    “Take a sip.” She closed the woman’s hands around the glass and helped her lift it to her lips. 
 
    Tears raced down the woman’s face as she lowered the glass and Peyton handed her a tissue, taking a seat on the stool again. 
 
    “Your son was in the military, Mrs. Beltran?” 
 
    “Yes, Marines.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “Eight years.” She motioned to a sofa table against the wall. A picture of two young men in Marine uniforms smiled back at the camera. 
 
    Marco picked it up, studying it, then he handed it to Peyton. She gave the woman a sad smile. “He was very handsome.” 
 
    Mrs. Beltran nodded. “Looks just like his father.” Her hands shook and she closed her eyes. “I knew this day would come. I knew someday someone would show up at the door and tell me this, but there’s no way to prepare yourself for it.” 
 
    “No, there isn’t.” 
 
    “I thought it would be someone from the military. He served in Afghanistan.” 
 
    “When did he get out?” 
 
    “About a year ago. They diagnosed him with PTSD. He got caught in a road side bomb, messed up his head.” The tears flowed faster. “He wasn’t the same when he came back.” 
 
    Peyton looked at the picture again. “Who’s the other young man?” 
 
    She gave a wounded smile. “His best friend, Richie, Richie Sundmore. They were friends since high school. Did everything together, even enlisting.” 
 
    “Where’s Richie now?” 
 
    “He’s still in the military. I think he was headed for Iraq last I heard.” 
 
    Peyton handed the picture back to Marco and he replaced it on the sofa table. “You said he wasn’t the same when he came back.” 
 
    “No, he would hardly leave the house and he’d get spooked over the littlest things. Car backfire. Slamming door. 4th of July was hell.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “Was he able to work?” 
 
    “No, but lately…” She balled the tissue up in her hands. “Lately he was better.” 
 
    “Any reason?” 
 
    “He met a girl.” Mrs. Beltran smiled through her tears. “He was so in love with her and she seemed so good for him.” 
 
    “What’s her name?” 
 
    “Stacey?” 
 
    “Stacey what?” 
 
    Her smile grew grim. “I can’t remember.” She pressed a hand to her forehead. “I can’t remember what her last name was.” 
 
    Peyton took her hand. “It’s okay. We can figure it out.” 
 
    Mrs. Beltran nodded distractedly. 
 
    “Is there someone I can call? Your husband?” 
 
    “My husband died ten years ago, Inspector.” 
 
    “Anyone else?” 
 
    She shook her head, then paused. “My sister. She lives in San Bruno. She might be home.” 
 
    “Can I have her number?” 
 
    “It’s in the kitchen. Just press speed dial and number one. It’ll ring her directly.” 
 
    “Okay.” Peyton rose and went into the kitchen. 
 
    Marco looked after her. He didn’t want to be left alone with this woman. He didn’t know what to say. Peyton had struck just the right tone with her, honest, but sympathetic. 
 
    “Do I have to identify the body?” She made that strange gasping noise again. 
 
    Marco thought of the bloated and battered body they’d recovered and hated the thought of this woman being subjected to that. “He had ID on him, so I don’t think it’ll be necessary.” 
 
    She stared blankly in front of her, as if she saw something he couldn’t. “Do you think he was murdered?” 
 
    Marco wasn’t sure how to answer that. 
 
    She looked up at him, her eyes meeting his, and her grief was so stark and raw that he almost bolted again. 
 
    “It looks that way,” he forced himself to answer. 
 
    Peyton came back into the room. “She’s on her way over.” 
 
    “Thank you, Inspector.” Curling her hands on the arms of the chair, she levered herself upright. “I think I need to lie down.” 
 
    Peyton caught her arm and steadied her. 
 
    “I’m sure you have things to do.” 
 
    “We’ll wait for your sister to arrive.” She put her arm around the woman’s waist and helped her walk toward the bedroom. 
 
    Marco stared at the recliner, uncertain what to do. It didn’t bother him to look at dead bodies, but this…this was a nightmare. He didn’t think he could ever do this again. 
 
    When Peyton came back out, he studied her. “How did you know what to say?” 
 
    “What?” She gave him a bewildered look. 
 
    “How did you know what to tell her?” 
 
    “I don’t know. They went over it in the Academy.” 
 
    “Yeah, but this was so much worse. So…real.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “I know.” She glanced over her shoulder toward the bedroom. “Look, we have at least a half hour before the sister gets here. I’m gonna call the D.A. and see if we can get a warrant for Beltran’s phone records. We need to find out who this Stacey is.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” 
 
    “I noticed another door back there when I took her to her room.” 
 
    “You think it’s his?” 
 
    “It’s worth a look around, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll do that.” 
 
    “Keep an ear out for her. She fell apart when she got to her room, but she didn’t want me to stay. I don’t think she wanted me to hear her crying. If it gets real quiet, though, we better check on her.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    As she pulled out her phone to call the D.A., he walked through the tiny kitchen and into a hallway beyond. He could hear crying coming from the door at the far end, so he knew that was the mother’s room. The bathroom door was open, so he tried the only other door directly across from the kitchen. 
 
    It opened onto a bedroom not much bigger than a closet with a twin bed. The covers were so tightly made up, it could only have been done by a trained military professional. An American flag draped down the wall over the bed and a dresser was shoved up beneath the only window. Marco walked over to it and opened the blinds. 
 
    Pale sunlight filtered into the room and he shivered. Just a couple of days ago, Joseph Beltran woke up here and began his day, not knowing it would be one of his last. He’d survived a tour in Afghanistan to end like this, a body floating in the bay. 
 
    A small desk sat on the wall opposite the window and Marco walked over to it. A black box lay in the center of the desk on a loose pile of papers. Marco carefully lifted the lid. A heart shaped medal with George Washington’s profile lay nestled in a bed of purple silk. With just the tips of his fingers, Marco traced the edge of the medal, running the pad of his thumb across the purple ribbon. 
 
     Tilting his head, he noticed the medal lay on top of a newspaper article. Closing the lid, he carefully shifted it to the side and picked up the article. The headline read Marines Receive Joyful Homecoming. A group of Marines stood together in what appeared to be the San Francisco Airport. Marco quickly scanned the article. It had been written less than a month before, but Mrs. Beltran said Joseph came home nearly a year ago. 
 
    The article talked of the families that had come out to greet their returning heroes, the joyful reunions, the hugging and sobbing. A few of the Marines were quoted, sharing their happiness to finally be home. One even mentioned that this was the first time he’d held his baby son. 
 
    The article continued on another page, which had been carefully cut out of the newspaper and stapled to the back. As he lifted up the first page, he saw a second picture of a smiling Marine, his arm around his pretty, young wife. 
 
    Marco’s eyes widened. The Marine was Richie, the same man in the photo Mrs. Beltran had on her sofa table. Scanning the caption below it, Marco caught his breath. 
 
    Backing to the door, he hurried into the hallway. “Brooks?” 
 
    She appeared in the entrance to the kitchen. “The D.A.’s working on the warrant. We should have it by this afternoon.” 
 
    Marco held out the article. “I don’t think we’ll need it. Look at this.” 
 
    Peyton frowned at him, but she crossed the room and took the paper from his hand. “What is it?” 
 
    “Look at the second page.” 
 
    She lifted it and studied the picture. 
 
    “Read the caption.” 
 
    Her mouth fell open and her eyes snapped to his face. “This is Gunnery Sergeant Richard Sundmore and…” 
 
    “And his wife, Stacey.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco fell silent. 
 
    “Wait.” Ferguson leaned forward. “What happened?” 
 
    Marco gave him his slow smile. “I think our time is up, Dr. Ferguson.” 
 
    He bit his bottom lip and looked down at his notes. “Very clever, Inspector D’Angelo. Seems you’ve taken a page out of your partner’s book, dazzle me with stories to keep me happy.” 
 
    “Did it work?” 
 
    “Do I get the rest?” 
 
    “Peyton can finish it for you.” 
 
    Ferguson chuckled. “I think you’re extracting a bit of revenge against me, Inspector.” 
 
    “No, she just tells a better story.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that.” He made some notes on his pad, then folded his hands on top. “You learned to respect her there, didn’t you?” 
 
    Marco nodded. “I know everyone has a problem with how involved she gets in our cases, even I get pissed at her, but if I ever have to have someone on my team, she’d be my first choice. She’s what every cop should be.” 
 
    “And yet, that involvement almost got her shot during your gang case.” 
 
    Marco held out his hands. “We carry guns, Dr. Ferguson. The one thing they impart on you in the Academy is that there will come a time when you have to draw it, which means there will come a time when we will be on the receiving end of gunfire. And more than that, every cop knows that at some point in his career he may have to not only draw that gun, but fire it. If you carry a gun, odds are you will kill someone at some point.” 
 
    Ferguson studied him, then he picked up his pen and wrote some more. Marco dared to hope he might have found the “right” thing to say, that maybe he would be reinstated, but when the doctor looked up again, his expression was exactly the same. 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow, Inspector D’Angelo,” he said. 
 
    “You do know tomorrow is Sunday, right?” 
 
    “You do know detectives don’t work traditional hours, right? Besides, you have plenty of time to yourself as it is.” 
 
    Marco forced a tight smile. “Tomorrow it is then.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Peyton placed protective glasses over her eyes and covered her ears with the bulky ear protectors the firing range gave her. She drew her gun out of its shoulder holster, bracing it with her free hand. The target lay directly before her and she took a deep breath before depressing the trigger. Firing off a number of rounds, she waited a moment, then pressed the button next to her to advance the target forward, so she could check the accuracy of her shots. Four out of the six shots were dead on, the other two near enough to stop someone cold. She pressed the button and the target rolled back to its spot as she drew on it again. She emptied the rest of her clip into it, then drew the target back to her for another inspection. 
 
    Pulling out the clip, she loaded another 15 rounds into it, then ran through the process once more. After reloading a second time, she holstered her gun, pulled off the ear protection, and removed the glasses. 
 
    As she turned to go, she came face to face with Holmes, one of her least favorite uniforms. Raising his brows over his blue eyes, he gave her a smug look. “Practicing?” 
 
    Her fingers tightened on the ear protectors. “Yeah, you?” 
 
    “I come here once a week.” 
 
    “Where’s Bartlet?” Peyton figured a cop as green as Bartlet could use firing range practice whenever he could get it. 
 
    “Back at the precinct. He’s a natural shot.” 
 
    Peyton gave a non-committal nod. “Good for him.” 
 
    Holmes pursed his lips and rocked back and forth. “You heard from D’Angelo?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How’s he holding up?” 
 
    “You know Marco, never gonna give anything away.” 
 
    “Yeah. Tough Italian.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He gave her a serious look. “And you?” 
 
    Peyton frowned in surprise. When the hell had Holmes ever given a damn about her? “Frustrated.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “The case, Marco’s suspension…” 
 
    “The shooting.” He nodded at the firing range behind her. 
 
    Peyton blew out air. “Yeah.” No use pretending it was different. “I keep going over and over it in my mind and I arrive back at the same conclusion. I should have been the one to fire on the priest.” 
 
    “You know, I usually take any opportunity to get on you about something…” 
 
    “Really? You? I hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    He gave her a smile. “Anyway, we were all out there that night and it was freaky. In my fifteen years on the force, I’ve never been that sure I was going to be shot.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. 
 
    “Here’s the point, and if you ever tell anyone I said this, I’ll flat out deny it.” He pointed a finger in her face. “Whatever happened out there, you did exactly what you had to do. None of us got shot and that’s pretty freakin’ amazing. So, stop beating yourself up over this. If you really need something to worry about, I’m happy to supply it, but this isn’t it.” 
 
    Peyton was surprisingly touched by his comment. “Thanks, Drew. I appreciate it.” 
 
    He gave a careless shrug. “I can let this one slide. You’re bound to do something soon that will give me fuel for more ribbing.” 
 
    “Of course. You’re a real gem, ain’t ya?” 
 
    He patted her shoulder as he moved past her. “Just treatin’ you like one of the guys, Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton had to smile. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    At noon, they gathered in the conference room. Peyton arrived a few moments later, bringing lunch from Lucca’s. She passed the sandwiches around and Defino sprang for sodas. Jake accepted his pastrami on a sour dough roll and pulled it open as he thumbed on his tablet. 
 
    He pulled the paper log out of his evidence case and slid it into the center of the table, then entered the church bulletin board address on the tablet, while he took a bite of his sandwich. A shock of pepper struck him first, then garlic exploded in his mouth. He looked up at the others in surprise. 
 
    Bill Simons had taken a huge bite and nodded around his mouthful. “Good, innit?” he mumbled. 
 
    “Like freakin’ heaven,” said Jake in awe. 
 
    Peyton smiled over at him. “How long you been in San Francisco, Jake?” 
 
    “Since college.” 
 
    “And you haven’t had Lucca’s before?” 
 
    “Never got the opportunity.” 
 
    “A Lucca’s virgin,” quipped Simons. 
 
    They all laughed and continued eating. Jake scanned over the list of events and found ten brand new ones. He started clicking on them to eliminate any that weren’t run by men. That brought it down to six. 
 
    “Marco sure loves a Lucca’s sandwich,” remarked Simons to Peyton. 
 
    “Yeah, he does.” 
 
    “Wait,” said Jake, glancing up, “I thought he was vegetarian.” 
 
    “They serve vegetarian, Jake.” 
 
    Jake eyed his pastrami. “Seems like a waste to me.” 
 
    “Enough chit chat,” scolded Defino, “Let’s get to work.” 
 
    Silence descended in the room as they searched the bulletin board and researched events, adding new items to the chart when they eliminated something. Hours came and went. Cho went out and replaced their sodas with coffee and still they searched. At one point, Peyton left to call Marco and Abe to reschedule dinner to later that night. Another hour passed, then Peyton reached out and picked up the list, scanning it. 
 
    “Nothing’s fitting, Captain. What are we going to do?” 
 
    Jake scrolled up to glance over the earlier entries. One caught his eye – a camping trip for this very weekend, but the destination was Huddart County Park in Woodside. “Hand me the list, Peyton.” 
 
    She passed it over to him and he searched it for the camping trip. It wasn’t on there. 
 
    Defino looked over at him. “What you got?” 
 
    “There’s a camping trip to Huddart Park in Woodside for this weekend.” 
 
    “I saw that,” said Cho, “but it’s not in San Francisco.” 
 
    Peyton glanced over at him, then back to Jake. “Who’s running it, Jake?” 
 
    Jake tapped on the entry. “Lewis Booker.” 
 
    “I’m on Megan’s List right now,” said Simons. “Spell the name for me.” 
 
    Jake did. 
 
    After a moment, Simons shook his head. “Nothing.” 
 
    Peyton was clicking on her own keys. “Hold on.” 
 
    Jake watched her as she typed into the keyboard. 
 
    “I’ve got a divorce decree and a custody order.” 
 
    “Open it,” said Defino. 
 
    Peyton clicked on the link and they waited while the computer pulled up the information. Her eyes shifted as she scanned the page. Cho got to his feet and moved to her side, leaning over her so he could see the window as well. 
 
    They both sucked in air and Cho turned to Defino. “His wife has temporary custody of the kids.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He’s under investigation for child molestation, Captain.” 
 
    Defino was up and moving. “Let’s get out to that park. What the hell time is it?” 
 
    “5:00PM,” answered Peyton, glancing at her computer screen. 
 
    “Shit. We’ve got less than two hours to sunset and Woodside is a good 45 minutes away.” 
 
    The three inspectors went into motion. 
 
    “Cho, take Smith, Holmes and Bartlet. Brooks, get on the phone to the ranger station at the park and alert them. I’ll call the sheriff’s department in San Mateo County and get clearance. Simons, get flak jackets and…” 
 
    “Bring the car around.” 
 
    “Good.” She paused and looked at Jake. “Nice job, Mr. Ryder.” 
 
    Jake gave her a grim smile. “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    Peyton paused on her way out the door. “Call Marco and Abe and tell them dinner is postponed. I’ll call later.” 
 
    He nodded, then caught her arm to stop her. “Be careful, Peyton, okay?” 
 
    “I will. Oh, and Pickles really needs a walk.” 
 
    Jake gave her an aggravated look. “I’m serious.” 
 
    “I know.” She patted his hand. “I’ll be careful.” Then she was gone. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton tried to reach the ranger station at Huddart Park repeatedly as they drove toward Woodside, but there was no answer. Then she put a call into the local police force in Woodside and asked them to go to the park, since they could arrive there faster. 
 
    It was nearly 6:00PM by the time they reached the entrance to Huddart Park. Coastal redwoods rose around them and the filtered light was dim beneath the weight of the trees. Peyton undid her seatbelt as Simons pulled up to the ranger’s booth and showed his badge. A tall, thin ranger stepped out to meet them, followed by a female sheriff’s officer in uniform. Glancing over her shoulder, she could see the patrol car with Smith and the others pull up behind them. 
 
    “Have you located Lewis Booker?” demanded Smith. 
 
    “A group checked in yesterday afternoon, saying they belonged to St. Matthews’ Church,” said the sheriff’s officer. ‘We went out to the campsite, but someone there told us they’d gone hiking hours ago. We haven’t been able to locate him.” 
 
    Peyton gripped the headrest behind Simons. 
 
    “We have a ranger waiting in the campsite for them to return,” offered the ranger. 
 
    “We need to find Booker stat,” said Simons. “How many officers can you get out here to start searching?” 
 
    “It’ll be dark in about two hours,” said the ranger. 
 
    “Yeah, so we better haul ass.” 
 
    “What about a cell phone?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “Did the person at the camp know if he had a cell phone on him?” 
 
    The sheriff’s officer shook her head. “Everyone in the group stored their cell phones in a locked box back at the campsite. The idea was to commune with nature, no distractions, get close to God.” 
 
    “Shit,” said Simons, hitting the steering wheel. 
 
    Peyton opened the back door and climbed out. “Take us to the campsite and call everyone you can get to meet us there. We’ve got to fan out and search every trail.” 
 
    The ranger pointed to a jeep parked behind the station and the three of them ran over to it. 
 
    “Deputy Janice Miles,” said the sheriff’s officer. 
 
    “Peyton Brooks.” 
 
    Miles opened the passenger side door and motioned Peyton inside. She slid into the seat and looked over at the ranger, searching for a name tag. A small silver one rested on the left pocket on his shirt, Thomas Aiello. 
 
    “How big is Huddart Park?” 
 
    He started the engine and threw the car in reverse, turning it deftly up the road heading deeper into the park. “Over 12,000 acres.” 
 
    Peyton felt her stomach drop. How the hell were they going to cover that much ground before it got dark? 
 
    Picking up the radio beneath the console, the ranger called for all available park personnel to meet at Toyon Campground 2. The drive to the campground took a good ten minutes. Peyton stared at the digital clock on the dashboard and fidgeted. They were rapidly losing daylight 
 
    As they pulled into the area, a group of people had gathered around another ranger. Peyton threw the car door open and climbed out. Simons and Cho were right behind them, followed by Smith and the other two uniforms. 
 
    “Do we have maps of the trail?” she asked, heading over to the group. 
 
    Ranger Aiello grabbed a handful out of the back of the jeep and carried them to the picnic table in the middle of the campground. The second ranger came over and Peyton showed him her badge. 
 
    He motioned to the people gathered around. “Some of St. Matthew’s party is returning now. They were told to meet back here by 6:00PM, before it gets too dark.” 
 
    “Has anyone seen Lewis Booker?” 
 
    The ranger shook his head. 
 
    Peyton turned to Aiello and waved him forward. “Give everyone a map. Pair up and select a trail. Deputy Miles, write down which teams take which trail and stay here to coordinate the search as people return. Make sure to question the rest of the St. Matthew’s group and see if anyone remembers where Booker went.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Peyton took a map from Aiello and handed it to Simons and Cho. Then she passed one to Holmes and Bartlet. A third went to Aiello and the other ranger. “Anyone else coming?” 
 
    “A couple more. But it’ll take a while for them to get here,” said Aiello. 
 
    “We can’t wait.” She nodded at Miles. “You send them as soon as they get here.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    “Smith, you’re with me.” She grabbed a map and held it out for Miles to mark a course. While she waited, she watched the others depart, her eyes catching Simons and Cho as they moved toward the start of their trail. 
 
    Miles handed her the map and Peyton laid it on the picnic table so she and Smith could orient themselves. “Here’s the campground.” She placed her finger on the spot, then looked up. “That must be the trail.” 
 
    Smith nodded and led the way. The campers parted, allowing them to pass, but they were murmuring, confused by what was happening. Peyton didn’t have time to interview them, so she pushed through without answering any questions. 
 
    They took to the trail, a well-worn path leading into the forest. Redwood trees rose up on either side of them and the amount of light immediately dropped. 
 
    “Do you have a flash light?” 
 
    Smith pulled one off his belt and held it out to her. She folded the map and shoved it in the back pocket of her jeans, then turned on the flashlight to make sure it worked, clicking it off again. Smith’s radio crackled and Holmes’ voice came through, indicating they’d found the start of their trail and were beginning down into a canyon. 
 
    Sounds from the campsite quickly faded away to be replaced by an occasional rustling in the underbrush. Soon the trail began to climb and Peyton pulled at the neck of her flak jacket, wishing they didn’t have to wear the bulky garment. Woodside in summer was a great deal warmer than the City. 
 
    As the light faded, she tried not to get herself spooked. They were staying on a clear trail and only had to turn around to find their way back to the campground. Still, it felt a little too like Alcatraz for her. Sure, the terrain was vastly different, but the circumstance was eerily familiar. Since the start of this case, they’d been behind the 8 ball, unable to get a jump on their opponent, uncertain of his next move. 
 
    And it made her miss Marco all the more. She liked Frank Smith very much, but he wasn’t Marco. 
 
    A rock twisted under her foot and she stumbled. 
 
    Smith glanced over his shoulder at her. “You okay, baby girl?” 
 
    “Yeah. Just trying not to imagine the sorts of things running around out here.” 
 
    He gave a tight laugh. “Like what?” 
 
    “Werewolves. Zombies.” 
 
    “I think Zombies like cities better, more brains to find.” 
 
    “Are you saying people are smarter in cities?” 
 
    “Hell no. I’m saying there’s more of them.” 
 
    She laughed. “But werewolves, yes?” 
 
    “Werewolves, aliens.” 
 
    “Space aliens?” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t they always come down in a forest or something and suck people up?” 
 
    “I think that’s wheat fields, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Corn. It’s corn. That shit always freaks me out when I see it growing.” 
 
    Peyton laughed again. He was making her feel less afraid. “You’re right. Corn is freaky shit.” 
 
    He turned and smiled at her in the fading light. 
 
    Just as he turned back around, they heard a woman’s scream. 
 
    It cut through the still forest like a siren and they both froze. 
 
    “Where the hell did it come from?” 
 
    Smith shook his head. 
 
    Peyton realized she had her hand on her gun. 
 
    Then the woman screamed again. 
 
    Her heart kicked into her ribs, but she could finally pinpoint the sound. “Over there.” She pointed to her left. 
 
    “Leave the trail?” 
 
    Peyton drew her gun and nodded. 
 
    Again came the scream – a high, terrified shriek that sent birds rocketing into the air and lifted the hairs on the back of her neck. She took off running toward the sound, dodging trees and fallen branches, brambles and bushes, with Smith right behind her. 
 
    They tore through the underbrush and landed abruptly in a wide part of another trail where a bench had been placed to look at the trees. A body was huddled at the base of the bench and Cho was bending over it. Behind him stood Simons, bent at the waist, fighting desperately for his breath. 
 
    The woman stood to the side, hunched over, covering her face with her hands, sobbing brokenly. Smith went to her as Peyton walked across the clearing to Cho, her chest rising in a rapid pant, her gun gripped in her hand. 
 
    Cho also held his gun, but his left hand was feeling at the man’s jaw for a pulse. Peyton looked over his shoulder, then gave an involuntary gasp and backed up. The man’s throat had been slit from ear to ear, a bib of blood staining the front of his shirt. 
 
    She turned away, closing her eyes and fighting for composure. 
 
    “God damn it!” growled Simons, straightening and walking in a crazed circle. 
 
    Peyton couldn’t look at the body. “Is it Booker?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t I wait for a CSI?” asked Cho. 
 
    “We have to know, Nathan. If it isn’t him, we’ve got to keep looking.” She couldn’t believe how reasonable her voice sounded when she felt panic edging up inside of her. 
 
    Holmes and Bartlet burst through the trees, followed a moment later by Aiello and the second ranger. Bartlet’s face blanched at seeing the body and he turned away, going to the head of the trail. 
 
    “Holmes, get on the radio and get every unit out here to scour this park. Maybe the killer is still here.” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    Peyton forced herself to look over at Cho as he pulled the man’s wallet out of his back pocket. As soon as he opened it, he bowed his head. Peyton knew what he found. 
 
    “Is it Booker?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We need to find the card.” She didn’t want to give any more away with all these people standing around. 
 
    Cho held up the wallet. In a credit card slot next to the plastic window for the driver’s license was a familiar white business card with red lettering. Peyton flicked on the flashlight again and shined it on the card. 
 
    Clean-up Crew. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake paced by Maria’s desk. 
 
    “Sit down. You’re making me nervous.” 
 
    Jake turned to say something to her, but stopped as he saw Bill Simons loom outside the precinct door. The big man pulled it open and stomped inside, followed by Cho, Smith, Holmes and Bartlet. Peyton came last and wouldn’t make eye contact with him as she stepped beyond the half door. 
 
    Defino came out of her office, her arms crossed as if she were cold. “Everyone okay?” 
 
    Simons nodded, but his expression looked anything except okay. 
 
    Peyton leaned against the counter before Maria’s desk, staring at the toe of her boot. Jake wanted to say something comforting, but he felt like an outsider. 
 
    “Where’s the body?” 
 
    “On its way to the M.E.’s office,” answered Cho. 
 
    “Here?” 
 
    Simons and Cho nodded. “Brooks got them to turn jurisdiction over to us.” 
 
    “Good. What’s happening at Huddart?” 
 
    Cho leaned on the counter next to Peyton. “The sheriff’s department shut the park down, sent everyone home after they checked their IDs. It was too dark to search any further, but they’re going back out tomorrow, see if they can find anything. Their CSIs will go over the crime scene.” 
 
    “Did we interview the woman who found the body?” 
 
    “Brooks did,” said Simons. 
 
    “How did she find him?” 
 
    Simons looked over at Peyton, but she didn’t seem inclined to answer, so he continued. “The group had gone into the forest in pairs. They were instructed to find a place to mediate on God’s glory. The woman, Joyce Evans, was paired with the youth leader, Lewis Booker. They walked to the bench on the trail and split up with a plan to meet at the bench by 5:30PM, so they could walk back to camp together.” 
 
    “How far away from the bench did she go?” 
 
    Simons shrugged. 
 
    “A ways,” answered Cho. “She continued up the trail and then went off into the trees. She found a tree that was hollowed out by fire and sat down inside it.” 
 
    “She lost track of time,” finished Simons. “She got back to the bench almost at 6:00. He was already dead.” 
 
    “She didn’t hear anything, see anything?” 
 
    Both Simons and Cho shook their heads. 
 
    Defino gave a shiver and hugged herself tighter. “Brooks, you okay?” 
 
    She looked up and met Defino’s gaze. “We screwed up.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “We had it figured out. We had the pattern down, we even knew the victim.” 
 
    “I know, but we just didn’t get there in time. We got close, next time we’ll get him. He’s bound to slip up. And you don’t know, he may have slipped up here. Tomorrow the CSIs will canvass the scene and they might find something.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “This was our opportunity.” 
 
    “There will be another.” 
 
    “No, we had the pattern, but he’ll change it now after these last two kills. There will be another pattern and someone will die before we figure it out. There will be another body.” 
 
    Jake looked down. The silence in the room felt like thunder. 
 
    Defino crossed around Maria’s desk and reached for Peyton’s hand, folding it in both of her own. “That may happen, but it hasn’t yet. I have faith that we will stop him and I need you to have it as well.” 
 
    Peyton met her eyes, then she forced herself to nod, tightening her grip on Defino’s hands. Defino gave her a faint smile and released her. 
 
    “Go home, everyone. We will get back at it tomorrow.” 
 
    They all dispersed, moving into the precinct to get their possessions. After they were gone, only Jake and Peyton were left in the lobby. “Come on, I’ll drive,” he said, taking his keys out of his pocket. 
 
    She nodded woodenly and walked to the half-door. He held it open for her and they moved from the lobby into the parking lot. He pulled out his phone and sent a quick text to Abe as he’d promised. 
 
    Peyton frowned at him. “What’s that?” 
 
    “We’re still meeting Abe and Marco for drinks.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “I want to go home, Jake. Besides, Pickles needs to go out.” 
 
    “I went home and fed him, walked him and set him down with a bone.” 
 
    “Then you came back?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Jake unlocked the Daisy. “I needed to know what was going on.” 
 
    Peyton gave him a faint smile. “Thanks.” 
 
    He shrugged and slid into the driver’s seat, reaching over to unlock her door. She sank into the seat and rested her head back on the headrest, then she shifted back and forth. 
 
    “This is the most uncomfortable seat I’ve ever sat in.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s paid for.” 
 
    She gave a half-laugh. It was the first laugh he’d heard in a while. 
 
    “Come on, Peyton. Let’s grab a drink, then we’ll go home.” 
 
    “Fine. One drink.” 
 
    Jake turned the key on the Daisy and she coughed to life. “Well, to be honest, we’re meeting Abe, so who knows how many drinks or what ungodly concoction they’ll be?” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco and Abe had a booth in the bar when they got there. Peyton slid into the seat next to Abe and looked at the drink he held. Poured into a martini glass, it was pink and bubbly with raspberries floating on the bottom. 
 
    “Do I dare ask what that is?” 
 
    Abe beamed a smile at her and held it out. “It’s a Flirtini. Try it.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A Flirtini. Vodka, champagne and a splash of cranberry juice for the beautiful pink color.” 
 
    Both Marco and Jake stared at him with their mouths open. 
 
    “Try it.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head and pushed it away. “I’ll pass.” 
 
    A pretty blond waitress appeared beside her. “What can I get you?” 
 
    Jake tore his eyes away from Abe’s drink. “A beer. Whatever’s on tap.” 
 
    “Great. And you?” 
 
    “A shot of Jack Daniels,” Peyton answered. 
 
    Marco’s attention shifted to her and he lifted his beer, taking a sip. “You okay?” 
 
    She gave him a shrug and watched Abe drink. “Do you really like the taste of these crazy drinks you order?” 
 
    “Of course. This one is particularly fun. You get the punch of vodka…” He leaned closer to Jake and Marco. “…and the tickle of champagne.” 
 
    Marco shook his head with a half-smile, but Jake reared back. 
 
    The waitress arrived and set the drinks in front of them. Peyton pulled out her wallet, but Abe stopped her with a hand on her arm. “I have a tab going,” he said. 
 
    Peyton reached for the shot as the waitress moved away. She downed it in one swallow and gave a shiver as it blazed into her empty stomach. The three men watched her, then Abe tapped Jake’s forearm. 
 
    “You know how to play that?” He pointed at a pool table in the back corner. 
 
    “Pool?” 
 
    Abe nodded as he took another sip. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Show me how to play.” 
 
    “You want to play pool?” 
 
    “That’s what I said, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Abe batted his lashes. “Men seem to love it, so it’s a way to meet men.” 
 
    “Not your kind of men.” Jake lifted his beer, but Marco hit him with his elbow. 
 
    “Show him how to play.” 
 
    Jake gave them both a bewildered look. “Why?” 
 
    Peyton spun the empty shot glass around with her finger. “So Marco and I can talk, Einstein.” 
 
    Jake’s chin lifted in comprehension, then he pushed himself out of the booth. 
 
    Abe gave Peyton a wry shake of his head as he slid out to follow him. “Straight men, lord help us.” 
 
    When they were out of earshot, Peyton turned to Marco. “How did your session with Dr. Ferguson go?” 
 
    “I told him about our case with the Marine who was stabbed in the back.” 
 
    “You told him stories?” 
 
    “Yep, took a page out of your book.” 
 
    The waitress returned. “Do you want anything else?” 
 
    “Another shot,” answered Peyton. 
 
    She turned to Marco with a brilliant smile. “What about you?” 
 
    Marco held up a hand. “I’m good.” 
 
    As she walked away, she glanced over her shoulder at him. 
 
    “She thinks you’re hot,” said Peyton. 
 
    “Stop evading the elephant in the room. What’s going on with the case?” 
 
    Peyton spun the glass again. “Defino said she’d pull my badge if I told you anything.” 
 
    “Defino isn’t going to pull your badge. She had to put me on leave because of the shooting, but she can’t afford to lose you too right now.” 
 
    Peyton figured he was right, but she knew Defino was worried about her stability and she didn’t help it tonight with her outburst. “I don’t feel like talking about it.” 
 
    “So your answer is to down shots?” 
 
    “It’s worked for us before.” 
 
    “When did you eat last?” 
 
    “I had Lucca’s today.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Lunch.” 
 
    “It’s almost 10:00PM, Peyton.” 
 
    Her first name, spoken by him, brought tears welling into her eyes and she ducked her head. “I hate when you call me Peyton.” 
 
    “You hate when I call you your name?” 
 
    She fought back the tears. “You only call me that when you’re angry with me or there’s something wrong.” 
 
    He thought about it for a moment, then lifted his beer. “I think you’re exhausted and hungry.” 
 
    The waitress returned and set the shot down in front of her. 
 
    Marco picked up the menus. “Can you bring us a sample platter too, please?” 
 
    “You got it,” she said with another dazzling smile. 
 
     Peyton tossed back the shot. It didn’t burn as bad this time. 
 
    “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    As the whiskey warmed her belly, Peyton realized she didn’t care if Defino suspended her. She hated keeping secrets from Marco. “Jake figured out the identity and location of the next victim.” 
 
    “Jake?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “The Jake Ryder who couldn’t catch a clue just now?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay, go on.” 
 
    “We identified the victim as Lewis Booker. He recently went through a divorce and lost custody of his children.” 
 
    “Child molestation?” 
 
    “Suspected. It was still going through the courts.” She curled the shot glass in her fist. “He was a Youth Leader for St. Matthew’s and taking a group on a campout at Huddart Park in Woodside.” 
 
    Marco pulled at the label on his bottle, but he was focused on her. 
 
    “We got out there. We had the local sheriff’s department, half of our precinct, and every ranger within miles. We scoured that park trying to find him.” 
 
    Marco stopped pulling the label. “You were too late?” 
 
    Peyton banged the shot glass on the table. “We had him, Marco. We knew who the victim was and where, but he still got to him before us.” 
 
    Marco released his held breath. 
 
    The waitress came back with the sample platter and set it in the middle of the table with four small plates. “Want another shot?” 
 
    Peyton nodded. 
 
    “No, she’ll have a beer. Same thing I’m drinking.” 
 
    Peyton glared at him, but she didn’t correct him. 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” Sensing the tension, the waitress backed away. 
 
    “You’re not my mother, D’Angelo.” 
 
    “And I’m not your babysitter. I’m not carrying your ass into your apartment tonight.” 
 
    Peyton let it go, looking over at Abe and Jake playing pool. Abe wasn’t taking it very seriously and the pool cue was waving dangerously close to some patrons talking at a table near them. 
 
    Marco dished up a plate of food and pushed it over to her. “Eat something.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can. My stomach’s in knots.” 
 
    “Then you won’t be drinking any more either.” 
 
    She picked up a fried zucchini and bit off the end. 
 
    “Look, this is why every cop fears getting a serial killer. You’re always operating two steps behind him.” 
 
    Peyton pressed a finger to the table. “But we had him. We figured out the pattern.” She held up her hand. “Then we lost him. Five people are already dead and there will be another.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “I do. We had the pattern, but he changes it after two killings. Where do we begin to look now?” 
 
    “Who got this last body?” 
 
    “It should go to Abe.” 
 
    “Okay, each killing was done in a different way. How’d he do this one?” 
 
    “Slit his throat.” 
 
    “Then let’s take this apart logically. In order to slit someone’s throat, you have to get them from behind and you have to subdue them. Quickest way is an arm across the upper body.” 
 
    “Right.” Peyton took another bite, watching him. 
 
    “What’s the first instinct if someone grabs you there?” 
 
    “You grab their arm.” 
 
    “And you dig in, trying to dislodge them, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Epithelials under the finger nails.” 
 
    “What if he wore a long sleeved shirt?” 
 
    “Your other hand is going to go on the hand and try to pull it away.” 
 
    “Gloves.” 
 
    Marco braced his head on his hand. “Okay, so you figured out he used internet sites for all four murders.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Where would he go next? Where do most child molesters meet their victims?” 
 
    “Chat rooms.” 
 
    “Chat rooms. And what chat rooms would children frequent?” 
 
    Peyton thought for a moment. What did children do on-line? She had so little experience with them. She was sure if she ever had a child, she would forbid him or her from ever logging onto the computer. 
 
    Marco’s blue eyes glimmered in the light from the candle. 
 
    “Video games.” 
 
    He gave her a short nod. Leaning forward, he dropped his voice. “I’ll bet Stan Neumann knows the most popular ones. He can set up a dummy account on any number of sites, pretend he’s trolling for his next victim. Anyone who responds in San Francisco has got to be suspect, right?” 
 
    Peyton felt a glimmer of hope rise inside of her. “You’re brilliant,” she said, then she stood up and leaned across the table, kissing his cheek. 
 
    “Your beer,” said the waitress, plunking it down rather heavily, then she turned and walked away without looking back. 
 
    Peyton and Marco exchanged a look, then they broke into laughter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    “So, I understand it was rough last night,” commented Dr. Ferguson, looking up from his notes. 
 
    Peyton stopped fussing with a loose curl. “What?” 
 
    “Captain Defino told me it didn’t go well.” 
 
    “What exactly did she tell you? Did she tell you about the case?” 
 
    “In as much as it pertains to your emotional state.” 
 
    “What does that mean exactly?” 
 
    “I know you lost a man you thought you’d be able to save. She expressed to me that it rattled all of you.” 
 
    Rattled was a good word. “You do realize that this has to be kept strictly secret, that none of this can leak out of this room?” 
 
    “Inspector Brooks, do you have any idea how many years I’ve worked with cops? Do you think I don’t know the importance of discretion?” 
 
    “I would hope so. If the media got a hold of this case, there would be panic.” 
 
    He studied her. “How long do you think you can keep it from them? A family member, another precinct, even a witness is bound to slip up at some point.” 
 
    “We need to keep a lid on it for as long as we can.” 
 
    “Understood.” He slid his fingers along the cylinder of his pen. “Captain Defino seemed particularly concerned that you blamed the victim’s death not on the killer, but you and your partners. Do you still feel that way?” 
 
    Peyton shifted in the seat. “This was our chance to catch him and we messed up. We should have found him in time.” 
 
    “You do understand that the killer does not operate under the same ethical restraints as the police? You have certain protocols to follow, but he has none.” 
 
    “I understand we have five bodies and there will likely be a sixth before we figure out the pattern again.” She braced her forehead with her hand. “Look, Dr. Ferguson, I know you’re trying to help, but right now I can’t get my head around the fact that we had a chance to save someone and we failed. Still, I’m here and I’m working, so just this once can we not dismantle this situation?” 
 
    He studied her a moment longer. Lowering his head, he made a note and Peyton resisted the impulse to sigh in frustration. When he looked up, his expression was intense. “When I met with your partner yesterday, he told me about a case you had with a Marine.” 
 
    “Joseph Beltran.” 
 
    “That’s right. He said you’d tell me how it ended.” 
 
    Peyton fought a smile. Marco had hooked him good. “Where did he stop?” 
 
    “He’d just found the newspaper article with the picture of Joseph’s best friend, Richie, and his wife, Stacey, the girl Joseph’s mother said was his girlfriend.” 
 
    Admiration rose inside of Peyton. Marco was playing him like a fiddle and bringing her into the game. “So, we called Dispatch to get an address for the Sundmores’ house and we drove over there. On the way, I called for backup…” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco parked a few doors down from the Sundmore house. The houses on this block almost squatted over the street, so it was impossible not to see anyone arriving. A patrol car pulled up directly across the street from the house and Peyton recognized Smith in the driver’s seat. 
 
    Leaning over the seat, Marco pulled out two flak jackets from the back and passed her one. “Put this on.” 
 
    Peyton began to struggle out of her shoulder holster. “I hate wearing a flak jacket.” 
 
    “You a fan of being shot?” he grumbled as he pulled off his own gun. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then what? It doesn’t match your outfit.” 
 
    Peyton shifted in the seat to glare at him. “No, it restricts my movements.” 
 
    He paused and looked over at her. 
 
    “Why do you have to be hostile every step of the way? Was my comment about flak jackets too personal or something?” 
 
    “Okay, I’m sorry.” 
 
    The apology wasn’t enough anymore. “You said you’d have my back, but you have so little respect for me, I have to wonder.” 
 
    “I keep my word, Brooks. You can trust me.” 
 
    She threw open the car door. “Can I, because you’re making me think I can’t.” Then she got out, tugging on the uncomfortable jacket. 
 
    He climbed out after her. “Look, Brooks…” 
 
    “Stuff it. I don’t want to hear it. This has gone on too long now. If you want me to trust you, you better start proving it.” She bent back in the car and grabbed her gun. “Bring the radio. We might need to communicate with our backup.” Then she started walking toward the house. 
 
    Smith met her on the sidewalk. 
 
    “Why don’t you wait by your patrol car?” she said, surveying the front of the house. A driveway on the right led to a single car garage. In front of them was a porch with a couple of metal chairs lined up to the left of the front door. A single window rose behind the chairs, covered with a curtain. As Peyton watched, the curtain moved. “Someone’s clearly home.” 
 
    Smith nodded, catching the motion as well. “Don’t take any chances.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    Marco jogged up to them. He had the radio microphone hooked to the shoulder of his flak jacket. She didn’t even bother to look at him as she started toward the front door. He was on her heels and when they climbed onto the porch, he pressed the button for the doorbell. 
 
    Peyton leaned close to the door to listen for voices, but all was silent. Straightening, she caught motion to her left at the curtain again. Marco reached out for the bell again, but Peyton caught his hand. The curtain had pulled back to reveal a man with a crew-cut, holding a gun pointed at a woman’s head. She recognized both of them from the photo in the newspaper. 
 
    “D’Angelo.” 
 
    He looked over, then he hooked a hand in the back of her flak jacket, pulling her away. Pressing the button on the radio, he leaned into his shoulder, dropping his voice. “Smith, get SWAT out here ASAP. Also a hostage negotiator.” 
 
    Peyton shook off his hold. “We don’t have time for that.” 
 
    “The hell we don’t.” 
 
    Peyton reached for the badge at her belt, holding her other hand out and away from her body. “Richie Sundmore? I am Inspector Peyton Brooks from the San Francisco Police Department. I’d like to talk to you.” She held up the badge and took a step closer. The woman’s eyes widened in terror, but Richie’s face remained fixed. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “We’d like to talk to you about Joseph Beltran.” 
 
    “I ain’t got nothing to say.” His voice was muffled behind the glass. 
 
    “Tell you what. Why don’t you release your wife and then we can talk, just you and me?” 
 
    “Brooks,” hissed Marco. 
 
    She waved him off. 
 
    “I said I ain’t got nothing to say.” 
 
    “I saw the newspaper article about your return. You were in Iraq?” 
 
    He gave her a bewildered look. “What?” 
 
    “You were stationed in Iraq, right?” 
 
    His grip on his wife tightened and she whimpered. “Yeah.” 
 
    “How many tours did you serve there?” 
 
    “One. One was enough.” 
 
    “I can only imagine what that must have been like.” 
 
    “You can’t imagine it at all.” 
 
    “You’re right. Nothing here compares with that.” She carefully replaced her badge. “It must be hard coming home.” 
 
    He glanced at his wife, then his eyes snapped back up as Marco shifted weight. Peyton stayed stock still. “Yeah, it’s hard.” 
 
    “I read a lot of articles about guys coming home and they all say slowing everything down is hard. They say that when you’re over there, you’re so wound, ready to react at the slightest sign of trouble, and then you get here, and you’re still in that elevated flight or fight stage.” 
 
    He nodded, his attention focusing on Peyton. “Yeah. Like everything’s a threat.” 
 
    “That’s what I hear. In Iraq, you’re fighting for your life, but when you get home, everyone wants you to be the same person you were when you left.” 
 
    He nodded again. 
 
    “And I’ll bet you want things to be the way they were too, right?” 
 
    He briefly closed his eyes. “Yeah, that’s right.” 
 
    “But nothing’s the same, is it?” 
 
    “No.” He stared at his wife. 
 
    Peyton could hear sirens coming in the distance. She didn’t have much time to end this before SWAT arrived and she didn’t want Richie to die. “Richie?” 
 
    His gaze shifted to her. 
 
    “You don’t want to do this. This isn’t what a Marine does. You survived Iraq, you can survive this.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re saying.” 
 
    “Brooks,” Marco warned. 
 
    She had to take a chance. She was running out of time. SWAT would not wait. 
 
    “Richie, let her go. A Marine would be strong enough to let her go.” 
 
    “She’s a whore!” His voice came clearly through the glass. 
 
    “No, she’s just as confused as you are. Everything changed when you went to Iraq for her too. She was left here alone and she didn’t know if you would make it back alive or not. I know it isn’t fair or right, but this isn’t the answer.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “That’s something we can work out, but you have to let her go.” 
 
    “She cheated on me! With Joe, with Joe.” 
 
    “I know, but this doesn’t solve it. In fact, it dishonors your service. You deserve better than this.” He was clearly torn and the sirens were getting closer. “Richie, there isn’t much time. SWAT is on the way and you know what that means. You know they aren’t going to talk their way through this. Don’t let them make the decision for you. You make it. You be the Marine that I know you are. Let her go, please. Let her go.” 
 
    His eyes scanned the street, then suddenly he pushed her. She hit the window and scrambled for the front door. Marco grabbed Peyton’s flak jacket and yanked her behind him as he leveled his gun on the window. 
 
    “Drop the gun, Sundmore!” he shouted. 
 
    The door opened and Stacey appeared, tears streaking down her face. Peyton grabbed her and together they ran down the stairs as patrol cars and SWAT vehicles filled the street. Whipping around, Peyton looked back at Marco. 
 
    Sundmore had his hands raised, the gun dangling from his index finger. Marco eased to the door, then he dashed inside. Peyton started to go after him, but Smith caught her arm and held her back as SWAT fanned out, covering the house. 
 
    A moment later, Smith’s radio crackled. 
 
    “Suspect subdued,” came Marco’s voice. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “Well done, everyone,” said Captain Defino. “Well done. Go home and get some rest.” 
 
    Smith patted Marco on the shoulder as he walked away from the front of the precinct. Passing Peyton, he gave her a wink. She smiled back at him. Finally, she’d earned someone’s respect. 
 
    “So, what are you doing tonight, Marco baby?” asked Maria. 
 
    He was leaning against the front counter before her desk, his arms crossed. His eyes lifted to Peyton, but she turned away, not waiting to hear what he said. She walked back to her own desk and pulled her jacket off the back of her chair, sliding her arms into it. 
 
    She heard his boot heels on the tiles as he walked toward her, but she didn’t bother to acknowledge him. He took a seat on the open space where their desks butted up against each other. “I’ll drive you home.” 
 
    “Don’t bother. I’ll get a ride with a uniform or take the bus.” 
 
    “You can take the Charger and drop me off at home.” 
 
    She met his eye. “No thank you.” 
 
    “Come on, Brooks. Stop busting my chops.” 
 
    “Fine. Take me home then.” 
 
    He rose to his full height and swept his arm out, indicating she should go first. She suppressed the sharp retort that came to mind and walked in front of him to the lobby. Maria gave Peyton a snide look as they walked past, but Peyton ignored her. 
 
    “Later, Marco baby,” she called. 
 
    “Later, Maria,” he called back, giving her one of his smiles. 
 
    Peyton pushed open the outer door and crossed the parking lot to the Charger, waiting while he unlocked it. She sank into the passenger seat and stared out of the window. He got in next to her and started the big engine. 
 
    They didn’t talk as he pulled out of the precinct parking lot and turned onto the street. The sun was setting behind the buildings and people hustled back and forth across the sidewalk, headed home. After a few moments, Peyton realized he wasn’t headed out toward the avenues, but rather down toward the wharf. 
 
    “I live on 19th,” she said without looking at him. 
 
    “I know where you live, I pick you up every morning.” 
 
    “Well, this isn’t the way.” 
 
    “We’re going to get a beer.” 
 
    She shifted and looked at him. “What did you just say?” 
 
    “We just solved a case, probably saved two lives, and I think we deserve a beer.” 
 
    “Hold on a minute, D’Angelo, what about the boundaries, the rules?” 
 
    “We’ll add this as a rule. After a successful case, we’ll get a beer.” He stopped the car at a stop light and glanced over at her. 
 
    “I have plans tonight.” 
 
    “With who?” 
 
    “Abe. We’re going dancing again.” 
 
    The light turned, but he didn’t move. 
 
    “Green means go,” she said, nodding at the light. 
 
    He started the Charger moving again. After a few moments, he exhaled and his fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “Call him and tell him to meet us.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Tell him to meet us at the bar. We’re going to The Fiddler’s Green.” 
 
    “The Fiddler’s Green? Isn’t that that Irish Pub on Russian Hill?” 
 
    “Yeah, you ever been there?” 
 
    “No, I’m not exactly Irish.” She motioned to her dark skin and curly hair. 
 
    He laughed. “You don’t have to be Irish to go there. I’m not Irish either.” 
 
    “Oh, they’re gonna love Abe.” 
 
    He laughed once more. 
 
    She pulled out her phone and sent Abe a text, then leaned back, completely bewildered. She’d given up on her partner. She was sure he was never going to come around, then he goes and does this. She wasn’t sure how to take it. 
 
    The Fiddler’s Green was crowded when they got there. A lot of people had the same idea – a quick drink before going home. As they weaved through the people standing around, she marked all of the woman who followed Marco with their eyes. He did make an impression, so tall and broad, his shoulders cutting a path through the people. 
 
    He found a booth in a back corner, away from the crowds. It was near the bathroom and almost behind the bar. He immediately took the seat with the best vantage point, the cop’s seat, where he could look out. She slid in next to him, close enough to hear, but far enough away to maintain her distance. She wasn’t ready to forgive him just yet. 
 
    Her phone vibrated in her pocket, so she pulled it out. A drink with an Angel, hell yes! was Abe’s response. She smiled, then tucked the phone away. 
 
    “What’d he say?” 
 
    “He’s coming.” Peyton didn’t think it was a good idea to relay Abe’s message. 
 
    A waiter appeared. “What’ll it be?” 
 
    “I’ll have a beer. Domestic,” said Marco. He lifted his brows at Peyton. 
 
    “I’ll have the same.” 
 
    “Any appetizers?” 
 
    Peyton picked up the menu. “How about a plate of potato skins?” 
 
    “Sour cream.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    With a nod, he left. 
 
    Peyton reached for the candle in the center of the table and tilted it, watching the wax run up the sides of the round jar. She felt Marco’s eyes on her, but she wasn’t ready to acknowledge him yet. 
 
    “You’re good at talking to people.” 
 
    She shrugged, trying to make a pattern with the wax. 
 
    “They calm down when you start talking. I’m not good like that.” 
 
    “Because you growl.” 
 
    He held up a hand and let it fall. “I guess.” 
 
    She tilted her head and looked at him. The candle light flickered in the hollows of his cheeks. “Dead bodies don’t bother you at all?” 
 
    “No. I mean I don’t love them, but…” 
 
    She laughed, returning to the wax. “Why did you pick homicide?” 
 
    “It seemed interesting. You know, figuring out puzzles.” 
 
    “I guess so. Finding that article was a stroke of genius.” 
 
    “Not so much.” 
 
    But she could hear the pleasure in his voice. So he wasn’t immune to praise. 
 
    He drummed his fingers on the table. “I wasn’t sure about us at first. You know, as partners.” 
 
    “I know. You still aren’t.” 
 
    “It’s not that. It’s just…” He stopped as the waiter returned with the two beers and the potato skins. He arranged everything on the table and turned to go. 
 
    Peyton set the candle down and reached for one of the small plates, dishing up a potato skin and pouring sour cream over the top of it. Marco reached for his beer, taking a sip. 
 
    Peyton bit into the crisp appetizers. The smoky flavor of the bacon was complemented by the smooth bite of cheddar and the tang of the sour cream. “Oh, that’s good,” she said, closing her eyes in pleasure. 
 
    He gave her a faint smile, twirling his beer around. 
 
    “Try it,” she said, pointing at the plate. 
 
    “I don’t eat meat.” 
 
    She paused with the skin halfway to her mouth. “Come again?” 
 
    “I don’t eat meat.” 
 
    She eyed him up and down, the way his ribbed sweater stretched taut across his upper body, his biceps straining the sleeves. “You’re kidding me, right?” 
 
    “Wrong. I haven’t eaten meat in years.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Health, and I like animals.” 
 
    She set the potato skin down. “Why didn’t you say something? We could have gotten something else.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    She reached for her beer and took a swallow. “Wow, that shocks me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I just didn’t expect it.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s a lot you didn’t expect about me.” 
 
    “Maybe. What were you saying before?” 
 
    “I don’t remember.” 
 
    “I said you weren’t sure about me as your partner.” 
 
    He met her gaze as he took another sip of his beer. “You’re just not like anyone I’ve met before.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You challenge everything I say, everything I do. Most women…” 
 
    “Most women?” 
 
    He dropped his eyes. 
 
    Peyton looked out at the bar. Even now, a number of women were looking toward them, well, him, trying to catch his attention. “Oh, I get it. Most women act like Maria around you.” 
 
    He gave a slight nod. 
 
    She grabbed her beer and took a swig. “Get over yourself, D’Angelo. You aren’t that gorgeous.” 
 
    He looked up in surprise. Then they both smiled. 
 
    “Well, there you are?” came a loud voice. “Why are you hiding all that pretty back here?” 
 
    Peyton glanced up to see Abe standing there, holding a pale gold drink with a blue flame rising off the top of it. He slid into the seat next to Peyton, setting the drink down. Peyton’s eyes widened, staring at it. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” asked Marco. 
 
    Abe placed his elbow on the table and rested his chin on his hand. “It’s called Burning Love, D’Angel. You wanna try it?” 
 
    “It’s D’Angelo,” Marco corrected. “No, I don’t want to try it.” 
 
    “What a shame!” He nudged Peyton with his shoulder. “Burning Love is soooo much fun.” 
 
    Peyton laughed. 
 
    “Sounds like an STD,” quipped Marco. 
 
    Peyton and Abe stared at him in shock. She’d never heard him utter anything remotely close to a joke before. 
 
    “Meow,” said Abe, then he winked at him. Turning to Peyton, he said, “Come on, cutie. You’ll try it.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head vigorously. “I avoid anything that flames.” Then she realized what she said and gasped. 
 
    Abe and Marco both laughed at her. She ducked her head, reaching for her beer, and realized she was actually having fun. It was hard to stay serious when Abe was around. And for the first time, Marco wasn’t being hostile. 
 
    “So, I thought this wasn’t allowed according to the by-laws or whatever you two came up with.” 
 
    “Boundaries,” she corrected. 
 
    “Whatever.” He leaned forward and blew on the flames. Peyton was worried he’d set his dreads on fire. “Anyway, doesn’t this cross the line?” 
 
    She glanced over at Marco. He shrugged, his eyes fixed on Abe as he tried to take a sip of his drink. “Sometimes lines need to be moved,” he said, shifting his gaze to Peyton. 
 
    She smiled at him and nodded. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton stopped talking. She didn’t feel like revealing any more. These sessions walked a tightrope between therapy and voyeurism. Dr. Ferguson hadn’t written anything in a good half hour, caught up in the story. She just couldn’t figure out how any of this was helping her. He didn’t offer advice, he didn’t tell her how to get over the anger she felt or the panic that gripped her when she thought of the serial killer running loose. And it didn’t restore Marco to her. 
 
    “We still have time,” he prompted. 
 
    “Can I be honest with you?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I don’t see the point of these sessions. All they do is bring up old memories that have nothing to do with the case we’re currently working.” 
 
    “Everything has bearing, Inspector Brooks. You’re frustrated that I’ve removed your partner and I’m trying to understand the complex bond the two of you have formed. As I told you before, it fascinates me to work with cops. The partner bond is so deep, so complicated, and no two are the same.” 
 
    “So, what? We’re lab rats for you?” 
 
    “Not at all, but I’d be remiss if I didn’t say that what I learn here with you two will also color my work with other partner units. We see these kinds of bonds in life or death situations all the time. Between cops, between soldiers on the battle field, between firefighters – these are not people who would usually choose to be bonded to each other, but thrust into these situations and the connection is made.” 
 
    She leaned forward. “How does that help us right now? How does that make me any less angry or Marco fit to return to work?” 
 
    “Whether you know it or not, you are learning about yourself through our sessions, Inspector Brooks. You’re examining your life with detachment, something you would never do unless it was forced upon you.” 
 
    Peyton felt that this was a lot of arrogant bull shit. She wasn’t learning a damn thing about herself or Marco, except she hated working this case without him. The most difficult case of their career and this psychiatrist was keeping him on the sideline. 
 
    “How many more sessions, Dr. Ferguson?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Why are you angry?” 
 
    “Because my partner is on leave.” 
 
    “That’s not why you’re angry.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you tell me why?” 
 
    “I’m not here to give you answers. You’re here to figure them out yourself.” He scratched at his chin. “Although, I would ask you to examine what you’re feeling a bit closer.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s anger you feel?” 
 
    Peyton felt her shoulders tightened. Oh, she was feeling angry, all right. “Yeah, I think I know anger.” 
 
    “Directed at whom?” 
 
    He was as good a target as any, but she realized she wasn’t really angry at him. “At no one. At the situation.” 
 
    “That’s why I know you aren’t feeling anger. We can be mad at people, but we can’t be mad at situations. When you know what you’re feeling, what you’re really feeling, then we can stop the sessions.” 
 
    He waited, sitting on the other side of the table with his yellow tablet and his blue pen, staring at her as if she would suddenly have an epiphany. She stared back at him. Maybe she was wrong, maybe she was angry at him after all. 
 
    After a moment, he leaned back, stretching. “See you tomorrow, Inspector Brooks,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Stan Neumann pushed his glasses back on his nose, making his eyes loom larger as he shifted from laptop to desktop, clicking and typing in a manic sort of way. Watching him fascinated Peyton because he reminded her a little of herself, always in motion, never still. 
 
    Across the room, Cho was messing with his phone, typing something into it, his focus completely centered on the small device. Big Bill Simons did some awkward stretching thing in the open space behind the table, but Peyton tried to avoid looking at him. Seeing such a big man contort himself couldn’t look anything less than obscene. 
 
    Jake sat on the table behind Stan, watching him with a look of pained concentration on his face. Peyton observed that whenever he could perch himself on a table or shelf he did so, letting his feet dangle like a little kid. 
 
    Hiding a smile, she wondered what Dr. Ferguson would make with all of them. 
 
    She couldn’t help but wonder what Marco was doing at the moment. Had he been here, he would have positioned himself at Stan’s shoulder, prodding him to stay focused with a stern, “Stan!” interjected for emphasis. 
 
    Finally Stan leaned back and wiped a hand across his mouth. “Done,” he said, still staring at the screen. “I’ve got a profile set up in as many top games as I can.” 
 
    Cho looked up from his phone. “Meaning what?” 
 
    “I’m posing as a teenager, thirteen. From here I can insert random comments into the chat windows on every game where we’ve set up a profile. I can lay a trail that a predator might follow and we’ll see if we get a bite.” 
 
    “How certain are you that we will get a bite?” asked Simons, coming to the table. 
 
    Stan shrugged. “We’ll probably get a bite, but it doesn’t mean it’ll be in San Francisco, and it doesn’t mean our serial predator will be watching.” 
 
    “This is pissing in the wind,” grumbled Simons. 
 
    “It’s all we’ve got, Bill,” said Peyton. 
 
    “I also put in a call to ICAC.” 
 
    Cho frowned, lowering his phone. “ICAC?” 
 
    “The Internet Crimes Against Children Task Force. They’ll also help us monitor known sites beyond the gaming community. They said they’d contact us if they get anything in our area.” 
 
    “Good thinking, Stan,” said Peyton. 
 
    He gazed up at her with wide eyes and a faint smile. 
 
    “Now what do we do?” asked Simons. 
 
    “We wait.” 
 
    Simons rolled his head on his shoulders. 
 
    Cho bounced to his feet. “We need to go out and talk with Booker’s widow anyway, Bill.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’d better get on it.” He moved toward the door. 
 
    “Call us if you get anything, Brooks,” said Cho as he followed him. 
 
    She nodded, then sat down next to Stan. “How wide does this ICAC cover?” 
 
    “They represent eleven counties all over the Bay Area. They cover a lot more area than I can and they can do it 24/7.” 
 
    “So when do you start chatting or whatever with our system?” 
 
    “Already have. I programmed a number of canned responses just to get things going. When you troll these games, you’d be surprised at how similar the comments and conversations are.” 
 
    “How will you know if we get something?” 
 
    “I have it programmed to alert me if certain phrases are used. ICAC gave me the most common ones used by child predators.” 
 
    “That’s amazing, Stan.” 
 
    He blushed and looked at his keyboard. “Cool of you to say that, Peyton.” 
 
    “I’m serious. I’m really impressed.” 
 
    He glanced at her, then rubbed his thumb across the space bar. “Thanks.” 
 
    Peyton caught Jake making a face behind Stan’s back. She glared at him, but her glares no longer seemed to have any impact. Sharing a house for the last nine months had obviously taken the fear out of him. 
 
    “So, I heard you’re not seeing the D.A. anymore, eh, Peyton?” commented Stan. 
 
    “No, we broke it off a while ago.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. I’m not sure lawyers and cops mix well.” 
 
    He seemed to remember Jake was still there, casting a glance toward his right shoulder. “Remember when we went out to dinner.” 
 
    “I do. It was fun.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was.” 
 
    Except the part where a guy in the bar made a comment about her ass and Stan stepped up to defend her. He would have been physically hurt, if Peyton hadn’t flashed her badge. She’d been worried that would demoralize poor Stan, but it hadn’t. In fact, he suggested she might want to pull her gun the next time. They hadn’t had a second date. 
 
    “I guess it’s too soon, I mean after the D.A.” 
 
    Jake made a choking sound. 
 
    Peyton ignored him, focusing on Stan. “I decided to take a break for a while, Stan.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that. I just went through a break-up too.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “Yeah, you’d probably have liked her. I met her at a convention in Sacramento.” 
 
    “What kind of convention?” 
 
    Stan looked back at the computer. “Graphic novel convention.” 
 
    “Graphic novel?” 
 
    “Comic books,” said Jake behind them. 
 
    “I know what graphic novels are, Jake,” she said. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you read them?” asked Stan. 
 
    “Sure I do. All the time.” 
 
    “Which ones?” said Jake with a wicked smile. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Which ones do you read?” 
 
    “Well, not so much now, but in the past…” Stan looked at her with such devotion, she hated to disappoint him. “I read them in high school.” 
 
    “Which ones?” 
 
    Peyton shot Jake a glare, but Stan was waiting for an answer. “Archie and…Scooby.” 
 
    Jake looked like the cat who ate the canary, but Stan gave her a reassuring nod. “Those aren’t bad, but my favorite is Batman.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, Batman is good.” 
 
    Maria stuck her head inside the conference room. “Brooks?” 
 
    Peyton shifted toward the door, grateful for the reprieve. 
 
    “Defino wants you in her office, stat.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” she told Stan sweetly, then she stood up and walked toward the door, punching Jake in the shoulder as she went. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco climbed the stairs to his parents’ house. It was almost 1:00PM and the game started at 2:00. After his session with Dr. Ferguson, he’d had just enough time to grab a six-pack before heading over. He was actually looking forward to a quiet day with his father – watch the game, drink a few beers, and then have dinner in front of the television. That way he could avoid another conversation about church with his mother. 
 
    Just as he lifted his hand to knock, the door swung open and Emilio ran into him. Marco blinked in surprise, catching the boy with his free hand. 
 
    “Sorry, Uncle Marco,” he said, then he raced down the stairs. 
 
    Behind him came his brother Sergio, skidding on the hardwood as he stopped at the door. “Later, Uncle Marco.” 
 
    “Later.” 
 
    “Later!” called a little voice as six year old Michel squeezed past, hot on his cousins’ heels. 
 
    “Slow down, you monsters!” shouted Serena in his ear, leaning out the door. She had her two month old baby in her arms, but he didn’t even flinch when his mother shouted. Marco figured the poor thing had gotten used to it in utero. “Hey, baby,” she said, reaching up to kiss his cheek. “Come in.” 
 
    Marco almost bolted back down the stairs. If Serena was here, it meant the whole clan had converged on his parents’ house for Sunday dinner. He really wasn’t ready for that yet. “I…” 
 
    “Marco,” shouted Vinnie, coming forward. “The boys run you over?” He took the six-pack from his hand. 
 
    His mother came out of the kitchen, carrying a tray of stuffed mushrooms. “There you are. Your father was wondering when you’d get here.” She stopped in front of him and held out the tray. “No meat.” 
 
    He took one and allowed Vinnie to pull him into the room. Rosa hurried across to him and threw her arms around his shoulders, standing on her tiptoes. “How are you, sweetheart?” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    He hugged her in return and nodded. When she stepped back, Sofia was there, pulling him down to kiss his cheek. He looked around for his father. Leo occupied his recliner in front of the television. Tonio had been given the seat next to him, so he could prop his leg on the stool. Marco’s two brothers, Bernardo and Franco, took up the entire couch, each lounging in a different corner. 
 
    They acknowledged him with a lift of their hands and a nod. Marco nodded back and placed his hand on his father’s shoulder. Leo looked up and covered it briefly with his own. “Grab a chair from the kitchen, Marco. Pre-game’s about to start.” 
 
    Marco hunkered down beside his father’s chair so only he could hear him. “I thought it was just going to be the two of us today, Dad.” 
 
    Leo forced his eyes away from the TV set. “I know, but your mother wanted to make it into one of her Sunday dinners. You know how she is.” 
 
    Marco forced a smile. “Yeah.” Rising to his feet, he clasped his nephew’s hand. “How’s the leg?” 
 
    “Better. I just have the brace now and I can start putting weight on it.” 
 
    “Good.” He moved past him and headed to the kitchen, popping the mushroom in his mouth. He had to turn sideways to avoid Vinnie as he came through the entrance, headed toward the TV with two open beers. He stopped and deposited one in Marco’s hand. “I was coming to bring you this.” 
 
    Marco took it. “Thanks.” He let Vinnie slide past him, then he stepped into the kitchen, pausing by his mother to kiss her cheek. She patted him with a distracted hand covered in flour. “Can I make you a sandwich?” 
 
    “No, I’ll wait for dinner.” 
 
    His nieces, Cristina and Pia, were folding ravioli at the table. He kissed each of them on the cheeks and picked up a piece of spinach, sticking it in his mouth. They giggled and went back to folding. Carrying his beer, he walked to the back door and opened it, stepping down the stairs and into the yard. 
 
    Typical of San Francisco, his parents’ yard was small, shaped in a perfect square and paved in terra cotta paving stones. His father had made raised beds along the perimeter and they were choked with grape vines. At one time he’d had plans to make his own wine. That had lasted all of a summer, but the vines had grown into a hoary, gnarled tangle that created a privacy screen from the neighbors. Right now they were lush and green with leaves, a few bunches of grapes visible here and there. 
 
    His mother had a bistro set arranged in the middle of the patio, but he took a seat on the stairs instead, lifting the bottle to his lips and drinking. The sun shone down overhead and the warmth seeped into his shoulders. Behind him he could hear the sound of the television and the murmur of voices in conversation, and beyond the walls of the yard, he could hear kids playing and cars rolling past. 
 
    The door opened at his back and his brother, Franco, stepped out, holding his own beer. He walked down the steps and took a seat next to him. Marco was a little disappointed. He wanted a moment of quiet to himself. Besides that, he and Franco were closest in age, so they had spent their childhood fighting over everything. They’d never been anywhere near as close as he and Vinnie were. 
 
    “So who sent you out here? Vinnie to talk me into quitting my job, Mama to get me to go to confession, or Dad to make me watch the game.” 
 
    Franco gave a laugh. “No one. I thought a moment of peace sounded pretty good.” 
 
    “I guess you don’t get much of that with three kids, eh?” 
 
    “Naw. I can’t remember the last time I went to the bathroom without someone pounding on the door.” 
 
    Marco smiled. 
 
    “Vinnie said you had a new girl, that you might bring her over today. Lisa?” 
 
    Marco studied the label on his beer. “Yeah, Vinnie didn’t get that right.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. You know Vinnie. He’s got everyone’s life figured out for them.” 
 
    “Well, he might have something. He hasn’t done bad for himself.” 
 
    “Did he really tell you to quit being a cop?” 
 
    Marco took a sip. “Worse, he told Peyton to quit, so I would.” 
 
    “He did what?” 
 
    “Yeah. I get why he did it, but bringing Peyton into it wasn’t okay.” 
 
    “No, you’re right. How’s she doing?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I can’t really get her to talk to me. It’s been strained between us since the shooting. I think she feels responsible or guilty.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
     He looked out at the grape vines. He and Franco had climbed behind those vines as kids, making forts and hiding things they didn’t want their older brothers to find. That had been the worst thing they’d had to overcome, two older brothers who tormented them. “She feels like she should have taken the shot.” 
 
    “Should she have?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Franco’s brows rose. “No?” 
 
    Marco scuffed his boot against a rough spot on the stairs. “Do you go to church regularly?” 
 
    “What’s regularly?” 
 
    “Confession on Saturday, mass on Sunday.” 
 
    “I go to mass when Sofia tells me to.” 
 
    Marco chuckled. “Devout, aren’t you?” 
 
    Franco shrugged. “When you only get two days off a week, it makes devotion hard sometimes.” He finished off his beer. “Mom asked you to go to confession?” 
 
    “She wants me to be forgiven for killing the priest.” 
 
    “Whew!” Franco leaned back on the stairs, bracing himself with his elbows. “That’s a load of guilt to carry around.” 
 
    “Which?” 
 
    “Mom.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What do you think? Would it help?” 
 
    Marco choked down the immediate defensive response that rose inside of him. He didn’t want to ruin this moment with his brother. “Why do you say that? Help what?” 
 
    “You. I’m not gonna lie to you, little brother, everyone’s worried about you. I didn’t know Mom asked you to go to confession, but I’ve heard all the talk, the concern. Why do you think we’re all here today?” 
 
    “Not for Mom’s raviolis?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, for Mom’s raviolis, but mostly for you, so you know we’re behind you.” 
 
    “I’m not going to confession, not for that. I did my job and that’s all it was. Everyone wants me to be bothered by it. It upsets people that I’m not, but I’m not going to lie to myself or God about guilt I just don’t have.” 
 
    Franco leaned forward and draped an arm across his shoulders. “You sure about that?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then tell me why you’re sitting out here on the stairs when there’s a game on inside.” 
 
    Marco looked down into the beer bottle and swirled the liquid around. 
 
    Franco tightened his grip, then released him, patting him on the knee as he pushed himself to his feet. Turning around, he climbed back up the stairs and pulled the door open, disappearing inside. 
 
    Marco lifted the beer to his lips and took a swallow, but he didn’t leave his spot. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “So, you and Stan, huh?” said Maria, circling around her desk and taking a seat. 
 
    “Me and Stan what?” 
 
    Maria made kissing noises. 
 
    Peyton gave her a practiced smile. “Now, sweety, you know you’re the only one for me. You don’t have anything to worry about. I would never leave you.” 
 
    Maria ran her hands over her ample curves. “You wish you could get something like me.” 
 
    Peyton paused, fighting an amused smile. Maria’s lips tightened against her teeth in frustration. She always played into Peyton’s hand. “But I would never settle for someone like you,” she added. 
 
    Peyton leaned on her desk. “So you did a little experimenting, did you? In high school?” 
 
    “What? No.” 
 
    Peyton gave her a wink. “It’s okay. I don’t kiss and tell.” She moved to Defino’s door and knocked. 
 
    She could hear the captain’s voice behind the paneling, but she didn’t think it was directed at her. Pushing open the door, she stuck her head inside. “Captain?” 
 
    Defino was standing behind her desk with her phone pressed to her ear. She motioned Peyton inside. Peyton shut the door at her back and sank into the melamine chairs before Defino’s desk. 
 
    “Yes, I understand, but this case is very sensitive. No, I’m not trying to suppress anything, I just don’t want to set up a panic situation…no, I understand, but…okay, yes, sir, I’ll get back to you first thing in the morning.” Defino lowered the phone and drew a deep breath, holding it. Her short brown hair was mussed. 
 
    “Was that the Mayor?” questioned Peyton. 
 
    “How’d you guess?” 
 
    “You get a tick in your cheek whenever you talk to him.” 
 
    Defino shook her head and leaned on the desk. “A reporter for the Examiner has gotten wind of something and when she couldn’t get through to our Media Relations Unit or the Chief of Police, she contacted him.” 
 
    Peyton lowered her head. This is what she was afraid might happen. 
 
    “He misdirected her, but he feels the public needs to be warned.” 
 
    Peyton’s eyes snapped to Defino’s face. “Warned? They’re going to panic.” 
 
    “That’s what I told him, but it didn’t do me any good. We need to sit down and write out our own press release, get out in front of this, so we control the story, not the other way around.” 
 
    “Captain, this is the very thing a serial killer wants. They want publicity. If we go public with this, we may inadvertently move up the timing for the next target.” 
 
    Defino’s brows rose. “Inadvertently?” 
 
    “Abe gave me a word of the day calendar for Christmas.” 
 
    “Good gift.” She sank into her chair. “Do you really think that will make a difference, Brooks? He killed someone when you were right on top of him. This guy is beyond bold.” 
 
    “I think I don’t want to take a chance. Can’t we try to convince the Mayor? And to be honest, he owes us one, Captain.” 
 
    “I don’t think he views it that way. We’ve cost him two big contributors in Claire Harper and Jedediah O’Shannahan.” 
 
    “Yes, but we haven’t divulged his connection to them in the media. I can’t promise I won’t slip up if I have to give an interview.” 
 
    Defino squinted at her. “That’s blackmail, Brooks.” 
 
    “Not at all, Captain. You know me. I talk off the cuff and who knows what I might say?” 
 
    “All right. I’ll try to dissuade him tomorrow, but if not, we still better be prepared.” 
 
    Peyton replayed the captain’s words in her mind. “You said this reporter got wind of something?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She knew about the priest’s death and that a cop was on leave.” 
 
    “What if she figures out who that cop is?” 
 
    Defino slumped back in her chair. “You better alert D’Angelo before he talks off the cuff.” 
 
    Peyton reached for her phone. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco sipped at his cola and watched the people in the mirror over the bar. He wasn’t sure why he kept coming to The Fiddler’s Green, but it was the only bar he knew that didn’t feel desperate and seedy, and he didn’t want to go back to his empty apartment just yet. Dinner at his parents’ house had been harder than he thought. 
 
    He loved his loud, boisterous family, but tonight it had felt suffocating. Everyone was acting just a little off. If his mother had mentioned how beautiful mass was that morning another time, he felt like he might explode. Then Vinnie had been almost manic, trying to lighten the mood by dragging everyone into a conversation about the benefits of organic spinach. Even Marco’s father, who could usually be called upon to stay solid and centered, had made Bernardo tell everyone about his new mini-van at least five different times. No one gave a damn how the seats folded into the floor. He’d left before dessert, something he knew would send his mother into fits. 
 
    “Let me guess. Black Russian?” came a feminine voice at his shoulder. 
 
    He shifted and eyed the woman. She was tall, at least five seven, with long legs and a shapely, but slender figure. She was African American, beautiful face, straight black hair that feathered back and cascaded over her shoulders. Her eyes were large, darkly lashed, and a light brown. 
 
    “No, I’m Italian.” 
 
    She laughed. “I meant your drink.” 
 
     “I know. Just plain cola.” 
 
    “Can I buy you another one?” 
 
    He patted the stool beside him. “Sure.” 
 
    She sat down and motioned the bartender over. “I’ll have a glass of Riesling, and a plain cola for the gentleman.” 
 
    The bartender was the same one working the night he picked up Lisa. He gave Marco a smirk as he wandered away. 
 
    “I’m Genevieve,” she said, holding out her hand. 
 
    Marco accepted it. “Marco.” 
 
    “You come here often?” 
 
    “Ooh, bad pick up line.” 
 
    She blushed a little and giggled. “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “I meant, have you been in the City long?” 
 
    “I’m serving a life sentence.” 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    “You?” 
 
    “I came up from L.A. about three months ago. Moved half a state away without knowing anyone.” 
 
    “How do you like it?” 
 
    “I love it. It’s very different from L.A.” 
 
    “Lot more fog.” 
 
    “And a lot more charm.” 
 
    The bartender settled the drinks in front of them, then he moved down the bar again. 
 
    She took a sip of her wine and eyed him over the top of the glass. “You look like you belong in L.A.” 
 
    “Another bad pick-up line.” 
 
    “No, you just have that movie star look about you.” 
 
    He made a face and she laughed. 
 
    “Okay. I heard it myself that time. So save me from embarrassment. What is it you do, Marco?” 
 
    He started to answer, but his phone vibrated in his jacket pocket. He pulled it out, looking at the screen. Peyton’s number flashed back at him. “Hold that thought,” he said, pressing the contact button. “Hey.” He swiveled away from her. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Hey. There’s a reporter from the Examiner snooping around our case. We think she may have figured out who you are.” 
 
    Suddenly, everything snapped into place. “I think I may have met her.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t immediately answer, then she dropped her voice. “Be careful what you tell her. We don’t want to give anything away.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Be careful, Marco. Don’t trust anyone right now.” 
 
    “I got it. You do the same.” 
 
    “You know I will. Night, Marco baby.” 
 
    “Night, Brooks.” He shifted back to face Genevieve. 
 
    She gave him a speculative look. 
 
    He shot a glance around the bar. “You know what.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Why don’t we get out of here, go back to my place.” 
 
    She straightened. “What?” 
 
    “Go someplace private.” If he was wrong, he might have just messed up a fun evening for himself, but he didn’t think he was. Women usually didn’t act so forward, even with him. 
 
    She gave a tense laugh. “Slow down, cowboy. We just met. I don’t even know your last name or what you do for a living.” 
 
    “Well, Genevieve, I find that hard to believe. I think we both know what I do. Why don’t you tell me what it is you do?” 
 
    Her expression shifted immediately. Where she had been seductive and sultry, she now grew serious. “Who tipped you off?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m a free-lance reporter for the Examiner.” 
 
    “Free-lance?” 
 
    “I wasn’t lying when I told you I moved up from L.A. My name really is Genevieve, Genevieve Lake. I’m trying to land a job at the newspaper, but you can imagine how hard those are to get.” 
 
    “Well, you’re targeting the wrong person, sweetheart.” 
 
    “I don’t think I am. Look, I’ve done my research. I hadn’t been here more than a week when I read a few paragraphs about a bum being shot in a BART station. Shortly after that, I read about a suspicious hanging in a flop house. With a little digging, I found out both men had been arrested for child molestation. Then there was the priest.” 
 
    “I think we’re done, Genevieve.” 
 
    “Look, I want to be honest with you. I’ll tell you everything I found out, if you’ll just listen to me.” 
 
    Marco figured he wanted to know how she’d followed him here. “Go on.” 
 
    “I found a few paragraphs on an on-line news source about the priest. There was one line in the article, saying the homicide detective who shot him had been put on leave. No name, just that.” She pushed her wine away. “So I went to the precinct and waited across the street.” 
 
    “You staked out the precinct?” 
 
    “You know the coffee shop across the street? I ran into one of the uniforms there and casually mentioned the case.” 
 
    “Who did you talk to?” 
 
    “I’m not giving up my source. I don’t want to get him in trouble. Besides, he didn’t want to tell me anything anyway, but he slipped and said your name…well, your first name.” 
 
    Bartlet. Damn kid, of course he’d screw up around a beautiful woman. 
 
    “Anyway, I noticed you came in one day about 10:00AM. You’re kinda easy to remember.” She gave him her sultry smile once more. 
 
    Marco made an impatient motion with his hand. 
 
    She grew serious again. “You left around noon. You did that for the next two days.” 
 
    “You sat in a coffee shop for three days straight?” 
 
    “Free-lance, remember?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Today I took a chance, being Sunday and all. Sure enough, you showed up at 10:00, left at noon. You had to be the cop on leave, so I followed you.” 
 
    “You followed me?” 
 
    “I had no choice. I had to make contact somehow.” 
 
    “You followed me to my parents’ house?” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    Marco forced himself to calm. “What did you do? Sit in your car all the time I was there?” 
 
    “Free-lance.” She placed her arm on the bar, leaning closer to him. “I need this story. It’s the only way I’m gonna have a chance at a real job.” 
 
    “As I said, you got the wrong cop, sweetheart. So you followed me here from my parents’ house?” 
 
    She nodded, her expression troubled. 
 
    “And just how far did you think you’d take it?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    He motioned between them. “This. How far would you have let it go?” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to sleep with you, if that’s what you think.” She gave him another once-over. “At least, not until we’d dated for a couple of months.” 
 
    His eyes never wavered. “Why me? Why not work the kid some more? Or one of the other detectives?” 
 
    “What kid?” 
 
    “I know who you talked to, Genevieve.” 
 
    She sighed. “Don’t report him. It wasn’t his fault.” 
 
    “I’m sure it wasn’t, but I’m not a twenty-two year old kid. Why did you think I’d be a good mark?” 
 
    “I saw your teeny tiny partner. She looks like a regular kick-ass bitch. I wasn’t going up to her.” Marco fought a smile at her description of Peyton. “Or the big guy, you know, like a linebacker. I figured he’d chew me out something good. And the Asian guy, he scares me. I’d be afraid he’d pull his gun on me.” 
 
    “So you thought you’d seduce me?” 
 
    “Actually, I was hoping you’d be drunk.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not.” 
 
    “Not seduced or not drunk?” 
 
    “Not either, and I’m not giving you your story, so you might as well go on home, Genevieve.” 
 
    She looked momentarily disappointed, then she glanced up at him. “Give me your phone.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Give me your phone, so I can put my number in there. If you change your mind, you can call me. All I need is one good story. We’ll control how much information to give out and I promise to be discreet. Please, Marco, it’s going to get out anyway. Let it be me. Help me get my career going.” 
 
    “I’m not giving you my phone and I’m not giving you any information.” 
 
    She gave him a frustrated sigh, then she glanced around, leaning over the bar to grab a pen. She scribbled her number on a cocktail napkin and passed it to him. “If you change your mind…” 
 
    He crumpled up the napkin and placed it in his cola. The brown liquid soaked into the napkin, blurring her number. “Goodbye, Genevieve. I don’t talk to reporters, too sneaky. Go stake out someone else’s family reunion or something.” 
 
    She studied him a moment, disappointment in her expression. “The Examiner also has my number if you change your mind.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “Then what about dinner?” 
 
    “Dinner?” 
 
    “Yeah, you can buy it. We’ll call it a date.” 
 
    Marco pushed himself off the stool. “No, we won’t.” 
 
    Without a backward glance, he walked toward the door, leaving Genevieve sitting on her stool, watching after him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Marco looked up as Dr. Ferguson entered the room. He took his usual spot at the table, setting down the yellow legal pad. He wore another outdated, rumpled jacket in a blue that should never have been made into a suit. Marco had to wonder if being a psychiatrist for cops paid well, or if he was living off noodles in a cup. He sure dressed like he shopped at thrift stores. 
 
    “Just got out of a meeting with your captain.” 
 
    Marco felt his stomach drop. About him or Brooks? 
 
    Ferguson caught the anxious look on his face. “She was warning me about the Examiner reporter.” 
 
    “Free-lance.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She’s a free-lance reporter, so I’m not sure that qualifies as a reporter.” 
 
    “You met her?” 
 
    “Yeah, last night.” 
 
    “How’d she find you?” 
 
    “She followed me from my parents’ house.” 
 
    “Back to your apartment?” 
 
    “No, to the…” Marco stopped himself and dropped his eyes. 
 
    “To the what, Inspector D’Angelo?” 
 
    “The bar.” 
 
    Dr. Ferguson lifted his papers and glanced through them, pulling a pen out of the inner pocket on his jacket. “How much alcohol have you been consuming lately?” 
 
    “It’s not like that. I just drank cola.” 
 
    Okay, that was probably worse. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Marco was beginning to hate that psychiatric platitude. I see. 
 
    “How many random sexual encounters have you had this past week?” 
 
    “What? No…” 
 
    The doctor’s brows rose, his pen poised over the legal pad. 
 
    Marco exhaled. “One.” 
 
    “One? The reporter?” 
 
    “No.” Although to be fair, that hadn’t been far from his mind. “Peyton tipped me off.” 
 
    “So if Peyton hadn’t warned you, you would have taken her home?” 
 
    Marco wasn’t sure how to answer that. Either way he jumped, he was going to be in trouble. No, and he’d be accused of lying. Yes, and he’d be crossing another line. 
 
    Dr. Ferguson shifted the pen until he gripped it with both hands. “You do know there are other addictions besides alcohol and drugs, right? Food, gambling…sex?” 
 
    “It’s not an addiction.” 
 
    “Then what is it?” 
 
    His mind spun frantically. How the hell did he answer that? “Whatever it is, it doesn’t make me unfit to hold a gun or work.” 
 
    “It does if you are engaging in self-destructive behavior because of the shooting.” 
 
    “Look. I already told you. I don’t believe cops should have relationships. They aren’t fair to the other party, but that doesn’t mean I’m a monk, Dr. Ferguson. It doesn’t hurt anyone and I’m careful.” 
 
    “I think it does.” 
 
    “Who does it hurt?” 
 
    “You. You deny yourself a truly meaningful relationship because of some ill-conceived code you’ve created, one that no one else in your family or your circle of friends maintains, and you’ve tricked yourself into believing these random encounters are not only acceptable, but beneficial.” 
 
    Marco didn’t answer. What could he say? This idiot didn’t understand him or what he felt and he wasn’t going to convince him otherwise. It was all well and good to armchair quarterback from across the room, but that didn’t mean he was right. 
 
    “Should I take your silence to mean this discussion is finished?” 
 
    “Obviously, you’ll take it to mean whatever you want. You have all the cards on your end of the table, and I’m playing with an empty hand.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to feel that way.” 
 
    “Well, Dr. Ferguson, that is the one thing you don’t control in my life.” 
 
    He stared at his pad, making aimless swirls with the tip of his pen. “Why don’t we go back to storytelling?” 
 
    Marco frowned. What did he get out of the stupid stories he and Peyton told? Were they revealing more than he thought they were? It made him shift uncomfortably. The power imbalance in the room hadn’t really bothered him before, but right now it felt suffocating. Was he telling this doctor about himself without actually saying anything? 
 
    “I don’t feel like telling stories right now.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I feel like everything I say is being measured and catalogued. I feel like a lab rat and you’re poking me with needles to see how I react.” 
 
    Dr. Ferguson studied him for a moment, then he set down the pen. “That is exactly what I’m doing, Inspector D’Angelo.” 
 
    Marco narrowed his eyes. “Come again?” 
 
    “I have been tasked with deciding if you are healthy enough to put back on the street, whether it is safe for me to put a gun in your hand and turn you loose on the public. I take that job very seriously and the only way I can do that is to poke you with needles and see what makes you bleed.” He folded his hands on his legal pad. “So far, you have stone walled me whenever I approach a sensitive topic.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Your religion, your inability to form monogamous relationships, your attempt to convince me you do not have any remorse. I took a second approach and I got you to tell me stories where I get a glimpse of the man hiding behind the detective’s mask. You say I’m holding the cards, but we can play this your way. You choose which method we use from now on.” 
 
    Marco could feel his jaw clench. 
 
    “I’m going to reveal something to you, Inspector D’Angelo. When we first met, you told me…” He lifted a page on the pad and read from it. “You said, ‘I don’t go much deeper than that.’ My experience with you is quite a bit different than what you said. You go a lot deeper, but for some reason, you don’t like anyone to know just how deep.” 
 
    Marco’s eyes lifted and pinned him. “Fine. You want a story, I’ll tell you a story. Our third case after the Marine was a Unabomber copycat. Killed an old homeless woman in the Tenderloin.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Dumpsters lined the alley on either side, backing up to the rear doors of businesses with faded paint and few placards to indicate their identity. Dusk was approaching, the sun fading behind the high rises, sucking the fog into the lingering warmth hiding in the narrow spaces between the concrete walls. 
 
    The body lay dead center in the alley, legs twisted, hands curled around the piece of metal sticking out of her throat. Her eyes were open, staring up at the gusting fog, flash marks around her lips, her eyebrows partially burnt away, the tip of her nose blackened. Blood flowed down over her throat and chest, pooling beneath her. She wore layers of clothes, men’s shoes, heavy socks that bunched around her ankle. 
 
    Peyton made a choking noise and turned away. Marco glanced over his shoulder at her, then faced Smith. 
 
    “Next time put a cover over the body, will ya?” 
 
    Smith nodded. “Yeah, good idea.” 
 
    A number of uniforms canvassed the alley, and a few witnesses stood on the sidewalk, watching the proceedings. Marco noted a number of cops were taking statements. 
 
    “Is Chuck Wilson on his way to take pictures?” he asked Smith. 
 
    “Far as I know.” 
 
    Hunkering down at the victim’s side, Marco studied the metal bar. Leaning closer, he tilted his head to see it from the side. “Is that a screwdriver?” 
 
    “Looks like it.” 
 
    Marco grimaced. “Took her in the jugular, eh?” 
 
    Smith made an unpleasant face and nodded. “Probably bled out.” 
 
    Marco looked around. The dumpster directly in front of the body had a twisted and burnt lid. “Bomb?” 
 
    “Got a call into the bomb squad, but that’s my guess.” 
 
    Peyton shifted toward them, but didn’t look at the body. “See the crate there.” She pointed to a vegetable crate lying on its side a few feet away. “She was probably standing on that to look inside the dumpsters. When she lifted the lid, it triggered the bomb.” 
 
    Marco looked down at the body. “So, was the screwdriver an unfortunate accident, or did he plan to kill someone?” 
 
    “Either way, someone died, so now we’ve got a homicide,” answered Smith. 
 
      
 
    *    *   * 
 
      
 
    “Pretty crude device, but effective.” 
 
    Marco glanced at Peyton. She was watching the body being loaded into the van, headed for the morgue. He turned back to the bomb squad sergeant, Pete Nelson. “What was in it?” 
 
    “Probably ammonium nitrate and aluminum with some sort of detonator. It was hooked to the dumpster lid, so when someone opened it…” He made an exploding motion with his hands. “Designed mostly for a lot of sound, but there was enough force to propel shrapnel.” He looked back at the dumpster. “We need to get it back to the lab before I can give you anything more.” 
 
    Peyton focused on him. “Are you saying it wouldn’t have been fatal if there hadn’t been a projectile in there?” 
 
    “Some second degree burns, burst ear drums, concussion, yeah, but there probably wasn’t enough fire power to kill someone by itself.” 
 
    “Where would someone get ammonium nitrate?” asked Marco. 
 
    “There are a lot of chemical companies around here, pharmaceutical companies, universities, nurseries, illegal sources.” 
 
    “Do you think you’ll be able to get any fingerprints or DNA off the bomb?” questioned Peyton. 
 
    “We’ll do our best. I’ll let you know the moment I find out anything.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Marco held out his hand and Nelson took it, then he shook Peyton’s hand and walked back to the dumpster. 
 
    Peyton’s attention had drifted back to the Medical Examiner’s van. 
 
    “Come on. I’ll buy you a burger. It’s been a long time since lunch.” He motioned toward the street. 
 
    “I don’t think I can eat anything.” 
 
    “Give it a few minutes and you’ll be okay again.” 
 
    They walked to the Charger and climbed inside. 
 
    “Who the hell would do something like that?” she asked, staring out at the City. 
 
    “Unfortunately, a lot of people. That’s the problem. So many sick people are wandering around, preying on others.” He started the car and pulled into traffic. “You’ve got to let it go or it’ll give you an ulcer.” 
 
    “Hard to let it go. She wasn’t doing anything, barely surviving as it was.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    They drove in silence. Marco took her to a little 50’s throw-back diner with call boxes and waitresses that served burgers right at the car. He turned off the Charger and pointed at the menu on the box beside the driver’s side window. Peyton leaned forward and studied it. 
 
    “I’ll just have the original cheese burger.” 
 
    He nodded and started to press the call button. 
 
    “And a chocolate milkshake.” 
 
    He gave her a frown. What was she? Ten? “Chocolate milkshake?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He turned back to the box and pressed the button. A badly distorted voice blared out of the speaker. He placed her order, then got himself a vegetarian burger. 
 
    “What did you order?” she asked, staring at him in bewilderment. 
 
    “Veggie burger.” 
 
    “Veggie burger? I still can’t get over that you’re a vegetarian.” 
 
    “Why does that surprise you so much?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You just seem like a carnivore.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You know – the whole alpha male thing.” 
 
    He lifted an eyebrow. “Alpha male?” 
 
    “Oh come on, you know what I mean. You growl at everyone, trying to keep them off. Sometimes you might as well beat on your chest.” 
 
    He gave a bewildered laugh. 
 
    “How long have you been a vegetarian?” 
 
    “Years.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “It’s really not that weird.” 
 
    “I guess.” She leaned back in her seat. “Tell me again why you don’t eat meat?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I like animals, so it seemed a good idea to stop eating them. And it’s healthier. Easier to maintain your weight.” He faced her. “You feeling better?” 
 
    “Not much. I keep thinking about how senseless her death was and worrying that we won’t figure out who did it.” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out, but the why of it always baffles me. Why hurt someone else? What’s the reason?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I just try to remember what my father has always said. More people don’t hurt others than do. You have to focus on that and tell yourself the rest are aberrations.” 
 
    “Smart man, your father.” 
 
    “Yeah, he is.” 
 
    “When we went to lunch, I got the impression that you and your mother had a difficult relationship.” 
 
    “She’s not thrilled with the idea of her only child being a cop.” 
 
    “I get that.” 
 
    “Your family approve of it?” 
 
    He gave a non-committal shake of his head. “I’m the youngest of four boys. All three of my brothers went to college and got advanced degrees. I’m the only one who didn’t. I think they felt they failed me in some way, but school really wasn’t for me. I mean I did all right. I just didn’t love it, you know?” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    They were silent for a moment, then he glanced over at her. 
 
    “Look, I know I’ve been hard on you.” 
 
    She gave him a disbelieving look. “Have you? I didn’t notice. I just thought it was like junior high when you pull the hair of the girl you like.” 
 
    He gave a chuckle. “Well, that wouldn’t surprise me. You didn’t notice I’m a vegetarian, now did you?” 
 
    “Touché.” 
 
    “Anyway, I’m trying to apologize here.” 
 
    She folded her hands primly in her lap. “By all means, continue.” 
 
    “It’s just you weren’t at all what I expected as a partner. I mean, you’re all of four and a half feet tall…” 
 
    “I’m five four.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    She punched him in the shoulder. 
 
    He gave her a smirk as he rubbed it. “And you aren’t exactly sugar and spice.” 
 
    “This is what you call an apology, D’Angelo?” 
 
    “I’m getting there. Then there’s your issue with dead bodies.” 
 
    “I’m working on it.” 
 
    “You’re getting a reputation, Brooks.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    He nodded. “They’re calling you Inspector Repeat because, well…” He made a motion with his hand and she stopped him. 
 
    “I get it. Nice of you to defend me.” 
 
    “Is that what you want me to do? Defend you?” 
 
    “No, I’d have to castrate you then.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I’m still not getting the apology part of this.” 
 
    “You’re opinionated and mouthy and generally, a pain in the ass. You have questionable taste in beverages…” 
 
    “Beverages? What?” 
 
    “Milkshake, Brooks?” He waved that away. “And you couldn’t keep a boundary to save your life. Your friends are certifiable and ultimately, you’re a girl.” 
 
    The look she leveled on him would have made a lesser man shiver. 
 
    “But you’re also damn intelligent, observant, and scary good with people. You care…about everyone, and I have no doubt in my mind that if I ever need you, you’ll be there.” 
 
    Her smile lit up her whole face and she pressed a hand in the center of her chest. “You may have taken me on a journey around the world there, but when we finally reached the destination, it was worth it.” 
 
    He smiled back at her, shaking his head. “You also make me laugh.” 
 
    “Abe is right. You are so much prettier when you smile.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and released his breath in a weary sigh. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco looked up to see the Medical Examiner, Abe, striding toward them from the front of the precinct. He was carrying a box and a broad smile stretched across his face. Clearing his throat to get Peyton’s attention, Marco nodded with his chin toward the M.E. 
 
    Peyton swiveled around, then she bounced to her feet, clearly delighted to see him. 
 
    “Hey, little soul sista,” he said, setting the box in the space between their desks. 
 
    “Hey, Abe, whatcha got?” 
 
    “Presents.” He tilted his head and gave Marco a cool look. “How are you, beautiful?” 
 
    “I was better thirty seconds ago.” 
 
    Abe laughed. “All bark and no bite. Although I don’t mind a bite or two.” He gave Marco a wink. 
 
    Marco fought a smile, looking down at his computer screen. Clearly, his open hostility wasn’t having the desired effect and this man was so outrageous, it was hard to keep up the pretense of disliking him. 
 
    “Look what I brought you, D’licious.” He held up a blob of chocolate on a stick. 
 
    Marco frowned. “What is it?” 
 
    “My heart.” 
 
    “Uh, Abe, that isn’t a heart,” said Peyton skeptically. “It’s shaped like a tear drop.” 
 
    “Sure it is.” He turned to her and pointed with one of his long, elegant fingers. “Here are the two ventricles and this is the aorta.” 
 
    Peyton’s face fell. “You mean a heart heart. Oh that’s nasty.” 
 
    “Why? It’s just chocolate, Peyton…well, and brandy.” He turned back to Marco. “I think that’s why it didn’t hold together as well as I wanted. I used too much brandy.” Extending it, he gave Marco a wicked smile. “Unless you’d like another body part.” 
 
    Marco took it. “This is good. Heart is good.” 
 
    Peyton peered over his shoulder into the box. “What other parts you got?” 
 
    “Brooks!” 
 
    She smiled mischievously. 
 
    Abe reached in and picked up another blob. “You wanna try some liver?” 
 
    She made a face and took a step back, sinking into her chair. “I’ll pass. Isn’t the liver just a big filter?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” He looked around and then walked over to grab a chair, dragging it back to their desks. “I’m not only here to distribute chocolate. I got your homeless woman yesterday. The bomb blast?” 
 
    Marco set down his heart. “She bled out around the screwdriver, right?” 
 
    “Not completely. The blast was stronger than the bomb squad thought. She had significant frontal lobe trauma, bleeding and swelling. Even if the screwdriver didn’t get her, she probably would have died from a head injury. The screwdriver just sped things along, mercy almost.” 
 
    Peyton’s expression grew grim. 
 
    Marco tried to offer her a reassuring smile, but his phone rang. “D’Angelo,” he said. 
 
    “Inspector, this is Sergeant Nelson with the Bomb Squad.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” 
 
    “We took apart the device and it was exactly as I told you. Ammonium nitrate, aluminum with a crude detonator, batteries and electrical wire.” 
 
    “Any fingerprints?” 
 
    “Not a thing.” 
 
    “Any other identifying marks?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. I wish I had more to give you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “I’ll send our report over to you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thanks.” The call disconnected. 
 
    Marco gave Peyton a shrug. “They didn’t find anything more than what they told us yesterday.” 
 
    “Damn it.” She chewed her lip in frustration, then she looked into Abe’s box. “What are those? Kidneys?” 
 
    He reached inside and handed them over. 
 
    She bit off the left one. “Next time bring the brandy bottle as well.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to leave it at a cliff hanger again, aren’t you?” said Dr. Ferguson. “Am I supposed to find out the ending from your partner?” 
 
    Marco leaned forward on the table. “Why don’t you cut my partner loose? She doesn’t need these meetings. She’s fine.” 
 
    “That’s for me to decide, Inspector D’Angelo.” 
 
    “This case is hard enough on her. She doesn’t need the stress of being constantly afraid that you’re going to pull her gun. I’m the one who shot someone, not her. Let her go.” 
 
    “It’s funny how much time the two of you spend campaigning for the other one. Did she tell you meeting with me was causing her stress?” 
 
    “She didn’t have to. I know her well enough to know that these meetings worry her. You’re never going to find a more dedicated cop or one who takes her job as seriously. There’s nothing for you or the department to worry about where she’s concerned.” 
 
    “I’ll make that judgment myself. This time here is between you and me, Inspector D’Angelo, and I have to wonder if this concern over your partner isn’t just another way to deflect attention from the issues we were discussing before.” 
 
    “I’m not deflecting anything. I’ve answered every question as honestly as I know how.” 
 
    “I disagree. When I wanted to talk about the random encounters you have with women, you shut down at once. This is obviously an issue that you feel defensive about and want to avoid addressing.” 
 
    “I’m defensive because you accused me of it being an addiction. Sort of hard not to get defensive.” 
 
    “What concerns me is you think this satisfies the need you have for intimacy.” 
 
    “I said it satisfies a need, but I never pretended it was about intimacy.” 
 
    “Humans are social creatures. We have a need for deep, social relationships. Sex shouldn’t be confused for intimacy, for meeting that need that we have to connect with others.” 
 
    “I understand that.” 
 
    “Do you? Are you aware that statistics prove that married men live longer than unmarried men, and divorced men die much sooner than any other group?” 
 
    “That’s painting the brush strokes a bit wide.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Are you telling me you’ll let me come back to work if I get married, Dr. Ferguson?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Then what are you suggesting?” 
 
    “You need to be open to a relationship with a woman that involves more than sex. You need to have a connection that is more than physical. You’ve got to stop picking up strange women in bars and pretending that it meets the need you have for a deep, meaningful relationship with someone.” 
 
    “Why is it you think I don’t have a deep, meaningful relationship with anyone?” 
 
    The doctor didn’t immediately answer. 
 
    “Here’s what I think, Dr. Ferguson. We all have our preconceived notions and yours doesn’t square with who I am. You want me to gnash my teeth and pull out my hair over killing a priest. When I don’t, you want to assign a label to me. Sociopath or psychopath or whatever. Then you want me to tell you how empty and alone I am because I deliberately choose not to pursue marriage. Again another label – fear of intimacy, sexual addiction.” He stood up and leaned on the table. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe you’ve got me all figured out. Maybe I am just a label, or maybe I’m not. Maybe the labels are what’s wrong. But either way, none of it prevents me from carrying a gun and I think you know that.” 
 
    Dr. Ferguson reached for his pen, but he didn’t break eye contact with Marco. 
 
    Marco gave him a lazy smile. “You’re just dying to scribble on your pad, so I’ll let you get to it.” He glanced down at the thin script. “Of course, you’ll want to remind me that you’ll see me tomorrow morning, so don’t let me stop you.” 
 
    The doctor’s jaw tightened, but he gave no other indication of annoyance. “I will see you tomorrow, Inspector D’Angelo, precisely at 10:00.” 
 
    Marco inclined his head, then turned on a heel and left. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Marco walked out of the conference room and stumbled to a halt. The entire front parking lot of the precinct was filled with people, cameras, and microphones. A number of uniforms were holding them off, keeping them from storming inside the building. 
 
    Defino and Maria stood at the counter, watching the mayhem, but they both turned as he appeared. Maria gave him a smile, but Defino scowled at him. 
 
    “You talk to that reporter from the Examiner?” she demanded. 
 
    Marco started to walk over to her, but Jake suddenly appeared. “They’ve got the back covered too. They’re waiting on the street.” He glanced up at Marco. “Hey, Adonis, so you caused this?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Did you talk to that reporter from the Examiner?” demanded Defino again. 
 
    “Free-lance.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She’s not exactly a reporter yet.” 
 
    Everyone stared at him. Behind him he heard the conference room door open and Dr. Ferguson poked his head out. Jake shied away from him and went to stand with Maria and Captain Defino, leaning against Maria’s desk. 
 
    “D’Angelo, my office now! Maria, get Brooks in here too.” 
 
    Maria gave him a sympathetic look and went to the phone. 
 
    “Captain Defino, if I may…” began Ferguson. 
 
    “Doctor, your hour is up. I have bigger problems to solve right now.” She dismissed him. “Maria, get Cho and Simons in here too. D’Angelo, give Ryder your keys to the Charger, so he can park it up the street and get you out of here when I’m done.” She pointed at Jake. “Ryder, wade through that scrum of reporters, do not say a word to any of them and I do mean not one word. Get the Charger and park it up the street, then get back here. When you’ve done that, tell Holmes and Bartlet they’re escorting D’Angelo out of here.” A moment later she disappeared into her office. 
 
    Marco glanced over his shoulder at the doctor. Ferguson hadn’t moved and his mouth was hanging open. Marco didn’t think he’d ever been given orders before. 
 
    As he walked toward Jake, he reached into his pocket for the Charger’s keys. 
 
    “Don’t you hate getting called into the principal’s office?” Jake’s smirk was goading. He leaned closer to Marco and lowered his voice. “I sure hope you didn’t go under cover with that reporter.” 
 
    Marco pulled out the keys, glaring at him. 
 
    “Get it. Go under cover or maybe it should be covers.” 
 
    Maria had the phone to her ear, but she giggled. 
 
    “Keep it up, Ryder.” 
 
    Jake took the keys, jangling them. “This is a red letter day. I get to drive the Charger. I get to run my hands all over her steering wheel and put her in drive.” 
 
    Marco moved closer until he loomed over him. “If you put one scratch on her, I will do such terrible things to you, Ryder, such terrible things.” 
 
    Jake dramatically glanced over at the doctor, jerking his head toward him. 
 
    Marco smiled chillingly. “Such terrible, terrible things. And don’t forget, I know where you live.” 
 
    Dr. Ferguson took a step forward as if he wanted to say something, but Marco shifted and walked into Defino’s office. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton entered Defino’s office and stopped dead when she saw Marco sitting in the chair before the desk. “Oh no, you didn’t sleep with her, did you?” 
 
    Marco’s expression was incredulous. “Nice to see you too, partner.” 
 
    Standing at the blind-covered window, Defino glared at her over her shoulder. “Where are Cho and Simons?” 
 
    “They’re going over all the chat logs Stan has to see if we got a bite. Stan’s also contacting ICAC to see if they have anything.” 
 
    Defino wandered to her desk and sank into her chair. Laying her hands flat on the glass, she focused on Marco. “I’m only going to ask this once. Did you sleep with the reporter?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No? Are you sure?” 
 
    Marco gave her a bewildered look. “I think that’s something I would remember.” 
 
    “But you met up with her?” 
 
    “She came up to me in a bar.” 
 
    Defino exhaled and slumped back in her chair. “So you talked to her? How much did you have to drink when you met her?” 
 
    “Nothing. I was drinking cola. I didn’t tell her anything, Captain. Brooks warned me in time.” 
 
    “What does that mean? In time?” 
 
    “Before anything happened.” 
 
    “How did she find you?” asked Peyton, moving further into the room. 
 
    “She’s been staking out the precinct from across the street. The coffee shop. She noticed that I come at 10:00 and leave at noon. She figured I was the cop who shot the priest and was put on leave.” 
 
    “How long has she been doing this?” demanded Defino. 
 
    “Days. Like I said, she’s free-lance, so she’s been scanning the papers, looking for anything she can get her hands on to break a story. She thinks it’ll get her a permanent job as a reporter.” 
 
    Defino dug the heels of her hands into her eyes. 
 
    In the lobby, Peyton could hear the clump of Simons’ boots. “Holy shit!” he exclaimed. 
 
    She circled around Marco and went to stand by the window. Simons and Cho appeared in the entrance and pushed their way into the little office. Cho took the seat next to Marco, reaching over to shake his hand. 
 
    “How ya doing, man?” 
 
    Marco shook his hand in return. “I’m fine.” 
 
    Simons clamped a huge hand on his shoulder for a moment, then released him. 
 
    “As you can see, we’ve got a problem,” said Defino. 
 
    “Did Stan get any bites on his chat room conversations?” 
 
    Simons shook his head. 
 
    “Close the door, Bill. We need to decide how we’re going to handle this reporter mess,” said Defino. 
 
    Simons went to the door and started to close it, but Devan poked his head inside. 
 
    “Got a moment, Captain,” he said. 
 
    Peyton moved back closer to Defino. It was getting crowded in here with so many male bodies and she still didn’t feel comfortable being in the same room with her ex-boyfriend. Devan acknowledged her with a nod as he stepped into the room. Simons closed the door at his back. 
 
    “It’s not a good time right now,” said Defino. 
 
    “My boss got a call from the Mayor this morning.” 
 
    “Shit,” said Defino. “What’d he want?” 
 
    “The Mayor’s worried that this is getting out of control, so I was asked to come down and give you any advice I could.” 
 
    “What does he want me to do? Go out there and tell them we have a serial killer?” 
 
    “Actually, he does.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    Peyton realized her mouth was hanging open. She closed it and shot a disbelieving look at Marco. 
 
    “They know about the priest and the youth group leader in Woodside. One of the reporters even made a connection to the two previous deaths, the bum and the hanging. And apparently now, D’Angelo has been identified as the cop on leave.” 
 
    Marco looked down at his hands. 
 
    “The mayor wants you to go out there and calm things down, tell them we have a suspect.” 
 
    “He wants me to lie?” snapped Defino. 
 
    “Reassure.” 
 
    “Me? He wants me to go in front of those cameras?” 
 
    “You could send an official spokesperson in your capacity. Someone who can reassure without giving too much away. I can go with that person and coach them through it.” 
 
    Everyone turned and looked at Peyton. Peyton backed up into the blinds, making them rattle. “Me?” 
 
    “You’d be perfect,” said Devan, giving her a smile. 
 
    Defino nodded. “Not a bad idea.” 
 
    “No. No, I’m not going in front of those cameras.” 
 
    “Come on, Brooks, they’ll love you. You’re cute as a button,” said Cho with a smirk. 
 
    “Downright adorable,” added Simons. 
 
    Peyton turned to Defino. “Captain, this isn’t fair…” 
 
    “What isn’t fair is that my precinct is once again a media circus, Brooks. What else do you propose?” 
 
    She looked to Marco for help. 
 
    Marco shifted in the chair. “The reporter I met was afraid of her. She said she looked like a regular kick-ass bitch.” 
 
    Peyton held out her hand to Marco, then she frowned and stared at him. A regular kick-ass bitch? Hold on. Bitch? 
 
    “You talked with a reporter?” demanded Devan. 
 
    “No, I met her. I didn’t talk to her.” 
 
    “How did she figure out who you were? You had to talk with her. You must have slipped up.” 
 
    “I didn’t slip up.” 
 
    “How can that be? Your parking lot is crawling with media, D’Angelo. You must have said something you shouldn’t.” 
 
    “It wasn’t me, so back the hell off, Adams!” 
 
    Everyone went quiet. 
 
    Defino leaned forward in her chair. “Who was it?” 
 
    Marco looked away. 
 
    “D’Angelo, if one of my cops leaked information, I need to know who it was.” 
 
    “Captain, this Genevieve Lake is really pretty and she’s not opposed to using that to get what she wants. She’s hungry and ambitious and desperate for a real job.” 
 
    “Who talked with her?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that.” 
 
    “You can and will.” 
 
    Marco folded his hands in his lap. “With all due respect, Captain, I’m already suspended. What more can you do to me?” 
 
    Peyton felt panic edge up inside of her as Defino and Marco stared at each other. “I’ll do it. I’ll give a statement to the reporters,” she squeaked out. 
 
    Defino broke eye contact with Marco and glanced at her. 
 
    “Captain, it doesn’t matter who let it slip. Someone did, but it was only a matter of time before that happened anyway. We were going to have to address this eventually. Maybe this is a good thing. Maybe we can flush the killer out if the public knows. And maybe it will scare convicted child molesters, make them lie low.” 
 
    Defino placed her hand over her mouth in thought. 
 
    Peyton tried to wait as patiently as she could, but the tension in the room was like a physical force, pressing down on her. She shifted weight, she stared at the toe of her kick-ass boots, she tried to remember when she’d ever noticed a reporter hanging out across the street. 
 
    Turning, she parted the slats on the blinds and peered out. She could just see the edge of the coffee shop. Did she ever run into someone there? She couldn’t remember the last time she bought coffee at that shop. It was too expensive, so she usually drank the swill they made in the break-room. In fact, whenever she’d had coffee over there, she never got it herself. One of the uniforms usually made a run… 
 
    Her thoughts coalesced. Bartlet. 
 
    She gasped, but didn’t turn around. She knew she’d give it away if she did. Reaching for the plastic turner on the blinds, she started to twist them open without thinking about it. 
 
    “Don’t you dare, Brooks,” came Defino’s voice. 
 
    Peyton glanced over her shoulder at her. Defino was glaring at her hand. Deliberately releasing it, Peyton wrapped her arms around her middle so she wouldn’t be tempted again. “Well, Captain?” 
 
    “D’Angelo, you are going home and staying there. Do you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “Simons and Cho, walk him out, follow him home, then report back here once he’s inside. Make sure there are no reporters hanging about his apartment.” 
 
    “On it,” said Simons, moving to the door and pulling it open. 
 
    “Brooks, park yourself in a chair. You and Devan are helping me write a press release, then you’re going out to deliver it.” 
 
    Marco glanced up at her as he pushed himself to his feet. She wanted to talk to him, she wanted to find out what was going on with him, but now wasn’t the time. He gave her a brief nod as he turned toward the door. Cho immediately stepped up behind him, following him out of the room. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Simons and Cho walked Marco right to the door of his apartment. Marco gave them both a tight smile. “Thanks. I can take it from here.” 
 
    “You heard the captain, D’Angelo. We got to see you to the other side,” said Cho with a commiserate smile. 
 
    Marco pulled out his keys and fitted one to the lock, turning. He pushed open the door and blinked in surprise. His mother was scrubbing his coffee table, a spray bottle of cleaner in one hand and a dust rag in the other. She looked up as he stepped inside. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve got a break-in,” said Cho in amusement. 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    “Hello, gentlemen.” She pushed at her hair. 
 
    “Ma’am,” said Simons, ducking his head. 
 
    “Mrs. D’Angelo,” answered Cho. 
 
    “Come in. I can have lunch ready in about five minutes.” 
 
    Simons stepped into the room, sniffing. Marco gave him a disbelieving look, although he had to admit that whatever she was cooking smelled delicious. 
 
    “We can’t stay, ma’am,” said Cho, but he was mainly talking to his partner. “We were ordered back to the precinct after we saw your son home.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a shame. What if I made you up a plate to take with you?” 
 
    That drew Cho over the threshold. “That would be awesome, ma’am.” 
 
    “Just awesome,” repeated Simons. 
 
    She beamed a happy smile and hurried into the galley kitchen. Marco scowled at them and held out his hands. Simons shrugged, but Cho stepped around him, further into the apartment. 
 
    “It smells wonderful, ma’am. What is it?” 
 
    “My parmesan chicken. My own special recipe. It’s one of Marco’s favorite dishes.” 
 
    “I’m vegetarian, Mom,” said Marco with a sigh. 
 
    She stopped, holding the spatula over the dish. “Oh, lord, I keep forgetting that.” She set the spatula down and Simons’ face fell. Reaching back, she grabbed the roll of tinfoil and tore off a large piece. “You gentlemen just take the whole thing with you. You can return the pan to Marco when you see him next.” She grabbed two potholders and used them to lift the pan, transferring it to Cho. “Take these too, so you don’t burn your hands.” 
 
    “This is so sweet of you, Mrs. D’Angelo,” he said, giving her a goofy grin. 
 
    She waved him off, but she was clearly pleased. 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” said Simons. The smile he gave her made him look like he had indigestion. Marco shot him a disbelieving look, he couldn’t remember when he saw Simons smile like that, but Simons just shrugged his massive shoulders. 
 
    Cho turned, carrying his pan, and they both moved toward the door. A moment later, they were gone, leaving Marco alone with his mother. He wandered to the bistro table and took a seat. 
 
    “Why are you cleaning my apartment?” 
 
    “It needed cleaning.” 
 
    “Chicken parmesan, really?” 
 
    “Okay, so I also have eggplant parmesan.” She went to the oven and pulled out a second pan, placing it on the burners. “Of course I didn’t forget you were vegetarian. I might not understand it, but I didn’t forget it.” She grabbed a plate off the shelf above the sink and reached back for the spatula. 
 
    “Then why did you make it?” 
 
    “I thought you might have your new girl, Lisa, over for dinner or something. Isn’t that her name? I think that’s what Vinnie told me.” She dished up the food and pulled open a drawer, getting out a fork. She carried both to him and set it down on the table. “What do you want to drink? I bought milk.” 
 
    He arched one brow at her. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Not even milk? Fine.” She threw up a hand and went back to the sink, grabbing a glass and pulling open the refrigerator. She took out the water pitcher and filled the glass, then snatched a napkin out of a holder she’d placed beside the sink, carrying both to him at the table. “Maybe she’ll like the eggplant parmesan too.” 
 
    “Mom, sit down.” 
 
    She settled herself into the other bistro chair. “What? Is it too tough? I was worried about this eggplant. It seemed like it had been on the shelf a little too long.” 
 
    He cut a piece and placed it in his mouth. It almost melted against his tongue. “It’s delicious as always.” 
 
    “Good. There’s plenty for dinner. Add a salad and a bottle of wine, and she’ll be impressed. There’s nothing that a woman likes more than a man who can cook. It is Lisa, isn’t it?” 
 
    He swallowed. “Mom, there’s no Lisa.” 
 
    Her expression fell. 
 
    He reached over and took her hand. “I’m sorry. I just said that to get Vinnie off my back.” 
 
    “Get him off your back for what?” 
 
    “He was keeping tabs…” He faltered when he saw the tears pooling in her eyes. “What is this all about? The cleaning, the cooking, the prying?” 
 
    She reached out and pressed the napkin flat. “I just want to make sure you’re okay. Is that wrong of me after what’s happened?” 
 
    “No, but I’m fine. You don’t have to hover.” 
 
    “How are you fine? You’re lying to your brother, you’re making up imaginary girls. Other cops have to escort you home.” She held a hand toward the door. 
 
    He ignored the part about Vinnie. He was certain his mother would find as much fault with him about the real Lisa as Dr. Ferguson had. “Simons and Cho came home with me to make sure there weren’t reporters around my apartment.” 
 
    “Reporters?” 
 
    “They found out about the case and they’re poking around for information.” 
 
    “What information? What do they know?” 
 
    “They know a lot. They know about the killings and they know I was the one who shot the priest.” 
 
    She covered her mouth with her hand. “They know that? Will they come here?” 
 
    “That’s why Cho and Simons came. To make sure my apartment was clear.” 
 
    She shook her head, her eyes swimming with unshed tears. “I want you to come home with your father and me. I don’t want you staying here by yourself.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous. If they know about the priest, someone might do something, try something.” 
 
    “Who would try something? What are you talking about?” 
 
    She grabbed his hand. “Please go to confession with me, Marco. Please. You must ask for forgiveness, for help. You can’t shoulder this burden alone.” 
 
    He pulled away from her and abruptly stood up. She clutched her hand against her chest. He caught the motion out of the corner of his eyes, and realized she was clutching her hands around a crucifix. His immediate fury bled away. 
 
    Coming to her, he knelt before her and drew her hands away, covering them with his own. “Mama, you’re going to make yourself sick over this. I know you want to help me, but this isn’t helping. I don’t need you cooking and cleaning for me, and I don’t need you agonizing over my soul. I’m a grown man now.” 
 
    She cupped his cheek in her hand. “You can’t possibly understand, Marco. It doesn’t matter how old you are or how old you’ll ever be. I’m your mother and I ache inside when you’re hurt. Nothing anyone could ever do to me is worse than what someone could do to my children. I need to be here right now. I need to cook and clean and worry for your soul.” She leaned close to him. “You keep saying that you’re all right. You can shout it from the top of the world if you want, but when I look in your eyes, I see torment and it makes me hurt inside.” She shifted her hand to his chin and cupped it. “You can pretend for those police officers, you can lie to your brother, and you can even snow that psychiatrist, but you can’t lie to me.” 
 
    He exhaled heavily. What the hell! Why did everyone think they knew him better than he knew himself? 
 
    “Come on. Eat your lunch and let me finish my dusting. Then I promise I’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    He gave a short nod and rose to his feet, his eyes fixed on her cross. He had no illusions about the rest of his day. Mona D’Angelo never gave up on anything. He was going to have to fend off at least one more demand for confession before the night was through. 
 
    Going to the television, he reached for the remote. As he pressed the button to turn it on, he couldn’t deny it was nice to handle something that wasn’t covered in a fine layer of grit. He pushed the channel for the local news and replaced the remote. A shot of the precinct flashed across the screen and a male reporter with very white teeth made a comment about a news conference. 
 
    His mother stopped moving beside him. “Isn’t that your precinct?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Peyton’s going to hold a press conference about the serial killer.” 
 
    “Peyton?” 
 
    Marco and Mona exchanged a look. 
 
    He nodded. “I just hope she keeps her lunch down,” he said. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “So, Bartlet was the one who released the information,” said Defino. 
 
    Peyton opened her mouth to respond, then thought better of it. Of course she would have figured it out the same way Peyton had. 
 
    “I could have D’Angelo’s badge for insubordination.” She pointed at Peyton. “You might just tell him that.” 
 
    “He was trying to protect the kid, Captain.” 
 
    Defino’s look softened. “I know.” 
 
    Devan sank into the seat next to her. “You’ll still need to have a talk with Bartlet, Captain. You can’t have this sort of stuff getting out.” 
 
    “I’ll handle it,” she said, pulling her laptop in front of her. “Let’s get this press release written.” 
 
    They worked on the press release for half-an-hour. Midway through Defino sent Smith out to announce that the precinct would make a statement in about fifteen minutes. Peyton rehearsed the release, pacing about Defino’s office, until she had it almost memorized. Then Devan spent another five minutes throwing questions at her and forcing her to respond. 
 
    Finally, Defino rose to her feet. “You’re ready.” 
 
    Peyton gave her a terrified look. “Captain…” Her heart was pounding beneath her ribs. 
 
    Defino came around the desk and placed her hands on Peyton’s shoulders, gripping her hard. “Stay on script. And whatever you do, Brooks, don’t make some snarky comment if you get flustered.” She held a finger up in her face. “And no stories.” 
 
    Peyton let out a tense laugh. 
 
    Defino smiled at her. “You can do this. I have faith in you.” 
 
    Peyton wished she had more faith in herself, but Defino’s praise went a long way to restoring a level of calm. Devan moved behind her and opened the office door. Peyton followed him out into the lobby, but stumbled to a halt when she saw the crowd waiting there. 
 
    Maria and Jake were sitting on the edge of her desk, Smith had just come in from the front, Holmes and Bartlet were standing at the half-door, and Dr. Ferguson was leaning against the door frame of the conference room. She searched each of their faces, but the one she wanted to see the most, the one that would give her strength wasn’t there. His absence made her stomach knot. She tried to imagine what he would say. 
 
    He’d give her a smirk and a quick hug, then tell her, Man up, Brooks. 
 
    As she followed Devan toward the front, Maria tsked. “Wish you’d let me do something with that hair.” 
 
    Peyton fought a smile. 
 
    Jake gave her a thumb’s up. “Try not to cuss.” 
 
    She punched him in the shoulder. 
 
    Holmes shook his head. “Cuss? Try not to throw up.” 
 
    “It’s hard when the last thing I see before going out there is your face.” 
 
    He chuckled and held the door for her. 
 
    “Good luck, Brooks,” said Bartlet. 
 
    Smith touched her hand. “You’ll do fine, baby girl.” 
 
    She gave him a smile and squeezed his fingers in return. “Thank you.” 
 
    Devan placed his hand on the door and looked back at her. “Stay on script. Don’t let them rattle you.” He pushed open the door, then waited for her to go through. Someone had dragged out a podium and set it up at the top of the stairs, Smith she figured, and microphones covered the surface. Peyton faltered. 
 
    Devan put a hand in the small of her back, exerting a bit of pressure. “If they ask you something you can’t answer, it’s best to say nothing. Ignore it.” 
 
    With the pressure of his familiar touch, she made it to the podium. Cameras snapped around her, but the flash was muted by the brilliant summer day. All of the faces blurred and her heart pounded so hard, she was surprised the microphones didn’t pick it up. 
 
    “Look at the tops of their heads. Look at their parts. It makes it easier than looking them in the eye.” 
 
    She did as he instructed. Leaning into the microphones, she said, “Good afternoon. I’m Inspector…” Feedback from the microphones pierced everyone’s ear. Devan tugged her back a step. 
 
    “Just speak normally.” 
 
    Speak normally? Cute. The podium came to mid-chest and when she rested her hands on it, she had to lift herself on her toes to make sure her mouth was anywhere near the microphones. She felt like a little kid, trying to sneak cookies off the kitchen counter. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” she repeated. “I’m Inspector Peyton Brooks of the San Francisco Police Department.” She tried to enunciate the words, but she couldn’t hear anything in the rush of blood inside her ears. “I’ve been authorized to answer a few questions you have about a case we are currently working on. Please understand that this is an on-going case and therefore, whatever information I give you will be limited to protect the sanctity of our investigation.” 
 
    There. Statement delivered. 
 
    “Good job,” muttered Devan. 
 
    Hands shot up. Peyton felt panic skitter over her. He’d mentioned something about questions, but how did she pick who to call on? 
 
    The decision was taken away from her. 
 
    “Is it true you’re investigating a serial killer?” 
 
    Peyton searched for the voice and found a man with a long face holding his hand in the air. “We have a number of deaths we’re investigating that we believe are related.” 
 
    “Is it a serial killer?” 
 
    Peyton forced herself to remember what both Devan and Defino had told her. Give them a non-answer. “This is an on-going investigation and we are covering all possibilities.” 
 
    “Is it true that there was a killing on Alcatraz?” said someone else. 
 
    “We are investigating two deaths on the island, yes.” 
 
    “One of them was a priest, right?” 
 
    “I cannot confirm that at this time.” 
 
    “Do you have any suspects?” 
 
    “We are investigating all leads and have collected a large amount of evidence.” 
 
    “Isn’t it true that one of the police officers shot a suspect?” 
 
    Peyton drew a quivering breath, her hands tightening on the podium. “There was an officer related shooting, yes.” 
 
    “Where is that officer?” 
 
    “By protocol, he has been put on leave pending an investigation. That is standard police procedure whenever there is an officer related shooting.” 
 
    “Did the killer stab someone while the police were trying to find him?” 
 
    Where the hell were they getting all this information? She shot a look at Devan. He gave a nod toward the microphone and pressed a hand against her back again. “Officers were in route to a call when there was an attack. Unfortunately, the victim died.” 
 
    A woman pushed to the front of the crowd. She was tall, African American, and very pretty. “Is it true that all of the victims are convicted sex offenders? Child molesters?” 
 
    Peyton focused on her. This must be Free-lance. “Can I have your name please?” 
 
    She looked at the reporters on either side of her, but she faced Peyton again. “Genevieve Lake with the San Francisco Examiner.” 
 
    “Ms. Lake, this is an on-going investigation and I cannot divulge that information.” 
 
    “The first two men can be found on the Megan’s Law database. The last murder victim had a custody agreement filed with the county, which granted full custody to the mother due to an on-going child molestation case. All public record, Inspector Brooks. I don’t think it hurts your investigation to confirm what we can all find out on our own.” 
 
    Peyton narrowed her eyes on her. If she thought she was a bitch before, who was Peyton to disappoint her? “I think it would be reckless to make assumptions on a case that is currently under investigation. Furthermore, reporting such unconfirmed information would not only be harmful, but unprofessional and amateurish.” 
 
    Her façade cracked a bit and she glanced at the reporters on either side. 
 
    Peyton ignored her, looking out over the rest of the reporters. “Thank you for coming. As soon as we have more information, we will update you.” Backing up, she and Devan started to turn away. More questions were shouted at them, but they ignored it. 
 
    Genevieve Lake wasn’t finished. She took a few steps forward, coming up against a uniform positioned to keep reporters from the precinct. “People are calling him the Janitor, Inspector Brooks. Have you heard that?” 
 
    Peyton faltered and looked back over her shoulder. What the hell! 
 
    “They’re saying he’s an avenger, cleaning up the wrongs of the justice system. He only preys on child molesters, monsters, men who deserve to die.” 
 
    Peyton stared at her, feeling panic well inside. This was bad. This was exactly what they wanted to avoid. Reckless bitch! What was she trying to do? 
 
    “Peyton?” said Devan, a note of worry in his voice. 
 
    Peyton knew she had to do something, she had to stop this now. 
 
    “If the police aren’t capable of stopping him from killing under their noses, maybe it’s because you know he’s right.” 
 
    Peyton forced herself to walk back to the podium. She gripped the edges hard, the wood biting into her fingers. “Anyone who takes the law into his own hands is not an avenger. Do not confuse reality and fantasy, Ms. Lake. Our justice system was created to keep order and when we deviate from that, when we take the law into our own hands, not only are we criminals, vigilantes, but we invite chaos and anarchy into our lives. Anyone who commits murder is a murderer, plain and simple, and we will stop him!” 
 
    With that, she turned her back and walked away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Dr. Ferguson glanced up when Peyton entered the conference room the following day. She placed her mug on the table and sat down. Nervous energy had kept her up long after she knew she should be asleep. Stan Neumann wasn’t getting any hits on his gaming profiles and the clock was ticking. The serial killer wasn’t going to wait much longer before he struck, especially now that half the City had painted him as some avenging superhero. 
 
    Watching the news conference on the television should have made her feel better. She’d actually handled herself better than she expected, but the Janitor comment had taken off and spread across the country within hours. This was just the sort of publicity that serial killers loved. And this one was already bold. What would stroking his ego do? Peyton feared the body count was destined to go up. 
 
    “I was impressed with the way you dealt with the press conference yesterday, Inspector Brooks. You struck the exact tone and handled yourself admirably.” 
 
    Peyton picked up her mug and took a sip. Lately she’d been trying to curb her sweet tooth, but this morning, frankly, she hadn’t cared. It took four tablespoons before she could stomach the precinct’s tar. 
 
    “I know it was a situation you weren’t prepared for, but I think you can feel proud of your performance.” 
 
    She gave him a polite smile and settled the mug on the table again. 
 
    He steepled his hands. “Was it difficult to coordinate the press conference with your ex-boyfriend, or whatever young people call them these days?” 
 
    “Difficult?” 
 
    “Stir up memories, feelings.” 
 
    “No.” And it hadn’t. For the first time, she and Devan had been able to work together without it becoming a screaming match. Maybe they were making progress. 
 
    “Are you taking another page from your partner’s book?” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “One word answers, silence. That’s usually his forte, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    At the mention of Marco, Peyton exhaled. “No, I’m not playing any games with you, Dr. Ferguson. I’m just tired of this whole thing.” 
 
    “The counseling sessions?” 
 
    “The counseling sessions, the worry, the stress. By now, you must know whether you’re going to pull my badge or not, and you also know when or if you’re going to let Marco come back to work. Nothing I say beyond this is going to change anything.” 
 
    “I disagree. There are a great many things that could change the situation from what it is. Your silence might be one of them.” 
 
    “I’m not in the mood for threats this morning, Dr. Ferguson.” 
 
    “I wasn’t threatening, Inspector Brooks, I just want us to understand one another. I have very specific goals for our sessions, and silence isn’t one of them.” 
 
    “I have goals too, Dr. Ferguson. One is to get my partner back to work, and here’s the truth – Marco is my partner and keeping us apart is a mistake. We work better when we’re together. We complement and protect each other.” 
 
    “I think you did fine on your own yesterday.” 
 
    Peyton gave an aggravated snort of laughter. “Because I imagined him being here and I imagined what he would tell me. When I came out of Defino’s office and looked at all of you, the only person I wanted to see, the only person that mattered at that moment was Marco. For eight years, I have known that when I need him he is there.” She placed her index finger on the table for emphasis. “When I needed him on Alcatraz, he took the shot. He shouldn’t be on leave. He should be receiving a medal.” 
 
    “At some point, you may have to do this job without him. If he gets promoted or he decides to quit, what will you do then?” 
 
    “I don’t know. That isn’t something I have to face right now. Right now, he’s my partner and that’s all that matters.” 
 
    “I think this points to a bigger issue, Inspector Brooks. Your self-esteem, your very self-worth is tied to a co-dependent relationship with your partner. It isn’t healthy. We all need to be able to stand on our own feet. While we need a supportive network around us, we need to be secure in our own abilities. You aren’t.” 
 
    Peyton curled her fingers around the mug. Honestly, she’d gone past caring what he said. All the textbook learning and college lectures only went so far. People were more complicated than whatever could be put down into words, but unfortunately, Dr. Ferguson didn’t understand that. He was a man trying to force three-dimensional people into his two-dimensional science. 
 
    She might as well change the subject. “So, did Marco leave you with a cliffhanger yesterday?” 
 
    “You know he did.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “The story of the bombing. The one that killed the homeless woman.” 
 
    The one where Marco saved her life for the first time. 
 
    “Where did he leave off?” 
 
    “No one could get any identifying information from the body or the bomb. You’d run up against a dead end.” 
 
    Peyton took another sip of coffee. Marco was ingenious. Not only was the story exciting, but it made him look like all kinds of hero when you got to the end, especially if Peyton was the one telling the ending. 
 
      
 
    *     *    * 
 
      
 
    The glass doors swished open with an audible hiss as Peyton and Marco entered the large, commercial nursery. Aisles of gardening equipment, pots, clippers, hanging doodads, crowded the interior. Bags of potting soil actually leaked out into the middle of the aisles, forcing people to step over them. 
 
    She wasn’t sure what good this little excursion was going to do them, but Defino seemed to think it was worth a shot. And to be fair, they had nothing else to go on. A call to Homeland Security had gotten lukewarm results. They said someone would come out to help them with the case, but it didn’t seem to be high on their list of worries at the moment. 
 
    She looked down the bank of cash registers. Only two were manned, both by teenagers who sullenly scanned the customers’ purchases and slapped them into plastic bags. Peyton nodded toward the end. A return counter occupied the far corner of the store and a man in his mid-twenties was staring at something on a computer screen. Since he was the only worker in the store without a smattering of acne on his face, Peyton figured he might be the manager. 
 
    They headed in his direction. He glanced up as they got close. His mousey brown hair was combed back from a wide forehead and he had dirt splatters on the orange apron he wore. 
 
    “How can I help you?” 
 
    Peyton removed her badge and held it out. “Are you the manager?” 
 
    His eyes widened upon seeing the badge and he vigorously shook his head. “I’ll get him. Look it was just an office party. We didn’t even know they were underaged.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco exchanged a look. Shit. Underaged for what? 
 
    “You expect me to believe that,” she said, leaning into the counter. 
 
    “It was just beer. That’s all. Just a few beers and I didn’t let them drive.” 
 
    Peyton released her held breath. Behind her, Marco relaxed. “Actually, we’re here about something else.” When the clerk’s shoulders dropped, Peyton pointed her finger at him. “But don’t let it happen again.” 
 
    He nodded vigorously. 
 
    “Can you get the manager, please?” 
 
    He picked up the phone and punched in four numbers. He gave the two of them a wary look as he waited for someone to pick up. “Ted, two cops are here, say they want to talk to you.” Peyton could hear a voice speaking on the other side. “No, not about that.” He covered the mouth piece. “He wants to know what you’re here for.” 
 
    “We want to ask him about some of his products.” 
 
    The clerk repeated Peyton’s request. Listening, his expression changed to one of frustration. “Fine. Yeah, fine.” Slamming the phone back on the cradle, he gave Peyton a bored look. “He says he’s busy doing inventory, that I can answer your questions. If not, you can leave your card and he’ll get back to you as soon as he can.” 
 
    Marco shrugged. 
 
    It wasn’t as if this was going to net them anything, Peyton knew, but it annoyed her that the manager didn’t feel they merited his attention. “Fine. We’re trying to track down materials that might be used to make a bomb.” 
 
    “A bomb?” He gave her a skeptical look. “This is a home improvement store.” 
 
    “I understand that, but you also sell chemicals here.” 
 
    “For home improvement. You know, cleaning and stuff.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t love his attitude. “Do you sell ammonium nitrate?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s called fertilizer. Makes your grass green.” 
 
    Peyton cocked her head at him. “Does every nursery sell it?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s sold all over the bay area. Nurseries, home improvement stores, grocery stores.” 
 
    “Does anyone buy it in large quantities?” 
 
    He gave her a disbelieving look. “Yeah, they’re called landscapers. Gardeners. Farmers.” 
 
    Peyton pressed up against the counter. “I could do with a lot less attitude. Let me school you on something, buddy…COPS ARREST PEOPLE!” 
 
    He took a step back. 
 
    Marco hooked the tail of her jacket and pulled her away, stepping between her and the clerk. 
 
    “Did she just threaten me?” 
 
    Marco gave a careless shrug. “She might have.” His expression grew hard. “But me, I don’t threaten.” 
 
    The clerk’s eyes widened until white showed around the iris. 
 
    “Now, here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to have your manager get me a list of everyone who bought ammonium nitrate in the last month and he’s going to do it now.” 
 
    “The last month? Everyone?” 
 
    “That’s right. Everyone.” Marco gave him a cold smile. “I think it’s a good time to get your manager, don’t you?” 
 
    The clerk scrambled away without a word. 
 
    Peyton’s phone vibrated. She dug it out of her jacket and lifted it to her ear. “Brooks?” 
 
    “Brooks,” came Maria’s voice. “We just got a call from a professor at Berkeley. He wants to meet with you about a student, said he asked some strange questions during a lecture.” 
 
    “You got a phone number?” 
 
    “I got an address. I’ll send it by text.” 
 
    “Great. Talk to you later, beautiful.” 
 
    Maria made a gagging sound and hung up. 
 
    Peyton put her phone in her pocket as she walked over to Marco. “You think the rabbit will get the manager to come out?” 
 
    “I think he better ‘cause I go back there next.” 
 
    “Well, we don’t need him. We got a call from a professor at Berkeley, who wants to talk to us about a student. Maria’s sending the address.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    They headed toward the doors, which swished open as they approached. As they crossed the parking lot, Peyton pointed back over her shoulder. “That was fun back there.” 
 
    “It was,” said Marco, giving her a smile. “We should do it again sometime.” 
 
    “We should.” 
 
    “But next time I say we make him wet himself.” 
 
    Peyton hit his shoulder with the back of her hand. “I like it.” 
 
    They both burst into laughter. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    In order to reach the University of California, visitors have to drive through the city of Berkeley. Berkeley is built on a series of hills and the streets all branch off the main thoroughfare, University Avenue. Below the city glimmers the San Francisco Bay and above it stretches the Pacific Coast Range, covered in redwoods and oak and eucalyptus trees, dotted occasionally by multi-million dollar homes. 
 
