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				Prologue

				Eight years earlier, Baltimore, Maryland, Thursday, March 15, 5.45 P.M.

				I can’t. I can’t do this.

				The words thundered in John Hudson’s mind, drowning out the beep of the cash register at the front of the convenience store. The customer at the counter paid for her purchases, then left, oblivious to the fact that the guy standing in front of the motor oil was a cold-blooded killer.

				But I’m not a killer. Not yet.

				But you will be. In less than five minutes, you will be. Desperation grabbed his throat, churned his gut. Made his heart beat too hard and too fast. I can’t. God help me, I cannot do this.

				You have to. The small print on the back of the bottle of motor oil he pretended to study blurred as his eyes filled with hot tears. He knew what he had to do.

				John put the bottle back on the shelf, his hand trembling. He closed his eyes, felt the burn as the tears streaked down his wind-chapped cheeks. He swiped a knuckle under his eyes, the wool of his gloves scraping his skin. Blindly he chose another bottle, conscious of the seconds ticking by. Conscious of the risk, of the cost if he followed through. And if he did not.

				The text had come that morning. There had been no words. None had been needed. The photo attached had been more than sufficient.

				Sam. My boy.

				His son was no longer a boy. John knew that. At twenty-two, his son was a man. But John also knew he’d lost the best years of his son’s life because he couldn’t recall much from that time. He’d spent them snorting and shooting up, filling his body with what he couldn’t live without. Even now, standing here, he was high. Just enough to be borderline functional, but not enough to dull the horror of what he was about to do.

				His addiction had nearly killed him too many times to count. It had pushed him to beat his wife in a frenzied rage, nearly killing her. Now it was killing Sam.

				His son had pulled himself out of the neighborhood, kept himself clean. Straight. Sam had a future. Or he would, if John did what he was supposed to do.

				God. How can I? His hand trembling, John flipped his phone open to the photo that had been texted to him that day – his son bound, unconscious, a thin line of blood trickling from his mouth. Tied to a chair, his head lolling to the side. A gloved hand holding a gun to his head.

				How can I? How can I not?

				The assignment had originally come via text yesterday morning from a number John had hoped he’d never see. He’d made a desperate deal with the devil and payment had come due. His target had been identified, the time and place specified.

				The target came to this store every evening on his way home from work. John just had to show up. Do the job. Make it look unplanned. Wrong place, wrong time.

				But he hadn’t been able to do it yesterday. Hadn’t been able to force himself to walk inside the store. Hadn’t been able to force himself to pull the trigger.

				So the ante had been upped, the second text sent, this time with the photo. And Sam was the pawn. Son. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.

				John heard the quiet beep of the door as it opened. Please don’t let it be him. Please don’t let him stop here today. Please.

				But if it’s not him, you can’t kill him. And then Sam will die.

				‘Hey, Paul.’ The greeting had come from the cashier, a fifty-something African-American woman who greeted several of her customers by name. ‘What’s shakin’ in the hallowed halls?’

				John’s heart sank. It’s him. Make your move.

				‘Same old, same old,’ Paul replied, a weariness to his voice that somehow made John’s task seem even worse. ‘Cops put them in jail, we do our best to throw away the key. Most of the time they’re back on the street so fast, the door doesn’t even hit them in the ass.’

				‘Damn defense attorneys,’ the cashier muttered. ‘Same old, same old on the numbers, too?’

				‘My mother is a creature of habit,’ Paul said, his chuckle now rueful.

				‘You’re a good boy to pick up her lotto tickets every day, Paul.’

				‘It makes her happy,’ he said simply. ‘She doesn’t ask for much.’

				Just do it! Before he makes you like him even more.

				He edged to the end of the aisle, closer to the cash register. Pretending to scratch his head, he reached up under his Orioles baseball cap to yank down the ski mask he’d hidden under it to cover his face. It could be worse. The three of them were the only ones in the store. If he had to dispose of a lot of witnesses . . . That would be much worse.

				‘That’ll be ten bucks,’ the cashier said. ‘How’s your wife, Paul? Pregnancy going okay?’

				His wife is pregnant. Don’t do this. For the love of God, do not do this.

				Ignoring the screaming in his head, John wheeled around, drawing his gun.

				‘Everybody freeze,’ John growled. ‘Hands where I can see them.’

				The cashier froze and John’s target paled, his hands lifted, palms out. ‘Give him what he wants, Lilah,’ Paul said quietly. ‘Nothing in this store is worth your life.’

				‘What do you want?’ the cashier whispered.

				Not this. I don’t want this.

				Do it. Or Sam will die. Of this John had no doubt. The photo he’d been sent flashed into his mind. The gloved hand holding the gun to his son’s head had killed before. He would kill Sam.

				 Do. It.

				Hand shaking, John pointed the gun at Paul’s chest and pulled the trigger. Lilah screamed as the man went down. John caught a movement from the corner of his eye. Lilah had retrieved a gun from below the counter. Clenching his jaw, John pulled the trigger a second time and Lilah crumpled to the counter, blood pooling around the hole he had just put in her head.

				It’s done. Nausea churned in his gut. Get out of here before you throw up.

				He took a step toward the door when he froze, stunned. Paul was struggling to his knees. There was no blood on the man’s white shirt. Holes, but no blood. Understanding dawned. The man wore a vest.

				What the fucking hell? John lifted his gun, aiming at the man’s forehead.

				The shrill beep of the door opening had him glancing to the left.

				‘Daddy!’

				Oh hell. A little boy. The devil had never said anything about a kid.

				Fucking hell. Now what? What do I do now?

				What happened next, happened fast. Too fast. Paul lunged toward John, grabbing for the gun. They fought, and John tried to pry the man’s hand away.

				I need a clear shot. Just one clear shot. He’d aimed at his target’s arm, just to shake him loose, when the little boy charged, fists balled, screaming, ‘Daddy!’

				John fired and Paul cried out in pain. And the child went silent.

				Horrified, John and Paul looked to the boy who lay on the floor in a bloody heap. The bullet had gone through Paul’s arm and into the boy. Into his chest. The child wasn’t breathing.

				No. He’ll die. I’ve killed a little boy. Oh my God. No. No. ‘No,’ he gritted out.

				Paul collapsed to the floor, shielding the boy with his own body. ‘Get away from him,’ he snarled. He checked the boy’s pulse, tried to stop the bleeding, his hands shaking and desperate. ‘Paulie,’ he shouted. ‘Paulie, it’s Daddy. I’m here. I’m gonna take care of you. You’re gonna be okay. Just . . . keep listening to me, son. Listen to my voice. You’re gonna be okay.’

				John had taken a step forward before he realized it. To help. To save the boy.

				Grief and rage had Paul lunging to his knees once again, reaching to knock John’s gun from his hand, still shielding his son with his body. ‘You sonofabitch. Get away from my son.’

				Sam. John had to finish it, or both of their sons would die for nothing. Willing his hand to be steady, he lifted the gun, aimed at Paul’s head. And pulled the trigger. The man dropped to the floor, covering his son’s body with his own.

				‘I’m sorry. God, I’m sorry.’ Staggering outside, John made it to his car, managed to get the key in the ignition. And tore out of the parking lot. As he did so, he could already hear sirens.

				He needed to get away. Needed to report in, to get Sam back. Then . . . he didn’t care. If the cops caught him . . . he didn’t care. He just had to get Sam to safety. He pulled off the main road, took the back roads that he knew so well. He was on autopilot.

				He was . . . numb. I killed that woman. I killed that man. I killed that little boy.

				I killed a child. I. Killed. A child.

				His throat closed. He couldn’t breathe. He’d saved his own son. And killed someone else’s. Sam would not approve. Sam would hate him more than ever. His son had strict notions of good and bad. Right and wrong. Sam would not have let his father kill to save his life.

				So he can never know. I’ll never tell him.

				He reached the meeting place, where Sam was to be delivered to him. John got out of the car and fell to his hands and knees, retching. He hung there, drawing one breath after another. None felt clean. None felt right. None felt . . . enough. He was choking to death. He was breathing but his lungs couldn’t get enough air.

				I killed a child. An innocent child. I need to pay for that. But first, get Sam back. Then . . .

				‘I’ll turn myself in,’ he whispered hoarsely. But even as he said the words in his mind he knew he would not. He’d been to prison twice already. He couldn’t go back there. He knew he would carry the shameful secret of what he’d just done to his grave.

				He pushed himself to his feet, stumbled back to his car. Slid behind the wheel. With shaking hands, sent a text.

				It’s done. I want my son back. Alive. Now. Or I’ll blow the whistle on you so fast your head will spin. He hit send, then pocketed his phone and leaned back, closing his eyes.

				A few seconds later he heard the familiar buzz. A phone, receiving a text. But he hadn’t felt anything in his pocket. He’d started to sit up straighter when he heard an even more familiar sound. The click of a trigger being pulled.

				He looked up. Saw the face in the mirror. The devil himself. The man with whom he’d made a deal a year ago.

				I should have taken the drug conviction. I should have gone to jail.

				It would have been his third offense. Three strikes. He would have been separated from Sam for years. Now it looks like I will be anyway. Forever.

				Because the devil himself held a gun to the base of John’s skull. He was too tired to fight.

				‘I did what you said,’ John whispered. ‘I did all that you said.’

				‘I know. I appreciate it.’

				‘What about my son?’

				‘He’ll be released. He won’t remember anything about his ordeal.’

				‘Good.’ Thank you was on the tip of his tongue, but he held it back. There were no thanks to be given. A woman, a man, and a child were dead. He never would have pulled the trigger if the devil hadn’t pushed him.

				The devil made me do it. He laughed out loud, the sound hysterical to his own ears. The last thing he saw was the devil in his rearview mirror, shaking his head.

			

		


		
			
				

				Chapter One

				Baltimore, Maryland, Friday, March 14, 10.30 P.M., eight years later

				The knock on his office door had Todd Robinette glaring at the dark wood panels. He didn’t ask who it was. He knew exactly who was there and why. When Robinette summoned, his staff came running. Fast. On any other day, for any other job, their dedication satisfied him. But not today. And certainly not on this job.

				Go away, he wanted to snarl. I need to do this myself. Because if you wanted something done right . . . But he knew that wasn’t the reason. His employees were the best. They’d go in, do the job, and get out. No mess. No fuss. No nasty clues for bitch cops to find. No worries.

				So don’t lie, asshole. At least not to yourself. He let out a slow breath. Fine. I want to be doing this myself. I want some mess. I want some fuss. I want the bitch cop to beg me for mercy.

				That was the unvarnished truth. He wanted to see her dead, but that wasn’t enough. For eight long years he’d wanted to see her suffer. Because what she’d cost him warranted a hell of a lot more than the simple ending of her life.

				I could do it. I deserve to do it. Nobody will know. Nobody will suspect.

				Except that one never knew when someone was watching – and all it took was just one overeager witness to send your world crashing around your ears, forcing a quick repair job. Quick repairs tended to be sloppy. Or, at least, very, very costly.

				He’d learned that lesson eight years ago when he’d been on his own, just a guy with a job that hardly anyone paid attention to. It would be much truer now. He’d gained power, but with it had come visibility. Now he had board meetings and gave speeches to philanthropists. He couldn’t just wander off and kill anyone he wanted to anymore. Which sucked, actually.

				On the other hand, all that visibility made for an unshakeable alibi and, luckily for him, all that power necessitated a staff. He had a public relations director, a security manager, and a director of product development – all experts in their respective fields. More relevantly, he now had a cleanup crew who specialized in eliminating threats. A smart man would let them do what they were paid to do and Todd Robinette was a very smart man.

				He glanced at the single photograph on his desk. I’m a smart man who’s sacrificed far too much to lose it all now.

				How many nights had he lain awake, worrying that his sacrifice hadn’t been sufficient? More than he wanted to remember, especially during that first year.

				How many times had he fantasized about silencing her permanently? More than he could count, especially during this past year. The past twelve months had been hell on his nerves. But he’d kept his cool, stayed his hand. Because none of those times had been the right time.

				But this is. This was not just the right time, but the perfect time. He might not get a chance like this again. It doesn’t matter who does the honors, as long as she’s dead.

				When the knock came again, Robinette ground out, ‘Come in.’

				Henderson, the most trusted member of his cleanup crew, closed the door and stood before his desk, eyes gleaming at the prospect of a new adventure. ‘Robbie, whatcha got for me?’

				Robinette took a breath. ‘A new job.’ He unlocked the cabinet behind his chair, pulled out a folder and slid it across his desk, which, with the exception of a sleekly modern laptop, the single photograph in the silver frame, and a well-worn Rubik’s cube, was an empty, polished slab of black granite. ‘Detective Stefania Nicolescu Mazzetti, Homicide. She goes by Stevie.’

				Henderson studied Mazzetti’s photo, clipped to the folder. ‘May I ask why?’

				She humiliated me. Nearly destroyed me. She taunts me by breathing. And she can bury me.

				But he’d divulge none of those reasons. Nobody knew how close she’d come to taking him away in handcuffs. Nobody that was still alive, anyway.

				Robinette turned the silver frame so that Henderson could see the face in the photograph and gave the one reason that was no secret. ‘She killed my son.’

				‘Ah. So she’s the one who killed Levi.’ Eyes narrowing with undisguised malice, Henderson committed Mazzetti’s personal profile to memory. ‘Anything else I should know?’

				‘Yeah. She’s on her guard. She’s been physically threatened three times in the last week. The first was an attack with a knife, the second, a big guy with an excellent right cross. This afternoon someone shot at her. They missed.’

				‘All of them missed? Were the attackers ours?’

				Robinette snorted. As if he’d allow such incompetence. ‘Hell, no. This cop has more people mad at her than a gator has teeth. They fall down fightin’ and more pop up to take their place.’

				‘So our hit will be blamed on the other “gator teeth”,’ Henderson said dryly.

				‘Exactly.’ Which was why now was the perfect time.

				‘Did any of the three attackers escape?’

				‘The third one did, the shooter.’ Which was to Robinette’s advantage. ‘She disarmed the man with the knife, then pinned him till the cops came. She did the same with the second guy, the fighter. The shooter ducked into a white Camry and drove away.’

				Henderson looked reluctantly impressed. ‘She’s only five-three. She must be very skilled.’

				‘Unfortunately, yes. Which is why I picked you to go after her. You have better skills.’ Specifically an Army sharpshooter badge, amazing recall, a robotic ability to focus, and a cold-blooded tenacity that would put a dog with a bone to shame.

				Back in the day, Henderson had been one of the few soldiers Robinette had trusted to watch his back. That hadn’t changed. What had changed was the flag they fought under. Long ago and far away it had been red, white, and blue. Now, it was a hundred percent green. Benjamins, Lincolns, even Washingtons. Cold. Hard. Cash. It was the only thing that really mattered.

				‘I need Mazzetti taken care of,’ he continued. ‘And you’re the best marksman I have.’

				Henderson nodded once. ‘True. Why is everyone else after her?’