    Marco drove the Charger up University toward the campus. Peyton watched the colorful people meandering up and down the street, homeless people intermingled with college students and young couples with children. 
 
    “You ever come here when you were a teenager?” Marco asked, glancing over at her. 
 
    “My father would have killed me. I had a very tight leash as a kid.” 
 
    “Cop’s daughter and all, eh?” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “He do background checks on your boyfriends.” 
 
    Peyton glanced over at him. “What boyfriends?” 
 
    Marco chuckled. 
 
    “You come to Berkeley as a kid?” 
 
    “Yep. My brothers used to take me to concerts at the Greek.” 
 
    “Did your parents know?” 
 
    “Yeah, Bernardo went to Cal.” 
 
    “Ah, that must have been hard on you – living up to your brother.” 
 
    Marco shrugged. “Vinnie went to Stanford.” 
 
    Peyton winced. 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “Don’t you have a third brother?” 
 
    “Yeah, Franco.” 
 
    “Where’d he go?” 
 
    Marco pulled into the circle at the start of the campus. “He’s a disappointment. San Francisco State. Master’s degree in Civil Engineering.” 
 
    Peyton smiled. “You and me must be hopeless then.” 
 
    “I think it’s you and I, but what do I know?” He nodded at the unmanned information booth. “Wanna grab us a map?” 
 
    She jumped out and grabbed one from the plastic holder. Climbing back into the car, she held it so the two of them could view it. “Here it is,” she said, pointing at the square on the paper. Looking around, she searched for a parking space. “Think we’ll get a ticket if we park there?” She motioned to an open spot at the end of the circular drive. 
 
    “I think Defino will take care of it for us. Feel like a hike?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Marco parked the Charger where Peyton indicated and they climbed out. Using the map to guide them, they began the trek up the steep hills of the campus. Peyton looked around at the interesting buildings and abundance of redwood trees. In some areas, it looked as if the forest had just come into the campus and taken over, and no two buildings looked the same. 
 
    “It sure is pretty.” 
 
    Marco nodded. 
 
    They found the physical science building and went inside. The professor’s office was on the second floor. There was no reception desk, so she and Marco walked down the hall until they came to the number Maria had texted to them. 
 
    Peyton glanced up and down the dimly lit hall, then knocked on the door. A moment later, it opened and a short, stout man poked his head out. He had a grey beard, a bushy mustache and thinning hair. 
 
    “Yes?” he asked, blinking at them from behind large oval glasses. 
 
    Peyton reached for her badge. “I’m Inspector Brooks and this is Inspector D’Angelo.” 
 
    He gave them a skeptical look, then stared at her badge. “You hardly look older than my students,” he said, pulling open the door and motioning them inside. “Come in.” 
 
    The office was cramped with bookshelves that overflowed with manuscripts and hardbound books. Three chairs occupied the space, along with the professor’s desk chair, but they were piled high with papers and folders. The professor scooped up an armful and turned a circle, trying to find a spot to put it down. 
 
    “Please have a seat. I notified campus police as well and they said they’d send someone over.” He deposited the pile on a shelf and reached for another. 
 
    Marco motioned her into the vacated spot, while he waited for the professor to dispose of his second load. Dumping it on top of the first pile, the professor placed his hands on his hips and gave them a cool look as Marco took the chair and sat down. 
 
    “Why don’t you sit, Professor?” said Peyton. “I didn’t get your name.” 
 
    “Professor Karl, Albert Karl. I didn’t get your name either or I mean, I didn’t process it.” 
 
    “Brooks.” She pointed at herself. “D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Inspectors? Really? What are you, barely twenty-one?” 
 
    Peyton decided to deflect that question. “Our receptionist told us that you were concerned about a student.” 
 
    “Yes, Will Taber. He’s a student in my Chem. 1A class. I read an article about the unfortunate woman killed by a homemade bomb and it made me even more worried.” 
 
    “Tell us what happened, Professor.” 
 
    “It might not be anything. A lot of people have curiosity.” 
 
    “Curiosity about what?” 
 
    “Making bombs. Every semester I have a student ask me what I would use to make a bomb. I usually dismiss it, it happens so frequently, but Will Taber was different. He didn’t just want to know how to make it. He wanted to know how you detonate it from a distance.” 
 
    “Did you talk to him after class?” 
 
    The professor gave her a confused look. “Class?” 
 
    Peyton glanced helplessly at Marco. 
 
    Lecture, he mouthed. 
 
    “Lecture.” 
 
    “Do you know how many students I have in a Chem. 1A lecture, Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    Peyton sighed. No, she didn’t know how many students he had. Why should she know that? Was that something all college students knew? “Enlighten me.” 
 
    He gave her a look over the top of his glasses as if to say there was no hope of enlightening her. “150 on a slow day.” 
 
    “And yet you knew who this Will Taber was?” There. That should school him. 
 
    Marco gave her a brief encouraging nod, but the professor considered her as if she were an experiment. 
 
    “He asked so many questions about bombs, I asked the GSIs who he was. One of them remembered him from lab. He asked a lot of strange questions there too.” 
 
    “Hold on.” Peyton held up a hand to stop him. “GSIs?” 
 
    “Graduate Student Instructors.” He exhaled heavily.  
 
    Of course. Peyton bit her lip to stop the snarky comment that desperately wanted to come out. Twice today they’d been subjected to unnecessary sarcasm and frankly, she was getting sick of it. Why couldn’t Home Land Security just handle this? 
 
    Professor Karl gave Marco a critical look over his glasses. “What are you? Arm candy?” 
 
    Marco’s mouth opened, but he didn’t respond. 
 
    Peyton felt her jaw clench. “No, he’s here to shoot people who get too mouthy. Look, Professor, you called us.” 
 
    “I called the precinct and asked for some real detectives, not two cub scouts with merit badges.” 
 
    Peyton rose to her feet. 
 
    Marco closed his eyes and shook his head grimly. 
 
    “Let’s get something straight here, Professor. Yesterday, we saw a woman who bled out in an alley from a screwdriver that had punctured her jugular vein. The tip of her nose was burnt away in the blast and she died alone, searching for something to eat in a freakin’ dumpster.” 
 
    He leaned away from her, his hands gripping the arms of his chair. 
 
    “So why don’t you help out two cub scouts with merit badges and tell us where to find this little prick before someone else dies?” 
 
    A knock sounded at the door behind them. 
 
    Marco reached over and patted the professor’s knee. “Don’t strain yourself, Professor. Let the arm candy get it for you.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “According to Housing, he lives in this dorm,” said Sergeant Nelson, pointing to a cluster of white buildings on the campus map. 
 
    “Isn’t that off-campus?” asked Peyton. 
 
    Everyone looked over at the campus police representative, Patrol Officer Comphel. “Yeah, in the hills, right behind Frat Row.” 
 
    A trip to the administration building and Student Affairs had led them here. According to Housing, Will Taber’s roommate had requested a dorm change because of “strange smells, weird contraptions, and general creepiness.” He now had a double room all to himself. 
 
    Once they got that report, Marco had called for a search warrant and Peyton had called Sergeant Nelson. Thankfully, he’d arrived in the hour with his bomb squad. Both campus and city police had immediately agreed to let San Francisco run point on this case. 
 
    “When he asked about detonators, what did you tell him, Professor?” asked Sergeant Nelson. 
 
    Professor Karl seemed happy to deal with the middle aged sergeant. His attitude had changed dramatically on the walk over to the Housing office. “I didn’t tell him anything, but it’s not like he can’t figure it out on his own. A few internet searches and voila.” He held out his hands. 
 
    Peyton removed her pad and scribbled a note to confiscate Taber’s computer, so they could review his search history. The D.A. would need all the evidence he could get, since the bomb itself provided nothing. 
 
    “Ted Kaczynski used match heads and a nail. Others have used alarm clocks, trip wires, you name it. When you go in there, I’d be very careful about opening anything unless you know what’s inside,” instructed the professor. 
 
    “We’ve got this.” Nelson turned to Peyton and Marco. “I’ll send my squad in first to evacuate the building. Do we know where Taber is supposed to be right now?” 
 
    “He has a class until 4:00PM on the other side of campus,” replied Comphel. 
 
    “Let’s get someone out to detain him immediately.” 
 
    Comphel reached for his radio and turned away so he could give the order.  
 
    Nelson focused on Peyton and Marco. “The two of you wait outside the building until we give the all clear. Then you can come in and do your investigation.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “Wear your flak jackets. We don’t know what we’re facing.” 
 
    Marco nodded. 
 
    “Comphel?” said Nelson. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Lead us up to this dorm. Radio ahead and have your people begin clearing the building, but don’t go inside.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Set up a perimeter and keep everyone out. We need Taber’s room number.” 
 
    Comphel passed him a slip of paper. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” asked the professor. 
 
    “Stay here,” answered Peyton, following behind Nelson as he moved toward the exit. 
 
    They rode in Comphel’s university-issue sedan to the Charger. As Marco started the car and pulled in behind Comphel, Peyton leaned over the seat and hooked their flak jackets. Once they got on city streets, Comphel turned on his light and they rushed up the hills toward the collection of white buildings on the other side of campus. 
 
    Comphel drove them down a narrow, single lane road, winding through redwood trees and eucalyptus. They parked in a narrow parking lot outside the dorm and climbed out. The smell of eucalyptus enveloped them, mixed with the faintest touch of sea air. 
 
    Peyton took off her shoulder harness and tugged on the flak jacket, surveying the scene. White buildings, two and three stories tall, spread around them, topped with red tiles in a Spanish mission style. Fountains and planter beds interspersed the buildings, softening the harsh stucco walls. 
 
    A moment later, students began streaming out of the buildings, looking at the cops with bewildered expressions, talking on cell phones, or huddling together, muttering anxiously. They were ushered toward the streets by campus police. 
 
    Nelson approached Marco and Peyton. He nodded at the building closest to them. “This is where he lives. Once they finish evacuating, my men and I will go in. You wait out here.” 
 
    Peyton nodded, adjusting the straps on her jacket, then reached into the car and pulled her gun out of its holster. “Be careful, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Always am.” 
 
    A moment later he got the all clear and started down the hill toward Taber’s building. A number of students came out of the building behind them and wandered toward Comphel, asking him what was going on. Comphel stepped across the parking lot to meet them, leaving Peyton and Marco alone. 
 
    Peyton shifted weight. “I hate this.” 
 
    “The threat?” 
 
    “No, the waiting.” 
 
    “You don’t think he’d be stupid enough to have bombs in there, do you?” Marco indicated the building with his chin. 
 
    “Who the hell knows? He’s had a room all to himself for how long?” 
 
    “Who wakes up one day and says, hey, I think I’ll make a bomb and see how many people I can kill?” 
 
    “You could ask that about any killer, couldn’t you? If we had that answer, we’d be super heroes.” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    Peyton paced across the parking lot. How long would it take them to search his room, secure whatever they might find there? 
 
    Shifting around, she studied the building. A homeless man appeared around the bend in the road, aimlessly moving toward the dorm. Peyton hurried across the parking lot and caught up with him, turning him back the way he’d come. “You have to go that way,” she said, giving him a gentle push with one hand, while holding her gun out of his line of sight with the other. 
 
    He accepted her guidance and wandered a few feet away, then he stalled, bending over to inspect some plants. Peyton released an annoyed breath and moved toward him, but motion in the corner of her eye caught her attention. She turned and looked behind the dorm. Someone was running up the incline behind the buildings, heading toward the densely wooded hills. 
 
    “Marco!” she called, and began moving to cut the person off. It had to be Taber. 
 
    They jogged down to a loading dock at the side entrance to the building. A retaining wall blocked the incline and Peyton searched for a way to climb it. Behind them was a wooden fence, enclosing two dumpsters. 
 
    Placing her hands on the top of the wall, Peyton looked up at the person climbing toward the hills. “Stop!” she shouted. 
 
    He hesitated and looked over his shoulder. Shaggy brown hair flopped down over his eyes and he held something to the side of his face. 
 
    “Give me a boost!” she called back to Marco. 
 
    He started toward her, but a cell phone suddenly rang behind them. They both turned around, bewildered. The sound was muffled as if it were blocked by something. Marco moved a few steps back toward the dumpster with Peyton a stride behind him. The ringing was coming from inside. 
 
    “What—” Peyton began. 
 
    Marco whirled. “Get down!” 
 
    The next instant everything exploded. The top flew off the dumpster, Marco leaped for her and knocked her onto her back, the air slamming out of her lungs. She felt his body cover hers, his arms folding over her head as debris rained down on them. 
 
    Peyton fought to catch her breath, but her lungs seemed incapable of expanding. The weight of Marco’s body pressed her into the unforgiving asphalt and her head rang. Finally, she felt her body heave upward and blessed oxygen rushed into her laboring lungs. 
 
    “Fornicators!” came a voice above them. 
 
    Peyton blinked open her eyes and stared into the shaggy bearded face of the homeless man. 
 
    “Fornicators!” he shouted, wagging a finger at them. 
 
    Marco lifted his head, blinking his eyes, then he began searching over Peyton. “Are you hurt? Peyton, are you hurt?” 
 
    She caught his hands. “I’m okay. Knocked…the air out of me.” She still struggled to get enough oxygen. “Help me up, please.” 
 
    He shifted off her and pulled her to her feet, his hands roving over her shoulders and sides. “Are you sure you’re not hurt?” 
 
    She opened her mouth wide to clear her ears. “I’m all right. Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Fornicators!” 
 
    Marco placed a hand in the middle of the homeless man’s chest and pushed him back a pace. Suddenly Comphel was next to them. 
 
    “I called for an ambulance. Nelson’s on the way out here.” 
 
    Marco walked Peyton backward to the red painted curb and urged her to sit. Her knees were shaking so badly, she complied. 
 
    “Are either of you hurt?” came Comphel’s worried voice. 
 
    “We’re all right,” said Marco, but his eyes searched Peyton’s face. He reached up and pulled a long, white string out of her hair. 
 
    Peyton watched it. “Is that cheese?” 
 
    He nodded and tossed it away. 
 
    She shuddered involuntarily. 
 
    He gave a grim laugh. “It could be worse.” Pointing to the side, he motioned at a bit of half-burnt rubber. “That’s a condom.” 
 
    Peyton shivered again, gagging. 
 
    “Here.” Comphel handed Peyton her gun. She didn’t remember dropping it. 
 
    “Do the Berkeley police have K9 units?” she asked, checking to see if the gun was damaged in the fall. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Can you get one out here? I think our suspect just took to the hills.” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    Comphel stepped away to make the call. 
 
    Nelson suddenly appeared, racing around the corner. In the distance, Peyton could hear the sounds of sirens. 
 
    “Where are you hurt?” 
 
    “We’re all right,” said Marco. 
 
    The other bomb squad officers fanned out around them. 
 
    “Get that ambulance over here,” Nelson ordered. 
 
    “We don’t need it.” 
 
    “The hell you don’t.” He hunkered in front of Peyton and tilted her head back, peering into her eyes. “You could have head injuries and don’t even know it. A day from now, someone finds you dead.” 
 
    Marco and Peyton exchanged anxious looks. 
 
    “And there wasn’t even any fornicating,” she said sadly. 
 
    Marco burst into laughter. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton walked gingerly down the hall of the hospital and peered into Marco’s room. He had his back to her as he struggled to pull on his shirt. A massive black and blue bruise covered his entire right side. 
 
    “Good God, D’Angelo, who’s been beating on you?” 
 
    He turned and sucked in an agonized breath at the motion. “Thanks a lot, Brooks.” 
 
    “Did they x-ray that?” she said, pointing at the bruise. 
 
    “Yeah, couple of bruised ribs.” He gave her a narrow eyed look. “What about you?” 
 
    “Just sore. Nothing broken. Thanks to you.” She crossed the room and stopped before him. 
 
    He had the shirt up to his forearms, but lifting it over his head seemed to be problematic. 
 
    “Should have worn a button-up.” 
 
    “Yeah, I never dress appropriately for a bombing.” 
 
    She smiled. “They caught Taber.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “His room was full of evidence. Apparently it was quite a sight.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” He lifted the shirt, wincing, and got his head inside, but he struggled to pull it down. 
 
    She reached up and helped him. “I thought we had a rule about this.” 
 
    His eyes glittered with pain. “About what?” 
 
    “You running around naked in front of me.” She smoothed it over the taut lines of his belly. 
 
    “Yeah, well, you seem pretty damn intent on breaking all the rules, Brooks, so I wouldn’t talk if I were you.” 
 
    She reached out and caught his hand. “Thank you for saving my life.” 
 
    He gave her a skeptical look. “Nelson said it wasn’t strong enough to kill us. Maim us, yeah, but it probably wouldn’t have done much worse.” 
 
    “Well if that’s all.” Moving forward, she lifted on tiptoes and kissed his cheek. 
 
    He blinked at her in surprise. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, giving his hand a squeeze. 
 
    “Forget it. That’s what partners do.” 
 
    She smiled and released him, taking a step away. “You’re right. That’s what partners do.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit,” breathed Ferguson. “The two of you have been through hell together.” 
 
    Peyton lifted her eyes to him. “Is that a clinical assessment, Dr. Ferguson?” 
 
    He blinked at her. “What?” 
 
    “Holy shit?” 
 
    He gave a short laugh. “No, it was an honest reaction.” 
 
    Peyton glanced at the clock over his head. Bracing her hands on the table, she rose to her feet. “Let my partner come back to work, Dr. Ferguson,” she said. Then without another word, she left the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Peyton parked her Corolla next to the Charger and sat staring up at Marco’s apartment building. Glancing down, she noticed her hands were shaking on the steering wheel. She tightened them into fists. She had to confront this thing or there was no way she and Marco would ever get back to a working relationship. Alcatraz loomed large in her mind, dominating her every thought. 
 
    Throwing open the door, she climbed out and began walking toward the building. Just as she neared it, the door opened and Marco’s mother appeared. She stopped and looked Peyton over, then she continued on, forcing a smile. 
 
    “Peyton, how are you, sweetheart?” she said, opening her arms for a hug. 
 
    Peyton stepped into her embrace and smiled as Mona kissed her cheek. “I’m all right. How are you, Mona?” 
 
    Marco’s mother stepped back, but she slid her hands down and grasped Peyton’s fingers. “I’m fine.” Her eyes seemed liquid in the fading light of the day. “Actually, I’ve been better.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder at the closed door. “He worries me. I come over here, bring him food and try to clean up, but I find the food half eaten in the refrigerator and the dishes sitting in the sink.” 
 
    “Well, he’s a bachelor, Mona.” 
 
    Mona leaned close to Peyton. “And I think he’s picking up strange women.” 
 
    Peyton reared back, but Mona wouldn’t let her go. “Strange women?” She didn’t want to get into a discussion about this with Marco’s mother. 
 
    Mona nodded. “Vinnie says he has a new girl, but when I ask him, he says he doesn’t. All this time and he doesn’t get married.” She dropped her voice. “He’s thirty now.” 
 
    Peyton squeezed her hands in comfort. “He doesn’t believe cops should marry, Mona. You know that.” 
 
    “I know, and it’s not really that.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Mona met Peyton’s gaze. “He needs to go to confession. I ask him every day and he gets angry at me, but he has to go. He won’t be at peace until he does. He has to ask God for forgiveness.” She pressed Peyton’s hands to her heart. “Ask him for me. Tell him to go with me this Saturday.” 
 
    Peyton pulled back a bit. “I can’t do that, Mona.” 
 
    “Please…please. He’ll do it for you. He’ll do it if you ask him to.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “He thinks the world of you. He’ll do it if you ask him. Please, Peyton, please help me save my son’s soul.” 
 
    Peyton released her held breath. Oh, lord, Marco was going to get pissed at her if she brought this up. Why the hell did his family think she had so much influence with him? Still, she couldn’t deny the pain and worry in Mona’s eyes. “I’ll talk to him. I can’t promise anything, but I’ll talk to him.” 
 
    Mona kissed Peyton’s hands and released her. “You are a good girl. Your mama must be so proud of you.” 
 
    Well, that was a can of mess she wasn’t about to open right now. Instead she gave Mona a smile. 
 
    “Thank you,” Mona said, moving past Peyton. “Thank you, sweetheart.” Then she bustled off to her car. 
 
    Peyton watched her pull out of the parking lot, then she went to the door and climbed the stairs to Marco’s apartment. Knocking, she thought about what Mona said. Marco needed to go to confession to save his soul. Maybe this visit of hers was her version of confession. 
 
    He opened the door abruptly, then seemed surprised to see her. “Hey, partner.” 
 
    “Hey yourself. Can I come in?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Peyton stepped into his living room. She had to admit, she’d never seen it so clean before. The coffee table was free of dust streaks and there weren’t empty beer cans lying around. The couch cushions were actually on the couch, instead of strung across the floor. 
 
    Marco walked around the coffee table and muted the sound on the television. He wore a white t-shirt and a pair of athletic shorts. She couldn’t help but admire the defined muscles in his calves. 
 
    “Have a seat.” He motioned to the couch. A light breeze blew in from the kitchen, rustling the curtains. “Can I get you a beer?” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He walked to the refrigerator and pulled it open, grabbing two beers in one hand. He twisted off the caps, tossing them into the sink, and carried them back into the living room, handing one to her. She took a sip to steady her nerves. 
 
    “I saw your mom in the parking lot.” 
 
    He hesitated, then he sank into his arm chair, bracing his forearms on his thighs. He studied the label on the bottle for a moment. “What did she say?” 
 
    By his tone, she knew he guessed the direction of their conversation. She wasn’t about to lie to him. “She wants you to go to confession with her on Saturday.” 
 
    He didn’t respond. 
 
    Peyton shifted on the couch, tucking one leg under her. “That’s not what I want to talk about though.” 
 
    He looked up through his thick lashes. “Okay?” 
 
    Peyton rubbed the back of her neck. It prickled with anxiety. “I need to talk to you about Alcatraz.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to talk about.” 
 
    “There is for me.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m listening.” 
 
    Peyton rubbed at her temple, closing her eyes briefly. “I keep replaying it over and over in my mind, and I keep coming to the same conclusion.” She opened her eyes and forced herself to look at him. “I should have been the one to take the shot.” 
 
    “Peyton…” At her inhalation, he hesitated. “Brooks,” he amended. “Stop torturing yourself. The shot was mine, I took it, the priest died. It’s that simple.” 
 
    “He was shooting at me.” 
 
    “Which is why I had the better shot.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “I can’t believe that.” 
 
    “Why? Why can’t you believe what everyone else believes…knows?” 
 
    Peyton leaned forward and placed the beer on the coffee table. “Okay, here it is. When Peña held a gun to your head, I didn’t take the shot. Rosa did.” 
 
    “If you had taken the shot, I would have had a bullet in my brain.” 
 
    “And then on Alcatraz, I froze. I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “You were lying on your back, Brooks. He was shooting at you.” 
 
    Peyton swallowed hard and forced herself to look him in the eye. “You’ve got to be asking yourself whether I’m capable of taking the shot when it counts. You’ve got to be wondering if I’m a liability to you. You must have asked yourself if you wouldn’t be better off with another partner.” There, she’d finally said it. 
 
    He didn’t respond for a moment, simply stared at her. Then he leaned forward and placed his beer on the coffee table. Rising, he came to the couch and took a seat beside her. 
 
    Reaching out, he covered both of her hands with one of his own. “Listen to me, Peyton, and listen well. Not once in the last eight years have I wanted another partner. There is no doubt in my mind, no time when I have ever once questioned you. I trust you with my life.” He reached up and fingered a curl that had slipped out of her ponytail. “I know that if I ever need you, if I ever need you to take the shot, you will.” He tucked the curl behind her ear. “Please stop doubting yourself.” 
 
    She turned her hand over and clasped his. “You know I love you, right, D’Angelo.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure, but she thought he might have winced. Still his fingers tightened against hers. “I know.” 
 
    “About your mother.” 
 
    He wearily tilted back his head and exhaled heavily. 
 
    “Maybe you should go to confession.” 
 
    His eyes snapped to her and narrowed. 
 
    “Not for you, but…for her. Give her peace of mind.” 
 
    He blessed her with a gentle smile. “You have a point.” 
 
    She leaned forward and kissed his cheek. 
 
    As she drew away, he released her hand and patted her knee. “You gotta get out of here now.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He pushed himself to his feet and loomed over her. “Yeah, I gotta get ready. I’ve got a date tonight.” 
 
    “A date?” Peyton rose with him. “Not some blond bimbo, D’Angelo.” 
 
    “That’s none of your business. Now go.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, but she moved toward the door. “I swear, you’d think after all these years, I’d have taught you to have better taste in women.” 
 
    “You’d think,” he said, pulling open the door and leaning on it. 
 
    Peyton walked through and paused on the other side. “Talk to you tomorrow?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She offered him a smile, then walked away, pushing open the door for the stairwell and jogging down toward the parking lot. She couldn’t help but feel disappointed. She was really hoping that they could watch a baseball game together, reestablishing their equilibrium with each other, but just as she reached the Corolla, her cell phone rang. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco shut the door behind Peyton, then turned and leaned against it. He surveyed his apartment. Utilitarian furnishings, big screen TV, no books, no magazines, no frills. The only thing feminine he had were the curtains on the kitchen window, but his mother had picked those out. 
 
    He walked to the refrigerator and pulled it open, bending to peer inside. She had left him a number of little plastic boxes filled with something. He grabbed the first one and pulled off the top, studying the contents. Minestrone. He carried it to the microwave and shoved it inside, punching buttons to heat it. 
 
    Then he wandered back to his armchair and flung himself into it, grabbing the remote off the coffee table and pressing the sound button. Reaching for his beer, he filled his mouth with it and swallowed. 
 
    The announcer was calling the starting line-up. Marco wished he’d asked Peyton to stay. There was plenty of food and he liked watching the game with her. She didn’t feel the need to question everything the way Abe would. 
 
    The buzzer on the microwave dinged, but he didn’t move, staring at the brilliant green of the in-field. Leaning forward, he grabbed his cell phone off the table and thumbed it on. He pulled up his contacts and studied the familiar numbers to Peyton’s phone. 
 
    He knew she’d come back if he called her. He knew she would do anything to make this distance go away between them. And he wanted nothing more himself. He hated the way she watched him, wary and afraid he was going to blame her, curse her for not taking the shot. That damn shot had changed everything between them. 
 
    Not that their partnership had ever been equal, but she had always been the one he deferred to and he liked it that way. Let her run point. Let her do the interrogations. She was the better cop. He always saw his role with such simplicity. Keep her alive, so she could figure things out. 
 
    Now, though, in her eyes, their roles were somehow reversed, up-ended, even though he didn’t agree. He felt like he had fulfilled his role in her life, why couldn’t she accept it? 
 
    Closing his eyes, he tightened his grip on the phone, then he leaned forward and placed it on the coffee table without making the call. Now was not the time to fix things between them. Especially not now when both of their emotions were running way too close to the surface. 
 
    If he wasn’t careful, he was bound to say something that would ruin everything between them forever, and he couldn’t risk it. He just couldn’t take that chance. Not now, and probably not ever. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton climbed behind the wheel, but didn’t start the car. She pressed the screen on her phone and lifted it to her ear. 
 
    “Brooks?” Cho’s voice. 
 
    “Hey, what’s up? Stan get a hit?” 
 
    “No, but we got a body.” 
 
    Peyton felt her heart sink. “Are you sure it’s one of ours?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s ours. Just ran the name. The vic was arrested for lewd conduct with a minor two weeks ago.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Presidio. How quick can you get over here?” 
 
    “I’ll be there in twenty.” She started the car and put it in reverse. As she passed the Charger, she wanted to cuss. It felt completely wrong to be going on a call without Marco. “Have you called Jake?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s here right now. We’re probably going to send him to Abe with the murder weapon though. You want the details?” 
 
    “Not yet. I’m driving. Tell me everything when I get there.” 
 
    “Okey dokey.” He hung up. 
 
    As she raced to the scene, she couldn’t believe how defeated she felt. Everything they did to stay in front of this bastard wasn’t working. How were they ever going to get him? 
 
    By the time she arrived, the press had converged on the scene. The Presidio was a sprawling tract of land once operated as a military base, but now it was overseen by the park’s department. For over 200 years, it had been a fortified location, occupied at different points by three separate countries. An act of Congress had saved it from being auctioned off, preserving the historic buildings under the Presidio Trust Act. Despite its size, Peyton had no trouble finding the crime scene with all of the cars and people standing behind yellow police tape. 
 
    She parked the Corolla and climbed out, taking her badge from her belt. She showed it to the uniform and he lifted the tape for her to duck beneath. 
 
    “Inspector Brooks?” came a voice behind her. 
 
    Peyton turned and surveyed the crowd. The reporter, Genevieve Lake, pushed between the people and stopped on the other side of the tape. 
 
    “Inspector Brooks, is this another attack by the Janitor?” 
 
    Peyton felt her jaw clench. She reached out and caught the uniform’s sleeve, pointing at Genevieve. “Have someone escort that woman off the premises.” 
 
    “Yes, Inspector,” he said, reaching for his radio. 
 
    Peyton walked to Cho where he stood over a blanket-covered body. “You said you have a name?” 
 
    “Bruce Weller, computer programmer,” said Cho. He hunkered over the body and reached for the blanket, pulling it back. 
 
    The man’s eyes bulged and his throat was black and blue. Capillaries had burst on his cheekbones and the whites of his eyes were red. Peyton fought down her grimace of distaste. 
 
    “Strangulation?” she said, hunkering down across from Cho. 
 
    “With a dog leash.” 
 
    Peyton’s eyes lifted to Cho’s face. “Dog leash?” She glanced around. “Where’s the dog?” 
 
    “Didn’t find one.” He pointed across a grassy area where Simons stood talking to a woman. “She jogged past him earlier, down by the bay, and she said she didn’t see a dog then either.” 
 
    “Where’s the leash?” 
 
    “Jake took it to Abe. The killer had to exert a lot of force to strangle someone this big. We estimate the vic at about 200 to 220lbs. He fought back. He’s got split nails and fibers imbedded in the quick. We were hoping the killer might have left some DNA on the leash. We wanted to get it to Abe before it has a chance to degrade.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “How’d he get the drop on someone so big?” 
 
    Cho pointed to a bench a few feet away. “We think he came up behind him when the vic was tying his shoes.” He pulled back the blanket from his feet. One shoe was missing. “The struggle brought them over here.” 
 
    “No one saw it?” 
 
    “No one that we’ve met.” 
 
    “Who called it in?” 
 
    “Another jogger. Holmes is talking to him.” He pointed over his shoulder. 
 
    Peyton studied the bruising around Weller’s neck. “It’s getting more personal.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She met Cho’s gaze. “Escalating.” 
 
    “Looks that way.” 
 
    “Did he have the Clean-up Crew card on him?” 
 
    “Yeah. It was just sitting on his chest. Jake took that as well, hoping maybe the killer is getting sick of it and wants to be caught. He’s not even trying to hide it anymore.” 
 
    “Do we have any idea how the killer found this guy?” 
 
    “Not Megan’s List. We found out about his record from the police database. The arrest was too recent to be on Megan’s List.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. “Could the killer be a cop?” It was the only way she could think he’d have access to their database. 
 
    “Anything’s possible.” 
 
    “We need to get this guy’s computer. See if there’s anything on it.” 
 
    “When we found his wallet and ID, I sent Smith over to get it. He’s bringing it to Stan.” 
 
    “Good thinking. Was the vic married?” 
 
    “Not even once.” 
 
    “It really worries me that the killer might have access to our data bases, Nathan.” 
 
    “Let’s get the computer and see what’s on it.” 
 
    Peyton reached out and covered Bruce Weller’s face. “To strangle someone, you gotta really want them dead.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    She bowed her head. God, she was so sick of this case. There was simply no way to shift the advantage in their favor. If they didn’t discover how he found Weller, there would be another body before the weekend. They just couldn’t lose ground anymore. They just couldn’t lose. She might not know the rules of this game, but the stakes were mounting. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake juggled Abe’s box of whatnots and reached into his pocket for the key. 
 
    “Just knock.” 
 
    “I don’t want to disturb her if she’s sleeping.” 
 
    “It’s only 8:00.” 
 
    “But the lights are off.” He dug the key out, bracing the box against the doorjamb. Struggling to put the key into the lock, he turned it and pushed the door open. 
 
    Abe brushed by him and found his way in the dark to the kitchen, carrying his own bags of crap, while Jake used the edge of the box to flip on the living room lights. Looking over his shoulder, he saw Peyton sitting on the couch, in the dark, holding Pickles. Jake wondered why the little dog hadn’t barked his head off when they came home. 
 
    Walking around the end of the couch, he looked down at her. “Sitting in the dark? Way to go all Goth on me.” 
 
    “Emo.” 
 
    “Emo? You sure?” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “It’s probably some other annoying abbreviation by now.” 
 
    He gave her a once-over. “You aren’t wearing black. Did you get some tattoos?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Do you want to bring my supplies in here, Jake, or do you want to keep on with this cute repartee?” Abe leaned over the counter. “Heya, sweetie, come in here. I got something to fix up the mopes.” 
 
    Jake backed to the kitchen, then settled the box on the counter. Abe grabbed it and then shooed him from the room. Peyton set Pickles down and walked over to the bar stools, climbing up on the one closest to the couch. 
 
    “What’s up?” asked Jake, leaning on the end of the counter. 
 
    Peyton watched Abe unpack his box. “Nothing much.” 
 
    Abe pulled out a blender, a bottle of crème de menthe, one of cream de cacao, and vanilla ice cream. Next he removed four martini glasses. “Call my Angel and tell him to get his gorgeous hiney over here.” 
 
    “He has a date with a blond bimbo.” 
 
    Jake gave her a critical look. “Is that why you’re sitting in the dark?” 
 
    She stared at him as if he were an imbecile. “No.” Then she hesitated and sighed. “Well, not entirely. Did you get anything off the dog leash, Abe?” 
 
    “Trace DNA,” he said, grabbing his shopping bag and pulling out ice and some chocolate ice cream topping. 
 
    “Is that the ice cream stuff that hardens when it gets cold?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure is.” He tilted the martini glass and poured a looping pattern of chocolate around the bottom and edges. He did the same for two others. 
 
    “Will you be able to identify it?” 
 
    “The DNA?” Abe shrugged. “Only if we get a match in the system. That would mean our serial killer has been caught before.” He reached for the blender and began pouring the contents of the bottles into it. “Most likely, we’ll get DNA only from the victim. The last tests were clean. He was probably wearing gloves.” 
 
    Peyton braced her head on her hand. 
 
    Jake reached over and squeezed her other hand where it lay on the counter. “We’ll get him. Maybe this last guy’s computer will let us know how the serial killer found him.” 
 
    Abe began spooning ice cream into the blender. “He’s bound to screw up one of these times.” 
 
    “Yeah, how many more people die before he does? And did you see the media out there, Jake? You watch. Tomorrow there’s gonna be another Janitor article.” 
 
    Abe threw in a cup of ice cubes, then gave Peyton a glance. “You eat anything tonight?” 
 
    “I grabbed a burrito.” 
 
    He punched the button on the blender and the whir of it filled the room. Pickles scampered over to Jake and pawed his leg to be picked up. Jake scooped him into his arms and covered his ears. Abe reached over and scratched him, then turned off the machine. 
 
    Removing the lid, he poured the concoction into the three glasses over the spirals of ice cream topping. Then he dropped a wooden stick with a crepe paper ball into the glass, added a straw, and slid it across the counter to them. 
 
    Peyton picked it up and gave it a skeptical look. “What is it?” 
 
    “Well, technically it’s a Grasshopper, but once you add the pretty beach ball and the swirls of chocolate, it becomes something more. I call it Sex in the Tall Grass.” 
 
    Jake took an experimental sip. It was actually quite smooth and refreshing. “Why not call it Sex with a Grasshopper?” 
 
    Peyton almost spit out her drink. “I like it. Sex with a Grasshopper.” 
 
    “Sex with a Grasshopper,” Jake repeated, smiling at her. 
 
    “I think you got something there.” 
 
    “I think so too. Just imagine. Pretty soon all the latest movie stars will be asking for it.” 
 
    “Then it’ll show up on sitcoms.” 
 
    “And before you know it, even politicians will be having Sex with a Grasshopper.” 
 
    Peyton shrugged, twirling her straw. “They probably already are.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.” 
 
    Abe’s face grew dark and he glared at the two of them. “Well, enjoy it,” he said, lifting his own drink. “Because after tonight, it goes into retirement.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco entered the precinct a little before his 10:00AM appointment. He really wanted to see Peyton before he had to let Dr. Ferguson psychoanalyze him. He was getting sick of these morning meetings and wasn’t sure how much more he could take. 
 
    “Hi there, handsome,” said Maria, beaming a smile at him. “You’re early?” 
 
    “Hey, Maria. Is Brooks in yet?” 
 
    Maria looked disappointed. “She’s in a meeting with Defino, Cho and Simons. They’re in the break-room.” 
 
    “Did she have her session with Dr. Ferguson?” 
 
    “Yeah, but he cut it short. She was out by 9:00.” 
 
    “Hm, I wonder if that’s a good sign.” 
 
    “It’s Brooks. He probably got tired of looking at that rat’s nest she calls hair.” 
 
    Marco chuckled, but he didn’t take the bait. He pushed open the half-door and moved toward the break-room. “I think I’ll just go poke my head inside.” 
 
    “You’re liable to get it bit off by Defino.” 
 
    “Oh well,” he said with a smile. “I’ll just have to take my chances.” 
 
    He walked toward the break-room and found the door open. Glancing inside, he was surprised to see everyone huddled around Stan Neumann and a laptop. Peyton looked up at him and her face lit with happiness, then she dropped her eyes again. 
 
    Marco hid the confusion her dismissal caused and stepped inside. Cho was the first to break away and he offered Marco his hand. Then Simons gave him a bear hug and set him away, clapping huge hands on his shoulders. Jake gave a nod, but Captain Defino looked like she was about to explode. 
 
    “Hey, Marco,” said Stan. 
 
    “Hey, Stan.” 
 
    Captain Defino fixed her hands on her hips. “’You better have a good reason for being here.” 
 
    “My session with Dr. Ferguson?” 
 
    She gave him a suspicious look. 
 
    He decided to change the subject. “I had reporters outside my apartment this morning.” 
 
    “Did you talk to them?” she demanded. 
 
    “Not a bit, ma’am.” 
 
    “Good. Don’t.” 
 
    He gave her a salute. 
 
    Peyton met his eye again and offered him a slight smile. “Did you find anything on the vic’s computer, Stan?” 
 
    “He played Warriors of Terrabelthenia.” 
 
    “Terrawhatenia?” said Peyton, frowning at him. 
 
    “An RPG.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Role Playing Game.” 
 
    “You like RPGs, Peyton?” asked Jake mischievously. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You like RPGs, you know, the way you love comic books and Star Wars?” 
 
    She punched his shoulder behind Stan’s back. Defino glared at Jake. 
 
    Marco couldn’t help but smile. Lord, how he missed this. 
 
    “What does that mean, Stan? He plays this terra-thingy?” 
 
    “Terrabelthenia. It’s not very popular. Most people don’t bother with it. The storyline is hackneyed and the graphics are…” He made a rude noise. 
 
    Peyton gave the captain a helpless look. 
 
    “The point, Stan?” Defino said. 
 
    “I didn’t set up a profile on this game like I did the others. I’m trying to get into the system now, so I can review his chat logs, but I’ve got to figure out his password.” 
 
    “Can you?” 
 
    “Of course. He’s an amateur. He has a password keeper program.” 
 
    Marco moved into the room and sat down at a table close to them. They didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    Stan’s fingers flew over the keyboard. “There we go. Gotcha!” 
 
    Peyton moved so she could look over his shoulder. Stan tilted his head, so his cheek just brushed against the wisps of curls that escaped her ponytail. Marco resisted the impulse to refocus him with a slap upside the head. 
 
    Peyton’s dark eyes shifted across the screen. “Is this what I think it is, Stan?” 
 
    Stan blinked, then focused on the text. Marco and Cho exchanged an annoyed look. 
 
    “What?” demanded the captain. 
 
    “It looks like he was arranging a meeting with someone on-line.” 
 
    “Can you get into that other profile?” 
 
    “Of course I can.” 
 
    “Where were they meeting?” 
 
    Peyton looked up. “The Presidio.” 
 
    “Was he meeting a boy or girl?” 
 
    “Boy,” said Stan. “Sixteen.” 
 
    “Give the information on the boy to ICAC, Stan, so they can follow up and find out if the meeting took place.” 
 
    Stan nodded. 
 
    Peyton rose to her full height and rubbed her lower back. “Now what?” 
 
    “Stan needs to set up a profile on that game and see if we get another bite,” said Jake. 
 
    Defino considered that. “It fits the pattern. He changes his search after every two deaths.” 
 
    “No. When he used the church event board, he killed three people that time,” said Simons. 
 
    “Right, except he said the ranger was collateral damage. So really, he changes after he kills two pedophiles,” corrected Peyton. 
 
    Marco covered his mouth with his hand, thinking. This was their one chance to catch the serial killer before someone else died. If so, they couldn’t wait for someone to take the bait. They had to lay out the bait and take it themselves. 
 
    “Stan, can you set up a profile as a teenager, but also create a second one as a perp?” 
 
    “As easily as I breathe.” He looked adoringly up at Peyton. 
 
    She patted his shoulder. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” asked Defino. 
 
    “We meet ourselves on-line and arrange a meeting.” 
 
    “Like a snake eating its own tail,” said Jake, earning a round of glares. 
 
    “Then we can set up the meeting and control the situation,” finished Peyton. 
 
    Marco gave her a wink. The smile she returned made something ease in his chest. He hadn’t realized how much he’d been wanting that. 
 
    Defino considered it for a moment. “If we arrange a meeting, someone will have to go as decoy. It could be dangerous.” 
 
    “We’ve done it before, Captain,” said Marco. “And if we select the meeting site, we can have officers stationed there ahead of time.” 
 
    “It would have to be somewhere remote to protect the public,” said Simons. “But he might not come if the location is too remote.” 
 
    “He’s getting increasingly bold and reckless,” reasoned Peyton. “He might.” 
 
    Marco pointed at Jake. “We could have Ryder stationed some place inconspicuous and have him snap pictures. Maybe we can get him on film, even if he doesn’t approach our decoy.” 
 
    Defino nodded. “I like it. It’s certainly better than anything else we’ve got. Set up the profiles, Stan, and start the conversations. The rest of you figure out a location to have our meeting. Once you’ve got that, go out there and get the lay of the land.” She gave Marco a nod. “Nice work, D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Thanks, Captain. Can I have my gun back?” 
 
    She shook her head with an amused smile and glanced at her watch. “No, but you can go have your session with Dr. Ferguson right now.” 
 
    Marco sighed as she walked past him and out the door. 
 
    Cho and Simons were on her heels. 
 
    As he climbed to his feet, Peyton stopped in front of him. “You done good, D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, with all the free time I’ve got, I think my brain is desperately trying not to go to mush.” 
 
    She smiled and pushed him in the chest. “Go meet with Ferguson.” 
 
    He gave an aggravated moan. “I hate meeting with him.” 
 
    “So do I, but I went.” 
 
    “Maria said you finished your session early. What happened?” 
 
    “That little gossip. Who the hell does she think she is?” 
 
    “Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “I’m sick of the sessions too, so I took a page out of Marco D’Angelo’s book and refused to talk.” 
 
    Marco laughed and allowed her to propel him out of the break-room. “Someone’s gonna get her gun pulled.” 
 
    She gave him a sarcastic nod and tried to turn him around. “Go on, D’Angelo. No more stalling.” She pressed her hand in the middle of his back and tried to move him forward. “I got work to do.” 
 
    He watched her head to her desk and then started for the conference room. She had a point. Today was going to be his last session, no matter what decision Ferguson made. He needed to get back to work too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    Marco entered the conference room. 
 
    Dr. Ferguson was busy writing on his yellow legal pad and didn’t immediately look up. 
 
    “Take a seat, Inspector D’Angelo.” He motioned to Marco’s usual spot. 
 
    Marco shut the door behind him and pulled out the chair, sinking into it. 
 
    After a few minutes, Ferguson leaned back. “Let me make something clear before we begin, Inspector. I’m not going to sit here listening to silence for another hour.” 
 
    “Got it.” Marco laid his hands flat on the table. “Let me make something clear.” 
 
    Ferguson’s brows climbed. 
 
    “I’m not going to meet with you after today. This is our last session.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s within your sphere to decide.” 
 
    “I think it is. Either you restore my badge or you don’t, but this has gone on long enough. If you haven’t come to a conclusion yet, you’re just milking the department for money.” 
 
    Ferguson clasped his hands on his legal pad. “I get paid a salary whether I meet with anyone or not, Inspector, so that assessment is erroneous. And you are aware that many people spend years in therapy before they make any progress.” 
 
    “Is that what we’re doing? Therapy?” 
 
    “No, I’m evaluating you.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve done enough evaluating. So get whatever else you need today, then let’s move on.” 
 
    “I want to talk about your partner.” 
 
    “That’s all we’ve talked about.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t speak to me today. I finally had to let her go. If I wanted to pull her badge right now, I would be within my rights to do so.” 
 
    “But you won’t because Defino needs her and you really don’t have any solid reason to do so.” 
 
    “I think I do.” 
 
    “What? What did she say?” Marco frowned. What the hell could Peyton have said that would have caused him to doubt her mental stability? And didn’t talking about another patient break some code or something? 
 
    “I asked her about her father, his death. I asked her if that was why she clung to you, felt her very self-worth was tied to your partnership.” Ferguson held up a hand. “I got nothing.” 
 
    Marco shifted uneasily. Peyton’s self-worth wasn’t tied to him and she didn’t cling to him. In fact, their friendship really was one sided. She didn’t need him. She had a circle of people as loyal to her as he was. 
 
    “Isn’t this an ethical violation for you?” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “You’re telling me about your session with her. I thought that was private.” 
 
    “As you so aptly put it, this isn’t therapy, Inspector, this is evaluation and to evaluate the two of you, I have to talk about you to each other. I’m not telling you any secrets she told me, I’m telling you what she didn’t tell me. I can’t violate her trust by divulging silence.” 
 
    “She has operated just fine for years after her father’s death. You don’t have to question that.” 
 
    “Why won’t she talk about it?” 
 
    Marco gave him a disbelieving look. “Because it was the single most painful moment of her life. Why do you want her to keep dredging it back up?” 
 
    “I don’t, but I don’t think burying things helps either.” 
 
    “I get the feeling we aren’t talking about Peyton anymore.” 
 
    “That’s right. Everything in your life is a lie. You bury your true feelings about everything – your family, your religion, your guilt, your partner. You put up a wall between you and everyone else. Have you had an honest conversation with a single person?” 
 
    “What does that mean? Of course I have.” 
 
    “When was the last time you told your parents you loved them?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Do you tell your brothers?” 
 
    “Men don’t go around doing that.” What the hell! 
 
    “Do you know when you had your last honest conversation?” 
 
    “I’m certain you’re going to tell me.” 
 
    “In here, when you tell me the stories about you and Peyton. You let your guard down and you show what’s important to you, but the minute that clock reaches noon, you shut down again. Until you have an honest conversation with yourself, you won’t move past the priest’s killing, just like Peyton won’t move past her father’s death.” 
 
    Marco slumped back in his chair. “That’s all this is for you, isn’t it? You want us to pick the scabs off our wounds for your entertainment. You want me to keep reliving the moment I took that shot because it somehow validates you, who you are. As long as you keep me picking at that, keep me raw, you feel like you’re doing something, accomplishing something. That’s why you want Peyton to talk about her father. You want her to relive the most devastating moment of her life, so you can feel alive.” 
 
    Dr. Ferguson didn’t answer. 
 
    “She is the strongest person I know. Strength doesn’t come from being able to look at dead bodies or reacting in an instant and firing a gun. Strength is in getting someone to confess to the most heinous crime imaginable, strength is seeing a perp as something more than an animal, strength is seeing that a whore or a drug addict is a person. I rely on that strength. I expect it, but that day, the day her father was shot, I saw her crumble. I saw her…” He looked down at the table. “I saw her come apart. Why the hell would you want her to relive that moment over and over again?” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco passed her a paper coffee cup. The fog had come into the City, folding around it and shutting out the rest of the world. A gust of wind sent food wrappers and paper cups skittering across the sidewalk. 
 
    “What’s this?” She held it to her nose and sniffed. “Hot chocolate?” 
 
    “Yep, I got it with whipped cream.” 
 
    She gave a little shiver of happiness and took a careful sip. “And marshmallows?” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    She pointed to the draped body, lying on the floor of the garage. Chuck Wilson, their crime scene processor, was studying the lay of the body and beside him was a man Marco didn’t recognize, snapping off pictures. 
 
    “You wanna take a look while I enjoy my cocoa?” said Peyton. 
 
    He smiled. The cocoa had nothing to do with it. Carrying his own paper cup of coffee, he walked into the garage. “Hey, Chuck, what we got here?” 
 
    Chuck came over to him, but they didn’t shake hands because of his rubber gloves. “If it isn’t the young hotshots. Where’s my coffee?” 
 
    “Sorry. I wasn’t sure if you liked it all sugared up like my partner.” 
 
    He gave a low laugh. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Marco pointed at the photographer with his chin. 
 
    Chuck rolled his eyes. He was in his mid-fifties with grey hair. A pair of dark sunglasses dangled from the pocket of his uniform and he wore ass-kicking Doc Martens. He was the toughest bastard at the precinct and a lot of the younger cops avoided him. The last of a dying breed, he was a cop turned CSI. “Greenhorn they want me to train. He’s a little boy with a camera.” 
 
    Marco smiled. “He have a name?” 
 
    “Bob Anderson.” 
 
    “Is he going to another precinct?” 
 
    “Shit no. You’re getting stuck with his prissy-ass when I retire in two months.” 
 
    Bob Anderson was using the camera as a barrier, taking pictures as far back as he could from the body. He hadn’t even lifted the drape. 
 
    Marco turned to face Chuck. “You sure about retiring?” 
 
    Chuck shrugged. “My wife hasn’t been feeling well lately. They’re running a bunch of tests.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    “Thought I’d retire now, so we can do some traveling like we always wanted.” He gave him a tense smile. “You young ones don’t get it, but there’s a time when you just can’t put yourself in the line of fire anymore for crazy-ass strangers who just wanna kill each other.” 
 
    Marco thought of the bombing they’d just survived. Chuck had a point. 
 
    “I hope it isn’t anything serious with your wife.” 
 
    He nudged Marco with his shoulder. “I think it’s all made up to get me to quit.” 
 
    They both laughed. 
 
    “You might tell little Bobby over there to actually lift the drape on the body, while I go take a look around the house.” 
 
    Marco nodded his assent and then walked over to the vic, hunkering down next to him. Lifting the drape, he scanned him for cause of death. 
 
    The vic lay on his back, blond hair swept away from a strong forehead. No obvious injuries were visible on his upper body and head. His eyes and mouth were open, the mouth contorted in an expression of surprise. Marco lifted the drape further and sucked in a breath. 
 
    The man’s crotch was covered in red and a pool of it had formed beneath him. “Did you get pictures of this?” he said to Bob. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” said Bob with a shudder. “Good thing the poor bastard died, I’m thinking.” 
 
    Marco gave a nod of agreement. Tilting his head, he looked at the man’s hands where they lay, flung out beside him. A gold wedding band wrapped around his left ring finger. 
 
    “He was married.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You sure you got pictures of it?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I can take some more if you think I should.” His hands shook on the camera. 
 
    Marco forced himself to be patient. At least he wasn’t vomiting like someone he knew. “That might be a good idea.” 
 
    Bob sidled over and squatted, aiming the camera at the man’s crotch or well…what was left. 
 
    “I’m Marco D’Angelo. My partner’s Peyton Brooks.” 
 
    “Bob Anderson.” 
 
    “How you like CSI?” 
 
    “It’s…great.” 
 
    Marco smiled and shifted toward the street. “Brooks? You wanna come in here now?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    Bob looked up at him. 
 
    Marco shrugged. 
 
    Peyton came into the garage with her cup of hot chocolate. She moved to his side and bent over, taking a quick look, then she hesitated and leaned closer, putting her hand on his shoulder to steady herself. 
 
    “Shot him in the…” She glanced up at the photographer. “Hi, I’m Peyton.” 
 
    “Bob.” 
 
    Peyton gave a nod. “Where’s Chuck?” 
 
    “In the house,” said Marco. “This is his replacement for when he retires.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s nice. We should get him a cake or something.” 
 
    “We should. And maybe we can all pitch in and buy him a present.” 
 
    “I like that idea.” 
 
    Bob cleared his throat. They looked at him. “We have a dead body here. Could you show a little respect?” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “You’re right. So, someone shot him in the willy and he obviously bled out here on the floor.” 
 
    “Probably a wife,” offered Marco, pointing his coffee cup at the ring. 
 
    “Or the mistress,” reasoned Peyton. 
 
    “We should probably talk to the neighbors and see if they heard anything.” 
 
    “Good idea.” She looked at Bob. “Why don’t you go into the house and see if you can find a name for the wife?” 
 
    “And just leave the body here?” 
 
    Marco pointed out to the driveway. “There’s a uniform out there protecting the scene.” 
 
    “And clearly, the vic’s not walking away,” said Peyton. 
 
    “True,” finished Marco. 
 
    Bob Anderson climbed to his feet. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    Peyton and Marco exchanged a look. 
 
    “We’re working a case,” said Peyton slowly, rising to her full height. “When someone gets shot in the willy, we have to find out who hated him enough to do it, so we ask questions, we look around his house, we search his possessions, then we arrest the person who did it.” 
 
    “That’s a dead body.” He pointed at the vic. 
 
    “Right. That’s step number one in homicide.” 
 
    Bob shook his head at her, then turned around and walked rapidly into the house. 
 
    “He’s not going to last long.” 
 
    “I give him a few months.” 
 
    “Months? I give him a few more minutes,” she said. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton jogged down the steps and met Marco and Chuck Wilson on the street. “Those folks made the call to dispatch. They heard arguing in the garage and then the shot.” 
 
    “I found information on the wife. She works for an insurance company on Market,” said Chuck. 
 
    “I called and she showed up today. She was more than an hour late,” said Marco. 
 
    “Well, let’s go have a little chat.” She glanced at her phone. “It’s almost lunchtime. See ya later, Chuck.” 
 
    Chuck lifted a hand in goodbye, then moved back toward the garage. 
 
    As they reached the Charger, Peyton’s cell phone rang. Marco unlocked the doors and climbed behind the wheel as she pulled the phone out of her pocket. Pressing it on, she lifted it to her ear. “Brooks here,” she said, sliding into the seat next to him. 
 
    Marco could hear a muffled voice on the other side. 
 
    “Hey, Captain. Marco and I have a lead on the wife. We’re headed over to her place of employment to have a chat with her.” 
 
    More muffled words. 
 
    Peyton covered the mouth piece with her hand. “You have the name of the insurance company and an address?” she asked him. 
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled it out, passing it to her. 
 
    Peyton read the location into the phone. Marco frowned at her. Defino hadn’t interfered in an investigation before. What was going on? 
 
    Peyton shrugged. 
 
    “Wait. What? We’re on our way there right now, Captain. We can get there faster than Cho and Simons…” Her voice trailed away and her grip on the phone tightened. “What?” 
 
    He saw her eyes go wide and her breathing picked up. 
 
    “Brooks?” 
 
    She motioned at the ignition frantically. 
 
    He reached over and started the Charger. 
 
    “How?” Her voice came out breathless and strange. “San Francisco General? On Potrero?” 
 
    Marco slammed the car into gear and pulled away from the curb. 
 
    “What? No, I don’t understand. Wait. What about my mother?” 
 
    Marco could feel his heart begin to pound. He gripped the steering wheel harder as he flipped a U-turn. 
 
    “Okay, okay.” Her breath hitched as she exhaled. “We’re on our way right now. Uh, I don’t know. I don’t know how far.” 
 
    She looked over at Marco and her eyes swam with tears.  
 
    “About fifteen minutes,” he told her. 
 
    “Fifteen. Yes, yes, I understand. Okay, Captain.” She lowered the phone to her lap and sat staring out the window. 
 
    Marco swallowed hard, but he didn’t know what to say. Something was terribly wrong. He reached over and covered her hand where it gripped the phone. She gave a little start, then released her breath. 
 
    “Uh, my father…” Her voice failed and she closed her eyes for composure. “My father’s been shot, Marco.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    They arrived at San Francisco General. Patrol cars fanned out across the entrance and choked the parking lot. Peyton sat staring at them as Marco parked the Charger. He unhooked his seatbelt and climbed out, then went around the car and pulled open her door. 
 
    She looked up at him. 
 
    He held out his hand and she took it, letting him pull her out of the car. As they walked across the parking lot to the emergency room doors, she stared at her feet as if she needed to consciously think about walking. 
 
    When the automatic doors swished open, she stumbled to a halt. A line of police officers stood in the waiting room, their hats in their hands. As soon as they saw her, they bowed their heads. 
 
    Marco felt his heart kick against his ribs. There was no way this could be good news. 
 
    Peyton trembled next to him, but she lifted her chin and started moving. Marco hesitated behind her. He’d seen few things as brave as her walk down the gauntlet of police officers, her back straight, her chin raised. 
 
    A middle aged woman with brown hair detached herself from one of the officers and ran at Peyton, throwing her arms around her. Tears streamed down her face. 
 
    “He’s gone. He’s gone!” she sobbed, then her knees buckled, dragging Peyton forward. 
 
    Marco caught Peyton’s elbows and slowed their descent to the floor. There they huddled, Peyton’s mother sobbing violently, Peyton holding on to her, her eyes wide. Around them the police officers stood, bowing their heads in respect for a fallen comrade. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    After the funeral, Peyton’s mother, Alice, held a reception at her house. It wasn’t an exceptionally large house and with all of the cops, it quickly became crowded. The funeral had been a ceremonious, solemn affair with a long procession of both police and fire to the cemetery. Marco had stayed back with Captain Defino and the rest of the officers from the precinct, while Peyton sat with her mother. 
 
    He hadn’t been able to stop looking at her. She’d never once shed a tear, never once broken down. Alice had sobbed throughout the whole thing, but not Peyton. She maintained a stoic façade that hid what he knew she had to be feeling inside. He didn’t want to see his partner come apart, but her lack of emotion scared him a bit. 
 
    Now he couldn’t find her. He’d ridden over to the reception with Smith, but he’d been here about ten minutes and he still hadn’t seen her. Pressing through the bodies, he searched the living room chairs. Alice was sitting in a recliner before the fireplace, a circle of women around her, urging her to eat and drink. She held the folded American flag they’d given her and wouldn’t part with it. He could see her resemblance to Peyton, especially about the eyes, but she didn’t have Peyton’s wild curls or her exotic looks. 
 
    Marco knew he had to offer his condolences. He tugged at the uncomfortable uniform and made his way over to her. 
 
    “Mrs. Brooks,” he began, holding out his hand. 
 
    She took it and stared up at him. 
 
    “I’m Marco D’Angelo, Peyton’s partner.” 
 
    Recognition dawned and she rose to her feet, setting the flag on the chair. “Marco, yes. Peyton’s told me about you. Thank you for coming.” 
 
    He gave a brief nod. “I’m so sorry for your loss, ma’am.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She patted his hand. “I think I’m still in shock.” 
 
    “If there’s anything I can do…” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I was looking for your daughter. Do you know where she is?” 
 
    “She was just here a moment ago. She might be in the kitchen, helping with the food.” 
 
    “I’ll look for her.” 
 
    He released Alice Brooks and wandered toward the kitchen. He found Abe manning a make-shift bar, mixing drinks for people who wanted something stiffer than beer. Abe looked up and gave him a subdued smile. 
 
    “Hey there, sexy. Look at you in your uniform.” He wore a black silk shirt with black trousers and wing-tipped shoes. 
 
    Marco pulled at the tight collar. No matter what size he got, the police issue uniforms, including the dress blues, always strained across his shoulders. “This is the very reason I took the detective test.” 
 
    “The uniform?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, you wear it well. Can I make you a drink, Angel’Delicious?” 
 
    “No. Have you seen Peyton?” 
 
    Abe shook his head, his dread locks swinging. “I was going in search of her when I got roped into doing this. Maybe she’s with her mother?” 
 
    “I already checked.” 
 
    Someone came in. Marco didn’t recognize him, but he gave Marco a nod and moved up to Abe’s counter. 
 
    “What’ll it be?” Abe asked. 
 
    Marco moved back to the living room. To the right branched a hallway, so he ducked inside. He had to sidestep a woman leaving the bathroom. She gave him a kind smile as she headed back to the main part of the house. 
 
    Marco moved past the bathroom and surveyed the other three doors. He didn’t want to go snooping around, but he was worried about Peyton. Knocking at the first door, he got no response, so he moved to the other side and knocked at the next door. 
 
    “Come in,” came a muffled voice. 
 
    Marco turned the knob and poked his head inside. Peyton was sitting on a twin bed in the dark. She had a police officer’s hat in her hands. He pushed open the door and approached her. Glancing around, he saw there was nowhere else to sit. 
 
    The twin bed took up the middle of the room. At its foot, against the wall, was a dresser and on either side of the bed were nightstands. This had to be her bedroom from when she was a child. Unlike most girls, Peyton didn’t have pink, frilly things. Her comforter was neutral colors and above the dresser was a bulletin board with scraps of paper, concert tickets, and playbills arranged in a pattern. 
 
    At the head of the bed was an enormous poster of the rock star, Joshua Ravensong, his head thrown back, microphone in hand, his black hair cascading over his shoulders. Marco gave it a wry look, then decided the only place to sit was beside her on the bed. 
 
    A little brown stuffed dog blocked him, so he picked it up and set it on her pillow. “Hey, partner, I’ve been looking for you.” He sank down on the mattress beside her. 
 
    She turned the hat around in her hands. “When I was a little girl, I would sneak my father’s hat out of his room and pretend I was solving cases in here. He never scolded me for having it when he was trying to get ready in the morning.” 
 
    “I’m thinking there wasn’t much you could do that would make him mad.” 
 
    She lifted the hat and hooked it on the post of the footboard, running her fingers over it. “I just don’t understand how everything can change so quickly. One minute you’re fine. The next…” 
 
    “No one understands that, Brooks.” 
 
    “You think you understand the dangers, you know? Police get shot, but the reality…the reality is so different.” 
 
    He didn’t know how to answer, so he said nothing. 
 
    “I keep trying to remember the last thing I said to him.” She clasped her hands tightly. “I keep hoping it’ll come to me. What if it was unimportant? Silly? What if his last thought was that he wished I’d told him something more?” 
 
    “Peyton.” He put his arm around her. She was trembling. “It doesn’t matter what we say to people, especially family. They know our feelings without us having to say it over and over again. And I have no doubt he knew how much you loved him. I saw it when you were with him.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and the trembling grew worse. “I need to know that what I said meant something, Marco. I need to know that he understood. In that final moment, I need to know that he was sure he was loved.” 
 
    Marco tightened his hold. “He knew, sweetheart. He knew.” 
 
    She began to sob, deep, wrenching sobs, folding over on herself. He kept his arm around her as she slumped into his lap, burying her face in her hands. Reaching up, he stroked the curls that tumbled around her, blocking her face. 
 
    He lost track of time as he sat in the dark room with her, letting her sob out her devastating loss, and in that moment, he knew what his duty was – he didn’t want anything like this to ever happen to her again. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco stopped talking, staring at the table in front of him. If he thought about it, he could bring up the feeling in that room again. Some memories are so powerful they stayed with you forever. That was one of them. 
 
    Dr. Ferguson didn’t speak. Marco was fine with that. There really wasn’t any more to say. If he didn’t understand why Marco wasn’t guilty for the priest’s death, he never would. Defino would simply have to go to bat for him with Internal Affairs. 
 
    “You’re right,” he finally said. “This is our last session.” 
 
    Marco blinked and looked up at him. He wanted to feel elated, but something in Ferguson’s demeanor seemed off. “Good.” 
 
    The doctor tilted the legal pad and let the papers slip back into place. “I will be giving Captain Defino my final report by the end of the week.” 
 
    Marco resisted the impulse to ask him what it would say. 
 
    “I do, however, wish you the best, Inspector D’Angelo. I wish you’d consider seeking real therapy. I’m happy to recommend someone if you’d like.” 
 
    “I’m good, Dr. Ferguson.” 
 
    “As you wish. You have my number if you change your mind.” 
 
    “I do.” Marco rose to his feet. “You do know that nothing I’ve told you makes me incapable of carrying a gun, right?” 
 
    Ferguson gave him a slow smile. “I’ll have my report to Captain Defino by the end of the week, Inspector D’Angelo. You will know then.” 
 
    Marco let his fist fall against his thigh. So be it. He would just have to wait for the report before he decided his next course of action. “Good bye, Dr. Ferguson.” 
 
    “Good bye, Inspector D’Angelo. May you find peace.” 
 
    Marco hesitated, then he decided it wasn’t worth it and went to the outer door, pulling it open. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Peyton locked the door on her Corolla, then paused as she heard the rumble of a large engine pulling off the street. The Charger came around the side of the building and stopped next to her. Marco climbed out. 
 
    His dark hair was pulled back in his usual ponytail and he wore a ribbed t-shirt that showed off his muscular forearms. Coupled with loose fitting jeans and his boots, he looked healthy and hearty, a man in his prime. 
 
    “Hey, partner.” 
 
    “Hey, yourself. What are you doing here?” 
 
    He stopped in front of her. “It’s been three days since my last session with Dr. Ferguson. He promised a report by the end of the week.” 
 
    “I see. So do you plan to sit here all day, waiting for it?” 
 
    “I plan to demand my job back whether Ferguson gives his report or not.” 
 
    Peyton gave him a once-over. “Ooh, you going all bad ass on me here, D’Angelo?” 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    Her phone vibrated in her pocket and she reached for it. A text message from Defino blinked across the display. She pressed it. Meeting. Conference Room. Now. She showed it to Marco. “You think she’d learn to speak in complete sentences, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think she’s a very effective communicator, especially with you.” He put his arm around her shoulders and directed her toward the precinct. She leaned into him a little, it felt so right for them to be headed the same way together again. 
 
    As they entered the building, Maria looked up. “Brooks, Defino wants…” 
 
    “…me in the conference room.” She pushed open the half-door and turned directly into the conference room. She was surprised when Marco walked in after her. 
 
    Stan Neumann was there with Cho and Simons. 
 
    Defino looked up when Marco entered. “D’Angelo, out!” 
 
    “With all due respect, Captain, I’m reporting for duty this morning. Unless Dr. Ferguson has given you a good reason to bench me, I need to do my job.” 
 
    “He hasn’t given me a good reason to bring you back either.” 
 
    “But I can give you a reason. You need all hands on deck for this case and it makes no sense to keep me sitting at home.” 
 
    “Bench you, all hands on deck?” said Peyton, giving him a wry look. “You’ve been watching too much TV.” 
 
    Marco sighed. “You have no idea. Do you know they have a slicer for your banana? It cuts it into little bite size pieces.” 
 
    “I have one of those,” said Cho. “It’s great for cereal. Every slice is uniform that way.” 
 
    “Where’d you get it?” asked Simons. 
 
    Defino threw up her hands. “We have a serial killer running around and this is what you want to talk about.” 
 
    “In their defense, Captain, they were talking cereal,” said Peyton. 
 
    Defino’s eyes swung to her and narrowed. 
 
    Peyton held up her hands. “Just saying.” 
 
    She pointed at Marco. “You are not reinstated yet, but you can park yourself over there. Clearly you need the mental stimulation.” 
 
    Marco shared a smile with Peyton and obediently went to the chair she indicated. 
 
    “Brooks, where’s Ryder?” 
 
    “He should be here soon.” 
 
    “You sit there.” She pointed to the spot next to her, diagonal to Stan. 
 
    As Peyton took her seat, Stan smiled and gave her a little wave. She started to wave back, but Defino glared at her. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” she said, encompassing Cho and Simons. 
 
    They moved to the table and took a seat. 
 
    Just as she opened her mouth to begin, Jake threw open the door and bustled in, carrying his camera case. 
 
    “Sorry, the Daisy didn’t want to start today.” 
 
    “Maybe you need new spark plugs?” offered Cho. 
 
    “Or a starter. Starter would be a bitch, though,” said Simons. 
 
    Defino rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “Maybe you need a banana slicer,” she growled. 
 
    Jake gave Peyton a bewildered look. Peyton knew better than to comment. 
 
    He glanced around, spotting Marco. “Hey, Adonis, you back?” 
 
    Marco gave him a nod with his chin. 
 
    Defino tossed her pen onto the table. “Mr. Ryder, do you mind? We’re trying to hold a very important meeting right now.” 
 
    “Of course.” He slid into the nearest chair and braced the camera case on his lap. 
 
    “Stan?” said Defino, then took her seat. 
 
    “We got a hit on our profile.” 
 
    “The teenager one?” asked Cho. 
 
    “No, the other one. Someone contacted me last night, said he was fifteen and we talked for about an hour, mostly about graphic novels. On a hunch, I mentioned a really rare one that I have and he got excited about it, said he’d like to see it. I told him I’d be willing to trade it for one of his. Before he signed off, he asked me to meet up with him.” 
 
    “What did you say? About the meeting?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “I tried to pick one of the locations we talked about, but he wouldn’t go for it. He said we had to meet in public, his parents had warned him about meeting strangers, but he really wanted to see that novel.” 
 
    “It’s probably just a dumb kid,” grumbled Simons. 
 
    “I thought so too, so I tried to trace back his profile to the source. It’s encrypted.” 
 
    “Are you saying a kid wouldn’t be able to do that?” asked Defino. 
 
    Stan shrugged. “I suppose, but it was pretty sophisticated. Plus, when I checked his history, he just started playing Warriors of Terrabelthenia about a week ago, and it doesn’t look like he’s done many quests. Mostly he just chats with people.” 
 
    “A week ago? About the time Bruce Weller died,” said Peyton. 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “Where does he want to meet, Stan?” asked Marco. 
 
    Stan scratched at his chin. “That’s the problem. He wants to meet at Pier 39 tomorrow at noon. He has a specific bench picked out and he wants our decoy to wear a green baseball cap.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s our killer then,” said Defino. 
 
    “Well, hold on a minute, Captain,” said Peyton. “His third assault was on Alcatraz with people all around. He then killed Lewis Booker at the campground with people around. Bruce Weller was in the Presidio. He’s gradually evolved into doing public killings. Pier 39 makes sense.” 
 
    “Plus I think you’re missing something,” Marco said. “You damn near got him with Lewis Booker. You figured out his two-pedophile pattern. After Bruce Weller, he’s got to be thinking that you might figure him out again. Maybe he wants a public place so he can see if cops are around before he acts.” 
 
    “Why not change the two-pedophile pattern, then?” asked Jake. 
 
    “Serial killers evolve, but they don’t change major patterns, even if it means they might be stopped,” answered Peyton. 
 
    Defino turned to Cho and Simons. “Do you two agree?” 
 
    They both nodded. 
 
    Defino looked down at the table. “I don’t like this going down in a public place. If he starts shooting…” 
 
    Peyton shifted to face her. “We’ll have the place surrounded prior to the meeting.” 
 
    “I think we need to do more than that,” said Marco. “We need to have a physical decoy out there in a green cap.” 
 
    “That’s dangerous, D’Angelo. Even for a cop.” 
 
    “It can’t be a cop, Captain. He knows Brooks and me from Alcatraz and he might have been watching Simons and Cho work the earlier murders. I’m not even sure Jake can be a decoy. He’s taken pictures at each of the crime scenes.” 
 
    “Gosh darn it,” said Jake. “I’ve worked really hard on my decoy acting lately.” 
 
    Peyton smiled, but dropped her eyes when Defino focused on her. 
 
    “We’ll probably need a cop from another department.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” said Stan. 
 
    Every eye turned to him. 
 
    Peyton was impressed by his bravery. “No, Stan, it’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “I can wear a flak jacket right. It gets breezy out at the piers, so I can wear a windbreaker over it. And you’ll all be there with guns, right?” 
 
    “But we won’t be right next to you, Stan. He strangled his last victim with a dog leash.” 
 
    Marco leaned forward on the table. “Give me back my gun, Captain. I can guard Stan, while everyone else mans the rest of the location. I can stay out of sight, but be close enough to react if someone approaches him.” 
 
    “What if he goes back to shooting his victims?” 
 
    Defino seemed particularly worried about that. Peyton understood. A gun going off in Pier 39 would create panic and chaos unlike anything they could imagine. 
 
    “I don’t think he will, Captain,” she said. “He’s evolved into more personal killings. He has to look them in the eye or be in close proximity to do it now.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right, Brooks.” 
 
    “What choice do we have, Captain? We have to stop this guy.” 
 
    “I know. I just don’t like it, but we’re out of options. Every day I see some news report about the Janitor and it just makes me feel as if we’re losing control of this narrative. What if he makes our people before he approaches Stan?” 
 
    “That’s why Jake has to be there. We’ll position him away from Stan and he can snap regular images. We might get lucky and stumble on something later.” 
 
    “Wait. I thought you said he might recognize me,” Jake said, looking worried. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Preacher,” said Cho with a mischievous smile. “We can give you a clerical collar.” 
 
    “Oh, that’d be great. He’s real fond of priests.” 
 
    “Then what about a fake nose and mustache,” offered Simons. 
 
    Defino shook her head and pushed herself to her feet. “Why not a banana slicer? Look, I want everyone to diagram this whole thing out, then I’ll be back to review it.” She pointed at Marco. “You, come with me to call Internal Affairs, so we can get you temporarily reinstated. But I promise you I’ll pull your badge again if Ferguson’s report comes back with anything hinky.” 
 
    Marco nodded and rose to his feet. When she turned her back, he gave everyone in the room a wink and followed her to the door. 
 
    “What the hell is this banana slicer?” asked Jake when they left. 
 
    Cho leaned back in his chair and folded his hands on his stomach. “A slicer that slices bananas,” he offered and gave Jake a smirk. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake took a seat on the benches surrounding the planter bed at the entrance of Pier 39. He resisted the impulse to glance around because he didn’t want to give anything away. He had a clear view of the bench where the meeting was going to take place, so he settled his camera bag at his feet and removed the camera, trying to look like any number of tourists crowding around them with their own cameras. Saturday in the Wharf was busy. 
 
    Pier 39 was a collection of tourist shops on a wooden boardwalk. Directly behind him was the giant crab sculpture and to his right was the blue canopied entrance to the Aquarium of the Bay. The bench the serial killer had indicated was just within the entrance, tucked back into a corner beneath the wooden mezzanine, a perfect place to attack someone without it being immediately seen. 
 
    He knew Peyton was behind him to his left, close to the Embarcadero. She was trying to blend in with the tourists, but if anyone looked closely enough, they’d notice the gun strapped to her side and the curving white wire of the headset in her ear. Cho and Simons were deeper in the Pier and a number of uniforms patrolled up and down the Embarcadero, trying to appear natural. 
 
    He fought the shaking of his hands. He didn’t know why he was so nervous. He felt fairly sure this was all a mistake, that the contact on-line had been exactly what it seemed, a boy wanting to see a comic book, but if it wasn’t, if the serial killer really showed up… 
 
    Jake removed the lens cap and shoved it in his pocket, glancing quickly around at the tourists crowding the area. Street performers lined the sidewalk behind him. Men who were living statues, or jugglers, or magicians all plied their trade within feet of him, drawing small crowds. He felt a moment of anxiety when he realized he couldn’t spot Peyton any more, then he schooled his features. He couldn’t give this away. Besides that, she would never leave him unprotected. 
 
    Stan Neumann came into view in his borrowed green baseball cap, carrying the graphic novel in his hands. He went straight for the bench and took a seat. His movements were a little too scripted, but Jake hoped the serial killer would mistake it for anxiousness to meet the “boy” he’d met on-line. 
 
    Jake sat at the farthest edge of the bench at the back of the planter bed. The benches were arranged in an octagon around the crab statue, so the one next to him was to his left and behind his shoulder. An older Asian man sat down in that spot, tugging a toddler with him. The little boy jerked his hand out of the man’s and tried to walk away, but the man caught him by the tail of his jacket and hauled him back. 
 
    Jake glanced over his shoulder at them. So many people, so many vulnerable, innocent people who had no idea a sting was going down. He watched the toddler stagger over to a garbage can that was bolted into the cement before the older man’s bench. The little boy hooked his fingers in the diamond shaped metal sides and tried to pull himself up on it. The older man went after him and returned him to the bench. 
 
    Jake glanced back at Stan. He was pretending to read the graphic novel, but he kept looking up over the top of it to survey the area. Jake lifted the camera and looked through the viewfinder. A tall, broad shouldered man moved into his line of sight, standing a half dozen yards to the right of Stan. Adonis. Jake forced himself to take a deep breath and release it, steadying his hands on the camera. 
 
    The toddler went toward the garbage can again. This time when the man went after him, he collapsed into a heap and began crying. The man reached down and picked him up, then walked toward the Pier, struggling to hold the kicking, screaming child. 
 
    Jake lifted the camera again and scanned the crowd. There, on the upper mezzanine, was Cho, his sunglasses obscuring his face as he looked out over the Embarcadero. Bringing the camera down to Stan, he swung it over to Marco. 
 
    “Don’t turn around, and don’t move,” came a voice.  
 
    Jake went still, his heart slamming against his ribs. He sensed someone had taken the bench the older man had vacated. Shifting the tiniest amount, he heard the man behind him hiss. 
 
    “I have the little detective in my sights, so I’d do exactly what I say, unless you want me to shoot her.” 
 
    Peyton. Jake released a shivery breath. 
 
    “Nice sting. Damn near fell for it. Who thought it up? Her?” 
 
    “No,” Jake choked out. 
 
    “So it was Handsome, huh? Surprising, and here I thought he was a big, dumb bag of muscle.” 
 
    Jake lowered the camera. Involuntarily he looked toward Marco, but Marco was faced away, staring down the Embarcadero. 
 
    “I said don’t move. You don’t really want me to shoot her, do you?” 
 
    “No. And I don’t want you to shoot me either.” 
 
    “Relax, I don’t shoot innocents.” 
 
    “She’s an innocent too.” 
 
    He made a scoffing sound. Jake could just get a sense of him, large, husky. “She stopped being innocent the moment she strapped on a gun.” 
 
    “You need to turn yourself in. You can’t keep killing people.” 
 
    “Now here’s where we disagree. I think I’m doing a service to this country. And more than that, I’m engaged in a great social study.” 
 
    “Social study?” 
 
    “Of course. You see, I’ve observed something during all of this. People cling to life. No matter how wretched, how pathetic our existence, we go out fighting. Take the priest for instance. When I put the gun in his hand, I thought he’d go out there, hold it up and beg not to be shot. He’d never held a gun before. I had it all planned. The police would see him and before they could understand what he was saying, they’d gun him down.” 
 
    Jake shifted just his eyes toward Marco. Marco turned at that moment, scanning the entrance, his gaze coming to rest on Jake. Their eyes met, then Marco’s focus went beyond him. Jake saw him tilt his head and speak into his shoulder, then he reached for his gun. 
 
    “Tell him to stay where he is,” came the warning. 
 
    Jake frantically shook his head. 
 
    Marco staggered to a stop and spoke into his shoulder again. 
 
    “Good job. Now where was I?” 
 
    Jake shook so badly, he could feel the bench moving. “The priest…” 
 
    “Right. The priest. I thought he’d wave the gun in the air and surrender. What does he do? He starts shooting. Shooting. Surprised the hell out of me. He damn near killed the little detective.” 
 
    “So you shot him.” 
 
    “Didn’t really have to. Handsome there had already put a couple of bullets in him. Mine was more of a precaution.” 
 
    “Then you don’t really want to kill her. You tried to protect her.” 
 
    “Don’t go placing noble motives on me. I will kill her. In fact, you should see her right now, staring at me with such hatred. She is all fired up to come over here, but she’s afraid I’ll shoot you. She doesn’t even realize she’s the one I’ll go after.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “Someone has to.” 
 
    “The cops. Let them handle it.” 
 
    He made another scoffing noise. “They’re outnumbered and outgunned. Besides that, every time they lock one of these bastards away, some parole board lets them out again. You stamp and you stamp and there’s always more cockroaches. You’ll never get them all.” 
 
    Jake locked eyes with Marco. He had to do something. He couldn’t let this bastard get away from them. “You’re talking about people, not cockroaches.” 
 
    “Same difference. No matter what you do, you can never get them all. It’s like holding back the tide with a bucket.” 
 
    Jake went still. Something in the voice sounded familiar. He shifted the slightest amount toward his left. 
 
    “I told you not to move!” 
 
     A deafening sound went off near his head. Screams rose all around him and he hit the deck, covering his head with his arm. 
 
    “Down! Down!” came Marco’s voice and someone dropped next to Jake, huddling on the concrete, breathing heavily. 
 
    He closed his eyes as people ran past, someone kicked him in the side, and he could see feet careening around him. 
 
    “Get back! Get back!” 
 
    Suddenly Marco was there, grabbing Jake’s arm and hauling him into a sitting position. “Are you hit?” 
 
    Jake shook his head, unable to find his voice. 
 
    Marco’s eyes scanned him. “Jake!” 
 
    “I’m all right. What about Peyton?” 
 
    “I’m here, Jake.” She knelt in front of him, placing a hand on his shoulder, the other wrapped around her gun. 
 
    “He said he was going to shoot you.” 
 
    “He shot the garbage can.” 
 
    Jake closed his eyes and tried to calm his frantic breathing. Marco was talking rapidly into the radio on his shoulder, standing over them, his feet braced. 
 
    “He’s headed down the Embarcadero. You have to head him off.” 
 
    “We need a description,” came the voice over the radio. 
 
    “Did you see him?” Jake asked Peyton. 
 
    “He was wearing dark glasses and a Panama hat with a wide brim. I wouldn’t be able to pick him out of a crowd. Did you get a look at him?” 
 
    “No, but his voice sounded familiar.” 
 
    “Panama hat, brown, dark sunglasses. I think he was wearing a black wind-breaker,” shouted Marco. 
 
    People continued to run around them, frantically trying to find cover. 
 
    “We need to block off the pier,” shouted Marco. 
 
    “We’re trying to get in position,” came the response. 
 
    “What did he say, Jake?” asked Peyton. 
 
    Jake shook his head. “I’m not sure. He talked about the priest and that he’s doing a social experiment. I don’t know. I was so freakin’ scared the whole time. I should have listened better.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    “We need to get patrol cars here, block the entrance,” came a voice over the radio. 
 
    “How are you going to block the whole entrance? Better to block the Embarcadero. Shut it down!” shouted Marco. 
 
    Sirens blazed around them, panicking the people more. Suddenly uniforms were swarming the entrance to the pier, trying to subdue the crowd, but there weren’t enough of them yet. 
 
    “Holmes!” shouted Marco into the radio. “Holmes, do we have a visual?” 
 
    The radio crackled. 
 
    “Holmes!” 
 
    More crackle, then silence. Finally, Holmes’ voice came through. “We lost him.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We just lost him. He disappeared into the crowd.” 
 
    “Disappeared?” 
 
    “Yeah, he just freakin’ disappeared.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Jake sat on the couch with Pickles on his lap, stroking the little dog. Peyton took a seat on the coffee table in front of him and reached over to rub the dog’s ears. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    He nodded, staring at Pickles rather than her. 
 
    Abe leaned over the back of the couch and handed him a shot glass. Jake automatically took it. “What crazy name does this drink have?” he asked, looking up at the medical examiner. 
 
    “Bourbon.” 
 
    Jake gave a nod. “Good name.” He tossed it back and grimaced, curling his fingers around the glass. 
 
    Marco sat on the barstools behind him. “You should eat something before you start pounding shots. What about Chinese?” 
 
    The concern was actually touching. Jake realized Adonis might not consider them friends, but he himself appreciated his cool head and caution today. He’d chosen to protect Jake over catching the serial killer. If he’d moved in, Jake had no doubt either he or Peyton would have been shot. 
 
    “Chinese is good,” he said, passing the shot glass back to Abe. “So is another Bourbon.” 
 
    The murmur of Marco’s voice in the background coupled with Abe’s humming in the kitchen created an insulated bubble around Jake. It was hard to comprehend that he’d been conversing with a serial killer just hours before. 
 
    He wished he could remember everything the man had said to him. He’d tried to recreate as much of it as he could for Captain Defino at the precinct, but he’d been so terrified at the time that he just wasn’t sure of anything. 
 
    “Jake, I was wrong to bring you into this. You don’t belong in this line of work.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “I can’t lie to you. It could have gone horribly wrong today. And now he knows you, he’s marked you.” 
 
    “He did that already when he sent me the card after the priest died.” 
 
    Peyton reached over and covered his hand where it rested on Pickles. “Jake, I think you should go home to Nebraska.” 
 
    Jake gave a sad laugh. “This is home now, Peyton. Look, it scared the shit out of me today and I don’t ever want to go through that again, but I’m not running away from this. I spent my life being careful. Careful degree, careful career, and look what happened. I lost my wife. No one writes us a check on our life, no one promises us anything.” 
 
    “Yeah, but most people don’t face down a serial killer, Jake. It isn’t being careful to stay away from that madness.” 
 
    Abe passed him another shot over his shoulder. Jake accepted it, staring at the amber colored liquid with the pink umbrella dangling over the side. 
 
    A laugh escaped him and he met Peyton’s eyes. “This is home now, Peyton, this crazy, screwed up City with its crazy, screwed up people. Shit, after this, everything else would just be vanilla.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Captain Defino heard the knock on her office door. She looked up from her laptop. “Come in.” 
 
    The door opened and Dr. Ferguson poked his head inside. “Do you have a moment?” 
 
    “Of course.” She motioned to the melamine chairs across from her desk. 
 
    He came in and took a seat, trying to smooth out his hopelessly rumpled jacket. “I wanted to give you my report on your two detectives.” 
 
    Defino leaned back in her chair. The knot in her stomach tightened. If she wasn’t careful, she was going to get an ulcer. “Great,” she forced herself to say. She hadn’t yet told him that she’d reinstated Marco. 
 
    “Let’s start with Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    Oh, boy. She plastered a smile on her face. “Certainly.” 
 
    “Inspector Brooks is undisciplined and impetuous. She tends to get personally involved in her cases, viewing the suspects as more than suspects.” 
 
    Defino bit her inner lip. He certainly wasn’t easing into this. 
 
    “She doesn’t outright disobey orders, but she doesn’t outright obey them either. She creates attachments with people that she uses to fulfill the unsatisfactory relationship she has with her mother.” 
 
    Defino squirmed in her seat. 
 
    “She has yet to overcome the death of her father, which makes it difficult for her to make a personal attachment to a monogamous relationship with a man because she has a fear of abandonment. She has a sharp tongue and a lack of respect for authority.” 
 
    Defino blew out her air. “And?” 
 
    “She’s an exceptional police officer.” 
 
    A smile teased at Defino’s mouth. “Really?” 
 
    “Do you doubt it?” 
 
    “No, it’s just…well, she’s Peyton.” 
 
    “Yes, and we’d do well to have a dozen more cops like her with her dedication.” 
 
    “Excellent. I appreciate your analysis.” 
 
    “Now, let’s talk about Inspector D’Angelo.” 
 
    Defino felt the knot tighten. She didn’t know how she’d pull Marco’s badge now. “Go on.” 
 
    “Inspector D’Angelo is the consummate professional. He has a strict code he lives by, is disciplined, and has a strong personal network to support him. He is respectful of authority and does not feel the need to buck the rules.” 
 
    Defino blinked away the tension, forcing her shoulders to lower. “Thank you, Doctor…” 
 
    “I’m not finished.” 
 
    He was interrupted by the sound of shouting in the squad room. Both of them looked toward the door, but the commotion quickly subsided. 
 
    Defino turned back to him. “Go on, please. By the sounds of your report, I thought…” 
 
    “Captain Defino, Marco D’Angelo is a fine cop; however, he has an Achilles heel.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A weakness, a fatal flaw.” 
 
    Voices rose outside the door again. Defino found her attention divided between the doctor and whatever was happening in her squad room. Holding up a hand to the doctor, she started to rise to her feet, but Simons’ booming bass suddenly filtered through. Bill Simons could handle whatever was going on out there. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Doctor. Please continue.” 
 
    “I was mentioning that Inspector D’Angelo has a fatal flaw.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “And I fear that if you don’t take action and I mean soon, you may lose him.” 
 
    “Lose him?” Defino sank back into her chair. “Lose him?” 
 
    “As in get him killed.” 
 
    “What? How?” 
 
    “Captain …” 
 
    The cacophony rose once more. Defino tore her eyes from the doctor and looked at the door. What the hell! She didn’t have time for this right now. 
 
    Suddenly the handle turned and Cho poked his head inside. “Captain, we got a problem. The squad room’s filled with reporters, led by that Lake chick, and they want answers about the serial killer.” 
 
    Defino’s gaze shifted between the two men. Damn it all, could nothing get done without her? “I’ll be right back, Doctor,” she said, climbing to her feet and moving toward the door. “Whatever you do, don’t go anywhere.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco pulled into the parking lot of St. Matthews’ Church. Father Michael, his grey head bent, was working on the roses in the front courtyard. Marco climbed out and crossed the parking lot to the priest. 
 
    “Father Michael?” 
 
    The old man looked up from where he knelt in the planter bed. “Yes, my son.” 
 
    “I’m Marco D’Angelo. I work for the San Francisco Police Department.” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” He held out an arthritic hand. “Help me up, young man.” 
 
    Marco braced him as the old priest climbed to his feet. “You spoke with my partner, Peyton Brooks, a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, the young woman with the wild curls.” 
 
    “That’s her.” 
 
    “What can I do for you? Is it something to do with Father Reynolds?” 
 
    “No, I’m not here on work. Actually, I need some advice, but I haven’t been attending church regularly. Lately, that is. I was at St. Mary’s when you met with Peyton and I thought…” He sighed and looked away. “I thought you might be someone I could talk to.” 
 
    “I understand.” He motioned toward the church. “Do you want to use the confessional?” 
 
    “No, I’m not here for confession. Like I said, I just want some advice.” He looked around at the courtyard. The warmth of the summer sun baked the terra cotta tiles and the roses gave off a pleasant odor. “Do you mind if we talk out here?’ 
 
    “Not at all. Wherever you feel most comfortable.” Using Marco’s arm to brace himself, they walked to a bench at the other end of the courtyard, out of the direct sunlight, and sat down. A few pigeons fluttered into the soil beneath the bushes. 
 
    For a moment, Marco just enjoyed the quiet, the peace, the serenity. 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    Marco faced the priest. “I feel I should tell you who I am first.” 
 
    Father Michael gave him a nod. “Go on.” 
 
    “I…” He rubbed a hand over his chin. “I was on Alcatraz with Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    Father Michael’s eyes widened. “You are the police officer who shot Father Reynolds?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m glad you came to me, my son. In order to be forgiven, you must…” 
 
    “That’s not why I’m here.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I did what I had to do. I took a shot and killed him before he had a chance to kill my partner.” 
 
    “The purpose of your action doesn’t matter in the eyes of God. You must confess your sin to be absolved, my son.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be absolved for that. I did it and I would do it again if the situation came up.” 
 
    Father Michael looked uncomfortable. “I feel this is a grave miscarriage of our sacrament, young man. You took a life, you broke one of the commandments.” 
 
    “And I saved a life. I protected my partner. I won’t ask for forgiveness where that’s concerned.” 
 
    “Then why did you come to me?” 
 
    “I came for something else, something that I’m not sure how to handle.” 
 
    Father Michael’s watery blue eyes searched his face, then his expression softened. “How can I help you, my son?” he said. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Abe settled the picnic basket on the grass at Crissy Field, then he shook out the blanket and laid it down. Other families were arranged around them, also setting out their supper. Jake sank onto it and stretched out his legs. 
 
    July in San Francisco could be foggy and cold, but not this one. Although a breeze teased in off the bay, it was warm as the sun set beyond the City. Peyton sat down across from him and Marco took the rear of the blanket, leaning his weight against a backrest. 
 
    Abe pulled the picnic basket onto the blanket and knelt in front of it, fussing with the buckles. 
 
    “So what’d you bring?” asked Jake, nodding at it. “Hot dogs and apple pie?” 
 
    Abe looked up. The beads on the end of his dreads were in alternating patterns of red, white and blue. “Hot dogs? Good God, no. Do you know what’s in those?” 
 
    “I don’t care. They’re American and that’s what we should be eating on the 4th of July.” 
 
    Abe waggled a long finger at Jake. “Do you know that hot dog inspectors actually allow so many rat hairs and droppings in the…” He gave a frown and looked at Peyton. “What is it called when you make a hot dog? Not batter? Not mix?” 
 
    “Ooze?” 
 
    Abe held up a hand. “Precisely.” 
 
    “Okay, so if we’re not going American, what are we doing?” 
 
    Abe unhooked the buckles and lifted the lid. Then he pulled out a plastic tin and held it out. “Finger sandwiches.” 
 
    “Finger sandwiches?” 
 
    “I have egg and chicken salad both, and for my Angel, cucumber and cream cheese.” He winked at Marco. 
 
    Marco gave a short nod. 
 
    “Finger sandwiches?” 
 
    “I also made a pasta salad.” He tapped Peyton’s knee as he settled the sandwich container on the blanket. “I used those multi-colored pastas and a delightful Italian vinaigrette dressing.” 
 
    “Tell me you at least brought good old fashioned domestic beer to drink,” complained Jake. 
 
    Abe rolled his eyes. “Of course not.” He reached into the basket and pulled out a plastic jug, filled with a burgundy red liquid. Pieces of orange swam in the mix. “Sangria.” 
 
    Jake looked over his shoulder at Marco, but Marco simply shrugged. 
 
    “And for my soul sista…” He reached out and touched Peyton on the tip of her nose. “I brought a beautiful chocolate cake.” He lifted out a cake tray and twisted off the lid, displaying a perfectly frosted confection that was sure to make them all diabetic. 
 
    As he set it beside the rest of the fare, Peyton grabbed him around the neck and began spreading kisses on his face. 
 
    Abe nearly toppled over under her enthusiastic assault. 
 
    “Peyton, stop! You’re getting girl cooties on me!” he complained, struggling to escape her grasp, but she just continued to kiss him. 
 
    Jake laughed, glancing over at Marco, but Marco was definitely not looking at him. 
 
    “Peyton, stop!” shrieked Abe as a golden shower of glittering light spread over the City. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The San Francisco Examiner lay spread open across the rustic picnic table. The front page article had a picture of Pier 39, shot from the Embarcadero, showing the blue awning above the Aquarium of the Bay and in the far corner the crab sculpture. 
 
    The headline streaked across the page, bold and brass, proclaiming SERIAL KILLER FIRES SHOT AT THE WHARF. He spread the paper with both hands and chuckled. The by-line read Genevieve Lake, Contributing Reporter. What the hell was a contributing reporter? Didn’t all reporters contribute something? Humans and their stupid labels. 
 
    Like this one – the Janitor. The Janitor? That stupid Lake woman had slapped that label on him herself. 
 
    Actually, when he thought about it, he didn’t mind the moniker. After all, his Clean-up Crew cards led her down that path. She wouldn’t have come up with it on her own. He had to do everything for these people. Clean up their city, protect its children, and then think up clever names for contributing reporters. 
 
    He focused on the picture beneath her by-line – pretty, young woman smiling like a cat in the cream. So damn proud to get a front page story and never once thinking that it might not be a good idea to put her picture on an article about a serial killer. Oh, the sheep, the poor, pathetic sheep, making it so easy to prey on them. 
 
    His eyes zeroed in on one paragraph in particular. The San Francisco Police Department nearly captured the killer in an elaborate sting. Captain Katherine Defino stated, “We have a good lead on the suspect and the next time, we’ll get him. There is no place in this city that he can hide. Rest assured, we will find him.” 
 
    He smiled at that and crossed his arms on the picnic table, lifting his head and looking up at the towering redwoods all around him. Blue jays cawed in the branches and a chipmunk scurried across the open ground from one burrow to the next, disappearing into a hole. He’d always liked Big Basin, especially in the summer. ‘Bout time he got out of the City for some R and R. Folding the paper in half, he climbed out of the picnic table and made his way back to the RV, whistling as he went. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Billy sat down on the edge of her desk, obscuring her view of the monitor. She sighed and looked up at him. With his mop of brown hair, his boyish looks, and his enthusiasm, he reminded her of a Golden Retriever puppy she’d had as a little girl. 
 
    “Why don’t you invite me over to your house for dinner?” he said, giving her the full force of his twin dimples. 
 
    She shoved him in the side, unseating him. “Not gonna happen.” 
 
    “Why not?” He turned the dimples into a pout. “If we’re gonna be partners, shouldn’t we know each other better?” 
 
    “No.” She began typing her email again, ignoring him. 
 
    He shuffled back to his desk and slumped into the chair, swinging it back and forth. “I’m bored. Half the time we just sit around waiting for something to happen.” 
 
    “Call the lab and see if we got a hit on that missing person, Lois Clearwater. They should be done processing the hair from that brush by now.” 
 
    He grumbled something, but swung the chair around to face his monitor, reaching for his desk phone. Gabby tried to ignore him as she worked. She hadn’t wanted to train anyone, but she realized that there were just too many cases for her to work by herself. Still, she’d have preferred an older, more seasoned cop, not one who was still wet behind the ears. Billy Lucott had served four years as a beat cop before switching to homicide. Now he was taking classes to be a detective. The captain assured her he was a quick study, but he hadn’t done much of anything to impress her yet. 
 
    “Hey, Gabby.” 
 
    Gabby looked up to see Rick Montano, the victim’s advocate, approaching her desk. 
 
    “Rick.” 
 
    “Got a woman out front. Name’s Janet Messette. Says she wants to see Buck Reiter.” 
 
    “You tell her he’s retired?” 
 
    “Did. Says it’s important.” 
 
    Gabby glanced at her unfinished email. “Okay. I’ll be right out. Just let me finish this.” 
 
    “I’ll let her know.” He turned and walked back the way he’d come. 
 
    Gabby finished her email, half listening to Billy’s call to the lab, then she hit the send button and rolled her chair back from her desk. “I’ll be back in a minute,” she told him. 
 
    He hung up the phone. “Can I come?” 
 
    “Not right now. What’d you find out?” 
 
    “They’re still working on it. Could be another day or two. Why can’t I come? I’m supposed to shadow you.” 
 
    “Ain’t nothing to shadow yet. Just sit tight. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “What if it’s a case?” 
 
    “It’s an old Reiter case. Probably nothing there. I’ll let you know if it’s something.” 
 
    He slumped down in his chair, then reached for the mouse, pulling up a game of solitaire. “When they told me I’d be working Cold Case, I didn’t know they meant the detectives,” he grumbled. 
 
    Gabby smiled as she walked away. Maybe if he complained enough, they’d move him to something more exciting, like the Gang Task Force. Despite the caseload, she just wasn’t convinced she needed help from a boy who still needed someone to tie his shoes for him. 
 
    When she reached the lobby, she found a young woman waiting for her. She had to be about twenty-five, maybe thirty at the outside. She had brown hair, pulled back in clips, and wore jeans and an embroidered peasant blouse with a pair of wedged espadrilles. She held something in her hands, but Gabby couldn’t see it clearly. 
 
    “Ms. Messette? I’m Detective Gabriela Acosta with Miami’s Cold Case Squad.” She held out her hand. 
 
    The young woman took it with one of her own. Her touch was cool despite the late summer Floridian weather. “Detective, pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “Officer Montano said you were looking for Detective Reiter?” 
 
    “Right, but he said he retired about three years ago.” 
 
    “He did. I took his place. Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
    She looked down at the thing in her hand. Gabby could see it was an envelope, bound up with rubber bands crisscrossed over the entire surface of it, except for a perfect square that said Detective Reiter in thick permanent marker. She gave Gabby a sheepish smile. “My grandmother loved her rubber bands. They’re on everything…” Her voice choked off and her eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry,” she said, holding up a hand. “It’s been eight months, but it still hurts.” 
 
    “I understand. I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    She nodded and swiped a tear away. “Anyway, I think this was very important to her.” 
 
    “She didn’t tell you what it was?” 
 
    “The last year and a half she couldn’t really communicate effectively. She had a stroke and it destroyed her ability to talk.” 
 
    “I see. Do you know if there was a case that Detective Reiter was working on for her?” 
 
    Janet gave a heavy sigh. “That’s the problem. The only thing I can think of was my aunt and uncle. They were killed in a home invasion robbery about twenty years ago.” She gave the envelope a sad smile. “She didn’t like to talk about them, so I never brought it up, but I can’t think of anything else it could be.” 
 
    Gabby also studied the envelope. “If I can ask, Ms. Messette, why didn’t you open it?” 
 
    “Call me Janet, please. I don’t know. It was addressed to Detective Reiter. I guess I wanted to honor my grandmother’s last wish.” 
 
    Gabby motioned into the precinct. “Why don’t you come in and we’ll find a quiet place to open it. Then you can tell me whatever you know about your aunt and uncle.” 
 
    Janet nodded. “Sounds good.” 
 
    She followed Gabby as they wound through the precinct. When they passed Gabby’s desk, Billy spun around to watch, but she motioned him back down. He slumped again. She knew she was going to have to do something with him. No matter how much he reminded her of her past dog, she couldn’t keep treating him like one. 
 
     She led Janet to a small conference room and offered her a chair. “Can I get you something to drink?” 
 
    “Water would be wonderful.” 
 
    Gabby stepped out and filled two paper cups with water from the water cooler outside the door, then carried them back inside and set one in front of Janet. She went back out and snagged a pair of scissors off the closest unoccupied desk, then she took a seat opposite her. 
 
    The young woman had placed the envelope flat on the desk. Gabby wasn’t sure of the size because it was so done up with rubber bands, but it couldn’t hold anything of monumental importance, she felt sure. 
 
    Glancing up, Janet pushed the envelope across the table to her. “I’d feel better if you opened it.” 
 
    Gabby picked up the envelope and turned it over, studying the intricate webbing of rubber, layer after layer across the entire surface. Madness this, she thought. Lifting the scissors, she gave Janet a sheepish look. “Do you mind?” 
 
    Janet gave a laugh, then covered her mouth, her eyes shimmering with tears. “No. You’ll never get it open otherwise.” 
 
    Gabby slipped one edge of the scissors beneath a layer of rubber band and began the tedious chore of cutting them away. “Why don’t you tell me what you know as I work on this?” she suggested. 
 
    Janet lifted the cup and took a sip. “Like I said, I don’t know much. I didn’t even meet my grandmother until I was twelve.” 
 
    Gabby stopped cutting and met her gaze. “Why?” 
 
    “Both of my grandparents were professors at the University of Miami.” 
 
    “Wow!” whistled Gabby. 
 
    “Yep. Granddad was a physics professor and Grandma taught American Studies. They had two children, my aunt Carol and my father. Aunt Carol followed in their footsteps and became a doctor of oncology. Dad wasn’t like that. He barely graduated high school and definitely had no interest in college. He moved to Texas, met an exotic dancer, and became a truck driver. When I was born, Granddad disowned him and wouldn’t let Grandma have anything to do with us.” 
 
    “Not to be judgmental, but that was a bit harsh, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, well, Dad didn’t much care. He didn’t have very many happy memories about his childhood. He was the youngest and never could live up to Aunt Carol’s accomplishments.” She tilted the cup and looked inside. “My mom left shortly after I was born, so my dad raised me. Like I said, I met my grandmother when I was twelve. She came out to Texas to reconcile with my father. My aunt and uncle had been killed and Granddad died about four months later. Heart attack, but Grandma always thought it was the grief of losing his favorite child. I don’t know. Two years later, Dad was killed in a trucking accident. Grandma came and got me and moved me to Miami. I lived with her ever since.” She set the cup down. “She was so good to me. Helped me get through high school, then college. I don’t know what I would have done without her.” 
 
    “What a tragic life she had,” said Gabby, struck by the number of deaths surrounding her. She’d buried both children and a husband. 
 
    “Yeah, it was. Then about a year and a half ago, she had her stroke. It crippled her and took away her ability to speak. I tried to take care of her for about six months, but it was so hard lifting her in and out of bed. She eventually demanded I put her in a home, even pulled up the one she wanted on the computer to show me.” 
 
    Gabby smiled and went back to cutting. “Sounds like a remarkable woman.” 
 
    “She was. We got her a private room, but it was small. She couldn’t take many possessions with her, but she picked out a few photos and one music box. I didn’t understand the music box, but it was important to her. She’d point to it and ask me to bring it to her, then she’d just sit and hold it.” 
 
    Gabby had half the envelope free of rubber bands by now. She made a little pile in the middle of the table and turned the envelope, going to work on the opposite end. “Did you ever figure out what was special about the music box?” 
 
    Janet gave the envelope a pointed look. “One day when I was visiting, we were watching television. Some reality show or something. Suddenly, she gets very agitated, starts pointing at the screen, then she points to the box. I got it for her, but this time, instead of holding it, she starts pointing at the keyhole, trying to tell me something. I searched all over her room for the key, I even tried to jimmy it open with paperclips and a nail file, but nothing worked. As soon as the show went off, she fell asleep and I never thought of it again, until yesterday.” 
 
    Gabby stopped cutting. “Yesterday?” 
 
    “I finally decided to clean out her room at our house. Actually, I finally got up the courage to do it. It’s been eight months since she died and I haven’t been able to go in her room ever since.” She lifted the cup and drained the water. 
 
    “Can I get you more?” 
 
    “No, thank you. I’m fine.” She pushed the cup away from her. “Yesterday, as I was cleaning out her dresser, I found the key to the music box on a bunch of other keys. She’d stuffed it into a sock and bound the whole thing with…” 
 
    “Rubber bands.” 
 
    Janet laughed. “Yep.” 
 
    Gabby smiled and went back to cutting. “And when you opened the music box, you found the envelope?” 
 
    “Right. So here I am and there it is and I have no idea what it contains.” 
 
    Gabby applied the scissors again. She cut the last of the rubber bands away and found a full sized letter envelope folded in half. Running her fingers across the surface, she could feel a hard edge. “Do you want to open it?” 
 
    Janet shook her head. 
 
    “I have your permission?” 
 
    “You have my permission.” 
 
    Gabby tore the envelope open on one end and shook the contents into her hand. Janet leaned forward and they both stared. A business card had been wrapped around a key and bound up with rubber bands. Janet let out a bark of laughter and covered her mouth again. Gabby smiled at her and reached for the scissors, cutting the bands away. Folding open the card, she picked up the key. 
 
    “It looks like a safe deposit box key.” Setting it aside, she pressed the business card flat on the table. The words Coconut Grove Bank was embossed on the front in red letters with a Miami address. On the other side was the number 87 in black permanent marker. 
 
    “A safe deposit box?” 
 
    Gabby shrugged. “Did she have any valuables that you know of?” 
 
    “No. She never liked jewelry and they were very frugal with their money. She had a few art pieces, but those are all at the house. Everything else she left to me in her will.” 
 
    “Hm. I need to look up your aunt’s case. As far as you know, it was never solved.” 
 
    “That’s right. When I was in high school, some kids mentioned it, so I did some research, but there wasn’t much to find. The police had nothing to go on, no suspects and no motive. Except for a little petty cash, nothing was stolen from my aunt’s house.” 
 
    “Who found your aunt and uncle’s bodies?” 
 
    “Their daughter. She was at her senior prom that night and she found them when she came home.” 
 
    “Where is she now?” 
 
    Janet shook her head. “No one knows. She stayed around for about six months or so after they died, living in that house, but she couldn’t take it. Once the case went cold, she took off. I don’t think my grandmother ever knew where she went.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll need your aunt and uncle’s names and the address to their house. I can go with you to the bank to look at the safe deposit box if you’d like.” 
 
    “Will you do it? It’s hard enough for me to go through her stuff. I don’t think I can stand to see what’s in the safe deposit box.” 
 
    “I understand. I’ll need you to fill out some papers, giving me permission to open the box, but it shouldn’t be hard to get a judge to give us a warrant.” 
 
    “I’ll fill out whatever you need.” She glanced down at the table. “I don’t want to go to the bank, but I do want to know what you find. Will you keep me in the loop?” 
 
    “Of course I will.” 
 
    “I’m sure you have other cases you have to work, but I appreciate anything you can find out.” 
 
    Gabby smiled and reached across the table to touch her hand. “That’s what we do in Cold Case. We get a lead and we follow it. You just gave us a lead.” 
 
    Janet smiled in return and covered her hand with her free one. “Thank you, Detective Acosta, I know my grandmother would be grateful.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Captain Katherine Defino liked to think she navigated the difficult waters of a predominantly male profession with finesse. She ran a tight ship, she kept her cops in line, and she was fair. She tried not to have favorites and she never asked her people to do something she wasn’t willing to do herself. And yet, here she was faced with the most difficult dilemma of her career and it annoyed her that she didn’t know what to do. 
 
    She leaned on the wall beside the conference room and watched the four detectives and the crime scene photographer as they talked about their latest case. Marco D’Angelo, handsome as a male model but tough as nails, lounged in his desk chair. Bear-like Bill Simons sat backwards in an office chair next to him, his arms crossed over the top of it. Nathan Cho, quick and deadly, stood in the middle of the floor, his hands waving in the air as he told his story. Jake Ryder, the murder suspect turned crime scene photographer, sat at the juncture of the two desks where they pressed nose to nose against each other. His legs were swinging as they usually were whenever he perched on something. And directly across from Marco sat Peyton Brooks, the little 5’4” dynamo that couldn’t work a damn case without getting personally involved with the suspects. 
 
    “So this is what we find,” said Cho. “19 year old kid been caught messing with a 16 year old. Parents find out, press charges. Kid gets convicted for statutory rape. Now he’s a registered sex offender.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco both gave groans of dismay. Jake kicked his feet, refusing to look up. By the look on his face, Katherine felt sure he was somehow the butt of this story. 
 
    “Two nights ago, someone throws a rock through the kid’s front window. Mom freaks. She’s heard about our serial killer and is sure he’s coming for her son.” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “Uniforms go out and calm her down, but by the next morning, they’ve been out there three…four times.” 
 
    “Why’d you go out?” asked Marco. 
 
    “Media gets wind of it and really gets the mom going. Your girlfriend is leading the pack, that Lake chick.” 
 
    “Free-lance?” 
 
    “That’s the one.” 
 
    “Her name is Genevieve,” corrected Peyton. 
 
    “Whatever.” Cho rolled his eyes. “Anyway, we get a call to go calm things down.” He focused his attention on Jake. “We text the Preacher here the address and tell him to meet us. Might as well get some pictures of the crime scene, right?” 
 
    Jake lifted his head enough to glare at Cho. 
 
    “We go up to the house to talk to the mother. It’s a walk-up, so we gotta climb hella stairs to get there. She invites us inside, but Preacher, here, he’s messing around in that Gay Pride Float he drives, playing with his camera or something.” 
 
    Peyton gave Jake a sympathetic smile. 
 
    “A truck pulls up on the street and a man is staring up at the house. Preacher sees him and wigs out, thinking it’s the Janitor come to off the baby-boy sex-offender.” 
 
    “I didn’t think that. I just didn’t know who he was.” 
 
    “Right. Anyway, he jumps out of the Daisy and starts running for the house with his camera strapped around his neck. Simons and me, we hear him clear inside the house, shouting for us. This spooks the guy in the truck, so he starts to speed away, but he loses control and slams the truck into a parked car.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco laughed. Bill’s grin stretched from ear to ear. 
 
    “He gets the bumper of his truck hooked to the bumper of the other car and can’t get loose. Simons and me, we come out of the house, but we’re way up on top of those damn stairs. Guy jumps out of the truck and starts running up the street. What does the Preacher do? He starts chasing after him.” 
 
    “No?” exclaimed Peyton. 
 
    “Yep, camera and all, but while the guy is on the other side of the street, Preacher stays on our side. I come tearing down the stairs and cross the street. There’s people all over the freakin’ place, diving out of the way, jumping into the street, and I don’t know if the bastard’s armed or not, plus I got an idiot with a camera chasing after him.” 
 
    “Where was Simons?” asked Peyton, leaning forward in her chair. 
 
    “I was right behind him.” 
 
    “Hell you were,” said Cho, shooting him a look. “Guy turns up Market.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” said Marco. 
 
    Cho nodded. “I know I gotta catch him before he gets too far up Market, but all a sudden, he just stops running and sits down in the middle of the sidewalk. People just walk around him and he just sits there. I slow down and draw my gun, but he’s done. He holds up his hands and tells me to arrest him. He says he’s spent, can’t run anymore. I get the cuffs on him and look up. There’s the Preacher across Market, snapping pictures like a damn fool and next thing I know, I got Simons here, dropping down next to the guy, blocking the whole friggin’ walkway. Thought he was gonna have a heart attack and die on me.” 
 
    Simons made a swiping motion with his hand. 
 
    “Who was the guy?” 
 
    “Not the Janitor, that’s for damn sure. Apparently getting brought up on statutory rape charges wasn’t enough to cool off the horny kid. He goes and gets the stupid girl pregnant. She finally confesses to her dad and he ties one on, goes over in the middle of the night to the kid’s house and launches a rock through his window.” 
 
    “Why the hell did he go back then?” 
 
    “After he got sober, he felt guilty and went back to see how much damage he’d done. He didn’t expect us to be there.” 
 
    Peyton leaned over and punched Jake’s shoulder. “What the hell were you thinking?” 
 
    Jake rubbed the spot and glared at her. “I was thinking I didn’t want him to get away.” 
 
    “And that wasn’t gonna happen as long as you covered the opposite side of the street?” joked Marco. 
 
    They all peeled off into laughter, except Jake. “Freakin’ assed cops,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    Katherine found herself smiling. She immediately schooled her features and crossed her arms. Oh, she tried not to have favorites, and that was why these last few days had been so hard. She had to make a decision, and she knew what decision she should make, but make it…well, that was nearly impossible. The thought of breaking up one of her best detective teams made her feel physically ill. 
 
    “Brooks, D’Angelo, my office. Now!” 
 
    The laughter broke off immediately and everyone turned to look at her. She didn’t wait to see if they’d obey, she knew they would, so she walked back to her office, keeping her back as straight as possible. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton unfolded herself from her chair as Marco stood up. “Eight years and that command still gets my heart pumping a bit.” 
 
    Marco dropped an arm across her shoulders and directed her toward the captain’s office. “That’s ‘cuz it usually means you’re in trouble.” 
 
    “Why does it have to be me?” 
 
    “It’s always you, Brooks.” 
 
    As they passed Maria’s desk, Peyton was surprised to find it empty…again. Maria hardly ever took a day off and this was three days in a row. She entered Defino’s office before Marco and found the captain already seated at her desk. 
 
    “Sit down,” Defino ordered, motioning at her painfully hard melamine chairs. Her eyes lifted and she squinted at Peyton. “And don’t touch anything!” 
 
    Peyton held up her hands. “Captain, where’s Maria?” 
 
    “Sick.” 
 
    “Three days? She never misses work.” 
 
    “People get sick, Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton took the chair closest to the door and Marco maneuvered his six foot four inch frame into the other one. Defino’s office was dark as always, the blinds pulled down over the window. She sat in her chair, staring at the blotter on her glass topped desk, but she didn’t speak. It made Peyton fidget. A photo of the Golden Gate Bridge occupied the wall behind Defino’s head, so she focused on that to resist the impulse to play with the captain’s clear, crystal stapler. 
 
    She liked the photo. A faint layer of fog obscured just the top part of the bridge, but you could still see the rust-red towers shooting upward. Funny how most San Franciscans had some sort of artifact of the iconic structure somewhere in their personal space. She herself had a brass paperweight on her dresser at home. It didn’t hold down any papers, but she liked the heft of it. 
 
    “We have a case.” 
 
    Peyton’s eyes snapped to Defino’s. “Right? The Clean-up Crew case?” 
 
    “No, I’m taking you off that case. The serial killer hasn’t struck in a month, and it’s Cho and Simons’ case anyway.” 
 
    Peyton slid forward in her chair. “But, Captain, we still have to find him.” 
 
    “We will, but I need you two for something else.” 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    “Brooks, stop.” She held up a hand and closed her eyes. 
 
    Peyton sank back in her chair as Marco put a hand on her wrist in warning. 
 
    Defino reached for a file on her desk and opened it. “Are you familiar with Meilin Fan?” 
 
    Peyton exchanged a look with her partner. His expression was as blank as her own. “Should we be?” 
 
    “Meilin Fan from Food Battles?” When they still showed no recognition, she held up a hand. “The reality show?” 
 
    “Reality show?” 
 
    “Yes, the cooking competition? Set in New York?” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “I’m sorry, Captain. I’ve never seen it.” 
 
    “Everyone’s seen it. It’s the most popular cooking show out there.” 
 
    Peyton felt Marco’s eyes on her. Defino looked like she expected them to suddenly remember the show, like they were holding out on her or something. 
 
    “Forget it.” She waved them off. “Anyway, Meilin Fan won the competition last year. The prize is half-a-mil to open a restaurant in a city of your choice. She picked Chinatown. Her restaurant, the Yellow Lotus, is on Stockton, and she lives in the flat directly above it.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “Last night she returned to the flat after the restaurant closed to find her boyfriend shot in the chest. She called 911 and he was rushed to the hospital. He died this morning, so the case is ours.” 
 
    “Any witnesses?” 
 
    “No, and no one heard the gunshot either. Last I heard, Meilin didn’t have an opportunity to check the flat to see if anything was stolen. She’s pretty distraught, so I don’t have a lot to go on, but the boyfriend, Matt Jensen, worked as a produce manager at a local grocery store. They’ve been a couple for about three years, came out from New York together. He was on the show a few times, good looking fella, a few years younger than Meilin.” She passed a slip of paper across the desk to Peyton. “Here’s the address.” 
 
    Peyton glanced at it, then folded it in half. “Captain, about the Clean-up Crew case?” 
 
    “Brooks, I already made my decision.” 
 
    “I just feel like we can’t give up now. He’s still out there and I know he’s going to strike again.” 
 
    Defino’s expression hardened. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but we’re Homicide, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “And we investigate homicides still, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “And in your hand you have a current homicide, right?” 
 
    Peyton exhaled and nodded. “Right.” 
 
    “Do your job, Brooks, or I’ll find someone who can.” 
 
    Marco reached over and grabbed the paper. “We’re on it, Captain.” He pushed himself to his feet. 
 
    Peyton started to rise as well, but hesitated. “One last thing, Captain.” 
 
    Marco stopped in the doorway, shifting around to give her a panicked look. 
 
    Peyton ignored him, but Defino’s eyes narrowed into a glare. “Did Maria say what she had?” 
 
    “I didn’t talk to her. I talked to her boyfriend.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. “Boyfriend? I don’t remember Maria saying anything about a boyfriend.” 
 
    Defino folded her hands on her blotter. “Unlike some people around here, Maria chooses to keep her private life private.” 
 
    Peyton knew the jab was meant for her. Something sure had the captain’s panties in a bunch today. 
 
    Defino let out a heavy sigh. “They’ve been seeing each other for about six months. They just moved in together three weeks ago.” 
 
    “Really? I thought she lived with her mother and sisters in Daly City.” 
 
    “Not anymore. Anything else you’d like to know, Brooks?” 
 
    Actually there was, but she didn’t think Defino would appreciate her asking why she was in such a bad mood. “Not a thing, Captain,” she said. 
 
    “Good. Shut the door on your way out.” 
 
    Peyton backed to the door and followed Marco into the precinct, closing the door behind her. 
 
    “Why do you have to push it?” scolded Marco under his breath. 
 
    “Why do you think she was in such a bad mood?” 
 
    “Because you wouldn’t let it go about the serial killer.” 
 
    “Yeah, but come on, Marco, that’s gotta frustrate you too. This other case is nonsense. A uniform could handle it. We need to stay focused on the Janitor.” 
 
    Marco glanced at Defino’s door, then leaned closer to Peyton. “We do what we’re told, but you’re right. This case is a burner.” He held up the paper. “Still, we have our orders. Let’s get Jake and head out there. The faster we wrap this one up, the quicker we can be back on the other one.” 
 
    “You get Jake. I’ll wait here.” 
 
    Marco gave her a suspicious look. 
 
    “I’m not gonna bother the captain. I just don’t feel like facing Simons and Cho right now. It’s kinda embarrassing to get pulled off the biggest case of our career, don’t you think?” 
 
    Marco shook his head at her, but he turned back toward their desks. 
 
    Peyton waited until he was out of sight, then went over to Maria’s desk and quickly rummaged through the papers on top. Sliding open the pencil drawer, she found an electric bill with a yellow forwarding address attached to it. She looked around for a phone number, but she didn’t find anything. She and Maria had never been close, never exchanged phone numbers or anything, but still, she had no memory of Maria missing three consecutive days before, except when she took a formal vacation. Closing the drawer, she moved to the counter and leaned against it, mulling over why Maria wouldn’t have mentioned a relationship so serious that she’d moved out of her mother’s house.  
 
    A moment later, Marco and Jake appeared. 
 
    “I’ll drive,” said Jake, jogging to catch up to Marco’s longer gait. 
 
    “The hell you will,” said Marco, shoving open the half door. 
 
    “Then I call shotgun.” 
 
    “Not even for a moment, slick,” said Peyton, pushing him in the side. “And if someone starts running away from the scene, you stay put, you hear me? Under no circumstances do you give chase.” 
 
    “Freakin’ assed cops,” Jake muttered. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Gabby and Billy were directed to the manager of the Coconut Grove Bank, a severely thin woman with wispy hair. She motioned them into the chairs before her desk and held out her hand for the warrant. Gabby passed it over. 
 
    No nonsense. She liked that. It made her job easier if she didn’t have to make small talk with people. 
 
    The manager passed the warrant back with a snap of her wrist. “Everything seems to be in order. Do you have the key?” 
 
    Gabby held it up. 
 
    Rising in one swift motion, the manager pointed to the far left corner behind the counter manned by the tellers. “This way.” 
 
    Gabby and Billy followed her across the tiled entrance to a locked half-door. The manager pulled out a ring of keys from a zip-line attached to the belt on her slacks and unlocked the door, motioning them behind the counter. Then she walked into a short hallway and stopped before another door with a reinforced glass window in it. She found the key for this one and unlocked it, motioning them into a well-lighted room with rows and rows of metal boxes on three of its sides. The boxes went from the floor to the ceiling. Directly in the center was a tall, stainless steel table and a few padded stools with no backs. 
 
    She held out her hand to Gabby. “Key?” 
 
    Gabby placed it on the woman’s palm, tucking the warrant into her back pocket. Billy was making faces behind the woman’s back, mouthing her crisp commands, but Gabby ignored him, watching the manager walk to a wide, thin box on the wall labeled 87 and insert a key from her ring. She drew the entire box out of the wall and carried it to the table, then inserted the key Gabby gave her into a second lock, but she didn’t lift the lid. 
 
    “Take your time. The warrant indicates you may remove whatever’s in the box for your investigation, but please check with me before you leave.” 
 
    “Done.” Gabby watched her walk out of the room, her stride never breaking. This was a woman who took command. She had to admire that. 
 
    She approached the table and reached for the lid, but Billy placed both of his hands over it, holding it down. 
 
    “What do you think’s in there?” 
 
    “What?” She frowned at him. 
 
    “Before you open it, tell me what you think’s in there.” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Well, just think about it. Maybe it’s a treasure map.” 
 
    “It’s not a treasure map.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s jewels.” 
 
    “It’s not jewels.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a serum for immortality.” 
 
    Gabby let out her breath in an aggravated sigh and closed her eyes. “What are you, ten?” 
 
    “What if it’s a severed head?” 
 
    That rocked Gabby back on her heels, but she gave the box a critical look. “How could it be a severed head?” 
 
    “Foot?” Billy looked so pleased with himself, she had to smile. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He gave a dramatic nod of his head, biting his lower lip. “Finger.” 
 
    Gabby lifted her hands off the box. It could be a finger. She shot a look around at the other boxes. 
 
    “You know that show where they go out to the storage units and bid on them? Do you know the freaky crap people have found in those things?” 
 
    “You’re messing with me.” 
 
    He held up his hands, feigning innocence. “I’m not. Just think about it. Think about all the strange and random crap people collect. What if it’s a jar filled with kidneys?” 
 
    “Kidneys? Why kidneys?” 
 
    “Organ trafficking.” 
 
    “She was an American Studies professor.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean she didn’t have something on the side.” 
 
    “Stop it. Besides the box isn’t deep enough to contain a jar of kidneys.” Gabby reached for the lid again. Billy leaned forward, his face alive with excitement as she lifted it. Inside was an album of some kind. She picked it up and set it on the table next to the box. 
 
    Billy groaned. “Pictures? That’s what she keeps in a safe deposit box? What the hell?” 
 
    A big rubber band held the entire thing closed. Gabby smiled to herself as she pulled it off, then she opened the cover. A few pictures of a bright eyed brown haired girl filled the page, and as she turned it, she found newspaper clippings with the name Carol Messette highlighted on them. They were announcements about a contest won at an elementary school or spelling bees or honor roll. One had a grainy picture of the same little girl standing with others, holding up a certificate and beaming proudly for the camera. 
 
    Billy pushed away from the table in disgust and began wandering around the room, fingering the front of the boxes. Gabby ignored him and continued to turn pages. As she went, the little girl grew up and her accomplishments were more profound. She found a high school diploma, a certificate stating she was valedictorian, articles from the University of Miami where Carol had participated in some research paper or another, an article with a picture of a grown Carol indicating that she’d graduated Summa Cum Laude. 
 
    “She was something, this Carol Messette or Witan or whatever.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Valedictorian, Summa Cum Laude.” 
 
    “One boring bitch if you ask me.” 
 
    Gabby glared at him. “I didn’t ask you.” 
 
    “Just saying.” He bent over and stared at one of the larger boxes lower on the wall. “This could hold kidneys.” 
 
    Next was an engagement announcement with a picture of Carol standing beside a studious young man in a huge pair of glasses, wearing a bowtie. A few pictures of the wedding showed a beaming Carol with her new husband, David Witan, and then a birth announcement for a baby girl they’d named Lily. 
 
    Gabby turned a page, then caught her breath. She flipped back a few pages, then turned forward a number more. 
 
    Billy looked over his shoulder at her. “What?” 
 
    Gabby leaned closer to the book, inspecting the binding. She could just make out the tattered edge where a number of pages had been ripped out. “Janet’s grandmother Dana, Carol’s mother, kept up with her through the birth of her daughter, but then a number of pages have been torn out.” 
 
    Billy wandered back to the table. “Torn out? Could they be in the back of the book?” 
 
    Gabby flipped to the back, but found no loose pages, and the safe deposit box was empty. “No, they’re gone.” She turned back to the page about Lily. “Here’s the birth announcement, then it goes to here.” She placed her finger on an article about Carol and David’s murder. “No baby pictures, nothing on the daughter.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    Gabby closed the album and ran her hand over the cover, then she reached for the rubber band and replaced it. “I need to spend more time looking at this. Let’s go back to the precinct. While I’m going through it, you can search the archives for Reiter’s file on this case.” 
 
    Billy groaned and threw his head back dramatically. “Not the archives. I hate going through that place.” 
 
    Gabby closed the lid on the safe deposit box, locked it, and pulled out the key, slipping it into her pocket. Then she picked up the album and turned for the door. “Now in those boxes, you might find something severed, or other pieces of disgusting stuff some cop thought was evidence.” 
 
    “What about a treasure map?” His eyes gleamed. 
 
    Gabby chuckled. “Sure, I’m sure there are all manner of treasure maps in the archives just waiting for you to discover them.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Chinatown in San Francisco was the largest Chinese community outside of Asia and the oldest Chinatown in North America. Covering twenty-four square blocks in the heart of the City, it centered around Grant and Stockton Streets. 
 
    Hawkers called out from the street corners, trying to entice tourists into their shops or restaurants. Performers played the moon guitar or yueqin, sitting on camp stools beneath the intricately carved dragon street lights. Crisscrossing overhead were lines of bright red lanterns, giving the streets a festive appearance. 
 
    Marco and Peyton pushed through the late morning crowds, walking briskly toward Stockton. Jake trailed behind them, looking around with such wonder Peyton felt sure he’d never been to Chinatown before. 
 
    They’d parked the Charger in St. Mary’s Square, hoping to avoid the crush of tourists, but it was nearing lunchtime and the streets were already filling with people snapping pictures or looking at the curios that lined the sidewalk. 
 
    Glancing over her shoulder, Peyton marked that Jake was no longer following them. He was staring into the window of a shop, looking at a display of swords and ornate silver daggers. Peyton touched Marco’s elbow and the two of them backtracked to him. 
 
    “In need of some weaponry?” 
 
    He glanced up at them, his eyes wide. “They can just sell it like that on the street?” 
 
    “They sell guns on the street, Jake. Come on. Stop acting like a bumpkin.” 
 
    He pointed to something on the lowest shelf of the window display. “Why does anyone need one of those?” 
 
    Peyton squinted at it, then felt her face heat with embarrassment. A very largely endowed phallic symbol stood next to a statue of two people in the throes of passion. “You don’t need that either,” she said, tugging on his arm. 
 
    Marco burst out laughing. 
 
    “Why would they sell that though?” asked Jake, following her back onto the sidewalk. 
 
    “I don’t know and I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    He looked up at Marco. “What’s it for?” 
 
    “The statue or the real thing?” 
 
    Jake gave him an arch look. “The statue.” 
 
    “It’s a fertility totem.” 
 
    Peyton frowned at him. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I know things.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you do,” she muttered darkly. 
 
    A few minutes later, they found the Yellow Lotus. The restaurant was closed, but a uniform stood guard at the entrance. Peyton took out her badge and showed it to him. 
 
    He pulled open the door. “Go toward the bathrooms. There’s a door at the end of the hallway that leads up to the flat. It should be open.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    The Yellow Lotus sported an elegant, up-scale atmosphere with black lacquered tables and red cushioned chairs. Finely drawn painting of lotus flowers adorned the walls and ornate silk lanterns hung from the ceiling. 
 
    A few uniforms were seated at a table, but rose as they entered. Peyton motioned them back down, then pointed to the silk screen that marked the entrance to the bathrooms. They found the door at the end of the hall and climbed the stairs to the upper level, coming out on a landing with a narrow window that overlooked the front of the restaurant. 
 
    Officers Holmes and Bartlett met them on the landing. The front door was open and Peyton could see a blood stain on the marble floor in the entrance of the flat. She glanced back down the stairs. 
 
    “The shooter had to come through the restaurant to get up here, right?” 
 
    “Right,” said Holmes, rubbing a hand across his short-cropped, thinning crown. 
 
    “Was the lock jimmied on the door at the bottom of the stairs?” 
 
    “Nope, but the victim’s girlfriend said they rarely kept it locked, except after the restaurant closed for the night.” 
 
    Jake set his case down and took out his camera, beginning to snap off pictures. 
 
    “No one heard anything?” 
 
    “No, according to the girlfriend, the restaurant was busy and with the background music and the patrons talking, it was real noisy.” 
 
    Bartlet leaned in close, his young face awash with excitement. “You know the girlfriend is Meilin Fan, right?” 
 
    “Right.” Peyton exchanged a look with Holmes. 
 
    “From Food Battles? She won last season.” 
 
    Holmes gave him a withering look. “Really?” 
 
    “You don’t watch it?” 
 
    “No, I don’t watch it.” 
 
    “It’s the hottest reality show on TV right now.” 
 
    Peyton cleared her throat. “Our reality star didn’t hear anything either?” 
 
    Holmes shot another glare at his partner before focusing on Peyton. “She was in the kitchen which is in the back, so no, she didn’t hear anything.” 
 
    “Did the shooter come out the same way? If the patrons and staff didn’t hear anything, they didn’t see anything either?” 
 
    “We think he went out the fire-escape. It’s on the other side of the building. There’s a bloody footprint on the window sill,” said Bartlett. 
 
    “Is the girlfriend inside?” asked Marco, motioning to the flat. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s sitting on the couch, just staring at the blood. She’s not saying much.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco moved to the door. A large pool of blood covered the entrance, so Marco steadied Peyton with a hand on her elbow as she made the leap across it and into the flat, then he followed behind her with his longer stride. Jake remained outside, continuing to take pictures of the landing. 
 
    The entrance hall opened into a large living room. Directly across from the door was a bank of bay windows, overlooking the alley behind the restaurant. Late morning sun shone through, illuminating the understated furniture. An attractive Asian woman sat on a low slung red couch, her hands folded in her lap. Her black hair was pulled back in a ponytail and her face was streaked with tears. Peyton guessed she was in her mid to late thirties, slight of build and around her own height. She lifted dark eyes to them, her expression bleak. 
 
    Peyton pulled out her badge again and showed it to her. “Meilin Fan?” 
 
    The woman nodded, glancing at the badge. 
 
    “I’m Inspector Brooks from the San Francisco Police Department and this is my partner, Inspector D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Inspectors.” 
 
    “Do you mind if we ask you some questions?” 
 
    “Not at all. Please have a seat.” She motioned to two black bamboo arm chairs with turquoise cushions situated directly across from the couch. A low, boxy black coffee table lay before them. Peyton and Marco sat down where she indicated and Peyton reached for her notebook. 
 
    “Do you mind if I take notes while we talk?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “First of all, let me start by saying how sorry I am for your loss.” 
 
    “Thank you, Inspector.” Tears spilled over and she reached for a tissue on the coffee table, blotting it beneath her eyes. “I’m still in shock.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” Peyton motioned at the window. “Is that the window that the shooter used to escape?” 
 
    Meilin nodded. “The officers found a bloody footprint on the window sill.” 
 
    Marco rose and walked over to it, pulling back the sheer curtains to inspect it. 
 
    “What time did the restaurant close last night, Ms. Fan?” 
 
    “Meilin, please. It closed at 10:00.” 
 
    “Did you come up here directly after it closed?” 
 
    She pressed the bunched tissue to the corner of her eye. “No, I helped the staff clean up and checked the receipts.” 
 
     “What time did you come upstairs?” 
 
    “About 10:40 or so.” 
 
    Peyton jotted a note in her book. “And you found your boyfriend…ah, Matt Jensen at that time?” 
 
    She gave a delicate shudder. “He was lying in the doorway. The door was open. At first, I thought he was dead, but he was still breathing.” She gave a hitching sob. “I still can’t believe this happened.” 
 
    “So you called 911?” 
 
    “Yes, then I tried to stop the bleeding.” 
 
    “Was he conscious at the time?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did he ever regain consciousness?” 
 
    Her face screwed up and she started crying, pressing the tissues to her eyes. Marco shot an annoyed look at Peyton. Suddenly a sharp whistle echoed through the flat. Both Marco and Peyton jumped. In the entrance hall, Peyton could hear Jake mutter, “Shit!” 
 
    “Excuse me. That’s my tea,” said Meilin, beginning to rise. 
 
    “Let me,” offered Marco and he beat a hasty retreat to the kitchen. 
 
    Peyton forced herself to wait, while Meilin wiped her eyes and blew her nose. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Inspector.” 
 
    “That’s all right.” 
 
    “What were you asking?” 
 
    “Did Matt ever regain consciousness?” 
 
    “No, he died in the emergency room.” 
 
    “I know this is hard, but did Matt have any enemies? Anyone who might want to do him harm?” 
 
    “No, Matt was the most generous, loving man I’ve ever met. He was my soul mate.” 
 
    Marco returned and handed her the cup of tea. She gave him a watery smile as she accepted it, her hands curving around his as he released it. Peyton marked the motion, but kept her features neutral. 
 
    “Do you know if anyone noticed a strange man lurking around the bathrooms? Maybe you yourself saw someone acting strange, edgy?” 
 
    “I stay in the kitchen. I rarely leave during the dinner rush.” 
 
    “How many other people are with you in the kitchen during a shift?” 
 
    “There are five of us every night.” 
 
    “I’ll need their names.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Did you happen to notice if anything was missing in the flat?” 
 
    “Missing?” 
 
    “Jewelry, money, electronics?” 
 
    “No, but in the bedroom, someone smashed a picture that Matt and I took in Hawaii last year.” 
 
    Peyton glanced at Jake. He gave her a short nod to indicate he’d heard as he made his way to the window. “Do you have family we can contact?” 
 
    “No, I was an only child. Both of my parents are dead.” 
 
    “I see. What about Matt’s family?” 
 
    “His mother lives in Fremont. I called her from the hospital. But that’s all he had left.” 
 
    Peyton leaned forward in her chair, bracing her forearms on her thighs. “Meilin, is there anyone who would want to do you harm?” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    Peyton glanced toward the door. “I’m guessing a lot of people know about the contest on Food Battles, right? Have you ever gotten hate mail or did anyone ever contact you during the show to threaten you in any way?” 
 
    “No, never. You think I was the target?” 
 
    “I’m just covering all the bases. You won a large sum of money. Sometimes people get jealous, especially as it put you in the public eye.” 
 
    “I’ve never gotten any threatening letters or emails, Inspector Brooks, no.” 
 
    “What about the other contestants? Were any of them upset that you’d won?” 
 
    “The competition runs for two months at a time, so you get very close with the other people on the show. Even though you’re competitors, they become your friends. None of them would do this. Besides that, why target Matt? Why not come after me in the kitchen?” 
 
    Peyton gave a nod. “I just have to ask these questions. The restaurant isn’t opening tonight, is it?” 
 
    “No, I can’t think about that right now.” 
 
    “I understand. You aren’t staying here, are you?” 
 
    “No, I have a room at the Marriott. Your captain was kind enough to give me an officer to escort me there as soon as we’re done here.” 
 
    “Good.” Peyton reached into her pocket and pulled out a business card. “If you think of anything else, please give me a call. We’ll also be in touch if we find out anything.” 
 
    Meilin’s attention shifted to Marco. “Can I have your card as well?” 
 
    Marco glanced at Peyton. “My card? I don’t have one.” 
 
    “Will you write your contact number on the back then?” she said, holding out the card to him. 
 
    He took it, looking around for a pen. Peyton marked the exchange with a frown. 
 
    “I’m so shaken up, I’d just feel better if I have both of your numbers. If what you say is true, Inspector Brooks, that I could be a target, I’ll feel more secure knowing I have a way to get a hold of one of you if I need to.” 
 
    Jake passed a pen over Marco’s shoulder, giving him a speculative look. Marco grabbed the pen and jotted down his number on the back, then held the card out to Meilin. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, her fingers gliding across his as she accepted it. 
 
    Peyton pushed herself to her feet. “Again, I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    “Thank you, Inspector.” Meilin rose as well and held out her hand. Her grip was light and she immediately released Peyton, turning to Marco instead. This time she clasped his hand a bit longer and gave him a surprisingly sultry smile. “I appreciate you coming out.” 
 
    Marco gave her a tense smile in return. 
 
    “You ready, Ryder?” 
 
    “I just have a few more things to do.” 
 
    Peyton moved toward the door. “We’ll be downstairs.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    She found a narrow spot to cross over the blood without touching it. Bartlett and Holmes were waiting on the landing. “Are you escorting her to the Marriott?” 
 