				‘Her old partner was on the take, paid by rich parents who wanted the crimes committed by their misunderstood darlings to disappear. He’d plant evidence against innocent people and arrest them for the crimes. He was damn good at it – until he got caught. Now he’s dead.’

				‘And she was in on it, too?’

				‘I think so,’ he lied, ‘but nobody else seems to.’ His life would have been so much easier had she been. ‘They’re after her because she’s trying to “right” all of Silas Dandridge’s wrongs.’

				Cold blue eyes flickered in recognition. ‘Silas Dandridge? I remember that name. An article about him came through my newsfeed when I was in the Sudan, so that would have been March, last year. He worked for that lawyer who controlled a whole team of dirty cops.’

				‘And ex-cons. Stuart Lippman was an equal opportunity employer, now equally dead.’

				Henderson frowned, pondering. ‘The article said Lippman had it set up that if he died under “suspicious or violent circumstances”, a record of all his operatives and the crimes they’d committed would be sent to the State’s Attorney.’

				No, not all, Robinette thought, but he nodded. ‘That record was Lippman’s life insurance. Kept his operatives from killing him and kept them watching each other, too. If one turned the boss in, all of them suffered.’

				‘Clever. So why does this one cop have so many enemies if she wasn’t in on it?’

				‘Because she’s been investigating the Lippman cases. She’s closed four in the last month – three rapists and an armed robber who had innocent men sitting in six-by-eights, paying for their sins. Some folks aren’t happy to see this particular beehive disturbed.’

				‘Guess not. Three rapists and an armed robber. Busy lady.’

				Robinette shrugged. ‘She’s had some time on her hands.’

				‘She got fired, then. Guilty by association.’

				I wish. ‘No. There was an IA probe after Dandridge was exposed, but she passed.’ With flying colors, none of which were cold-hard-cash green. She was a cop who couldn’t be bought. ‘She’s on disability leave, shot by one of those crazy Millhouse KKK groupies outside the courthouse.’

				‘I saw that story on TV. It made international news when I was in Madrid, between assignments. That would have been in December, right before Christmas. Sixteen-year-old girl got pissed because her baby-daddy was found guilty of murder so she started shooting everyone on the courthouse steps. She shot a couple cops. Which one was Mazzetti?’

				‘The one that killed her.’

				‘That was Mazzetti? She nailed the kid right between the eyes, even though she was bleeding like a stuck—’ Henderson abruptly halted. ‘I’m sorry, Robbie. That was insensitive.’

				Robinette shrugged. ‘Just because it was insensitive doesn’t make it less true. We’d already established that Mazzetti’s got skills,’ he added bitterly. After all, Mazzetti had nailed his son right between the eyes as well. ‘Two of the three recent attacks were commissioned by rich folks, annoyed that she’s making their offspring pay for their sins. The shooter wasn’t caught, but I assume the same motive. The attacks will likely continue. Until she’s put down for good.’

				‘Which is where I come in.’

				‘Yeah. You need to strike before the cops hide her away in some safe house. If that happens, we’ll have lost our opportunity. I won’t be happy.’

				‘Don’t worry. You’ll be happy.’

				‘Good. Now, to make your job a little easier, she’ll be at the Harbor House Restaurant tomorrow afternoon at three.’

				Henderson frowned. ‘How do you know that?’

				‘Because tomorrow is March 15. For the past seven years she’s gone to that same restaurant at three o’clock on March 15.’ Which he knew because he’d had her under surveillance all this time. ‘She’ll be meeting a psychologist visiting from Florida, Dr Emma Townsend.’

				Henderson thumbed through the pages in the folder. ‘There’s no photo of Townsend here.’

				‘Google her. You’ll find her photo on her Amazon page. She writes self-help books on dealing with grief. Try not to shoot her, too, but do what you have to do to get Mazzetti.’

				Henderson looked up from the file, eyes gone flat and calculating. ‘Mazzetti has a kid.’

				‘Cordelia,’ Robinette said. ‘She’s seven years old. If Mazzetti is a no-show at the restaurant, you can get to her through the kid. She goes to ballet class on Saturday afternoons.’

				‘I see that here. Stanislaski’s Studio. Okay, then. I’ll call you when the job’s done.’

				‘No, you won’t. I’ll take that folder back.’ Henderson handed it over, and Robinette fed the contents through the shredder under his desk. ‘I want no trail, paper or electronic. Nothing for the cops to find. When you’re successful, I’ll hear all about it on CNN. That’ll be all.’

				Dismissed, Henderson left, but Robinette’s office door didn’t close completely. Another head appeared in the gap. ‘Got a minute, Robbie?’

				‘Sure.’ Robinette waved his head chemist to enter. ‘Not like I’m getting any work done.’

				‘When do you ever?’ Fletcher’s teasing grin abruptly faded at the sight of Levi’s photograph out of place. ‘So. You’re finally gonna do it.’

				‘It’ didn’t need specification. Fletcher had been there for him at Levi’s funeral, along with Henderson, Miller, and Westmoreland. His friends. His trusted team.

				It had been an open casket funeral, because Stevie Mazzetti really was a damn fine shot. The hole her bullet had left in Levi’s head was neat and clean, easily camouflaged by the funeral parlor’s makeup artist and hairstylist.

				Lying there . . . It had been the most at peace his son had looked in years.

				Robinette returned the silver frame to its original position. ‘Yeah. I’m finally going to do it. Henderson is, anyway.’

				‘It’s about time,’ Fletcher said roughly. ‘We would have done it for you eight years ago, but I understand why you waited. You’re more patient than we are.’

				‘No, not really.’ Just less willing to go to jail. ‘But, speaking of patience, how are the tests coming? You get any benefit from that obscenely expensive equipment you insisted we needed?’

				Fletcher slid a single sheet of paper across the black granite. ‘You be the judge.’

				The plain white paper bore no company logo on its letterhead. There would be no connection of Fletcher’s pet project to Filbert Pharmaceutical Labs. Or to its president. Which would be me. Or to the chairman of the board. Which would be me, again.

				Because all of the company’s other officers were dead. Robinette shot a quick, satisfied glance at the Rubik’s cube. May they all rest in peace.

				Robinette read the summary, handwritten in Fletcher’s precise script. The news was good. Very good. He lowered the paper, gave Fletcher a hard nod. ‘You’re a fucking genius.’

				‘I know,’ Fletcher said serenely, then grinned. ‘It’s not as good as we can eventually make it, but it’s stable twice as long as anything else out there. Which is good enough for now.’

				‘Do they know?’

				‘Oh, yeah. I’ve received confirmation from three groups that took demo packages. When deployed, the payload was as potent as the day it was made, as promised. They were impressed.’

				Robinette frowned. ‘Who did they test it on?’

				‘Do we care? Nothing’s made the news. I’ve been watching and listening.’

				‘Good. The last thing we need is an incident drawing attention.’

				‘I wouldn’t worry. Our clients have always been discreet. Plus, they know if they get caught with it, we won’t sell them any more.’ Fletcher’s brows lifted. ‘And they want more. As much as I can make. As fast as I can make it.’

				Robinette did a quick mental calculation as to what their profit would be and nodded, satisfied. ‘How quickly can you have the first shipment ready to go?’

				‘Already boxed up. We’re waiting on the next batch of vaccines to be ready to ship next Friday. Westmoreland and Henderson are on rotation next week, so they’ll escort the shipment.’

				Henderson should have completed Robinette’s special project by then. ‘That’s good. We don’t want our shipment to fall into the wrong hands.’

				Fletcher’s eyes lit up with greedy glee. ‘The wrong hands being those not holding money.’

				‘You got that right.’ Robinette fed the single sheet of paper into his shredder. ‘Take the weekend off. You’ve earned it.’

				‘A few of us are going into town tomorrow night. A few beers, a little . . . companionship. You should come with us. It’ll be like old times.’

				‘I can’t. Brenda Lee says I can’t drink in public anymore. It’s bad for PR, considering the work I do for teen drug and alcohol rehab.’ Fletcher was a genius with the chemicals, but Brenda Lee Miller was a spin master. ‘Plus she’s still mad about that little beer-fueled “disagreement”.’

				Having spun Robinette from a murder suspect into a pillar of the damn community, she’d been none too pleased about having to make a bar brawl disappear last year. She’d been right – Robinette could have ruined eight years of hard work beating up that meathead. Luckily, Brenda Lee was also his attorney and she settled the matter quietly, discreetly, and confidentially.

				Robinette had only wished his wife had been as quiet and discreet as Brenda Lee. Lisa had been irate and still brought it up from time to time.

				Fletcher shrugged. ‘So, don’t drink. You can still find companionship. I know I need some. It’d be good for you, too, if you don’t mind my saying so.’

				‘I think Lisa might mind you saying so,’ Robinette said dryly. He expected Fletcher’s eyes to roll and was not disappointed. ‘She is my wife, Fletch.’

				‘Yeah, I remember. I was at the wedding. She’s . . . I’m sure she’s got some good points, like . . .’ Fletcher feigned deep thought, then shrugged again. ‘I got nothin’.’

				Robinette snorted. ‘She’s rich, well-connected, and beautiful.’ And she makes everyone forget my unfortunate past. ‘Think of her as a business accessory. Like a power tie.’

				‘More like a damn noose.’

				‘Fletch.’ Robinette murmured the warning. ‘I allow you leeway because we’re friends.’

				‘And because I’m the fucking genius that’s making you richer than God.’

				‘That, too. But be careful. She is my wife, whether you like her or not. Besides, I couldn’t go out with you anyway. Lisa and I have an event tomorrow night.’

				Fletcher frowned. ‘Another “Humanitarian of the Year” award? Didn’t you just get one?’

				‘Brenda Lee’s got them set up like dominoes. This one goes with the opening of another teen rehab center, which she scheduled to coincide with the anniversary of Levi’s murder.’

				His son had been high as he’d fled Mazzetti and her so-called investigation. After accusing Robinette of killing his second wife, she’d changed her mind, accusing Levi. Robinette’s son had been terrified and disoriented and he’d run. Mazzetti had mowed his boy down like a dog.

				‘Well, have fun,’ Fletcher said, still out of sorts over Lisa. ‘I have to go.’

				When Robinette was alone he leaned back in his chair. Closed his eyes. This time tomorrow his troubles would be over. Thanks to Henderson, Stevie Mazzetti would be dead. And then, thanks to Fletcher, Robinette’s personal coffers would be running over for some time to come.

				Saturday, March 15, 1.59 P.M.

				Stairs. Shit. She hadn’t remembered stairs.

				Detective Stevie Mazzetti paused to stare, glare, and consider the four steps she’d need to climb to get into the front door of the Harbor House Restaurant. In all the years she’d come here, she’d never even noticed the stairs. Now, they seemed like a damn mountain.

				She gripped the handle of her cane so hard her knuckles ached. It’s just four steps. You can do four tiny little steps. But could she do them quickly?

				She cast a look around her to ensure no knife-wielding assholes lurked about, waiting for her to display a moment of vulnerability. She could – and had – held her own against an idiot with a knife and a thug with hams for fists. All in the last week. She could do it again.

				Of course, if it was a gunman, she was a sitting duck. Yesterday she’d been lucky. The gunman hadn’t had a clear shot and was foolish enough to chance a bad angle. So he’d missed.

				But this downtown street offered a lot more places to hide, and a lot more good angles. Under most other circumstances, she would have avoided walking out in the open like this, at least until the ongoing investigations wound down. But today was March 15.

				Eight years ago today, her life had been irrevocably changed, her heart had been broken into a billion little pieces.

				Eight years ago today, her husband and her son had been ripped away from her, murdered in cold blood. Stevie had found her way out of the darkness and the depression with the help of the woman waiting for her inside the restaurant and the friendship they’d forged.

				For the past eight years this lunch with her old friend, Emma, was a date Stevie never missed, no matter what was going on in her life.

				No matter who might be lurking, waiting to catch her unaware. Stevie refused to hide, no matter how much her family and friends nagged at her to do so.

				This is my life. I’m not living it as a prisoner in my own home.

				Gratefully, she didn’t see anyone lurking. What she did see was a sign pointing to the handicapped entrance, but at the speed she walked these days, getting there would take her ten times longer than just dealing with the damn stairs. She’d be exposed far longer that way.

				Plus, I’m late. Of course. Everything took her so much longer since she’d been wounded on the courthouse steps, the day the jury had returned the verdict in a controversial murder trial. She’d expected guarding the prosecutor to be dangerous. She hadn’t expected to wake up in ICU with a bullet hole in her leg. Three months later she was still struggling to find normality. Whatever the hell that is.

				Tensing every muscle, she grabbed the rail and hoisted her body up the stairs as fast as she could. When she got to the landing, she used her momentum to keep moving forward. A few more awkward steps put her under the porch gable. She leaned against one of the supports, out of sight of the street. She needed the cover to . . . recover.

				Because she was breathing like she’d run a marathon instead of having climbed four tiny stairs, goddammit. She was sweating, trembling. And then came the pain, shooting up her hip and down her leg. Gritting her teeth, she clenched one hand into an impotent fist and, with the other, held on to the cane for dear life, riding the excruciating wave until the worst of it passed. The fury that simmered at the back of her mind exploded, sparked by frustration and pain.

				Fuck you, Marina Craig. Like it wasn’t bad enough that the little bitch’s bullet had almost killed her? Here she was, crawling up stairs like a . . . cripple.

				Cripple. It wasn’t the PC term and Stevie didn’t care. It was her body. Her ruined leg. I can use whatever goddamned word I want to use.

				Stop it. The voice of reason sliced through her silent, childish tirade. You’re better, and every day you do more. At least you’re alive. That last one always got her attention.

				She’d lived. Others hadn’t been so lucky. Including Marina Craig. Because after Marina’s bullet had lodged in her leg, Stevie had returned fire. Marina was dead before she hit the courthouse steps. The girl had only been sixteen years old.

				But she’d also been a stone-cold killer who’d have loved nothing better than to murder every last person gathered in front of the courthouse that day. Marina had been furious at the judicial system that had ‘persecuted’ her lover, an eighteen-year-old white supremacist convicted of a double homicide. She’d also been well armed, her modified Glock capable of creating mass casualties.

				 I did the right thing. I saved lives, including my own. I’m alive.

				And she was grateful for that. Truly. But she was also tired of being . . . less than she’d been before. Soon. Just a little more time, a little more rehab. Soon she’d be back to normal.

				‘And everything will be fine,’ she whispered aloud. ‘It’ll all be fine.’

				It had to be true, because she’d never lied to her daughter.

				‘Everything will be fine’ was what she’d whispered in Cordelia’s ear twelve hours before as she’d held her, rocking them both until her daughter’s shudders stilled. It was what she whispered every night that Cordelia woke from a nightmare. Which, thankfully, seemed to be happening less frequently. Those sessions with the child psychologist were finally bearing fruit.

				Soon Cordy would be back to normal, too. And everything will finally be fine again.

				Because everything sure as hell wasn’t fine now. How long had it been since they’d been normal? How long had it been since her daughter had slept through the night?