    Holmes nodded. 
 
    Bartlett moved close to Peyton and lowered his voice. “Isn’t she something?” 
 
    “Yeah, an absolute delight.” She looked up as Marco left the flat. “You don’t even have to say anything and women act the fool around you,” she groused. 
 
    Marco held out his hands. “What did I do?” He turned to Holmes. 
 
    Holmes shrugged, but Peyton walked to the stairs and descended. Once in the restaurant, she looked around again, marking the layout in her notebook. 
 
    Marco appeared a moment later, going to the uniforms. “Where’s the kitchen?” he asked. 
 
    They motioned toward a swinging door at the back of the restaurant and led Marco toward it. The three of them disappeared inside. Peyton wandered over and pushed the door open. A large, gleaming stainless steel kitchen stretched before her. At the very far end was a door. Marco pushed it open, revealing the alley they could see from Meilin’s living room. Marco and the uniforms stepped out, leaving the door open. 
 
    Wandering into the kitchen, Peyton tried to imagine it bustling with people. She looked up at the ceiling, trying to orient the location of the kitchen with the location of Meilin’s flat above them. Square acoustical tiles lined the ceiling, providing a noise barrier between the restaurant and the flat upstairs. She probably didn’t hear anything after all. 
 
    Walking back into the main part of the restaurant, Peyton’s attention was captured by the lotus paintings again. They were ethereal, the light catching on the petals in an enticing way. She walked to the hostess podium and picked up a menu. A similar painting adorned the cover. 
 
    Opening the menu, her eyes scanned the intricate lines of Chinese characters, describing the dishes. Below each line of characters were lines in English, each done in calligraphy so beautiful, the menu itself was a work of art. She flipped through the pages, then looked at the painting on the front again. Faint brush strokes on the bottom corner in white paint said Hui Bai. Walking over to one of the paintings on the wall, she looked in the same spot. Hui Bai. She liked his work. 
 
    Jake appeared around the silk screen. “All done.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. 
 
    “Ordering take-out?” He motioned with his chin to the menu. 
 
    “Just looking. Ms. Fan charges some hefty prices for her fare.” She opened the menu and showed it to Jake. 
 
    Jake let out a whistle. “Hey, the whole thing is written in calligraphy, not word processed.” 
 
    “I know. The menu itself is art.” 
 
    Marco pushed open the kitchen door and came out. 
 
    Jake immediately focused on him. “Can I have my pen back, Adonis? Or are you too busy giving out your phone number to every woman in Chinatown?” 
 
    “I know, right?” said Peyton. 
 
    “What?” He handed the pen over. “What the hell did I do? She asked for it. What did you want me to say?” 
 
    “You didn’t say a damn thing, but she couldn’t stop drooling,” groused Peyton. 
 
    Jake shook his head. “You are a piece of work, D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Why are you both busting my chops? I didn’t do a damn thing. She’s just scared and wants to make sure she can get a hold of someone if she needs them.” 
 
    “Right,” said Peyton, turning for the door and setting the menu back on the podium. 
 
    Jake chuckled. 
 
    “What is it you think I did?” 
 
    “You don’t have to do anything. Just give them that false sympathetic look from those blue eyes and they go all weak kneed,” Jake teased, holding open the door. “It’s not fair.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Guys like you don’t have to do a damn thing to get a woman, but guys like me, we gotta be all charming and suave.” 
 
    “You are not suave.” 
 
    “My point, exactly.” 
 
    “Maybe you do need one of those fertility things we saw in the window.” 
 
    Jake held out his hand. “Why do you think I was asking about it?” 
 
    Peyton burst into laughter. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    When they arrived at the precinct, Devan was waiting for them. It was late afternoon, the sun angling in the front windows and lighting the counter. Peyton slowed as the D.A.’s attention focused first on her, then Jake. 
 
    It had been a good eight months since they broke off their relationship, but Peyton couldn’t deny seeing his handsome face and clean-cut style still made her heart flutter a bit. And it still stung that he’d broken off with her so suddenly. 
 
    “Peyton,” he said with a smile, then gave Marco a tight look. “D’Angelo.” 
 
    “D.A.,” said Marco. There was no love lost between the two of them. They’d butted heads a number of times since the break-up. 
 
    “I’ll just go process these pictures,” said Jake, beginning to sidle between the two men. 
 
    “Actually, I’m here to talk to you.” Devan’s attention shifted to him. 
 
    Jake stopped dead and looked at Peyton with a flash of panic. Peyton put her hand on his arm. She knew he still hadn’t recovered from being a suspect in his wife’s murder and he would never feel comfortable around the district attorney. 
 
    “I’m gonna call Abe and see if he got Jensen’s body,” said Marco, motioning toward their desks. 
 
    Peyton nodded as he walked away. “I’ll be in the break-room if you need me, Jake,” she said. 
 
    Jake caught her hand. “Stay. Please.” 
 
    She gave Devan a speculative look. 
 
    “It’s not a secret,” he assured her, then turned to Jake. “Claire Harper’s trial starts Monday.” 
 
    Jake’s fingers tightened and he swallowed hard. “Monday?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be worried. It’s an open and shut case. I have all the evidence I need and the motive is pretty clear. With Peyton’s testimony, I should be able to lock in a conviction for sure. I don’t even think the trial will be more than a few weeks at the outside.” 
 
    “Peyton’s testimony?” Jake gave her a worried look. 
 
    “It’s nothing. I’ve done it a million times. I’m a pro.” She offered him a comforting smile. 
 
    “Will I have to testify?” 
 
    Devan shook his head. “No, that’s not necessary, but it wouldn’t hurt if you could be in the courtroom some of the time, let the jury see you. And…” He hesitated and straightened the lines of his suit. “I could really use Zoë’s journal.” 
 
    “Zoë’s journal?” 
 
    “I have the copies we took, but it would be much more effective to have the actual thing.” 
 
    “Zoë’s journal? That’s all I have left of her.” 
 
    “I know, Jake, but we want to get the jurors on our side, don’t we?” 
 
    He looked at Peyton with a desperation that made her ache for him. 
 
    She gripped his arm with both hands. “He’ll give it back as soon as the trial’s over, Jake.” 
 
    “Definitely,” reassured Devan. “And I’ll never let it out of my sight.” 
 
    Jake’s fingers tightened on his evidence bag. “All right. I’ll have it here for you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Jake nodded and started to walk back toward his desk. Peyton moved to follow him, but he held up a hand to stop her. “I’m all right, Peyton. I just need a little time to myself. I’m gonna drop off the evidence I took from the scene, then I’m going home.” 
 
    “Jake?” 
 
    He turned to face her, squeezing her hand. “I’m all right. Just give me a little space, okay? I’ll be right as rain tomorrow.” 
 
    Peyton nodded and released him, watching him as he turned the corner and disappeared from sight. 
 
    “Actually, Peyton, there’s something I needed to talk to you about,” said Devan behind her. 
 
    Peyton shifted to face him. “I know you’ll want to go over my testimony before the trial, but I’ve got this.” 
 
    “It’s not that.” He took a step toward her, scraping his teeth across his bottom lip. “It’s something else.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. “What?” 
 
    He looked down at his polished dress shoes. “God, this is hard.” 
 
    “What’s hard?” 
 
    His eyes lifted and pinned hers. “I’m getting married.” 
 
    Peyton blinked at him. “Say what now?” 
 
    “I’m getting married, Peyton, in October.” 
 
    “You’re getting married?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “You’re getting married?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Peyton looked away, her mind unable to process what he was saying. “In October?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Peyton’s gaze snapped back to him. “That’s two months away.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Who is she?” 
 
    “The daughter of a partner in my father’s law firm.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Peyton, I know this is awkward. I didn’t know how to tell you. I mean I never expected this to happen after you and I…I mean…” 
 
    Peyton gave him a grim smile and shook her head. “Please stop.” 
 
    “I think you’d like her.” 
 
    That made Peyton blink again. “You think I’d like her?” 
 
    “She wants to meet you.” 
 
    “She wants to meet me?” 
 
    Devan seemed to be at a loss for what to say. He glanced over her shoulder into the precinct. “It’s not like that.” 
 
    “Then how is it? You talked about me to her?” 
 
    “Of course. You were my most recent significant relationship. I had to tell her about you.” 
 
    “And she wants to meet me?” 
 
    “She’s not threatened by you in any way, Peyton.” When Peyton’s back straightened, he held up a panicked hand. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just mean she understands about us.” 
 
    “She understands what?” 
 
    Devan looked over her shoulder again as if he thought the cavalry would come to his rescue or something. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” she said, glancing behind her as well. 
 
    “I…just thought…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That Marco might…” 
 
    “Marco might what? Save your ass?” 
 
    “No, just…he…” 
 
    “He what?” 
 
    “You listen to him, he calms you…” 
 
    “Controls me?” 
 
    “I didn’t say controls you.” 
 
    “But you meant it.” 
 
    “No, no, Peyton, I just…” 
 
    “Save it, Adams. I don’t want to hear anymore.” She closed her eyes and held up a hand. “Look, I wish you all the best in the world. I hope this marriage is a success.” 
 
    Devan drew a deep breath. “Thank you for saying that, Peyton. That means a lot.” 
 
    Peyton gave him a tight smile. “You deserve it,” she said, then she pushed past him and headed for the door. 
 
    “Peyton?” he called after her, but she ignored him, throwing open the half-door and letting it slam behind her. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
    Abe lived in a trendy condo in the SOMA as the locals called it, or south of Market for everyone else. The ten story building was built in the 1920s and sported an eclectic art deco design that Abe just loved. It wasn’t as upscale as Devan’s condo had been, but it was certainly a lot more luxurious than the little house she had on 19th. 
 
    She stared at the geometric patterned numbers above the elevator door as it climbed, trying hard to still the anger inside of her. Her phone had been ringing for the half hour it took her to drive over here, but she refused to answer it. She didn’t need Marco’s sympathy right now. He wouldn’t know what to say, and he was sure to bungle it, making her mad at him too. 
 
    But Abe would know what to do. Abe would have the perfect platitude to give her and help her work through this hurt without shooting someone. 
 
    The elevator opened and she crossed the hall to his door. He had deliberately chosen the apartment right across from the elevator. He was such a busybody that he loved to know who was coming and going on his floor. 
 
    She rang the bell and listened for the beautiful chimes as they sounded. A moment later Abe threw open the door. He wore a purple pair of slacks with a lime green silk shirt and pointed toed cowboy boots. His dreads sported purple and green beads on the ends of them. 
 
    “You know, I absolutely love when Marco calls me, but it’s never the way I dream it. Whenever I get a call from him, he’s always calling about you, little soul sista, and it just pisses me off.” 
 
    Peyton felt a catch in her throat and the next thing she knew, she was crying. 
 
    Abe’s expression shifted from mock anger to panic. “Whoa, whoa, little bits, what the hell is this about?” He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her into the condo, guiding her through the entrance and to the living room. He handed her down onto the couch, then disappeared into the bathroom, returning a moment later with a handful of tissue. 
 
    Peyton took it and pressed it to her face, struggling to regain control. She hated breaking down emotionally in front of people, even Abe. 
 
    He sat down next to her and wrapped an arm around her, pulling her back against his shoulder. “Tell me what happened and who I have to kill.” 
 
    She laughed through her tears, and pressed her face into his silk shirt. “Devan’s getting married.” 
 
    “Ah,” he said. He wrapped the other arm around her and held her while she fought to calm herself. 
 
    Pulling herself together, she let out a long sigh and wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry, I probably ruined your shirt.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” he said, brushing a stray curl off her cheek. “I’ve got just the thing to fix this.” 
 
    She leaned back to let him up and he headed off to the right where his state of the art kitchen lay. Shifting on the couch, she looked around his condo. Abe might have wild personal style, but his taste in home décor was exceptional. The eggplant colored walls weren’t something she would have chosen, but they gave an elegant air to the room. Coupled with his sleek black furniture and modern couches in burnt orange fabric, she always felt like she was in the home of an interior designer. 
 
    “That’s right, Angel’D, she’s right here with me,” he said, coming out of the kitchen with a phone pressed to one ear. In his other hand, he held a carton of something. “No, I got this one. This takes a gentle touch, D’licious, and much as I adore you, you just don’t have that.” Abe handed her a quart of mint chocolate chip ice cream and a spoon. “I’ll tell her. That’s right. Don’t you worry your pretty head none. Talk to you soon, Angel, bye.” He gave Peyton an amused look. “He says to call him if you need him.” 
 
    “Does he know what happened?” 
 
    “Just the basics.” He motioned at the carton with his chin as he laid the phone on the table. “Start on that, sweetie.” 
 
    She tore the top off and tossed it on his coffee table. Then she dug the spoon into the carton and pulled out a heaping serving, shoving it in her mouth. 
 
    Abe retreated to his kitchen, but he came back, holding a bottle, and unscrewed the cap. “Slow down, sweetie, you need to add something to it.” Leaning over, he poured it on top of her ice cream. 
 
    She tilted her head sideways and read Baileys. Yep, she definitely needed to add something to it. She took another scoop and tasted it. Perfect blend of sweet and spicy. 
 
    Abe settled the bottle on the coffee table and sank down beside her. 
 
    “You need a spoon too,” she told him. 
 
    He held up a golden spoon with a line of glittering beads snaking down the handle. “Got one.” 
 
    “What the hell is that? That’s not a spoon.” 
 
    “The hell it isn’t.” He waved it in front of her. “Every spoon should have embellishments.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it’s prettier.” 
 
    “Glass baubles make it prettier?” 
 
    “Glass baubles make everything prettier.” 
 
    She looked at her own plain spoon. “Why doesn’t mine have baubles then?” 
 
    “Because you’re depressed and baubles won’t help.” 
 
    She dug the spoon into the ice cream and then passed the carton to him. He took a spoonful as well. 
 
    “So D.A. Delicious is getting married? His loss.” 
 
    Peyton slumped back on the couch and licked the Baileys off her ice cream. “Sure, his loss. That’s why he’s moving on with his life and I’m not.” 
 
    Abe took some more ice cream. “Who’s he marrying anyway?” 
 
    “The daughter of a partner in his father’s law firm.” 
 
    “Ah, a trust-fund baby, eh?” 
 
    “Yep. Never held a job in her life. I’ll bet she looks like a Barbie doll.” 
 
    “Well, it wouldn’t have worked out between you two anyway.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” She shifted on the couch, folding her leg under her. 
 
    “How would he have fit into your life? Which one of us are you going to give up? Jake, me, Pickles…Marco.” 
 
    “Why would I have to give up any of you?” 
 
    Abe gave her a skeptical look. 
 
    She reached for another scoop. “I am never going to get married.” 
 
    “Never’s a pretty long time.” 
 
    “It’s true. I’m just not what men want. They want quiet, demure women who sit at home and wait on them. I’m not that.” 
 
    “Not every man wants that, sweets. Some men aren’t threatened by strong women.” 
 
    “Gay men.” 
 
    He laughed and ate another bite. “Not just gay men.” He held up his spoon and studied it. “You just aren’t looking in the right place.” 
 
    “You wanna tell me where that is. Come on, Abe. I’m gonna die alone.” She laid her head on his shoulder and scraped the ice cream with her spoon. 
 
    “You’re not gonna die alone. You’ve got me.” 
 
    “How do you do it? Stay so optimistic all of the time.” 
 
    “I just do. It’s built in.” He thought for a moment, licking the ice cream on his baubled spoon. “It’s too bad I’m gay, really?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We’d make such an awesome couple.” 
 
    “Yeah, we would.” 
 
    “But the fates just couldn’t allow that.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Too much awesome. The world couldn’t handle it.” 
 
    She smiled. “It’s tiring, being awesome all the time.” 
 
    He rested his cheek against her hair. “It sure is.” 
 
    She pushed the spoon into the carton he held. “We need more Baileys.” 
 
    “We always need more Baileys, baby.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Gabby set her coffee cup on her desk and started her computer. Early morning sunlight streamed through the windows of the precinct, bathing her in a soft glow. Looking up, she watched the palm trees swaying in the lazy breeze. Already the humidity was rising and she knew it would get sticky and unpleasant before lunch. 
 
    She checked her emails and answered the few that couldn’t wait, then she pulled open the bottom drawer of her desk and lifted out the scrapbook from Dana Messette’s safe deposit box. She lifted the mug and took a sip as she slowly and methodically went through every page. Dana had chronicled everything about her daughter’s life, from her smallest accomplishments to the one that should have been the biggest, the birth of her own daughter. 
 
    She came to the torn out pages and leaned back in her chair. No pictures of the baby, nothing about her growing up. Janet Messette had said her cousin was at her senior prom the night her parents died. She had to be 17 or 18 – a lot of life that would fill out a number of pages in a scrapbook, so why had they been torn out and where were they now? 
 
    Flipping to the next page, she found the newspaper article about Carol and David Witan’s murder. Behind it were many more articles, all cut out meticulously and glued into the scrapbook with an almost manic attention to detail. She glanced over each one, but they all pretty much said the same thing. Tilting the book, she found the longest article and took another sip of her coffee as she skimmed it. 
 
    NO LEADS IN WITAN MURDER CASE 
 
      
 
    The deaths of prominent Cardiologist David Witan and his wife, Oncologist Carol Messette-Witan, remain a mystery. Ruled a murder by Miami homicide detectives, the two physicians were found shot to death in their up-scale home by their daughter, Lily. No suspects have been identified and no witnesses have come forward. Neighbors remain on high alert. Anyone with information is urged to contact the Miami Police Department. 
 
      
 
    Scanning the other articles, she found no more information and for some reason, there were only photos of the house. Never a photo of Lily. Gabby wondered if the police had deliberately protected her from the media. 
 
    Turning to the last page, she found one last article more than two years after the Witan murders. It named Buck Reiter as the detective currently handling the investigation. The article was brief, and although the reporter didn’t state it had become a cold case, she did indicate that no new leads had been discovered. 
 
    The corner of this article hadn’t been glued down as carefully as the others and had folded over when someone closed the scrapbook. She smoothed it out with the pad of her index finger, but as she did so, she realized that it was thicker than typical newsprint. Easing back the corner, she peered under it and saw another scrap of paper slipped behind the first one. 
 
    Reaching into her top desk drawer, she pulled out a pair of tweezers and used them to carefully separate the newsprint from the cardstock of the scrapbook. Once she had it pulled back enough, she slipped the tweezers into the gap and pulled out a folded wad. Unfolding it, she found it was an obituary for a teenaged boy, only 17. He’d hung himself in his bedroom closet, leaving a note telling his parents how sorry he was. His name was Grant Sanderson, and the picture showed a smiling, young Caucasian male holding a basketball. 
 
    Gabby looked at the date of the obituary, then turned back to one of the articles on the murder. The obituary was dated about a month after the Witans were killed. Who the hell was this boy and why had Dana thought it was significant enough to include his death notice in Carol’s scrapbook? 
 
    “Hey, lady,” came Billy’s booming voice as he entered the precinct. 
 
    Gabby lowered the obituary and glanced up at him, taking another sip of her coffee. “Hey. You’re here early.” 
 
    “Yeah, you gotta look far to find someone as dedicated as I am.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” She set her mug on the corner of her desk. “You got that file I asked you for last night, Mr. Reliable.” 
 
    He threw himself into his chair and swiveled around to face her. “Funny thing about that. The box is gone.” 
 
    “Gone? How can that be?” 
 
    “Currently, it’s in New York City.” 
 
    Gabby frowned. “Why?” 
 
    “Someone requested it about a year ago.” 
 
    “A year ago? Why the hell would New York want a Miami cold case?” It wasn’t lost on her that a year ago Dana Messette had suddenly wanted to open her music box. 
 
    “How much do you love me?” 
 
    “Not much at all.” 
 
    He waved her off. “I already put in a request to have the box shipped back to us. It should arrive in a day or two.” 
 
    Gabby gave him an approving smile and nod. “Now that’s taking initiative.” 
 
    “Really? That’s what it’s called?” 
 
    Gabby laughed. “You might make a Cold Case Detective yet, bud.” 
 
    Billy placed a hand over his heart and feigned tears. “That is the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me. Nothing’s more important than Cold Case.” 
 
    Gabby glared at him. “I take it back. You suck.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco glanced up as a door down the hall opened. Peyton appeared around the corner of the living room, her hair in loose, damp curls around her shoulders. Pickles lifted his head from his food bowl long enough to wag his tail at her before he went back to eating. 
 
    “Hey, partner,” she said, slowing her stride. She came to the counter and climbed on a stool, leaning over to see what he was doing. “Are you making breakfast?” 
 
    “Omelets.” He reached for a paper cup and handed it across the counter to her. 
 
    “Mocha?” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “With whipped cream?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She took a sip, closing her eyes in pleasure. “Do you know how much I love you right now?” 
 
    He didn’t answer that. 
 
    Pickles finished his bowl and came over to her, pawing her leg. She scooped him into her arms and settled him on her lap. “Are eggs allowed in a vegetarian diet?” 
 
    He picked up the whip and began beating them. “Usually no, but I make an exception for these eggs. They come from a little farm up north that allows the chickens to be completely free range.” He held up a block of cheese. “Cheese too. It’s goat cheese and the goats not only produce milk, but they’re also used for fire abatement to eat down the overgrown vegetation.” 
 
    Peyton smiled as she lifted her coffee for a sip. “I’m guessing no bacon, right?” 
 
    “Right. Pigs don’t just drop the bacon as they graze.” 
 
    “Too bad.” 
 
    He added a dash of soy milk and set the bowl aside, turning to the cutting board. Grabbing a tomato, he began chopping it. “Look, Peyton, about yesterday.” 
 
    She lowered her coffee cup. “I suppose Devan told you as soon as I left?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Great. It wasn’t enough to humiliate me, but he had to tell my partner too.” 
 
    “It wasn’t like that.” He glanced up at her through his lashes. “This isn’t easy for me to talk about, but…” He met her gaze directly. “Devan wasn’t right for you.” 
 
    She curled her arms around Pickles and rested her cheek on his head. “Who is, Marco? Is there anyone right for me? Anyone that can handle me?” 
 
    He set down the knife. “Of course there is. You just keep looking in the wrong places.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe you’re right. Maybe cops should never marry. Maybe we’re just not cut out for the give and take of a real relationship.” 
 
    He leaned closer to her. “That’s not true. You have plenty to give. You just need a man who is secure in himself, who doesn’t want to dominate you, who doesn’t feel threatened by your strength and independence.” 
 
    She gave a bitter laugh. “As I told Abe last night, you’re talking about gay men.” 
 
    Marco’s eyes rose and pinned hers. “Not entirely.” 
 
    She went still, her gazing narrowing on him. 
 
    “Would you look at this? Adonis cooks? Who’da thunk it?” said Jake, coming around the corner. He climbed on the stool next to Peyton. 
 
    Marco broke her stare, then reached for a second paper cup and passed it over to him. 
 
    “Thank you. So what are you cooking?” 
 
    “Omelets. How do you like yours?” 
 
    “Omelets? We get real eggs?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And cheese?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Jake leaned forward. “Bacon?” 
 
    “No pig.” 
 
    Jake looked over at Peyton. “I love pig.” 
 
    She gave him a half-smile. 
 
    Marco picked up his bowl and carried it to the frying pan on the stove. 
 
    “And you brought us coffee? You’re spoiling us, D’Angelo,” he said, lifting it to his lips. He took a sip, then groaned in pleasure. “Lord, I haven’t had coffee this good since Zoë…” His voice caught and he lowered the cup. 
 
    Marco looked over his shoulder and watched Peyton run a hand across Jake’s back. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Jake, shaking his head in embarrassment. “This trial thing just brought up all of the old feelings.” 
 
    “I know, but it’ll be good to get closure, won’t it?” 
 
    Jake gave her a wounded smile. “I hope so. I’m just afraid it’ll start the nightmares again.” 
 
    Marco forced his attention back to the omelets. He didn’t have anything to say to that. He couldn’t even fathom the devastation of such loss – it made his stomach knot. 
 
    “Abe said he’d do the autopsy this morning,” said Peyton, shifting the conversation. 
 
    “I know.” Marco added the vegetables to the eggs, then sprinkled shredded cheese on top. 
 
    “I guess we should go over there before we go to the precinct.” 
 
    He folded the omelet over and then slid it onto a plate, carrying it to her. Setting it on the counter, he passed her a fork. She was watching him with those dark, exotic eyes of hers, searching him. Pickles lifted his head, his nose sniffing frantically. 
 
    “What do you say?” she asked. 
 
    “I say that’s a plan. The morgue after breakfast.” 
 
    Her face lit up with a smile. 
 
    Jake looked longingly at her plate. “I get one of those too, right?” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Abe glanced up as they entered his autopsy room, his dreads sliding back over his shoulders. A smile stretched the width of his face, his teeth barely constrained in his mouth. He wore a white lab coat, but Peyton could see a brilliant hot pink shirt peeking out at the collar. 
 
    “If it isn’t my favorite two people…and Jake.” 
 
    Jake gave him a sarcastic smile. “The street runs both ways, buddy.” 
 
    Abe chuckled and turned, slapping an x-ray onto the light box. Peyton was glad his examination table was empty, but the damp floor beneath it still made her feel queasy. 
 
    “Did you finish the autopsy on Matt Jensen?” 
 
    “About ten minutes ago. Just doing a final check,” he said, squinting at the x-ray. “He’s in the cold room if you wanna get some pictures, Jake.” 
 
    “Got it.” He turned on his heel and went back out the door. It always surprised Peyton how quickly Jake had taken to his new profession. None of it seemed to bother him, except, well…decapitated heads, but she figured that was understandable. 
 
    “What’d you find, Abe?” 
 
    He turned and studied her. “How are you this morning?” 
 
    “Fine. The Baileys and ice cream did the trick.” She shot a look at Marco, but he wouldn’t meet her eye. She wasn’t sure what had happened this morning, but it had been one of the strangest exchanges between them in eight years. She hadn’t really had time to process it yet. 
 
    Abe moved to the stainless steel table and leaned on it. “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah. About Matt Jensen?” 
 
    His attention shifted to Marco. “Mmm mmm mmm, you look as fit and fine as ever, my Angel’D. Love the black jeans.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Marco shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “Abe!” 
 
    “Right, Jensen.” He splayed his elegantly long-fingered hands on the table. “He was shot at close range, .22. Cheap ass bullet, but even so, it was enough to knick his heart, pierce a lung and lodge in his spinal column, severing his spinal cord. Poor bastard would have been instantly paralyzed and unable to call for help.” 
 
    “How’d it do all that?” 
 
    “Close as I can figure, the shooter put the gun right up to his sternum and pulled the trigger. He bled out slowly. Must have been excruciatingly painful.” 
 
    “How long would it take you to bleed out like that?” asked Marco. 
 
    “Report says his heart was still beating when the medics arrived, so he couldn’t have been down more than 15 minutes or so.” 
 
    “Meilin said she found him around 10:40 and the restaurant closed at 10:00.” 
 
    “So that means he was shot after the restaurant closed. How could no one have heard anything?” asked Marco. 
 
    Peyton chewed her inner lip. “When I went into the kitchen, I noticed acoustic tiles on the ceiling. Maybe they blocked the sound?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Just one shot?” Peyton asked Abe. 
 
    “Just the one. More than enough, though.” 
 
    “And it’s been sent to ballistics?” 
 
    “First courier of the morning.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “Nothing. He was the picture of health. Young, fit, great build. Not as great as yours, Angel, but…” He winked at Marco. 
 
    Marco gave him a sarcastic nod. 
 
    “How young?” 
 
    “Late twenties at the outside.” 
 
    “Younger than Meilin.” 
 
    “Yeah, but she’s a good looking woman.” 
 
    Peyton frowned at him. “You’re gay.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean I can’t recognize good looking women, does it?” 
 
    “No, but how do you know what she looks like?” Peyton asked, although she felt sure she knew the answer. 
 
    “Food Battles. Come on, really, you didn’t watch last season?” 
 
    “I didn’t watch any season. The only thing worse than watching people cook is watching people golf.” 
 
    “You have no taste whatsoever.” He swatted a hand at her. “There’s drama and tension, back stabbing and cattiness. It has everything a really good reality show should have.” 
 
    “Back stabbing?” 
 
    “Not literally, no, but you know…” He gave her a sultry look. 
 
    “Did Meilin have any enemies on the show? Anyone who was particularly competitive with her?” 
 
    “They were all competitive, but everyone seemed genuinely happy she won. I think she was the most well liked contestant on there. She sure was a fan favorite.” 
 
    “We probably need to get the names of everyone on the show,” she told Marco. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “How many people compete each season?” 
 
    “You start with five. A person gets eliminated every two weeks, until there’s only two left. Then they have two weeks to impress the public and the judges before the final votes are tallied.” 
 
    “So what? Eight weeks? She was bound to piss someone off in that time, right?” 
 
    Abe held up his hands. “Like I said, she was one of the most popular people on the show.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    They got back to the precinct around noon. Peyton hesitated in the entrance, marking that Maria’s desk was still empty. Defino poked her head out of her office when she heard them. 
 
    “Brief me,” she said. 
 
    Peyton followed Marco through the half-door. 
 
    “I’ll just go print pictures,” said Jake, hurrying toward the back of the precinct. 
 
    Peyton glanced after him, then faced the captain. “We met with Meilin yesterday afternoon. She swears she didn’t hear or see anything. We talked with Abe this morning. He pegs the shooting at around 10:30 or so, since the victim bled out. He estimates she had to find him within 15 minutes of the gunshot for him to still have a heartbeat. The restaurant closed at 10:00 and she didn’t come upstairs until 10:40, so the shooting happened after the restaurant closed, which means the shooter was in the building once the front doors were locked, but no one saw him.” 
 
    “That’s strange. Was anyone else with Meilin when she found the body?” 
 
    “No, but apparently, she never leaves the kitchen once they open until they close. It ought to be easy to verify that with the rest of the employees. Also, there was a bloody footprint on the window sill in her flat, leading out to a fire escape. We think the shooter left that way. Meilin is about my height, so the footprint is too big to be hers. Someone was in that flat.” 
 
    “Did Jake dust for fingerprints?” 
 
    “He did,” said Marco. “We should get the results today, but Meilin also mentioned that a photograph of her and Jensen was broken in her room.” 
 
    “Lovers’ triangle?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “Anything’s possible.” 
 
    “What’s your next move?” 
 
    “Talk with the other employees. See if any of them remember Meilin leaving for an extended period of time. Wait for the analysis from the crime lab on the fingerprints. We should probably search to see if Meilin or Jensen bought a gun recently. Abe said it was a .22.” 
 
    “The restaurant is opening again tonight for business,” offered Defino. 
 
    “Is Meilin working?” 
 
    “No, she’s still too shaken up, but the employees asked me if it would be all right. I told them to go for it.” 
 
    Peyton held up a hand. “That’ll be the perfect time to talk to them, then.” 
 
    “I’ll go look for a gun permit before we go back out there,” said Marco, moving toward their desks. 
 
    Peyton hung back. “Captain, is Maria still sick?” 
 
    Defino’s brow knit. “Yeah, she says the doctor told her to stay out the rest of the week.” 
 
    “Did you actually talk to her or her boyfriend?” 
 
    “I talked to her this time. She doesn’t sound well.” 
 
    Peyton gave her a nod. “Anything on the Clean-up Crew case?” 
 
    “Brooks.” 
 
    “I know, it’s just hard to let it go.” 
 
    “Well, do so. You need to focus on this murder and forget about that one. Besides, I’m beginning to think our last encounter spooked him. Maybe he’s moved off to greener pastures.” 
 
    “You don’t hope that, do you?” 
 
    “I don’t want him killing more people, but yeah, I hope like hell he’s gone from the City. I’d be lying if I told you differently.” With that, she went back into her office and shut the door. 
 
    Peyton waited a few seconds, then she hurried around Maria’s desk and pulled open the top drawer, locating the electric bill with the yellow forwarding address label. Glancing around, she made sure no one was looking, then she pulled out her notebook and wrote the address inside, replacing the envelope in the desk and shutting the drawer again. 
 
    She slipped the notebook back in her pocket and went in search of her partner. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The Yellow Lotus wasn’t open yet when they arrived, but a teenage girl came to the door and unlocked it when Peyton showed her badge. She wore a pair of black slacks and a crisp white collared shirt. Her long black hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail. 
 
    “Inspector Brooks with the SFPD,” Peyton said, stepping inside. Marco followed behind her. 
 
    The girl gave her a grim smile. “Meilin said you might be out again.” 
 
    “We heard you were opening tonight.” 
 
    “Yeah, at 5:00.” 
 
    “Do you work here every night?” 
 
    “Pretty much. Saving for college, you know? My aunt is one of the cooks and I wait tables.” 
 
    “Were you here two night ago when the shooting happened?” 
 
    “I might have been. I left around 8:00.” 
 
    Peyton could hear people banging pots in the kitchen. “Is everyone here that was here that night?” 
 
    “Except Meilin. She’s still too upset to come to work.” 
 
    “I’m Peyton, by the way. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Leah.” 
 
    “Leah, can I talk to your aunt?” 
 
    “She doesn’t speak English very well, but I can translate.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    The girl motioned toward the kitchen. Peyton and Marco followed her. At least seven people bustled about, prepping dishes, folding tablecloths, or chopping vegetables. All motion ceased as they entered. 
 
    Leah went over to an older woman and touched her shoulder. Bending close, she began talking in rapid Chinese, pointing at them. The woman put down her knife and followed Leah over, clasping her hands in the folds of her apron. 
 
    “This is my aunt, Inspector Brooks, Lin Chu.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” Peyton pulled out a business card and passed it over. Leah translated for her. “Two nights ago, you were working here in the kitchen?” 
 
    Lin nodded. 
 
    “Do you remember Meilin being here as well?” 
 
    The older woman talked rapidly to the younger one, her hands gesticulating. 
 
    “She says Meilin is always here, watching everything they do. She manages everything.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco smiled at that. “Was there ever a time that Meilin wasn’t here? A time when she went to the bathroom or something?” 
 
    Leah translated. Lin’s eyes grew wide as she talked and she motioned even more expansively. Leah gave Peyton a wry look. “She says the woman has a bladder of iron. She never goes to the bathroom. If she absolutely had to go, she’d probably squat in the corner so they wouldn’t be out of her sight.” 
 
    “Not a fan, eh?” 
 
    Leah shrugged. 
 
    Marco wandered away, headed toward the back door. 
 
    Leah followed him with her eyes, then she looked back at Peyton. “Cute,” she said, giving Peyton a sheepish grin. 
 
    Peyton smiled back at her. “He’s heard it before. Too many times, in fact.” 
 
    “Bet Meilin liked him.” 
 
    Peyton cocked her head. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “It’s nothing. I shouldn’t have said it. She’d probably fire me if she knew.” 
 
    Peyton motioned to the kitchen door. “You wanna step out here, away from prying eyes and ears?” 
 
    Leah shrugged again, but she followed Peyton as she backed to the door, Aunt Lin on her heels. 
 
    Going to a table, Peyton pulled out a chair and sat down, waiting for the two women to do the same. “Do the rest of the people in there speak English?” 
 
    “Some. Enough to get by.” 
 
    “Are they loyal to Meilin?” 
 
    “She pays our wages. We’re loyal enough.” 
 
    “I get the sense she’s a difficult employer.” 
 
    “She likes things just so.” 
 
    Aunt Lin added something, tapping Leah’s forearm. 
 
    Leah nodded. 
 
    “What’d she say?” 
 
    “Controlling. That’s Meilin. Oh, not where anyone else can see, but behind the door…” She gave Peyton a meaningful look. 
 
    “I got you.” Peyton braced her arms on the table, lowering her voice. “What did you mean when you said you bet Meilin liked my partner?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have said that.” 
 
    “Nothing you tell me will get back to her. I promise you that.” 
 
    Leah glanced at her aunt. “Don’t get me wrong. Meilin is good to us, pays us well, it’s just she watches everything we do. She doesn’t trust her own people.” She gave Peyton a pointed look. “It’s annoying.” 
 
    “Understandable. I still need to know what you meant about my partner.” 
 
    “Meilin likes men. She especially likes them young, hot and white…like your partner.” 
 
    “Was she having an affair?” 
 
    “I don’t think she was cheating on Matt physically. She just likes the attention. She can get men to do anything for her and she likes that power.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Aunt Lin spoke, patting Leah’s arm. Leah gave her a nod of agreement. 
 
    Peyton waited for the translation. 
 
    “She wants you to know that Meilin is a good boss. She could have gone anywhere to open a restaurant, but she picked here. We appreciate that.” 
 
    Peyton nodded, offering the aunt an understanding smile. “Leah, I get that Meilin liked male attention, but how was she around Matt? Did they ever fight?” 
 
    “Not that I saw. Meilin always talked about him like he meant the world to her.” 
 
    “The restaurant’s been open how long now?” 
 
    “Not quite a year.” 
 
    “Have you worked here that long?” 
 
    “Since the grand opening, yes.” 
 
    “In all that time, have you ever seen anyone get upset at Meilin or Matt? Did she ever fire an employee or piss off a customer?” 
 
    “Nothing that stands out with me.” 
 
    “What do you know about Matt?” 
 
    “Not much. I saw him a few times, but that’s about it. He always said hi, but not much else.” 
 
    Marco pushed open the kitchen door and stepped out. Peyton glanced over at him, then gave Leah a smile. “If you think of anything else, anything at all, will you call me?” She nodded at the card clutched in Aunt Lin’s hand. 
 
    “We’ll call you,” said Leah. 
 
    Peyton rose to her feet and shook hands with both of them. “Thank you for the information.” 
 
    Leah shrugged. “Ain’t no thing.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco drove her back to the precinct. She climbed out of the Charger and waited for him to cross around the back of it. 
 
    “I think I’m going to head out,” she said. “It’s almost 5:00.” 
 
    He frowned at her. “Everything all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m just feeling like a hot shower and a night in front of the television.” 
 
    He dropped his gaze and stared at the toe of his work boots. “We could get a drink.” 
 
    She touched his arm. “I just need to work through this on my own, Marco. I’m fine, really.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Will you debrief Defino for me?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She pulled out the key to her Corolla and started to turn toward it, but she stopped and turned back around. Stepping up to him, she lifted on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek, then she backed away. He gave her a smile and held up a hand, then he shifted toward the precinct. 
 
    Peyton waited in her little green Corolla until he climbed the stairs and disappeared inside. She felt guilty lying to him, but she didn’t think he would understand where she wanted to go next. He’d think she was meddling and wouldn’t understand the strange feeling she had. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out her notebook and flipped to the page where she’d written Maria’s new address. Maria’s new locale was in the Sunset District on the edge of the City, bordering Highway 1. 
 
    Starting the Corolla, she pulled out of the parking lot. As she drove through the commute hour traffic, she played their current case over in her mind. Abe had said Meilin was the most well liked of the contestants by both the public and her competitors, but the people who worked for her now had conflicting feelings. Which one was the true Meilin? And what about Leah’s comment about her liking attention from men? That could certainly turn into a problem if she did more than flirt with them. 
 
    She’d definitely noticed Marco’s looks, but that meant less than nothing. All women, and a good number of men, noticed him. Still, a lover’s triangle would give the shooter a motive, but why attack Matt and leave Meilin alone? A killer so bold as to enter the victim’s house when others were around probably wouldn’t hesitate to attack Meilin too. And if that were true, it meant Meilin might still be in danger. 
 
    Peyton pulled out of traffic and reached for her phone, pressing the contact list for Marco’s number. She watched the traffic surge around her as she waited for him to pick up. 
 
    “Hey,” came his voice on the other end. 
 
    “Hey, did you find out if Meilin or Matt had a gun registered in their names?” 
 
    “Yeah, nothing.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking. If this is a lover’s triangle, like Defino suggested, Meilin may be in danger. Who’s on duty tonight?” 
 
    “Hold on.” She could hear the click of a mouse. “Holmes.” 
 
    “Is Meilin still at the Marriott?” 
 
    “Yeah, she booked it for the whole week.” 
 
    “You might alert Holmes to be on the look-out and have any calls from her patched directly through to him.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Thanks, partner.” 
 
    “No problem. Enjoy your TV. I hear there’s a great reality show on about cooking.” 
 
    “Ranks right up there with growing grass.” 
 
    He laughed. “Later, Brooks.” 
 
    “Later, Marco baby.” She hung up and pulled out into traffic again. 
 
    She arrived at Maria’s address close to 6:00. She parked the car in front of a single story house that squatted over the garage and stared up at the front windows. Like so many homes in San Francisco, a long enclosed staircase led up to the front door. She couldn’t see any lights on inside and the porch light was out. Maybe no one was home? 
 
    Still, it didn’t hurt to check it out. 
 
    Climbing out of the car, she started to reach for her jacket, then stopped. Although the fog perpetually lay over the Sunset, it wasn’t really cold. Adjusting her shoulder harness, she wondered if she should lock her gun in the trunk. Naw, she didn’t intend to stay. She just wanted to check on Maria and go. The idea of a hot shower and television actually sounded enticing. 
 
    She locked the car and stepped up on the sidewalk. Jogging up the stairs, she hesitated at the top and pressed her ear to the door, listening. She didn’t hear anything on the other side – no voices, no television, no sounds of habitation. 
 
    She knocked loudly three times, the sound echoing away into the fog. The square tiled landing had no windows, just the solid oak door with its peeling green paint. A splattering of mildew darkened a corner of the white stucco and the threshold was split and warped. 
 
    She placed her hands in her back pockets and rocked on her heels. She wondered how long she should wait. Maria wouldn’t be thrilled to see her, true, but she would just express her concern, then leave. No harm, no foul. 
 
    Noticing a doorbell beside the door, she reached to push it, but the bare-bulb porch light suddenly went on. A lock turned on the door and the door creaked open a crack. Maria peeked out, her hair in a messy ponytail, her face naked of the usual make-up she wore. 
 
    “Brooks, what the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “You haven’t been at work in four days. I was worried. Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine. How did you get my address?” 
 
    “Detective,” said Peyton with a forced smile. She’d expected Maria to be less than pleased, but she was downright hostile about it. Tilting her head, Peyton tried to get a better look at her. “Is that a black eye?” 
 
    “Just go away, Brooks, all right? Everything’s fine. I’ll be at work in a day or two.” 
 
    Peyton put a hand against the door. “Let me come in, Maria.” 
 
    “Just go away, Brooks. You have no right to come here. I don’t want you at my house.” 
 
    “Look, if you’re in trouble…” 
 
    “I’m not in trouble. I just need you to get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Peyton could hear someone moving in the house behind her. Maria did too and her expression grew panicked. 
 
    “Please go,” she whispered. 
 
    “I told you to get rid of her!” came a loud male voice. 
 
    Peyton’s jaw firmed and she applied more pressure to the door, but suddenly a hand snaked out and grabbed Maria’s ponytail, yanking her backward. Maria uttered a sobbing cry, then disappeared as the door was slammed shut. 
 
    Peyton leaped for it and turned the handle, shoving it open. She caught sight of Maria crumpled against the wall with a man looming over her, his fists raised. 
 
    “Hey!” Peyton shouted, starting forward, but before she could get to Maria, the man swung his leg around, his foot connecting with her jaw. Stunned, she staggered and nearly lost her balance, but he came back with his other foot and slammed a kick into her ribs. 
 
    Pain exploded in Peyton’s side and the breath rushed out of her. A moment later, he slammed into her, taking her back into the wall next to the door, her head smacking against the molding. Bracing his forearm across her throat, he leaned his whole weight into her. Peyton gasped for air, scrambling for her shoulder harness. He was so intent on choking her that he didn’t notice. 
 
    She tore the gun free, thrusting the barrel against his temple. “Don’t move or I’ll blow your fucking brains out!” 
 
    The man’s eyes widened, then he eased off the pressure on Peyton’s throat. 
 
    “Maybe Maria didn’t tell you that she works with cops, asshole.” 
 
    He held up his hands on either side of him, but he still had her pinned with the weight of his body. 
 
    “Back your ass up and keep your hands where I can see them.” 
 
    He backed up and Peyton shifted the gun so it pointed directly at his forehead. She braced it with her other hand to hold it steady. She could feel her jaw already beginning to swell and it felt like someone had shoved a hot poker under her ribs. 
 
    “Now get on your knees real slow. You make any funny moves and I will put a bullet in you.” 
 
    He kept eye contact with her as he lowered himself to his knees. He was about five ten, not overly bulky, but he had a lean musculature and a good fifty pounds on her. He was Caucasian, brown hair, brown eyes. He might have been handsome, except there was something cruel about the close-set eyes and the thin-lipped mouth. 
 
    Peyton stepped closer to him, bracing her legs. “Now get on your stomach and put your hands behind you.” 
 
    As he complied with her orders, Peyton glanced at Maria where she huddled on the floor, clutching her right shoulder. “Get my cuffs, Maria.” 
 
    She struggled to pull herself up and limped to Peyton’s side, taking the cuffs from her belt. Tears filled her eyes and spilled over, but she gave Peyton a determined look. 
 
    “Put them on him, tight.” 
 
    Maria sank down beside him and snapped the first cuff on his wrist. He didn’t resist, but glared up at Peyton the entire time. Reaching into her belt, she pulled out a zip tie and held it out to Maria with one hand, the other on her gun. “Tie up his feet as well.” No way was she letting this bastard kick her again. 
 
    Maria struggled to get it pulled tight, but she finally had it, then she slid back from him and huddled against the wall once more. Peyton let out a pant of relief and lowered the gun, stepping over him and going to Maria. She sank down beside her, holding the gun in one hand and reaching for her phone with the other. 
 
    Maria was breathing rapidly in shock or pain, Peyton wasn’t sure, and the tears kept streaming down her cheeks. “Look what he did to your face,” she whispered. 
 
    Peyton touched her left cheek with the back of the hand that held her phone. “Is your shoulder dislocated?” 
 
    “I think so. My stomach hurts too.” 
 
    Peyton nodded and thumbed on the phone. 
 
    Maria reached over with her good hand and covered the display. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Calling for backup, then an ambulance.” 
 
    “Please don’t call Marco.” 
 
    Peyton frowned at that. “Why?” 
 
    “Please don’t. He’ll go crazy and this is bad enough without him knowing.” 
 
    “Okay. What about Holmes? He’s on duty tonight.” 
 
    Maria nodded, reaching for her shoulder again. “Holmes is fine. Just not Marco.” 
 
    Peyton wasn’t sure what the hell to make of that, but she didn’t argue, dialing Holmes’ number. He picked up on the second ring. “Drew, I need your help.” 
 
    He gave a laugh. “I always knew you’d call me one of these times. What did you screw up now?” 
 
    “This is serious, Drew.” She briefly told him what happened and gave him the address. “Can you call an ambulance?” 
 
    “I’m on it. Sit tight and I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said and released the call, leaning back against the wall beside Maria. Her jaw ached and her ribs were on fire. Damn it all, what if the rat-bastard broke something? For some reason, she desperately wanted to call Marco. No matter what Maria said, she wished he was here with her. 
 
    Rolling her head on the wall, she gave Maria a faint smile. “How you holding up?” 
 
    Maria swallowed hard, the tears dropping off her chin. “I feel like such a damn fool. I really thought this was going somewhere.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s definitely going somewhere. It’s called jail.” 
 
    Maria gave a bark of laughter, then moaned in pain. “Don’t do that.” 
 
    Peyton smiled. “This is why I’ve always thought you’d be better with a woman.” 
 
    Maria moaned again, choking on a laugh. She bumped Peyton’s shoulder gently with her own. “Please stop, Brooks. Haven’t I been through enough?” 
 
    “I suppose,” said Peyton, “but in a few minutes, Drew Holmes will be coming through that door and I can already imagine the shit he’s gonna give us.” 
 
    “That ain’t nothing,” said Maria quietly. “Just you wait ‘til Marco gets a look at your face.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Rick Montano set a box on Gabby’s desk and looked up at her. She was returning from the file room. 
 
    The DNA from the hairbrush in Lois Clearwater’s car had come back inconclusive, no match in the system. They were no closer to finding the mother of three than they had been two weeks ago. 
 
    “Is that the Witan case?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure is. Just came in. What’s it doing in New York?” 
 
    Gabby shook her head. “Cold Case up there asked for it. Didn’t really tell Billy why.” 
 
    “Where is Boy Wonder?” 
 
    “Searching for any information we can find on the Witans – traffic tickets, jury summons, lawsuits, anything at all that might explain why someone wanted them dead.” 
 
    “Have you contacted Buck Reiter yet?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She flattened her hand on the cover of the cardboard box. “He’s on an Alaskan cruise with his wife for another three days.” 
 
    “Must be nice.” 
 
    She smiled. “I know. First I couldn’t wait to be 21, now I can’t wait to retire. Something wrong with that.” 
 
    Rick shrugged. “Want me to help you with this?” 
 
    “Sure.” She hooked Billy’s chair and pulled it over, then sat down in her own. Lifting the lid, she pulled out a brown file and set it on her blotter. 
 
    Rick looked over the top of the box and pulled out some folded clothes in a sealed plastic bag. She could see the blood stains on the fabric even from where she sat. 
 
    “Carol or David’s?” 
 
    “Carol,” said Rick, setting it aside. He pulled out another bag and set it on top of the first. “This is David’s.” He reached in again and added a third set to the pile. 
 
    Gabby could see the pale blue of taffeta with beading along the sleeve. “Lily’s prom dress?” 
 
    “Apparently.” He tilted it, so Gabby could see the blood stain on the bodice. 
 
    “Can you imagine how hard it would be to find your parents like that?” 
 
    “No, I can’t.” 
 
    Gabby opened the file. It was broken into sections. CSI reports, lab reports, photographs of the crime scene, and then an entire section of interviews Buck Reiter had conducted. He’d talked to Dana Messette and the neighbors of the Witans, but one name in particular caught Gabby’s attention. Sanderson. 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “What?” said Rick, leaning over to look at the file. 
 
    “Sanderson.” She pulled open her lower desk drawer and took out the scrapbook, flipping it open to the page with the final article about the case. She’d placed the obituary in the binding to keep it from slipping out. She passed it to Rick. “This kid killed himself about a month after the Witans were murdered. He was one of their neighbors, apparently. Reiter interviewed the parents, but they were so distraught, they didn’t really have much to tell him.” 
 
    “Weird. A lot of tragedy for one neighborhood.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She turned to the pictures, studying the gruesome images of a dead Carol and David, lying in their own blood. David had been shot in the chest, but it looked like Carol had been hit in the forehead, her brains splattered on the wall behind her. There were photos of the blood stains, photos of the bodies, photos of the room where they died. There were even photos of a broken glass one of them had dropped as they were shot, but there were no photos of their daughter, Lily – not a single one. 
 
    “This is so strange.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Gabby tapped a finger on a picture of the room. “The scrapbook has missing pages right where you’d expect to find images of the Witans’ daughter Lily. And in this file, with all of these pictures, there isn’t a single one of her. Since she had their blood on her dress, wouldn’t someone have thought to take her picture?” 
 
    “You’d think so.” 
 
    Gabby thought for a moment. “I really want to see a picture of this girl.” 
 
    “What about the granddaughter? What was her name?” 
 
    “Janet? Yeah, I’ll give her a call and see if she can find anything for me.” 
 
    Billy came around the corner of the building, holding a piece of paper in his hands. “How much do you love me?” he said to Gabby, beaming from ear to ear. 
 
    “Not much at all,” she answered. “Did you find out anything about the Witans before they died?” 
 
    “Not the Witans. The Messettes. Three week before the Witan murders, Philip Messette, Carol’s father, reported a stolen gun – a Colt M1911.” 
 
    “Nice gun,” said Rick. 
 
    “I know, right?” answered Billy. 
 
    Gabby flipped over to the ballistics report. “Well, shit. The Witans were both shot with a .45.” She lifted her gaze to the two men. “Gentlemen, I think we’ve just identified our murder weapon. Wonder how Buck missed that?” 
 
    “Did they ever find the gun?” 
 
    Gabby ran her finger over the report as she read. “No. They never did,” she answered. “Well, now that is a problem.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The curtain was violently thrown back and Marco loomed in the entrance. Peyton flinched at the expression on his face, curling her arm over her ribs. She’d been trying to put on her boots, but that was proving a hell of a lot more difficult than she’d thought. 
 
    “They tell you to get dressed, they just don’t tell you how,” she said, trying to be light. 
 
    He moved into the make-shift exam room, filling it with raw, male tension. Behind him Peyton could see the emergency room nurses rushing back and forth. He extended a hand and placed two fingers under her chin, turning her face and looking at her swollen left cheek and jaw. 
 
    “They give you any ice?” 
 
    She patted the bag next to her. 
 
    “He punch you?” 
 
    She was surprised at the calmness in his voice. It scared her a little. 
 
    “Kicked me. He’s some kind of martial arts idiot.” 
 
    “How’s Maria?” 
 
    “Dislocated shoulder, cracked a few ribs. They’re keeping her overnight for observation.” 
 
    He grabbed the only chair in the room and pulled it up beside the bed, taking a seat. Then he grabbed her foot and braced it on his knee, while he reached for her boot. 
 
    “Marco?” 
 
    His eyes rose and met hers. They looked smoky and dark in the brilliantly lit emergency room. 
 
    “I know you’re angry.” 
 
    “Why am I angry, Peyton?” 
 
    She winced at his use of her first name. “Because I didn’t call you, but Maria asked me not to.” 
 
    “Maria told you not to call me? Why?” 
 
    “She was so embarrassed. I don’t think she was thinking straight.” 
 
    “Do you know what time it is?” 
 
    “Late.” 
 
    “Early. It’s tomorrow already. Do you know how I found out?” 
 
    “Holmes.” 
 
    “He called wanting to know why the hell I wasn’t down here.” 
 
    Peyton swallowed and looked away. “Marco, please…” 
 
    “Please what? What made you go to her house?” 
 
    “I was worried about her.” 
 
    “And you couldn’t tell me that?” 
 
    She drew a deep breath and closed her eyes briefly. She was so damn tired. She didn’t want to go around and around with him. He slid her boot on her foot and began to lace it. 
 
    “I thought you’d tell me I was meddling.” 
 
    “You were.” 
 
    “I thought you’d tell me not to do it.” 
 
    “I would.” His eyes rose to hers. “And then I would have gone with you.” He released her foot and grabbed the other one, reaching for the second boot. “At least tell me you pulled your gun on the bastard.” 
 
    “Shoved it right up against his brain.” 
 
    “That’s my girl,” he said. 
 
    She felt a flush of warmth at his words. “I’m sorry, Marco.” 
 
    He didn’t answer, just worked at the lacing of her other boot. 
 
    “Marco?” 
 
    “Let it go, Brooks, okay?” 
 
    “Okay. I just don’t want you to be mad at me.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not gonna happen.” He leaned back in the chair. “You do this shit all the time. You never think anything through all the way and you don’t feel like you have to answer to anybody. I’ve known this for eight years.” 
 
    “This is why I couldn’t make it work with Devan.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He gave her a pointed look. “It is.” 
 
    She pushed him with her foot, then winced as it jarred her ribs. “You’re supposed to tell me that’s not true, that it was all his fault.” 
 
    “No, I’m not. That’s Abe’s job.” He nodded at her side. “Anything broken?” 
 
    “No, just bruised.” 
 
    A male nurse entered. “All right, Inspector. Here’s your pain medication and your release papers. Follow up with your own doctor tomorrow, okay?” 
 
    She accepted the white paper bag he gave her and signed where he indicated on the clipboard. 
 
    He passed a copy to her and gave her a big smile. “Hopefully we won’t see you for another month.” Then he was gone. 
 
    “Cute,” she said, then watched as Marco climbed to his feet. 
 
    He placed a hand under her arm and helped her slide off the bed. She sucked in a breath as her feet hit the floor. Everything hurt. Every inch of her was sore. 
 
    Wrapping an arm around her waist, he reached back and grabbed the ice, passing it to her. “At least put this on your face. You look like you’ve been brawling down by the docks.” 
 
    She gave a laugh, then gripped his arm hard as pain speared through her. “Are you punishing me, D’Angelo?” 
 
    “Sweetheart, that wouldn’t do me a damn bit of good, now would it?” 
 
    She choked on another laugh, gasping in pain. 
 
    “Man up, Brooks,” he said, helping her walk beyond the curtain. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake met them in the entry way the moment they opened the door. Wearing a tank top and a pair of sweats, he held Pickles under his arm, his hair mussed from sleep. His expression shifted from concern to alarm and he reached for Peyton’s arm. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “It’s a long story, Jake, and I really need to go to bed,” she said. 
 
    Marco closed the door behind him and helped her walk toward her room, shoving the paper bag against Jake’s chest. “Get her a glass of water and one of these.” 
 
    He grabbed for the bag, then hurried into the kitchen. 
 
    Marco guided Peyton around the couch and into the hallway, reaching around her to open her bedroom door. He got her to the bed and she sank down on it. Kneeling in front of her, he began to unlace her boots. 
 
    Jake arrived with the water and a pill. Pickles followed him into the room, his tail between his legs. Jake handed both to her, then took a step back as she swallowed the pill. Marco pulled off her boots, then gently lifted her legs to the bed. She sank back against the pillows, grimacing as she lay down. 
 
    “Where’s my dog?” she said through clenched teeth, passing the glass of water to him. 
 
    Marco placed the water on the nightstand, then picked up Pickles and settled him on the bed beside her. The little Yorkie curled against her side, resting his head on her hand. Reaching for a blanket on the end of the bed, Marco pulled it over her. 
 
    She caught his hand as he started to pull away. “Please don’t be mad at me.” 
 
    “Shut up, Brooks,” he said, kissing her on the forehead. 
 
    She gave him a faint smile as he pulled away, then closed her eyes. He backed from the room, carefully pulling the door closed, then turned to find Jake waiting for him. 
 
    “What the hell happened to her, D’Angelo?” Jake demanded. 
 
    Marco motioned him back into the living room. “She went to Maria’s house to check on her. Maria’s boyfriend didn’t appreciate the interference and went after Maria. When Peyton tried to defend her, he attacked her.” 
 
    “Attacked Peyton?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “She needs to be in the hospital.” 
 
    “Where do you think she’s been, Ryder?” 
 
    “Why did they release her?” 
 
    “She’s banged up. Nothing serious.” 
 
    “Looks serious to me. What about Maria?” 
 
    “They kept her overnight for observation. She’s a little worse off.” 
 
    “How did Peyton stop him?” 
 
    “She pulled her gun.” 
 
    Jake crossed his arms over his chest. “Where were you?” 
 
    Marco let out his breath. “Obviously I wasn’t there, was I?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because she didn’t tell me she was going.” 
 
    Jake’s eyes went beyond him to Peyton’s door. “She can’t keep doing this.” 
 
    Marco rubbed the back of his neck. He was keyed up and exhausted. He didn’t need to deal with histrionics right now. “Doing what, Ryder?” 
 
    “This job. She’s going to get herself killed. She just can’t help but get involved and then this is what happens.” He held out a hand toward her door and his eyes tracked back to Marco. “You’ve got to get her to quit.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’ve got to tell her to quit.” 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot.” He started for the front door. 
 
    Jake shifted to follow him. “I’m not kidding. You’ve got to talk her into quitting or you’re responsible for what happens.” 
 
    Marco whipped back to face him, his eyes narrowing. “Sometimes you’re not very smart, Ryder, you know that?” 
 
    “You know I’m right.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “She won’t listen to anyone else, but she’ll listen to you. Tell her to quit, Marco. Ask her and she’ll do it for you.” 
 
    Marco took a step closer to him. “I’m not going to do that.” 
 
    “Why? Why won’t you? Do you like seeing her like this? Do you like seeing her hurt?” He slapped a hand against his thigh. “I don’t. I can’t stand it. How can you?” 
 
    “Because!” he shouted, then he closed his eyes to compose himself. “Because I don’t have any other choice.” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean? You can talk to her, you can make her see how dangerous this is.” 
 
    “You’re asking me to change who she is. You’re asking me to change Peyton.” 
 
    “I’m asking you to save her from herself.” 
 
    Marco started to answer. Jake was staring at him with such intensity, such conviction, but he just didn’t understand. He would never understand. “I won’t ask her to change herself for me, Jake. And if you care about her at all, you won’t ask her either.” 
 
    With that, he left the house, shutting the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton was surprised to see half the precinct in Maria’s room when she arrived at the hospital the next day. Flowers and balloons crowded every available surface, but one particularly enormous bouquet drew her attention and she walked over to it, sniffing a brilliant pink carnation. 
 
    “Wow,” she said, turning around. 
 
    Maria was sitting up in the bed, her shoulder in a brace, both eyes bruised, but she beamed a smile at Peyton. “That’s from Nathan.” 
 
    Peyton’s brows rose. “Trying to out-do me, Cho?” 
 
    He looked sheepish. Interesting, thought Peyton. 
 
    Defino watched her with an inscrutable expression. “You’re walking like everything hurts, Brooks.” 
 
    She briefly caught Marco’s eye, but he looked away. “Because it does, Captain.” 
 
    “Next time you’ve got a suspicion, you might want to take backup, eh, baby girl?” scolded Smith. 
 
    “I had backup. Drew arrived about five minutes after I called him.” 
 
    Holmes gave her a smile. “She already had him trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey.” 
 
    Peyton moved to the side of Maria’s bed. “That was Maria’s doing.” She touched her hand. “We made a good team.” 
 
    To her surprise, Maria turned her hand over and clasped Peyton’s. “We did.” She glanced over at Marco. “You should have seen her whip out that gun and shove it up against his fat head.” 
 
    Marco gave a short nod and rose to his feet, walking to the window and looking out. 
 
    Peyton followed him with her eyes, but Maria patted the bed beside her. “Sit down.” 
 
    She took a seat on the edge, surprised at Maria’s sudden solicitude. 
 
    “Where’s the bastard now, Holmes?” asked Defino. 
 
    “Junior Walker is cooling his heels with the Special Victims Unit, Captain. Besides Domestic Violence, they’re tacking on Assaulting an Officer.” He gave Maria a rough pat on the shoulder. “You ain’t gonna have to worry about him anymore.” 
 
    Maria forced a smile, her eyes filling with tears. “Do you guys mind if I talk to Brooks alone?” 
 
    Peyton glanced around in surprise. 
 
    They all muttered in agreement and began to file out. Bill Simons patted Peyton’s back as he left and gave her a “Good job” grunt, but Marco wouldn’t even look at her. She wanted to go after him, but Maria tightened her grip on her hand. 
 
    Once they were all gone, Peyton turned back to her. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I wanted to thank you for yesterday. I think he would have killed me if you hadn’t come.” The tears spilled over and raced down her cheeks. 
 
    Peyton reached for a tissue and handed it to her. “We watch out for our own.” 
 
    Maria pressed the tissue to her eyes. “I feel so stupid. I thought he was a good guy.” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “A lot of women make the same mistake, Maria.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I rushed this. I just wanted out of my mother’s house so bad, I didn’t really know him well enough.” She gave a watery laugh. “Now, look at me. I’ll just have to go back to Mom’s like a damn fool.” 
 
    “Someone did notify her, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, she was here all night. She stepped out to get something to eat when the entire Homicide Squad arrived.” 
 
    Peyton tried to redirect the conversation. “Those are some gorgeous flowers from Cho.” 
 
    Her face scrunched up and she started crying in earnest. Peyton wasn’t sure what to do. She glanced behind her, but everyone had moved out of sight. Grabbing more tissue, she held them out to Maria. 
 
    “I’m sorry, you don’t need this. You’ve got your own problems.” 
 
    Peyton frowned at that. “My own problems?” 
 
    Maria didn’t seem to hear. “I just wanted a life of my own. I wanted something that I could call mine.” 
 
    “Okay?” This was awkward. She and Maria only ever exchanged insults with one another. Sure, it was always good natured ribbing, but she didn’t remember ever having a serious conversation with her. 
 
    “Do you know I’ve lived with my mother my whole life? I’m thirty-one, Brooks, thirty-one. Who still lives with their mother at thirty-one?” 
 
    “A lot of people.” 
 
    Maria glared at her. “I share a room with my five year old niece, Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton blinked at her. Well, that was…uh, odd. “Your niece?” 
 
    “Yeah, when my sister got a divorce two years ago, she moved back in and brought her kids. There was nowhere else to put her, so my niece moved into my room.” She held up a tissue filled hand. “Who am I kidding? It’s her room. I just get to sleep there.” 
 
    Peyton shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “And when I go back, I’ll probably have to sleep on the couch. The couch, Brooks! Do you know what it’s like to be a guest in your mother’s home for thirty-one years, so I meet this guy, but instead of really getting to know him, I move in with him, but of course, he’s a wife beater and starts punching on me two days after we start living together.” 
 
    Peyton looked over her shoulder at the door again, but no help was coming. 
 
    “Martial artist, that’s what he tells me and I think it’s cool. Cool?” She slapped Peyton’s arm. 
 
    Peyton flinched. 
 
    “Cool? He goes around kicking people and it doesn’t even register that he might not be a good boyfriend for me. No, I move in with him. Then I’m so embarrassed, I can’t tell anyone, so I stay in the house, hoping the hell he won’t kill me.” 
 
    Peyton started to answer her, but Maria shook her head and burst into tears again. 
 
    “I’m gonna be living on a couch for the rest of my life. A couch in my mother’s house at thirty-one.” 
 
    “You can stay with me.” The words came out before Peyton knew she was going to say them. 
 
    Maria went still, her face buried in the tissue. Slowly she lifted her head, her eyes rimmed in red. “What?” 
 
    Peyton forgot how to talk. She gaped at Maria, unsure what the hell she’d just done. Oh, Marco was going to tear out his hair and Defino, Defino was going to have her committed. Padded rooms, backwards jacket – C.O.M.M.I.T.T.E.D. 
 
    She sighed. In for a penny, in for a pound. “You can stay with me…and Jake.” 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’ll still be a couch, I only have two rooms, but at least it won’t be your mother’s house.” 
 
    “You and I will share a bathroom?” 
 
    “Oh no, no, you and Jake will share a bathroom.” 
 
    She thought about that for a moment. “You’re a sap, you know that?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been told.” A lot. 
 
    “Marco’s already pissed at you.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Defino’s gonna think you’re a lunatic.” 
 
    “She already does.” 
 
    “What’s Jake gonna say?” 
 
    She hadn’t thought about that. “I have no idea.” 
 
    “You and me, we don’t even like each other.” 
 
    “Well…” That was a bit harsh. “We’ll manage. It’ll only be until you get on your feet and find your own place.” 
 
    Maria turned and looked out the window. 
 
    Please say no, please say no, Peyton whispered to herself. If she started having people sleeping on the furniture, it really was going to look like she was nuts. 
 
    Maria’s gaze swept back to her. “I’ll take it.” 
 
    Peyton’s mouth dropped open again. She forced a really awkward smile and nodded. “Great. Great. As soon as you get out, we’ll get your things and move you in. I have a closet in the entry you can use. Jake and I keep coats in there, but…” 
 
    Maria took her hand, holding tight. “Thank you, Brooks. Thank you for everything. I’ll never be able to repay you for what you’ve done for me.” 
 
    Peyton patted the back of her hand. “It’s what you do for friends, Maria. That’s all.” And sure enough, she meant it. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “She’s what now?” said Jake, leaning close to Peyton. 
 
    Peyton bit her lower lip and looked at Marco over Jake’s shoulder. “She’s moving in with us. She’ll take the couch.” 
 
    “She’s moving in? She’ll take the couch?” He turned and faced Marco. “She’s moving in to our couch?” 
 
    Marco scratched at the back of his neck and sighed. 
 
    “You heard that? Right?” he asked incredulously, holding out a hand toward Peyton. 
 
    “I heard it.” 
 
    “What did you want me to do, Jake?” 
 
    “I don’t know, say no, say nothing, sympathize gently, then keep your mouth shut.” 
 
    “I took you in.” 
 
    “You also took in a hooker. How’d that work out?” 
 
    “What are you saying about Maria?” 
 
    Jake narrowed his eyes on her. “Don’t deflect this.” 
 
    She sighed. God, her body ached and she just wanted to go back home and sleep. “I’m sorry, all right? I should have asked you, but she had me cornered. She was crying and telling me how she was going to be living on her mother’s couch for the rest of her life…” 
 
    Jake didn’t look like he cared. “And when someone says that, it’s only natural that you offer them your own couch. Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. 
 
    Jake paced away to the windows in the hospital waiting room. 
 
    Peyton lifted her gaze to Marco. She couldn’t read his expression, but his posture said a lot. He looked like he might break if he moved too quickly. “What was I supposed to do?” 
 
    Jake turned and leaned on the window sill. “Say no. For once in your life, just say no. Whatever impulse comes into your head, stop yourself and say no.” 
 
    “This isn’t that big of a deal.” 
 
    “No, this isn’t, but this whole pattern, this whole episode…” He waved his hands in the air. “…is so Peyton.” He pushed away from the window sill. “You’ve got to stop doing these things, Peyton, or you’re gonna be hurt worse than you were last night.” 
 
    “Ryder!” said Marco in a warning tone. 
 
    “If you won’t be man enough, I will,” he growled at him. 
 
    Peyton gave them both a confused look. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “You’ve got to quit this, Peyton,” said Jake. 
 
    Marco whirled on him, but he didn’t back down, glaring at him with such ferocity. “Go ahead and threaten me, Adonis, but I’m gonna say my piece.” 
 
    “Say what, Jake?” 
 
    He stepped around Marco and took her by the upper arms. “I want you to quit.” 
 
    “Quit what?” 
 
    “The job, Peyton. It’s too dangerous and you’re gonna be seriously hurt or killed. I hate it.” 
 
    “That isn’t for you to decide.” 
 
    “As your friend, I have to tell you what I think, don’t I?” 
 
    She was touched by his concern, but it wasn’t any of his business. “This is who I am, Jake, what I do.” 
 
    “And it’s going to kill you.” 
 
    She lifted a hand and touched his cheek. “I appreciate your concern, but I’m not quitting. I hope you can accept that.” 
 
    He released her with a heavy sigh, but he didn’t respond. He glanced over his shoulder at Marco, then gave Peyton a weary smile. “And I hope you can accept that I’m not going to stop trying to get you to quit. As long as I’m around, Peyton, I’m going to keep asking it.” He moved to pass her, then stopped. “By the way, it’s fine with me if Maria moves in.” Without another word, he walked out of the room, leaving Peyton to face Marco. 
 
    “Is that what you think too?” 
 
    He held up a hand and let it fall. “What difference would that make, Brooks? You just told Jake the way it is.” 
 
    “Do you want me to quit?” 
 
    He walked over to an armchair and threw himself into it, picking up a magazine. Crossing one leg over his knee, he began to flip pages. “Clearly it doesn’t matter what I want.” 
 
    She took a seat on the coffee table before him. “What the hell does that mean, D’Angelo?” 
 
    He looked at her over the top of the magazine. “Let’s not do this dance. You’re hurt and you need to go home and rest.” 
 
    “How long are you going to freeze me out?” 
 
    “I’m not freezing you out, but I’m not happy.” 
 
    “Because I didn’t call you?” 
 
    He glared at her. 
 
    “Because I run off and do things impulsively?” 
 
    He returned to looking at the magazine. 
 
    “What do you want from me, Marco?” 
 
    He didn’t respond for a moment, then he closed the magazine and dropped his leg, leaning toward her. “I want…” 
 
    “Brooks!” came Defino’s voice from the doorway. 
 
    She reluctantly glanced over. “Captain?” 
 
    “What the hell is this about Maria moving in with you?” 
 
    She looked back at Marco, but he simply placed the magazine beside her and rose to his feet. 
 
    “Marco?” 
 
    “We’ll talk later, Brooks,” he said and walked past the captain into the hallway. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton climbed painfully off the bed, holding her ribs. Reaching for Pickles, she set him on the floor and walked to her bathroom. Turning her face to the left, she looked at her swollen cheek and jaw in the mirror. A faint tinge of black showed through her natural brown, but the swelling was a little better than last night. 
 
    Shifting the other way, she fingered the faint white scars from the rock fragments when the priest had shot at her on Alcatraz. Turning on the water, she cupped it in her hands and pressed it against her swollen jaw, then wiped her fingers across her eyes to chase away the last of her nap. Gripping the edges of the sink, she closed her eyes and let the water drip off her chin. 
 
    Alcatraz. Everything had been screwed up since Alcatraz. She and Marco fought more now than they had in eight years, and Jake was becoming a problem. The longer he stayed the more he thought he had a say in what she did. Still, the thought of him leaving opened up a gaping hole of loneliness inside of her. Now Devan was getting married. 
 
    A knock sounded at the door and Pickles took off barking. She reached for a hand towel and wiped the water droplets from her face. Folding it and laying it on the sink, she padded from her room and across the living room, glancing out the front windows to see the late afternoon sun shining directly on the couch – a couch that would soon be occupied by Maria. 
 
    Wryly shaking her head, she unlocked the door and pulled it open, then blinked in surprise to see her mother standing on the other side. 
 
    “Oh my God, it’s true. You are hurt.” 
 
    Alice Brooks reached up and cupped her cheeks. Peyton caught her breath at the flash of pain and encircled her mother’s wrist with her fingers. 
 
    “I’m fine, Mama. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Your roommate called and told me you’d been hurt.” 
 
    Jake! Oh, he was going to die a slow and very painful death. “I’m fine, Mama,” she repeated, stepping back to let her mother inside. 
 
    Pickles continued to dance around their feet, but when Alice didn’t immediately acknowledge him, he ran and jumped on the couch where he’d be more visible. 
 
    “It’s that job.” 
 
    Here we go, thought Peyton. “Actually, I didn’t get hurt on the job. I went to see a friend with an abusive boyfriend. I got caught up in a fight between them.” 
 
    “Is he in jail?” 
 
    “He will be. He probably made bail now, but he’s got a heap of trouble facing him. Assaulting an officer, even an off-duty one, is bad news.” She motioned to the couch. “Do you want to sit down?” 
 
    Alice made her way over to it, her eyes never leaving Peyton. Jake’s daily newspaper covered the seat, so she picked it up and dropped it on the table, giving Peyton an accusatory stare that only mothers could. 
 
    Peyton ignored it. She didn’t feel like explaining why her housekeeping habits weren’t up to par. Besides, it was Jake’s damn paper. He had a whole collection in a bin beside the trashcan. 
 
    The minute Alice sat down, Pickles jumped into her lap. Absently she reached for his ears and stroked them. “Why aren’t you in the hospital?” 
 
    “It looks worse than it is. Can I get you something to drink?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine. Come sit with me.” She patted the spot beside her. 
 
    Peyton eased between her and the coffee table, then carefully lowered herself onto the cushions, folding a leg beneath her. 
 
    “What did he hit you with?” 
 
    Peyton gave a short laugh. “His foot. He’s a martial artist.” 
 
    “Who has to use women as his punching bags?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “How are you, Mama?” 
 
    “I was doing just fine, until I found out that my daughter’s hurt and no one thought to call me, not even her.” 
 
    And sprinkle it with guilt. “I didn’t want to worry you.” 
 
    Alice reached over and took Peyton’s hand. “I worry all the time, knowing what you do.” 
 
    “How’s Cliff?” she said to change the subject. 
 
    Alice’s face lit with a smile. “He’s fine. He’d like it if you came around more often.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” said Peyton, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “He thinks the world of you, Peyton.” 
 
    “Really?” Cliff Martin might think the world of Alice Brooks, but he was less than pleased she had a mixed race daughter. 
 
    Alice tightened her hold. “I’d like it if you came around more often.” 
 
    “I know. I’m just so busy.” 
 
    “Right.” She released her hand and went back to stroking Pickles, who curled up on her lap. “Funny you should ask about Cliff.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He asked me to marry him.” 
 
    Peyton went still, her chin lifting. 
 
    Alice smiled over at her. “Don’t look like that. I told him no. I know how you feel about him and I wouldn’t betray your father’s memory like that.” 
 
    “You told him no?” 
 
    Alice shrugged. “What was I going to do, Peyton? You’re the most important person in my life and if you don’t approve, I’m not about to go against your wishes.” 
 
    Peyton looked down. What the shit? It was her fault if her mother didn’t remarry? What new circle of hellish guilt was this? 
 
    “So tell me about this roommate of yours? Jake, right? Are you two an item?” 
 
    Peyton’s eyes snapped back to her face. “An item?” 
 
    “Clearly you’re living together. Is it serious?” 
 
    “Jake? Serious?” Peyton swallowed hard. “Living together? No, Mama, we’re just housemates. He needed a place to stay and I needed the extra income.” 
 
    “But he obviously cares about you. He was so concerned when he called.” She leaned close and patted Peyton’s knee. “Maybe it’ll work into something more.” 
 
    Peyton laughed, she couldn’t help it. “Jake? Yeah, that’s not gonna happen.” 
 
    “He seems like such a nice young man…” 
 
    “He is.” Peyton placed her hand over her mother’s. “He’s a very nice young man, but he just lost his wife about a year ago.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s terrible.” 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    “Well, is there someone else? Weren’t you seeing a district attorney or something?” 
 
    “I was. He’s getting married.” 
 
    “He’s doing what?” 
 
    “Getting married. To someone else.” 
 
    Alice’s expression fell. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Mama.” She picked at a loose thread. “Look, about Cliff…” 
 
    Alice waved it off. “Let’s not talk about it anymore. I shouldn’t have brought it up.” 
 
    Peyton forced herself to look her mother in the eye. “Does he make you happy?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Does Cliff make you happy?” 
 
    Alice stared at her without speaking for a moment, then she gave her a slow smile. “Yes, he does, Peyton.” 
 
    Peyton swallowed hard, forcing her jaw to unclench. “I think you should marry him.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Peyton took her mother’s hand in both of her own. “Dad’s been gone a long time, and it’s time you moved on. If Cliff makes you happy, you should marry him. You deserve to be happy.” 
 
    “What about you? I don’t want to do anything that would upset you.” 
 
    Peyton kissed the back of her hand. “I’m not upset. I want you to be happy.” 
 
    Alice reached up and cupped Peyton’s right cheek, leaning forward and kissing her on the forehead. “I love you, you know that?” 
 
    Peyton smiled at her. “I know you do.” 
 
    They made small talk for a bit more, then Alice left, admonishing Peyton to get some rest. Peyton locked the door behind her and wandered into the kitchen. She eased down and opened the cabinet next to the sink, pulling out the Jack Daniels. Reaching for a shot glass made her wince, but she took it out of the cabinet beside the stove and set it on the counter next to the bottle. 
 
    Pickles wandered into the kitchen and sat at the entrance, watching her. Peyton unscrewed the top on the bottle and poured a shot. “Did you hear that? Mom’s marrying a racist, Devan’s marrying a trust-fund baby, and I am alone as always.” 
 
    Pickles tilted his head. 
 
    “Con-freakin’-gratulations,” she said, picking up the glass and throwing back the shot. Fire blazed down her esophagus and she closed her eyes against the pain. A moment later, warmth spread through her belly. Pouring another shot, she saluted Pickles with it. “Don’t tell me. You and that little whore of a poodle on the corner are getting hitched, right? And you’re going to live in her doghouse, aren’t you?” 
 
    She heard the lock turn in the door, followed by the sound of keys hitting the bowl on the entry table. A moment later, Jake appeared at the counter. “Hey, roomie, how are you feeling?” 
 
    Peyton threw back the shot and slammed the glass on the counter. “You are in so much trouble, Ryder!” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Janet Messette opened the screen door. “Detective Acosta, thank you for coming out.” She stepped back to let Gabby into the bungalow. “It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    “You too.” The interior of the house was a lot cooler than outside. All the windows were open, allowing a breeze to blow through. Hardwood flooring spread from the entryway into the sunken living room on their left. 
 
    “Can I get you some lemonade? Grandma’s lemons are some of the best around.” 
 
    “Sounds great.” Gabby followed her down the hallway to the kitchen at the back of the house. It was a large, open room with stone countertops and gleaming stainless steel appliances. A French door overlooked a screened-in porch. 
 
    Janet pointed to the porch. “Make yourself at home. I’ll bring the lemonade out.” 
 
    Gabby walked to the door and pushed it open. It was a little more humid on the porch, but bearable. A wicker table and four chairs occupied the space and beyond it was a fenced in yard with citrus trees lined up along the property line. 
 
    Gabby sat down in one of the chairs and clasped her hands in her lap, enjoying the moment of tranquility. Janet appeared, carrying a tray, and set it in the middle of the table. She lifted the pitcher and filled both glasses, then passed one to Gabby. The ice tinkled against the glass as Gabby brought it to her lips and took a sip. It had just the right mixture of tart and sweet. 
 
    “Very nice,” she said, settling it on the table. 
 
    Janet picked up a plate on the tray and held it out. “Homemade shortbread.” 
 
    Gabby accepted a cookie and placed it on a napkin beside her lemonade. “Thank you for seeing me on such short notice.” 
 
    “I’m dying to hear what you found in the safe deposit box.” 
 
    Gabby broke a corner off the cookie and placed it in her mouth. It melted against her tongue. “It was a scrapbook chronicling the life of your aunt until her death.” 
 
    “Really? What was the reason Grandma kept it in a safe deposit box?’ 
 
    “I couldn’t tell you.” 
 
    “It chronicled my aunt’s entire life?” 
 
    Gabby nodded. “Even articles about her death. Your grandmother even had your cousin’s birth announcement, but that’s part of the reason I’m here. Pages are missing just after the birth announcement up until the articles about the murder.” 
 
    “What do you mean missing?” asked Janet, setting down her drink. 
 
    “I mean torn out.” 
 
    “So there’s nothing left of my cousin?” 
 
    “Just the birth announcement.” Gabby broke off another piece of cookie. “There is an obituary for a 17 year old boy named Grant Sanderson. He lived on the same street as your aunt and committed suicide about a month after the murders. Is that name familiar to you at all?” 
 
    Janet thought for a moment, then shook her head. “Not at all.” 
 
    Gabby placed the cookie in her mouth and chewed a moment in silence. Lifting the napkin, she wiped her lips. “Janet, we pulled the file Buck Reiter had on your aunt’s murder investigation. I searched through the entire thing. We have clothes from your cousin Lily and mention of her finding the bodies, but not a single picture of her. Do you have any that I could see?” 
 
    Janet frowned. “Come to think of it, I don’t think I’ve ever seen any of her.” 
 
    “Did your grandmother keep any photo albums?” 
 
    “I haven’t come across any, but I haven’t begun to clean out the attic yet. Maybe we should look up there?” 
 
    “I’m game.” 
 
    Janet rose to her feet. “Let’s do it now before it gets any hotter.” 
 
    She led Gabby back through the bungalow and toward the bedrooms. A hanging cord marked the entrance to the attic and Janet pulled on it, releasing a trapdoor in the ceiling. As the door opened, a set of stairs folded down into the hallway. 
 
    Janet climbed up first, reaching over her head to tug on a lamp. Gabby followed and found herself in a stifling hot crawlspace filled with boxes and old, cast-off furniture. Dust tickled her nose and a cobweb caught in her short, dark hair. She brushed it away and pulled at the neck of her t-shirt, surprised at how hot it was in the tight space. 
 
    “I don’t know how long we’ll be able to stay up here,” said Janet, swiping her hand before her face to clear the cobwebs. “It’s like a furnace.” 
 
    “Let’s split up and look at the boxes.” Gabby motioned to the one beside her. “Thankfully your grandmother labeled everything.” 
 
    They fanned out to either end of the attic and began their search. In a few places, Gabby found boxes stacked on other boxes, but nothing seemed to be overly heavy. She shifted them away, wiping off the layer of dust that sometimes obscured the labeling. She found old clothes, winter bedding, and a number of boxes filled with books, but no photo albums.  
 
    Sweat beaded on her forehead and a drop ran down between her breasts. Pulling the t-shirt away from her damp skin, she tried to ignore the discomfort and pressed deeper into the low ceiling of the attic. 
 
    Just when she thought she couldn’t take the heat any more, Janet called out to her. “I think I’ve found something.” 
 
    She picked her way among the boxes and furnishings to the other woman’s side. Janet had pulled open a cedar-lined hope chest. A number of photo albums lay nestled inside, their spines pointing upward. 
 
    “My cousin was about five years older than I am. Grandma had these labeled by years, so if I calculate back correctly, this has to be the year Lily was born.” She placed her finger on the red leather spine. Lifting it out, she passed it to Gabby. “Let’s take a few out to the porch to look at them.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    Janet piled a few on top of the first, then grabbed a couple herself. Together they made their way back down the attic stairs and through the house to the back porch. Gabby settled the books on the table and reached for her lemonade, downing the remainder. 
 
    Janet used a napkin to blot the sweat from her face, then poured them each another glass. Finally they settled down and Gabby reached for the first photo album, flipping open the front cover. Family pictures filled the pages. Gabby recognized Carol and David. An older couple had to be the Messettes. 
 
    “Is this your grandmother and grandfather?” she asked Janet. 
 
    Janet smiled at the album. “It sure is.” She reached for another album and opened the front cover. “Hm. What the hell?” 
 
    Gabby glanced up. 
 
    Janet was frowning at the book. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Janet shifted the book to face Gabby. The first picture was of Carol and David and standing in front of them was a little girl, except for where the little girl’s face should have been was an empty hole. 
 
    “Her face is cut out?” 
 
    “Yeah, but why?” asked Janet. She turned the book back to her and began flipping pages. “Her face is cut out in every single picture.” 
 
    Gabby flipped into the middle of her book. A little girl holding a kitten dominated the frame, but like in Janet’s books, her face had been cut out, leaving behind a ragged hole. 
 
    “Who would do something like this?” 
 
    Gabby’s eyes rose to Janet. “I don’t know, but it makes me even more certain we need to see what this Lily Witan looks like.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco picked Peyton up at her house late the next morning. Beyond a grunt of greeting, he didn’t say much as they got in the car and headed toward the precinct. Peyton let him have his silence. After eight years together, she knew when things were better left alone. The tense conversation in the hospital waiting room unnerved her and she wasn’t anxious to bring it up again. 
 
    Since Alcatraz, things had been difficult between them. He’d never been one to expose his feelings readily, but he was even more closed off now and she didn’t know how to deal with it. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” he asked as he started the ignition. 
 
    “Not as sore as yesterday, but getting dressed is a bitch.” 
 
    “When does Maria get out?” He pulled onto the street. 
 
    “This evening. I promised I’d help her get her things out of Junior’s house.” 
 
    He didn’t respond. 
 
    She glanced over at him. “Will you come with us?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He reached for a pair of sunglasses on the dashboard and slipped them on. It was as near to a dismissal as Peyton had ever gotten from him. 
 
    She blew out a frustrated breath and turned to the window. Sunlight was seeping into the City, casting everything in a warm glow. She braced her chin on her hand and watched the cars go by. She wanted to tell him about the visit from her mother, but she didn’t want to open herself up for criticism from him. He’d had plenty to criticize about her lately and it scared her a little. If there was ever anyone she wanted in her corner, it was Marco D’Angelo, but he seemed so disillusioned with her lately. 
 
    Her phone vibrated in her pocket and she pulled it out, thumbing it on. A text message from the captain appeared on the screen. Meilin Fan going back to work. Bad idea. Talk to her. 
 
    Peyton sighed. 
 
    Marco glanced over, his eyes hidden behind the mirrored glasses. “What?” 
 
    “Meilin’s going back to work. Captain wants us to talk her out of it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I told Defino about our conversation with the employees the other day and she agrees with me.” 
 
    “Agrees with you about what?” 
 
    “Meilin has a thing for men. She likes the attention they give her.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “We both think she may have been involved in a love triangle. If so, the guy who killed Matt Jensen might just go after Meilin too.” 
 
    Marco pulled the Charger into a left turn lane, flipping on his signal. “Chinatown it is, then.” 
 
    The restaurant was closed when they arrived, but Leah met them at the door and let them in. Peyton smiled at the girl and gave a nod to her aunt who was folding napkins at one of the tables. 
 
    “How are you, Leah?” 
 
    “Good.” She gave Peyton a critical look. “How are you, Inspector?” 
 
    “A little bruised up, but I’m fine.” 
 
    “Going after a perp?” 
 
    Peyton smiled at her youthful enthusiasm. “Something like. Is Meilin here?” 
 
    Leah nodded toward the kitchen. “Do not know how we managed two days without her.” 
 
    “That bad, huh?” 
 
    “See for yourself.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco crossed the restaurant and pushed open the door to the kitchen. The entire room was in motion, people running here and there, Meilin standing in the middle, barking commands in Chinese. 
 
    She turned and saw them, her eyes passing over Peyton and coming to rest on Marco. “Inspectors?” she said, her demeanor changing immediately. 
 
    Peyton and Marco shared a look. 
 
    “Tell me you have a suspect in custody,” she said, meeting them near the door. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    She gave Peyton a critical stare. “What happened to you? You look horrible, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    “I fell.” 
 
    Meilin frowned at that, then let it go. Glancing over her shoulder, she shouted something at an older man and pointed to a pot bubbling on the stove. He hurried over to take care of it. Facing them again, Meilin clasped her hands at her waist and gave them a smile. “What can I do for you? As you can see, we’re very busy.” 
 
    “Our captain told us you plan to work tonight?” 
 
    “Right. I have a business to run.” 
 
    “Did Officer Holmes inform you that you might be in danger?” 
 
    “He made a comment about it, but I wasn’t sure why he thought that.” 
 
    Many of the employees were obviously listening to the conversation, but Peyton didn’t want them knowing much about the case. “Is there somewhere we can talk in private?” 
 
    “I’m very busy, Inspector Brooks,” Meilin repeated. “Can’t this wait?” 
 
    “I’m afraid it can’t.” 
 
    Meilin’s shoulders dropped in frustration. “Fine. I’ll meet you in the restaurant in a moment. I just have to finish up something in here.” With a flip of her long ponytail, she hurried over to the stove, grabbing the spoon from the older man. 
 
    Peyton and Marco retreated into the restaurant. 
 
    “I’m gonna take a look around the bathrooms,” he said, pointing toward the silk screen. 
 
    Peyton nodded, then she wandered over to one of the lotus paintings and studied it again. As strange as it seemed, there was something melancholy about the single white flower on a velvet black background, as if it were the last flower in the world, soon to wither and blow away as dust. She so lost herself contemplating it that she was startled when Meilin threw open the restaurant door and shouted at both Leah and Lin in Chinese. 
 
    The two women scurried to do as she commanded, disappearing into the kitchen without a word. Peyton shifted to face her as Marco appeared from behind the screen. 
 
    Meilin wiped her hands on her apron as she came up beside Peyton, staring at the painting herself. “You like my lotuses, Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    “There’s something about them that always captures my attention.” 
 
    “Do you know the Greek myth about the lotus?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “During Odysseus’s journey home from the Trojan War, he landed on the island of the Lotus Eaters. It is said that those who ate of the lotus forgot all that was important to them and sought only to lie about the beach, eating lotus petals for the rest of their lives.” 
 
    Peyton felt a strange shiver race up her spine. 
 
    Meilin’s eyes shifted and fixed on her. “We all have things in our pasts that we want to forget. What is yours, Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    Peyton narrowed her eyes. “The death of my father.” 
 
    Meilin gave her an accommodating smile, then she glanced over her shoulder at Marco. “And you, Inspector D’Angelo? What would you forget?” 
 
    Peyton’s attention shifted to him. 
 
    He met her gaze. “Nothing.” 
 
    Meilin inclined her head. 
 
    “What would you forget, Meilin?” asked Peyton pointedly. 
 
    “The death of Matt.” 
 
    Somehow the words sounded contrived. “Were you having an affair?” 
 
    Meilin opened her mouth in surprise. “An affair? No, Inspector Brooks, I was completely and devoutly faithful to Matt.” 
 
    “It’s not a good idea to hide anything from us, Meilin. If you were having an affair, it may explain the reason for Matt’s death, and if so, you may be in danger.” 
 
    Meilin faced her, her expression hardening. “I was not having an affair, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton sighed. “It’d be better if you didn’t work tonight.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “Then I suggest you keep our number close. If there are any problems at all, you should call us immediately.” 
 
    “That will be my first priority. Now, if you don’t mind, I have an entire menu to prepare. Please let me know if there is anything else I can do for you.” Without waiting for a response, she started back toward the kitchen, giving Marco one last look as she went. 
 
    They waited until she disappeared, then Marco went to the door and pulled it open. Peyton followed him onto the street, surprised when he started toward the car without a backward glance. Meilin’s words about forgetting past events weighed heavily on her and she stopped at the entrance of the restaurant. 
 
    “I lied.” 
 
    Marco turned to face her, slipping his sunglasses back over his eyes. “What?” 
 
    “I lied to her in there.” 
 
    He glanced at a passing tourist, then moved closer to her. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “The memory I’d forget – I said I would forget my father’s death, but I lied.” 
 
    “Peyton, I don’t know what you’re talking about…” 
 
    “Alcatraz. I’d forget Alcatraz.” 
 
    He went still and his head lifted. She wished he wasn’t wearing his glasses so she could see his eyes. “Well, I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “It changed everything between us. Since it happened, you’ve been so distant, so unapproachable. Tell me how to fix it.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to fix, Peyton.” 
 
    “There is.” She grabbed his arm. “I can’t stand the distance, I can’t stand that this is always between us.” 
 
    “It’s between us because you keep it there, Brooks.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He drew a deep breath and exhaled. “You are the one putting up barriers between us. You’re the one who can’t let it go.” He reached up and took off the glasses, his blue eyes tormented. “What is it you see when you look at me, Brooks? Do you see a killer now?” 
 
    Peyton felt her heart begin to pound and her mouth went dry. “What? God, no.” 
 
    “Then why can’t you let it go?” 
 
    Peyton’s eyes filled with tears. “It isn’t me, Marco. No matter what you say, I’m not the one pushing you away. It’s you. You’re keeping me at arm’s length and it scares me. I don’t know what I did or how to fix it. Please, just tell me what you want.” 
 
    He searched her face, then he reached up and gently touched her wounded cheek with his palm. “Maybe we just need to give it time, okay? Maybe we just need to leave it alone.” 
 
    A tear spilled over and raced down her cheek. He wiped it away with the pad of his thumb. “Come on, partner,” he said, giving her a weary smile. “We’ve got a murder to solve and this isn’t getting it done.” 
 
    She nodded and let him pull away, but inside it felt like a knot had formed directly in the middle of her. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Jake,” said Stan Neumann, the precinct’s tech god, leaning on the partition separating Jake’s desk from the rest of the officers. “This just came in for you.” He handed over a full-paged envelope. 
 
    “Thanks.” Jake tore it open and pulled out the single sheet of paper. It was the report on the fingerprints taken from the doorjamb and window frame in Meilin’s flat. “Hm.” He covered his chin with his hand as he studied it. 
 
    “Anything interesting?” 
 
    He glanced up at Stan. “Just that there were three sets of prints. One was the victims, one Meilin’s, but the third doesn’t register in the system.” 
 
    “Think it belongs to the murderer?” 
 
    “Could be. Wonder why it’s not in the system?” 
 
    “Well, that would mean he or she doesn’t have a driver’s license or any other form of legal ID, ‘cause they take fingerprints for all of those.” 
 
    “Right. Hm.” 
 
    Stan shifted weight. “Hey, I couldn’t go to the hospital yesterday to see Maria. How’s she doing?” 
 
    “She’s better. They’re releasing her today.” 
 
    “What about Peyton? How is she? I heard she got hurt too and I haven’t seen her yet to find out if she’s okay.” 
 
    Jake glanced up from the report. “Huh?” 
 
    “Peyton? How is she?” 
 
    “Oh, she’s not speaking to me right now.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Long story.” 
 
    “Was she hurt bad?” 
 
    “She’s banged up pretty good, but nothing’s broken.” 
 
    “That’s good.” He curled his arms around his stomach. “Must have been something to see her pull her gun, huh?” 
 
    Jake fought a smile. “Yeah, must have been something.” He leaned back in his chair. “So, you and Peyton went on a date, did ya?” 
 
    “Yeah, a while back. We went for pizza.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you asked her out again?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She started seeing the D.A., then they broke it off. Seemed like she wanted a break.” 
 
    Jake found Stan’s infatuation with Peyton fascinating. There weren’t two more divergent people in the universe – Stan, mild-mannered and awkward, and Peyton…well, so Peyton. “She doesn’t scare you a little?” 
 
    “Peyton? Why would she scare me?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “She’s so…so feisty.” The minute he said it, he wished he could take it back. If Stan told Peyton what he said, she would do more than threaten to castrate him. 
 
    Stan got a goofy grin on his face. “I like feisty.” 
 
    Jake quirked a brow. “All righty then. Well, I need to text this information to her, so I’ll let you get back to work.” 
 
    “All right. See you later.” 
 
    “Yeah, see you later.” He waited until Stan had wandered back toward his office before he let out a bark of laughter. I like feisty. Oh lord, poor Stan didn’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell.  
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton’s phone buzzed in the hospital elevator as the doors opened on Maria’s floor. She pulled it out and thumbed it on as they stepped out. A text from Jake appeared on the screen. Reading it, she slowed her pace. 
 
    Marco stopped and turned to face her. “Everything okay?” 
 
    She glanced up at him. They hadn’t really talked to each other since leaving Meilin’s restaurant. “Jake got the report on the fingerprints. He found three sets on the doorjamb and the window frame. Two of them belong to Matt and Meilin, but the third is unknown.” 
 
    “Did they run it through the system?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it doesn’t match anyone.” 
 
    “So our mystery person doesn’t have a driver’s license?” 
 
    “Or any other form of ID.” Peyton tilted her head. “Who wouldn’t have ID?” 
 
    “An illegal alien,” said Marco. 
 
    Peyton nodded. “I’ll send the list of employees to Stan and he can check to see if any of them are undocumented.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    They moved down the hall to Maria’s room and found her pacing in front of the windows. As soon as they entered, she whipped around, her eyes enormous and frightened. She was dressed in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, her dark hair in a tangled ponytail, her arm in a sling. 
 
    “He made bail,” she said, hysterically. 
 
    “Junior?” 
 
    “Who else?” she snapped. 
 
    Peyton held up a hand. “Okay, calm down.” 
 
    “Calm down. He’ll be at the house. He’ll be there.” 
 
    “You don’t have to go. We can get whatever you need.” 
 
    “You’re gonna pick out clothes for me?” She gave Peyton a scathing look. “Really?” 
 
    “Or not.” Peyton was already beginning to regret this insane act of charity. 
 
    Maria paced back to the window. “I should have just stayed at my mom’s. Why did I think I could do this? Why did I think I could be on my own?” 
 
    Peyton crossed around the bed and stopped her with both hands on her shoulders. Maria looked up at her, her pupils dilated, her chest heaving. “It’ll be okay. I’m gonna call Smith and have him meet us there. He isn’t going to hurt you, not with three armed cops around. It’ll be okay. I promise you.” 
 
    Maria clenched her teeth and nodded, tears shimmering in her eyes. “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay. Good.” Peyton reached for her phone. “Are you ready to go?” 
 
    “Yes, I already signed out. That’s all I have.” She pointed to the plastic bag on the bed. 
 
    Marco picked it up and moved into the hall. As they walked to the elevator, Peyton placed the call to Smith and asked him to meet them at Walker’s house. He readily agreed. Not that she doubted he would. 
 
    Maria fidgeted in the backseat of the Charger the entire way. Peyton wished she could offer her some comfort, but her own stomach was in knots at the thought of seeing Junior Walker again. How the hell had the bastard made bail so quickly? Clearly something was wrong in a system where domestic abuse merited such a low bond. 
 
    Smith was waiting for them when they pulled up before the house. 
 
    Peyton climbed out, giving him a smile. “Thank you for coming, Frank.” 
 
    “My pleasure, baby girl.” 
 
    She opened the back door for Maria and helped her out of the car. Maria’s hand trembled in hers. 
 
    “Don’t you worry. He’s not gonna try anything tonight,” Smith reassured her. 
 
    “Thank you, Frank,” she said, clinging to Peyton as they walked to the foot of the stairs. 
 
    “Let me go first,” said Marco, stepping before them. 
 
    Peyton nodded and watched him take the stairs two at a time, stopping before the door and banging on it loudly. Maria still trembled, so Peyton shifted her hold, linking their arms together. “It’s okay,” she said, patting her hand where it poked out of the sling. “He’s not gonna touch you again.” 
 
    “I think I’m gonna be sick,” she whispered, but she let Peyton propel her upward toward the door. 
 
    Halfway up, Junior threw the door open, looming in the entrance. Marco shoved his badge in the idiot’s face. 
 
    “Back up,” he said, his voice thrumming with warning. 
 
    Junior took in his size and then backed out of the doorway. Marco stepped into the house and Peyton urged Maria forward. Once inside Maria turned her head away, refusing to look at him. Marco had him backed into the middle of the room, but he glared after them as Maria led Peyton toward the back of the house and into a hallway on their left. 
 
    Once in the master bedroom, Peyton stood guard at the door, while Maria pulled a suitcase out of the closet and set it on the bed, then she began to fill it as quickly as she could without bothering to fold the clothes. 
 
    “Can you get my makeup?” she asked, pointing to the bathroom. “There’s a makeup case beneath the sink and everything’s in the first drawer.” 
 
    Peyton paused in the hallway, listening for voices from the living room, but all was quiet. She went into the bathroom and found the case, then opened the top drawer by the sink. Grabbing bottles and brushes and compacts, she shoved them into the flowered case. She couldn’t believe how much crap Maria used to appear presentable every day. Besides a touch of mascara and eyeshadow, Peyton preferred her own natural color to all of this garbage. 
 
    Maria appeared in the entrance. “I’ll finish. Can you get Frank to carry my suitcase?” 
 
    Peyton left Maria in the bathroom and walked into the living room. Marco was standing where he’d been, but Junior had taken a seat in a ratty recliner, his hands gripping the arms. Frank blocked the doorway, but he looked up when Peyton appeared. 
 
    “Frank, can you get her suitcase? It’s on the bed.” 
 
    “Got it.” Frank followed where Peyton pointed and appeared a moment later carrying the bulging suitcase to the door and setting it down. Maria trailed him, holding the makeup case by the handle. 
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    “Yeah, everything else is his.” 
 
    Peyton placed a hand in the middle of her back and directed her toward the front door. Halfway across the room, Junior surged to his feet. “Maria, wait!” 
 
    Maria stumbled to a halt, ducking her head. Peyton wrapped an arm around her waist and urged her forward, but she wouldn’t move. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, baby,” he said, moving toward her. 
 
    Marco stepped in front of him, placing a hand in the middle of his chest and shoving him backward. “That’s enough.” 
 
    He knocked Marco’s hand away. “Maria, please.” 
 
    Frank came to Maria’s other side and together he and Peyton tried to get her to the door, but she was shaking violently, her eyes closed tight. 
 
    “Maria, please. I didn’t mean it. It won’t happen again. I’ll do whatever you want me to do. Just don’t leave.” 
 
    Marco shoved him again. “I said that was enough.” 
 
    Junior came up against him, bumping him with his chest, but Marco never budged. “What are you gonna do about it, Pretty Boy?” he shouted in his face. 
 
    Peyton started toward them, but Smith stepped in front of her, holding her back. She watched as Marco gave Junior a sneer. “You know what they say about men who beat on women.” 
 
    “What?” Junior thrust out his chin in challenge. 
 
    “They say they’re compensating for something they lack.” His eyes tracked up and down the smaller man’s body. “Just what is it you lack, Junior?” 
 
    Junior’s jaw clenched and he swallowed hard. 
 
    Marco edged into him, large, menacing. “Let me give you fair warning. You ever lay a hand on anyone I care about again and I will end you. Do you understand me?” 
 
    Junior’s eyes narrowed, then he broke Marco’s stare and dropped his gaze. With a short nod, he backed up and sat down in the recliner again. 
 
    Peyton released her held breath, her knees shaking. Somehow they got Maria down the stairs and into the Charger where she huddled against the door. Frank hung back on the stairs, while Marco put the suitcase in the trunk. When he closed it, Peyton moved forward suddenly and threw her arms around his waist, burying her face in the center of his chest. 
 
    He encircled her with his arms and pressed his cheek to the top of her head. 
 
    “Man up, Brooks,” came the rumble of his voice beneath her ear. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Gabby tried the door at the front of the school labeled office, but found it was locked. Billy moved to the side and peered in the tinted window. 
 
    “There’s a bunch of ladders and tarps all over everything,” he said. 
 
    “Can I help you?” came a voice behind them. 
 
    Gabby turned and smiled at the short, squat woman coming toward them in a loose pants suit with a colorful blouse covered in a floral pattern. “I’m Detective Gabriela Acosta from the Miami PD.” 
 
    “Yes, Detective Acosta, we spoke on the phone. I’m Margaret Ruiz, principal here.” She shook hands first with Gabby, then Billy. 
 
    “Detective William Lucott, ma’am,” he said, straightening to his full height. 
 
    Gabby rolled her eyes, but Margaret smiled at him. “Pleased to meet you.” She focused on Gabby again. “You said you had a warrant to search the academic records of a past graduate?” 
 
    Gabby pulled the warrant out of her back pocket and extended it to the woman. “A Lily Witan?” She pointed to the graduation date written on the warrant. 
 
    “Yes, I see,” said the principal, scanning the paper. She handed it back. “As you can see we’re doing some maintenance while the school’s closed for the summer, so we moved our offices to the library. Let me show you where that is and then I’ll have the registrar locate Miss Witan’s records. They’ll likely be in the archives since it’s been almost twenty years, but I’m sure we can find them.” She motioned into a palm-lined quad. 
 
    “Are the archives on campus?” asked Gabby, following her. 
 
    “Yes, but it might take a bit of digging.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    She directed them to the library, pulling open the door. The rush of air conditioning struck them and they entered a low ceilinged room that stretched away on all sides. It was dimly lit, but two walls were comprised entirely of windows, so muted sunlight filtered through. 
 
    Bookcases broke up the open expanse, choked with hard bound copies of dated reference material and Perma-bound novels with tattered spines. A long counter ran across the back wall with an old fashioned box computer occupying the exact center. In front of it were mismatched composite tables and blue plastic chairs with metal legs. A back room housed a few desks and an older woman manned one, a telephone receiver pressed to her ear. 
 
    “I’ll just go tell the registrar. Please, make yourself at home.” 
 
    Gabby gave her a smile and took a seat at a table as the principal bustled toward the room with the desks. Billy wandered over to a shelf and squatted down, reading the spines. 
 
    “God, it’s been so long since I was in a high school.” 
 
    Gabby’s brows rose. “What? Two years?” 
 
    “Funny.” He pulled out a book and flipped it open. “I loved high school.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll bet.” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at her. “I was voted most likely to serve time.” He chuckled. 
 
    She gave him a nod. Figured. 
 
    “In my senior will, I dedicated all future 4/20’s to my graduating class.” He replaced the book and stood up. “You know? 4/20?” He pinched his index finger and his thumb together and pretended to inhale. “Get it?” 
 
    “Yeah, you smoked dope.” 
 
    He made a face. “Pot, not dope. Jeez.” He ran his hand along the top of a shelf. “They put my will in the yearbook. Administration wigged out. Pulled every single one of them and told us we couldn’t have them.” 
 
    “You were a real rebel without a cause, weren’t you?” 
 
    “It started this big ass protest. Students walked out of class, parents came down to the school.” He gave her a flash of dimples. “Even made the freakin’ news.” He pointed a finger at her. “They gave them all back and I still got to walk. Boy, we took it to the man but good, let me tell you.” 
 
    “Then you went and became the man.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, now that’s what you call irony.” He returned to looking at the books. “How were your days in high school?” 
 
    Gabby shrugged. “I did pretty good, got good grades. Played volleyball a lot.” 
 
    “Volleyball? They had that back then?” He smirked at her as he walked around the bookshelf. 
 
    “Funny.” 
 
    She could hear him chuckling as he disappeared from sight. 
 
    Margaret Ruiz walked out of the office, carrying a tan colored file. “You’re in luck. It wasn’t as hard to find as I feared. I guess our registrar put everything in order last summer once school was out. Take your time, okay?” 
 
    Gabby accepted the file. “Thank you.” She opened it, hoping to find a picture, but the first page only contained a transcript. She flipped through the entire file, but there wasn’t a single picture to be found. “Mrs. Ruiz?” 
 
    The principal turned in the doorway of her office. 
 
    “Why isn’t there a picture in the file?” 
 
    “That’s a cum folder, Detective. It’s just a record of her academic career. We never put pictures in them for the safety of our students.” 
 
    Gabby sighed. “Thank you.” 
 
    “My pleasure. If you have any other questions, please don’t hesitate to ask.” 
 
    Turning back to the first page, Gabby scanned the transcript. Lily Witan had been a good student, straight A’s for the first three years of high school with an impressive class load – mostly Advanced Placement or Honors. Her test scores were also high, ranking near the top in almost every subject. 
 
    “She was a good student,” she said aloud. 
 
    “Mmm,” grunted Billy. 
 
    Gabby traced the grades with her finger, flipping a page. Her senior year was on the back of the first page, so Gabby had to turn the file upside down to see it. Suddenly the grades dropped dramatically. A number of C’s and even D’s began cropping up, all in subjects in which she’d excelled before. And her test scores plummeted. Something had clearly happened in that final year to make her tank so badly. 
 
    Turning the file around again, Gabby located a log of contacts from the academic counselor to Lily, or the counselor to Lily and her parents. At first the interactions were routine – appointments to schedule classes or recommendations for more challenging course work, but in her last year, there were suddenly many more requested by her parents to find out why she was doing so poorly. The concerns appeared to go unanswered because in the end Lily barely scraped together enough units to graduate. 
 
     “Something happened to this girl her senior year. She almost didn’t walk.” 
 
    “How much do you love me?” asked Billy. 
 
    Gabby reared back, surprised to find him standing right in front of her. She hadn’t heard him approach. “What?” 
 
    “How much do you love me?” He dropped a book on top of the cum folder and grinned at her. 
 
    Gabby looked down and saw row after row of beaming teenagers splattered across the page. A high school yearbook. Billy leaned on the table and pressed his finger to one picture in particular. Beneath the picture was the name Lily Witan. 
 
    Gabby blinked in shock, staring at the smiling face of the pretty young girl. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “As sure as shooting.” 
 
    Gabby’s eyes rose and fixed on Billy. “Explain to me how the hell Buck Reiter missed the fact that Lily Witan was clearly adopted.” 
 
    Billy gave a careless shrug. “Guess we better ask him, eh?” 
 
      
 
    *   *    * 
 
      
 
    The lab door made a hissing noise as it opened. Abe glanced over his shoulder, pausing in the act of washing his hands. Bruce Walton entered, holding a file. Bruce was an older man, nearing retirement, and he usually did the medical autopsies that Abe just hated. Most of the time it was some poor fool who’d had a heart attack while watching television and eating potato chips. 
 
    “Hey there, Bruce, how’s the wife?” 
 
    Bruce had married a woman twenty years younger than he was with expensive tastes. He probably would have retired by now, but he had to keep her happy or lose her, something she made very clear to him on a regular basis. 
 
    “She’s visiting her sister in San Diego.” 
 
    Abe reached for a paper towel and dried his hands. “Must be nice to have a little freedom for a change, eh?” 
 
    “You have no idea.” 
 
    Abe figured he probably did. Marriage seemed like a whole lot more work than benefit. He tossed the paper towel in the trashcan. “What can I do you for?” 
 
    Bruce held out the file. “We’re swamped on our end and this one just came in this morning. It should be pretty quick. On first blush, it looks like anaphylactic shock, but SFPD wants it confirmed.” 
 
    Abe took the folder and sat down on the stool by his autopsy table. Flipping it open, he glanced over the medical analysis, blood work, and the little bit of history the police had collected. Poor fool was found by his neighbor who came to deliver a package. 
 
    “Sure, I’ll take it,” he said, glancing up at Bruce. 
 
    “Great. He’s on his way in from St. Francis. Should be here within the hour.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “I appreciate the help.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” 
 
    Bruce seemed reluctant to go. Abe didn’t socialize much with the other M.E.s, so he wasn’t sure what the guy wanted. “This one might be interesting. Don’t get many anaphylactic shocks, do we?” 
 
    “Guess not.” 
 
    “Yep. You get anything interesting from Homicide lately?” 
 
    “A shooting.” Abe shrugged, sending the beads on the end of his dreads to tinkling. “That’s about it.” 
 
    “I read about the serial killer. The Janitor or something?” 
 
    “Yeah, well, he hasn’t struck in a month.” 
 
    “Strange to have a serial killer here, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I guess. Probably happens in a lot of big cities.” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    Abe gave him a wry smile. “I should take a look at this file before he gets here.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I’ll go back to my lab. Got another 400 lb. stroke guy to dissect.” 
 
    Abe grimaced. “Fun.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He started to turn away, then looked back. “We’ll talk later, okay?” 
 
    “You got it.” After he left, Abe shook his head. Straight dudes. Shesh!  Flipping open the file, he read the police report again: 
 
      
 
    Mr. Chen knocked on Mr. Bai’s door at 8:00PM to deliver a package that had been brought to the wrong address. He received no answer, so he departed. At 9:20PM, he again knocked at the door whereupon he heard a moan of distress. Concerned for Mr. Bai’s welfare, he tried the handle and found it unlocked. Upon entering the apartment, he discovered Mr. Bai lying on the floor of his kitchen. He called for an ambulance, but before the paramedics arrived, Mr. Bai went into cardiac arrest. He was pronounced dead at the hospital at 10:34PM. A subsequent search of Mr. Bai’s apartment turned up an epinephrine pen with an expiration date of more than a year before. A search of Mr. Bai’s person did not turn up any form of identification and an on-line search also proved inconclusive. No next of kin have been notified at this time. 
 
      
 
    Inconclusive? Try nonexistent. Mr. Hui Bai didn’t appear to have any identity, which meant he was likely an undocumented resident. Poor idiot may not have been able to get a refill on an expired epi-pen if he was afraid of being discovered by INS. 
 
    Abe sighed and closed the file. What a frickin’ damn shame! 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton drove Maria to work the following morning. The ride was awkward, but no more awkward than coming out of her room this morning and finding a skimpily clad Maria asleep on her couch. Jake’s eyes had almost bugged from his head when he came around the corner of the kitchen for his morning cup of coffee and found Maria in a baby-doll nightie and pink panties. 
 
    Peyton figured she should probably have a talk with her, but she was reluctant to broach the subject, especially not after Maria had broken down crying when she’d had to ask Peyton to comb her hair and put it up in a ponytail for her. 
 
    Parking the Corolla, they walked into the precinct together. Cho and Simons were just leaving Defino’s office and they stopped, Cho’s face lighting into a brilliant smile. Peyton hid her grin as he hurried to open the half-door for her. 
 
    A large bouquet of pink roses sat on the edge of Maria’s desk and she went to it, bending over to sniff at a bud. Lifting the card, she read it, then turned back to Cho, reaching out her good hand to clasp his. “Thank you, Nathan. They’re so beautiful.” 
 
    Cho squeezed her fingers, then released her, dropping his gaze. Simons and Peyton exchanged amused looks. There were few people, in her book, that were more loyal or steadfast than Nathan Cho. She hoped Maria would eventually see that. 
 
    Defino stepped out of her office, smiling when she saw Maria. Coming toward her, she gave her a hug and then held her off, looking into her face. “If you need anything at all, you just ask, you hear me?” 
 
    Maria smiled back. “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    Defino patted her arms, then turned to Peyton. “Brooks, my office now.” 
 
    Peyton sighed and followed her into the darkened room. “I’m doing much better too, Captain,” she said, taking a seat in the chair before Defino’s desk. 
 
    Defino paused and stared at her as if she didn’t understand. 
 
    Peyton reached out and picked up a clear paperweight with a beetle in the center of it. “Is this new?” 
 
    “Got it in Chinatown.” 
 
    Peyton held it up to the desk lamp and turned it around so she could see the underside. There was something creepily fascinating about the blue-green bug forever preserved in acrylic. “When were you in Chinatown?” 
 
    “Last night. Colin and I had dinner at the Yellow Lotus. We’ve been wanting to try it for ages, but we couldn’t get reservations. Meilin reserved a table for us, in light of the help we’ve been giving her.” 
 
    “How was it?” 
 
    “Exceptional. We had the duck. You have to order that 24 hours in advance. It was just like the recipe she made when she won the semi-finals of Food Battles…” The captain caught herself, then reached over and took the paperweight from Peyton’s hand. “Anyway, where are you and D’Angelo on this case?” 
 
    “Jake found a third set of fingerprints at the crime scene, but they don’t belong to anyone in the system. We know the bullet was from a .22, cheap-ass gun, but it was enough to kill him when fired at point-blank range. Meilin’s employees have conflicting feelings about her, but they all vouch that she was in the restaurant at the time of the murder.” 
 
    “So basically, you have nothing.” 
 
    Peyton held out her empty hands. 
 
    “I arranged a video chat with the producer of Food Battle. I thought you might ask him if Meilin received any threats or had any enemies on the show. Stan will connect you in about twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Great, I’ll get right on it.” 
 
    Defino turned the paperweight around and tapped her fingernails against it. “Are you and D’Angelo fighting?” 
 
    Peyton blinked in surprise. “What?” 
 
    Defino lifted her gaze and focused on Peyton. “At the hospital the other day, I got the sense that you and Marco were fighting. Are you?” 
 
    Peyton didn’t know how to answer that. “Ah…” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me, Brooks.” 
 
    “I’m not, Captain.” She blew out air and fidgeted in the unforgiving chair. “He wasn’t happy that I went to see Maria by myself, and he expressed that to me very emphatically.” 
 
    Defino continued to eye her. 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “You know me, Captain. Someone’s always pissed at me for one thing or another.” 
 
    Defino lowered her eyes to the paperweight. “You’d better go see Stan, Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton knew a dismissal when she got one. Pushing herself to her feet, she left the captain’s office, closing the door behind her. Something about the odd exchange bothered her, but she couldn’t put her finger on what it was. Walking toward Stan’s office, she tried to erase it from her mind. She didn’t have time to worry about that now. 
 
    Marco was just coming out of the break-room as she approached their desks. He gave her a nod of greeting, lifting a cup of coffee to his lips. 
 
    “Defino arranged a video conference with the producer of Food Battles. Stan’s setting it up for us. You wanna come?” 
 
    “Sure.” He placed the coffee on his desk and followed her toward the back of the precinct. 
 
    Stan’s office was an old closet, converted into a tech guru’s heaven with multiple computers operating at the same time. A long table blocked the entrance, but he’d left just enough room to slip past the end of it and enter the confining space. Peyton usually avoided Stan’s lair because the tight configuration always felt claustrophobic to her. 
 
    The minute they appeared in the entrance, his face broke into an enormous smile. Peyton smiled back. “Hey, Stan. Captain said you’re hooking us up with a video chat?” 
 
    “Sure am, Peyton. Come in.” 
 
    Peyton eased past the end of the table and slid into the seat Stan had set up for her. There was no other place available for Marco. Not that she minded. Marco’s bulk would make the hot, tight space even more cramped and miserable. 
 
    Stan picked up a box on the table behind him and held it out to Peyton. “Check out the most recent addition to my collection.” 
 
    She pretended to inspect the action figure behind the cellophane window. “Superman, right?” 
 
    “Right. This is the latest replica they’ve made. Someday it’ll be worth a lot of money.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” She handed it back, glancing around at the many toys on display. “You’ve got a veritable fortune in here, Stan. Good thing you work in a police department, huh?” 
 
    He gave a bark of laughter and turned back to the screen. 
 
    Peyton gave Marco a pleading look, but he just smirked and glanced away. 
 
    “It’ll take me just a minute to set this up,” Stan assured her, clicking away on his keyboard. 
 
    “Take your time,” she said, folding her hands in her lap. “Did Defino give you the producer’s name?” 
 
    “Bruce Whitesides,” said Stan. 
 
    “Bruce Whitesides, huh? Very Hollywood.” 
 
    Stan blinked at her in confusion, his eyes looking owlish behind his glasses. “He’s in New York.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Stan turned back to the monitor, clicking some more. “There we go.” 
 
    A strange chime issued out of the computer, then a moment later a man’s face appeared on the screen. “Hello?” 
 
    Stan motioned to the monitor and Peyton leaned forward. “Hello, Mr. Whitesides?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She reached for her badge and held it up to the screen. “I’m Inspector Peyton Brooks from the San Francisco Police Department.” 
 
    “Yes, Inspector Brooks, your captain told me you’d be contacting me.” 
 
    “Thank you for talking with me.” 
 
    “Certainly. How can I help you?” Bruce Whitesides was an attractive middle aged, Caucasian male with blond hair slicked back from his forehead and a strong, square jaw. 
 
    “I’m investigating the murder of Matt Jensen, Meilin Fan’s boyfriend.” 
 
    “Lord, I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “Did you know Mr. Jensen?” 
 
    “I met him once or twice. He was a nice enough fellow. Young guy. A little lost, if you ask me.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Well, let’s just say Meilin called the shots in that relationship.” 
 
    “Did they fight?” 
 
    “I never saw them, but she mentioned that he was perfectly content to work in a grocery store. She was a little contemptuous of him, but then not many people had Meilin’s drive.” 
 
    “I see. How was she to work with? I mean for you and the other contestants on the show?” 
 
    “She was very generous. She’d bring us some delectable treat almost every day. And she helped out the other contestants when they got stuck on something. Still, she was by far the most driven contestant we’ve had. I’d find her studying recipes right up to the moment we’d start filming and some of the contestants complained that she stayed up half the night perfecting her dishes.” He scratched the back of his neck. “As I’m sure you know, the contestants all stay in the same house during the competition.” 
 
    Peyton hadn’t known that, but it was an interesting tidbit. “When they complained to you, what did you do?” 
 
    “I told them it wasn’t expressly forbidden in the rules, so there wasn’t anything I could do about it.” 
 
    “Were any of them particularly upset when she won?” 
 
    “Not really. Just being on the show assures every single one of them more money than they can handle. I don’t think a single one hasn’t profited off it in unbelievable ways. Winning is really only a formality.” 
 
    “What about fans? Did any of them send her hate mail or threats?” 
 
    “I wish I could help you, Inspector Brooks, but Meilin was a fan favorite. It was a joke on the set – Meilin Fan’s Fans.” 
 
    Peyton rubbed her forehead. This case was giving her a headache. She glanced up at Marco. “Anything else?” she asked him. 
 
    “Ask how she behaved around the men on set.” 
 
    Bruce seemed to hear Marco because he gave a sarcastic laugh. “Meilin had all the men wrapped around her fingers. There wasn’t a one of them who wouldn’t do anything she asked the moment she asked it.” 
 
    “She flirted with them?” 
 
    Bruce gave her a wry smile. “You might say that.” 
 
    “Did she flirt with you, Mr. Whitesides?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I have to ask this, so please don’t be offended, but did anything happen between the two of you?” 
 
    “No, she might have been a flirt, but she was devoted to Jensen.” 
 
    “And nothing happened with any of the other men?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” 
 
    “Did it bother the women that she flirted?” 
 
    Whitesides shrugged. “None of them complained about it to me and believe me, they complained about everything. Generally, Meilin was well liked by both the men and women. I really never saw any problems.” 
 
    “I appreciate you talking with me. If you think of anything else, will you contact me?” 
 
    “Of course. Tell Meilin I’m sorry about Jensen, will you?” 
 
    “I will and thank you.” 
 
    “No problem. Have a good day, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    “You too, Mr. Whitesides.” 
 
    Stan reached over and disconnected the link. Peyton leaned back in the chair and lifted her eyes to Marco. “Well, what do you make of that?” 
 
    Marco shook his head. “Meilin Fan is one complicated woman.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” said Peyton. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Because their leads were so slim and because so many people had conflicting views of Meilin, Peyton called Matt Jensen’s mother in Fremont and asked if they could talk with her. At first, she didn’t want to agree, but Peyton had broken down and explained they just didn’t have anything to go on and the case was stalled. Finally, she’d acquiesced. 
 
    Peyton stared up at the row of townhouses, standing shoulder to shoulder. Small patches of lawn before each one were the only allowance for nature and individuality. Unlike the townhouses on either side, Pam Jensen didn’t have any personal effects on display like the colorful garden gnomes or planter boxes of her neighbors. Her porch and lawn were completely bare, utilitarian. 
 
     Marco walked around the front of the Charger and opened the door for her. “You coming, Brooks?” 
 
    She eased out, grimacing at the pull of muscles still sore from her encounter with Junior Walker. “I hate talking to grieving parents.” 
 
    “So do I.” He motioned up the walk and she moved in front of him. “You’re moving a little slow. You feeling all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Do you want me to take the lead on this?” 
 
    Peyton glanced back at him. Something in his tone touched her. In all honesty, it was nice to have someone concerned about her for once. “I’m good,” she said, giving him a smile, “but thank you.” 
 
    He frowned at her, but she let it go. She didn’t feel like cheapening the moment by teasing him about being sensitive. 
 
    Knocking at the front door, she reached for her badge. 
 
    It took a few minutes, but finally the door opened, revealing a terribly thin woman whose head bobbed in constant motion. “Yes?” 
 
    “Inspectors Brooks and D’Angelo from the SFPD, Mrs. Jensen?” 
 
    The woman glanced at the badge, then swung the door open. “Please come in.” 
 
    Peyton stepped over the threshold into a very tight entry hall. A set of stairs rose to their left and a few steps to their right was the entrance to a living room. Leaning on a cane, Mrs. Jensen started toward the living room. 
 
    “This way,” she said. 
 
    Peyton and Marco followed her into a small room with a loveseat and two wing-backed arm chairs arranged in a semi-circle around an outdated square box television. The television was on, showing the waiting room of a hospital, but the sound was turned off. Mrs. Jensen carefully made her way over to the loveseat and sank into it, her hand trembling on the arm as she lowered herself. 
 
    “Make yourselves at home,” she said. 
 
    Peyton took the seat beside her and Marco squeezed himself into one of the small armchairs. Mrs. Jensen reached for the remote on the table and switched off the television, her hand trembling as she did so. 
 
    Peyton gave the woman a gentle smile. “Mrs. Jensen, we’re very sorry for your loss.” 
 
    The older woman didn’t respond for a moment, simply sat and stared at Peyton, her head bobbing just the slightest amount. Then she choked back tears and nodded. “Thank you, Inspector. Matthew was the light of my life.” 
 
    “I’m sure he was.” 
 
    “You mentioned on the phone that you have no leads?” 
 
    “No we don’t, ma’am. I thought maybe you could tell us about him and it might give us a place to start.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “Thank you. Do you mind if I take notes?” She reached for her notebook and flipped it open. 
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    “How did Matt meet Meilin?” 
 
    “He was a produce manager at the grocery store where she shopped.” 
 
    “In New York?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s where Matt was born and raised.” 
 
    “Did you move out here with them when she opened the restaurant in Chinatown?” 
 
    “Yes. I have Parkinson’s, Inspector, so Matt didn’t want me to be alone. They paid to have me relocate with them.” 
 
    “Was Matt an only child?” 
 
    “He was.” Her eyes filled with tears. Peyton motioned to a box of tissue on top of the television and Marco retrieved it, setting it on the coffee table within reach. 
 
    “Where’s Matt’s father?” 
 
    “Dead. We divorced when Matt was ten and he died three years ago from a massive heart attack.” 
 
    Peyton leaned toward the woman, bracing her arms on her thighs. “This might be difficult, Mrs. Jensen, but did Matt have any enemies? Anyone you can think of that would want to do him harm?” 
 
    She reached for a tissue and blotted it against her eyes, her hand shaking.  “Matt had no enemies.” 
 
    “How did you get along with Meilin?” 
 
    “Meilin?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We got along fine. She was good to me. Helped me move out here to be close to Matt, but…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I just felt she was too old for him and really wished he’d meet someone a lot closer to his age, but I think he really did love her.” 
 
    “I see. Did you ever notice them fighting?” 
 
    “No, nothing more than any other couple. I just can’t understand it. Who would want to do Matt harm? I’d expect Meilin to be the target before my son.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Just because of that television show and then there was the problem.” 
 
    Peyton glanced at Marco. “What problem?” 
 
    “With the show. It was something to do with her identity or something. The show’s legal consultant thought she went by a different name.” 
 
    “Why did he think that?” 
 
    “Near as I can figure it, someone called and reported it to them.” 
 
    “Who did he think she was?” 
 
    “I can’t remember the name. It was something really common, the first name, but it escapes me.” 
 
    “Is there anything else you can tell us about your son?” 
 
    Mrs. Jensen’s eyes grew liquid. “Just that I don’t know what I’ll do without him. He was my rock, he helped me face everything.” 
 
    Peyton patted her hand. “Is there anyone helping you now?” 
 
    “I have an aide that comes three times a week. Meilin paid for that.” 
 
    “Any other family?” 
 
    She sighed. “I have a cousin in New York. I might go back there to be closer to her.” She looked down at her hands. “I’m sorry, Inspector. I’m tired and I think I’d like to rest.” 
 
    Peyton pushed herself to her feet. “Thank you for talking with us, Mrs. Jensen.” 
 
    “Of course. If you find out anything, will you let me know?” 
 
    “Yes we will. Again I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Using her cane, she levered herself to her feet. “Thank you, Inspector. That means a lot.” 
 
    She trailed behind them as they moved toward the front door. Peyton pulled it open and stepped down onto the walk, headed for the Charger, Marco on her heels. 
 
    “Inspector Brooks,” called the older woman. 
 
    Peyton paused and turned back around. “Yes, ma’am?” 
 
    “The name…the name I can’t remember…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Some flower or something. I wish I could recall what it was.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Jensen,” said Peyton, lifting a hand in salute just as her phone vibrated in her pocket. She fished it out as they reached the Charger. 
 
    Marco opened the door for her as she read the text message. 
 
    “Abe wants us to meet him at Rasselas on Fillmore.” 
 
    He shrugged. “The jazz club? I could use a drink. What about you?” 
 
    “I guess so. Jake and Maria are also meeting us there.” 
 
    “More’s the merrier,” he said, placing a hand on her elbow as she climbed into the car.  
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Rasselas was a jazz club and Ethiopian restaurant on the corner of Fillmore and Geary. It was always crowded, especially on a Friday night, but Abe had secured a table to the right of the bar, against the red brick back wall. 
 
    People danced in a little area before the band, swaying to the smooth sounds of a jazz saxophone and the sultry voice of a female singer whose ample curves stretched the fabric of her blue sequined dress in all the right places. She gave Marco a wink as he and Peyton pushed through the crowds to Abe’s table. 
 
    Maria and Jake were already there. Jake was drinking a beer, but Abe and Maria had a green drink with Honeydew melon balls floating across the top of it. 
 
    “What is that?” Peyton shouted over the crowd. 
 
    “It’s aptly called the Melon Ball,” said Abe, holding it up for her to see. 
 
    “Why is it green?” 
 
    “Midori. Want one, soul sista?” 
 
    “No, I’ll have what Jake’s drinking.” 
 
    “I’ll get it,” said Marco, moving toward the bar. 
 
    Peyton squeezed into the chair between Abe and Maria. Leaning toward the other woman, she said, “You know never to drink anything Abe drinks, right?” 
 
    “It looked fun.” She gave Peyton a frank look. “I need a little fun.” Then her face screwed up as if she saw something unpleasant. “Couldn’t you have at least put down your hair and brushed it out?” 
 
    Peyton rolled her eyes and leaned back. Maria was obviously feeling better. Her eyes caught on Maria’s sling. Bright glass bangles lined the entire edge of it. “What the hell is this?” she said, touching it. 
 
    “Abe bedazzled it.” 
 
    Abe gave her a wink over the top of his Melon Ball. 
 
    Peyton leaned back into him. “You’ve always wanted your own doll to play dress up with, haven’t you?” 
 
    He made a kissing motion with his lips. “Let’s just say you aren’t her.” 
 
    “Damn straight.” 
 
    Jake was smiling at the exchange. 
 
    “You have something to say?” she challenged. 
 
    He shrugged and lifted his beer for a swig. “Nothing, except I agree with Maria. Always did like your hair down better.” 
 
    Marco returned and passed her a beer, then squeezed into the only chair left between Jake and Abe at the very back of the table. 
 
    “Hey, Marco baby,” said Maria, flashing him a sweet smile. 
 
    “Hey, Maria,” he said, tilting his beer toward her in salute. 
 
    Abe leaned close to him. “What about a dance, Angel’D?” 
 
    “Not on your life.” 
 
    Abe pouted at him, but he reached over and tapped Jake’s shoulder. “Come on, Jake. Let’s go dance.” 
 
    “I’m not dancing either.” 
 
    “Stop being a chicken and get out there, Ryder,” said Peyton. 
 
    Maria placed her drink on the table and rose to her feet, holding out her hand. “I’ll go with you. The three of us can dance as a group.” 
 
    Jake shook his head, but Maria emphatically snapped her hand at him. “Come on, Ryder. It wouldn’t hurt you to loosen up a bit.” 
 
    Peyton smiled as Maria grabbed his hand and tugged him upright. Abe squeezed past her, hurrying to Jake’s other side and taking his arm. Jake looked back over his shoulder in mock panic as they led him to the dance floor. 
 
    Abe dragged the two of them into the very middle, then began a ridiculous long limbed shimmy that had even Jake laughing. 
 
    Sliding into Abe’s seat, Peyton lifted her beer and took a sip. 
 
    “Abe is certifiable,” said Marco, watching them. 
 
    Peyton leaned back in her chair, enjoying the moment of solitude with her partner. “Maria looks like she’s having fun.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s hard not to when Abe’s around.” He gave a laugh and lifted his beer. “Ryder is so freakin’ white.” 
 
    Peyton grinned as she watched Jake bop up and down in dubious rhythm to the music. “He’s a good sport.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Sometimes though, I could kill him.” 
 
    Marco glanced over at her. “Why?” 
 
    “He called my mother and she came over to check up on me.” 
 
    “Whew! He’s one ballsy damn fool,” Marco said with a chuckle. 
 
    Peyton nodded, reaching for a handful of nuts in the center of the table. “I wasn’t thrilled.” 
 
    “She get on you about your job?” 
 
    “Of course. It was subtle, but she had to work it in, even after I told her I wasn’t on the job when it happened.” 
 
    He shifted to look at her. “You can’t really blame her, can you?” 
 
    Peyton glanced at him. “I guess not.” She tilted her bottle and looked inside. “She told me Cliff asked her to marry him.” 
 
    Marco set down his beer without drinking. “What did you say?” 
 
    “I didn’t know what to say. She told me she said no, but…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “She said he made her happy, Marco.” 
 
    He put a hand on the back of Peyton’s chair and leaned closer so she could hear him. “Brooks, I know how hard this must be for you.” 
 
    She shook her head and took another drink. “I don’t want to be maudlin, but it’s a little too much to take all at once.” 
 
    “Maudlin?” 
 
    “Means morose, depressed.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    She looked out at the dance floor. Abe was twirling them both around by the hands and Jake was trying to break free. “Abe gave me a word of the day calendar last Christmas.” 
 
    “I see.” He gave her a speculative look. “What do you mean it’s a little too much to take?” 
 
    “First Devan, now my mother.” She met Marco’s look. “I told her to accept his proposal.” 
 
    “That had to be hard.” 
 
    “What could I do? I want her to be happy, but it still hurts to realize that after she marries Cliff, I really will be all alone.” 
 
    “That’s not true, Peyton.” 
 
    “Isn’t it? You’ve been right all along, Marco. Cops should not have serious relationships. It’s not fair to either party.” 
 
    “That’s not completely true.” 
 
    “It is.” She gave him a weary smile. “I’m tired of trying to fight it. I’ll be alone forever as long as I remain a cop.” 
 
    He drew a deep breath, his hand closing into a fist on the table. “Peyton, it could be different.” 
 
    “How?” She looked directly into his blue eyes. “How can it be different? Once my mother marries Cliff, the only thing I have, the only thing that makes any sense or has any meaning is my job. It is the one thing I can count on, the one thing that will always be there.” She looked back out at the dance floor. “I’ve just got to tell myself that it’s enough.” 
 
    He went still beside her, his eyes searching her face. She didn’t meet his look, she didn’t want him to try to convince her otherwise. The first step to making peace with the future was to embrace it, she decided. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Gabby found Buck Reiter fishing off a white-washed wooden dock on the edge of his property. The small lake was tangled with mangroves and kudzu vines. The older man had on hip-waders and a faded blue fishing hat, covered in lures. 
 
    He smiled as Gabby came up beside him. “You bring your pole?” 
 
    “No, not much into fishing. Catch anything?” 
 
    “Naw, they’re taking a nap right now.” He reeled in the line, then cast again. 
 
    “How was Alaska?” 
 
    “Fishing was great.” He gave her a smile, his grey mustache lifting. “Not much for the weather though. Missed the humidity.” 
 
    Gabby pulled her t-shirt away from her skin and backed up where a mangrove tree cast shade over the dock. “I could do with a little less of it, myself.” 
 
    “Grab us a couple of chairs,” he said, nodding over her shoulder at two folding chairs lying on the dock. 
 
    Gabby picked them up and unfolded one behind him. She set hers back in the shade, close enough to feel a slight breeze tickle through the mangrove branches. He used one hand to pull the chair closer, the other keeping a tight grip on the pole, then he sat down. 
 
    As soon as he made himself comfortable, he opened a cooler that had been sitting beside him and grabbed a can of beer, holding it out to Gabby. She glanced at her watch. It was a little after 10:00AM, but the condensation running down the sides of the can was more temptation than she could resist. She popped it open and pressed it against her neck, so she could feel the chill from the ice on her overheated skin. It was only 80 degrees right now, but nearly 90% humidity. 
 
    Buck popped his own can and took a swig. “Let me tell you, retirement is when you really start to live.” 
 
    “Seems that way.” She leaned forward and braced her arms on her thighs, taking a sip of the beer. The cold bite of it was like heaven. “I need to talk to you about the Witan murders, Buck.” 
 
    “Witan murders?” He didn’t even look at her, his attention fixed on the fishing pole. “You said that in your message, but I’ve been wracking my brain and I just don’t remember it.” 
 
    “Two doctors, murdered in a home invasion robbery. Their daughter found them when she returned from prom.” 
 
    “Lord, how many years ago was that?” 
 
    “Nearly twenty.” 
 
    “Yeah, long time. You get a new lead?” 
 
    “Carol Witan’s mother recently died and her granddaughter found a key to a safe deposit box.” She sketched out everything their investigation had found, except for the most important thing – the fact that Lily Witan was adopted. 
 
    “Sounds like the old lady lost it a little, cutting out the pictures, tearing pages out of the scrapbook.” 
 
    “Do you remember her?” 
 
    He shrugged, reeling in the line. “I have a vague memory of her.” 
 
    “What about Lily, Buck? Do you remember the girl?” 
 
    “I remember a young girl, but that’s about all.” 
 
    Gabby lifted her beer and took another sip. “How come you didn’t indicate Lily Witan was adopted, Buck? Nowhere in the file does it disclose that.” 
 
    He went still. 
 
    Gabby had a strange feeling that he remembered a whole lot more about the case than he was telling her. 
 