				The answer stung. It had been a year. An entire year. The last time we were normal was when I stood here. On this very spot.

				It had been only a few weeks after her last annual lunch with Emma that everything went to hell in a hand basket, courtesy of Silas Dandridge, retired homicide detective. Her old partner. Stevie had considered him her mentor, her friend. She’d trusted him to watch her back. She’d trusted him with her child.

				Instead, he’d threatened Cordelia, shoved a gun into her ribs. He’d betrayed her trust. He’d betrayed them all. So fuck you, too, Silas Dandridge. I hope you’re finding hell to your liking.

				It was because of Silas that Stevie was hiding behind a damn post this very moment, worrying that one of his old clients – or even worse, one of his old accomplices – was out there, waiting to shut her up for good. Which pissed her off. But at least I can take care of myself.

				Her daughter was a different story. Cordelia was only seven years old. Silas was her daughter’s nightmare, a nightmare that was finally fading.

				As had Stevie’s trembling. But she was still on edge, the events of the week having a cumulative effect. She couldn’t go into the restaurant a bundle of nerves. Emma would notice. Psychologists tended to be annoyingly observant about things like that.

				Gathering herself together, she pushed the restaurant door open, determined not to waste this time with Emma, who’d seen her through Paul’s death in a way no one else could have.

				For seven years, Stevie had left this lunch feeling better. Renewed. She wasn’t sure ‘feeling better’ was a reasonable expectation today. She’d settle for a little peace.

				Saturday, March 15, 2.02 P.M.

				Well, shit. Passing the restaurant, Henderson turned right at the end of the block, watching Stevie Mazzetti in the rearview mirror, seeing her just as she entered the building.

				The only things Robinette had gotten right were the day and the restaurant. All of the boss’s other information was dead wrong.

				Mazzetti wasn’t supposed to arrive until three, but there she was, a full hour early. Had she arrived at three, she would be dead. Because I would have been set up on the roof of the building across the street, waiting to pick her off as she’d climbed the stairs.

				Had Mazzetti been on time, killing her would have been the easiest job ever assigned in the history of mankind. The cop had taken the better part of a minute to climb the stairs. She’d been a damn fish in a barrel.

				But no. She was early. A fucking hour early.

				Henderson still might have been on time to set up on the roof before her arrival, but double-checking the whereabouts of her daughter had taken longer than it should have, as well. Because little Cordelia wasn’t at ballet class as Robinette had promised. She and her aunt had ended up at a destination a good twenty minutes farther away.

				So technically I’m still early, but I’m still too late. Blaming failure on Robinette’s bad information was an exercise in futility. Henderson had learned that lesson the hard way, the memory a sour one. Dammit. The car swerved a little. Henderson glanced at the steering wheel in surprise. My hands are shaking. This assignment had become more stressful than anticipated. A drink would settle the shakes.

				Not until you’re finished. Celebrate when you’re finished. Plan now. Celebrate later.

				Henderson parked the white rental Camry behind the building across from the restaurant. A morning scouting trip had identified this building as providing the best angle. And should anyone see me, they’ll tell the cops they saw a white Camry – the same make and model that yesterday’s would-be assassin escaped in after taking a shot at Mazzetti. Yesterday’s assassin would be blamed, diverting any suspicion from Robinette. Or from me, of course.

				Anticipation was a palpable presence in the air. It was time to get to work. Time to avenge the murder of Levi Robinette. It was time to give Robbie some long-overdue peace.

			

		


		
			
				

				Chapter Two

				Hunt Valley, Maryland, Saturday, March 15, 2.05 P.M.

				Daffodils. The sight of them lining the drive up to the farm made Clay Maynard think of soldiers at attention. He didn’t care much for flowers himself, but he had to appreciate the hardiness of the little yellow blooms. It was still so cold he could see his breath, but the daffodils didn’t seem bothered.

				His mother had always loved her daffodils. The memory of her tending her flowers was one of his favorites, one that he summoned when things got too dark. Today was one of those days.

				March 15. The day Stevie Mazzetti’s husband and son had been murdered. The day her life had been ripped apart by the event that, to this day, left her too damaged to love anyone.

				To love anyone? Or just you?

				He drew a quiet breath, pushing the thoughts from his mind. Pushing Stevie from his mind. Or at least to the corner. He’d tried to push her all the way out, many times. He’d given up. She didn’t want him, but, damn his soul, he still wanted her. He had since he’d laid eyes on her the first time, a dedicated cop on the trail of a killer. A fierce mother protecting her little girl.

				He’d seen her heartbroken and resolved. He’d seen her aroused . . . by me . . . and damn unhappy about it. He wanted her happy about it, wanted to be the man to make her forget the husband she’d lost. Wanted to be the man she started over with.

				He wanted her to be the one he started over with.

				A man doesn’t always get what he wants. Clay had lost track of the number of times his father had uttered those words. As usual, his dad was right.

				At least Clay had maintained his dignity after she’d kicked him to the curb in December. He hadn’t driven by her house, not even once, not even to make sure she was all right. As far as the rest of the world knew, Clay had walked away and had moved on. Maybe, someday, he would.

				All of a sudden there was a wide splash of yellow as the daffodils exploded from the orderly border along the road to a big field.

				His mom would have loved the sight of so much yellow. He decided he’d break early this afternoon and lay some daffodils on her grave. She’d have liked that. And it would make his dad happy, too. God knew he hadn’t given the old man much attention lately. Maybe he’d head out to the Eastern Shore tonight, take his dad out for dinner.

				A whistle had Clay looking right to where Alec Vaughn, his IT tech, stared out the window, wide-eyed at the sight of two new barns and a dozen horses grazing in newly fenced pastures.

				‘Wow,’ Alec breathed. ‘When Daphne makes up her mind, she doesn’t fool around.’

				‘No, she doesn’t.’

				The farm and its newest additions belonged to Assistant State’s Attorney Daphne Montgomery, Clay’s friend and client. Daphne had a personal fortune she enjoyed as a result of her divorce from a very unhappy marriage. It had been a high price to pay, but now she could afford to do the work she loved and support the causes she believed in. Three months ago, Daphne had announced that she was adding to her ever-growing list of charities. This newest one was for kids who’d been victims of violent crime to interact with horses, teaching them to care for an animal, because giving them the opportunity to create a bond with another living creature seemed to help so many of them overcome their trauma. Clay didn’t get the allure of the four-legged beasts, but apparently a lot of other people did.

				‘Daphne’s been receiving applications from all over the country,’ he told Alec. ‘Child protective services, law enforcement, desperate parents. So she moved up the timeline. The new barns went up last week. The inspector blessed them on Wednesday and the horses arrived Thursday. She wants to start the first group as soon as we get the place secure.’

				Thus, their presence at the farm. The private investigating side of Clay’s business solved issues once they’d already occurred. The security side identified potential vulnerabilities and put systems in place to keep those issues from happening. Surveillance systems and private security forces were Clay’s specialty.

				Daphne’s job with the prosecutor’s office left her vulnerable enough. Her wealth simply served to make her a bigger target. Now she’d be bringing children onto the property. Kids who’d already been traumatized were magnets for predators. Not going to happen on my watch.

				‘I didn’t know the application was available,’ Alec said. ‘It wasn’t on the website when I was doing a security check on the server last night.’

				‘She hasn’t developed a formal application, yet. She only made the one announcement on the local news a few months back. The broadcast got uploaded to the station’s website and emails have been flooding in to the TV station ever since. She let me read a few of them.’

				‘And?’