    He shifted on the folding chair, letting the tip of the pole touch the water. “The media was all over that case and she was just a young girl, just turned eighteen. The investigators were trying to protect her.” 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    “From everyone knowing that she was adopted. It was bad enough that she found her parents, but can you imagine the way the media would have gone after her, trying to find out everything about her past?” 
 
    Gabby set the beer down beside her chair. “Did you ever consider her a suspect, Buck?” 
 
    He looked bewildered. “Why would she be a suspect? She was at the prom all night.” 
 
    “But she disappeared after their deaths, right?” 
 
    “She couldn’t take it anymore, living under the scrutiny all the time, and then when that boy killed himself…” 
 
    Gabby straightened. “What boy?” 
 
    “I don’t remember his name. He lived on the same street as Lily.” 
 
    “Grant Sanderson?” 
 
    “Right. That was his name. Grant Sanderson.” He sighed. “It was too much for her and she had to get away. She said that street was cursed.” 
 
    “Did you actually talk to Lily?” 
 
    “When I came on the case, it was already about six months old. I talked to her just before she left.” 
 
    “What about Grant Sanderson’s parents?” 
 
    “They refused to talk to me.” 
 
    “Were he and Lily connected in anyway?” 
 
    “They went to the same school, lived on the same street.” 
 
    “Did you know that Lily’s grandfather, Philip Messette, reported a stolen gun three weeks before the Witans’ murders? A Colt .45.” 
 
    He nodded. “I remember that.” 
 
    “And did you know that the Witans were shot with a .45?” 
 
    “I seem to remember it.” 
 
    “But you didn’t think Lily might be a suspect?” 
 
    “Read through the file again, Gabby. Officers on the scene did a powder test and found nothing on her. She was clean.” 
 
    “She was covered in their blood.” 
 
    “From trying to revive them. The girl was destroyed by this. She couldn’t function, she barely graduated.” 
 
    “She was failing most of her classes before this happened. Did you think to ask her if she was being sexually assaulted? If her father was molesting her?” 
 
    Buck rose to his feet, setting his pole on the dock. “What are you trying to say, Detective?” 
 
    Gabby rose also. “I’m saying that due diligence wasn’t done on this case. Too many things were left open and too much wasn’t reported carefully enough. Now I’ve got to try to find a girl that disappeared into the wind more than twenty years before.” 
 
    Buck scratched the crown of his head through his fishing hat. “Welcome to Cold Case, Detective. We get what we get. In all honesty, if there weren’t mistakes made or things overlooked, you wouldn’t have a job, kiddo.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The Superior Courthouse in San Francisco was located in an ornate grey stone building where cases were handled, both civil and criminal, in a series of courtrooms located on different floors according to their function. The building appeared to be in perpetual motion as lawyers and bailiffs, cops and civilians rushed back and forth, attending to the business of a “civilized” society. 
 
    Jake had been directed to the second floor where the Honorable Judge Himura presided. Court wasn’t scheduled to start until 9:00AM, but he’d wanted to make sure he could find a seat. He hadn’t expected the small, wood paneled courtroom to be empty, except for the lawyers. Now he sat and waited, trying to resist fidgeting. That was hard. The thought of being here, of what he was about to witness made him feel physically ill. 
 
    No windows were present to let in natural light, but the fluorescent tubes overhead bathed everything in a stark, yellow glow. He sat in the small spectator area directly before the doors. It was choked with metal theater chairs with cracked vinyl cushions. In a few, white stuffing showed through the tears. Before the spectators’ area was a wooden bar, separating it from the rest of the room, and directly in front of that on the right was the prosecution’s table, the defense to the left. A double row of jury seats lined the right side of the room with the judge’s bench and witness stand directly in front. 
 
    The judge was not present, but Devan sat with his back to the room at the prosecutor’s table, talking with an older woman. They were studying a file and whispering to each other. Directly across from Jake on the defense side sat a middle aged man in a suit, staring straight ahead, his hands folded against his stomach. 
 
    Jake looked back over his shoulder as the massive wooden door opened and Peyton entered. He occupied a chair in the first row behind Devan, but he was the only one who shifted and looked at her as she entered. 
 
    Peyton walked down the aisle and slid into the seat next to him. A bailiff glanced over at her and she gave him a short nod. He nodded back. Devan and his assistant continued to whisper. 
 
    Jake and Peyton hadn’t talked much throughout the weekend. He’d stayed in his room to give her and Maria time to work through Maria’s recent trauma. He’d heard a whole lot of shouting at certain points, then some crying, but by this morning, Maria had been up, showered and ready to go back to work. 
 
    “You okay?” Peyton asked, nudging him with her shoulder 
 
    “If you consider about to vomit okay?” he answered. 
 
    She gave him a commiserate look. 
 
    “Why are you here? I thought you didn’t testify for a few days,” he asked her to change the subject 
 
    “I don’t, but I thought you might need a friend.” 
 
    He smiled at her. “Thank you, Peyton, but don’t you have a case to work?” 
 
    “Marco’s checking out a few things, but we’re stalled right now. I’ll get to it this afternoon.” 
 
    Devan shifted and glanced back at her, lifting his hand in greeting. 
 
    She forced a smile in return. 
 
    “You okay?” Jake whispered back. 
 
    “Of course.” She gave him a look as if to say it was a ridiculous question. 
 
    “I mean…” He motioned at Devan’s back. 
 
    “Oh that, yeah, I’m just so freakin’ ecstatic for him.” 
 
    “Ecstatic?” 
 
    “Word of the day calendar,” she said, watching as the jury was led into the room by the bailiff. “Christmas gift from Abe.” 
 
    Jake watched the jury as well. Eight women, four men. He wasn’t sure what that meant. The rest of their demographics were eclectic – ranges in age, state of dress, and as expected in San Francisco, racial diversity. 
 
    He looked down at his hands and closed his eyes. He wanted to concentrate on anything else but this. “A year later and I can’t think of Zoë without feeling like I’m going to be violently ill.” 
 
    “That’s why this trial has to be over. You’re never going to move on with your life until it is.” 
 
    He glanced up at her. “This part of my life will always be here, like a wound that never heals.” 
 
    “It’ll heal. It’ll scar, but it’ll heal.” 
 
    “That word of the day calendar teach wisdom as well?” 
 
    She smiled at him. “Life does that.” 
 
    “I find it hard to believe you’re ecstatic about…” He nodded significantly at Devan’s back. 
 
    She sighed. “I’m trying to be zen about it. Then maybe I’ll believe myself. It wouldn’t have worked between us anyway. I’m too feisty.” 
 
    Jake’s gaze snapped to her face. “What?” 
 
    “Feisty. Isn’t that the word you used to describe me?” 
 
    “Freakin’ Stan.” 
 
    She laughed. “I think marriage and all those social trappings are only for certain people. We try to make it fit everyone, but it just doesn’t. I’m just not that sort of person.” 
 
    “You can’t say that, Peyton. Because one relationship didn’t work, it doesn’t mean another won’t.” 
 
    “Not for me, Jake. In my way of thinking, it’s not worth all of the turmoil and pain, but that’s just me. Anyway, I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Besides, I’m still pissed at you.” 
 
    “What’s new? You mean for calling your mother?” 
 
    “Yeah. That does not happen again, Ryder.” 
 
    “I’m not gonna promise that, Mighty Mouse. If I think I need to call her again, I will.” 
 
    Peyton shifted and gave him a glare. “She thinks you and I are involved.” 
 
    Jake’s brows rose at that. “I can see how she’d think that.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I’m adorable.” 
 
    A smile bloomed across Peyton’s face, transforming her into something close to beautiful. “You have your moments.” 
 
    “Damn straight.” He realized this banter with Peyton had calmed him, centered him again. “Thank you for coming,” he whispered. 
 
    She bumped him with her shoulder again. “You knew I would.” 
 
    “Yeah.” And he had. He realized he’d been expecting her to show up even though he knew she had a case to work. 
 
    The court reporter entered from a door behind the judge’s bench, followed by a clerk. Both women took seats at their appropriate places. As soon as they’d settled, the heavy wooden door creaked open behind them. 
 
    Two bailiffs entered and in between them was Claire Harper. She wore a crisp business suit in navy blue with a sharp pencil skirt, black pumps, and a short jacket with a wide lapel. A floral blouse peeked out between the lines of the jacket. Her blond hair was immaculate and her face perfectly made-up. 
 
    Jake caught his breath, his hands curling into fist. 
 
    Her eyes swept the room, then came to rest on him, her lips thinning as if she saw something offensive. Jake wished his head wasn’t buzzing so or his heart beating so erratically. He forced himself to meet her gaze. They locked eyes for as long as it took her to reach the bar, then she broke the stare, tilting her head back, her chin pointed in the air. 
 
    Jake realized he was pressing his fists into his thighs, trying to use pain to keep himself from getting sick right here, right in this courtroom. Peyton shifted toward him and reached over, covering his hands with one of her own. 
 
    Her touch grounded him as her voice had moments before and he swallowed the taste of bile in his mouth. “It’s okay. She can’t hurt you anymore,” she whispered, close to his ear. He could smell the lilac scent of her shampoo and he breathed it in, closing his eyes briefly. Unclenching his fists, he curled his fingers around hers. 
 
    “You’re wrong, you know?” 
 
    She tightened her hold. “She can’t hurt you, Jake.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean.” 
 
    She looked bewildered. “What?” 
 
    “You said relationships weren’t worth all the turmoil or pain.” 
 
    She shook her head in confusion. 
 
    “Zoë and I had four years together.” He fought against the sudden burning in his eyes. “Four years, so short, but I’d go through it all again, just to have had that infinitesimal bit of time with her.” 
 
    Peyton’s eyes searched his face. 
 
    “Even this, even with knowing I’d lose her, I would do it again, Peyton.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    That afternoon Jake returned to the precinct. Peyton followed him into the break-room where he grabbed a soda and took a seat at the table. Smith and Maria already occupied the table, sharing a coffee-break before the end of the day. Helping herself to a piece of cake left over from Bartlet’s birthday, she sat down beside Jake and gave him a reassuring smile. 
 
    “How’d it go?” she asked, placing a bite of cake in her mouth. The blissful taste of chocolate bathed her tongue. 
 
    Maria grimaced at her, motioning that her ass was going to balloon. Peyton smiled back at her as she took another bite. 
 
    “Not much happened,” said Jake, setting down his soda. “Opening argument. That’s about it.” 
 
    Peyton nodded, then looked up as Marco enter, going to the counter and pouring himself a cup of coffee. He also carried it to the table, sinking into the chair across from Peyton. 
 
    “Did you find out anything about Matt Jensen? Any records? Run-ins with the police in New York?” 
 
    “No, but I also put in a request for anything on Meilin. They said they’d have to get back to me on that one.” 
 
    “For a burner case, this is proving really annoying,” she said. “Does that mean they have something on Meilin?” 
 
    “Not necessarily.” He lifted the coffee to his lips and took a sip. “How was the trial?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “Stressful.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” 
 
    Peyton gave Jake a wry grin. That was about as much sympathy as he could expect from Marco. 
 
    “I don’t think I could do it,” said Smith. “I’d want to off the crazy bitch without waiting for a verdict.” 
 
    Maria nodded, adjusting the strap on her shoulder brace. “What was it like, Jake, seeing her?” 
 
    Jake sighed. “I thought I was going to be sick.” 
 
    They all grunted in understanding. Peyton took another bite, wishing she had something comforting to say to him. She knew this was the hardest thing he’d ever gone through and it made her petty little problems seem so unimportant. 
 
    Just as she was about to comment, a woman poked her head inside the break-room. Peyton had never seen her before. She was of Middle Eastern descent with long, straight black hair, a full mouth and almond shaped black eyes. She wore a stylish suit in pale pink with a pair of high-heeled, open-toed pumps in glacial white. She held a white clutch in one hand and an envelope in the other. 
 
    Maria rose to her feet. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “I’m looking for Peyton Brooks?” 
 
    Peyton stopped with her fork halfway to her mouth. She set it down and rose, dusting her hands on her jeans. “I’m Peyton Brooks.” 
 
    The woman’s heavily-lashed eyes ran over Peyton from curly head to combat books. “You’re just as he described you.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. “He?” 
 
    “Devan.” She stepped into the room and flashed a smile. Her teeth were brilliant white and straight – her smile making her beautiful face positively breath-taking. “I’m Rani Misra, Devan’s fiancée.” 
 
    Marco choked on his coffee, setting it down. Jake leaned back in his chair, his mouth hanging open, and Smith ducked his head. Maria whirled to look at Peyton, her eyes wide with amazement. 
 
    “You’re what now?” 
 
    “Rani. I’m engaged to Devan.” 
 
    Peyton’s mind went blank. She didn’t know how to respond to this. 
 
    “I know this seems…” She gave a little laugh and glanced at the men. “Irregular, but I really wanted to meet you. Devan talks about you all of the time.” 
 
    “Devan talks about me?” 
 
    “All the time.” 
 
    “All the time?” Her voice was climbing in register. 
 
    “Yes.” She flashed that perfect smile again. “You mean the world to him.” 
 
    “I mean the world to him?” Why couldn’t she stop repeating what the blasted woman said? 
 
    “Yes.” She took a step into the room. “I wanted to meet you myself. I know people think it’s awkward for…well, two significant others to meet, but I want to break that silly social custom. I feel like we learn so much from every relationship we have. They all combine to make us the person we are today.” 
 
    Peyton’s brain just would not process the words. She looked helplessly at Marco. His face was as blank as her own. “I don’t know what to say,” she forced out. 
 
    “I understand. It’s probably a bit of a shock, so I won’t stay. I just wanted to introduce myself and meet you. Also…” She looked at the square envelope in her hand. “I wanted to invite you to my wedding.” 
 
    She held out the invitation, but Peyton couldn’t summon the will to take it. Instead Maria took it for her. 
 
    Rani smiled at her. “Please feel free to come as well. I didn’t get your name.” She held out her hand. 
 
    “Maria.” 
 
    They clasped hands briefly, then Rani turned her smile back to Peyton. “I know this seems shocking to you right now, but after you think about it for a while, I hope you’ll agree with me that we can start a new tradition between women and learn to accept each other openly.” 
 
    Peyton still couldn’t find any words to describe the turmoil in her brain. 
 
    Rani glanced at the men once more. “Well, I’ll let you get back to work.” She stepped forward and held out her hand to Peyton. “It really is a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Peyton saw herself extend her own hand and clasp the other woman’s. Then Rani was gone in a swirl of pink linen. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Silence descended at Rani’s departure. Maria turned the envelope over in her hand and studied the back of it. Peyton didn’t move, just stood looking at the door as if she’d been suddenly turned to stone. Marco stared intently at the table and Smith rubbed a hand over his thick mustache again and again. 
 
    Jake didn’t know what to do or say to break the tension. He gave Marco a pointed look and nodded his head at Peyton, but Marco wouldn’t meet his eye. Smith seemed a lost cause himself. 
 
    Finally Peyton shifted weight. “That bitch! Can you believe her?” 
 
    “No, what a skank,” said Maria, holding out the invitation. 
 
    Peyton took it with a sneer, as if it were tainted or something. “I should have ripped out her hair.” 
 
    “You should have snatched that bitch bald-headed.” 
 
    Jake felt like he should defuse the situation. “She seemed…nice…enough.” 
 
    Marco kicked him under the table, then held out his hands and gave the women a wide-eyed stare. 
 
    “Nice!” Peyton whirled on him. “She was nice?” 
 
    Although his mouth was open, no words were coming out of it. 
 
    Peyton focused on Marco. “Is that what you think, Marco? Was she nice?” 
 
    Marco shook his head frantically. “Noooo, she’s a bitch.” 
 
    “Yeah, a class-A bitch,” echoed Smith. 
 
    Peyton glared at them both, but Maria touched her arm. 
 
    “You know what we should do?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We should buy her some silver for her shower.” 
 
    Peyton gave an evil laugh. “I like it. Get her a serving bowl or something.” 
 
    “Yeah, we could go to one of those higher end thrift stores, you know, the ones that sell stuff from estate sales.” 
 
    “Yeah, and get some real old silver.” 
 
    “Right, the shit that turns yellow when you blow on it.” 
 
    “With all those ornate swirls and shit that just trap the tarnish.” 
 
    “And you have to use a cotton swab to get it out.” 
 
    “Let’s go right now.” 
 
    “Just let me get my purse.” 
 
    The two women walked out, side by side. As soon as they were gone, Marco reached over and slapped Jake upside his head. 
 
    “Stop hitting me! What the hell did I do?” 
 
    “You got me in trouble with Maria and Peyton both.” 
 
    “What? How? I said it.” 
 
    “And they’re going to blame me.” 
 
    Smith shook his head in commiseration. “You are in deep, man.” 
 
    “Yeah, tell me about it.” 
 
    “You could get away with buying flowers for Maria, but what the hell are you going to do with Peyton?” 
 
    Marco stared at the table, shaking his head. “I’m gonna have to take a swing at Devan, or shove him, or something.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s about the truth of it.” 
 
    Marco pushed himself to his feet and loomed over Jake. Jake ducked, covering his head. “Thanks a lot, Ryder.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    The two men followed the women out into the precinct, grumbling as they went. 
 
    “Freakin’ assed cops,” Jake muttered, rubbing the side of his head. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco had never been in the Marriott Marquis before. He knew the iconic structure from the outside – half-moon windows arcing on all sides of the tower, broken up like wagon-wheel spokes. He’d heard about the spectacular view from the top, the entire City rolling away before you from a height of 39 stories, and he’d suspected the interior would scream luxury. 
 
    Standing in the hall on the 15th floor, he watched a couple head for the elevator, dressed in evening clothes, and wondered what it would be like to have so much disposable income that the cost of such accommodations never entered your mind. 
 
    He knocked and stared down at the checkered carpet in burgundy and burnished gold. He was definitely in the wrong business to be thinking about luxury, that was certain. Besides that, his tastes leaned more toward a rustic cabin in the redwoods, some place quiet and remote, some place very different than the bustling City he made his home. 
 
    The door opened and Meilin peeked out. Her long, black hair was loose and hanging far down her back, a silk robe wrapped around her slender figure. She wasn’t much taller than Peyton, her round face and exotic dark eyes seeming delicate and fragile in the half-light of the room. 
 
    “Inspector D’Angelo, thank goodness. I’m so glad you came.” She pulled open the door and motioned him to enter. 
 
    He stepped inside, looking around. The bed was piled high with pillows and stark white coverings. A small table lay to the left of the door, accompanied by two chairs in deep chocolate leather cushions. A flat screen television and a cherry-wood credenza marked the area directly across from the bed. The heavy brocade curtains were drawn back and the City gleamed beyond the windows, twinkling lights and bustling traffic, the sounds muted behind privacy glass. 
 
    He turned to face Meilin, dismissing the enchanting view. “Tell me what happened again.” 
 
    “Someone tried to get into the room. Thank God I had the extra lock on, but it scared me horribly.” 
 
    Marco glanced at the digital clock beside the bed. Almost nine. “Did you work tonight?” 
 
    “I left early. I couldn’t concentrate.” She shut the door and came toward the table, sinking into the chair. Her robe pulled up, giving him a view of her thigh. “All I can think about is Matt.” 
 
    He deliberately forced himself to look away. 
 
    “Please sit. Have a drink with me?” Lifting a wine bottle on the table, she motioned at an empty glass. He noticed there were exactly two glasses sitting there. 
 
    “No, thank you. I’m technically on duty.” 
 
    She set the bottle down and lifted her own glass, taking a sip. “You can at least sit on duty, right?” 
 
    He couldn’t deny the situation made him uncomfortable. She’d called him on his way home, frantic that she thought someone was following her, even up to her room in the hotel. She’d begged him to come over. He should have called Peyton and asked her to come with him, but Peyton had gone off with Maria, intent on making Devan’s life a living hell. Now he realized being alone in this hotel room with this woman was probably a bad idea, but he wasn’t sure how to get out of it. Sometimes Peyton was right about him – where women were concerned, his brain often wasn’t the first organ he consulted. 
 
    He took a seat, shifting the chair so the entire table was between them. He was very aware that Peyton thought Meilin might be caught up in a love triangle, that she enjoyed male attention just a bit too much. 
 
    Meilin turned the bottle so he could see the label. Lot of good it did him, he didn’t read Chinese. “Too bad you won’t try some. This is Mao Tai Jiu, one of the oldest wines in known history, made from sorghum.” 
 
    He nodded. He didn’t know what that meant. Beer was made from hops, but that meant about as much to him as this did. 
 
    “I was given this bottle when I won Food Battles. It seemed like a good time to drink it.” She turned the glass, letting the yellow liquid bathe the insides. “Life is so short, you shouldn’t wait to taste the wine.” 
 
    Her words struck him and he looked away. You shouldn’t wait to taste the wine. Funny how he’d done the exact opposite all his life. “Did you call one of the other officers when you heard someone trying to get in your room?” 
 
    “No. I called the number of the person that made me feel most secure.” 
 
    He glanced back at her. They hadn’t exchanged more than a handful of words between them. Oh, man, this was a very bad idea. “I didn’t notice anything when I came up. Everything seems fine.” 
 
    “You’re probably right. I’m just spooked. I haven’t been alone in years.” 
 
    He understood that. He understood loneliness. 
 
    “How long have you been a detective, Inspector D’Angelo?” She made a face. “That’s a mouthful – Inspector D’Angelo. Can I just call you Marco?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Sure.” 
 
    “How long have you been a detective?” 
 
    “Eight years.” 
 
    “Homicide all that time?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Same partner?” 
 
    Again, he felt a twinge of guilt that he hadn’t called Peyton to tell her he was coming over here. This was the very thing he rode her about all of the time and here he was doing it himself. “Yes, same partner. Maybe we should move you to another room?” He didn’t want to talk about Peyton with her. 
 
    “You’re awfully young to have such a prestigious job.” 
 
    Prestigious? Looking at dead meat, seeing the depravity of the human mind, killing people. He shook away those thoughts. Maybe he should have a drink after all. “We got lucky. The department was short on detectives, so they promoted us a lot earlier.” 
 
    She crossed her legs, making a pretense of covering her bare flesh. “You’re a man of few words, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” She gave an uncomfortable smile and shook her head. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” He wasn’t sure what he’d done wrong. 
 
    “Ma’am? What a word. You spend your youth wanting to be older, to be taken seriously, and before you know it, someone is calling you ma’am.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean anything by it.” 
 
    She smiled at him as she lifted her wine and took a sip. “I know you didn’t. Truth is, I’m older than you are. Did you know that?” 
 
    His eyes involuntarily tracked down to her bare thigh, but he forced himself to look away. Such a bad, bad idea, this. 
 
    “I just turned 38. Do I look 38 to you?” She gave him a sultry look over the top of the glass. 
 
    He shook his head, only briefly making eye contact. 
 
    “That’s pretty good, isn’t it? A successful business by 38?” She set the glass down. “And all alone, no one to share it with.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but…” 
 
    “We have so many dreams when we’re young. We’re so sure everything is going to be exactly as we want it, but it’s never that way.” Her eyes lifted to the window. “My parents thought they knew what I should do. They pushed and pushed and pushed.” She gave a grim laugh. “They had such high expectations for me.” She looked back at him again. “You’re lucky you’re not Asian.” 
 
    He frowned at that. What? 
 
    “The expectations, the pressure for success. There is no room for failure.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s like that for a lot of kids now.” 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s not the same. You don’t even know.” 
 
    He wiped his hands on his pants. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Are you married, Marco?” 
 
    His eyes whipped to her face. “What?” 
 
    “Are you married?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Ever been?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Girlfriend?” 
 
    He leaned back in the chair. “No.” 
 
    “Boyfriend?” When he gave her a bewildered look, she laughed. “You’re awfully pretty and this is San Francisco.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not? Why wouldn’t someone like you have a significant other?” 
 
    Oh, boy, this was a box he did not want to open with this woman, this stranger. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed on him. “How complicated?” 
 
    Nightmarish complicated, he wanted to say. “Very.” He pushed himself to his feet. “Look, Ms. Fan, everything seems okay here. I’ll help you move rooms or hotels if that makes you feel better, but if not, I really need to go.” 
 
    She rose as well and moved close to him, so close he could smell the jasmine of her perfume. Looking up at him, she placed a hand in the center of his chest, her fingers long and delicate. “You don’t have to go.”  
 
    He encircled her wrist and pulled her hand away. “I do have to go. I’m working an active case that you’re involved in and this borders on inappropriate conduct right now.” 
 
    She smiled and backed up. “Do you always follow the rules, Inspector D’Angelo?” 
 
    He laughed. “When you have a partner who always breaks them, yes.” 
 
    She gave him a speculative look. “I see.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure what that meant, but he couldn’t stay to find out. He eased around her and headed for the door. 
 
    “Don’t forget to taste the wine, Inspector,” she called after him. 
 
    He gave her a short nod, then opened the door and stepped out. Taste the wine. Freaking hell, that was just the sort of advice that was bound to get him fired. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Gabby glanced at the clock on the corner of her desk, an engraved mahogany monstrosity they’d given her when she completed her 20th year on the force. That’s what they gave you – twenty years out of your life, here’s a clock. Funny thing was she liked the damn thing. It kept time, it had real hands, and it had little lines where the numbers should be. Billy said he couldn’t read it, he’d only ever read digital clocks before. Somehow that made her sad – that telling time had become obsolete, like cursive writing and well, spelling out actual words when you wrote. 
 
    She rubbed a hand across her eyes and back through her short-cropped hair. This case was frustrating the hell out of her, making her long for a time when crime fighting was more about figuring out “who done it”, than piecing together the electronic trail every person left behind in a nebulous universe that existed only in cyberspace. 
 
    Behind her, Billy lounged in his desk chair, swinging it back and forth with a foot, the other braced on the edge of the desk. He had Lily Witan’s yearbook open on his lap and was leafing through the pages, occasionally commenting that this girl or that was hot. It would have made Gabby uncomfortable, but she was actively trying to ignore him. 
 
    Picking up her desk phone, another relic of a bygone era, she punched in the number for Cold Case in New York City. It didn’t escape her that she had to look up their number on-line, log into the directory to see who had requested the case box, then punch in the numbers that rang directly to the detective’s cell phone. 
 
    A male voice came on the line. “Ehrenthal.” 
 
    “Detective Ehrenthal? This is Detective Gabriela Acosta of the Miami Police Department.” 
 
    “Yes, Detective Acosta. I got your message. Sorry I haven’t called you back, but I’ve been busy all day.” 
 
    “Not a problem. Hey, I wanted to ask you about a case we have down here, a case that you requested the file for about a year ago.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that. It sort of got hung up in the system. It should have been returned to you guys as soon as we finished with it, but you know how those things go.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “If you could see the number of cases we work up here…” He gave a laugh. “How many detectives you got working cold cases down there?” 
 
    “A few.” Okay, she got it. New York – busy. Miami – well, she was it. Except Billy. There was always Billy. 
 
    “Detective Ehrenthal, can I ask you a few questions?” 
 
    “I’ll do my level best to answer them.” 
 
    “Thanks. The case you requested was for a double homicide here in Miami, home invasion robbery gone bad.” 
 
    “Right. I remember. Teenage girl found the bodies.” 
 
    “That’s the one. The girl was named Lily Witan.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right.” 
 
    “Why did you request the file?” 
 
    She could hear other voices in the background, shouting and loud conversation. 
 
    Ehrenthal shifted in his chair. “Sorry about that. Squad room’s always like Grand Central, you know?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s see. Let me pull up the notes I took.” 
 
    “You have notes?” 
 
    “Always take notes, Detective. Anyway, here it is.” 
 
    “Why aren’t your notes in the case file?” 
 
    “Wasn’t necessary. They didn’t relate to the case you have there. I just keep them for my own use, in case someone like you calls.” She heard him clicking with his mouse. “There it is. I got a call from someone telling me that a woman here in New York was a suspect in a murder case in Miami. Funny thing about this was the woman who called said she saw the suspect on a reality show.” 
 
    “Reality show?” 
 
    “Yeah, hold on. Let me see which one. Don’t watch the crap myself, but it’s all that’s on nowadays.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Uh, here it is. Food Battles. She said the woman participating in Food Battles was Lily Witan.” 
 
    Gabby’s fingers tightened on the receiver. “Why didn’t you contact us?” 
 
    “Because it wasn’t her. The woman on Food Battles was named Meilin Fan. When we did some looking into her background, we found out she was an immigrant from China. She came into the U.S. on a student visa twenty years ago and eventually got dual citizenship.” 
 
    “Detective, Lily Witan was adopted, probably from China herself.” 
 
    “Well, I found an adoption record, Detective Acosta, but it was sealed. The Chinese government is very secretive about such things. Ironic, ain’t it?” 
 
    “Did you get a warrant to open the adoption record?” 
 
    “No reason too. Meilin Fan entered this country just twenty years ago. Lily Witan came in as an infant almost forty years ago. Clearly this isn’t the same person. Besides that, Lily Witan was never a suspect in her parents’ murder.” 
 
    Gabby rubbed at her temples. “Can you tell me the name of the person who filed the tip?” 
 
    “It was left anonymously. Sorry.” 
 
    Gabby felt so defeated. Maybe she was going about this whole thing the wrong way. “Thank you, Detective Ehrenthal.” 
 
    “My pleasure. Let me know if there is anything else I can do for you.” 
 
    “Can you send me a copy of your notes by email?” 
 
    “Sure. Just send me a text with your email address.” 
 
    Send him a text. Gabby sighed. “I’ll do that right away. Again, thank you, Detective.” 
 
    “Anytime…and hey, if you’d like change of scenery, we’re always looking for sharp people up here.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “Great. Nice talking with you.” 
 
    “You too.” 
 
    Gabby hung up, then sat staring at the phone, her forehead braced in her hands. 
 
    “What was the name of the kid who hung himself?” asked Billy. 
 
    “Sanderson, why?” 
 
    Billy leaned back in his chair, making the springs squeal. “How much do you love me?” 
 
    She lifted her head and glanced at him over her shoulder. “That depends. Tell me you’ve got a break in this freakin’ case.” 
 
    “Take a look at who made Cutest Couple for Miami Union High School.” He passed her the yearbook. 
 
    Gabby stared at the photo of a pretty Asian girl standing with her arms around a tall Caucasian boy. Both were beaming at the camera. Above the photo in a swirling script, complete with hearts, were the words Cutest Couple, and below it in big blocky letters – Lily Witan and Grant Sanderson. 
 
    Billy’s grin promised all sorts of mischief. “Love me now?” 
 
    Gabby smiled back at him. “Little bit. Lit-tal bit.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton opened the door of her house to a bouncing Pickles. She scooped him up and closed the door behind her, panting to regain her spent breath. She loved running in the morning when the fog lay over everything. The adrenaline rush gave her a euphoric feeling all throughout her morning shower and subsequent drive to the precinct, but when she didn’t get to run, she felt sluggish and out of sorts. 
 
    “You run every single day?” came Maria’s voice from the kitchen. She was leaning on the counter, holding a cup of coffee in her good hand. 
 
    Peyton walked to the barstool and took a seat. “Every chance I get.” 
 
    “Without your gun?” 
 
    “Why would I take a gun to go running?” 
 
    Maria shrugged, then pointed the mug at Pickles. “Lil’ Bits ate.” 
 
    “Thank you for feeding him.” Peyton scratched behind his ears and got a lick on her cheek in return. 
 
    “He’s one of your good qualities.” 
 
    Peyton smiled. “So everyone tells me.” 
 
    “You want some coffee.” She set her cup on the counter. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Pouring Peyton a mug, she slid it across to her. “Sugar?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Maria slid that as well and then handed over a spoon. “No wonder you gotta do so much running. You better never stop or your ass…” 
 
    “…will be as big as a house,” finished Peyton, setting Pickles on the stool next to her and spooning three tablespoons into the dark brew. 
 
    “…will be as big as a hippo, but house works too.” 
 
    Peyton laughed and lifted the mug to her lips. 
 
    “You also have good coffee. Two points in your favor.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t give me credit for that. Jake buys it. He’s ruined me for the diesel fuel we serve at the precinct.” 
 
    “Jake, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess his wife was a coffee aficionado or something.” 
 
    “Aficionado?” 
 
    “Means expert.” 
 
    “I know what it means. I’m surprised you did.” 
 
    “Word of the day calendar.” She held up her mug in salute. “From Abe.” 
 
    Maria gave her a speculative look. “Ever since I got the shit beat out of me, you won’t fight back. What gives?” 
 
    “Nothing. I just don’t feel like busting your chops right now. As soon as you’re better, I’ll be right back at you, sweetheart.” 
 
    Maria leaned on the counter again. “Look, Brooks, I have something I want to ask you, but I don’t want you to take it the wrong way.” 
 
    Peyton lowered her mug. “Okay? How would I take it the wrong way?” 
 
    “Think we’re best friends or something.” 
 
    “Oh, I’d never do that.” 
 
    Maria smiled, then grew serious again. “I want to learn how to defend myself. I found a class at the precinct, but I was hoping maybe you’d go with me. It’s every Wednesday night.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “I think that’s a great idea, Maria. It’s always good to be proactive.” 
 
    “I just don’t want to be a victim anymore.” 
 
    “Can you do it?” 
 
    “Because of my shoulder?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I talked with the instructor and she said they’d go easy, show me a few things, until I get clearance from my doctor. Besides, it doesn’t start for two weeks.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to take it with you.” 
 
    Maria gave her a brief smile. “Thank you.” She turned her mug around by the handle. “You want something for breakfast?” 
 
    “I’ll grab something on the way out. Right now, I want a shower.” Peyton started to climb off the stool, reaching for Pickles, but Maria cleared her throat. 
 
    “Nate Cho asked me on a date.” 
 
    Peyton sat back down, staring at her. “He did?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “What’d you say?” 
 
    “I’d think about it.” 
 
    “What’s there to think about? Cho’s a great guy.” 
 
    “He’s a cop. I vowed I’d never date anyone I work with.” 
 
    “I understand that.” 
 
    Maria ran her finger around the rim. “But he is a great guy.” 
 
    “Where does he want to take you?” 
 
    “To dinner and then an opera.” Maria gave Peyton a wry look. “I don’t know a damn thing about opera.” 
 
    “Neither do I, but Cho is mad for them.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “Will it matter?” 
 
    “Yes.” Peyton leaned in conspiratorially. “I have a ringer.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “An opera aficionado.” 
 
    “You’ve got to stop using that word.” 
 
    “It’s a perfectly good word.” 
 
    “Not when you use it every other sentence.” 
 
    “Fine. A connoisseur, if you will.” 
 
    Maria sighed. “Who?” 
 
    “Abe.” 
 
    Maria straightened. “Abe would know about crap like that, wouldn’t he?” 
 
    “You bet your sweet ass he would.” 
 
    “Better than a hippo’s ass.” 
 
    “You would know.” 
 
    Maria gave her a puzzled look. 
 
    “Because you look at it.” 
 
    Even Pickles lifted his head and studied her. 
 
    “Leave me alone. I’m out of practice,” said Peyton, waving her off. 
 
    “Yeah you are.” 
 
    “Shut up. Do you want Abe’s help or not?” 
 
    Maria considered it for a moment, then she drew a deep breath and exhaled. “Yeah, I want his help.” 
 
    “When’s the opera?” 
 
    “Friday.” 
 
    “That gives us time. Tell Cho you’d love to accompany him. What opera is it, so I can tell Abe.” 
 
    “Madame Butterfly.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll let him know and we’ll get it set up.” She picked up Pickles and set him on the floor. Reaching across the counter, she patted Maria’s hand. “I think this is a good thing, Maria.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right, Brooks, ‘cause if it goes bad, you know I’m blaming you.” 
 
    Peyton playfully snatched back her hand and gave Maria a wounded look. “Don’t do that. Who else would I get to live on my couch?” 
 
    Maria burst into laughter and Peyton felt surprisingly grateful for the sound. 
 
      
 
    *    *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake paced the hall outside the courtroom. God, he hated this. He felt a compelling need to be here, but every minute in that room was like opening a fresh wound with a dull knife. He lived with Zoë’s loss every day, he would never get over it, but sometimes he went long hours without thinking about it, without it being a constant source of pain. This trial brought it front and foremost in his mind. 
 
    He turned to pace back the other way and came to a stop. Abe Jefferson was walking down the hall with that long, loose-limbed gait of his. For some reason seeing him brought a sense of relief. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” He took in Abe’s charcoal suit and polished black shoes. His wild dread-locks were free of bangles and pulled back in a ponytail. Jake had never seen him in such understated clothes before. 
 
    Abe came to a stop. He held a file in one hand, but he extended the other to clasp Jake’s in a firm grip. “I’m testifying today.” He gave Jake a once-over. “How you holding up?” 
 
    “This is hell.” 
 
    “I’ll bet, but D.A. Delicious is very good at his job.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” He gave Abe a critical look. “You look so normal.” 
 
    Abe placed a long fingered hand against his chest. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” He looked down at himself. “Although truth be told, this just hides the very gloriousness I’m famous for.” 
 
    “You’re a regular peacock that way.” 
 
    “Ooh.” He pursed his lips in a kiss. “Aren’t you the flatterer?” 
 
    Jake shook his head with a wry smile. 
 
    The courtroom door opened and Devan poked his head out. “Good, you’re here,” he said to Abe. 
 
    “That’s right, wherever I am it is good.” 
 
    Jake chuckled at Devan’s bewildered look. 
 
    “Are you ready?” The D.A. pushed open the door. 
 
    “Like a prima ballerina at the opening of Swan Lake.” 
 
    Devan straightened. “Dial it back a little.” 
 
    Abe gave him an arch look as he flounced into the courtroom. 
 
    Devan rolled his eyes at Jake, but Jake just shrugged and moved toward the courtroom himself. 
 
    Everyone was already in place and Abe had taken a seat in the front row where Jake usually sat. Claire had her back to the room and didn’t even look over as he entered. She wore a black pantsuit today, her profile brittle as glass. Jake sat down beside Abe as Devan walked past the bar and stopped at his table, standing at attention for the judge to recognize him. The judge was a salty-haired man of Japanese descent. Yesterday he’d conducted court with a firm, but unobtrusive hand. 
 
    “Are you ready to call your first witness for today, Mr. Adams?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor. I’d like to call Abraham Jefferson, from the county of San Francisco’s medical examiner’s office.” 
 
    The judge nodded. 
 
    Abe rose and gave Jake a wink as he made his way to the witness stand, carrying his file. He raised his right hand as the clerk swore him in and then took a seat, setting the file on the witness stand before him. 
 
    “State your name for the record, please,” said Devan. 
 
    “Dr. Abraham Jefferson, M.E.” 
 
    “Thank you. And how long have you been a medical examiner for the county of San Francisco?” 
 
    “The past 14 years.” 
 
    “And is it true you handle most of the cases for the homicide division of the San Francisco Police Department?” 
 
    “Correct.” Abe sat with his hands folded in his lap, looking every bit the experienced professional. 
 
    The door at the back of the courtroom opened and Peyton stepped through, hurrying to her seat next to Jake. She reached over and squeezed his hand, giving him a supportive smile. Jake held on to her fingers, immeasurably grateful that she was there again for him. 
 
    On the witness stand, Abe gave her a nod of his chin, but nothing else. 
 
    “Did you perform an autopsy on Zoë Ryder in March of last year?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And what were your findings, Dr. Jefferson?” 
 
    Abe opened the file and glanced over it. “Zoë Ryder died of massive blood loss due to hemorrhaging.” 
 
    Jake tightened his grip. 
 
    “And what caused the hemorrhaging?” 
 
    “The toxicology screening indicated that she had ingested massive amounts of warfarin, an anticoagulant used to prevent thrombosis and thromboembolisms.” 
 
    “Can you state that in layman’s terms, Dr. Jefferson?” 
 
    “She consumed a drug that is used to thin-blood in stroke victims.” 
 
    “And just to be clear, when given to a healthy person, it can cause internal bleeding?” 
 
    “When given in the amounts she ingested, it would cause fatal internal bleeding.” 
 
    The defense attorney shifted in his seat, but he didn’t object. 
 
    “Did you also perform an autopsy on a fetus, Dr. Jefferson?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And did you determine the cause of death?” 
 
    “The fetus was born prematurely during a spontaneous miscarriage, prior to fetal viability.” 
 
    “Again, Dr. Jefferson, in layman’s terms?” 
 
    “The child was not developed enough to survive on its own.” 
 
    “Is there any indication that the child could have been brought to term?” 
 
    “Objection,” said the defense lawyer. “Calls for speculation on the part of the witness.” 
 
    The judge held out a hand to Devan. 
 
    “Dr. Jefferson is a medical expert, therefore he can testify that there were no obvious abnormalities in the fetus that would have caused miscarriage prior to the mother’s medical distress. I am trying to draw a connection between the mother’s death and the child’s, Your Honor.” 
 
    “Over-ruled. You may answer, Dr. Jefferson.” 
 
    Abe gave him a nod. “I saw no abnormalities in the fetus that would have prevented it from being carried to term. The loss of blood in the mother created a situation of spontaneous abortion where the fetus was expelled prematurely.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dr. Jefferson,” said Devan. He picked up a sheaf of papers from his table. “I’d like to enter the toxicology report into evidence along with the documentation of Dr. Jefferson’s autopsy.” 
 
    The judge indicated that he could. He handed the sheaf to the clerk and returned to his table. “No further questions, Your Honor.” 
 
    “Your witness, Mr. Renshaw.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Honor.” 
 
    Jake swallowed hard. His stomach felt like it was in knots. Peyton squeezed his fingers in comfort. 
 
    “Dr. Jefferson, you testified that Zoë Ryder consumed massive amounts of warfarin, which led to her unfortunate death, correct?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Just to be clear, she ingested it, correct?” 
 
    “Correct.” Abe shifted in his chair. “The term ingested means to absorb into one’s body, Mr. Renshaw. It does not delineate the mode of that absorption.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dr. Jefferson.” 
 
    “Meaning she would have ingested it whether it was placed in her food against her will or not.” 
 
    “Your Honor?” Renshaw held out his hands to the judge. 
 
    Jake could see Devan’s smile. 
 
    “Just answer the questions, Dr. Jefferson,” admonished the judge mildly. 
 
    “Of course, Your Honor,” said Abe. 
 
    “Is warfarin a common drug? Meaning is it given to many people?” 
 
    “It is a commonly used anticoagulant, yes.” 
 
    “Which would be easily accessible by the general public?” 
 
    “It would be easily accessible by a licensed nurse married to a doctor.” 
 
    Renshaw gave the judge an aggravated look. 
 
    “Dr. Jefferson, just answer the questions,” he said again. 
 
    “Sorry, Your Honor.” Abe’s eyes gleamed mischievously. 
 
    “To reiterate, anyone would be able to obtain it.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Renshaw motioned as if he wanted Abe to elaborate. 
 
    Abe made a production out of folding his long-fingered hands and resting them on the witness stand. 
 
    Jake glanced over at the jury. They were listening intently. 
 
    Renshaw looked down at his notes. “It wouldn’t be impossible for the average person to get a prescription for warfarin even if they weren’t in the medical profession, correct?” 
 
    Jake understood why he was hammering this home. If he could plant just one seed of doubt in the jury’s mind, they would have to turn Claire Harper free. He shifted anxiously. Peyton gave him a pointed look, mouthing it’s okay. 
 
    “It would be very difficult for the average person to get a prescription for warfarin, Mr. Renshaw. It is a dangerous drug and its distribution is closely monitored by the state of California and the Federal Drug Administration.” 
 
    Renshaw’s shoulders slumped. Claire lowered her head. 
 
    Studying his notes for a moment, Renshaw looked back at Abe. “Dr. Jefferson, when you performed the autopsy on the fetus, you discovered an anomaly in the blood work, correct?” 
 
    For the first time, Abe looked uncomfortable. “I determined the fetus was type B negative.” 
 
    “And Zoë Ryder’s blood type?” 
 
    “O negative.” 
 
    “Dr. Singh, the emergency room physician, felt Zoë needed a transfusion, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And according to his records, Zoë Ryder’s husband, Jacob, offered to donate blood.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “And his blood type?” 
 
    “O positive.” 
 
    “Is it possible for the two people with O blood to have a child with B?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So what did that mean?” 
 
    Abe blew out air, shifting his position. “Jacob Ryder could not have been the father of Zoë Ryder’s child.” 
 
    Jake felt his stomach drop. The jury muttered amongst themselves and he saw a number of them begin scribbling in their notebooks. 
 
    Renshaw turned to the judge, a faint smile on his lips. “No more questions, Your Honor.” 
 
    The judge nodded and looked at Devan. “Redirect?” 
 
    Devan slumped back in his chair. “No, Your Honor.” 
 
    “Then the witness is dismissed.” 
 
    Abe rose and picking up his file, he climbed off the witness stand. As he walked past Jake and Peyton, he gave them a sad, commiserate look. Jake tried to nod in return, but he felt like he would shatter if he moved. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco typed Food Battles into the search engine and pulled up as many references as he could. He clicked on the first one and read an article about Meilin’s victory on the show. Her winning dish had been Peking duck in plum sauce. 
 
    He clicked on a video and waited for it to load, swiveling in his chair. His eyes came to rest on Peyton’s empty desk. Defino had given her permission to accompany Jake to Claire Harper’s trial. He knew Peyton worried that all of the testimony about his dead wife would bring back horrible memories for Jake, but he didn’t think the guy needed a babysitter. Sometimes his partner’s Christ complex annoyed the hell out of him. He needed her here, working this case, not sitting in a courtroom holding Jake Ryder’s freakin’ hand. 
 
    Rubbing the back of his neck, he swiveled to face his computer and clicked on the play button. The video showed Meilin and another person running around a kitchen, throwing ingredients into a pot. For the life of him, Marco couldn’t understand what was so damn interesting about this that you’d sit in front of your television watching it. He hit pause and closed the window. That didn’t do him a damn bit of good. 
 
    “What are you doing, Marco baby?” asked Maria as she came out of the break-room. 
 
    “Trying to work a case while my partner is playing nursemaid.” He swiveled to look at her. 
 
    Maria leaned against the side of his desk. “I think you need a break.” 
 
    He sighed. “You’re probably right.” He nodded at the monitor. “You ever watch these stupid reality shows, Maria?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll admit it’s a guilty pleasure of mine.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe because it’s nice to see ordinary people doing ordinary things on television. People like to see themselves in others. Reality T.V. gives you that.” 
 
    “I guess.” Actually that made sense. 
 
    “Or maybe it’s because we love to see other people make an ass out of themselves.” 
 
    Now that he bought. 
 
    “How’s the arm?” 
 
    “Better. Doctor says I might be able to take off the brace for a few hours starting next week.” 
 
    “Good. You getting any sleep in that circus Peyton runs?” He couldn’t keep the bitter edge out of his voice. 
 
    Maria took a seat on the corner of his desk. “Here’s the thing, sweetie…” 
 
    Marco frowned at her. Her voice had taken on a serious tone. 
 
    “I get that she frustrates you. She frustrates all of us, but I don’t think you’re being honest with yourself.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Since Alcatraz, you haven’t been yourself. You growl and snap at everyone, but with her, you’re shutting her out.” 
 
    “Why is everyone saying that? I’m fine.” 
 
    Maria drew a deep breath. He could see her mentally shifting tactics. “So was I, even as I was letting Junior beat the shit out of me every day. I kept telling myself I was fine, but I wasn’t. Peyton saw that.” 
 
    “This is so not the same thing, Maria. I really am fine.” 
 
    She let out her breath in obvious annoyance. “You can keep lying to yourself and shoving everyone away from you. I’m sure you think you can do just fine without the rest of us, but ask yourself this. Do you really want to do without her?” She gave him a pointed look, then she rose and walked away. 
 
    Marco frowned after her. Why the hell did everyone keep telling him he was acting strangely? He wasn’t acting any different with them than he’d always done. They were the ones who wouldn’t let Alcatraz go and it was driving him crazy. 
 
    The ringing of his cell phone made him jump. He grabbed it, muttering a curse, and thumbed it on. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Inspector D’Angelo?” said a male voice. 
 
    Marco realized he was shouting and modulated his tone. “Yes, this is Inspector D’Angelo.” 
 
    “This is Detective Ehrenthal of the New York City Cold Case Division.” 
 
    “Yes, Detective.” 
 
    “You called me about a woman named Meilin Fan?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “This is so strange. You’re the second person to call me in as many days.” 
 
    “Really? Who else called you?” 
 
    “A Detective Gabriela Acosta from the Miami Cold Case Squad.” 
 
    “Really? Why?” 
 
    “She’s investigating the twenty year old double homicide and when she went to pull the file, she found out we had it.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Yeah, so you wanted to know why we interviewed Meilin Fan here in New York?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Can I ask you why?” 
 
    “Ms. Fan’s boyfriend, Matt Jensen, was shot dead here a few days ago. We’re investigating his murder. When I searched Ms. Fan’s background, your inquiry came up.” 
 
    “I see. Interesting.” 
 
    “Why did you interview her?” 
 
    “I received an anonymous tip that Meilin Fan was really a woman named Lily Witan, whose parents were killed in a home invasion robbery in Miami. The caller saw her on Food Battles and thought she recognized her.” 
 
    “Was it the same woman?” 
 
    “Not as far as I could tell. Meilin Fan came to the country from China on a student visa twenty years ago. Lily Witan was adopted by Carol and David Witan almost forty years ago.” 
 
    “When you asked Meilin about it, did she recognize the Witan name?” 
 
    “She said she didn’t. We didn’t dig into it much beyond the interview. Didn’t seem any reason to since Lily Witan wasn’t a suspect in her parents’ murders anyway.” 
 
    Marco rubbed a hand across his chin. “Did you do the interview with Meilin yourself, Detective Ehrenthal?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “You said Meilin entered the country only 20 years ago from China.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “I’ve heard her speak Chinese, quite fluently as a matter of fact.” 
 
    “I would expect that to be true.” 
 
    “But I’ve also heard her speak English.” 
 
    The line went quiet. 
 
    “Detective Ehrenthal?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here.” 
 
    “Meilin Fan doesn’t speak English with any noticeable accent.” 
 
    “Come to think of it, I remember wondering about that myself.” He could hear the detective sigh. “You know, Lily Witan’s adoption records are sealed, but a simple court order would take care of that, Inspector D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think that’s probably the next step.” 
 
    “You might give Detective Acosta a call when you get a chance. I’ll just bet she’d be interested to hear what you’ve got there.” 
 
    “I’ll do that. Thank you, Detective Ehrenthal.” 
 
    “My pleasure. Hey, would you just give me a call if anything shakes out?” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    “Good luck, Inspector D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Appreciate it,” said Marco and hung up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Billy gave a whistle as they came up the walk of the Sanderson’s house. Plantation style, it rose two stories high with a veranda running across both the main floor and the second story. White columns supported the roof and the double doors were a rich walnut embedded with stained glass panels. 
 
    Gabby knocked on the door. “This is going to be hard. When Buck Reiter came out here, Sanderson’s parents were reluctant to talk to him.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to them. Parents just love me.” 
 
    “Doesn’t everyone?” 
 
    “Well, we both know you do now. Just a little bit.” 
 
    She shook her head, looking away, but she couldn’t help it. Damned if Billy Lucott didn’t make her smile. “I’ll do the talking. You just sit and try not to pee on the furniture.” 
 
    “I’m not a dog.” 
 
    “So you say.” 
 
    “Although that would be funny. Can you imagine if someone came into your house and just peed on the furniture?” 
 
    At that moment the door opened and a silver haired man looked out. He frowned at Billy. Clearly he’d heard their exchange. “Can I help you?” 
 
    Gabby whipped out her badge and presented it to him. “Mr. Sanderson, I’m Detective Acosta from the Miami Cold Case Squad and this is my partner, Detective Lucott. I called you earlier to talk to you about your son, Grant?” 
 
    “I remember, Detective. Come in.” He pulled open the door and motioned her through, but when Billy came to the threshold, he gave him a critical look. “Don’t you dare pee on my furniture, Detective.” 
 
    “No sir,” said Billy, stepping into the house and giving Gabby a wild look. 
 
    Gabby choked back her laugh. 
 
    “This way, Detectives,” he said, leading them down a short hallway into a family room. The floors were a rich walnut ending in a brightly lit room with floral furniture and sunlight streaming through a bank of windows on two walls. 
 
    An older woman was sitting on the floral sofa. A pitcher of ice tea and four glasses occupied a tray in the middle of a white wicker coffee table. She rose as they stepped inside. 
 
    “This is my wife, Andrea,” he said, then he held out his hand to both of them, “Detectives Acosta and Lucott.” 
 
    She gave Gabby a faint smile. “Please come and sit. Let me pour you some tea.” 
 
    Gabby took a seat beside her on the sofa, but Billy sank into a lime-green arm chair across from them. Grant’s father occupied the other arm chair in a striped gold and beige fabric. Leaning forward, Andrea Sanderson poured them each a glass and passed them around. Gabby took hers and sipped on it. A blast of sour lemon nearly stole her breath and she fought not to make a face. Billy couldn’t control his own animated features and he gave a shiver, screwing his eyes shut tight. 
 
    “Add some sugar, Detective,” Andrea said, pushing a round sugar bowl at him. 
 
    He leaned forward and began taking heaping spoonfuls of the sugar. Grant’s father gave him a critical look and he stopped, leaning back again. Gabby was beginning to get a picture of this Sanderson fellow, a disciplined man who expected others to follow suit. 
 
    “Mr. and Mrs. Sanderson, thank you for seeing us.” 
 
    “You said you wanted to ask us about Grant.” Mrs. Sanderson clasped her hands, but she spun her wedding ring around her finger as she talked. 
 
    Gabby marked the motion, then settled the iced tea on a cork coaster. “We went out to your son’s high school and saw a yearbook of his senior year. In it is a picture of Grant and a girl named Lily Witan.” 
 
    “Cutest couple,” added Billy. 
 
    Gabby shot him a quelling look. “We were wondering if you knew the Witan girl.” 
 
    Andrea Sanderson looked at her husband. 
 
    “Lily and Grant were dating,” he said. 
 
    “Did she come over very often?” 
 
    “She spent a lot of time here. Her parents were rather hard on her and she liked to come here to get away,” offered Andrea. 
 
    “What do you mean hard on her?” asked Billy. 
 
    Grant’s father acted like he didn’t agree with his wife’s summation. He shifted in his seat and exhaled. “They expected her to perform. They had plans for her future as any parent would and they wanted her to work to her potential.” 
 
    Andrea studied her hands, twisting that ring around and around. 
 
    “Did you know the Witans well?” asked Gabby. 
 
    “Not well. They didn’t mingle much in the neighborhood,” Mr. Sanderson answered. 
 
    “How long did Grant and Lily date?” questioned Billy. 
 
    Andrea looked up. “Almost three years. They were friends all through elementary school, then they started dating when they became sophomores.” 
 
    “How close is the Witan’s house to you?” asked Gabby. 
 
    Andrea pointed vaguely over her shoulder. “Three houses down.” 
 
    “Does anyone live there now?” 
 
    Andrea gave a wan smile. “A young couple with two kids.” 
 
    Gabby leaned forward, bracing her arms on her thighs and clasping her hands. “I know this must be difficult to talk about, but Grant committed suicide about a month after the Witans were murdered, right?” 
 
    Andrea swallowed hard and nodded. 
 
    Mr. Sanderson looked out the windows. 
 
    “Did he leave a suicide note?” 
 
    Andrea shifted on the sofa and pulled open the drawer in a wicker side table. She took out a scrap of yellow notepaper in a plastic baggie and handed it to Gabby. Written in spidery handwriting were two words and two words only: I’m sorry. 
 
    Gabby sighed. This had to be every parent’s worst nightmare, the sort of loss that one never recovered from.  “Do you know what he meant?” 
 
    Andrea met her eye…almost, but not quite. In fact, her gaze tracked somewhere around Gabby’s left ear. “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Did Grant seem upset or had he ever attempted suicide before this?” asked Billy. 
 
    “No.” Mr. Sanderson’s response left no room for question, but Billy eased forward in his chair and shifted toward him. 
 
    “Are you sure, Mr. Sanderson? Did he give any indication that he was worried about Lily after her parents’ death or upset that a violent murder happened so close to your family? Maybe he was having trouble sleeping at night? Unusual anger or sleeping more than usual?” 
 
    Mr. Sanderson slowly faced him and his eyes narrowed. “My son was acting perfectly normal before his death. Do you have any idea how devastating it is to lose your only child, Detective Lucott?” 
 
    “No, sir. I don’t. I wouldn’t presume to even begin to understand it, but we’re trying to solve a double homicide here and the only connection we have is the fact that your son took his life one month after the Witans were killed. Since I’m not a parent, I can only go on what I know right now. I’d personally want to know if my son witnessed anything that would bring him to the place where suicide seemed like his only option.” 
 
    Mr. Sanderson’s hands curled on the arms of his chair. “I think we’re done here.” 
 
    Billy turned to Gabby, giving his head a slight shake. Gabby nodded at him to indicate he’d done fine. No wonder Buck Reiter had been stone-walled. Something wasn’t adding up. 
 
    “Well, thank you for your time,” said Gabby, rising to her feet. She handed the suicide note back to Andrea. “And thank you for the tea, Mrs. Sanderson.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” 
 
    “I’ll see you out,” said Mr. Sanderson, standing. 
 
    Billy and Gabby followed him to the door. As soon as they were on the porch again, he slammed the door at their back. 
 
    Billy glanced over his shoulder at it. “Sorry. I guess I should have been easier on him.” 
 
    “No, you did fine.” 
 
    “They’re hiding something.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “They know what Grant meant by I’m sorry, don’t they?” 
 
    “Maybe they don’t know, but they suspect something.” 
 
    “Mrs. Sanderson is looking out the window right now.” 
 
    Gabby glanced over her shoulder. The woman was peering at them from the dining room window, holding the curtain to block her body from sight. Gabby gave her a grim smile and a nod. 
 
    “Let’s walk to the car and see what she does.” 
 
    Billy nodded and stepped down the stairs. They made it about five steps before the front door opened and Mrs. Sanderson came out. Gabby and Billy stopped, turning around. 
 
    “Mrs. Sanderson?” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder into the house. “Grant wasn’t sleeping well. He would sit in front of the television in the family room all night, watching old black and white movies.” 
 
    Gabby nodded. “What did you mean when you said the Witans were hard on Lily?” 
 
    “They expected her to always have straight A’s. She could never get anything less than the top score on tests. If she did, they restricted her, took away her privileges.” 
 
    “Her senior year, her grades tanked.” 
 
    “She was fighting back. They wanted her to go to one of those Ivy League schools, but she didn’t want to leave Grant. I heard them once, planning to run away to New York as soon as they graduated.” 
 
    “But they didn’t?” 
 
    “I begged Grant not to go. I told him Lily could come live here.” 
 
    “Did she?” 
 
    Andrea looked over her shoulder again. “My husband forbade it.” 
 
    “How long before the Witans’ murders did this happen?” 
 
    Andrea went back to the ring twisting. “Less than a week.” She looked at the door once more. “You have to understand. My husband felt so guilty after Grant’s death. That’s why he doesn’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “I understand, but I have a few more questions.” 
 
    Andrea’s expression shifted to panic. “No, I’ve said too much. I need to go.” 
 
    Without another word, she turned and disappeared into her house. 
 
    “What now?” asked Billy. 
 
    “We wait. Andrea Sanderson is ready to put the ghost of her son to rest. We just have to be a little more patient.” 
 
    Billy started walking toward the car again. “I don’t do patient.” 
 
    “Really? Who’da thunk it?” said Gabby, pushing him in the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake sat in his regular spot, the front row of the courtroom, trying not to make eye contact with the jury. He knew Devan wanted him here, he wanted him to generate sympathy with the jury, but this was killing him, reliving every minute of Zoë’s death. And he didn’t know how to generate sympathy. Did he make eye contact with the jury or did he sit here like he was now, bleeding internally from wounds no one else could see? 
 
    The door opened and a veritable crowd entered…well, for this courtroom at least. Peyton led the way, followed by Marco and Abe. Marco and Abe took seats on either side of him, while Peyton sat down on the opposite side of the courtroom behind the defense attorney. She gave Jake a smile, then clasped the arms of the chair and looked straight forward. Devan glanced over his shoulder at her and gave her a brief nod. She nodded without looking at him, her entire focus centered on the back of the defense attorney’s head. 
 
    “What’s she doing?” Jake whispered to Marco. 
 
    Marco glanced over at her. He wore his usual jeans and a ribbed sweater which strained at the shoulders, his hair pulled back in a short ponytail. He braced a work boot on the bar before them and lounged back in the chair. Jake could see the handle of his gun poking out beneath his left arm. “Centering herself.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    Abe leaned in on his right side. “She always does that before a testimony. She runs over the answers in her mind.” 
 
    Jake’s eyes went involuntarily to the jury. “Is that a good thing?” He was surprised to find a few of the middle aged and younger women studying Marco. Figured. They’d never once looked at him. 
 
    “She’s a pro at this. Just watch,” answered Abe, patting his knee. 
 
    Jake jerked his chin at the jury. “Look at that.” 
 
    Abe glanced over, then tracked where the women looked. “What did you expect, an Angel just entered the courtroom.” 
 
    “Shhh,” hissed Marco. 
 
    Abe gave Jake a wink. He was dressed in a brown suit today, and while conservative for Abe, the cut and fabric screamed style no straight man could master. 
 
    The bailiff stepped away from his position by the wall. “All rise.” 
 
    The courtroom rose as one to the entrance of the judge. Judge Himura sat down and addressed the jury. “How is everyone this morning?” 
 
    They nodded and a few muttered, “Fine.” 
 
    Shifting to the front, he held out a hand to Devan. “Call your next witness, Mr. Adams.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Honor. I call Inspector Peyton Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton rose and walked to the stand. Jake was surprised to see her dressed in a crisp black pantsuit, her wild curls tamed in a bun. Maria’s doing, he felt sure. The clerk gave her the oath and she took a seat. Jake noticed she didn’t bring a file or notes with her and it worried him a little. 
 
    “State your name for the record, Inspector.” 
 
    “Inspector Peyton Brooks of the San Francisco Police Department.” 
 
    “And how long have you been a homicide detective, Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    “Eight years.” 
 
    “Were you one of the investigating officers on the Zoë Ryder murder case?” 
 
    “I was. The case was given to me and my partner, Marco D’Angelo.” She nodded at Marco. 
 
    A few of the jurors smiled at hearing his name. Jake and Abe exchanged a look. 
 
    “Who was your primary suspect when you first got the case, Inspector?” 
 
    “Per police protocol we look at the people closest to the victim, those with the greatest opportunity to do the crime. Usually that’s the victim’s significant other, husband or boyfriend.” 
 
    “So your first suspect was the victim’s husband, Jacob Ryder?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why did you change the direction of your case?” 
 
    “None of the evidence fit. Neither did the motive.” 
 
    Devan glanced over at the jury. “The other day we heard testimony that Mr. Ryder was not the father of Zoë Ryder’s child. Is that not motive, Inspector?” 
 
    “Usually, but upon questioning it became clear that Jacob Ryder did not know he wasn’t the father until we told him ourselves. This information was given to him after Zoë’s death.” 
 
    “You said none of the evidence fit. What did you mean?” 
 
    “I meant that we could find no way for the husband to obtain the warfarin. We also discovered that Claire Harper was not Zoë’s biological mother. In fact, we discovered that Zoë’s biological mother, Annabelle, died from the very thing that Zoë did – massive hemorrhaging – however, she died in the hospital a few days after giving birth to her daughter.” 
 
    “Did you find any other anomalies regarding the members of this family and their health?” 
 
    “Yes, we found that Blake Harper, Zoë’s father, was in an unresponsive coma due to massive blood loss. He died shortly after his daughter.” 
 
    “Three people, all from the same family, dying in the same fashion. That’s a bit more than coincidence, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Objection,” said Renshaw. “Calls for speculation on the part of the witness.” 
 
    The judge looked at Devan. 
 
    “I’ll reword the question. Was there anything that you and your partner noticed connecting these three deaths beside the actual cause of death?” 
 
    “Claire Harper. She was with Zoë Ryder the day she died, she called the paramedics when Blake Harper collapsed, and she was the attending R.N. for Annabelle when she was recovering from childbirth.” 
 
    A few people on the jury murmured. 
 
    “Was Zoë aware that the woman she thought was her mother really wasn’t?” 
 
    “Once we received her journal, it became clear that she had growing suspicions.” 
 
    Devan picked up the journal. “I’d like to enter this into evidence, Your Honor, along with pages we’ve copied out of it for perusal by the jury.” 
 
    “Allowed.” 
 
    Devan carried the journal and papers to the clerk. “What else did the journal reveal?” 
 
    “That Brandon Dixon was the father of her child.” 
 
    “Who is Brandon Dixon?” 
 
    “Zoë Ryder’s high school boyfriend, but at the time of her death, he was Claire Harper’s lover.” 
 
    “And what did Zoë reveal about Brandon in her journal?” 
 
    “That she believed he raped her.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “She had gone to confront Claire about her real mother and she believed Brandon gave her a drink with a date-rape drug inside of it.” 
 
    “Zoë Ryder’s pregnancy had serious implications for Claire, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Objection, Your Honor.” 
 
    “Inspector Brooks has studied the case thoroughly. She is simply testifying to what she read herself.” 
 
    “Allowed.” 
 
    “Inspector Brooks, what were the implications for Claire Harper if Zoë Ryder got pregnant?” 
 
    “She would be cut out of Blake Harper’s will.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He left everything, all of his investments, his property, and his assets to Zoë’s children.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    “We read his will.” 
 
    Devan picked up another piece of paper. “I would like to enter this into evidence, Your Honor.” 
 
    The judge motioned and Devan approached the clerk. 
 
    “What was the final bit of evidence that concluded this case for you, Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    Peyton drew a deep breath and curled her hands on the arms of the witness chair. “We found the murder weapon.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “In Claire Harper’s handbag.” 
 
    “And what was it?” 
 
    “A prescription bottle for warfarin.” 
 
    Jake shot a look at the jury. A few were shaking their heads, some were writing, and others were shifting uncomfortably. 
 
    “Check,” whispered Abe. 
 
    “What?” whispered Jake in return. 
 
    “Chess, you know? She just moved her queen in front of the defense’s king. Check.” 
 
    Jake nodded. 
 
    Devan gave Peyton a smile. “No more questions, Your Honor.” 
 
    “Mr. Renshaw?” 
 
    Jake could feel his stomach knot. Here’s where it all went south with Abe. 
 
    “Inspector Brooks, you testified yourself that Jacob Ryder was the first suspect you pursued, correct?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Almost relentlessly, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “We followed police protocol, yes.” 
 
    “You revoked his bus pass, you froze his accounts, you followed him wherever he went. Is this protocol?” 
 
    “Yes.” Peyton folded her hands in her lap. “The first suspect is always the significant other.” 
 
    “You believed Jake Ryder killed his wife, yes?” 
 
    “We suspected him. When we found evidence to the contrary, we investigated it.” 
 
    “In fact, you didn’t find the evidence. Jake Ryder did.” 
 
    Jake caught his breath. This was bad. It made it look like he planted the evidence. 
 
    “We found the information about Annabelle Harper, we had the toxicology report, and we found the murder weapon,” said Peyton. 
 
    “But Jake Ryder found the journal and he handed you the will, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So in essence, he gave you your case.” 
 
    A cold sweat broke out on Jake’s brow. He frantically looked at Marco, but Marco shook his head as if to say, no worries. Jake was plenty worried. Just like Abe, the defense attorney was twisting Peyton’s testimony to Claire’s benefit. 
 
    Peyton smiled, a cold, predatory smile and her eyes fixed not on the attorney, but on Claire. “We had the information on Annabelle Harper and we found the murder weapon in Claire’s bag. The name on the prescription bottle was Blake Harper, and the person who filled that prescription signed for it at the pharmacy…that person was named Claire Harper.” 
 
    “Check,” said Abe. 
 
    Jake found he was clutching the arms of his chair in a death grip. He tried to ease his hold. 
 
    Renshaw leaned on his table, reading from his notes. After a moment, he looked up at Peyton. “You have a close personal relationship with Jake Ryder, don’t you, Inspector?” 
 
    “We became friends after the case.” 
 
    “Good friends, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “In fact, such good friends, you offered him a room in your house.” 
 
    Jake almost bit through his tongue. Shit. Why hadn’t they thought of this? Of course an attorney would find out. 
 
    “Easy,” whispered Marco to him. 
 
    Easy? He was hyperventilating. 
 
    “He is renting a room from me, yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why? He needed a place to stay and I needed help with the mortgage. Mortgages are very expensive in San Francisco…” Peyton shot a look at the jury. “Oh, sorry, maybe not for a lawyer.” 
 
    A few jurors made snickers of laughter. 
 
    Renshaw rubbed the back of his neck. “You also got him a job at the precinct, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, we needed a crime scene photographer and Jake is a very good photographer.” 
 
    “Isn’t that just a little irregular, Inspector Brooks? Giving a one-time suspect in a capital murder case a job and a place in your home?” 
 
    “Coincidental maybe, but not irregular.” 
 
    “How do you figure that?” 
 
    “I needed a housemate, he needed a room. We needed a crime scene photographer, he needed a job. It just worked out.” 
 
    “Are you lovers?” 
 
    Peyton’s eyes narrowed. “No, we are not.” 
 
    “And yet you invited a murder suspect to live in your house with you? Do you expect us to believe there’s not something more there?” 
 
    “There is.” 
 
    Jake almost stopped breathing. 
 
    “What else is there, Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    “I felt guilty.” 
 
    “You felt guilty?” 
 
    “Claire Harper destroyed his life and we helped her. She killed the woman he adored and we made him a suspect in a murder case.” 
 
    “Objection, Your Honor.” 
 
    “Inspector Brooks?” questioned the judge. 
 
    “He asked me why I felt guilty, Your Honor, and I was telling him.” 
 
    “Try not to draw conclusion about the case, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Honor.” 
 
    Renshaw glanced at his notes again. “In truth, Inspector Brooks, Jacob Ryder was your primary suspect and you treated him as such for the majority of the case. In fact, you didn’t look elsewhere until the very end, correct?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    Jake sucked in air, drawing a glare from Abe. 
 
    “Since Jacob Ryder was your prime suspect, isn’t it possible that you only looked elsewhere because of your own admitted guilt to ruining his life?” 
 
    “No, Mr. Renshaw,” said Peyton placidly. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “We didn’t look elsewhere at the beginning because it seemed inconceivable to me that a woman could be so heartless…” 
 
    “Objection, Your Honor.” 
 
    “So ruthless…” 
 
    “Objection, Your Honor.” 
 
    “So vile that she would off the very child she raised herself from an infant.” 
 
    Renshaw gasped, “Objection!” 
 
    “Sustained,” said the judge, but the jury was muttering amongst themselves and furiously writing on their notepads. 
 
    Abe smiled over at Jake. “Check and mate,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake turned as Peyton left the courtroom. He was standing in the hallway outside with Marco and Abe, and he came toward her, clasping her arms. “You were brilliant.” 
 
    She smiled. His praise meant a lot to her. She knew how hard this trial was on him and how devastated he was after Abe’s testimony yesterday. 
 
    Abe wrapped her in his long arms and kissed the top of her head. “Totally brilliant,” he said. 
 
    “I could kiss you,” laughed Jake, then he held out his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Just joking.” 
 
    Marco glared at him, then offered Peyton a rare smile. “Nice work, partner.” 
 
    She acknowledged it with a nod, wishing she didn’t want more from him. He’d never been lavish in his praise, but right now she needed any bone he would toss her way. 
 
    The courtroom door opened behind them and Devan stepped out. He beamed at Peyton. “You were amazing,” he said. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Can I talk to you for a minute?” He touched her elbow and motioned further down the hallway. 
 
    “Don’t you need to be inside?” 
 
    “Renshaw asked for a break. I think you rattled his cage a little.” 
 
    Peyton stepped away from the others and followed Devan into a side corridor leading to the stairs. He rubbed the back of his neck and hooked his other hand on his hip, looking at her with a smile. 
 
    “You always impress me, you know that? Nothing they ask you shakes your professionalism.” 
 
    “I just tell the truth.” 
 
    “Always the straight shooter, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder. “It makes me remember how it was.” He dropped his hand and shifted weight. “Can I take you to dinner? Some place nice? You pick it. My treat.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. “You’re asking me to dinner?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Don’t you think that’s a bit inappropriate?” 
 
    “Peyton, we were good together. Remember?” 
 
    “No, I don’t remember. I remember us struggling to find our footing, and I remember that you’re engaged to another woman. Do you remember?” 
 
    He started to say something, but stopped himself. 
 
    “What is this about?” 
 
    “I miss you. There, I said it and now you know. Maybe I was a little rash in breaking things off, maybe I was very rash in getting engaged. It’s just watching you up there on the stand brought back these feelings and…” 
 
    “And you should definitely not finish that sentence.” 
 
    “Peyton…” 
 
    “No, this isn’t fair. You were right. We didn’t belong together. We’re very different people, you and I. I didn’t see that until this moment. I don’t know if you have cold feet or what is going on, but you better do some soul searching, Devan. This isn’t fair to me and it sure as hell isn’t fair to your fiancée, so figure it out, but whatever you decide about her, I’m not part of that.” 
 
    Before he could respond, she walked away. When she got back to the others, they looked at her questioningly. “Let’s go,” she said, starting down the hallway. “We’ve got a case to solve.” 
 
    “What happened?” demanded Abe, falling into step beside her. 
 
    “He asked me to dinner.” 
 
    “He did what?” exclaimed Abe, coming to a halt. 
 
    She turned and looked back at the three of them. She really should do something about getting some girlfriends, she decided. “He asked me to dinner.” 
 
    “Like a date?” asked Jake. 
 
    “Seemed that way.” 
 
    “He’s engaged.” 
 
    “Really? And here I didn’t get the implications of a wedding invitation.” 
 
    “Does he understand he’s engaged?” asked Marco in something close to a growl. 
 
    She put her hands on her hips. “Well now, that isn’t my problem, is it? Seems to me that’s Runny Misery’s problem.” 
 
    “Rani,” said Jake. 
 
    They all looked at him in bewilderment. 
 
    “Her name? Rani, not Runny and I think it was Misra, but as I’m saying this, I realize you probably meant to mess it up deliberately.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head and started walking again. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Marco cuff Jake on the side of his head. “Idiot,” he hissed. 
 
    “Freakin’ cop,” Jake hissed back, rubbing his ear. 
 
    And Peyton found herself bursting into laughter. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    When Marco and Peyton arrived at the Yellow Lotus, they found it crowded with patrons. In fact, every single table was filled. With the muted candle light and the hushed conversation, Peyton couldn’t deny the restaurant had a romantic air. 
 
    The maître d gave Marco a critical look in his jeans with his gun strapped under his arm, but Peyton guessed she got a pass in her black pantsuit. She held up her badge and he took a step back. 
 
    “Where’s Meilin?” 
 
    “Kitchen,” he said, pointing over his shoulder. 
 
    Peyton and Marco crossed the room, drawing attention as they went. The patrons even sidled away from them, whispering around the candles on their tables. Pushing open the door to the kitchen, Peyton found it in ordered chaos as before. People raced back and forth, talking in clipped Chinese. 
 
    Meilin was in the middle of it, directing traffic like an air flight attendant, all the while she chopped vegetables with a swift, violent motion. She stopped in mid-chop and glared at them. 
 
    “You better be here to tell me you found Matt’s killer.” 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    “I’m busy.” 
 
    “This can’t wait,” said Peyton in her firmest cop voice. 
 
    Meilin lowered the knife and wiped her hands on her apron, then she gave an order in Chinese to a young woman next to her and stepped away from the wooden chopping block. Removing her apron, she handed it to an older man nearby and walked toward them, smoothing back her hair in its long ponytail. 
 
    “Hello, Inspector D’Angelo,” she said, giving him a sultry smile. 
 
    “Hello, Meilin,” he answered, ducking his head. 
 
    For some reason, his posture bothered Peyton, but she stored it away. Meilin sure honed in on any male in the vicinity. She led them back into the restaurant and located a table to the very right of the kitchen door. It was tucked in back, in a dark, unappealing part of the restaurant and Peyton figured it was probably used as a last resort. 
 
    Meilin grabbed a chair and pulled it up to the table, then they took seats around it. Motioning to a waiter, she met Peyton’s eye. “How would you like to try some Mao Tai Jiu, Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    “I’m assuming that’s alcohol.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I’m on duty.” 
 
    She sighed and then smiled up at the waiter as he arrived. She placed her order in Chinese and he went off. “Aren’t we all?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “On duty. You cops and your duty. Is that all you live for? No marriage, no romance, no wine, just duty.” She shot a look at Marco. 
 
    Peyton got that same uneasy feeling she’d had in the kitchen, especially when Marco shifted and looked out at the restaurant. Deciding she didn’t like the imbalance in power or playing mouse to Meilin’s cat, she went on the offensive. 
 
    “Are you Lily Witan?” 
 
    She’d expected a reaction and she got one. Meilin reared back and Marco’s head whipped around to her. 
 
    “What?” said Meilin. 
 
    “Before you deny it, we’ve talked with Detective Ehrenthal in New York and we know they questioned you about your identity. We also know you denied it and they didn’t pursue it.” Peyton folded her hands on the table. “Be aware, Meilin, I am not male and I don’t give up easily.” 
 
    She measured Peyton for a moment, but the waiter arrived with a strange bottle of wine and three glasses. He filled Meilin’s glass, but Peyton covered hers with a hand, shaking her head no. He turned to Marco, but Marco also shook his head. Setting the bottle on the table, he retreated. 
 
    Meilin kept eye contact with Peyton as she reached for her glass and brought it to her mouth. Her hand didn’t shake, but she drained half the glass before replacing it on the table again. “Yes,” she said, licking the residual off her lips. 
 
    “You are Lily Witan?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why did you deny it in New York?” 
 
    “I was in the midst of winning Food Battles. My life was about to change in ways you can’t imagine and I wanted the new start. If they made a connection to my old life, I would never get that, I would always be dogged by what happened to my parents. Is it so wrong to want a new beginning? A new identity? A new chance?” 
 
    “Meilin Fan entered the country twenty years ago. Lily Witan entered as an adoptee nearly forty.” 
 
    “Thirty-eight to be exact.” 
 
    “How did you get yourself a new identity?” 
 
    “Lily Witan was my adoptive name, the name my adoptive parents gave me. After they died, I tried to stay in Miami. I tried to stay in their house, but every day was a reminder of what happened. I found their bodies on the night of my senior prom. I found them, cold and dead and bloody.” She shivered and lifted the glass again, draining it. “Every time I entered that house I saw it all over again.” 
 
    “So you left?” 
 
    “I went to New York, but the things that an 18 year old can do for money are…let’s say, limited.” She gave Marco a pointed look. “I got enough money for a flight to China. From there, I found the province where I was born and I went to the orphanage to find my birth record.” 
 
    “That’s where Meilin Fan came from?” 
 
    She laughed and motioned for Marco to refill her glass. He did so, to Peyton’s surprise. “There wasn’t even a first name. Just Fan Girl. That’s all. Just another girl born in a country that doesn’t value them.” 
 
    “So how did you get a student visa?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised what money buys in both countries, Inspector Brooks. Let’s say I got the student visa and the moment I arrived, I worked to get my citizenship. They were so pleased with my English, my Anglo-ways.” 
 
    “They never questioned why you had an American accent?” 
 
    “I told them I’d been educated in British schools.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. 
 
    Meilin lifted her glass and saluted Peyton with it. “You’d be surprised at what a little flirting can do as well, Inspector.” 
 
    Oh, Peyton didn’t think there was anything surprising in that. “Just flirting, Meilin?” 
 
    Meilin’s lips lifted in a smile as she drank. “You are an astute woman, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    “How is it you speak fluent Chinese if you were raised here?” 
 
    “My parents wanted me to keep my Chinese heritage. They sent me to Chinese school after I finished my regular studies. Year after year. I hated it, but they were determined. In the end, I guess it served me well.” 
 
    “Do you know who killed your parents?” 
 
    She closed her eyes and lowered the glass. “No. Neither did the police in Miami. Their murders were relegated to the Cold Case Squad last I heard, a sad man waiting to retire named Buck Reiter.” 
 
    “It’s being investigated by a woman now,” said Marco, speaking for the first time. 
 
    Meilin’s brows rose in surprise. “Really? As in now?” 
 
    “As in right now,” said Peyton. 
 
    “How interesting. Have you been in contact with her?” 
 
    “Not yet. Should we?” 
 
    “I was just wondering if she’d made any progress on the case.” 
 
    “I thought you wanted to put that part of your life behind you, Meilin.” 
 
    She leaned forward, her face going stark. “I want to forget about it. I want to erase that memory from my mind.” 
 
    “Like a lotus blossom?” 
 
    “Like a lotus blossom, Inspector Brooks.” She leaned back. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t want my parents’ killer brought to justice.” She drained her glass. “Anything else, Inspectors?” 
 
    “Not right now, but…and I can’t stress this enough, don’t leave San Francisco.” 
 
    She gave a high, tinkling laugh. “And why would I do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe China beckons?” 
 
    “I have a business here, Inspector. Besides that, I may have been born in China, but this country, America, is my home.” She rose to her feet, placing a hand on Marco’s shoulder as if to steady herself. “Have a nice evening, Inspectors.” Then she turned and went into the kitchen. 
 
    Peyton didn’t move for a moment, trying to absorb everything. 
 
    Marco scratched his forehead, then glanced at her. “Well?” 
 
    “She did it. She killed her parents and I’ll bet you she killed Matt.” 
 
    “How? She has witnesses that put her here in the restaurant the night Jensen died.” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I know she did it. It’s not coincidence that three people have died around that woman.” She gave Marco a pointed look. “Stay away from her, Marco.” 
 
    He frowned at her. “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    Peyton again couldn’t deny that strange feeling in her gut. “I don’t know. Just give that woman a wide berth, okay?” 
 
    “Whatever, Brooks,” he answered, pushing himself to his feet, but it bothered her that he wouldn’t make eye contact. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton opened the door of her house to the soaring sounds of a soprano singing a plaintively haunting aria. She’d forgotten Abe was coming over to teach Maria about Madame Butterfly. 
 
    Slowly closing the door at her back, she took in her entire living room. Jake was sitting in the recliner, holding a frothy pink drink in his hand, Maria and Abe lounged back on the couch, Pickles between them. All of them, including the dog, had their eyes closed and the room vibrated with the music coming from her stereo. In fact, they hadn’t heard her enter. 
 
    She settled her keys and wallet on the sofa table, then took off her gun and hung it on the peg by the door, careful not to disturb them. Maybe if she was lucky, she could slip past them and get to her bedroom without them even knowing it. 
 
    “And here she is telling her son to remember her, to know that she loves him. She places the American flag in his small hands and blindfolds him. He begins to wave it as she goes behind the screen.” 
 
    The music soared as Peyton bent, pulling off the black pumps she’d worn with her pantsuit. 
 
    “Here she takes the dagger and places it against her throat.” 
 
    Peyton looked up, frowning. 
 
    The orchestra rose to a violent crescendo, then suddenly died away. 
 
    “She slashes her throat and collapses. Pinkerton enters and rushes to her, only to discover that he’s too late.” 
 
    “Too late,” breathed Maria. 
 
    Peyton picked up the pumps, stepping around the couch, but in the absence of the music, Abe heard her and lifted his head. Gone was the suit of today in the courtroom, replaced by a flowing paisley print in silk with striped pants of navy and pale blue. 
 
    “Hey, sweetie, when did you get home?” 
 
    “Just in time for Madame Butterfly to commit suicide,” she said wryly. 
 
    Jake opened his eyes and lifted his head. “It was beautiful,” he said, taking a sip of his pink drink. 
 
    “How many have you had?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “After today, I felt like I deserved it.” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “Let me get you one,” said Abe, bounding to his feet and hurrying into the kitchen. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “A Cherry Blossom. Svedka Cherry Vodka, Nigori Sake, cranberry juice, peach puree and 8 oz. of pure bliss.” 
 
    Maria looked up at her, holding her own drink in her hand. She patted the couch where Abe had been. “Sit down. You look tired.” 
 
    Peyton sank down and settled the pumps next to her on the floor. Rubbing Pickles’ belly, she got a lazy wag in return. “Did you give my dog Cherry Blossoms too?” 
 
    Abe laughed. “Of course not. He’s just mellow from the opera.” 
 
    Maria rolled her head on the couch. “It was beautiful, Brooks. You should have been here.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be combining alcohol with your pain medication, Maria.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be combining a white blouse with a black pantsuit, but I didn’t complain.” She took a sip of her drink. “Besides, I haven’t had any pain medication in two days.” 
 
    Abe appeared at Peyton’s side and held out a martini glass. She didn’t remember ever having martini glasses before Abe came into her life. Floating on the top of the frothy pink stuff was a flower. 
 
    “Can I have mine without the foliage?” 
 
    “Not when you drink with me, you can’t.” 
 
    “How are you going to drive home?” 
 
    Abe nudged her aside and slid into the space where she was. “I stopped drinking over an hour ago.” 
 
    She made room for him, lifting Pickles into her lap. 
 
    “Take a sip,” Abe urged. 
 
    “You’re the worst pusher I’ve ever seen,” she said, lifting it to her mouth. The sweet flow of cherry and peach raced over her taste buds. Oh, a drink like this was very, very dangerous to someone who liked sweets the way she did. 
 
    “So why didn’t my Angel come back with you?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged, not wanting to talk about Marco. She felt Jake and Maria’s eyes on her, but she busied herself with taking another sip. 
 
    Abe toyed with a loose curl. “You okay, little soul sista?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” She leaned back on the couch and put her feet on the coffee table, making a better lap for Pickles. “I’m just tired.” 
 
    “You sure?” asked Maria. “You got that look like you get when something’s bothering you.” 
 
    Peyton frowned at that. She didn’t think she and Maria were close enough for Maria to know when she had a look. “The case took a frustrating turn and I don’t know what to do about it.” 
 
    “The case, huh?” She didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    Peyton glared at her. “Yeah, the case.” She felt Jake’s stare. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. It’s just weird to see you without Adonis.” 
 
    “We aren’t joined at the hip.” 
 
    Abe put a long fingered hand on her head and pulled it back to rest on his shoulder. “Shh, little bits, just drink your drink and don’t worry about anything right now.” 
 
    She wanted to bristle and argue with them, but it was hard when the rumble of Abe’s voice beneath her ear was so damn soothing. 
 
    “So back to the opera, I like to believe that when Cio-Cio San or Butterfly commits suicide, Pinkerton suddenly realizes that he’s loved her all along and now he will lead an empty, lonely life. Like a cruel child, he tore her wings off, but he doesn’t understand that destroying such fragile beauty will ultimately doom the destroyer.” 
 
    And for some irrational reason, Peyton felt the sudden urge to cry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Gabby passed the warrant over to the woman behind the counter. She was Caucasian, round and short with brown hair that winged back from her face. She glanced over it, then handed it back, picking up a phone and punching in a few numbers. Adjusting her glasses, she stared at Gabby over the top of them as if she were just another nuisance added to an already long day. 
 
    “Laurie, I have a Detective Acosta out here with a warrant for Lily Witan’s adoption record.” She picked up a soda can and took a sip. “Mmm hmm.” 
 
    Gabby looked around the lobby with its bright yellow chairs and tables covered with pamphlets about adoption. A bookshelf against a wall held picture books for children and a puzzle table lay in front of it with miniature yellow chairs. 
 
    “All right.” The woman hung up the phone. “She’ll be out in a minute.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Gabby with a brief nod. 
 
    She walked over to a pamphlet and picked it up. Inside were a list of common questions prospective parents might have about foreign adoptions. The price range drew Gabby’s eye. Lord, what people were willing to pay to have a child of their own, a child to raise and nurture and pray that it would grow up to be so much more than they ever were. It always amazed her that the biological urge was so powerful that people were willing to raise other people’s children as their own. 
 
    “Detective Acosta?” 
 
    Gabby turned to see a slight Asian woman with remarkable dark eyes. “Yes, and you are?” 
 
    “Laurie Wu, I’m director of this center.” 
 
    “Thank you for seeing me, Ms. Wu.” 
 
    “Laurie, please.” 
 
    Holding out the warrant, Gabby waited while she glanced over it. 
 
    “Come with me,” she said, handing it back. 
 
    Gabby followed her to a door behind the reception counter. It led to a bank of cubicles with people working the phones or interviewing prospective parents. Laurie Wu motioned for Gabby to follow her to a glass fronted office that overlooked the entire cubicle area. 
 
    “Please have a seat. Can I get you something to drink?” 
 
    Gabby settled into the chair before Laurie’s desk, placing the warrant on her lap. “No, I’m fine.” 
 
    The other woman went around the desk and sank into her seat. Gabby could see palm trees swaying in the breeze outside her window. “Thank you for coming down.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” 
 
    “When we spoke on the phone, you indicated that you wanted to see the records for Lily Witan’s adoption.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    She lifted a file and passed it over to Gabby. “Here’s the sealed file.” 
 
    Gabby opened it and perused the forms lying inside. They all seemed pretty standard, and to Gabby’s surprise, written in English. “I guess I expected them to be in Chinese.” 
 
    “American parents, American English.” 
 
    Gabby’s attention zeroed in on one thing in particular. “It says her birth name was Fan Girl?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s not what you think. Her family’s name was Fan, but they didn’t choose a first name for her.” 
 
    “Fan? Like Meilin Fan?” 
 
    Laurie shrugged. “Maybe. You mean the reality show star?” 
 
    “Yes. Looks like Lily Witan and Meilin Fan are the same person.” She tapped a finger against the file. “If Lily Witan and Meilin Fan are the same person, how did Meilin enter the country with this identity nearly twenty years after Lily Witan?” 
 
    “I couldn’t tell you and it likely wouldn’t do us any good to contact the Chinese government. They’re very secretive about these things and American adoptions of Chinese babies have become controversial lately. Especially with the unfortunate things happening with Russian adoptions. However, I could call my contact at the embassy, but I can’t promise I’ll find out anything.” 
 
    “Would you do that, please?” 
 
    “Of course.” She reached for her phone and started dialing. 
 
    Gabby sat for a moment, listening to Laurie speaking in Chinese. None of this made a damn bit of sense. Why would Lily Witan change her identity and how could she be reality star Meilin Fan? Her thoughts caught on reality star and she dug out her phone, thumbing it on. She pressed Janet Messette’s phone number and listened to the ring until she picked up. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Janet, it’s Gabby Acosta.” 
 
    “Yes, Detective Acosta. Have you found anything?” 
 
    “I might have, but I have a few questions for you.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Did you ever meet your cousin Lily?” 
 
    “Not even once. Dad was an outcast as she was growing up and as soon as my aunt and uncle died, she disappeared.” 
 
    “Have you ever seen pictures of her?” 
 
    “Not that I can remember.” 
 
    “When I first talked with you at the precinct, you mentioned that the first time your grandmother wanted you to open the music box was in her nursing home, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Laurie’s voice rose and she gave Gabby a frustrated shake of her head. 
 
    Gabby offered her an understanding smile. “If I remember right, you said you were watching television when she asked for the music box, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “That she suddenly became agitated?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “At a reality show?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Do you remember which reality show, Janet?” 
 
    The line went silent. 
 
    Laurie covered the mouthpiece on her phone. “I’m not getting anywhere.” 
 
    Gabby nodded. “Janet?” 
 
    “Yes, I do remember, come to think of it.” 
 
    “What was it?” 
 
    “Food Battles, Detective Acosta. We were watching Food Battles.” 
 
    “Do you remember who won that season?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I do. The name struck me. They kept talking about it throughout the whole season. Something about Maya Fan’s Fans.” 
 
    “Could that have been Meilin?” 
 
    “Yes, Meilin, right.” 
 
    “What happens when a contestant wins Food Battles? Do you know? What do they get?” 
 
    “They get half-a-mil to open a restaurant in a city of their choice.” 
 
    Gabby’s grip tightened on the phone. “Do you know where this Meilin chose to open her restaurant?” 
 
    “Ah, some place in California, I think.” She was quiet for a moment. “San Francisco, that’s it. She opened the restaurant in San Francisco.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake rubbed his temple as he made his way to his desk. Peyton was always warning him about drinking Abe’s crazy concoctions, but for some reason the warning always fell on deaf ears…Jake’s deaf ears in particular. 
 
    He came to an abrupt halt. Chuck Wilson, the retired crime scene investigator, was lounging in his chair. He wore a red-checked flannel shirt, carpenter jeans, and Doc Martens so old, the toe was cracking. 
 
    “You look like shit. Tie one on last night?” he said with a dry laugh. 
 
    Jake set his evidence case on the floor and took a seat on the edge of his desk. “Hand me that water,” he said, motioning to the half-empty plastic bottle on the other side of his blotter. 
 
    Chuck scooped it up and passed it over. Jake eyed him as he unscrewed the top and took a sip. Fishing three aspirins out of his pocket, he tossed them in the back of his mouth and swallowed. 
 
    “I haven’t see you in a long time.” 
 
    “Yeah, been traveling the coast highway. You ever do that?” 
 
    “Nope.” Jake rested the bottle against his thigh. “All the way?” 
 
    “Border to border. Beautiful country.” 
 
    “I’ll bet. What’d you travel it in?” 
 
    “RV. The wife and I bought it just before she died.” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    Chuck Wilson was part of the old guard, tough-assed cops who took no shit and played it straight off the cuff. He had thinning grey hair, but that was about his only allowance to his age. He still looked powerful, his shoulders massive and straining the seams on his flannel shirt. 
 
    “So why you tying one on?” 
 
    “My wife’s murder trial.” Jake didn’t feel like elaborating. 
 
    “Shit. That’s a nightmare.” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    He gave Jake a once-over. “You handling it okay?” 
 
    “Don’t have much choice.” 
 
    “How’s it going? The trial, I mean.” 
 
    “It wasn’t going well until Peyton testified yesterday. She was brilliant.” 
 
    Chuck smiled. “She’s a sharp little bit, that one. Reminds me of my wife.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet, opening it for Jake. 
 
    A picture of an older African American woman smiled back at him. She was thin, but her eyes were captivating – dark and mysterious, they promised a world of secrets. A mass of black spirals created a cloud around her head. 
 
    “What was her name?” 
 
    “Opal.” 
 
    “How long were you married?” 
 
    Chuck sighed and stared at her. “We got married when we turned 19, but we’d been dating for years before that. In fact, I knew her from the time she was 9.” 
 
    “No kids.” 
 
    Chuck shook his head. “Wish we had, but she couldn’t. Just about killed her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Chuck shut his wallet. “Life gives you what it does, then you take that and make something out of it.” 
 
    Jake sighed. “Sounds like good advice to me.” 
 
    “Better than drinking yourself into an early grave.” He nodded his head toward the front of the precinct. “What happened to Maria? She wouldn’t tell me.” 
 
    “Stopped to flirt with her, did you?” 
 
    “Yeah, you should always stop to flirt with a pretty girl, but then I saw the sling. What happened?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. It wasn’t his place to talk about it. 
 
    “Boyfriend?” 
 
    “How’d you guess that?” 
 
    “I used to be a homicide cop, kid. Crime scene investigator. It was sort of my job. ‘Sides, you think I didn’t see my share of screwed up shit when I was on the force?” 
 
    “I’ll bet you did.” 
 
    Chuck looked down, shaking his head. “The stuff you see. You keep trying to get it out of your head, but you never do.” 
 
    Jake played with the cap on his bottle, feeling a little uneasy by this train of conversation. “So, you planning to take the RV anywhere else?” 
 
    Chuck met his gaze, then reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a pair of sunglasses. “Who knows? Maybe I’ll just point her east and keep driving ‘til she or I break down.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He drew a deep breath and slowly exhaled, putting the glasses over his eyes. “Problem is you try to escape it, and it just follows you. No matter where you go, humanity is there stinkin’ up the joint.” He pushed himself to his feet and rested a gnarled hand on Jake’s shoulder. “Guess I’m not helping you none, now am I?” He laughed and patted Jake’s shoulder. “Tell that sharp little cop I’m proud of her, will you? And be extra nice to Maria, huh?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Jake watched Chuck amble away toward the front of the precinct. Humanity is there stinkin’ up the joint. Rubbing his throbbing forehead, Jake puzzled over that one. What a dark, dismal view of the human race. Was that what he would become if he stayed in this job for too long – jaded and bitter and disillusioned, certain that there was no redeeming qualities left? 
 
    He frowned and replayed Chuck’s words in his mind. He didn’t want them to strike a chord, but they did and if he thought he was depressed before…well, hell. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton put a heaping tablespoon of sugar in her coffee and took a sip. At least it was drinkable now, she thought, grimacing at the bitter aftertaste. 
 
    Cho came around the corner of the break-room and gave her a smile as he went for his own mug and filled it. “Late night?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He nodded at the aspirin bottle beside her. 
 
    “Abe came over and made some sweet drink that went down way too easy.” 
 
    Cho laughed. 
 
    Leaning on the counter, Peyton watched him go to the refrigerator and pour milk into his mug. “We were listening to Madame Butterfly.” 
 
    Cho looked up, then blindly reached for a spoon and stirred his coffee. “Maria too?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    He set the spoon down and came toward her, taking a sip. “What’d she think?” 
 
    “She liked it. She found the story tragic, but romantic.” 
 
    “Good. I wasn’t sure that was a good choice, but…” 
 
    Peyton smiled at him, reaching out to brush a bit of lint off his shoulder. “It was a very good choice. All of it,” she said significantly. 
 
    He smiled back at her. 
 
    “So how’s the Clean-up Crew case?” 
 
    “Nothing for a month. It makes me nervous. He was offing them left and right, then he just stops. Why?” 
 
    “That’s the problem with serial killers, Nathan. You never know what they’re going to do. You’re always playing behind them. Somehow you gotta throw ahead of the runner.” 
 
    “Throw ahead of the runner?” 
 
    Peyton shook her head wearily. “You have no idea how much baseball I watch since Jake moved in. I can actually tell you the batting average of the Giants starting lineup.” 
 
    Cho laughed. “I guess it’s nice having another woman around.” 
 
    Peyton nodded, declining to comment. Another woman might be nice, but Maria was something else altogether. If she wasn’t vetoing Peyton’s choice in clothes, it was commentary about her eating habits or recommendations on how to style her hair. And then there was the advice on why she couldn’t find a proper man. You’d think someone with Maria’s track record on men might abstain from such advice, but no, oh no, not for a freakin’ minute. 
 
    “I think you and Maria will have a wonderful time tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thanks, Peyton. I appreciate the support.” 
 
    “Who hasn’t been supportive?” 
 
    Cho gave a bark of laughter and brought his mug to his lips, taking a sip. “My partner doesn’t think people who work together should date. I love the guy, but sometimes…” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” she said in commiseration. 
 
    As if summoned by their conversation, Marco appeared in the doorway. “Hey, Defino wants an update on our case. You think you could spend a little time on it with me?” 
 
    Peyton and Cho exchanged a look. 
 
    “What?” growled Marco. 
 
    “Nothing,” said Cho as he pushed past Marco, carrying his coffee mug. 
 
    Peyton started to go too, but he blocked her. 
 
    “Were you talking about me?” 
 
    She frowned at him. “No, we were talking about Maria.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, but even if I was, it’s none of your business.” 
 
    “If you’re talking about me, how is that not my business?” 
 
    She shoved him in the stomach, backing him out of the doorway. “When you’re acting like an ass and I commiserate with someone about it, that’s not any of your business.” 
 
    “So you were talking about me?” 
 
    She stopped and turned around. “That’s what you take from what I said?” 
 
    He replayed her words over in his mind. “So I’m an ass for wanting to work our case?” 
 
    “No, D’Angelo. You’re an ass for busting my chops all the time about it. I am working the case. I just stopped to get a cup of coffee.” Her eyes shifted beyond him to the break-room. “Which I forgot because of you.” Throwing up her hand, she turned and went back to her desk. 
 
    Searching for the case file, she located it in her top desk drawer and opened it, reading through her notes. She heard him approach, but didn’t look up. 
 
    He set her mug on her blotter with her bottle of aspirin. “Why the aspirin?” 
 
    She looked up. “What?” 
 
    “Why are you taking aspirin? Were you drinking with Abe last night?” 
 
    “What if I was?” 
 
    He started to say something, then thought better about it. “I put in a call to that detective in Miami.” 
 
    “Acosta?” 
 
    “Yeah. She wasn’t in. They’re three hours ahead of us, but I left a message asking her to call us back.” 
 
    “Great.” She closed the file and slapped it against her thigh, turning toward Defino’s office. 
 
    “Brooks?” 
 
    She stopped and turned around. 
 
    “I’m sorry, all right?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Peyton…” He took a step closer to her. “I don’t mean to be hard on you.” 
 
    “Really, ‘cause that’s about all you’ve been lately.” 
 
    He seemed to be fighting for the words he wanted to say. “I’m just worried about you.” 
 
    “You’re worried about me? Well, I’m worried about you. Why don’t we talk about that?” 
 
    His blue eyes searched her face. “I think you aren’t seeing what I’m seeing.” 
 
    “And what exactly is that?” 
 
    “With Devan’s marriage and your mom, I feel like maybe you don’t realize the stress you’re under.” 
 
    She moved close enough that she had to look up at him. “The thing with Devan and my mom wouldn’t be a blip for me if you weren’t pushing me away the way you are. If you want to go around psychoanalyzing people, you need to take a close look at yourself. You’re angry and short-tempered, and everything I say to you is wrong. Why are you so displeased with me, Marco? What have I done?” 
 
    His jaw clenched and he broke eye contact. “That’s not it.” 
 
    “Then what is it?” 
 
    He rubbed the back of his neck. “Look, we need to solve this case, okay? Maybe that’s all we need to concentrate on right now.” 
 
    She studied him intently. She couldn’t believe he wouldn’t tell her what was wrong. They’d shared everything the last eight years. So he didn’t always divulge his every feeling, but she’d never felt this distant from him before. What had she done to make him so displeased with her, so detached? 
 
    “Fine. Let’s solve the case.” 
 
    Fighting the burning tears in her eyes, she walked to Defino’s office and knocked on the door. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco found himself wandering into the Fiddler’s Green after work. Something about returning to his empty apartment made his guts knot and Peyton sure as shit hadn’t invited him over to her circus. She was still pissed at him from earlier in the day. He knew that he could probably wrangle an invitation to watch the Giants’ game from Jake or even get Maria to ask him over, but his pride wouldn’t let him go trolling for their charity. And he sure as shit wasn’t about to try making things up to Peyton again. That just got him frustrated and angry. God, she got under his skin in monumental ways. 
 
    He took a seat at an open table by the door. It was a good spot. Not his usual one at the bar, but here he could watch the tourists meander up and down the street. They were good for a distraction any day. 
 
    He was watching a short little couple try to read a comically drawn map of Fisherman’s Wharf. The man had on Bermuda shorts with socks and sandals, the woman a pair of pink capris and flip-flops. They both wore I Heart San Francisco windbreakers in allowance for the vagaries of summer weather along the Pacific coast. They were arguing about which direction to take, both of them turning circles to find any of the landmarks on their ridiculous map. He found himself smiling, watching them. Even though they were arguing, the woman had her hand on the man’s arm, holding on as if she feared being separated from him. 
 
    “What can I get you, handsome?” 
 
    He blinked up at a middle-aged waitress with tobacco stained teeth. “Just a beer. Whatever’s on tap.” 
 
    She gave him a smile and walked away. 
 
    When he looked back out the door, the couple had moved on. He felt a strange sense of sadness at their departure. 
 
    “If it isn’t the Hollywood cop and his gorgeous baby-blues,” came a voice. 
 
    He shifted as a woman stopped at his table. Genevieve Lake, the amateur reporter trying to get a spot on the Examiner no matter what she had to do to get it. The pretty, young African American woman had been a thorn in his side after Alcatraz, trying to seduce him into giving her an inside scoop on the Clean-up Crew case. He hadn’t heard from her in a few weeks. In fact, he was surprised she hadn’t given up and gone back to L.A. 
 
    He couldn’t deny she was attractive, tall and shapely with straight, long black hair – the very type of woman he usually wouldn’t hesitate to take home, but not this one. This one was trouble. 
 
    “If it isn’t Free-lance. And here I thought you’d have gone back to L.A.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I sit or is this a one person pity-party?” 
 
    He frowned at that. How had she read him so easily? “Sit.” He pushed out a chair with his foot. 
 
    She sank into it, careful to smooth out her skirt. Crossing her legs, she gave him a nice view of her long limbs and she smiled when she caught him looking. “So how have you been, Hollywood?” 
 
    “Just peachy,” he said. 
 
    The waitress returned and settled his beer on the table. Genevieve gave him a pointed look. 
 
    With a sigh, he smiled grimly at her. “Do you want something?” 
 
    She beamed up at the waitress. “I’ll have a glass of Pinot.” 
 
    “Coming right up,” said the waitress, turning around again. 
 
    Marco took a sip of his beer. 
 
    “Why did you think I’d go back to L.A.?” 
 
    “Free-lancing probably doesn’t pay the bills or buy Pinot,” he said nodding toward the bar. 
 
    “I got a by-line in the Examiner. Didn’t you see it? About your serial killer? I’m even the one who named him – the Janitor. Clever, huh?” 
 
    He wasn’t touching that. “Did they give you a job?” 
 
    Her expression soured. “No.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    The waitress returned with the wine and settled it in front of her. “Anything else, handsome?” she said. 
 
    “Not right now.” 
 
    As she walked away again, Genevieve smiled at him. “You’re so casual about the effect you have on people. It’s sort of charming.” 
 
    He shrugged. “So is this your regular hang-out now? Hoping some cop will come in and get you a second by-line?” 
 
    “You could give me the exclusive I want. You’re all I need.” She lifted the wine glass and took a sip. “You could make my career.” 
 
    He laughed. “I’ll give you an exclusive. Go back to L.A. You don’t belong here and you especially don’t belong messing around with a serial killer.” 
 
    She leaned forward on the table. “Look, I know he hasn’t struck in a month, not after that failed sting at Pier 39, but we both know it’s only a matter of time before he does it again. It’s a compulsion, something that he just can’t resist. He’ll kill again. He has to, but if you let me do my exclusive, maybe we flush him out. Maybe we get him to make a mistake.” 
 
    “And maybe more people get killed. Stay out of this, Free-lance.” 
 
    She glared at him, then she forced a sultry smile, taking another sip of her drink. “Why don’t you buy me dinner?” 
 
    “Uh uh, sister, I’m not getting mixed up with you. I know your type.” 
 
    “What is my type?” 
 
    “You think you’ll play me and I’ll give something up, but I’m not biting.” 
 
    “I don’t mind biting,” she said, winking at him. 
 
    He shook his head with a smile. Oh, in the past, he wouldn’t have given it a second thought, but not now. Now he knew better. 
 
    Just as the thought formed, the outer door opened and a familiar face peered inside. Marco frowned as Bartlet walked into the Fiddler’s Green, looking around. Of course, he spotted Genevieve first and his face lit up, until he saw who she was sitting with. 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder at him. “Officer Bartlet, what a pleasant surprise,” she said. “Are you here to have a drink with Inspector D’Angelo?” 
 
    Bartlet came to the table, but he didn’t want to meet Marco’s eye. “Ah, no, I just thought I’d have a beer before heading home.” 
 
    “Really?” she said, taking another sip. “Why don’t you join us?” 
 
    He finally glanced at Marco, a brief challenge, then he slumped into the chair across from him. “D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Bartlet.” Marco didn’t like this coincidence at all. “Fancy you coming here tonight of all nights.” 
 
    “Yeah, little surprised to see you here myself.” 
 
    “I come here a lot.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “So does Ms. Lake? Don’t ya, Free-lance?” 
 
    “Not as much as you think.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’re still trolling around the coffee shop across from the precinct?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You could get a real job. That’s what most people do when they have too much time on their hands.” 
 
    She bristled at that, just as he intended. “Seems you can turn the charm on and off, can’t you?” 
 
    He leaned closer to her. “I’m serious. You’re messing with dangerous things and I would hate to get called out to scoop up your dead, broken body one day.” 
 
    She glared at him, then she reached for her wine and stood. “Nice to see you again, Officer Bartlet,” she said, then turned and walked away. 
 
    Bartlet started to rise and go after her. 
 
    “Sit down,” Marco commanded. 
 
    Bartlet sat abruptly, staring at the table. 
 
    The waitress came over. “Can I get you anything?” 
 
    Bartlet started to answer, but Marco preempted him. “He’ll have a cola and then he’ll be leaving. Put it on my tab.” 
 
    She backed away without speaking. 
 
    “Look, D’Angelo.” 
 
    “No, you look. Actually, you listen. I know why you’re here. I went to bat for you with Defino one time already, but I’m not doing it again. I almost lost my badge because of you.” 
 
    Bartlet met his eye. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “About a month ago, you ran into that woman in the coffee shop across from the precinct and you told her about my suspension and the serial killer.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Don’t deny it.” 
 
    “Okay. I may have said too much.” 
 
    “Way too much and now she’s following me, poking around where she doesn’t belong.” 
 
    “Why do you think she’s following you?” 
 
    “She’s met me here twice now. And then you show up? What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m not gonna tell her anything. I just wanna ask her to dinner.” 
 
    “Ask someone else. That one is trouble and she’ll cost you your badge.” 
 
    Bartlet shook his head. 
 
    Marco slammed his hand on the table, making him jump. “Listen to me, kid. I’m not playing with you. Defino already suspects you’re the one who screwed up last time. If she gets proof, she’ll pull your badge. But if that doesn’t mean anything to you, think about the girl. She doesn’t know what she’s doing. She’s desperate to make a name for herself and get hired on at the Examiner. If you toss her any more bones, you’re gonna get her killed.” 
 
    The waitress put the drink down in front of Bartlet and gave Marco the check. Marco pulled out a twenty and handed it to her, waiting for her to walk away again. 
 
    Bartlet continued to stare at the table, but occasionally he would glance behind Marco where he assumed Genevieve had taken a seat. “I just wanted to ask her to dinner.” 
 
    Marco leaned back in his chair. “Yeah, and the next thing you know, you’re telling her everything she wants to know across her pillow.” 
 
    Bartlet met Marco’s gaze. “How do you ever trust anyone then?” 
 
    “You don’t trust reporters. That I know.” 
 
    Bartlet nodded. “I didn’t know you went to bat for me.” 
 
    “That was the point.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “I guess it was pretty stupid, huh? I was just trying to impress her.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s where we all get f’ed up, kid, trying to impress women.” 
 
    He picked up the cola and made a face. “I’m over twenty-one, you know?” 
 
    “Start acting like it and then we’ll see.” 
 
    Bartlet set the glass down again. “How about two shots of Jack and you can tell me everything you know about women?” 
 
    “That’ll be the shortest conversation known to man,” said Marco with a chuckle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Gabby clicked on the phone message in her inbox. A man’s deep voice came through the speakers. He had a nice voice, resonant and sexy, but it had that flat California accent like every national newscaster Gabby had ever heard. 
 
    “Detective Acosta, this is Inspector Marco D’Angelo from the San Francisco Police Department.” 
 
    Billy swiveled his chair around and frowned at her monitor. 
 
    “I was told by Detective Ehrenthal of the NYPD that you’re investigating a woman named Lily Witan. Or rather, that you’re investigating the double homicide of her parents.” 
 
    Gabby looked over at Billy. 
 
    “We believe Lily Witan is actually a woman named Meilin Fan. In fact, Ms. Fan admitted as much to us. I was hoping you’d give us a call, so we can compare notes. My number is….” And he rattled off a series of digits. 
 
    Gabby grabbed up a pen and a yellow sticky note, reaching for the mouse to play the number again, but he repeated it for her. She jotted it down, then leaned back in her chair. 
 
    “Anyway, Detective, I would appreciate a call at your earliest convenience.” 
 
    The message ended. Gabby sat, staring at her monitor, tapping the pen against her lower lip. So Meilin Fan had admitted she was Lily Witan. Interesting. 
 
    “This is Inspector Marco D’Angelo from the San Francisco Police Department,” mimicked Billy in a gravelly baritone. 
 
    She frowned at him. “What’s your problem?” 
 
    “That guy just oozed cop, didn’t he? This is Inspector Marco D’Angelo…shesh. Inspector? What the hell is that?” 
 
    Gabby shook her head, reaching for her cell phone. “Don’t you have an obedience class or something right now?” 
 
    “Shit. That’s right,” he answered, scrambling from his chair. 
 
    “What? I was joking.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, but I’ve got a crime scene evidence class to attend.” He paused and gave Gabby a saucy wink. “You gonna call Inspector Douchebag?” 
 
    Gabby leaned forward. “Tell them to teach you how to sit and stay…with your mouth shut.” 
 
    He made a panting noise and hurried off, disappearing around the corner of the building. Gabby shook her head. Lord, the idiot was driving her silly, but she had to admit things were a lot less boring with Billy Lucott around. 
 
    She typed in the number and waited, listening to the ringtone. After about the fourth ring, a man’s voice came on the line. “D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Inspector, this is Gabriela Acosta from the Miami Police Force.” 
 
    “Detective, thank you so much for calling me back.” 
 
    “Not a problem. I’m sorry it took so long. Your message came in after I’d already left for the night.” 
 
    “I know. Time difference.” 
 
    “Can I ask you why you’re investigating this Meilin Fan?” 
 
    “Actually, we’re investigating the death of Meilin Fan’s boyfriend, Matt Jensen.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How did he die?” 
 
    “Gunshot wound to the chest.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    “We thought so.” 
 
    “Does she have an alibi?” 
 
    “All of her employees vouch that she was working in the kitchen at the time of his shooting.” 
 
    “So she isn’t a suspect?” 
 
    “Oh, I think my partner would beg to differ with you. She believes she’s not only a suspect in our case, but also yours. Can you tell me what you’ve learned about your side of the story?” 
 
    So Gabby related everything she’d found out about Lily Witan. She talked about Janet Messette and the music box. The key to the safe deposit box, followed by the album with every page of Lily torn out. She went on to Billy’s discovery of the yearbook and the picture of Lily Witan with Grant Sanderson, who committed suicide one month after her parents’ deaths. Then she concluded with both her meeting with Grant Sanderson’s parents and her talk with Detective Ehrenthal from New York. 
 
    “Your turn. Tell me what you found out.” 
 
    So Marco D’Angelo with the newscaster’s voice told her about their investigation into Matt Jensen’s death up until their last meeting with her when they confronted her about being Lily Witan. Gabby was impressed with Lily’s resourcefulness in getting a new identity by using her incomplete birth record from China. She would have completely disappeared into the world if she hadn’t gone on Food Battles. 
 
    “Do you think she killed this Matt Jensen?” 
 
    “My partner does.” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “I can’t get her in the apartment during the shooting. Her employees swear she never left the restaurant, let alone the kitchen of the restaurant that night.” 
 
    “Accomplice?” 
 
    “We do have a third set of fingerprints from her flat, but they don’t pop in any system. We’re thinking an undocumented immigrant.” 
 
    Gabby tapped the pen on her blotter. “Here’s what bothers me. Lily Witan goes to the senior prom. While she’s away from the house, someone comes in and pops her parents. She has witnesses galore who admit to seeing her at the prom. Then she comes home just in time to find her parents shot dead.” 
 
    “I’m with you.” 
 
    “Twenty years later, she winds up across the country and goes to work where she has witnesses galore who admit to seeing her in the kitchen. Then she comes home just in time to find her boyfriend shot dead. Something is rotten in Denmark, Inspector.” 
 
    “That’s Shakespeare, right?” 
 
    Gabby smiled. “Right. Hamlet. Even in school I liked the books with murder in them.” 
 
    D’Angelo laughed. “Okay, so let’s focus on your double homicide. She had to have an accomplice.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “This Sanderson kid?” 
 
    “But he was also at the prom. He was her date. Witnesses put him there.” 
 
    “But didn’t you say he killed himself a month later?” 
 
    “He did.” Gabby stopped tapping her pen. I’m sorry. “He said, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Sanderson, in his suicide note.” Gabby scratched at her hair. “I got two other pieces of this puzzle.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Lily Witan’s grandfather, Philip Messette, reported a missing gun three weeks before his daughter was murdered. A Colt M1911. The Witans were shot with a .45.” 
 
    “Anyone find the gun?” 
 
    “No. What was Jensen shot with?” 
 
    “.22. Our ME says it was a cheap bullet, came apart.” 
 
    “So whoever offed Jensen didn’t use the same gun?” 
 
    “No. You said you had two pieces of the puzzle?” 
 
    “Lily Witan was a straight A student, until her senior year.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I have no idea, but Mrs. Sanderson told us that Lily’s parents wanted her to go to some Ivy League University. According to the mother, Lily didn’t want to leave Grant, so they planned to run away to New York.” 
 
    “But they didn’t?” 
 
    “No, Mrs. Sanderson talked Grant out of it. She told him Lily could move into their house.” 
 
    “But something happened?” 
 
    “Mr. Sanderson vetoed that idea.” 
 
    “That sounds like motive to me, Detective.” 
 
    “Sounds like it to me too, but what’s the motive in your case?” 
 
    “I couldn’t tell you.” 
 
    “What’s your next step?” 
 
    “Matt Jensen’s mother is living here. I think we’ll go have another talk with her about her son.” 
 
    “I think I’ll do the same on my end. Brief each other again?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He paused. “Here’s what bothers me. If we don’t find some direct connection between Meilin and the murder victims, we only have circumstantial evidence.” 
 
    “We need a smoking gun.” 
 
    “Literally.” 
 
    “My gun is twenty years old, Inspector. I’m afraid the smoking gun is gonna have to come from your end.” 
 
    “Which means we need to find our undocumented fingerprint.” 
 
    “”Fraid so.” 
 
    “Okay, Detective Acosta, pleasure talking with you and I’ll be in touch real soon.” 
 
    “You too, Inspector D’Angelo. Good luck.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco lowered the phone and looked up at Peyton. She was sitting on the edge of his desk. 
 
    “You get all of that?” 
 
    “Most of it,” she said. “How are we going to shake out our undocumented fingerprint, Marco?” 
 
    “We gotta get lucky.” 
 
    She pushed his shoulder. “I told you the bitch killed them.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not certain she’s ever pulled a trigger, but it sure seems she’s got a very persuasive nature.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    “Hey, Marco baby, your reporter girlfriend is here and she’s all riled up about something,” said Maria, coming from the front of the precinct. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That reporter chick, Lake or something?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “She’s out front with her panties all in a bunch.” 
 
    Marco pushed himself to his feet and started toward the front of the precinct with Peyton and Maria trailing him. Genevieve Lake was pacing behind the counter, but she whirled around when he appeared and pointed at him. 
 
    “Did you do this?” she shouted, holding out her hand. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    Defino’s office door opened and she stepped out. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “You told me just last night not to get involved, that I’d get myself in trouble, then this shows up in my mailbox today. If this is some kind of sick joke, you need serious help, buddy!” 
 
    He felt all of the women’s eyes on him, so he held up his hands in a motion of surrender. “I don’t have any idea what you’re yelling about.” 
 
    “This! This!” She slapped the scrap of paper in her hand, then set it on the counter and pushed it away, pacing to the front door and back again. 
 
    Marco and Peyton edged to the counter and peered down at the small white business card. The words Clean-up Crew were typed across the front in bold red font. Marco reached behind him and grabbed a pen out of the cup on Maria’s desk, using it to flip the card over. On the back in scrawling pen it read, Little girls who go looking for monsters get eaten. 
 
    “Frickin’ A,” whispered Peyton. 
 
    Defino came to the counter, then she turned immediately. “Maria, get Cho and Simons, and bring Ryder back with you.” 
 
    Maria hurried off. 
 
    Genevieve had her hands on her hips, her breath coming in a furious pant. 
 
    Marco glanced up at her. “I didn’t do this, Free-lance.” 
 
    “Really? What about last night?” 
 
    Peyton folded her arms in front of her and gave him a speculative look. “Yeah, what about last night, Marco baby?” 
 
    He glanced at her. “We ran into each other at the Fiddler’s Green. I told her to stop snooping around and I did warn her that she was going to attract the wrong sort of attention.” He gave Genevieve a pointed look. 
 
    “Why were you there?” Defino asked her. 
 
    She gave a careless shrug. “It’s a free country. I like wine.” 
 
    “She knows I go there for a drink sometimes,” he told Defino. “Funny thing was Bartlet also showed up.” 
 
    “I didn’t go there to meet him,” she answered. 
 
    “No, you’re trolling after the big fish, aren’t you, Miss Lake?” said Peyton. 
 
    “So sue me.” 
 
    Marco came closer to the counter and leaned on it. “This is why I told you to step off. Sue you? You don’t have any idea what can of madness you’ve opened up on yourself.” 
 
    Her face shifted to a look of fear and she took a step back. 
 
    “Why was Bartlet there?” demanded Defino. 
 
    “He wanted to ask her to dinner. I talked with him, Captain. I don’t think he’ll be so stupid again.” 
 
    Cho and Simons arrived, trailing Jake. Defino motioned them to the counter. 
 
    “Does this look like the other cards, Mr. Ryder?” 
 
    Jake took in everything, then eased between them, peering at the card on the counter. Using the same pen Marco had, he flipped it over and let out his held breath. “It looks identical. Even the writing on the back looks the same as the one delivered here after the priest’s death.” 
 
    “Take it for fingerprints,” said Defino. 
 
    “It’ll have my fingerprints on it,” said Genevieve. 
 
    “And maybe the killer’s,” answered Marco. 
 
    Jake left to retrieve his evidence case. 
 
    “You’ve got to stop snooping into these murders,” said Peyton. 
 
    “I’m a reporter, that’s what we do.” 
 
    “You’re gonna be a dead reporter if you don’t stop,” said Simons gruffly. 
 
    Genevieve seemed to shrink in on herself. “How can I go home? He knows where I live.” 
 
    “Someone will escort you home,” said Marco. 
 
    “What are you – stupid? I just said he knows where I live.” 
 
    Marco held up a hand, fighting for patience. “How about you listen for once?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “We’ll escort you home where you’ll pack a bag. If you won’t go back to L.A., you’re gonna have to stay with a friend until we catch this guy.” 
 
    “How long will that be?” 
 
    Cho frowned at her. “Who knows? Deal with it. You got yourself in this mess, now we gotta get you out.” 
 
    She hugged her arms around herself and Marco actually felt sorry for her. She was too young to realize how dangerous her snooping was. 
 
    “Cho, have Smith take her home,” said Defino, “and get all of her contact information so we can keep track of her.” 
 
    Cho gave her a final glare, then wandered off. Jake returned with his evidence case and began working on the card. 
 
    “Brooks, D’Angelo, my office,” said Defino. 
 
    “Wait.” Genevieve came to the counter. “Can’t you take me home?” 
 
    Marco gave her a bewildered look. “A minute ago you were accusing me of planting this on you, now you want me to take you home.” 
 
    “I’d feel better with you.” 
 
    Peyton rolled her eyes and walked into the captain’s office.  
 
    Defino turned at her door and pointed at Genevieve. “Sit down, Miss Lake, and wait patiently for Officer Smith. We have other things we need to do right now and babysitting you isn’t one of them.” 
 
    Genevieve gave a huff, but she backed up and took a seat. 
 
    Jake exchanged a look with Marco as he moved toward the captain’s door. 
 
      
 
    *    *   * 
 
      
 
    “Dammit, dammit, dammit,” cursed Defino, walking around her desk and taking a seat. 
 
    Peyton perched in the chair across from her, looking up as Marco moved into his own chair. As always Defino’s office was dark, closed up tight. Peyton couldn’t help but wonder at her aversion to natural lighting. 
 
    Marco touched the paperweight with the beetle inside, giving Peyton a strange look. She held up her hands. She didn’t understand it either. There was something creepy about the bug in a huge ball of acrylic. 
 
    “I should fire Bartlet,” said Defino, placing her hands flat on her glass topped desk. 
 
    “I talked with him and told him he was risking his badge, Captain. I don’t think he’ll do it again.” 
 
    “If I find out he does it again, I swear I’ll gut him.” 
 
    “He’s just flirting with a pretty girl,” said Marco. 
 
    Peyton and Defino gave him a critical look. “Is he the only one?” 
 
    Marco made a noise halfway between a laugh and a snort. “I don’t want any part of that one. She’s definitely trouble.” 
 
    “Good.” Defino leaned back in her chair. “Dammit.” 
 
    “You didn’t really think the Janitor had left San Francisco, did you, Captain?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “You know I’d hoped he had.” She glanced up at them. “I need you to finish this Fan case, so you can get back on the Clean-up Crew. Where are you with it?” 
 
    “She killed Jensen, Captain,” said Peyton. “We can’t prove it right now, but I’m sure she did it.” 
 
    Defino frowned. “I was really hoping that wasn’t the case.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “What’s your next move?” 
 
    Peyton glanced over at Marco. 
 
    He shifted weight. “I contacted a Cold Case detective in Miami. She’s working a double homicide that she believes Meilin’s involved in.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Yeah, the double homicide’s twenty years old. Her adoptive parents, both shot at close range, just like…” 
 
    “Matt Jensen,” finished Defino. “Can this detective tie her to the murders?” 
 
    “No,” answered Peyton. “Just like in our case, she has an alibi and there’s no murder weapon.” 
 
    “And our next move?” asked Defino again. 
 
    “We’re going out to talk to Matt Jensen’s mother about her son’s relationship with Meilin. This detective in Miami has a motive for her murders, but we really don’t have one for ours.” She picked up the paperweight and gently tossed it back and forth in her hands. “If we can get a motive, I’ll bring her into the precinct and confront her. Maybe we can get her to break?” 
 
    Defino nodded, watching the paperweight pass back and forth. “As soon as you finish this case, you’re back on the Clean-up Crew. Got it?” 
 
    Peyton tried to hide her excitement. “Yes, ma’am,” she said, rubbing her thumb over the acrylic surface. 
 
    “You can have that,” said Defino, nodding at it. 
 
    “What? No, Captain, I can’t take your beetle.” 
 
    “Take it. You drive me crazy playing with it whenever you come in here. Now go. I’ve got some calls to make.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco rose to their feet and turned toward the door. She studied the strange bug as she made her way into the precinct again. 
 
    “You just can’t leave shit alone, can you, Brooks?” said Marco, closing the captain’s door at his back. 
 
    “This thing freaks me out,” she whispered, holding it up for him. 
 
    “Yeah, well now you get to be freaked out every single day because you know it has to sit right on top of your desk in plain sight.” He draped an arm across her shoulders and turned her in the direction of their desks. 
 
    Peyton sighed. “I don’t suppose it breaks, does it?” 
 
    “Nope. That thing would probably withstand a nuclear blast.” 
 
    “The beetle or the acrylic?” 
 
    “Yep,” he said, ruffling her hair with his hand and laughing. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton and Marco approached the townhouse and Peyton knocked on the door. She’d already called to warn Mrs. Jensen they were coming, but the house looked deserted. She knocked again. 
 
    After waiting for a good two or three minutes, the door opened and Mrs. Jensen peered out. 
 
    Peyton showed her badge. “Mrs. Jensen, I spoke with you on the phone a little while ago?” 
 
    “Yes, you wanted to ask me some more questions about Matt.” 
 
    “Right. May we come in?” 
 
    “Of course.” She stepped back to allow them entrance. Using her cane, she directed them down the tight hallway and to the small room with the dated furnishings. Except one thing wasn’t dated. Mrs. Jensen had a brand new flat screened television that was showing a soap opera of some kind. 
 
    “New television?” 
 
    The older woman levered herself onto her sofa, but she glanced up. “Gift from Meilin.” 
 
    Peyton made deliberate eye contact with her partner. He sank into the armchair to the left of Mrs. Jensen, but Peyton took a seat beside her on the sofa. She reached out a shaky hand and muted the sound, but the crisp, clear picture remained. 
 
    “Extravagant gift?” 
 
    “I told her it was too much, but she wanted me to have it.” She shifted to face Peyton. “Have you found Matt’s killer?” 
 
    “We think we might have, but I need a little more information about Matt.” 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “We can’t divulge any information in an ongoing investigation, but as soon as we’ve collected all of the evidence I will come back here and tell you in person, okay?” 
 
    “It’s taking a long time. Does it usually take this long?” 
 
    “Oh,” said Peyton with a sigh, “sometimes it takes a very long time. Sometimes it takes twenty years.” 
 
    Mrs. Jensen frowned at her. “What?” 
 
    “Anyway, Matt and Meilin – what was their relationship like? Did they ever fight?” 
 
    “Every couple fights, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    “Right, but moreso than any others?” 
 
    “No, they seemed very happy with each other.” 
 
    Peyton patted her hand where it rested on the couch. “I know this is hard, but was Matt demanding or overly jealous in anyway?” 
 
    “Demanding? Jealous? Do you mean domineering?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “Maybe.” 
 
    Mrs. Jensen gave her an arch look. “If you want domineering, that was my husband, Matt’s father. Matt was the most sensitive, gentle soul in the world. He treated Meilin like a princess.” 
 
    “Was she domineering?” 
 
    “With Matt?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Never. She always had the sweetest things to say about him.” 
 
    “She was okay with him being a produce manager? She didn’t want him to strive for more?” 
 
    “She never expressed that to me. She was always so supportive, even when he wanted to move me out here, and she never complained about the amount of money he gave me.” 
 
    Peyton bit her bottom lip. Was this woman serious? Did she really see only good in a woman ten years older than her son or was Meilin buying this loyalty? “Mrs. Jensen, last time we were here, you were talking about moving back to New York to live with your cousin, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, I remember.” 
 
    “Are you still planning to move?” 
 
    She glanced at the TV. “No, not now.” 
 
    “Why not now?” 
 
    “Meilin offered to get me an aid five days a week. It’ll let me stay here.” 
 
    “When did she offer that?” 
 
    Mrs. Jensen continued to study the television. “Yesterday, when she brought me the TV.” 
 
    “Yesterday.” Peyton shifted to look at Marco. 
 
    “Easy, Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “Mrs. Jensen, did Matt have a gun?” 
 
    “A gun.” She briefly glanced over. “No, he hated guns, Inspector. What sort of gun?” 
 
    “A .22?” 
 
    “No, he didn’t have a gun.” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    Mrs. Jensen laughed. “Why would I have a gun?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “For protection?” 
 
    “No, I don’t like guns either. Matt always said if you had a gun you were just giving a killer a weapon when they break into your house...” Her voice trailed off and she turned to look at Peyton. “Why are you asking that?” 
 
    “Matt was shot with a .22. We need to find that gun.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting I have it?” 
 
    “Not at all. I was wondering if you had a .22 that has suddenly come up missing. Maybe a gun from Matt’s father that you kept all these years?” 
 
    Mrs. Jensen frowned and her uncontrollable nodding grew worse. “I never had a gun.” 
 
    “Do you know that Meilin Fan is really the adopted daughter of Carol and David Witan of Miami, Florida?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She admitted it two days ago. Her name is Lily Witan.” 
 
    She had Mrs. Jensen’s full attention now. Reaching over, Peyton picked up the remote and turned off the television. 
 
    “Lily Witan? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Twenty years ago, Lily Witan came home from her senior prom and found her parents shot to death.  No suspects were ever found, the gun went missing, and shortly after their deaths, their daughter also went missing. Instead, a Meilin Fan turned up in New York, a student from China, her country of birth. I might also add that China is Lily’s country of birth. The double homicide became a cold case and was basically forgotten. Until, and here’s where it gets interesting, Meilin Fan became a contestant on Food Battles.” 
 
    Mrs. Jensen lifted a shaking hand and covered her mouth. 
 
    “Someone recognized her on Food Battles, not as Meilin Fan, but rather Lily Witan. New York police investigated, but took Meilin’s word that she wasn’t Lily Witan. She won the show and came to San Francisco where suddenly her boyfriend Matt Jensen wound up dead from a gunshot wound. And, surprise surprise, we can’t locate the gun or a suspect.” Peyton patted Mrs. Jensen’s free hand again. “Now, doesn’t this seem a bit coincidental? Three people dead around this woman, no gun, no real motive, and in all three murders, she’s had a rock solid alibi.” 
 
    Tears filled Mrs. Jensen’s eyes. 
 
    “If you know anything, Mrs. Jensen, you need to tell us.” 
 
    A tear spilled over and raced down her paper-thin cheek. Marco passed the box of tissues to her and she took one, dabbing at it. With a shivery sigh, she met Peyton’s gaze. “I don’t know anything,” she said carefully. 
 
    Peyton sat still for a moment. She couldn’t believe it. She was choosing Meilin and her flat-screened television over her son? “Are you sure?” Her voice came out edged. 
 
    “Brooks,” said Marco, leaning forward and touching her knee. 
 
    She closed her eyes briefly. 
 
    “I need to lay down,” said Mrs. Jensen, reaching for her cane. “Can you see yourselves out?” 
 
    Peyton didn’t know how to respond. She watched the woman lever herself up and begin the slow, torturous walk across the living room toward the door. Marco waited until she disappeared, then he pulled out his cell phone and keyed in a number. 
 
    “Who are you calling?” 
 
    He held up a hand, listening to the line. “Hey, Stan, it’s D’Angelo.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. 
 
    “Right. Can you do me a favor? Can you put a B.O.L.O. out on a...what’s her first name?” He motioned toward the other room. 
 
    “Pamela.” 
 
    “Pamela Jensen.” He listened. “Yeah, actually what I’m most interested in is plane or bus tickets...any sort of mass transportation.” 
 
    Peyton smiled. “You are brilliant.” 
 
    He winked at her. “Sometimes. I’ll just bet New York Cousin is getting a visitor.” 
 
    Peyton chuckled and reached for the remote, clicking it on. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton and Marco entered her house an hour later, both of them feeling frustrated and annoyed by the Fan case. Without something tying Meilin to the murders, a confession, a weapon, they didn’t even have enough to bring her in for questioning. 
 
    Marco stopped dead in the entryway, taking in the scene. Maria sat on a bar stool in the middle of the living room with Abe behind her, twisting her hair into some elaborate mess. Jake was in the kitchen, leaning on the counter, drinking a beer and reading his newspaper. 
 
    Marco almost bolted. He’d actually just wanted to spend a quiet night with Peyton, grabbing take-out and watching television, the way it had been before she invited the world into her home, but before he could duck out, she sensed his mood and reached back, grabbing his arm and dragging him the rest of the way through the door. 
 
    “No you don’t,” she scolded. 
 
    Pickles raced over to him and began pawing his leg. He reached down and scooped up the little dog, letting the door close behind him. Pickles was about the only one in this room he wanted to see besides his partner. 
 
    Once she was sure he wasn’t leaving, Peyton approached Abe and Maria. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m doing her hair. She couldn’t exactly do it herself, now could she?” 
 
    “And there’s no way I’d let you touch it,” said Maria, giving her a pointed look. 
 
    Peyton walked around Maria’s barstool. “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s called a French twist,” said Abe, picking up a can of hairspray. “The French aren’t just known for their kiss, now are they, Angel?” He glanced over at Marco and gave him a wink. 
 
    Marco’s eyes involuntarily tracked to Jake. He glanced up from his newspaper, then without comment, he held a beer out to Marco over the counter. Marco took a seat on a barstool and accepted the beer, lifting it to his mouth. 
 
    “It’s pretty,” said Peyton, stopping in front of her. “Did you do her makeup too?” 
 
    “Of course. Smoky eyes are all the rage right now. Don’t you love it?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She glanced up at Abe. “You’ve never done my hair and makeup before.” 
 
    Maria made a choking sound. “Can you blame him? He’s not a miracle worker, Brooks.” 
 
    “Don’t be bitchy,” said Abe, pulling her hair. 
 
    “Ow!” cried Maria. 
 
    Abe ignored her. “I’ll do your hair anytime, little bits. You are all sorts of adorable when you get dressed up.” 
 
    Peyton smiled. 
 
    Marco felt Jake’s eyes on him and looked over. “What?” 
 
    Jake gave him a weird smile and went back to reading his paper. “Nothing.” 
 
    Abe blasted Maria with hairspray, then touched her shoulder. “There, all done.” 
 
    She took the mirror he handed her, inspecting the job, then jumped off the barstool, hugging him with her good arm. “Thank you.” 
 
    He hugged her back. “Anytime, Princess.” 
 
    “Help me get dressed,” she said to Peyton, grabbing her hand and dragging her into the hallway where they disappeared from sight. 
 
    Setting down the hairspray, Abe wandered into the kitchen and went to the refrigerator, removing a cocktail shaker and a wooden cutting board with slices of cucumber on it. He set both on the counter, then went to the cabinet over the sink and pulled down a number of martini glasses, setting them beside the mixer. Jake and Marco watched him, but neither of them asked him what he was doing. 
 
    Reaching for the shaker, he began shaking it, making eye contact with Marco and giving him an air kiss. Marco took another drink of his beer. 
 
    “This is called the Jezebel. It’s made with gin, green tea, lime juice and velvet falernum...” 
 
    “Velvet fawhatnum?” asked Jake. 
 
    “Falernum. It’s a wonderfully complex liqueur, made from sugar cane and cloves.” 
 
    A knock sounded at the door. 
 
    Marco set Pickles down and climbed off the barstool, going to answer it. 
 
    “It’s called the Jezebel because it’s wickedly delightful. I thought it was the perfect drink for tonight. Every first date should be filled with wicked delights, no?” Abe said, nudging Jake in the shoulder. 
 
    Opening the door, Marco found a nervous Cho standing on the doorstep in a charcoal pinstriped suit. He held a yellow rose in his hand and seemed surprised to see Marco. “D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Cho. Welcome to Peyton’s three-ring circus.” 
 
    As if on cue, Pickles began jumping up and down in front of him. Marco scooped the little dog up again as Cho stepped into the house.  
 
    “Is Maria here?” 
 
    Marco placed Pickles on the couch. “She’s getting dressed.” 
 
    Cho nodded, then noticed Abe and Jake in the kitchen. Jake held up a hand in greeting and Abe beamed a smile, the cocktail shaker in hand. 
 
    “Come have a drink with us,” he said, motioning to the bar stools. 
 
    Both Jake and Marco shook their heads at him, but the stupid fool walked over to the counter and sat down. 
 
    Abe poured his concoction into a martini glass and added a slice of cucumber, passing it over the counter. Cho held it up, looking at it in the light. 
 
    “Cucumber?” he said to Marco. 
 
    “Don’t ask,” Marco answered, lifting his beer. 
 
    “Just be glad it’s not a pink umbrella,” said Jake. 
 
    “Ooh, that would be perfect,” said Abe, hurrying to the drawer by the stove. “I picked up these adorable little feathery things the other day.” He whirled around, showing them a plastic toothpick, topped with feathery strips of something. Reaching across the counter again, he speared Cho’s cucumber and let go. 
 
    Cho’s mouth hung open. 
 
    “Taste it,” Abe urged. 
 
    Jake and Marco both shook their heads again, but Cho lifted the drink to his lips. The feathers tickled his nose and he jerked back, closing one eye. However, he was more game than Marco would have been and tried again, this time moving the embellishment aside and taking a sip. 
 