				Clay blew out a breath. ‘And, they . . .’ Broke my heart. ‘They indicate a huge, unmet need. Kids who’ve been through years of counseling and still can’t . . . connect. Which, when I thought about it, really didn’t surprise me.’ Ten years in the Marine Corps and another ten in law enforcement had introduced him to countless children who’d been victims of violence.

				Including the young man sitting in the passenger seat of his truck. Thankfully, Alec had moved past his own trauma years before, but the experience hadn’t left him unaffected. Alec had developed a uniquely empathic insight into the pain and suffering of others. The kid saw emotions that people tried desperately to hide. Including mine.

				But even as uncomfortable as it made him personally, Clay had come to depend on that insight. Alec’s IT skills made acquiring information from online sources terrifyingly easy and his insight into particularly hard-to-read human sources had made the difference in a number of Clay’s investigations.

				The farm’s drive ended in front of the main barn, where half a dozen vehicles already formed a line. Parking behind the Chevy Suburban that belonged to Daphne’s son, Ford, Clay switched off the ignition. They had only a few hours of daylight left. It was time to get to work.

				‘Daphne calls the new program “equine therapy”,’ Clay added with a sigh. ‘But what she calls “therapy”, I’m calling a security nightmare.’

				‘“Nightmare” is a bit dramatic, isn’t it? We’re talking about little kids here, not al-Qaeda.’

				‘We’re talking about kids, true. But we also have to clear the volunteers, the therapists, the horse trainers, and grooms. Even the parents and caregivers.’

				Alec’s nod was thoughtful. ‘I guess we do. That’s a lot of people.’

				‘Hell, yeah, that’s a lot. Every person with a pulse has to be cleared – and watched.’ There might be real trouble, or claimed trouble. Too many people saw Daphne as a deep pocket for a lawsuit settlement. It was Clay’s job to protect her as well as every child under her care. ‘We have to watch for any risk of violence against the kids and against Daphne. I wouldn’t put it past the family members of some of the felons she’s prosecuted to try to get one of the volunteer positions just so they can get close enough to Daphne to get their revenge.’

				Daphne didn’t give a rat’s ass that she was in danger. Her fiancé got it, though. FBI Special Agent Joseph Carter had given Clay a very generous budget with which to keep her – and anyone she helped – safe.

				Clay didn’t have many true friends and Daphne was one of them. He would have taken this job for free. But he wasn’t stupid. If Carter was willing to give him a blank check, he’d sure as hell take it. He could keep his staff gainfully employed for quite some time. Jobs like this one were the bread and butter of a security specialist’s business. The PI side didn’t pay that well and the cases he was willing to take were few and far between. His people had to pay their rent.

				‘I’ll make sure you can watch everyone everywhere on the property,’ Alec promised. ‘I’ll put a camera in every barn.’

				‘Not just one. I want a camera in every stall in every barn. Every corner of every pasture. If a squirrel crosses the property line, I want to know.’

				‘That’s a lot of work,’ Alec said doubtfully. ‘A lot more than I planned on. I didn’t order enough cameras. I’ll have to increase our order if you want to install that many. I can do that, of course, but it’ll take a few days to get them in. We can get started today with what we have.’

				‘That sounds good. I’m estimating that this job will take at least four days, maybe longer. You’ll be working with DeMarco and Julliard.’

				Alec frowned. ‘I don’t remember meeting them.’

				‘You haven’t. We haven’t done an installation of this magnitude since you joined the firm. They’ve done installation work for me before and I trust them. They’ll dig the trenches, lay the cables. Your role is to ensure every camera is connected to the network and operational. I’ll stay today to make sure everything gets started smoothly, then I’ll stop by once a day. Questions?’

				‘None. I’ll get to work.’ Alec began unloading the cameras and storing them in the barn.

				Leaving him to the task, Clay took a moment to visually inspect the property. DeMarco was walking the perimeter of the round training area that Daphne called ‘the arena’. It always made Clay think of gladiators and lions, not children and horses, but whatever.

				Daphne herself was inside the arena, wearing a neon pink suit and holding the lead line of a big gray horse. She waved to him, then turned and blew a kiss to the man leaning against the fence. That Joseph Carter was here was no surprise. It would have been more of a shock if he hadn’t been. The Fed raised a hand in welcome and Clay headed his way.

				Then stumbled, his head whipping to stare at the minivan parked between the Fed’s Escalade and DeMarco’s muddy truck. It was Stevie’s minivan. Goddammit.

				Clay gritted his teeth and forced his feet to move. If she was here, he was leaving. But not until he’d gotten a glimpse of her. Just a glimpse. Because I’m that pathetic.

				He stopped next to Joseph, having walked the fifty feet to the fence without craning his head to search for the woman who wanted nothing to do with him. ‘Hey, Carter.’

				‘She’s not here,’ Joseph said quietly. ‘It’s just Izzy and Cordelia.’

				Clay filled his lungs, felt the burn of the cold air, exhaled in a rush. Stevie’s sister and daughter. Not Stevie. This is good, he told himself forcefully. ‘What are they doing here?’

				‘Izzy’s taking the photos for the brochures,’ Joseph said. ‘Daphne’s got the fundraisers planned and hired Izzy to take the publicity photos and to cover the events themselves.’

				‘I didn’t know Izzy was a professional photographer.’

				‘She wasn’t. She lost her job with the department store in January. Photos are a hobby she’s trying to turn into a business until something else opens up.’

				‘She any good?’

				‘She’s very good.’ The sassy voice came from behind them. Clay turned to find Izzy with an expensive camera hanging around her neck. Her mouth was bent in a saucy grin, but her dark eyes, so like her sister’s, were grave as she studied his face. ‘Clay. It’s good to see you.’

				‘And you. How’s Cordelia?’ Stevie’s little girl had stolen a piece of his heart long ago.

				‘In the barn, brushing a horse. She’d love to see you, if you have a moment.’ She looked over at Joseph. ‘I only need a few more minutes. I’ve already got most of what I need, but the sun’s moved and the shadows will be different. Thanks,’ she said as Joseph opened the gate for her. ‘Cordy’s in the second stall on the right,’ she added pointedly to Clay.

				Clay pushed away from the fence. ‘I’ll look in on Cordelia, then get to work.’

				‘Hey, Clay, wait a second.’ Joseph shifted so that he could talk to Clay and keep his eye on Daphne at the same time. ‘Daphne’s planning a bridal shower for Paige.’

				Clay winced. Paige Holden was his partner on the PI side of the business, engaged to marry Joseph’s brother, Grayson. A third-degree black belt and weapons expert, Paige was an asset in the field, and an even better friend. Grayson was a lucky man and had the good sense to know it.

				But a bridal shower . . . Daphne had teasingly invited him, but Clay’s concept of friendship did not extend into such unfamiliar and potentially hostile territory. ‘Yeah, I know. I plan to be far, far away that night.’

				‘Grayson and I do, too. We’re going to charter a boat and do some deep-sea fishing. Grayson prefers that to a bachelor party. It would be Grayson, JD, and me. You’re welcome to join in, if you’re free.’

				Warmth loosed some of the knots in Clay’s chest, a welcome relief after the shock of thinking he’d see Stevie again. ‘I’ll make myself free. You got a charter lined up?’

				‘Not yet. Why?’

				‘My dad has a boat, moored at Wight’s Landing, on the Bay. He takes small groups out from time to time. He knows all the best spots for rockfish. He’ll give you a good rate.’

				‘Sounds great. Text me his info and I’ll book it.’

				‘Will do. I’ll see you later.’ Clay headed off to the barn to visit with little Cordelia Mazzetti. And then he planned to dig trenches with DeMarco and Julliard. A little backbreaking effort might be just the thing he needed to kick Cordelia’s mother out of his mind.