    Abe lifted his own drink, clanking it against Cho’s glass. “Cheers.” 
 
    “Cheers,” Cho repeated. 
 
    Marco couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    The bedroom door opened and the two women appeared. Maria was wearing a beaded black dress that hit her mid-thigh. She really did look pretty, especially with her bedazzled sling covered in rhinestones. 
 
    She hesitated the minute she saw Cho, but Peyton urged her forward. 
 
    Cho set down his drink and climbed off the stool, holding out the flower to her. “You look beautiful,” he said in just the right reverent tone. 
 
    She took the flower and smelled it. “Thank you, Nathan.” 
 
    “Are you ready to go?” 
 
    “Yes.” She handed the flower to Peyton. “Will you put this in water for me?” 
 
    Peyton took it, bringing it to her nose to smell. Marco found his eyes riveted on his partner, rather than the other two. She looked genuinely happy for Maria, but he couldn’t help but notice a wistfulness in her demeanor. She wanted the romance as much as Maria, the hope of something special with another person. It made his gut knot and he swallowed hard. 
 
    Walking to the couch, Maria picked up her purse and a little black wrap. Cho helped her put it on, then smiled at her as he guided her to the door and out. Peyton watched after them until the door closed, then she looked over at Marco. 
 
    Blinking, she visibly shook herself and walked into the kitchen, going to a cabinet after a vase. For once, Jake and Abe were quiet, staring at the counter. Marco grabbed his beer and finished it off, his fingers tightening on the neck. 
 
    “Want another one?” asked Jake. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He went to the refrigerator and opened it. 
 
    Peyton filled the vase with water and carried the flower to the counter, setting it where Maria would see it when she came in, then she leaned on the counter where Jake had his paper spread. Abe handed her a drink and she absently took it, taking a sip without even looking at it. 
 
    Marco didn’t know what to do or say. Jake passed him the beer and moved around the counter to take a seat beside him, while Abe played with his feather monstrosity. Marco hated this. He wasn’t good at handling people’s emotions, and he’d never felt on safe ground where his partner was concerned. In fact, he’d come to rely on Abe and Jake to deal with this sort of thing, he realized. 
 
    Peyton suddenly frowned and put her finger on the newspaper, straightening up. She tracked over a very small article on a side column, setting her drink down. “Damn, Hui Bai is dead.” 
 
    “Who?” asked Jake. 
 
    “Hui Bai.” Peyton picked up the paper, her attention riveted on it. 
 
    “Who is Hui Bai?” 
 
    Abe set down his own drink and straightened. 
 
    Peyton glanced up. “Hui Bai is the artist who designed Meilin Fan’s menus. The lotus paintings?” 
 
    “Peyton,” said Abe in a strange voice. 
 
    She looked over at him. 
 
    “I did Hui Bai’s autopsy.” 
 
    “You did? Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I didn’t think it mattered. It was a medical autopsy and I usually don’t do those. They got backed up and asked me to take it.” 
 
    “What did he die of?” 
 
    “Anaphylactic shock. He had a severe peanut allergy.” 
 
    “Don’t people have those epi pens or whatever for that?” asked Jake. 
 
    “The report said the police found expired pens in his apartment,” answered Abe. “They speculated he was an undocumented immigrant and was afraid to get a new prescription.” 
 
    “Say that again?” urged Peyton. 
 
    “He was an undocumented immigrant…” 
 
    Peyton slammed down the newspaper. “I’ll be damned,” she said, looking up at Marco. Shifting her gaze to Jake, she said, “Have Hui Bai’s fingerprints run against the undocumented fingerprints we got from Meilin’s flat?” 
 
    “On it,” said Jake. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Gabby got out of her police issue Dodge Magnum and hesitated. Billy had jumped out before her, but he was standing on the sidewalk of the Sanderson place, staring at the front porch. 
 
    “I think we got problems, Gabby,” he said over his shoulder. 
 
    Mr. Sanderson had come out of the house and was sitting on the stairs, blocking them with his body. His wife was peeking out the windows in the dining room again. Gabby firmed her face and adjusted her gun, then walked around the car. 
 
    “Let me handle this,” she told Billy. 
 
    “It’s all yours,” he said, holding out his hands. “I thought I’d just go piss on his tree over there.” 
 
    Gabby glanced at him in surprise, but he was grinning from ear to ear. “Really?” 
 
    He stepped closer to her. “This Sanderson prick is an old southern bull, Gabs. Right or wrong, he isn’t gonna listen to a woman and especially not a...” 
 
    “A what?” she said, an edge in her voice. 
 
    “A vibrant female goddess from the beautiful island of Puerto Rico who knows her partner loves her somethin’ fierce.” 
 
    She wanted to sock him in the face, but he knew how to make her smile. 
 
    “We can fight for equal rights another time. Right now we need to get into that house and talk to Mrs. Sanderson.” He glanced over his shoulder at the older man. “This is young dog versus old, nasty smelly dog, and you’re gonna love this, I know all about male dog pissin’ matches.” 
 
    Gabby shot a look at Sanderson herself. He sure did seem like an old dog guarding a bitch in heat. “Okay, Rover, you take point on this one.” 
 
    He almost did a jig of excitement. “Can we get ice cream afterwards?” 
 
    A laugh escaped her and she shoved him in the shoulder, pushing him toward the house. He adjusted his gun and she could swear, puffed up his chest. 
 
    “Mr. Sanderson, how are you this gorgeous August day?” He paused at the bottom step and put his foot on it, crossing his arms on his thigh. 
 
    “What do you want, Detectives?” 
 
    “We wanted to share a few developments in the case with you, sir, and ask you a few questions.” 
 
    “We have nothing more to say.” 
 
    Billy shot a look at the late morning sun. “It’s getting humid already, isn’t it, sir? Radio said it was gonna push 90 today.” 
 
    Sanderson leveled a look at him. “I’m certain your police cruiser has air conditioning, Detective. Why don’t you try it out?” 
 
    Billy smiled, but it wasn’t a pleasant smile. “Lily Witan is living in San Francisco, Mr. Sanderson. Did you know that?” 
 
    Sanderson went still, then he looked toward his right shoulder. Directly behind him was his wife, hovering in the window. “That has nothing to do with us, Detective.” 
 
    “I thought you might be interested to know where your son’s girlfriend wound up. Know what else we found out?” 
 
    “I can’t begin to imagine or care.” 
 
    “She’s connected with another homicide, sir. A young guy she was dating named Matt Jensen. He was shot in the chest just like her parents were.” 
 
    Sanderson came to his feet, startling both Billy and Gabby. Gabby realized she’d instinctively dropped her hand to her gun. So had her partner. “I consider this harassment, Detective Lucott. My son has been dead twenty years and you keep coming out here dredging it all back up.” 
 
    “We’re trying to solve a murder case.” 
 
    “Who cares? Who wants you to dig into this?” 
 
    “Carol Witan’s niece, sir. She wants closure.” He nodded past the man at Andrea Sanderson. “Your wife. I think she wants to finally put her son to rest.” 
 
    He started to come down the stairs, but Billy held up a hand. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, sir. You’re clearly agitated and I wouldn’t want to mistake your intention.” 
 
    Sanderson stopped in mid-step, looking surprised. Then his face clouded over. “This stops today. I don’t care who wants this case solved. You leave us out of it. If you come back to my house again, I will sue you. In fact, I’ve already been in touch with a lawyer.” He straightened to his full height. “Now, this is private property and I want you off it.” 
 
    “We can get a warrant to search the house, Mr. Sanderson,” said Gabby. 
 
    “You can try. Let the dead rest in peace, Detective. The Witans are dead, Grant is dead. Lily’s all the way across the country. There is no one else who needs closure.” 
 
    “You do, sir,” said Billy. “Your wife does.” 
 
    He looked at Billy, shaking his head. “You just don’t get it. You’re too damn young to understand. You don’t always need closure, boy. Sometimes you just need to forget.” Without another word, he turned his back on them and went into his house. 
 
    Billy stared at the stairs without moving for a long time. Gabby came to him and touched his shoulder. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    “I screwed up.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t. You just figured out who killed the Witans.” 
 
    Billy turned, his expression bewildered. “The old man?” 
 
    Gabby paused and sighed. “No, not the old man.” 
 
    A sudden blaze of comprehension lit Billy’s face. “Ooh.” He jogged to catch up to Gabby. “How much do you love me now, huh?” 
 
    Gabby shook her head and unlocked the car door. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “I’m getting sick of coming out to Chinatown every other day,” grumbled Marco, walking beside Peyton down the tight sidewalks. Even at 9:00AM, Chinatown on a Saturday was filled with people. 
 
    “We need to find that last bit of evidence. I can’t wait to take a crack at this bitch in interrogation.” 
 
    Marco smiled at her. “What time did Maria get home?” 
 
    “I think it was late. Pickles started barking about 1:00.” 
 
    “Did she say she had a good time?” 
 
    “Maria doesn’t exactly get up at the crack of dawn on a weekend. She wears noise canceling headphones and a sleep mask to keep out the light. Poor Jake tiptoes around the kitchen like a mouse, scared to make any noise.” 
 
    “Jake have any problem with her living there?” 
 
    “Jake, not so much. Me...” She shook her head. 
 
    “You can say no.” 
 
    She stopped and looked up at him. “I think we both know I can’t, but it’s cute of you to encourage me.” 
 
    He laughed and she relished the sound. Maybe things were starting to smooth out between them just like he said it would. 
 
    They continued walking and came to the Yellow Lotus. It was closed, but when Peyton peered in the window, she could see Leah folding napkins at a table. She motioned the girl over and Leah glanced toward the screen before scurrying across the floor and quickly unlocking the door. 
 
    She pulled it open and motioned them through, putting a finger to her lips for quiet. “Inspector Brooks?” She gave Marco a shy smile. 
 
    “How are you, Leah?” 
 
    She motioned them further into the restaurant and locked the door again. Leaning close, she said, “We try to be quiet down here when she’s upstairs. The longer she sleeps, the more work we get done without her supervision.” 
 
    “Wait. She moved back in upstairs?” Peyton deliberately kept her voice at the same level as Leah. 
 
    “Two days ago. She said it was stupid to waste so much money on a hotel.” 
 
    “Wonder why we weren’t told?” Peyton said to Marco. 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Leah, is there someplace we can talk where we won’t wake her up?” 
 
    “Kitchen.” She waved them to follow her and led them into the kitchen. Peyton recognized all of the same faces that had been there before, working over cutting boards or woks, stirring boiling pots of something on the stoves. Lin climbed off a stool as they entered, setting down her knife. She came over to Leah and touched her arm, talking to her in Chinese. 
 
    “My aunt says to tell you hello,” Leah translated. 
 
    Peyton smiled at her. 
 
    “What do you want to talk about, Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    Marco leaned against the wall where he could look through the little window in the door and see the restaurant. 
 
    Peyton pointed over her shoulder. “Do you know the lotus painting in the restaurant?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “They were painted by the same man who did the menu, right?” 
 
    “Hui Bai, yes.” 
 
    At the name, the aunt began speaking in Chinese. Leah talked back to her. 
 
    “What did she say?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “Hui Bai, he does a lot of art for people in Chinatown.” 
 
    “Have you or Aunt Lin ever met him?” 
 
    “Hui Bai?” Leah started to say something, but Lin grabbed her sleeve tugging on it, her voice rising as she talked. Leah nodded and answered in return. 
 
    “Leah?” urged Peyton. 
 
    “We haven’t seen him for a few days, but before that, he ate here every day. He had a regular order he placed and we’d have it waiting for him at 4:00PM sharp.” 
 
    “Does he live in Chinatown?” 
 
    “No, just outside.” 
 
    “He ordered the same thing every day?” 
 
    “Yes, we prepared the same thing for him every day. He’d come in to pay, pick up the food, and leave. He didn’t talk much.” 
 
    “How long has this been going on?” 
 
    “Since the restaurant opened. The first week we were here, he came in and said he could do the menus. Meilin liked him. He’s handsome, so she gave him work. Then she started buying his paintings. Lots of people in Chinatown have his paintings.” 
 
    Lin tugged on her sleeve again, saying something urgent. 
 
    “Right. He always got the same thing every day. He would only eat here, no other restaurant.” 
 
    Peyton exchanged a look with her partner. “Why?” 
 
    “He said he couldn’t trust them. He was allergic to peanut and he was afraid they’d make a mistake. He said one bite, even cooking in the same pan could kill him.” 
 
    Peyton bit her lower lip. “Did everyone know this?” 
 
    “Of course. Meilin made a big deal about it. We even have special pans for people allergic to peanut.” She pointed over her shoulder at a pot rack. “See the ones with red handles. Those are for no peanut.” 
 
    No peanut. At some point it had become some peanut and Peyton suspected that was after Matt Jensen was shot. 
 
    Peyton squeezed her arm and smiled at Lin. “Thank you.” She turned toward the door. 
 
    “Inspector?” 
 
    Peyton shifted back around. 
 
    “Is Hui Bai okay?” 
 
    Peyton glanced at her partner. He shrugged. 
 
    Stepping close to the girl again, Peyton dropped her voice. “Hui Bai died about a week ago.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “That’s an on-going investigation. I can’t reveal anymore to you. I’m sorry, Leah.” 
 
     “Do you know if there’s a funeral for him?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m sorry again.” 
 
    Leah nodded, forcing a tense smile. “He had such nice paintings.” 
 
    “I know.” And Peyton couldn’t deny Hui Bai’s death made her sad too. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco pulled the Charger out of the St. Mary’s Square parking garage and turned onto the street. Peyton was typing into her phone, focused on the display. 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “Abe is sending me the police report and his autopsy on Hui Bai. Give me a second,” she said, pressing the document and waiting for it to load on her screen. “Okay, police took a brief history. A neighbor found him, but he went into cardiac arrest before the paramedics arrived.” 
 
    “Do you have a name for the neighbor?” 
 
    “Chen...ah, hold on. Gan Chen.” 
 
    “Address?” 
 
    Peyton showed it to him. 
 
    “Let’s go.” Marco flipped a U-turn with the Charger and headed back the way they’d come.  
 
    Hui Bai’s apartment on Bush Street was within walking distance of Chinatown, a five story brick building with laundry hanging off lines strung from one fire escape to another. Marco parked the Charger, then they walked to the building, jogging up the staircase to the front door. Peyton tried the handle and found it unlocked. Stepping into the dark building, they were assailed with the smells of cooking cabbage, mildew, and the overpowering scent of mothballs. 
 
    Looking at a list in a metal case posted beside the door, Peyton searched for the apartment they wanted. Most of the names were written in Chinese characters, but a few had the English translation beneath them. By pure luck, Chen was one of them. 
 
    “Upstairs,” said Peyton, pointing to the carpeted staircase. She started for it, Marco on her heels. 
 
    The hallway was dark, a bulb burnt out near the Chen door. “Kinda run-down,” she remarked. 
 
    Marco nodded. “I guess if you’re undocumented, you’ll take whatever you can get in the way of housing and don’t fuss much with a landlord.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.” Peyton knocked at the door, reaching for her badge. “‘Suppose we’ll get any help then?” 
 
    “It’s iffy.” 
 
    A moment later, the door open and a young man in his mid-twenties peered through the crack. A chain kept the door from opening any farther. “Yes?” 
 
    Peyton showed her badge. “Mr. Chen? I’m with the San Francisco Police Department. This is my partner Inspector D’Angelo. We’d like to ask you some questions about Hui Bai.” 
 
    “Hold on.” He pushed the door shut and unhooked the chain, then he pulled it open again. “I didn’t catch your name.” 
 
    “Inspector Brooks. Are you Gan Chen?” 
 
    “Yeah. You said you wanted to ask me about Hui Bai?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We’re investigating a murder and his death may be connected.” 
 
    “Murder? The police said he died of natural causes.” 
 
    “I know, I read their report. We think it might not have been as natural as they thought. Can we come in?” 
 
    Gan Chen considered what she told him for a moment, then he motioned them into his apartment. As Peyton stepped through, she was immediately confronted by a sofa. In fact, the entire interior of the place was covered with furniture. Sofas, chairs, tables of every variety, futons and even a narrow twin bed in the corner. A galley kitchen occupied the wall next to the door and wicker baskets blocked half of the entrance. 
 
    Gan stepped around Peyton and motioned to a sofa in the center of the room. “Excuse the mess. I live with my father and he likes to collect things.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. That she could see. Following him through the obstacle course of their studio apartment, Peyton made it to the couch and sat down, taking another look around. An entire collection of plant stands occupied the corner directly to her left and patio chairs were stacked up right next to them. 
 
    “Does he sell furniture?” 
 
    Gan Chen sat down on a futon across from her. “God, I wish.” 
 
    Peyton laughed. 
 
    Marco didn’t seem to know where to put his 6 foot 4 frame and he turned a semi-circle next to her. She patted the cushion beside her and he finally stepped over a number of wicker crates to get to her. 
 
    “According to the police report, you found Hui Bai.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    A door behind them opened. Peyton looked over her shoulder to see an older Asian man coming out of a bathroom. He stopped and surveyed the scene, then quickly wound his way to his son, asking him questions in Chinese. The son answered. 
 
    The old man plopped himself on the futon beside him, giving Peyton a gap-toothed smile. 
 
    “This is my father, Shen.” 
 
    Shen Chen. Peyton reached for her notebook. “Do you mind if I take some notes?” 
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    She jotted their names down, then looked up. “Did you know Hui well?” 
 
    Gan gave her a wry smile. “We share a wall and the walls are thin. We knew him a bit too well.” 
 
    “Did you know he had a severe food allergy?” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid I didn’t.” 
 
    “Tell me what you found when you went over there.” 
 
    “He was lying on the floor of the kitchen. I went over to him and he seemed to be struggling to breathe, his face horribly red. So I called 911.” 
 
    “And before they arrived, he stopped breathing?” 
 
    “I tried to do CPR. The paramedics got here in about 5 minutes and they took over, but I knew he was dead.” 
 
    “Did you find anything in the apartment? Any take-out boxes or containers?” 
 
    “I didn’t see anything. I found one of those epi pens next to him, but the cops said it was expired.” 
 
    “Was he here often?” 
 
    Gan gave a grunt. “He was here all the time. He’d go out for a few hours maybe, but then he’d be back in there. He was an artist, I think.” 
 
    “Yeah, he was. Did you ever see his work?” 
 
    “He had some of it up in his apartment. He was pretty good.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Up until this point, the father hadn’t said anything. Suddenly he turned to his son and began talking. The son listened, then responded. The exchange went on for some time. Peyton watched them, then glanced at Marco. He nodded for her to interrupt them. 
 
    “Is something wrong, Mr. Chen?” 
 
    “He’s just asking why you’re here.” 
 
    “Did Hui Bai have any visitors?” 
 
    Gan rubbed the back of his neck. “Lately, he’s had one. I haven’t seen her, but I hear her.” He gave Peyton a significant look. 
 
    The father started talking again, tugging on his son’s arm. 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “It’s embarrassing.” 
 
    “Anything you can tell us for our case would help us, Mr. Chen, even things that are embarrassing.” 
 
    “He said Hui Bai was a dog, always humping anything he could.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco couldn’t help but smile. “Anyone in particular?” 
 
    “Like I said, I heard them. I didn’t see them.” 
 
    “Can you ask your father?” 
 
    He began translating for his father and the father began an excited explanation, waving his arms and pointing repeatedly toward the apartment’s only window. When Peyton shifted to see where he was pointing, she noticed a small television sitting on a plant holder next to the twin bed. A shiver ran up her spine. 
 
    “He saw who the woman was, didn’t he?” she said, turning back around. 
 
    “That’s what he’s saying.” 
 
    “And she was on television?” 
 
    “Do you speak Chinese, Inspector?” Gan said with amusement. 
 
    “No, but I do speak human nature, Mr. Chen.” When he gave her a questioning look, she focused on his father. “Was the woman Hui Bai entertained on Food Battles?” 
 
    At the name, the father pointed at Peyton and gave her a huge smile. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    By the time they debriefed Defino and placed a call to Detective Acosta in Miami, it was nearly six. Another Saturday, come and gone, and she was working. No wonder she would never have anyone significant in her life. 
 
    Detective Acosta, it turned out, wasn’t much better. She was also working, but they’d run up against a road block. They needed a warrant and judges in Florida weren’t any more likely to issue one on the weekend, unless it was an emergency, than they were in California. 
 
    So Marco and Peyton returned to her house on 19th. Maria was cooking and Jake was sitting on the barstools, watching her. They were sharing a bottle of wine. 
 
    Peyton dropped her keys and wallet on the sofa table, took off her gun and picked up Pickles for a cuddle, heading into the kitchen to get her and Marco a beer. Jake gave her a smile and nodded at the dog. 
 
    “He’s eaten and gone for his walk,” he said. 
 
    “Thank you.” Peyton set him on the ground and opened the refrigerator. Since Jake had moved in, he did a lot of Pickles’ care. He said he and Pickles were BFFs. 
 
    She grabbed the beers and passed one to her partner on the other side of the counter. She was actually a little surprised he’d come back with her. Usually he had something planned with his family or a date, but this was two nights in a row he was spending with her. Not that she was complaining. Until Alcatraz, her friendship with Marco had been one of the easiest and longest she’d ever had. 
 
    She glanced over at Maria. “What are you making?” 
 
    “My famous minestrone soup and a salad. You get too much take-out, Brooks. Your ass is gonna be as big as a...” 
 
    “Hippo?” 
 
    “Elephant.” 
 
    At least they were changing it up some. She leaned over the pot. It smelled good. “Minestrone’s vegetarian, right?” 
 
    “Well, mine definitely is. I figured you’d be coming back, Marco baby,” she said, giving him a smile over her shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you,” he answered, saluting her with his beer. 
 
    “How the case going?” asked Jake. 
 
    Peyton took a seat at the counter between them. “Frustrating. I’m sure she killed Matt, but we just can’t prove it yet. I’m also fairly certain she offed Hui.” 
 
    “How you gonna prove that? The police ruled his death from natural causes.” 
 
    “I know, that’s where the frustration comes in.” She took a sip. “We need some way to tie her to both deaths. She was sleeping with Hui. We could get the neighbor to testify to that, but the old man who saw her doesn’t speak English.” 
 
    “Wait,” said Maria, looking over her shoulder as she stirred the pot. “I thought there were witnesses who vouched that she was in the kitchen the night Matt died.” 
 
    “There are. A lot of them.” 
 
    “Then how come you think she did it? How could she have done it?” 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s strange four people have died around that woman, Maria?” 
 
    “Strange, yes. Criminal, I’m not sure.” 
 
    “She has a point, Brooks,” said Marco with a sigh. He crossed his arms on the counter. “Neither one of us think she pulled the trigger with Matt and I think that’s the same problem the detective in Florida is having with Meilin’s parents. She probably didn’t pull that trigger either. At worst, she’s an accessory, not a murderer.” 
 
    “What about Hui?” 
 
    “How’re you gonna prove that?” 
 
    She twirled her beer on the counter. “I don’t know, but there has to be a link. There has to be evidence to connect her. She knew he was allergic to peanuts. If she knowingly gave them to him, that’s murder.” 
 
    “Adonis is right. How are you going to prove that?” asked Jake. “And what was her motive in killing him?” 
 
    “Let’s say he shot Matt.” 
 
    “Then Hui Bai is guilty of murder, not Meilin.” 
 
    “But what if he shot Matt because she asked him to do it? Then she eliminated Hui because he was going to tell someone what he did.” 
 
    Marco shook his head. “A jury’s really gonna have to stretch to convict her of that. Hui Bai was a grown man. Why the hell would he kill another man for her?” 
 
    “Because she’s manipulative. The minute she saw you, she went on the prowl.” 
 
    Marco rubbed the back of his neck. “You have a point. She sure tried to manipulate me that night that...” His voice caught and he shifted, looking down at the counter. 
 
    Peyton turned toward him and Jake leaned over so he could see him better. 
 
    “What did you say?” asked Peyton, feeling her stomach drop. 
 
    “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “Marco, what the hell happened with that woman?” 
 
    Maria turned around, staring at them. 
 
    “It was nothing.” 
 
    “What was nothing?” 
 
    He glanced at Jake and Maria. “Can we talk about this somewhere else?” 
 
    Peyton climbed off her barstool. “D’Angelo, you had damn well better tell me you didn’t sleep with that woman!” Her voice vibrated with rising fury. 
 
    “I didn’t sleep with her.” 
 
    “But what did you do?” 
 
    “Brooks, listen. It was nothing, all right?” 
 
    “Nothing. Nothing. What exactly was the nothing?” 
 
    He sighed. “She called me one night and told me someone tried to get into her hotel room. She begged me to come over.” 
 
    Jake made a strangled noise. Maria’s mouth dropped open. 
 
    “You didn’t go, did you?” demanded Peyton. 
 
    “Brooks...” 
 
    “Tell me you didn’t go.” 
 
    “I went, but nothing happened.” 
 
    “Why do you keep saying that?” 
 
    “Because I know what you think. Because I can see by your look that you think something did.” 
 
    “Did anyone else go with you to her hotel room?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Peyton felt her rage almost slip her control. “No? No? You went alone and she made a pass at you, didn’t she?” 
 
    “Brooks.” 
 
    “Tell me!” 
 
    “Peyton, easy,” said Jake, placing a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    She moved out of his hold into the middle of the living room. “Easy? Do you know what you’ve done?” she said, turning on Marco. “You’ve compromised our case.” 
 
    “Nothing happened, Brooks.” 
 
    “Nothing had to happen. The minute we bring her in for questioning, she’s going to lawyer up and tell that lawyer you were in her hotel room by yourself.” 
 
    “And I’ll testify that nothing happened.” 
 
    “And what good do you think that’ll do, D’Angelo? A good lawyer will drag out every woman you’ve slept with over the years and just how is that going to look to a jury? When he’s done with you, who the hell do you think the jury’s going to believe?” 
 
    “Brooks,” he said, reaching out to her. 
 
    She swatted his hand away. “No. I can’t believe you did this.” 
 
    “I didn’t do a damn thing!” He rose to face her. 
 
    Placing her hands on her hips, she leveled a glare at him. “Really? Because if you really believe you didn’t do anything, why are you just telling me now? Why am I just now hearing about it?” 
 
    Marco didn’t answer, just gave her a pleading look. 
 
    Peyton felt like she was going to be ill. She clenched her fists at her side. What the hell had she just thought? That maybe they were getting back to normal. This latest omission of his felt like a slap in the face. And for the first time, as she stared into his blue eyes, she doubted him. She doubted his honesty. Maybe he was lying. Maybe he’d really slept with Meilin. 
 
    Tears burned in her eyes, but she blinked them back. She was not going to cry in front of him, but just standing here with him, seeing the agonized look on his face, she couldn’t help it. She felt betrayed. 
 
    “Peyton?” 
 
    God, she’d always hated when he called her Peyton, but so much better to have him say it in anger or frustration, not pleading.  
 
    “No, not this time. This...” She pointed at him. “This I can’t forgive.” Turning, she hurried to her bedroom and slammed the door, pressing her back against it so he couldn’t follow her. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco didn’t know what to do. He heard the bedroom door slam, but the finality of it made it pretty clear she didn’t want to be disturbed. He looked over his shoulder at Maria, but she simply went and turned off the stove, moving past him toward the bedroom. Except for a reproachful look, she wouldn’t make eye contact. 
 
    He sure as shit didn’t need any condescension from Jake, so he walked to the front door and pulled it open. He was halfway down the stairs before he realized he couldn’t leave like this. Not with Peyton. He couldn’t leave and let this hang between them. He had to fix it. He had to make it all right. 
 
    But he didn’t know how. 
 
    Sinking down on the stairs, he braced his forearms on his thighs and stared at his hands. What the shit was he going to do about her? She was his partner, his best friend, but lately, he couldn’t get them back to the way it had been before Alcatraz. 
 
    The door opened at his back and he dared to hope it was her, but Jake stuck his head out. Turning back toward the street, he prayed the idiot would take the hint and leave him the hell alone. Pickles ran down the stairs and curled against his side. He stroked the little dog to comfort him, but felt his own back stiffen as Jake shut the door behind him and walked down the stairs, taking a seat. 
 
    He handed Marco a beer. He took it automatically, lifting it to his lips. He downed half the bottle, then closed his eyes and tried to still the wicked pounding of his heart. Peyton often got pissed at him, but he’d never seen such a look of pure disgust on her face before. It cut him to the core. 
 
    “You are a hot mess, Adonis, you know that?” 
 
    “I don’t need your shit right now, Ryder.” 
 
    “Really? ‘Cause it seems to me you need something. How about an observation?” 
 
    Marco didn’t answer. 
 
    “You haven’t been right since Alcatraz.” 
 
    “Why the hell does everyone keep saying that?” 
 
    “Because it’s true. Why don’t you stop denying it and just admit it?” 
 
    “I don’t feel like talking right now.” 
 
    “Then don’t talk. Listen. I get that you aren’t good at either one, but...” 
 
    Marco glared at him. 
 
    Jake laughed and took a drink. “Someone needs to be honest with you and despite what you think, I’m not really afraid of you, so I guess it falls to me.” 
 
    Marco tried to draw a calming breath, closing his eyes. “I swear to God, Ryder, you’re gonna make me shoot you someday.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. Because I know what’s wrong with you.” 
 
    Marco tightened his grip on his beer. “Really?” 
 
    Jake shifted, so he was facing him on the step. “Everything changed on Alcatraz.” 
 
    “No, it didn’t.” He knew he kept saying that same thing, but maybe if he said it enough, it would eventually be true. 
 
    “The hell it didn’t. On Alcatraz, you came face to face with what extremes you will go to in order to protect Peyton.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You killed for her, Adonis, and suddenly you realized there is nothing you wouldn’t do to keep her safe.” 
 
    “She’s my partner.” 
 
    “Bull shit. It had nothing to do with her being your partner.” 
 
    “Ryder, I really...” 
 
    “Just shut up and listen.” 
 
    Marco felt certain he didn’t want to hear this. He could feel the knot in his gut tightening. If others were seeing things, what the hell was he going to do? He blamed the damn shrink. He’d caused this, not Alcatraz. He’d brought all this out in the open with his damn prying, prying at things that were better left buried deep, deep inside. 
 
    “You’re a coward, you know that?” said Jake. 
 
    Marco tried to ignore him. 
 
    “You think you’re protecting yourself by keeping everyone at arm’s length, even Peyton, but it doesn’t work. People get in no matter what we do to protect ourselves, they sneak in under the wall.” 
 
    “You’re blabbering.” 
 
    “I’m not and you know it. You thought you could make all these rules for yourself, set up all these boundaries, but once one came down, they all did. Now you cling to your last one - cops shouldn’t get married, shouldn’t have serious relationships, but then Alcatraz happened.” 
 
    Marco felt a cold sweat creep across his skin. “You aren’t making a damn bit of sense,” he growled. 
 
    Jake gave him a patient smile. It was all Marco could do not to pop him one. “I was scared to death when I first met Zoë. I knew right away that it was serious, that she wasn’t like anyone else I’d dated.” 
 
    “What the hell, Ryder!” 
 
    “Shut up and listen.” 
 
    Marco finished his beer and stroked Pickles to calm the raging panic rising inside of him. 
 
    “We got four years, Adonis. Four years. God, do you know how freakin’ short that is, how quickly it goes? And then she was gone. I lost her.” 
 
    Marco looked at him over his shoulder. 
 
    “Here’s the thing. Even knowing what I know, even knowing how it ends, I’d do it again. I’d take those four years without a bit of hesitation.” He leaned toward him. “If you’re very, very freakin’ lucky, you get that. Maybe once. Maybe one time in your entire life.” 
 
    Marco looked back at the street, his hand tightening on the beer until his knuckles went white. “Here’s the problem, Ryder. I’m not you and Peyton sure as hell isn’t Zoë.” 
 
    “Really? You’re gonna keep saying this bullshit that even you don’t believe?” 
 
    “There’s nothing to believe. There’s just this. We are what we are and what we are is all we’ll ever be.” 
 
    “She’s your best friend...” 
 
    “Exactly. Which is why you sure as shit won’t say a word of this foolishness to her, do you hear me?” 
 
    “How can you just pretend that’s all there is?” 
 
    Marco whirled on him, startling the dog. “Because that is all there is. Shit, Ryder, you’ve seen too many romantic comedies. This doesn’t end happy, this doesn’t end with love songs and happily ever after wedding bells.” 
 
    “Look me in the eye and tell me that’s all you feel – friendship. Look me in the eye and tell me there’s nothing more.” 
 
    Marco met his gaze. “I’m telling you there can’t be more.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because!” He closed his eyes, fighting for control. “We’re partners, Ryder.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be. You can change that.” 
 
    “And then what? What happens the next time someone points a gun at her, Ryder? What then? Just who do you want to be there beside her when that happens? Tell me!” 
 
    “You.” He exhaled and looked out at the street. “Maybe we can get her to quit.” 
 
    Marco made a choking laugh. “I wish you luck tackling that conversation with her. You really don’t value your balls, do you?” He shook his head. “Let it go. It is what it is.” 
 
    “What it is sucks. How can you stand it?” 
 
    “I don’t have a damn bit of choice and neither do you. This conversation never gets back to her. Never, Ryder. Swear to me.” 
 
    Jake didn’t immediately answer. 
 
    Marco stood and braced his leg on the stair, looking Jake directly in the eyes. “Don’t make me beg, Ryder. She can’t ever know we had this conversation.” If Jake didn’t promise him, he didn’t know what he’d do. He couldn’t lose this. He couldn’t compromise their partnership. It was all he had. 
 
    “I hate this, D’Angelo.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “Talk to her. She has a right to make her own decisions.” 
 
    Marco reached down and scratched Pickles’ ear. “She already has.” 
 
    “How? When?” 
 
    Marco looked up, meeting his gaze. “Twice now, she’s told me that her job is the only thing that matters to her, the only thing she values and she will never give it up.” 
 
    “But she didn’t know what she was giving up.” 
 
    “And she never will. Swear to me, Jake. Please don’t make me beg.” 
 
    Jake’s shoulders slumped and he shook his head. “I hate this.” 
 
    Marco didn’t answer. 
 
    He sighed heavily. “I swear, Adonis. Okay, God dammit, I swear.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Gabby sat down at the table in her kitchen and looked out at her garden. Picking up her coffee cup, she took a sip. She loved her garden. Besides her job, she spent most of her time out there. After Sam died, she’d felt so lost and alone. The garden had been her only solace. 
 
    He’d always complained about the time she spent weeding and pruning and planting, but whenever she’d wanted to find him, that was where he’d been. After his illness, after the months of chemo and radiation and then the wasting away, this was the place where she felt him still. 
 
    And this was when she missed him most of all. 
 
    She threw herself into her work. Cold Case was so good for that. Cold Case allowed her to spend hours researching cases that others had given up on. Cold Case allowed her to fill the empty hours without Sam. 
 
    But sometimes, like with this case, she wondered how much longer she could do it. She was looking at the back side of 40 now. Too damn old to change careers, but too damn young to have nothing else in her life but a job. 
 
    She and Sam used to talk of all the places they would travel when they retired. He’d had a dream to move to the south of France. She liked the idea of Hawaii, instead, but she’d never discouraged his dream. She figured he was too practical to spend the money on an extravagance like a villa in a foreign country, so they’d sat in their kitchen, sipping coffee and dreaming things that would never be. 
 
    Her cell phone rang, startling her out of her thoughts, and she picked it up. Billy’s name flashed across the screen. For a second, just a second, she thought to ignore it, but then she thumbed it on. 
 
    “Hey, Pup,” she said, smiling despite herself. 
 
    “Gabs, how ‘bout I come over for coffee?” 
 
    “Not for a moment. Why are you bothering me on my beautiful Sunday?” She could almost see his phony pout. 
 
    “What do you want more than anything right now?” 
 
    “A peaceful Sunday to drink coffee and take a nap.” 
 
    “Really? That’s what you want?” 
 
    Gabby set down her coffee cup. “You got the warrant for the Sandersons’ house?” 
 
    “I got the warrant for the Sandersons’ house.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I put a call into Judge Janice Halloway and explained how important it was that we took a look inside that house before twenty-year old evidence is finally covered up.” 
 
    “You charmed her?” 
 
    “I charmed the robe off her, Gabs. How much do you love me now?” 
 
    “Quite a bit. Quite a damn bit, kid.” 
 
    “Meet you there.” 
 
    “In half a shake.” 
 
    “Awesome.” 
 
    When he hung up, Gabby grabbed a quick shower and got in her car. She couldn’t deny that the rush of excitement she always felt at such moments was intoxicating and probably the reason she continued to do this job. 
 
    Billy was parked across the street with a uniform when she arrived. He climbed out before she put the car in park, waving the warrant in the air. She took it from him and read it, then she gave him the high-five he so desperately wanted. 
 
    “You did good, Pup.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it.” 
 
    Before they crossed the street, Mr. Sanderson was standing on his porch. “I hate the idea of suing the police, waste of taxpayer dollars, but you’re making me get over that aversion but quick, Detective Lucott.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that, sir,” said Billy, “but we got us a warrant.” He pointed at the paper in Gabby’s hand. 
 
    Sanderson’s face blanched, then he held out his hand, demanding it. Gabby climbed the stairs and gave it to him, feeling a small bit of triumph as he read it. He looked up at Billy, then at the uniform, passing the paper back to her. 
 
    “Why don’t you take a seat inside, Mr. Sanderson, and Officer Dent here will keep you company,” said Billy, motioning the uniform to escort Sanderson into the house. 
 
    When they entered, they found Andrea Sanderson coming down the stairs. Her husband gave her a withering look as he passed. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “We have a warrant, ma’am,” said Gabby, showing it to her. 
 
    She stared at the paper for so long, Gabby felt certain she wasn’t reading it, just holding on to the last of her son. She sank down on the stairs and as Gabby reached for the warrant, she made eye contact. 
 
    “Grant’s room is the third one down the hall on the right.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Gabby, motioning Billy up the stairs. “Why don’t you go sit with your husband?” 
 
    Andrea grabbed Gabby’s hand. “He was a good boy.” 
 
    “I’m sure he was, ma’am.” 
 
    “He was such a good boy until she came along.” 
 
    “Lily?” 
 
    Andrea nodded. “He would never have done anything except for her.” 
 
    Gabby helped the woman to her feet. “Go sit with your husband, ma’am.” 
 
    Andrea Sanderson wandered off, her steps labored, her shoulders rounded like the weight of the world rested on them. 
 
    Gabby hurried up the stairs and found Billy in the third room down the hall. She stopped in the entrance, transfixed. She’d seen this before, many times. Parents who lost children made a time capsule out of their rooms as if as long as they preserved their child’s exact environment, they might be able to hold onto him or her just a bit longer, but there was something terrible about it – the grief, the agony seemed to lay over everything, trapping it inside. 
 
    Billy pointed to a row of trophies and basketball teamshots. Gabby walked over to them and picked out the smiling blond boy with the lanky build. Reaching for the top drawer on the dresser, she found it filled with boxer shorts. Carefully searching through them, she tried to put them back exactly as she’d found them. 
 
    Billy was searching through the drawers on Grant’s desk, so she finished the dresser, then moved to the closet. Here she hesitated. Grant had hung himself in this closet and something about it made her feel the full weight of the tragedy. A life ended too soon, a young man who felt the only answer to his problems came with ending them. 
 
    She opened the accordion door and stared at the clothes. A spot had been cleared on the wooden dowel where she presumed he’d tied the noose. Pushing the clothes aside, she searched the bottom of the closet, then the top shelf, but she found nothing. 
 
    “I’m not finding a damn thing, Gabs,” said Billy. 
 
    “Keep looking,” she urged, her eyes drawn back to that cleared section of dowel. 
 
    In order to get tension on the noose, Grant had to kneel in the closet. He’d gone inside, placed the noose over his head, and then let his legs go slack. Stepping into the closet, she stood in the exact spot he probably had, facing the back of the closet. 
 
    But would he face the back? Would he want that to be his last sight? She turned around and looked out at the room, saw all of the familiar things he would have seen – his trophies, his team photographs, his bed and desk and dresser, the pennant from the Florida Gators. Except he wouldn’t have been standing fully. She lowered herself into a crouch, staring out at Billy as he went through the dead boy’s desk. How much despair had he felt? How much fear and hopelessness? 
 
    The sadness of it, the loss, overwhelmed her and she closed her eyes, bracing her forehead with her hand. When she opened her eyes again, she went still. Grant had drawn something on the wall next to the door in black permanent marker. She tilted her head and squinted at it. It looked like a tree and in the tree was some structure. Reaching out her hand, she traced the crude lines. 
 
    “Billy?” 
 
    He came over to her. “Find something?” 
 
    She pointed to the drawing. “Look at this.” 
 
    He leaned in. “Holy shit!” 
 
    “What do you make of that?” 
 
    He looked up at her, smiling. “It’s a treasure map, Gabs.” 
 
    Gabby rose to her feet and left the closet, going directly to the window behind Grant’s bed. 
 
    Pulling back the navy blue curtains, she stared out at the Sandersons’ backyard. There right in front of her was a massive tree and built into the branches of the tree was a treehouse. She whirled to Billy, pointing. 
 
    Without a word, the two of them hurried out the door and down the stairs. The Sandersons looked up as they passed them, headed for the French doors off the kitchen. They nearly ran as they made their way across the yard to the tree. A number of boards had been nailed into the trunk to make ladder rungs, but the first one shifted when Billy grabbed it. 
 
    “I think you’re gonna have to go up,” he said, “I’m too heavy.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and stared up at the rickety wooden boards that made the treehouse floor. No one had likely been up here in twenty years. It was probably rotten and unstable, but what choice did she have? 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she began climbing. The trapdoor stuck as she tried to open it, but putting her shoulder to it, she got it to creak open. Again, she hesitated before hoisting herself onto the floor of the treehouse. The boards moaned beneath her feet, but sunlight filtered through the branches, illuminating the narrow space. Directly in front of her was a plastic fishing box. 
 
    She grabbed rubber gloves out of her pocket and pulled them on, then reached for the box and dragged it across the floor to her. Unhooking the buckles, she carefully lifted the lid. 
 
    Sitting in the bottom of the box on a stack of letters was a gun – a Colt M1911. 
 
    “What’s going on, Gabby?” called Billy. 
 
    Gabby looked down through the trapdoor. “How much do you love me?” she said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    When in doubt, jog it out! That was Peyton’s usual mode of dealing with difficult things. Go jogging and sure as shooting, a solution would present itself. She tied up her curls in a band and put on her favorite running shoes, then she left the house. Usually she told Jake when she was going, but this time, she’d just gone, needing the time alone to sort through the anger and betrayal she felt toward Marco. 
 
    He’d probably destroyed any chance they had to get a conviction on Meilin Fan now. Not that the case had been strong before. It was mostly circumstantial and if there was one thing juries hated, it was convicting people of murder without irrefutable evidence. 
 
    Worst of all, though, was the fact that he’d gone to Meilin’s hotel room without telling her. She would never approve of the number of women he casually bedded, but he’d never dallied with a witness or a suspect before. And the doubt that he was lying to her about what really happened with Meilin made her ache inside. No matter what happened between her and Marco, she always believed him, trusted him, knew he would never lie to her. That was no longer true. 
 
    She jogged down the steps of her house and turned up the street. She liked to jog toward Golden Gate Park and sometimes if she was really angry, she actually made it to the park and ran along the trails under the trees. 
 
    Usually when she ran, she could clear her head or worry the problem until she found a solution. Today, however, she didn’t think that was going to happen. This wasn’t a problem she could fix and Marco was too integral to her life to clear him from her head. In fact, the emotions last night created weren’t worry or anxiety or even really, anger. It was hurt, plain and simple. Gut deep, wrenching hurt. 
 
    He’d tried to talk to her through her bedroom door. Maria had even pleaded his case for him, but Peyton just couldn’t let this one slide. Not this time. Surprisingly, Jake stayed out of it, which was unusual because Jake rarely stayed out of anything. Peyton hadn’t budged. In the end, Marco left and Maria went to bed on the couch. Peyton had tried to sleep, but that hadn’t come easily. 
 
    The morning fog swirled around her, dusting her hair with prismatic drops of dew. She tried concentrating on her feet, feeling the pavement beneath them, listen to the rush of the cars on the road. She modulated her breathing, forcing herself to fill her lungs and exhale completely before drawing another breath. 
 
    Staring at her shoes, she noticed the left one was coming untied. Slowing to a stop, she braced her foot on the planter bed before one of the houses, bending over to tie it. She was barely winded, a fine sheen of perspiration beading on her forehead and the line of skin exposed by her tank top. 
 
    “Well, if it isn’t the miniature pig out running without her back-up. Where’s your Italian thug, bitch?” 
 
    Peyton straightened, looking toward the street. She’d been so lost in thought that she hadn’t noticed the boxy Buick and the man sitting on top of the hood, his arms crossed on his knee. Junior Walker. She would never forget that bastard with his cruel mouth and close-set eyes. 
 
    “You really don’t want to do this, Junior,” she said, putting as much venom into her words as she could, but she couldn’t deny the flutter of anxiety in her gut. And here she was without her gun or cell phone.  
 
    “Oh, I think I really do. I owe you one.” He slid off the hood and stepped up on the sidewalk. “I never got to show you all of my moves.” 
 
    Peyton wasn’t going to bother with talking to the bastard. God, Maria had been right about needing a self-defense class as long as this bastard was still breathing. 
 
    “You really should be more careful, pig. You jog the same way every freakin’ day at the same time. You’re too easy to spot.” 
 
    She moved to the center of the sidewalk, balancing herself with her feet shoulder distance apart. It wouldn’t do her any good to run. Not with a bastard like Junior Walker. He’d be on her before she made a block. And screaming was out of the question. She was not going to give him that satisfaction. 
 
    She judged the difference in their sizes, his greater weight, and the length of his reach. She might be quicker, but that was about all she had. She figured she had one chance to take him out and if she didn’t take it the moment he struck, she wouldn’t get another. 
 
    He feinted at her, dancing forward and back. She didn’t take the bait. One chance, one hope of disabling him. He came at her again, aiming a kick at her head. She deflected it with both hands, smacking his leg away. Pivoting he came back at her with his other foot, but she stepped into this, letting his blow slam her on the shoulder and upper back. At the same time, she kicked out with her own foot, but she aimed it at the knee that held him, slamming her entire weight into it. His knee gave and he landed on his hip with a shocked gasp. 
 
    She didn’t wait, but struck with the heel of her palm, slamming it into his throat just below his chin. He toppled over backward, grabbing his throat with both hands and gagging for air. For good measure, she aimed her next kick between his legs, then she pressed her foot into the center of his chest as he writhed on the sidewalk. 
 
    A door opened on the house with planter beds and she looked up to see a teenager peering out at her with wide, frightened eyes. 
 
    “Call 911!” she shouted at him, waiting until he disappeared from view, then she leaned over Junior just enough to deliver another blow if he tried anything. “Hey, asshole, you have the right to remain silent,” she said. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco saw her the moment he entered the precinct. She wore a running tank top and shorts, her curls pulled up in a ponytail, hanging down her back. She was leaning on Maria’s desk with Smith, Holmes and Bartlet around her, holding a bag of ice to her right hand. Defino was standing in front of her, listening as she told them what happened. 
 
    He took a deep breath, trying to still the panic inside of him. The entire ride over he’d gripped the wheel so hard, he had red streaks on his palms. Jake’s call had been vague. Peyton had been attacked on her morning run. She was at the precinct, but she didn’t have her cell phone, so he hadn’t been able to get a hold of her. At her request, one of the responding officers had called to tell Jake what happened and he was himself on the way down to the precinct. 
 
    Peyton glanced over at him, but looked away, focusing on the captain again. 
 
    “You should have seen him, Captain,” said Bartlet with a laugh. “Poor bastard couldn’t walk.” 
 
    “Or hardly breathe,” said Holmes, patting her back. 
 
    She smiled at him, then shot a look at Marco. 
 
    Marco pushed open the half-door and crossed to her, taking her hand and pulling the ice away. Her palm was swollen and red. “Is anything broken?” 
 
    “No,” she said, tugging away from him and putting the ice back on. 
 
    “It was Junior Walker?” he demanded. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How did he know where to find you?” asked Defino. 
 
    “He said he’s been watching the house and he knew when and where I jog every day.” 
 
    “He’s been watching you?” Marco couldn’t help the edge in his voice. 
 
    She gave him a glare. “Yeah. Actually, he’s probably been watching Maria.” 
 
    “That’s just frickin’ great.” 
 
    “She took care of him,” said Smith, drawing laughter from Holmes and Bartlet. 
 
    Marco ignored them. “And you didn’t have your gun, did you?” 
 
    “No, I don’t take my gun to go jogging.” 
 
    “Where is Walker now?” asked Defino.  
 
    “Uniforms took him to lock-up. Hopefully, the judge will raise the bail and he won’t be able to get out.” 
 
    “And if he does? Seems like you need someone watching your house until he’s finally convicted,” said Marco. 
 
    “I’m not having anyone sitting outside of my house for the likes of Junior Walker,” she answered, dumping the ice on Maria’s desk. 
 
    “What if it turns out differently next time, Brooks? What if he’s ready for you? What if he has a gun?” 
 
    “What the hell do you want me to say, D’Angelo?” She pushed past him and stopped beside Defino. 
 
    “Maybe you should stop taking in every stray that comes along.” 
 
    Holmes whistled and Smith looked away, scratching the back of his neck. 
 
    “Be careful, D’Angelo,” said Defino in warning. “Maria isn’t any stray.” 
 
    “She has an ex-murder suspect living in her house, Captain, and a few months ago she brought home a hooker. Remember how that one ended, Brooks?” 
 
    “And yet I somehow manage to keep my objectivity and have never once compromised one of my cases, have I, D’Angelo?” 
 
    “Okay, both of you,” began Defino. 
 
    “That’s because I stop you from doing as many stupid things as I can.” 
 
    “Whoa!” said Holmes, holding up his hands. 
 
    Peyton glanced at them. “Really? Seems to me you have an entire repertoire of stupid things you do.” 
 
    “Brooks, D’Angelo, my office now!” Defino shouted, heading toward her door. 
 
    Marco didn’t move. Neither did Peyton. It was the first time either of them had ever disobeyed such a command. 
 
    He stared into her eyes and realized he couldn’t keep doing this, pretending these close calls were acceptable. “I want you to quit.” 
 
    Silence fell like a blanket over the room.  
 
    No one moved. 
 
    Then Peyton blinked rapidly a few times. “Come again?” 
 
    “I want you to quit this job. You’re going to get yourself killed and I can’t stand watching it.” 
 
    “You hypocritical bastard...” 
 
    “Okay, that’s enough,” said Smith, stepping forward and putting an arm around her shoulders. “Neither one of you better say anything else.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Defino, moving toward them. She gave Marco a serious glare. “D’Angelo, I want you to go home.” 
 
    “What?” He whirled on her. 
 
    “I want you to take a few days off.” 
 
    “I don’t need time off.” 
 
    “Yes, you do and you will take it. I’m not kidding right now. I want you to go home.” 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    “Marco, go. Take a few days, get out of the City. You and I will meet with each other on Thursday first thing in the morning.” 
 
    He gaped at her, unable to believe what she was saying. He turned to Peyton, but she lowered her eyes, refusing to look at him. God damn it, what the hell was happening? Why was everyone behaving like he was doing something wrong? 
 
    He blindly turned for the half-door and threw it open, but when he got to the outer door, he came up short. Jake had arrived and pulled the door open. He took in the scene, then gave Marco a questioning look. 
 
    Marco didn’t know what the hell he wanted him to say. He’d taken Jake’s freakin’ advice and told her what he wanted, now he was the one being punished. Shoving Jake out of the way, he went out the door and walked to the Charger without even knowing where he intended to go. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton didn’t move as she watched Marco stalk to the Charger and climb inside, slamming the door behind him. The tires squealed as he pulled out of the parking lot and disappeared from sight. His loss of control scared her. So did the words he’d said just before everything went to hell. I want you to quit. 
 
    It was one thing to ignore Jake or her mother when they demanded it. She hadn’t even really given it much thought when Vinnie, Marco’s brother, asked her to quit, but Marco...Marco was another matter entirely. 
 
    “Brooks, my office,” said Defino, “and you had better not make me ask again.” 
 
    Peyton turned and walked into the dark space, ignoring the looks from the men. She slumped into the chair before Defino’s desk and sat staring at the glass top, unable to process what she’d just heard. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    Peyton shook her head, forcing herself to look her captain in the eye. “I don’t know. Things were starting to smooth out between us, then...” She caught herself. She just couldn’t betray Marco by telling Defino what happened with Meilin. No matter what, she would never betray him. 
 
    As if she read her mind, Defino crossed her arms on her desk. “What did you mean about compromising a case? Has Marco compromised this case?” 
 
    “No,” she said, but she said it too quickly.  
 
    Defino glared at her. “Brooks.” The warning was implicit. “Don’t shit me. Before I had this job, do you know what I did?” 
 
    Peyton hadn’t ever given it much thought. “I’m guessing it wasn’t telemarketing.” 
 
    “Telemarketing?” 
 
    “I was gonna say pole dancing, but I figured I was already in enough trouble.” 
 
    Defino drew a deep breath. “Brooks, you are a pain in the ass, you know that?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “No wonder Marco gets so pissed at you.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “I was a detective before I became captain.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “That makes more sense than pole dancing.” 
 
    “Brooks!” 
 
    “Sorry.” She held up a hand. “It’s been a stressful day.” 
 
    “Did Marco compromise the Meilin Fan case?” Before she could speak, Defino pointed a finger at her. “Do not lie to me.” 
 
    Peyton felt caught. How did she answer without selling Marco out and yet still not lie to her captain? “I don’t believe he did.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “She called him over to her hotel room.” 
 
    “And he went?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “By himself?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Defino turned and looked out her window, or rather, looked at the blinds covering her window. If this were Peyton’s office, the first thing she’d do would be to pull the damn things down and throw them away. She liked natural light and lots of it. 
 
    “A good defense lawyer will use that against us.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    She turned back to Peyton. “So how do we minimize the damage of this?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I’ll figure it out, Captain.” 
 
    “Damn it. He knew better. He told me himself how manipulative that woman is.” She shook her head. “He’s not thinking straight.” 
 
    Peyton chewed on her bottom lip. This was the very thing she feared Defino would see. “It was a mistake, Captain. That’s all.” 
 
    “Marco doesn’t make mistakes like this.” 
 
    “We’re all under stress with the serial killer case. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    The look Defino leveled on her made Peyton want to squirm. “Sometimes, Brooks, things get broken and can’t be fixed.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure what Defino meant, but it made her stomach drop. “Captain?” 
 
    “You and Marco have been partners for a long time. You’ve been a top notch team, but even the best teams go through rough patches. And the truth is, a lot of times, something happens to shift the dynamics of a team and they can never get back on track again.” She drummed her fingers on her desk, as if this conversation was as hard for her as it was for Peyton. “When that happens, it’s best for all parties involved to make a change.” 
 
    Make a change? Her heart felt like it was pounding in her throat. “We don’t need to make any changes, Captain. We aren’t going through a rough patch. It’s more of a speed bump.” 
 
    “Brooks...” 
 
    Peyton slid forward in the chair. “Captain, please. You’ve always trusted me to be honest with you, to be a professional. Trust me now.” 
 
    Defino studied her intently. “I don’t think you realize how serious this is.” 
 
    “Believe me, Captain, I do.” 
 
    “If one of you isn’t in the best frame of mind, it could be dangerous. More than dangerous, it could be fatal. It’s my job to put the best teams out there on the street.” 
 
    “And you are, Captain. I swear it.” Peyton placed her hand over her heart. “No matter what happened out there in the precinct, Captain, when I think of who I trust to be there if I need him, the only person that comes to mind is Marco D’Angelo. I swear to you. And believe me when I tell you that if I had any doubts, any concerns at all about his ability to do his job, I would tell you. I’m not about to risk my life like that.” 
 
    Defino continued to study her, but eventually she gave a short nod. “You’d better come up with something for the Meilin Fan case and it better be good, because we need a win right now.” 
 
    “I hear you, Captain. Don’t worry. I’ll come up with something.” 
 
    “You’d better.” 
 
    Peyton nodded and rose to her feet, hurrying to the door and pulling it open. She didn’t want to give Defino a moment to reconsider. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton climbed out of the shower and quickly toweled off, then wrapped the towel around her hair. Walking into her bedroom, she noticed her phone was vibrating on the nightstand by her bed. Scrambling around the end of it, she snatched the phone off the stand, thumbing it on, hoping it was Marco trying to reach her. 
 
    A text message from her mother blinked on the screen. What fresh hell was this? she thought, pressing it. 
 
    Come to dinner at 6:00. Cliff and I really want to see you. 
 
    She looked at the clock beside her bed. 5:00PM. Damn, just enough time to make it.  She could lie and pretend she didn’t get the message, but she would know that she’d lied to her own mother. She texted back, I’ll be there and went into the bathroom to comb out her tangle of curls. 
 
    Maria was putting on high heels when she came out of her room. 
 
    “Where are you going?” she asked, although she felt she probably knew. 
 
    “Nathan’s taking me to dinner.” 
 
    “Two dates in three nights. Hm.” 
 
    “At least I have a date.” Taking in Peyton’s loose hair and little bit of eye make-up, she frowned. “Where are you off to?” 
 
    “My mother’s.”  
 
    Jake came down the hallway holding Pickles. “Know where I’m going? My room to eat a TV dinner by myself.” 
 
    “You have Pickles, and there’s more of my minestrone in the refrigerator,” said Maria. 
 
    Jake lifted Pickles to look in his face. “How about it, pal, let’s get crazy and have a bowl of minestrone. No, wait, let’s get downright wild and eat the minestrone out of a coffee mug!” 
 
    Peyton smiled as he carried the little dog into the kitchen. She’d thought to ask him if he wanted to come with her, but she feared that would only fuel her mother’s mad scheme that she and Jake should be a couple. 
 
    Walking to the sofa table, she grabbed her wallet and keys. “I shouldn’t be too late,” she called into him. 
 
    “Just be careful, okay?” he said, leaning on the counter. 
 
    She nodded and turned for the door, but she came to a halt as she saw her gun hanging from the peg. She’d never carried her gun to her mother’s house before, but the events of the day left her a little shaken. 
 
    “You okay?” said Maria behind her. 
 
    Peyton nodded and reached for the doorknob, determined that she wasn’t going to live in fear, no matter what happened. 
 
    The drive to her mother’s house gave her time to worry over everything – the case, her mother’s boyfriend, Junior Walker, and most importantly Marco. Defino’s comment about making a change scared her to no end. She just couldn’t envision doing this job with anyone else. She didn’t want to do this job with anyone else. Marco was and would always be her partner. 
 
    Parking in the driveway next to Cliff’s Ford F150, she set the brake and climbed out, walking to the front door. She pressed the doorbell and waited, staring out at the street that had been her home growing up. 
 
    Alice Brooks answered. “What are you doing ringing the bell, sweetheart? This is still your house.” 
 
    It wasn’t, but Peyton didn’t feel she needed to tell her that. “I didn’t want to scare you,” she answered instead. 
 
    Alice hugged her and for a moment, Peyton laid her head on her mother’s shoulder, enjoying her familiar smell and touch. Sometimes there just wasn’t anything as good as a mother’s embrace. 
 
    “There she is,” came a loud, male voice. “I can’t believe you came. It’s been so long I figured you’d gotten knocked up and were afraid to show yourself around here.” 
 
    “Cliff!” said Alice in shock. 
 
    Peyton released her mother and forced a smile for him. “Nice to see you too, Cliff.” 
 
    Instead of hugging her, a fact that made Peyton immensely grateful, he socked her in the shoulder. The same shoulder that had taken the brunt of Junior Walker’s kick. Peyton fought a grimace, not willing to show him any weakness. 
 
    “Cliff, knock it off,” said her mother, swatting at him. “You don’t punch girls.” 
 
    Peyton sighed. God, it was going to be the longest freakin’ night of her life. 
 
    “Come on,” said Alice, putting her arm around Peyton’s shoulders, “I made your favorite – beefaroni.” 
 
    Her favorite when she was ten. 
 
    “How ‘bout a shot of tequila?” said Cliff, following behind them. 
 
    “I’m driving, Cliff,” she said. 
 
    “So? You’re a cop, right? All you gotta do is show your badge and you can do whatever the hell you want, right?” 
 
    “Wrong,” said Peyton, trying to keep the annoyance out of her voice. “It doesn’t work that way.” 
 
    “The hell it doesn’t. I know all about the Blue Wall.” 
 
    Peyton sighed. “I’m sure you do.” 
 
    “Damn straight. So tell me about this serial killer case.” 
 
    The rest of the evening passed like molasses through a sieve. Alice tried to draw Peyton out, but the minute Peyton tried to answer her mother honestly, Cliff would make some comment that set her back on her heels. And the things the man thought were acceptable conversations – whether she’d ever thought of using a straightener on her hair like some black women did, whether she thought the government was listening to his cell phone calls, whether she was a lesbian because damn girl, you ain’t never bringing no boy to the house. And her favorite of all, whether she could talk to that Jew parking cop Officer Adelstein about taking care of (wink, wink) his latest parking ticket. 
 
    Alice walked her to the door and kissed her on the forehead like she had when she was a little girl. “I’m glad you came,” she said, smiling at her. Glancing over her shoulder, she whispered, “He’s really a good guy, Peyton. You just gotta get to know him. He’s all piss and vinegar, but he’s a good, solid chap.” 
 
    Piss and vinegar? Who the hell made a diet of such things, but instead, she just smiled at her mother and kissed her cheek. “All that matters is that he makes you happy, Mom. The rest is just noise.” 
 
    Alice pulled her in for a hug. “I love you,” she said in Peyton’s ear, and Peyton again relished the rarity of the moment, then she gently pulled away. 
 
    “I’ll call you in a few days,” she said, walking down to her car and climbing inside. 
 
    She was surprised to find Marco sitting on her steps when she got back to her house.  Taking a seat beside him on the stairs, she let their shoulders touch. 
 
    “How was dinner?” he asked. 
 
    “Cliff is very educational,” she said, staring down at the traffic. “Did you know some black women use this relaxer shit to straighten their hair?” 
 
    “You’re kidding, and here most people are crazy for your curls.” 
 
    She leaned her head on her hand and looked up at him. “Jake tell you I was at dinner?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “But you figured you’d sit out here in the dark rather than wait inside?” 
 
    “Jake’s inside.” 
 
    Peyton smiled. “He isn’t that bad.” 
 
    “He’s just dandy when his mouth is shut. Problem is that don’t happen much.” He looked away from her, giving her a view of his nearly perfect profile. “Look, Brooks, I was out of line today.” 
 
    “Yes, you were.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I had no business saying that.” 
 
    She drew a deep breath and held it. She wanted to tell him about Defino’s concern, but she didn’t want to ruin the moment, and the truth was, lately his moods were unpredictable. 
 
    He didn’t seem to notice her hesitation. “It’s just this thing with Junior Walker has me on edge and everything else that’s happened lately...” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    He looked back at her. “You know I respect the hell out of you as a cop, right?” 
 
    “I know,” she repeated. 
 
    He nudged her shoulder with his. “Fact is, you’re a better cop than I am.” 
 
    “Now you’re just trying to win me over, D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Damn straight. Holmes told me what you did to Walker.” 
 
    She laughed, then shifted so she could lay her head on his shoulder. “Why does everything have to be so damn complicated now?” 
 
    He leaned his head against hers. “I don’t know, Brooks, I freakin’ don’t know.” 
 
    She sighed and closed her eyes. “It makes me tired,” she said, trying to let the tension of the day slip away. 
 
    And sitting there in the dark with her partner, she almost achieved it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Gabby shoved her carry-on case into the trunk of the Magnum and passed Billy the keys. He spun them around on his finger, then caught them in his fist. 
 
    “Wish you’d let me go with you. Let me have a crack at that Witan bitch.” 
 
    Gabby gave him a patient smile as she walked around the car and climbed into the passenger’s seat. “Budget only allows for one plane ticket, pup,” she said as he slid behind the wheel. “If anyone’s going to ‘Frisco, it’s me.” 
 
    “They hate it when you call it that.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “‘Frisco. You better not let them hear you call it that. I think they take you out and toss you in their cold ass ocean. A Puerto Rican babe like you wouldn’t survive it.” 
 
    She gave him a glare. “Knock it off.” 
 
    He shrugged and started the car, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m your partner and I’m old enough to be your mother.” 
 
    He pulled into traffic. “Well, if you had me at 13 or something, yeah. If you let your hair grow, you wouldn’t be bad. You should get you a man.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I need, all right. A man.” 
 
    “Or a woman. You could probably find one of them in ‘Frisco.” 
 
    Once again, he had Gabby smiling despite herself. “You better not go looking for trouble while I’m gone.” 
 
    “Me? Shit, girl. Trouble finds me.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    “You got everything you need?” 
 
    Gabby held up the accordion file with the letters. “This and the gun should be enough.” 
 
    “Freaky ass shit, them letters.” He gave a shiver. “Too bad homeboy was so gullible.” 
 
    “Yeah, too bad.” 
 
    “What’s Sanderson going to do?” 
 
    “Couldn’t tell you. He dropped the talk about suing when we showed him the letters. Andrea Sanderson has me worried though. She looked sick last time we saw her, as if she couldn’t accept the truth.” 
 
    “She seemed to guess it before we found the gun.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I think she’s been living in denial all these years.” 
 
    “Twenty years is a long time to be in denial, Gabs.” 
 
    She shrugged, watching the palm trees swaying in the wind. “You do whatever you do to survive, even if it means pretending you don’t know what’s really going on.” 
 
    “Sounds like you got experience at that.” 
 
    She glanced over at him, realizing she’d never told him much about her life. She liked to keep the two separate, but Billy was becoming more than a partner. He was her friend. “My husband died three years ago of cancer. Neither one of us would admit he was dying until it actually happened. We didn’t make any plans, write a will, nothing.” 
 
    “What type of cancer?” 
 
    “Testicular.” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Is that why...” His voice trailed off. 
 
    She leaned forward a little to see his face behind his dark sunglasses. “Why what?” 
 
    “Why you didn’t have kids?” 
 
    “Exactly. And that’s how they found it. We went through all these fertility tests. We wanted a baby and we got cancer.” 
 
    “Shit, Gabs, that’s a bitch.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “It was a bitch.” 
 
    “You still miss him?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    He drummed his hands on the steering wheel. “Don’t get a man. Get a dog.” 
 
    She thought about that one for a minute. “A dog?” 
 
    “I like dogs.” 
 
    “Who doesn’t?” 
 
    “Cats.” 
 
    She laughed. “Okay. When I get back, I’ll get a dog.” 
 
    “A police dog.” 
 
    “I was thinking more of a poodle.” 
 
    He looked over at her, horrified. “Oh, God no. Poodle? Shit, Gabs, that ain’t no dog. That’s a wool sweater that shits and yaps. Get a real dog. A butch ass German shepherd.” 
 
    “I don’t need a butch ass dog.” 
 
    “Tell you what,” he said, ignoring her. “While you’re gone, I’ll look for a German shepherd breeder and when you return, we’ll go pick out two puppies – brothers or something. Then we can take them to obedience school together.” 
 
    Gabby didn’t know what to say. She didn’t want a German shepherd and she definitely didn’t want a male one. Most importantly, she didn’t want to take the puppy to obedience school with Billy. 
 
    “Obedience school, huh?” 
 
    He grinned over at her. “Yep, and while we’re there, maybe I’ll pick up a pointer or two.” 
 
    And Gabby knew she was getting a German shepherd puppy whether she wanted one or not. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit!” said Jake, staring at his newspaper. 
 
    Peyton paused in pouring a cup of coffee and looked over at him where he sat at her counter. “What? Giants lost again?’ 
 
    He gave her a glare. “No, this.” He turned the paper around and pointed to an article on the back of the front page. 
 
    Peyton walked over to it, carrying her mug. The headline read San Francisco Police Detective Assaulted and the by-line read Genevieve Lake. Peyton set down the mug and grabbed the paper, reading it. 
 
      
 
    San Francisco police detective, Peyton Brooks, was attacked by an assailant during her morning run near 19th Avenue and Golden Gate Park. Brooks confronted the assailant and using her police training, disabled him until backup could arrive. The assailant, Junior Walker, is currently being held on charges of assaulting an officer. No bail has been set at this time. This is Walker’s second arrest for assaulting an officer. 
 
      
 
    “That bitch.” 
 
    “That’s not good, Mighty Mouse.” 
 
    “Ya think?” She slammed the paper on the counter. “Someone needs to send that bitch packing. Why the hell does she have it in for us?” 
 
    “She’s trying to make a name for herself.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, she’s gonna get someone killed.” She reached for her phone and thumbed it on, dialing. 
 
    “Who you calling?” 
 
    “Captain. She needs to know what’s going on.” 
 
    “What can you do about it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    Jake suddenly reached into his own pocket and pulled out his phone. He pressed the display and looked at it. Peyton watched his face drain of color, then he set the phone on the counter. Hanging up on her own call, Peyton gave him a questioning look. 
 
    “Jake?” 
 
    He glanced up at her, then swallowed hard. “The jury’s back and they have a verdict. Court’s gonna convene in an hour.” 
 
    She reached across the counter and took his hand. “Whatever happens, it’ll be okay.” 
 
    “I wish that were true, Peyton, but if they don’t convict her, I don’t think I can stand it.” 
 
    She took a sip from her coffee mug. “Let me tell Maria we’ll be late, and then I’ll go with you.” 
 
    He forced a smile. “I would appreciate that.” 
 
    She placed the mug in the sink and went into the hallway, knocking on the bathroom door. Getting ready in the morning was a major bit of road work for Maria. Peyton didn’t understand what the hell took so long – she looked much the same way going into the bathroom as coming out, but according to Maria, it was all necessary in the pursuit of physical perfection, and according to Maria, all the more reason why Peyton, herself, would never find a man. 
 
    “Verdicts in, Maria. Jake and I will be late.” 
 
    “Whatever. Don’t bother me when I’m waxing, Brooks – something you should consider doing for that mustache of yours.” 
 
    Peyton touched her upper lip. Mustache? What? Fighting the almost irresistible urge to run to her own bathroom, she returned to the living room after Jake. He was standing by the door with his camera case over his shoulder. 
 
    “Mustache?” she asked him. 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s not that noticeable, except in bright light.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He gave a strangled laugh. “I’m dying here, Peyton. Can we go?” 
 
    “Do I really have a mustache?” She reached for her gun and began strapping it on. 
 
    Jake shook his head. “No, you don’t have a mustache. Why do you let her make you so insecure? It’s annoying.” 
 
    “Now I’m hairy and annoying. So glad I gave you both a roof over your heads.” 
 
    Jake pulled open the door. “Someone’s gotta keep you in line.” 
 
    “Someone?” 
 
    He sighed. “It takes a village, Mighty Mouse, it takes a damn village.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake was beginning to hate the courthouse with a vehemence that he couldn’t put to words. No matter how many times he came into the building, he always felt like he was guilty of something. Just being there made him anxious and to know that the day was finally here, the day where he would learn whether his wife’s killer got what she deserved or went free made him feel physically sick. 
 
    Abe and Marco were waiting in the hall when they arrived. Jake couldn’t deny he was touched that they were there. Abe wore a perfectly tailored black suit, but his feet were covered in white snakeskin boots. Marco looked intimidating in a black leather jacket. 
 
    “I thought you were vegetarian?” 
 
    Abe rolled his eyes. “You can’t recognize pleather when you see it?” 
 
    Jake didn’t know how to answer that. He didn’t really care. Mostly he was trying to make conversation so he didn’t vomit. Peyton placed her hand in the small of his back and directed him toward the courtroom. 
 
    “We can talk about fashion and grooming another time,” she said, reaching for the door. 
 
    “Who was talking about grooming?” asked Abe, falling into step behind her. 
 
    “Maria said I have a mustache.” 
 
    Abe and Marco exchanged a look, then they looked at Jake. Jake shrugged. “Every day it’s a new cat fight.” Peyton stopped and turned on him. He held up his hands in surrender. “Whoa! Don’t go all Junior Walker on me now.” 
 
    Surprisingly, that eased the tension and allowed him to enter the courtroom with something resembling dignity. However, the minute he and his entourage headed toward their seats, Claire shifted and gave him a venomous glare. 
 
    Jake stumbled to a halt. 
 
    Peyton’s hand returned to his back and she leaned close, the floral scent of her shampoo soothing him. “Ignore her,” she whispered. “She can’t hurt anyone anymore.” 
 
    Claire’s attention shifted to her and if possible, the look she leveled on Peyton was even more poisonous. 
 
    Jake allowed Peyton to guide him to his seat. He clasped his hands in his lap and stared at the back of Devan’s coat, trying to still the frantic pounding of his heart. Peyton reached over and placed her hand on his forearm, as if she knew he needed any sort of human contact right then. 
 
    The door behind the judge’s bench opened and the bailiff led the jury to their box. Jake watched each of them file in, marking that none of them made eye contact with Claire. Was that good? Had he heard something about that? 
 
    “Remain seated,” the bailiff said and moved back to stand by the judge’s chair. 
 
    The judge entered the room, sweeping his robes about him as he took his seat. Then he swiveled to face the jury. “Madam Foreperson,” he said, motioning with his hand. 
 
    A middle-aged woman rose to her feet. She lifted a pair of glasses and perched them on her nose. “Yes, Your Honor.” 
 
    “Have you reached a verdict?” 
 
    “We have, Your Honor.” 
 
    He swiveled back. “Will the defendant please rise?” 
 
    Claire and her two lawyers climbed to their feet. 
 
    “Read the verdict.” 
 
    The foreperson lifted a square of paper and held it before her face. 
 
    “On the count of murder in the first degree, how do you find?” 
 
    The foreperson finally made eye contact with Claire. Jake stopped breathing, his heart hammering so hard he felt sure everyone could hear it. Peyton’s fingers tightened on his arm and he covered them with his free hand, clinging to her. 
 
    “In the case of the State of California versus Claire Harper, we the jury find the defendant Claire Harper guilty of the offense of murder in the first degree.” 
 
    Blood roared in Jake’s ears and his vision swam. He dropped his head against his chest and closed his eyes. He could hear the judge talking, but he wasn’t sure what he said. He felt Peyton’s hand against the back of his neck, her cool touch grounding him, but he couldn’t seem to still the frantic pounding of his heart. 
 
    And despite his resolve not to let it happen, he felt tears burn behind his eyelids. 
 
      
 
    *    *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton ran her hand across Jake’s shoulders, trying to calm him. She glanced over at Marco and gave him a smile. He nodded at her, then stood, leaning around Abe to whisper in her ear. 
 
    “I’ll talk to you later, okay?” 
 
    She wanted to go out with him and talk to him, but Jake needed her right now. As Marco pulled away, she caught his hand and squeezed it. He squeezed her fingers in return, then turned away from her, walking from the courtroom without looking back. 
 
    Abe gave her a questioning look, but she ignored it. She didn’t feel like explaining things to him right now. For once, Abe let it go. 
 
    “Are you all right, Jake?” she said, leaning into him. 
 
    He nodded, but he still hadn’t opened his eyes. Peyton’s attention was snagged as the bailiff came toward Claire and turned her around so he could cuff her. She stared daggers at Peyton the entire time. Peyton couldn’t help but wonder if Claire understood the seriousness of her predicament. She seemed more angry than afraid. Peyton knew she herself would have been terrified. 
 
    Grabbing Claire’s shoulder, the bailiff turned her toward the exit and propelled her forward. Peyton watched her leave, then became aware that Devan was staring at her. She looked back at him. 
 
    “Can I talk to you?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded and leaned into Jake again. “Are you all right?” 
 
    He braced his head in his hands. “Just give me a moment, okay?” 
 
    “I’ll stay with him,” offered Abe. 
 
    Peyton rose and stepped into the aisle. Abe slid over into her seat, putting an arm around Jake’s shoulders and talking into his ear. As she walked up the aisle, she could see Jake’s shoulders begin to shake. She hoped he was laughing, not crying. 
 
    Once outside the courtroom, she turned and waited for Devan to step out. He opened the button on his jacket and put his hands in his pockets, studying her for a moment. 
 
    “I was out of line the other day when I asked you to dinner.” 
 
    “Yes, you were.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s over. Chalk it up to male stupidity.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He gave her a wry smile. “Just sometimes I wish I hadn’t been so hasty with our relationship.” He pointed over his shoulder. “Without you, I probably wouldn’t have gotten that conviction.” 
 
    She shifted weight uncomfortably. “Are you sure about this marriage?” When he started to answer, she held up her hand. “Understand where I’m coming from. I definitely think you and I didn’t work, but it just doesn’t seem like you’re very committed to this other relationship.” 
 
    He sighed. “I am when you’re not around. Whenever I see you, I second-guess myself. That’s why we’ve decided to put it off for a while, get to know each other better. Give me time to get over the memory of you and me together.” 
 
    “Did you tell her that’s what you wanted to do?” 
 
    “I did.” He shook his head. “She’s very understanding. That’s part of my problem, I think. I’ve always liked women who wouldn’t hesitate to hand me my balls if I got out of line.” 
 
    “Do you mean me?” 
 
    “Hey, I heard about Junior Walker.” 
 
    “Did everyone?” 
 
    “Holmes has a big mouth.” 
 
    Peyton smiled. “I hope you figure this thing out, Devan. I want you to be happy.” 
 
    “What about you, Peyton? What would make you happy?” 
 
    She thought about that one for a moment. “I don’t know, but whatever it is, it probably doesn’t involve marriage. I think I’m married to my job.” 
 
    “As a San Francisco homicide detective? You should dream bigger.” 
 
    She shrugged. “That’s probably big enough.” Stepping forward, she went up on her toes and kissed his cheek. “Thank you for everything.” 
 
    He brushed his cheek across her hair, then stepped away from her. “You shouldn’t tempt me, Peyton. I’m a weak man.” 
 
    She laughed and released him. “Point taken.” She started to go around him toward the courtroom, but stopped. “Hey, do you think I have a mustache?” 
 
    He gave her a bewildered look. “What?” 
 
    Waving him off, she pulled open the door. “Forget it,” she said, then stepped inside. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Abe set a shot of Jack Daniels in front of Jake. “Drink up,” he said. 
 
    Behind him, the Giants were playing on the big screen TV, the bay glistening in the background. The noise of people’s conversations competed to drown out the announcer on the television. 
 
    Maria and Nathan Cho sat on the other side of the table, both of them sipping red wine. Peyton had a mug of draft beer and she curled her hands around it, enjoying the chill against her palms. 
 
    A waitress came to the table and settled a fishbowl in front of Abe. Jake looked up at it, frowning. Inside was a blue drink with red Swedish fish floating around the top among the ice cubes.  
 
    “What the hell is that?” asked Maria. 
 
    “Fishbowl punch,” said Abe, pressing the straw between two elegant fingers and taking a sip. 
 
    “Fishbowl punch?” Cho said with a grimace. 
 
    Peyton didn’t bother to comment as Abe lifted his drink in the air. “To a resounding victory today,” he said. 
 
    Jake touched his glass to the fishbowl and then downed his shot. 
 
    Peyton nudged him with her foot. “You okay?” 
 
    He nodded. “I can’t believe it’s over.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “For so long I couldn’t wait to see Claire get what she deserves, but now that it’s over, I feel so empty.” 
 
    “Hollow victory,” said Cho. 
 
    “I don’t think she even understands what she did,” replied Peyton. “There didn’t seem to be any remorse or fear in her face. Just anger.” 
 
    “I know, but anger at who?” 
 
    “You...me. Anyone she thinks stopped her from what she wanted.” 
 
    “Regular sociopath, that bitch,” said Abe. 
 
    “You’d have to be. To kill the child you raised as your own,” said Maria. 
 
    “What about her husband’s death and Zoë’s biological mother?” asked Cho. “Are they trying her for those murders?” 
 
    “Devan felt this case was their best chance for a conviction,” said Jake, rolling the shot glass against his palm. “She should get enough years that she’ll never see the outside again. Unless she gets off on appeal.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “Devan’s too good for that. She won’t get off.” 
 
    Jake glanced between her and Abe. “Thank you both for being there today.” 
 
    Abe inclined his head. “Not a problem. I loved seeing that bitch get hers, even though I will say she has impeccable taste in clothes.” 
 
    Peyton touched Jake’s hand. “I wouldn’t have been any place else.” 
 
    He squeezed her hand in return, then released her. 
 
    Reaching for her phone, she looked to see if Marco had texted her. He’d told her they’d talk later, so she’d left him a message, asking him to meet them at Green’s Sports Bar on Polk, but he hadn’t responded yet. 
 
    “No message?” asked Jake, intuitively understanding what she was doing. 
 
    “Not from Marco.” She did have a message from Gabby Acosta, the Miami Detective, who’d arrived late in the afternoon. She was resting in her hotel room at the airport, but she wanted to know if Peyton would pick her up in the morning. 
 
    Peyton texted that she would, then on the pretense that she needed to update Marco on the case, she pressed his number and lifted the phone to her ear. Placing her finger in her other ear so she could hear, she waited for him to answer. 
 
    When it went to his voicemail, she decided not to leave another message and hung up. 
 
    “He’s probably just licking his wounds,” offered Jake. 
 
    “What’s going on?” asked Abe, nudging her with his shoulder. 
 
    “I can’t get a hold of Marco.” 
 
    “Why’s he licking his wounds?” 
 
    She glanced at Maria and Cho. She didn’t really want to talk with them there. Cho seemed to sense her reluctance. 
 
    “Let’s go order a pizza across the street,” he told Maria, then held out his hand to help her to her feet. Together they walked toward the door, his arm around her waist. 
 
    “They’re moving fast,” said Jake. 
 
    Peyton glanced after them, then met Abe’s questioning look. 
 
    “What’s going on with my Angel now?” he demanded. 
 
    “Defino made him take a few days off.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She drew a deep breath. She hadn’t talked with Jake about what happened and she was afraid Marco’s comment about her quitting would only fuel him. “We got into a fight at the precinct after Junior Walker attacked me.” 
 
    “A fight about what?” 
 
    “He told her to quit.” 
 
    Abe whistled, lifting his drink and taking a sip. 
 
    “He took it back later,” she said defensively. 
 
    Abe didn’t respond. 
 
    “I don’t know what is wrong with him lately,” she told them, unable to keep the worry from her voice. “He’s angry all of the time. He criticizes everything I do. And we’ve never fought this much before.” She leaned forward on the table. “Has he said anything to either of you?” 
 
    Abe toyed with his straw. “You know I’d give anything for a private tete-a-tete with that gorgeous hunk of maleness.” He nudged Jake with his shoulder. “Get it.” 
 
    “Get what?” 
 
    “Tete-a-tete? Means private conversation.” 
 
    “I know what it means,” said Jake testily. “And I know what you mean. Everyone knows what you mean.” 
 
    Abe giggled and chewed on his straw. 
 
    “Abe?” Peyton pleaded. 
 
    He forced himself to focus on her. “He’s on edge, sweetie. Just give him a little space.” 
 
    “He’s on edge from what?” 
 
    “Everything. Alcatraz, his suspension, your run-in with that white trash Junior Walker. He’s just feeling stressed right now.” 
 
    “He’s never been like this before.” She turned to Jake. “Did he say anything to you?” 
 
    Jake’s eyes snapped to her face. “Me? Why would he say anything to me? He barely tolerates me as it is.” 
 
    “That’s true,” said Abe, taking a sip. 
 
    Jake frowned at him. 
 
    Peyton slumped back in her chair. She didn’t know what to do. If Marco wouldn’t talk to her and no one else knew what was going on, how was she going to get him to open up? Her phone vibrated on the table and she snatched it up, hoping, desperately, that it was him. 
 
    What do you want on your pizza? came the message from Maria. And don’t say pepperoni. You don’t need the fat or your ass will be as big as a whale’s. 
 
    Peyton sighed and texted back. Cheese and whale is just fine with me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Katherine Defino felt her stomach sink the moment she took the call. She couldn’t process what the other captain was telling her. After it was over, she sat, staring at her desk. Being a detective taught you to never doubt your instincts, so she’d gone with her instinct and hadn’t broken up her best detective team when she should have. She usually wasn’t wrong, not when she followed her own rules, but now she had to face the fact that her policy might be catching up with her, that she might have let her personal feelings cloud her judgment. 
 
    Worse still, she might have let personal feelings trump the advice of a trained professional when he told her she ought to split the team. The Chief was not going to look away at that. She might have cost herself her career, but worse still, if she had acted when she should have, she might have prevented a death. 
 
    Her hand went to the phone without realizing it and she pressed Maria’s button. 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” said her assistant, picking up immediately. 
 
    “Where’s Brooks?” 
 
    “She’s headed into interrogation with the detective from Miami. I think they’re waiting for you.” 
 
    “Tell Brooks to go ahead without me.” She drew a deep breath and released it, forcing her voice to remain steady. “Once you do that, tell Holmes and Bartlet to come here. I need them to do something for me.” 
 
    “Okay. Is everything all right, Captain?” 
 
    “Just tell Holmes and Bartlet to hustle.” Before Maria could answer, she hung up the phone. She would have to deal with telling Maria later. Right now she had bigger problems on her plate. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton entered the interrogation room and set the file on the table. Meilin sat straight backed in the chair, her arms crossed, wearing a purple silk shirt and a pencil skirt with ridiculously high heels. 
 
    Peyton looked under the table at them. “Nice shoes. Bet those set you back a bit.” 
 
    “What is the meaning of this, Inspector Brooks? I have a business to run.” She cast a scathing look at Frank Smith. 
 
    So here was one man she hadn’t been able to flummox. 
 
    “I got this, Officer Smith,” Peyton told him. 
 
    “She’s all yours,” he said, giving her a wink as he walked to the door. 
 
    Peyton took a seat across from her. “Thank you for coming in.” 
 
    “What choice did I have? The goon squad were pretty adamant.” 
 
    “Yes, well, Officer Smith was just doing his job.” 
 
    “What job? Are you telling me you’ve found Matt’s killer?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, we think we might have. We believe it was Hui Bai.” 
 
    “Hui Bai? The artist?” Meilin made a face. “Why would he kill Matt?” 
 
    Peyton tilted her head. “Why indeed? I figured you might know.” 
 
    “Me? Why would I know? I employed Hui to design my menus. I bought a few of his paintings. That’s all.” 
 
    “Did you buy those paintings with sex?” 
 
    “What? This is an outrage. Where is Captain Defino?” 
 
    “She’s busy with something else right now.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about this anymore. I want to go home.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you’re gonna have to stay for a bit longer.” Peyton opened the file and took out a photo, sliding it across the table to Meilin. “Did you know Hui is dead?” 
 
    She glanced at it, then looked away. “Why are you showing me that?” 
 
    “That’s what a man looks like who dies from asphyxia. It’s gruesome, isn’t it?” 
 
    Meilin refused to answer. 
 
    “So I’ve been trying to piece this whole thing together, but I thought you might help me out a little.” 
 
    “I’ve said all I’m going to say.” She met Peyton’s gaze. “Do I need to get a lawyer, Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    “Do you need a lawyer, Ms. Fan?” 
 
    “It sure seems like you’re accusing me of something.” 
 
    Peyton held up a hand. “You know, you’re right. I am. I’m accusing you of murder.” 
 
    Meilin scoffed. “That’s ridiculous. I was in the kitchen when Matt died. I have witnesses.” 
 
    “Right. You were. Actually, I’m accusing you of being an accessory to Matt’s murder. It’s Hui’s murder that I think you did yourself.” Peyton leaned forward. “You don’t like to do them yourself, do you? You like to have others do the dirty work?” 
 
    “That’s preposterous. Why would I kill Hui?” 
 
    “Near as I can figure, he freaked out after he shot Matt and wanted to go to the authorities, but you had to stop him, so you put peanuts in his regular take-out, knowing his epinephrine pens were all expired.” 
 
    “How would I know that?” 
 
    “You were sleeping with him. The neighbor saw you leaving his apartment after a rather noisy bout of sex.” 
 
    “You really think anyone is going to buy that ridiculous story.” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “When they hear how you manipulated Hui into killing Matt, they might buy it.” 
 
    “Now that really is ridiculous.” 
 
    “Here’s how I see it. You brought Matt and his sick mother out here from New York. After all, you didn’t know anyone out here and he was familiar. However, once you got here, he wouldn’t get a real job, so he was a drain on you. You met Hui and he was easy to manipulate. He was undocumented, uncertain in a country where he didn’t speak the language very well, and struggling to make ends meet selling his art. You and he became involved and you told him things about Matt.” 
 
    “I told him things about Matt? Like what, Inspector?” 
 
    “That he beats you, forces you to have sex with him, things that would upset another lover.” 
 
    “Ridiculous. Where the hell are you getting this fantasy?” 
 
    “I’ll get to that in a minute. Do you know what a psychopath is, Ms. Fan?” 
 
    “Of course. Someone who has no ability to feel for other people.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Peyton leaned on the table. “You, Ms. Fan, are a psychopath.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You have absolutely no remorse for the way you manipulate people, get them to do your dirty work. You were tired of Matt, so you had him eliminated. Killing Hui was a necessity in your mind, so you took the situation into your own hands.” 
 
    Meilin gave Peyton a slow smile. “All of this is speculation, Inspector. I’ve yet to see a solid bit of evidence. There is no jury in California that would convict me.” 
 
    Peyton smiled in return. “I’m so glad you said that because you’re right. There’s no jury that would convict you in California, but lucky for us, we don’t have to rely on California at all.” 
 
    Meilin frowned. “What the hell do you mean?” 
 
    Peyton motioned behind her and the interrogation room door opened. “Let me introduce Detective Gabriela Acosta from the Miami Police Department.” 
 
    Gabby walked into the room, carrying an accordion file. “Nice to finally meet you, Lily,” she said, stopping beside Peyton. 
 
    Meilin’s face shifted from antagonistic to frightened in a split second. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Detective Acosta works with Cold Cases, Meilin. Like the murder of your parents.” 
 
    “You are a very difficult woman to find. It was clever to use your own birth record to build you a new identity.” 
 
    Peyton looked up at Gabby. “That was something, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Stroke of brilliance,” she agreed. Then she looked back at Meilin. “Not so brilliant? Going on a reality show where your grandmother and another person recognized you.” 
 
    “Actually, I like how that worked out. Vanity and greed combined to bring you down. It’s almost Greek in its elegance.” 
 
    Gabby nodded at Peyton. “It is, isn’t it?” 
 
    Meilin seemed to recover. “I found my parents. I was at the prom the night they died. You have no evidence that I was anywhere near them.” 
 
    “She has a point,” said Gabby. 
 
    “She does, except remember how you asked me where I’m...what was it you said, getting this fantasy? About your manipulation of men and the way you get them to do stupid, stupid things?” 
 
    Meilin didn’t answer. 
 
    “I figured that part out when I saw the letters Detective Acosta brought. Letters to poor Grant Sanderson, who killed himself for you. You told him your parents were abusing you, refusing you food if you didn’t study, locking you in your room and denying you the ability to go to the bathroom.” Peyton leaned forward. “Worse yet, that your father molested you.” 
 
    “And just exactly where are these letters?” said Meilin with a strange smile. 
 
    Gabby tossed the accordion file on the table. “Right here. We found them in Grant’s treehouse.” 
 
    When Meilin reached for them, Gabby placed her hand on the file and leaned on it, preventing her from taking them. “Know what else was there?” 
 
    Meilin’s eyes snapped up to meet hers. 
 
    “Your grandfather’s Colt M1911.” 
 
    Peyton made a tsking noise with her tongue. “Now, like I said, we probably won’t be able to get a conviction in California, but in Florida...” 
 
    Gabby leaned closer. “And we’re a capital punishment state. Welcome home, Lily.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Panting to regain his spent breath, Marco wiped his face on the towel as he walked to the door and pulled it open. His muscles still felt fluid from his workout this morning. Something about lifting weights and running always helped him clear his head. 
 
    He was surprised to find Holmes and Bartlet standing on the other side. He wrapped the towel around his neck and backed up. 
 
    “Hey, what are you doing here?” 
 
    Holmes stepped inside, followed by Bartlet. He refused to make eye contact with Marco. 
 
    Marco wiped sweat from his neck as he studied the two of them. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “We need to bring you into the precinct,” said Holmes, finally looking at him. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Bartlet shifted weight, reaching up to scratch the back of his neck. “Junior Walker was killed last night, Marco.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He was shot in the back of the head, execution style,” said Holmes. 
 
    “I thought he was in jail.” 
 
    “He made bail. He was shot at his house.” Holmes drew a deep breath and released it. “We need your gun.” 
 
    Marco stared at them. For some reason, his brain wouldn’t process what they were telling him. “You need what?” 
 
    “Your gun, Marco. Don’t make this worse than it is.” 
 
    “Hold on.” He glanced between the two of them. “You can’t believe I had anything to do with this.” 
 
    Bartlet gave him a sad look. 
 
    Holmes sighed. “Defino’s orders.” 
 
    “Drew...” 
 
    Holmes held up a hand. “Marco, I need your gun.” 
 
    Marco walked to the coat closet and yanked it open, grabbing his gun and holster off the peg. His heart was pounding. How the hell was everything going so wrong lately? He held it out to Holmes. 
 
    “I didn’t have anything to do with this.” 
 
    “We need to take you in, Marco. I’m sorry.” 
 
    What the hell? They couldn’t believe he’d do anything like that. “Can I at least get a shower?” 
 
    Holmes nodded, then looked away. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton and Gabby left interrogation. Meilin had demanded a lawyer and Smith was making arrangements for her, but Peyton didn’t think it would do her a damn bit of good. The evidence Detective Acosta and her partner had collected painted a pretty clear picture of manipulation. She’d actually put the gun in Grant Sanderson’s hand herself and even though she didn’t pull the trigger, her intent was clear. Her parents had to die. 
 
    Peyton loved the rush she got whenever they closed a case like this one. Although it would never make sense why someone felt the desire to take another’s life, she could at least draw a direct line between the motive (what someone wanted) and the action (murder). Serial killers were another matter entirely. She didn’t know what they wanted – except to kill. 
 
    “Let me buy you a cup of tar,” she said to Gabby as they headed toward the break-room. 
 
    “I’d love one.” 
 
    “We made a pretty good team, don’tcha think?” 
 
    Gabby smiled at her. “Damn good. I’m not going to lie. I loved wiping the smirk off her face.” 
 
    Peyton laughed. “She was definitely not happy to see you.” 
 
    They stepped into the break-room and came to a halt. Cho, Simons, Jake and Maria were all there, sitting around the table. Cho had his arm around Maria’s shoulder and Maria was staring at the table, unblinking. 
 
    “Everything all right?” Peyton said. 
 
    Jake looked up at her and his expression stopped her cold. 
 
    Simons reached out and took her elbow, pulling her toward them. “Junior Walker was murdered last night.” 
 
    Peyton looked at Maria. “I’m sorry, Maria,” she said, moving toward her, but Simons stopped her, placing his huge hands on her shoulders. “He was shot execution style, back of the head.” 
 
    Peyton narrowed her eyes. Why was he acting so strange? “Okay?” 
 
    “Cho said you couldn’t get a hold of Marco last night. Did he ever return your call?” 
 
    Peyton couldn’t have been more confused. She glanced over her shoulder at Gabby, but the other woman had halted in the doorway, sensing the strange atmosphere. “Why are you asking me about Marco?” 
 
    “Walker filed a complaint against him after the last time he was arrested. He said Marco threatened his life.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “Same as any of us would in the same situation.” She backed out of Simons’ hold, reaching into her pocket for her phone. 
 
    “Peyton,” said Jake. 
 
    She hesitated, looking up at him. 
 
    “Holmes and Bartlet brought him into the precinct while you were interrogating Meilin Fan.” 
 
    She moved toward the table. “Where is he?” 
 
    “Defino’s office,” said Cho. 
 
    She started for the door, but Simons blocked her again. He didn’t touch her, just moved into her path and held up his hands. “Brooks, you will only make things worse if you go storming in there.” 
 
    “Marco didn’t go near Junior Walker.” 
 
    “How can you possibly know? You said you couldn’t get a hold of him last night.” 
 
    “No, but sometimes he goes out on a date or with his family.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea where he was?” 
 
    Peyton looked at all of them. “Are you freakin’ serious?” She couldn’t help the anger in her voice. “Marco D’Angelo would never murder someone, even someone like Junior Walker. What the hell kind of friends are you?” 
 
    “I don’t think he did it, Peyton, but he has been under a lot of stress lately,” said Jake. 
 
    “Not like that.” 
 
    Simons’ expression was grim. “Walker attacked you. You know Marco will go to any length to protect you, Brooks.” 
 
    “Murder, Bill? Do you really think he’d murder someone in cold blood?” 
 
    “He shot the priest on Alcatraz.” 
 
    Peyton straightened, her chin rising. “And if Nathan came under fire, what would you do, Bill? Stand there and watch him get shot?” 
 
    “No, I’d take the shot just like he did. I’ve done it before and I’ll probably do it again. I just don’t think you’ll help anything by storming in there. This is one battle that he’s gonna have to fight on his own.” 
 
    “The hell it is,” she said, starting to go around him. 
 
    “Peyton,” said Jake, rising to his feet. 
 
    She hesitated and turned around. 
 
    “Bill’s right. You’re only going to make it worse for him. Please listen to us. Please don’t go in there.” 
 
    She couldn’t believe they were asking this of her. Not go to Marco’s defense, not do anything she could to make this go away? How the hell did they expect her to do that? 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Holmes gave him a pointed look as he shut Defino’s door. Marco wasn’t sure what it meant, but both Holmes and Bartlet had shown him nothing but respect on the way down here. He shifted and met Defino’s steely gaze. 
 
    “Captain, you can’t believe I shot Junior Walker.” 
 
    “Sit down, D’Angelo,” she said sternly. 
 
    Marco sat, more because he was so bewildered by this whole thing. 
 
    “Where were you last night?” 
 
    “Home.” 
 
    “Was anyone with you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did you text anyone?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did anyone call you on the phone?” 
 
    “I didn’t answer. In fact, I turned my phone off.” 
 
    Defino slumped back in her chair. “So, not a single person can vouch for your whereabouts last night?” 
 
    “Does anyone need to?” 
 
    “You tell me.” 
 
    “Why the hell would I kill Junior Walker, Captain?” 
 
    “He says you threatened him.” 
 
    “Every cop does that, especially with wife beaters. Threatening scum is a long way from putting a gun against the back of their head.” 
 
    “Ballistics will confirm that.” 
 
    “Ballistics?” Marco moved forward in the chair. “You know me, Captain. I’ve worked for you for eight years. You know I do everything by the book. I wouldn’t take the law into my own hands. Why the hell would I do that?” 
 
    “Because he attacked your partner.” 
 
    “And she took care of him.” 
 
    Defino drew a deep breath. “You killed a man for her, Marco.” 
 
    “In the line of duty.” 
 
    “I know, but...” 
 
    “But nothing. What happened on Alcatraz is...” He made a slashing motion with his hand. “...miles away from executing someone in cold blood.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    He held out his arms. “Then why the hell am I here?” 
 
    “Because Dr. Ferguson believes I should split up your team.” 
 
    “Wait. What?” 
 
    “Dr. Ferguson’s recommendation was to split you and Peyton up, otherwise, he feared, something unfortunate would happen.” 
 
    Marco shook his head. “This doesn’t make sense. He wants you to break up your best team.” 
 
    “He had very good reasons...” 
 
    “Peyton and I have solved more cases for you than anyone else in this department.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “Than more seasoned cops.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And we have a better conviction record than anyone in this precinct. In fact, we have a better conviction record than any other department in this city.” 
 
    “Marco...” 
 
    “If you were to compare our records with the other major cities in this state, I’ll bet we rank in the top ten percent.” 
 
    “Marco!” 
 
    He caught himself and eased back in his chair. 
 
    “I have never questioned your abilities, but I am questioning your emotional well-being.” 
 
    Marco shook his head in confusion. “What?” 
 
    “Just a few days ago, you got into a shouting match in my precinct with your partner. You demanded she quit.” 
 
    “I was out of line and I told her that.” 
 
    “You killed a man...” When he started to protest, she held up her hand. “In the line of duty, yes, but it created major conflict in your partnership. And now this.” 
 
    “This is nothing. I didn’t kill Junior Walker.” He hesitated, then narrowed his eyes on her. “What is this really about?” 
 
    “Dr. Ferguson...” 
 
    “Dr. Ferguson is an ass.” 
 
    Defino slammed her hand down on her desk. “If you interrupt me one more time, D’Angelo, I swear I’ll have you in lock-up.” 
 
    Marco briefly closed his eyes. “I’m sorry, Captain.” 
 
    “Dr. Ferguson believes Peyton is your Achilles’ heel.” 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    “Your fatal weakness.” 
 
    “She’s a better cop than I am.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m talking about.” 
 
    Marco went still. He could hear his heart hammering in his ears, feel the blood rushing to his head. 
 
    Defino let out a sigh. “He feels that if I don’t split up the team, your life is in danger.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Because you are emotionally compromised.” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean? Captain, no offense, but I hate psychobabble.” 
 
    “Then let me put it to you in plain English, Inspector. Lately you’ve been making mistakes, you’ve been angry and combative, and borderline disrespectful to me as your superior.” 
 
    “What mistakes?” 
 
    “You went to Meilin Fan’s hotel room.” 
 
    “It was one mistake. Everyone makes them.” 
 
    “You got into a shouting match in my precinct with your partner.” 
 
    “Every partnership goes through rough patches. You know that.” He leaned forward in his chair. “Peyton and I have been partners for eight years. We have never failed you when you needed us. We have always followed your direction...” When Defino glared at him, Marco held up a hand. “Okay, I’ve always followed your direction and I’ve kept Peyton from going off the reservation countless times. We’re your best team. You can’t seriously be considering splitting us up.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I have a choice, Marco.” 
 
    “Why? Why are you saying this?” 
 
    “Sometimes things get confused, especially in a job like this. We have to rely on our partners for our lives, they become integral to us, as close as family.” 
 
    Marco looked down. He had to look at anything but Defino right now. 
 
    “I’ve seen men broken and lost because their partner has died, and to be honest with you, it’s always a risk pairing a male and female together. Some things are out of our control, some things are beyond our ability to resist.” 
 
    Marco swallowed hard. He knew he should stop this before it went any further, but he was afraid to speak. 
 
    “I’m going to ask you this one time and one time only, and if you lie to me, D’Angelo, I will pull your badge.” 
 
    So many things went through Marco’s mind, buzzing like white noise in his head. He’d been so careful, so damn careful, tamping all of his emotions down, hiding everything from everyone, keeping conversations to a minimum, drinking as little as he could so he wouldn’t slip up and speak off the cuff. And it was all for nothing. 
 
    The damn shrink had opened Pandora’s Box and let all manner of tribulation into the open, things that should never have seen the light of day, things that would ruin everything. There was a poetic irony about it. Peyton chided him so for keeping everyone at arm’s distance, but he’d done it for her, he’d done it so he could continue to be her partner, to watch her back and enable her to do her job. The very thing she’d wanted from him, to open up to others, would be their undoing. 
 
    “Inspector D’Angelo,” said Defino in a voice heavy with import. “Are you in love with your partner?” 
 
    Marco stared at the picture on her desk, the clear acrylic stapler that Peyton always played with, the holder for Defino’s business cards, and the black desk blotter that seemed so out of place on the clear glass surface, and he knew he couldn’t think fast enough to get out of this one. 
 
    “Marco!” she said in warning. 
 
    He lifted his eyes and met hers directly. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Gabby shifted the package under her arm and pressed the doorbell. Glancing over her shoulder, she gave Billy a quick nod. He smirked at her, something she was beginning to find endearing. 
 
    The door opened and Janet Messette peered out. “Detective Acosta,” she said with a smile. “I hear you have good news for me.” 
 
    “I do.” She motioned to Billy. “This is my partner, Detective Lucott.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” said Billy, holding out his hand. 
 
    They shook, then Janet stepped back, motioning them inside. “Please come in. I have some lemonade ready.” 
 
    They followed her back to the screened porch and took a seat at the table. She poured out the lemonade. Billy took a sip and gave a shiver of happiness. 
 
    “Fresh lemons.” 
 
    Janet laughed and pointed into the yard. “Grandma’s lemons.” 
 
    “Nice,” said Billy, lifting the glass again. 
 
    “Cookie?” She held up the plate with the same shortbread cookies Gabby had the last time she was there. 
 
    Billy shot a wry look at Gabby. “This is how you invite someone over.” 
 
    Gabby and Janet exchanged an amused look. “Speaking of your grandmother, I wanted to return this to you.” She set the package on the table. 
 
    Janet picked it up and tore off the brown paper wrapping. “The scrapbook?” 
 
    “It’s a way for you to get to know your aunt.” 
 
    Janet ran her hand over the leather cover. “I felt a little hurt when you told me about it. I couldn’t understand why she would have one for my aunt and completely ignore my father, so I went back up into the attic.” 
 
    Gabby nodded in memory of their trek through that hot, confined space. 
 
    “I found one for him. She made one.” Janet’s eyes filled with tears. “It had my birth announcement in it and some of my baby pictures. She kept in touch with my father even after my grandfather disowned him.” 
 
    “From everything you told me about her, I thought she might have.” 
 
    “Where’s Lily now?” 
 
    “She’s being extradited to us this week. We’ll try her here for her parents’ murders.” 
 
    “And California?” 
 
    “They’ve released her to us. We have the stronger case.” 
 
    Janet sighed. “Good.” 
 
    “Do you want to see her? I can arrange it.” 
 
    Janet shook her head. “No, I would have nothing to say.” She poured more lemonade in Billy’s glass. “I did go talk to the Sandersons.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “I wanted to make peace. They lost their son and I can’t even imagine how they feel now. In some ways, he was a victim too.” 
 
    “He was.” Gabby reached over and touched Janet’s hand. “It’s been a pleasure working with you, Janet.” 
 
    “You too, Detective Acosta. Thank you for your help.” 
 
    Billy quickly downed the rest of his drink and they rose to their feet. Janet led them back toward the front door and thanked them again as they stepped outside. 
 
    As Billy and Gabby made their way to the Magnum, Billy danced around in front of her, walking backward to the car. “What’s our next case?” 
 
    “Ours? I thought you wanted out of Cold Case?” 
 
    “Me? Pssht.” He waved her away. “I still haven’t found the buried treasure yet.” 
 
    “Or the severed body parts.” 
 
    “Or the severed body parts. There will definitely be severed body parts in one of our cases.” 
 
    “Joy.” She walked around the Magnum to the driver’s side door and glanced at him over the roof. “So, I was wondering if you’d like to come to dinner some night this week.” 
 
    Billy’s eyes widened. “Really?” 
 
    “Easy, pup!” 
 
    “Will you serve lemonade?” 
 
    “Sure.” She unlocked the door and pulled it open. 
 
    “And cookies. I liked those cookies,” he said, sliding in beside her. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “And no take-out. I want a home cooked meal like my mom used to make.” 
 
    Gabby put the key in the ignition, starting the car. “You’re making me regret asking you already.” 
 
    “And ice cream. Vanilla ice cream to go with the cookies.” 
 
    Gabby laughed and wheeled out onto the street. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    He set the newspaper down, but he continued to stare at the headline. San Francisco Police Detective Assaulted. Nothing like giving away too much information. The stupid reporter had actually written the route the little detective took on her daily run. 
 
    This modern age with its social media sites and electronic spying. Wherever you went there was a camera trained on you and no one thought anything of it. They sacrificed privacy for a misbegotten sense of belonging, but it was all noise, all pathetic attempts to be part of something. 
 
    Humans were so tortured by their own insignificance. The more the scientist discovered about the infinite universe, the more humans tried to demonstrate their own importance, and it was all for nothing. 
 
    Beat and kick and thrash each other, fighting for their scrap of nothing, but the minute you put a gun to their heads, they piss themselves. They whine and cry and beg you to spare them. It was like squashing insects, really. And no matter how many you squashed, there was another one to take its place. 
 
    It made him tired. It made him wonder why he bothered. 
 
    Probably because there were a few decent ones. A few who swam against the current of corruption and fraud. Like the little detective. She made him smile, but even she was flawed. She thought she could take the world into her own home and protect it, but it just got crowded. She made herself a target and that wasn’t smart. Still, she didn’t seem to see the flaw in her method. She had this compulsion to save people, to see the good in those few souls worth saving, but eventually they would get her too. Humanity would eat her up and spit her out. 
 
    She wasn’t tough enough, wary enough. She was like one of those wild animals that people take into their homes and teach to trust humanity, then they shove it back into the wild and tell it to fend for itself. Those animals always died. They always came to a bad end. 
 
    And unfortunately, he feared, so would she. 
 
      
 
    THE END
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    Peyton and her friends have become such a part of my life that I think of them as actual people. This phenomena came true for me when a reader told me she saw someone who reminded her of Abe. How wonderful is that. It makes the journey so much sweeter. I didn’t know this would happen when I got the courage to show people what I wrote, but I’m so happy I took the risk. Thank you to all who follow Peyton’s adventures, thank you for your inspiration and your continued support. 
 
    And thank you, as always, to my family for never once doubting me. 
 
    I am so very blessed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    “We serial killers are your sons, we are your husbands, we are everywhere.” 
 
      
 
    ~ Ted Bundy 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to ask you this one time and one time only, and if you lie to me, D’Angelo, I will pull your badge.” 
 
    Katherine Defino was not a woman one took lightly. In a predominantly male occupation, she conducted her squad room with cool logic and professionalism. She never asked for more than she was willing to give herself and she was always fair. 
 
    Marco knew she expected the same treatment in return. She would not accept less than honesty from him and she had a detective’s instincts. She knew when someone was lying to her. For the past eight years, he had followed police protocol to the letter, he never shirked his duty, and he never gave her any reason to doubt him. Until now. 
 
    “Inspector D’Angelo,” said Defino in a voice heavy with import. “Are you in love with your partner?” 
 
    Marco stared at the picture on her desk, the clear acrylic stapler that Peyton always played with, the holder for Defino’s business cards, and the black desk blotter that seemed so out of place on the clear glass surface, and he knew he couldn’t think fast enough to get out of this one. 
 
    “Marco!” she said in warning. 
 
    He lifted his eyes and met hers directly. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    She slumped back in her chair, staring at a spot just over his left shoulder. 
 
    He took a deep breath, knowing that everything depended on the next few minutes. Once she made up her mind, the odds of her changing it were slim. “Listen, Captain, nothing’s changed because of this.” 
 
    She met his gaze. “Are you sleeping with her?” 
 
    “No, Captain. Nothing’s happened. It’s just feelings, nothing more.” 
 
    “Nothing more? It better not be anything more or I can’t allow you to stay her partner.” 
 
    He drew a deep breath and leaned forward. “I have no intention of acting on these feelings and more than that, Peyton doesn’t feel the same.” 
 
    “How can you know? You haven’t told her.” 
 
    “But she’s made it clear to me. This job is the most important thing in her life and she would never risk it.” 
 
    Defino shook her head. “She deserves to know.” 
 
    “She absolutely does not.” 
 
    “There’s no way you can continue working with her the same way now.” 
 
    “Yes, I can.” 
 
    “How, D’Angelo? How the hell does that work?” 
 
    “Because I’ve been doing it for the last eight years, Captain.” 
 
    “What?” She sat forward. “Are you telling me you’ve been in love with her that long?” 
 
    “Almost from the start.” 
 
    Her face clouded over. “And you never thought to tell me?” 
 
    “It wasn’t an issue until the damn shrink started messing with my head, and reporting everything to you.” 
 
    “For eight years?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Defino stared at her desk. “I can’t believe this.” 
 
    “That’s my point, Captain. I never gave anything away. I never slipped up once in all that time.” 
 
    “It’s against protocol.” 
 
    “How?” He held out a hand. “I’ve never acted on these feelings, and that’s all they are – feelings. I can understand if I had broken protocol or done anything about it, but I haven’t.” He dropped his hand against his thigh. “The truth is, Captain, the department doesn’t own my feelings, and other than that, I haven’t done a damn thing wrong.” 
 
    She thought for a moment. 
 
    Marco took it as a good sign. 
 
    “She’s the best cop you have, Captain, better than I am. You can’t afford to lose her, not with a serial killer about to open up on the City again, but let’s be honest. She’s a loose cannon. Who else could work with her? Put up with the crap she pulls? You know I’m the best choice for protecting her, for keeping her safe.” He moved to the edge of his chair, forcing her to look him in the eyes. “You can’t chance letting her out on the street with anyone else. I’ve protected her for the last eight years and nothing that I’ve told you in the last few minutes diminishes that.” 
 
    Defino slowly shook her head. “My duty is clear, Marco...” 
 
    “It would be if anything had happened, but it hasn’t.” 
 
    She started to speak, but the door flew open and Peyton rushed inside. “Captain, Marco was with me last night.” 
 
    Defino gaped at her in astonishment. 
 
    “I can vouch for him.” 
 
    “Brooks, before you finish that, you should know he’s already told me he was home alone.” 
 
    Marco could see Peyton’s shoulders slump. 
 
    “Captain...” she pleaded. 
 
    “Brooks, get the hell out of my office before I pull your badge.” The warning in Defino’s voice was implicit.  
 
    Peyton shot Marco a desperate look. For a moment, he thought she would defy a direct order, but he refused to look at her or give her any encouragement whatsoever. Backing from the room, she let the door close behind her. 
 
    Defino didn’t move for a moment, just stared at the blotter on her desk, her fingers curling into a fist on its surface. Marco tapped his boot on the floor, waiting. Finally, he looked up and met her gaze. 
 
    “I’d swear you planned that if I didn’t know better,” she said. 
 
    “She does make my points for me.” 
 
    Defino exhaled heavily. “I can’t ignore this. I can’t ignore what Dr. Ferguson thought, but you have a point about the serial killer.” 
 
    Marco nodded, not daring to speak. 
 
    “I still think she deserves to know, but I won’t betray your confidence.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” He felt the knot in his belly ease at bit. 
 
    “I’m also going to table my decision for a while, but the first sign of trouble, the very next mistake you make, D’Angelo, and I will make the change.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    She moved forward in her chair so fast, he almost jumped. “I’m not kidding. You make one mistake, just one more lapse of judgment, and I pull the plug. No warning, no compromise, nothing.” 
 
    Marco forced himself to breathe in and out. Slowly, he nodded. 
 
    “And as soon as the serial killer is caught, I will be reevaluating my decision. Understand this is only because we are under a very serious threat. That is the only reason I’m not yanking you right now.” 
 
    “Understood, Captain.” 
 
    Defino leaned back in her chair. “If it were anyone else but Brooks, I wouldn’t hesitate to split you up, but Brooks...” She shook her head. 
 
    Marco dared a half-smile. 
 
    She pointed her finger at him. “Don’t be smug.” 
 
    He schooled his face. “Never, Captain.” 
 
    “You’re on leave until ballistics reports on your gun.” 
 
    “Captain...” 
 
    “Don’t, D’Angelo. I’m going against every instinct I have right now. Do not press me.” 
 
    Marco rose to his feet and ducked his head in acquiescence. “Sorry, Captain.” 
 
    “Go home and stay there.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Defino gave him one last ominous look, pointing at the door. 
 
    Marco beat a hasty retreat. He didn’t need a second warning. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton waited for him on the other side of the door. He came to an abrupt halt and pulled the door closed behind him. Her dark eyes searched his face, a curl escaping her ponytail and trailing over her cheek. 
 
    Maria sat at her desk, watching him, and Jake stood at her back, chewing on his upper lip. Marco glanced at both of them, wishing they weren’t here right now, but lately, wherever he went, there they were. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Marco,” Peyton began, clasping her hands before her. 
 
    “Step outside with me,” he said, motioning to the front of the precinct. He didn’t wait to see if she would follow, just headed that direction, shoving open the half door and holding it for her. She ducked her head as she moved in front of him and pulled open the glass doors, stepping onto the landing. 
 
    He crossed around her, so he faced the precinct. He could see Jake and Maria watching them. A moment later, Defino’s door opened and she stepped out. 
 
    “What happened with Detective Acosta and Meilin Fan?” he asked. 
 
    She blinked a few times, shaking her head. “What?” 
 
    “Did you get a confession?” 
 
    “Ah.” She shook her head again. “No, no confession, but Detective Acosta believes she has enough evidence to get a conviction in Florida. We’re going to start extradition proceedings right away.” 
 
    “Good. Make sure it goes through. Don’t leave anything to chance.” 
 
    She lifted her head and gave him a bewildered look. “Okay?” 
 
    He watched the three people in the precinct, then glanced down at her. “We need a win, Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton hugged her arms around herself. “She wants to break up our team, doesn’t she?” 
 
    His attention fixed on her. “Did she tell you that?” 
 
    Peyton nodded miserably. “Are you suspended?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes. 
 
    Marco shifted uncomfortably. He didn’t do well when women cried, but for some reason, he did the worst when it was Peyton. He reached out and caught her arm at the elbow. “Don’t,” he whispered. 
 
    “It’s my fault. They all warned me not to go in there.” 
 
    He exhaled. “Actually, that was probably the thing that saved us this time.” 
 
    She frowned, but her eyes continued to shimmer. “What?” 
 
    He wasn’t sure how to tell her this, but he knew she wouldn’t leave it alone. “I told her no one else would be able to work with you. Then you burst through the door.” 
 
    Her jaw firmed, but her eyes still looked liquid. “You what?” 
 
    “You aren’t really going to dispute that, are you?” 
 
    She looked out at the parking lot. “Why do you keep getting suspended?” 
 
    He sighed. “I don’t know.” Then a thought occurred to him. “Wait. You didn’t ask me if I did it.” 
 
    “Did what?” 
 
    “Shoot Junior Walker.” 
 
    She waved him off. “I know you didn’t do that.” 
 
    He smiled at her, he couldn’t help it. No matter what, she always had faith in him. “I’ll be back as soon as Ballistics tests my gun.” 
 
    She nodded, still not making eye contact. 
 
    “Brooks?” 
 
    “What if she splits us up, Marco?” 
 
    “We’ll deal with it. Don’t worry about that right now. Just make sure the Meilin Fan extradition goes through.” 
 
    Finally she looked at him, her eyes swimming in tears. “How can I not worry about it? You’re right. Who else would put up with me?” 
 
    He laughed. “Not another damn soul, and that’s certain.” 
 
    She shivered in the cool San Francisco air and a tear spilled down her cheek. 
 
    He glanced at the faces behind the glass, then leaned close to her. “If we solve the serial killer case, I’ll bet you we can ask for anything we want and get it.” 
 
    She searched his face. 
 
    “You hear me?” 
 
    “I hear you,” she said. 
 
    He straightened. “Man up, Brooks. I’m going home like Defino told me, but I’ll call you tonight.” 
 
    “Will you come over and have dinner with us?” 
 
    He shook his head, his gaze fixed on Defino. “That’s not a good idea right now, but I’ll give you a call.” 
 
    She wiped the tears away. “I guess I can’t hug you, can I?” 
 
    He wanted to tell her no, but she had always been so affectionate with everyone she knew. Would walking away from her under these circumstances without giving her a hug look strange, like he was trying too hard? 
 
    He stepped closer to her and pulled her into his arms. She encircled his waist and pressed her forehead to his chest. He closed his eyes briefly. No use wanting things that would never be. Why the hell couldn’t he stop himself for both their sakes? 
 
    She pulled back first. “I better go in.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Hold your head up, okay?” 
 
    She nodded and turned away from him, lifting her chin as she moved toward the glass doors. Marco caught Jake’s eyes as she stepped back inside, then he backed to the stairs and headed for the Charger, forcing himself not to turn around again. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Abe tilted the wine bottle and filled her glass again. He sat at the foot of her bed, his long legs crisscrossed before him. Pickles lounged in his lap, all four paws waving in the air. Peyton sat with her back pressed to the headboard, her knees tented, her arms wrapped around them. She wore a baggy pair of grey sweats and a white tank-top. Her dark curls lay damply on her shoulders. 
 
    “I think Pickles would look fantastic in braids with different colored beads on the ends.” 
 
    She took a sip of wine. “You’re not giving my dog dread locks.” 
 
    He flashed a smile filled with teeth. “Where’s Maria tonight?” 
 
    “Date.” 
 
    “With Nate Cho?” 
 
    “Who else?” 
 
    “They’ve been together a lot lately.” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. 
 
    “And Jake?” 
 
    “He’s messing with pictures in his room. He hates it when I’m mopey.” 
 
    “We all do, sweetie.” 
 
    She kicked him with a sock-clad foot. 
 
    He leaned over and grabbed a slice of pizza, folding it with his long, elegant fingers. “Do you want me and Pickles to leave you to the mopes?” 
 
    “No, don’t you dare.” 
 
    “Then you’d best treat us with a little respect.” He nodded at the wine glass. “You need to eat something.” 
 
    She snagged a piece of pizza, but she couldn’t fold it the way he did. His brows lifted and he reached for a napkin, handing it to her. 
 
    “Probably not the best idea to eat in one’s bed,” she remarked. 
 
    “Especially if you ever want another man to share it.” 
 
    She took a bite, chewing and swallowing. “I don’t think you have to worry about that ever again.” 
 
    Abe rolled his eyes. “I love you something fierce, lil bits, but I don’t do whiney. You need to pull yourself together. I can hang with the drinking and the eating in bed, but the prison greys and the pity party are so not my scene.” 
 
    Peyton couldn’t help but laugh. “What are you – a character from one of those cheesy 60’s beach movies?” 
 
    “As entertainment goes, that is an art form many people just didn’t understand.” 
 
    “Oh, I think they understood it, all right. It was pretty much chicks in bikinis and dudes with long hair and bad dialogue.” 
 
    Abe gave a dreamy look. “Who doesn’t love dudes in bikinis?” 
 
    “Chicks in bikinis.” 
 
    “Chicks?” He made a face. “Who wants to see that?” 
 
    “Dudes with long hair.” 
 
    “This conversation is devolving. We need more wine.” He reached for the bottle and filled both of their glasses. 
 
    Peyton noticed however, that his hadn’t diminished as much as hers. “You’re not keeping up.” 
 
    He lifted his glass and studied it in the light from her bedside lamp. “Wine is just so blasé.” 
 
    “Blasé?” 
 
    “Means unexcited, jaded, unmoved.” 
 
    “I know what it means.” 
 
    “Well, why’d you ask?” 
 
    “Most people would disagree with you. Most people find wine very stimulating.” 
 
    Abe made a face. “I am most definitely not most people. I like my drinks with a bit more color.” 
 
    “That’s one way of putting it.” 
 
    He settled the glass on the floor and scratched Pickles’ belly. The little dog gave a groan of pleasure. “So why are we moping in the bedroom again?” 
 
    “Marco’s been suspended and Defino wants to split up our team.” 
 
    Abe considered that for a moment, pursing his lips. “My Angel has been suspended a lot lately.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “What’s the reason this time?” 
 
    “Junior Walker’s dead. He was shot in the back of the head, execution style.” 
 
    “Hm. They don’t suspect Angel’D himself, do they?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged and took another sip of wine. “I find that hard to believe, but they took his gun and badge, and sent him home.” 
 
    Abe frowned. “Wait. Defino wants to split the two of you up?” 
 
    “She hinted at it with me, and I guess she told him directly.” 
 
    “Why? Aren’t you her best team?” 
 
    “We are, but we’ve been arguing in public lately. She thinks we can’t recover from Alcatraz.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “You’re telling me. I can’t work with anyone else, Abe. I don’t know what I’d do.” 
 
    Abe gave her a quizzical look. “I think you’re missing the point, sweets. The bigger problem is who could work with you.” 
 
    Peyton glared at him, then she sighed. “You’re right.” 
 
    “I’m still confused. Why would they think Marco had anything to do with this Junior Walker clown?” 
 
    “Because Marco threatened to kill him when we went to get Maria’s things from his house.” 
 
    Abe considered that. 
 
    “It meant nothing. It was just typical cop speak. You know? To back someone down?” 
 
    “Right,” said Abe, clearly not convinced. “Personally, I like to threaten them with an autopsy, but whatever works.” 
 
    Peyton fought a smile. 
 
    “Something bothers me, though.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You said Junior Walker was shot execution style?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Like the first victim of this Clean-up Crew nutter?” 
 
    Peyton’s head snapped up. “What?” 
 
    Abe pressed his fingers to his forehead. “What was his name?” 
 
    “The bum on the BART platform?” 
 
    “Yeah, Kimono or Bimbo.” 
 
    “Kimbro?” 
 
    Abe snapped his fingers. “Right. Wayne Kimbro.” 
 
    Peyton felt her mouth go dry. “Do you think you can get Junior Walker’s autopsy?” 
 
    He gave her a disgruntled look. “Really? Have you so little faith in me?” 
 
    “Sorry. Whatever was I thinking?” 
 
    “I do wonder sometimes.” 
 
    They both fell silent. Peyton stared at the sleeping Pickles, but her mind was frantically trying to piece it all together. Marco was right. If they could solve the serial killer case, the issue of their partnership would be moot. Defino would be an idiot to split them up after that. 
 
    “Still,” said Abe, his expression troubled. “What are the odds that Walker’s death and Kimbro’s could be related?” 
 
    Peyton’s eyes lifted to his face. For some reason, she had a sinking feeling she knew how that could be. Walker was a wife beater, not a pedophile, so the only connection between Kimbro and Walker was she and Maria. Therefore, if Kimbro and Walker were shot with the same gun, that meant the serial killer was someone in her own department. 
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick,” she said, scrambling off the bed and running to the bathroom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Peyton knocked on Marco’s door the next morning. He pulled it open and gave her a critical look. 
 
    “What’s with the cheap sunglasses, ZZ Top?” he asked, motioning her inside. 
 
    “Too much wine and too little pizza,” she answered, walking carefully to his little bistro set and taking a seat. Bracing her head on her hand, she closed her eyes. Three aspirins and her head still hammered like a drum. 
 
    “I’ll get some coffee going…and toast.” 
 
    Peyton grimaced. “I don’t think I can eat anything.” 
 
    “The toast will soak up the wine.” 
 
    “To be honest, I think most of it’s in my toilet.” 
 
    “Attractive,” he said with a hint of amusement. “You don’t usually tie one on with wine. What gives?” 
 
    She adjusted the shades and lifted her other hand to brace her forehead. “I don’t know. My partner’s suspended for the second time in two months, my mother’s marrying a racist, my ex is engaged to the most understanding woman in the world, and I have an abusive receptionist living on my couch with a murder suspect in the spare bedroom…” 
 
    He chuckled as he filled the coffee pot with water from the tap. 
 
    “Abe wants to put beads on the end of my Yorkie’s dread locks…Abe wants to make my Yorkie have dread locks…” 
 
    He grabbed the bread and plugged in the toaster. 
 
    “The captain wants to split me up from my partner and my partner doesn’t think anyone else could work with me.” She opened one eye and watched him spoon grounds into the coffee filter. “Actually, there seems to be a general consensus about that one.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Junior Walker was shot execution style and Abe made a connection that it’s distinctly similar to how Wayne Kimbro was shot.” 
 
    Marco went still, slowly turning to face her. “Wayne Kimbro? The bum in the BART station?” 
 
    She held out her hand. 
 
    He moved to the table and took a seat opposite her. “Is Abe going to do Junior Walker’s autopsy?” 
 
    “I asked him to request it.” 
 
    “How could Wayne Kimbro and Junior Walker be connected, Brooks?” 
 
    She reached up and lowered the shades, so she could see him over the top of the rim. “Exactly.” 
 
    He sat back in his chair. “The Janitor has ties to the police department?” 
 
    “Or, he’s in the police department.” 
 
    Marco stared at her for a minute, then he shook himself. “Okay, next time, lead with that.” 
 
    She grimaced. “As I’m reviewing our conversation in my mind, I’m realizing that should have probably come before the stuff about Pickles.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He stared at the table, deep in thought. 
 
    Peyton could smell the rich aroma of brewing coffee and her mouth watered for it. “I could really use that coffee,” she said. 
 
    He rose to his feet. She noticed he wore a pair of running shoes, athletic shorts, and a sleeveless compression t-shirt, which strained across his shoulders. She couldn’t help but mark how fit he was, an Adonis as Jake called him. 
 
    “Were you going running?” 
 
    He glanced at her over his shoulder. “Yeah, but it’ll wait.” 
 
    “I need to go running.” She hadn’t been since Junior Walker accosted her on her street. She needed to get back into her routine. 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll get very far with a hangover.” 
 
    “I barely made it up your stairs.” 
 
    He poured her a cup of coffee and grabbed the sugar, setting both in front of her. 
 
    “Do you have a little milk?” 
 
    He yanked open the fridge and grabbed a milk carton and butter, placing those on the table. 
 
    “And a spoon?” 
 
    He frowned at her. “You’re high maintenance, Brooks.” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it, D’Angelo.” 
 
    He threw the two slices of toast onto a saucer and brought it to her with a spoon and a knife. “I think I have some idea.” 
 
    She almost burst into tears as she reached for the sugar bowl, but she fought them back. She knew how much he hated it when she cried. Not that she was the weepy sort, but lately, shit lately she’d been a freakin’ spigot.  
 
    He watched her prepare her coffee, then when she didn’t touch the toast, he spread a thin layer of butter on it and pushed it at her. She usually loved San Francisco sour dough something fierce, but she wasn’t sure her stomach could handle anything right now. 
 
    “Eat,” he commanded. 
 
    She lifted the coffee to her lips and took a sip, then grabbed a slice of toast and took a bite. It actually went down easier than she thought. “Is this bread from Fisherman’s Wharf?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “When did you go?” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    She took another bite and chewed. “Mama D’Angelo,” she said. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    She placed a finger on the blue flowered sugar bowl. “I didn’t think you bought this.” 
 
    “Actually, that was a gift from Abe.” 
 
    Peyton laughed, then moaned when her temples throbbed. “Aren’t you having anything?” 
 
    “I like to run on an empty stomach.” 
 
    “Really?” She scrunched up her nose. “I don’t like to do anything on an empty stomach.” 
 
    “Except drink wine, apparently.” 
 
    She took another sip of coffee. “Not anymore.” 
 
    He smiled at her. God, he was so handsome when he smiled. 
 
    “What are we going to do about the serial killer?” She’d been avoiding any talk regarding the case, but she’d come to his apartment for that very reason. 
 
    He leaned on the table. “Don’t say anything right now. Wait until they reinstate me.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I don’t like this, Brooks. If it’s one of our people…” 
 
    She exhaled in disbelief. “I can’t even get my head around that.” 
 
    “You have to admit it makes sense.” 
 
    “I know it makes sense, but one of ours…” 
 
    “Did you say anything to Jake or Maria about it?” 
 
    “No, just Abe.” 
 
    “Call Abe and tell him to keep it under his hat, okay?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Promise me you won’t do anything until I’m back.” 
 
    “Defino’s going to put me back on the Clean-up Crew case once I finish the extradition papers for Meilin Fan.” 
 
    “Let Cho and Simons lead. Do you know how dangerous this could be, Brooks?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “You can’t trust anyone right now.” 
 
    She started to protest, but he gave her a severe look. 
 
    “I’m serious. You can’t trust anyone.” 
 
    An unbidden thought popped into her mind, but she forcefully tamped it down. Even so, for the briefest moment, she almost said, Not even you? 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    After downing three cups of coffee and two slices of toast, Peyton made it to the precinct, but Marco’s words echoed over and over in her mind: You can’t trust anyone. She’d worked with these people for eight years. How could she not trust them? How many times had her life been in their hands? The thought of one of them being the Janitor made her feel physically ill, and it really didn’t have anything to do with the wine she’d consumed the previous night. 
 
    She tried to concentrate on the report she needed to finish on the Meilin Fan case. Devan had texted that he’d be by before lunch for it, so he could start the extradition process. Still, she found herself distracted by the people walking past her desk. 
 
    Jake stopped and chatted about nonsense for a few minutes. She knew he couldn’t be it. Not corn-fed, mid-western, all-American Jake with his unyielding devotion to his dead wife and his puppy dog eyes. 
 
    Maria lounged at her desk, reading a fashion magazine. There was no way she could have offed Junior Walker. The man paralyzed her with fear whenever she thought of him. Besides that, Maria was too genuine a person to be a deviant serial killer. 
 
    Smith stopped by, handing her his report on Meilin Fan’s arrest. “Pretty routine, baby girl,” he said, his bushy moustache lifting in a smile. Smith was like Marco – by the book, strictly controlled, emotionally contained. Besides that, he had a drinking problem. He was sober now, but if he’d been responsible for killing so many people, Peyton felt sure he’d go back to the bottle just to forget what he’d done. 
 
    She’d like to think it was Holmes. He stopped by, tsking his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “You just couldn’t let a man handle a man’s job.” 
 
    She leaned back in her chair and stared up at him. She’d abandoned the sunglasses when she got here, figuring she didn’t need to look hung-over if Defino came by. “If you’re talking about your…” She nodded at the crotch of his pants. “You can handle that all by yourself.” 
 
    He gave her a smug smile. “I wasn’t talking about me. You had to go bust in on D’Angelo when he was with the captain. You couldn’t let him work it out by himself, and you got the poor bastard suspended again.” 
 
    Oh, she would love it if it were Holmes…except she wouldn’t. “I’m not the one who took his gun and badge from him.” 
 
    His expression clouded over. “That’s the part of the job I hate. He’s a good cop.” 
 
    “One of the best. He’ll be back before you know it, Drew.” 
 
    He nodded, then walked away. She watched him over her shoulder. Holmes might like to bust her chops, but she couldn’t see him as a serial killer. He’d come to her rescue enough times that she’d grudgingly grown to respect him. 
 
    Bill Simons trundled out of the break-room, munching on a donut. He ambled like a bear she’d seen walking along the edge of some rocks in Tahoe one time, heavy tread, shoulders swaying. He carried a second donut in his other hand. She sort of hated that they’d become clichés, but when he dumped the second donut – chocolate with rainbow sprinkles – on her desk and roughly patted her shoulder before he went on, she pounced on it. Nope, she couldn’t believe Bill Simons was a serial killer. 
 
    “Hey, Brooks, Defino says I need to help you with your report,” came Bartlet’s voice at her back. 
 
    She placed a piece of donut in her mouth and shook her curls. “I’m almost done.” 
 
    “She wants a copy of it.” 
 
    “I’ll send it to her email.” 
 
    He played with the handle of his baton and adjusted the pepper spray in his belt. “Anything else you need? She wants me to help you since…” His eyes tracked to Marco’s desk and back. “Until D’Angelo gets back.” 
 
    She took another bite of donut. “I’m fine, Jimmy.” 
 
    He nodded and wandered away. 
 
    She dismissed him as well. Too green. If he was going around killing people, he had to be the best damn actor in the freakin’ world. 
 
    She forced herself to return to the report, adding in Smith’s account of the arrest. She heard Devan’s dress shoes before she saw him. He came up on her side, grabbing a chair from another desk and sliding it over to her. 
 
    “So we’re extraditing Ms. Fan to Florida, I hear.” 
 
    Peyton pushed her mouse away and swiveled in her chair. “They have the stronger case. Detective Acosta has the actual gun that was used in the killing of her parents.” 
 
    He nodded, folding his hands in his lap. As always, he wore the most stylish of suits, a charcoal grey that fit his slim frame perfectly. “I heard about D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Yep.” She wasn’t going to share anything more with Devan. He and Marco didn’t necessarily get along. 
 
    “He’s been suspended a lot lately.” 
 
    She turned back to the computer and pressed save on the document. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “Fine. I have something else I want to talk to you about anyway.” 
 
    She didn’t look at him. “Your fiancée’s pregnant?” 
 
    “My fiancée’s pregnant? What?” 
 
    She glanced at him. “What?” 
 
    “Why did you say my fiancée’s pregnant?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “The last time you said we had to talk you told me you were getting married, so I figured this was the next shoe to drop.” 
 
    He let out his breath in a relieved pant. “You scared the hell out of me.” 
 
    Interesting. “What do you think will happen once you marry her?” 
 
    “Not right away. Besides, we pushed the wedding back to the first of next year.” 
 
    “Right.” She grabbed another piece of donut and plopped it in her mouth. 
 
    “Why do you have to make this so hard?” 
 
    She clicked on the screen with her mouse. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m a perfect delight.” She shot him an appraising look. “You want this printed or by email?” 
 
    “Email,” he answered, smoothing his pants leg. “You have never been a perfect delight and you know it.” 
 
    “Agree to disagree,” she said. 
 
    He pointed a finger at her. “That, right there?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “So much snark.” But he was smiling. “You keep men off balance.” 
 
    “Then men shouldn’t be so wobbly.” She clicked to attach the email, then leaned on her desk, bracing her chin on her hand. “Do you remember those toys we had as kids? The round things that wobbled?” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The toys? They had faces and houses and cars, and they wobbled. Weeble Wobbles!” She punctuated it with her finger. 
 
    “Weeble Wobbles?” 
 
    “Yeah, they were shaped like an egg. My mom had some from when she was a kid and I used to play with them all the time.” 
 
    “Weeble Wobbles.” He shook his head. “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “That’s what men are. They’re Weeble Wobbles.” 
 
    He just blinked at her without speaking for a moment. 
 
    She turned back to the computer and sent the document. 
 
    Rubbing a hand across his forehead, he exhaled. “Look, Peyton, Jedediah O’Shannahan is coming up for trial.” 
 
    Peyton went still. Jedediah O’Shannahan, the immensely popular televangelist who had been arrested as an accessory to his wife in the murder of Teresa Ravensong – Jedediah O’Shannahan, the bane of Peyton’s last year. 
 
    “I’m going to need you to testify.” 
 
    She nodded, not sure she could speak. She hated Jedediah O’Shannahan. Whenever she met with him, he made her skin crawl in all sorts of unpleasant ways. 
 
    “This isn’t like the Claire Harper case. I’m not sure I can win this.” 
 
    “That isn’t a very good attitude,” she scolded. 
 
    He held out his hands. “It’s the truth.” 
 
    “Who’s representing him?” 
 
    “Elizabeth Brown.” 
 
    “Isn’t she…” 
 
    “The lawyer for the mayor.” 
 
    “Great. She’s a regular ball buster.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” He tapped a finger on her desk. “I’m gonna have to prep you for this one. We’ll need to meet a couple of times.” 
 
    “Fine. When does the trial start?” 
 
    “I’ll send you the schedule.” He gave her a frank look. “You can’t let O’Shannahan get under your skin like he does, or we’ll lose.” 
 
    “What about Brown with you?” 
 
    “Same thing goes for me.” 
 
    Turning back to her computer, she effectively dismissed him. “Don’t go all weeble wobbly on her.” 
 
    He laughed and pushed himself to his feet. Leaning close, he said, “This is why I can’t seem to move on.” Then he walked away. 
 