				Baltimore, Maryland, Saturday, March 15, 2.10 P.M.

				The sight of her friend had Stevie’s heart settling. Her worry and her fury and her sadness were all still there, but muted. Bearable. ‘Em.’

				Emma’s head turned at the sound of her name, her smile blooming as she rose and held out her arms. ‘Stevie.’

				Stevie hugged her hard. They were well matched from a size standpoint, she and Emma. Stevie was a firm five-three with her socks on. Emma Townsend Walker claimed to be five-two, but it was a lie. Her friend needed heels to even approach five-one.

				In most other ways they were polar opposites. Emma was a girlie-girl who loved dresses, makeup and bangles, while Stevie was most comfortable in jeans and a T-shirt with a firearm holstered on her shoulder. Emma was an academic, an author even. Stevie couldn’t sit still long enough to read a book.

				Of notable exception was Green Eggs and Ham. It had been Cordelia’s favorite when she was small. Stevie had so many fond memories of her little girl curled up in her lap, helping her turn the pages with chubby little hands, giggling at the pictures.

				The other exception, perhaps even more notable, was Emma’s book, Bite Sized, her work on how to cope with trauma. Stevie had read it over and over again until she could hear the words in her sleep. Until the words were louder than the lonely roaring in her head. Bite Sized had helped Stevie bear the unspeakable grief of March 15.

				It was a day Stevie thought she’d never live through. Had it not been for the child growing in her womb, she might not have. Cordelia had given her a reason to live. Emma helped her figure out how to do so. One day at a time. One bite at a time. You can eat an elephant, one bite at a time, Emma was fond of saying.

				‘It’s so good to see you,’ Emma whispered fiercely. ‘I saw the shooting on TV in December and I was so afraid we’d lost you forever. Are you all right? Really, truly all right?’

				‘Some days I’m more all right than others.’ Stevie pulled back, leaning heavily on the cane for balance. ‘But I’m still here and I’m damn grateful to be.’

				‘Sit, for heaven’s sake,’ Emma commanded. When they had, Emma took a long, measured look at Stevie’s face. ‘You look better than I expected. Your hair is longer. I like it.’

				Stevie tugged at her hair self-consciously. It was the longest it had been in years. ‘I’ve been too busy to get it cut.’

				Emma’s eyes narrowed slightly and for a moment Stevie thought she’d ask what had kept her too busy for a haircut. ‘The style looks good on you,’ was all she said, though. ‘You should keep it longer when you go back to work.’

				‘When,’ Stevie repeated resolutely. She’d get back to duty, to real duty, not some lame-assed desk job. She’d work the damn leg until it behaved. She would.

				Emma’s lips quirked into a sudden smile. ‘I saw you walking up the sidewalk a few minutes ago. Your cane sparkled like a magic wand. Now I know why. Let me guess – Cordelia?’

				‘Who else? Cordelia decorated it with glitter and left it under the Christmas tree. I think she’s been touching it up with more glitter every few days because we’re still finding glitter everywhere – on our clothes, in our hair, in our shoes . . .’

				‘I wish I could see her,’ Emma said wistfully. ‘But I promised Christopher I’d get to Vegas in time to see him give the keynote speech at the symposium he’s attending. I have to be at the airport by four thirty. I hope I didn’t mess anything up on your end with the time change.’

				‘No. Izzy’s been taking her to ballet since the shooting, so my schedule’s flexible.’

				Emma leaned forward a little. ‘How is Cordelia?’

				Becoming more brittle every day. ‘Too serious.’ Her baby had been through so much.

				‘Is the counselor helping?’

				‘I think so. I take her every week, sometimes twice a week. Her nightmares are becoming less frequent. A little vacation might do her some good. Maybe she and I can come to Florida to see you and the boys soon. How are the boys? And Megan?’

				‘Megan’s loving grad school. CJ got a chemistry set for Christmas. I haven’t had to call the fire department once, which makes me happy. Liam got an NFL football from Will’s dad.’

				Will had been Emma’s first husband. Just like Paul and Paulie, Will had been killed in a convenience store robbery gone wrong. Their shared experience was the reason Stevie and Emma had first decided to meet. But unlike Stevie, Emma had managed to go on, marrying her high school sweetheart, Christopher, and having two beautiful sons with him. She’d embraced Chris’s daughter from his previous marriage as her own as well.

				Stevie was fiercely happy for them even as she envied their happiness. Then she frowned as Emma’s words sank in. ‘Wait. Will’s father gave him the ball? Not Christopher’s father?’

				‘Will’s dad bought that football the minute Will and I announced our engagement,’ Emma said with a wistful smile. ‘Will was an only child, but his parents always called me their daughter. They treat my kids with Christopher like their own grandkids. It’s really lovely. Will’s father had been holding on to it for all these years, just waiting for a grandchild – the right grandchild – to give it to. CJ wouldn’t have appreciated it the way Liam does and Megan had lost interest in football by the time Chris and I got married.’

				‘Cordelia’s not into sports. She loves ballet, but I suspect it’s mainly for the shoes and the tutus.’ Stevie swallowed hard. ‘Paul’s father still keeps the toys that he never got to give to Paulie. I’ve told him to donate them, but he’s never gotten around to it.’

				‘Maybe—’ Emma started, but the waitress interrupted to take their order, which they gave without even looking at the menu – a perk of meeting in the same restaurant every year.

				‘What I was about to say,’ Emma said when the waitress was gone, ‘was that maybe Paul’s dad is holding on to them like Will’s dad held on to Liam’s football. You never know what’s coming down the pike. You’re only thirty-six. You could have more kids some day.’ She switched to a twang. ‘You’ve got ye a few good child-bearin’ years yet and a decent pair of hips.’ She grinned. ‘That’s what Christopher’s dad said to me right before our wedding.’

				‘And you still speak to him?’ Stevie asked dryly.

				‘Sure. He’s great with the boys. This week is the boys’ spring break and all four of the grandparents are taking them to Disney World.’

				‘Tag teaming so the boys don’t wear them out?’

				‘You got that right. Meanwhile, Christopher and I get a Vegas vacation. Alone. No kids. He’ll get his chemistry fix at the symposium during the day, and I’ll get mine at night.’ Her eyes went sly. ‘You could come with me and I could set you up with one of Christopher’s friends.’

				Stevie’s eyes narrowed. ‘Don’t start, Em. I mean it. I’m not interested in fix-ups.’

				‘Fine, fine.’ Emma raised her hands in surrender. ‘I just thought that you might be open to someone new since you broke up with the PI.’

				Stevie blinked in surprise. Clay Maynard. Instantly Stevie’s mind flooded with the memory of waking in the hospital to find him sitting beside her, his dark eyes so relieved that she’d finally regained consciousness, that she’d lived. But they’d filled with pain when she told him to go away, to find someone else to love.

				She’d cried after he’d left. Wished she could take the words back. But she couldn’t, shouldn’t, and hadn’t. She’d done what needed to be done. It was for the best. For both of us.

				Just thinking about Clay today, of all days, made her feel guilty. No one could come close to taking Paul’s place. To let Clay attempt to do so would be disastrous. For both of us. She’d never love him the way she’d loved Paul and eventually . . .

				He’d hate me. She’d rather him hate her now than after she’d allowed herself to care about him. It would break her heart again. And more importantly, Cordelia’s.

				All of which is no one’s business but my own. Not even Emma’s.

				‘How did you know about the PI?’ Stevie said, keeping her annoyance in careful control.