    She watched him over her shoulder, her fingers sliding the mouse back and forth. No way could Devan be the serial killer either. Damn, her list just kept shrinking. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco completed his jog and lifted weights, then showered. After eating a late breakfast, he picked up his cell phone and punched in a text to Abe. He knew he wasn’t supposed to ask for favors, but he needed to be cleared for duty again. The connection Peyton had made between Junior Walker’s death and the bum on BART worried him. If someone from their precinct was the Janitor, Peyton was in the direct line of fire. And as long as he was here, he couldn’t do anything about it. 
 
    Genius takes patience, Angel’D, came Abe’s response. 
 
    Marco shook his head. Does that mean you’re performing Junior Walker’s autopsy? 
 
    I was going to, but a text from you commands my instant attention. I’d be happy to issue you a set of scrubs if you’d like to spectate. 
 
    I’ll pass, he typed back. Just let me know the results. 
 
    Done and done, came the reply. 
 
    Just as he set the phone down again, it rang. He lifted it and looked at the display. Vinnie’s name flashed across the screen. Thumbing it on, he lifted it to his ear. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey, little brother, you got time for lunch?” 
 
    Marco glanced up at the clock on his stove. 11:25. “Yeah. Where do you want to meet?” 
 
    “Somewhere close to the precinct, right?” 
 
    “That’s okay. We can meet near your office.” 
 
    “Bring your partner. I haven’t seen her in a while.” 
 
    Marco sighed. “It’ll probably just be me.” 
 
    “Okay. Everything all right?” 
 
    “Yeah. Everything’s fine.” 
 
    “You want me to pick you up?” 
 
    “No, just name a place and a time, and I’ll be there.” 
 
    “How about Freshii on Bush at 12:30? It’s a veggie place.” 
 
    “I’ll be there.” 
 
    Marco drove over to the restaurant early. Sitting idle had never been his thing. He wandered around the streets toward Battery, window shopping. Peyton’s birthday was coming soon and he always struggled to find something for her that was both personal and yet not too intimate. She would scold him for getting her anything at all, but this year she turned thirty. He figured it was an occasion that ought to be marked with something special. 
 
    He found himself in front of a jewelry store. The shiny objects caught his eye, but she would shoot him if he bought her something from here, although she did wear earrings. Earrings wouldn’t be too personal, would they? 
 
    He found a couple of pairs that he thought would look good with her wild mane of curls, but he just wasn’t sure. He wished there was another woman he could consult about this. One of his sisters-in-law would likely help him, but he didn’t need it being reported back to his brothers, or worse, his mother. 
 
    Maybe Maria would help, but that also held its own problems. Maria would feel obligated to lecture him about Peyton’s lack of concern for her appearance. He usually ignored the silly squabbling they did, but if he asked for help, he’d be inviting it. 
 
    Glancing up, he caught the eye of a woman behind the counter. She was in her mid-thirties, dressed professionally in a silk shirt and a skirt. Bracelets and rings covered her wrists and fingers. She motioned him inside with a broad smile. 
 
    What the hell, he thought. Here was a woman who didn’t know a damn thing about him and wouldn’t report it to anyone else. 
 
    He pulled open the door and walked inside, but he immediately regretted it. Something about looking at jewelry for Peyton made him feel ten kinds of ass. The woman met him in the center of the store. 
 
    “How are you today?” 
 
    “Fine,” he said, shoving his hands into his pockets. 
 
    “Looking for anything specific?” 
 
    “Uh.” He glanced at the displays. The variety of engagement rings shocked him. Was that the only time a man ever entered a jewelry store? “I’m looking for a birthday present.” 
 
    “Okay. Do you have anything specific in mind?” 
 
    He rubbed the back of his neck. 
 
    She continued to beam at him. He always thought it was strange how people could feign such happiness toward a complete stranger, but he guessed when you saw other people as dollar signs, you could summon up some sort of warmth. 
 
    “I need something personal, but not intimate.” As he said it, he realized it sounded stupid. 
 
    “Personal, but not intimate? Can I assume this is for a friend then, not a lover?” 
 
    He nodded. “It’s her thirtieth birthday and she’s gonna give me hell for getting anything.” 
 
    “Got it. What’s her personality like?” 
 
    Marco frowned. Good lord, how did he answer that? 
 
    She took pity on him. “Ultra-feminine or not so much.” 
 
    “The second,” he said. 
 
    “Does she wear a lot of jewelry or just a few important pieces?” 
 
    “A few pieces and mostly when she goes out for a night.” 
 
    “Got it. I have a few ideas.” 
 
    He followed her to a display that was thankfully free of engagement rings. She showed him a selection of earrings and necklaces, and when he finally selected something, she boxed it up without making too much fuss. He couldn’t have been more grateful. 
 
    Glancing at the time on his cell phone, he paid for his purchase and wandered down the street to the restaurant. Vinnie had already arrived and got them a table. Marco took a seat across from him and settled the bag beside him. 
 
    Vinnie frowned. “You went shopping?” 
 
    “It’s been known to happen.” 
 
    “At a jewelry store?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He didn’t really want to talk about it and wished he’d taken the time to stash the bag in the Charger before he came to the restaurant. 
 
    “Something you want to tell me?” 
 
    Marco sighed. Sometimes it was a pain in the ass to have older brothers. “It’s Peyton’s birthday in a week.” 
 
    “You got her jewelry?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He looked around the restaurant. “You order yet?” 
 
    “No. Jewelry for Peyton?” 
 
    “It’s just a necklace. She’s turning thirty.” 
 
    Vinnie gave him a strange nod. “So I haven’t talked to you in a while. How are you?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Where’s your gun?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your gun?” 
 
    “I don’t have it.” 
 
    Vinnie leaned back in the booth. “Why?” 
 
    A waitress approached and handed them menus. She gave Marco a wink. “Can I get you something to drink?” 
 
    “Water’s fine,” he said, opening the menu. 
 
    She took Vinnie’s drink order and left. Marco made a production out of looking at the dishes, anything to avoid Vinnie’s question. 
 
    “You gonna tell me what the hell is going on or do I have to sic Mom on you?” 
 
    He looked up over the top of the menu. “I haven’t been here in a while. What’s good?” 
 
    “Marco,” Vinnie warned. 
 
    Marco closed the menu and settled it on the table. “I’ve been suspended.” 
 
    “Again?” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Well, that was a conversation that would take all of lunch. But it would also distract Vinnie from his purchase at the jewelry store. “It’s just routine.” 
 
    “Suspension is routine? I guess it’s becoming routine for you.” He leaned an elbow on the table. “What gives?” 
 
    “A perp died and…” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “They’re just checking my gun to make sure it wasn’t involved.” 
 
    Vinnie frowned. 
 
    The waitress returned and settled their drinks on the table. “What can I get you?” 
 
    Marco gave her a tense smile. “I’ll have the baja burrito.” 
 
    “Great choice. And for you?” She turned to Vinnie. 
 
    He glanced at the menu, then back at Marco. “Uh, I’ll have the harvest wrap.” 
 
    She gathered the menus and left. 
 
    Vinnie lifted his iced tea and took a sip. “Back up a little, okay? Why the hell would they check your gun?” 
 
    “I threatened to kill him. He was Maria’s boyfriend and he was beating the shit out of her, then he went after Peyton…” 
 
    “And he’s dead?” Vinnie’s face had lost color. 
 
    Marco glanced around the restaurant. No one was paying any attention to them. “I didn’t kill him,” he said, lowering his voice. 
 
    “What do you mean he went after Peyton?” 
 
    “He attacked her, twice.” 
 
    “Physically?” 
 
    Marco frowned. “How else?” 
 
    “Did he hurt her?” 
 
    “The first time. The second time, she leveled him.” He couldn’t keep the pride out of his voice. 
 
    “And they don’t suspect her of killing him?” 
 
    Marco sighed. In the last eight years, Peyton had never once fired her gun, well, except at a tire to keep Jake from running. “No. Besides, she had an alibi…or three.” 
 
    “And you didn’t?” 
 
    “I was home alone.” 
 
    Vinnie’s brow arched. “Alone?” 
 
    Marco rolled his eyes. “Yes, alone.” 
 
    Vinnie took another sip. “You need to quit this job, little brother. It scares me how close you’ve come a few times now.” 
 
    “How close I’ve come?” 
 
    “To biting it. And then you keep getting suspended. Something’s out of balance.” 
 
    Marco felt anger rise inside of him. “Nothing’s out of balance.” 
 
    “How do you figure? When have you had this much trouble before?” 
 
    He hesitated. Vinnie had a point. When had everything started going wrong? 
 
    “You’ve been a cop for what? Nine years now? And you’ve never once been suspended.” Vinnie shook his head. “Weren’t you one of the youngest cops made detective?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Marco studied the ice in his glass, not really hearing his brother. Everything started going wrong when the serial killer made his first kill. Wayne Kimbro, the bum on BART. 
 
    “Did you ever draw your gun on anyone before this?” 
 
    “A few times.” Actually, Kimbro’s murder wasn’t when he and Peyton had been pulled onto the case. They hadn’t been brought on until…Alcatraz. The Janitor had killed two people before Alcatraz, but on Alcatraz, he’d put the gun in the priest’s hands and the priest had shot at Peyton. He’d turned Peyton into a target. 
 
    “Marco, I’m just going to say it. Being a cop is like playing Russian roulette. Sometime your number is going to come up. I think these close calls are a warning.” 
 
    Was the Janitor playing them? Yanking them around like puppets? If there was a connection between Wayne Kimbro and Junior Walker, it had to be Peyton. She was the common denominator, the only thing he could think of that linked them.  
 
    “You’ve got to quit before something unthinkable happens. You’ve got to give this up.” 
 
    Alcatraz wasn’t the last time he’d targeted Peyton. He’d used the threat of shooting her to control Jake at Pier 39. 
 
    A sick feeling settled into Marco’s gut. Were all these deaths, all of these executions some sick way to gain Peyton’s approval? But then why target her? Why risk her if he was trying to impress her? 
 
    Because she wasn’t responding the way he wanted. She wasn’t grateful for his offerings, she was hunting him, trying to capture him. The serial killer thought they were of a like mind – two people striving to protect the wounded, the innocent, the weak, so he targeted child molesters, but Peyton betrayed him by also wanting to protect the child molesters. 
 
    “Marco!” 
 
    Marco blinked and glanced up at his brother. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    He didn’t know how to answer that. He didn’t want to scare his family, but he needed someone to run his theory past, someone who wouldn’t panic and demand he quit. If he was right, if the serial killer was doing this for Peyton, Peyton was in danger and here he was, suspended again. 
 
    He forced himself to calm down. She was working on the Meilin Fan case. She’d be occupied with that all day. And the Janitor hadn’t struck in a month, not since they almost caught him at Pier 39. Maybe he’d left, maybe he wasn’t even in San Francisco. Maybe he’d decided to find someone else more worthy of receiving his offerings. Maybe it was all over and they would never hear from him again. 
 
    “Sorry. I wasn’t listening.” 
 
    “What were you thinking about?” 
 
    “I was just wondering if I should have gotten Peyton something different for her birthday,” he said. “Like a soup kitchen…” 
 
    “Or a homeless shelter,” answered Vinnie with a laugh. 
 
    Marco forced a tense smile, but Vinnie’s comment struck a little too close for comfort. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    “All I’m saying is you look like a bag lady,” came Maria’s voice through the walls of the kitchen. 
 
    Pickles cocked his head and glanced toward the doorway. Jake settled his food dish in his spot and scratched his ear. “You know better than to listen,” he told the dog, then went to the coffee pot and poured himself a cup. 
 
    “How the hell do you figure that?” shouted Peyton in return. 
 
    “No one wears a shirt tied around their waist unless they have to, so their clothes won’t be stolen from their shopping cart, Brooks.” 
 
    “Fine.” The bedroom door slammed, followed by the sound of a hair dryer. 
 
    Jake sipped his coffee and read his newspaper, leaning against the counter. Hm, the house across the street was up for rent. It had three bedrooms. Interesting. 
 
    Pickles crunched his kibble in the background. A moment later, the pounding bass of some rap artist vibrated through the walls. A door slammed open and Jake could hear banging on the bathroom door. 
 
    “Do you want to short out the electricity again?” came Peyton’s voice. 
 
    The hair dryer shut off and the bathroom door flew open, slamming into the wall. “I didn’t short it out the last time. It was Jake’s stupid Giants’ game.” 
 
    It wasn’t Jake’s stupid Giants’ game, but he sure as shit wasn’t going to defend himself. 
 
    “It wasn’t his stupid Giants’ game, it was your damn hair dryer. Why does it have to run five hours every day?” 
 
    “Because some people around here don’t go out in public looking like a bag lady! And it was Jake’s Giants’ game. Why does he have to listen to the radio when he’s watching it on the television?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but that doesn’t take up as much electricity as your straight iron, your curling iron, and your clothes iron all combined.” 
 
    “Well, sorry if I don’t want to come out of my bathroom looking all wrinkled from my head to my toes! And brown, Brooks, really, no straight woman wears brown!” 
 
    “Well, that’s good to know! At least lesbian women will know how to avoid you!” 
 
    More door slamming followed by the hair dryer kicking back on. Jake sipped coffee and turned the page. His phone began to vibrate on the counter, so he blindly reached for it and thumbed it on. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Ryder?” 
 
    “Adonis, how are you this lovely San Francisco morning?” 
 
    The hair dryer suddenly stopped, followed by banging in the hallway. “That did it. You blew the circuit again, Maria! My clock radio just went off!” 
 
    “I didn’t blow the damn circuit! Your wiring in this place is jack!” 
 
    “What’s jack is your disregard for other people’s needs! I need to go to work too!” 
 
    “Yeah, well, why don’t you try plucking those eyebrows before you go! Pretty soon you won’t be able to see a damn thing!” 
 
    Peyton appeared, stomping across the living room toward the front door, muttering under her breath. A moment later Maria followed her and they both left the house, shouting at each other. 
 
    “Jake?” 
 
    “Yeah, still here.” 
 
    “Is everything all right?” 
 
    He gave a bark of laughter. “It’s a fool’s paradise I inhabit, Adonis, a freakin’ fool’s paradise.” 
 
    “Are they fighting?” 
 
    “Is it fighting if it happens every morning?” 
 
    “Are you drunk?” 
 
    “On life, my friend, I’m drunk on life. You have no idea what you’re missing out on over here.” 
 
    “I can guess.” 
 
    Peyton came back in. “How is it practical for me to wear pumps to work? I’m a cop. I have to chase down perps, Maria.” 
 
    “When was the last time you chased a perp? When was the last time you chased a man for that matter?” 
 
    Jake turned a page on his newspaper and sipped his coffee, not even looking up. The front door slammed shut and they stomped across the room, disappearing into the hallway. 
 
    Marco’s voice came across the line. “Look, Ryder, I need to talk to you about something.” 
 
    Jake held the phone away from his face, studying the number on the screen. Yep, Adonis. “You need to talk to me?” 
 
    “Yeah, do you have time today?” 
 
    “Okay.” He drew the word out. “Anything in particular you want to discuss?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you later. Look, don’t tell Peyton we’re meeting.” 
 
    “She’s gonna be pissed at me if she finds out.” 
 
    Marco sighed. “Don’t tell her right now, okay? It’s important.” 
 
    Jake straightened. “Okay. Let’s meet around noon for lunch.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “There’s a Mexican restaurant about a block from the precinct. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    The line went dead. 
 
    “Talk to you soon, buddy,” Jake said into the phone, then slipped it in his pocket. 
 
    Peyton appeared on the other side of the counter. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    “Abe wants you to take pictures of Junior Walker’s autopsy. He’s finishing it this morning and he wants us to come down.” 
 
    “Sure.” Jake finished off his coffee and folded over the paper, dropping it into the basket by the trash can. He gave Peyton a critical assessment. “Your eyebrows look fine, but I agree with her about the brown. That is just so last season.” 
 
    Peyton burst into laughter, slipping her arm through his. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “You need another car,” said Peyton, stepping out of her Corolla. “I’m embarrassed to be seen driving near you.” 
 
    Jake rubbed his hand across the Daisy’s roof. “I like my car. It gets people’s attention.” 
 
    “Of course it does. It’s purple with a daisy painted on the side of it.” 
 
    “It’s very Haight Ashbury.” He reached inside and grabbed his camera case. 
 
    Peyton wryly shook her head. “Nope, it’s all Castro and Polk. Abe’s right. It’s a gay pride float.” 
 
    “It’s paid, is what it is?” he answered coming around the back of it and meeting her. 
 
    “Point taken,” she said, pressing the button to lock her car. 
 
    “Now you, you should take the Charger away from Adonis. Wasn’t it issued to both of you?” 
 
    “I’d be prying the keys out of his cold, dead fingers. Do you know they wanted him to get a new car last year and he refused? The Charger’s eight years old, but he keeps her purring like a kitten.” 
 
    “Yeah, he does.” 
 
    They headed toward the back door of the M.E.’s office. Peyton was able to cross the parking lot now without feeling like she had to duck for cover, but she still scanned every car and every tree looking for a lunatic with a gun. 
 
    “How much longer do you think you can live with Maria?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged, pulling open the door and stepping inside. A guard met them at the podium and Peyton produced her badge. “Until she gets on her feet, saves enough for an apartment of her own, or until she moves in with Nate. That might be the sooner of the two.” 
 
    The guard produced a clipboard and Peyton scrawled her name. 
 
    “The fighting doesn’t get to you?” 
 
    “What fighting?” She watched as Jake signed in below her. 
 
    Jake paused and looked up. “Really? Were you not in the house this morning?” 
 
    “That?” She waved him off. “That was just a friendly squabble.” 
 
    Jake set the pen down and adjusted the camera case on his shoulder. “Friendly squabble? She told you to pluck your eyebrows.” 
 
    Peyton glanced at the guard. He gave her a speculative look. Reaching up, she ran a finger across her brows. Jake had a point. Turning away from the podium, she headed down the hallway. 
 
    “She doesn’t mean half of what she says.” 
 
    Jake stopped her with a hand on her arm. “She means everything she says. She called you a bag lady.” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “Roommates fight.” 
 
    “When have you and I ever fought?” 
 
    “When you called my mother.” 
 
    “That wasn’t a fight. You threatened to castrate me and I curled up in a ball like an armadillo.” 
 
    Peyton laughed. “You do that a lot.” 
 
    “I live with two women now, Peyton. It’s all I can do. Hey, did you know the house across the street is for rent?” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “It has three bedrooms.” 
 
    “It’s for rent. I own my house.” 
 
    “No you don’t. The bank does.” 
 
    “Forget it. I’m not moving.” She started walking again. “Why do you listen to the radio while you’re watching the game on the television?” 
 
    “You’re changing the subject.” 
 
    “Damn straight I am.” 
 
    “Fine. I like the radio announcers better than the television ones, so I like to hear their version of the game, while I watch it on TV.” 
 
    They paused in front of Abe’s lab. They could see him through the window, working over a body on the table, or what was left of a body. Various organs had been removed and placed in containers and the chest cavity was splayed open. Peyton grimaced and looked away, closing her eyes. 
 
    “I’ll go in and tell him to cover everything. Wait here,” Jake said, touching her elbow. 
 
    Peyton nodded, fighting the rise of bile in her throat, grateful that Jake knew her so well. She heard the door swish open and Abe’s voice filled the hallway. 
 
    “Jake Ryder, have camera, will travel!” 
 
    “You wanna throw a drape over him. I’ve got a homicide detective out in the hall, fighting to keep down her breakfast.” 
 
    Abe chuckled. “Sorry, lil’ bits, gives us a minute, love.” 
 
    She waved vaguely over her shoulder and stared at the sterile wall across from his lab. A moment later she heard the door swish open again. 
 
    “All clear,” said Jake. 
 
    She took a deep breath and turned, forcing herself to walk into the lab. It was nearly as bad, knowing what was under the drape, but if she just looked at Abe’s dreads she could get through this. 
 
    “Poor baby,” said Abe with a wicked smile. For some reason, he took perverse pleasure in her weakness. He pulled off his latex gloves and tossed them in the trash, then came around the table and pulled her in against his side, kissing her temple. “Never gonna get over your squeamishness, are you, darling?” 
 
    “Squeamishness? It’s a dead body that you cut open, Abe. You took out the poor fool’s heart.” 
 
    “And lungs and stomach. I’m always curious about a person’s last meal.” 
 
    Peyton closed her eyes and drew a deep breath. 
 
    Abe chuckled. “You wanna know what his was?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “I do,” said Jake, settling his camera case on the back counter. 
 
    “Ninja boy here liked red meat and lots of it. Probably why he was such a colossal ass to women.” 
 
    “Can we not talk about this?” begged Peyton. 
 
    “Sure. Just thought you might be curious. Isn’t this the ass-wipe who attacked you, sweets?” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean I want to know what his last meal was.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Peyton could tell by the mischievous glint in his eye that he was anything but sorry. “I thought you were doing his autopsy yesterday.” 
 
    “Well, your ex-boytoy called and wanted the autopsy reports on Hui Bai and Matthew Jensen, so I was a little busy with the last case you so effectively wrapped up. Still can’t believe that dish Meilin Fan is a murderess. Get it, dish…chef.” He gave a bark of silly laughter. 
 
    Peyton couldn’t help but smile. “Yeah, well, she didn’t exactly like to pull the trigger herself, but people seemed to drop dead around her like flies.” She couldn’t resist looking at the drape. “Can we get back to Junior Walker? I hate being in the same room with a dead guy.” 
 
    Abe went around the table, motioning her to follow him. “Come back here and you won’t be able to see the body when I lift the drape for Jake.” 
 
    She followed him and took a seat on the stool that he indicated. He pulled on a new pair of latex gloves and then picked up the sheet, holding it so she couldn’t see. She could hear the sound of Jake’s camera clicking. 
 
    “Did you get the bullet out of his head?” 
 
    Abe glanced over at her. “So how’s my Angel?” 
 
    Peyton frowned. “What?” 
 
    “What’s your gorgeous partner doing today?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I haven’t talked to him yet.” 
 
    “Hm. I’ll bet he’s going stir crazy. He’s not one to stay idle for long.” 
 
    Jake glanced up over the drape, making eye contact with Peyton, then he ducked back down and returned to snapping pictures. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, then glanced over at the counter, but that wasn’t a good idea. Junior Walker’s heart sat in a container next to the sink. She quickly looked away. “Did you get the bullet, Abe?” 
 
    “Yeah. Maybe you should give him a call and see how he is.” He looked at her over his shoulder, his dreads sliding down his back. She marked that he’d tied the ends with gold beads this time. 
 
    “Why do you keep changing the subject?” 
 
    “Because the subject of D’licious is much more fun.” 
 
    Peyton narrowed her eyes. Abe was the worst liar she’d ever seen. “What aren’t you telling me?” She stood up. 
 
    Abe lowered the drape, placing it back over the body. He moved to the counter and picked up an evidence bag, holding it out to her. A bullet lay in the bottom. 
 
    She took it and held it up to the light, shifting it so she could see it from both sides. Lowering it, she felt her heart catch. “You’re sure this came out of Walker’s head?” 
 
    Abe’s expression grew serious. “Yes, Peyton.” 
 
    “It’s a .40 caliber, Abe.” 
 
    “I know what it is.” 
 
    She swallowed hard. “That can’t be right.” 
 
    “It doesn’t mean anything, sweetheart.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” 
 
    “What?” asked Jake. “What does it mean?” 
 
    “You know he wouldn’t do something like this, Peyton,” said Abe, pointing to the body. “Not our Marco.” 
 
    “It’s a .40 caliber, Abe, exactly what his Glock takes.” 
 
    “It doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    She gripped the table, feeling dizzy. 
 
    “Sit down, honey,” said Abe, taking her arm and leading her back to the stool. 
 
    She sat and braced her forehead with her hand. 
 
    “Peyton, you can’t believe he’d do this,” said Jake, coming around the table. “Not Marco.” 
 
    Her fingers tightened on the bag. She didn’t know what to believe. Her mind wouldn’t process the significance of it. 
 
    “Peyton?” 
 
    Abe went to the sink and turned on the water. He came back and handed her a glass. 
 
    She took it, staring at the inside. “Please tell me this didn’t hold somebody’s organs.” 
 
    Abe laughed, but the laugh was strained. “No, no organs.” 
 
    She lifted it to her lips. The coolness of the water chased some of the panic away. “What if this is enough to arrest him?” 
 
    “A .40 caliber bullet? Ballistics has his gun, right?” 
 
    She blinked up at Abe. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Then they’ll clear him.” 
 
    “What if they don’t?” 
 
    “What do you mean? Why wouldn’t they?” 
 
    “Peyton, you can’t believe for a second that Marco would do this,” reasoned Jake. 
 
    She braced her forehead with her hand again. Did she? Could she? How? Not Marco, not the man she’d trusted with her life for the last eight years, the man she considered her closest friend, her confidant, her protector. And there it was. Marco, her friend, would never do something like this, but Marco, her protector, had already killed once for her. 
 
    “He told me not to trust anyone,” she whispered, and despite her attempt to fight it, the tears came once more. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco watched Jake enter the restaurant. He had the damn camera bag over his shoulder and he searched the restaurant, rising on his tiptoes to see into the back corner. Marco had deliberately chosen a booth in the back of the restaurant because a lot of the precinct ate here and he didn’t really want to be seen, but it was the easiest place to tell Jake where to meet him. 
 
    Jake caught sight of him and wandered through the tables, sliding into the booth and placing the camera case between them. “Hey, Adonis, nice of you to wave me over.” 
 
    “I figured you’d eventually locate me.” 
 
    “Always so damn helpful and charming,” he grumbled, picking up the menu. “Did you order?” 
 
    “No. Where’s Peyton?” 
 
    Jake lowered the menu and gave him a searching look. “She’s at the precinct, finishing up a few corrections Devan wanted her to make on the Meilin Fan report.” 
 
    “Did you tell her you were meeting me?” 
 
    “Should I have?” 
 
    “I asked you not to.” 
 
    “I know.” He searched Marco’s face again. “Is there something you need to tell me?” 
 
    Marco frowned. “What?” 
 
    A young man came over to the table with a green apron tied around his waist. “What can I get you?” he asked. 
 
    Jake gave him a smile. “I’ll have the two taco plate.” 
 
    “Beef or chicken?” 
 
    Jake glanced at Marco. “Beef.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    Marco wasn’t really hungry, but it was probably bad form to sit in a restaurant and not order something. “I’ll have the taco salad, no meat.” 
 
    “Do you want cheese?” 
 
    Marco shook his head. 
 
    “Anything to drink?” 
 
    “Water’s good.” 
 
    He turned to Jake. 
 
    “I’ll have a root beer.” 
 
    The waiter gathered the menus and left. 
 
    Jake folded his hands on the table and sighed. “Look, I’m not good at the cloak and dagger shit, so I’m just gonna come out with it, okay?” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “Peyton’s really upset. We went to Abe’s lab this morning and he finished the autopsy on Junior Walker.” 
 
    “I asked him to call me when he was done.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, he had a lot to deal with this morning and then Peyton asked him not to call you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Jake looked down at the table, fussing with his napkin. 
 
    “Ryder, I swear to God…” 
 
    Jake glanced up, catching his eye. “The bullet Abe pulled out of Walker’s head was a .40 caliber, Marco.” 
 
    Marco went still. 
 
    Jake shook his head. “Peyton lost it. She just came apart.” 
 
    Marco blinked, unable to think straight. What the hell? 
 
    “We both tried to talk to her, but she was a mess. I’ve seen her upset, but this was bad, Adonis, real bad.” 
 
    “I told her not to trust anyone.” 
 
    “Yeah, she said that. What the hell did that mean?” 
 
    “That’s why I wanted you to meet me.” 
 
    “If you’re gonna make some big confession, D’Angelo, I don’t think I’m the right person…” 
 
    “Shut up, Ryder.” Marco exhaled in frustration. “I didn’t kill Junior Walker.” 
 
    Jake’s shoulders slumped in relief. “I didn’t think you did, but…” 
 
    “Does Peyton?” 
 
    Jake bit his lower lip. 
 
    Marco just couldn’t believe she’d think that. Not Peyton. “Ryder?” 
 
    “She freaked out when Abe showed her the bullet, Adonis. What do you want me to say? It didn’t help that you told her not to trust anyone. The one person she trusts the most and…well, come on, what would you think?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t. I would never question her on something like that.” The waiter returned with their food and settled it before them. Marco realized he couldn’t eat. Just the thought that Peyton was doubting him made him feel physically ill. 
 
    Jake didn’t immediately reach for his tacos either. “Why did you want to see me?” 
 
    Marco picked up his water and took a drink, clearing his throat. “Yesterday I had a thought. I started wondering if the serial killer is killing to impress Peyton.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Marco glanced around the restaurant, then leaned forward. “Peyton thinks that there’s a connection between Junior Walker’s death and Wayne Kimbro, the bum on BART.” 
 
    “They were both shot in the back of the head.” 
 
    “Right. That led us to wonder if the killer’s someone in the precinct.” 
 
    Jake’s mouth dropped open. “Holy shit.” 
 
    “Twice now he’s used Peyton as a target.” 
 
    “Wait.” Jake held up a hand. “Why does Peyton have to be the link between Kimbro and Walker?” 
 
    “Who else could it be?” 
 
    “Maria.” 
 
    “The Janitor didn’t kill Walker until after Peyton was attacked by herself.” 
 
    Jake considered that. “But Peyton didn’t even get the case for Wayne Kimbro. Cho and Simons did.” 
 
    “We would have had it if Teresa Ravensong hadn’t died. Don’t you remember? They happened at the same time and we got Ravensong by luck of the draw.” 
 
    “You gambled for it.” 
 
    “Whatever. We would have had it though.” 
 
    “If he’s trying to impress her, why would he make her a target?” 
 
    “Because she’s not impressed. She’s trying to catch him. He didn’t target her until she came on the case, but once she did, he used her twice to control the situation. Maybe he’s confused. He wants to please her, but when she doesn’t seem pleased, he wants to punish her.” 
 
    “What size bullet was used to kill Wayne Kimbro?” 
 
    “I can’t remember.” 
 
    “Abe will know.” Jake fished his phone out of his pocket. He sent a quick text, then laid it on the table by his plate. “Adonis, if what you’re saying is true, it means Peyton could be in real danger.” 
 
    “And I’m suspended.” 
 
    “If Defino gets Abe’s autopsy report, you might be worse than suspended.” 
 
    Marco closed his eyes briefly. Yep, he might be worse than suspended. He might be arrested. Well, shit. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton glanced around the precinct, but almost everyone had left for the night. She picked up the phone and dialed Ballistics. They were probably closed for the night too, but she had to try. The phone rang a number of times, then transferred to their voice mail. 
 
    She closed her hand into a fist, then hung up. She wasn’t authorized to get the results of Marco’s ballistics report, but she’d hoped to call in a favor from one of the officers on duty. She’d wanted to call all day, but honestly, she’d been afraid. Afraid she’d get in trouble with Defino and afraid to find out the results. 
 
    Hours had passed since her crying spell in Abe’s lab, and she’d come to the conclusion that Marco just couldn’t be responsible for Junior Walker’s death, but still a part of her feared that she might be wrong. 
 
    “Why are you still here, baby girl?” came Smith’s voice. 
 
    She turned the chair and glanced up at him. “Just finishing up the changes to Meilin Fan’s report. Devan wants everything in his in-box tomorrow.” 
 
    “You look tired.” 
 
    She lifted a hand and tried to smooth down her wild ponytail. She wasn’t surprised she looked tired. She felt exhausted, mentally and physically both. “I’m so used to having a partner to carry half the load.” 
 
    He gave her a sympathetic smile. “Go home and get some rest. This desk will be here tomorrow.” 
 
    She pushed herself to her feet and grabbed her jacket off the back of her chair, sliding it on. “See you tomorrow, Frank.” 
 
    “See you tomorrow, baby girl.” 
 
    She gave him a brief hug, then walked toward the front of the precinct. Maria’s desk was empty and Defino’s office door was open. All day Peyton had dreaded the captain’s reaction when she saw Abe’s autopsy report, but he’d agreed to hold it for a day or so, hoping Ballistics would come back with their report first. 
 
    She walked to the opening and peeked inside. Relief flooded her when she saw Defino’s office was empty. That gave her time to get a hold of someone in Ballistics tomorrow. She hurried to the door and pushed it open, crossing the parking lot to the Corolla. 
 
    Usually she didn’t mind the drive home. She liked the City at dusk as the lights came up on the busy streets, people bustling by on their way to dinner or a show, but tonight she was filled with nervous energy. She wished she’d gotten home in time for a run, but it would be too close to dark by the time she changed and went back out again. 
 
    And for the first time, she wished her house was empty. She didn’t want to go around and around with Maria, and even if Jake tried to give her space, after her crying fit today, he’d be watching her like a worried dog. 
 
    She spotted the Charger a block away from the house. Relief rushed through her and she pulled into the driveway, reaching for the door handle before she’d even put the car in park. Marco was leaning against the passenger door, but he rose to his full height as she climbed from the car. 
 
    She didn’t give him any warning, just launched herself into his arms, pressing her face against his chest. She could smell the faint sandalwood scent of his aftershave and feel the rough texture of the sweater he wore. Slowly his arms encircled her and she felt his hand in her hair, smoothing it down. Fighting the latest onslaught of tears, she clung to him, not wanting to speak and spoil the moment. 
 
    “Peyton, you know I didn’t kill Junior Walker, don’t you?” 
 
    She gritted her teeth, willing herself not to give in to her erratic moods, but whenever he called her by her first name, it always produced an emotional response in her. 
 
    “Peyton?” The plaintive quality of his voice rumbling beneath her ear forced her to ease back in his arms. 
 
    “I know.” And she did. He could never kill anyone in cold blood, not Marco. Not ever. 
 
    “Jake said you broke down at Abe’s lab.” 
 
    “I know.” She drew a deep breath, feeling the tightness in her chest ease. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me lately, Marco. I’m an emotional mess right now.” 
 
    He tucked a curl behind her ear. “Maybe it’s because your partner’s about to be arrested for murder, or the fact that you have an abusive receptionist living on your couch who thinks you need to pluck your eyebrows…” 
 
    She laughed and took his hand. “Or an ex-murder suspect living in my spare room, sharing my private hell with the world.” 
 
    “When I told you not to trust anyone, you know I didn’t mean me, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Peyton, I’m getting really worried about this Janitor case.” 
 
    “So am I.” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “You don’t understand. I think he might be targeting you in particular.” 
 
    “Me?” She gave him a bewildered look. “Why would he be targeting me?” 
 
    “I think he might have been doing the killings to impress you, but when you entered the case as an investigator, it infuriated him.” 
 
    Peyton caught her breath. “What?” 
 
    “He made you a target on Alcatraz, then he used you to control the situation at Pier 39, threatening Jake that he’d shoot you if Jake didn’t back me off. And now, I’m afraid he’s eliminated me by getting me suspended.” 
 
    Peyton realized she was breathing rapidly. She glanced around the street. “You know that sounds paranoid, right?” 
 
    “Does it?” 
 
    Her eyes snapped to his face. “We don’t know that he’s connected to Junior Walker’s death.” 
 
    Marco’s look was unwavering. “Either I killed him or the Janitor did, and we both know I didn’t do it.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head vehemently. “You can’t know that. A man like Junior Walker is bound to have pissed off a lot of people.” 
 
    “He was shot the exact way Wayne Kimbro was.” 
 
    “Execution style? A lot of people get shot that way or it wouldn’t be a style, now would it?” 
 
    “With a .40 caliber bullet, Brooks?” 
 
    Peyton swallowed hard. “Very common bullet, Marco. Most law enforcement uses it.” 
 
    Marco reached out and curled his fingers around her upper arms, pulling her close to him. “Junior Walker was murdered after he accosted you on this very street.” 
 
    Peyton realized she was trembling. 
 
    “I’m not trying to scare you, but you’ve got to watch everything you do, everywhere you go. He’s sidelined me, Peyton. He’s knocked me out of the game. I can’t be there every minute, every second, like I was before.” 
 
    She placed her hands on his chest. “And I can’t live in fear, Marco. I have to do my job. I have to catch this sonuvabitch.” 
 
    “I know. I know,” he repeated. “Just…” He sighed. “Just don’t trust anyone, okay?”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Peyton glanced around the precinct, marking where everyone was, then she hurried down the hall to the closet Stan Neumann, the tech guru, had made into his office. He had the desk turned so it blocked most of the door, but the whirl of fans always announced his presence in this inner sanctum. 
 
    Peyton leaned on the desk, peering around the corner. She could see the shelf that ran along the back wall, housing his collectibles in pristine boxes that had never been opened. He had a magazine crate filled with comic books, and a row of loose toys sitting on every surface. Two desktop computers were arranged on the front desk, and a laptop hummed next to a large laser printer on a table beneath the shelf on the back wall. Everything was where it always was, except Stan. 
 
    “Hey, Peyton.” 
 
    She jumped and whirled around, placing her hand over her heart. Marco’s warning the previous night hadn’t left her mind for a moment. 
 
    Stan stopped walking. “Did I scare you?” He held a cup of coffee in one hand and a piece of cake in the other. 
 
    She pasted a smile on her face. “A little.” 
 
    He held up the cake. “Maria brought in coffee cake. Do you want some? I could go get another piece.” 
 
    She’d already had two pieces at home before she left, which earned her a comment that she was going to have an ass like a blue whale, which, when she thought of it, didn’t make much sense because she wasn’t sure blue whales had asses, but…she was getting distracted. 
 
    “No, I’m good.” 
 
    “How about coffee?” 
 
    Jake had ruined her for precinct tar. “I’m good there too.” 
 
    She watched him squeeze past his desk into his office, balancing his breakfast in his hands. “Come in.” 
 
    She hesitated. She hated going into Stan’s tight little hole filled with toys and paraphernalia she didn’t understand, but she was about to ask him for a huge favor. She pushed past the end of his desk and waited while he pulled up a stool for her to sit on. It placed her about a head shorter than him, but she ignored it, perching on the rotating thing and clasping her hands in her lap. 
 
    He settled his coffee and cake on his desk, then sat down, swiveling to face her. Their knees almost touched. “It’s always good to see you in my cave.” He gave the room a fond look behind his thick glasses. 
 
    She nodded, forcing another awkward smile. “Stan, I have a favor to ask.” 
 
    “Ask me anything.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, preparing herself, but he leaned forward suddenly, forcing her to back up. 
 
    “It’s your birthday soon, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your birthday. I saw it on the birthday calendar Maria keeps in the break-room.” 
 
    She deliberately relaxed. “Yeah. I’m turning thirty, but don’t you dare tell Holmes.” 
 
    He laughed. “Do you have big plans?” 
 
    Did she have big plans? She hadn’t even remembered her birthday was coming up. Abe would likely plan something, but she hadn’t talked to him about it. “Uh, no. It’s been so busy lately here at work.” 
 
    “You should plan something. You only turn thirty once. I turned thirty-four last April.” 
 
    “I remember.” They’d had a cake in the break-room. White cake with a raspberry filling. Sad that she could remember events by what sort of cake they had. Maybe she would have a blue whale’s ass after all if she didn’t start watching what she ate. “Look, Stan. Can you pull up a Ballistics report?” 
 
    He appeared crestfallen. She realized she should have phrased it a little differently. Stan always seemed disappointed when she questioned his ability with the computer. “I can, but I’m not really supposed to do that. Is this about Marco?” 
 
    She gave him a tense smile. She could usually get Stan to do anything for her, but she didn’t feel like flirting today. “Yes. They haven’t reported back and I just wanted to see if we could speed things along.” 
 
    “Did you call over there?” 
 
    “I’m not really supposed to do that either. That’s Defino’s area, but…” 
 
    He considered her a moment behind his bottle-glass spectacles. Leaning close again, he dropped his voice like a conspirator. “They probably won’t even know I took a look.” 
 
    She let out her breath in relief as he swiveled back toward his computer. Then his fingers began flying over the keyboard and swirling the mouse around on its pad. She took the moment to view things from his angle. It was actually pretty ingenious the way he positioned his desk across the opening. It gave him a clear view into the precinct and also kept him hidden from anyone casually passing by. Even though the office was small, he could slide his desk chair to every part of it, accessing everything without having to leave his seat. 
 
    He paused and braced his chin with his hand. “Hm,” he said. 
 
    Peyton held her breath, her heart pounding in her temples. She couldn’t believe Marco capable of murder, but she also couldn’t stand the waiting, the worry, the anxiety of not knowing. “Stan…” Her voice came out more pleading than she intended. 
 
    He shifted and blinked at her owlishly for a moment. “They haven’t tested his gun yet. It looks like they’re backed up right now.” 
 
    Peyton let out her breath, slumping on the stool. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    She panted out a laugh. Was she okay? What a loaded question, that. “Yeah, I’m just wound up over all this stuff with Marco and I need him to get back to work.” 
 
    Stan gave her a sympathetic nod. “I get that. He’s been suspended a lot lately.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She wasn’t going to discuss Marco with him. “Thank you for looking it up for me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I wasn’t much help.” 
 
    She rose to her feet and placed her hand on his shoulder. He glanced at it, then beamed at her. “It means a lot to me that you tried to find out.” She patted him, then moved to the tight opening. 
 
    “Peyton?” he said, jumping to his feet. 
 
    She paused halfway in and halfway out. “Yeah?” 
 
    “If you don’t do anything for your birthday, maybe we could go to dinner. Like the Friday night before?” 
 
    Her mouth opened, but nothing came out. Go to dinner with Stan? Why not? Her actual birthday came on a Saturday this year. She could leave that night for whatever Abe would be planning. 
 
    “Sounds like a lot of fun.” 
 
    His smile grew wider. “It’s a date then.” 
 
    Date? Well, shit. “It’s a date,” she repeated, then hurried to slide out past his door. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Abe’s ridiculous Mini Cooper pulled into the parking lot of the M.E.’s office. Marco climbed out of the Charger and waited while he unwound his long legs and rose to his full height. He was only an inch or so shorter than Marco himself, and Marco could never understand why the hell he’d picked a clown car to call his own. 
 
    He paused when he saw Marco waiting for him, then his face burst into a broad smile. Marco envied Abe’s easy-going personality. No matter what was happening, Abe found some way to turn it into something positive. 
 
    “You told me you’d call me as soon as you finished Junior Walker’s autopsy.” 
 
    “And I was going to call you this beautiful August morning. Don’t you love late summer in the City?” 
 
    Marco hadn’t really noticed the weather or much of anything today. “You finished Junior Walker’s autopsy yesterday, but somehow you managed to call Peyton instead of me.” 
 
    Abe came to a halt in front of him. He wore a pale blue silk shirt that would have been stylish if it didn’t have some crazy geometric pattern all over it in hot pink. He actually wore a pair of jeans, but the pale blue dress shoes peeking out of the bottom threw the whole thing over the top.  
 
    And of course, the ends of his dreads were fastened with pale blue and hot pink beads. 
 
    He settled a long fingered hand on Marco’s shoulder. “I figured you probably didn’t want Peyton finding out the results as they hauled you into the precinct in handcuffs. Besides, she’s the on-duty detective right now.” 
 
    “Does Defino have your report?” 
 
    “Not yet, but I can’t hold it much longer. I’ll have to send it today.” 
 
    “You could have called me before Peyton. Jake said she freaked out when you told her.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it gave us time to calm her down.” 
 
    Marco looked out over the parking lot. “She doubts me.” 
 
    Abe dropped his hand. “She’s never doubted you for a moment, but she’s scared for you. We all are.” 
 
    Marco’s eyes snapped back to his face. “What does that mean? Why does everyone keep saying things like that?” 
 
    Abe gave him an easy smile. “I think you’re about perfect in every way, Angel. You’re the total package, but lately, you’ve been like a bear with a burr.” He paused and considered his words a moment. “Bear with a burr. Lord, I am so clever sometimes. You gotta love alliteration, especially when it happens by accident.” 
 
    “Abe!” 
 
    He blinked, then lifted a hand and placed it against Marco’s cheek. “It’s okay, Angel. You’ve been under a lot of pressure lately. Probably because you haven’t been getting enough sex.” 
 
    Marco took a step back, letting Abe’s hand fall. 
 
    Abe laughed wickedly. 
 
    “What do you mean I’ve been a…” He drew a deep breath, then released it. “…a bear with a burr.” 
 
    “You’re wound tight as a coil, you snap at people, and you and Peyton have been fighting…a lot. Now I don’t usually get involved in your lover’s quarrels…” 
 
    “Lover’s quarrels!” 
 
    Abe held out his hands. “Easy, tiger. It’s just an expression.” He gave Marco a searching look. “Anyway, you’ve been a bit hard on her lately.” 
 
    Marco looked down. “I think she’s in danger.” 
 
    “What? What do you mean danger?” 
 
    He told Abe what he’d told Jake yesterday. For once, Abe listened without comment, without silliness, without affect. 
 
    “You don’t know that Wayne Kimbro’s death and Junior Walker’s are connected. Kimbro was shot with a 9 mm, not a .40 caliber.” 
 
    “The method of execution was the same. Besides, you made the connection yourself, Abe.” 
 
    Abe nodded. “And I’m rarely wrong.” 
 
    Marco didn’t know about that, but he had to admit Abe was right more times than not. 
 
    “If you really think their deaths are connected, you’ve got to tell Defino what you just told me.” 
 
    “If I go to her now, especially after she gets your autopsy report, she’ll split Peyton and me up.” 
 
    Abe gave him a frank look. “Better that than she be in danger, Angel.” 
 
    Marco nodded, swallowing hard. “Send Defino the autopsy report. I don’t want you getting in trouble.” 
 
    Abe caught him behind the neck and gave him a quick kiss on the forehead. “That’s my Angel,” he said, releasing him, then he spun him around to face the M.E. office. Sliding his arm through Marco’s, he started moving toward the back door. “Come on, I’ll buy you a soda.” 
 
    “I need to get to the precinct.” 
 
    “You’ve got a few minutes. We need to talk about Peyton’s birthday party.” 
 
    “Peyton’s birthday party?” 
 
    “Yep, I was thinking we should get a limo…” 
 
    “A limo?” Marco slipped out of his hold. 
 
    “That’s right. And the Chippendale dancers are in town that weekend.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” Abe pouted. “She’d love it.” 
 
    “You’d love it and I’m not going to a male strip-show with either of you.” 
 
    Abe giggled. “You can be so uptight, Angel, you know that?” He reached for the door and pulled it open. “So, give me some other ideas.” 
 
    “How about a nice dinner somewhere?” 
 
    “Lord, she’s going to be thirty, not eighty. Thirty’s big. You gotta do something more than dinner.” He signed in on the clipboard the guard provided. “I remember thirty. It can be a tough one. Not as hard as forty, and lord, I don’t even want to think of fifty.” He glanced at the guard. 
 
    This new guard hardly ever spoke to Marco or Peyton when they signed in. 
 
    “Hey, Brian, wouldn’t you like to take a limo to a Chippendales show for your thirtieth?” 
 
    The guy seemed speechless, giving Marco a surprised look. 
 
    Marco shrugged. 
 
    “Come on, help me out, man,” said Abe. 
 
    “Limo yes, Chippendales no.” 
 
    Marco held out a hand. 
 
    “Fine, no Chippendales. She and I can do that together, but limo, yes.” 
 
    Marco sighed. “Whatever. How about a limo to dinner at Fisherman’s Wharf?” 
 
    Abe made a face, then turned to Brian. “Fisherman’s Wharf?” 
 
    Brian shook his head. “Too touristy.” 
 
    “Brian’s right. We need to go clubbing.” Abe motioned for Marco to sign in. “You know how she loves to dance.” 
 
    Marco hated to dance, he hated the whole club scene, and he really didn’t understand why they couldn’t do something a little less loud. “Fine. We’ll go clubbing.” Then he hesitated and pointed the pen at Abe. “But not on Castro.” 
 
    Abe started to open his mouth, but Marco punctuated it with another stab of the pen. “Or Polk.” 
 
    “Fine.” He held out his hands. “See, we can compromise.” 
 
    Marco didn’t think there’d been much compromise, but with people like Abe and Peyton in his life, he didn’t expect it. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton looked up from her half-eaten sandwich as Devan stepped inside the break-room. He beamed a smile at her, appearing pressed and polished in his Armani suit. She pushed the sandwich away and swiped her fingers beneath her eyes, hoping the dark circles weren’t noticeable. 
 
    “Not hungry?” he asked, sliding into the chair across from her. 
 
    “Not much.” She kept waiting for Defino to get Junior Walker’s autopsy report all day. It made her jumpy as a kangaroo. Somehow she had to stop Defino from having Marco arrested before the Ballistics report came back. 
 
    “Do you have a few minutes to talk about Jedediah O’Shannahan?” 
 
    Peyton exhaled. That was the last thing in the world she wanted to do. “I guess.” 
 
    He plucked the pickle out of the sandwich paper and took a bite. “I remember you’re not too fond of pickles.” 
 
    “To cuddle, yes, to eat, not so much.” 
 
    Devan chuckled. “You okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” She wasn’t going to discuss Marco or anything else of a personal nature with him. 
 
    “Don’t you have a birthday coming up soon?” 
 
    Why was everyone fixated on her birthday all of a sudden? “The first week of September.” 
 
    “That’s only a week away.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Big one, right?” 
 
    She looked down, folding the corner on the sandwich wrapper. “Yeah, thirty.” 
 
    “I liked thirty.” 
 
    “You would.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Men like those milestone ages.” Except Marco hadn’t. He’d been bothered by it, same as she was. Thirty and neither one of them had anything to show for it – no spouse, no children, nothing but a job that made one age prematurely. 
 
    “Are you doing anything for it?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Then she remembered her date. “Um, yeah, I’m going to dinner with Stan.” 
 
    “Stan? Neumann?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Stan Neumann, the tech geek?” 
 
    Peyton felt herself bristle at his assessment of Stan. “Yeah, he’s a nice guy.” 
 
    “Sure he is.” 
 
    “He is, and he’s smart as hell.” 
 
    Devan gave her a smug smile. She wished she was ballsy enough to wash it off with a good old fashioned slap across the face, but she wasn’t. 
 
    “And he doesn’t run hot and cold,” she added. 
 
    “Do you mean me?” 
 
    She gave him a grim smile. 
 
    “I don’t run hot and cold.” 
 
    “Really? If I remember right, you broke it off with me because I didn’t call you when I got shot at, then you got engaged to another woman, but the minute it got too real, you asked me out to dinner and postponed your engagement. Before you feign superiority over Stan, you might want to take a look in the mirror.” 
 
    “Feign?” 
 
    “I know things.” 
 
    “I never said you didn’t.” His look was a bit sultrier than she liked. 
 
    She chewed her bottom lip. Shit. He’d told her he liked women who challenged him and here she was challenging him. Poor Runny Misery was never going to land her lawyer this way. She needed to get them back on track. “You wanted to talk about O’Shannahan?” 
 
    “We were.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He gets under your skin the same way I just did. I want to make sure you’ll fight back.” 
 
    Oh, he was good. “Very clever, Mr. Adams.” 
 
    “I know things,” he said with a smirk. 
 
    She smiled in return. He leaned forward, pushing the sandwich at her. “Look, Peyton, I don’t know all of what’s going on, but I know things have been hard lately. I can see it’s telling on you, but you’re a fighter and I want to see you fighting again. Start by finishing this sandwich. You can’t afford to get sick right now.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I’ll talk to you in a few days, okay?” He rose to his feet. 
 
    She glanced up at him. “That’s all? I thought you wanted to go over my testimony.” 
 
    “We will. I just wanted to light a fire under you first.” He nodded at her lunch. “Promise me you’ll eat.” 
 
    “I’ll eat,” she said. 
 
    “Good. I’ll talk to you soon.” He turned for the door. 
 
    “Devan?” 
 
    He stopped and looked back at her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, reaching for the half she hadn’t touched. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he answered and disappeared from view. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco pulled open the precinct door and came to a halt as Devan stepped past the half-door and into the lobby. 
 
    “D’Angelo,” he said. 
 
    “Adams,” Marco returned. 
 
    “You back at work?” 
 
    Marco wasn’t sure how to answer that. He definitely wasn’t back at work, but he wasn’t arrested either. “Not yet.” 
 
    “Well, good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    They gave each other a nod, then passed without saying anything else. 
 
    Maria winked at him as he stopped in front of her desk. “How you doing, baby?” she asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “Managing.” He looked further into the precinct. “Where’s Peyton?” 
 
    “She was in the break-room last I saw.” 
 
    He nodded toward Defino’s closed door. “Captain in?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s on the phone, but I’m sure she wants to see you. Go on in.” 
 
    He gave her an anxious smile, then walked to Defino’s door, wrapping lightly with his knuckles. He could hear her raised voice on the other side. 
 
    “Enter,” she shouted. 
 
    Marco nudged the door open and stepped inside. She turned from her blind-covered window, the phone pressed to the side of her head, and glared at him, then she pointed to the chairs in front of her desk. 
 
    He eased into one, keeping his eyes on her. 
 
    “I need that report by this afternoon. Right, I know. Right, but I got a serial killer just waiting to open up on us and I need all hands on deck.” She listened, glaring at him the entire time, then she let out her breath in relief. “Thank you. I appreciate it. I owe you one.” 
 
    Marco rubbed a hand along his jaw. He’d forgotten to shave this morning, he’d been so intent on cornering Abe. 
 
    Defino placed the phone back on the cradle and leaned on her desk. “Why do I have an autopsy report that says Junior Walker was shot with a .40 caliber?” 
 
    Marco lowered his hand. “I didn’t kill Junior Walker, Captain.” 
 
    “The only reason you aren’t in handcuffs right now is because I believe you.” 
 
    Marco nodded, looking away. 
 
    She sank into her desk chair, staring at the report on the black blotter. “I can’t tell you how important it is that the Ballistics report comes back clean. You’re sure you didn’t go target practicing or anything like that?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “They’ll get me the report first thing tomorrow morning. You should go home and stay there. I’ll call you as soon as I get it.” 
 
    “Captain, I’m not here about the report.” 
 
    She drew a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “Why do I feel like I’m not going to like this?” 
 
    “You’re not.” 
 
    She motioned at him. “Give it to me.” 
 
    He shifted his bulk in the chair. He hated these chairs. They forced the body into unnatural angles. “I think the Janitor is someone in the precinct.” 
 
    Sometimes silence felt like weight. He glanced up at Defino, but it was as if she’d gone to stone. 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    He dragged his teeth across his lower lip. “It makes sense. He’s been one step ahead of us the entire time. He knows our weaknesses and our strengths. He’s playing us.” 
 
    “Someone in my precinct is the Janitor?” Her voice carried a dangerous edge. 
 
    “It’s the only explanation I can find. How else did he know about Junior Walker?” 
 
    “Junior Walker? No Clean-up Crew cards were found on Junior Walker.” 
 
    “We didn’t respond to that call, Captain. Maybe the responding department missed it. Jake hasn’t been out there to canvass the crime scene.” 
 
    “Why would you think Junior Walker’s death is related to the Clean-up Crew killer?” 
 
    “He was shot execution style, just like the first victim, Wayne Kimbro.” 
 
    “Same caliber bullet?” 
 
    Marco shook his head. “9mm.” 
 
    She held out her hand. 
 
    “The security guard on Alcatraz was shot with a 9mm, and the priest had a 9mm floating around in his brain. Maybe he switched guns.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “To get me out of the equation.” 
 
    Defino’s head lifted. “Why do I think I’m going to like the next part even less than the first?” 
 
    “Because you’re not. I think Peyton’s the real target.” 
 
    “Peyton?” 
 
    Marco scratched his forehead. The tension in Defino’s office itched along his skin. “He’s killing child molesters, now wife beaters, people the police have had a notoriously hard time putting away for good. The system isn’t built to protect people from such predators. It’s every cop’s nightmare and especially a cop like Peyton.” 
 
    “Who has a Christ complex.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “He shot the priest on Alcatraz when she was in danger.” 
 
    Marco waited while she put things together. 
 
    Her eyes shifted and pinned him. “He threatened to shoot her on Pier 39 though. That’s how he controlled Jake, and through Jake, us.” 
 
    “I know. And he may have put a bullet in the priest’s head, but he also put a gun in his hand and turned him loose on her.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “It does if you think about it. If he made the killings to impress Peyton, it would have pissed him off that she joined the case herself. He’s sick, Captain. Clearly he’s not thinking rationally, so one minute he feels betrayed by her and puts her in harm’s way, the next he wants to protect her.” 
 
    “Which is why you think he offed Junior Walker?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Defino lifted both hands and rubbed them across her eyes. “And to know how Peyton’s mind works, you have to know Peyton.” 
 
    Marco nodded. 
 
    Defino dropped her hands in her lap. “So what are these killings? Offerings to her?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Like a cat bringing you half a mouse?” 
 
    “Something like that, yeah.” 
 
    “I have to pull her off the case.” 
 
    “You can’t.” 
 
    She gave him a bewildered look. 
 
    “He may be insane, but he’s smart, Captain. You take Brooks off the case and he’s gonna guess something’s up. Our only chance is to flush him out before anyone else dies.” 
 
    “Does she know your theory?” 
 
    “Yes, I told her last night.” 
 
    “Who else have you told?” 
 
    “Only Jake and Abe. I had to run it past someone before I brought it to you.” 
 
    “And you don’t think either of them could be it?” 
 
    “Abe, Captain?” 
 
    “Okay, not Abe, but we suspected Ryder before.” 
 
    “Yeah, we really had our heads up our asses on that one.” 
 
    “D’Angelo!” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    After a moment, she exhaled. “Yeah, you’re right.” Then her expression grew hard. “Tell no one else.” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I just can’t believe it’s someone in my precinct. I just can’t believe that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Captain.” 
 
    “Do you have any ideas?” 
 
    Marco shook his head. 
 
    “How can I leave her out there? What if he swings back the other way and gets pissed at her again? He might hurt her one of these times. Or worse.” 
 
    “That’s why you need to get me reinstated, Captain.” 
 
    “I knew you were going to say that. Funny how that strengthens your bid to remain her partner.” 
 
    “It’s also the only protection she’s got.” 
 
    “And if I put her on leave, none of us will ever know where the hell she is.” 
 
    Marco couldn’t help but smile. “You don’t expect her to stay quiet, do you?” 
 
    “No.” She stared at the blotter again in thought. “But I can’t reinstate you.” 
 
    “Captain…” 
 
    She held up a hand. “Listen to me, okay?” 
 
    He nodded, forcing himself to sit back in his chair. 
 
    “If I reinstate you, he might decide to do something more violent to remove you. I’ve got to keep you on leave.” 
 
    “You can’t do that. You can’t leave her out there without someone at her back.” 
 
    “Sometimes, D’Angelo, you don’t think with your brain, you know that?” 
 
    He sucked in a deep breath and held it. 
 
    “You’ll have to go undercover.” 
 
    He gripped the arms of the chair. 
 
    “I’ll get you another car. The Charger’s too recognizable by anyone who knows you. When she’s here at the precinct, she’s safe, but when she’s on the street, you can be right behind her.” 
 
    “That doesn’t keep her safe at home.” 
 
    “I know, which is why you’ll have to move in with her.” 
 
    Marco went still. “What?” 
 
    “You spend most of your time at her house anyway, right? Just keep a low profile when you’re there and leave before she does in the morning, so you can follow her into the office. I’m authorizing you to use your secondary weapon and I’m reinstating you on a limited basis. At least this way, there’ll be two guns there at night.” 
 
    Marco looked away. How the hell was this going to work? Live with Peyton? 
 
    “Do you think you can do this?” She gave him a speculative look. 
 
    “Her house is a freakin’ circus, Captain.” 
 
    “That’s not what worries me. You’ll be living in tight quarters at a level of intimacy you haven’t shared before.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Can you handle it?” 
 
    “I don’t have any choice, do I?” 
 
    “Yes, you do. I can put someone else on her.” 
 
    “How do you know who you can trust?” 
 
    Defino made an unhappy face. “Or we can hope that you’re wrong and there really is no connection between Junior Walker and the Janitor. How convinced are you of this?” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    “Then I guess you don’t have a choice.” 
 
    Marco scratched at his stubble again. “What sort of car are you getting me?” 
 
    Defino laughed. “Glad you have your priorities straight.” 
 
      
 
    *    *   * 
 
      
 
    Jake walked into the house and tossed his keys in the bowl, then glanced up. Peyton and Marco were sitting in the living room and resting against the window was an olive green cot with a duffle bag on top of it. 
 
    “What going on?” he said. 
 
    Pickles jumped down from Peyton’s lap and raced over to him. He picked the little dog up and scratched his ears. 
 
    “Marco’s gonna stay with us for a while.” 
 
    Jake narrowed his eyes. “As in stay…here?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Here?” He held out a hand indicating the crowded living room. 
 
    Marco didn’t even bother to look up at him. 
 
    “Maria’s gonna have to take your room and you’ll take the couch,” said Peyton. 
 
    “The couch?” 
 
    “For a while.” 
 
    “When does the ring master arrive?” 
 
    “The what?” She frowned at him. 
 
    “We still have the kitchen counter. Maybe Abe wants that. Or remember the house across the street is up for rent. It has three bedrooms. Think of all the people we could pack in there.” 
 
    “Jake…” she began, but Marco lifted his head. 
 
    “There’s another solution,” he said with that smug cop attitude of his. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah, we can get you a gun.” 
 
    Jake lifted his chin. 
 
    Suddenly it all fell into place. Marco hadn’t been speculating the other day. He really did believe the Janitor was targeting Peyton. “Does Defino know about this plan?” 
 
    “She came up with it.” 
 
    Jake shifted toward the door. “Where’s the Charger? I didn’t see it.” 
 
    “It’s at my place. I have another car now, but we’re gonna try to keep that one inconspicuous.” 
 
    “Are you reinstated?” He came around the sofa table and took a seat on the couch next to Peyton. 
 
    “No. As far as everyone at the precinct knows, I’m still suspended.” 
 
    Releasing Pickles, Jake glanced over his shoulder at the cot. “Nice army cot. We aren’t in basic training, are we?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t hurt you.” 
 
    “It would. It would hurt me a lot.” 
 
    Peyton touched his arm. “I’m sorry, Jake. It shouldn’t be for long.” 
 
    “Peyton, I’m not gonna lie. I definitely prefer seeing Maria in her skivvies every morning to Adonis here.” 
 
    As if summoned by his comment, Maria appeared in the hallway, wearing a pair of yoga pants and a tank-top. “What the hell are you doing, Brooks? We have self-defense class tonight.” 
 
    Peyton closed her eyes wearily. 
 
    “You promised me we’d go.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” she said, pushing herself off the couch. “Just let me get changed.” 
 
    As she disappeared into the hallway, Jake rose as well. Hesitating, he glanced down at Marco and smiled. “I’d offer you a beer, but you’ve got a self-defense class to attend, while, me, I’m gonna watch the game in bed.” He pointed to the couch. 
 
    Marco simply gave him an aggravated smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Peyton crept out of her bedroom and tiptoed toward the front door, but came up short when she saw Marco sitting up on his cot, tying his running shoes. 
 
    She shifted toward him. “It’s five in the morning.” 
 
    “I know. I didn’t think you were sleep walking, especially in your sneakers.” 
 
    Jake grumbled and rolled over on the couch, putting a pillow over his head. 
 
    She tied her hair back in a ponytail. “I didn’t mean to wake you.” 
 
    “You didn’t.” Marco rose to his full height and stretched. “You mind some company on your run?” 
 
    “Not if it’s you.” 
 
    He smiled at her. “I wasn’t sure you’d go after self-defense class last night.” 
 
    “Self-defense? That was mostly shouting no, sprinkled with female empowerment slogans. What I really wanted was to hit something.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t mind all the yoga pants.” 
 
    She shoved him in the shoulder. “Apparently the female empowerment slogans were lost on you.” 
 
    “So how far do you usually run?” 
 
    “I head toward the park and go as far as I can before I get hungry. I love to stop at Peasant Pies on Irving for their blueberry pear pie and then I turn around.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Sort of defeats the point of running.” 
 
    She shrugged, bending over to stretch her thigh muscles. “At least I feel less guilty about it.” 
 
    “Oh, for God sakes, go running already. I can’t take any more cutesy conversation,” scolded Jake. 
 
    With a laugh, Peyton moved toward the door. Reaching for her gun felt strange. She’d never run with it before, but Marco had her scared enough not to take any chances. 
 
    Marco rolled his shoulders to loosen them. “By the way, Jake snores.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. 
 
    He frowned. “How do you know?” 
 
    “I can hear him through the walls.” 
 
    A pillow came sailing over the back of the couch and hit her in the side. She picked it up and tossed it back, then pulled open the door. Fog always hovered over the City in the early morning, sometimes burning off as the sun rose beyond the houses. Closing the door behind her, she skipped down the stairs and then used the brick façade of the house to stretch her calf muscles. Marco stretched his upper body and she couldn’t help but notice the way his compression t-shirt pressed tight against his flat belly and molded to his sculpted shoulders. 
 
    She deliberately looked away, thinking it probably wasn’t a good idea to compare him to the other men she knew. That was like comparing a Rolls Royce to a Buick. 
 
    After they loosened up, she led the way and began running up 19th toward the park. 
 
    Marco kept pace beside her and she found herself motivated to go past Irving and all the way to the park. She came to a stop at the entrance, eucalyptus trees rising around her, and braced her hands on her thighs, panting. She was pleased to see he was also winded. 
 
    They walked a bit farther until they cooled down and could breathe easier. She enjoyed the quiet. Few cars were on the road this early and the only other people they’d seen had been a number of joggers and a couple walking their dog. 
 
    Wandering beneath the trees in Golden Gate Park, she realized there was no one else who made her feel so comfortable. She and Marco could spend hours without talking and it didn’t seem awkward. How many hours had they spent on stake-out or working at their desks without having to fill each moment with sound? And whenever he was beside her, she couldn’t deny she felt safer. 
 
    As they walked back toward the edge of the park, he glanced down at her. “Want your pie now?” 
 
    She laughed and shook her head. “I hate to add back the calories we just burned. You up for a return jog?” 
 
    “You betcha,” he said, and they headed back the way they’d come. “You know Abe has plans for your birthday?” 
 
    She nodded, not finding it as easy to talk as he did while they jogged. 
 
    “He’s renting a limo.” 
 
    “A limo?” 
 
    “Yep, and he wants to take you to see the Chippendale dancers.” 
 
    Peyton glanced over at him, her heavy ponytail bouncing against her back. “Who all is he inviting?” 
 
    “The usual suspects.” 
 
    That would be awkward with Marco and Jake there. “I don’t know about that.” 
 
    “I vetoed the strippers.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Then she remembered her other plans. “Wait. When?” 
 
    “Either the Friday before your birthday or Saturday, unless you’re spending Saturday with your mom.” 
 
    “It’ll have to be Saturday. I have a date with Stan Friday night.” 
 
    Marco dropped down to a walk. “A what?” 
 
    She slowed as well. “A date.” 
 
    “With Stan?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He glanced over at her. “You do know that means I have a date with Stan too, right?” 
 
    She grimaced. “I didn’t think about that. This is gonna be pretty miserable for you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I’m not thrilled with dating Stan, no.” 
 
    She laughed. “You don’t have to come into the restaurant. I’m sure Stan would appreciate it if you didn’t.” 
 
    “I’m sure Stan would appreciate it if I never came around you again.” 
 
    She pushed him in the arm. “He’s a good guy.” 
 
    “He’s also completely smitten with you. Are you sure this is a good idea?” 
 
    “It’s just dinner and when he asked me, I didn’t know what to say. My dance card hasn’t exactly been filling up lately.” 
 
    Marco looked away. 
 
    She knew he wasn’t comfortable talking about her love life or lack of it with her. She usually left such conversations to Abe. “So should I call Abe and tell him about Saturday or will you?” 
 
    “I’ll call.” 
 
    They arrived back at the house. 
 
    Jake and Maria were still sleeping, so she crept into the kitchen and fixed Pickles his breakfast, while Marco took a shower. After taking the little dog out, she went into her bathroom and showered herself. 
 
    When she emerged, Jake was making coffee and toast in the kitchen, Marco’s cot was folded, and Maria was in the bathroom. Marco didn’t seem to be in the house. 
 
    “Where did Marco go?” she asked, taking a seat at the counter. 
 
    Jake tossed Pickles a crust of bread and pushed a cup of coffee at her. “He went to wait in his car for you. He said to take your time.” 
 
    She took a sip of the coffee, then glanced around. “Seen my phone?” 
 
    “It’s on the coffee table under the newspaper.” 
 
    After she retrieved it, she came back to the counter and Jake set a plate of toast in front of her. “Any jam?” 
 
    He went to the fridge, while she thumbed on the phone. 
 
    “Did Marco get anything to eat?” she asked. 
 
    Jake settled the jam in front of her too, then passed her a knife. “Just coffee, which he grumbled about.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with the coffee?” She glanced at her text messages. She was hoping for one from Defino about the Ballistics report, but there was nothing. 
 
    “Too freakin’ fancy,” Jake said in a fair imitation of Marco’s deep voice. 
 
    Peyton smiled and opened the jam jar, spreading a thick layer on her bread. “Did Maria come out in her nighty?” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “She actually put a robe on. With me, I get a peep show, but with Marco, she’s all demure and proper.” He leaned on the counter. “What is it about me? Do I look like everyone’s asexual uncle?” 
 
    “Asexual uncle?” 
 
    “You don’t have one of those?” 
 
    Peyton tilted her head. “No.” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “I do. For years when I was little, I couldn’t decide what bathroom he used in public.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. “Remind me not to go to the Midwest.” 
 
    Jake gave her a bewildered look. “Says the native San Franciscan.” 
 
    She laughed. “Point taken.” 
 
    “So, what is it?” 
 
    She shook her head in confusion. “What is what?” 
 
    “Do I look asexual to you?” 
 
    She drew a deep breath and exhaled. “This has got to be one of our strangest conversations, Jake.” 
 
    “Think about it. Everyone who looks at Adonis gets all hot and bothered, and not just women either, but when I come along, it’s like I’m invisible.” 
 
    “You’re not invisible.” 
 
    “Really? What happens whenever we go out? People can’t help but notice Abe. He’s usually dressed like Mardi Gras, and you, the hair stops them in their tracks. With Adonis, people just stare at him, or whisper, or wink, or simper…” 
 
    Peyton touched his arm. “I get it.” 
 
    “But me? Me, they just glance on past.” He pointed toward the hall. “For weeks, I can tell you exactly what panties Maria is wearing to work.” 
 
    “This is getting a little creepy.” 
 
    “Tell me about it, but this morning, she comes out in full make-up, her hair perfect, wearing a robe.” 
 
    Peyton smiled. “I don’t know what to tell you. Marco just gives off this…” She shook her head. 
 
    “This what?” 
 
    Well, what? Sexuality, sensuality? She didn’t feel comfortable naming it. “This vibe, but you, you’re…” 
 
    “Asexual.” 
 
    “No, just safe, non-threatening.” 
 
    “Asexual.” 
 
    Peyton rubbed her temple. “Comfortable.” 
 
    “Like an old, smelly shoe.” 
 
    “Jake, please, do you really want to come across as dangerous? Women don’t like dangerous.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind mildly threatening.” 
 
    Peyton covered her mouth with her hand to hide her smile. She didn’t know what to tell him. 
 
    “I’m vanilla, aren’t I?” 
 
    Peyton’s brows rose. “Vanilla? There’s nothing wrong with vanilla. It’s everyone’s favorite flavor.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t. It’s the safe flavor they go to when they’re afraid to try something daring.” 
 
    “What flavor do you want to be?” 
 
    Jake thought a moment, then he picked up his coffee cup and punctuated his words with it. “Rocky road.” 
 
    “Rocky road?” 
 
    “Yep, I wanna be rocky road.” 
 
    Peyton started to answer, but her phone rang. The captain’s name flashed across the screen. She snatched it up and thumbed it on, pressing it to her ear. “Captain?” 
 
    “Brooks, where are you?” 
 
    “Home.” 
 
    “Good. Ballistics came back with the report.” 
 
    Peyton felt her mouth go dry. Jake straightened across from her, giving her a worried look. “And?” 
 
    “His gun was clean.” 
 
    Peyton closed her eyes and released her held breath. She’d never really doubted him, but the threat of it had kept her on edge for days now. 
 
    “Brooks?” 
 
    “I’m here,” she said, giving Jake a nod. 
 
    He also released his breath. 
 
    “Is Jake with you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Take him over to Junior Walker’s house this morning. I’ve cleared you to search the house for evidence.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Tell Marco to stay back still, okay?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Ballistics will deliver his gun today. I’ll release it to you.” 
 
    “I’ll tell him.” 
 
    “Call me if you find anything at Walker’s house.” 
 
    “I will, Captain.” 
 
    “Brooks?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Be careful. You better keep a weather-eye out, you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain, I will.” 
 
    Defino hung up without saying goodbye. Peyton put her head down on her arms and let the tension seep from her shoulders. 
 
    “You knew he didn’t do it, Peyton.” 
 
    “I know. I was just so scared.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that.” 
 
    “Defino wants us to search Junior Walker’s house this morning.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “A Clean-up Crew card.” 
 
    “Okay. Let me grab my bag.” 
 
    She nodded and reached for the phone again, pressing the icon for Marco’s number. “Jake,” she called over her shoulder as she put the phone to her ear. 
 
    He leaned back around the corner of the kitchen. “Yep?” 
 
    “Vanilla never waited for a ballistics report to clear him for duty. Vanilla is always steady and dependable.” 
 
    He smiled at her and disappeared from view.  
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton pulled the Corolla to a stop in front of Junior Walker’s house in the Sunset. The last time she’d been here, they’d helped Maria move her things out and Marco had threatened Junior’s life. The time before that, Junior had gotten the drop on her and nearly put her in the hospital. She couldn’t lie – she wasn’t sad he was dead. 
 
    Still, they had a job to do. 
 
    She shifted in the seat and gave Jake a pointed look, but Jake was searching the side-view mirror. 
 
    “Is that what Defino considers inconspicuous?” 
 
    Peyton glanced behind her and saw the sleek midnight blue Mustang pull up in back of them. The windows were tinted so dark she couldn’t see inside, but she knew it was Marco. “I think she was going for anything that wasn’t the Charger.” 
 
    “Just what I was saying earlier. I get a gay pride float and he gets a freakin’ sex machine on wheels.” 
 
    “A sex machine on wheels?” 
 
    “I’m spit balling here.” 
 
    “What sort of sex do they have in the Midwest?” 
 
    Jake leaned his head back against the head-rest. “What’s with all this Midwest hate all of a sudden?” 
 
    “You just keep saying such odd things lately.” 
 
    “Are we going in or do I have to sit here and take more abuse?” 
 
    “We’re supposed to wait for a uniform.” 
 
    “Then turn on the radio.” 
 
    Peyton pressed the button and a local talk show came on the air. They were discussing San Francisco’s earthquake preparedness. 
 
    “No music?” 
 
    “They don’t play country or western in the City.” 
 
    Jake gave her an aggravated look, but she laughed and punched him in the shoulder. 
 
    “I’m kidding. They do.” 
 
    Jake shook his head, fighting a smile. “You’re impossible.” 
 
    “I know.” Her expression grew serious as a patrol car pulled into the driveway. A young, blond woman got out, adjusting her gun in her holster. Peyton and Jake moved at the same time, opening their doors and climbing out. 
 
    Peyton approached her, taking her badge from her belt. “Inspector Peyton Brooks,” she said, holding out her other hand. 
 
    “Officer Erin Tate,” the young woman said, shaking Peyton’s hand. “Inspector, huh? How long you been on the force?” 
 
    “Almost nine years, eight as a detective.” 
 
    “Pay better?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. “A little.” She motioned at Jake. “This is our CSI, Jake Ryder.” 
 
    The two of them shook hands. Peyton shot a glance at the Mustang. “Full disclosure – my partner’s in the Mustang over there. He’s sort of laying low.” 
 
    Officer Tate displayed her training by simply nodding and not asking a lot of questions. “Let me show you in.” 
 
    They mounted the stairs, ducking under the crime tape, and Officer Tate pulled out a key to unlock the padlock the police had put over the doorknob to preserve the scene. Jake handed Peyton a pair of gloves on the landing and she pulled them on. She marked that Officer Tate did the same. 
 
    They stepped into the dark entryway. Peyton felt the hair on the back of her neck rise, but whether it was the memory of her time here or the eerie quiet, she wasn’t sure. Jake reached over and flicked on the light. 
 
    The first thing Peyton saw was the blood stain before the recliner where Junior Walker had sat the second time they came here. Congealed brain matter and bits of bone could been seen swimming in the mix. 
 
    Peyton grimaced and looked away. 
 
    “We went over this scene pretty carefully. What exactly are we looking for?” asked Officer Tate. 
 
    “A business card,” said Peyton. 
 
    “White with red letters,” added Jake. 
 
    Peyton glanced at the officer. “Says Clean-up Crew on it.” 
 
    Officer Tate’s mouth dropped open. 
 
    Peyton gave her a nod. “Yep.” 
 
    “The serial killer?” 
 
    “That’s the one.” She glanced toward the back of the house. She remembered the bedroom and the bathroom had been through the kitchen. “Let’s split up, so we can get this done faster. This place is making my skin crawl.” 
 
    “If you find anything, give a shout and I’ll come,” said Jake. 
 
    Officer Tate nodded. “Any idea where it might be?” 
 
    “That’s the problem,” said Peyton. “I’ll take the bedroom, Jake will cover the living room, and you search the kitchen.” 
 
    They dispersed to their various locations. Peyton figured the card was probably in the living room, where the body had been, but surely someone would have found it. Clearly Officer Tate knew of the Janitor. So would any other cop responding to a shooting. Still, it bothered her that the Janitor was deviating from form. Usually the cards were found on the bodies themselves. Serial killers were rigid in the methods they employed. She didn’t remember one going off the grid. If so, it would make this one a hell of a lot harder to catch, especially if it was someone on the police force. 
 
    She searched all the visible surfaces in the bedroom, then looked under the bedding and crawled around on the floor, scanning beneath the furniture. She tried to ignore the pile of dirty clothes in the corner, but eventually she knew she’d have to search it. After garnering enough courage to handle Junior’s skivvies, she quickly searched through the clothes, even going through the pockets on his jeans and shirts.  
 
    Leaving the bedroom, she peeked into the kitchen. Officer Tate was on her hands and knees, going through the cabinets and drawers. Peyton was pleased to see how thorough she was. Turning down the hallway, she went to the bathroom and again took it apart methodically, even dumping out the trash can and going through his garbage. 
 
    Leaving the bathroom, she headed toward the kitchen again, but her phone suddenly rang, causing her to nearly leap out of her skin. She thumbed it on. “Brooks.” 
 
    “Find anything,” came Marco’s voice. 
 
    “Nothing,” she answered, moving into the kitchen. Officer Tate glanced over at her and went back to her search. “I’d have thought it’d be by the body.” 
 
    “That’s where they’ve all been. Shit, could I be wrong?” 
 
    Peyton sighed in frustration. “Maybe. I don’t know. But you’re right. Every single card has actually been on the body.” 
 
    “Except…” said Marco, his voice faltering. 
 
    Peyton’s head lifted. “Except the security guard.” Peyton whirled around and spotted a door in the back corner of the kitchen by the stove. 
 
    “He sent that one to Ryder through…” 
 
    “…the mail,” She went to the door and unlocked it, pulling it open. “I’ll call you back.” 
 
    “Be careful,” he warned. 
 
    “I will.” She leaned in, locating the light switch and turned it on. It revealed a long row of stairs going downward. Drawing her gun, she tried to see to the bottom. “Jake?” 
 
    He appeared at her side a moment later. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Where were the Clean-up Crew cards always found?” 
 
    “On the bodies.” 
 
    “Except.” 
 
    “Except?” Jake frowned, then his face cleared. “The security guard on Alcatraz. I got that one in the mail.” 
 
    “Precisely.” She glanced over her shoulder at Officer Tate. “Please wait here and keep an eye on the front door.” 
 
    “Will do,” she said, backing up. 
 
    “Stay close to me and don’t do anything unless I tell you to, okay?” she told Jake. 
 
    Jake’s expression grew alarmed. “What do you think is down there?” 
 
    “A creepy staircase in a dead guy’s house leading down into the dark. It could be anything.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Body parts in freezers, women chained up behind padlocked doors…” 
 
    Jake swallowed. 
 
    “Vampires.” 
 
    “Vampires? Peyton!” 
 
    “Zombies…werewolves…” She stepped through the door and they started to go down. “Aliens.” 
 
    Jake followed right on her heels. 
 
    “Deranged mothers holding butcher knives.” 
 
    The stairs ended on a landing and so did the light. Peyton ran her hand along the wall, feeling for the switch, keeping her gun pressed to her thigh. She could sense a large open space directly below them and she could hear Jake’s anxious breathing behind her. 
 
    Just as she located the switch, Jake let out a squawk and grabbed her shoulder, bumping into her. Her heart slammed into her ribs and she threw on the light, lifting her gun. A row of fluorescent tubing came on, revealing a single car garage, a work bench and a number of tools stashed in cardboard boxes. A beat-up old Ford Escort sat in the middle of the room, its paint oxidized from the ocean air. 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder at Jake. He straightened, adjusting his evidence bag and smoothing down his shirt. Peyton couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “Something get you?” 
 
    He ran a hand across his hair and pulled away cobwebs. “I felt something on my face.” 
 
    “Ooh, spider webs.” 
 
    He shuddered. “No, spider. Biggest freakin’ monster you’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “I think he tried to take my ear off.” 
 
    “Sure he did. What? No big, scary bugs in the Midwest?” 
 
    “Can we get this over with? It’s your fault with all your vampires and mothers with butcher knives talk.” 
 
    “And ghosts?” Her eyes lit up as she replaced her gun. “I’ll bet it wasn’t a spider. I’ll bet it was a ghost and…” She gave him a once-over. “Now you’re possessed.” 
 
    He pushed past her down the remaining few stairs into the garage. Just as his foot met the garage floor, something streaked past him, racing for the workbench. He threw himself back against the wall, his evidence case sliding off his shoulder. 
 
    Peyton burst into laughter. 
 
    “All right!” he said, straightening again. 
 
    Peyton couldn’t stop laughing and took a seat on the stairs. “Oh, God, Marco’s gonna love this,” she gasped out. 
 
    “All right, I said.” 
 
    “What’d you think it was?” 
 
    He pressed his lips back against his teeth. “I know what it was. A rat as big as Pickles.” 
 
    “And what was it going to do?” 
 
    He picked up the evidence bag. “Give us rabies.” 
 
    Peyton laughed so hard, tears filled her eyes. 
 
    Jake moved toward the garage door where daylight showed around the mail-slot. Someone had affixed a cardboard box beneath the slot to catch the mail so it wouldn’t fall on the garage floor. Jake drew a deep breath, then reached inside, pulling out a stack of envelopes and catalogues. 
 
    Peyton pushed herself to her feet and walked over to him as he sorted, dropping the letters back into the box after he looked at them. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s here,” he said as he neared the bottom of the pile, but just as he lifted a catalogue for karate clothing, something slipped free and floated down to the garage floor. 
 
    Peyton and Jake went still, staring at it. The red lettering was unmistakable, glaring up at them from the concrete. Suddenly Peyton’s phone rang, making both of them jump. Jake dropped the rest of the mail as Peyton grabbed his arm. 
 
    Pressing a hand over his heart, Jake nodded at her pocket. “Answer it, for God’s sake.” 
 
    She fumbled to pull it out, watching him hunker down and begin gathering the loose mail. “Brooks,” she gasped into the line. 
 
    “Are you okay?” came Marco’s voice. 
 
    “Except for the heart attack you just gave us, yeah.” 
 
    “What’d you find?” 
 
    She watched as Jake uncovered the card again, her heart sinking. “It’s here, Marco. The card is here in the mailbox.” She closed her eyes and leaned against the garage door. “Which confirms it. The Janitor is someone in our precinct.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    “And I will dwell in the Houz of the Lord forever,” said Jake, turning the shot glass over and placing it down on the coffee table. 
 
    Marco closed his eyes, laying his head back on the couch. Peyton sat curled up in the recliner, her arms wrapped around her knees. Pickles stretched on Jake’s lap and rolled over, going back to sleep. 
 
    “What timez it?” Jake asked. He was a little dismayed his words slurred when he spoke.  
 
    Peyton glanced toward the kitchen. “Nearly 1:00AM.” 
 
    Marco opened his eyes and rolled his head along the cushions. “Tell me again what Defino said. Why didn’t they go through the mail when they found his body?” 
 
    Jake noticed Marco wasn’t slurring, but his eyes were heavy. 
 
    Peyton pressed a hand to her forehead. “She called in a bunch of favors to get us the case and after they removed the body and bagged the evidence directly around him, they shut up the house.” 
 
    Marco nodded. 
 
    “Who do you…” Jake licked his lips, hoping that would help him form words. “Who do you think it iz?” 
 
    “Who what is?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “The Janitor.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I mentally tried to go over everyone in the precinct, but I just can’t see any of them being a serial killer. It could be anyone.” 
 
    “I vote for Adoniz here,” said Jake, then laughed. 
 
    Marco glared at him. “I vote for you.” 
 
    “Me?” He placed his hand in the middle of his chest. “Come on.” 
 
    Marco looked away. “Yeah, that’s nuts.” 
 
    “I’ll bet it’z Stan,” said Jake. 
 
    Peyton gave him an annoyed shake of her head, but Marco shifted and pinned her with a stare. She glanced at him. “It’s not Stan.” 
 
    “How do you know? He’s obsessed with you.” 
 
    “He’s not obsessed with me.” 
 
    “How can you say that? I saw him sniff your hair once.” 
 
    “I saw that too,” said Jake, then he laughed again. “It wuz creepy.” 
 
    “Shut up,” she hissed at him. “You’re drunk.” 
 
    “We’re all drunk.” 
 
    She ignored him and turned back to Marco. “It’s not Stan. He has a crush on me, but that’s all. He’d never do something like this.” She gave a shudder. 
 
    “If he thought it was the only way to win you over?” 
 
    “Really, Marco? Become a serial killer? It’s just a crush.” 
 
    “The hell it is,” he grumbled. 
 
    Jake tilted his head at him. “Be careful,” he said. 
 
    Marco visibly checked himself. 
 
    Peyton narrowed her eyes. “What does that mean?” 
 
    Jake opened his mouth, but his brain was too clouded by Jack Daniels to think quickly. 
 
    “He’s drunk,” said Marco. 
 
    “We’re all drunk,” repeated Jake. 
 
    Peyton studied both of them, but Jake refused to meet her eyes. “Fine,” she said, climbing to her feet. “I’m going to bed.” 
 
    She started for the hallway, but the slamming of a car door outside the house brought her back around. The atmosphere in the room shifted instantly. Marco was across the room and reaching for the gun in his jacket, while Peyton hurried to the peg by the front door and drew hers. 
 
    Jake gathered Pickles and shifted on the couch, watching the entryway. 
 
    The sound of footsteps on the stairs filtered through the locked door. Peyton backed up, putting the couch between her and the door and Marco stepped away from the windows. Jake felt like his heart was going to pound out of his throat. 
 
    A moment later a key went into the lock. 
 
    “It’z Maria,” said Jake, his voice breaking with tension. 
 
    Peyton and Marco lowered their weapons, both of them exhaling in relief. Maria appeared in the doorway and reached in to turn on the light. Behind her was Nathan Cho. The two of them took in the scene, then Cho pulled Maria back beside him, blocking her with his body. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he said. 
 
    Peyton shook her head, going to the door and closing it behind them, then she put her gun back in the holster. “I didn’t think you were coming home,” she told Maria. 
 
    Maria gave her a critical look. “Are you drunk?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She shifted and surveyed the scene, taking in the Jack Daniel’s bottle and the shot glasses. “Are you all drunk?” 
 
    Marco moved then to put his gun away. 
 
    “Were you going to shoot us?” An edge of panic crept into Maria’s voice. 
 
    Cho put a hand on her shoulder. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Marco and Peyton exchanged a look. “It’s late and you startled us.” 
 
    “The hell,” said Cho. “What the hell did you think was coming through that door? Obviously you weren’t expecting us.” 
 
    Peyton looked at Marco again. He shrugged and settled into Peyton’s recliner. 
 
    “Sit down, Nate,” she said, pointing to the couch. “We need to talk.” 
 
    He did as she asked, and Maria perched on the arm beside him. “Give me a shot,” Maria told Jake. “I need something after that craziness.” 
 
    He released Pickles and grabbed a shot glass, filling it and passing it to her. She downed it in one swallow. Cho gave her an appreciative look, then focused on Peyton. “You gonna tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “If I do, it can’t leave this room.” 
 
    “Does this have to do with work?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you don’t want me to tell Bill?” 
 
    Cho and Simons had been partners longer than Peyton and Marco. Jake figured they probably told each other everything. There were few relationships as close as two long-time partners, especially when your very life depended on that other person. 
 
    “You can’t say anything to Bill until we clear it with Defino,” said Marco. 
 
    “Are you reinstated now?” he asked. 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    “What exactly?” 
 
    “He’s undercover, sort of. That’s why he’s staying here.” 
 
    Cho shook his head. “This isn’t making sense.” 
 
    “Want some Jack Daniels?” asked Jake. 
 
    Cho glared at him. Actually, Marco glared at him too, but that happened all the time. 
 
    Peyton hit him in the shoulder. “Why don’t you go to bed?” 
 
    “Because people are sitting on my bed.” 
 
    She dismissed him. He realized she did that a lot. “Nate, we think the Janitor is someone in the precinct.” 
 
    He went still. Jake had always been a little afraid of Cho. There was something quick and deadly about the man, but Jake especially hated it when he went still. Sure, Marco made two of him, physically, but he was mostly bluster. Nate Cho was not a cop anyone should tangle with. 
 
    “Come again.” 
 
    Peyton drew a deep breath, then launched into their theory, giving Cho all of the circumstantial evidence they had, until she came to the coup de grace – the Clean-up Crew card in Junior Walker’s mailbox. 
 
    Cho slumped back against the couch. “I can’t believe that.” 
 
    “That’s what I keep saying.” 
 
    Maria poured him a shot and handed it to him. He took it without looking and tossed it back. 
 
    “How can this be?” 
 
    Peyton rolled her shoulders and rubbed the back of her neck. “I don’t know. Do you have any idea who it might be?” 
 
    Cho shook his head, staring at nothing. “I don’t. I can’t even get my head around it.” 
 
    “Then do you think we’re wrong?” she asked. 
 
    He looked over at Marco. “No, it makes sense, but then again, it just doesn’t. How could it be someone in our precinct? Who would do something like this?” 
 
    Jake started to answer, but Peyton kicked him in the calf. He clamped his mouth shut again. Fine, but it’s always the quiet ones, he thought to himself. 
 
    “I think we should get some sleep,” said Marco. “None of us is going to be any good tomorrow. We need to come at it with fresh minds.” 
 
    Sober wouldn’t hurt either. 
 
    “So, you moving in?” Jake asked Cho. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re staying tonight, right?” 
 
    He glanced at Maria and she nodded. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good, ‘cause we got a bathtub just going wanting.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about, Preacher?” 
 
    “Bathtub, you know? To sleep in? Abe’z got dibs on the counter.” 
 
    Cho gave Peyton a bewildered look. She shook her head as if to say Jake ought to be ignored. 
 
    “Idiot,” hissed Marco. 
 
    “Cop,” Jake hissed back, sticking out his tongue. Good lord, was he ever drunk. 
 
      
 
    *    *   * 
 
      
 
    Peyton came around the corner of the kitchen and found Jake at the stove making pancakes. Jake always made pancakes when they went on a bender. She grabbed the coffee pot and poured herself a cup, then held the aspirin over his shoulder. 
 
    He took it without speaking and popped it open, swallowing two and placing it back on the counter, then he went back to flipping. Peyton noticed he had a mountain of pancakes already prepared. She guessed that made sense because she seemed to be running a bed and breakfast now. 
 
    Marco appeared at the counter, climbing onto the stool, and Pickles came into the kitchen giving Peyton a sad look, then he looked at his food bowl. Peyton poured Marco a cup of coffee and passed it to him with the bottle of aspirin. He was showered and shaved, but his eyes were a bit blood-shot. Still he made a pleasant sight in the morning with his Patrician good looks. She could get used to having him here. 
 
    Forcing that thought away, she went to the cabinet and pulled out Pickles’ food, filling his bowl. 
 
    “Any reason he has to come into the bathroom with me?” asked Marco, taking a sip. 
 
    “He’s alone in the house most of the day,” she answered. 
 
    “Must be nice,” grumbled Jake. 
 
    “He just wants company,” Peyton finished. 
 
    Jake glanced over his shoulder. “I don’t have free roaming chicken eggs or anything, Adonis, but there’s no animal flesh in these.” He motioned for Peyton to grab the dish of pancakes. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Marco said, opening the aspirin and popping three in his mouth. 
 
    Peyton gathered everything they needed for the pancakes and placed it on the counter, then took a seat by Marco. She passed out the plates and offered him a fork. He gave her a tired smile as he took it. 
 
    Jake turned off the stove, then poured himself more coffee, coming to take a seat on her other side. As they fixed their plates, he sipped his coffee and braced his head on his hand. “I’m a little unclear about last night. Did I accuse Stan Neumann of being a serial killer?” 
 
    Peyton took a bite of pancake and chewed, nodding her head. Yep, syrup was the thing to fix a hangover. 
 
    “Repeatedly,” said Marco, pouring syrup. 
 
    “You know I don’t think that, right?” 
 
    Marco used the side of his fork to cut the pancake. “I think everyone needs to be looked at, so I wouldn’t worry about it.” 
 
    Peyton gave him a frown. “Stan, Marco?” 
 
    Marco met her look. “If the serial killer is killing to impress you, Stan rides right to the top of my list. I wish you’d break your date with him.” 
 
    Jake sputtered on his coffee and began coughing. 
 
    Peyton patted his back. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He blinked his watering eyes. “Yeah.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Tried to swallow and breathe. You have a date with Stan?” He looked so bewildered. 
 
    “It’s just dinner.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “The Friday before my birthday.” 
 
    Jake leaned forward so he could see Marco. Marco returned the look. 
 
    Peyton sat back. Okay, this was odd. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Do you have to go on this date right now? With everything that’s happening?” asked Marco. 
 
    “How do I say no? I told him I’d go with him. He’d be crushed.” 
 
    “So you admit he’s obsessed with you?” 
 
    Peyton shook her head, her damp curls brushing against the sides of her face. “He’s not obsessed.” 
 
    Marco leaned back with a sigh of frustration. 
 
    “I think he’s right, Peyton. I wish you’d cancel too.” 
 
    “You just said you didn’t think he was the serial killer.” 
 
    “I know, but with the serial killer running around, it might not be a good idea to do something as public as a date.” 
 
    “Abe is planning to go out the next night for my birthday. Are you saying I should just stay indoors and go nowhere? For how long, Jake?” 
 
    “When you go out with Abe, Adonis will be there too.” 
 
    “I’ll be there if she goes out with Stan,” Marco growled, grabbing his coffee cup and going around the counter to refill it. 
 
    “Yeah, that won’t be awkward at all,” said Jake wryly. 
 
    Peyton reached for her fork again. “You’re both pissing me off right now. Let’s drop it. I’m hung-over and I don’t need to start the day in a bitchy mood.” 
 
    “Oh my God, Brooks,” came Maria’s voice behind her. “You aren’t really wearing that shirt today. It looks like something you borrowed off a homeless woman.” 
 
    Peyton bit her lip and closed her eyes. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake settled his evidence case beside his desk, closing one eye as the motion made his temple throb. Sinking into his desk chair, he braced his head with his hands and tried to still the nausea rising inside him. God almighty, he had to stop doing the ritual with Marco and Peyton. 
 
    She hadn’t fared much better, but Marco didn’t seem to be as hung-over as the two of them. Jake tried to remember if he’d seen Marco take as many shots as they had, but his head was too fuzzy to formulate a coherent thought. 
 
    Peyton came around the side of his cubicle. “Defino wants to know if you sent the business card in to be processed for DNA.” 
 
    “I sent it off yesterday afternoon as soon as we came back.” He squinted up at her. “Do you have any more aspirin?” 
 
    She reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a bottle, tossing it at him. Of course, he wasn’t ready for it and it hit him in the chest, landing on his desk. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, giving her an aggravated look. 
 
    “Sorry. I’m just pissed at both of you.” She leaned closer to him. “Don’t go saying anything to anyone about Stan, all right?” 
 
    “Fine. That can be Adonis’ problem. So what’s he do all day while you’re here?” 
 
    “He’s going back to our place and sleep. I’m to call him if I leave the precinct and give him time to get here.” She shook herself in annoyance. “This is so not working for me.” 
 
    “Really? ‘Cause I figured we could probably put up a tent in the driveway if you want to have Simons or Holmes join us.” 
 
    “Take more aspirin,” she said, glaring at him. “You’re bitchy too.” 
 
    She turned away and started to walk back to her desk. 
 
    “Peyton?” 
 
    She stopped and turned slowly around. 
 
    “That blouse is a much better choice with those jeans.” 
 
    She stuck her tongue out at him and walked away. 
 
    Jake leaned across his desk to grab a water bottle he’d left there, groaning in misery, then he reached for the aspirin. His hand hovered over the top of bottle, his eyes catching on the red envelope sticking out of a cubby in his desk hutch. 
 
    He swiveled his chair around, glancing behind him, but no one was in sight. He started to reach for the envelope, but something stopped him. Bending over, he grabbed the evidence case, pulling it to him and reaching into the front slot for a pair of latex gloves. 
 
    He realized his hands were trembling as he pulled them on, but whether it was detox tremors from too much alcohol or nerves, he wasn’t sure. As soon as he had them on, he carefully pulled the envelope free. It had been stuffed between some files he kept on his desk of past cases. 
 
    The red of the envelope was exactly the same as the red lettering on the Clean-up Crew cards. Across the front was Jake in scrawling black ink. He turned the envelope over and looked at the back. It was a regular letter sized envelope, but it had been stuffed full with paper, the closing flap not quite meeting where it should. 
 
    Using the edge of a pen, he tore the envelope open. White, lined binder paper peeked out of the opening. Jake glanced around again, feeling the hair on the back of his neck rise. Picking up the envelope, he shook the paper onto his desk blotter, then searched the inside of the envelope for any shred of evidence – hair, flecks of blood, fingerprints – anything that might be used for identification. Nothing met the naked eye. 
 
    Drawing a deep breath, he reached for the aspirin and shook three into his palm, swallowing them with a sip of water, then he picked up the papers. He half expected something to fall out of the thick pile, but as he unfolded it, he spread them out and counted – ten pages full of handwritten, scrawling script. 
 
    His mouth was dry, so he took another sip of water. A cold sweat peppered along his forehead and he pressed his hand against it to ease the pounding in his temples. He knew he should get up right away and take this to Peyton or Defino, but he was captivated by the opening line. 
 
      
 
    I met her the winter she turned nine. 
 
      
 
    Dropping the papers, Jake searched through his desk, opening every drawer, rifling through every piece of paper. How had he missed this envelope? Were there more? Maybe he had an entire collection of them and he’d never known it. And how had it gotten here? Someone had placed it on his desk, someone had carried it in here and made sure it was out of sight, but right where Jake would have to see it. 
 
    When his search turned up nothing, he drew a deep breath and picked up the pile of paper again, covering his mouth with his hand. As soon as he read it, he’d take it to Defino, but she’d probably want to know why he hadn’t investigated it before bringing it to her, right? Secure in his justification, he leaned back in his chair and started reading again. 
 
      
 
    I met her the winter she turned nine. She and her parents moved into the house next door, right around Thanksgiving. My mother was big on being neighborly, so we had to take them a cake, chocolate with a cherry in the middle of it. 
 
      
 
    Her parents called her Missy. Actually, it started as Lil’ Miss, then just became Missy. It would be decades before I knew her given name. She had an older brother. He was more my age, 11 in the fall like me. In fact, our birthdays were about two weeks apart. 
 
      
 
    While my mother made coffee with Missy’s mother, I was told to go play video games with her brother. His name was Clayton and he wasn’t thrilled with meeting me. Later on I found out he was resentful of the move. They left L.A., hoping to give their kids a better life in suburbia, but suburbia was just not Clayton’s style. 
 
      
 
    Missy snuck into the family room where we were playing some racing game. Even at nine there was something about her. She had an inner light, a spark that you couldn’t deny. Sure, she was all knobby knees and elbows then, but her eyes, Lord, already she had the wisdom of the world in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Our mothers cut us pieces of cake. You should have seen the way Missy could devour chocolate, as if there was nothing more wonderful. That was the second thing I admired about her – she could eat us boys under the table, but she was thin as a whip. She never said a word to me that first day. In fact, as my mother and I walked home, I was worried she couldn’t speak. Lord, was I wrong! 
 
      
 
    I didn’t see Missy through Christmas and winter break, but I’d sometimes see her brother out kicking a soccer ball in their front yard. My mother encouraged me to go and play with him, but whenever I ventured onto our porch, he’d glare at me, so I gave up on ever making him a friend. 
 
      
 
    When school started again, I saw Missy and Clayton in the cafeteria for lunch. They always ate together and no one else sat with them. I just assumed it was because they were new. When you go to school with the same people all your life, anyone new is grounds for ostracism. 
 
      
 
    The first time I heard Missy talk was in the principal’s office. I got sent there because I punched Tyler Harris in the throat when he took our ball at recess. I had a tendency to get into scrapes. The principal, an older woman named Mrs. Nancy, figured it was because I didn’t have a father figure in my life. Actually, it was because Tyler Harris was a giant tool, but I digress. 
 
      
 
    The secretary told me to take a seat and shut up. She knew me by name and I guess, reputation. I always sat in the same blue plastic chair closest to the window so I could watch the kids at recess, but this time Missy occupied it. 
 
      
 
    I sat down next to her. Her cheeks had tear streaks and her nose was running. I told her to wipe her nose on her sweater and asked her what happened. 
 
      
 
    The secretary snapped at me to shut up, but the phone rang, so she had to answer it. While she was occupied, I urged Missy to tell me what was wrong. 
 
      
 
    Apparently, her teacher (one of these New Method broads) was having them group colored blocks into as many different sets as they could and then guess how many they thought there were based on the number of sets. Missy dared to question why they couldn’t just break everything into sets of equal number, then count the sets and multiply it by the number in the set. 
 
      
 
    The teacher wasn’t happy that Missy knew basic multiplication at 9. That was supposed to be what she covered during that year and Missy was showing her up. When she tried to explain why Missy needed to do the grouping and guessing crap, Missy rebelled, saying she wasn’t going to do unnecessary work. This did not fly, so the teacher sent her to the principal’s office to reflect on the error of her ways. 
 
      
 
    For me, it was a pivotal moment. First of all, I was stunned Missy could actually speak, but more than that, I was amazed that you could actually get in trouble for something other than fighting. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t understand it then, but I did years later. Missy was fighting for justice, for truth, and ultimately for logic. She was fighting for her rights, Me – all I ever fought for was a red, bouncing ball on the playground. 
 
      
 
    Missy’s mother and mine became friends. Missy’s mother was a dental hygienist, so she was home the same time as my mom. They sometimes had a glass of wine together in the evenings. Missy’s dad worked for the phone company as a lineman, so he worked odd times and was often on-call. 
 
      
 
    He agreed to become the assistant coach of our Little League team, so I spent much more time with him and Clayton. Gradually, Clayton and I became friends. Whenever Clayton’s father drove us to practice, he often had Missy with him. Most of the time when I saw Missy, she had a book in her hand, but even though she hardly ever talked to me, I discovered she had a devilish sense of humor. She loved to pull pranks on her brother, like fill his jockstrap with pudding or replace the shoelaces in his cleats with pink ones. While I verbally agreed with Clayton that she was the worst sister ever, I secretly admired her devious side. 
 
      
 
    That summer everything changed, though. Her father fell off a phone pole and died on impact. In one instant, Missy and Clayton’s life was altered forever, but I’ll save that part of it for another time. 
 
      
 
    Jake finished the last page in bewilderment. It just ended. He turned it over, searching the back, but the back was blank. Dropping the papers on his blotter, he scrubbed his hands across his face. What the hell was this? He expected a confession, a testimonial, or even a manifesto like Ted Kaczynski had written, not some nostalgic account of meeting a nine year old girl. 
 
    He gathered the papers and folded them, stuffing them back in the envelope. Good thing he had detectives sitting close at hand. He rose to his feet and moved toward the front of the precinct. His instinct was to bring it to Peyton, but he was worried he’d be missing some protocol that he should probably know. 
 
    “Hey, Maria,” he said, pausing by her desk. 
 
    She gave him a lift of her brows. “You need something?” 
 
    “I need to see the captain.” He realized his nervous energy had dissipated as he read the letter. Now he was simply confused. 
 
    Maria picked up the phone and punched in some numbers. “Yeah, Capitan, Ryder’s here to see you.” Jake could hear Defino’s voice through the door, telling her to send him in. 
 
    He walked to the door and pushed it open. Defino glanced up from her laptop. “This better be as important as a call from God, Ryder. I’m ass-deep in political bull shit right now.” 
 
    Jake held up the envelope. “Does a letter from the Janitor qualify?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Marco and Jake already had a booth when Defino and Peyton slid into it. Jake leaned forward, looking around the diner, while Defino shifted uncomfortably and reached for a napkin, wiping the table. She hadn’t been thrilled with taking this little circus on the road, but she’d agreed when Peyton suggested they might want to update Marco. 
 
    Peyton’s attention shifted to Jake. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Seeing if you were followed.” 
 
    “We weren’t followed.” 
 
    Defino rolled her eyes. “This is so stupid. Why can’t we meet in my office?” 
 
    “You didn’t want the Janitor knowing Marco’s back on duty,” reasoned Peyton. “We’re trying to keep our theory under wraps.” 
 
    “But the two of you have been going around telling everyone your theory anyway, so what the hell difference does it make?” 
 
    “We just told Cho, Captain.” 
 
    Defino gave her an annoyed look. “And Abe and Maria and this clown.” She held her hand out indicating Jake. “And you really believe Cho hasn’t mentioned it to Simons? This was their case to start with.” Her voice trailed off as she became distracted by Jake as well. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    He’d turned completely around in his seat and was peering back toward the front entrance. Swinging around again, he leaned forward, dropping his voice. “See the blond, the blond to make a man forget he has a wife. The blond to make a man forget to die. She asked us what we wanted.” 
 
    “She’s a waitress,” said Peyton. 
 
    Defino waved him off. “So I read the letter you found. Why do you think it came from the Janitor?” 
 
    Jake narrowed his eyes dramatically. “The red envelope. Red is his color. Red is the color of the blood he spills. Red like the last beat of his victims’ hearts.” 
 
    Marco stared hard at the table, trying to hide a smile. 
 
    “What?” said Defino angrily. 
 
    “I entered the office this morning. Sure, I was feeling a little run-down, but I knew the public needed me to show up, to process the evidence like only I can process it.” 
 
    Defino’s mouth opened. 
 
    Peyton covered her eyes, biting her inner lip to keep from bursting into laughter. 
 
    “Did I have a headache? Yeah, but what man doesn’t when faced with the dregs of society, the very sewer that is mankind.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco began to snicker. 
 
    “I didn’t want to give in to my weakness, but I’m only a man, so I took three aspirin.” 
 
    “Oh, for God’s sakes, Ryder, knock it off,” snapped Defino, but as Peyton glanced at her, she noticed the corners of her mouth were tilting up. “I feel stupid enough as it is. Tell me how you know it’s the Janitor and…” She pointed a finger at him. “Don’t you dare go all Sam Spade on me again.” 
 
    Jake sighed in disappointment. “Seriously, it was the red envelope. It’s the same red as the font on the Clean-up Crew cards.” 
 
    “But it was some rambling story about a nine year old girl?” 
 
    “I know. I don’t get it.” 
 
    “And it was in your desk?” 
 
    “Yeah, slipped between two files. I wouldn’t have noticed it until I was sitting down.” 
 
    Defino looked between Peyton and Marco. “What do you make of it?” 
 
    Marco had his arms resting on the table, his hands clasped. He wore a baseball cap and a baggy sweatshirt. “I think it’s another piece of evidence to confirm he has access to the inner workings of the precinct, that he’s one of us.” 
 
    The blond waitress came over. “Are you ready to order?” 
 
    “Uh.” Defino reached for her menu. 
 
    “We need a few more minutes, please,” said Peyton and the waitress moved away. 
 
    “If that’s the case, and I’m beginning to think it is, I feel pretty certain Peyton should be on leave, so she isn’t an easy target for him.” 
 
    “How would I be a target at the precinct, Captain? It’s filled with cops.” 
 
    “And one of them might be a serial killer,” Defino reasoned. 
 
    “He hasn’t tried anything at the precinct. He isn’t going to deviate from pattern.” 
 
    “No, but maybe going on dates with him is a bad idea,” said Marco. 
 
    Peyton wanted to kick him, but Jake shifted and raised his brows, causing Marco to look down at the table. 
 
    “Wait. What are you talking about?” asked Defino. 
 
    “Nothing. I’m not going on a date with a serial killer.” 
 
    “Are you going on a date with someone in our department?” 
 
    “Stan Neumann.” 
 
    Defino’s eyes swung to Marco and fixed there. 
 
    Marco held out his hands as if to say, You see? 
 
    “Have you somehow ruled out Stan?” demanded Defino. 
 
    “Stan, Captain? Do you really think he could be a cold blooded murderer?” 
 
    “I think I have a bunch of dead guys in the morgue who would probably like us to figure this out sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Well, technically, if they’re dead…” began Jake. 
 
    Peyton kicked him. 
 
    “Okay, smartass,” said Defino, “I have an entire city of people who would probably like us to figure this out.” 
 
    Jake rubbed his shin and glared at Peyton. 
 
    Peyton glared back at him, then she gave them both a quizzical look. “Wait. Why are the two of you sitting on the same side of the booth?” 
 
    Marco let out a heavy sigh. “Sam Spade here felt it would be better to have me on the inside, facing away from the door, so I’m more inconspicuous.” 
 
    She eyed the Giants’ baseball cap. “Is that his hat?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was just grateful it wasn’t a freakin’ fedora.” 
 
    “I have a London Fog raincoat at home. I used to wear it when I worked at the bank.” Jake’s eyes sparkled with mischief. 
 
    “You mean a flasher coat,” said Peyton wryly. 
 
    Defino shook her head in disbelief. “You do know we’re meeting in this stupid diner to talk about a serial killer, right?” She braced her head with a hand. “God, I really need to retire.” 
 
    The blond waitress appeared again. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Oh shit,” said Defino. 
 
    Peyton grabbed the menu and flipped it open. “I’ll have…uh, the tuna melt.” 
 
    “On sour dough?” 
 
    “What else?” she answered with a smile. 
 
    The waitress turned to Jake, dismissing Peyton. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I’ll take your classic hamburger with fries.” 
 
    Peyton glanced down at the menu and saw a tall, frothy confection at the bottom. “Oh, and I’ll take a chocolate milkshake.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” said Jake. 
 
     Defino shook her head in disbelief. 
 
    “And I’m the one you suspended,” said Marco. 
 
    “What about you, blue eyes?” the waitress asked with a simper. 
 
    Jake gave Peyton an I told you so look. 
 
    “Just a coffee, black.” 
 
    Peyton glanced over the menu again. Yep, didn’t seem to be anything vegetarian there. 
 
    She waited for Defino. 
 
    “Just give me a bowl of your soup du jour.” 
 
    “Soup du what?” 
 
    “I can feel my blood pressure rising just sitting here.” 
 
    “Soup of the day,” said Peyton quickly. 
 
    “Oh, okay.” She wandered off again. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, she’s a woman to make you forget to grow old,” Defino said to Jake. 
 
    Peyton fought her smile. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about the letter a lot, Captain,” he said, shifting the subject. “And I think the serial killer wants to make a connection. He wants to be caught. When I’ve researched other serial killers, they all have the same modus operandi.” 
 
    “M.O. would have been fine.” 
 
    “But less fun to say. Anyway, that letter is his way of connecting with someone.” 
 
    “But what does it have to do with the people he kills?” 
 
    “I don’t think we’ve gotten there yet. He’s trying to prolong the inevitable, so he’s gonna feed me the story a little at a time to keep us guessing.” 
 
    “Then maybe I’m not the recipient of this sick, little infatuation,” said Peyton. “Maybe you are.” Although that made her almost as uneasy. She’d be responsible too if Jake was his target. 
 
    “No, it’s you,” said Jake. 
 
    Marco nodded as well. 
 
    “He’s just connecting with me because I’m safe. I’m the only one of us not packing heat.” 
 
    “Carrying a gun would have been fine,” said Defino. “Is there anyone in the department who’s made strange overtures of friendship toward you, Jake?” 
 
    “Peyton, but…” 
 
    She tried to kick him, but he moved his leg away. 
 
    “Anyone else?” 
 
    “No. Cho barely tolerates me, Simons treats me like his personal service dog. Maria thinks I’m a douf.” 
 
    “She’s not the only one,” grumbled Marco. 
 
    “Except Stan. He does seem friendlier than the others.” 
 
    “We’re getting hung up on Stan,” answered Defino. “What about the street cops? Any of them try to talk to you? Make friends?” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “They’re worse than Cho. It’s like they can’t even see me.” 
 
    Shifting in the booth, Defino squinted at Peyton. “Look, Brooks, it’s Friday. Why don’t you take the weekend off?” 
 
    “What? I can’t do that, Captain. We need to go over that letter with a fine tooth comb.” 
 
    “We’ll have the lab do the combing, but here’s my thought. If you don’t come in, maybe he gets nervous and leaves us more evidence. Maybe he’ll try to make contact with Ryder again.” 
 
    “I’m working the weekend too?” Jake whined. 
 
    “No.” Defino was surprisingly good at talking through clenched teeth. “Let’s set up a surveillance camera on Jake’s desk. Maybe we’ll catch him.” 
 
    “He’s too smart to be caught by that, Captain. We have surveillance cameras on all the entrances and we don’t have any idea who it is.” 
 
    “If it’s someone in the precinct, how would we be able to tell? We’re all on surveillance when we enter and leave,” said Jake. 
 
    “If someone’s messing around your desk, that might be a start,” reasoned Defino. 
 
    “I think we need something bigger to flush him out,” said Peyton. “He’s gonna see us setting up the camera.” 
 
    “I’m listening then.” 
 
    “I don’t have it right now, but…” 
 
    “Well, take the weekend to figure it out. You can report to me on Monday with a list of ideas. I still want a camera on Jake’s desk, and maybe we’ll have something back on the letter by then. Maybe we’ll get lucky and he left a fingerprint or DNA.” 
 
    “I tell you he’s too careful for that,” said Peyton. “I’ll bet he wrote it in gloves.” 
 
    “What about a handwriting expert?” offered Jake. 
 
    “Good idea, Ryder. I’ll call one in for Monday.” 
 
    “Do I have to stay undercover?” complained Marco. 
 
    “At least through the weekend. He made contact while you were gone.” She gave him a critical look. “But can’t Abe help you find some better clothes?” 
 
    “Abe, Captain? He’ll have me wearing a speedo in hot pink.” 
 
    For the first time, Defino laughed. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton slumped down on the couch across from Marco. “I don’t know what to do with a day off.” 
 
    “Let’s go for a run.” 
 
    She sighed. “I guess that’s a good idea.” 
 
    After she changed, they took her normal path and for the second time in the same week, they made it all the way to Golden Gate Park. It was later than the previous day and the sun was peeking through the fog, but it was still pleasant jogging beneath the trees, along the lush avenues that wound their way through the one and a half miles of greenery. 
 
    They stopped at Peasant Pies for a single serving fruit pie and ate it with a cup of coffee, sitting in the window seat so they could watch people walking past. Once they finished, neither of them seemed anxious to leave, so Peyton sipped at her coffee and let the traffic mesmerize her. 
 
    “I can’t imagine living in another city,” she said. 
 
    He nodded. “I’d like to see New York, but it’s the west coast for me.” 
 
    “New York would be fun. I’d like to go to D.C. too.” She braced her chin on her hand. “I can’t believe how few places I’ve been. This job is so all consuming, I don’t even know what to do with myself when I get a day off.” 
 
    “Well, New York is out, but is there anything in this city you haven’t done?” 
 
    She thought for a moment. “You’re gonna think this is crazy, but I’ve never been to the deYoung Museum.” 
 
    “Never?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    He rose to his feet at once. “Let’s go home, grab a couple of showers, and go.” 
 
    “Really? You wouldn’t want to go someplace more exciting?” 
 
    “What’s more exciting than doing something you’ve never done before?” 
 
    “Okay,” said Peyton, pushing out her chair. 
 
    An hour later they were wandering the brightly lit halls of the museum, looking at the exhibits and studying the works of art. Peyton enjoyed reading the placards that explained about the art, since her experience with art was limited to what she’d learned in a mandatory art class in high school. 
 
    She liked the Renoirs and Cézannes, and she was particularly fond of the van Gogh they exhibited, but some of the more modern pieces escaped her. A swatch of red color splashed over a sea of black didn’t seem very hard to accomplish. She figured Pickles could knock over a bucket of paint about as well as this fellow did. 
 
    Taking a seat on a bench in front of it, she tilted her head. “I like the French guys, but I think maybe some of this modern art is beyond me.” 
 
    Marco chuckled, sitting down beside her. “That’s the beauty of art. It’s subjective. There’s no right or wrong answer. We react to it on an elemental level, a gut level. You can’t rationalize it or attack it with logic – it just is.” 
 
    Peyton glanced over at him. “That’s pretty deep, D’Angelo.” 
 
    He smiled. “I like art. I like that no two people see it the same way.” He nodded at the piece in front of them. “When I look at this, I see a statement about humanity. We’re all fumbling around in the dark, alone in a violent, angry world.” 
 
    Peyton looked back at it. “Hm. Sort of bleak.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that one.” He pointed at the one next to it. “The bright colors, the geometric patterns – that one is trying to make sense of a chaotic world, finding light and order in all the muddle.” 
 
    She studied him. She realized she hadn’t seen him this relaxed in a long time, probably as far back as Alcatraz. 
 
    He bumped her with his shoulder. “Full disclosure. If I had any inclination toward going to college, this is what I would have studied.” 
 
    “Art?” 
 
    “Art history.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Crazy, huh?” 
 
    “No, not at all.” 
 
    “Not sure how I would have paid the bills, but it would have been fun to study.” 
 
    “It’s not too late.” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “How is it you can know someone for eight years and still learn something new about them?” 
 
    “That’s probably a good thing. Otherwise, people would get boring. So tell me something about you that I don’t know.” 
 
    She thought for a moment. “This is a little embarrassing, but I love to read romance novels.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. The really cheesy ones where the woman gets rescued by the guy on a white horse.” 
 
    “Whew! I thought you were gonna tell me you were into that Mommy porn stuff.” 
 
    “Oh God, no.” She gave a shudder. “Any man who tried to spank me would wind up on the receiving end.” 
 
    “I know. I heard about Junior Walker.” 
 
    She laughed. “It’s ridiculous, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She shrugged, kicking her feet beneath the bench. “I’m fully capable of rescuing myself. I should definitely not enjoy anything that sexist.” 
 
    “How is it sexist?” 
 
    “That a woman can’t rescue herself, she needs a man.” She shook her head. “I’m embarrassed just thinking about it.” 
 
    He reached out and tucked a loose curl behind her ear. “Everyone needs to be rescued sometimes, Peyton.” 
 
    She slid closer to him and wrapped her arms around his bicep, laying her head on his shoulder. “I have to admit as days-off go, this one ranks right up there at the top.” 
 
    He laid his cheek against her head. “I agree.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake went to the kitchen to retrieve two beers, but as he headed back toward the living room, the doorbell rang. Pickles set off barking, leaping down from the couch and running to the entryway. Jake looked to Marco for direction. Marco hoisted himself out of the recliner, moving toward the army cot where his gun lay, but Peyton appeared in the hallway. 
 
    “It’s Devan,” she said, crossing toward the front door. 
 
    Jake followed her with his eyes. She had her hair down and had discarded her Saturday sweats for a pair of jeans and a floral sleeveless blouse that showed off her toned arms. All day she’d puttered around the house, cleaning things and complaining that there was nothing to do, but now she appeared looking like she was meeting a date. 
 
    He moved toward the couch and held the beer out to Marco. Marco ignored it, watching her cross to the door. 
 
    Clearing his throat, Jake gave him a pointed look. 
 
    Marco grabbed the beer and threw himself down into the recliner, his jaw clenched. 
 
    Peyton scooped up the little dog and opened the door, stepping back so Devan could enter. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, then bent and kissed her cheek. He held a bottle of wine in one hand. 
 
    “I thought we were working,” she said, scratching Pickles’ ears. 
 
    “No reason we can’t have a glass of wine while we work. It’s from Napa.” He offered it to her, then noticed Marco and Jake. “Oh, I didn’t think anyone else would be here.” 
 
    “Join the club, buddy,” muttered Jake, shifting back around so he could see the television. 
 
    “D’Angelo,” Devan said. 
 
    “Adams.” 
 
    Devan moved to the end of the couch and held out his hand for Jake. “Ryder.” 
 
    Jake gave him a quick shake. “District Attorney.” 
 
    Peyton set Pickles down and walked into the kitchen. The little dog ran and leaped into Marco’s lap, settling down in a proprietary manner. 
 
    “Baseball, huh?” said Devan. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Giants?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “How they doing this year?” 
 
    Jake looked up at him. 
 
    He shifted uncomfortably. He wore a pair of black slacks and a polo shirt, but the shirt was tucked into the slacks. 
 
    “Holding their own.” 
 
    Devan nodded. “Don’t watch much baseball myself.” 
 
    Jake acknowledged that with a lift of his chin. 
 
    “I like tennis.” 
 
    “Tennis?” 
 
    “Yeah, went to Wimbledon once.” 
 
    “All the way to England, eh?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Wimbledon’s in London,” Jake told Marco in a slow, simple voice just to goad him. 
 
    Marco didn’t respond, just continued to stare daggers at Devan. 
 
    Peyton returned with two glasses of wine and passed one to the D.A. “Let’s work at the counter.” 
 
    “Sure. Well, enjoy the game.” 
 
    Devan followed her toward the kitchen. Jake shifted on the couch until he was at the farthest end, closest to the recliner. “Might have been less embarrassing if you had a pissing match right on Peyton’s floor.” 
 
    “Shut up, Ryder.” 
 
    “Fine. Stew in your own self-imposed misery.” 
 
    Marco looked at the television. 
 
    The rumble of Devan’s voice reached them, followed by Peyton’s laugh. 
 
    Marco glanced over. “What the hell is he doing here anyway?” 
 
    Jake kept his eyes glued to the television. “He’s going over her testimony for the O’Shannahan trial.” 
 
    Peyton laughed again. 
 
    “Trial or comedy act?” 
 
    Jake frowned at him. “Comedy act?” 
 
    “What’s so damn funny?” He placed his hand on Pickles’ head and stroked him, rather hard. 
 
    “Don’t break her dog. That won’t earn you any points.” 
 
    Marco gentled his touch. “I don’t need points.” 
 
    “You need something.” 
 
    “If he’s going over her testimony, why do they need wine?” 
 
    “You could ask them.” 
 
    “I’m not asking them.” 
 
    “Then you could sit here and growl about it all night.” Jake leaned on the arm of the couch. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t you two only work partners? Isn’t that what you told me?” 
 
    “Do you have to be an ass?” 
 
    “I’m not the one sitting over here stewing.” 
 
    “I’m not stewing.” 
 
    “No, you’re about to explode. That ought to be entertaining. How are you going to explain getting so worked up over another man?” 
 
    “He’s supposed to be engaged.” 
 
    “Well, obviously, he’s uncertain about it.” 
 
    “What kind of man does that? He tossed her away, then he gets engaged to another woman, but here he is again, sniffing around.” 
 
    Jake took a sip of his beer. “What exactly did you think would happen, Adonis? Did you think no other man would find her attractive?” 
 
    Marco’s gaze lowered to him. “What does that mean, Ryder?” 
 
    “Look, I’m still not over my wife, but I’m not gonna lie to you, if I thought I had a chance in hell, I’d be bringing her wine too. Problem is she sees me as her brother and that ain’t never gonna change, but if you think I’m the only man who sees how great she is, you’re a freakin’ idiot.” 
 
    Marco’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not helping right now.” 
 
    “I’m telling you the truth. She’s smart and funny and…” 
 
    “I don’t think you better finish that and.” 
 
    “All I’m saying is someone’s gonna come along and see exactly what she is, and then it’ll be too late.” 
 
    “Someone like him?” 
 
    “She’s not gonna be a fool for him again. And you don’t have to worry about Stan either, but if this bothers you, what are you going to do when it’s someone who is willing to take a chance and isn’t afraid to tell her what he feels?” 
 
    Marco moved suddenly, setting the beer on the table and depositing Pickles next to Jake. 
 
    “Adonis?” 
 
    “I need some air,” he said and walked to the front door, yanking it open. 
 
    Peyton swiveled around on the barstool and gave Jake a questioning look. 
 
    “He’s gotta make a call,” he said, then went back to watching his game. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    After Marco walked out the front door, Peyton figured they should probably get down to business. She pushed the wine away. “So what’s first?” 
 
    “The first and most important thing is to not let O’Shannahan rattle your cage. He’s gonna try that, and let me tell you, rattling cages is in Elizabeth Brown’s wheelhouse.” 
 
    “When does the trial start?” 
 
    “It starts Monday. You’re first on my list to call.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Elizabeth Brown will try to discredit you. She’s gonna bring up everything you’ve ever done. You need to be on your toes because she’ll probably ask you some of the same questions that came up at Claire Harper’s trial. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like about how Jake and now Maria are living here.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with O’Shannahan?” 
 
    “It shows that you have a weakness when it comes to victims of crime. And she’s gonna bring up Ravensong.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you insisted on pursuing the case when you had a viable suspect in him. She’s gonna ask you if anything happened between the two of you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We know you visited him without his lawyer at the rehab facility.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t think it was a good idea to mention she’d also spent the night. “Nothing happened between us.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Peyton looked away, reaching for her wine glass. 
 
    “Peyton?” 
 
    She exhaled. “He kissed me.” 
 
    Devan closed his eyes. 
 
    “It was after the case was over, and it was just a kiss.” 
 
    “Wasn’t he living with someone?” 
 
    “Yeah, but the kiss didn’t mean anything.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Well, it was mostly gratitude.” 
 
    “So there was no sexual tension between you?” 
 
    Peyton didn’t know how to answer that. 
 
    “Peyton?” 
 
    “He isn’t going to be there, is he?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I think he’s on tour or something, but what if he is? Is this a problem for us?” 
 
    “No. Kristin O’Shannahan killed Teresa Ravensong and confessed to the murder. There’s no disputing that. Then O’Shannahan helped her destroy the evidence.” 
 
    “This isn’t Kristin O’Shannahan’s trial. This is Jedediah O’Shannahan, puppet master extraordinaire. And ranking right behind him is Elizabeth Brown.” 
 
    “Then maybe you should have Marco testify.” 
 
    “Marco doesn’t testify well.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Really, Peyton?” he said, glancing over his shoulder. “Have you ever talked with Marco?” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I’m just saying…” He paused, reaching for his wine. He drained the glass. 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “He’s not exactly the most loquacious man.” 
 
    “Loquacious?” 
 
    “Talkative.” 
 
    “I know what it means.” She could feel irritation feather along her skin. “He testifies just fine.” 
 
    “Why do you think I rely on you?” 
 
    “I don’t know, since apparently you don’t trust me.” 
 
    “Please don’t be offended, but Marco isn’t exactly the brains in this partnership.” 
 
    “That’s low, even for you, Devan.” 
 
    “I’m just telling you the truth. I’m not saying he isn’t good at what he does, but what he does is…” 
 
    Peyton rose to her feet. “Is what?” 
 
    “Don’t make me say it.” 
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest. “Oh, I really think I want to hear it.” 
 
    “He’s the muscle, Peyton. That’s what he is.” 
 
    Peyton pointed to the door. “Get out.” 
 
    “What? Peyton, come on.” 
 
    “No. Get out.” 
 
    Jake shifted on the couch, looking over at them. At the same time, the door opened and Marco appeared in the entrance. Devan shot a glance at him, then focused on Peyton. 
 
    “I didn’t mean for you to get offended. I was just being honest. You gotta admit I have a point, Peyton.” 
 
    “I think you’re an uptight ass, Devan, and I want you to leave.” 
 
    “Peyton, please.” 
 
    “She better not have to tell you again,” said Marco in that low, dangerous tone of his. 
 
    Devan rose to his feet. “This is why we would never have worked.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    Devan gave a grim laugh. “Really? You really don’t know what I mean?” 
 
    “No, but here’s the thing, Devan. You think you’re so freakin’ smart, but you don’t get it. You play with people, you manipulate them. You accuse O’Shannahan and Elizabeth Brown of being puppet masters, but you’re one yourself.” 
 
    “I still need you to testify.” 
 
    “And I will. At least I know my job.” 
 
    He sighed and turned away, walking toward the door. He had to squeeze past Marco to get out. Once he was gone, Marco shut and locked the door. 
 
    “You okay?” asked Jake. 
 
    Marco met her gaze. 
 
    She drew a deep breath and released it. Was she okay? Hell, yes. Throwing Devan out had finally released her from that last bit of hope she had that they might have been something good together. 
 
    She walked to the counter and poured herself another glass of wine. “I’m just fine,” she told him. “Want some wine? It’s from Napa and it’s freakin’ awesome.” 
 
    Jake laughed and slumped back on the couch, turning to watch the game. “Nope, I’m good.” 
 
    She lifted the glass to her lips and took a sip, watching Marco over the rim. “What about you, handsome?” 
 
    He gave her a wry smile and came forward, kissing her on the forehead. “I’m good too,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Marco and Peyton jogged into the park again on Sunday morning. They made it to Stow Lake and jogged along the paths that ran around the perimeter of it. Young families were already there, bicycling or roller skating. A few people had pedal boats out on the lake, lazily meandering beneath the branches of the redwood and eucalyptus trees. 
 
    After their run, they stopped in the café and grabbed a piroshki, one of the few places that offered vegetarian selections, then sat outside and watched the ducks bob up and down with the late morning breeze. 
 
    Marco’s phone buzzed and he pulled it out, thumbing on the display. A text message from Vinnie greeted him. Dinner, Mom’s, tonight. He sighed. 
 
    Peyton glanced over. “Everything all right?” 
 
    “Mom’s having her Sunday dinner. I have to go.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ll be fine for a few hours.” 
 
    “No way, lady. You’re coming with me. I’m not leaving you alone.” 
 
    “I’m sure your family just wants to see you, Marco.” 
 
    “They’d probably rather see you. Besides, if I have to go on a date with Stan, you can go to dinner with me.” 
 
    She laughed. “I don’t think the punishment fits the crime, since I love your family.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll let them know you’re coming.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. 
 
    While he texted Vinnie back, she took out her own phone and placed a call. 
 
    Marco shifted on the bench and watched a little boy chase after a duck, an entire loaf of bread in his hands. His father trotted along behind him. Something about watching them made Marco feel a bit melancholy. 
 
    “Hey, Cho,” said Peyton into the phone. “Yeah, just wondering if you’ve been by the precinct this weekend?” 
 
    Marco glanced over at her. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. No.” She sighed. “I was hoping there’d be something. Yeah, you’re right. He probably does know Jake’s not there. I know. It’s just this quiet makes me nervous. What’s he waiting for?” She listened. “I know. I don’t want anyone else to die either, but I want to get this bastard and I want to get him now.” 
 
    “Ask him if he mentioned anything to Bill.” 
 
    “Hey, did you say anything to Bill about our theory?” She played with the paper shield on her coffee. “Right. Yeah, okay. Hey, tell Maria that Marco and I will be gone tonight. We’re going to dinner at his folks. Okay, yeah, see you tomorrow.” 
 
    She pushed the button to disconnect the call and lowered it. “I don’t like this, Marco. The Janitor’s been too quiet.” 
 
    “How so? He killed Junior Walker only a week ago.” 
 
    “You’re right.” She rolled her shoulders. “I just feel like we’re standing on the edge of a volcano and it’s about to erupt.” 
 
    Marco couldn’t help but shoot a look around them. Suddenly he felt like they were a bit too exposed. “Maybe we should get back.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re probably right.” 
 
    “Did he tell Bill our theory?” 
 
    “Defino cleared him to do so.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “He can’t believe it’s anyone in our precinct either.” 
 
    Marco placed his hand over hers. “We’ll figure it out. Don’t worry.” 
 
    She nodded, shifting her hand to clasp his briefly. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Mona D’Angelo pulled Peyton into a hug the moment she entered the house. “I’m so glad you came, sweetheart,” she said, kissing her cheek. 
 
    Peyton hugged her in return. 
 
    “It’s been too long.” She cupped Peyton’s face in her hands. “You need to come every Sunday. You’re looking thin.” 
 
    Peyton had to laugh at that one. After the constant barrage of complaints about her weight from Maria, she was beginning to think she could join the circus as the fat lady. “You are the best, Mona,” she said, kissing her cheek in return. 
 
    Mona released her, only for her to be captured by Marco’s father, Leo. He gave her a bear hug, then tugged on a curl. 
 
    “My favorite policewoman,” he said. 
 
    She smiled, glancing up at Vinnie. He pulled her close and kissed the top of her head. “How you doing, sweetie?” he rumbled beneath her ear. 
 
    “Good and you?” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    “How’s Tonio?” 
 
    “Out of rehab and thinking about going back to football.” 
 
    “Good. Is he here?” 
 
    “Nope. Both kids had last minute summer parties to attend. Just the grown-ups tonight.” 
 
    Rosa came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dishtowel. “Peyton? Come in here and have a glass of wine with me.” She crossed the room and kissed Peyton on the cheek, then pulled Marco out of his mother’s arms and gave him a hug, going up on her tiptoes to reach. Releasing him, she hooked Peyton’s arm and tugged her toward the kitchen. 
 
    Peyton glanced over her shoulder at her partner, but Marco simply gave her a shrug before he was dragged into the living room. 
 
    “Bernardo and his family couldn’t make it. They took the kids to Disneyland before school starts,” said Mona, pouring Peyton a glass of red wine and passing it to her. “And Franco has something at the church. He’s going over their books for them while Sofia helps with the catechism, snacks or something. So it’ll just be the few of us tonight.” 
 
    Few? With the D’Angelos that meant something along the lines of Peyton’s current housing arrangement. 
 
    “It’s great. What are you making?” 
 
    “I’m trying a new recipe. We thought we’d eat light. Potato soup and a salad for my boy.” Mona leaned on the counter. “He still doing that vegetarian nonsense?” 
 
    Peyton laughed. That nonsense had been most of Marco’s adult life, but she didn’t think it mattered to Mona. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s still doing that nonsense.” 
 
    Mona shook her head and grabbed her wine. 
 
    Rosa shared a smile with Peyton. 
 
    “How’s your mom, dear?” asked Mona. 
 
    “My mom?” Wow, that was a loaded question. “Uh, she’s fine. Thinking about getting married again.” 
 
    “Good for her,” said Mona. “A woman shouldn’t be alone.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t know about that. Some women were a hell of a lot better off alone. 
 
    “Not every woman needs a man, Mona,” said Rosa, chopping a cucumber. 
 
    “Can I help?” asked Peyton, wanting to change the subject. 
 
    Mona waved her off. “You work too hard, sweetheart. Let us get this.” 
 
    Peyton’s brows lifted, but she didn’t argue. 
 
    “Okay, I agree not every woman needs a man, but she needs someone. Humans are social creatures. We need other people.” Mona pointed her spoon at Peyton. “Am I right?” 
 
    “Uh…” Peyton wasn’t sure how to answer that. 
 
    Rosa winked at her. “Sometimes it isn’t bad to be alone, Mona. You get to know who you are then.” 
 
    “Pfft,” Mona said, stirring the soup vigorously. 
 
    Vinnie entered the kitchen, going to the refrigerator and pulling out three beers. “How much longer?” He reached around Rosa and snatched a cucumber spear. She swatted at him, but he simply squeezed her hind-end, earning him another swat. 
 
    Peyton couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “You’re gonna pull back a stump if you do that again,” Rosa warned. 
 
    In answer, Vinnie squeezed her bum once more, then danced away, hiding behind Peyton when Rosa went after him. Placing his hands on Peyton’s shoulders, he ducked back and forth as Rosa tried to slap him with a dishtowel. 
 
    Peyton laughed. 
 
    Mona gave her son a severe frown. “Maybe you’re right, Rosa.” 
 
    “Right about what?” asked Vinnie. 
 
    “Women not needing men.” When he reached for another cucumber, Mona smacked the back of his hand. “You ask when we’re eating in my kitchen again and you’ll get nothing.” 
 
    Vinnie gave her a pout, then gathered his beers and left the room. 
 
    Rosa went back to chopping. “How do you feel about your mom getting married?” 
 
    Peyton ran a finger around the top of her wineglass. “I told her to do it if it made her happy.” 
 
    Rosa and Mona gave her a sympathetic look. Peyton dropped her eyes. She didn’t want to talk about her mother, especially not in this family where their bonds with each other meant everything. 
 
    Rosa reached over and filled her glass again. 
 
    Once dinner was ready, everyone gathered around the dining room table. Before they could eat, Mona led them in a prayer. Peyton had eaten at the D’Angelo household many times, but something about eating with them today made her feel sad. 
 
    She truly believed a woman didn’t need a man, and that a bad relationship was far worse than no relationship at all, but still, something about a big family called to her. Her own family had consisted of three. She’d always wanted brothers and sisters, cousins to play with. Watching Marco and his brother rib each other, she felt that emptiness acutely. 
 
    When she’d been forced to have sessions with Dr. Ferguson, the precinct psychologist, he’d mentioned that she used her friends as her ersatz family. She’d denied it then, but maybe he had something. Maybe she did do that. Maybe that’s why her house was a freakin’ circus right now and she didn’t mind it. 
 
    Maybe she was tired of being alone. 
 
    Marco’s gaze lifted and fixed on her. He gave her his slow, sexy smile and it struck her how damn handsome he was. Shaking her head, she reached for her wine and took a sip. Shit, what the hell was wrong with her? 
 
    She didn’t have time to worry it though, because her phone suddenly buzzed. She fished it out of her pocket, excusing herself from the table. Nate Cho’s number flashed on the screen and she pressed the button to answer the call. 
 
    “Hey, Nate.” 
 
    “Brooks, where are you?” 
 
    “At Marco’s parents.” 
 
    Cho blew out air. “Look, I need you to come down to a condo on Clay.” 
 
    “Clay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sending you the address right now.” 
 
    “Clay? Nob Hill?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We got a guy hanging from his dining room chandelier.” 
 
    Peyton felt her mouth go dry. Marco left the table and came over to her. “Is there a card?” she asked. 
 
    “In his bound hands.” 
 
    Closing her eyes, she ducked her head. “Did you call Jake?” 
 
    “He’s my next call.” 
 
    “Do you know who the man is?” 
 
    “Yeah. Peyton, it’s one of the council members, a district supervisor by the name of Simon Olsen. He used to be the commander for the Ingleside Station. Defino wants Marco here too. He’s not undercover anymore.” 
 
    “Send me the address. We’re on our way.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Councilman Olsen’s townhouse was an ultra-modern, upscale three bedroom in a high rise on the corner of Van Ness and Clay. The lobby of the building was swarming with police when Peyton and Marco arrived, and they were immediately escorted to the mirrored elevators, which rose to the eighth floor. 
 
    The townhouse’s open-concept design was punctuated by windows that took in the City’s skyline on three of its four sides. Decorated in a white on white motif, the furnishings were crisp, angular, and minimalistic. 
 
    Cho and Simons met them in the entryway. Cho took Peyton’s arm and pulled her to the side. “It’s bad. Why don’t you wait here and let Marco take a look?’ 
 
    She gently extricated herself. “I’m a big girl, Nate.” 
 
    He held up his hands in surrender. “Suit yourself, but I’m guessing they don’t want to clean up vomit off their pristine white marble floors.” 
 
    “I don’t think the Councilman will be cleaning up anything if he’s dangling from a noose.” She stepped away from the men and walked boldly into the center of the vaulted room. A sleek chandelier hung above a dining room table and hanging from the chandelier was a man. 
 
    He was turned away from her, so Peyton couldn’t see his face, still it was bad enough to watch his slow oscillations. She took in the sight, breathing through her nose to chase back the instant rise of nausea. No way was she giving in to her weakness now. “Who found him?” she asked Cho. 
 
    “Neighbor heard a struggle and reported it to the front desk. Guard knocked on the door, but heard banging, so he went down and called the cops. When they finally forced their way into the townhouse, they found him there.” 
 
    “Was anything disturbed?” 
 
    “Yeah, the living room’s a mess.” Cho pointed to their right. 
 
    Peyton could see overturned tables and chairs, and a smashed blue crystal vase. 
 
    Marco moved past her toward the body, walking around the table to see his face. Peyton forced herself to follow. Holmes and Bartlet were standing to the side, and Bartlet looked like he was about to be sick, staring at the body with a horrified expression on his face. 
 
    “Drew,” Peyton said, nodding at Bartlet. “Take him outside to get some air.” 
 
    Holmes gave an aggravated sigh, then pushed Bartlet in the shoulder. “You need to go with us too, princess?” 
 
    “No, as soon as your ugly face leaves a room, I feel immensely better.” 
 
    Holmes smirked at her. “Come on, sunshine. Let’s go.” He motioned for Bartlet to follow him. 
 
    Bartlet met Peyton’s gaze. “How do you ever get used to it?” 
 
    She smiled and rubbed a hand up and down his arm. “Sometimes you don’t, Jimmy, sometimes you don’t.” 
 
    Marco walked a circle around the body. “Are these defensive wounds?” he asked Simons and Cho. 
 
    Simons nodded. “Councilman Olsen did not go easily.” 
 
    Peyton walked to the living room and peered around. “There are toys in here. Where are the kids?” 
 
    “We’re trying to locate his family right now.” 
 
    Jake appeared in the doorway, stepping into the townhouse. “Woowee,” he said in appreciation. “Nice digs.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    He walked toward the body, settling his evidence case on the ground, then he frowned as he surveyed the victim’s face. “Who is this?” 
 
    “Simon Olsen,” said Cho. 
 
    “The councilman?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Jake turned his attention to Peyton. “He was just in the newspaper on Thursday or Friday. I can’t remember.” 
 
    Peyton moved back toward the dining room. “Why?” 
 
    “His wife left him about a week ago. Packed up the kids and moved out. Then she filed for divorce.” He glanced around the circle of detectives. “There were accusations of domestic violence.” He tilted his head, studying the body. “Wasn’t he an ex-police officer?” 
 
    “Commander of Ingleside a few years ago,” said Simons. 
 
    Jake met Peyton’s gaze. 
 
    She stepped closer to the body. “Did you mention anything to anyone at the office about the newspaper article?” 
 
    Jake thought for a moment. “I don’t think so, but I didn’t read the article at home. It was sitting open in the break-room when I went to get coffee. It was open to that very page.” 
 
    “Was anyone in the break-room when you went in there?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Peyton curved her hands around the cushioned top of a chair. “What day did you get the letter from the Janitor, Jake?” 
 
    “Friday.” 
 
    “What day did you read the newspaper article? Think hard.” 
 
    “Friday.” 
 
    Cho hit the back of a dining room chair. “He was in the precinct. He was right under our noses.” 
 
    Marco shifted weight. “There’s a bigger problem here. He’s a councilman, which means he has direct ties to the mayor. We’re not gonna keep this one out of the papers.” 
 
    “Uh, guys?” came Bartlet’s voice from the entryway. 
 
    Peyton looked over at him. 
 
    “Olsen’s wife is here. They’re trying to keep her in the lobby, but she’s demanding we let her up.” 
 
    Simons placed a heavy hand on Peyton’s shoulder. “You should take this.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “You’re better at questioning the victims,” said Cho. 
 
    Peyton crossed her arms over her chest. “Why?” 
 
    “You can relate better to her, especially if she starts crying.” 
 
    “Really? Because I’m a woman?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Simons without hesitation. 
 
    “Did the two of you take a sexist pill or something?” 
 
    Cho gave Marco a bewildered look. 
 
    “Do they have those?” asked Jake in feigned innocence. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s called testosterone. All us women are hoping for a cure.” 
 
    Jake frowned. “If it’s a pill, isn’t it supposed to be the cure?” 
 
    “Shut up, Ryder,” she snapped, heading for the door. “You coming, partner?” she called over her shoulder. 
 
    “Sorry,” she heard Cho say under his breath. 
 
    “It is what it is,” replied Marco. 
 
    Peyton stopped in front of the elevators, punching the button. Marco moved up beside her. “It is what it is,” she mimicked, glaring at him. 
 
    “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “You’re pissed at Cho and Simons, and Jake, for that matter, but I get the brunt of it.” 
 
    She turned to face him, narrowing her eyes. “You get the brunt of it? Bitchy female picking on a poor, innocent male?” 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “What? I don’t have a point? They aren’t being sexist asses?” 
 
    “You do and they are.” 
 
    “And you’re just agreeing with me because you think that’s what I want, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, I am. I’m not as stupid as Devan thinks.” He gave her a pointed look. 
 
    The elevator dinged and the doors opened. They stepped inside and Peyton pushed the button for the lobby. 
 
    “Jake told you why I threw Devan out?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I’m not taking it out on you, but did you have to agree with Cho about me?” 
 
    He turned to face her. “Look, Peyton. They’re sexist assholes. You’re right, but they also have a point. You are better at questioning people than any of us. Is it because you’re a woman? Yeah, it probably is.” 
 
    She thought about it for a moment. Maybe he had a point. Maybe they just wanted her to play to her strengths. “I don’t want them to think I’m not capable of being the same caliber cop that they are.” 
 
    “You’re a better cop than they are and they know it.” 
 
    She looked up at him. “Do you know it?” 
 
    “You know I do.” 
 
    She realized his approval meant more than anyone else’s. “I guess it isn’t bad that men and women are different.” 
 
    “It’s one of the things I personally like best.” His voice took on a husky note. 
 
    Peyton smiled. “Do you now?” 
 
    He chuckled. 
 
    The door opened and they stepped out. Holmes was waiting for them. “This way,” he said, leading them toward the security counter. A glass paneled conference room opened behind the counter and they could see a woman pacing back and forth, guarded by two uniformed officers. 
 
    Peyton reached for her badge and stepped around the counter, entering the room. The woman whirled to face her. She was middle aged with a stylish bob haircut and a running suit that probably cost more than Peyton’s entire wardrobe. 
 
    “I want to see my husband.” 
 
    Peyton motioned for the uniforms to leave. They filed out around her. “Mrs. Olsen?” 
 
    “I want to see my husband now. You can’t keep me down here.” 
 
    Peyton held out her badge. “I’m Inspector Brooks of the SFPD and this is my partner, Inspector D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Why are you keeping me down here?” 
 
    “Would you please take a seat?” Peyton motioned to a chair at the conference table. 
 
    “They said something happened to my husband. I demand to know what it is.” Her face clouded over and she started crying. 
 
    Peyton placed a hand against her arm and gently directed her to the chair. She sat heavily and Peyton glanced around for a tissue. Marco retrieved a box from the security desk as Peyton sat down next to her. 
 
    Taking the box from him, she offered the woman a tissue. She took it, but just sat, crying, holding the tissue crumpled in her hand. Peyton leaned toward her partner. “Can you find some water?” 
 
    He left again. 
 
    Peyton let the woman cry herself out, then offered her another tissue. She brought it to her face and blew her nose, then wiped the tears from under her eyes. Finally, she looked up at Peyton. “He’s dead, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She swallowed hard and fought to control herself. 
 
    Marco returned with a glass of water and passed it to her. She took it, her hand shaking, and drank a sip, then set it on the table. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Hanging.” 
 
    “Hanging? He committed suicide?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Mrs. Olsen gave her a bewildered look. “What do you mean no?” 
 
    “I mean someone hanged him. He fought back. He has defensive wounds and there are signs of a struggle in the living room.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “We’re trying to figure it out.” 
 
    “Is that why you won’t let me see him?” 
 
    “Yes. We’re processing the crime scene right now.” 
 
    She started crying again. Peyton waited patiently for her to stop, but Marco shifted uncomfortably. She glanced over at him. “Can you see if they have a video feed of the lobby and the elevators?” 
 
    “Good idea,” he said and left. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” she said and rose, slipping out to the security desk to grab a paper and pen. She’d left her notebook at home. Coming back into the conference room, she found Mrs. Olsen calmer, sipping at the water and staring at a spot on the table. 
 
    Peyton sat down again. “Do you mind if I ask you a few questions, Mrs. Olsen?” 
 
    “It’s Sally,” she said. 
 
    “Sally. Do you mind if I take some notes while we talk?” 
 
    Sally held out a hand, indicating she didn’t care. Peyton figured she didn’t care about much right now. 
 
    “The first thing I need to ask you is if your children are safe.” 
 
    Sally blinked at her, then released her breath in a shivery pant. “They’re with my mother.” 
 
    “How many kids do you have?” 
 
    “Two, boy and girl.” 
 
    “And their ages?” 
 
    “Samuel’s ten and Sarah’s twelve.” 
 
    Peyton jotted it down. 
 
    “I don’t understand how someone can hang another person, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    “I know. The M.E. should be able to give us some insight into that.” She shifted so she faced the other woman. “You and your husband were separated?” 
 
    Sally nodded. “I left a week ago.” 
 
    “How long have you been married?” 
 
    “Fifteen years.” 
 
    “That must have been hard.” 
 
    “It wasn’t what I planned, but he left me with no choice.” 
 
    Peyton looked down at her paper. “You filed for divorce?’ 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can you tell me why?” 
 
    Sally met Peyton’s gaze. “I really don’t need anything else getting into the papers, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    “Believe me, Mrs. Olsen, I don’t want it in the papers either.” 
 
    She swallowed and looked away. “Simon had a temper. He’d fly into rages and he couldn’t control it. He’s been in therapy for years.” 
 
    “Did he hit you?” 
 
    She met Peyton’s eyes. “Our entire marriage.” 
 
    “For fifteen years?” 
 
    “Yeah. The therapist said I was an enabler for taking it, but I didn’t know what else to do. I never finished college, I never held my own job, and then his political career started and he said I’d ruin him if I left.” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “I must seem like such a fool to you.” 
 
    “Not at all. A lot of women don’t feel safe enough to leave, or feel that they can’t make it by themselves.” 
 
    “Thank you for saying that. Too many people judge without putting themselves in anyone else’s place.” 
 
    Peyton scratched some notes on her paper. “Sally, I have to ask you why you left though. A week ago, you took a huge risk and filed for divorce. Why?” 
 
    She rubbed a hand across her forehead. 
 
    Peyton waited. She didn’t want to push too hard and lose her cooperation. 
 
    “He hit my son.” 
 
    Peyton reached over and placed her hand on the other woman’s. “That was a brave thing to do, leaving him to protect your children.” 
 
    “All these years I’ve thought about doing it, planning, scheming, praying, but in the end, it was so easy. I just walked out.” She wiped a tear away. “Still, I didn’t want him dead. He was the father of my children. We spent fifteen years together.” 
 
    “Did your husband have enemies? Did he ever receive threats?” 
 
    “He was a councilman. Before that he was a cop. He was bound to piss someone off.” 
 
    “Did he receive any threats though?” 
 
    “A couple times a year. Someone always investigated them and it always turned out to be nothing.” She scratched at the side of her face. “Why would anyone hang him? I can understand a gun shot or a knife attack, but hanging? Who hangs another person?” 
 
    Peyton’s head lifted and her mind raced. Who hangs another person? Wayne Kimbro was shot execution style. Who was the second victim? What was his name? He’d died before she and Marco came on the case. It started with an A. Alfred, Albert. She racked her brain, trying to remember. 
 
    Turning to the piece of paper, she scrawled an A. Shit. What was his name? Arnold. Alvin. Allen. Allen Brill. The man who was hanged by the Janitor. 
 
    “Excuse me for a moment,” she said and jumped to her feet. Hurrying out to the security desk, she looked around for Marco. He was in another room across the lobby with computer monitors showing video feeds from all of the elevators and floors. A security guard was keying in the various feeds for him. 
 
    She raced to the doorway and grasped the molding. Both men looked up at her. “He’s repeating his pattern.” 
 
    Marco straightened. “What?” 
 
    ‘The recent killings? They’re just like they were before. Wayne Kimbro was shot execution style. Then Allen Brill was hanged.” 
 
    Marco’s expression sobered. 
 
    “The third victim was the priest on Alcatraz, Marco.” 
 
    He glanced down at the monitor. 
 
    “Please tell me you’ve got him on video,” she said. 
 
    He shook his head. “He knew where the cameras were and how to avoid a direct shot. He wore a hat, like the one he wore at Pier 39. We can’t even be sure of his height.” 
 
    “But you can see him enter the building?” 
 
    Marco drew a deep breath and released it. “Yeah, Peyton, we can see him enter. He came in with Simon Olsen and they were talking as if they knew each other. From the lobby to the area just outside his townhouse, Olsen never once indicated he was in trouble. It’s like he was talking to an old friend, someone he’d known his whole life.” 
 
    Peyton ran a hand across her forehead. “What do we do now, Marco?” 
 
    He looked at her over his shoulder. “We shut down Alcatraz.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    “You want to do what now?” said Defino. Most of the time the captain squinted, but right now, if her eyes got any bigger, they might fall out of her head. 
 
    Marco shifted weight and glanced at his fellow detectives. “We want to shut down Alcatraz to tourists.” 
 
    They were all standing before Maria’s desk, filling Defino in on the councilman’s murder the previous night. Peyton wasn’t a fan of Mondays, but this Monday felt particularly bleak. She was going to be thirty in a week, and here she was trying to convince her captain to shut down one of the largest and most famous tourist attractions in the City. 
 
    “And just how do you expect me to begin that conversation with the Chief of Police and oh, yeah, the Mayor, who right now isn’t our biggest fan? Then there’s the national parks department.” 
 
    “It’s for public safety,” said Simons. 
 
    “And what am I going to say is this safety risk? A serial killer?” 
 
    “I think that genie’s out of the bottle, Captain,” offered Peyton. 
 
    Defino exhaled. “They’ll never agree to shutting down Alcatraz, especially on a hunch, but we can beef up security. Did you get anything off the surveillance video?” 
 
    “Not that we can see, except it appears Simon Olsen knew his killer,” offered Cho. “We took it to Stan to see if he can enhance it.” 
 
    “Stan, the same Stan you two suspect?” She pointed at Marco and Peyton. 
 
    “I never suspected him,” said Peyton. 
 
    “It can’t be him. The guy on the video is too…” said Marco. 
 
    “Too?” 
 
    “Muscular.” 
 
    “I see. Did Abe get our councilman’s body for autopsy?” 
 
    “Yes, he said he’d get to it as soon as he could,” said Peyton. 
 
    “Where’s Ryder?” 
 
    “At his desk.” 
 
    “I have his handwriting expert in the conference room.” She looked over at Maria. “Get the Chief on the phone for me, okay?” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    She pointed at Cho and Simons. “You two, get down to Ingleside and pull Olsen’s employment records. Have Devan start working on a warrant.” 
 
    Cho and Simons immediately left to do as she commanded. 
 
    Defino pointed at Marco and Peyton. “You two sit with Ryder and the handwriting expert. See if you can figure anything out.” 
 
    “I have to testify at Jedediah O’Shannahan’s trial today, Captain,” said Peyton. 
 
    “That is just awesome.” 
 
    Peyton glanced over at Marco, but he didn’t offer any help. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Whenever Devan calls me.” 
 
    “Okay. You go prep for that. D’Angelo, you’re with Ryder.” 
 
    Marco nodded, but as soon as Defino disappeared into her office, he caught Peyton by the arm. “When you have to go, you tell me, all right? I’m going with you.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that anymore, Marco.” 
 
    “Have we caught the serial killer and I don’t know it?” 
 
    “It just seems silly for you to keep following me around. He’s clearly not gone and he’s still killing.” 
 
    “Which is why I need to be there.” He tugged her around to face him. “Do you remember the last time he used death by cop?” 
 
    It hadn’t been out of Peyton’s mind for a moment. The minute her alarm clock woke her it was all she could think about, worry about, fear. He had used her to make Marco kill. Would he do it again? 
 
    “Just tell me, okay, Brooks? Don’t try to outthink this crazy bastard. Not right now.” 
 
    She nodded and he released her.  
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The handwriting specialist was a woman who looked like she came straight out of the Haight Ashbury. She had long, wavy blond hair and wore a flowing floral print skirt that brushed the floor. Her loose blouse was cinched at her waist with a belt made of rope and when she rose to greet them, Jake caught a glimpse of the flat sandals she wore. 
 
    He shot a look at Marco and held out his hand. She grasped it in both her own, rubbing her thumb across his palm. 
 
    “I’m Jake Ryder, CSI, and this is Inspector Marco D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said breathlessly, then turned to Marco, but she pulled back at the last minute without touching him. Instead, she pressed her fingers to her forehead in greeting and then rubbed her hands along her skirt. 
 
    Jake’s brows rose at that. He’d never seen a woman not anxious to touch Adonis. Marco didn’t seem to care. He threw himself down into a chair across the table from her and glared at its surface. 
 
    “Please, have a seat.” Jake motioned to the chair. 
 
    “Yes,” she said again, taking a seat. She glanced nervously at Marco from the corner of her eyes, then smiled at Jake. She didn’t wear makeup, but her face had a wholesome, scrubbed look to it. 
 
    Jake sat down at the head of the table, perpendicular to her. “I didn’t catch your name.” 
 
    “Rain.” 
 
    “Rain?” 
 
    Marco looked up at that. 
 
    “Short for Rainbow.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “My parents lived in a commune for a while. In Berkeley.” 
 
    “Did they now? Last name?” 
 
    “Moon.” 
 
    “Rain Moon.” 
 
    “Yes.” She leaned closer to the table, dropping her voice. “My father’s name was really Monroe, but he had it changed to Moon. They wanted to start with an unfettered history.” 
 
    “Unfettered?” 
 
    “By the weight of their ancestors.” 
 
    Jake nodded, unable to stop the smile that bloomed across his lips. “Yeah.” His eyes lowered to the letter resting on the table before her. “Did you have a chance to look at the letter?” 
 
    “I did.” Her hand hovered over the top of it without touching it. “There is some serious negative energy trapped in this paper.” 
 
    Marco let out his breath and slumped down further in the chair. 
 
    Jake bit his lower lip to keep from laughing. “Well, it is from a serial killer.” 
 
    “That’s probably what I feel.” 
 
    “Probably. Could you be a bit more specific?” 
 
    She used a pencil to shift the paper around so he could see. “Do you see the strokes on the letters t and l?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Do you see the violence of the down-strike?” 
 
    “The violence of the down-strike?” 
 
    “See how much darker it is than the other letters.” 
 
    Jake picked up the letter and looked closer. “Okay.” Marco made a grumble of annoyance, but Jake ignored him. “What else?” 
 
    “See the loops on the d, the b, and the o?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Tight, narrow, not round and full like most people. This is a man who is tightly controlled, disciplined. Probably ex-military.” 
 
    “Ex-military or cop?” 
 
    “Could be cop.” 
 
    Jake felt Marco’s glare. “Did you have a chance to compare it to the signatures I gave you?” 
 
    On Saturday, Maria had pulled samples of signatures from everyone in the precinct. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Did you find any matches?” 
 
    “A lot of the loops are rigid.” 
 
    Jake paused, tilting his head. “The loops are rigid?” 
 
    She picked up a sample on the top. It was Marco’s. Figured. “See. Same problem as the original letter. Tightly controlled loops. Rigid.” 
 
    Jake couldn’t help but smile. “See, Adonis.” He slid the paper to Marco. “Tightly controlled and uptight loops. That fits you to a…pardon the pun…t.” 
 
    She snickered, covering her mouth with her hand. 
 
    Marco didn’t look amused. “Finish this,” he growled. 
 
    Jake turned back to her. “What I really need to know is if you found any similarities between the signatures and the letter? We’re trying to find a match.” 
 
    “Unfortunately no.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m very sure. No matches.” 
 
    Jake picked up the sample signatures and rifled through them until he came to Stan Neumann’s. “Not even this one?” 
 
    She looked at it again, then picked up the pencil and pointed to the a and u. “Actually, this was the only sample without rigid loops.” She took the papers from him and searched through them herself. “And one other.” She pulled out Peyton’s and set it before Jake. “This one. This one is filled with beautiful complexity and realness.” 
 
    Marco sat forward at that. 
 
    “Realness?” 
 
    “A pure soul.” 
 
    Jake glanced at Marco. Marco met his gaze, then looked away. 
 
    “Thank you, Rain. I appreciate you coming down.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure.” She gave Marco her sidelong look again, then smiled at Jake. “You have a blue aura.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A beautiful, clear blue aura.” 
 
    “Um, thank you.” 
 
    She looked at Marco directly. “Yours is cloudy…and red…very red.” With that she rose and glided from the room. 
 
    As soon as she was gone, Jake burst into laughter. 
 
    “Are we done with your freakin’ séance, Ryder?” said Marco, pushing himself to his feet. 
 
    Jake couldn’t stop laughing. “Every woman we see gets all hot and bothered around you, but her. She saw right through you. Uptight loops and cloudy red aura. You’re a hot mess, Adonis.” 
 
    “Shut up, Ryder.” 
 
    Jake wagged a finger at him. “Oooh, be careful. Your aura’s getting cloudier.” 
 
    “Idiot,” Marco growled and walked from the room. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton reached for her phone without looking at it, her eyes fixed on the report she’d written after they arrested Jedediah O’Shannahan. She wanted to be sure she had everything clear in her mind. One slip and she knew Elizabeth Brown would be all over her. 
 
    “Brooks,” she said into the device. 
 
    “This Janitor nutter is really starting to piss me off,” came Abe’s voice. 
 
    “Fan of the Councilman are you?” 
 
    “When you start bumping off public officials, it makes my skin itch.” 
 
    “Don’t go beating up on women or doing other unsavory things and you should be just fine.” 
 
    “That’s not the whole of it. He’s unoriginal.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “This is the second chap he’s hung. Where’s the innovation, the je ne sais quoi?” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “Je ne sais quoi. Means I don’t know what.” 
 
    “I know what it means, but I don’t know what you mean. We can’t catch this bastard as it is and you want him to be more innovative in the way he kills people?” 
 
    “I don’t want him to kill people, but it’s like he’s just going through the motions now.” 
 
    Peyton rubbed her eyes. “Was there something serious you wanted or did you just want to give me a headache?” 
 
    “Actually, I have something serious to discuss, but first of all, I have a bone to pick with you.” 
 
    “Of course you do.” 
 
    “When did you plan to tell me that Angel’D is living avec vous?” 
 
    “Could we stop with the French?” 
 
    “Could we stop with the deflecting?” 
 
    “I didn’t think I had to clear my household arrangements with you.” 
 
    “Ooh wee, the little kitten has her claws out.” 
 
    “Abe, I have to testify at Jedediah O’Shannahan’s trial in a little while. Can you get to the point?” 
 
    “Why wasn’t I made privy to these living arrangements?” 
 
    “It’s not an arrangement. He’s just staying there until this Janitor nutter, as you call him, is caught.” 
 
    “And you have this Grade A, prime hunk of man sleeping on a military cot?” 
 
    “Where would you have him sleep?” As soon as the words left her mouth, she wanted to snatch them back. “Please, please don’t answer that.” 
 
    Abe peeled off into laughter, forcing Peyton to smile. “You know me so well.” 
 
    “We all know you so well,” she said, scratching her forehead. “Abe, have you finished Simon Olsen’s autopsy?” 
 
    “Yes, he died of asphyxia.” 
 
    “Kind of figured that out myself.” 
 
    “He also fought back. He had defensive wounds on his hands and forearms.” 
 
    “Did you get any skin cells from under his fingernails or anything?” 
 
    “Not much to speak of. The Janitor keeps it clean.” 
 
    Peyton exhaled in frustration. “We just can’t seem to catch a break.” 
 
    “Well, Simon Olsen did not go gentle into that good night.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “In order to string him up, the Janitor had to subdue him.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “He has taser marks on his side.” 
 
    “Okay. Can you send the report over today?” 
 
    “Done and done. So, about your birthday?” 
 
    “I’ve gotta go. I’ve gotta testify in about an hour.” 
 
    “I was thinking Chippendales.” 
 
    “We’ll talk about it later,” she said. 
 
    “Just tell me. Yes, Chippendales?” 
 
    “No, Chippendales. Let’s keep it simple.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “I know. Let me be specific. No strippers, no naked men of any kind. No sky writing. No hot air balloons.” 
 
    “Well shit.” 
 
    “No trips to Paris for dinner, or rockets to the international space station.” 
 
    “Now you’re just tying my hands.” 
 
    “Simple.” 
 
    “I’ll pick you up at 6:00PM on Saturday.” 
 
    “In a car. Not an army tank, or a jet, or a golf cart. You hear me?” 
 
    “What about a limo?” 
 
    Peyton paused. Her last limo ride had been for her father’s funeral. “Does it have to be a limo?” 
 
    “That or Muni, baby, ‘cause we ain’t driving. Wait until you see the drink I picked out for your birthday. Three or four of those and you won’t remember your last name.” 
 
    “Just awesome.” 
 
    “Oh, it will be. Later, toots,” he said, and then he was gone. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton found herself distracted as she sat in the courtroom behind Devan’s table, waiting to be called to the witness stand. Of course, at first she couldn’t stop bristling just being in the same room as the Reverend O’Shannahan. Surrounded by his legal team, he glanced over his shoulder as she and Marco entered, making a scene by sighing dramatically. 
 
    He wore a suit that probably cost more than Peyton’s house and his blond hair was perfectly coifed as Abe would say. In fact, he didn’t look like a man who was suffering under the weight of the judicial system, but then again, he’d made bail within hours of his arrest and had been lounging around his multi-million dollar Pink Lady for the last couple of months, waiting for trial. 
 
    However, once Peyton sat down, she’d been able to dismiss him from her mind. Abe’s autopsy results were front and center. Simon Olsen had been subdued with a taser. The Janitor hadn’t used a taser at any other time in his other murders. Why now? 
 
    The answer she kept circling back to was he hadn’t needed to subdue the others. They’d all gone willingly or he’d gotten the drop on them, but Simon Olsen had fought back. Which might mean the Janitor had been injured in one of the other attacks or people were now becoming more aware and not allowing themselves to be preyed upon as easily? Either reason might make it hard for him to do his next kill. They might be getting closer to a window of opportunity to catch the bastard. 
 
    The bailiff called the courtroom to order and the judge entered the room. Judge Angela Tate was in her late fifties, early sixties with her grey hair arranged in a stylish pixie cut. She immediately called both lawyers to the bench. 
 
    Peyton took a moment to glance over at the jury. Eight women and four men. Was that a good mix or bad? She couldn’t decide. Glancing over at Marco, she nodded toward them. 
 
    He shrugged, then shifted in his chair. “Try not to look at O’Shannahan. He can rattle you without saying anything. Just keep your eyes focused on the jury or the lawyers.” 
 
    She smoothed her hands on her navy blue pantsuit. “I don’t know why I’m nervous. I never get nervous for these things.” 
 
    “You’ll do fine.” He curled his fingers around her forearm and squeezed. “Just keep your head.” 
 
    When he moved his hand away, she found herself wishing he hadn’t. Something about his touch actually calmed her. Hm. Maybe their living arrangements weren’t the best idea after all. She was coming to depend on his steadying presence a little too much. 
 
    Devan and Elizabeth Brown walked back to their tables. Peyton watched Brown. She’d seen her before, but she’d never been questioned by her. She was tall and thin, her features angular. Her black suit hung off her frame and turned her figure into something resembling a box. Her short brown bob was slicked back from her face and she wore no makeup or jewelry. She was probably fifteen years older than Peyton herself and everything about her said competence and focus. This was not a woman who would miss anything. 
 
    Devan stopped at the bar and gave Peyton a nod, drawing her attention. Peyton rubbed her hands along her trousers again and drew a deep breath. How the hell was she going to keep from messing this up? 
 
    “Mr. Adams, are you ready?” asked Judge Tate. 
 
    Devan faced forward again. “Yes, Your Honor.” 
 
    “Call your first witness.” 
 
    “I call Inspector Peyton Brooks of the San Francisco Police Department.” 
 
    Peyton rose and went to the front of the courtroom, raising her right hand as the clerk swore her in, then she climbed into the witness box and took a seat. She focused her attention on Devan and resisted the impulse to wipe her hands on her pants again. 
 
    Don’t look at O’Shannahan, she told herself. 
 
    “Please state your name and position for the record,” said Devan. 
 
    “Inspector Peyton Brooks of the San Francisco Police Department, Homicide Squad.” 
 
    “And how long have you been with the force, Inspector?” 
 
    “Almost nine years.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He picked up a file and opened it. “Were you the arresting officer of the defendant, Jedediah O’Shannahan?” 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    “And what crime were you investigating when you arrested Reverend O’Shannahan?” 
 
    “We were investigating the murder of Teresa Ravensong.” 
 
    “Based on your investigation did the Reverend O’Shannahan commit the murder?” 
 
    “No, he did not. Based on evidence gathered and a sworn confession, his wife, Kristin, committed the murder.” 
 
    “What was the Reverend arrested for then?” 
 
    “Withholding evidence, tampering with evidence, and as an accessory to a murder.” 
 
    “What exactly does that mean in laymen’s terms?” 
 
    “He helped his wife cover up the murder by destroying evidence. In particular, the murder weapon.” 
 
    “How do you know the Reverend was involved?” 
 
    “We have his fingerprint in a blood stain on the weapon.” 
 
    “Was the blood his?” 
 
    “No, it was his wife’s, but the fingerprint matched his fingerprint records at the DMV.” 
 
    Devan picked up a piece of paper. “Your Honor, I’d like to enter this into evidence.” 
 
    The judge nodded, and Devan brought it to the clerk. 
 
    “That is all. Thank you, Inspector.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. 
 
    “Your witness, Ms. Brown.” 
 
    Elizabeth Brown rose to her feet and picked up a pen, holding it between the fingers of both hands. “How old are you, Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    Peyton frowned. 
 
    “Objection, Your Honor,” said Devan, “Irrelevant.” 
 
    “Ms. Brown?” said the judge. 
 
    “I’m trying to review the Inspector’s credentials, Your Honor, that’s all.” 
 
    “Fine. Please answer, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton drew a deep breath, studiously avoiding looking at O’Shannahan. “I’ll be thirty this Saturday.” 
 
    “Happy birthday,” said Brown without any warmth at all in her voice. 
 
    Peyton inclined her head. 
 
    “Thirty. So young. And you stated that you’ve been a police officer for nine years? In fact, weren’t you and your partner…” She pointed the pen at Marco. “…two of the youngest detectives on the force?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You’re quite the dynamic duo, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “You have an impressive arrest record, one of the best in the City, and more than that, you have…hm, what is it now?” She glanced down at a paper on her table. “An 89% conviction rate.” 
 
    Peyton shot a look at Devan, but he wouldn’t return it. 
 
    “That is quite impressive, Inspector.” 
 
    Peyton didn’t know where she was going with this, so she chose not to say anything. 
 
    “What do you attribute your success to, I wonder?” She looked up at Peyton and smiled slowly. “Clearly, it’s solid police work, but you also have a reputation of being something of a bulldog.” 
 
    “Objection, Your Honor.” 
 
    “Where are you going with this, Ms. Brown?” said the judge. 
 
    “I certainly didn’t mean that in any derogatory way, Your Honor. I’m just trying to establish that Inspector Brooks has a reputation for being a very thorough and determined investigator. If you’ll allow me, I promise it has direct bearing on my case.” 
 
    “Allowed.” 
 
    “Would you say you are determined, Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    “I do my job.” 
 
    “Actually, you go a bit beyond your job. When most investigators would probably give up, you keep pursuing your suspect, don’t you?” 
 
    “Most people would still call that doing their job.” 
 
    That earned her a few snickers from the jury. 
 
    “You don’t like the Reverend, do you, Inspector Brooks?” 
 
    “Objection!” said Devan. 
 
    “Again, Your Honor, it directly relates to my case.” 
 
    “It had better,” warned the judge. 
 
    Brown turned to Peyton and gave her a mirthless smile. “Do you, Inspector?” 
 
    Peyton met O’Shannahan’s gaze for the first time. He wasn’t smiling, but something about his expression seemed smug. “I’m not a fan.” 
 
    “This case isn’t the first time you’ve dealt with him, is it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Describe the other encounter.” 
 
    “He reported suspicious activity at his neighbor’s house.” 
 
    “And was he right?” 
 
    “He was.” 
 
    “And yet you still don’t like him. Why?” 
 
    Peyton narrowed her eyes on Brown. “He is a charlatan, a liar, and a cheat. He also covered up a murder and would have sent an innocent man to prison to protect a false empire, built on the backs of vulnerable people.” 
 
    “You object to his televangelism?” 
 
    “That’s one thing I object to.” 
 
    “Do you go to church, Inspector?” 
 
    Peyton frowned. “What?” 
 
    “Objection, Your Honor,” said Devan, rising to his feet. 
 
    “Ms. Brown?” 
 
    “Again, Your Honor, it directly relates to my case.” 
 
    “Over-ruled.” 
 
    “Do you go to church?” 
 
    “I used to.” 
 
    “But you stopped?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Peyton looked over at Devan. 
 
    “Objection, Your Honor. Inspector Brooks is not on trial. O’Shannahan is.” 
 
    “I want to hear where this is going, Mr. Adams,” said the judge. 
 
    Devan held out his hands to Peyton. He wasn’t going to be able to help her. She shifted in the chair. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Didn’t you stop after your father was murdered?” 
 
    Peyton thought about that one for a moment. She didn’t know how Brown found out, but she was right. “Yes.” 
 
    “He was a cop and he was killed in the line of duty, wasn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is that why you are so relentless? Why you strive so hard to solve your cases and get a conviction?” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “To live up to your father’s legacy?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “We can debate that, I suppose, but isn’t his death the reason you stopped going to church?” 
 
    “Your Honor?” pleaded Devan. 
 
    The judge held up a hand, silencing him. “I want to hear this, Adams. I want to know where this is going. Don’t object again.” 
 
    “Inspector?” 
 
    Peyton swallowed hard. She had no idea what the hell this proved or what it did for O’Shannahan, but it was making her feel sick inside. “I suppose,” she said, her voice hardly above a whisper. 
 
    Brown clasped the pen in both hands and gave her best facsimile of a sympathetic nod. “We call that a crisis of faith, Inspector Brooks. One event shakes us so deeply that we question what we’ve always believed.” 
 
    “It doesn’t change the fact that O’Shannahan helped his wife cover up a murder.” 
 
    “You’re right, it doesn’t.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. “What?” 
 
    “Just like you, Jedediah O’Shannahan is human and he also had a crisis of faith, a moment when his usual good judgment failed him. He violated the trust of his wife and he had an affair. So tragic was this lapse that it inadvertently caused the death of another. Just as you lost your way, Inspector, my client lost his. He helped his wife cover up the evidence of her terrible crime, but he did so to protect her, to save her from herself.” 
 
    Peyton’s mouth fell open. 
 
    O’Shannahan bowed his head at that moment, looking humble and contrite, and Peyton felt her stomach roil. From the corner of her eyes, she could see Devan slump in his chair, the very picture of defeat. 
 
    Elizabeth Brown held out her hands, pretending to talk to Peyton, but her every word was directed at the jury. “Surely you can understand that, Inspector, surely you know how powerful the human need is to serve and protect those we love?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Marco pulled the Mustang into the precinct parking lot and turned off the ignition, shifting toward Peyton. “You’ve been awfully quiet the entire way back. You okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” She reached for the door handle, but he stopped her with a hand on her arm. 
 
    “Brooks, not only are you the worst liar in the freakin’ world, but you’re a really bad actress.” 
 
    “What do you want me to say, Marco? That I’m pissed that I was manipulated by O’Shannahan’s lawyer into giving him a reason for covering up a murder?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s exactly what I want you to say. She manipulated the entire courtroom.” 
 
    She laid her head against the seat. “Sometimes it feels like we’re fighting pointless battles. Even if we arrest a suspect, there’s a lawyer who would do anything to get him off and a twelve person jury that can be as variable as the weather. We have a flawed judicial system in this country.” 
 
    “Yeah, we do.” 
 
    Peyton held up a hand and let it fall on the center console. 
 
     “But whenever I start thinking like this, I wonder what part of it I would change or eliminate.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The defense lawyer? Would you really not want anyone representing the rights of the accused?” 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    “The judge? Would you not have someone overseeing the entire proceeding?” 
 
    Peyton shrugged. 
 
    “The jury? Would you rather it be only wealthy people who hear cases or maybe those that have land, or just white males?” 
 
    “I get you.” 
 
    “It’s flawed, but you heard Brown today. We have an 89% conviction rate. 89%? Most of the time they get it right –  89% of the time they get it right. What else has such a high percentage in its favor? The president wins by 51% and we call that a landslide.” He gave her his sexy-Marco smile. “So, yeah, it’s flawed and arbitrary and sometimes bad guys get off, but compared with other judicial systems, I’d say it’s about as good as humans get.” 
 
    Peyton smiled back at him and reached over, taking his hand. “You got some depth to you, D’Angelo, you know that.” 
 
    “Don’t tell Devan. I sure as shit don’t need him putting me on the witness stand after your performance today.” 
 
    “Hey!” She pulled her hand free and hit him with it. 
 
    He laughed. “You ready to get back to finding this Janitor bastard?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m ready.” They climbed out of the Mustang and walked toward the precinct. When they arrived inside, they heard voices coming from the conference room. Maria settled the phone back in its cradle. 
 
    “I was just calling you.” 
 
    “Something happen?” Peyton asked. 
 
    “Brooks, D’Angelo, conference room now!” came Defino’s voice. 
 
    Peyton and Maria exchanged a wry look as she headed for the doorway. Cho and Simons were sitting at the conference table, while Stan and Jake were huddled around a laptop at the other end, and Defino was pacing. 
 
    She glared at them as they entered. “How did the trial go?” 
 
    “Not good.” 
 
    “Well, get over it. We’ve got bigger problems.” 
 
    Peyton glanced at Jake, but Stan looked up, beaming a smile at her. “Hey, Peyton.” 
 
    “Hey, Stan.” She focused on Jake. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I got another letter from the Janitor.” He pushed it across the table at her. Peyton picked it up. It was still handwritten, but someone had copied it. 
 
    “Where’s the original?” 
 
    “No idea,” said Simons. 
 
    “Wait. What?” 
 
    “It came through my email.” 
 
    “Your email?” 
 
    “We figure he wrote it, scanned it into his computer, and then emailed it to Jake.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Defino squinted at her. “To avoid the camera at Jake’s desk.” 
 
    Peyton resisted the impulse to tell the captain she’d been right about that camera, but it was hard. 
 
    “I’m trying to trace the IP address he sent it from,” said Stan. 
 
    “Great idea. What does the letter say?” asked Peyton, pulling out a chair and taking a seat. 
 
    “Here’s an idea. You could read it,” offered Jake. 
 
    Peyton stuck her tongue out at him. Marco sat down next to her as she leafed through the pages. When she got to the end, she turned back to the first one. 
 
      
 
    I hardly saw Missy after her father died. My mother and I went to the funeral, but Missy wouldn’t talk to me. I spent that summer hanging out on the porch, watching their house. I’d never had a father, so I didn’t know exactly what they were feeling, but I couldn’t imagine a world without my mother in it. 
 
      
 
    Clayton stopped playing baseball and soccer. I never knew if it was because they couldn’t afford it now or if playing sports without his dad was too hard. 
 
      
 
    School started again and although I saw Clayton and Missy waiting for the bus or sitting by themselves at lunch, I didn’t make any more overtures of friendship. They didn’t seem to want or need anyone else. 
 
      
 
    In fact, the next time I actually talked to Missy was in high school. It’s funny that you can live next door to people for years and never really see them, never talk to them, never make more than a passing contact. 
 
      
 
    Missy came to the high school as a freshman. I was a junior. She was spectacular. Tall and curvy, beautiful curly hair, big brown eyes. People always talk about love at first sight. Well, let me tell you, it happens. I decided the best way to make Missy notice me was to show her around campus. 
 
      
 
    She’d always been shy, but her face lit up when she saw me. By the time lunch was over, I had her laughing. I agreed to meet her after school, but as I walked her out to the bus, Clayton came up and grabbed her arm. He was not happy I was there. By that time, though, I was pretty big – played football and lifted weights, so I was not intimidated by skinny-assed Clayton. I told Missy I would see her the next day. 
 
      
 
    But when I got home, I was miserable. I had stopped hanging out on the porch years ago, but I found myself doing it again, hoping to catch a glimpse of Missy. 
 
      
 
    While I stood there watching, I saw a blue Chevy Nova pull into the driveway and a man got out. I asked my mom about it because she’d stayed friendly with Missy’s mom. She said Missy’s mom had started dating again. 
 
      
 
    The next day at school, Missy didn’t meet me for lunch. I wandered around campus all day, hoping I’d see her, but I didn’t. After school I had football practice. Once, during a break, I looked up in the bleachers and I saw Missy there. It was impossible to miss her. I was so excited, I couldn’t wait for practice to end, but when I came out of the locker-room, Missy was gone. 
 
      
 
    When I went home, I noticed the same Nova in Missy’s driveway. Getting up the courage, I went over to her house. A man answered the door. He was big and rough looking… 
 
      
 
    Peyton stopped reading and looked up. “This isn’t a manifesto. It’s a confession.” She passed the next page to Marco. 
 
    Defino nodded. “I know.” 
 
    “He’s telling us why he kills.” 
 
    “Which probably means he wants to stop,” said Cho. 
 
    “We’ve got to make contact with him. We’ve got to open a dialogue. We might be able to get him to turn himself in.” 
 
    “I’ve almost got it,” said Stan, his fingers flying over the keyboard. “I think I have the Wi-Fi connection he used.” 
 
    “Where did he send it from, Stan?” she asked. 
 
    “Give me a second.” 
 
    Peyton looked back at the letter. 
 
      
 
    He was big and rough looking. I asked to see Missy. He told me she was busy doing homework, but I could see Missy on the stairs behind him, watching me with those big eyes of hers. She never said a word, but she slowly shook her head as if asking me to leave. 
 
      
 
    I got to school early the next morning, waiting at the bus stop. I would have missed her if I didn’t notice the same blue Nova pull up in front of the school. Clayton and Missy climbed out. I waited for the Nova to pull away, then I hurried over to them, calling Missy’s name.  
 
      
 
    She looked at me, but Clayton stepped around her to block me. I could have knocked him on his ass, he was that skinny, but I didn’t feel like that would earn me any points with Missy. 
 
      
 
    Clayton told me to leave them alone, then he grabbed Missy’s arm and dragged her into the school. I followed them. In fact, I followed Missy all that day, so I could map out her classes. In between, I hid in the boy’s bathroom and wandered around my locker, pretending I was getting out a book. I knew my mom would kill me for cutting, but it was worth it. 
 
      
 
    At football practice, I noticed Missy in the bleachers again, but just like before, she left before I could get over to her. The next day, I met her outside her first class. She told me to leave her alone, but I said I wouldn’t talk, I’d just walk her to her next class. I did that for every single class all day. She never talked to me, she would hardly look at me, but by the last class of the day, she was waiting for me to show up. 
 
      
 
    And that night she was in the bleachers again. I told the coach I needed water, but I ran over to her and asked her to wait for me after practice. She nodded she would. That earned me extra laps around the track, but it was worth it. 
 
      
 
    Missy was waiting when I finished. We sat in the bleachers and I tried to talk to her, but no matter what I said, she wouldn’t answer. She just sat there, clutching her backpack and staring at the toe of her sandal. 
 
      
 
    I offered to drive her home. It was getting late and I didn’t want her taking the bus. She agreed, but the minute I pulled in front of the house, the door flew open and the Nova guy came out, demanding to know why the hell she was so late. 
 
      
 
    She jumped out of the car and raced up the walkway, her head bowed. I started to get out, but I saw Clayton on the porch and he was violently shaking his head no. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but I sure didn’t want to get them in trouble. 
 
      
 
    The letter ended. Peyton sat staring at it. That was all? She figured she knew where the story was going, but why was he feeding it to them a little at a time? 
 
    “Got it,” said Stan. 
 
    Peyton looked over. 
 
    “He sent the email from Starbucks.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    Stan looked up through his heavy lens. “The one on 20th, close to Mercy High School.” 
 
    “Whose name is registered on the email account?” asked Defino. 
 
    Stan went back to typing. “Jillian Cera.” 
 
    “Jillian?” 
 
    “Hold on. I’m searching to see if I can find anything on Jillian Cera.” 
 
    Peyton exchanged a look with Jake. 
 
    “Jillian Cera is a high school student at Mercy.” Stan clicked, then looked up. “She reported her laptop stolen yesterday.” 
 
    “From where?” asked Simons. 
 
    “Starbucks.” 
 
    “Cho, Simons, get out there and see if they have any surveillance tapes, then make contact with the kid at Mercy.” 
 
    Marco shifted in his seat. “Captain?” 
 
    She turned to him. “What?” 
 
    “The Starbucks is on 20th.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Then she hesitated, her eyes shifting to Peyton. “Shit. That’s in your neighborhood, Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton looked down at the letter, anything to avoid the many eyes focused on her. Did they think she hadn’t noticed the significance of that? 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Maria hurried to the door and let Cho in, leaning in for a kiss. Peyton glanced over her shoulder. She was grilling burgers at the stove. 
 
    “Hey, Nate, you hungry?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He came to the counter and took a seat between Marco and Jake, while Maria returned to making a salad. 
 
    Abe’s wooden spoon made a dull thudding noise as he vigorously stirred the concoction in Peyton’s glass pitcher. Before Abe, Peyton would never have thought to purchase a glass pitcher. 
 
    “Did you go to Starbucks?” asked Marco. 
 
    “Yeah. Starbucks doesn’t have any surveillance, but the strip mall does. While they pulled the video, we went to interview the girl. She stopped at Starbucks in the morning to grab a coffee and set her laptop on a table. Someone came in that she knew, so she left it and went to talk to him. When she came back the laptop was gone.” 
 
    “Could she tell you what time she was there?” asked Jake. 
 
    “Yeah, the teachers had a meeting that morning, so school didn’t start until 9:00. Her mom dropped her off at Starbucks around 8:30.” 
 
    “Did she notice anyone messing around her table?” 
 
    Cho shook his head. “It was crowded in there.” 
 
    Peyton finished grilling the burgers, moving them to a plate and storing them in the oven to keep warm, then she grabbed another frying pan and went to the refrigerator to get Marco’s veggie burgers. Abe was trying to get by at the same time and he grabbed her hand, spinning her around in a silly dance as he went to the cabinet and began pulling out glasses. She laughed and swatted him away. 
 
    “Did you see the surveillance tape?” asked Marco. 
 
    Abe came back to the counter, giving him an air kiss as he arranged his glasses next to the pitcher. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s impossible to see anything. The quality isn’t good, the location isn’t right, and a lot of people went in and out of there. There were a number of guys with hats, but nothing that would trigger any recognition. I sent about fifteen minutes of it to my email around the time the girl said she was there, but I don’t think there’s anything on it.” 
 
    “Can I see it?” asked Jake. 
 
    “Sure. Get your tablet.” 
 
    Jake left the counter. 
 
    Peyton offered Cho a sympathetic smile. “This is frustrating.” 
 
    “It’s beyond frustrating. If it’s someone at the precinct, you’d think we’d recognize him even with a hat on.” 
 
    Abe started pouring drinks. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Cho. 
 
    “It’s called Lemon-Orange Fizz.” 
 
    “What’s the alcohol in it?” 
 
    Abe pouted. “They told me I couldn’t put alcohol in it. They said we’re all drinking too much.” He leaned on the counter. “I only agreed because wait until you see the drink I have planned for Saturday night. You’re coming, right?” 
 
    “For Brooks’ birthday, hell yeah.” 
 
    “To see Chippendale dancers?” asked Marco. 
 
    Cho looked alarmed. “Wait. I thought we were going clubbing.” 
 
    “We are,” said Abe. “The Chippendales is for my date with Angel next week.” 
 
    Peyton laughed at the look on Marco’s face. 
 
    “I wanna see Chippendales,” complained Maria. 
 
    “Really?” asked Cho. 
 
    Peyton nudged her in the back and shook her head. 
 
    “No,” she answered quickly. “I thought he meant the cartoon.” 
 
    She looked at Peyton and Peyton nodded. 
 
    Jake returned with his tablet, handing it to Cho. As Cho worked to bring up the video feed, Abe continued pouring his drinks, topping each with a slice of orange. 
 
    “So I guess Stan isn’t a suspect anymore?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “That would be beyond strange. He helped us break into the computer that the Janitor used to send the letter, so he’d be trying to crack his own crime.” 
 
    “That’s happened before,” said Jake. “It’s a great way to throw off the fuzz.” 
 
    “The fuzz?” Cho gave Jake an annoyed look. “Anyway, the letter said he was big, played football and lifted weights. That’s not exactly Stan.” 
 
    “No, that’s Adonis here,” said Jake. “Didn’t you play football?” 
 
    “Yeah, you got me, Ryder. I’m the serial killer.” 
 
    Abe made a scoffing sound. “You’re too handsome to be a serial killer, Angel’D, unless it’s a slayer of hearts.” He beamed a pleased smile at Peyton, but she grimaced and shook her head. He gave her a frown and went back to messing with his drinks. 
 
    The doorbell rang, sending Pickles into a fit of barking. Marco climbed off the barstool and scooped him up, going to answer it. Peyton leaned on the counter, so she could see who it was. She was more than a little surprised when Devan stepped across the threshold. 
 
    He had undone his tie and it hung loose about his neck, his suit jacket tucked over an arm and the tails of his white shirt hanging around his thighs. As he wandered toward the counter, Marco gave Peyton a questioning look. She wiped her hands on a dishtowel and shrugged. She had no idea why he was there. 
 
    “Hey, everyone.” 
 
    “D.A. Delicious,” said Abe, patting the counter. “Come take a seat. You look like shit.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Devan slung his jacket over the back of the barstool and sat down. 
 
    “What’s going on?” asked Peyton bewildered. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind. I didn’t feel like going home.” 
 
    “What about your fiancée?” 
 
    “I told her I was working late.” 
 
    Peyton and Marco exchanged a look. “Are you hungry? Do you want to have dinner with us?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, do you mind?” 
 
    “No. I’m just a little confused.” 
 
    “The rest of the trial went really badly. Elizabeth Brown turned all of my witnesses back on themselves.” 
 
    Peyton couldn’t deny she was relieved to hear that. She hated to be the only one to screw up the case. 
 
    “She told the judge she’s going to file a request for a dismissal.” 
 
    “Can she do that?” 
 
    “She can try. I don’t think Judge Tate’s going to allow it, but the jury sure isn’t on my side. I get a feeling for these things.” 
 
    Marco was watching the video over Cho and Jake’s shoulders, but he glanced at Peyton again. 
 
    Peyton turned away and went back to her stove. Just hearing that made her stomach knot. The idea that Jedediah O’Shannahan was going to get away with this rankled. She hated to lose cases, but this one was personal. 
 
    “Do you recognize anyone in the video?” asked Cho. 
 
    “No,” said Jake with a heavy sigh. “What’s the point of having a surveillance camera if it isn’t of high enough quality to capture anything?” 
 
    “I can’t believe how many men walk around this City with hats on their heads,” said Marco. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” said Cho. 
 
    “They’re trying to cover their bald spots,” said Maria. 
 
    “Sad really. Nothing like a full head of glorious hair on a man,” said Abe. “You’ll never have to worry about being bald, will you, Angel?” 
 
    Marco didn’t answer. 
 
    “How the hell are we going to catch this guy? He’s wily as all hell,” said Jake. 
 
    “Wily?” said Cho. 
 
    “Sneaky, cunning.” 
 
    “I know what it means, I just have never heard anyone but Elmer Fudd say it.” 
 
    “I don’t think Elmer Fudd said wily. That was the coyote,” remarked Devan. 
 
    “The coyote didn’t say he was wily. His name was Wily,” answered Jake. 
 
    “Besides that, Elmer Fudd didn’t go after the coyote. He went after Bugs Bunny,” said Devan. 
 
    “That’s right. The coyote chased the road runner,” said Cho. 
 
    Peyton frowned, listening to their ridiculous conversation. A serial killer was loose in the City and Jedediah O’Shannahan was probably going to get away with covering up a murder, but here they were discussing Looney Toons.  
 
    Abe brought her a drink and settled it on the counter by her left hand. Peyton looked at it, noting the way it fizzled and sparkled in the glass. “We’re gonna need alcohol,” she said. 
 
    Abe clapped his hands with excitement and hurried to the opposite counter where she kept her booze.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Jake took a sip of his coffee and flipped a page on the newspaper. Cho wandered into the kitchen, going straight for the coffee pot. Since he and Marco had been staying here, Jake’s coffee expense had doubled. He was going to have to take a collection or else go back to whatever he could find in the discount grocery store. 
 
    “Who’s in the bathroom?” Cho grumbled, scrubbing a hand over his face. 
 
    “Adonis. You better be on your toes though. He doesn’t take long, but once Maria gets in there…” 
 
    “Don’t I know it.” He leaned on the counter next to Jake. “But I like the results.” 
 
    Jake took another sip of coffee. He wasn’t touching that. 
 
    “I actually thought we’d spend more time at my house than here. She always acted like she hated Brooks.” 
 
    “Acted is the operative word there.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s less crowded at my place.” 
 
    Jake glanced up at him. “I’ll stay there with you. I like less crowded.” 
 
    Cho laughed and pushed away from the counter. “Now that’s definitely not happening, Preacher.” He looked down the hall, then took a seat at the counter. “Still, whenever I tell her let’s stay at my place, she wants to come here.” 
 
    “You got dirty socks all over?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Porn in the bathroom?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Cockroaches?” 
 
    Cho gave him an arch look. 
 
    “I’m just trying to help out here. As a general rule those are the things that drive women away.” 
 
    “It’s nothing like that. Actually…” He leaned on the counter, lowering his voice. “I think she likes it here.” 
 
    Jake wasn’t sure why Cho was treating this as clandestine information. “I see.” 
 
    “This house is a wormhole.” 
 
    “A wormhole?” 
 
    “You get in and you can’t get out again.” 
 
    “That’s a black hole, but…” He held up a hand. 
 
    “Whatever, but ask yourself, why are you still here?” 
 
    “It’s better than living in the Tenderloin.” 
 
    “Bull shit.” 
 
    Jake narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “Why’s D’Angelo still here? When I stay over, he doesn’t have to and I’m here most nights now.” 
 
    Another topic Jake was so not touching. He flipped a page on his newspaper. 
 
    “It’s like a party all the time.” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “No, it is. Every time the freakin’ bell rings, I have no idea who’s gonna be coming through that door and…” He lowered his voice even more. “I’m starting to hope it’s that flaming, crazy-ass Medical Examiner.” 
 
    Jake laughed. “That’s not a good sign at all.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” Cho leaned back. “How do you get out of a black hole?” 
 
    “First of all, I guess you have to decide if you want out.” 
 
    Cho chewed on his lower lip. “I’m even starting to think about getting a dog and naming it Relish.” 
 
    Jake laughed again. Nate Cho still scared the snot out of him, but he wasn’t half bad after all. He lifted his coffee mug and took another sip, staring down at the newspaper. A familiar name caught his eye and he set the coffee aside, picking up the page. 
 
    “Oh shit,” he whispered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Jake hurried around the counter and banged on Peyton’s bedroom door. “Peyton?” 
 
    She pulled it open at the same time Marco opened the bathroom door. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Look at this.” Jake moved past her and placed the paper on the bed. Her open windows allowed enough light into the room for them to see. 
 
    Jake pointed at the article. 
 
    Peyton leaned over, scanning it as Marco came to the doorway. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    Peyton didn’t answer, she was too busy reading. Jake straightened and turned to face him. “Genevieve Lake’s got a new by-line.” 
 
    Marco’s face grew deadly. “Another article about Brooks?” 
 
    Jake shook his head. 
 
    Peyton turned to face him. “She printed part of the Janitor’s first letter to Jake.” 
 
    “She what?” 
 
    Cho appeared in the doorway beside him. “What did she do?” 
 
    “Somehow she got part of the first letter and she printed it. She’s calling it From the Mind of a Serial Killer.” 
 
    No one said anything, but Jake felt the tension in the room rise exponentially. When Peyton’s phone suddenly buzzed on her dresser, they all jumped. Peyton scrambled to pick it up, staring at the display. 
 
    “It’s Defino,” she said, glancing up at Marco, then she turned the phone so the display was visible to all of them. 
 
    Jake could easily read the message. 
 
    BROOKS, IN HERE NOW! 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton entered the interrogation room, followed by Devan and Marco. Genevieve looked up, surveying the scene. She was clothed in a stylish blue dress with black pumps, her dark hair in loose curls around her shoulders. Her hands were folded in her lap and her legs were crossed one over the other. She kicked her foot up and down, clearly unconcerned by the entire situation. 
 
    “I’m Peyton Brooks.” Peyton took a seat diagonal to her and Devan sat down on her left. Marco leaned against the wall, folding his arms over his chest. 
 
    “I know who you are.” 
 
    “I thought I’d formally introduce myself, since we’ve never actually met.” 
 
    Genevieve didn’t answer, but her eyes lifted to Marco and she gave him a sultry smile. “Hello, Inspector D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Hello, Freelance.” 
 
    “You’ve cause quite a bit of trouble, Genevieve. Can I call you Genevieve?” asked Peyton. 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    Peyton tilted her head. “Is the whatever for the trouble you’ve caused or for your name?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Genevieve continued to kick her foot. 
 
    “How did you get the Janitor’s letter?” 
 
    “He sent it to me.” 
 
    “To you specifically?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “At your house?” 
 
    “No, at the newspaper. You do realize I’m not freelance anymore. They offered me a full position as a reporter because of that article.” 
 
    “A few weeks ago the Janitor threatened you and it scared you. Now, you’re okay with this?” 
 
    She spoke to Peyton slowly as if she were dense. “He got me a job at the newspaper.” 
 
    “So it doesn’t matter to you that the entire City’s in a panic and calling every precinct for information?” 
 
    “I have First Amendment Rights, Inspector Brooks, Freedom of Press and all that. Your precinct should’ve been informing the public long before this.” She gave Devan a glance. “Who’s the suit?” 
 
    “The District Attorney who’s here to protect your First Amendment Rights.” 
 
    “Attorneys make me uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Well, as I see it, you’ve got two choices. He can stay in the room with us, or he can go behind our two way mirror – either way he’s going to oversee our conversation. You decide where he does that.” 
 
    “I don’t need him here. I know my rights.” 
 
    Peyton glanced over at Devan. He shrugged and rose to his feet, turning toward the door. When he was gone, Genevieve nodded at the two-way mirror. “He’s handsome.” 
 
    “Yes, he is.” 
 
    “Just not my type.” She leaned forward, glancing up at Marco as she spoke. “I like them dangerous, like your partner there.” She braced her chin on her hand. “You ever wonder?” 
 
    “Wonder?” 
 
    “What it would be like?” 
 
    Peyton figured she could probably guess what she meant, but she wasn’t about to entertain her and give her an advantage. “I think we should stick to the topic.” 
 
    Genevieve smiled. “Come on. You must have thought about it. Fantasized about it. Every women wants to take a dangerous man to her bed. Be honest, Inspector Brooks, you must have fantasied about a man like him a million times.” 
 
    Marco shifted uncomfortably, but Peyton gave Genevieve a slow smile. “Is that what this is about?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This reckless pursuit of a cold blooded murderer. Do you have fantasies about what it would be like to be with the Janitor?” 
 
    Genevieve sat back, licking her lower lip. “Of course not.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m sure.” She crossed her leg again. “Anyway, calling him a cold blooded murderer is a bit much, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
    “Are you going to sit here and tell me you really think he’s doing something wrong?” 
 
    “I think he’s a murderer.” 
 
    “Who disposes of the worst in our society. Honestly, he’s performing a civic duty.” She narrowed her eyes on Peyton. “Be honest, Inspector. You’re not sad Junior Walker’s dead.” 
 
    Peyton drew a deep breath, then slowly released it. “Here’s where you and I differ, Genevieve. You’re still young enough to believe in superheroes. You think he’s Batman, protecting Gotham City, but he’s really just a vigilante, a dangerous, dangerous man.” 
 
    “You can try to diminish me by mocking me, but you’re lying to both of us, Inspector Brooks. You’re glad Junior Walker’s dead. You’re glad you don’t have to look over your shoulder for him. Admit it.” 
 
    “Emotionally, yes, Genevieve, I’m not sorry he’s dead, but intellectually, I realize how dangerous that is. Vigilante justice has an inherent problem.” 
 
    “What problem? Since the cops can’t do their job, he does.” 
 
    “And where does it end?” 
 
    “What?’ 
 
    “Where does it end? His brand of justice? He might think he has a line he won’t cross, but maybe that line isn’t the same line as yours or mine.” 
 
    “You’re not making sense.” 
 
    “Really? Think about it. First it was child molesters. Everyone said the same thing you did. Who cares? He’s doing a social service. Then it was wife beaters. Once again, no great loss, right? I’m not lying. Emotionally, I feel better knowing Junior Walker’s dead, knowing he can’t touch me again, but intellectually…” She tapped a finger against her temple. “I’ve gotta wonder, what’s next? Who’s the next group worthy of his attention?” 
 
    “No one misses child molesters and wife beaters, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    Peyton held out a hand in acquiescence. “Granted, but what if the next time, it’s the physically disabled?” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “Or the mentally challenged?” 
 
    She made a scoffing noise. 
 
    “Or what about the gays?” 
 
    Genevieve looked away and didn’t answer. 
 
    “Or,” said Peyton, shifting into her line of sight. “Why not the Jews?” 
 
    Genevieve’s mouth opened, but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    “It’s a slippery slope and any way I look at this, I don’t see a good outcome. I have eight bodies, eight dead men, in the morgue and God knows how many more in the next few days, and you’re publishing his freakin’ letter in the paper as if it was a Sunday comic!” She slammed her hand down on the table. 
 
    Genevieve jumped. “I’m not doing anything wrong. Publishing his letter is not going to make him kill again. He sent it to me, so I could publish it.” 
 
    “He’s trying to justify his actions, and you’re helping him. This serial killer possesses a sick and agile mind. Even if you believe you’re in step with him, I can promise you you’re not. He will manipulate you and control you just like he’s doing now. And if he kills another person, that’s on you.” 
 
    “How? I’m simply publishing his manifesto. Other journalists have done the same thing – think of Ted Bundy or John Wayne Gacy.” 
 
    “Those books were done after a trial, after a conviction, not when the case was still under investigation.” 
 
    “Semantics, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    “It’s not semantics, Genevieve. It’s the law and if you continue, I’ll have no choice but to bring you up on charges of obstructing justice.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    “Why do you think the District Attorney’s here?” 
 
    Genevieve stared at Peyton, but Peyton didn’t look away. Finally, her shoulders slumped. “You’re destroying my career.” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “Publishing his letters could earn me the Pulitzer.” 
 
    “Publishing his letters before he’s caught could cost me my conviction. I’m not playing here. Your career is not worth another life and I won’t sit by and let you jeopardize my case.” 
 
    Genevieve hesitated, then narrowed her eyes on Peyton. “You’re serious?” 
 
    “As a heart attack.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s cliché.” 
 
    “I don’t care. You get in my way again and I’ll take you down.” 
 
    Genevieve looked up at Marco. “Make me a deal.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. “What?” 
 
    “I’ll agree not to publish anything else until he’s caught and tried.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “But once that’s happened, you help me get access to him so I can interview him.” 
 
    “I can’t promise he’ll want to talk to you.” 
 
    “He will. But should he be killed in the line of fire, I get access to the case notes.” 
 
    Peyton glanced over her shoulder at Marco. He shrugged. “You can’t publish another word about him then, not until he’s had a fair trial.” 
 
    Genevieve waved her off. “Fine, I won’t, but I want one more thing.” 
 
    Peyton’s brows rose. 
 
    “I want a date with your partner.” 
 
    Marco straightened, but Peyton shook her head. “I’m not pimping out my partner. I guess we’ll see you in court.” 
 
    “Wait.” She gave an uncomfortable laugh. “I was joking.” 
 
    Peyton cocked her head. Sure, she was joking. 
 
    “As soon as this is over and you have your conviction, I get to publish the letters and I get to interview you.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yes, you and your partner and anyone else associated with the case.” 
 
    “I’ll have to get that cleared with the captain.” 
 
    “Whatever it takes, but I want your promise you’ll work on it.” 
 
    “You have a deal.” 
 
    “Good. Then I guess we’re done here.” 
 
    Peyton rose to her feet and leaned on the table, bringing herself close to the reporter. “Listen to me and listen to me good. You write one more article about me or the Janitor and I will arrest you. I’m still not convinced you haven’t romanticized this entire thing in your mind and that worries me very much, so let me be expressly clear. If I find out you’ve contacted him again for any reason, I will put you on a psychiatric hold for as long as I can. Do we understand one another, Genevieve?” 
 
    “Yes, Inspector Brooks.” 
 
    “Good. Now you can go.” 
 
    Genevieve rose to her feet and sauntered out of the room, giving Marco a sultry look as she went past. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco followed Peyton into the observation room where Defino and Devan waited. Devan smiled at her and shook his head. 
 
    “You were brilliant.” 
 
    “Can we bring her up on charges of obstructing justice?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s tricky with the press. I hate getting tangled in First Amendment cases.” 
 
    “It was a good threat whatever way you look at it and it backed her off,” said Defino. “Good job, Brooks.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    Devan shook his head again, smiling at her. “You are amazing.” 
 
    Marco could feel tension race up his spine. What the hell was the guy doing? He was engaged to another woman. Why the hell did he keep sniffing around? And Peyton seemed pleased by his praise. 
 
    “If she thought I was a bitch before, she probably has a worse impression now,” she laughed, glancing at Marco. 
 
    He smiled at her. “I think you made her piss herself.” 
 
    She laughed again. “That’s the fun part of the job.” 
 
    “It worries me though what the Janitor might do if she doesn’t publish any more of his manifesto,” said Defino. 
 
    “Can we find out if the newspaper has a surveillance camera in their offices? If not, maybe we can put up one of our own.” 
 
    “Good thought. I’ll have Cho and Simons go over there and canvass the place.” 
 
    Devan touched Peyton’s arm. “Can I talk to you in the hallway?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Sure.” 
 
    Marco realized he was grinding his teeth as they walked out the door. He couldn’t believe she’d be stupid enough to fall for Devan again after the way he treated her the last time, but he was sure pouring on the charm lately. 
 
    “You okay?” asked Defino. 
 
    Marco glanced over at her. “Yeah.” He moved away from the door and went to the two way mirror, staring at the interrogation room. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Why the hell is he messing around her again? He’s engaged to someone else.” 
 
    “That’s his business. And hers.” She shifted to face him. “If you can’t handle this anymore, I can make changes.” 
 
    Marco focused on her. “No, I can handle it.” 
 
    “Really? Because it doesn’t seem like that from here.” 
 
    “I’ve handled it for eight years, Captain.” 
 
    “Things change, D’Angelo. People change.” 
 
    “I don’t. I can handle it.” 
 
    She studied him a moment, then sighed. “Yeah, that’s obvious. You’re the Dalai Lama right now.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    She shook her head and walked to the door. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “You really were amazing in there,” said Devan as soon as they stepped into the hallway. “I forget how good you are at that.” 
 
    His praise was making her a little uncomfortable. And she couldn’t help but notice the way Marco had reacted. The tension coming off him had been palpable. She knew Marco didn’t like Devan, but his hostility had been a bit more obvious this time. 
 
    “You wanted to talk to me?” 
 
    “Your partner doesn’t like me much, does he?” 
 
    She shrugged. “What did you want to talk about?” She glanced over as Defino walked out of the observation room and disappeared down the hall. 
 
    “Thanks for letting me stay for dinner the other night.” 
 
    Looking back at him, she frowned. This is what he wanted to tell her? “Okay?” 
 
    “I really needed a distraction.” 
 
    Yeah, well, her house definitely qualified for that. “No problem.” 
 
    “I forgot how fun it could be.” 
 
    “Fun what could be?” 
 
    “Your place, your friends. It was nice. I don’t have a lot of friends. Lawyers tend to stick to themselves mostly.” 
 
    Where was he going with this? “Maybe you and your fiancée can make some friends with other couples?” Why was she giving him tips on dating? 
 
    “We probably will, but at my level, it’s about making connections, not friends. It’s all so blasé.” 
 
    Peyton immediately thought of Abe. Wine is just so blasé. Lawyers are just so blasé. Runny Misery is so blasé. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” 
 
    She blinked at him. “What?” 
 
    “You’re smiling.” 
 
    She schooled her face. “Sorry. Short attention span. So, make friends that aren’t lawyers. Doesn’t Runny…” 
 
    “Rani.” 
 
    “Rani know anyone?” 
 
    “Mostly she associates with her father’s clients and partners.” 
 
    “Maybe the associating is the problem? Making friends is different than associating. Honestly, I don’t know what to tell you, Devan.” 
 
    He took a step closer to her. “What are you doing for your birthday?” 
 
    She stepped back. “Oh, um…” 
 
    “Besides going on a date with Stan.” 
 
    “Abe has this ridiculous thing planned…” She waved her hand airily. 
 
    “Abe? Is Jake going?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “Who else?” 
 
    “Ah, Cho and Maria and Marco.” 
 
    “Of course.” He straightened and gave her a tight smile. “You wouldn’t do anything without Marco.” 
 
    What the hell did that mean? “He’s my partner, Devan.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. “Was there a point to this conversation?” 
 
    He slipped back into his lawyer’s persona. “Jedediah O’Shannahan is testifying at his own trial on Thursday.” 
 
    “Really? Wow, he’s ballsy.” 
 
    “Yeah. I was hoping you’d come.” 
 
    “Me? Why?” 
 
    “I thought maybe it would shake him up, rattle his cage to see you sitting in the courtroom. Do you think you can make it?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Great. I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “What happened with the motion to dismiss the case?” 
 
    “The judge threw it out, but it doesn’t mean it’s going well. Elizabeth Brown would never agree to put him on the stand if she didn’t think he could sway things in their favor. Honestly, I think we’re in trouble.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Devan.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I told you I was worried about this case.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “He’s a slippery eel.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    His phone buzzed in his pocket and he fished it out, looking at the display. “It’s Rani. I gotta take this.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. 
 
    He thumbed it on and turned away. “Hey, sweetheart, how are you?” 
 
    Peyton leaned against the wall, watching him. Men, they were so damn flaky sometimes. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    She looked up into Marco’s blue eyes. He was standing in the doorway of the observation room. “Yeah.” She sighed. “Why are all men such asses, Marco?” 
 
    He glanced at Devan’s back as he moved down the hallway. “All men?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “That’s painting the brush strokes a bit wide, isn’t it?” 
 
    She rolled her head on the wall wearily. “Okay, I guess Jake’s all right. And Cho. He seems like a decent enough guy.” 
 
    “Really? Jake and Cho?” 
 
    “And Abe, but Abe’s gay, so he’s definitely better than other men when it comes to treating women right.” 
 
    “Jake and Cho and Abe?” 
 
    “And Pickles, but I think he’s got his eye on the Poodle down the street and then I saw him checking out the Pomeranian next door.” 
 
    Marco laughed, leaning on the wall next to her. “Maybe the problem isn’t with the men, but with women.” 
 
    “No, that can’t be it.” 
 
    “Of course not. But here’s just a thought. When a man reveals himself as an ass, maybe a certain woman should avoid him and not be taken in by his charm.” 
 
    “I’m not taken in.” She bristled a little at that. “And I’m not stupid, Marco.” 
 
    “I didn’t say you were.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “That Devan’s an ass.” 
 
    “Damn straight.” 
 
    “A total and complete ass.” 
 
    “A gigantic, colossal ass.” She paused and looked at him closely. “Why don’t you like him?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes on her. “What?” 
 
    “You’ve never liked him. Even when we were dating. Why?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    She shifted on the wall so she faced him. “What is it that you don’t like?” 
 
    “Brooks…” he started, but her phone rang. 
 
    She reached for it and glanced at the display. Mom. “Hey, Mama,” she said, pressing it to her ear. “Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Of course, everything’s fine, sweetheart. I’m calling about your birthday.” 
 
    “My birthday?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s Saturday. I was hoping you’d come to dinner that night.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, Mama. I have plans.” 
 
    “Well, what about Friday?” 
 
    “Again, I have plans.” 
 
    “You don’t have any time for your mother?” 
 
    Cue the guilt. Peyton studied Marco’s face. “How about Thursday night? I can come for dinner that night.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful. Cliff’s so excited to celebrate with you.” 
 
    I’ll bet, she thought, then a brilliant idea occurred to her. “Hey, Mama, would it be all right if I brought my partner with me?” 
 
    “Marco?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Great. What time?” 
 
    “6:00?” 
 
    “Sounds great. We’ll see you then.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so glad, sweetheart. See you then.” 
 
    The line went dead and Peyton shoved the phone back in her pocket, beaming a smile at Marco. “You know what I want for my birthday?” 
 
    “I’m sure I’m not going to like whatever it is.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll love it. I want you to have the whole Cliff Martin Experience with me.” 
 
    He sighed. “Is this my punishment?” 
 
    She gave him a sultry look. “Not at all. This is your reward,” she said, patting his cheek. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Jake found himself anxious whenever he brought up his email. Today he sat and stared at the message from Jillian Cera. Did he open it? Did he get Peyton? Did he tell the captain? Why was the Janitor focused on him? He had his reporter. Wasn’t she enough? 
 
    His hand shook as he reached for the mouse, then he stopped himself, wheeling back from the computer. Why hadn’t he stayed a banker? Messing with people’s money didn’t really bring you face to face with serial killers. 
 
    Scrubbing a hand over his mouth, he reached for the mouse again and opened the email, then the attachment. He didn’t allow himself to read it as he printed two copies. While he waited, he reached for his water and took a sip. 
 
    There had been times working at the bank when he thought his brain would melt from boredom and ooze out his ears. This job was certainly not boring, but boring wasn’t bad, right? When he got up in the morning to go to work at the bank, he didn’t have to walk through a tangle of cots set up in his living room and fight with a crowd for a few minutes in the bathroom. And most important of all, he didn’t have serial killers sending him cryptical messages about his childhood. 
 
    His sister, Faith, had called last night to see how he was. She wanted him to come to Nebraska for a visit. He’d heard himself tell her he couldn’t go, not right now, not with the case they were working. Insanity. He should have been on the next plane out of SFO. He should have jumped at the chance to take a break from the sea of crazy surging around him, but he said no. He said he couldn’t go. What the hell had happened to him? 
 
    He gathered the papers and made two separate piles, then carried them to Peyton. She and Marco were working at their desks. She looked up at him with a smile, then her face fell when he held the papers out to her. 
 
    Jake swallowed hard and passed the second copy to Marco, then hooked a chair and sat down so he could read the Janitor’s words over Peyton’s shoulder. She didn’t say anything, just sat staring at them without moving for a moment, then she held them up and began reading. So did Jake. 
 
      
 
    Missy stopped meeting me at the bleachers after that. I would wait around outside her classes, but she’d hurry away, keeping her head down and refusing to respond to me no matter what I did. 
 
      
 
    Clayton cornered me once and begged me to stop. He told me it only made things worse for them at home. Unsure what to do, I went to my mother, but she wasn’t any help. She told me she hadn’t been able to talk to Missy’s mom for weeks. 
 
      
 
    Then one night Missy woke me up, banging on my window. I told her to meet me at the front door. The minute the door opened, she threw herself in my arms, sobbing. I tried to calm her down, but I couldn’t understand what she was saying. 
 
      
 
    It woke my mother and she took over, getting Missy to the kitchen and making her a cup of hot chocolate. 
 
      
 
    What Missy told us that night stripped the last of my innocence from me. I’m sure you’ve already guessed what was happening in that house, and I’m shocked I didn’t know earlier, but I had been pretty much sheltered from the seedy side of life by my mother. 
 
      
 
    The Nova man had been after Missy from the moment he moved in with her mother. Her mother worked such long hours, she hadn’t been aware of what was happening, until that night. She’d come home from the swing shift and found her boyfriend in Missy’s bed. 
 
      
 
    The house had erupted in screaming and accusations. In her confusion, Missy’s mother had first blamed Missy, then her boyfriend, ordering both out of her house. Missy had run to our place. 
 
      
 
    As my mother calmed Missy down, a knock came at our door. It was Clayton and he begged Missy to come back home. Missy didn’t want to go, but Clayton pleaded with her. My mother tried to interfere, but Clayton told her to mind her own business. I came as close as I ever came to decking Missy’s brother that night, but I didn’t because I was afraid that would ruin things with Missy. 
 
      
 
    A little later, Missy’s mother came to the house and begged to talk to her daughter. She promised she’d thrown the Nova man out and she’d pleaded for her daughter’s forgiveness. Eventually Missy agreed to go home. 
 
      
 
    Even after a trauma like that, people continue on. Missy and Clayton went to school, so did I. Graduation was coming and for me, I had already decided I was going into the Marines. College just wasn’t in my future. I was barely able to complete high school. 
 
      
 
    Missy and I would see each other in the hallways of the school, but she didn’t seem to want any contact with me. I was devastated. I was sure I loved her, but she obviously didn’t feel the same. My mother explained that after the trauma she’d experienced, it was probably better if I kept my distance. I tried, but one night I couldn’t help it. 
 
      
 
    I saw the Nova man’s car in the driveway. 
 
      
 
    I went to the house and I peeked in at the window. Missy’s mother was talking with him in the living room and beyond him, I could see Missy sitting on the stairs, staring down at them. 
 
      
 
    The look in her eyes will haunt me forever. Terror, pure and simple. She seemed so small, so fragile, like a puff of smoke that would dissipate in a slight breeze. 
 
      
 
    I had to save her. I had to protect her. No one else would, no one else cared. I wouldn’t let this man steal any more of her soul. She belonged to me and I would make sure no one ever harmed her again. 
 
      
 
    The Nova man was my first kill. 
 
      
 
    Peyton made a gasping sound and lowered the papers. Jake placed a hand on her shoulder. How the hell long ago was that? Shit, how would they search for a murder that happened an indeterminate number of years ago? 
 
    Peyton ran a hand across her eyes and pressed her fingertips to her temples. “How many people has he killed?” 
 
    “Keep reading,” said Marco, glancing up at them. 
 
    Peyton reached for the papers again as Jake took a deep breath and picked up where they had stopped. 
 
      
 
    The Nova man was my first kill. 
 
      
 
    It’s surprising how easy it is. To kill, I mean. Once you determine you have no other choice, humans are easy to eliminate. Even though he was big, I was bigger and muscular thanks to football. I knew I had twenty or thirty pounds on him. When he went to get in his car, I was waiting on the side of the house. 
 
      
 
    I grabbed him around the throat with my forearm. I figured that would keep him from screaming. Then I just squeezed. He fought me, but he wasn’t big enough or else I was more determined than he was. Eventually I think I broke his neck, because he just stopped fighting. I made sure he wasn’t breathing and I threw him in the backseat of his car. 
 
      
 
    I had a moment of panic then. What do you do with a body? 
 
      
 
    I went back to my house and grabbed some old baseball gloves, then I took his Nova and drove him into the City. I figured if I left him in Hunter’s Point or the Tenderloin, no one would look too far to find his killer. And they didn’t. 
 
      
 
    I think they came out once to question Missy’s family, but they didn’t know anything, so the cops went away. Eventually I went to the Marines, but that’s a story for another time. 
 
      
 
    Right now, I think I’ll take a walk and meet up with a friend who recently got out of jail. Ironic, really, this friend of mine, he was like the Nova man. He liked having sex with sixteen year old girls too. 
 
      
 
    Well, who knows? 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. 
 
      
 
    What’da ya say, Handsome, interested in round two! 
 
      
 
    Peyton dropped the letters and jumped to her feet. “The Palace of Fine Arts,” she told Marco. “He’s going to strike at the Palace of Fine Arts.” She reached for her phone and looked at the display. “It’s almost noon.” 
 
    Jake’s mouth dropped open as they went into motion. He’d seen them muster out before, but nothing like this. The precinct exploded in a flurry of activity as uniforms were dispatched and the detectives suited up in flak jackets and weaponry. 
 
    Jake didn’t even have a chance to warn Peyton to be careful before she was running toward the front doors. He followed behind in a haze as they spilled out into the parking lot, sirens blaring in the foggy August day. At the door, she paused and looked back, giving him a lift of her hand, then she was gone. Jake sagged against the counter, his heart pounding a frantic tattoo beneath his ribs, wondering again why he hadn’t jumped at the chance to go home to Nebraska where things moved at a comprehendible pace. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The man was about thirty, African American, dressed in a navy blue hoody and a pair of baggy jeans. His hair was combed out in a huge afro and he had a tattoo on his neck. He stood beneath the dome in the Palace of Fine Arts, both hands in the air, but in one he held what looked like a Colt revolver. 
 
    Peyton and Marco crept up next to Holmes and Bartlet. They were hiding behind a large planter box on the edge of the trail leading up to the dome. “What’s going on?” she said. 
 
    “He’s been like that for fifteen minutes. Calls started coming in from civilians, and when cops arrived on scene, he threw up his hands and started shouting. He gets quiet for a while, then he starts shouting again. Whenever they try to get close to him, he puts the gun to his temple,” said Holmes. 
 
    “Who is he?” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone’s asked.” 
 
    Simons ran over, keeping his head down. “Defino wants you to try talking to him, Brooks.” He handed her a megaphone. “See if you can talk him down.” 
 
    “I’m not a hostage negotiator, Bill.” 
 
    “They’re more than an hour away, Brooks. You’re all we’ve got right now.” 
 
    Peyton glanced around. They were on the path leading into the Palace of Fine Arts, just off the parking lot. There was plenty of cover, but there were also plenty of places for a gunman to be hiding. She surveyed the houses around the reflecting pool. They were a distance away, but that didn’t mean the Janitor wasn’t watching from one of them. 
 
    Her eyes caught on Cho, shielding himself to her left behind a colonnade. A number of uniforms were positioned around the reflecting pool, all with their guns drawn and pointed at the man pacing beneath the dome. 
 
    “We need to search every single house,” she said, nodding at them. 
 
    “We gotta get a lot more backup in here for that. Cho’s requested a helicopter.” 
 
    Bartlet was also looking around, his young face anxious. “Do you think the Janitor’s watching us right now?” 
 
    “Probably,” said Peyton. “Keep your head down.” She glanced at Marco. “This is just like Alcatraz.” 
 
    “And yet it’s not. Get him to put the gun down, Brooks, and maybe we end this without him dying.” 
 
    Peyton nodded and took a deep breath, then she lifted the megaphone to her lips. “This is Inspector Peyton Brooks from the San Francisco Police Department,” she said, her voice echoing back at her. “Put down the gun and we can talk.” 
 
    The suspect wheeled around toward her voice, both hands pressed to the top of his head, the gun pointing upward. “I don’t want to shoot anyone! I don’t want to shoot!” 
 
    “Okay, put the gun down and no one gets shot.” 
 
    “I can’t! I can’t! He’ll kill me!” 
 
    Peyton shared a look with Simons. “Who? Who will kill you?” 
 
    “Don’t shoot me! Please, don’t shoot me!” His voice was pitched at a level of absolute panic. Peyton could tell he wasn’t going to be able to stand this much more. 
 
    “We won’t shoot you if you put the gun down.” 
 
    “I can’t! I can’t put it down!” 
 
    Peyton closed her eyes. She didn’t know what to do. He was beyond the point of actually listening to her. Panic had taken over and he was in flight or fight mode. Either outcome would get him killed. 
 
    Suddenly her phone rang in her pocket. She grabbed for it and glanced at the screen. Defino’s number flashed at her as she pressed it on. “Captain?” 
 
    “Peyton, it’s Jake.” 
 
    “Jake, not a good time right now!” 
 
    “Peyton, Handsome is Marco.” 
 
    “What? What the hell are you saying? Handsome is Marco?” 
 
    Marco looked over. 
 
    “The letter. The Janitor’s letter said what’da ya say, Handsome…” 
 
    “…interested in round two,” Peyton finished. Oh God, it was Alcatraz. She met Marco’s eyes. For some reason, she couldn’t draw enough air into her lungs. “How do you know? How do you know he means Marco?” 
 
    “That’s what he called him when he talked to me at Pier 39. I’ll never forget it. He was surprised Marco had thought up the sting and he called him Handsome.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. This couldn’t be happening again. 
 
    Marco’s jaw hardened and he lifted his gun, checking it. Peyton reached over and grabbed his shirt sleeve. 
 
    “No,” she managed to get out. 
 
    “Brooks, this has to end. He’s either going to shoot himself or the Janitor will. I’m sick of picking up his dead bodies.” 
 
    “Marco, no!” 
 
    “I’m not going to take any chances. I promise you.” 
 
    “Marco!” She started to grab for him, but Holmes stopped her, then she felt Simons’ hand encircle her upper arm, holding her back. 
 
    Marco rose to a half crouch and moved around the planter box, then he ran over to the first colonnade and slipped behind it. Peyton grabbed Simons’ hand and tried to push it off. “Let me go!” she ordered. 
 
    “Brooks, think! Talk him down. Get him to lower the gun!” hissed Simons in her ear. 
 
    She watched as Holmes followed the same path as Marco, moving toward the dome, and a moment later Bartlet went after them, fanning out to cover more area. 
 
    Peyton lifted the megaphone, her hand trembling. “We want to help you! Help us! Tell me your name!” 
 
    The man paced back and forth, doing a strange shaking motion with his head. “I don’t want trouble! I don’t want to shoot anyone!” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Irving, Irving Jones!” he shouted. 
 
    Simons turned away and began talking into his radio, but he still kept a hand firmly latched around Peyton’s arm. Peyton struggled against him, trying to see where Marco was. He had slipped around a column and was out of her line of sight. 
 
    “I can’t see him, Simons. I can’t see Marco.” 
 
    Simons ignored her, still talking into the radio. 
 
    Overhead she could hear the sound of the helicopter coming, the rotors cutting through the dense late summer fog. Once the helicopter arrived it would make communicating more difficult. Not to mention the sirens echoing in the distance. She was running out of time. 
 
    “Irving! Put down your gun and we’ll talk. I promise you. Please, just put down your gun!” 
 
    “He said he’d kill me. He’s got a gun on me right now. I don’t know where he went, but he’s got a gun on me right now!” 
 
    “What direction did he go, Irving? After he left you, what direction did he go?” 
 
    Irving said something, but his voice was swallowed up by the sirens as more police cars arrived. Peyton wrenched Simons’ hand free and started to crawl toward the end of the planter box. She had to get closer to them. 
 
    Simons reached out to grab her, but she evaded his grasp and ran to the first column, throwing herself behind it. The helicopter wheeled in overhead and Irving began screaming, waving his hands in the air. 
 
    Peyton lifted the megaphone to tell him to stop, but suddenly Marco lunged out from behind a column and tackled him. At the same time, gunshot ricocheted off the colonnade around the dome and sent pieces of concrete flying. 
 
    Peyton hit the deck, covering her face with her hands. The sound of the helicopter was deafening and the sirens continued to wail as she closed her eyes and prayed it would soon end. After a few moments, she heard the helicopter begin to fade away and someone was grabbing her under the arms, hauling her to her feet. 
 
    She briefly marked that it was Cho, then they were running toward the safety of the parking lot, keeping their heads down. As soon as they were beneath the cover of the eucalyptus trees, she shook off Cho’s hold and turned back toward the Palace of Fine Arts. 
 
    Police were swarming the area, uniforms racing everywhere. She searched frantically for Marco, but the area was covered in cops, closing everything down, securing the location. She started up the path again, but suddenly he was there, surrounded by uniforms who were urging him to safety. At his side was a traumatized and weaponless Irving Jones, very much alive. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “I was just going to get some cigarettes, and he come up behind me, stick something in my side. All a sudden I can’t move, like I’m jelly or something. Next thing I know he throws me in this van.” 
 
    “What’d the van look like?” asked Cho. 
 
    A male paramedic was taking Irving’s blood pressure while he sat in the back of the ambulance. Peyton hugged her arms around herself, trying to hide the fact that she couldn’t stop shaking. 
 
    “I don’t know. I was whacked out, man. He hit me with something.” He turned and pushed up his hoody, showing them two burn marks on his side. 
 
    “Taser,” said Simons. 
 
    “Yeah, he tazed me, crazy bastard. He tazed me.” 
 
    “Where did he park the van?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I was banging on it and banging on it. Then he throws open the back and tells me to get out. I can’t even see the crazy bastard, but he tells me he’ll kill me if I don’t get out. Then he makes me start walking. We walk forever. Every time I try to get a look at him, he hits me on the back of the head and tells me he’ll kill me if I turn around again. He stays right on my back. I ask him if he’s gay or something and he hits me so hard I almost black out.” 
 
    Cho scratched his cheek. “What race was he?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I never looked.” 
 
    “Did you see his hands? Anything?” 
 
    “No, man, he’s got gloves on. The whole time the freak’s got gloves on.” 
 
    “Did anyone see you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I was practically shitting myself I was so scared. We just keep walking and walking and we get to that crazy Greek place. He shoved me in the back and knocks me down, then he leans over me and puts the gun in my hand, tells me if I drop the gun, he’ll shoot me in the back. Then he tells me not to get up for five minutes.” 
 
    “Did you kneel there for the whole five minutes?” asked Simons. 
 
    The paramedic cut the sleeve of Irving’s hoody, searching his inner elbow. Peyton figured he must be looking for signs of IV drug use. Tattoos ran down the length of his arm. Peyton looked over at the parking lot. Cops still swarmed the area, searching every inch of it, cataloguing evidence. She knew more searched the houses, but she was fairly sure the Janitor was gone. She caught a glimpse of Jake with his camera snapping pictures. Standing to the side was Marco and Defino, having a heated conversation. She hadn’t had a chance to talk to him yet, but it was just as well. She wasn’t sure what she’d say. 
 
    She shivered and hugged herself tighter. One of these times she was going to watch him get shot and she didn’t think she could stand it. Too many close calls, too many narrow escapes. One of these times his number was going to come up. 
 
    “I sat there, counting Mississippis forever. I damn near shit myself again. I didn’t plan on ever moving again, but this guy comes up and asks me if I’m okay. I lost it. I grabbed the gun and I jumped to my feet, then I don’t remember too good what happened. I musta stood there for hours, just screaming that I wasn’t gonna shoot no one.” He looked around. “Where’s that cop?” 
 
    “What cop?” 
 
    “The one who took me down?” 
 
    “He’s busy,” said Simons. 
 
    “He saved my life, man. He saved me. The crazy bastard shot at me. He was gonna kill me. I felt the bullet go past my face. I felt it!” 
 
    Peyton flinched and looked away. 
 
    Cho and Simons exchanged a look. “Do you have any idea where the shot came from?” 
 
    “No. I couldn’t see or hear anything. That cop was all over me, but I felt it. I felt the bullet.” 
 
    “I’m ready to transport, Inspector,” said the medic. 
 
    “We’ll get you a police escort. Hold on.” Cho walked away to make the arrangements as the medic helped Irving climb into the ambulance. 
 
    Simons lumbered over to Peyton and placed his hands on her shoulders. “You okay?” 
 
    She nodded up at him. “I’m fine, Bill.” 
 
    “He did good, Brooks, you know that, right?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “D’Angelo. He saved that guy’s life.” 
 
    She glanced over at him. “He could have been killed.” 
 
    “We can all be killed, sweetheart. That’s the job.” He chucked her under the chin. “You did good too. You got old Irving Jones talking.” 
 
    “And the Janitor got away again.” 
 
    “Yeah, but one of these times we’ll get him. Don’t you worry. And today, today we saved a life.” 
 
    She nodded and forced a smile. Simons gave her a smile in return and walked back to the ambulance, hoisting his bulk inside. 
 
    Peyton watched as Marco disengaged from Defino and came toward her. He walked with that long, loose gait of his, almost a swagger. She studied his features, searched his face, and she realized she didn’t want to talk to him right now. Her emotions were too raw, sitting on the surface, and she didn’t know whether she wanted to scream at him or punch him or throw her arms around him and hang on for the rest of her life. For the last eight years, he’d been a permanent fixture in her life, her rock, her support, her best friend, but since he’d moved in to watch over her, she found herself seeing different things about him, things she couldn’t process right now and the thought that he’d almost been shot created even more confusing feelings inside of her. 
 
    She swallowed hard and tightened her hold on herself. “Are you suspended again?” 
 
    He shook his head, stopping in front of her. 
 
    “Good.” She looked at a spot above his shoulder. She couldn’t meet his eyes just now. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. Why do you ask?” 
 
    He shrugged. “You’re shaking.” 
 
    “I always shake after a shoot-out.” 
 
    “Okay. Why don’t you take the Mustang and go back to the precinct? I’ll finish up here.” 
 
    She met his gaze. “I don’t need you to take care of me.” 
 
    He blinked and held out his hand. “I wasn’t doing that, I just thought…” 
 
    “What? That the stupid woman couldn’t handle the action. That I was about to fall apart.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes on her. “Are you?” 
 
    “Go to hell, Marco.” 
 
    He drew a deep breath. “Brooks, look I don’t know what’s going on, but I’d appreciate it if you’d tell me.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t know what’s going on. I just want this to be over.” 
 
    He took a step toward her, but she held out her hand, stopping him. “Please don’t. If you touch me right now, I don’t know whether I’ll coldcock you or hug you.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” His lips lifted in a wry smile. “I appreciate the warning.” 
 
    A nearly hysterical laugh escaped her and she pressed a hand to her forehead. “We missed him again, Marco.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    She looked into his eyes. He did know. He understood what she couldn’t put into words. He wasn’t like the other men she worked with who felt the need to give her platitudes and pat her on the head as if she were a puppy. He understood. No one had ever understood her the way he did, and it suddenly struck her that without him in her life, she wouldn’t know what to do. 
 
    She loved her mother and her friends, but Marco, Marco had a special place in her life, a special place that belonged to him alone. Still hugging her arms around herself, she stepped forward and pressed her forehead to his chest, closing her eyes. The familiar scent of his aftershave enveloped her and she released her held breath. 
 
    When his arms came around her, she let the tension slip from her shoulders and for a moment, for a moment it was enough just to stand here and let him support her…just for this moment and nothing more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Peyton slipped into the seat behind Devan, surprised to find Abe already sitting there. “What are you doing here?” she whispered, watching as the clerk swore O’Shannahan in. 
 
    “I wanted to see the clown at the circus.” 
 
    “How did you know he was going to testify?” 
 
    “I called Angel’D to see how he was after the excitement yesterday and asked to talk to you. He said you were on your way down here to the trial, so here I am.” 
 
    Peyton frowned at him, taking in his orange silk shirt and brown pin-striped slacks with a pair of brown loafers. She had no idea where the hell he got his clothes, but they were always something to behold. 
 
    “So, how are you?” he asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “After yesterday? How are you holding up?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” She faced forward, concentrating on O’Shannahan. He had his blond hair perfectly combed back from his strong features. He wore a black suit with a navy blue shirt and a black and white striped tie. He certainly didn’t seem to be any worse for the length of this trial. 
 
    “How close did he come?” 
 
    Peyton glanced at Abe. “What?” 
 
    “My Angel, to getting shot.” 
 
    Peyton looked away again. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “Too close then.” 
 
    Peyton ignored him. 
 
    “Your witness, Ms. Brown,” said the judge. 
 
    Elizabeth Brown rose to her feet. She made a striking figure today in her navy skirt and white blouse. This one seemed tailored to fit her and didn’t hang off her slender frame. She wore a pair of earrings which helped to soften her angular features. 
 
    “Reverend O’Shannahan, let me start by acknowledging for the jury that you’ve taken the rather unusual option of testifying on your own behalf.” 
 
    “Yes.” He ducked his head, then gave the jury a sad look. “I felt it was necessary in light of everything that’s happened.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “As it states in Ephesians, therefore, having put away falsehood, let each one of you speak the truth with his neighbor, for we are members one of another.” 
 
    Elizabeth Brown looked down at her papers, then gave him a patient smile. “Can you explain what that means?” 
 
    “Certainly.” He folded his hands and his face took on a beatific expression. “I am a man and therefore, I am a sinner. I have sinned before my congregation and I have sinned before my God, and I am here to atone for those misguided failings of the flesh.” 
 
    Peyton rolled her eyes. It was a wonder that his God didn’t smite him whenever he opened his mouth. 
 
    “Exactly how have you sinned, Reverend?” 
 
    O’Shannahan shifted in his chair and looked directly at the jury. “I gave into temptation and violated the sanctity of my martial bed.” 
 
    “In other words, you had an affair.” 
 
    O’Shannahan closed his eyes and shook his head. “Let marriage be held in honor among all, and let the marriage bed be undefiled, for God will judge the sexually immoral and adulterous.” He pressed his hands together. “So sayeth the Lord, my God in Hebrews.” 
 
    Abe snickered beside Peyton. She nudged him with her shoulder and gave him a glare. 
 
    The motion drew O’Shannahan’s attention. “I forgive you, Inspector Brooks, for you know not what you do. You follow the laws of our great country, but not the laws of our savior. If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” 
 
    “Oh, for Heaven’s sake,” muttered Peyton, causing Abe to snicker again. 
 
    “Objection, Your Honor,” said Devan, rising to his feet. “While this might make for good theater, this doesn’t get to the real issue at hand, the reason why the Reverend is on trial.” 
 
    “Objection sustained, Mr. Adams. Please control your client’s…ah, religious fervor, Ms. Brown.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor.” She closed her folder and folded her hands before her. “You had an affair with Teresa Ravensong. Is that correct?” 
 
    “It is. I gave in to temptation…” 
 
    Elizabeth Brown held up a hand before he could continue. “Just stick to direct answers, Reverend, please.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And that same young woman, Teresa Ravensong, lost her life. Correct?” 
 
    “She did.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    O’Shannahan turned his head to look at the jury again. “My poor misguided wife in her pain did the unthinkable. In a fit of rage, she struck her with an object and caused her demise.” 
 
    “Her death?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Were you present when Teresa Ravensong died?” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t.” 
 
    “Then how were you involved?” 
 
    “My wife called me. She was frantic and begged me for help.” 
 
    “Did you help her?” 
 
    He gave a dramatic sigh. “For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 
 
    “Reverend!” scolded Brown before Devan could object. 
 
    “I did. I helped her.” 
 
    “And what did you do?” 
 
    “I disposed of the murder weapon.” 
 
    “Did you know that was an illegal act?” 
 
    “It was a desperate act by a desperate man.” 
 
    “Did you know it was illegal?” 
 
    He shook his head, staring out as if he was seeing beyond the courtroom. “I wasn’t thinking about manmade laws. I was distraught that my weakness, my momentary lapse of righteousness, had resulted in such harm. And no wonder, for even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light.” 
 
    Brown looked down at the table, hesitating for a moment. “No more questions, Your Honor.” 
 
    “Mr. Adams?” 
 
    Devan rose to his feet and straightened his suit. “Reverend O’Shannahan?” 
 
    O’Shannahan shook himself as if he just remembered where he was. “Yes?” 
 
    “You admit you destroyed the murder weapon?” 
 
    “I disposed of it, yes.” 
 
    “What did you think that would do?” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Disposing of it? Did you think you would hide the murder?” 
 
    O’Shannahan’s eyes went distant again. “I wasn’t thinking. I was in a moment of spiritual crisis, a moment of doubt and shame. But let him ask in faith, with no doubting, for the one who doubts is like a wave of the sea that is driven and tossed by the wind.” 
 
    Devan didn’t move for a moment, then he looked at the judge. Judge Tate slowly shook her head. 
 
    “He’s bat-shit crazy,” whispered Abe. 
 
    “Crazy like a fox,” said Peyton, glancing over at the jury. A number of them were staring at O’Shannahan with pity in their eyes. 
 
    “Come on. No one’s that good an actor.” 
 
    Peyton wasn’t sure. One didn’t build a religious empire if he was having imaginary tea parties with the Mad Hatter. 
 
    “Reverend O’Shannahan, why did you try to dispose of the murder weapon?” 
 
    O’Shannahan looked over at the jury again. “I betrayed my wife, I destroyed her trust in me, I let down my congregation, I let down my faith, and worst of all, I let down my savior, the Lord God Almighty.” 
 
    “You tried to cover up a murder.” 
 
    O’Shannahan shook his head. “No, I wasn’t trying to cover up a murder. I was trying to do what I should have done all along. I was trying to do my duty as a husband.” 
 
    He paused and his unfocused eyes shifted to Devan. When he spoke, his voice shook with emotion. “I was trying to save my wife.” 
 
    The jury erupted in murmurs and Devan sighed, lowering his head. 
 
    As Devan shifted weight, O’Shannahan’s gaze locked on Peyton and the unfocused look left his eyes. For just a fraction of a moment, so brief that Peyton wasn’t sure she didn’t imagine it, O’Shannahan seemed to smile. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton moved briskly down the hall of the courthouse, wanting to get outside. She felt like she needed a shower, like she needed to scrub herself clean of that courtroom. O’Shannahan had played the jury and both lawyers like a fiddle and there was nothing she could do to stop it. 
 
    Abe loped along beside her, smart enough to know not to say anything just yet. 
 
    “Inspector Brooks?” came a feminine voice. 
 
    Peyton stopped and slowly turned around. She recognized that voice. 
 
    Rani Misra was sitting on a bench outside the courtroom, but she rose to her feet as Peyton stormed past. “Peyton? Hi.” 
 
    Peyton frowned at her. Hi? 
 
    “Do you have a moment? I really need to talk to you.” She came forward, towering over Peyton in five inch heels. Her Vera Wang skirt and silk blouse probably cost more than Peyton’s entire wardrobe and she didn’t even want to guess what the open-toed peach colored pumps must run. 
 
    “You need to talk to me?” 
 
    “If you don’t mind.” She looked at Abe, holding out her hand. “I’m Rani Misra, Devan’s fiancée.” 
 
    Abe’s mouth dropped open, but he took her hand. “Aren’t you adorable?” he said. 
 
    Peyton glared at him. 
 
    “Thank you.” She beamed a smile, shaking back her long, straight black hair. “I love your shirt.” 
 
    Abe placed his hand against his chest. “This? I got this at a delightful little boutique on Castro. It’s the perfect place for gay men and straight women.” He shot a glance at Peyton. “I mean, with a sense of style.” 
 
    They both peeled off into laughter. 
 
    “Abe!” Peyton snapped. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, forcing a serious face. 
 
    Rani shifted her attention to Peyton. “Can I buy you a soda or something, so we can talk?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Be nice,” hissed Abe. 
 
    “No, thank you,” said Peyton. “What do you want?” 
 
    Rani clasped her hands at her waist. “This is so awkward.” 
 
    “Just spit it out.” 
 
    Rani’s jaw firmed. “I need you to stay away from Devan.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I know you have a history and it must be hard to see him move on, but you’re confusing him right now.” 
 
    “I’m what now?” 
 
    “Confusing him. When you aren’t around, he’s sure of his future…our future, but then you start luring him away and he forgets what’s important to him.” 
 
    “Luring him away?” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” muttered Abe. 
 
    “Look, I understand how hard this is, but think about it for a moment. You know it wouldn’t work.” 
 
    “What wouldn’t work?” 
 
    “You and Devan. He has political aspirations, Peyton. Did you know that? He’s planning to run for state senate, then enter politics at the national level.” She gave Peyton a sympathetic half-smile. “How would you fit in on the national stage? A Congressman’s wife has to be willing to subsume herself for her husband’s success. She has to be willing to give up her own career pursuits in order to further his. I don’t think that’s something you would want. Honestly, I’ve been groomed my whole life for this, but you haven’t. You wouldn’t fit in very well in Washington. You’ve got to see that.” 
 
    Peyton took a step closer to her. 
 
    “Oh, sweetheart,” Abe said to Rani. 
 
    “I wouldn’t fit in very well in Washington?” said Peyton. 
 
    “I’m not trying to offend you. I’m just being honest.” 
 
    “Well, let me tell you something, Runny…” 
 
    “It’s Rani.” 
 
    “I prefer Runny.” She moved again until she was standing toe to toe with the taller woman. “Let me make something perfectly clear. I don’t have any designs on your fiancé. You are welcome to him. And you’re damn right I wouldn’t give up my career for him, but it isn’t because I wouldn’t fit in on the national stage.” 
 
    “I really didn’t mean any offense…” 
 
    “I’m speaking and you’re not,” Peyton said through clenched teeth. 
 
    She could see Abe shaking his head at Rani as if telling her to shut up. 
 
    “I would fit in just fine in Washington. In fact, I would be the talk of the town. Wherever I went, that’s where the news would be.” 
 
    “I don’t…” 
 
    “You think I wouldn’t make a Congressman’s wife. Well, let me tell you something, sweetheart, I would own that city, I would own the country, and whenever someone mentioned Jackie O after I got there, everyone else would say Jackie Who!” 
 
    Rani gaped at her, her mouth hanging open. 
 
    “Oh, you poor girl, you just got schooled!” said Abe, tsking his tongue against his teeth. 
 
    Peyton gave her a final glare, then turned on her heel, continuing down the hall. 
 
    As she neared the elevators, she heard Abe say, “But seriously, those shoes are a-dorable!” 
 
    “Abe!” she shouted. 
 
    “Later, darling,” he said, then he appeared beside her, easily matching her angry stride with his long gait. “Everyone else would say Jackie Who,” he repeated. “Oh, that’s a classic.” 
 
    “I know, right? It just felt so good.” 
 
    Abe nodded, the beads on his dreads dancing. “I’m guessing Runny Misery’s getting more tarnished silver for her wedding, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Damn straight she is,” Peyton answered without looking back. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “I’m so glad you could make it,” said her mother, pulling open the door. She held out her arms and Peyton stepped into them, letting her mother enfold her in a hug. “Come in, Marco,” she said, offering him her hand. 
 
    Marco took it and let her draw him into the house. 
 
    Cliff was waiting at the edge of the living room. “You knocked up yet?” he said, patting Peyton on the belly. 
 
    “Cliff!” scolded Alice, taking both Peyton and Marco’s coats. 
 
    “I’m joking, but come on, you’re thirty now. You ever gonna pop one out? If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were a lesbian.” 
 
    “Cliff!” 
 
    He waved Alice off. Peyton met Marco’s gaze, then forced a smile. “Always a pleasure to see you, Cliff,” she said, letting her mother guide her into the living room. 
 
    “Make yourself at home,” she said. Alice had put out a platter of Humus and crackers. “Can I get you something to drink?” 
 
    Before they could answer, Cliff punched Marco on the arm. “How about a shot of tequila?” 
 
    “Ah, no thank you, just a beer.” 
 
    Cliff frowned. “A beer?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m driving.” 
 
    “So? You’re a cop.” 
 
    Marco’s bewildered gaze shifted to Peyton again. 
 
    “Just a beer, Cliff, for both of us,” she intervened. 
 
    “See what I mean?” he said with a laugh, slapping Marco in the belly with the back of his hand. “Bossy like a lesbian.” 
 
    “Cliff, behave!” said Alice. 
 
    “I’ll behave.” He trundled off to the kitchen. 
 
    “Come sit down.” Alice motioned Peyton onto the couch and sat down beside her. That left the two recliners. Marco perched uncomfortably in the one closest to the door. Peyton was feeling a little guilty bringing him, but she just couldn’t face a night with Cliff on her own. 
 
    “How are you, sweetheart?” 
 
    “Good, Mama. How are you?” 
 
    “I’m doing great. Work is good. I really enjoy it. I get to meet so many interesting people and I like talking to them.” 
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    Alice looked over at Marco. “I made this delicious vegan casserole with cauliflower and almonds. I think you’ll really like it.” 
 
    Marco started to answer, but Cliff returned at that moment and passed out the beers. “Vegan? What the hell is that?” 
 
    “It’s like vegetarian, Cliff, only they don’t eat dairy either.” 
 
    “Vegetarian? Why the hell are we eating that crap?” 
 
    “Marco’s vegetarian.” 
 
    Cliff threw himself down in the other recliner, then stared at Marco. “Big guy like you? What are you, gay?” 
 
    “There it is,” said Peyton, taking a swig of her beer. 
 
    Marco just sat there with his mouth open, staring at Cliff. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Cliff, please.” 
 
    “I’m just kidding. It’s okay if you’re gay.” 
 
    “Cliff!” 
 
    “Well, come on, Alice, the guy’s pretty as a girl.” 
 
    “Cliff!” 
 
    “It’s okay, Mama,” said Peyton, patting her hand. She’d promised Marco the whole Cliff Martin Experience and he was damned and determined to deliver. 
 
    “So how tall are you?” 
 
    “Um.” Marco visibly tried to collect himself. “Six four.” 
 
    “Whewee! You play football?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “In college?” 
 
    “No, high school.” 
 
    “Linebacker?” 
 
    “Defensive End.” 
 
    “You like to sack the fruity boys, huh? The quarterbacks?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you did.” 
 
    A buzzer went off in the kitchen and Alice started to rise. 
 
    “I’ll get it,” said Cliff, waving her back down. 
 
    “I need to sprinkle it with the breadcrumbs on the counter and put it back in for another five minutes.” 
 
    “I can sprinkle some breadcrumbs. You visit with your daughter.” 
 
    After he was gone, Alice reached over and brushed Peyton’s curls off her shoulder. “He gets wound up when we have company.” 
 
    Like a freakin’ miniature poodle, Peyton thought. 
 
    “He just told me this morning how much he was looking forward to celebrating your birthday, sweetheart.” 
 
    “So have you made any wedding plans?” 
 
    Alice shrugged. “We’ve talked about it.” 
 
    “Do you want all these breadcrumbs?” Cliff shouted from the kitchen. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Put it back in for five?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Same temperature?” 
 
    Alice gave Peyton an uncomfortable smile and rose to her feet. “I better go check it.” 
 
    Peyton nodded and watched her go, then she slid to the end of the couch, closest to her partner. “Want that shot of tequila now? 
 
    “I want the whole freakin’ bottle.” 
 
    “Did I tell ya?” 
 
    “Yeah, but this is one that has to be experienced to fully comprehend.” 
 
    Peyton laughed. He could always make her laugh. “It’s your fault.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “You are awfully pretty.” 
 
    Marco chuckled and shook his head. “I wouldn’t talk. He’s got you marrying another woman. No wonder you’re not knocked up.” 
 
    Alice returned, trailed by Cliff. She held a box in her hands wrapped in shimmering blue paper. “Here, sweetheart. I can’t wait for you to open it.” 
 
    Peyton accepted the present. “Thank you, Mama.” She settled it on her lap and began to carefully tear it open. Alice perched beside her again, watching her with anticipation and Cliff threw himself down in the recliner, stuffing his face with crackers. At least he wasn’t talking when he was eating. 
 
    Peyton pulled the wrapping paper off and reached for the lid on the box. As she opened it, she could hear the crinkle of tissue paper and smell a faint hint of her mother’s perfume. Setting the box top on the coffee table, she peeled back the tissue paper. 
 
    Nestled inside was a picture of her and her father. She remembered this photo. She’d been five, just headed off to kindergarten in Mary Janes and white stockings, wearing a navy blue cardigan and a little pleated skirt. Her mass of curls had been tamed into two huge pigtails. 
 
    Her father was in his police uniform and he was kneeling before her, his hands on her shoulders, his forehead pressed to hers. The picture had been shot in profile, but the smiles were visible on both their faces. 
 
    Peyton blinked, realizing her eyes were filled with tears. The ache of losing her father was never completely gone, but it came raging back, choking her. She carefully traced the line of his face with her fingertip, barely touching the glass. If she thought about it, she could remember this very day, how he’d told her a silly joke so she wouldn’t be scared of going to school. 
 
    “Where did you find this?” she said, blinking rapidly to chase back the tears. 
 
    Alice reached up and brushed a tear off Peyton’s cheek. “Cliff found it in the attic. It was his idea to give it to you for your birthday.” 
 
    Peyton looked over at him, swallowing hard. “Thank you.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Your daddy loved you something fierce.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to make you cry,” said Alice, but her own eyes were shimmering in tears. 
 
    “It’s priceless, Mama. I love it.” 
 
    Alice leaned forward and kissed her. “I’m glad,” she whispered. 
 
    The buzzer on the oven went off and Alice sprang to her feet. “Just let me set the table.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” said Cliff, following her. 
 
    Peyton sat staring at the picture, filled with a mixture of happiness and gut-wrenching hurt. She wasn’t sure which emotion was stronger. She felt Marco’s hand curve over her shoulder and she reached up, grasping his fingers. 
 
    “I was so scared to start school, so he told me a joke. I remember exactly what he said.” She used her free hand to wipe away the dampness beneath her eyes. “Why did the picture go to jail?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because he was framed.” 
 
    Marco chuckled. 
 
    “Dinner,” called her mother from the kitchen. 
 
    Peyton took one last look at the photo, then covered it with tissue paper again. As they walked into the kitchen, Marco draped his arm around her shoulders and kissed the top of her head. She leaned into him for a moment, but moved away as soon as they were in view of Cliff. She didn’t need any more stupid, crass comments. 
 
    However, he seemed to settle down once they were seated around the table. Alice talked about the shop as she dished up the food and Cliff occupied himself with shoveling it into his gut, despite his protest that it was squirrel food. 
 
    Peyton’s mother had an unconscious charm about her. She was funny without really trying and her observations of people was oftentimes hysterical. Peyton found herself enjoying just listening to her, watching her engage all of them with her animation. She realized she didn’t spend enough time just observing her mother. 
 
    “So, tell me about your housemate,” Alice said, placing her chin on her hand. 
 
    “My housemate?” Peyton knew where this part of the conversation was headed. 
 
    “Jake. Have you two finally admitted your feelings for one another?” 
 
    Marco made a choking sound, drawing her attention. He fumbled for his water and took a gulp. 
 
    “Is Jake a man?” asked Cliff. 
 
    “Of course, he’s a man,” said Alice. “He’s so delightful and charming. He really cares about you, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Uh.” She felt Marco’s eyes on her. “We’re just friends.” 
 
    “Men and women can’t be friends,” said Cliff, picking up his shot glass. “That never works.” 
 
    “I don’t agree with that,” said Peyton. 
 
    “You don’t have to agree, but you know I’m right.” 
 
    “Men and women can be friends,” said Alice, “but that’s not the vibe I got when I was over there.” 
 
    Peyton shot a look at Marco. He was frowning at her. 
 
    “We’re just friends, Mama. Jake’s not my type.” 
 
    “So not her type,” echoed Marco. 
 
    Peyton found that strange. She wasn’t sure who was her type, but that didn’t mean Jake couldn’t be. 
 
    “Well, we’ll see,” said Alice. She tossed her napkin on her plate. “I have chocolate birthday cake.” 
 
    Even though she was turning thirty, Peyton couldn’t deny hearing chocolate cake sent a flush of happiness through her. 
 
    After the cake and coffee, Alice led them back into the living room and dug out an old photo album from when Peyton was in grade school. Peyton sat between Marco and her mother, looking at the old pictures and reminiscing about the past, while Cliff dozed in his recliner. All in all, it was a pleasant evening. 
 
    She kissed her mother at the door, holding her photo tightly in her arms. “Thank you for dinner, Mama.” 
 
    “Thank you for coming over. I’m so glad you found time for me.” 
 
    Peyton smiled and kissed her again. “We’ll start doing this more often.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” She caught Peyton’s cheeks in her hands and kissed her forehead. “I love you, baby girl.” 
 
    “I love you too, Mama.” 
 
    She separated herself from her mother and followed Marco down the stairs into the foggy darkness. She leaned against the Mustang as he pressed the button to unlock her door, then reached down to open it for her. 
 
    “Thank you for going with me, Marco,” she said as he straightened. 
 
    He leaned on the top of the door with his forearms. “It wasn’t that bad.” 
 
    She smiled. “Especially once Cliff fell asleep.” 
 
    Marco chuckled. “That did help.” 
 
    She clutched her present tighter. “I just don’t understand it.” 
 
    “Understand what?” 
 
    “What she sees in him? He’s so different from my father.” 
 
    Marco shrugged. “Maybe that’s why.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
     “Maybe when you’ve loved someone that much and you’ve lost them, maybe you look for someone completely different to fill the void.” He focused on her eyes as the fog eddied around them. “Maybe it’s the only way you can go on. You can’t stand being alone, but you don’t want to profane the memory of the person you loved.” 
 
    Peyton searched his face, those familiar features that were so dear to her, and she realized she was breathing a bit faster, her heart quickening a little. Sometimes he said things that left her speechless, left her feeling a strange sort of energy from him. Sometimes it was like she was seeing a whole new person and this person…God help her…this person… 
 
    “Peyton,” he said softly, so softly it was almost a breath of sound. 
 
    She took an involuntary step closer to him, uncertain what she meant to do, but she was pulled by this strange energy between them. 
 
    “Peyton!” came a second voice. 
 
    She blinked, the moment shattered. 
 
    “Peyton!” 
 
    She looked past Marco’s shoulder to see her mother climbing down the stairs with a tin-foil wrapped bundle in her hands. She went to meet her, trying to still the racing of her heart. “What, Mama?” 
 
    “I wanted you to take the cake.” She pressed it into Peyton’s free hand. “Good night, sweetheart.” Then she hurried back to the stairs and began climbing up again. 
 
    Standing on the sidewalk before her childhood home, clutching a picture of her father and half a chocolate cake, Peyton watched her until she entered the house, realizing that she wasn’t sure how to face her partner of eight years right now, realizing that she wasn’t sure what almost happened between them. 
 
    Drawing a deep breath, she turned, but he was already crossing behind the car, reaching for the driver’s side door. Pulling the door open, he paused and looked up at her, giving her a wistful smile.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Marco glanced up from his computer monitor and studied Peyton. She was working at her own computer, typing the report from the Irving Jones incident. She’d been quiet the entire ride into the precinct this morning, making Marco want to squirm. 
 
    He knew she’d felt the strange energy between them outside her mother’s house last night. Jake and Defino kept pressing him to tell her his feelings, but he’d almost done it and now he wished to hell he hadn’t. While she wasn’t exactly avoiding him, the easy-going camaraderie between them was strained. Why the hell hadn’t he listened to himself? He knew she didn’t feel the same way about him. He knew it and yet, he’d begun to hope that maybe things could change. 
 
    He stared unseeing at the screen. Although change would mean that he couldn’t be her partner, and that would be bad…very bad, but he wasn’t sure how much longer he could go on pretending they were just friends. 
 
    “Brooks,” said Maria, stopping at Peyton’s desk. 
 
    Peyton glanced up. 
 
    “Defino wants you to get the white board and wheel it into the conference room, then assemble everyone. She wants to go over everything you know about the Janitor and put it on the board. The mayor’s been bugging her for updates.” 
 
    “Okay.” Peyton turned back to her computer, reaching for her mouse. 
 
    Maria walked to Marco’s side and placed her hand on his shoulder. “Defino wants to see you in her office right now, baby.” 
 
    Peyton’s gaze snapped to his face. He sucked in a deep breath. Here it was. She was going to remove him, probably suspend him again, and then ask that he be transferred to another precinct. 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Peyton said. 
 
    He shook his head. There was nothing that could save them now. 
 
    “Marco…” 
 
    “She only wants to see him, Brooks,” said Maria, intervening. 
 
    Peyton rose to her feet as he pushed his desk chair back and stood. “This isn’t right.” 
 
    He gave her a grim smile. “It’ll be okay. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Don’t worry? Marco, let me go with you.” 
 
    “You can’t, Peyton. Please stay here.” 
 
    She looked like she might protest, but he turned away and followed Maria to the front of the precinct. “Go on in,” said Maria, motioning toward the door. 
 
    Marco walked across those familiar tiles, feeling like he was going to his own execution. Eight years of his life spent in this department and he was going to be shunted aside like unwanted baggage. All because he’d had the misfortune to let his feelings get the better of him. Shit, this was why it was so much easier to keep everyone out. He’d been right the first time he walked through those doors. Keep everyone at arm’s length and then shit like this didn’t happen. 
 
    Even as he curled his fingers around the doorknob, he knew he was lying to himself. There was nothing in the world that would make him trade away the last eight years, trade away the serendipity that brought Peyton into his life. She was the single best thing that had ever happened to him. 
 
    He pushed open the door. 
 
    Defino was seated behind her desk, staring at the wall, but her eyes shifted and fixed on him. 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    “Sit, D’Angelo.” She motioned to the chair before her desk. 
 
    Marco sank into it and gripped the arms with both hands. 
 
    “I’ve been instructed to discuss Wednesday’s incident with you by the Chief.” 
 
    Marco nodded. “Am I suspended?” 
 
    Defino gave a humorless laugh. “No…no, you’re not suspended.” 
 
    Marco frowned. That didn’t sound right. “Then what?” 
 
    Defino bit her inner lip. “He wants me to promote you to lieutenant.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re to be promoted to lieutenant, effective immediately.” 
 
    For some reason, Marco couldn’t get his head around this. He was being promoted, not suspended. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Your heroics on Wednesday did not go unnoticed and with your action on Alcatraz, the Chief feels you are well past due for a promotion.” 
 
    Marco shook his head. “That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    Defino sighed. “What doesn’t make sense?” 
 
    “I’m getting a promotion to lieutenant over more experienced cops like Cho and Simons, over Peyton? She’s the best cop you have.” 
 
    Defino held up a hand. 
 
    Marco’s eyes narrowed on her. “This is how you’re getting me out, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No, it’s a legitimate promotion. You’ll stay here until we finish the Clean-up Crew Case, but you’ll act as supervising lieutenant, then as soon as an opening comes up, you’ll move into a permanent position either for this precinct or another.” 
 
    “And my partner?” 
 
    “Effective immediately, we begin looking for a new partner for her.” 
 
    Marco felt his anger rise. “This is bull shit.” 
 
    “Be careful what you say, D’Angelo.” 
 
    “Be careful? Why? I’m right. This is complete bull shit.” Then he hesitated as realization dawned on him. “It’s because I’m a white male.” 
 
    “D’Angelo!” 
 
    “Isn’t it? Peyton’s the better cop, but she’s a black woman. Cho’s Asian and Simons is out of shape. I’m the freakin’ poster child for the status quo in the police department.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s what this is.” 
 
    “Really? Really, Captain? You of all people can’t possibly believe that.” 
 
    “I do believe it. Look, I’m not saying that we don’t have more work to do to get true equality, but I don’t think that’s why you’ve been given this opportunity.” 
 
    “Bull shit.” He shook his head, staring at the blinds on her window. “This is more of the status quo. Well, I don’t accept it. I don’t want the promotion.” 
 
    Defino rose to her feet, leaning on the desk. “Don’t be stupid, D’Angelo.” 
 
    He looked back at her. “This whole thing stinks, Captain.” 
 
    “I don’t care. When you’re offered an opportunity like this, you don’t walk away from it. You accept it.” 
 
    “So I can sell out for keeping things the way they’ve always been?” 
 
    “No, so you can change it from the inside.” She sank back in her chair. “And I’m going to be frank with you, Marco. I don’t really believe this is moral outrage on your part.” 
 
    “Well, it is.” 
 
    “Maybe a little, but this is more about Peyton than anything else. You can’t accept that you won’t be her partner anymore.” 
 
    “How can you send her out there without me at her back?” 
 
    “Because I have no choice. No matter what you decide, promotion, no promotion, I can’t let you stay as Brooks’ partner. It’s becoming a distraction.” 
 
    “You said we could be partners as long as I didn’t make any more mistakes. I haven’t made a mistake.” 
 
    “Are you going to sit here and tell me this isn’t wearing on you? That you aren’t feeling the strain?” 
 
    Marco went still. She planned this. All along, she’d planned it. Throw them into a tight situation by forcing them to live together, expecting something to happen between them, then she could split them up without feeling guilty about it. She was protecting herself. 
 
    “Why are you doing this to me?” 
 
    “I’m trying to help you, you damn fool. I’m trying to advance your career. Did you really think you could sit here as a detective for the rest of your life? Don’t be an idiot, Marco. Take the promotion. Move on. If you aren’t going to tell Peyton what you feel, at least do something for your professional life.” She shook her head. “Shit, you and Brooks are the only two people who could make something bad out of something good. You deserve each other.” 
 
    Marco looked down at her desk. What the hell! How was he going to explain this to Peyton and the others? How was he going to tell Peyton they were no longer partners? 
 
    “What’s it gonna be, D’Angelo? I have a serial killer to catch.” 
 
    “I need to think about it.” 
 
    “Fine. You have until Monday to make your decision.” She leaned forward on the desk, pointing at him. “But you better think long and hard. You better be very careful before you turn down an opportunity like this. Ask your partner. I’m pretty sure I know what she’ll say.” She rose to her feet. “Now get out. I need you to get your head in the game, so we can catch this Janitor bastard.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Brooks, what do we have?” 
 
    Peyton watched as Defino and Marco entered the room. He glanced at her, then away, slumping into a chair at the end of the table. Simons and Cho looked over at him as well. Peyton felt her heart sink. There was no way he had good news for her, but if he was suspended, she didn’t understand what he was still doing here. 
 
    Jake walked through the door a moment later, carrying his tablet. He settled it on the table and sat down on Marco’s right side. “I’ve been going over the letters again. The Janitor mentions that the man who assaulted Missy drove a Chevy Nova.” 
 
    “So?” said Cho. 
 
    “Well, the first model year for the Nova was 1962 and the last year was 1988. There hasn’t been one made since.” 
 
    Marco looked over at him. 
 
    Peyton drew a deep breath, forcing herself to concentrate on the white board. She’d put up the names of each victim and their method of death. She’d also added Irving Jones to the list, even though he was still alive. Next to the names she wrote, Chevy Nova 62-88. 
 
    “If we take those years into consideration, he mentioned that he was going into the Marines after high school. Since we suspect that he’s a police officer, we can search employment records for men who entered the force in the late 80s or early 90s with a military background,” she said. 
 
    “And who also worked at the Ingleside Station for some part of their career,” said Simons. 
 
    Peyton pointed the pen at him and added it to the board. 
 
    “Do you have his last letter on that thing?” asked Marco, nodding at Jake’s tablet. 
 
    “Yeah.” He tapped on it with his fingers, then slid it over to Marco. 
 
    Marco picked it up and started reading. 
 
    “So, the first victim, Wayne Kimbro was shot execution style,” said Cho. 
 
    Peyton nodded and checked that information on her board. 
 
    “Alan Brill was the second, and he was hung.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Father Reynolds was suicide by cop. Lewis Booker had his throat slit.” Cho rubbed a hand across his forehead. “Bruce Weller was strangled with a dog leash.” 
 
    Peyton sat down at the table, bracing her arms on it. Everyone studied the white board, except Marco, who was still reading. “Then Junior Walker was shot execution style.” 
 
    “And Simon Olsen was hung,” added Jake. 
 
    “He tried to off Irving Jones with suicide by cop,” said Simons. 
 
    “Which means our next victim will have his throat slit,” said Defino, closing her eyes in weariness. 
 
    “How many cops do you think have a military background?” asked Cho. 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “A lot. And we’re talking about searching more than twenty-five years of records.” 
 
    “If he ever went into the military,” said Jake, giving her a grim smile. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Marco looked up, shifting so he could meet Peyton’s gaze. “What about cops with a military record who also worked in the jail system?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “In the letter, the Janitor said he was going to meet an old friend who recently got out of jail, not prison, jail. I looked up Irving Jones’ record. He served a reduced sentence for statutory rape of a 16 year old.” 
 
    “Why reduced?” asked Cho. 
 
    “They both claimed she was his girlfriend.” 
 
    Peyton shuddered. 
 
    “However, our pal Irving has been a guest of the county jail system most of his life on various charges – drunk in public, marijuana possession, shop lifting. Nothing big enough to earn him a strike, but he’s got a very colorful history.” 
 
    Defino smiled grimly. “So the Janitor must have worked at the jails at some point in his career. We need to cross check the employment records for cops that served in the military and then at the jails before coming on the force.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. 
 
    Defino pushed herself to her feet. “Good work, everyone. I feel the noose tightening around this bastard’s neck. Cho and Simons, get to work on a warrant to search the employment records. I’ll get Maria started on the database, pulling all the matches as soon as we have the go-ahead.” 
 
    Cho and Simons rose and headed out of the room. 
 
    Defino paused and gave Marco a nod. “You’d better think long and hard, D’Angelo,” she said and then she left the room too. 
 
    Peyton stayed where she was, her eyes fixed on her partner. Marco shifted and met her look. Jake glanced between the two of them, then rubbed the back of his neck. “Guess I’ll go get some coffee,” he said. “Anyone want anything?” 
 
    “No,” said Peyton. 
 
    Marco shook his head. 
 
    “Alrighty then.” He pushed himself back and rose, picking up his tablet. “Sure wouldn’t want to disrupt the awkward right now.” 
 
    “Go get your coffee, Jake,” said Peyton. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” He turned on his heel and headed for the door. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” 
 
    “Get out!” snapped Marco. 
 
    Jake beat a hasty retreat. 
 
    Peyton rolled the white board pen across the table with the palm of her hand. “Are you suspended?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “What are you then?” 
 
    He chewed on his lower lip for a moment, then looked over at her. “She offered me a promotion.” 
 
    Peyton stopped rolling the pen. “A promotion?” 
 
    “To lieutenant.” 
 
    “What do you mean she offered it to you?” 
 
    He looked down at the table. “Just that.” 
 
    “Did you take it?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    Peyton thought about that for a moment. He didn’t take a promotion to lieutenant? “Why the hell not?” 
 
    He glanced over at her. “Do you know what that means? Do you understand all the implications of it?” 
 
    “It means we won’t be partners anymore.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Her fingers tightened on the pen. “That was going to happen anyway. We’ve been on borrowed time since Alcatraz and we both know it. Defino made that clear to both of us.” 
 
    His expression grew pained. 
 
    She had to look away. She couldn’t maintain eye contact with him or she would burst into tears. A tightness banded across her chest, making it hurt to breathe, but she had to make him understand he had to take the promotion. She would never do anything to hold him back, even when this felt like it would shatter her. 
 
    “Marco, you have to take the promotion.” 
 
    “Over you? Over our partnership?” 
 
    She swallowed hard. Why couldn’t he make this easier on her? If he’d taken the promotion, it would have hurt to know he’d put his career before their friendship, but it would have made this less agonizing. 
 
    From somewhere inside of her, she found the strength to speak. “You have to take it. She’s going to break up our partnership no matter what. You can’t turn down an opportunity like this.” 
 
    “Peyton.” 
 
    She held up a hand and closed her eyes. “Please don’t.” Sucking in a deep breath, she forced herself to exhale. “Promise me you’ll take it.” 
 
    “If I take it, I’m feeding into the stereotype of the police force being a good old boys club.” 
 
    “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard you say.” 
 
    “Really? She offered me a promotion over Cho and Simons. They’ve been detectives longer than I have.” 
 
    “And they don’t have our record of conviction either.” 
 
    “Fine. Then she gave it to me over you. We both know you’re the better cop.” 
 
    “I didn’t save my partner’s life on Alcatraz and I didn’t save Irving Jones just this past week.” She couldn’t believe how angry she was at him. “I’m an inspector at 30, Marco. I don’t have a damn thing to complain about and neither do you. Take the damn promotion.” 
 
    He stared at her as if she’d slapped him across the face, his expression so wounded, so hurt. 
 
    Be cruel to be kind, she told herself, but if her chest got much tighter, she was going to suffocate. 
 
    Suddenly Devan appeared in the doorway. “Hey,” he said, then paused when he sensed the tension in the room. “Sorry, bad timing?” 
 
    Marco looked down, then he pushed himself to his feet and turned away from the table. “No, perfect timing,” he said and stalked out of the room. 
 
    Peyton tightened her hand on the pen, forcing the edge of the lid into her fingers. The pain helped her gain control, helped her keep from screaming or crying or hitting something. Her mind couldn’t accept a world where Marco wasn’t her partner, and yet, she cared too much for him to let him sacrifice his career for something that was already coming to an end. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Peyton. I didn’t know I was interrupting anything.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” she gritted out and then she opened her eyes, looking up at him. As always, he wore a crisp, charcoal grey suit with a purple silk shirt and a pinstriped tie. She realized he had to be coming back from the courthouse. Rising to her feet, she put the dry erase pen on the white board and crossed around the table, coming to a halt in front of him. “Did you need something?” 
 
    He sighed. “I wanted to apologize for Rani the other day. She had no business confronting you like that.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. Rani and Devan were the last people she gave a damn about right now. “She told you?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s surprisingly honest like that.” 
 
    “I’ll say.” 
 
    “It makes it difficult to be mad at her, but still, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t. And it’s my fault. She’s feeling insecure and I’m not giving her any reason to feel otherwise.” 
 
    Peyton crossed her arms over her chest. Why the hell was the entire male gender so freakin’ stupid? The lot of them pissed her off. “Well, I can imagine she’s feeling insecure. What the hell is going on with you anyway?” 
 
    He blinked in surprise at her sudden anger. She realized she wasn’t angry at him, but he was as good a target as any right now. “I don’t know.” He shifted weight. “Actually, I do. I thought you and I had a chance.” 
 
    “Wait. What?” 
 
    He exhaled. “When I broke it off, I thought you’d fight for us. I thought you’d come back and tell me you wanted a relationship and you were willing to do anything necessary to work it out.” 
 
    Peyton wished she hadn’t asked. She couldn’t follow that logic right now. All she could think about was Marco. 
 
    “Then I realized you weren’t coming back, you weren’t taking the bait. You were okay that it was over.” 
 
    “I wasn’t okay…” 
 
    “No one likes rejection, I get that, but you were okay.” He scratched the back of his neck, using his other hand to push back his jacket. “I wasn’t.” 
 
    “Instead of playing games, why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Because I was so surprised. I thought we had something and I couldn’t believe that you’d just walk away like that. So I started seeing Rani, hoping that might make you reconsider.” 
 
    “Wow, that is so stupid.” 
 
    “Fine.” He gave her an exasperated look. 
 
    “Is that why you asked her to marry you?” 
 
    “No. When you didn’t respond, I took a good look at her and as far as my career goes, she’s a really good choice for a wife.” 
 
    “Because of your political aspirations?” She couldn’t keep the contempt out of her voice. 
 
    “Do you really think you’d be happy being the wife of a politician? Giving up your career for mine?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Then why have you been coming around again?” 
 
    He shook his head slowly. “I started wondering if my career was enough to compensate for happiness.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    He smiled at her. “I was happy when we were together. Sure, you frustrated the hell out of me, but things were fun, exciting. I liked that. I missed that. I missed you.” 
 
    “So I guess Rani isn’t getting her lawyer then?” 
 
    He gave a sad laugh. “No, she is. You were right the other day.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “When you asked me if she’s pregnant.” 
 
    “She’s pregnant? Wait. How the hell did you do that? You’re a grown-ass man.” 
 
    He laughed easier this time. “She told me she was on the pill.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head in bewilderment. “I thought I couldn’t hear something stupider today, but you just topped it.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Even so, you don’t have to marry her, Devan. You have to support the child, but you don’t have to marry the mother.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “If you want to be a senator?” 
 
    “The sex scandals are supposed to happen after you’re elected, not before.” 
 
    “Cute.” 
 
    “I’m open to an affair.” 
 
    She gave him a disgusted look. 
 
    “I’m joking.” He held out his hands. “I’m joking. You know I’m not the cheating type.” 
 
    “I hope not. I’m not a fan of Runny.” 
 
    “Rani.” 
 
    “Right, but she deserves better than you’ve been showing her.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I hope you do.” 
 
    “If not, I figure I’ll still have you around to give me a swift kick in the ass.” 
 
    She smiled at him, then she went up on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “I really do wish you happiness, Devan. You don’t know, a baby may change everything between the two of you.” 
 
    “I can hope.” 
 
    She stepped away from him and started toward the door. 
 
    “Peyton?” 
 
    She hesitated, looking back at him. 
 
    “I came to tell you something else. The jury for the O’Shannahan trial went into deliberations today. They agreed to deliberate through the weekend if necessary.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Pressure from the mayor.” 
 
    “Whatever.” She waved it off. 
 
    “Do you want me to let you know the verdict?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Okay.” He hesitated, then gave her a wistful smile. “I’m sorry things turned out this way between us.” 
 
    She could honestly say she wasn’t, but she didn’t think he wanted to hear that and she really didn’t want to hurt him. Any animosity she’d once felt toward him was gone. Unfortunately, Marco was front and foremost in her thoughts right now. 
 
    “I’m sorry too, Devan,” she said, then she disappeared out the door. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton sat on the little bench in the precinct bathroom, staring at a spot on the tiled floor. If she stared at it long enough, it looked like a woman crying with her hands over her face. She’d been sitting here for a while, wondering why she’d never noticed it before. 
 
    The door opened and Maria stepped inside. She halted when she saw Peyton. “Oh God, Brooks, what the hell are you doing sitting in a bathroom?” 
 
    Peyton glanced up at her, then went back to studying the spot. “Just thinking.” 
 
    Maria sighed. “Don’t do this to me, Brooks. I don’t do girl talk.” 
 
    Peyton frowned. “That’s the one girly thing you don’t do?” 
 
    Maria let the door close behind her and came over, dropping down on the bench. “I hate it. I’ve never had many girlfriends and even when I did, I didn’t give a shit about their problems.” 
 
    “You’re a regular angel of mercy, aren’t you, Maria?” 
 
    She leaned back against the wall. “Don’t make me pull it out of you, please. Just tell me what’s wrong, I’ll tell you what to do about it, and then we can leave the freakin’ bathroom.” She pointed a finger at her. “And don’t you cry.” 
 