				Emma winced. ‘Your brother told me that you two broke up when you were in the hospital.’

				Sorin, I’m going to smack you. Her twin was a worse gossip than any old woman. He was also terrified she’d end up old and alone and continued to nag her about taking Clay back.

				‘There was never anything to break up, whatever you were told,’ she said, and that was the truth. ‘We never went out on a single date. He kissed me once, in the hospital. That’s all. He was hanging around like a stray dog, hoping I’d take him in. So I cut him loose.’ More harshly than she’d needed to. But she couldn’t take the chance that he’d hold hope. It wasn’t fair.

				To whom? To him? Or to you?

				Emma was watching her carefully and Stevie suspected that her facade wasn’t as convincing as she’d hoped. ‘Why did you cut him loose, Stevie? Was he unkind? Unattractive?’

				Unattractive? God, no. Stevie’s heart stuttered every time she thought about him. Tall, dark, massive. His face was . . . beautiful. His heart, filled with compassion and honor.

				He saved my life, risking his own. Clay had run to her side while Marina was still shooting on the courthouse stairs, stopping the bleeding that the doctors agreed should have killed her. Anchoring her to life when she’d almost slipped away. You will not die, dammit. You will not leave me. You will not leave Cordelia. Dammit, Stevie, we need you. I need you.

				Unkind? No. If anything, he was too kind. Too patient. He would have waited for her . . . forever. And that she couldn’t allow. He deserved a life. More than she could give him.

				‘Emma . . .’ She let out a quiet sigh. ‘Please. I can’t discuss this today, of all days.’

				‘Okay,’ Emma said, but her eyes were still calculating. ‘This is Cordelia’s spring break week too, right? Why don’t you buy two tickets to Orlando, leaving tonight? I’ll go to Vegas, be with Christopher during his keynote speech, then I’ll fly back to Florida and meet you tomorrow. We can join the boys and their grandparents for their vacation. Cordelia will love it.’

				Stevie felt a mild flare of panic. ‘No.’

				‘Why not? You said you’d bring her down to Florida sometime soon.’

				‘I said soon. I didn’t mean tomorrow.’

				‘If it’s a question of budget, don’t worry. I’ve got it.’

				‘It’s not the money.’ Stevie lifted her chin, a defensive pose she recognized but couldn’t stop. ‘I’m not going to be able to walk well enough for a long time.’

				‘Rent a scooter.’ There was no sympathy in Emma’s eyes. ‘You see them everywhere.’

				Anger flickered in her gut. ‘I’m not using one of those damn scooters.’

				‘Why not? We could glitter it up to match your cane.’

				‘I said no,’ Stevie repeated, fighting not to grit her teeth. ‘This –’ she pointed to the glitter-covered cane ‘– is temporary.’

				‘The scooter would be too,’ Emma said. ‘You could have a good time with Cordelia instead of working on old cases when you’re supposed to be recovering. You could be having breakfast in Cinderella’s castle instead of fighting off thugs and their knives with your sparkly cane.’

				Stevie’s eyes narrowed. ‘Not your business, Emma,’ she warned coldly.

				Emma’s eyes flashed. ‘The hell it’s not. What if the next attacker is successful? What if the next assailant stabs you in the back before you can fight? You got lucky yesterday. What if the next bullet doesn’t miss and your PI isn’t there to save your life because you sent him away?’

				With an effort, Stevie clamped her anger down. ‘Sorin,’ she uttered darkly, and wondered just how much her brother and Emma had planned what she’d say this afternoon. ‘He had no right to tell you any of this. Not my health, my love life, or my job. He had no right.’

				‘No, he didn’t. But that doesn’t make what he said less true. I’m not sure why you have this death wish, Stevie, but if you keep pushing these old cases, eventually your wish will become reality. Somebody’s going to stab you or shoot you or blow your car straight to hell with you in it. And as you lay dying?’ Emma’s eyes filled with tears. ‘You might wish you hadn’t cut the PI loose. You’ll definitely wish you’d had that Cinderella breakfast with your daughter. But it’ll be too late because you’ll finally get your wish. You’ll be dead.’

				Stevie bit back the torrent of words she’d never be able to take back. ‘I need to use the restroom.’ She needed to rein in her temper that seemed to grow more volatile every day. Lurching to her feet, she grabbed the damn glittery cane and wheeled around – only to smack face first into the waitress, whose tray was heavy with filled beverage glasses.

				As she and the waitress went down in a clatter of metal and breaking glass, Stevie heard screams. And Emma’s voice shouting her name. Stevie lifted up on all fours to see if the waitress was all right. The woman was on her back, staring up at the ceiling, broken glass all around her. She wasn’t blinking.

				The side of her head was gushing blood.

				Which didn’t make sense. It was just a few broken wineglasses. Stevie reared up to grab a napkin on the table to stem the blood flow and froze.

				The window they’d been sitting next to was shattered and Emma was gone.

				‘Emma!’ Stevie shouted.

				‘I’m here. Behind you.’ Emma was kneeling beside the woman who’d been sitting at the table next to theirs. Now the woman lay on her back, just like the waitress. Emma had her fingers pressed to the woman’s throat, taking her pulse.

				The woman’s companion was kneeling on the other side of her, pressing dinner napkins to the wound, trying to stop her bleeding, tears rolling down his terrified face.

				‘Elissa, stay with me,’ he commanded, his voice shaking. ‘Stay with me. Do not leave me.’ His voice broke when she continued to stare at the ceiling. ‘Please, baby. Don’t leave me.’

				Stevie heard Clay’s voice in her mind, pleading with her as she lay bleeding on the courthouse steps. Don’t you dare leave me. She snapped herself back to the present.

				‘Everybody get on the floor and stay there!’ she ordered, then dialed 911 on her cell. ‘This is Detective Mazzetti, Homicide. We have shots fired and GSW victims at the Harbor House Restaurant. One victim is a Caucasian woman, about fifty. GSW to the chest.’

				Stevie felt for the waitress’s pulse. There was none. ‘The second victim is also a Caucasian woman, about twenty-five. GSW to the head.’ On closer inspection, she could see the back of the waitress’s head was gone. The woman was dead.

				Crawling to the window, Stevie peeked over the sill edge, eyeballing the angle of entry. ‘The shot may have been fired from the roof of the building across the street,’ she told the operator. ‘No sign of a gunman.’

				‘You said GSW victims,’ the operator said, her voice calm. ‘Are there any others?’

				Stevie looked around, saw dozens of terrified people staring back. ‘Anybody else hit?’

				At first no one answered. Then a man pointed to Stevie. ‘You are. Your arm.’

				Stevie looked down at her biceps. Her sweater was soaked with blood, and . . . Ouch. Her arm burned like fire. But it wasn’t bad. She’d had a lot worse in the past.

				‘Just me,’ she told the operator. ‘And it’s a graze. I’m okay.’

				‘You’ve got help on the way, Detective,’ the operator said. ‘ETA less than two minutes. Stay on the line with me until they get there.’

				‘I will. Please request that Detective JD Fitzpatrick and Lieutenant Peter Hyatt come to the scene.’ Stevie drew a deep breath. Her partner and her boss would help her make sense of this.

				Except it did make sense. Yesterday I was shot at. Again today. Stevie desperately held on to her calm. They were trying to kill me and killed two others instead. Nobody’s safe around me.

				‘Help will be here in a minute or two,’ she said to Emma, who now pressed cloth napkins to the woman’s chest while the man performed CPR.

				Emma turned her head to meet Stevie’s eyes, her own filled with horror. ‘I think it’s too late,’ she said hollowly. ‘I think she’s dead.’
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