    “Now that you’ve set the ground rules for our girl talk…” 
 
    “Brooks!” 
 
    Peyton exhaled and closed her eyes. “Defino offered Marco a promotion to lieutenant.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “He didn’t take it.” 
 
    “He has to. It would be stupid of him not to.” 
 
    “That’s what I told him.” 
 
    “But we’re still sitting in the bathroom. Why?” 
 
    Peyton swallowed, fighting the rush of tears. She didn’t want to violate Maria’s one rule. “We won’t be partners anymore.” 
 
    “You had to know that’s been coming for a long time.” 
 
    “I did. Intellectually, I guess. I just kept hoping it wouldn’t happen.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that, but I still think he has to take the promotion.” 
 
    “I know. It’s just…” She splayed her hands on her thighs and rubbed them against her jeans. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She shifted until she faced Maria, tucking her leg under her. “He’s been a daily part of my life for eight years. We spend hours together every single day. Whenever I go on a call, he’s there for me. I feel safer with him than anyone else. All that changes when he takes this promotion.” 
 
    “It doesn’t change. He’ll still be there for you.” 
 
    “Not in the same way. We won’t spend our days together anymore. We won’t have the time like we do now.” She let out a shivery pant. “For eight years he’s been my rock, my support, my one constant.” 
 
    Maria reached over and took one of her hands. “And he’ll still be that, but I guess you’re going to have to ask yourself if maybe it’s time for this relationship to evolve.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Maria squeezed her hand. “You play it safe, Brooks. Sure, you have this crazy dangerous job, but in your personal life, you play it safe.” 
 
    Peyton shook her head. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Look at the people you surround yourself with. They’re all safe.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Jake? Jake Ryder’s a house cat, Brooks.” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “And Abe? Who could be safer for a woman than a gay man? And a gay man like Abe who is all refined and cultured.” 
 
    Peyton was beginning to see her point. 
 
    “And then there’s me. How much safer could I get? I need you to rescue my ass, and beyond a few criticisms of your hair and butt, I am easy-going to a fault.” 
 
    Well, she didn’t know about that. 
 
    “For God’s sakes, Brooks, you’re going on a date tonight with Stan Neumann.” 
 
    “Hold on. They thought he might be the serial killer.” 
 
    “For all of five minutes and they were clutching at straws.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. She had a point. 
 
    “The only dangerous thing in your life is Marco, but you put a collar on him and called him domesticated.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Eight years ago, you decided you were going to make him into a pet, and the damn fool let you. Now, the way I see it, you’ve either got to let him go, or you’re going to have to stop playing it safe and evolve that relationship.” 
 
    Peyton searched her face. “He’s my best friend.” 
 
    Maria shrugged. 
 
    “For eight years, he’s been my best friend, my partner. What are you suggesting?” 
 
    Maria gave a little laugh. “I’m not going to spell it out for you, Brooks. Obviously, you’re not ready…” 
 
    Ready? Ready for what? 
 
    “But ask yourself this. I eavesdropped on that conversation with Devan about Runny Misery being pregnant.” 
 
    Peyton was getting more and more confused. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Your ex-boyfriend tells you he got another woman pregnant, but rather than being upset about that, you’re sitting in the bathroom, upset over your partner getting a promotion, and it’s not because you didn’t get one.” 
 
    Peyton sighed and looked at their clasped hands. “I’ve got a headache.” 
 
    “It’s probably from sitting in the bathroom.” 
 
    Peyton laughed. “You know, for someone who doesn’t do girl talks, you did pretty good.” 
 
    “Shut up.” She pulled her hand away. 
 
    Peyton caught it again. “You know what this makes us?” 
 
    “Don’t say it.” 
 
    “But it’s true.” 
 
    “Please, Brooks, don’t.” 
 
    “We’re girlfriends!” 
 
    Maria rolled her eyes and pulled her hand free. “God help me.” 
 
    “That’s right. We’re officially girlfriends.” 
 
    Maria rose to her feet, shaking her head. 
 
    “You know what we need to do to seal the bond?” 
 
    “I’m afraid to ask.” 
 
    “We need to go shoe shopping.” 
 
    Maria gave her a pointed look. “Now that I agree. We have got to do something about those dyke boots you wear.” 
 
    Peyton laughed and reached for her hand. “Thank you.” 
 
    Maria squeezed her hand in return. “Thank you for taking me in when you did.” 
 
    Peyton smiled. “My pleasure. Sometimes you’re all right, you know?” 
 
    “Nice. Now do you mind? I’ve gotta pee something horrible.” 
 
    Peyton nodded and watched her walk away. You’ve got to evolve that relationship. Well, shit. That required some serious thinking. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    “Ta-da,” said Abe, coming out of the hallway, waving his arms in the air. 
 
    Marco looked up from the couch as Peyton stepped from her room in a burgundy wrap-around dress, strappy open-toed heels with her curls wound up in an elegant chignon. Sitting in the recliner next to him, Jake let out a whistle and rose to his feet, going over to her and taking her hand. 
 
    “Ooolala, sexy lady!” he said, twirling her around. 
 
    She laughed and pirouetted for him. 
 
    “You are one hot babe!” he continued. “Stan’s gonna have a heart attack.” 
 
    She smiled, then her eyes fell on Marco. “Is it too much? I don’t want to give him the wrong idea.” 
 
    Marco returned her smile, shaking his head. “It’s not too much.” He wanted to say more, tell her what he really thought, but that would just make things tense between them again. 
 
    Abe had done something with her make-up, bringing out her eyes. They looked large and smoky, unbelievably exotic and sexy, and the way a few curls trailed down her neck made him wish he could follow them with his fingertips. He needed to stop staring at her, but he couldn’t. 
 
    She finally broke eye contact. “I forgot my wrap.” Turning on her heel, she dashed back into her room, followed by Pickles. 
 
    “Wow! You did wonders, man,” said Jake to Abe. 
 
    “I had a good canvas to work with. She’s adorable when she’s made up, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Yeah, she is.” 
 
    “Ryder!” Marco snapped. 
 
    “What? It’s true. That is one knock-out of a woman.” 
 
    Abe laughed. “So, what should we drink tonight, Jake my man?” He moved toward the kitchen. 
 
    “You’re not drinking anything,” said Marco, picking up Jake’s newspaper and shaking it out. He leaned back on the couch and crossed his ankle over his knee. 
 
    “Why am I not drinking?” Abe asked, stopping in the entrance. 
 
    “Because you’re going to dinner with me.” 
 
    Abe gasped and placed his hand over his heart. “Our first date.” 
 
    “It’s not a date,” growled Marco. “Ryder’s coming.” 
 
    “Ryder is not coming,” said Jake, shaking his head. “Ryder is parking himself on that couch and watching baseball.” 
 
    “If Ryder enjoys walking, he might want to reconsider.” 
 
    “Wait,” said Abe, moving back into the living room. “Why is Ryder coming on our date?” 
 
    “It’s not a date.” Marco snapped the paper and folded it, tossing it on the coffee table. He couldn’t concentrate on it anyway. His thoughts kept returning to Peyton. “Both of you are coming because I’m not going to sit in a restaurant by myself. It’s pathetic.” 
 
    Before either of them could protest further, the doorbell rang. Marco pushed himself to his feet and stalked over to it, yanking it open. Frustration darkened his mood. He couldn’t believe Stan Neumann was taking Peyton on a freakin’ date, while he got stuck with Abe and Jake Ryder. 
 
    Stan took an involuntary step back as he came face to face with a glowering Marco. He was dressed in a checked navy blue suit with a white shirt and a brown tie. He had a bouquet of flowers in one hand and a wrapped present in the other. 
 
    “Stan.” 
 
    Stan edged past him and into the house. “Hey, Marco. I didn’t know you’d be here.” 
 
    “I’m going with you tonight.” 
 
    Stan turned to face him, frowning. “I’m sorry. What?” 
 
    “I’m going to dinner with you.” 
 
    Stan shifted uncomfortably. “Um, why?” 
 
    “To watch out for Peyton.” 
 
    “Uh, I wouldn’t do anything to hurt Peyton, Marco.” 
 
    “Not you, Stan. The Janitor.” 
 
    “Oh.” Stan looked over his shoulder at Jake and Abe. “Hello.” 
 
    “Hey, Stan. Bet you didn’t know you were taking all of us out tonight,” said Jake, throwing himself into his chair again. 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “No,” said Marco. “They’re coming with me. We’ll be at another table.” 
 
    “Oh.” Stan gave them all a bewildered look. “You don’t think the Janitor would bother Peyton on a date?” 
 
    “Are you worried about it?” 
 
    “No, no,” said Stan quickly. “I can protect her, but I just want to be prepared.” 
 
    Marco closed the door and walked over to the barstools, taking a seat. He couldn’t help but smirk a little. “How ‘bout I be your backup?” 
 
    “If you think that’s necessary, but I think…” His voice trailed off. Peyton appeared in the hallway. “Oh, wow!” he breathed. 
 
    “Hello, Stan,” she said, coming up to him. 
 
    He offered her the flowers and then the present. She smelled the flowers. “They’re beautiful.” She passed them to Abe to place in a vase. “Thank you. You didn’t have to bring me anything.” 
 
    “It’s your birthday.” He nodded at the present. “Open it. I think you’ll like it.” 
 
    “Okay.” She draped the wrap over a barstool and began carefully unwrapping the box. 
 
    Stan stared at her in adoration as she did so, his eyes looking enormous behind his glasses. Jake snickered in his recliner and swiveled around so he could watch them. Marco shot him a glare. 
 
    Peyton unwrapped the box and handed Marco the paper. He balled it up and chucked it at Abe, who dropped it. Then she settled the box on the counter and carefully lifted the lid. Marco leaned over to see what Stan had picked out for her. 
 
    It was some sort of transparent sheet with a drawing of an Asian girl on it, encased in a glass frame. 
 
    “It’s an animation cel,” said Stan. 
 
    Peyton lifted it out, studying it. “An animation cel?” 
 
    “Yes, from a Disney movie. It’s an original. You can see the number on the bottom.” He pointed to a small metal plaque. 
 
    “Oh, yes, I see it now.” 
 
    “I got you Mulan.” 
 
    “Mulan?” 
 
    “Yeah, you remind me of her. A warrior princess.” 
 
    Marco shifted to look at Stan. Damn him! 
 
    “Wow, Stan, that is so neat. I love it. Mulan’s my favorite Disney movie.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes.” She settled it back in the box and went to him, kissing his cheek. “Thank you so much. What a thoughtful gift!” 
 
    “Smooth,” said Ryder with a wicked smile for Marco’s benefit. 
 
    Marco glared at him again. 
 
    “You look beautiful, Peyton,” said Stan a little breathlessly. 
 
    Peyton beamed at that. Marco felt his gut tighten. Damn the little geek, he was making him look bad. He wanted to tell Peyton she was beautiful too, but it would sound ridiculous now. 
 
    She reached for her wrap and shook it out. 
 
    “Let me.” Stan took it from her and as she turned, he draped it over her shoulders, letting his finger trail briefly down her neck. 
 
    Marco rose quickly to his feet, forcing them to separate. “Okay, let’s go.” 
 
    “Don’t make me go,” moaned Ryder from his chair. 
 
    “Shut up, Ryder!” he growled. 
 
    “Wait. Why is Jake going?” she asked. 
 
    Abe leaned on the counter, bracing his chin with his fist. “I’m going too, sweets, and apparently this isn’t a date.” 
 
    “Wait.” Peyton shook her head. “Why are you going?” 
 
    “To not have a date with my Angel.” 
 
    Peyton briefly closed her eyes. “What?” 
 
    “They’re going with me,” said Marco, moving around her and grabbing his jacket off the peg. “I’m not eating alone.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Stan,” she said sweetly, then she went to the door and opened it, reaching in to grab Marco’s arm and drag him out onto the stoop with her. “This is ridiculous.” 
 
    “You agreed to the date, not me.” 
 
    “I don’t mean the date. I mean you taking the entire house with us.” 
 
    “Maria and Cho are out, so it’s just the three of us.” 
 
    “Marco!” she said, planting her hands on her hips. 
 
    He didn’t want to fight with her, so he reached up and swept a curl off her cheek. “You do look beautiful.” 
 
    She went still and her lips parted. Oh God, he wanted to kiss her so badly, he ached with it. A faint flush rose in her cheeks and her breathing quickened a little, then she took a step back. “Okay, I guess we’re all going to dinner then.” 
 
    Without another word, she turned and went into the house. Marco considered that. Usually they went round and round, arguing about everything. However, this was an interesting development. Maybe he could get his way once in a while if he remembered this. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton found herself studying the back of Marco’s head as they sat in the Zuni Café. He was sitting, facing the bank of windows that fronted Market, watching everyone who entered, while she and Stan had been given a smaller table toward the back. Something was changing between her and Marco, and it both excited and terrified her. 
 
    She knew she should be worried about the case, or about the fact that he would no longer be her partner, but she couldn’t help but think about the other things that had been happening – the strange energy between them whenever they were together lately. When he’d told her she was beautiful on the stoop, her crazy heart had started pounding and for a minute, for a minute she thought he might… 
 
    “Peyton.” 
 
    She blinked and looked at Stan. 
 
    “You seem really distracted.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Stan. I’m not being very good company, am I?” 
 
    “I guess you’ve got a lot on your mind.” 
 
    The waiter arrived. “Can I get you anything to drink?” 
 
    Stan looked at Peyton. “Do you want wine?” 
 
    Peyton smiled. “Sure.” 
 
    “What do you recommend?” Stan asked the waiter. 
 
    He opened the wine menu and pointed. “We have a delightful Syrah from Sonoma or a Grenache that has a wonderful hint of orange. I would recommend either of those.” 
 
    Stan gave Peyton a bewildered look. 
 
    “Either of those is fine,” she told the waiter. “We’ll let you decide.” 
 
    “Excellent.” He wandered away.  
 
    “Have you eaten here before?” 
 
    Peyton looked around the restaurant with its rustic metal work, the copper counter on the bar, the splashes of modern art on the white walls, and the red brick breaking up the two story planes of glass. In the center of the restaurant was a giant brick oven that cooked whole chickens for patrons to share. 
 
    “No, but I’ve heard about it.” 
 
    “They say the chicken’s their specialty. Would you like to try it?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    The waiter returned with the wine and uncorked it, then poured a little into Stan’s glass. Stan lifted the glass and made a good show of swirling it around before tasting it. He gave a little shiver, then nodded at the waiter. The waiter poured both of them glasses, then folded his hands behind his back. 
 
    “Can I tell you tonight’s specials?” 
 
    “Actually we think we’ll try the chicken.” 
 
    “Excellent choice, sir. You do know the wait is approximately an hour.” 
 
    “Oh, uh.” Stan gave her a worried look. 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    “Fine,” Stan repeated. 
 
    “May I recommend the Cesar Salad while you wait?” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    He nodded and walked away. 
 
    Stan leaned on the table. “Marco’s going to be mad that we ordered the chicken.” 
 
    Peyton smiled. “That’s Marco’s problem. It’ll give Abe more time to enjoy his date.” 
 
    Stan gave Peyton a mischievous wink, then he lifted his glass and held it up. “Happy birthday.” 
 
    Peyton touched her glass to his. “Thank you, Stan.” 
 
    He took a sip and settled it on the table again. “Thank you for going out with me, Peyton.” 
 
    “Thank you for inviting me. This is fun.” 
 
    He smiled and looked down at the table, running his finger over a wrinkle in the white tablecloth. “I know I’m not really your type of guy.” He glanced over his shoulder at the other table where Marco sat. “I know everyone thinks I’m ridiculous for having a crush on you.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    He glanced up at her. “Clearly you’re way out of my league, Peyton.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    He adjusted his glasses on his nose. “You’re always so nice to me. You never treat me like I’m some pathetic nerd.” 
 
    “Because I don’t think of you like that, Stan. Where is this coming from?” 
 
    He gave her an uncomfortable smile. “Look, I know this isn’t going anywhere, but I just wanted you to know that when we walked through those doors together just now, I felt about 50 feet tall.” 
 
    Peyton settled her glass on the table. “Stan, you are a great guy. You’re wicked smart, and funny, and very interesting.” 
 
    “Interesting?” 
 
    “Yeah, all of your hobbies. You’re not afraid to be yourself and I really admire that about you. And I believe that you will find someone someday who sees you exactly as I do, and she’s gonna be one of the luckiest women in the world.” 
 
    His smile lit up his face, then he looked down again. “Can’t fault me for wishing that woman was you.” 
 
    Peyton gave a little laugh. “I’m a handful, Stan. Look at me, I’m 30 and I’ve never been able to make a relationship work my entire life.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re just looking at the wrong men, Peyton.” 
 
    She hesitated, reaching for her wine. Marco had said the same thing to her recently. 
 
    “You need someone who sees you for who you are and doesn’t want to change you. Someone who can accept your strong personality and get pleasure from it, not want to curb you.” 
 
    Involuntarily, her eyes tracked over to Marco. Shit, she thought, grabbing her wine and draining the glass. 
 
      
 
    *    *   * 
 
      
 
    “There is nothing but wine on this menu,” complained Abe, dropping it on his plate. 
 
    Marco glared at him. “Pick one or don’t. Stop whining!” 
 
    “Wine is so not my style, Angel’D. I need something with panache, with flair…” 
 
    “With 80 proof,” said Jake. 
 
    “All right, you pick one that matches my personality.” He passed the wine list over to Jake. 
 
    Marco regretted asking them to join him. Did it really look so desperate to eat at a nice restaurant alone? 
 
    Yeah, he knew it did, but then the maître d had seated them so far from Peyton that he couldn’t hear what they were saying. All in all, the evening was turning into a nightmare. He was actually hoping the Janitor would make an appearance. 
 
    “Oh, they have Dom Perignon here.” 
 
    Marco glanced over at the menu. “For $200 a bottle!” 
 
    “That’ll do,” said Abe, nodding enthusiastically. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Abe placed a hand in the middle of his chest. “You should know that when you ask me on a date, Angel, I don’t come cheap.” 
 
    “That’s half my paycheck!” 
 
    “How bad do you want to shut me up?” 
 
    Marco sighed. “Bad.” 
 
    Abe went back to looking at the menu. “Oh, they have whole chickens for two. We can split one.” He winked at Marco. 
 
    “I’m vegetarian.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Well then, Jake and I can split one. You can munch on lettuce.” 
 
    Marco glanced at his own menu. “Oh, no, that takes an hour to prepare.” 
 
    “They’re on a date,” said Abe, waving airily over his shoulder. “How long do you think they’re going to take? Besides when you go on a date with me, it lasts all night.” He made a kissing motion with his lips. 
 
    Jake snickered into his water. 
 
    Marco wanted to kick him, but this was too nice a restaurant for violence. 
 
    The waiter approached. “Can I get you something to drink?” 
 
    “We’ll have a bottle of the Dom,” said Abe. 
 
    “Excellent choice. I’ll get that right away.” 
 
    Marco glared after him as he left. 
 
    “So what’s put you in such a bad mood, D’lightful?” 
 
    “How can you tell?” grumbled Jake. 
 
    Marco glared at him as well. “I’d rather be anywhere else in the world right now.” 
 
    “Ouch. That hurts.” Abe clutched at his chest. 
 
    Marco drew a deep breath and held it, then forced himself to exhale. “Sorry. I’ve just got a lot on my mind.” 
 
    “Like a promotion to lieutenant that you didn’t take?” said Jake. 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I hear things.” 
 
    “Wait. You were offered a promotion and you didn’t take it?” 
 
    Marco shook his head. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “It’s not complicated,” said Jake. “You just don’t want Peyton to have another partner.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, that’s it,” said Abe, nodding. 
 
    Marco stared hard at his water glass. 
 
    The waiter returned and began the whole production of letting them taste the wine. “No need,” said Abe, waving him off. “It’s Dom. We aren’t sending it back.” 
 
    “Very good, sir.” He poured out three glasses and set the bottle on the table. “Are you ready to order?” 
 
    “We’ll have the whole chicken,” said Abe, motioning between himself and Jake. “And this brooding hunk of gorgeous will have a plate of rabbit food.” 
 
    “We have a lovely salad with marinated beets, avocado and a coriander dressing. Paired with a bowl of our cranberry bean and tomato soup and you’d have a very filling meal.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    “I do have to let you gentlemen know the chicken will take an hour.” 
 
    Marco closed his eyes. 
 
    “Perfect,” said Abe, shutting his menu. 
 
    “May I suggest a salad to hold you over? We’re famous for our Cesar salad.” 
 
    “I’m fine with my Dom,” said Abe, reaching for his glass. 
 
    The waiter turned to Jake. 
 
    “I’m good.” 
 
    “Very good, sirs,” he said and walked away. 
 
    Abe leaned back in his chair and sipped at his Dom. “Oh, this is too good.” 
 
    “It better be,” growled Marco. 
 
    Abe pushed a glass at him. “Try some.” 
 
    Marco lifted it and took a gulp. 
 
    “Savor it, Angel, savor. Like good sex.” 
 
    Marco took another gulp. He wasn’t much of a wine drinker, but he had to admit this was some damn good wine. The bubbles were just enough to give it a light, airy taste and it flowed over his tongue with a clean, sharp flavor. 
 
    “Oh God, if I die tonight, I die happy,” murmured Jake, his eyes closed as if he were making love to his glass. 
 
    “Knock it off!” Marco grumbled. 
 
    Jake opened his eyes and settled the glass on the table. “Here’s why you’re always so damn uptight, Adonis. You can’t loosen up and enjoy the pleasures in life. Like good food and wine, and…” He gave a lusty sigh. “…fine women.” 
 
    “And you do?” 
 
    “I’m learning.” 
 
    “That’s right, Jake. You’re learning.” 
 
    Jake clinked his glass against Abe’s. “You’ve been a mighty fine teacher, sir.” 
 
    “Why, thank you, sir.” 
 
    Marco shook his head in bemusement. “Unfreakin’ believable.” 
 
    “Now, this is why you’re in the mess you’re in. You may be a big, tough cop, but you’re really a coward.” 
 
    Marco clenched his jaw. “I have a gun on me right now, Ryder.” 
 
    “Yep, it gives you a false sense of bravery, but really, you’re a scared little boy inside.” 
 
    Marco gave him a disbelieving look. 
 
    “You have a point,” said Abe, studying the wine in his glass. “I never really thought of it that way.” 
 
    “Let me ask you something, Abe. If you had an intelligent, beautiful woman right in front of you…” 
 
    Abe made a face. “Better analogy, please.” 
 
    Marco gave Jake the death stare. “I wouldn’t continue that if I were you.” 
 
    Jake waved him off. “It’s too crowded in here for you to kill me. Besides it would upset Peyton.” 
 
    “Go on,” urged Abe. 
 
    “If you had a prime piece of property available to you. It was in the best location, had the finest amenities, valet parking…” 
 
    Marco looked at him in bewilderment. 
 
    “And they were practically offering it to you for a song, would you walk away from it because you were afraid you might have to do a little remodeling, maybe retrofit it for earthquakes?” 
 
    “Wait,” said Abe, reaching for the Dom bottle. “Are we talking about a woman or a piece of property?” 
 
    “Piece of property.” 
 
    “Do I already have a piece of property?” 
 
    “No, you don’t. Actually, you’ve been renting out properties for a number of years now, but none of them are right for you. After you’ve stayed with them for a while, you find they just don’t satisfy your needs for a permanent home.” 
 
    “I see. But I sense that I’m reluctant to make a 30 year commitment to a mortgage, right?” 
 
    “Right. And actually, this property is so special, you’d probably be willing to make that commitment, but you’re not sure the property’s ready.” 
 
    “Ah, is the property courting other buyers?” 
 
    “No, not anymore. In fact, the property is really tired of being on the market.” 
 
    Marco slumped down in his chair, rubbing a hand across his forehead. 
 
    “So, what do you think is holding me back? I mean what have I got to lose?” 
 
    “Exactly. It’s mostly an ego thing, I think. You’re afraid of rejection, so afraid that you might let this prime piece of turf get away from you.” 
 
    “You mean the bank might decline my loan.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Well, seems to me I won’t know unless I put in an application. I’m told that once you own your own home you can never go back to renting again.” 
 
    “That’s true. Besides, I hear home owners live longer than renters, anyway.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a bonus.” 
 
    Marco shook his head. “You wanna stop now?” 
 
    “Sure. I thought we could talk about how smooth Stan was tonight with that gift of his.” 
 
    Abe rolled his eyes. “Could you believe it? Little nerd boy brought his A-game.” 
 
    “Yeah, he did.” 
 
    Marco didn’t care if they were in a fancy restaurant. He kicked Jake’s shin under the table, but unfortunately Jake had anticipated him and moved his leg behind the chair. Pain speared through Marco’s foot and he hunched over, grimacing. 
 
    Jake tsked his tongue against his teeth. “You’ve really got to do something about these dark moods of yours, Adonis.” 
 
    Abe held up his wine glass. “I agree.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Peyton jogged down the stairs of her house, pausing at the bottom. Marco stood in the driveway, his legs braced as he stretched his arms over the back of his head. He turned and gave her a smile, rolling his shoulders to loosen them. She hesitated, marking the way his running jacket strained against his upper body and pulled tight across his chest. No man had a right to look this good in the morning, especially after sleeping on a military cot all night. 
 
    “Happy birthday, partner,” he said. 
 
    “Thank you.” She forced herself to stop admiring him and glanced out at the beautiful September Saturday dawning around them. The sun was filtering through the morning fog, promising a day filled with late summer warmth. 
 
    A motion in the window of the house across the street caught her attention and she squinted at it, but it was just the curtain sliding back into place. Strange, she’d thought the house empty. About four months ago, the family who owned it had moved away and although it had been for sale, eventually it was taken off the market when no one was anxious to pony up the exorbitant amount the previous owners wanted. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Marco turned to see where she was looking. 
 
    “Nothing. I think you had an admirer watching you stretch.” 
 
    “Hm.” He turned back and pressed his palms to the wall, focusing on his calf muscles. 
 
    Peyton found herself focusing on them too, and shook herself. Damn, she needed to figure out what the hell was wrong with her lately. 
 
    “We going running or not, Brooks?” 
 
    She made a few half-hearted attempts at loosening her muscles, then began jogging up the street. She really didn’t feel like running today, but it was the only way she was going to get any alone time with Marco. Abe had a big celebration planned and as soon as that was over, she needed to get back to work. They had to solve this Clean-up Crew case before anyone else died. 
 
    She couldn’t stand to watch the news anymore. The Janitor dominated the local stations and she kept fearing it would eventually draw the attention of the national media. The mayor feared the same and pressed Defino for an arrest. 
 
    However, solving the case would take Marco from her for good. Defino had given him until Monday to make his decision about the promotion. She knew they needed to discuss it some more, but he deflected any attempt she made. At some point, she was going to have to force the issue. 
 
    They jogged into the park and Peyton dropped down to a walk. As they did so many mornings, they wandered until they came to Stow Lake. 
 
    Marco nudged her in the side. “Let me buy you a chocolate donut in the café.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that defeat the purpose of jogging?” 
 
    “Not on your birthday, it doesn’t.” 
 
    “Okay.” She smiled at him, pushing a stray curl behind her ear. The action brought the previous night to mind, when he’d done the same thing on her stoop. She looked away and followed him into the building. 
 
    He bought her a donut and a cup of coffee for each of them, then they went back outside and sat on the deck, watching the ducks and geese on the lake. She braced her elbows on the table and held her coffee in both hands, enjoying the warmth of it. She felt his eyes on her, but she just wanted to sit still for a moment, enjoying the quiet before they had to talk about everything that was changing around them. 
 
    “So, how was your date?” 
 
    The rumble of his voice was as familiar as her own, but there was an edge to it she didn’t remember noticing before. She glanced at him over her shoulder. “It was actually fun.” 
 
    His brows rose at that. “You make plans for another one?” 
 
    “No.” She rubbed her chin against the fabric of her jacket. “He told me I wasn’t his type.” 
 
    Marco frowned. “I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    She shrugged. “That’s pretty much what he said. How was your date?” 
 
    “Jake ordered Dom Perignon.” 
 
    “Dom Perignon? How the hell much did that cost?” 
 
    “Two hundred dollars.” 
 
    “Jake doesn’t have that kind of money.” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    “You don’t either.” 
 
    “It was the only way to get Abe to stop bitching about the wine.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, Abe doesn’t like wine.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Peyton gave a laugh. “How much was your dinner?” 
 
    “Don’t ask.” When she gave him a speculative look, he shook his head in amusement. “Abe split the bill with me.” 
 
    “Did Jake pay?” 
 
    “No, apparently it was my punishment for making him come with us. Oh, and for trying to kick him.” 
 
    Peyton laughed again. “You tried to kick him? Why?” 
 
    “He was being Jake.” 
 
    “I see. Sounds like your date was more fun than mine.” 
 
    “Well, my date was Abe.” 
 
    “Point taken.” 
 
    He nudged the donut at her. “Are you going to eat your birthday breakfast?” 
 
    “Only if you have some too.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    She split the donut and passed him half on a napkin, then she placed a bite in her mouth. How many time had he brought her something sweet over the years? How many times had he gone out of his way to surprise her with some little something? And all that would be ending soon. 
 
    She pushed the plate away, fighting the sudden rush of tears. 
 
    “Not hungry?” 
 
    She drew a deep breath, holding it until she could get control of her emotions. “You know you have to take that promotion, right?” 
 
    He settled his coffee cup on the table. “Look, let’s not talk about this today, okay? Let’s just enjoy the day without worrying about our jobs.” 
 
    “Today is Saturday. When are we going to talk about it?” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” 
 
    “You can’t keep putting it off, Marco.” 
 
    “Peyton, do you realize that our whole lives revolve around our jobs? How many weekends have we spent working a case? How many nights have we stayed at the precinct until it became the next day? We’re letting it consume us.” 
 
    “We work homicide, Marco. Other people depend on us to do this job.” 
 
    “To what end? We’re both thirty now. Neither one of us has a life outside of work. How many more years do you think we can do this? Shutting out everything else?” 
 
    She searched his face. God, he was right. The job was eating her alive. She spent every moment away from it feeling empty and lost and alone. 
 
    “No matter how hard we work, how many hours we dedicate to it, there will always be one more homicide to solve. One more murderer to arrest. One more victim to get justice for. Every single day we concentrate on death. Can’t we just take one day to enjoy life?” 
 
    She smiled at him, tamping down the sadness, the agony of knowing how much she was going to lose without him as her partner – the days spent together, the hours of knowing he was there, always a step away. 
 
    He wanted one day and she was determined to give it to him. She could block the worry, the fear, for that long. She could pretend that everything was going to be okay and she wasn’t losing him. 
 
    “So, is Abe getting me a stripper?” she said. 
 
    He visibly relaxed. “God, I don’t know, but if you see an abnormally large birthday cake, I think I’d run.” 
 
    Laughter bubbled up inside of her and she reached for another piece of donut, placing it in her mouth. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Maria smoothed the lines of the dress yet again, then stepped back beside Abe and gave her a once-over. “Not bad.” 
 
    “Not bad? She’s gorgeous,” said Abe. He came forward and kissed Peyton’s cheek. 
 
    Maria swatted him. “Don’t. You’ll ruin her makeup.” 
 
    Peyton wrapped her arms around Abe’s waist and pressed her cheek to his chest. “Thank you, both of you, for this.” 
 
    The red halter dress and the black sandals were a present from Abe and Maria for her birthday. The dress fit her like a glove and came to mid-thigh showing off her legs. They might not be the longest legs she’d ever seen, but in this dress and heels they weren’t half bad. 
 
    Then they’d done something with her hair. It was down around her shoulders, but one part over her left ear was bound up in an elaborate braid with a sparkly piece of fabric woven into it. A pair of tear-drop earrings in silver hung from her earlobes. 
 
    Maria pulled her in front of the mirror, putting her hands on her shoulders. “Look at yourself,” she said in Peyton’s ear. 
 
    Peyton couldn’t believe the woman staring back at her was the same one who threw on sweats and gathered her hair into a ponytail every day. 
 
    “You’re a knock out. The men are going to go crazy when they see you.” 
 
    Peyton smiled and touched Maria’s hand. If she were honest with herself, there was only one man she wanted to go crazy and he would never look at her that way. 
 
    “Okay, come on. It’s time.” Abe went to the bedroom door and pulled it open. Peyton let Maria draw her into the living room. Cho and Jake were sitting on the couch with Pickles between them, while Marco sat in the recliner. They were all watching the Giants game. 
 
    Three pairs of eyes shifted to her. 
 
    Peyton bit her lip, suddenly feeling ridiculous. 
 
    “Holy crap!” said Cho. “Brooks, you are hot!” 
 
    She felt a blush paint her cheeks. Maria beamed at her. 
 
    “Damn. I’m sure glad I contributed to that present,” he added. 
 
    Maria put her hands on her hips. “That’s enough!” 
 
    He got up and came over to her, kissing her cheek. “It’s just you always look this hot, baby.” 
 
    “Not smooth,” said Jake, shaking his head, then he focused on Peyton, climbing off the couch as well. “He’s right though. You are one hot lady, Mighty Mouse.” He took her hand and lifted it to his lips, kissing the back of it. “Happy birthday.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jake.” 
 
    He tugged her toward the kitchen. “I have a present for you.” 
 
    She glanced over at Marco as Jake led her to the counter. Marco hadn’t moved, but he was staring at her intently. She worried he thought the dress was too much, too daring, too bold. Maybe he thought she looked cheap. 
 
    She tried to concentrate on Jake as he handed her a gift bag. “You didn’t have to get me anything.” 
 
    “Yes, I did. Besides, it’s not much.” 
 
    She settled it on a barstool and rifled through the tissue paper. The hard edge of a frame met her touch and she gave a happy little gasp. She’d been hoping he’d give her one of his photographs, something personal from him alone. 
 
    Lifting it out, she caught her breath. It was a picture of her and Marco during the 4th of July celebration just this past summer. They were in silhouette against the night sky. Her back was to him, but they were both laughing, their faces caught in profile. Behind them in the sky exploded a rain of red and blue lights – fireworks. 
 
    Tears filled her eyes and she blinked rapidly to stop them. She couldn’t find her voice to tell him what this picture meant to her, especially now. 
 
    Jake put a finger under her chin and lifted her face. “I didn’t mean to make you cry.” 
 
    She shook her head, fighting the tears. 
 
    “Great. Ruin her makeup, will you?” said Maria. “Let me see it.” She leaned against Peyton’s shoulder, looking at the photo. “Oh, wow! That’s amazing, Ryder.” 
 
    Peyton nodded. “It is.” 
 
    Jake smiled happily. “I’m glad you like it.” 
 
    Peyton nodded again, not trusting herself to speak. 
 
    Cho looked over Peyton’s other shoulder. “Damn man, you got talent.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Abe pushed between them and took the photo from her. “Come on, lil’ bits, no tears tonight.” He set it on the sofa table, making a noise of admiration in his throat as he looked at it, then he turned back to her. “Dry your eyes, sweetie.” 
 
    Maria handed her a tissue and she carefully dabbed beneath her eyes, then she moved close to Jake and rose on tiptoes to kiss his cheek. “Thank you,” she whispered in his ear, hugging him. 
 
    He hugged her back, pressing a kiss to her temple. “Anything for you, Mighty Mouse.” 
 
    Abe pulled her out of Jake’s arms and steered her into the kitchen. “Now let’s get this celebration started.” 
 
    He released her at the counter and went to the refrigerator, pulling it open. Reaching in, he drew out a tray covered in beautiful crystal wine glasses filled with a frothy white drink. Sitting on top of the glacially white liquid was a sprig of mint and three brilliant red raspberries, almost a perfect match for Peyton’s dress. 
 
    Abe settled the tray on the counter and reached for the first glass, handing it to Peyton. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “This is called Raspberry Le Flor, made with Svedka Raspberry Vodka, elderflower liqueur, lemon juice, simple syrup, and water. An elegant cocktail for an elegant lady.” 
 
    Peyton smiled at him and watched as he passed the drinks around. 
 
    “Care to join us, Angel,” he called. 
 
    Marco had moved to the sofa table and was staring at the photo Jake had given her. He glanced up and caught Peyton’s eye, then he came to the counter and accepted the drink from Abe. Finally, Abe lifted his own drink and saluted Peyton with it. 
 
    “On this auspicious occasion, I thought we’d each say something about our darling friend, the divine Miss P. Of course, I’ll start.” He cleared his throat and stood up straighter. “Peyton, my sweet, you are the most kick-ass woman I’ve ever met and if I weren’t gay, I would so marry you.” 
 
    Peyton laughed. 
 
    “Here, here,” said Jake. 
 
    They each took a sip. 
 
    “Who’s next?” asked Abe. 
 
    “I’ll go,” said Cho. He held up his glass. “Peyton, when I first met you, I felt so damn glad not to be saddled with you as a partner…” He nudged Marco in the stomach with his elbow and everyone laughed. “But over the years, I have come to admire you for the caring, generous woman you are.” He started to take a sip, then stopped. “Who also looks smoking hot in red!” 
 
    They laughed again, but Maria gave him a mock glare. 
 
    “Your turn, sweet cheeks,” said Abe, nodding at her. 
 
    She held up her glass and took a deep breath. “Peyton, I am so glad that I finally got to do something with that hair.” She shook her head, laughing. “No, seriously, not a day goes by when I don’t think about what you did for me.” Her eyes filled with tears and Peyton’s did as well. “You saved my life and then you gave me a new start. I will never forget that.” 
 
    Peyton smiled through her tears and moved toward Maria, who enveloped her in her arms. 
 
    “Stop!” she scolded, hugging her tight, then pushing her away. “You’re gonna ruin your makeup.” 
 
    Peyton stepped back and they all took a sip. 
 
    “Okay, Jake-o,” said Abe. 
 
    “Great, now we get a sermon,” said Cho. 
 
    Jake scowled at him, then turned to Peyton. “Like Maria, I was one of your lost sheep. I didn’t know how I was going to go on without my wife, but you showed me that there’s still so much to be experienced and lived, so much crazy to be had.” 
 
    She pressed her fingers to her lips and blew him a kiss. 
 
    “Saving the most gorgeous for last, Angel,” said Abe with a flourish. 
 
    Marco drew a deep breath and looked down. “Unlike Cho who thanks his lucky stars every day to have Simons as his partner, eight years ago I was cursing fate for placing me with a flighty ball of energy as mine.” He looked up and captured her eyes. “But it wasn’t long before I came to realize that I was blessed.” 
 
    “Aw,” said Maria. 
 
    “You make me laugh every single day. You teach me patience and compassion, and humanity. You are my partner and my best friend, and I know I’m a better man today, eight years later, because you came into my life.” 
 
    Peyton’s lips parted and she locked eyes with him. For a moment, she could almost forget there was anyone else in the room. Then the doorbell rang, shattering the moment. He dropped his gaze and lifted his drink for a sip. 
 
    “That’ll be the chauffeur,” said Abe, moving toward the door. “Get your wrap, sweets, it’ll be chilly out there.” 
 
    Marco glanced at her, then went to the peg by the door and grabbed his coat, as Abe pulled open the door. A man in a chauffeur’s uniform greeted him.  
 
    “Bring your drinks everyone and let’s go. We’re on the clock now!” said Abe, swinging out the door and disappearing from sight. 
 
    Marco followed him, then Cho and Maria. Peyton lifted Pickles onto the couch and walked to the door. Jake met her, holding her wrap for her. He handed her his drink and then placed the wrap around her shoulders. 
 
    She stepped out onto the landing, waiting for him while he got his coat. He took his glass back and shut the door behind him, locking it, then he took her elbow and guided her down the stairs. She was grateful for his steadying hand on her arm. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    She nodded, not wanting to speak. 
 
    “That partner of yours can surprise you sometimes, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    They reached the bottom and he released her. A long black limo waited across the driveway. Abe poked his head out of the sunroof and waved at them. “Hurry up, you two!” 
 
    Peyton smiled at him, but a motion in the window across the street stopped her. Jake hesitated at her side. 
 
    “Something wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “Someone was in that window across the street just now. I could see their silhouette.” 
 
    “Yeah, I told you it was rented out a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “Have you seen the people who rented it?” 
 
    “No, they keep the blinds closed all of the time. For a minute, I thought it might be Defino.” 
 
    “I could swear I just saw someone standing there looking out. I also thought I saw someone there this morning when Marco and I went for a run.” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “They’re probably just curious about the limo.” 
 
    Peyton gave him a distracted nod, watching the windows to see if there was any other movement. 
 
    “Come on, you two!” moaned Abe, sprawling the upper half of his body across the roof of the limo. 
 
    Peyton dismissed her curiosity about the neighbors and walked over to the car door. The chauffeur opened it for her and helped her step inside. The interior was covered in red velvet upholstery with wood accents on the door and roof. She took a seat beside Maria as Abe popped back inside. 
 
    “Isn’t it plush?” he said, throwing himself down across from her. 
 
    “Like a whore house,” she said. 
 
    Abe touched the bottom of her crystal glass. “You need to finish your drink.” 
 
    She took another sip, watching as Jake climbed inside. 
 
    “Dear God, is this Satan’s go-to vehicle?” he said, looking around. 
 
    “Something like,” grumbled Marco from the far back. 
 
    “This is a chariot for a beautiful Nubian queen,” said Abe, leaning over to kiss Peyton’s cheek. 
 
    She laughed and took another sip. What the hell! Might as well enjoy it. At least there hadn’t been any abnormally large birthday cakes just yet. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Abe instructed the chauffeur to drive to Japan Town. Once they arrived, he ushered them into Benihana’s. Peyton hadn’t been here since she was a little girl with her mother and father when they’d taken some out of town cousins. The restaurant had fascinated her, the way the chefs threw their knives around, chopping meat and vegetables with a flourish right in front of the patrons. She delighted in watching them cook and the fact that you got to sit with strangers, sharing an experience. 
 
    “Benihana’s?” complained Maria. “I thought we were going somewhere really nice.” 
 
    “I said nice and fun, fun being the operative word,” said Abe. 
 
    They were shown to their seats and the demonstration began. Abe ordered sake and made sure the entire staff knew it was Peyton’s birthday. She was squeezed in between Abe and Jake with Marco at the other end of the circular table. In order to talk to him, she’d have to shout, but he gave her a shrug and an understanding smile.  
 
    With the whirl of the knives, the laughter of everyone at the table, a photographer who kept snapping pictures, and the continual flow of sake, Peyton found her head spinning by the time they brought her a dish of green tea ice cream with a candle in it. The entire restaurant sang her happy birthday, making her blush, and then they were out the door again and into the limousine where Abe opened a bottle of champagne and passed it around. 
 
    Once again, she found herself on the opposite end of the limo from her partner. She wasn’t sure she should drink any more champagne, but Abe was making ridiculous toasts, so she didn’t have much choice. 
 
    “As the good Irish are so fond of saying, in all this world, why I do think there are five reasons why we drink: good friends, good wine…” He made a face. “Lest we be dry and any other reason why.” 
 
    They all laughed and drank. 
 
    “Or this one –there are several good reasons for drinking and one has just entered my head. If a man can’t drink when he’s living, then how the heck can he drink when he is dead.” 
 
    “Enough,” said Peyton. “Where are we going now?” 
 
    “That, my darling,” he said, touching the tip of her nose with his long finger, “is a surprise.” 
 
    She glanced over at Marco and he mouthed, Abnormally large cake. She laughed and tried to cover her glass as Abe filled it again. “No strippers, Abe.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry your purty head now, sweets.” 
 
    She settled back and listened to them all laughing, coming up with some more really bad toasts. Their levity was infectious and she realized she was having a good time, but a part of her wouldn’t have minded a much quieter night. 
 
    Which was something she was not going to get. 
 
    They wound up on Folsom at the Cat Club, an 80s retro nightclub. Abe bounded out of the limo and nearly dragged Peyton to the door. Before they even made it inside, she could hear the boom of an 80s rock anthem. Stepping inside, she found herself in a crazy amalgamation of rockers in leather and chains, Goths in heavy eyeliner and black spandex, and men in drag. 
 
    A particularly beautiful drag queen wearing nine inch heels and a hot pink mini-dress caught sight of Marco and ran his hand up Marco’s arm, blowing a kiss at him. Marco closed his eyes and gave a tense nod before sidling away. 
 
    Abe peeled off into laughter, wrapping his arm around Marco’s shoulders and pulling him close. “He’s mine,” he told the drag queen. 
 
    The other man rolled his eyes and wandered into the crowd. 
 
    “I got you, Angel,” Abe said, patting his chest.  
 
    “Thank you,” said Marco with a tight smile. 
 
    Somehow Abe managed to wrangle a table in the midst of the blaring music and the pulsating lights. Peyton was intrigued by the massive disco ball rotating on the main dance floor. Marco took a seat at the table and glowered at anyone who appeared like they might approach him – male and female alike. 
 
    Peyton wanted to sit with him a moment and just people watch, but Abe dragged her to the bar to order drinks for everyone. She really didn’t need to drink anymore, but Abe was undeterred.  She found herself transfixed by the woman gyrating in a go-go cage wearing a collection of black strips over her unmentionables. 
 
    Abe placed something in her hand and she looked down to see it glowing a fluorescent green with a splash of blood red in the middle of it. “What is it?” she shouted. 
 
    He said something in return, but she couldn’t hear him. He made a drinking motion with his hand and she took a sip. The blast of astringent alcohol hit her palate and she tugged on Abe’s sleeve, rising on tiptoes to shout in his ear. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s called a Wolf Bite.” 
 
    “And what’s in it?” 
 
    “Absinthe and Midori.” 
 
    “What is the red?” 
 
    “Grenadine.” 
 
    “Isn’t absinthe the stuff that makes you go blind?” 
 
    “And hallucinate.” 
 
    “Wonderful. Always felt fortunate to keep my sight until 30.” 
 
    He placed another drink in her hand and motioned back to the table. “It doesn’t have that much absinthe in it.” He carried three more drinks in his long fingers with a beer under his arm. 
 
    “Can I have the beer?” 
 
    “That’s for Angel’D. I figured there was no way he’d try a Wolf Bite, although it looks like half the club is angling for a bite of our boy.” 
 
    Peyton glanced over and saw a pretty blond leaning down to talk in his ear, giving him a flash of cleavage, which was straining out of a sequined halter dress. Jake sat beside him, listening to the conversation and studying her assets, while Cho was trying to look anywhere else. 
 
    Peyton felt annoyance rise inside of her and took a gulp of her Wolf Bite, shuddering at it blazed down her esophagus. She deliberately angled into the table near the blond. “Excuse me,” she said, forcing her to back up. 
 
    She gave Peyton a glare, but Peyton turned her back, settling the drinks on the table. 
 
    Abe passed Marco the beer, then gave the blond a wave of his fingers. “Scat,” he said, shooing her off. “This is a private party.” 
 
    She threw back her hair and wandered into the crowd. Peyton could have kissed Abe at that moment. Before she could settle herself at the table, Abe grabbed her hand, reaching over to take Jake’s wrist. 
 
    “Dancing first!” he shouted, then dragged them into the pulsating, throbbing crowd of half-dressed people. Cho and Maria followed, but looking over her shoulder, Peyton noted that Marco didn’t and as soon as they left the table, the blond was back, taking a seat next to him and leaning against his arm. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s with the gay guy and the tiny chick with the big hair?” said the blond. 
 
    Marco shook his head, lifting the beer to his mouth. “Nothing.” 
 
    “I’m Zephyr.” She held out her hand. 
 
    Marco sighed, and shook it briefly. Not long ago, her blatant come-on would have been enough, but the Zephyrs and Ambers of the world were starting to bore him. He’d actually been glad when Abe shooed her away and he wished she’d stayed shooed. 
 
    “So, don’t you love this club? I come here every weekend. I’m all about the 80s.” 
 
    Marco started to say something, then stopped himself. How could you be all about the 80s when you’d never even saw the decade? “Yep.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Herman.” 
 
    She made a face. “Wow, so doesn’t fit you.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “You don’t talk much, do you?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I’m not much interested in talking, if you know what I mean, Herman?” 
 
    Oh, he knew. She announced it to every male in the place. Unfortunately looking around, he guessed there weren’t a lot of prospects. A guy in black leather freak-danced right in front of him, his greasy hair flying about his head, his face covered in tattoos and piercings. A few people over from him was the drag queen towering above everyone in his heels. A guy with spikes on his hands wandered through, his eyes completely rimmed in black eye liner, which wept down onto his cheeks. 
 
    Besides Marco himself, the only non-homicidal looking men in the room were Cho, who was obviously taken, and Jake, who looked like a dork doing his white boy bounce next to Abe and Peyton. 
 
    Marco’s gaze fixed on Peyton. She was dancing with her arms in the air, shaking that cute little body of hers, her hair flowing down her back. He couldn’t help but smile, especially when Abe picked her up and spun her around, her head thrown back as she laughed. Where other women seemed pale and plastic, she seemed to glow with life and vitality. 
 
    “Do you want to dance?” 
 
    Marco blinked and looked over at Zephyr. “Sorry. No.” He grabbed the beer and rose to his feet, walking away from the table. He found a spot at the end of the bar and took a seat on a barstool. Bracing his arms on the bar’s surface, he twirled the beer, keeping his back to the room. The blare of the music enveloped him, cutting him off from the people on all sides. It was true. There was nothing lonelier than being in a crowd. 
 
    He sat, staring at the beer label for a while, thinking about everything that had happened in the last few months and wondering what he was going to do. Nothing was the same, everything was changing, and the life he thought he wanted, that he fought so hard to maintain, seemed empty and shallow now. 
 
    A hand touched his back and he looked over his shoulder. 
 
    Peyton smiled at him. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He motioned to the bar stool next to him. 
 
    She perched on it, her legs hardly touching the bottom rung. “Dinner was fun, but this isn’t really what I wanted to do tonight.” 
 
    He looked out, spotting Abe dancing through the crowd, zig-zagging back and forth. “Abe’s having a blast.” 
 
    She looked at him as well and laughed. “Yeah, he is.” 
 
    He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out the present he had for her, setting it on the bar. He couldn’t believe how nervous he was, giving it to her, and he was grateful everyone else was occupied. 
 
    She glanced down at it. “What’s this?” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “You weren’t supposed to get me anything.” 
 
    “Neither were you, but that didn’t stop you.” 
 
    She smiled and picked up the gift, carefully starting on the end. He watched her slowly open it, then lifted his eyes to her face as she studied the velvet box, reaching for the lid. She opened it, then gasped when she saw the locket nestled in the silk. 
 
    “Marco.” 
 
    “Open it.” 
 
    She carefully lifted it out of the box and pressed on the latch. Her eyes filled with tears and she clutched it close. “How did you get this picture of Pickles?” 
 
    He exhaled. “It wasn’t easy. Little shit hardly sits still when you have a camera.” 
 
    She lifted her eyes to him. “Thank you. I love it. It means the world to me.” 
 
    He reached out and brushed a tear from beneath her eye. “I’m glad.” 
 
    She caught his hand and placed a kiss in his palm, then she came forward and kissed his cheek, lingering. He closed his eyes and breathed in the lilac scent of her hair. Shit, he was no better than Stan when it came to her. 
 
    She drew away slowly. “Help me put it on.” 
 
    He took the locket from her hands and she turned, lifting her hair. He slid the chain around her neck and clasped it, then he smoothed her hair around her shoulders when she let it fall again. He wanted to sink his fingers into it, he wanted to run his lips up the back of her neck, he wanted to pull her against him and hold her for just a moment, but he forced himself to turn back to the bar and grab his beer, downing the remainder. 
 
    Maria suddenly appeared behind her. “Come on, Brooks. They’re starting a dance contest.” She grabbed Peyton’s arm and pulled her toward the dance floor. 
 
    Peyton looked back at him. 
 
    He nodded for her to go and gave her a smile. 
 
    It was nearly one in the morning before Abe had enough of the nightclub. They tumbled into the limo, all much drunker than Marco was, still he was grateful for Abe’s foresight in getting someone else to drive. 
 
    For the first time all night, Peyton found a spot next to him. Quiet descended in the vehicle as they made their way back to her house. Halfway through the ride, Marco felt Peyton’s head rest against his shoulder. He looked down at her and could see her eyes were closed, her breathing even. She’d fallen asleep. The others were also dozing, except Jake, who gave him a speculative look with a lift of his brows. 
 
    Marco ignored him and pressed his cheek to the top of Peyton’s head, closing his eyes as well and reveling in the moment. 
 
    “Happy birthday, sweetheart,” he whispered to her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    Peyton sat with her back against her headboard, her knees tented under her covers, holding the picture Jake had given her braced against her thighs. Pickles lay on his back next to her, letting her scratch his belly with her free hand. 
 
    It was such a remarkable picture, artistic, capturing both of them in a moment of pure happiness, the sky erupting behind them in brilliant swatches of light. But it had captured something more -- her complete joy in this one person. Who else made her feel the way Marco did? 
 
    She lifted her hand and ran her fingers across the locket he’d given her. It was a simple gift -- a picture of her dog. She knew she shouldn’t read anything more into it. He knew what mattered to her and he’d been thoughtful enough to respond to that. It didn’t mean anything else. She was letting her emotions get away from her. 
 
    Losing him as her partner coupled with her own loneliness was making her see things where there was nothing. Marco viewed her as his best friend. He’d never given any indication, said anything to make her think otherwise. If he felt differently, he wouldn’t have paraded so many women past her over the years. 
 
    And the truth was, she wasn’t like any of the women he usually dated. How many times had he told her he liked things simple, uncomplicated and God knew, she was anything but uncomplicated. 
 
    She traced her fingers over his profile in the picture. She wished she knew if her recent feelings were getting confused with their partnership ending. Still, when she thought about it, she realized she’d always hated the women he saw, she always hated the way he bounced from bed to bed. Maybe it was more than just moral outrage. Maybe it was jealousy. Maybe she hated those women because they had a part of him she didn’t. 
 
    She braced her head with her hand. She’d drank too much the previous night and a headache hammered in her temples, making thinking hurt. Anyway she looked at this situation, it didn’t end well. If she told him what she was feeling and he rejected her, she’d lose him forever. If she didn’t tell him what she was feeling, she would wonder for the rest of her life. And somewhere in the last few days, she’d come to a realization. 
 
    No man would ever measure up to him in her mind. 
 
    It was why her relationship with Devan failed. It was why she would never seriously consider anything with a man like Stan. When she looked at the men in her life, she couldn’t help but compare them to him, and they always came away wanting something. 
 
    A knock sounded at the door. 
 
    She quickly shoved the picture under the covers and smoothed her hair. “Come in,” she said. 
 
    The door opened and Marco stuck his head inside. “You okay?” 
 
    She ran a hand over her ponytail again. Just the very person she didn’t want to see right now. “Yeah, just a little hung-over.” 
 
    He opened the door wider and stood in the entrance. “I was getting a little worried. You didn’t even come out for coffee this morning.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. I know better than to drink Abe’s concoctions.” 
 
    “Can I bring you anything?” 
 
    “No, Pickles and I are just going to have a lazy day, I think.” 
 
    Pickles rolled over at his name and placed his head on his paws as if he had a hangover as well. 
 
    Marco nodded. “Vinnie just called. He’s got tickets to the Raiders’ game. Then we’re all going over to Mom’s for Sunday dinner. You feel up for a little football?” 
 
    “He has enough tickets for me to come?” 
 
    “Yeah, his boss gave him a bunch of them.” 
 
    “I don’t feel like going all the way to Oakland, Marco, but you go. I’m just gonna stay in bed today, I think.” 
 
    “I can stay if you need me.” 
 
    “No, go. Tell Mama D’ that I’m sorry I didn’t come.” 
 
    “I will.” He hesitated. “You sure you’re all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, Marco, I’m fine.” 
 
    “How ‘bout I bring you something to eat? You know she’d love putting together a plate for you.” 
 
    “That sounds really good.” 
 
    “Okay.” He started to leave. 
 
    “Marco?” 
 
    He looked back, his features silhouetted against the light from the outer room. 
 
    “We need to talk about your promotion.” 
 
    He gave a brief inclination of his head. “We’ll see. Only if you’re feeling better. Get some rest, okay?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    He left, closing the door softly behind him. Peyton listened until she heard the front door close, then she scrunched down in the bed and rolled to her side, hugging Pickles against her. The tears came then, hot and wrenching, tearing up from inside of her. She gave over to them, pressing her face into the pillow as she sobbed. 
 
    Once the wave was over, she dozed a little, only to be awakened by the buzz of her cell phone on the nightstand. She brushed her fingers over her eyes and rolled to her back, reaching for it. Devan’s name flashed across the screen, followed by a texting icon. 
 
    She ran her thumb over the display and the text opened on the screen. 
 
    Jury came back yesterday. Didn’t want to ruin your birthday. O’Shannahan acquitted of all charges. Sorry. 
 
    She sat staring at the message for a moment, her mind unable to comprehend what she was reading. O’Shannahan acquitted? How the hell could that happen? The bastard admitted to disposing of the murder weapon. 
 
    All of their work, all of their time spent on that case, and the jury acquitted him. Rage spiraled through her and she reached for the phone, beginning to text back, but she stopped herself. Devan couldn’t do anything about it. The judge couldn’t do anything about it. 
 
    She was giving up her life for a job that didn’t matter, where justice wasn’t served, where men like Jedediah O’Shannahan walked free. For a moment, she simply stared at the phone, wanting to cry again, but she was sick of crying, sick of feeling miserable. 
 
    Throwing back the covers, she climbed out of bed and changed into her running clothes. If she didn’t do something with this negative energy, she was liable to hurt someone. She wasn’t a person who wallowed in self-misery for long. The pity-party was over. 
 
    Going into the bathroom, she smoothed her hair, washed her face, and brushed her teeth, then she sat on the edge of the bed and tugged on her shoes. 
 
    Pickles crawled over to her, placing his head on her thigh. She paused and scratched his ears. “I’m sorry, buddy, I don’t mean to scare you. Maybe if I go for a run, I’ll feel better.” 
 
    With a final pat, she grabbed her cell phone and pulled open her bedroom door, walking into the living room. 
 
    “Hey, roomie, you finally decided to get up?” said Jake from the couch. He was holding a bag of potato chips and watching yet another freakin’ Giants’ game. 
 
    “I’m going for a run.” 
 
    “What?” He dropped his legs to the floor and settled the bag on the coffee table. “Marco went to the Raiders’ game.” 
 
    “So? The last time I looked at my license, it said I was thirty, well beyond the age when I need a chaperone.” 
 
    He gave her a bewildered look. 
 
    She shoved the phone into her jacket pocket and went to the door. “Do I have to take my keys or will you be here?” 
 
    He shifted on the sofa, placing his arm on the back. “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “You don’t run.” 
 
    “I can start.” 
 
    “I can go for a run by myself, Jake. I don’t need a man to protect me.” 
 
    “Peyton.” He rose to his feet. 
 
    “Leave it alone, Jake!” she snapped. “I want to be by myself.” 
 
    Without another word, she pulled open the outer door and stepped out, slamming it behind her again. She hurried down the stairs before he’d be able to follow her and turned up her usual path toward the park. 
 
    Immediately she regretted getting angry at him. It was wrong and she knew she’d have to apologize to him when she got back. Maybe she could take him to dinner to make it up. She knew he was trying to protect her. Marco was probably going to give her hell when he came home. 
 
    Her thoughts returned to the jury and their acquittal. How the hell could that have happened? How do you hear a man admit he’d disposed of a murder weapon, then acquit him of doing the very thing he admitted to doing? 
 
    Oh, Jedediah O’Shannahan was a slick mother. His wife was rotting in prison because he’d had an affair. She would never have a chance to raise a family, have children, enjoy all the things most women did, because she’d had the misfortune to marry such a man. 
 
    Why the hell did she think she herself needed a man? They only caused trouble. Here she was pining for something that couldn’t be, wasting energy on it when she should be thinking about advancing her own career, improving her own life. 
 
    Except whenever she went down that train of thought, she came full circle. The joy in her life was Marco. 
 
    Even this. Even running was better with him. 
 
    She came to Lincoln Way and crossed the street, deciding she’d jog up to the running path that bordered MLK Blvd. She had no problem making it into the park now, ever since she’d started running with Marco. The late afternoon sun was bottled behind the clouds, but people still meandered through the park, watching kids on bicycles, walking their dogs, or like her, jogging. A cool breeze blew into her face, a faint sprinkle of mist gathering in her ponytail. 
 
    Everywhere she looked there were families, laughing and enjoying each other, having a picnic or simply reveling the beauty of nature around them. Elementary school aged kids kicked a soccer ball to her left, parents sitting on the benches watching. She longed for this, she wanted this. She wanted to have something good and pure to come home to after the day was over, some reminder of why she dedicated her life to being a police officer. 
 
    A cry of alarm sounded in front of her and she slowed, glancing up. An older model white cargo van was coming up MLK, driving too quickly. It had almost clipped a couple and their dog as they crossed the street. 
 
    She shook her head and started running again. Idiot drivers. The cargo van came toward her, then unexpectedly swerved up on to the sidewalk, blocking the walkway. She stumbled to a halt, alarm rising inside of her as the driver’s side door open and a man in a black ski mask stepped out. He held something in his hand, but Peyton didn’t wait to see what it was. 
 
    She turned and started to run in the opposite direction, but she was so close to the van when he jumped the curb that she didn’t make it two steps before something slammed into her right side. A jolt of electricity speared through her, making her heart leap, then her legs went liquid and she felt herself falling. 
 
    He caught her around the waist before she landed, hoisting her up against him. She tried to gain control of her arms to fight him, but nothing seemed to be working correctly and she couldn’t catch her breath. Pain radiated along every nerve ending and her muscles felt like jelly. 
 
    “Hey!” said a man from across the street. “Let her go!” 
 
    “Ah, chivalry,” came a voice in her ear and she saw the muzzle of a gun lift next to her shoulder, pointed at the man. 
 
    The man stumbled to a stop and held out his hands, his eyes wide with terror. 
 
    Peyton wanted to call out to him, but she was finding it difficult to breathe. 
 
    Her attacker turned and dragged her back to the van. She willed her muscles to struggle, but she still didn’t have control over them. He opened the back door, then threw her against the fender. A little feeling was beginning to radiate into her limbs, but he suddenly heaved her upward, striking her head on the opposite door. Then he tore the probes out of her side. An involuntary scream escaped her. 
 
    A moment later, the doors slammed and darkness descended. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Pickles crept out of Peyton’s room, his tail between his legs, his ears back. He walked over to Jake and sat down in front of him. Jake bent down and picked the little dog up, scratching his ears, then settling him on the couch beside him. 
 
    “She yell at you too, buddy?” he said, soothing him. 
 
    Pickles let out a sigh and placed his head on his front paws. Jake studied him, finding his behavior strange, but the announcers on the game were suddenly exclaiming in excitement. He glanced up at the television and watched the replay of the Giants’ homerun over the right field fence, landing in the bay. 
 
    Leaning back on the couch, he concentrated on the game. Peyton was out running, Marco was at the Coliseum, and Maria and Cho had gone to catch the Sunday concert in the park like he and Zoë used to do. He had the house to himself. It didn’t happen often, but boy, it was nice sometimes. 
 
    A siren suddenly went by, rushing down 19th Avenue. Pickles let out a little howl as it passed the house. Jake glanced over his shoulder at the window, then dismissed it, turning back to the game. 
 
    The television cameras were panning the fans at the Giant’s ballpark – a sea of orange and black. He should think about getting tickets for one of these games. Marco complained he didn’t care for baseball much, but he still watched the games with him. He’d probably want to go. 
 
    Another siren rose over the sound of cheering at the game. Jake reached for the remote and muted the sound. He wasn’t like Peyton. He couldn’t tell the difference between an ambulance and a police car. It sped past the house like the previous one had done. 
 
    Hm, they were headed toward the park. 
 
    He looked down at Pickles again, reaching out to scratch his ears. The little dog was listening as if he expected to hear something more. Or as if he already did. Jake could now make out the distant sound of another siren coming this way. 
 
    He jumped to his feet and hurried to the window, pulling back the curtains. The siren grew louder and then a black and white police car sped past the house, definitely heading toward the park. 
 
    Fear snaked up Jake’s spine and he ran for the door, grabbing his sneakers and throwing them on his feet. He gathered his cell phone and car keys from the bowl on the sofa table, and yanked open the door, struggling to close it and fix the heel of his shoe at the same time. Then he ran down the stairs and out to the street where the Daisy was parked. 
 
    As he fumbled to open it, another police car sped past him, sirens ablaze. He yanked the door open and dropped into the driver’s seat, shoving the key into the ignition. The Daisy sputtered, but didn’t start. 
 
    He slammed the heel of his hand against the steering wheel and the ignition caught. He turned the wheel hard and punched the gas, racing down 19th toward the park. He told himself that he’d likely see Peyton jogging back or he’d find all of the cop cars surrounding another house a few blocks away. Peyton would probably scold him for being paranoid, but he could live with that as long as she was all right. 
 
    Before he made it to Lincoln, he could see people running toward the park. A cop had the intersection of 19th and Lincoln blocked off with his patrol car. Jake yanked the Daisy hard and double parked near the curb, then he jumped out and ran to the officer. 
 
    “Hold up there, buddy!” the cop said, extending a hand, his other on his billy club. 
 
    Jake stumbled to a halt and scrambled for his wallet, pulling out his precinct ID card and shoving it at the officer. 
 
    The officer took a look at it, then nodded. “Straight up MLK. Just at Mother’s Meadow. You know? The field?” 
 
    Jake wasn’t sure what that meant, but when the cop motioned him to pull around the patrol car, he ran back to the Daisy and followed his directions. He had no trouble getting up MLK and found the field almost immediately. Pulling over to the side, he saw a number of cops wandering the area, canvasing it. 
 
    A uniform came over to him and Jake showed him his ID. 
 
    “They call you?” said the uniform. 
 
    Jake glanced at the cop’s name tag. Hodges. “No, my housemate’s Inspector Peyton Brooks and she went for a jog in this direction. She hasn’t come back.” 
 
    The cop’s expression shifted and he reached out, grabbing Jake’s shoulder and dragging him across the street. Officer Hodges led him to a plain-clothes officer who was questioning a man in running shorts. 
 
    The man was sitting on the sidewalk, looking shaken. Black skid marks started in the street and went up and over the sidewalk. 
 
    Officer Hodges touched the plain-clothes officer’s shoulder. “Tell him what you told me,” he said to Jake. 
 
    The plain-clothes officer stood and held out his hand. “I’m Sergeant Logan.” 
 
    “Jake Ryder. Look, my housemate is Inspector Peyton Brooks. She went for a jog a while ago and she hasn’t returned.” 
 
    Sergeant Logan’s attention focused on him. “What does she look like? The name’s familiar.” 
 
    “Short, maybe 5’4” if that, African American, her hair was in a ponytail…” Before he could finish, the man sitting on the sidewalk nodded his head. 
 
    Sergeant Logan immediately turned away, speaking into the radio on his shoulder. Jake felt his knees go weak and he almost collapsed. Oh, God! What the hell happened? He searched around the area for a body, for some sign of her, but there was only the tire tracks. 
 
    His hands shaking, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone, thumbing it on. Then he pressed Marco’s number and put the phone to his ear. 
 
    A moment later, the phone stopped ringing, going to Marco’s voice mail. 
 
    “D’Angelo, this is Jake. I need you to call me as soon as you get this message. It’s important.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton realized she could move her hand. She lifted it to her head and pressed it against her temple where she had struck the closed door of the van. Her fingers came away damp. 
 
    The van leaped over a rut in the road and landed hard, throwing her to her back. She moaned and lowered her hands to her side, pressing against the ache from where the probes had been torn from her flesh. More dampness covered the tips of her fingers. 
 
    She carefully pulled her shirt up, trying to inspect the damage, but it was too dark to see anything. Still the wounds didn’t seem to be actively bleeding. She touched her temple again, grimacing at the ache all along the back of her skull, but that didn’t seem to be bleeding badly either. Another flesh wound. 
 
    Carefully rolling to her side, she got her knees under her. Her limbs still felt wobbly and the bouncing of the van wasn’t helping. It was so dark in back, she couldn’t see anything, but she had the sense that they were traveling at a pretty good clip. 
 
    Sliding to the back doors, she ran her hands along them, searching for handles, but nothing met her probe. In fact, she found two round metal discs where she figured the handles should have been. Pressing her shoulder to the doors, she pushed, hoping at the very least to break the seal and get some light into the cargo area, so she could assess the situation. 
 
    They didn’t even budge. Then again, she couldn’t get any traction on the smooth surface of the cargo van floor. Another bounce of the suspension and she was thrown to her back. She closed her eyes and grappled with the pain, then rolled over again. 
 
    Searching methodically on her hands and knees, she felt for anything she could use as a weapon. Tire iron, tools, anything that might give her an advantage when the crazy bastard inevitably brought this thing to a stop. 
 
    She cursed herself as she went, furious that she’d gone running by herself without her gun. 
 
    Suddenly she remembered her cell phone and she scrambled for her pocket to pull it out. Collapsing against the side of the cargo van, she let out a sob of frustration. Her cell phone must have fallen out of her pocket when he grabbed her. 
 
    Feeling around until she located the doors again, she put her feet against them, then kicked as hard as she could. No use pretending like she was going to go easy, she decided. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake glanced at Sergeant Logan from the corner of his eyes. He couldn’t just stand around doing nothing. Peyton needed their help, but they were more concerned about keeping the public away from the crime scene. More cops had converged at this location and Logan was barking orders. Unable to help himself, Jake approached the man on the sidewalk, taking a seat beside him. 
 
    “Hey, I’m Jake,” he said, holding out his hand. 
 
    The man shook it. “I’m Jim.” 
 
    “Hey, Jim, I guess you saw what happened?” 
 
    “Yeah, he took that woman. Was she a cop?” 
 
    “Yeah. Did you get a look at her attacker?” 
 
    “He had a black ski mask covering his face.” 
 
    “What exactly did you see?” 
 
    “He shot her with a taser, then grabbed her. I yelled at him to stop, but he pointed a gun at me.” 
 
    “What kind of gun?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t know guns.” 
 
    Jake nodded, trying hard to still the panic in him. “He put her in a car?” 
 
    “Cargo van.” 
 
    “Did you get a license plate number?” 
 
    “It was a commercial plate. That’s all I remember.” 
 
    “What about the color?” 
 
    “White.” 
 
    “Any idea the year?” 
 
    “Old. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Could you estimate how tall the guy was?” 
 
    “Bigger than her.” 
 
    “Right, but as tall as you?” 
 
    Jim hung his head. “I don’t know. It all happened so fast. I thought he was going to shoot me.” 
 
    Jake forced himself to take a calming breath. 
 
    Sergeant Logan approached him. “Do you know if Inspector Brooks had her cell phone on her?” 
 
    Jake’s heart leaped and he jumped to his feet, digging his own cell phone out of his pocket. “She did.” He started to call, then stopped himself. “Are you sure I should call it? What if it makes him mad and he hurts her?” 
 
    Sergeant Logan’s expression grew grim. “I think that’s the least of our worries right now.” 
 
    Jake’s fingers tightened reflexively on the phone and he went still. His brain wouldn’t work for a moment. 
 
    “Ryder, make the call!” urged the sergeant. 
 
    Jake eased his grip on the device and pressed the icon for Peyton’s phone. He didn’t bother to put it to his ear, just pressed the button for the speaker. The haunting play of music echoed somewhere behind them. 
 
    Jake turned, staring into the undergrowth beneath the trees. Sergeant Logan walked over to the spot and bent, lifting Peyton’s phone out of the dirt. He carried it back to Jake and Jake disconnected the call, feeling his stomach clench. 
 
    Pressing the button on the bottom of the display, Sergeant Logan stared at the screen. The phone didn’t go back to the home window. Instead it went to the contact’s list -- one contact in particular. 
 
    Turning the phone so Jake could see, Logan gave him a searching look. “Who is Marco?” he said. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco couldn’t get the Mustang anywhere near Peyton’s house. Cops and news vans had 19th blocked off. He yanked the car over to the curb, shut off the ignition, and jumped out. Reaching back in, he hooked his cell phone and dug his badge out of his pocket, then he started running. 
 
    He’d been calling Jake for a good half-hour now, frantically trying to get any information he could. Jake knew less than nothing, nothing more than he had when he’d first called Marco. The police radio wasn’t any better. 
 
    They were searching the City for a white cargo van, early model, commercial license plate number, no marking on the sides, driven by a nondescript man who might or might not be wearing a ski mask. Marco still couldn’t believe this was happening. He kept thinking it was some joke, some cruel prank to make him finally confess his feelings for Peyton. 
 
    Yet he knew it wasn’t. 
 
    A cop tried to stop him, but he shoved his badge in his face and kept running. If they wanted to stop him, they were going to have to put a bullet in his back. Nothing was keeping him from her house. 
 
    He made it to the walkway and dashed up the stairs. 
 
    The interior crawled with cops. Defino, Cho and Simons, Stan with his computer set up in her window. Abe paced the kitchen. 
 
    His gaze zeroed in on Ryder and he crossed the room in two strides, grabbing him by the throat of his sweatshirt and hauling him up. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    Jake grabbed his wrist, trying to break his hold. Then Cho and Simons were there, pulling him off, stepping between him and Jake. 
 
    “Calm down, D’Angelo!” said Cho, pressing his hands against Marco’s chest. 
 
    “How the hell did this happen? She was in her room!” 
 
    “She went for a run,” said Jake. 
 
    “A run! Why didn’t you call me?” 
 
    “She was insistent. I offered to go with her, but she got angry at me. Besides that, you weren’t exactly answering calls, were you?” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    Defino moved up beside Cho. “We don’t know, D’Angelo, but you’ve got to calm down.” 
 
    Marco took a step back. Everything fell into place, all of the horrible things he’d been thinking suddenly coalesced. “He’s got her.” The agony in his own voice shocked him. 
 
    “That’s what we think,” said Defino. 
 
    “He’s been watching her all this time.” He ran a hand through his hair and paced to the window. “Oh, God.” He realized he was hyperventilating and bent over, bracing his hands on his thighs. 
 
    Abe came over and placed a hand in the middle of his back. “Sit down.” He guided him to the arm of the couch. “Keep your head down.” 
 
    Marco tried to fight the black spots that danced in his peripheral vision, but he felt like he might pass out. 
 
    “Take slow, deep breaths, Angel.” 
 
    “How long has it been?” he said. 
 
    “We figure it’s been two hours,” answered Defino. 
 
    “He could be out of the City by now!” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    He’d left as soon as he’d gotten Jake’s message, but that had been almost an hour after he called. He hadn’t heard the phone with the noise from the game and then he’d been clear across the bay. There just wasn’t a quick way to get back into the City once you left it, especially with two sporting events occurring on either side of it. Hours had passed and in that time, anything could have happened to her. 
 
    “He was watching her. He knew exactly what she did.” He couldn’t believe he’d been so stupid to leave her. All this time, she hadn’t gone anywhere without him, but the one time he left her, the one time he let down his guard… 
 
    He realized he was clutching the middle of his chest, his heart was pounding so. 
 
    “I’m going to give you a sedative,” said Abe. “Your pulse is racing.” 
 
    “NO!” He pushed Abe off and stood. “We need to shut down all of the highways. Search every cargo van.” 
 
    “We’re already on it,” said Simons, gripping his shoulder. 
 
    “He was watching her,” he said again. “All this time, he’s been watching her.” 
 
    Jake lifted his head and made eye contact. Marco knew immediately that he had something. “He has been watching her,” he repeated. He walked to the window and yanked back the curtain. “The house across the street.” 
 
    Defino’s expression hardened. “Go!” she ordered Cho and Simons. 
 
    They were moving even before she spoke. Marco started to go after them, but Defino stepped in front of him. “Not you!” she commanded. 
 
    “Captain!” 
 
    “Don’t screw with me right now, D’Angelo, or I swear I’ll have you arrested! I can’t have you messing up a crime scene!” 
 
    “Captain, please!” 
 
    “No! Sit your ass down or I’ll have Abe give you that tranquilizer.” She pointed to the couch, then looked over at Jake. “Get your evidence kit and go.” 
 
    Jake met Marco’s eye, then he ran to grab his bag. 
 
    Marco watched him race out the door, then he went to the window and watched as he ran across 19th and up the driveway. Dropping the curtain, he paced away. There was no way he was going to be able to stay still. 
 
    “Can you get anything off her phone, Stan?” said Defino, moving over to him. 
 
    “Just her text messages. She got one just before she left from Devan.” 
 
    Marco looked over at them. 
 
    “What does it say?” 
 
    “Something about a jury.” He glanced up at the captain. “Jedediah O’Shannahan was acquitted.” 
 
    Marco looked away. That was why she went for a run. Damn it, he’d known there was something wrong with her, something more than being hung-over. His gaze fell on Pickles. The little dog was hiding beneath the sofa table, trembling. 
 
    Marco walked over to him and bent down, dragging him out. He pressed him close against his chest, stroking the little dog’s head. Oh, God, if anything happened to her, he didn’t think he could stand it. He closed his eyes and fought for composure. Who the hell was he kidding? 
 
    If anything happened to Peyton, Marco knew without a doubt that he wouldn’t be able to survive it.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Smith pulled up at the house across the street from Peyton’s in his police cruiser and waited with Jake, while Simons and Cho secured the house. Smith paced, but Jake stood still, gripping the evidence bag with both hands. He couldn’t help but relive his own nightmare of Zoë’s death. Looking into Marco’s anguished eyes brought back everything he’d felt – the helplessness, the despair, the desire to believe it wasn’t happening. 
 
    “All clear,” came Simons’ voice over Smith’s radio. “You have to go around the back. There’s a lock box on the front door.” 
 
    “Wait. Why is there a lock box?” Jake asked Smith. “I thought the house was rented.” 
 
    Smith shrugged, then moved toward the side entrance to the backyard. Jake followed, his eyes scanning the yard, searching for any clues. It was very overgrown, neglected, something else he found interesting if the house was rented. Surely the rental company would have hired a gardener. 
 
    The house was dark as he stepped over shattered glass and into a hallway. He marked that a pane in the back door had been broken out. He looked around for a light switch, but Cho appeared from the kitchen. 
 
    “Don’t bother. Powers off.” 
 
    “But the place was rented? How can the power be off and why is there a lock box?” 
 
    “I don’t think it was rented. See the broken pane. We think he got into the house through there and has been squatting here ever since.” Cho walked across the living room and pulled back the curtains, letting light into the room. 
 
    Peyton’s house was the first thing Jake saw. 
 
    He swallowed hard and followed Cho into the room. Except for a folding chair right before the window, there were no other furnishings. 
 
    Cho pressed the button on his radio. “Can we get the power company to turn on the power?” he asked. 
 
    The radio cracked. “On it,” came Defino’s voice. “What did you find?” 
 
    “Nothing. Not a damn thing. It looks like he’s been squatting here.” 
 
    “Have Jake dust for fingerprints.” 
 
    “We’ll do.” 
 
    Cho gave Jake a pointed look. 
 
    Jake walked over to the chair and settled his case on the floor, then he bent and began unbuckling it. 
 
    “I’m going into the garage to see if I can find anything.” 
 
    Jake nodded. 
 
    Cho stepped beyond him and moved toward the kitchen door again. 
 
    “Cho?” said Jake, shifting on his heels. 
 
    Cho stopped and looked back. 
 
    “Why would he hurt her? She hasn’t done anything to him.” 
 
    Cho drew a deep breath and released it. “If we knew that, we’d be able to stop this bastard, Ryder. The best thing you can do is find us some evidence.” He glanced down the hallway. “Look, Simons is searching the bedrooms and Smith is looking over the backyard. Call if you need one of us.” 
 
    Jake nodded, then went back to his case. Before he could get it open, his phone rang. He dug it out of his pocket, realizing his hands were trembling. “Ryder.” 
 
    “Jake, it’s Stan.” 
 
    “Yeah, Stan.” 
 
    “Do you remember the name of the rental company who listed the house?” 
 
    “Uh.” Jake rubbed a hand over his eyes. “God, I can’t remember. Ask Marco or Maria, they might remember.” 
 
    “Already did.” 
 
    “Shit.” Jake glanced out of the window, trying to recreate the lawn sign in his mind. “It was listed in the paper. I remember seeing it. That’s how I knew the house had three bedrooms.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll look.” 
 
    Jake started to hang up, then pressed the phone back to his ear. “Stan?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “It was Bay City Properties.” 
 
    “Got it. Thanks!” 
 
    “Keep me informed.” 
 
    “Will do. Bye.” 
 
    The phone went dead. Jake stared at it for a moment, then he went back to his case. He knew he wasn’t going to find anything in this house. The Janitor was too careful for that, but it gave him something to do. Inaction allowed all sorts of horrible thoughts to crowd his mind. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Exhaustion forced Peyton to stop her assault on the rear doors. They hadn’t budged and she was still sitting in complete darkness, her heart pounding nearly into her throat. She had crawled back to where she guessed the cab was, tenting her knees and resting her aching forehead on her folded arms. 
 
    A few minutes later, she realized that the van had stopped moving. The engine was still running, she could feel it rumbling beneath her, but the violent swaying of the cargo bed had stopped. Fear crowded into her throat, making her want to vomit. 
 
    What was he going to do to her now? 
 
    She scrambled to the back doors and gave a few more kicks, but nothing happened. An answering bang started by the cab and continued all the way down the length of the van, heading toward the rear. 
 
    Peyton crawled to the left of the cargo doors and pressed her back to the cold metal. If he came in, she hoped he’d be momentarily surprised not to find her huddled in the middle of the floor. Maybe she could get the drop on him. Either way, it was her only chance. 
 
    The muted sound of voices reached her and she pressed her ear hard to the crack of the doors, straining to make out words.  The voices grew louder, coming toward her, then suddenly something slammed into the back of the van, making her yelp with fear, followed by a strange gurgling noise and then silence. Complete and total silence. 
 
    Peyton drew her knees up to her chest and hugged them, closing her eyes and waiting for the Janitor to appear. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    The Janitor pulled the van up in front of the storage building and placed it in park, then he jumped out, grabbing the bolt cutters and shooting a quick look around. There weren’t many people about; it was getting late, people would be going home for dinner. The weather had taken a cold turn and fog billowed in from the bay. 
 
    He cut the padlock on the storage building doors and pulled them open, then walked back to the van and hopped inside, tossing the bolt cutters on the passenger’s seat. Then he pulled the van into the building and left it idling. The building was just big enough for the van with little room to spare. In fact, his door struck the wall as he pushed it open and climbed out, leaving the key in the ignition. 
 
    Glancing around the roof of the building, he noted that it was solidly constructed as only the military could do. That would work well for his needs. He’d driven around for a long time, risking discovery just to find the perfect location. 
 
    The minute his feet hit the floor, she started banging on the back doors again. 
 
    He chuckled and walked down the side of the van, banging his fist against it in rhythm to her kicks. Too bad he didn’t have time to play with this one a little. She was such a spitfire, so full of life and fight. He knew she would have taken him apart if he hadn’t used the taser on her. This was not one to go meekly into that good night, that was certain. 
 
    He rounded the back of the van and found a man standing in the parking lot, wearing a park ranger khaki uniform. He reached into his back pocket and closed his fingers around the switchblade he carried. 
 
    “You can’t park in there,” said the ranger. 
 
    “Really? I didn’t know that.” 
 
    Another kick came against the back doors. The Janitor glanced over his shoulder at it. 
 
    The ranger’s face grew alarmed. “Is there someone in there? Do you have a woman in there?” He started toward the doors, brushing the Janitor aside. 
 
    Pulling out the switchblade, the Janitor pressed the button and the blade sprang free, brilliantly sharp, deadly. He came up behind the ranger and threw him into the van, cracking his forehead against the metal, then he wrapped an arm around his shoulders, slashing the switch blade across his throat. 
 
    The ranger didn’t even have time to grab for him. He slumped in the Janitor’s hold, dragging him forward. His hand hit the bumper on the van hard. He sucked in air and  struggled to drag the ranger off to the side, dumping him on his face beside the van. For a moment he was transfixed watching the exhaust turn white against the chill September air, wafting over the spreading puddle of deep, ruby red. 
 
    Squatting by the body, he carefully closed the switchblade against his knee and replaced it in his back pocket. Rubbing the back of his hand, he shook his head. “Too bad. A day filled with futile chivalry. No one will even know what you tried to do. You’ll just go down in history as another victim of the Clean-up Crew.” He drew a business card out of his shirt pocket and flicked it on the ranger’s back, then he rose to his feet again, placing his hand on the side of the van. 
 
    She’d grown quiet. 
 
    He resisted the impulse to check on her, walking out of the building, then pushing the two doors shut. He didn’t bother to replace the padlock. In the end, it probably wouldn’t matter. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out his cell phone and lifted the display, exposing the keypad. 
 
    As he saw it, there was only one way out. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco settled Pickles on the couch and wandered into Peyton’s room, mostly because he didn’t know what to do with himself. Defino thought she was keeping him out of trouble, but she was just giving him room to let his mind conjure horrible images. 
 
    He sank down on Peyton’s bed, his knees giving out on him, and reached out to run his hand over her pillow. Why hadn’t he stayed with her? Why hadn’t he insisted she come with him? 
 
    Glancing down, he noticed the dark edge of something peeking out of her covers. He pushed the sheets back and found the photo Jake had given her for her birthday, the photo of the two of them last July 4th. He picked it up and closed his eyes, fighting the growing desperation inside of him. He couldn’t stand it. He couldn’t stand not knowing what was happening to her. 
 
    His cell phone vibrated in his pocket. He frantically yanked it free, pressing his thumb to the display. A text message opened before him. 
 
    Don’t you ever get sick of it. 
 
    Marco felt his heart kick into overdrive and he settled the photo on his thighs, typing back. Who is this? Get sick of what? 
 
    You dedicate your life to this job, but it doesn’t matter. The scum always rises to the top. 
 
    Marco’s fingers tightened on the phone. Please don’t hurt her. 
 
    That, Handsome, is entirely up to you. 
 
    What do you want me to do? Anything. Name it. I’ll do it. Just don’t hurt her. 
 
    I want it to be over. I’m tired. 
 
    Come in and we’ll talk. Tell me where she is and we can end this. I promise you. 
 
    I don’t mean by surrendering. 
 
    Marco realized he was breathing too fast. He tried to slow his pulse. What do you mean? 
 
    You. Me. One shot. It ends. 
 
    Tell me where she is first. 
 
    No. We do this my way. 
 
    Marco glanced over his shoulder. He should tell Defino. 
 
    As if the Janitor read his mind, the next text message blazed across the screen. Don’t bring anyone else into this. You. Me. That’s it. Those are the terms. 
 
    Okay. What do you want me to do? 
 
    Get out of the house. Don’t get a tail on you. Once you’ve done that, text me. If you text me before you’re free of the house, you know what happens. 
 
    Marco stared at the screen, unsure how he was going to accomplish this. 
 
    Before he could decide, another message appeared. I like her. More than like her. You wouldn’t want me to like her too much. You wouldn’t want me to make her scream. 
 
    Marco leaped to his feet and turned for the door, only to come up short. Abe had just stepped into the entrance. 
 
    “You okay, Angel?” 
 
    Marco could see his wild look in the mirror over Peyton’s dresser. He tried to slow his breathing. “I can’t stay in this house anymore.” 
 
    “Defino said…” 
 
    “I know what she said, but I’ve got to do something, Abe. Anything. I need to go to the crime scene and look around.” 
 
    Abe shook his head, glancing down at Marco’s hand. Marco forced himself to put the phone back in his pocket. “Did someone call?” 
 
    “My family. They wanted an update. I couldn’t talk to them.” 
 
    “Look, Angel. No one’s more panicked than I am, but…” 
 
    “Let him go,” came Maria’s voice from the hallway. Marco hadn’t even known she was home. She must have been hiding in the bedroom. 
 
    Abe shook his head again. “Defino…” 
 
    “What can it hurt if he goes to look over the crime scene? Maybe he’ll see something they missed. Maybe not, but I can understand how he can’t just sit here.” 
 
    “He’s not going to the crime scene. He’s going over to the house across the street.” 
 
    “So? Let him go.” 
 
    Abe turned back. “You’re going to get yourself suspended again.” 
 
    “What difference does that make, Abe? He has her and that’s all that matters right now.” 
 
    Abe considered this for a moment. Marco wondered how far he’d get if he just broke for the front door. He didn’t have time to waste like this. 
 
    “All right,” Abe said, then he reached out and gripped his arm. “Be careful. You aren’t thinking straight.” 
 
    Marco nodded, stepping into the hallway and giving Maria a grateful nod. He looked out at the living room. Defino and Stan were huddled over his computer, trying to reach the rental company. 
 
    “I need a distraction.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Abe took a deep breath, then he walked over to the table where Defino and Stan worked. “There’s got to be something more you can do. If you shut down the park, shouldn’t the police be searching every inch of it?” 
 
    Defino squinted at him and Stan blinked owlishly, adjusting his glasses. “We’re doing our best,” said Defino. 
 
    “It’s not enough. You should have found her by now.” 
 
    “You’re blocking the monitor,” said Defino, straightening. 
 
    “I’ll get out of the way as soon as you tell me what you’re going to do. If he makes it out of the City…” 
 
    “Abe, you need to let us do our job. Please move.” 
 
    Marco started forward, but Maria touched his arm. “Be careful,” she whispered. 
 
    He nodded, then moved toward the open front door. 
 
    Abe made a frantic motion with his hands. “I can’t. There’s got to be something more we can do to help her.” 
 
    Defino put her hands on her hips. “Have you lost your mind?” 
 
    “Maybe. I don’t know.” He sat down on the edge of the table Stan had set up, closing his eyes. “I can’t take this. My heart is pounding. Why haven’t you been able to find her?” He pressed a hand against his chest. 
 
    That did the trick. Stan rose to his feet and Defino moved close to him, placing her hand on Abe’s shoulder. 
 
    “Calm down, Abe, this isn’t helping anyone. Just take deep breaths,” she said. “That’s it. In and out. In and out. We are doing everything we can.” 
 
    Marco didn’t listen for anymore. He hurried across the room, slipping out the door and running down the stairs. Once he was at the bottom, he paused in the driveway, out of sight of the living room windows, and pulled out the cell phone again. 
 
    I’m out. Now what? 
 
    He could feel his heart racing again, waiting for the response. He removed his gun and checked it, then looked back at the display. Just as he was going to type another message, the phone buzzed. 
 
    Get in your car and drive north on 19th. 
 
    I can’t get up 19th. The entire park is filled with cops looking for you. Tell me where to meet you. 
 
    No response. 
 
    Marco was just getting ready to try dialing the number directly when a new message flashed across the screen. 
 
    Get in your car and start driving north. I’ll text you in a bit.  But hurry. I figure she’s got at most a half hour. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Jake finished dusting the chair in front of the windows, placed everything back in his evidence kit, and pushed himself to his feet. His gaze happened to go out the window. Marco was standing in Peyton’s driveway, texting on his phone. Jake frowned, then reached for his own cell phone. 
 
    He dialed Marco’s number. 
 
    Marco looked at the display, then lifted his eyes, meeting Jake’s gaze. Slowly he lifted the phone to his ear and connected the call. 
 
    “Have you found anything?” he asked. His voice was strange, tense and unsteady. 
 
    “No. What are you doing?” 
 
    Marco glanced down the street. “Defino gave me permission to check out the crime scene, so I’m headed there.” 
 
    “She did?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can’t stay in that house.” He gave Jake a pointed look. “Look, Jake. You’re clever. You can figure this out. Who the hell is this bastard and where did he take her?” 
 
    “I’m trying, Adonis. There’s just nothing here. You’re the cop. How do these things usually go?” 
 
    “That’s the problem. He’s not keeping to a pattern, or the pattern he’s keeping keeps changing. Think, Jake. You and Stan are her best chances. I’m the guy you go to when there’s a person in front of you. You and Stan put the puzzle pieces together. Please, Jake. You’ve got to figure something out. I can’t lose her.” 
 
    “I know. I’ll keep trying.” 
 
    Marco nodded, then he disconnected the call and started up the street, away from Peyton’s house. Jake finished buckling the straps on his evidence case, then took another pass around the upper part of the house. There was nothing here. 
 
    No pizza boxes, no soda cans, nothing to indicate the Janitor had been using this as a flop house. 
 
    He wandered down the stairs into the garage. Simons and Cho were standing in the middle of the room, staring at a black spot of oil on the concrete floor. They looked over as Jake arrived. 
 
    “Find anything?” Jake asked. 
 
    “Just this.” Cho pointed at the oil. “That cargo van of his leaks. Must really be an older model.” 
 
    “He was keeping it in the garage?” 
 
    “Looks that way.” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “I don’t understand any of this. There’s no sign he used the house to live in. At best, I figure, he sat in that chair and watched Peyton’s house. There’s no food, no drinks, nothing that indicates he was actually using this place for shelter.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Then why break in and risk getting caught?” 
 
    Cho shook his head. “Best we can figure, he planned to do surveillance from the van.” 
 
    “Then why did he break in here?” 
 
    “It was easier to watch Peyton’s house from inside. Less suspicious. Plus he could stash the van here.” 
 
    “Then what was the original plan?” 
 
    Cho shrugged. 
 
    Simons gave a grunt. “Most crimes are 80% desire and planning, 20% opportunity. Without the opportunity, you don’t have the crime. He got lucky when the house went up for rent, so he jumped on it.” 
 
    “And then what? He just watched her for hours?” 
 
    “Her house is always crawling with people,” said Cho. “He was probably waiting for enough of us to leave, so he could go after her.” 
 
    Jake’s head lifted. Not enough of them, he only needed to wait for one of them to leave. Marco. “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We’ve been thinking Peyton is the target all along, but it’s not. It’s Marco.” 
 
    “Marco?” 
 
    “Call Defino and ask her if she gave Marco permission to go to the crime scene.” 
 
    “Wait. What?” 
 
    “Please, Nate, just call her.” 
 
    Cho pressed the button on his radio. “Captain?” 
 
    “Do you have something for me?” came her response. 
 
    “No, there’s nothing here but an oil stain. Hey, Captain, is D’Angelo with you?” 
 
    “Of course he is.” 
 
    Jake gave Cho a pointed look. “Tell her he’s gone.” 
 
    “Captain, Ryder says he’s gone.” 
 
    “Hold on.” The radio chattered with other traffic, then the captain’s voice broke through. “God damn it, does Ryder know where he went?” 
 
    Jake felt his heart start to pound. Both Cho and Simons were staring at him. “He told me he was going to the crime scene, but I don’t think that’s where he’s going.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Defino. 
 
    “When I saw him, he was texting someone.” 
 
    The radio went dead. Cho and Simons gave him disbelieving looks. He knew he probably should have questioned Marco more, but he wasn’t thinking straight. Fear for Peyton was clouding his thoughts. 
 
    “Did he just say D’Angelo was texting someone?” asked Defino. 
 
    Cho pressed the button again. “Yes, he did.” 
 
    Silence. Feedback from other radios. Then Defino’s voice, low and deadly. 
 
    “Come back over here right now,” she said. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco hit the lights on the Mustang and drove as fast north as he could. Wracking his brain, he tried to figure out where the Janitor might have taken her. His cell phone rang in the cup holder. He glanced at it. Defino. Reaching down he disconnected the call, then pressed the redial button for the Janitor’s phone. 
 
    It rang without answer. He was probably using a throw-away, so the call couldn’t be traced. Still, if Marco could get him talking, Stan might be able to get a location from a cell tower. 
 
    Defino called again and Marco disconnected. 
 
    He felt guilty thwarting her this way, but he didn’t have a choice. He couldn’t chance missing an opportunity to connect with the serial killer. 
 
    Slamming on his brakes, he narrowly missed a car that had stopped right in front of him. The driver waved and pulled over to the side, so that Marco could get past. Sweat ran down his spine and made his grip on the wheel slick. His heart was pounding so hard, he felt like he could feel it in his temples. 
 
    As he swerved to go around the bewildered driver, he glanced down, seeing another text message. Briefly taking his eyes off the road, he glanced at the display. 
 
    I hope you’re on your way. Time is running out. 
 
    He dialed the number again and let it ring. The call never went through. As soon as he punched it off, a text message appeared. 
 
    Have I mentioned how much I like her? She has spirit. Fire. Zest for life. It’s intoxicating. 
 
    Marco grabbed the phone and braced it against the steering wheel, typing frantically. Damn you, don’t touch her. 
 
    Then stop trying to call. I know what you’re doing.  
 
    Fine, Marco texted back. Tell me where the hell you are! 
 
    Presidio. Call me when you arrive, but hurry. She has less than 20 minutes now. 
 
    Marco dropped the phone back into the cup holder and gripped the wheel so tight, his knuckles turned white. Damn it, he should have guessed Presidio. The Janitor had murdered there before. 
 
    
*    *    * 
 
      
 
    “He keeps disconnecting my calls.” Defino slammed the phone down. “Get a trace on him now, Stan.” 
 
    “On it. It’ll take me a bit, but…” 
 
    “Just do it.” 
 
    Letting Cho and Simons go in front of him, Jake hesitated on the landing of Peyton’s house, afraid Defino was going to blame him for this. And he did feel responsible. He knew it didn’t sit right that Marco was outside in the driveway. 
 
    “Where the hell is Ryder?” 
 
    Jake drew a deep breath and went inside. 
 
    Defino always looked like she was ready to spit nails, but he’d never seen her in such a towering rage before. Glancing around, he marked that Abe was hiding behind the counter in the kitchen. 
 
    “What do you mean he was getting texts?” 
 
    “I saw him standing in the driveway from across the street and he was texting on his phone.” 
 
    “You didn’t think that was strange?” 
 
    “I did. That’s why I called him.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you get Cho or Simons?” 
 
    “Because he said you gave him permission to go to the crime scene.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Captain, I don’t know, but you didn’t really expect him to stay here, did you?” 
 
    She took a step closer to Jake. He involuntarily stepped back and ran into Bill Simons. “I have one cop missing. Now it’s two. I damn well expected him to stay put. I need everyone to use their damn heads right now. Who was texting him?” 
 
    “He had the phone out in Peyton’s room,” said Abe, peering meekly over the counter. 
 
    “Who was he talking to?” 
 
    Abe shook his head, his beads clacking against each other. “He said it was his family, calling for an update.” 
 
    Jake drew a deep breath and released it. 
 
    Defino focused on him again. “You know something, Ryder. If you do, you damn well better spill it!” 
 
    Jake glanced around the room. Everyone was focused on him. “I don’t think it was his family, Captain. I think it was the Janitor.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “Because when Lieutenant Logan found Peyton’s phone, the display showed her contact list.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Not just her contact list. It showed Marco’s number. I think he’s been the target all along.” 
 
    Defino didn’t move for a moment, then she whirled, startling Jake. “Forget the damn phone. Track D’Angelo’s car.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton felt her head fall forward and touch her knees. She jerked upright again, forcing her eyes open. Exhaustion pressed on her, making it hard to think. She placed a hand against her temple, touching the spot where she’d struck the door. Maybe she had a severe concussion. Hadn’t she read that people got sleepy when they had a concussion? 
 
    She’d lost track of time. The Janitor hadn’t come. She’d tried to push open the doors until her shoulder and feet ached, but they didn’t budge. She had no idea where she was, where he was, or how she was going to get out of this. 
 
    She forced open her eyes again, blinking in the darkness. She hadn’t even been aware that she’d closed them until she realized she was dreaming of her father. Ben Brooks had always told her, You can think your way out of anything, Sweetness. Just use your head for something other than growing hair. 
 
    Clearly, that was one bit of advice that didn’t always work, especially when your head wasn’t working properly. 
 
    Still, she was so tired. She just wanted to lay down for a moment, but she feared if she did, she wouldn’t wake up again. Weren’t head injuries like that? Didn’t you try to keep a person awake with a head injury? 
 
    But she didn’t think she had hit her head that hard. She hadn’t blacked out. She had a headache, but it wasn’t because of the impact – it was because of the smell. 
 
    The smell. 
 
    Her thoughts came into focus. She could feel the engine rumbling in the cargo van. It vibrated beneath her, and the smell was a mix of gasoline and oil – exhaust. She forced her weary mind to think. Exhaust contained carbon monoxide and carbon monoxide made a person very sleepy, so sleepy that eventually that person stopped breathing. 
 
    The van was filling with carbon monoxide. 
 
    She pinched her arm, hoping the pain would drive out the confusion. How did she escape the gas? How did she survive this? Think. Think. Gas rose, so if she kept her face low, she might be able to get enough oxygen to breathe. 
 
    She stretched out on her stomach and covered her mouth and nose with her arm, hoping it might filter some of the fumes. God help her, if someone didn’t come soon, she was going to die in this damn van. 
 
    Even as the thought formed, she found the lull of sleep to be almost irresistible. She pinched herself again, but the pain seemed detached, not a part of her anymore. Her eyes closed involuntarily and this time she didn’t have either the strength or the will to open them again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    “Got him,” said Stan, pointing to a dot on the map. 
 
    Jake and Defino moved closer to the screen. “What street is that?” asked Defino. 
 
    “Arguello, just past Geary,” answered Stan. 
 
    “That’s past the park. Where the hell is he headed?” 
 
    Jake studied the little red dot that Stan indicated was Marco’s car. “Can you back the map out a little, Stan?” 
 
    Stan nodded and made some clicks with the mouse. The screen expanded outward, the lines shrinking, the words becoming indistinct. Defino frowned, but Jake felt his heart hit his stomach. 
 
    “He’s going to the Presidio,” he said. 
 
    Defino looked up at him. “The Presidio?” 
 
    “The Janitor has killed there before,” said Simons. 
 
    “Get a squad car to intercept him. We need to stop him before he gets in there. We’ll never find him if he does.” 
 
    Jake turned to her. “Captain?” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder at him. “Why do I have a feeling I’m not going to like this, Ryder?” 
 
    “Because you’re not, but here it is. I wouldn’t stop him. It might be our only chance to save Peyton. You can send squad cars into the Presidio, but you have no idea where the Janitor has her. The Presidio is what – 2 square miles?” 
 
    “2.956,” corrected Stan. 
 
    Jake scowled at him. Stan shrugged and pointed at the screen, where he had information about the Presidio open. 
 
    “Okay, almost three. That’s worse. If you go in there without knowing where he is, he’ll kill her.” 
 
    Defino glanced at him. “What are you suggesting, Jake?” 
 
    “Surround the area, shut down the roads leading into it, but do it quietly, then as soon as D’Angelo locates the Janitor, you can go in, but you’ve got to narrow the choices down to have any chance of saving either of them.” 
 
    “He’s right, Captain,” said Cho. 
 
    Defino thought for a moment, staring at the red dot on the screen, then she closed her eyes. “God damn it, get our people in place and await my signal.” She paused, then continued, “And send an ambulance in on standby.” 
 
    Jake released his held breath. 
 
    Cho and Simons nodded, then moved out onto the landing to give the orders. Defino walked over to the table and braced her hands on it. “I sure hope you know what you’re doing, Ryder.” 
 
    Jake hoped so too. The thought of losing someone else as close to him as Peyton was made his guts knot. He just couldn’t lose her the way he’d lost his wife. Not when Zoë’s death was still so fresh in his memory. Worse still, he knew Marco wouldn’t be able to survive it. 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco glanced down at the cell phone, catching the text message as it flashed across his screen. 
 
    Go towards the Marina Green. There are some utility buildings there. Red brick, beneath the dismantled over pass. 
 
    Marco knew exactly where that was. He pressed his foot down on the accelerator, the Mustang jumping over the ruts in the road, the siren screaming. The violence of the drive, the speed, the turns, the badly paved roads distracted him from the panic he was beginning to feel. The Janitor said she had twenty minutes. It had been nearly that long. There was just no good way to get anywhere in this City in a hurry. 
 
    He couldn’t allow himself to think about what the Janitor might be doing to her. His mind kept touching on the previous murders. The Janitor was repeating them and Marco knew that Lewis Booker, who died after Father Reynolds, had his throat slit. He forced that thought from his mind, but other insidious fears crept in. 
 
    I like her. More than like her. You wouldn’t want me to like her too much. You wouldn’t want me to make her scream. 
 
    He slammed his fist against the steering wheel and yanked it hard to the left, the tires squealing. If he hurt her, if he touched her, Marco would make him die slowly. He would tear his intestines out, he would cut his heart from his chest, he would carve him into pieces so small they would never find him…and what the hell good would it do? If he hurt Peyton, revenge would mean nothing. 
 
    He realized he hadn’t prayed in years, really prayed. He made a mimicry of it at holidays and in church, but soul-wrenching, gut-aching prayer hadn’t come to him in a long time. He needed it now. He needed something or else he was going to lose his mind. 
 
    He started, faltering at first, but he started. He picked Peyton’s favorite prayer -- the 23rd Psalm. The lines were so familiar, they came to him easily. They came to him without hesitation as if he could hear her speaking them with him. How many times had they recited the 23rd Psalm together? It was their thing, something that drew them to each other in the most difficult times of their lives. Something that gave them comfort. 
 
    The Lord is my Shepherd; I shall not want. 
 
    He should have told her he loved her. He should have taken the risk. 
 
    He maketh me to lie down in green pastures. 
 
    For eight years, he’d guarded that secret like it was precious, keeping it from her. 
 
    He leadeth me beside the still waters. 
 
    And for what? Because he was afraid. 
 
    Jake was right. He was a coward. 
 
    He restoreth my soul. 
 
    He’d contented himself with meaningless encounters, when what he wanted was there all along. 
 
    He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake. 
 
    And now if he lost her...if he lost her… 
 
    Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death 
 
    I will fear no evil. 
 
    For thou art with me. 
 
    He tore the wheel to the left and bounced into the parking lot. The red brick buildings rose all around him, many of them, too many to search, but a wash of calm went through him. He was not leaving this place without her. For thou art with me. 
 
    He slammed on the brakes, grabbed his cell phone, and threw the car in park, then pushed open the door. He dialed the Janitor’s number, listening for the sound of a ring. A couple of joggers, a man and a woman, ran toward him as he reached for his gun, pulling it out. 
 
    “Is something wrong, Officer?” asked the man. 
 
    “Get out of the Presidio, now!” he said firmly, holding the phone to his ear. They shied away from him, quickening their pace toward the Marina Green. Marco scanned the area with his eyes, but he didn’t see a cargo van. He forced the panic down again. 
 
    The phone stopped ringing. He could hear breathing through the line. 
 
    “I’m here,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “One shot. Make it a headshot. If you miss, she dies.” 
 
    Marco tried to place the voice, but he couldn’t. “I want my partner first.” 
 
    “No. One shot. One chance. You screw this up and you don’t get another.” 
 
    Marco spun around, searching the area, straining his ears to hear a sound, a voice carrying on the foggy air. “Tell me where she is!” 
 
    “I guess that’s your decision then.” 
 
    “No!” Marco heard the raw panic in his own voice. It sounded like it belonged to someone else. “No, I’ll do it your way. Just tell me where she is.” He tightened his grip on the gun. “I’ll do it your way.” 
 
    For a moment there was no answer. Marco spun again, searching frantically. 
 
    Then he heard it. The sound of sirens approaching, cutting through the fog and the gloom, cutting into him. 
 
    “You screwed up,” came the voice in his ear. “Too bad.” 
 
    Then he was gone. 
 
    “NO!” Marco threw the phone down, then he started running. He didn’t know what he intended to do, but he raced to the first building and tugged on the door. A padlock kept him from opening it, so he raced to the next, repeating the same action. 
 
    His heart beat frantically against his ribs, his thoughts had occluded to one thing, movement, but somewhere in the back of his mind he realized he was repeating the 23rd Psalm over and over again, obsessively. 
 
    The sirens were growing closer and as he glanced over his shoulder, he could see police cars streaming into the Presidio from every avenue, lights ablaze. He stumbled to a stop in another parking lot, watching them. Gradually, he became aware of another sound, so faint, he wouldn’t have heard it except his every sense was on hyper alert. 
 
    He closed his eyes and held his breath, listening. There it was again. Faint, but unmistakable. The sound of a car engine. 
 
    He whirled around and his eyes landed on the double doors – the only building without a padlock. He tore over to it and wrenched the doors open. An involuntary sob escaped him as he caught sight of the cargo van, idling inside. He glanced briefly at the slumped form beside the van, only long enough to mark that it was a man, not a woman, then he grabbed the handles on the van’s back doors, and threw them open. 
 
    Peyton lay, facing away from him, in the bed of the van. She didn’t move when he hovered over her. Placing his gun in the bed, he curled his arms under her body and lifted her. Her head lolled against his shoulder as he carried her out into the parking lot and sank to his knees, holding her close. 
 
    “Come on, sweetheart,” he said, pressing his fingers under her chin, searching for a pulse. “Come on, breathe, Peyton, breathe!” 
 
    Her lips were tinged blue. Panic threatened to overwhelm him. He pressed his knuckles hard against her arm, trying to draw a pain response. She gave a little gasp and sucked in air, so he did it again. 
 
    “Come on, sweetheart, breathe!” 
 
    A police car swerved into the parking lot in front of him and he tore his eyes from her pale face, looking up. A uniform threw open the car door and started to climb out. 
 
    “I need an ambulance! Now!” Marco shouted. 
 
    The officer talked into the receiver on his shoulder. 
 
    Marco lowered his face to Peyton. “Come on, sweetheart, breathe.” 
 
    The officer hurried over. “Where’s the suspect?” 
 
    Marco shook his head, not bothering to make eye contact. 
 
    “I need to know where the suspect is!” the officer demanded. 
 
    “Leave me alone!” Marco growled. 
 
    Something in his tone must have registered because the officer backed away. 
 
    He was only half aware that the parking lot was filling with patrol vehicles. He couldn’t get a response out of Peyton, but then he heard the rumble of an ambulance pulling up in front of him. When the paramedic jumped out of the passenger’s door, he focused on him. 
 
    “Get an oxygen tank!” he shouted. 
 
    Suddenly two medics surrounded him, pulling Peyton out of his arms. He didn’t want to release her, but he gave way under their superior experience. They immediately fitted an oxygen mask over her face and then lifted her to a gurney. Marco followed them as they rushed her to the back of the vehicle and lifted her inside. He climbed in next to her, not waiting for them to ask him. 
 
    One of the men slammed the doors shut and ran to the driver’s side, climbing behind the wheel, while the other stripped down an IV. “What’s her name?” he said. 
 
    “Peyton.” He reached over and brushed a curl off her cheek. 
 
    “Peyton, I need you to wake up,” said the medic. 
 
    The ambulance began to pull forward. Marco braced himself, muttering prayers under his breath. Her chest was beginning to rise a bit more, but she still looked so pale, so ashen. 
 
    “Peyton, I’m going to start an IV.” 
 
    He turned her elbow out and pushed up the sleeve of her running jacket. When he pressed the needle into her skin, she gave a little gasp, sucking in more oxygen. 
 
    “That’s a good sign,” said the medic, reaching for the tape. 
 
    Marco bent over her. “Come on, sweetheart, wake up!” 
 
    The medic pressed his knuckles hard into her sternum, between her breast. “Come on, Peyton! Wake up now!” 
 
    She shuddered and her eyes snapped open, searching frantically until they landed on Marco. He heard a sound escape him, something suspiciously like a sob, and he ran his hand through her hair, smiling. 
 
    “That’s a girl,” said the medic, going back to the IV. 
 
    She fixated on Marco’s face as tears welled in her eyes and ran down her temples. She couldn’t talk with the mask over her mouth. 
 
    “It’s okay, sweetheart,” he said, stroking her hair. “You’re safe now. You’re safe.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Marco paced back and forth in the waiting room from the window to the television and back again. A crowd suddenly appeared – Cho, Simons, Jake, Abe, Defino, Maria, Cliff…Peyton’s mother. They surrounded him, asking him questions. He didn’t have any answers. They’d taken her beyond a door where he couldn’t follow and no one had been out to tell him anything. 
 
    There were other people in the waiting room, sitting in little groups, speaking in whispers. They kept their eyes on him, watching him, staring at his empty gun holster. He didn’t remember where he’d stashed his gun, but at this point he didn’t give a damn. 
 
    Defino stepped in front of him. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    He studied her face, her short cropped hair, the faint lines around her mouth, and he couldn’t process what she was asking. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “The Janitor contacted you?” 
 
    Marco nodded. “Yeah, text. I don’t know how he got my number.” He looked toward the door. “She’s been in there for a long time.” 
 
    “I’ll go see if I can find out anything,” said Abe. 
 
    Maria stepped between Marco and Defino, putting her arm around Marco’s waist. “Captain, can’t this wait until later?” 
 
    Defino squinted at her, then she nodded. “Yeah, it’ll wait.” 
 
    Marco gave Maria a grateful look, then pulled away and walked to the window. 
 
    Alice followed him. 
 
    “What did he do to her?” she asked, putting her hand on his arm. 
 
    Marco glanced down at her. “He had her in the back of a van. The van was idling in this building and…” His voice failed. He swallowed hard. “The van was filling with carbon monoxide.” 
 
    Alice closed her eyes. Marco put his arm around her shoulder and she leaned into him, resting her head in the middle of his chest. He realized Alice Brooks wasn’t much taller than her daughter. 
 
    Jake walked over and leaned on the window sill, watching him. More than anyone else, Jake understood what he was going through, how surreal it all felt, how unreal. 
 
    “She’s strong,” Jake said. 
 
    Marco nodded, not trusting himself to speak. 
 
    “She’s a fighter,” he continued. 
 
    Alice tightened her hand in his shirt and gave a shudder. 
 
    “Angel,” came Abe’s voice from the doorway. 
 
    Marco turned, watching as Abe led a doctor in green scrubs into the room. Alice clung to him. 
 
    “This is Dr. Reynolds,” he said, indicating the short, balding man with close-set eyes and a long, hooked nose. “This is Peyton’s partner and mother.” 
 
    The doctor gave them both smiles. “She’s doing well.” 
 
    Marco felt like his knees were going to give out. Jake placed a hand in the center of his back, steadying him. 
 
    Alice sobbed. 
 
    “She got a bit combative with us.” 
 
    “That’s our girl,” said Abe, his eyes watering. 
 
    “I gave her a strong sedative and we had to tie her hands because she kept trying to take out the oxygen, but she’s breathing on her own and she’s alert.” 
 
    “When can she go home?” asked Alice, smiling through her tears. 
 
    “We want to keep her on oxygen for a full day, make sure all of the carbon monoxide is out of her system, but we’ll probably release her tomorrow.” 
 
    “Can I see her?” 
 
    The doctor glanced at the crowded waiting room. “Only immediate family right now, and only two at a time, but I’ll have a nurse come and show you to her room.” 
 
    “Thank you, doctor,” said Alice, grabbing his hands. 
 
    “Thank you,” echoed Marco. 
 
    The doctor nodded, squeezed Alice’s hands, then left the room. 
 
    Alice turned to Defino. “When she’s released I want to take her home to my house, so she can recover. Can you give us police protection?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Defino, glancing up at Marco. “I’ll make the arrangements. I’m also going to get a uniform outside her door while she’s here.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Alice, moving toward Cliff. He wrapped his arms around her and kissed the top of her head. 
 
    Marco watched them. He wanted to go to Peyton. He wanted that privilege, but he wasn’t family. Jake squeezed his shoulder, giving him a commiserate look. Abe came forward and pulled him into a bear hug. 
 
    “Don’t look so scared, Angel. I promise you our girl is going to be right as rain in a few days,” he whispered in Marco’s ear, then kissed the side of his face. 
 
    Marco nodded, watching as the nurse entered and led Alice away. He wanted to go. He wanted that privilege, but what the hell did he do about it now? Did he tell her what he felt? Did he confess everything and pray she wouldn’t end their friendship when she found out? 
 
    Abe released him and he backed up to the closest chair, taking a seat. Defino wandered out of the waiting room, talking into her phone, while Simons slumped into a chair. Cho and Maria held a whispered conversation in the hallway beyond the waiting room. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” said Abe, moving toward the hallway where the nurse had taken Alice. 
 
    Jake sat down next to him. “You okay?” 
 
    “No.” He clasped his hands between his knees. “I almost lost her.” 
 
    Jake nodded. 
 
    “I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “You have to tell her what you feel.” 
 
    Marco looked over at him. “What if I lose her? What if she can’t see beyond that and she decides we can’t even be friends?” 
 
    “It’s a chance you’re going to have to take.” 
 
    “He’s still out there.” 
 
    “The Janitor?” 
 
    Marco nodded. “He gave me a chance. He wanted it to end. He was going to give me one shot to end it, and…” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “The Presidio filled with cops. He said I screwed up and he was gone.” Marco met Jake’s eyes. “He said I screwed up. What does that mean? What if he goes after her again?” 
 
    “We have to be more careful. She has to be more careful.” 
 
    Marco shuddered, remembering the texts. “He said he liked her. A lot. He threatened to…” His voice failed him. 
 
    “To what?” 
 
    Marco couldn’t say it. It made him feel sick inside. 
 
    “To rape her?” 
 
    “In so many words.” 
 
    Jake’s jaw tensed. “This bastard has to die.” 
 
    “He was right there. I had a chance and I blew it.” 
 
    “You didn’t blow it. You didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    “I picked her over ending it. I could have gone after him, but I picked her.” 
 
    Jake clutched his arm. “I would have done the same.” 
 
    “If other people die, it’s my fault.” 
 
    “Right now, if you had to make the choice again, what would you do? Right now, Adonis. What would you pick?” 
 
    Marco met Jake’s gaze. “I’d pick her.” 
 
    Jake gave him a pointed nod. “So would I.” 
 
    “Marco?” 
 
    Marco looked up to see Alice standing before him. He rose to his feet. 
 
    “She wants to see you.” 
 
    Marco nodded, unable to speak. Here was his moment. Here was his chance. Could he take it? 
 
    Alice led him down a side corridor, the walls painted in austere hospital white, no artwork, no color to break up the coldness. She pulled open a glass door and led him into a small room. Peyton lay in the bed, a nasal cannula in her nose, her wrists tied down to the rails, an IV running out of her arm. 
 
    Her wild curls lay across the white pillow and she wore a pale blue hospital gown. She looked small and fragile in the large bed. As he stepped inside, her eyes opened, but they were glazed and heavy. 
 
    He took a seat on the edge of the bed and forced a smile, reaching out to run his fingers through the wild curls. “Hey, partner,” he said, swallowing the lump in his throat. 
 
    “Can you untie me?” She tugged at the restraints. “And take this damn thing out of my nose?” 
 
    “That’s why they have you tied up, sweetheart. You need the oxygen right now to get the carbon monoxide out of your system.” He reached across the bed and loosened the right tie. “If you promise not to remove the tubes, I’ll untie you.” 
 
    “I promise,” she said. 
 
    He worked at the buckle and freed her right arm, then turned to the left. He felt her eyes searching his face, but he couldn’t find the courage to meet her look. 
 
    “I thought he was going to kill me,” she whispered. 
 
    His gaze snapped to hers. 
 
    Tears filled in her eyes. 
 
    “I thought I was going to die.” 
 
    He released her other hand, then stroked her hair at her temple. 
 
    “You saved me again.” The tears spilled over and ran down her cheeks. “You found me.” 
 
    He brushed them away. “Always,” he said. “I will always be there.” 
 
    Her eyes closed involuntarily. “They drugged me again. Why do they always drug me?” 
 
    “Because you cause them trouble.” 
 
    She gave him a faint smile. “I’m so sleepy.” 
 
    “Then go to sleep, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Don’t leave until I do.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    She was quiet for a long time. He watched the rise and fall of her chest, stroking her hair to soothe both her and himself. He wanted to lay down beside her and wrap her in his arms. He wanted that almost more than he wanted his next breath, but he contented himself with what he had. He was always contenting himself with the minimum where she was concerned. 
 
    She gave a little moan, her fingers tightening in her covers. 
 
    “It’s okay, sweetheart. You’re safe now,” he whispered, bringing his lips close to her ear. 
 
    She blinked sleepily at him, trying to make eye contact. “Marco,” she said, her voice a whisper of sound. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Marco, I love you.” 
 
    Marco went still. “What?” 
 
    Her eyes closed again. 
 
    “Peyton, what?” 
 
    Her breathing leveled off. 
 
    “Oh, come on, sweetheart. Don’t do this to me. What did you say?” 
 
    She didn’t respond. Her body went slack, her head sinking deeper into the pillows. 
 
    “Peyton?” he pleaded. 
 
    “Hey, big guy,” came a male voice. 
 
    Marco glanced over his shoulder. His heart had started to pound again. 
 
    Cliff stood in the doorway. 
 
    “If you’re done, her mother really wants to stay with her.” 
 
    Marco stared at the other man, unable to formulate a thought. What the hell! 
 
    “Sorry, sport. Mama bird is needing to protect her little chick right now.” 
 
    Marco glanced back at Peyton, but she was obviously under the influence of the drug. 
 
    “You can come over to the house and see her in a few days, after she’s released. Alice plans to take her home with us.” 
 
    Marco closed his eyes. Peyton had told him she loved him before, but she always used his last name. This was the first time she’d said it and used his first name. It was probably the drugs. It probably meant nothing, but he couldn’t believe they were going to deny him the right to stay with her. 
 
    He trailed his fingers through her hair again. It was his own fault. He didn’t really have any rights where she was concerned because he was such a monumental coward. Even now, even when she’d asked for him, he was afraid to tell her the truth. 
 
    He sighed and leaned forward, pressing his lips to her forehead. For the rest of his damn life, this was all he was going to get because he couldn’t risk losing this. Losing even this small part of her. 
 
    He rose to his feet and turned away, walking toward the door. 
 
    “Thanks, sport,” said Cliff, patting him on the shoulder. 
 
    Marco stepped out of the room and marked the uniform taking a seat on a metal chair beside the door. He gave him a nod. The uniform nodded back. 
 
    Then without allowing himself a look back, he walked toward the hall, turned right instead of left, and exited the hospital without saying a word to anyone. Right now, he had nothing to say and he sure as hell didn’t need to see any more sympathetic faces. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Jake reached for the remote, but hesitated when he heard a key enter the lock on the front door. Pickles started barking, racing across the wood flooring to bounce up and down at the entrance. Jake frowned. There was only one person who made the little dog act like that. 
 
    He stood up as the door opened. Peyton stepped inside, followed by her mother and Cliff. Her hair was loose on her shoulders and she wore a clean pair of jeans and a teal colored t-shirt, but she still looked too pale for Jake’s liking. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked, coming around the couch. 
 
    Her eyes went immediately to the spot where Marco had kept his bag and his army cot. It was empty. Jake had found all of Marco’s stuff missing when he got back from the hospital. When he called him, Marco told him he didn’t want to talk. Jake left it alone. 
 
    “I live here,” she said, bending to pick up the little dog. She cuddled him, but she kept staring at the empty spot by the window. 
 
    “I know. I thought you were going to stay with your mother for a while.” 
 
    Alice pushed past her, carrying a hospital bag with Peyton’s running clothes. “She refused to stay with me.” She settled the bag on the floor and gave her daughter a worried look. 
 
    “She also refused the patrol officer,” said Cliff, tucking his hands in his pockets. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, “I just need some sleep. I just wanted to come home.” She glanced around again. “Is Maria here?” 
 
    Jake shook his head. He figured she wasn’t really interested in Maria. He figured he knew who she really wanted to see. “I think she’s at Cho’s. She was pretty shaken up yesterday.” He walked around the couch, touching Peyton’s arm. “We all were.” 
 
    She gave him a grim nod and stepped into his arms. He hugged her, kissing the top of her curly head. He could smell the usual lilac scent of her shampoo. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re home,” he said softly. 
 
    “So am I.” She stepped back and gave him a forced smile. 
 
    “I could make dinner,” offered Alice. 
 
    Peyton hugged Pickles, then settled him on the floor. “I’m not hungry, Mama. I just want to go to bed.” 
 
    Alice nodded, her eyes watery. “I guess Cliff and I will leave then.” 
 
    “Thank you for everything,” said Peyton, kissing her cheek. 
 
    She turned and cupped Peyton’s face in her hands, kissing her forehead. “You call me if you need anything. Anything at all, no matter what or when.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Cliff touched her shoulder. “Take care, kiddo.” 
 
    “Thank you, Cliff.” 
 
    He pointed at Jake. “You watch our girl, you hear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Jake. 
 
    Peyton walked them to the door and then shut it, placing her back against it. She let out a heavy sigh. “When did he leave?” 
 
    “Last night.” 
 
    “Did you talk to him?” 
 
    “I called him. He didn’t want to talk.” 
 
    She sank her fingers into her hair at the temples. “Oh, God, Jake, I screwed up so bad.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure what she meant. Did she mean when she went running by herself or something else? “Come again?” 
 
    “With Marco.” 
 
    He frowned. 
 
    She walked around the couch and took a seat on the coffee table. He sat down in front of her. 
 
    She clasped her hands in her lap and stared at them. “These last few weeks, I guess I’ve been getting confused.” 
 
    “What do you mean confused?” 
 
    “Since he’s been living here, I’ve started to have these…” She touched the spot between her breasts, looking up at him. “…feelings, seeing him differently.” 
 
    Jake’s mouth opened, but he stopped himself from saying anything, waiting to see where she was going. 
 
    “All these years, he’s been my best friend. He’s been the one constant, the person I rely on most of all, but lately...lately, I’ve been wondering if I’m so bad at relationships because…” 
 
    “Because?” 
 
    She chewed on her lower lip. “Because I compare every man to him.” 
 
    Jake gave a slow nod. 
 
    “Twice now he’s saved my life.” 
 
    “I know. Could that be where the confusion is? It’s a pretty heavy debt, knowing someone has saved your life.” 
 
    “I thought about that. I’ve spent hours the last few weeks thinking about it, wondering if that’s why everything is so strained between us, but that’s not it. Whenever I think about dating a man, I find myself looking at all the things he doesn’t have, and every one of those things are what he has.” She closed her eyes. “Then last night, I screwed up.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “They had me so drugged, I wasn’t even sure what I was saying and I was so emotional.” 
 
    Jake waited, not speaking. 
 
    “When he walked through those doors, I...I don’t know. I mean, I know how he feels about me. I know I’m not at all the sort of woman he dates. I’ve watched him for the last eight years bed one woman after another and I’m not like any of them. He’s never lied to me, he’s always been very clear about what he doesn’t want, and what he doesn’t want is any attachments.” 
 
    Jake slumped back on the couch, letting his hands dangle beside him. These two were a piece of work. 
 
    She looked up and met his gaze. “I told him I love him.” 
 
    Jake’s brows rose, nearly to his hairline. “You did what now?” 
 
    She sank her fingers into her hair. “I know. Oh, God, I know. How stupid! I’d blame the drugs, but I wanted to say it. I didn’t regret saying it. Except now...now, I’m so scared. What if he doesn’t want to be friends anymore? I’ve lost him as my partner and now if I lose him as my friend…” 
 
    Jake briefly closed his eyes. “The two of you are going to kill me,” he moaned. 
 
    She went still. “What?” 
 
    He shook his head in disgust. “Peyton, how can a woman as smart as you be so damn stupid?” 
 
    “You better follow that with something but quick, Ryder.” 
 
    He leaned forward and took her hands. “Peyton, just think for a moment. What man goes through what he does for a friend? He risked his career yesterday. Hell, he risked his life. He would have done anything to save you. Anything. Even die trying.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “What are you saying?” 
 
    He leveled a look at her. “You know what I’m saying.” 
 
    He’d never seen her be so still. Then she was moving, heading toward the door. Jake jumped up after her. “Peyton, wait!” 
 
    “No, Jake. I’m not waiting anymore. I’ve spent eight freakin’ years waiting.” 
 
    “You need to think this through.” 
 
    She grabbed her keys and shoved her wallet in her pocket. “I’ve spent too damn much time thinking. I almost died yesterday and that bastard is still out there, just waiting. I’m not wasting any more time.” 
 
    “Peyton, what are you going to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’ll come up with it as I go along.” 
 
    “At least let me drive you over there.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Peyton, this isn’t safe.” 
 
    She patted her pockets, then seemed to realize she didn’t have her phone. It had become evidence. “Let me borrow your phone and I’ll call you when I get over there. You’ll know I’m safe then.” 
 
    He sighed and took his phone out of his pocket, carrying it to her. He placed it in her hands and covered them with his own. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” 
 
    She bit her lip, then nodded. “Yeah.” 
 
    He reached behind her and hooked her gun, passing it to her. She took it without speaking. “Be careful and call me when you get there.” 
 
    She lifted on tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “I will.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Peyton later wouldn’t remember much about the drive to Marco’s apartment. She kept replaying everything over in her head, analyzing things he’d said, things he did. She touched the locket at her throat. How could she have so misread him? 
 
    For eight years, they’d been partners. They’d spent every day with each other. How could she have missed it if there’d been something more? 
 
    She wasn’t lying when she told Jake no other man would compare to Marco in her mind. Last night after the sedative wore off, she woke to find her mother sitting beside her. They’d finally had a meaningful conversation, the first one since her father died. Alice had told her what she wanted for her, how badly she wanted her to quit the force and settle down. She brought Jake up again. In Alice’s mind, Jake was the perfect mate, the perfect life-partner. If Peyton thought about it logically, she could see what Alice saw. 
 
    Jake was loyal.  Jake was dependable. Jake would always be faithful. And yet, she would never consider Jake. Because, she realized, Jake wasn’t Marco. 
 
    Devan wasn’t Marco. Stan wasn’t Marco. There was only one Marco, one man who embodied everything she wanted, and until now, she’d been sure that had meant nothing. She’d been sure that this same man would never consider someone like her. 
 
    She pulled into his complex and parked next to the Charger. He hadn’t been driving it in weeks, but he still kept it immaculately maintained, the dark paint gleaming. 
 
    She reached for the phone and dialed her house number. Jake picked up on the second ring. “Peyton?” 
 
    “I’m here,” she said. 
 
    “Make sure you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    She smiled at the phone. “I do. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    “Okay,” he answered and the line went dead. 
 
    A part of her wished Jake could be the one, like her mother wanted. Jake would be easy. Jake was the most uncomplicated person she’d ever met and he’d subsume himself into a relationship with little problem. Jake was meant to be monogamous, committed, a husband. Marco was not. As Maria had said, she’d slapped a collar on Marco and called him tame, but all along she’d known that he would never be. Still, he was worth the risk. 
 
    She was surprised she wasn’t more nervous as she pushed open the Corolla’s door and climbed out. She pressed the button to lock it and walked with determination toward his building. She would have run up the stairs, but her bout with carbon monoxide had left her feeling a little light headed still. 
 
    Even so, she arrived at his door and stood studying the number on it, praying he was home. She realized she hadn’t looked for the Mustang once she saw the Charger. He might be out and then what would she do? 
 
    She rubbed her hands against her thighs, swallowed hard, then reached up and knocked on the door. She felt like she was standing on a precipice and either she would survive the fall, or she’d be dashed to bits at the bottom. Still, she was determined to take the leap. She was done with playing it safe. 
 
    The lock turned and the door opened. Marco filled the entrance, his chest straining the t-shirt he wore, his black hair touching his shoulders. His blue eyes widened when he saw her and she couldn’t help but notice how damn handsome he was. 
 
    She felt her heart accelerate, pounding in her throat, in her temples. How had she not realized what she felt for him all this time? It filled her now until she worried she might suffocate. 
 
    “Hey, partner,” he said, giving her a lazy smile. 
 
    She reached out and curled her hand in his shirt, tugging him forward, then she went up on her toes and kissed him, angling her head so their mouths met perfectly. He hesitated in surprise for a second, just the briefest of seconds, then he was kissing her back, curling his arms around her, crushing her against him, deepening the kiss. 
 
    Somehow he pulled her back with him into his apartment and kicked the door closed without lifting his mouth from hers. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed up into him, wanting to meld with him. He shoved her back against the wall beside the door, his hands sliding into her hair, anchoring her mouth beneath his as he stole her breath with his kiss. 
 
    Gradually, he pulled back, pressing their foreheads together. They were both breathing hard, their bodies entangled. She looked into his blue eyes, searching him, and she saw what she wanted to see. 
 
    “Take me to bed,” she whispered against his lips. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he said breathlessly.


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Genevieve sat down in the booth across from the cop. He looked like a boy with his smooth face and his wide-set brown eyes, like a puppy who was hoping for a treat from its master. She shifted, crossing her legs, and he fixated on them, glancing up at her nervously. 
 
    “Hello, Officer Bartlet.” 
 
    “Hello, Ms. Lake. Thank you for meeting me. What can I get you?” He wasn’t wearing his uniform, but if possible, the silly 49er ball cap and the oversized jersey made him look even younger. 
 
    “I’d love a glass of Pinot.” 
 
    He motioned to the waitress. 
 
    “Are you sure we should be meeting here? Isn’t this where Inspector D’Angelo usually comes to drink?” She glanced around the crowded interior of the Fiddler’s Green. 
 
    “He won’t be here tonight.” 
 
    She licked her bottom lip. He followed it with his eyes. “I heard about Inspector Brooks. Is she all right?” 
 
    “She’ll be fine. She’s taking a few days of leave right now.” 
 
    “And the Janitor got away again?” 
 
    Bartlet nodded, then looked up when the waitress arrived. “A glass of Pinot and a rum and coke for me,” he said. 
 
    She nodded and walked away. 
 
    “Do you think Inspector Brooks will come back?” 
 
    “To work?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Of course she will. This isn’t going to stop her. This sicko isn’t going to scare her away.” 
 
    “What about D’Angelo? Will he be suspended again?” 
 
    “Why would he be suspended?” 
 
    “Didn’t he break protocol? Go after her when he was told to stay?” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    She smiled. So simple. Poor boy. “I have a police scanner. It lit up like a Christmas tree yesterday.” She leaned forward. “How do you think he got away?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The Janitor. The Presidio was surrounded. How did he escape?” 
 
    Bartlet shrugged. “We think he’s got military training.” 
 
    Genevieve gave a slow nod. 
 
    Bartlet shifted uncomfortably. “Can we talk about something else?” 
 
    “Sure. What do you want to talk about?” 
 
    The waitress returned with their drinks and settled them on the table. Bartlet placed a twenty on her tray and she nodded, then backed away. 
 
    Genevieve lifted her drink and took a sip. 
 
    Bartlet gave her a shy smile. “I just wanted to have a drink with you. That’s all. I don’t want to talk about work. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “It’s just, I like you and I was hoping, maybe, you like me.” 
 
    “Of course I do.” 
 
    He glanced at her and smiled, then looked down. “Just, sometimes I feel like all you’re interested in is getting a story out of me.” 
 
    “Is that what Inspector D’Angelo told you?” 
 
    He gave a soft laugh and nodded. “Yeah, pretty much.” 
 
    She leaned forward. “Don’t listen to him. He’s just jealous because I rejected him.” 
 
    “You rejected him?” 
 
    She sipped at her wine. “You sound surprised.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. I didn’t think any women rejected a guy like him.” 
 
    “Well, I did.” She gave Bartlet a sly smile. “I like guys who are less full of themselves. No woman wants a man who’s that arrogant, who thinks he can have whatever he wants.” 
 
    Bartlet returned her smile. “I’m glad. I mean, it’s nice.” 
 
    She gave him a sultry wink. “So not to talk about work, but are you assigned to the Clean-up Crew case yourself?” 
 
    “Pretty much the entire precinct is focused on it. It was bad enough when he was messing with child molesters, but now he went after one of our own.” 
 
    “It’s so scary realizing a serial killer’s running around the City and no one seems able to stop him. He pretty much does what he pleases.” 
 
    “He’s not going to be running around much longer. Not now. We’re closing in on him. In fact, pretty soon we’re gonna know exactly who he is.” 
 
    “Really?” She placed a hand over her heart. “I’m so relieved. It scares me to death to think of it. I don’t know how Inspector Brooks isn’t a complete wreck.” 
 
    “She’s pretty strong.” 
 
    Genevieve nodded. “She has to be. I would have had a heart attack the second he grabbed me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. You’re safe.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. Her phone rang in her clutch where it lay on the table. “Excuse me for a second. Just let me check it. It sounds like my work cell.” 
 
    He nodded and sat back. 
 
    Genevieve fished the phone out and looked at the display. No number, just the words Unknown Caller. She frowned, but thumbed it on, lifting it to her ear. 
 
    “How bad do you want that Pulitzer?” 
 
    She didn’t recognize the voice. It was gravelly and low. 
 
    “Excuse me? Who is this?” 
 
    Bartlet frowned. 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “Boy Wonder seems curious.” 
 
    Genevieve felt her heart slam against her ribs and she turned, searching the bar for anyone else on a cell phone. No one else seemed to be talking. “Say that again?” 
 
    “How bad do you want the Pulitzer?” 
 
    Genevieve faced forward again, clenching her jaw. “Bad.” 
 
    “Good. Then we need to talk.” 
 
    Bartlet was giving her a pointed look. She forced a smile for him, but blood was rushing to her head. 
 
    “Oh, Uncle Leo, so nice to hear from you,” she said. She pointed to the phone and mouthed sorry, gotta take this. Then she rose to her feet and walked away from the table, moving toward the back where the bathrooms were. She scanned the crowd again, searching for anyone with a cell phone. “How did you get this number?” 
 
    A low, deep laugh echoed through the line. “The paper gave it to me. I said I was supposed to have an exclusive interview with you and they immediately turned it over. Didn’t really ask many questions. Ironic for news people.” 
 
    “What do you want with me?” 
 
    “I want to know if you want a Pulitzer for some real journalism, or do you want to continue pumping green cops for information they never had?” 
 
    She paused at the entrance to the bathroom hallway, staying in the main part of the tavern. “Fine, but they’re going to get you eventually. You really pissed them off by taking one of their cops. She almost died.” 
 
    “If we’re going to have a working relationship, you’ve got to stop being bitchy. I don’t like it.” 
 
    Genevieve realized she was shaking. What the hell was she doing, talking to a serial killer? “I don’t think this is a good idea.” 
 
    “Afraid, are you? And here I thought you were one of the old fashioned journalists, you know, the ones who stare into the face of death for their story. The ones who aren’t afraid to brave war, natural disaster, famine for that by-line. I guess I was wrong.” 
 
    Her grip tightened on the phone. She did want to be one of those journalists. Real journalists, not the yellow news propaganda hounds most journalists had become nowadays. “What are you proposing?” 
 
    “I tell you my story. You write it down. When this is over, you have my permission to publish it.” 
 
    Genevieve considered for a moment. “You’re going to give me your story. You’re going to trust that I’m going to write it exactly as you say without making an editorial comment about it. Without calling you a sociopath or a psychotic butcher.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you call me, baby. It doesn’t matter to me. I don’t much care what the general public thinks of me. Psychopath is fine by me. But we both know who the real psychopaths are.” 
 
    Genevieve shook her head, staring out at the busy tavern, knowing that any one of these men could be him, could be a serial killer. “What exactly do you get out of this, then? I mean if I can say whatever I want about you, what the hell do you gain?” 
 
    “Immortality, baby,” he said and hung up. 
 
      
 
    THE END
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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 role, 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 crackled 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 alleviate 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 sighed. “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. 
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